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Exile-or a quest that nmight take his life

"So where do | go?"

"You're sure?" asked Uncle Sardit, his mouth full.

"What choice is there? | either get plunked down on a boat to somewhere as an exile, know ng
nothing, or | try to learn as nuch as | can before doing sonmething that at |east gives nme sone
chance of making a decision.”

"I think that's the right choice for you," said Aunt Elisabet, "but it's not quite that
sinple."”

After finishing nmy bread and cheese in the strained atnosphere of the house, | went back to ny
quarters over the shop and began to pack. Uncle Sardit said he would keep the chair and the few
ot her pieces until | returned.

He didn't nention the fact that few dangergelders returned. Neither did I

For Bob Miuir, Clay Hunt, and Walter Rosenberry.
Too bel ated an appreciation, but real for all the del ay.

CGROW NG UP, | always wondered why everything in Wander-naught seened so dull. Not that | ni nded
the perfectly baked bread routinely produced by ny father or by Aunt Elisabet, and | certainly
enjoyed the intricately carved toys and other gifts that Uncle Sardit mracul ously presented on ny
birthday or on the H gh Holi days.

Perfection, especially for a youngster |earning about it fromcheerfully sober adults, has a
price. Mne was boredom scarcely novel for a young man in the niddle of his second decade. But
boredom | eads to trouble, even when things are designed to be as perfect as possible. O course,
the perfection and striving for perfection that narked the island, though some woul d term Recl uce
a smal lish continent, had a reason. A good reason, but one hardly acceptable to a restless young
nan.

"Perfection, Lerris," nmy father repeated tine after tine, "is the price we pay for the good
life. Perfection keeps destruction away and provi des a safe harbor for the good."

"But why? And how?" Those were always ny questions.

Finally, shortly after | finished the mnimumformal schooling, in nmy case at fifteen, ny
not her entered the di scussion

"Lerris, there are two fundanental forces in life, and in nature. Creation and destruction
Creation is order. W attenpt to maintain it-"

"You sound just |ike Magister Kerwin . . . '"Oder is all that keeps chaos at bay . . . because
evil and chaos are so closely linked, one should avoid all but the nbst necessary acts of
destruction . . .' | know perfection is inportant. | knowit. | knowit! And | know it! But why

does it have to be so flam ng boring?"

She shrugged. "Order is not boring. You are bored with order." She | ooked at my father. "Since
you are bored with us, and since you are not quite ready for the possibility of undertaking the
dangergel d, how woul d you like to spend a year or so |earning about woodworking with your Uncle
Sardit?"

"Donar a?" asked mnmy father, obviously questioning nmy nother's volunteering of his sister's
husband.

"Sardit and | have talked it over, Gunnar. He's willing to take on the challenge."

"Chal l enge?" | blurted. "Wat challenge? | can learn anything . "

"For about the first three weeks," ny father comented.

"It's not as though you will ever be a naster woodworker, Lerris," added nother. "But the
general skills and discipline will cone in useful when you undertake your dangergeld."

"Me? Why would | ever go tramping off through the wild |Iands?"

"You will."

"Most assuredly.”

But the only thing that was assured then was that | would have the chance to |l earn how to craft
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sone of the screens, tables, chairs, and cabinets that Uncle Sardit produced. Every once in a

while, | knew, soneone traveled from Candar or even fromone of the trading cities of Austra to
purchase one of his screens or inlaid tables.

Until | had a better idea of what | really wanted to do in |life, woodworking was better than
hel ping ny father keep all the stonework spotless or nmixing clays or tending the kiln fire for
nmot her. Al though the sane traders who visited Sardit also visited ny mother's shop, | did not have

the touch for pottery. Besides, pots and vases bored ne. So did the intricacies of glazes and
fini shes.

So, within days | had left the neat and ranbling tinbered and stone house where | had grown up
where | had | ooked out through the blue-tinted casenent wi ndow in nmy bedroom on the herb garden
for the last time. Then, | had wal ked nearly enpty-handed the half-day to nmy uncle's where | was
installed in the apprentice's quarters over the carpentry. Uncle Sardit's other apprentice,

Kol dar, had al nost conpleted his termand was building his own house, with the help of an
apprentice stonemason, a woman named Corso. She was bigger than either of us, but she sniled a

|l ot, and she and Kol dar nmade a good pair. He was living in the unfinished house al one, but
probably not for long. That neant that until another apprentice cane along | had the privacy and
the responsibility of the shop in evenings.

Still, it had been a snmall shock to realize that | would not be living in the guest room at
Uncle Sardit's, but in the nuch smaller and sparsely-furnished apprentice's space. The only
furniture was the bed, an old woven rug, and a single hanging | anp. The plain red-oak walls
scarcely showed even hairline cracks where the boards joined. The polished floors, also red oak
di spl ayed the sanme care and crafting.

"That's what you're here for, Lerris. Wen you |l earn how, you can nmake your own tables,
benches, chairs, in the evenings. Have to fell your own wood and make arrangenents with Hal prin at
the sawri || for the rough stock to replace what's been seasoned unl ess you want to try to cut and
rough-cure the logs yourself. Don't recomend that."

Sardit as a craft-naster was a bit different than as an uncle.

I was going to |learn about carpentry, and tools, and how to nake screens and cabi nets and
tables, right? Not exactly. To begin with, it was just |like the pottery shop, but worse. 1'd heard
about clays and consi stencies and gl azes and firing tenperatures for years. | hadn't realized that
woodwor ki ng was similar-not until Uncle Sardit remi nded nme forcefully.

"How are you going to use tools properly, boy, if you don't know anything about the woods
you' re working wth?"

Wth that, he sat ne down with his old apprentice notes on woods. Each day, either after work
or before we opened the shop in the norning, | had to show himmy own hand-copi ed notes on at
| east two kinds of trees, the recommended uses, curing tines, and general observations on the best
uses of the wood. Not only that, but each card went into a file box, the one thing he had let ne
make, with sone advice fromhim and | was expected to update the cards if | |earned sonething of
value in a day's work on a wood.

"What did you wite down on the black oak? Here, let ne see." He scratched his head. "You spent
all day hel ping ne snooth that piece, and the wood told you not hi ng?"

Once in a while, | saw Kol dar grinning synpathetically from whatever project he was handli ng.
But we didn't talk nuch because Uncle Sardit kept me busy, and because Kol dar nostly worked al one,
just checking with Uncle Sardit fromtime to tine.

After a while, Uncle Sardit even nodded once or tw ce when review ng nmy cards. But the frowns
and questions were always nore frequent. And as soon as | thought | understood sonething well
enough to avoid his questions, he would task ne with | earning sonme ot her obscure discipline of
woodworking. If it weren't the trees, it was their bark. If it weren't their bark, it was the
reconmended cutting times and sawnil|l techniques. If it weren't one type of wood, it was what
types you could match in inlays, what differences in grain widths neant. Sone of it nade sense,
but a |l ot seened designed to make woodwor ki ng as conplicated as possible.

"Conplicated? O course it's conplicated. Perfection is always conplicated. Do you want your
work to last? Or do you want it to fall apart at the first touch of chaos?"

"But we don't even have any white nmagicians in Recluce."

"W don't? Are you sure about that?"

There wasn't nmuch | could say to that. Practicing magicians, at |east the white ones who used
chaos, were strongly discouraged by the nasters. And what the nasters di scouraged generally stayed
di scouraged, although there seened to be only a few masters for all the towns in Recluce.

| guess ny old teacher, Magister Kerwin, actually was a master, although we didn't usually
think of nmagisters as masters. They were both part of the sane order. Magisters were those who
actual ly taught.
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So ... | kept studying woods, trees, and tools, and after nearly a year began to nake a few
sinmple itens.

" Br eadboar ds?"

"Sonmeone has to make them And they should be nmade right. You can do it well enough to keep
chaos at bay, and you can select fromany of ny designs or try one of your own. |If you do your
own, let's go over it together before you begin cutting."

| did one of ny own-sinple, but with an octagonal shape.

"Sinple, but nice, Lerris. You may actually have a future as a wood crafter.”

From breadboards, | went to other sinple itens-outdoor benches for a cafe, a set of plain
bookcases for the school. Nothing with carving, although | had begun to do carving for nmy own
furniture, and Uncle Sardit had even adnmitted that the wooden arncthair | had built for my quarters
woul d not have been out of place in nost hones.

"Mbst homes. Not quite clean enough, and a few rough spots with the spoke-joining angles, but,
on the whole, a credible effort.™

That was about the npst | ever got in praise fromUncle Sardit.

But | was still bored, even as | continued to learn

"LERRIS!'" THE TONE in Uncle Sardit's voice told ne enough. Whatever | had done-1 did not wi sh
to know.

I finished washing the sawdust fromny face. As usual, | got water all over the stone, but the
sun had al ready warned the slate facing, and the water would dry soon enough, even if ny aunt
woul d be down with a frayed towel to polish the stone within nmonments of my return to the shop

"Lerris!"

Aunt Elisabet always kept the washstones polished, the kettles sparkling, and the graystone
floors spotless. Wiy it should have surprised ne I do not know, since ny father and, indeed, every
other holder in nmy hone town of Wandernaught, exhibited the sane fastidi ousness. My father and his
sister were both the househol ders, while Mther and Uncle Sardit were the artisans. That was
common enough, or so | thought.

"Lerris! Young . . . man, . . . get . . . yourself . . .back . . . here . . . now

| definitely did not want to return to the carpentry, but there was no escape. "Coming, Uncle
Sardit."

He stood at the doorway, a frown on his face. The frown was common, but the yelling had not
been. My guts twi sted. Wiat could | have done? .

"Come here."
He thrust a wi de-fingered hand at the inlaid tabletop on the workbench
"Look at that. Cosely." H s voice was so low it runbled. | |ooked, but obviously did not see

what he wanted nme to see

"Do you see that?"

| shook ny head. "See what?"

"Look at the clanps."”

Bendi ng over, | followed his finger. The clanps were as | had placed themearlier, the snooth
side, as he had taught ne, matching the grain of the dark |orken wood.

"Wth the grain of the wood . "

"Lerris . . . can't you see? This end is biting into the wood. And here . . . the pressure has
nmoved the border out of position . "
Perhaps the tiniest fraction of a span, if at all, but all | had to do to correct that woul d be

to sand the other end a bit nore, and no one, except Uncle Sardit, and perhaps the furniture buyer
for the Enperor of Hamor, woul d have ever noticed the discrepancy.

"First, you don't force wood, Lerris. You know that. You just aren't paying attention any nore.
Wbodwor ki ng neans working with the wood, not forcing it, not working against it."

| stood there. What could | say?

Uncl e Sardit sighed.

"Let's go into the house, Lerris. W have sone talking to do."

| liked the sound of that even less, but | followed his exanple and unstrapped ny | eather apron
and racked ny tools.

We wal ked out the door and across the snpooth pavenent of the courtyard and into the room Aunt
El i sabet called the parlor. I never knew why she called it the parlor. |I'd asked once, but she had
just snmiled and said it had been a name she had picked up al ong the way.
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Atray sat on the table. On it were two icy glasses, sonme slabs of fresh-baked bread, cheese,
and several sliced apples. The bread was still steanming, and the aroma filled the small room

Uncl e Sardit eased hinself into the chair nearest the kitchen. |I took the other one. Sonething
about the tray being ready bothered ne. It bothered ne a whole |ot.

The soft sound of steps caused ne to ook up fromthe tabl etop. Uncle Sardit put down his gl ass-
iced fruit punch- and nodded at Aunt Elisabet. She, |ike father, was fair-skinned, sandy-haired,
slender, and tall. Uncle Sardit was snmaller and wiry, with salt-and-pepper hair and a short-
cropped beard. Both of them | ooked guilty.

"You're right, Lerris. W do feel guilty, perhaps because you' re Gunnar's son
El i sabet.

"But that doesn't change anything," added Uncle Sardit. "You still have to face the sane
deci si ons whet her you're our nephew or not."

| took a gulp of the fruit punch to avoid answering, though |I knew Aunt Elisabet woul d know
that. She al ways knew. So did ny father.

"Have sonmething to eat. |I'lIl do sonme of the talking. Elisabet will fill in anything | mss." He
took a wedge of cheese and a slab of bread and chewed several bits slowy, swallowed, and finished
up with another gulp of fruit punch

"Magi ster Kerwin should have taught you, as he taught ne, that a naster or journeynan who
instructs an apprentice is also responsible for deternmining the apprentice's fitness for
practicing the craft.”

| took some bread and cheese. Cbviously, the master was responsible for the apprentice.

"What he did not tell you, or nme, is that the craft-master nust al so determ ne whether the
apprentice will ever be ready for practicing a craft, or whether the apprentice should be
consi dered for dangergeld or exile."

"Exile . . ."

"You see, Lerris, there is no place in Recluce for unfocused dissatisfaction," added Aunt
El i sabet. "Boredom inability to concentrate, unwillingness to apply yourself to the fullest of
your ability-these can all allow chaos a foothold in Recluce.”

"So the real question facing you, Lerris, is whether you want to take the dangergeld training,
or whet her you would rather just |eave Recluce. Forever."

"Just because |'m bored? Just because | put a little too nmuch pressure on a wood cl anp? For
that | have to choose between exile and dangergel d?"

"No. Because your boredomreflects a deeper |lack of conmtnent. Sloppy work on the part of
sormeone who is doing his best is not a danger. Nor is sloppy work when the honest intent is
perfection, provided, of course, that no one has to rely on the sloppy work for anything that
could threaten their life if it failed." Aunt Elisabet |ooked sonehow taller, and there was a fire
behi nd her eyes.

| |1 ooked away.

"Are you saying that you have honestly been happy trying to achi eve perfection in woodwork?"
asked Uncle Sardit.

That was Aunt

"No." | couldn't very well lie. Aunt Elisabet would catch it.

"Do you think that it would becone easier if you continued to work with ne?"

"No. "

| took another slice of bread and a second wedge of cheese. | didn't remenber eating the first,
but | rmust have. | sipped the fruit punch only enough to noisten ny nouth, since | was cold enough

i nsi de al ready.

"Now what ?" | asked before taking another bite.

"If you decide to take the dangergeld training, the masters will work with you for as long as
necessary, in their judgnent, to prepare you for your dangergeld. After training, you cannot
return until you have conpleted the charge |laid upon you.

"If you choose exile, you will |eave. You cannot return except with the perm ssion of the
masters. Wil e not unheard-of, such pernmissionis rarely given."

"Just because |'m bored? Just because |I'myoung and haven't settled down? Just because ny
woodwor k isn't perfect?"

"No. It has nothing to do with youth." Aunt Elisabet sighed. "Last year, the nmasters exiled
five crafters twi ce your age, and close to a dozen people in their third and fourth decade
undert ook the dangergeld.”

"You're serious, aren't you?"

"Yes "
| could tell she was. Uncle Sardit, for all his statenents about doing the talking, hadn't said
a word in explanation. | was getting a very strange feeling about Aunt Elisabet, that she was a
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great deal nore than a hol der

"So where do I go?"

"You're sure?" asked Uncle Sardit, his mouth full.

"What choice is there? | either get plunked down on a boat to somewhere as an exile, know ng
nothing, or | try to learn as nuch as | can before doing sonething that at |east gives nme sone
chance of naking a decision."

"I think that's the right choice for you," said Aunt Elisabet, "but it's not quite that
simple."

After finishing ny bread and cheese in the strai ned atnosphere of the house, | went back to ny
quarters over the shop and began to pack. Uncle Sardit said he would keep the chair and the few
other pieces until | returned.

He didn't nention the fact that few dangergelders returned. Neither did I

LIKE A LOT of things in Recluce, ny transition fromapprentice to student dangergel der just
happened. O that's the way it seened.

For the next few days after my rather ponderous and serious conversation with Aunt Elisabet and
Uncle Sardit, | continued to help out around the carpentry shop. Uncle Sardit now asked me to
rough- shape cornices, or rough-cut panels, rather than telling ne to. And Kol dar just shook his
head, as if | were truly crazy.

He shook it so convincingly that | began to wonder nyself.

Then |'d hear Uncle Sardit nuttering about the inexact fit of two mitered corners, or the
failure of two grains to match perfectly. O 1'd watch himredo a small| decoration that no one
woul d see on the underside of a table because of a minute inperfection

Those brought back the real reason why | couldn't stay as his apprentice-the boring requirenent
for absolute perfection. | had better things to do with ny life than worry about whether the grain
patterns on two sides of a table or panel matched perfectly. O whether a corner mter was a
precise forty-five degrees.

Perhaps it suited Koldar, and perhaps it kept the incursions of chaos at bay, but it was
bori ng.

Wyodwor ki ng ni ght have been better than pottery, but when you cane right down to it, both were
pretty dull.

So | didn't mind at all when, several days later, Aunt Elisabet announced that | had better get
my things together

"For what ?"

"Your training as a dangergel der, of course. Do you think that the masters just hand you a
staff, a map, and sonme provisions, and hustle you aboard a ship to nowhere?"

That thought had crossed ny mnd, but | quickly dismssed it in the face of my aunt's
i nsi stence.

"What about sayi ng good-bye to ny famly?"

"Of course, of course. W're not exactly barbarians, Lerris. They've been expecting you for
sonme tine, but you're not an apprentice any longer. So what you do is strictly up to you. The
masters at Nyl an are expecting you, and several others, the day after tomorrow "

"That's a good distance . . ." | hinted, hoping that Aunt Elisabet would indicate that the
masters woul d provide a carriage, or a wagon. Wiile | had a few silver pence, | certainly had no
desire to spend themon riding the H gh Road. Nylan was a full day's wal k, and then sone.

"That it is, Lerris. But did you expect the nasters to cone to you?"

| hadn't thought about that one way or another

Aunt Elisabet cocked her head, smiling, as if to indicate that the sunny norni ng was passing
quickly. It was, and, if | had to be in Nylan by the foll ow ng evening

Anot her thought crossed ny mnd. "Wien on the day after tonorrow?"

"No | ater than noon, although | suppose no one would mind if you were a trifle later than

that." Her snmile was kindly, as it usually was, and the sun behind her still-sandy hair gave her
the look of ... well, | wasn't sure, but Aunt Elisabet seened to be nore than | had thought. Wy,
| couldn't say, just as | couldn't explain why woodwor ki ng seened so incredibly boring.

I swallowed. "I'd better get going. That's an early rising tonorrow, and tine to nmake on the
road. "

She nodded. "I have sone flake rolls for your parents, if you're going that way. And you'l

find a set of boots, with the right trousers and cloak, laid out on your bed."
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I swal l owed again. | hadn't thought about the boots, although my heavy apprentice clothes woul d
have been adequate for nmost hard travel
"Thank you . . ." | |looked down. "Need to say good-bye to Uncle Sardit."

"He's in the shop."

After going back to ny room | found ny clothes had been wapped in one bundle, and that
sonmeone had laid out not only boots and clothes, but a wal king staff of the heaviest, snpothest,
and bl ackest | orken. The staff was al nbst unadorned, not at all flashy, but it was obviously Uncle
Sardit's work, probably nonths in preparation as he had cut, seasoned, and shaped the wood, and
soaked it in ironbath. The ends were bound in black steel, with the bands recessed so precisely
they were scarcely visible against the darkness of the wood.

| held it and it seened to fit ny hand. It was exactly ny own height.

Finally | shrugged, and | ooked around for the old canvas bag in which | had brought my old
clothes. Not that there were nany |left after nearly two years of grow ng and di scovering nuscl es
in the process of woodworking. Don't |let anyone tell you that precision wodwork isn't as hard as
heavy carpentry. It isn't. It's harder, and since you can't make m stakes, not for soneone |ike
Uncle Sardit, it requires nore thinking.

The last thing laid out was a pack. Not flashy, not even tooled | eather, but made out of the
ti ghtest-woven and heaviest cloth I'd ever seen. Dull brown, but dipped in something that had to
be waterproof. | wondered if Aunt Elisabet and Uncle Sardit felt guilty for deciding that | didn't
fit in. Certainly the staff and the pack al one were magnificent gifts, and the clothes, although a
dark brown, were of equal quality and durability.

That wasn't all. Inside the pack was a small purse. Attached was a note.

"Here are your apprentice wages. Try not to spend themuntil you | eave Recluce." | counted
twenty copper pennies, twenty silver pence, and ten gold pence. Again, a near-incredible anmunt.
But | wasn't about to turn it down, not when | couldn't tell what mght |ie ahead.

| picked up the staff again, running my fingers over the grain, examning it once nore, trying
to see how the ends were mated so closely to the wood that the caps were scarcely obvious.

At | east they, or ny parents, whoever had supplied nme, wanted to send ne off as well-prepared
as they could. | renenbered from Magi ster Kerwin's dry | ectures that dangergel ders were only
al | owed whatever coins they could carry confortably, two sets of clothes, boots, a staff, a pack
and a few days' provisions.

If you decided to return, of course, after your year or nore away, and the nasters approved,
you coul d bring back an entire ship, provided it wasn't stolen or unfairly acquired. But then, the
masters weren't too likely to let you return if you' d turned to thievery.

| shook ny head, put down the staff, and exam ned the pack, realizing nmy tinme was short. Inside
were anot her set of clothes and a pair of |ight shoes, alnpbst court slippers.

Stripping to the waist, | headed down to the wash trough to clean up before putting on the new
clothes. Uncle Sardit was hunming as he buffed the desk he was finishing, but did not |ook up
Kol dar was down at the sawrmll, trying to find enough matched red oak to repair the fire-danaged

tabl es at Pol ank's Inn.

I'd overheard ny aunt and uncle discussing the fire, acting as if it had been totally expected,
ever since young Nir Polank had taken over fromhis ailing father

"Sone have to |learn the hard way."

"Some don't " ny aunt had answered, but she hadn't said anything nore once | had entered
the house for dinner
On the washstones was a fresh towel, which, after the chill of the water, | gratefully used. At

| east | hadn't needed to take a shower. Standing under even partly-warnmed water in the outside
stone stall wasn't exactly warm C eaning that stall was even | ess enjoyable, but Aunt Elisabet,
like my father, insisted on absolute cleanliness. W didn't eat unless we were washed up, and nore
than once as a child |I'd gone w thout dinner for refusing to wash.

They both took a shower every day, even in winter. So did nmy nother and Uncle Sardit, although
my uncl e occasionally skipped the shower on the days that Aunt Elisabet was out visiting friends.

| folded the towel, and put it back on the rack

"CGetting ready to go?"

Uncle Sardit stood in the shop door, finishing cloth in his |eft hand.

"Yes, sir." | swallowed. "Appreciate everything . . . sorry | just don't seemto have the
concentration to be a master woodwor ker "

"Lerris . . . you stayed longer than nost . . . and you could be a journeyrman for some. But it
woul dn't be right . . . would it?"

Since he was standing three steps above ne, | |ooked up. He didn't seem happy about ny | eaving.

"No . . . probably get nore bored with each day. And | don't know why."
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"Because you're like your dad . . . or your aunt. In the blood . . ."
"But . . . they seem so happy here . "
"Now . . ."

| couldn't seemto find anything to say.

"Be on your way, boy. Just renenber, you can always cone back, once you di scover who you are."
He turned back into the shop and returned to buffing the already shining wood of the desk, without
hurmi ng.

Al'l of a sudden, there seened to be so many things unsaid, so many things that had been hidden
But no one was sayi ng anyt hing.

It seened so unfair. As if | couldn't possibly understand anything until 1'd gone off and
risked ny life in the Dark Marches of Candar or the Enpire of Hanor. Then everything would be fine
just fine.
And ny parents-they never cane by to see ne. Only if I ; went to see them or on Hi gh Holidays,
or if they came to visit my aunt and uncle.
Up in the apprentice quarters, no longer mne really, | pulled on the clothes, ignhoring their

confort and fit, and the boots. Then | picked up the cloak and folded it into the pack, and
strapped the old clothes to the outside. Those | could |l eave at hone, if it were truly hone.
Besi des the new cl othes and the pack, the staff was the only thing that felt right.

As | | ooked around the quarters, | wondered about ny arnchair . . . and ny tools. Wat about mny
tool s? Uncle Sardit had said sonething about taking care of them but hadn't said how

I found Uncle Sardit in the shop. He was |ooking at a chest, one | hadn't seen before.

"I thought 1'd store your tools in this, Lerris, until . . . whatever '

"That would be fine, Uncle Sardit . . . and could you find sone place for the arnthair?"
"I was going to keep it here, but |I could take it back to your parents.”

For some reason, |'d never considered the chair as belonging where |I'd grown up

"What ever you think best." One way or another, | wouldn't be needing it for a while.
"We'| | take good care of it ... just take care of yourself so you can cone back for it."
We stood there for a nmonment, with everything and nothing to say.

Finally, | coughed. "I'm not a woodworker, Uncle, but | learned a lot."

"Hope so, boy. Hope it hel ps you."

| left himstanding there, turning to rack nmy tools in the chest he had made for them

Aunt Elisabet was waiting at the kitchen doorway with a w apped package. Two of them

"The bigger one has the flake rolls. The other one has sone travel food for you."

I took off the pack and put the travel food inside, but just strapped the rolls to the top
They weren't heavy, and while it was cloudy, the clouds were the high hazy kind that kept the
tenperature down but al nbost never led to rain. That early in the sunmer the farnmers woul d have
i ked nore noisture, but I was just as glad | wouldn't have to trudge to Nylan through a downpour
I had a feeling I'd be traveling in enough wet weather

"And here are some for you."

On a plate she had produced from nowhere were two enormous rolls, one filled with chicken and
the other with berries that dripped fromone end.

"I'f you want to get hone by dinner, you'll need to start now."

"Di nner?"

"I'"'msure your father will have something special."

| did not answer, nor ask how she woul d know that ny father would have a special dinner

because, first, she would know, and, second, | was wol fing down the chicken-filled flake roll. In
all the hurry to get ready for Nylan, | hadn't realized how hungry I was. Wen you chose
dangergel d, you obeyed the rules of the nasters, including their schedul e.

After washing down the last of the first roll with a tunmbler of ice-cold water, | took the
second.

"You have enough time not to eat them whole, Lerris."

I slowed down and finished the dessert roll in four distinct bites. Then | took another deep

swal |l ow fromthe tunbler.

"Do you have your staff? Your uncle wanted you to have the best

| lifted the staff. "Seens to belong to nme already."

My aunt only snmiled. "You should find it helpful, especially if you listen to the nasters and
foll ow your feelings . . . your true feelings."

"Well . . . time for ne to go . "

"Take care, Lerris."

She didn't give me any special advice, and since | wasn't exactly in the nood for it, that was
probably for the best.
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As | wal ked down the lane with its precisely placed and | evel ed gray paving-stones, | felt both
my aunt and uncle were watching every step, but when | turned around to | ook | could see nothing,
no one in the windows or at the doors. | didn't |ook around the rest of Mattra, not at the inn
where Kol dar was |aying out the tinbers fromthe sawrill, not at the market square where | had
sol d nmy breadboards-one had actually fetched four copper pennies.

And t he road-the perfect stone-paved hi ghway-was still as hard on nmy booted feet as it had been
on ny sandal ed feet when | had first wal ked to Mattra.

| made it home, if Wandernaught could still be called home, well before dinner. But Aunt
El i sabet had been right. | could snell the roast duck even before ny feet touched the stone | ane
that was nearly identical to the lane that led fromthe street to Uncle Sardit's. Mattra and
Wander naught were not all that different. Sone of the crafts were different, and Wander naught had
two inns and the Institute where nmy father occasionally discussed his philosophies with other
hol ders or- very occasionally-nmasters fromel sewhere in Recluce. But nothing very interesting ever
happened i n Wander naught. At |east, not that | renenbered.

My parents were seated on the wi de and open porch on the east side of the house, always cool in
the summer afternoons. The stones of the steps were as gently rounded as | recalled, wthout
either the crisp edges of newcut granite nor the depressions of ancient buildings like the
tenpl e.

"Thought you'd be here about now, Lerris.
or boom ng tone.

"It's good to see you." My nother sniled, and this tine she neant it.

"Good to be here, if only for a night.”" | was surprised to find | nmeant what | was saying.

"Let me take the pack and the staff-Sardit's work, it |ooks |Iike-and have a seat. You stil
like the redberry?"

| nodded as | slipped out of the pack straps. My father laid the pack carefully next to the | ow
tabl e.

"Ch, | forgot. The top package is for you-Aunt Elisabet's flake rolls, | think."

They both | aughed.

"Good thing we don't live closer, not the way she bakes .

My not her just shook her head, still smling.

For sone reason, they both | ooked older. My father's hair was no thinner, and it still | ooked
sandy- bl ond, but | could see the lines running fromthe corners of his eyes. H s face was stil
snooth, with a slight cut on his chin fromshaving. Unlike nost of the men in Recluce, he had
nei ther beard nor mustache. | could synpathize. A though I could have worn a beard, | followed his
exanpl e, not blindly, but because whenever | worked hard | sweated buckets, and | found even a
short and scraggly beard nore of a bother than shaving-cuts and all.

He was wearing a short-sl eeved open-necked shirt, and the nuscles in his arns | ooked as strong
as ever. The woodpil e behind the house was probably three tinmes the size it needed to be. Dad
al ways cl ai med that handling an axe was not only necessary, but good exercise.

My nother's angul ar face seened even nore angular, and her hair was too short. But she had
al ways worn it too short, and | doubted that she would ever change that. Short was conveni ent and
took less tinme. She also wore a short-sleeved faded bl ue bl ouse and wi nter-blue trousers, both
nmore fem nine, but essentially mirroring what ny father wore-not because she cared, but because
she didn't. Cothes were a convenience. That's why Dad did all the tailoring-except for holiday
cl ot hes-for Mther and ne.

He was funny about that. He refused to |l et anyone see himwork. He'd take neasurenents, fit
partially-sewn garnents, and adjust until they fit perfectly, but not with anyone around Wen |
was little, | thought he nust have had soneone conx in. But as time went by, | realized that he
under st ood cl ot hes understood too nuch not to have done the work. Besides it's pretty difficult
not to believe, when your father disappears into his workroons with cut |eathers and fabrics and
returns with the products-especially when there's only one door and when you're an exceedi ngly
curious boy trying to find a nonexi stent secret passage. There wasn't one, of course.

While | was renenbering, ny nother had poured a large tunbler full of redberry, and Dad, after
setting the pack down and recovering the flake rolls, had di sappeared. To the kitchen, presunably.

"It's too bad you have to be in Nylan tonorrow," offered ny nother, as | eased into one of the
strap chairs across fromher. My feet hurt, as | knew they would with the new boots, but I'd
want ed feet and boots worked together as soon as possible.

"I didn't realize it would happen so quickly."

My father's voice carried, although it had no great

"Sonetines it does. Other times it takes weeks," added nmy father. As usual, | had not heard him
return. He was always so silent when he noved, |ike a shadow.
"How many . . . will there be?"
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"It depends. There could be as few as four dangergel d candi dates. Never nore than a dozen. And
you'll lose two before the masters are through.”

"Lose?" | didn't |ike the sound of that. He shrugged. "Sone people decide they'd rather accept
le than listen to the masters. Ot hers decide they'd |ike to go hone."

"Can they?"

"I'f they can convince the nmasters ... it happens every so often.”

Not very often, | could tell fromhis tone. "If they can't?"

"They can continue with their training or go into exile."

I got the feeling that you didn't just go wandering out of Recluce on any old quest wthout the
approval of the nmsters.

Before | asked another question, | took several healthy swigs fromthe tunbler, then ate sone
of the plain flake rolls Dad had cut into bite-sized pieces. Mther had one or two, which was nore
than she usually had before dinner

"What are the masters?" | finally asked, not that | hadn't asked the question several dozen
times before of several dozen people. Usually the answer anounted to: "The masters are the
masters, entrusted with the guardi anship of the Isle of Recluce and the Domain of Oder.”

This time, though, ny father | ooked at ny nother. She | ooked back at him Then they both | ooked
at ne.

"The answer isn't likely to mean what it should . . ."

"I'n other words, you aren't going to tell me?"

"No. | will tell you, as far as | amable. But I'"'mnot sure that you will either Iike or
appreciate the answer." He pulled at his chin, as he did when he was trying to find the best words
to express sonething unpl easant.

"Try anyway."

He ignored ny coment, and, for a nonent, his eyes alnbst msted over, as if he were | ooking a
worl d away.

I took the opportunity to drain the rest of the redberry.

My nother refilled ny tunbler, and Dad still hadn't said a word.

Finally, he cleared his throat. " Uuuhhmmm ... you recall . . . Magister Kerwin . . . when
he told you that the nasters stood between Recluce and chaos because they were the defenders of
order ?"

I found ny fingers tapping on the edge of ny refilled tunbler.

"Bear with me . . . this is difficult . . ."

How difficult could it be? Everybody had a role in life, including the masters. Either they
control |l ed Recluce or they didn't.

"Perhaps | should go back to the beginning. It night be sinpler . . ."

I managed to keep fromgrinding nmy teeth, only because | sonehow could tell that he was not
trying to put ne off. But | still couldn't see why an expl anation of who controlled what had to be
so difficult.

" fundanmental conflict between order and chaos, or sinplistically speaking, between good and
evil. Though that's not exactly correct, because chaos and order do not by thensel ves have a noral
conponent. More inmportant, while certain conponents of order nmay be used for evil, and certain
components of chaos for good, al nbst never can anyone devoted to chaos renmain comitted to good.
Soneone conmitted to good finds anything other than the nost minor uses of chaos repul sive. That
distinction is inmportant, because sonmeone committed to order itself, rather than good, can be
corrupted, while seemng orderly in all he or she does

Curiosity was fighting boredomin ny case, and rapidly |osing.

"No ... | can see you're bored already, Lerris . . . that explanation is too long. Try and
remenber the begi nning, though."

My not her was sl owly shaking her head. Finally, she interrupted. "Think of it this way, Lerris.

ex

It takes skill to be a potter. A potter may use his skill for produci ng containers. Those
containers nay be used for good or evil purposes. Mst are used for purposes w thout nuch rea
good or evil. And nost people find a truly beautiful and orderly vase hard to use for evil things.

In the same way, it is nmuch easier to use a chaotic or disorderly creation for evil."

That made sense, so far. "Wiat does that have to do with the masters?"

"That's the hard part,"” said ny father slowy. "And we may have to conti nue the discussion over
di nner, because the duck is al nost ready.

"The nasters are responsible for ensuring that things in Recluce are what they seemto be, for
rooting out self-deception, and for mmintaining our physical defenses against the Quter Kingdons."
"Physi cal defenses? Magi ster Kerwin said that Recluce had no arnmies and no fleets, only the

Br ot her hood of the Masters."
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"As you will learn, Lerris, words can conceal as nuch as they reveal." He stood. "Wsh up, and
we'll try and answer the rest of this question over dinner. A good dinner shouldn't be kept
waiting."

Since | didn't know when |'d get that good a duck feast again, | went down to the washstones to

rinse the dust fromny face and the grinme frommny hands, and tried to figure out a better set of
questi ons.

The duck snelted as good as | remenbered, and | put the questions aside until | had finished mny
first hel ping, which included another flake roll warmed in the oven, sliced and spiced sourpears,
and some tart greens. The duck was tangy, nmoist, and not at all oily. Dad was one of the few cooks
| knew who coul d nmanage the noistness without an oily taste-though I'd tasted few enough foods
from ot her cooks.

| decided to slow nmy headl ong pursuit of various foods and took a sip of water, cold fromthe
deep wel | .

"About the masters . . . was Magister Kerwin msleading us? Do the masters act like the arnies
of the Quter Kingdons? Isn't that a form of chaos?"

My father chuckled. "Yes, and no, to the first. No to the second, and, if true, yes to the
third, although it probably wasn't intentional, which would nmitigate the inpact."

"But-"

"Kerwin let you think what you wi shed, which is a formof deception, particularly to an agile
m nd such as yours." He held up his left hand and took a brief sip of his w ne.

I'd never liked the wine and still preferred cold water

Mot her continued to pick at her neal.

"Sonme of the masters deal extensively with the Quter Kingdons, and counter chaos on a daily
basis. W seldom see them but they're properly called the Brotherhood. They wear scarlet and
bl ack. Then there are the masters, who wear black when undertaking their official duties, and
what ever they please at other times. There are others as well, whomyou will come to recognize in
t he days ahead.

"Wile each group has specific duties, all their duties revolve about maxim zi ng reasonabl e
order in Recluce. You renenber the baker-d dhan?"

| nodded wearily.

"Who took himaway?"

"The masters."

"What did they do with hin®"

"Dunped hi m somewhere in the Quter Marches, | suppose. O killed him™

"Do you know what he di d?"

| drained the rest of the water fromthe tunbl er before answering. "What difference does it
make? The nmasters are powerful, especially the hidden ones."

"Hi dden ones?" asked ny not her

"The ones no one knows about. How el se woul d they know about people |ike the baker?"

"I take it you do not believe in nagic, then, Lerris?" asked ny father

"How can | believe or disbelieve? The practice of chaos-magic is prohibited, and |I've never
seen anything that would be called good nagic that could not be explained by either chance or hard
wor k. "

My nother snmiled, a rather strange snile, alnost |opsided

"What point were you trying to make? \What about the baker? Why was that inportant? O was it
just to show that the masters control Recluce?" By now | was as inpatient as | had been when | had
left for my apprenticeship.

"I"'mnot sure, Lerris, except to show that the nasters affect everything in Recluce. By the

way, the baker is still living, and doing fairly well in Hanmor. That m ght indicate the nasters
are neither cruel nor vindictive, but only protective of us."

"Then why are they so secretive?" | was beginning to regret even getting into the argunment. My
parents hadn't changed at all, still talking around things, hinting, but never saying anything
outright.

My father sighed. "I'mnot sure | can answer that."

He hadn't been able to answer that question before | had left, either

"Dear," added ny mother, "right now we can't tell you everything, and you want expl anations
that require experience you don't have."

"That means you aren't going to explain anything."

"Hold it. You asked about defenses. | can answer that." My father practically glared at ne.

I ignored him and speared another slice of duck

"The Brotherhood does act as our arny, and as a navy, too. As part of the dangergeld choi ce,
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you coul d choose to serve as a border guard with the Brotherhood, assuning the nasters agreed. The
masters thensel ves maintain a sort of watch agai nst chaos-magic, even in its subtler forms, such
as shown in the case of the baker.

"The coasters belong to the Brotherhood, although they fish as well as watch the offshore
wat ers, and each ship that flies the flag of Recluce carries a nmenber of the Brotherhood as well
as a junior naster."

"How many are there?"

"Enough, " answered my father. "Enough."

I could tell that was all | was going to get, just fromhis tone, and, on ny last night, it
seenmed stupid to refight a battle that would only end up frustrating us all. So | had sonme nore
duck, and sl athered another slab of the dark bread with the cherry conserve.

"Any new nei ghbors?"

"There's a young couple building a place on the enpty | ane, the one that overl ooks Lerwin's
orchards.” My nother was nore than glad to | apse into small talk.

My father shrugged and reached for the cherry conserve.

Maybe we were too. dissimlar. O too nmuch alike.

| had a third hel ping of the duck, as good as ny first slices. | also enjoyed the line tarts.

And, for the nost part, that was dinner before | went off to Nylan

(Y4

SUNRI SE FOUND ME awake and washing up, not that early rising was ever a problem

As | splashed the cold water over ny face to wash away the soap and scattered whi skers not
al ready carried away by the razor, | could sense soneone watchi ng-obvi ously ny father. My nother
generally rose later than he did, although neither one woul d have been considered a night dweller

| said nothing as | toweled nyself dry, and nade sure the razor was al so dry and packed into ny
wash bag. Neither did he.

Wthout |ooking, |I could tell he was smling, and | refused to acknow edge his presence.

"I hope you have a good journey, Lerris. So does your nother." H's voice was calm as usual
and that irritated me even nore. Here he was, seeing ne off to dangergeld and all the dangers it
entailed, as if | were headed back to Uncle Sardit's on a trivial errand.

"So do |I. But |I'd settle for survival."

"Don't ever settle for just survival, son. Survival isn't life . . . but I didn't come down to
preach. Do you want sonmething to eat before you | eave?"

"Rat her not |eave on an enpty stomach,” | admitted, following himto the kitchen where he had

laid out an assortment of fruits, two heavy rolls, and some cheese and sausage. The square,
perfectly-fitted red-oak table was bare except for the woven straw mats and the food.

He nodded toward the tiled counter under the open w ndow, where a brown cloth bag rested. "The
bag has sone additional provisions for eating along the way."

The cloth sack was al ready bound, but |ooked as though it contained at |east as nuch as had
been set on the table.

He set down a full mug of freshly-drawn water, knowing | preferred that to tea or w ne,
especially in the norning.

| ate, and he sat on one of the kitchen stools, saying nothing, for which | was grateful. What
was there to say? | was required to undertake the dangergeld, not him on pain of exile.

Eating what | could didn't take that |ong.

"Thank you." | gathered the sack under my arm and headed down to pick up ny pack and staff.

To make Nyl an by m dday neant noving out without wasting nore tine. And what else could | say?

As | stood there on the stones, ready to wal k away from ny parents, and ny nother who hadn't
even gotten up to say good-bye, | wondered if this would be a final farewell, or what.

"She's awake, Lerris. But she will not let you see her cry."

Flame! | hadn't asked that. Wiy not?

"Because she is your nother. You ask us to accept you as you are. Cannot she be what she is?"

There it was again-that gulf that we never seened to cross

"Whet her we do cross it, Lerris . . . that depends on you. W both wish you well, son. And we
hope . "

| ignored the break in his voice as | turned away. Wiy in hell was he upset? Wiy didn't he
under st and?

I didn't | ook back, nor did | wave. My first steps were fast as | marched down the | ane, but ny
legs et me know quickly that | was pushing, and | eased up before ny strides took ne clear of
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Wander naught. | ignored the low hill and the bl ack-columed tenple upon it. Wat had listening to
all the tal ks on order done for ne?

For sone reason, the staff felt even heavier in ny hands than the pack did upon ny back. As ny
t hought s seet hed, sonething occurred to nme. My father had responded to ny feelings, but had
actual ly spoken then? O did he know ne that well?

| forced a shrug. Wiere | was going that didn't exactly matter. Not at all

The norning was warm warmnmer than | would have liked, and | opened ny shirt alnost to ny belt,
but the pack weight on ny back left my shirt danp. The cloak | would need in the nonths and years
ahead, assunming | lasted that |long, was folded and rolled inside.

As early as | had left, there was no one el se on the H gh Road, although in the orchards to the
sout h of Wandernaught the growers were already anong their trees, going about their business.

The High Road is just that-a solid, stone road, wi de enough for four wagons abreast. It
provi des the central thoroughfare for Recluce, the one to which all najor local roads can |ink
and all conmunities are responsible for its upkeep. Wien | was with Uncle Sardit, | spent a few
days hel ping to replace and reposition several of the granite blocks, but the stones are so solid
and nassive that they don't need to be replaced often. The biggest problemis keeping the drains
clear so that the rains don't erode the roadway on which the capstones are placed. Even that woul d
be hard, because the entire roadbed is solidly constructed and faced with heavy riprap

The next town toward Nyl an from Wander naught is Enstronn, nore of a crossroads than a town,
where the East-West H ghway, al nbst as grand as the High Road itself, crosses the H gh Road.

Qut si de Enstronn, on the west side, | caught up with a | ow wagon carrying a |oad of early
mel ons. The driver was wal ki ng besi de her horse, singing softly.

" as if | cared, as if | dared,

And the stars are ice, while the High

Road's run, and the winter reigns for

the sumrer's sun."

The song was unfam liar, and | dragged ny feet a bit as | neared her. For sone reason, | w shed
I could put away the staff, but it was too long to carry easily while bound to nmy pack

Her voice was pl easant enough, although from behind she seenmed ol der than ne. But she heard me
and stopped singing, |ooking back at ne fromunder a broad-brinmred hat trimred with a wi de band of
bl ue-and-white fabric.

| slowed ny pace to match her steps.

Dark hair, narrow face, and she | ooked about the age of Corso, md-twenties.

"Up early. Must be inportant." Her smile was nice, too.

"Dangergeld,” | admtted.

"You're a bit young for that."

"Not totally ny idea.” |I swallowed as | answered. What right did she have to judge ne?

Her eyes wi dened as they focused on the staff | still held |loosely in ny left hand. "And the
staff, that is yours?"

"Yes." | wondered why it mattered at all whether a black |orken staff was nmine. A staff was a
staff. Right nowit was a bother, though I knew | would need it once | actually left Recluce.

Her smile turned sad, sonmehow. "You'd best be going, then . . . and ... if | could ask a favor

o

That stopped ne. Ask nme, not much nore than a youngster, for a favor?

"If it's sonething | can do . "

"So cautious . . . yes . . . it's not much . . . I'msure you can. Should you ever run across a
red-haired man from Enstronn-he went by the nane of Leith-just tell himthat Shrezsan w shes him
well."

"Shrezsan . . . ?"
"That's all. Perhaps too nuch." Her voice was businesslike. "Now, best be on your way to
Nyl an. "

"You sing nicely."
"Per haps another tine . She turned to | ook at the horse, flicking the reins.
Clearly dismissed, | shrugged.
"Perhaps another time, Shrezsan
She avoi ded neeting ny eyes. So | picked up ny stride to a traveling pace and passed through
Enstronn wit hout saying a word. That was easy enough, because no buildings may be closer to the
hi ghways or the high roads than six hundred cubits.
| spoke to no one else on the High Road for some tinme, instead turning over thoughts in ny mnd
and finding no answers. No one seened to |ike the dangergel d. But everyone accepted it as
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necessary. And no one could or would explain why-just great wi ndy platitudes about the necessity
of order in the continuing fight agai nst chaos. So who was against order? Who in his right mnd
wanted total chaos? And what did the dangergeld have to do with any of it?

| wal ked and asked questions that had no answers. Finally, | just wal ked.

JUST BEFORE M D- MORNI NG when it becane clear that | was going to be arriving in Nylan at |east
close to on tinme, ny stomach began to protest.

After passing through Enstronn, | had al so passed by Carion, and a place called Sigil. Despite
the elegantly-lettered sign, | had never heard of Sigil, and that neant it couldn't amount to
nmuch. Though | strained ny eyes to the north of the Hi gh Road, and while | could sense that a few
houses lay in that direction, | had been able to see nothing.

Beyond Sigil the road grew | ess travelec, and slightly nore dusty. The sun continued to beat
down on the dust and on ne.

Ahead a bl ur appeared on the right side of the Hi gh Road. Even before | could see it clearly, |
recogni zed it for a wayfaring station. A wayfaring station on the way to one of the main ports of
Recl uce?

Few citizens of Recluce travel that nuch, and the nasters allow even fewer outside traders upon
the isle. They always seemto know when strangers |and on the open south beaches or sneak through
the fjords punctuati ng the nmountai nous north coast. The nountains forma shield agai nst the worst
of the winter storns, but they also trap the warm danp wi nds fromthe south, which is why the
hi ghl ands are so danp- alnost a jungle in places.

The traders who have | eave to travel Recluce are seldomyoung, and they always say little.

Usual |y they are buyers of art, of pottery or other crafts. Sometines they sell the southern
jewels, the yellow di amonds and the deep green eneralds, that occur only in the far reaches of
Hanor .

I wondered once why everyone used the sane coins, before | discovered that everyone didn't.

Most countries, except for the Pantarrans, use coins simlar to the Hanorians-just |ike we did-
copper, silver, or gold pennies. They all have different witing, but the weights are the sane-

unl ess soneone's clipped the coins. Wiy? Probably because al nbst everyone sells to Hanor. Even the
Austrans, for all their pride, use coins of the sane weight. They call themdifferent nanes that
no one uses-even in Austra.

Wth so few people traveling beyond a few towns, | used to ask about the Hi gh Road, and why it
had to be so grand. My father just shook his head. Uncle Sardit never even answer ed.

As ny sore feet brought nme nearer to the wayfaring station, the thought of a short break becane
nore and nore wel come.

The stations are all alike-tiled roof over four wi ndowl ess walls, a door that can be barred,
and a wi de covered porch with stone benches. No furnishings inside, not even a hearth or chi mey
for a cook fire. Strictly for a quick rest or a place to wait out bad weat her

After pulling off my boots, rubbing ny feet, and taking a sip of warmwater fromthe water
bottle as | sat on the back stone bench closest to Nylan-the cool est one-|I opened the provisions

my father had provided. The |leftover duck was still good, and there were the last two flake rolls,
one plain and one stuffed with cherry preserves. | finished up by eating one of the two sourpears
and saved the other.

As | took the last bite of the fruit, I could feel someone approaching. So | | ooked to the

west. Sure enough, a man was | eading a horse and covered cart. Wile he |ooked to be a trader, |
took the precaution of pulling ny boots back on, wincing at the blisters | was devel opi ng. After
that | replaced the provisions bag in ny pack and tossed the few scraps out for the birds, out
beyond t he road.

The staff | eaned up against the bench, where | could reach it easily, and ny pack was ready to
go. | just wasn't.

"Hello there," he called fromthe wagon post. The man was young for a trader, younger than
Uncle Sardit, but with black ragged hair, and a close-trinmed full beard. H s short-sleeved tunic
was of faded yellow sh | eather, as were his boots and his trousers. He had a wi de brown belt on
whi ch he wore a brace of knives. Shoul ders broader than Uncle Sardit, and nuscles to match

"Good day," | answered, politely, standing. "Heading inland from Nyl an?"

"Couldn't be from anywhere el se, now could I?" He laughed as he said it, while he tethered the
horse, a dark brown gelding. "And you?"

"From t he east "
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He finished with the animal and stepped up the two stone steps. "Young for a nyskid to be
traveling, aren't you?"

For sone reason, his tone bothered nme, and | stepped back, ready to pick up the staff. "Sone
m ght say that."

"Never seen a place |like Recluce. Nobody travels."

"Not many."

"You're about as friendly as the rest, aren't you? Don't think nuch of the rest of the world, |
guess. "

"Really don't know nuch about it," | adnmitted.

"First one |'ve seen who's willing to admt that there is a world off this overgrown island.”
| didn't say nmuch to that. What was there to say?
"Strange place. The wonen won't | ook at you unless you take a bath at |east three tines a week,

and they don't talk to you anyway, except to buy or sell. Those characters in black, they have
everyone scared, | guess. Even the enpire doesn't nmess with them"
"Enpi re?"

"Haven't you heard of Hanor? The Enpire of the East?" By now, the trader had put one foot up on
the other end of the bench

He was just like all the other traders. Boring. He'd seen sonething | had not, and that made
him feel better.

"You don't like me, boy? Just |like everyone else? If you want ny jewels, or you want to sel
sonmet hing-Tira! You don't have anything worth selling, except maybe that staff. Good work, there.”

He reached for it, as if | weren't standing there.

The staff was sonehow in ny hands, although | didn't renmenber grabbing it, and | had brought it
down on the back of his extended wrist.

Crack. Hsssss.

" Anot her dammed devi | - spawn!

He backed away, his unhurt hand on a knife.

I could tell he was deciding whether to throwit, and | could feel my guts tighten. | hadn't
meant to hit him or do whatever the staff had done.

"The masters wouldn't like it if you did." It was a struggle to keep nmy words even, but |
managed it.

"Devils take your nasters . " he gasped. But he didn't use the knife. He took another |ong

| ook at ne.

| brought the staff down. It felt warmto ne, as though it had been in the sun or next to the
fire.

"So you're another one of them.
nmoved. "lI'mnothing . . . yet."

"Dammed isle . . ." He was next to his horse.

I swng the pack onto ny back and started toward the near steps, the ones closest to Nylan

"You can stay. You need the rest."

He watched nme, but said nothing else.

I could feel his eyes on ne, and the hate, deep as the North River in flood, and al nost as
wild. But |I put one sore foot in front of the other, wanting to get as far fromthe waystati on and
the trader as possible.

Were all traders like that, underneath, when they thought people were hel pl ess? And why had the
staff burned his wist? | knew woods, and some about netal, and the staff was just that-1orken and
steel . . . wood and forged netal. Al npbst a work of art, and that was why the trader had wanted
it, but no nore than wood and steel, certainly.

| knew sone staff-play, just because nmy father had insisted on it as an exercise. That had been
years ago, before | had been Uncle Sardit's apprentice. | guess you don't forget sone things, but
even renenbered practice and fear wouldn't make a staff burn soneone.

Could it be that the trader was a devil? | couldn't believe that, much as the old | egends spoke
of devils that burned at the touch of cold iron

| shivered as | wal ked, despite the sunshine, the heat, and the dust. Did all the reaction of
the wonan on the road and the trader have something to do with ne? O with the staff?

But there was no magic in Recluce, and | was certainly no magician

| shivered again and kept wal ki ng.

He was slow y backing away from ne, although I had not

Vi

NYLAN HAS ALWAYS been the Black City, just like forgotten Frven was once the Wite City. It
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doesn't matter that Nylan has little nore than a village's population, or that it is a seaport
used only by the Brotherhood. O that it is a fortress that has never been taken, and tested but
once.

Nylan is the Black City, and it will always be that.

Fromthe High Road, at first it |looked Iike a |ow black cloud of road dust, then like a snall

hill. Only when | came within a kay or so did | recognize its size. The walls are not high
perhaps sixty cubits, but they stretch fromone side of the peninsula to the other, with the one
gate, the one that ends the High Road. |I'd seen paintings of the walls and castles of Candar

Hanor, and Austra, but Nylan was different. The walls were featurel ess. No enbrasures, no
crenelations. And no ditch, no bridge, no nmoat. The Hi gh Road ran straight to the gate.

The other end of the High Road is at Land's End, nearly a thousand kays eastward. Land's End is
just that-where Recluce ends. Once it was a seaport, before the currents and the w nds changed t he
@l f of Murr froma sheltered haven into the nost stormtossed section of the Eastern Ocean. Ships
| anded there occasionally, but not generally by choice. The only official port was Nyl an, which
seened strange to me even when Magi ster Kerwin taught us that.

The walls are not the nost inpressive feature of Nylan. The cliffs are. Black as the stone
wal | s, smooth as black ice, they drop two hundred cubits to the dark gray-blue of the waves that
crash agai nst them

| saw both walls and cliffs at mdday, with the sun full upon them Even in full sunlight, they

resenbl ed shadows. | shivered, grasping ny staff, which felt warmin nmy hands, as if it were
trying to dispel that inner chill

Just | ooking at the massive black netal gates, the black stone, and the cliffs, | could see why
they called it the Black City. | could also see another reason to worry about what | was getting

into. Except | didn't have much choi ce.

The gate was open, wi de open, with no one in sight.

So | wal ked up the last cubits of the H gh Road and into the narrow band of shadow before the
gate itself, looking up at the featurel ess walls.

"What's your reason for being here, traveler?"

The voi ce was pl easant enough, and | | ooked for the speaker, finally locating her seated on
sonmething in a walled | edge seven or eight cubits above the road and beside the archway. \Were she
sat woul d be covered by the gates when they cl osed.

She wore bl ack-bl ack trousers, black tunic, black boots. A staff, dark like nmne, rested by her
hand. Her hair | ooked to be brown in the shadow.

"Your reason for entering Nylan?"

"Dangergeld,"” | answered slowy.

"Your name?"

"Lerris."

"Fr om wher e?"

"Rai sed i n Wander naught; apprenticed in Mttra."

"Just about on schedule.” Her voice was polite, but bored. "Once you go through the gate, turn
|l eft and go straight to the small building with the green triangle beside the door. Don't go
anywhere el se."

"And if | do?"

"Not hi ng. Nothing at all. Except you'll waste your time, and soneone else's, if they have to go
find you. Anyone who sees you will direct you back to the orientation building." Her voice was so
matter-of-fact that | felt chilled again.

"Thank you."

She did not speak, but nodded as | passed beneath, through the archway that was another fifteen
cubits overhead. The walls were thicker than I'd thought, perhaps as thick as they were tall. Up

cl ose, each stone |ooked like granite, but | had never seen black granite. Inside the archway, the
shade and the breeze fromthe water were both a welcone relief.

Once back into the sunlight, | stopped at the crossroads for a nonent to take in Nylan. One
road went right, toward a squarish and nassive | ow building. Another went left, and the | argest
split in a circle around a black oak and headed due west.

The city itself was a disappointnment in sone ways, fascinating at first glance in others.

Trees, welconme after the featureless plains and fields that had led up to the wall, were scattered
t hroughout Nyl an. Sone of them were apparently ancient, |ike the huge black oak lying directly
before ne that stood taller than the wall itself. | stepped several paces to the left and kept

| ooking. Al the ways were paved in the sane black stone as the walls, and the | ow buil di ngs, none
nore than a single story, were also of the same stone. The roofs were shingled with black stone,
and al though the color matched the rest of the stone, the texture seened nore |like slate.
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No building was closer than fifty or sixty cubits from another, although several ranbled quite
ext ensi vel y.

The grass was eneral d-green, brilliant, in contrast to the sun-faded grasses | had observed
fromthe H gh Road and t hroughout Eastern Recluce. Few people seenmed out and about, and nost of
t hose that were wore bl ack

Nyl an stretched further westward than | had thought, easily another five kays before reaching
the tip of the peninsula where, | presunmed, existed the Brotherhood' s walled and protected
seaport. Fromwhat | could see, the ground sloped gently downward toward the west, allowing ne to
see that the pattern | saw close by generally continued further westward. The trees and areas of
park land made it hard to tell for certain.

Qutside of all the black, it |ooked pl easant enough, alnost |ike an oasis of sorts. But the
bl ack was hard to ignore. It wasn't depressing. It was just there.

Finally |I flexed ny shoul ders, grasped the staff, and wal ked down the bl ack stone road. Wy the
worman had even bothered to say that the building had a green triangle by the door was a wonder.
The narrow road ended at right angles to a much wi der road headi ng westward. The only buil di ng

there was the one with the triangle. | supposed that the col ored shapes were used as sone sort of
identification. How el se woul d you give directions when all the buildings, homes, and shops were
the sane col or and construction? It seemed rather ; dull, alnost boring. If you were as powerfu

as the nasters were, why build everything the sanme?

The bl ack-oak door was open, and | wal ked in. The door itself was well made, al nbst as good as
anything that Uncle Sardit had done. So was the rest of the woodwork, although I could see | would
be bored stiff if all the masters used were black oak and bl ack stone.

" Anot her one . "

| 1 ooked up fromny study of noldings to realize that | stood in an upper foyer. At the bottom
of three roomw de stone steps sat five people, three wonen and two nen, on two | ong benches.

| nodded and stepped down, realizing as | drew closer that, with the possible exception of one

of the wonen, a muscular blond, | was easily the youngest, and the only one with a staff. Everyone
el se had a pack by their feet.
"Lerris," | announced nysel f.

An ol der man, perhaps in his late thirties fromhis |ooks, stood. "Samel.'
brown-haired, with deep-set circled eyes.

"Krystal ." She was bl ack-haired, black-eyed, white-skinned, and thin, with fine hair that spun
down to her waist.

"Wynn." Blond, w de-eyed, with wi de shoul ders and cal | used hands, she dism ssed ne instantly.

He was bal di ng and

"Dorthae." Flat-voiced, olive-skinned, with strawberry ringlets of hair, she flashed a gold
ring fromevery finger

"Myrten." Sharp-nosed, with the eyes of a ferret, and hair |ike a shaggy bison, he spoke with a
voi ce both high and cutting.

I nodded to all five of them and canme down the steps, unslinging ny pack and laying it
carefully in the corner next to the enpty spot at the far left end of the |l eft-hand bench. | stood
my staff in the corner as well.

"There is one nore on the way, or so we have been told," added Samrel in a quiet and deep
voi ce. He reseated hinmself and sat down.

| did not sit down. My feet were sore but sitting down was boring, and besides, | hadn't had a
chance to | ook around.

The foyer, waiting room whatever it was, was maybe ten cubits w de and not quite that deep
There were three doors besides the entry, one in the center of each wall. The benches were backed
up agai nst the wall opposite the front doorway and the stairs, separated by a closed door. Al the
doors were hung to open away fromthe foyer. Al were bl ack-stained bl ack oak, bound in bl ack
steel, and all were cl osed.

The walls | ooked to be tinbered and covered with rectangul ar dark oak-veneered panels, each
panel edged with a finger-width nolding. The three interior walls were topped with a triangular
crown nmol di ng. The gray-pl astered ceiling seened al nost bl ui sh against all the bl ack

A portrait hung above each bench-a wonan on the right, a man on the left. Naturally, they both
wore bl ack. Black was getting boring.

Nobody wanted to say anything; that was clear. | |ooked at Krystal, with her dusty-blue snock
and trousers. She | ooked through ne. But she was too thin and distracted-I| ooki ng anyway.
Wynn wouldn't ook at ne at all, just kept looking at the floor. She had nice | egs. Even the

fringed | eathers she wore couldn't hide that.
Dort hae kept |ooking at Myrten, the thin-faced nan, who returned the | ook
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Sarnmel just sat there, sadly | ooking nowhere.

And | wandered around trying to figure out what kind of tools the woodworkers had used to carve
the panels, because |I still didn't know anythi ng about the dangergeld except that | had to do it.

What a sorry bunch

Cick, click, click

Everyone | ooked up at the newconer.

She carried a staff, too. Black as nmine, but sonmehow nmore . . . used. Her hair was flamng red,
and | could tell that her eyes were ice-blue. Dust covered a freckled face that made her | ook
younger than she was. She coul d have passed for ny age but was rmuch ol der, at least five or six

years.
"What a sorry bunch." Her voice was cheerfully hard.
"Speak for yourself." | hadn't realized |I'd spoken until | heard the words.

"I am speaking for myself."

"I"'mLerris. Who are you?"

"Tantra will do." Her hard eyes scanned the others and ended up back on ne. "Aren't you a little
young to be here?"

"Aren't you a little presunptuous?”

"Tanmra . . . Lerris," interjected Sammel, standing up. "Woever is here is here with the
acceptance of the nasters. Can we leave it at that for now?"

"Fine with nme." | was ready to throttle the red-haired bitch in her hard-heel ed bl ack boots and
dark-gray trousers and tunic. She was wearing as close to black as she could decently get away
with in Recluce, and flaunting it.

"The masters this, the masters that . . . what difference does it nmake?" Her voice was
di sgusted, but she took off her pack just |like the rest of us as she canme down the stairs. Then
realized she only came to ny shoul der but she had carried a pack fully as big as mne, and while
she was fine-featured and sl ender, she was not thin like Krystal nor rmuscul ar |ike Wynn. She was
about the sane size as Dorthae, but she had a certain presence.

She didn't sit down either, but put her pack at the end of the right-hand bench, next to
Sammel's stuff. Then she | ooked at the pictures, which outside of their sonberness seened
unremarkabl e to ne. She ignored the quality of the woodwork and kept conparing the pictures.

Since she was ignoring ne, like the whole sorry bunch, | wal ked over and stood in front of the
picture on the left, trying to figure out why Tanra felt it was so interesting.

The man in the picture was in black, but not in the official-type robes of a master, and his
hair was silvered gold, much like nmy father's. Even though they didn't | ook rmuch alike, the nore
| ooked at the portrait, the nore | could sense a certain |ikeness. | pushed that thought away and
| ooked for the technical details.

A shadowed bar behind his right shoul der caught ny attention next. The height and the
positioning indicated that it had to be a staff of some sort, but unlike the detail shown in the
man's face, none of the background was depicted clearly at all

I | ooked around the room Tanra was still studying the other portrait. Wynn and Krystal were
talking inlittle nore than whispers. Sammel and Myrten | ooked at the stone flooring, and Dorthae
sat on the bench with her eyes cl osed.

My eyes returned to the portrait. It was the only thing in t he whol e foyer, besides the other
portrait, that had any detail. That had to nean sonethi ng-but what? | shook ny head. Mre riddles.
The masters had nore riddles than a world full of jesters, and no one wanted to ask them anyt hi ng.

For a nonent | thought the man in the picture had cone alive and was | ooking at ne, but when
concentrated on the picture, it was as lifeless as ever. Accurate, perhaps, but Iifeless.

| glanced at Tanra. She was | ooking at ne.

She wanted to |l ook at the picture of the man. | could tell. | nodded and noved asi de.

Not a word from her as she wal ked over and stood where | had been standing. So | wal ked back to
where she had been and tried to concentrate on the picture of the woman in black. The portrait
woman was not bl ond, but brown-haired, and the artist had caught a glint in her eyes though they
were black. The only live black in that picture was that of her eyes.

I was no artist, but it seemed to nme that the same person had painted both portraits. That
woul d have been hard to do, painting a series of masters, if you knew that these were the people
who control |l ed Recl uce.

Enough was enough, and | | ooked away fromthe painting. Wynn and Krystal had | apsed into
silence. Tanra glanced away fromne with a funny | ook on her face.

"Thought s?" | asked, wi thout thinking.

She grinned and shook her head. Her expression was so knowing that | imrediately wanted to bash
her with nmy staff-except it was sitting in the corner. And besides, | had no reason. | just knew
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woul d have

"Careful, Lerris," boonmed a deep voice.

| junped. So did everyone else in the room even Tanra.

How he had entered unseen bothered nme, but the nan's voice was bigger than he was. He had
silver hair and broad shoul ders, but he did not even reach to ny shoulder. For Recluce, | was only
a hal f-head above average, if a shade broader in the chest and shoul ders.

He wore a tunic and trousers of some sort of silvery-gray. Even his boots were silver-gray.

"No bl ack?"

Tanra shook her head at ny comment. No one el se did anything but stare.

"As you will learn, Lerris, one way or another, black is a state of mnd." He bowed to ne, then
to Tamra, and finally to the others in a sweeping gesture. "I amTalryn, and | will be your guide

to Nylan and for the first few days of your stay here." He gestured toward the doorway between the
two benches, then stepped forward and touched the wood. The doorway swung open, and | could see
the light flooding fromthe room "If you will gather your possessions and follow nme, we wil
begin with a neal."

Tal ryn stepped t hrough the doorway.

| picked up ny staff and pack, then nodded to Tanra. She inclined her head to nme. | inclined
nm ne back, but she still waited.
Finally, | wal ked after Talryn, and Tanra's |light steps clicked after nmine. The others shuffled

al ong after us.

The doorway led not into another room but into a long corridor lit solely froma clear glass
skylight. | studied the skylight as well as | could without |osing ny balance while trying to keep
up with Talryn.

A series of curved gl ass panels had been fitted into bent dark-oak framing for the entire
I ength of the building. Through the glass, |I could see that the skylight was nothing nore than a
continuous wi ndow into a snall garden above us that filled the center of the building.

On each side of the corridor where we wal ked were nmassive stone supports, clearly bearing the
wei ght of the garden.

Sonehow, again, it was disappointing. The design and engi neeri ng had been wel |l -thought - out and
the effect was quite pleasing. But that was all it showed: good solid design and good engi neering.
Tal ryn tapped anot her door, dark oak, at the far end of the garden corridor walk, and stepped

inside. W all followed into a small room

He waited until everyone had gat hered.

"Through the door on ny right, there are facilities suitable for you gentlenen. On the left are
facilities for you gentle | adies. Please | eave your packs and traveling gear in the open |ockers.
They will be quite safe there, and you can reclai meverything after we eat."

"Way different facilities?" asked Tanra.

"Because, even in Recluce, there are some who hold to the Legend, who feel men and wonen are
different, Tanra."

"That's just an excuse.”

"Perhaps. You may use the facilities or not." Talryn's deep voice was noticeably cooler. He
turned fromher. "Once you are washed and ready, step through the center doorway here and we wll
eat. During the neal, | will attenpt to provide a general introduction to the dangergeld and what
it my entail."

The way he stood before that door, alnost |like a guard, nade it clear that a certain anount of
cleanliness was mandatory. | didn't bother to wait, but headed toward the facilities. | was ready
for both the relief and the cleanup, in that order

Myrten dragged in after Sammel and ne, as if he didn't |like soap and water. That confirned ny
opi nion of him

The masters not only had good engineering and sanitary facilities, they had an anple supply of
warm and cold running water, and heavy gray towels. It took a fair amount of soap and water to get
the road dust off ny face, hands and arns. | really could have taken a shower, except the buil ding
facilities weren't that elaborate, for all the gray tile on the walls and floor. But | felt
better, a lot better, by the tinme |I finished.

Vi
THE TABLE WAS filled with platters, nostly of fruit and vegetables, with a variety of cheeses

and sonme thin slices of nmeat. Two smaller platters bore a selection of breads. | concentrated on
the fruits, noting apples, sourpears, and chrysnets, not to nention the heap of redberries. The
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pl ates were heavy gray stoneware, serviceable and banded with a thin green border, |ike sonething
that m ght have been produced by one of my nmother's better apprentices after a year

Besi de the plates were matching heavy nugs, small towels in place of napkins, and spoons and
forks. No knives. The bl ack-oak surface was polished but bare, w thout even rush nats under the
pl at es.

Talryn stood by the head of the table set for eight, three on a side and one at each end. The
space on his right was vacant. On his left stood Dorthae. On her left was Myrten. The foot of the
tabl e was vacant.

So was the other space on the left, as were all the spaces on the right.

"I'f you would take the other end, Lerris . . ."

Since he was a naster of some sort, and since it wasn't exactly a request, | noved over and
stood at the end, waiting for the others to arrive.

Sanmel came next, his balding forehead shiny and his remaining thin brown hair danp. The | oss
of road dust and grinme nmade hi ml ook younger. He gave Talryn an al nost shy snile

"If you would take the niddle, Sanmel . . ."

Sammel did just what | had done. He nodded and eased up to his indicated position.

As he stepped around the table, Wynn and Krystal appeared together, still whispering like
girls after school. They stopped as they saw Talryn | ooking at them

"I'f you would take the place between Myrten and Lerris, Wynn . . . and you, Krystal, the space
across from her "

That left Tanra, who seenmed already to be the | ast one anywhere. She still hadn't appeared and
woul d have to sit next to Talryn. | didn't think that was coinci dence, sonmehow.

Talryn let us stand for a little while |longer, then nodded. "Please be seated. | think we
shoul d begin."

Even before we could get the heavy wooden chairs pulled out, Tamra appeared. Her hair was
lightly curled and brighter than when | had first seen her, as if she had washed and shaped it,
but it was as dry as if she had been sitting in the sun. She had also pulled it back from her face
with a pair of dark conbs.

She still wore the gray tunic and trousers, but a blue scarf around her neck added a touch of
color. Al in all, she made a striking appearance.

Talryn nodded to the enpty space at his right.

Tanra opened her nouth, then shut it quickly as Talryn pulled out her chair for her. Her ice-
bl ue eyes flashed like sun froma gl aci er

Talryn nmoved the chair so easily that | tried to edge m ne back with one hand. It didn't nove.
I quickly reached down with both hands and lifted it by its curved arns, sliding it back. Black
oak, shaped and bent into a flattened point without a crest at the height of the chair back. The
curved back was supported by four spokes twice the width used for household chairs. A flat black
cushi on covered the seat.

"If you are done inspecting the chair, Lerris, would you join us?"

"Sorry. The design ..." | sat down and edged the chair forward to the table. Again, it took two
hands.

Everyone waited, |ooking at Talryn.

"Go ahead. There's no bl essing, no incantations, no mysticismjust good food." He reached for
the platter of breads. "After all of you have served yourselves, | will provide the explanation I
prom sed. "

I reached for the cheeses before nme, spearing several with ! the | ong wooden-handl ed fork, just
ahead of Krystal. She already had taken a sourpear and a chrysnet.

"Wul d you pass the cheeses?" Wynn asked. Her voice was flat.

"You done?" | asked Krystal

"Yes." Vhen she wasn't giggling her voice al nost sang when she tal ked, but it didn't sound
af f ect ed.

At the other end of the table, Tanra had piled her plate with everything in sight-sourpears,
appl es, cheeses, breads, and neat.

Beside ne, Krystal offered the neat platter.

"Thank you."

She nodded, and, after renoving several slices, | took the serving plate fromher and offered
it to Wynn. The bl ond woman took twi ce what | had heaped on my plate, w thout |ooking at ne-
leaving me still holding the platter

"Wynn . . . would you pass this to Myrten?"

The woman still didn't ook at ne, but took the platter with a sigh and thrust it in front of
Myrten, alnmost hitting himin the nose as he bent forward.
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"Thank you." Myrten's voice was pleasant enough, but it sounded as though he had polished each
wor d.

Wynn said nothing to him either

| lifted the mug, sipping gingerly, and found it was sone sort of juice conbination-light, with
a touch of sparkle.

Krystal, to my right, had produced a small knife and di ssected her sourpear into neat slices.
Just as quickly, she had eaten nearly half of the fruit. I tried not to gape, instead snearing
sonme redberry jamover a thick slice of bread and rmunching through that, interspersing it with
some of the yell ow cheese

"Where are you fron?" | finally asked Krystal

"Ch, from Extina."

I'd never heard of Extina.

"Alittle village near Land's End. No one el se has ever heard of it, either.” The small knife
flashed, and the chrysnet lay in quarters, the pit renoved nearly effortlessly. "Wat about you?"

"Wander naught . "

"Ch ... is it true what they say about it?" She giggled, spoiling the nonentary inpression of a
cal mand dark beauty.

"What they say about it?" |'d never heard anything said about it.

"You know," Krystal giggled again, "that nothing ever happens there because the Institute
really runs the Brotherhood." She popped two orangi sh chrysnet quarters into her nouth, one right
after the other.

"Qooof ff ..." | choked on the last part of her question. The Institute running the Brotherhood?
That collection of four buildings where people just gathered to talk to each other?

"Are you all right, Lerris?" broke in Talryn fromthe other end of the table. Al conversation
di ed away for a nonent.

| nodded, managed to swallow the suddenly very dry bread, and reached for the nug of fruit
punch, ignoring the glint in Tanra's eyes as she watched ny disconfort.

Krystal, her eyes on nme, brought forth the little knife and, with deft cuts, not even | ooking,
created four mniature sandwi ches out of a slab of white cheese, sone dark bread, and one thick
sl ab of buffalo.

| swal | owed agai n.

"Are you sure you're all right?" Krystal asked, her voice concerned for the first tine.

"Yes . . . just surprised. |'ve been to the Institute many tinmes, even heard my father speak
there, but no one acted as though they were running anything at all-except their nmouths. It was
boring . . . very boring." | took another sip fromthe massive brown nmug. "You are right about one
t hi ng. Not hi ng ever happens in Wandernaught." | stopped, realizing that tears were welling up in

the corners of Krystal's eyes. "Are you-did | say sonething?"

She shook her head, pursing her |ips together

Wynn had stopped shoveling in her food and was |istening, as was Samrel on the other side of
Krystal. Myrten pretended not to listen as he played with a sourpear. Tanra, Talryn, and Dort hae
wer e di scussi ng shi ppi ng, or ships.

Krystal swall owed.

| waited, suddenly not as hungry as | had thought.

"It's just. " Krystal began, your father, to even speak there . . . and you're
younger than anyone here . . . and you have to do dangergeld . . ." She shook her head slowy, the
sandwi ches | eft neatly on her platter

My head seened ready to lift off ny shoul ders.

"I's your father a naster?" blurted out Wynn.

| shrugged. "He never said so. He never did anything that made nme think so, and he never wore
bl ack. | never thought about it. My nother is a skilled potter. People cone fromas far as Austra
to buy her vases and figurines. My father was always the hol der "

"You sound as though you are reconsidering," observed Myrten. His voice was even nore polished,
as if oil-coated.

"I don't know. He's always talked a | ot about the inportance of order. | found it boring. Stil
do."

Krystal sniffed. " no mercy . "

| didn't really expect mercy fromthe Brotherhood, but what did she mean? "Mercy?" | finally
asked.

"Al'l of you," interrupted Talryn before Krystal could reply, "I prom sed you an introduction
and an explanation. | will try to nake both short and then answer questions. Sone questions | may
not answer until later, but | will try to provide as nmuch infornmation as | can."
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Once again, even before they started, they were saying they were going to hide sonething. |
stifled a snort.

At the other end of the table, Tanra had adopted a | ook of resignation. Only Sammel | ooked
really interested in what Talryn m ght have to say.

"First, the dangergeld. What is it, and why is it necessary? And, from your point of view, why
were you sel ected?" Talryn took a sip from his nug.

"Stripped of all the piety, rhetoric, and rationalization, the dangergeld is sinply a quest, a
series of duties, or an exile-or sone conbination of all three-to enable you to di scover whet her
you belong in Recluce, and, if so, in what capacity. None of you have been happy in what you have
been doi ng. Unfocused discontent is contagi ous and | eads to disorder. Disorder |eads to chaos, and
chaos to evil.

"After this neal, you each have a choice. You nay accept dangergeld training, which can | ast
several nonths, sonetinmes |longer, or you can accept imediate exile. |If you choose training, then
dependi ng on the results of that training you may be offered one or several options on howto
fulfill your dangergeld obligation. Again, if you |like none of the options, at that point you nay
choose exile.

"Al'l exiles are transported, with their available funds and traveling gear, to one of three
outside ports, depending on the tine of year. Those are Freetown in Candar, Brysta in Nordla, or
Swartheld in Afrit, north of Hanor."

At the last two names, nost of the eyebrows around the table went up. 1'd heard of Brysta and
certainly wouldn't have been pleased to land there. Nordla was cold, and Brysta was as far north
as you could get for an all-year port. Above Brysta, the winter ice sheets closed the coast.

"o may not bring nore than you can confortably carry on your person. |If any of you choose
exile, the next departure will be in about ten to twelve days. You will remain in Nylan, although
you may participate in any or none of the dangergeld training, as you pl ease.

"For those of you considering dangergeld, training begins tonorrow. There will be classes on
the details of what the dangergeld obligation entails, on the geography and custons of nobst nmjor
countries outside Recluce, on their econonies and trade, on how noney is handl ed-custons
surroundi ng funds do vary, by the way-and on weapons familiarization and sel f-defense.

"W will also provide sone additional background on the Brotherhood, since sone of you nay
choose, or be offered, the option of perform ng your dangergeld in some capacity with the
Br ot her hood, dependi ng on your own inclinations and the progress of your training.

"As al ways, your participation is voluntary-with two stipulations. First, should you choose not
to participate in any training, you will be regarded as choosing exile. Second, you nay not |eave
Nyl an. Any attenpt to do so will result in confinenent until you can be exiled."

"Vol untary?" snorted Wynn. "You don't play the Brotherhood' s gane, and you're | ocked up until
you can be shipped off" to Nordla or Hanor."

"You have already nmade a choice that you cannot accept living in Recluce,
mldly.

"No. You nade that decision based on your rules,” countered the bl ond.

Tal ryn shrugged his broad shoulders. "The rules, as you call them are accepted and honored by
virtually everyone in Recluce. Do you honestly believe otherw se? That a handful of nmasters and
brothers who have never raised a violent hand in centuries could override the will of our people?"

| alnost | aughed at that. The masters controlled all the education. They didn't need swords.
Besi des, a bunch of boring sheep would agree to any rules that would send the wol ves away. But no
one raised that question, not Tanra nor Wynn.

Krystal giggled again, and sliced her drying sandw ches into hal ves, which she quickly ate. How
she could eat so much and stay so slender | couldn't inagine.

"Why do you teach us about so many countries, and not just the area where we will be sent?" The
cal m voi ce was Sammel 's.

"You may end up seeing nore of the world than you think, and we would |ike you to have sone
i dea of where you may end up. Also, you will find Hanorians in Nordla and Candari ans in Hanor.
Knowi ng their differing custons has proven useful to others and should help you."

Myrten gave his head the snmall est of shakes. Tanra stifled a grin, although | couldn't see what
was funny. Wynn, beside ne, took a deep breath and exhaled slowy. Krystal cut a green apple into
a series of intricate slices arranged around the edge of her plate.

But no one asked anot her question, and Talryn vol unteered nothi ng nore about the dangergeld
itself.

"You wi |l probably have nore questions. Anyone who does not want to undertake the dangergeld
training, please see ne when we finish eating. After the neal you will be shown your roons, and
you may spend the afternoon any way you like, including visiting the market in the harbor, or

Tal ryn observed
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anywhere el se in Nyl an.

"Breakfast will be at the first bell. At the second bell, the first class will begin. You wll
be shown the class area on your way to your roons."” Talryn stood up. "Please finish as you |ike. |
will be in the next room Wen you are done, gather your things and join nme there."

He pushed back his chair and departed, |eaving the door behind himajar.

Tanra rai sed her eyebrows, saying nothing.

"Hi gh-handed . . ." nurnmured Wynn.

Krystal began eating the apple slices she had |laid out around her plate.

Myrten pocketed two hard rolls and an apple, and Samel frowned, either at Talryn's departure
or Myrten's theft . . . or for sone reason of his own. | took a last swallow fromthe nug,
deci di ng agai nst another slice of cheese. Enough was enough, and | was ready to find out what |ay
in store for ne.

Tantra and | were the first ones on our feet. She hadn't eaten everything on her plate, either.

As | glanced at her plate, our eyes crossed, hers looking at ny partially-eaten nmeal. | had to
grin, and, this time, she grinned back nonentarily, although her expression hardened into a bored
| ook.

| held the door for her, but she nodded. "Go ahead, Lerris. I'll hold my own doors."

"As you w sh, lady."

"And I'mcertainly no lady, not in the way you neant."

"I didn't nean anything, other than courtesy. If you don't like sinple manners ..." | let go of
the bl ack wood of the door and stepped back into the hallway toward the washroons where ny staff
and pack were stored.

"Touchy, too. You should have red hair."

| ignored her comments, although | could feel the flush in ny face.

"Heal thy circulation, if thin-skinned."

Did the bitch needl e everyone, or just those she could bully? | w shed ny thoughts were as
qui ck as hers, but trying to match her would just nmake the situation worse.

The staff was where | left it, the | orken wood a shade ' warner to nmy touch. Was that because
we were in Nylan? Did it have sone response of its own to nmagic or danger? | shook ny head.

"Way the frown?" Sammel's voice was concerned. He probably al ways sounded concerned. He | ooked
like his vocation was trying to do good whet her anyone wanted it or not.

"Just thinking . . . wondering about all the black, whether , it neant nagic."
"It probably does. The Brotherhood coul dn't have shaped the harbor or the cliffs wi thout some
fantastic forces. But they : nmean well, | think."

"So did Heldry the Mad."

Sammel sniled. "The Brotherhood doesn't hold mass executions."”

| shrugged on ny pack. "They settle for dangergeld and exile. That way the deaths are on
soneone el se's hands."

"You are rather bitter for soneone so young."

"That's easy when you're forced on a dangergeld for a reason you don't know by a group that
enforces unspoken rules \ in unsaid ways."

That stopped himlong enough for nme to step around himand past Myrten. Tanra's back was in
front of ne as she passed by the table. No one was left there. Even Krystal had |eft several of
the delicately-cut apple slices on her plate, where they were now turning brown.

| followed Tanra into the waiting room beyond.

" That's no choice."” The voice was Dorthae's, and she was facing Talryn.

Talryn smled a smle that wasn't really a smile, since his black eyes were hard as the stone
of the paved floor underfoot. "You can choose either. Your actions already nade that choice
necessary."

"What . . . because | wouldn't stay with a man who turned out to be an unfeeling and unthinki ng
brut e?"

"No. Because you crippled himbefore you left him"

I winced. Wiile there was a hardness to Dorthae, | hadn't seen just how hard she was.' Yet she

| ooked vul nerabl e standi ng before Talryn, even though he was no taller than she was.

Dort hae turned away, her lips tight.

Myrten and Sammel had followed ne. Only Wynn and Krystal were m ssing

Dort hae gl anced at ne, saw ny black staff and stunbl ed back toward Tanra, also carrying her
staff. Dorthae cringed away fromthe redhead.

Tanra and | exchanged gl ances. She shrugged. After a nonment, so did |

Clearly, as | had recognized fromthe encounters with Shrezsan and the trader, | had sone
power, associated with the staff. Wat it was . . . that was another question. Unfortunately,
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everyone el se thought | had some power, too, and they were just as clearly very wary of it.
Wonder ful - headi ng i nto a dangergeld cursed with an ability I hadn't even known |I'd had, with the
whol e worl d ready to pounce on nme for it. Sent for reasons | still didn't understand and which no
one woul d expl ain. Just wonderful

As | pondered, Krystal and Wynn had appeared.

"You are all here. Good," said Talryn. "Follow ne."

VI

PRETTY MJUCH I N silence we wal ked up a set of wide black | stone stairs. The side walls were of
the sane bl ack stone. Al the stone was snoboth but unpolished, and it seenmed to absorb light with
al rost no reflection. Each stone was set so tightly in place that the nortar between each was |ess
than half a fingertip in width. That thin Iine of nortar was bl ack. So clean were the steps they
bore no trace of dust, although ; the light fromthe overhead skylights did not fall on the steps
directly.

Talryn and Sammel were at the front of the group. | was at the back, just behind Wynn and
Krystal. From Krystal's , blue | eather belt, darker than her faded blue bl ouse and trousers, hung
two sheaths, both containing knives, one barely a span in length. She wore a snall matching bl ue
pack.

"Al'l this black . . . depressing . nmuttered Wynn, shaking her head, her blond hair
fluffing out for an instant. She ; wore a brown pack like m ne, except hers was stuffed to the
bursting point and had several snmall bags tied to the outside.

"It smells |ike power," answered Krystal, touching her hand to the |long black hair she had
wound up into a bun after our rather late lunch. Then she enmitted the faintest giggle. ;

If only she didn't giggle ... | shook nmy head. She was nearly a decade older than |I was, at
|l east, with the hint of lines around her eyes-al nost scrawny, except for her nicely-forned
breasts.

"Creepy, if you ask ne," nuttered Wynn again. Her right [ hand rested awkwardly on the haft of
a | ong sheat hed knife.

At the top of the steps was a foyer of sorts, wi ndow ess, . and, on the far end, a set of doors
that Talryn held open. ag

The breeze blowing toward ne held a hint of spring, or rain-that clean snell that follows a
good rain when the dust is washed out of the air. Yet | could see that the sky was as blue and
nearly cloudl ess as when | had wal ked under the gates and into Nylan at nidday.

"Gather round . . ."

So we gathered. | gave Myrten a wide berth. Snooth voice or not, he |ooked like he'd stea
anyt hing available just to prove he could. Dorthae didn't have that problem She practically
cuddl ed up next to him | stood a pace or so behind Wynn and Krystal, facing Talryn.

"Ri ght ahead of us are the transients' quarters where you will be staying. Each of you will
have a separate room" explained Talryn. "You can sleep there, or with anyone else in your group
as you please-but only with that other person's consent. Forcing yourself on soneone else is a
good way to immedi ate exile."

"Now . . . it's that way . conpl ai ned Dort hae.

Myrten sniffed. Wynn grinned as if no one were about to force her- a thought w th which
certainly agreed, wondering absently if, with her, / might need that protection

| glanced around to find Tanra | ooking at nme. She nodded once, then transferred her attention
back to Talryn, who had conti nued droning on

Had she understood what | had been thinki ng? How?

" washroonms and showers are at the end of the hallway. The snmall building on the other
side of the square garden with the fruit trees is the dining hall where your neals will be served.
You nay eat there, or you may pay for nmeals anywhere in Nylan. The choice, again, is yours." He
grinned broadly. "But the Brotherhood' s neals are good, and the price is right."

"Only your life," said Dorthae softly, but |oudly enough to stop Talryn nonentarily.

He frowned, then shook his head. "Believe it or not, our interest is in saving your lives, not
spending them" He cleared his throat before continuing. "Your introduction to the elenments of the
dangergeld will start tonorrow after breakfast in the classroombuilding-that's the one with the
red square by the doorway toward the harbor fromthe dining hall. Now Il'll show you your roons. |f
you wish to trade a roomw th soneone el se, you certainly can, provided you both agree."

Wt hout another word, he turned and opened the bl ack-oak door, not even |looking to see if any
of us followed him O course, we all did. Wat else could we do?
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My room like all the others, had a narrow bed, just w de enough for one confortably. The
wooden frame was, thank-fully, of polished red oak. A single sheet covered the mat-tress, and a
dar k- bl ue bl anket was fol ded across the bottom; of the bed. No pillows, not that | had slept with
one since | ! had apprenticed with Uncle Sardit, and only a single snall oil |lanp on the table.
There was no cl oset, but a square red-oak wardrobe, half hanging space and hal f open shel ves.

A braided and nulticol ored oval rag rug perhaps three cubits across covered nost of the blue
floor tiles between the door and the bed, which was nearly against the outside stone wall. The
hal f - open singl e casenent wi ndow was in the niddl e of the wall, just short of the foot of the bed.

I pulled ny cloak fromthe pack and hung it up, as well as ny single spare set of trousers and
tunic. The order-locked purse was there, with nmy apprentice wages, as was another | purse | did
not renmenber. | opened it. Inside were ten nore \ gold pennies, worn, nothing nore. | swall owed.

For some reason, | had trouble seeing for a mnute, perhaps because | recalled the gold penny
with the small clip out of it. My nother had remarked on it as coming fromthe buyer fromthe
Enmperor of Hanmor. She refused to let me see her tears, but left nme what she could. | grasped back
inthe ; bag for sonething . . . anything.

There was al so a short-sleeved summer shirt, but | left it folded and put it on the second
shelf. My leather case with the razor and soap | put on the top shelf. The few other undercl ot hes
I had fit in with roomto spare, as did the small ; book ny father had clearly tucked into ny
pack.

The Basis of Order ... of all things. Wiwo knew? | figured reading it m ght be sonmething to do
Especially if the training got boring. | didn't leave it out in the open, but tucked it under the
shirt. The purses | put back in the pack, which I i folded and put on the top shelf. They woul d be
safe-that | knew. | took ten coppers and a silver penny.

None of the roons had | ocks, just bolts that could only be closed frominside. Then again, who

was going to try to steal anything with the Brotherhood around? Even Myrten woul d hesitate ... for
now.

| shook ny head. The hour was early, and even if it were kays down to the harbor, a good walk,
and even if ny feet were blistered, | intended to try it, just to see if | could get a better idea

about what Nylan really represented. And | didn't want to sit around and think about either the
book or the extra purse.

The staff stayed in the wardrobe along with the cloak

Wth a last ook at the small room | closed the door. Qutside, the central hallway was enpty,
al t hough | could hear voices in the neighboring roomWynn and Krystal. Their words were | ow.

The pathway toward the harbor was easy enough to find, since there were stone pedestals every
hundred rods or so along each of the paths, with names and arrows pointing out the way.

Har bor - 3 kays
North way Depot-2 kays
Adnmi ni stration-1 kay

| kept following the arrows until | reached a black stone wall that ran north and south from
one side of the peninsula to the other. It was low, a little over two cubits. Nor was it really a
barrier, since there were no gates at the openings where the paths went through it. On one side
were the al most park-1ike grounds that had stretched for nore than a kay, with scattered | ow
bui | di ngs.

Fromwhere | stood at the top of a long set of wide steps, | could | ook over the central part
of Nyl an-or the conmercial district, whatever it was called. Behind and over the building tops,
could see the blue of the harbor and the tops of several nasts.

Ri ght beyond the wall, the ground fell away, in a grassy slope that dropped a good fifteen
cubits in less than a hundred. On the other side of the downsl ope, the buildings began-all bl ack
stone, roofed in black slate. Each stood separately, set back fromthe black stone-paved streets
and the shinier black curbs. Unlike Enstronn or Mattra or even Wander naught, there were no
hitching posts. Despite the width of the streets, they did not seemto be designed for horses or
wagons.

Peopl e wal ked the streets, sone carrying packages, sone carrying nothing, sone in black, sone
in all colors of the rainbow

No one even | ooked up the hill. So | headed down.

Hal f way down, | | ooked back up. The wall that had | ooked so low fromthe uphill side appeared
at least fifteen cubits high fromthe base of the hill. Even accounting for nore stone exposed on
the downhill side, | didn't think the wall was nearly that high. But speculating on optica

illusions wouldn't tell ne any nore about Nyl an
Once on the streets of the harbor area, everything felt nore normal. People talked, and | could
hear the babble of the market square ahead. Wth all the black stone, the city should have felt
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warner, especially on a summer afternoon, but the breeze fromthe west was cool enough
apparently, to keep the tenperature confortable.

A sailor, red-haired and red-bearded, gave nme a long glance as | entered the square. Half the
booths, those on the north side, seenmed pernmanent, worknmanli ke and well-crafted. Those on the
south side, sonme of which were no nore than half-tents or canvas-covered tables, seened shoddy by
conpari son. Several seened untended.

| nodded. The outland traders and ships had their wares on the south side.

"Young fellow come see the anmber from Brysta!"”

" fire-diamonds fromAfrit! Here alone! . . ."

Still, the calls fromthe hucksters were nmuted. Perhaps thirty shoppers filled the entire
square, split anong nearly as nmany vendors. Mst of the shoppers were young, not nuch ol der than
me. Dangergel ders, those doing duty with the Brotherhood, | guessed as | |ooked first at the

booths on the north side of the square.

The first displayed some ceramcs. Good work, but nothing to conmpare to ny nother's. The col ors
were too vivid. A nman sat behind them perched on a stool, who gave ne a passing grin as if to
acknow edge | woul d buy not hi ng.

In quick order, | passed sone carved and gilded mirrors; a goldsmth's display of rings,
neckl aces, and pendants; a smith's array of assorted steel tools, which seemed of high quality;
| eat her goods, including purses, belts, packs, and sheaths for various sizes of knives; a
boot maker's display with several gaudy, if well-tooled, sets of boots.

At the woodworking stall, | stopped, surveying the itens on display. Al were small -
br eadboar ds, book hol ders, and nostly carved boxes. No furniture, except a tiny pedestal table and
a two-shel f bookcase of gray oak.

"You know wood, " observed the boy minding the display. H's brown eyes al nost matched his brown
hair, and he wore a tan shirt.

"Some. You do any of these?"

"Only the breadboards. My ol der brother did nost of the rest, except the table and the
shel ves. "

"Your father?"

"Mot her. She sells nostly on consignment to Hanor."

The breadboards were adequate, as were the boxes, but | had been doing better when | had | eft
Uncle Sardit. Only the pedestal table was clearly better than | could do.

"You think you do better work?" asked the boy.

"It doesn't matter now," | answered absently. Whatever | did fromthere on out, it wouldn't be
woodwor K.

| left without saying nore and wal ked across the square. The first cloth-draped table was the
trader who had been screeching forth about anber. A single look told ne that the anber was fair at
best, and the silver settings in which nost of it was encased were worse.

The trader glanced away from ny scrutiny, not even speaking.

The adjoining table was filled with uncut fire dianonds. Even fromthe spread stones, | could
pick out three or four clearly superior to the others. Not bigger, just better. D splaying what |
m ght have called nmore order. But | couldn't afford them and there wasn't nuch point in
bargai ni ng over a | esser stone, not when | would need funds nore than di anonds before very | ong.

Several tables were vacant, their canvas flapping in the breeze, barely held down by stones.

Further toward the corner closest to the harbor was a tiny man sitting behind a hal f-dozen
small and el aborately-carved ivory figures. Those al one matched the quality of crafts displayed on
the north side of the square.

For a long tinme, | studied the figures. One, that of a young nan carrying a dark staff,
appeal ed to ne. Once again, | passed on without even trying to bargain. Nor did the trader or
carver try to entreat nme.

From the square | wal ked down toward the four |ong wharves. Each gray stone structure rose out
of the dark blue water of the harbor nore than five cubits, with a central paved roadway nore than
ten cubits wide. At the first wharf, the one closest to the harbor mouth and farthest fromthe
center of the market area, was a huge twin-nasted and steel-hulled ; steaner. A thin w sp of snoke
rose fromthe forward funnel, The ensign | did not recognize, but, with the bl ue-green background
and the golden crown, | would have guessed the ship was from somewhere in Nordl a.

A hal f-dozen | oading carts, stacked with square wooden packing cases of differing sizes, waited
for the ship's crane to transfer each into an open forward hold. Wiat was in the crates | couldn't

see. | wal ked down toward the pier. A though there was a snmall stone booth for a guard, the booth,
spotl essly clean, was enpty. Nor was there a guard around.
Cick . . . click . . . M boots nearly skidded on the snooth pavenent underfoot.
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Whhhsssss .. . . Ahead, steamdrifted fromthe snmall tractor linked to the |oading carts,
though they were long like farmcarts, each nearly ten cubits in length. The sides were of snpoth-
mlled red oak, held in place by steel brackets.

"Stand clear, fellow." A woman | had not seen, wearing a set of black coveralls, waved in ny
direction then gestured toward the ship.

Wihheeeepppp . . . The crane lifted two nore crates, cradled in a heavy nesh net, up off the
next-to-last cart. The end cart was al ready enpty.

The wonman wal ked briskly toward me. Dark-haired, she was nearly as tall as | was, and as broad
in the shoulders. She smled. "Mist be new in Nylan. Dangergel d?"

| had to nod.

"We're loading furniture right now. The ship is the Enpress-out of Brysta, Nordla Lines. |'m
Caron."

"I's this your dangergel d?" | blurted.

She | aughed. "Not exactly. | started as a purser on the Brotherhood ships, but traveling got
old. I liked dealing with cargo and maki ng up shiprments, handling the cube and stowage
cal cul ati ons-"

Wihhheeee .

"-Excuse ne . " She was back at the cart, deftly jockeying two nore crates into the net,

wi t hout seeming to work up a sweat.

Whheeeeppp . .

As the net lifted away, Caron returned. "So that's how | ended up here. | have a small farm not
too far fromsSigil, in the lowhills north of the H gh Road. | spend ny free tinme there.”

"But . . . don't you need help loading all these ships . . . ?"

"There are four of us. That's enough. W don't handl e that nuch bul k anyway. The economi cs
don't work, not against forced | abor or slavery."

Whheeepppp - . .

As she turned back toward the |loading, | frowned. For a glorified stevedore, Caron was
unusual ly bright, and perfectly willing to talk to a total stranger. WAs she just another
Br ot her hood type, with quick and inconplete answers? In the direct sunlight, even though it was a
shade cool er than normal for a summer day's late afternoon, | was beginning to sweat.

After wiping ny forehead with the back of my sleeve, |I |ooked at the steamtractor. Mgister
Kerwi n had taught us about steam powered machinery, how it created too rmuch chaos unl ess properly
desi gned and handl ed, and how it generated too rmuch concentrated heat. Steanships could handle the
heat because of the conductivity of the ocean and their relative isolation from other chaos-
sour ces.

Whheeeepppp .

Anot her full net lifted away, and the gregarious |oadnaster, or whatever else she was, stepped
back toward ne.

"What do you think of Nylan?"

"Don't know what to think. | just got here today." | pointed to the tractor. "That seens
contrary to the magi sters' teaching."
Caron grinned. She | ooked younger-say about Tanra's age-when she smiled. "It only seens that

way. |f you consider the alternatives in order theory, the nunmber of bodies required to lift that
cubage, it works out about even. Plus, the fact that we can operate them w thout the usua
cat astrophes scares the hell out of the outlanders."

Whhhhhheeeeepppp
Scares the hell out of the outlanders? For all of her direct speech, the woman still didn't
really explain things. | watched as she single-handedly lifted a bulky crate into the net. Up on

the steanmer, two | ong-haired, bearded crewnen gawked at the ease with which the woman handl ed t he
heavy car go.

Whhheeepppp . . .

"Anyway," she continued, not even breathing hard, and as if she had never left, "loading them
like this gets the point across.”

"What poi nt ?"

"That they'd better not ness with the Brotherhood, or Recluce. \Wat else?"

| shook ny head.

"Thi nk about it, young fellow. Sorry |I can't talk longer, but the crates coming up are going to
take all my effort. Good | uck!"

She was back at the third cart, the fourth and fifth carts since enptied of their crates.

Wheeepppp . .

| was the one shaking ny head as | wal ked back toward the harbor wall from which the piers
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protruded. The wall stood another three cubits above the pier surface, not really a defensive
bul war k, but a physical barrier that declared to the sailors on the ships that Nylan was foreign
territory.

At the end of the second pier a | ong schooner was tied, flying the ensign of Hanmor fromthe
rear staff. Two arned guards stood by the plank to the ship, half-turned to face each other. From
their posture it was clear they were not guarding the ship agai nst Recluce, but discouraging
unpl anned crew departures.

| strolled toward the third pier, slowing as | saw that the guard booth was manned. Tied to the
pier were three long and | ow shapes that had to be ships, but ships |like none | had ever seen

They were totally of black steel, with no nmasts, and only a | ow bl ack superstructure begi nning
a third of the way back fromthe bow. Their bows were raked and sharp, sonehow sharklike. Each
flew a single ensign fromthe jackstaff-a solid black flag.

How | had missed themearlier | didn't know, except |I could see what | ooked to be heat waves
surroundi ng each

I shivered, even in the warm afternoon sunlight. Yes, the Brotherhood had ways to protect
Recl uce.

"Young fellow, this pier is closed." The guard in the booth wasn't that nuch ol der than | was,
but he wore what was clearly a black uniform and | could sense, rather than see, the sword and
cl ub.

| just shrugged and turned away, |ooking down the pier again at the three strange ships. The
guard watched nme with a puzzled | ook on his face.

Wasn't | supposed to see the ships? Had the heat waves been a shield of sone sort?

| glanced around the grassy space on the other side of the harbor wal k. A scattering of people
sat on the few benches. Down opposite the fourth pier, a neat vendor was selling sandw ches or
sonmething to the crew of the square-rigger that was tied up

No one even glanced at the closed third pier. Shaking nmy head again, | began to wal k back
toward the market and toward my quarters, with nore questions and fewer answers than when | had
started.

The bell was chimng as | crossed the grass toward the dining hall, and the blisters on ny feet
wer e bur ni ng.

I X

MAGQ STER CASSI US WAS bl ack. | don't nean he wore black. H's skin was a blue-black that glistened
in the sun or the shadow. His short curly hair was black, and his eyes were bl ack. Squarish, he
stood nmore than four cubits, |ike a heroic black-oak carving. The only things |ight about himwere
the whites of his eyes. He did have a sense of hunor, of sorts.

"Do you favor suicide or rmurder, Lerris?" Hi s deep voice runbled.

"What . . . huh?" Once again, he had caught me with ny thoughts el sewhere, wondering, this tineg,
about how the cliffs | could see through the open wi ndow had ever been made so bl ack and so sheer.
After all, just like old Magister Kerwin, he was pounding on and on about the basis of order

"l asked you whether you favored suicide or nurder?"

Krystal, sitting cross-legged on her pillow, suppressed another giggle. She had on the bl ue snock-
like tunic and trousers, with sandals. And she still |ooked dusty, but that was because her

cl ot hes, pressed and clean as they were, had been washed so often the bl ue had faded away in
spots.

Tanra continued to |l ook at Cassius as if he were an insect under study. Over the gray tunic she
had draped a vivid green scarf. Each day the scarf changed, but not the clothes. Either that, or
she had a bunch of gray tunics and trousers.

Sanmel | ooked fromthe Magi ster to ne and back, then sighed.

I wondered how | would escape this tinme. "Neither ..." | finally answered. "Both are very
di sorderly."
Fromthe corner of ny eye, | could see how Tanra shook her head.

Cassi us al nost si ghed-al nost, perhaps, the nost fallible gesture | had seen fromthe Brotherhood.
Then he continued. "W were speaki ng about order, a topic all of you have been exposed to since
your birth. Unfortunately, for various reasons, such as Lerris's boredom Tanra's equation of
order with rmal e domi nance, Sanmel's compassion for those unable to accept order, Krystal's
unwi I I i ngness to concentrate, and Wynn's contenpt for weakness . . . none of you can-accept order
as the basis for a society.”

| grinned, not really caring if | had been a target with the others, as | watched his gentle barbs
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bring the group alert. But | wondered why he had not said anything about Myrten. Cassius turned
and j abbed the short black wand he carried at ne. "Lerris, you find order boring. Tell us why.
Stand up. You can wal k around and take as long as you want."

| eased off the brown | eather pillow and stretched, conscious that even Tanra was | ooki ng toward
me. | ignored her, or tried to. |I didn't Iike being studied |ike a bug under a nagnifying gl ass.
"Order is boring. Everything is the same. Every day in Reduce people get up and do the sane
things. They do them as perfectly as possible for as |long as possible. Then they die. If that's
not meani ngl ess and boring, | don't know what is."

Wynn nodded, as did Myrten, but Tanra's ice-blue eyes were hooded. Krystal suppressed a mnusica
gi ggl e and wound her long black hair around her fingers, letting the tips brush her feet as she
wat ched from her cross-1egged position

| didn't know what else to say. After all, what |I'd said was obvious. So | stood there. No one
el se added anyt hi ng.

"Lerris, suppose, for the sake of discussion, there is a kingdom somewhere in this universe-"

"Uni verse?"

"Sorry. Just inmmgine another world. One where people have all the children they want, wi thout
order, without rule. One where every generation, for no apparent reason, all the kingdons go to
war. The young nen wear their arnor and carry their weapons, and one-fifth of themdie. Some
ki ngdoms win, and sonme |ose, but the only real result of the wars is that the weapons becone nore
terrible and nore effective.

"More children are born; nore go hungry; and nore of those who reach maturity die in the wars."
Cassi us paused and | ooked over the group of us. "All of you think about this imaginary world, not
just Lerris.”

| didn't think long. So what. So people died. People always die.

"Lerris, did you know that five thousand people died in Southern Hanor |ast year?"

| shook ny head. What did five thousand deaths in Hanor have to do with an imagi nary worl d?
VWhat did the imaginary world have to do with boredon? O order?

"Do you know how t hey di ed?" Cassius's voice runbl ed.

"No." How was | supposed to know?

"They starved to death. They di ed because there was no food."

Wynn, sitting back against the black oak that paneled the |ower half of each wall, pursed her
I'ips.

Anyone coul d die without food. | nodded.

"Do you know why there was no food?"

"No. "

"Does anyone here know?"

"Was that the rebellion?" asked Tanra. She seened anused, as if she knew where Cassius was
| eadi ng us.

I wondered how she knew about a rebellion in Southern Hanor. And who cared?

"There was food in Western Hanor," Cassius added slowy. "Enough food that the price of grain
was | ower than in years."

Myrten | ooked puzzl ed

"Yes, Myrten?" Cassius acknow edged the ferret-faced man with the unruly hair as thick as a
buffal o' s coat.

"Coul dn't they have at |east smuggl ed sone grain?"

"The Inperial Arny blocked the roads. Some grain was smuggled, a great deal, in fact, but not
enough to conpensate for the fields burned by the enperor's troops."

There was a nonent of silence.

"Lerris, has one person ever starved to death in Recluce?"

"I don't know. " Dammed if | would adnit the point, although |I wasn't sure which point | wasn't
about to adnmit.

"So . . . you are saying that avoiding starvation is boring? That having happy and well-fed
people is boring? Wuld you prefer to live in Hanor, where the lack of order leads to rebellions,
oppression, and starvation? |Is death preferable to boredon?"

"Of course not." My voice was |ouder than it should have been. "But you're saying that boredom
is necessary to avoid death or sone kinds of evil. That's what | don't accept."”

"I never said that, Lerris. You did."

| started to open ny nouth, except Tanra snorted. "Lerris, try thinking for once."

Krystal giggled.

| glared at her. She didn't ook at ne. Wynn did, but she was shaki ng her head, even as she
stretched out those |ong shapely |egs.
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No one said anyt hing.
Magi ster Cassius finally sighed-a real sigh

"All right," | demanded, "woul d sonmeone explain to dunb Lerris?"

"You're not dunb," snapped Tanra. "You just refuse to see.”

"See what ?"

"Lerris . . ." runbled Cassius, "order is necessary to prevent evils such as starvation and

murder. WIIl you grant that point?"
| nodded. "Yes."
"You find excessive order boring, you said."
| had to nod again.
"Do you see the difference between the first point and the second?"
I must have | ooked bl ank
Everyone was shaki ng their heads.

Cassius took a deep breath. "Honest order prevents evil. That is a truth of life, and al so of
magic. On this ... on our earth that truth approaches a fact." He paused.

"All right," | admtted, still wondering why he insisted on a difference between truth and
fact.

"You call excessive order boring. That is a personal value judgnment. Wen you apply that
boredomto order, you are the one who says that boredomis necessary to avoid evil. Boredomis not

a conponent of order. It is only your reaction. Boredomis not necessary to prevent starvation;
order is. You just find that order boring."

Magi ster Cassius was just twi sting words. Too nuch order was still boring.

"You all have a problemsimlar to Lerris's," continued the black man in black. "Tanra-you find
order a tool of men. Therefore, you refuse to accept our way of life totally because order accepts
the valid differences between men and wonen. You feel that wonmen can do anything, if not nore,
than men can.”

"We can,"” nurnured the redhead, so low that no one seened to hear it except ne, although she
was across the roomfromnme. My hearing seemed to be getting better, or perhaps | was nore alert.
Tanra snol dered, but kept it hidden

| slipped back down onto the brown | eather pillow The Mgister smled faintly and turned.
"Wynn," continued the black nan inplacably, with his eyes turning toward his next victim "you
feel that strength is the answer to all problens, and that, given enough effort, anyone can be
strong. Your phil osophy would | eave infants and the sick to growor die-as they could.”

"That's not true . ." Wynn straightened on the pillow. Her brown-flecked green eyes turned
col d.

"Then," Magister Cassius smled, "would you explain it for us? Feel free to stand or wal k
around. "

| watched Tanra, as graceful as a dancer, yet wound with a steel inside that would have dull ed
the sharpest blade. Her flanme-red hair franed a freckl ed face that al nost-al nost-|ooked friendly
when she was not speaking. She turned toward me, caught ny eyes. | felt like a cold dash of water
had been thrown across the roomat ne, and |I |ooked toward Wynn.

"Everyone has an obligation to be as strong as they can be. It isn't right for the strong to
have to take care of those who refuse to be strong.” Wynn hadn't stood from her cushion, and her
hands were clenched into fists. She | ooked down at the knife sheath at her belt.

"What do you nean by 'strong' ?" asked Cassius in that |ow runbling voice.

Wynn | ooked at the polished bl ack-oak floor planks, then at Krystal, and finally in the
general direction of Myrten, who seened to shrink further into the corner. Myrten always seened to
put hinmself in a corner when he could, a corner fromwhere he could watch everything.

The room grew silent.

"You know what | mean. You just play with words." Wynn's voice was harsh

| agreed with her assessment of Cassius, of all the magisters and nmasters. Al of them played
with words, twi sting their meanings, hiding nore than they reveal ed.

"Conme, now," Cassius's voice soothed. "You feel that strength is inportant. \Wat kind of
strength? Is a bully to be adnmred? Wuld you despise a small wonan who required aid to stop a
t hi ef 2"

"I don't admire bullies. | don't think nmuch of people who invite theft or attacks. And | don't
like thieves." Each word cane forth filled with grit. Wynn glared at Myrten, who for sone reason
| ooked away.

"So you feel order should rest solely upon strength and sel f-discipline?"

"I know what | feel." Wynn glared this time at the nmagis-ter

"Fair enough." Cassius actually chuckled before wiping the snmle fromhis face and turning
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toward Krystal. "And you, |aughing |ady? Wy do you fail to pay nuch attention to order? O to
anyt hi ng?"
Krystal didn't even | ook up at Cassius. She giggled and played with her |ong black hair.
"Krystal " The boom ng voice turned cold. Even | shivered.
Krystal |ooked at the floor planks. "It . . . doesn't help to pay attention. Things happen
anyway. Thinking doesn't stop them" Her voice was barely above a whisper. Wynn sniffed [oudly.
"Then you agree with Wynn? That violence is the only way in which evil can be stopped?"
"Sometines." She shifted her weight and | ooked at nme. "Wat do you think, Lerris?"
I wished she hadn't nade that unspoken request, and especially that Cassius hadn't caught it. |

coughed, trying to figure out what Krystal had really neant. " unmm ... at | east sonetines it
seens |ike perfectly good people can't do anything against evil or against accidents . . . and
sonmetimes"-1 recalled the baker-"people seemto be punished or exiled from Recluce just because
they don't neet some unseen or unspoken standard. | guess | see that as unfair, that because they

can't understand or aren't strong enough, they get punished."

"Do you think life is basically fair? Or that the Brotherhood has the obligation to be fair to
an individual, when that fairness could threaten the safety of all Recluce?"

"I haven't seen that happen, | haven't seen any threat of that nature, but | have seen people
who were not bad peopl e exiled or punished."

Cassius smiled sadly, glancing fromKrystal, who refused to ook up, to Wynn, who glared at
him and back to me. In the corner, Myrten licked his |ips.

"Is living in Recluce a right or a privilege?" Cassius's question hung in the air like a spell

"You're saying it's a privilege, that we have to neet certain conditions,” | snapped. "That's
fine, except no one ever explains the reasons behind the conditions. Just mind the rules; nmaintain
order and bani sh chaos; and don't ask questions that we don't want to answer."

"I take it that you don't find the explanations satisfactory."

"You're right. I don't, and | don't think nost of the people in this roomdo, either."

"So . . . the enperor has no clothes.” Cassius's voice was | ower and softer

No cl ot hes? \What enperor? \Wat cl ot hes?

"This . . . philosophy ... is all very inspiring. But how does this prepare us for dangergel d?"
Tanra's voice was cutting, and she had stood up

"Sit down, and I'Il tell you. None of you are likely to believe nme. But 1'Il tell you."

| shrugged. So did Wynn. Tanra glared, but she sat back down.

Cassius waited until the nmurrmurs di ed away.

"It's really quite sinple. Against perfect order, it is alnost inpossible for chaos-magic to
prevail. Recluce is based on nmaintaining that order. Some people are order-sources; sone people
are chaos-generators; and sonme people can be either.

"Most peopl e selected for dangergeld are either uncontrolled order-sources, or could generate
ei ther order or chaos w thout knowing it. The first step in dangergeld is to recognize that all of
you have the ability to either allow chaos a foothold in Recluce or to help keep it from Recl uce
You have to choose which, and the Brotherhood is not about to |let you make that decision unless
you' re being wat ched and checked or unless you're outside Recluce.

"Since Recluce is not a police state, the best option is to let you see the rest of the world,
or sonme of it, while you learn and decide."

Police state? That was an odd way of putting it. Only Hamor had police. For a nmonent, the room
was still.

"So . . . you just throw us out for Hanmor or Candar to nurder, and everything stays fine with
the sheep who remmi n?" Wynn's voice was tight.

"Hardly. The current Enperor of Hanor is the grandson of a dangergel der who preferred the
Sout hern Reaches and who was quite successful in taking over the Province of Merowey. The head
assassin for one major power canme fromSigil, not all that far fromhere." Cassius shook his head.
"Believe ne, the rest of the world will reward many talents. You're in the greatest danger if you
believe in order and reject the Brotherhood."” H s eyes flashed toward nme. "That's because you
beconme a wal ki ng order-source in the realns of chaos and a threat to the chaos-nmasters."

"You're saying that because we have talent we have to | eave Recluce until we nmaster that
tal ent?" asked Sanmel .

"Not until you master it. That could take years. Until you decide within yourself your own
course of action."

I alnbst bit nmy tongue. It was even worse than | thought. If | didn't accept the Brotherhood' s
stiff-necked order and rules, then I'd be thrown to the wol ves, and, sonmehow, | didn't exactly see
mysel f as a chaos-master. Wiy couldn't an ethical person use both order and chaos? Life consists
of bot h.
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"What about . . ."
The questions went on, but | didn't pay nmuch attention. Everyone was just asking the sane
things with different words. So I was an uncontroll ed order-source? O worse. And no one still was

descri bing what that neant, except that it was dangerous to Recl uce.

My stonmach growl ed, but no one heard as they argued with Cassi us.

Krystal and | sat there in a quiet island. She |ooked at the floor, and | | ooked at everything
and saw not hi ng.

X

THE SUN HUNG | i ke a golden platter over the black stone wall that separated the Brotherhood' s
enclave fromthe seaport- that wall that seenmed so |low fromthe Brotherhood side, and so inposing
fromthe market square bel ow.

Even though it was but a few days past midsummrer, the grass remmined crisp and green, the air
clean, and the nights cool-the result of the Eastern Current, according to Sanmel .

| hadn't thought nuch about it, not until Magistra Trehonna started in with her naps and
| ectures on geography, and how the pl acenent of nmountains and currents affected weather. Then she
got into how geography determ ned where cities and towns were, and why places |ike Fenard, the
capital of Gallos, sat on the edge of the hills leading to Wsthorns because the higher elevation
made the city nore defensible and the two small rivers provided power for the nmlls. The only
interesting bit was how the inposition of order and chaos at what she called critical nodes could
change whol e weat her patterns

That partly expl ai ned why sone of the Brotherhood ships patrolled certain segnments of the
northern waters. But her lectures were |like everything el se-a piece of know edge here, another one
there, and a whole lot of boring repetition in the middle.

So | sat with nmy back against a small red oak and watched the puffy clouds in the eastern skies

begin to darken fromwhite into a pinkish-gray. Just because, | tried to see if | could discover
the patterns behind the clouds, trying to | ook beyond their surfaces.

Again, | could see the faint heat-shadowlike imges | had seen around the strange Brotherhood
shi ps, but the ones in the clouds were natural. How | could tell the difference, |I didn't know.

But | did. After a while, ny eyes began to ache. So | closed them and began to listen
There were ot her dangergeld groups around. We met in the quarters and sonetines tal ked over
dinner. They weren't nuch different, except they | ooked to be in better shape, and they all seened
distant. Friendly, understanding, but distant.
Two of them were seated on a bench on the other side of the hedge. Their voices carried.
" Brysta, that's what they say .
"At least it's not Hanor "
"Take Hamor over Candar . . . hone of the chaos-masters . . . Enperor of Hanor |ikes sone order

Cassi us had nentioned that Candar was the npbst chaotic of the najor continents. Tanra said that
was because it was closest to Recluce, and there had to be bal ance. Cassius frowned, but hadn't
corrected her. That neant she'd been right.

So what el se was new. From Frven in Candar, the chaos-w zards had rul ed nost of the world-unti
they'd created a new sun in the sky and nelted nost of the capital's buildings and people like
wax. Al though that had been generations ago, the people probably hadn't changed that nuch

"Could I join you?"

| al nost junped, opening ny eyes with a start.

The nusi cal voice bel onged to Krystal

"Sure . . . I'mnot certain |I'mnuch conmpany."”

"That makes two of us." She tucked her feet under her and settled down with a cubit of grass
bet ween us, shruggi ng her shoulders as if to | oosen her faded blue tunic. The |long hair was bound
up with silvered cords. Wien she wasn't giggling or fiddling with her hair | enjoyed watching her
She was as graceful as Tanra, but without the arrogance, and behind the giggles | suspected there
was nore strength than either of us knew

Thimmmm . . . The chime fromthe tenple echoed once, calling those of the Brotherhood who
wi shed to join the evening neditation. | wasn't about to, and |I'd noticed that Mgister Cassius
never did either

Krystal did not nove, but the two nen on the bench on the far side of the hedge left.

"They're probably going to give thanks for being sent to Brysta, instead of Candar."
popped out of my nouth.

The words
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"Where do you think we'll be sent?"
"Candar," | opined.
"You're usually right ... | mean, about facts . . ." She | ooked down at the grass.

| straightened into a sitting position and stopped | eaning agai nst the oak. Both tree and
ground were hard. The cl ouds above the eastern horizon showed gray, and the breeze fromthe west
pi cked up, ruffling nmy hair. A hint of trilia tickled nmy nose, bittersweet orange.

"What will happen to us?"

| shrugged. "I don't know. It seens |like we're a strange lot, but | suppose all dangergel ders
are. Myrten's a thief, but how he lasted so long . . . Wynn's really a soldier, probably bel ongs
in the border guard. Samel's a missionary in a land that already has a faith that doesn't place
conpassi on above order. Tanra hates nen, and half the world is nale. Dorthae ... | just don't know

"And you?"

"Me?" | shrugged again. | didn't want to tal k about me. "Like Cassius says, |'measily bored.

VWhat about you?"
"I think you're bored because you want to know everything and you don't want to admt it."

Thimmmm . . . The second chime fromthe tenple rang, indicating the evening neditation had
begun.

"What about you?" | asked again

"Me?" Krystal giggled just slightly.

I frowned.

"You don't like it when | giggle."

"No." | | ooked over her shoul der and down the grassy stretch toward the snall garden just
before the wall. Dorthae and Myrten were seated on opposite ends of the bench, playing sone sort

of card gane. That figured. Myrten would find sonething with odds in it anywhere.

"I was contracted, you know. He didn't mind the giggling too much."

"I"'msorry." | hadn't thought about that. | was young. What if Kol dar or Corso had been picked
for dangergel d? Krystal was announcing that the Brothers had pulled her away from her
husband/ | over, just like that. "I'msorry."

"Don't be. It was a good excuse to leave. He'll be happier. | already am"

"Just leaving?" | couldn't inmagine ny nother wal ki ng away from ny father

"You | ook at nmy hair. You see my breasts. So do all the nmen. Your |ooks are honest, at |east."
Her voice was |ow, alnost whispery, yet still nusical

"True,” | admtted.

She readjusted her position on the grass. Sonehow the readjustnent got her al nbst next to ne.
"Do you think about what | feel?"

Actual ly, | was wondering how she would feel to hold and touch, but that wasn't what she neant.
"Not at first."
"Ch, Lerris . . ." her voice died off.

W sat there as the darkness drifted down upon Nyl an

"Wul d you just hold ne?" Her voice was like a child's.

| did, and that was all | did. Not that | didn't think about nore, especially later that night,
alone in ny bed.

Xl

AFTER WE VERE well into the lectures from Talryn, Magister Cassius, and Magi stra Trehonna-the
lady with the glare that even quieted ne-one norning Tal ryn nmarched us down another |ong but well-
lit tunnel and out into a wide room sunken partly into the ground.

Under ground or not, the overhead and upper side wi ndows admtted nore than enough light. Unlike
the teaching roons, the stone walls were plastered over with an al nond-shaded white finish. The
flooring was the strange part, neither wood nor stone, but a greenish and springy substance that
gave slightly underfoot.

The sane substance was used for flooring in the exercise roons where Dilton tried to force us
all into a better physical condition. | had tried, but hadn't been able to break even the
slightest fragment fromit, even though |I could squeeze it enough to press a thunb's width of it
up between ny fingers, and the woodworking with Uncle Sardit had | eft them strong. -The nuscles in
my | egs were what suffered under Dilton, especially fromthe running and stretching.

The best part of the conditioning was watching Tanra and Krystal. | didn't really dare to do
nmore than watch with either one. Sonetines, as with the time on the |awn, Krystal would sit next
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to me or ask for a hug, but she clearly wanted it as a brotherly gesture, or even as a fatherly
one. And that was the way it stayed, no matter what ny body said.

Why? Because deep inside the lady, | could feel, not knowi ng how, sonething that | wasn't about
to tamper with. Wiat? Like a lot of things, | couldn't say what, only recognize its danger. Like
Tanra, |ike Candar. When | even saw maps of Candar, | wanted to shiver

My nusi ngs stopped when | saw Tanra was smiling. She still wore the dark gray, this tine with a

bl ue scarf. No one had said a word about her clothing. Then, Talryn hadn't said a word about ny
dar k- brown garnents either.

Agai nst the wall opposite the door we had entered were racks of objects, sonme clearly swords or
knives. Half a dozen of each were racked next to each other, and there were five |arge racks.

"Candidates . . ." Talryn cleared his throat. He always cleared his throat after he got our
attention. "This is Glberto."
Glberto wasn't tall. I'mtaller than average, alnpst four cubits, but not that rmuch taller

than average. G lberto stood nearly a head below nme-nore |like Tanra's size. Wearing black trousers
and bl ack | eathers over a black shirt and black boots, with his black hair and pale white skin, he
| ooked |i ke an executi oner

"This is Glberto," repeated Talryn. "The world outsi de Recluce boasts an array of weapons.
Glberto will attenpt to give you sonme faniliarity with the nbst common and sone mininal ability
with one or two, assuming you are willing to learn."

Glberto sniled crookedly, as if offering an apol ogy. The expression turned himfroma
col orl ess executioner into a sad-faced cl own.

Tanra studied himfromone side. | just smled back at the man. He | ooked funny. Boring or
strange as sone of the Brotherhood could be, | never doubted their abilities. Krystal pursed her
too-red lips, trying not to giggle. Wynn scow ed. Myrten licked his |lips. Dorthae | ooked at
Talryn, then at G| berto, without saying a word

G I berto acknow edged us, bending forward at the waist. The gesture was formal. "There are
weapons on the racks. Please | ook themover. Pick themup. Handle them -touch at |east one of each
ki nd. Wi chever one of themfeels nost confortable to you, please take that one and sit down on
one of the pillows at the end of the room"

The weapons-naster's eyes turned cold. "Do not pick a weapon with your head. Do not pick
what ever seens the easiest, or the nost destructive. The weapons you use nust reflect you." He

paused. "Later, | will teach you about other weapons." He bowed again and gestured toward the
racks.

G lberto was serious. | knew that. So | edged toward the nearest rack, on which | could see
swords-| ong ones, short ones, and sonme no bigger than | ong daggers. | |ooked at a narrow bl aded
sword with a business-like handle, finally nerved nyself to pick it up-and dammed near dropped it.
The chill and al nost forbidding feel of the weapon nauseated ne. As quickly as possible | set it
down, wi ping mny forehead.

"Heee . . ."

Krystal and her dammed giggles. "CGo ahead. You pick one up.”

She twi sted her hair back over her shoul der and reached past ne for the sword, easily hol ding
it, turning it in her hands. "It feels fine, but not quite right." She set it down and reached for
a slighter, shorter sword, although it had the same narrow bl ade.

| reached for the sword she had tried, the one | had let go of so quickly. The jolt and chil
weren't quite as strong, but my stomach still twi sted.

Looking for. Talryn, | wondered what trickery he and G lberto were up to. But Talryn had
di sappeared so silently no one noticed his departure, and Gl berto stood at the end of one of the
racks, a thoroughly inpassive, even bored, |ook on his face.

Tanra canme up beside me, grinning, and reached for the sword that | had tried twice. Her nouth
opened as her hand grasped the hilt. Then she tightened her lips, finally setting the sword down.
"Not for nme." A faint sheen of perspiration had popped out on her forehead.

| repressed a smile and wal ked down the first rack, |ooking at the daggers, nmany of which were
finely crafted, even while displaying workmanlike effectiveness. Even running ny hands over their

hilts told me that the daggers were equal ly repugnant. | had handl ed knives before, and |I had
never felt so repelled. Cearly a spell had been placed on the weapons. But why?
Fromthe corner of nmy eye, | could see that Tanra was as vexed as |, and her grin had | ong

si nce di sappear ed.
The spears were only mildly unconfortable. Next to themwere a row of hal berds, their axe-

bl ades polished, glittering. But when | |lowered ny hand to one of the heavy brass hal berds, |
t hought my stonmach would enpty on the spot.
Clunk. | pulled away so suddenly that one of the |ower and shorter halberds rolled out of its
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resting place and struck the floor.
Even G lberto turned toward ne, his eyebrows raised.

Despite the ook, |I left the halberd on the floor. Damed if | was about to risk disgracing
nmysel f on the spot by | osing what renmi ned of ny breakfast.
I waved himoff, noving fromthe edged weapons toward the pistols. |I'd never seen one up close,

but Magi ster Kerwin had nentioned themin history, noting their limted effectiveness in warfare
because of their unreliability at any distance and the problenms created by their complexity,
especially their susceptibility to chaos-magic.

I didn't even have to touch them They were just as unfriendly, although | watched Myrten
fondling one alnost lovingly. So | admred their carved handl es and blued steel and barely let ny
fingers pass over them wal king down that weapons rack toward the next.

On the next were various clubs. | tried several, relieved that | could at |east pick themup
Not one felt confortable, but ny stomach didn't do flip-flops, either. The netal ones, like the
mace and the norningstar, screanmed at ne to | eave well enough alone. After the experience with the
hal berd, Glberto's instructions or not, | left them al one.

Next to the clubs were sone coiled ropes. They felt all right, only faintly repugnant-but what
could you do with a rope? How was it even a weapon? Then there were sone sort of polished handl es
connected by heavy cords. Same thing there-1 could handl e them but couldn't imagi ne how they
wor ked.

Finally, | came to the staves. Surprisingly, there were two dark ones, of a polished dark brown
wood- dar kened white oak, rather than black oak or black lorken, like my staff. Also unlike my own
staff, which Talryn had suggested nost strongly that | [eave in nmy roomduring instruction

peri ods, none of the staves were bound in netal, although their finish was al nbost as fine as that
which Uncle Sardit had inparted to nmy staff. One staff, which | took, nearly matched nmy own in

| ength. The other was sonewhat shorter. Both were the first weapons, if a staff were a weapon,
that hadn't nade nme unconfortable.

Wth the |onger staff in hand, | |ooked at the remmining section of the |ast rack, which
cont ai ned truncheons. One, nore like a short staff, although it was pitch-black, beckoned al npst
as much as the full-length staff. | held it for a while, then returned it.

Tanra wal ked toward the staves. Her feet dragged, as if she wanted no part of them Her I|ips
were pressed tightly | together, and she carried no weapon.

Beyond her, | could see Krystal standing by a brown |eather sitting pillow, alnost fondling the
deadly sword. Myrten sat, exami ning the pistol which he had taken fromthe racks.
Samel carried a pair of matched truncheons, and Wynn was still poking around the bl ades.

My eyes shifted back to Tanra. Her forehead glistened with a | ayer of perspiration as she
pi cked up a steel mace with iron spikes. The mace head was nearly the size of hers. Her |ips

tightened until | could see the whiteness in themeven fromfive cubits away. Slowy, she set the
mace back in the rack
| had to admire her strength, even if she were far nore stubborn than |I. But why did she put

hersel f through that kind of torture? It was torture; that was certain. Her hands were al nost
shaking by the time she finally reached the staves.

"Think it's amusing, do you?" Tanra's voice was |like nolten |ead.

| shook ny head. She didn't have to prove anything to nme, and she certainly didn't owe any sort
of proof to the Brotherhood.

She | ooked right through nme as she picked up the other dark staff. The tension in her body
eased, but the frown renmained, like a line chiseled above the ice-blue eyes. Unlike sone redheads,
or Dorthae, Tanra didn't darken her eyebrows, and she seened to scorn any kind of adornnent except
the col ored scarves she wore.

"Tanmra . . . Lerris ... are you finished adnmiring your weapons?" Gl berto's voice was dry.
"Admiring is not the word | would have chosen," observed Tanra, her voice cold enough now to
chill warmfruit juice-instantly.

Gl berto ignored her conments, stood there waiting, holding a short black baton in his hand,
the Iength of a truncheon, as | scranbled to a pillow next to Krystal

Tanra sauntered toward a pillow at the other side of the group, each step slow and deli berate.
Glberto waited. | would have cl obbered her . . . with something. He just gave a slow and | azy
smle, and | shivered.

Tanra sm |l ed back sweetly.

Krystal giggled.

Glberto turned to the group even before Tanra seated hersel f. "The weapons you have in your
hands are the weapons nbst suited to your tenperanent."” G lberto's voice was dry. "That does not
mean they are the best weapons for your defense-right now. |If you choose to learn them they will
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becone the best weapons for your defense." The weapons-naster surveyed the group, as if asking for
questi ons.
"You keep tal ki ng about defense," asked Tanmra. "ls your purpose only to teach us self-defense?”
G lberto hesitated, glancing toward the open doorway to the tunnel through which we had
entered, as if looking for Talryn. Finally, he answered. "Anything used as a defense can be a
weapon. Violence is not the way of Recluce, or of the Brotherhood. You rmay use what we are able to
teach you in any way you wish." He smiled faintly. "Those who find nore joy in using weapons than

in avoiding their use will appreciate Hanor or Candar."
Once again, one of the Brothers really hadn't answered the question. | was finding the | ack of
direct answers tiresone. | mght conceivably be a child, but certainly none of the others were.

Yet Glberto treated all of us as if we couldn't be trusted to understand a conpl ete answer.

"What do you nean by that?" snapped Dorthae. "You're not talking to children."

Gl berto shrugged, lifting his shoulders with an exaggerated care. "Very few people in Recluce
enj oy weapons. The opposite is true in Hanmor and Candar. If you enjoy using weapons for nore than
exerci se, you probably belong in Candar or Hanor."

Krystal giggled . . . again. Her hair was up, this tine in golden cords, and instead of playing
with it, her fingers ran along the sword bl ade. For sonme reason, | renenbered how surgically she
used a knife at neals.

Wynn frowned. She carried a brace of throw ng knives.

G |l berto paused while he | ooked us over again. "Here . . . you will get exercise, and you wll
| earn weapons, beginning with the ones you have picked out. Not those exact ones, but the same
type."

"Why not these?" asked Myrten, grasping his pistol tightly.

"They're enchanted to seek affinities . . . which reduces their effectiveness. Now, please put
t hem back where you found them and I'll take you to the student arnory, where you will be issued
a set of weapons based around the one you chose."

The whol e busi ness seened odd. Wy have us choose weapons at all? Certainly the Brotherhood
could have told who was suited for what weapons. Wiy did they bother? And what was the basis for
deci di ng who was "suited" for what?

"What is the basis for these "affinities'?" | asked, as Glberto started to turn toward the
ot her doorway-the one across fromwhere we had entered.

"Your underlying character is the nost inportant thing. If you have training with a weapon that
is not suited to your character, that can confuse the issue, but Talryn indicated that was not the
case for any of you."

"How woul d he know?" asked Wynn.

Gl berto shrugged. "I just teach weapons. The nasters know what they know. "

He wasn't telling all he knew, but what el se was new? That didn't exactly surprise ne. Glberto
wal ked toward the doorway, then turned to wait for us to put back the charnmed weapons.

| got up to return the staff. | liked mine better.

Tanra didn't | ook at anyone as she wal ked across the springy greenish floor toward the racks.
Krystal took a long tine to et go of the sword.

Staying nore than a respectful distance behind Tanra, | foll owed.
The practice weapons were scarred, but sound. The cutting weapons had rounded edges, from what
| could see, since | received a club, a truncheon, and a staff. As far as | could tell, only

Tanra, Sanmel and | received no edged weapons at all

Xl

G LBERTO HAD BEEN ri ght about one thing. Training with the weapons was hard, and not just
physically. Who ever woul d have thought about the proper ways to hold a truncheon? The staff ... |

guess | saw that as nore like a sword or an unpointed spear . . . anything that long clearly
requi red techni que.
Al nost all of what | |earned was new, and with all the repetition in the lectures, the weapons

cl asses were usually the nost interesting.

"Lerris, used properly, that truncheon is a far nore effective weapon than a knife. Used
properly . . . you're holding it like . . ." Glberto broke off and shrugged. "I cannot even make
a conparison.”

Most training sessions were like that. Initially, nothing I did was right. The same was true of
al nost everyone-except Tanra and Krystal. G lberto said alnost nothing to Tanra, except occasiona
suggestions. Krystal he paid nore attention to, but not nmuch. As far as any kind of blade went,
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she picked up what he had in mind inmediately.

M ... it was like | had two left thunbs.
"Lerris, stop fighting yourself . . . just relax.”
How many tines | heard those words, | don't recall; but hear them| did, tine after tine.

Once we had sone basic idea of what we were doing, Gl berto began pairing us off-first against
him or one of his apprentices; then, occasionally, against each other

Eventually | found nyself facing Tanra, not exactly in the field |I had wanted.

W stood on opposite sides of a white practice circle on the spongy green flooring. Qutside,
the | ate sumer sky was overcast, which was the exception rather than the rule, and the |ight
filtering through the long and high wall w ndows was grayish

Tanra smled. Her face |it up when she smled, but it was not a pleasant light at all. "Rules,
Magi ster G | berto?" The fingers of her heavy padded gl oves tightened on the hard wood of the
practice staff-the center part that was unpadded. Not that the padding on the ends was all that
heavy. Her eyes were on ne, as if she were studying sone insect or a painting on a wall.

A wisp of her flame-red hair peeked fromunder the | eather and wood of the padded practice
hel net .

"Tanra . . ." began G lberto. Then he shook his head. "No blows to face, knees, el bows or
groin."

"I can live with that," announced the redhead. | thought | could, also, but |I didn't Iike the
Il ook in Tanra's eyes, or the instinctive ease with which she took her bal anced stance. Then
again, | overtopped her by nearly a head and probably had tw ce her physical strength. And
hadn't done that badly agai nst Denorsal, one of Glberto' s apprentices, over the past days.

Besi des, Tanra deserved anything |I could land on her, the arrogant bitch. Al ways so dammed
superior, as if she didn't really belong with nere dangergeld trainees.

"Two to one she takes him. " Myrten's raspy whisper annoyed nme nore than the bet. He laid
odds on everything. | couldn't see as well as | would have |liked. The helnet restricted ny
peri pheral vision, but | felt as though Myrten had rasped his bet at Sanmel. Sanmel shook his
head.

"Start when | tell you. And stop at the bell. Do you understand? Ready?" G | berto stepped out
of the circle, then glanced at Tanra. "Tanra?"

She nodded.

"Lerris?"

"Yes." | nodded without taking nmy eyes off Tanra. | didn't see why everyone thought a match
between Tanra and nme was such a big deal. She clearly had nore experience, but I was stronger, and
al nost as qui ck.

Myrten probably bet on her because |'d trounced himin the last round. At |east | was hal fway
decent at sonet hi ng.

" Gol

Tanra circled to ny right. | pivoted

Thwack. | barely managed to throw ny staff up to block her first thrust.

Thwack . . . thwack . . . thwack

| danced back, still on the defensive.

Thwack . . . thwack . . . thwink .

" oooof ff . . ." Her last blow crashed into ny lower-right ribs. Her staff noved |like
lightning bolts, flashing this way, forking back, always probing.

Thwack . . . thwunk .

Another blow ... to ny ribs on the left.

Thwack .

Fwooopp . . . My staff slipped past hers and bounced off her upper |eg.

THAUNK .

I could feel the floor rising at ne, but there wasn't anything I could do about the nonentary
bl ackness and the stars that greeted ne.

" poor bastard
sufficient, | trust, Magister Gl berto?"

| squinted and sat up, trying to still the swirling inside nmy brain

"Sufficient, Tanra." Glberto's voice was dry. "Are you all right, Lerris?"

My head felt like a log flayed out of its bark. My ribs were an unbroken ache, and Tanra was
al nost openly snmirking. "Fine. Just fine." Standing up required nost of mny renmining strength.

"Way don't you take a hot shower?" suggested the weapons-naster

| didn't even argue. Mdst of the tinme, whether the water was | ukewarmor warmdidn't seemto
matter. The idea of hot water, another |uxury enjoyed by the Brotherhood in Ny-lan, never seened
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nore wel cone.

"Krystal . . . Wynn . . . long knives . . . use the wooden ones."

My feet found their way, somehow, to the | ockers where | stripped off the padding and the | oose
exercise clothing that I'd been supplied.

"She was a little hard on you." Denersal was |eaning against the wall

". . . Ummm. . ." The tunic was hal fway over ny head.

"But that's because you're fighting yourself, and you don't even want to admit it."

"Not you, too?" | pulled off the tunic. "Just what the hell do you nean? Everyone keeps telling
me not to fight myself."

"I shouldn't tell you . . . Talryn says that we all have to discover ourselves."

"Talryn be dammed," | nuttered, sitting on the bench and pulling off the soft exercise pants. |

was going to be sore-really sore, shower or no shower. "At least, tell ne howto keep fromgetting
killed the next tinme."

Demersal grinned. H s black eyes twinkled. "I just did." He wasn't much taller than Tanra, but
she never seened to lay a staff on him Neither did |, but he didn't hit ne except lightly.

"I"mstupid. Tell ne in another way."

"You got decked when you tried to attack. Every tine. Wy?"

| shook ny head. | wished | hadn't, and put it between ny hands to keep it from coming off.

"Il ask it another way. Wiy did Tanra hit you the hardest when you attacked? Wiy don't | hit
you hard when we spar? You | eave openi ngs, you know, especially when you try to attack."

"I don't know," | groaned. Questions | didn't need, not when ny head was poundi ng.
"Because | have the sanme problem | can't attack.”
About that tinme | finally realized what he was saying. Finally. "lIs that why | wasn't allowed

edged weapons?" Denorsal | ooked around the |ockers. "You believe in order. You have to. Use of
weapons conflicts with order. For you to make an attack, you have to fight yourself first, then
your opponent. You can't help getting clobbered that way."

I looked at him "Tanra uses a staff, and she cl obbered ne."

"She's a little crazy, but think about it ... she hit you hardest when you attacked . . . and
|'ve probably said too nmuch. Hope you feel better." The senior apprentice turned as | stood up to
head for the showers.

The pieces fit, but | didn't like it. Then again, | didn't have to like it. If | wanted to
survive, | just had to adapt to ny own limtations. But |I didn't have to like it. | certainly
didn't.

X

WHEN | HAD free time, usually in the afternoon of our rest days-every eighth day of the Tenple
cal endar-1 still wal ked down to the harbor area in Nylan, checking the scattered ships from across
the oceans, seeing how many countries traded with Recluce and how.

Were they using steel-hulled steaners, or wooden-framed square-riggers? | never saw anything
resenbling a galley, although Magi ster Cassius indicated sonme coastal states to the far sout hwest
of Candar, the ones around the snaller Wstern Ccean, operated slave galleys for coastal defense
forces.

| always | ooked for the telltale sign of concealing screens and for the black ships of the
Br ot her hood that no one ever tal ked about. | didn't talk about themeither, since | wasn't about
to admt | had seen them unl ess soneone el se already said sonething. None of our dangergeld
i nstructors did.

It was the same old story. If | asked about sonething and they didn't want to talk about it,
the answers were always platitudes or so vague that | already knew nost of what they said.

Still, | kept visiting the harbor-usually alone-with some of nmy dangergeld funds, just in case
I found sonething useful. | hadn't, but that didn't nean | wouldn't.

Once Krystal and | went together, on a sunny and cloudl ess afternoon. A brisk w nd was bl ow ng
in fromthe west, so stiff it tugged at our tunics and hair. Krystal had bound her hair up, with
the silver cords this tine.

Crackkk . . . thrappp . . . crackk . . . The canvas on the outside trading tables cracked
alnost like trees breaking in a stormas we wal ked through the center of the market square. Less
than half the booths on the Recluce side of the square were occupi ed, and but a handful on the
outland side. A man in pale green browsed at the woodworker's stall, and the same youngster sat on
the stool. | grinned, but he continued to watch the custoner.

Just a handful of people, nostly dangergel ders or nenbers of the Brotherhood, wandered around
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t he square.

"There's a weapons table."

"You want to see what's there?" | asked. "It won't be as good as what you have."

W thout stopping, Krystal |ooked sideways at ne, raising a dark eyebrow on a face nore tanned
than when she had arrived in Nylan. Her natural pace nearly nmatched mine, despite the difference
in our height. "What | have? | have nothing except a belt knife and a small cutting knife. You
expect ne to step out in Hamor or Candar with those al one?"

"Sorry."

Krystal stopped in front of the table.

On light-blue felt were laid out a nunber of blades. A thin man with a waxed nustache, ropy
arns, and a gray |leather vest sat on a stool opposite us. H s expressionless black eyes net mne

| looked through him After all, 'l wasn't shopping for bl ades.

Crackkk . . . The canvas of an enpty table snapped in the wind, and the sting of salt air
brushed ny face.

The proprietor transferred his unspoken demand to Krystal, who had lifted one of the thinner
bl ades, the plainest one on the table. Even to ne, it was the best. Not that | really wanted to
even touch it.

"You like that one?" His deep voice was flat, alnpst expressionless, |like his eyes.

She set the blade back on the felt. "I prefer this style . . . to. . ." she gestured at a
scimtar with a swirled and gilded hilt and guard. "Do you have any others like it?"

In the hands of the dark-skinned trader appeared two other blades. Around one glimered
scabrous blood-red force-swirls. Just |ooking at that unpatterned display turned ny guts.

Krystal reached for it.

"No! Not that one." | spoke before realizing it. But | didn't want her even to touch the bl ade,
not with the real hint of evil enbodied in the chaos. For the first time | saw, really saw, a
clear distinction between honest chaos and true evil.

Crackkk . . . The flapping canvas punctuated the nonent.
Krystal frowned, but her hand stopped short of the hilt.
"It is said to be cursed," admtted the trader. H's voice was still flat.

My eyes focused on him as they had on the bl ade, but discerned nothing, not that | would have
known what to | ook for

"Try the other one ..." | suggested.

"You're telling me about swords?" Krystal's voice was anything but nusical, alnost waspish.

I shrugged. "The pattern's . . ." Howcould I tell her what | saw? How can you say that a
pattern of force-swirls that no one el se sees says that the sword will lead its w elder from chaos
into depravity ... or worse? How can you describe a set of unseen forces that are so chaotic that
their only coherence is opposition to order? | had to shrug again. "Please . . . Krysta

just trust ne."

An odd | ook, one I couldn't identify, passed across her face and was gone.

The trader | ooked at me. "You are an apprentice master, then?"

H's flat voice bothered nme. Sonething was m ssing, although | couldn't say what. "I am what |
am" was ny answer-concedi ng nothing, admitting nothing.

He inclined his head slightly, but waited for Krystal

"Lerris . . . what about the other blade?" This tine she nmade no novement toward the sword.

The second bl ade, slightly smaller, showed no force-swirls, only the honesty of forged netal

"It's an honest blade, not turned to any use."

Krystal took it gingerly, then examned it in nore detail, studying the netal in the sunlight.
She did all the things with bl ades that people who |ike themdo to discover whether they might be
right for them |like flexing themand waving them around, and bal anci ng them to deterni ne whet her
they are hilt-heavy or bl ade-heavy.

She liked it, that | could tell

So | studied the trader. Assunm ng nost people had a soul, or that inner spark that passes for
it, he didn't. There was no |ife beyond the physical, and | tried not to shiver

That didn't nake his wares either good or bad, but it meant |ooking themover nobst carefully,
and | wasn't sure | was the one to do that. But the bl ade seened all right.

Krystal set the sword on the felt, slowy.

"How much?" | asked.

"Ten gold pennies."”

Krystal |ooked at the blade. "It's good, but you could buy a Recluce ordered blade and a
scabbard for that."

"I't's not ordered."
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| understood inmediately. "That's an advantage in Candar, but not for us." | shrugged, and
started to turn.

"Eight ..."

"It doesn't matter," Krystal said quietly.

"Six .o.oL"

The west wind picked up, swirling ny short hair.

Cracckkk . . . crackkkk

"Five and a silver," suggested the trader.

"Four and two silvers,"” | countered.

"Done, apprentice." His voice was still flat.

"Lerris . "

| ignored Krystal, knowi ng she could not pay for the blade; but she had not had anyone to help
her, and | did not think ny nmother would have ninded.

"But ..."

The trader placed the sword in a cheap scabbard.

| dug out the price in coins, marveling that | had even thought to bring enough

Crackkk .

The trader's eyes kept darting toward me. He took the coins as if he wanted us to |eave,
without a nod, and | gave the sword and scabbard to Krystal

"Lerris . " She tried to push it back at rme.

| pulled nmy hands away, ganbling that she wouldn't want to drop the blade. "Let's go. W can
talk on the way."

As we started toward the harbor wall, the trader began to pack his wares, hurriedly, but I
ignored him |ooking at Krystal. | wondered how he had gotten the devil-blade into the square, but
that wasn't ny real concern at the nonent.

"It's yours."

"I can't take it."

"It's yours," | repeated, "You need a blade, and you need it before you end up in Candar or
Hanor . "

"I can't "

"Krystal . . . you need it. | know you need it, and you know that. Call it a favor. Call it a
loan. Call it anything you want."

She stopped. We were opposite the fourth pier, the one closest to the market square, and only a
small sl oop without an ensign was tied up. "W need to talk."

"How about here?" | pulled nyself up on the black stone wall. As | scranbled around, | scanned
the harbor. Besides the sloop and an old sailing ship with a conbination of masts | coul dn't
identify, the harbor was enpty. Not even a sign of a Brotherhood ship.

She set the scabbard and bl ade on the flat stones and vaulted up next to ne. We sat with our
backs to the water, facing a two-story building of black oak and bl ack stone. The sign over the
| ocked doubl e doors read, in three | anguages it seened, "Supplies.” The first line, in black, was
Tenpl e Script. The second was in green, which suggested Nordla, and the third was in purple, edged
with gold.

It was funny, when you thought about it, that Candar and Recl uce shared the old Tenpl e Tongue,
al t hough there were people in all cities who did, since it was the nmain trade |anguage, while
Nordl a and Hanmor had totally separate | anguages. | woul d have expected Candar to have its own
| anguage.

| suppose that was why Magistra Trehonna insisted we learn a little of Nordlan and Hanori an

"Lerris." Krystal's voice was insistent, breaking ny reverie, overriding the lap, lap, lap of
the waves agai nst the stone seawal |

| shifted on the hard stone, turning toward her, but letting ny feet dangle. She was already
cross-| egged.

"You didn't have to do that. It's not as though ... | mean, | see how you | ook at Tanra

"Tanra . . . what does she have to do with anything? She's an arrogant bitch."

Krystal smled faintly, but she didn't giggle. She just waited, and the water | apped agai nst
the stones, and the wi nd gusted through nmy hair and pulled strands of hers fromthe silver-cords,
sof tening her straight strong features in the afternoon |ight.

The sun felt warmon my back, not unpleasantly so, and | waited to see if she had anything el se

to say. It was sinple. She needed a sword, and | could help. | couldn't help the world, and
woul dn't hel p people who didn't nmake an effort. | guess | agreed at least partly with Wynn.
"Lerris?"
"Yes."
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n le?ll
| shrugged. "Because you don't ask. Because | like you. Because you take nme for what | am
Because you don't hide behind half-truths and platitudes. Lots of reasons, | guess.”

She shook her head. "Wat do you think will happen to ne?"

"I don't know. "

Krystal |ooked down at the rectangul ar stones, black granite, that paved the road to the piers.
The seawal | where we sat was made of the same stone. "I don't think I'mneant to stay in Recluce

| felt the same way about Krystal, but couldn't say why. So | didn't. I'd seen her |ose herself
in fencing with Glberto. Al ready, he was hard-pressed by Krystal -and he had the experience. "Wuat
will you do?"

She didn't answer nme. |Instead, we sat there quietly.

"It's mine! Mne!"

From around the corner where the supply store faced the pier dashed two youngsters-a boy and a
girl. The girl was running lightly ahead of an ol der or bigger boy, waving sonething in her hand

"You give that back . "

The girl stopped at the dark wooden bench before the cl osed exchange. | wondered how you
obtai ned currency or drafts or whatever traders needed that way on rest days.

"Al'l right. Here's your stinky nodel. Let's go out on the pier."

"You go. |'mgoing hone." The dark-haired boy tucked the nodel into his near-enpty pack

"Ch, cone on." The redhead smiled at him

"1"m goi ng hone."

"Just for a noment?"

"Ch ... all right. But there's nothing there but that little ship."

" So?"

The two wal ked past where we sat with only a passing glance, the girl al nost skipping above the
stones, the stocky boy pl odding after her.

"There we go . . ." | didn't know why | said those words, but that was the way | felt.

Krystal glanced over at nme. She shook her head sl owy.

| shrugged. That was the way | felt. "W ought to be going."

And we did, but neither of us exactly danced back to the dining hall and the chinmes that
announced t he evening neal .

XV

As THE SUMMER drew to a cl ose, some things inproved.

As far as weapons practice went, Denorsal had been right. So long as | concentrated just on
defense with the staff, nothing happened and | got better-so nmuch better that even G lberto
couldn't break through. Then he taught nme how to use the staff against blades, and that was
interesting. Wiy a swordsman woul d ever want to take on sonmeone trained with a long staff was
beyond ne, but G lberto assured ne that sonme would. So | |istened. Even there, | could barely nmake
one nmove toward him

| was al nost disappointed that he didn't pair me against Tanra, but he just grunted and said,
"You're as good as you'll ever need to be with the staff and truncheons. Now you need to |l earn
about bl ades. "

That was worse than the staff had been. Every inch of ny body seenmed to have welts fromthe

wooden bl ades. | nust have used nore hot water in two eight-days than in nmy whole life.

This time | inproved faster, though, because | decided ny whol e use of any bl ade was to weave
an i npenetrabl e defense. |'d never hold out against a really skilled bl ade-master, but the idea
was to | earn enough to defend agai nst the comon ruffian types.

Glberto insisted | learn attacks.

I was terrible. "Wy bother?"

He insisted. "There are tinmes when an attack is a defense, and your body will recognize those
times. You need to learn these autonmatically."

Cccasionally, as a respite, he let ne spar with the staff against Krystal and Myrten and
Dorthae. That was nore for their benefit, in case they were faced with a staff, but it was stil
interesting. Only Krystal ever came close to touching ne. OF course, | couldn't attack nuch, but
occasionally I found | could tap themlightly in enbarrassing pl aces.

Krystal | aughed.

Myrten | ooked nore |ike an angry buffalo. "Think it's funny, do you . . . ?"
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| couldn't help grinning, and, strangely, he grinned back. "Young-old nagister, you're still a
good kid . . ."

A good kid? Not sure | ever would have called nyself that. O a nagister. M? But

Qut si de of the physical training, things got worse ... or didn't inprove.

Magi stra Trehonna left, and was replaced by a sniling man naned Lennett, who inmredi ately
| aunched into discussions on the theory of order. The theory of order? Wo cared about the theory
of order?

Magi ster Lennett did, it turned out. And he insisted that we did, especially Tanra and ne.
Tanra smled sweetly and asked polite questions.

"Does that nean that a chaos-nagici an nust enploy order?" Her voice was al nost di pped in honey
as she | eaned toward him She eased forward on the gray pill ow where she sat.

How she had found a gray pillow, | didn't know. The rest of us used brown.

"Exactly!" bubbl ed Lennett. H s eyes danced.

My stomach turned at the sickly-sweet tone.

"Even to nmani pul ate chaos requires the use of order. In essence, a chaos-nagician sets up a
fundanmental conflict by his very existence-"

"They are at war within thensel ves?" asked Tanra.

That was obvi ous, but why did Tanra keep playing up to hin?

" why chaos-magi ci ans have short |ife-spans unless they use other nethods to artificially
prol ong their existence; and few have the talent. Fewer still can master the order-chaos conflict
on that plane."

| thought about reading the book ny father had tucked away, but | never got around to it.
Besides, in traveling, | suspected, | would have nore than enough tinme to read.

" and- Lerris!"

"Yes?"

"Can you explain the nmagic-reality strength theorenf"

| repressed a sigh. "That's the idea that the greater the nagical conposition of a construct,
the less strength it has conpared to sonethi ng made out of natural materials by hand, rather than
by magic."

"And what does that nean?" Lennett smiled and | ooked around the room

Myrten was running his hand through his unruly black hair, while Dorthae | ooked at Myrten, and
Krystal |ooked toward the afternoon clouds. Samel tried to stifle a yawn.

Tanra smled brightly. "It means that magic can diffuse strength or material over a greater
area, but cannot build things that last."
So ... what else was new? Chaos-nagi c was great for destroying things, but you still had to

hire stonecutters and masons to build anything.

"That is not precisely correct, as you"-he glanced from Tanra to ne-"w |l discover."

Myrten snickered

"Order magic can be used to enhance natural strength, both by providing a defense agai nst chaos
and by strengthening the internal order of substances."” Mgister Lennett shook his head. "But that
is really a subject of advanced study. The inportant point, as Tanra has noted, is that an
equi val entl yarmed i ndividual can prevail against a nunber of magical constructs, provided .
provi ded you are adequately trai ned and weaponed. "

"Magi ster?" asked Sanmel. "What about cases |ike the power of the ancient w zards of Frven? O
the Wite Knights?"

Lennett shook his head. "You are confusing two aspects of chaos. In pure destruction or chaos
magi c-that is, |oosening the bonds of order which hold all materials together-chaos cannot be
successful |y opposed except by three factors. First is will. Your will to survive prevents any
direct nagical attack on your person except by the strongest of the chaos-magicians. You are stil
subject to tenptation, and that is another issue entirely. Second is the natural strength of
materials. A young person generally has greater resistance to magic, as does a building built of
the strongest stone and best-braced tinbers. Third is order magic itself, which can suffuse al
things with a strengthening of internal bonds ..." Wat Lennet said was probably true enough, but
it was also generally meaningless. Only a strong nagician woul d ever try a personal attack. Anyone
usi ng magi cal constructs would not enploy themunless they were equi pped with superior weapons.
The White Knights had swords that woul d have nade nost great warriors dammed near invincible.
renenbered that fromny | essons with Mgi ster Kerw n.

" the greatest strength of chaos is its ability to thwart conplexity .

"I's that why nost nations don't use nuch steam nachinery?" Tanra smled brightly once again.

Wynn snorted audibly.

| tried to relax. Theory was fine, but | for one was getting very tired both of Tanra's
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phoni ness, and of Magister Lennett's enthusiasmfor explaining the obvious and avoi ding the
expl anati ons behi nd the obvi ous. What was order nagic? How did it strengthen internal bonds? Wy
did no one adnit to practicing it? For that matter, how did chaos-magi ¢ work?

Magi ster Lennett kept asking questions, and | began to think about Candar, about what | would
have to do, and what | night face there.

XV

FROM THE BEG NNI NG-or at least it had seenmed that way to nme-we had been destined for Candar.
But understanding that, and finding out that we would actually be |eaving Recluce, were two
entirely different things.

W all waited in the sane roomwhere we had first gathered after entering Nylan. This tineg,
each of us went in to see Talryn separately.

The dark oak-panel ed walls seemed even gl oom er the second tine around, and the pictures of the
two nmasters on the wall seened to have a nore knowing |look to them alnobst as if they had a secret
they weren't about to share.

| knew that was nonsense, but when | |ooked at the man in black | wanted to shiver. | didn't
| ook at the woman. She renminded nme of Tanra, for all that there was no physical resenbl ance.

Sammel went in, and he didn't conme out. | presuned that he left through the other doorway. Then
Talryn called for Dorthae, followed by Wynn and Myrten. Krystal and Tanra each sat on a bench
Krystal sat on the edge, ready to stand up in an instant. | understood.

| wasn't about to sit anywhere. | still didn't know nuch nore than when | had arrived early in

the summer, although | was in better shape and knew enough about hal f-a-dozen weapons to get
mysel f into real trouble.

What | didn't know was why | was being sent from Recluce. Ch, they'd all explained how!| was a
danger to the order of our wonderful island nation. But not one had expl ai ned exactly why.

"Krystal . . ." Talryn waited by the hal f-open black oak door

Krystal stood up slowy.

"Good luck," | said softly.

She gave ne a faint smle, then a shrug.

Talryn's face remai ned professionally cheerful, like that of a dedicated executioner
Cick

Tanra gl anced up at ne fromthe bench. Unlike Krystal, she was al nost casual, half-draped al ong
the dark wood. The sharp blue of her scarf and the brightness of her hair nmade her seem sonehow
out of place in the sonber setting of the anteroom "Fond of ol der wonen?"

"No. Just like woren." | was so damed tired of her edges. She didn't want to understand
anything, just to use it. "Particularly wonen who don't mnd adnitting that they' re wonen."
"Ch . . . the submissive kind."

I shook ny head, not bothering to | ook at her. "Good as you are, Tanra, Krystal could cut you
into little pieces. That's not subm ssive, not by chaos or by order. Krystal is ny friend. That
was the way she wanted it."

"So you're the subnissive one, then." She half-smled, stretching out on the bench, cat-like.

| didn't bother answering. Tanra would twist . . . use . . . anything | said. Instead | studied
the stone underfoot, trying to touch the patterns of its existence, trying to trace out the hidden
breaks in the stone. According to Magister Lennett, all materials had patterns. The wood |
understood, and, were | ever to work it again, that understanding would allow nme to craft nore
finely than nost journeynen. The heavier materials-like slate, marble, granite, iron-were tougher

The stone floors in Nylan were different. Al the stone used by the Brotherhood was different.
The hi dden breaks weren't there, and each paving stone seened conplete by itself, yet fitted into
a larger pattern. Wrked netal felt that way, but not nbst stone.

"Tanra." Talryn merely announced her nane.

As she sat up, rather abruptly, | thought about |ooking up to see her |eave, but kept ny head
down. She'd just turn nmy concern agai nst ne.

dick.

Alone in the anteroom | finally sat down under the picture of the woman naster. Wiy did | even
care about Tanra? Krystal needed ne nore than Tanra, didn't she? Tanra didn't need anyone, except
toinsult themin order to feel superior. She was good at that, because she was better than anyone
el se, both in brains and physical skills. So why did she have to keep proving it?

"Lerris." Talryn's voice was calm and this time he wasn't smling

| took a deep breath and rose, wishing | had nmy staff with me. Everything was packed, but
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wai ting, in the roomthat had been hone for the late spring and | ong sumer.

He hel d the door open for me, then closed it. | stood by the table where we had eaten so many
ei ght-days earlier

"Sit down, Lerris." Talryn took the same chair, the one at the head of the long table.

| pulled out the heavy bl ack-oak chair. This tine it noved easily. | said nothing, waiting for
Talryn to say whatever he had to say, since whatever | thought clearly didn't natter.

"You could be a problem Lerris. You keep expecting soneone to hand you the answers. Life isn't
like that. Neither is the dangergel d. Because you denmand answers and reasons, no one wants to give
themto you."

| tried not to sigh. Another lecture | didn't need.

"So | will. W've discussed it. You nay not believe me now, but try at |east to renenber what
I'"mabout to say. It mght save your life."

| alnost sniled at the nelodramatic touch, but decided to listen. It couldn't hurt.

Tal ryn wait ed.

Finally, | nodded.

"First, you are a potential order-master. You have the talents to be a chaos-master, but not
the disposition. You aren't contenptuous enough, and you never will be. Trying the chaos path will
| eave you dying young in Candar, if it doesn't kill you outright.

"Second, you're strong enough to tenpt nost chaos-masters into trying to corrupt you. Third,
you refuse to understand that each master nust find his or her own neaning in life." Talryn
si ghed. The master in silver actually sighed. "Finally, what we're doing is unfair to you."

"You adnmit that?" | couldn't hel p asking.

"We admt it."

"Then why are you doing it? | don't understand."

"Because your doubts and your open skepticism are enough to di srupt anyone who spends nuch tine
with you. Normally, two masters work with each dangergeld group. Sonetimes only one."

Tal ryn, Trehonna, G| berto, Cassius, and Lennett-not to nention the occasional appearances by
others-that totaled five, plus apprentices |ike Denorsal

"Four . . . five perhaps. It took that many to keep your efforts danped, and we'll all have to
wor k that nuch harder for another year to catch up."”
n \My?ll

Tal ryn sighed again. "You have great potential, Lerris-for order or chaos. How you use it is
your choice. That choice is not sinple. Not at all."

| opened ny nout h.

Talryn raised his hand. "Let me explain. The reason why you call upon order or chaos is

nmeani ngl ess. |If you destroy a tree for firewod to warma freezing child, you have still given
yoursel f to chaos. Likewise, if you heal a nmurderer, you give yourself to order."
"What ?" | couldn't believe what Tal ryn was sayi ng.

"That's why handling order is so difficult. You have to have good intent, and using chaos for a
good purpose |leads to greater disorder.™

| still couldn't believe him "I couldn't even fell a tree to save a child?"

Talryn snmiled sadly. "I didn't say that. | said you could not use chaos forces. You could use
an ax or a sword to cut branches. \Were physical force doesn't affect human life, it doesn't
af fect order or chaos either."

| shook ny head.

"Ch . . . it's worse than that, Lerris. Far worse." His tone was al nbst nocking. "What | said
is not quite true. You can occasionally use chaos in service of order-but only when bal anced by
hi gher-order considerations. Indeed ... if you choose to serve order, you nay have to. |f you w sh

to be an order-master, every use of order nust be cal culated. You may be | ucky. You may
intuitively understand those bal ances, but wi thout being able to check such intuition logically,
how wi Il you be able to tell the differences between what is intuitively correct and your
underlying desires-and we all have them to take the easier path?”

"You re asking for ... anman ... a wonan . . . soneone who is perfect

"Didn'"t | tell you we were being unfair?" asked Talryn softly. H's tone was not nocking now,
just soft.

| 1 ooked down at the polished surface of the table. "Are you done?"

"Not yet. | have to lay our charge upon you. It seens sinple. It is not. You must travel Candar
beyond the East-horns to the Westhorns, and you must not return until you feel you are ready. You
nmust al so travel alone; that is, not in conpany of anyone el se from Recl uce."

"What the hell does that nmean?" | think | glared at Tal ryn.

He met ny glare. "You will know what it neans. Do you have any nore questions?"
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| had lots of them but they were the kind I couldn't ask. Wiy me? What did | ever do? Wy
didn't anyone ever try to explain things? Wy was everything either on faith or through experience
I didn't have? Whay did they train us together and then say not to travel together? "No. None that
make any difference."

"Al'l right." He stood up, tired-looking, the first time | had seen him show any really human

feelings. "I will not see you until you return. W wish you well, Lerris. The rest of your group
is waiting. Your ship | eaves shortly."
"Now what ?"

"You pick up your things and walk to the pier where the Ei dolon waits." He gestured toward the
ot her door, also of black oak, but did not nove.

| nodded. "Thank you for your frankness. | hope | can use it."

The gray man said nothing, just watched me. So | took the hint, inclined nmy head, and wal ked
away from Tal ryn.

Wul d we be traveling in the strange bl ack Brotherhood ships that everyone ignored? O in the
hull of some Candarian duchy's freighter? Fromwhat Talryn had said, | still didn't know.

There was so nuch | didn't know. Even Talryn had behaved as though he were bendi ng sone great
rule or tradition to say what he had said. He believed it-that was for sure, and that nade it a
little scary. Never to use a destructive power . . . even in the service of good?

| shivered. My feet carried ne down the | ong underground hallway, well enough lit by the late
aft ernoon sun, and the green of the gardens beckoned through the overhead glass. But | stil
shi ver ed.

XVI

TALRYN WAS RI GHT. Sammel, Myrten, Dorthae, Wynn, and Krystal all stood outside, waiting. The
| at e-afternoon westerly sw shed the | eaves of the red oak under which they had gathered. Behind
us, the dangergel ders' quarters | ooned black even in the sunlight.

Sanmel wore his pack and a pair of shortswords-short staves, a closer | ook reveal ed. Myrten
wore no obvi ous weapons, nor did Dorthae. Wynn had on her belt both a short sword and a throw ng
knife. A second knife was conceal ed in the hidden thigh-pocket of her trousers.

Krystal wore her faded blues and the blade | had bought her, although she had repl aced the
cheap scabbard with an ol der but sturdier one of hardened gray |eather. She nodded at ne.

I wiped ny forehead and nodded back, then wal ked over to her

"Talryn was hard on you," she observed.

"I'mfine." | really didn't want to tal k about it.
"Tanra cane out | ooking the sanme way."
"What about you?" | asked.

She didn't giggle, just snmiled gravely. "He told nme | m ght be happier in Candar, and to wei gh
what | really wanted carefully."”

A cold weight settled in ny guts.

"Are you all right?" As she spoke, her hand was warm on ny shoul der

"I"'mfine."

"What did Talryn tell you?" Her voice was gentle, again nusical

| shrugged. "What he told everyone, | guess. That | had to find nyself for nyself. Except it's

going to take a long tine."
Krystal nodded. Her fingers squeezed ny shoul der, then relaxed. "You' d better get your pack."
"Thank you." | didn't look at the others as | headed past Wynn and Myrten and t hrough t he open
doorway. One door was ajar-Tanra's. | didn't |ook inside.

In nmy fornmer room ny things were where | had left them The pack lay on the bed, the staff
beside it, along with the knife-not that | expected to use the knife for anything besides cutting
brush, neat, and other non-intelligent objects. My heavy cloak was rolled into the top of the
pack. Wth the knife on nmy belt, | slung the pack half over my shoul der and picked up the staff.
The door | left open as | left-a mnor protest against the order of the Brotherhood.

Tanra had | eft her door open as well.

By the time | stepped outside-ny feet nmoving fromthe snooth stones of the interior hall to the
heavi er, weat hered, paving-stones of the wal kway that woul d eventually lead to the harbor-everyone
was waiting.

Waiting with Tantra and the rest was a woman | had not seen

"My nane is Isolde,"” she announced. "I will be your guide fromhere to Freetown." Her hair was
silver-blond, cut squarely across the back of her neck, and her eyes were dark gray. She wore a
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faded green one-piece coverall and black boots. At her belt were a pair of knives, one on each

hip. The belt was wi de, of black leather with a triangular silver buckle. "The Eidolon is a

Nordl an hal f-steanmer registered out of Brysta. W have two cabins, which shouldn't be that rmuch of

a problem since Freetown isn't nmuch nore than a day and a half under normal conditions . . ."
Probl en? Why woul d two cabins be a problenf |I glanced over at Tanra, but the redhead was

staring at the ground, ignoring Isolde and ne. Even fromnearly ten cubits away, | could see
Tanra's fingers were white fromhow tightly they gripped her staff.
" make the transition easier, we have an inn in Freetown where you will all stay, assum ng

you wi sh to, tonmorrow night. Once we reach the inn-it's only a short walk fromthe harbor-you'l
receive a last briefing on the current conditions in Candar. Things |ike which provinces or
duchies to avoid, and why.

"Two days fromnow, you'll be on your own. Any questions?"

". . . Unhhhmmm?" coughed Myrten. "Wo pays the passage costs?"

"Those have been taken care of by the Brotherhood. So have your neals and | odging at the
Travelers' Rest. After that, all expenses are yours." Isolde glanced around the group, |ooking for
ot her questions.

"Way are we going on a Nordlan ship?" Wynn's voice seened to silence even the breeze.

"Way not?" Isolde's tone was amused. "The Eidolon is headed where you are going, and it's a | ot
cheaper than sending a Brotherhood ship on a special run."

"It also tells the world that Recluce is harsh enough to throw out its own.'
Tanra barely gl anced toward I sol de.

The brittleness of Tanra's voice surprised me, as did its ragged sound. Was this the confident
wonman who had thrashed ne so soundly with the staff in our initial sparring? The wonman who
understood order theory better than Magister Lennett?

"That is also partly true. By your actions or beliefs, you have chosen not to accept Recl uce.
Until you do, you are from Recluce, but not of Recluce.”

| al most shivered. Isolde's matter-of-fact tone was nore chilling than any of old Kerwin's
| ectures had been. No threats, no scare tactics-just a statement. Unl ess you believe, you don't
bel ong.

Tanra gl anced up fromthe grass, and | tried to catch her eyes. No wonder she was upset. Al
the excellence in the world didn't matter, only what she couldn't bring herself to accept. The
redhead | ooked away, back toward the harbor

"If there are no other questions, let's be on our way."

Slinging ny pack onto both shoulders, | straightened, ready to | eave. Sammel and Dorthae stood
on each side of Isolde. Myrten picked up his pack

Wt hout another word, |Isolde left, |eading us straight down the main wal kway, straight through
a market square largely deserted, except for a pie vendor who was closing up and a sailor from
sonewhere stretched out on a table, sleeping.

The Ei dol on, noored at pier nunber one, the one closest to the sea, carried one square-rigged

As she spoke,

mast and whatever they called a sloop's mast. A mzzenmast, | thought. Am dships, between the
masts, were two paddl e wheels, one on each side. A black stack, slashed with a diagonal green
stripe, ran up between the masts as well. The sails were furled on the nmasts.

"Hell o, the Eidolon!" called Isol de.

"Hallo . . . the pier ..." Atall blond man waved vaguely.

I solde didn't bother to call again, but wal ked up the steeply-inclined gangpl ank, |leaving us to
foll ow.

| followed right after her. Waiting wouldn't sol ve anyt hing.

"Stand right over there,"” ordered our guide, pointing to a clear space of deck to the right of
where the ship's officer waited.

I followed her directions and positioned nyself by the railing. A quick glance toward Nyl an

reassured ne that | could still see the market square, though nost of the tables and boot hs had
been deserted even before we had passed by on our way to the harbor
" ei ght passengers, as agreed with Captain Heroulk . . ." Isolde started right in with the

mate on duty, a nan with a short blond beard and a sl eevel ess shirt that reveal ed heavil y-nuscl ed
and bronzed armns.

At first, as | stood by the rail, | could snell nothing except a lingering scent of sonething-
salt, soap, varnish. The deck was clean, aside fromseveral coils of heavy rope by the foot of the
masts. The railing, as ny fingers brushed it, felt faintly tacky, and glistened as though recently
var ni shed.

Two sailors stopped their work on a wi ndlass, or sonething like it, to survey the group that
had trooped on board.
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"Wtches, the whole ot . . ." observed the older, a wiry man with salt-and-pepper hair.

G ank. H s hammer knocked the handl e | oose fromthe assenbly.

" see if you can pry | oose that broken edge

"The ship seens clean enough, if small," noted Myrten, stepping up next to ne.

" Smal | ?"

"Haven't you seen the Hanorian freighters? Some of themare nearly three hundred cubits long."

| shrugged, not really having thought about it.

"Good thing it's only a day and a half. 1'd hate to go to Hamor on this. That would take nearly
two ei ght-days."

Tanra stood by herself further down the rail toward the bow. | wal ked away from Myrten and
stood next to her. She said nothing, just |ooked up at the black wall overl ooki ng the harbor area,

much as | had first |ooked at that same wall, wondering how it could | ook so insignificant from
behi nd and so inposing fromthe waterfront.

"Are you all right?" | tried to keep ny voice | ow

"Does it matter?" She sounded tired.

"Yes. "

n V\hy?"

| didn't know what to say. Because. "
She didn't say anything. She just kept |ooking fromthe harbor wall to the hill wall and back

agai n.

After a while, | eased away, thinking she wanted to be al one.

"Ch . . . sorry . " In backing up, | backed into Wynn.

"Since it's only you, Lerris . N

| thought she was joking, but held up ny free right hand, since |I was still holding on to ny
staff with ny left. "I apol ogi ze."

"We' || accept," added Krystal with a soft snmile. She didn't giggle.

"All right!" interrupted Isolde. "Let's get your gear stowed. Follow us."

Wynn shrugged. Krystal and | both shrugged back. Al three of us foll owed Isolde and anot her
officer-the officers were all taller than the crew, and had yellow collars on their sleevel ess
shirts-aft and down a narrow wooden staircase. The sailors all called it a | adder

"I'"1l bunk with Sanmmel, Lerris, and Myrten," announced |Isolde. "W'I|| take the first cabin."

Myrten's face went blank, as did Dorthae's. | thought Wynn and Krystal nodded, but couldn't
see for sure in the dimy-lit passageway.

The cabin was the size of a large pantry with four built-in bunks, two on each side, one above
the other. Each bunk had a thin pallet covered with a faded |linen sheet and a fol ded brown bl anket -
no ot her covers. The floor space between the bunks was | ess than three cubits. A single porthole
graced the outboard side, opposite the door

Two | ockers fitted side-by-side under each | ower bunk

| sol de threw her pack on the top outboard bunk. "Lerris, you're the nost agile. Wy don't you
take the other top bunk?”

Since it wasn't really a question, | put nmy pack up on the other top bunk

"You can use the lockers. No one on the ship will steal anything." She glanced at ne. "Please
| eave the staff on your bunk until we land."

Always the staff. | tucked it next to the pallet, then squeezed ny pack into one of the
| ockers. Sammel eased his snaller pack into the other one.

Myrten was shaking his head as he knelt to get into the other | ocker

"I'sit all right if we go back on deck?" | asked.

"OfF course. Just stay out of the crew s way."

So | went back up the | adder

Whufff . . . whuff . . . Through the tinbers | could feel the steamengine, as if the ship had
conme alive. A helmsman stood at the wheel on the bridge, flanked by a silvered and weat hered man |
took to be the captain, since his entire shirt was yell ow.

"Li nes aboard!"

"Li nes aboard, sir!"

d ang!
"Pressure on the boilers! Stand by for paddles."
Thwap . . . splat. . . thwap . . . Slowy, ever so slowy, the paddl es began to turn as the

Ei dol on eased off the pier

| nearly tiptoed to the rail to watch the Ei dol ons departure.

Tanra stood by the same point on the rail as when |I had | eft her. She nust have gone bel ow
because both her staff and pack were absent, but her posture was the sane.
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Wth its black slate roofs, black streets, and black walls it by the | ow western sun, and with
the grass hidden behind walls, Nylan | ooked nmore than ever like a brooding fortress rising from
the sea. Nothing reflected the reddi sh near-setting sun, except the water itself. In a way, the
scene rem nded ne of one |I'd seen in one of ny father's history books-the Wiite Cty of Frven
under the chaos-nasters. But Frven had been all white, and it had perished. Nylan endured, its
bl ack order stolidly guardi ng Recl uce.

A shimer of distorted air caught the corner of ny eye, and | turned ny head to see one of the
I ong and mastl ess bl ack boats of the Brotherhood trailing the Eidolon. A single narrow .turret gun
bore on the Nordlan ship, shifting slightly as the Brotherhood ship easily drew up and took
station on the Eidolon's stern

"You do that so easily." Tanra's voice was pitched to ne, barely carrying the three cubits
bet ween us.

"Do what ?"

"See the unseen.”

I shrugged. "I never thought whether it was easy or hard. | just looked. It is a strange-
| ooki ng ship, though."

"I't's not really fair, you know." The redhead's voi ce was expressionless, so expressionless
that | felt colder than the sea breeze whipping through ny tunic should have nade ne feel. "They
don't care how hard you try. They don't care how much you |learn. They don't care."

| edged closer. "The Brotherhood, you mean?"

"They don't love. You're the child of one of the high tenple nmasters. You don't swallow their
beliefs, and they throw you out younger than anyone el se." *

H gh tenple nmaster-ny father?

The Brotherhood ship increased its speed and veered toward the right, pulling up beside the
Ei dol on. The inpression of order and power pounded at me fromnore than a hundred cubits away.

"You don't even know, do you? Is that fair?"

"No. But they don't go by what's fair, Tanra. It's already pretty clear to ne that they go by
what works. If we get in the way . . . then we go."

She turned to ne, and her face was white. "You agree with that?" Each word was evenly spaced,
dropping li ke a hanmer on a forge.

| wanted to step back, but the ship lurched, and, instead, | grabbed the railing. The Eidol on
had passed the breakwater, and the waves were higher.

Thwup, thwip, thwp . . . thwp, thwp, thwp . . . The paddl es churned, dipping into the water
wi th increasing speed, and a heavier and thicker plune of whitish snoke billowed fromthe stack.
" foresail . . ." Sailors were scurrying over the masts as well, releasing and adjusting the

canvas of the sails.
"Do you agree with then?" asked Tanra, thrusting her face closer to ne.
"I don't know. "

"Ch . . . shit . . . uhhh . . . arrghhh . . ."

"Can | do anyt hi ng?"

"Yes. Just . . . leave . . . me . . . alone . '

As | stood there, she enptied the contents of her guts over the side. | danced away, since

was downwi nd and didn't have that nuch in the way of spare clothes. But Tanra was too busy turning
her stomach inside out to demand answers to any nore phil osophical questions.

So | wal ked toward the bow and wat ched the bl ack ship heading north, noving at a speed that
seened unbelievable. No paddles, no sails-just a wake, and a thin trail of black snmoke. No one
even saw it, except the two of us; and Tanra was too sick to care, fromwaves that were scarcely
two cubits high.

Of the bow, the sun dropped toward the now bl ack waters of the gulf.

Thwap . . . splat. . . thwap . . . The paddl es di pped, and the Eidolon rolled, and we all were
carried cubit by cubit, rod by rod, kay by kay, toward Candar.

| sol de stood at the rear of the bridge, tacitly ignored, while Myrten shuffled the cards under
a swinging lantern and Tanra clutched a rail still tacky from varnish.

| just watched the white foamspill fromthe wave crests.

XVI |
THE WAVES REMAI NED noderate across the entire gulf, giving the Eidolon a near-constant rocking,

pitching notion the entire trip. The hal f-steaner nmintai ned a west-northwest heading.
| hadn't slept well, waking time and tine again, but | had slept-unlike Samel, who had
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eventual ly shared Tanra's disconfort with the ship's notion, and spent nuch of the night at the
rail

I solde slept like a | og. She even snored. Myrten arrived back late, and his purses were far
fuller than when he had left, proof that knowi ng the odds was profitable anywhere. He al so rose
first. Even his quiet novenents were enough to keep ne awake.

| followed himup the | adder and onto the sun-splashed deck, where various nenbers of the crew
wer e al ready wor ki ng-varni shing the other railing, disassenbling another w nch. Ignoring the
i ndustrious types, | trailed Myrten into the ship's ness.

Wynn, Dorthae, and Krystal were already there.

| eased onto one of the oak benches across from Myrten- the table was enpty except for us.

Scruffff

Sammel stood there, swaying, but not in rhythmto the pitching of the ship. |I notioned to the
table. He finally staggered to a spot at the end of our table closest to the wall and away from
anyone.

Breakfast was dried fruit-apples, red currants, peaches- hard biscuits, and a tea so strong
even | winced. The tea was excellent for softening the biscuits.

| ate slowy, not |ooking up. Cearly, the crew had eaten earlier, much earlier. The ness room
under the bridge, took a space not nuch bigger than our two cabins together. The two tables were
bolted to the floor, as were the backl ess benches. The grooves in the table would hold sonething,
perhaps trays for dining in heavy weat her

Sammel tried the biscuits, and a touch of tea. After no nore than half a biscuit, he got up and
left, still greenish around his ears.

Wynn, Krystal, and Myrten wol fed down everything in sight.

Despite his late night, Myrten | ooked fresh and rested, although his black hair was nore unruly
than ever. Myrten was the first to |l eave, wi thout even a grunt. Dorthae followed himout, a glint
in her eye. Wynn fingered the hilt of her throwing knife, then followed the pair.

Krystal smled, shaking her head.

"Sonet hi ng funny?" | asked.

"Not exactly," she answered, except that it wasn't an answer. She continued to sip from her
mug, but took nothing, else fromeither of the polished wooden serving platters. "That's not an
answer . "

"Men . . ." She shook her head. Her hair was bound up, not in silver or gold cords, but in dark
blue, as if she didn't want to call any attention to herself. "Men . " she repeated, as she
stood up, leaving the mug on the table. Her steps were quick and sure, not that the deck rolled or
pi tched much, and she was gone before | could figure out what | could have said to keep her

Just as | was finishing up a second biscuit and sone dried peaches by nyself and getting ready
to leave, Isolde arrived with Tanra in tow

For an instant, like the palest of china fired by ny nother, precious and breakabl e, the
redhead paused. "Urrrppp . " The burp destroyed the fragility. "Excuse nme." She sl unped onto
the bench where Myrten had been sitting.

| sol de poured the dark tea into two brown hard-gl azed earthenware nugs.

"Honey?"

Tanra nodded, swaying slightly to the roll of the Eidol on

| downed the last of nmy nmug and | ooked around for a place to leave it.

"Don't |eave just yet, Lerris."

"Where would | go?"

Tanra sighed. Isolde glared, and | raised the enpty nug to ny lips so | didn't have to | ook at
either for a nonent. Then |I took the heavy teapot and poured another mug, dunping in a large gl ob
of honey fromthe server, an iron-gray squat pitcher that matched neither the nugs nor the teapot.

"You're quite a pair," began |Isolde, her voice matter-of-fact. "One of you believes that
success lies in acconplishnent, and the other believes that having answers will explain
everything. One of you hates privilege but covets it desperately; the other has it and has
rejected it unthinkingly."

Tanra and | exchanged gl ances.

"You're both in for sonme real surprises." |Isolde took a deep swallow of the tea and pulled a
pile of mxed fruit off one platter-nostly dried apples. Next cane sone of the squarish and
crunmbly biscuits. The guide in the faded green junpsuit alternated fruit, biscuits, and tea.

I drank nore of ny own tea, bitter even with the large glob of honey | had dropped into it.

Tanra ni bbled at a biscuit, sipping fromher nug enough to be able to swallow the crunbs she
had placed in her nouth. Wthout a colored scarf, dressed just in dark gray, she | ooked washed-
out, like a linmp china doll
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Finally, as the silence dragged out, | put nmy hal f-enpty cup in one of the holder slots in the
center of the table and stood up, glancing fromlsolde to Tanra and back. Neither |ooked at ne,
and neither said anything. Isolde just kept eating, slowy and nethodically. Tanra stared at the
snoot h brown wood of the table beside her mug.

| al nost paused to see if either would say anything, but kept noving.

Qutside on the main deck, the wind had picked up and whi pped through nmy short hair. My steps
took ne toward the bow, where | stood with the sun on ny back watching the wind carry spray from
the crests of the dark-blue waves. The Ei dolon didn't exactly cut through the sea, nor did she
| unmber. Just like Isolde, the ship was efficiently matter-of-fact.

That solidity was hel pful, because ny thoughts were anything but solid. Me-a potential order-
master? Born to privilege? Convinced that answers woul d sol ve everything? How could | even deci de
what | wanted to do wi thout knowi ng? Talryn, Kerwin, ny parents, even |solde-they were all saying
that everything was obvious, that | was blinding nyself, and that | just had to choose. Choose
what ? What did it mean? Eternal boredomif | chose order? Early death if | chose chaos? From what
| already saw, the alternatives weren't exactly wonderf ul

Whhstttt. . . The Ei dolon plowed into a bigger-than-normal wave, the spray fromthe inpact
al nrost reaching the railing where | |eaned. The ship seened quieter

O course! The paddl es were silent, and the steam engi ne was cold. Wiile the wind held, the
captain didn't need to burn the coal

I wondered if ny belated recognitions were typical, that | didn't see things obvious to others
until later.

"May | join you?"

| junped. Tanra stood al nbst next to ne, not quite so pale as at breakfast.

"Fine."

"You | ooked worried . Her voice was softer, but still carried an edge.

Did | really want to talk to her? Ever since |I'd started the dangergeld she'd been a bitch.
si ghed. What would it cost me? W weren't exactly going anywhere, and she certainly wasn't boring.

"Yes ... | guess | was . "

"You didn't know your father was a high tenple master?"
"No. "

"I ... I'msorry . . ."

Her words didn't sound sorry.

"You don't sound sorry."

"Do we have to fight?" she asked.

"No. But do you have to doubt everything |I say or do?"

"I't's . . . hard ... | look at you. You had everything. And

"And what ?"

She didn't answer. Instead, she just leaned on the rail next to ne and | ooked at the waves.

Sil ence and the swi shing of the sea were preferable to a dubious discussion. So | watched the
wat er too.

“Lerris?"

"Yes?"

"I"msorry."

"For what ?"

"For . . . why do you nmeke it so hard for me?" Her voice was tight again.

I thought for a nonent, biting back what | really wanted to say-that she was a conceited bitch
who wanted to run the entire world. But what good would that have done?

Whhhhssstttt. . . The spray al nost touched the edge of the deck

| watched the waves for a while, and she watched beside ne.

Finally, |I tried again. "Do you renmenber when we net . . . the first thing you said was
sonmething like | was a sorry sight . . . when | was learning staff work, you took the first
opportunity to beat the crap out of me ..." | |ooked back at the water, wondering if 1'd said too
much, wondering why | even bot hered.

"Ch . . ." She actually sounded taken aback, and it felt |ike she was surprised

| shook ny head.

"You don't nmeke it easy, either, you know. " Her voice was quiet.

| could barely hear her above the waves, the whisper of the wind, and the creaking of the ship.
"What did | ever say?" | asked.

"That's it. You never |let anyone see you. You're bored, or very polite, and we all know what
you feel. That's why no one can get very close, not even Krystal, and she wanted you a lot."

Krystal ? She was older . . . only said she needed a friend
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"You' re upset again."
| glared at the waves instead of Tanra.

"And angry."

"Way do you push at nme?" | asked.

"Because . . . I'mscared . . . and you're scared . . ."
Scared? Me?

"Yes, you, Lerris. You're scared, scared shitless, no natter what you tell yourself or anyone
el se. ™

Whhsssttttt . . . The Eidolon lurched, and a sheet of water sprayed past ne, leaving nme with
wet hands and a tighter grip on the railing.

Scared? Maybe? But who woul dn't be?

Wien | | ooked up again, a lot later, Tanra was gone. | wi shed she hadn't left, sonehow But she
was still a bitch

The rest of the day held the sane pattern. The Ei dol on pl owed west-northwest. The w nd hel d.
The crew kept working on repairs. Sanmmel stayed seasick, and |Isolde and Tanra avoi ded ne. The crew
avoi ded us all, except to ask brief questions of |Isolde. W ate bread, cheese, fruit, and tea
after the crew did at nidday.

| wal ked the deck, studying how the ship was put together, trying to sense the underlying
patterns, the forces, the stresses. In a way, it was like Uncle Sardit's work-sinple on the
surface, very solid, and a lot nmore involved than | had thought.

Tracing the flow of the woods, the way the masts were stepped, the flow of the hull and the
tinbers and braces - that was easy. The netals were harder, especially the nmechanical stuff.

Wauffff. . . whufff.

The belch of the engine and the acrid scent of burning coal broke me away fromtrying to fee
how t he stem and the bowsprit were joined.

Fl appppp . . . thwipp ....

Al oft, sone of the crew were furling sails. Not all of them but the mainsails.

A line of green hills had stretched southward off the bow on the side opposite where | had been
sitting propped against the forward hatch cover. Wen | scranbled up, | could also see a fainter
line to the north, covered with a haze that had seenmed nore |ike |owlying clouds.

Freetown couldn't be that far away, not if we were at the edge of the G eat North Bay.

Splattt. . . thwap . . . thwap . . . splatt, thwap, thwap .

The paddl es began to bite into the calmer waters of the bay. Then the sun di nmed as the Eidol on
moved under the high hazy clouds and into suddenly danper air.

Back behind the ship's bridge, a crewran hoisted a huge Nordlan flag to the top of the aft
mast. | wondered who the Candarians didn't |ike. Except that wasn't the way to look at it. Wo
didn't the Duke of Freetown |ike? That was the question

"Are you ready to go?" |solde stood by nmy el bow

"Al'l I have to do is gather ny pack and staff."
"Leave themthere for now It will be a while, but we need to get ashore as soon as the Eidol on
ties up."

"Safer for us or thenP"

| sol de didn't answer, perhaps because she had |eft.

The Eidolon, with the grizzled captain on the bridge, continued to nake surprising speed, the
engi ne substituting for the sails, which now hung nearly linp. Once we had neared the hills and
entered the bay, the wind had died, as had the waves.

Sanmel appeared at the rail, followed by all of the dangergel ders but Dorthae-and |sol de.
Myrten wore a white bandage on his forearm which showed only when he reached to steady hinself on
the railing

The sun had di sappeared totally behind the shapel ess clouds by the tinme the ship rounded Cape
Frentala. Freetown, at first glance, was not prepossessing. Only a single spire graced the gray
sky, and the harborfront was nostly of | ow wooden buil dings. The piers were of heavy weathered and
unpai nted gray tinbers, except where a brown |ine showed the replacenent of an ol der plank by a
newer one.

"Cet your gear | sol de, now wearing solid black and I ooking grim was tal king to Sanmel
but | didn't need a personal reminder. At her belt was a sword, also black-hiked, and a | ong
kni fe.

In the short tinme it took ne to go down the | adder and cl ai m cl oak, pack, and staff, the
Ei dol on was jockeying up to the pier, where a handful of figures waited.

"Tax guards . " nuttered Myrten. For whatever reason, he stood nearly next to ne at the
railing.
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"Tax guards?"
"The duke wants his cut first."
"Of everything?"
"Everything. Isolde will have to shell out a gold penny for each of us."
"W have to pay to cone here?"
"Hell, isn't it?" Myrten smrked.
| hadn't thought about that. Wuld we have to pay entry taxes in other provinces? My stock of
ns was | ooking less and | ess adequat e.
"Danger gel ders!" call ed Isol de.
| turned to see her notioning and foll owed her gestures. Soneone wanted us off the Ei dolon as
soon 'as possible. The gangpl ank was barely in place as we |ined up and wal ked down. A pair of
seamen were still tying lines to the bollards on the pier

A round-faced official with gold braid on both shoulders and a silver breastplate waited at the
bott om of the plank. Behind himstood ten soldiers, each wearing a sword but carrying a club ready
to use. Their breastplates were cold iron. Behind themlurked a shadowy presence, a wonan in
white, with the sane sense of disorder | had felt once before, in the blade the trader had tried
to sell Krystal

In the danpness | wanted to shiver, but tightened ny grip on ny staff. Strangely, it felt even
warner now than on a sunlit day.

"Danger gel ders?" rasped the round-faced nan. Hi s eyes | ooked beyond |sol de, avoi ded | ooki ng at
any of us.

"Seven," noted the woman in bl ack

"That will be seven golds."

"You have a receipt?"

The round-faced man | ooked to his right, where a thin youngster scribbled on a tablet, then
handed the single sheet to the tax agent.

| sol de offered the coins and took the receipt.

"Weapons?"

"Not hi ng except the nornal -staves, swords, knives, and a few pistols. Al for personal use."

"Magi ci ans?"

| sol de hesitated briefly, so briefly | doubt the official caught it, before answering.

"No magicians. Two bl ackstaflfs."

"That's anot her four golds."

"Since when?" |solde fixed full concentration on the official

The round-faced nman said nothing, but his forehead was danp.

co

"Since . . . since ..."
"Thi s afternoon, perhaps?"
"Magi stra ... it has not been a good year . . ."

"Additional duties are not in the Agreenent."

The round-faced man swal |l owed. Hi s forehead was clearly wet now, and not fromthe danpness of
the afternoon. He swal |l owed again

A soldier, his iron breastplate bearing a four-pointed star on the upper left, eased forward
fromthe arned group.

| sol de shifted her weight ever so slightly, and | imagi ned she was sniling, although | could
not see her face, wedged as | was into the narrow space just at the foot of the plank. Myrten was
in front of me, breathing noisily. {Crystal's hand was on the hilt of her bl ade.

"The duke has insisted, has he?" pronpted Isolde. "Wth your head on the |ine?"

A few drops of rain splattered on ny face, and the wind fromthe hills overlooking the city
seened ever cooler. | glanced back toward the Ei dolon. The weathered captain and two officers
stood at the top of the plank, watching. All three carried halberds | hadn't even seen during our
passage.

Clearly, we weren't expected back aboard.

"No . . . Magistra . . . but the needs of the duchy . . ."

"Then | denand the right of instant trial." Isolde took a step forward, and the tax officia
squi rmed backward

Myrten | ooked at ne. | |ooked back. Right of instant trial? Qur |lectures hadn't covered that.

"But . . ." protested the official

"You wish to repudi ate your own | aws?" asked |sol de softly.

The man shook his head nutely.

| jabbed Myrten in the ribs. "Move. We're too crowded." | tried to whisper, but Tanra | ooked
around Wynn and Myrten and gl ared at ne.
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| shrugged and rolled ny eyes.

She shook her head, but edged outward.

"Who represents the duke?" denanded |solde, ignoring the shuffling our novenents created. Her
voice cut like a knife.

"I do." The soldier who stepped forward was the one who had noved earlier. He topped any of us,
even nme, by half a head, and Isolde by nore than half a cubit. H s face was | ean, clean-shaven and
unscarred, but his short black hair bore traces of silver, and his eyes were flat and lifeless.

"Bl ood or deat h?" asked I|sol de.

"It has to be your death, Magistra. You are an outlander, and death is prescribed if you fail."

"I was tal king about you." Isolde's voice was cold enough to make the tax official scuttle back
further.

The soldier inclined his head. "That is your choice, Mgistra, but I will fight until | cannot.
That is also prescribed." His voice was polite, but rough, as if unused.

One of the soldiers unrolled a reddish cord that had presumably once been scarlet. A cord-
defined square about ten cubits on a side appeared on the gray pier planks. The square was about
two-thirds the width of the pier

Two sol diers took positions, with unsheathed swords, at opposite corners.

"Your corners, Magistra?"

| solde did not take her eyes off the Duke's chanpion. "Krystal . . . Lerris . . . take the
other two corners.”
The tax collector's eyes widened as Krystal stepped forward. He paled, | thought, as she

unsheat hed her bl ade, and took the corner farthest fromthe Ei dolon. That left ne the corner only
cubits fromwhere | had been standing.

The wood of ny staff was al nost unconfortably warm

"... blackstaff," murnured one of the soldiers in the guard group, which had retreated to the
shore side of the pier as if to block our way to Freetown.

"Are you ready, Magistra?"

"I"'msorry for you, Duke's Man." |sol de sounded sorry, yet | wondered why she was so confi dent.
The whol e thing was a setup. The man had to be the best in the duke's forces.

"Are you ready?"

"Yes."

They both stood for an instant, blades out. |Isolde's back was to ne.

The man's bl ade fl ashed, inpossibly quickly. Yet, in scarcely noving her own bl ade, |solde
sonmehow defl ected the attack

Flttt

hsssttt
hsssttt

Bl ades caressed, never neeting directly, edges sliding against each ot her

dank ...

Thud .

The Duke's chanpion |ay face-down on the pier, separated fromsword and |life. Just as suddenly
as it had started, it was over.

The tax collector's nouth hung open. So did those of the other soldiers.

| held ny staff ready, wondering what woul d happen next.

"I trust you will record that the duke's proposed tariff on blackstaffs has been nullified."
I solde's voice had reverted to a nmerely nmatter-of-fact tone at least as chilling as the col dness
she had conveyed nonents earlier

"... uh ... yes, Magistra . "

One of the two soldiers who had served as corners began to reel the faded reddi sh cord back
onto the spool. | stepped aside, but continued to watch the remai nder of the squad. So did
Krystal .

Two others hoisted the body and began to carry it toward the horse-drawn wagon that waited at
the causeway at the end of the pier. Another retrieved the sword.

The thin youth scribbled sonme nore onto his tablet, and the tax collector w ped his sweating
forehead with a darkish cloth

"You understand, Magistra . . . Duke Holloric ... we only serve his requirenents

| sol de nodded briskly. "Convey our best w shes to the duke. We trust he will wish to continue
mai ntai ni ng the Agreenent w thout further attenpts at one-sided changes."”

"Yes, Magistra . " He backed away, then turned.

The soldiers followed himback down the pier. Not one | ooked in our direction

| looked at Tanra. She raised her eyebrows. | nodded. W both knew. For whatever reason, it had
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been an attenpted setup by the duke. And the Brotherhood had known. | suspected |sol de was one of
the best the Brotherhood had, and that was scary. Gving away nearly a cubit and a half an arms
| ength, she had di spatched the duke's best in instants.

No wonder the soldiers wanted off the pier

| glanced back at the Eidolon. Only one guard renmmined by the railing, just a regular crewran.
He grinned at ne, then let his face turn inpassive as the captain wal ked past himto the top of
t he gangpl ank.

I solde turned to face the man.

"Qur appreciation, Magistra. Qur appreciation.”

| sol de nodded, and he nodded back, then turned back to his conmmand.

"Let's go." Isolde | ooked unruffled and was five paces gone toward the shore end of the pier
before we started after her.

By the time we reached the causeway, the tax collector, the wagon, and the troops were gone,
carried into the mst that clung even nore heavily around the wooden buil di ngs of Freetown.

G ven all of the bollards on all the three |ong piers, Freetown seened deserted. Only the
Ei dolon and a snmaller fishing boat rested at the piers, and there were no traders, no cargos
obvi ous for unloadi ng or | oading.

| caught up to Isolde. Her steps were still quick, and she didn't even |look at nme as we stepped
off the pier and onto the stone pavenent of the causeway. "WII| your success teach the duke
anything, or will this . . . enmbargo . . . whatever it is ... go on?"

"Who knows?" For the first tinme, her voice sounded tired.
"You didn't want to do that?"

"Lerris . . ." The exasperated sound of her voice was nore effective than an expl anation

"Ch ..."

"That's right. Now, we need to get to the Travelers' Rest before the duke gets any nore ideas.
We'll turn at the next street, if you can call it that."

The buil dings | ooked al nbst ghostly in the dimlight and heavy fog and mist. Every so often, an
oil lanmp peered through the gloom or a single person scurried away from us.

Tanra had caught up and wal ked beside ne as we followed Isolde up the street away fromthe
har bor proper. Every step seened to echo, and no one said a word. W just kept wal ki ng.

XV

THE FOG THINNED by the tinme we had stunbled and generally trudged uphill for several |ong
bl ocks. In the mddle of an open space where two narrow streets crossed, | paused for a nonent.
Over mny shoulder, | could see the mast tips of the Eidolon

"Qooof fff. . ." Sammel, head down, ran into ny shoul der

"Sorry ..." | turned and took several quick steps to catch up to Tanra and | sol de.

Over head, higher clouds had turned dark gray, and a touch of a danp breeze brushed ny cheek
then was gone. The mist still dropped a faint gauze curtain over the buildings we passed. Many

were deserted, or at |east dark. Froma handful of w ndows oozed the golden |ight of |anps. The
acrid tang of wood snoke mixed with the danpness of mist.

"Chost town," muttered Myrten from sonewhere behind ne.

"We're the ghosts," responded |solde. Her voice was so low | doubted that Myrten had heard her.

| supposed we were, outsiders haunting the streets while, inside, the Freetowners huddl ed
around the lanps and fires that held an unseasonably early fall at bay.

"Here we are," announced | sol de.

| gl anced ahead over her shoul der

The building's weathered tinber walls |ooked gray, spirit gray in the thinning m st and grow ng
dark. But a golden gl ow poured fromevery first-floor wi ndow, and the blue shutters were fol ded
back to let the Iight escape, alnpst as if making a statenent that the structure would not draw
into itself against the forces of chaos.

"Travel ers' Rest" proclained the sign hanging over the w de double doorway. The doors
t hemsel ves, their thick brass handles glinting in the Iight of the two oil lanps that flanked the
doorway, were still folded back against the wide tinbers of the front wall, alnost as if daring
the dark to enter.

| took a deep breath, feeling some of the tension begin to leave nme as | followed I|sol de
through the doorway.

A second set of doors, red oak like the first, although half the thickness, swung open at her
t ouch.
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Wthin monents we all stood on an open polished wood fl oor separating a parlor-like area froma
wooden counter. Like the doors, the counter was finished and snoot h-pl aned red oak, without
ornament ati on except for matching oak coping covering the corner joins. The wood was protected by
a dull varnish that radiated the gold of the lanps on the wall. Right before us was a w de wooden
stairway with a browni sh-carpeted runner covering nost of the stairs thensel ves.

To our |eft opened another archway, through which I could see a series of tables covered in red
checked cloths, with individual chairs drawn up to each table.

Behi nd the counter stood a gray-haired wonman with a cheerful snile. She said nothing as Isolde
turned and | ooked us over

"Each of you has a single room It has been paid for. You nay nake ot her arrangenents if you
wish. W will have dinner together in the snmall dining roomwhich is behind the one you see on the
left. Meet there as soon as you are settled. You can | eave your weapons in your roons. They wil |
be safe there. Now . . . please check in at the counter."

Her words reflected | ong practice, and while | was wonderi ng how many groups she had escorted
to Freetown, she had al ready stepped up to the counter

"We didn't think to see you again, Mugistra."

"The unexpected can change everyone's plans."
nor mal . "

dink .

The nonentarily-w dened eyes of the woman in the faded green blouse indicated that the paynent
was scarcely nor nal

"Did you neet the new tax collector?" asked the counter | ady.

"Ah, yes. W also net the duke's new and | ate chanpion."

"Ch, dear . . ."

"I doubt the duke's enforcers will be here imediately, but | won't be staying after this group
| eaves tonmorrow, not this tinme."

"The new duties are unpopul ar, and runor has it that the Hanorian | egate | eft Freetown rather
suddenly. No ships are likely to enter the harbor until sone certainty is established.” The
i nnkeeper rai sed her eyebrows slightly as she eyed I sol de.

"I'f Harmor is thinking of acting, that's certainly true. No ships are likely to be seen."

| didn't frown, but | knew how |Isolde was | eaving. The only question in ny mnd was what el se
she m ght be doing before she left.

"Come on, Lerris. Don't gape. Step up.'

I sol de | aughed an of f-tone | augh. "Here's the

| sol de had stepped aside without ny noticing it.

"Ah ... a young blackstaff . . . I'll bet the harbor guard didn't like that. Especially now."

"No ..." | looked at the open | edger, which had a space only for each traveler's nane-no
country. Scrawling down ny single nane beneath Isolde's, | started to step away.

"Here's your key, young nman. Room fifteen, second floor at the back."

The key hung froma brass square nearly the size of ny fist. | took it and headed up the

stairs, not |ooking at anyone, just trying to keep ny staff from banging on the staircase railing
post s.

| followed the upstairs carpeted hallway, also |it by a set of oil |anps, to the back and
nunmber fifteen. Two doors stood side by side-fourteen and fifteen. The key opened ny door easily,
wi t hout so nmuch as a squeak, then swung quietly closed at ny touch

dick.

The room held a doubl e bed, a |low three-drawer red-oak dresser topped with an oak-franed
mrror, a washbasin table with towels, and a wardrobe. A braided rag rug covered the w de and
pol i shed gol d-oak planks fromnext to the bed to just before the dresser. The single w ndow was
cl osed, flanked by cheerful red-checked curtains tied back with thick white cords. A lanp over the
| ow headboard lighted the room The bed was covered with a handnade red quilt showi ng a pattern of
geonetric red-and-white snowfl akes.

After hanging ny cloak in the wardrobe, | stripped off my tunic and runmaged through ny pack

The water in the basin was warm and with the snmall bar of soap, the razor from ny pack, the

wat er, and the heavy towel, | did ny best to nake nyself presentable.

The mirror showed me as cl ean-shaven, tanned, reasonably decent-| ooki ng-but young, still too
young to be doing what | was going to have to do beginning in the norning.

Picking up the tunic and looking it over, | decided it was still adequate. Slightly grinm, but

wear abl e, and there wasn't either the time or the place to wash it. So | put it back on, and used
a danpened corner of the towel to renove a few of the nore obvi ous snudges

As | placed the pack in the wardrobe, | had to shake ny head. The Travel ers' Rest was
definitely nore than it seened-the sort of inn that probably only the very well-off could afford.
The staff just barely fit inside the wardrobe and only at an angle, but, Isolde's words to the
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contrary, | didn't really want to leave it in plain view The |orken was cool to ny fingers,
reassuring me that at least | wasn't in the presence of overt chaos, although that was scarcely
likely with sonmeone such as Isol de | eadi ng us.

Wth a | ast ook around the room | picked up the key, opened the doorway, and stepped out onto
the hall carpeting and alnost into Krystal, who was backing out of her room

"Ch . . . sorry," | apol ogized.

G ank. My key jangl ed agai nst hers.

W both snmiled, nore fromnervous relief than from hunor.

"Rat her lovely quarters for us outcasts,” | observed.
"Lovel y? | suppose."”
"You don't think so?" For some reason, | didn't want to wal k away from her

"Are you going to change what you are because of |lovely quarters?" Her voice was both soft and
nmusi cal, nmore relaxed than | had heard it.

She had me on that one, and | wondered why | would listen to Krystal, and think about what she
said, when if Tanra questioned ne | was ready to fight.
"What are you thinking, Lerris?"
"Ch ..." | didn't really want to tell her. "Just . . . that | can listen to you, even when you
se questions."
"I'"ll take the flattery." She bestowed a soft smile on ne.
Adink. Wynn stepped fromher roominto the hallway and | ooked at us.
"Are you two going to talk forever, or can we get the sernon and have sone di nner?" The bl ond
| ooked at us, then bent over and inserted her key into the room |l ock

| decided not to follow Wynn's exanple, since | really doubted that |ocking the door nade any
difference in this particular inn.

"Shall we go?" | asked Krystal

"l suppose we should." She turned and made her way down the hallway toward the stairs, the
sword | had given her still at her belt.

Samel, Myrten, Dorthae, and Wynn were already seated at the rectangular table in the smal
di ning roomwhen we arrived. The place at the head of the table had been |l eft for Isolde.

| sat in the vacant chair at the foot of the table. Krystal sat on ny left and Myrten on ny

ra

right. My other choice woul d have been to the right of Isolde's chair. | left that for Tanra.
As | pulled out nmy chair, Isolde, face washed and hair brushed, stepped through the archway
fromthe main dining area. Looking up, | nodded at her, receiving the barest inclination of her

head in return. She gl anced up one side of the table and down the other side, pausing as she
stopped at the enpty space left for Tanra.

Al nost as if she had been waiting for the notice, the redhead stepped through the archway.

| solde's eyes flicked back to the rest of us, without really |ooking at any of us. "This is the
| ast place where you can freely nmention your origin," began |Isolde, her hands resting on the back
of the red-oak chair at the end of the table. As when we had left the Ei dolon, she wore bl ack, all
bl ack. Tunic, trousers, boots, belt, and neck scarf. Wth the pale skin, she | ooked |ike a sol dier-
or worse. "Once you step outside the walls of this inn, you are subject to |local custons, thieves,
bandits, and soldiers-to nention the nost obvi ous dangers.

"As a practical matter, the road outside the main gates is generally safe for at |east several
kays into Candar, except for petty theft and assault, which can happen just about anywhere."

"Except Recluce . " muttered sonmeone behind ne.

"Except Recluce,” affirnmed Isolde. "But for various reasons, you have all found Recluce too
confining, or Recluce has found you in need of the outside world. It is for that reason that you
will travel alone. You nade your decisions alone, and you nust face the consequences al one, at
| east until you are ready to nmake your final decisions. But you all know that.

"First ... | promised an update on local conditions. As you discovered earlier, the duke has
decided to use his control of the port to attenpt to raise nore revenue. Mst of the trading
nations are avoiding the port, and there will be nore unrest in Freetown, enough that you should
probably consider |eaving the area quickly. Spidlar and Hydl en have taken over nuch of the trade,
and the routes south of the Wst-horns to Sarronnyn .

"Sligo, north of here, has suffered unseasonabl e weather, including early snowfalls, and food
is getting scarce . "

| couldn't help yawning, but | managed to stifle it without it being too obvious. Krysta
frowned, though.

" safe to travel in either Gallos or Kyphros, but not fromone to the other because of the
i ncreasi ng skirm shes along their borders . . ."

Finally, she | ooked around the room "You have had enough | ectures-"
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| agreed with that whol eheartedly and hoped she woul dn't be using that as a |l ever for yet
anot her one. | was hungry.

"-And I won't be adding to themmuch."

| al nost groaned.

"But there is one last thing to consider. Those outside Recluce refer to their world, the rest
of the world, as the 'real world' . Candar will becone your real world. If you die here, and sone
of you nmay die, you will die, permanently. But Recluce is also a real world, in many ways nore
solid than Candar. You have to decide which world is real for you. Wich reality, with all its
rul es-whether they are the rules of order, or the m xed and changi ng rul es of order conpeting with
chaos-will be yours."

She gestured toward the archway through which a serving boy brought a tray heaped with dishes.
"Here is supper. Afterwards, you may sleep in the roonms upstairs, or not, as you please. There
will be fruit and pastries here in the norning. You may | eave when you pl ease, but you will all be
out of the inn before sunset tonmorrow. Those of you |eaving Freetown should not wait until the
last m nute. Soneone is always robbed that way. G ven the current nood of the duke, | would not
recomend staying in Freetown, but that is indeed your choice, the first of many."

Abruptly, she stopped, then pulled out her chair, -and sat. The plates cane down upon the
checked cloth, and the innkeeper, appearing fromnowhere, briskly set a glass before each of us.

"Wne or redberry ?"

"Wne," answered Tanra.

"Redberry . "

"Redberry .

"Wne ..."

"Redberry," | answered, in turn, watching as the liquid nearly filled the heavy tunbler, then
smling as Myrten speared three chunks of steaming neat with a knife and deftly transferred them
to his plate.

W were all hungry, even Isolde, and little enough was said until later, when Tanra sipped from
her tunbl er, then asked brightly, "What will happen to the Duke of Freetown?"

I sol de | ooked up fromher plate at Tanra. Her face was expressionl ess even as she sniled. "Wy

what ever will be, will be."

"That's not exactly an answer,'

pressed Tanra.

"No. It is true and polite, and | will be happy to discuss the matter with you in nuch greater
depth once you return from your dangergel d-assum ng you choose to return and do not find Recluce
too confining.” Isolde returned to cutting a sliver of buffalo fromthe slice upon her plate.

Tanra glared, while the black magi stra ignored the redhead's inpatience. | couldn't help
smling.

"You' re amused?" nout hed Krystal

After wiping the grin fromny face, | answered, trying to keep ny voice | ow enough that it

woul d not be heard over the pleasantries being exchanged by Sammrel and Dorthae. "Tanra has trouble
when peopl e don't mani pul ate easily.”

"Don't we all?"

| shrugged. Krystal was probably right, but Tanra's whole attitude was to insist she was right
and that the world should recognize it.

"Good luck to you all." Isolde's quiet tone stilled the small room "Fromthis point on, you
are all on your own. | hope to see you again, but that is your choice." She nodded, turned, and
wal ked out, the heels of her boots echoing faintly on the hardwood fl oor as she crossed the enpty
mai n di ni ng room

" abr upt "

" typical of the masters . "

Rat her than say anything, | gul ped a nmouthful of redberry juice, then waited, |ooking to see
who stayed and who left, except that the table quieted, and we all ended up | ooking at each other.

"For all of the pleasant surroundings, they still don't really care." Tanra's voice broke the
si | ence.

| pulled back ny chair. "I need sonme sleep." | would have liked to talk to Krystal, but the

t hought of saying anything with Tanra hangi ng on every word bot hered ne.
"It's early yet," conplained Myrten

Noddi ng at the innkeeper, back behind the counter, | took the stairs two at a tine. | wasn't up
to anot her argunent, and staying downstairs would have led to that. Besides, after the next
nmorning, | mght never see any of themagain, and | was getting tired of Tanra's attitude. Then

it was clear she was tired of nmine
The door opened easily, and | stepped inside. The roomwas just as | had left it, except
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dar ker, because the bl ackness outside was absolute, with not even a single |light showi ng anywhere
when | stepped to the wi ndow. The fog and cl ouds seened thicker, but how could | really tell?

. click .

As | sat on the edge of the soft bed and pulled off my boots, | heard Krystal's door open and
cl ose, but no sound of voices. Of cane the tunic and trousers, and | reached up and turned off
t he | anp.

Wth the quilt around me, | was asleep in instants, although I thought | heard a faint knock on
my door once, just as | was dropping off; but | was too sleepy to get up and check, especially
since it was probably ny inmagination

Still ... 1 wondered, but | dreaned of neither red-headed girls nor of dark-haired wonen.

XX

ONCE | STEPPED outside the inn the next norning, | could sense nore strongly what | had felt
the night before and what Isolde had alluded to in saying we would be safe there w thout weapons.
For all the faded blue paint on the shutters, the weathered tinbers and gray-painted plank walls,
the building radiated order. No barred wi ndows, no heavy doors, no guards-just order. Enough order
that it just would not appeal to anyone bent on di sorder

The cl ouds and fog of the previous day had vani shed, except for higher puffy gray-and-white
cl ouds that scudded quickly across a bright-blue fall sky.

I | ooked at the inn again. The thick shutters were supported by heavy iron hinges, with iron
hasps for the sliding | ocks that woul d be on the inside when the shutters were cl osed agai nst
weat her or other forms of attack. The iron was clean and bl ack, the hinges clearly functional. The
red oak of the door had faded under the varnish to a grayed gold that al nost natched the big
bronze door handl es on the doubl e doors that were now fol ded back against the planks for the day.

Froma tinber projecting above the open doors and perhaps two cubits bel ow t he second-fl oor
wi nhdow hung the neatly painted sign-Travelers' Rest. The gray pavi ng-stones were | aid edge-to-edge
fromthe front wall to the curb, a distance of five cubits or less, and stretched from one side of
the building to the other. Al ready, the stones had been swept.

d ancing up to the roomwhere | thought Tanmra had slept, | could see a glinpse of red through
the hal f-open wi ndow. But the sea breeze gusting up fromthe harbor fluttered the fabric enough to
tell me it was only one of the bright red curtains. Then | |ooked toward the back of the building,
but Krystal's room w ndow was around the corner. She had either left earlier, or was still asleep

| shrugged and shoul dered ny pack, which didn't seemnearly so heavy as when | had |eft
Wander naught, and, after a last | ook at the Travelers' Rest, turned ny steps toward the livery
stabl e that had been listed on the wall behind the front desk of the inn. If | had to reach the
Westhorns, it wasn't going to be on foot, not unless | wanted to take years. A thousand kays or
more-1 still resented Talryn's flat pronouncenment. Soneone definitely wanted nme out of Recluce for
a while.

"Watch it, outlander!"

| dodged a thin man wearing a short cloak, a ragged tunic not concealing a nail shirt
underneath, and a short sword in a battered scabbard. Then | sniled politely, and stepped aside.
He stopped and studi ed ne.

| waited, shifting ny hands on the staff ever so slightly.

"Told you to watch it . . ." H's speech had a twang to it. Above his short gray-and-gi nger
beard, his face bore | arge pockmarks. The odor of stale beer, dirt, and other assorted filth
al nost forced ne back another pace. "But you |l ook like the peaceable type ... so just hand over
t hat pack."

| stood there for a nonent, frozen, not having expected an attack within a block of the inn

"I said, hand it over!"

| smled, noving the staff up into a defensive posture. "I think you have the wong person." |

hoped my voice didn't shake the way nmy knees threatened to.

"Ha!" Hi s blade whistled out. "Now Let's have that pack!"

Al | dared to do was wait. The sword edge glittered even in the cloudy |ight of the norning.

"Be a shane to carve you up, outlander "

| would have liked to shrug, but | didn't, instead watching his eyes.

C unk. | blocked the short blade, knocking it away.

"You do know how to use that staff a little, but not enough
clunk . . . clink . . . clunk

The responses were nearly automatic as | concentrated on anticipating his noves.
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clunk . . . clink . . . clunk
He wasn't nearly so good as Krystal or even Denorsal. So | waited, parrying, turning the bl ade
rather than neeting it edge-on.

clink . . . clink . . . clunk
Sweat was pouring fromhis face, and he was breathi ng hard.
. clink . . . clunk ..
Crack! . . . Whsssttt.
"Aiiieee . . . I"
d ank .
Suddenly, it was over. The small man, not much above ny shoul der, | realized, backed away from

me, |eaving the sword on the dusty stones, clutching the back of his wist where | had struck to
di sarm him

"Bl ack bastard . . . witch spawn . " He did not nove, but stayed well beyond the reach of
the staff.

| didn't really know what to do. | didn't want the sword. | really didn't want to hurt the man.
He was nore hungry than evil, but | couldn't exactly turn ny back on him

"So ... up to trouble already, Lerris?"

| recogni zed the voice, took a quick glance over ny shoulder to see Myrten strolling toward ne.
Even as | gl anced back, the nman who attacked me was darting away down the street and twisting into
an alleyway on the right.

"That was stupid, youngster."

"What?" Still holding ny staff with one hand, | reached down and picked up the fallen sword.
Just a plain blade.

"Looki ng away fromhim Good thing he didn't have a throwing knife." Myrten wore a bright green
tunic and dark green trousers. H's cloak was heavy dark-gray |leather. Like ne he carried a pack
but his was hal f-slung over his left shoulder. He | ooked nore like a clean-shaven mnstrel or a
bard than the thief | felt he innately was. Two | arge knives hung fromhis belt, but | could sense
the small pistol under the left-hand false knife.

| looked up the street. No one else had followed us out of the inn. Myrten was right.

shrugged. "I didn't expect sonething quite so soon."

"What you expect isn't what happens, particularly when you get close to chaos." He half-
| aughed.

| shrugged. "Want the bl ade?"

"You could sell it," he suggested.

" VB 2"

Myrten | aughed again, a short bark. "You're right. That would be nore than a little out of
character. 1'Il sell it and split the profit."

That seermed nore than fair. "Fine. But where?"

"Let's just keep wal king. There's bound to be sonething.'
the streets of Freetown than in Nyl an

"What about-"

"We're not traveling together, and we'll certainly | eave Freetown separately."

At the next cross-street, Myrten stopped. Wth dirt and clay packed over the paving stones and
squari sh nud- hol es where some stones were nissing entirely, the street |ooked nore like an alley
frequented by thieves or worse. Myrten a& nodded toward the left.

I frowned.

"It's early. Too early for the real professionals." Mrten stretched his | egs out, noving
qui ckly, especially for a man so short.

"\What about our friend?"

"H n? He was just hoping for an easy nark."

Most of the doors we passed were shut and barred with cold iron. Iron doesn't have any nmgi cal
power, despite the runors. It's effective because it takes so dammed much chaos to break through
it that doing it isn't worth the effort. That was what Mgistra Trehonna had said. It nade sense,
| suppose, which was why swords still carried the day and firearnms were a novelty.

After we had traveled nearly fifty rods down the narrow street, crossing yet another, wi der
street |ike the one on which the Travelers' Rest was situated, Myrten sl owed.

W stopped before a narrow storefront. The planks were carefully painted in rust, and the
shutters were black, trimmed in the same rust color. A square iron hook the size of ny fist held
open the iron-banded red-oak door

"Norn' s-Weapons" read the square sign above the iron grate that covered the single narrow
Wi ndow.

Myrten seemed nuch nore at ease on
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"Shal | we?" asked Myrten.

| tried to sense what sort of place Norn's might be ... and failed. At |least the shop did not
radi ate chaos. Neither did | feel any underlying sense of order. "It feels all right."

Myrten hadn't waited for nmy assessment. So | followed himinside, suspecting a neat and dark
shop with rows of weapons racked on dusty walls. | was wong. The bright space inside, no nore
than ten cubits w de, stretched back nearly twenty cubits, light conning froma high roof that
seened nore glass than tinber. Ranged along the left wall were four |arge cabinets, each standing
open to display its contents.

First | checked the nearest cabinet-lightly oiled, polished, with dovetailed and mitered
corners, made of solid grayed oak, originally probably red oak, with a tracery of fine lines
bespeaki ng age. It contained knives, even nore varieties than | had seen in Glberto's arnory.

"May | hel p you?" The tanned and white-haired man who waited by the second cabi net stood a half-
head taller than ne. Spare, w de-shoul dered, but his eyes seened to tw nkle.

| studied himfor a nonent-deciding that he was i ndeed what he seened.

Myrten, for sone reason, |ooked at ne. | nodded.

"W were . . . bequeathed, as it were . . . this blade."

The white-haired man smiled faintly. "You' re clearly from Recluce, and soneone wanted to take
advant age of you early."

Myrten frowned.

"Way do you say 'clearly'?" | asked.

"Your friend"-he gestured at Myrten-"could be fromDirienza or even Spidlar. You, on the other
hand, woul d never seek out Freetown. A ship from Recluce ported yesterday, w th passengers staying
at the Travelers' Rest."

I nodded. "It's that well-known?"

"Not quite that well-known, but known anong those who make their living that way."
Sonet hi ng about his speech tickled ny recall, but | couldn't place exactly why.
"About the blade . . ." pronpted Myrten.

"Ch, that? May | see it? You could set it here." As he spoke, he pulled out a sliding shelf
fromthe cabinet. "By the way, ny nane is Dietre."

The cabi net's workmanship was first-rate, since the polished flat wood scarcely whispered into
pl ace. Myrten set the plain sword on it.

Dietre studied it carefully, then reached toward the base of the cabinet and pulled a smal
pendul um from a narrow drawer, adjusting it before letting it swing over the steel of the bl ade.

"Hmmm . . . neutral, at least." He |ooked up. "Wuld you mind if | pick it up?"
Myrten | ooked at ne.
"No. "
"You're either trusting or very confident, young man." Dietre smled.
"Myrten is good with his knives," | observed.
"I suspect you're better with that staff, and I, for one, unlike the past owner of this bl ade,

woul d not care to test you." He held the blade lightly, noved it around, balanced it, and then set
it back on the wood. Al his notions were deft.

| felt nmy earlier suspicions were confirmed, but wondered how Myrten had known about the shop

"Interested?" asked Myrten

"It's a serviceable weapon. Nothing nore. Relatively untainted, but unordered.” Dietre
shrugged. "The going rate for one of these is around a gold pence. My markup would nornally be two
silvers. On the other hand, you probably saved Freetown sone trouble by handling this quietly, and
| amthe West Side councilor. Say, a gold penny."

"Fair enough." Myrten didn't hesitate on that, but he glanced at the third case, the one with
the pistols.

"You have sone interest in the pistols? Firearns aren't nmuch good except for hunting, and
pistols are scarcely the best for that." Dietre's tone was benused as he lifted the blade and slid
the shelf back into the cabinet. "Take a look. |I'd like to put this up."

| raised ny eyebrows. Mst deal ers would scarcely have nentioned | eaving custoners with a set
of weapons. Dietre had sonme protection | hadn't detected.

The white-haired deal er wal ked toward the back of the shop, where he laid the blade on a narrow
wor kbench under a rack of tools. Then he wal ked back to the third case where Myrten was studyi ng
t he weapons.

| ignored both of them trying to figure out the patterns of the shop itself, an island of
conceal ed order in an al nost random section of Freetown. Behind the front door was a second
archway, as thick as the outer wall. A single plank covered the bricks or stones. The fram ng
pi eces didn't overlap the plank edges, though.
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How it worked, | wasn't sure, but it was nechanical, and no one was about to | eave the shop
wi thout Dietre's perm ssion, open and unprotected as the place | ooked. The cabinets fit the sane
pattern-good solid workmanshi p that woul d have taken forever to break into once they were cl osed
| npenetrabl e to casual chaos-use

" three gol ds?" asked Myrten.

"That's | ow "

| really didn't care about their bargaining, but | did want nmy five silvers. Buying Krystal her
bl ade had been too inpul sive, probably, and | realized that | could have used those golds. But she
needed a good bl ade. Tanra hadn't approved. | shook ny head, wondering if anything | ever did
woul d neet with her approval

"Three and half it is," agreed Myrten

| turned back to the two, waiting for the settlenent.

Myrten struggled to bring out some coins fromthe guarded pockets in his belt. "Two and half to
you, and | give the five silvers to Lerris."

Di etre nodded, neither sniling nor agreeing. "Watever's easiest.” He did not renove the pistol
from the cabi net.

Myrten gave nme the five silver pennies first, and | put theminto the front pouch, the obvious
one. Then he handed five nore to Dietre, followed by two golds. Dietre checked all the coins with
t he pendul um

"Chaos-counterfeiting?" | asked.

"You can never tell." Apparently satisfied, he replaced the bal ance and wal ked toward the
wor kbench. The coins vanished into an iron box bolted to the bench. Then he wal ked back toward us.
"I's there anything el se you need?"

"Not here," | answered.
Myrten just shrugged
"Then . . . good luck, especially to you, youngster. A lot of people don't like the

bl ackstaffers, even young ones, and there aren't ever enough of you to dispel the nyths. Good
day." He turned back toward the workbench

| looked at Myrten. He | ooked at ne. Then we |eft.

Qutside, | stopped. "Is Cinch Street the next one ahead?"

"Yes. If you can trust the map in the inn. Good luck, Lerris." He turned back the way we had
come, and | started toward Cinch Street. The alleyway got narrower with each step, and the eaves
of the second floors seened to | ean down on me. A shadow fell across the stones and refuse alike

| started, then relaxed. A puffy white cloud had scudded across the norning sun, and the shadow
lifted alnost as quickly as it had fallen

Qut si de of a beggar boy who scuttled behind a refuse heap as | passed, | saw no one until |
reached the next street-Cinch Street. Myrten had been right.
Turning left, |I started uphill. The slope was gentle, but | had to watch ny steps. Many of the

reddi sh sandst one pavi ng-bl ocks had split or shifted out of place. Cinch Street had been added
| ater, and nore cheaply. The pavi ng-bl ocks in the unnanmed alley-street had been of granite and
better placed, even though the way had been narrow and negl ect ed.

| marched perhaps a hundred rods, alnost to the top of the hill, before | reached the stable.
"Fel shar's Livery," proclainmed the weather-beaten sign carrying sinple Iine drawi ngs of a horse, a
saddl e and bridle, and a squarish object that | gathered was a bale of hay. The gray wood of the
sliding plank door was pushed back

After taking a deep breath, | stepped into the building, a wood-planked passageway i nto an
unroof ed space. Underfoot was hard-packed conposite of clay, horse droppings, and who knew what
el se. In the central court, a single swaybacked horse was hitched, without a saddle, on the right
side. At the far end was a snaller horse, a large and shaggy pony, really.

Crraccckkk! A whip cracked toward the pony, which |ashed both rear feet toward the bearded man
in faded gray.

The man ducked back fromthe hooves. "Hanor take you!"

Wieee . . . eeeeiii!

An aura of hatred poured fromthe |iveryman, so strong that | could sense it without trying. |
swal | owed, then called, "You there! Are you Fel shar?"

" get yours |ater, beast muttered the man, as he coiled the whip and turned toward
me. His expression shifted to professed pleasure, but the hatred boil ed underneat h.

"Fel shar will be back in a short tine. I'"'mCerclas. How may | help you?" Hi s voice was as
slippery as the bottle of |eather-oil set beside the racked saddl es by the tethered horse.
| shrugged. "I don't know that you can. Thinking about a horse."

Cerclas smiled faintly, his eyes running over ny dark brown traveling clothes and cl oak, noting
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the staff with a frown.

"Horses are dear this year."

I lifted nmy eyebrows. "Oh?"

"The drought in Kyphros, and the heavy winter in Spidlar-they were hard on the stock, and few
travelers returned with mounts."

| nodded toward the swaybacked horse-a nondescript grayish color. It |ooked gentle, unlike the
smal | shaggy beast. "That one?"

"Five golds." Cerclas shrugged. "That's a steal. But feed is dear, too."

| really didn't want to deal with Cerclas. The man snelled worse than the horses, and his eyes
wer e bl oodshot and kept drifting to ny pack. Like a lot of the traders who visited Nylan, he lied.

But, even with ny grow ng awareness of order and chaos, | couldn't tell how nuch.

"There aren't that many travelers, and there may not be any for a while. Your stable is nearly
full." 1 was guessing, but it seenmed right.

"There are always travelers in Freetown," observed Cercl as.

"What ot her nmounts night you have?" | wal ked toward the shaggy horse.

"A war-horse, a traveler, and sone others . . ."

For sone reason | wanted to ook at the small horse. A welt the Iength of ny hand | ay across
his flank, clearly raised by the recent whipping. For the nmonent | nmerely noted it, trying to
under stand why Cerclas had been so angry at the horse.

The ani mal was wel |l -fed and untouched by anything resenbling chaos, unless it was far nore
subtle than | coul d detect.

Wieee. . . . eeeee

| barely kept from junping.

"Mean little bastard, isn't he?" Cerclas stood by ne. "If you don't know horses, stay away from
poni es. They're smart, and that nmakes them dangerous and mean. | can show you sonme better nounts.
In the stalls over on the right."

"All right." | let the liveryman |lead ne toward the nearest stall, where a chestnut nunched on

hay fromthe manger.

"This one is a battle-trained gelding. He'll stand up to anything."

| nodded. The chestnut seened healthy, well-treated, although there was sonething about him
that bothered ne . . . his size? | wondered, looking up at his ears. O sonething el se? "How
much?"

"Fifteen golds.”

That was a nore honest price than the one he had quoted for the swayback

"What el se?"

"Here we have a mare . . . good traveler, but not nearly so good in a fight. Eight golds."

The mare was a bl otchy-col ored horse, bl ack-and-white patches across her body, with a short
cropped mane. | liked her less than the chestnut, and just nodded to Cerclas. "Wat else?"

He wal ked to the next stall, where a hul king brown beast of a horse munched placidly on hay so
dry it crackled. "Plow horse broken to ride. He's not much good in battle, gets nasty when nares
are around, but could carry 'two of you and your gear. He could also pull a wagon if you needed
it. Six golds for him He's worth nore, but there aren't nmany caravans around this tine of year
and he eats a lot."

W | ooked at three others, all broken-down mares. | didn't like any of them and found ny feet
carrying me back toward the central yard. As | stepped past the shaggy little horse, | could fee
a sense of Tightness about him but kept noving toward the overpriced swayback

Wheuuunnnn . . . The nag's whi nny was hal f-whine, half-groan

| shook ny head. 1'd be lucky if the old gelding made it nmuch past the gates of Freetown.

"At five golds, he's a bargain," comrented Cercl as.

"I's that what the glue works would pay?"

Cercl as coughed into his tangled beard, then straightened and fixed his glance on ny staff. His
eyes widened. "He's a long way fromthe glue works, and you need transportation, |1'd venture."

"I do, or | wouldn't be | ooking at horses. But even at two golds, this old fell ow woul dn't get
me hal fway to anywhere."

Cercl as shrugged, scratching the unkenpt gray-and-black thatch at the back of his head, then
spat noisily on the clay.

"\What about that undersized horse over there?" | asked.

"That's not a horse. He's a mountain pony, tough as they cone. Felshar hasn't priced him™"

| repressed a smle. That failure m ght be enough. Wal king over to the pony, but avoiding those
ef fective hooves, | stepped up toward his shoulder. Wiile | was no judge of horses or ponies, he
seened broader in the shoul ders than sonme of the |arger horses, and his legs, while shorter
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seened sturdier.

"He m ght be able to carry ne," | let ny voice ooze doubt.

"He'll carry you and another,"” adnitted the liveryman, standing well behind mne.

| touched a streak on the pony's flank

Wheeee . . . The aninal twitched, but did not nove away from ne.

"These welts ..." | shook ny head. "Still . . . two golds?"

"Fel shar hasn't priced him. "

| shrugged. "What good would it be to price hinP Mst buyers wouldn't take himuntil these
heal . Fel shar would certainly know that."

This time | could sense the uneasiness in the liveryman

"Three golds, if you throwin a saddle, bridle and bl anket."

"I don't know . "

| shrugged again. "Well ... | need to check el sewhere, then

Cercl as scratched his head and spat again. "Felshar wouldn't conplain too much if | got four

I don't suppose ..." He stepped closer to the pony.

Wieeeee . . . eeee

The liveryman stepped back.

"Let's see the saddle and bridle first

In the end, | paid nore than | had to, three golds and seven silvers, but | got a decent saddle
and bl anket. The bridle wasn't a bit-type, but a choker, sort of a hackanmore. But | had the
feeling that the force of the bridle wasn't going to matter nuch anyway. If | couldn't persuade
that pony to do sonething gently, he wasn't about to be forced.

The only other sticky point was the chit.

"I never learned ny figures. Felshar does that."

"Fine. I'll wite it up and you put the chop on it.'
boxes where the chits were |ying.

"How do | know . "

I'"d seen the chop hangi ng next to the

| held up the staff. "Everyone knows if you carry this, you don't lie. | couldn't afford to.
The price is too high."
At the sight of the staff, he stepped back. "I don't know . "

"Fel shar knows you don't cheat a blackstaffer, and that they don't cheat you. Maybe you didn't
get an outrageous profit, but you got a fair price, and you're getting rid of some trouble."
| ooked pointedly at the pony's flank

" suppose . . . wouldn't hurt . . ."

That was how | ended up riding down Cinch Street toward the gates of Freetown. The old | ance
cup, with the addition of a strip of |eather, was adequate enough to hold nmy staff, although I had
a tendency to lurch in the saddl e perilously close to the dark wood when | wasn't paying
attention.

The pony's name was Gairloch. | knew that when | touched himto saddle him He did try and puff
out his belly, but, following Cerclas's instructions, | kneed him not very hard, and not nearly
so hard as Cerclas recomended, to get himto let out his breath.

Don't ask me how I knew his name, but | did. That bothered nme, but there wasn't much | could do
about it.

Surprisingly, Gairloch didn't rock all that nuch, and the ol d saddl e was broken in enough that
it wasn't too stiff. The straps and girths had been replaced recently, and | had checked the
stitching and rivets to make sure they were solid, but the seat |ooked like it had weathered nore
than a few caravans.

If Gairloch were as adept on the trail as he was in avoiding city potholes, | would be better
off than | had hoped- although, as | |ooked overhead, we m ght be getting wet sooner than | had
hoped.

The early norning gray-and-white puffs of cloud were darkening and thickening as Gairloch bore
me onto the worn but even gray stones leading to the city gate. The walls were scarcely
i mpressive, rising only about twenty cubits. Two squarish towers, each with crenel ated parapets
too small to be very useful, framed the gate. Graying and iron-bound tinbers conprised the city
gate itself, a gate that waited in a recess in the walls behind the towers. A stone bridge spanned
the space between the towers. When closed, the gate sat in a stone groove and was backed with
stone on all sides, making it difficult, if not inpossible, to batter down. But any attacker would
have gone for a | ess defended point on the low walls in any case.

Set toward the city fromthe walls was a stone hut, and outside the hut waited a pair of
guards. As | watched, a snmall cart, pulled by a swaybacked horse that could have been a mate to
the one | had seen at Felshar's, rocked over the stone gate groove and onto the pavenent by the
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guard hut.

The rear guard waved the cart, driven by a wonan with straggly hair and a hooked nose, toward
the other side of the roadway. "Over there. Don't take the whole road!"”

Whstt-chuck. The long reins clacked, and the cart lurched slightly away from us

"Hal t!"

The ot her guard stopped | ooking bored as he took in nmy dark cloak and the pony.

"Where'd you get that horse, boy?"

"Fel shar's, officer." There was no sense in being nasty to the man. Besi des, he was bigger than
me, and, if paunchy, probably could use the sword that one hand rested upon
"Any way to prove that?"
| shrugged. "I have a bill of sale with Felshar's chop." Then | touched the staff, which was
ntly warmto ny ungloved fingertips. "And, besides, would |I |ie about it?"
H s eyes noved to the staff, w dened like Cerclas's eyes had wi dened, then noved to ny face.
"You're young for that "

fa

"I know. They've been telling me that since the spring.” | unfolded the thin parchrment from ny
belt. "If you'd care to look . . ."

The ook on his face-that, and the fury behind his eyes-warned ne.

Cang . . . thwackt..

. whsssst f f

... Aliiee . . . thiefl"

Sonehow, | had nanaged to stuff the parchment into ny belt and grab the staff fromthe hol der

qui ckly enough to knock aside his sword even before he positioned hinself. The second tap-and it
was scarcely nore than that-was to his cheek, but the brand was instantaneous.
Girloch didn't wait for nmy heels in his flank, but began to trot, then gallop, through the

still-open gate. The gate couldn't be closed, not in the instants Gairloch took ne past the second
guard and through the gate gap in the wall
O oppedy, cloppedy, doppedy . . . Gairloch's hooves rang on the stones, and | dropped the reins

and grabbed his mane with ny right hand, trying to keep fromhitting anyone with the staff,
hangi ng on as we careened down the causeway.

"Look out!"

"Runaway horse!"

"Thief! Traitor!"

A set of peddlers scranbled off the causeway into the nud-filled trench on the right, and
Gairl och angl ed around a sl ow novi ng wagon pulled by a single plodding horse which barely lifted
its head. | could have reached out and touched the dusty harness, so close did we pass.

The traffic on the causeway probably saved us froman arrow in the back, but by the tinme we
cl eared the causeway where the day's inconming produce and shoppers all funneled toward Freetown,
we were out of range of all but the strongest of crossbows, assum ng any were ready and in place
on the guard-tower parapets.

The clippedy-clop of Gairloch's hooves changed to a muted drunmm ng as he carried ne al ong the
packed clay of the highway. No stone roads or highways in Freetown, it seened. W gall oped past a
crossroads, which carried nore traffic than the road we travel ed, and kept headi ng i nto Candar

Before too long, | reined in Gairloch, keeping in the middle of the road, which was
surprisingly firmconsidering the continuing rain and danpness of the night before. Gairloch
dropped to a trot, then a wal k.

"Good horse."” | thwacked himon the shoul der, careful not to touch the welt raised by the
liveryman.

Wanuf ff.

"I didn't like themnuch either."

I glanced at the causeway and the dark spot that marked the gate. Nothing seened to have
happened. No other horses had followed us. The internittent stream of people, horses, and wagons

still headed up the stone pavenent toward the city.

Then | realized | was still holding the staff in ny hand. The wood had cooled until it was no
| onger warmto ny touch. Half of the leather thong | had used to tie the staff in place was
m ssing, ripped in two when | had grabbed for the staff to defend agai nst the guard. | repl aced

the staff in the lance cup, tying it in place with the renaining | eather.

Looking fromthe staff to the road, ny eyes fixed on the rectangul ar stone post by the road.
"Hrisbarg-40 K" proclainmed the weat hered stone.

| let go of Gairloch's mane and straightened up in the saddle, chucking the reins lightly as we
headed down the rise on the road to Hrisbarg.

Already it had been nore of a day than |I had planned. Assaulted by a thief, attacked by the
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duke's gate guard and probably declared a criminal in Freetown-all in the first day. | didn't know
where | was going, except | knew that Hrisbarg was where | had to go first before | could get to
the roads |l eading to the Easthorns and eventual ly the Wsthorns.

Wul d the Freetown guards spread the word? O would they take it out on the other
dangergel ders? O had the others left while | had been haggling with Cerclas to get Gairl och?

My guts wenched a little, wondering if | could have left Freetown w thout causing so nuch of
an uproar. | shrugged, knowing | couldn't undo what | had done, but also knowi ng I might end up
payi ng for it sonehow, some way, when | really didn't want to. So Gairloch and |I started the |ong
wal k toward Hrisbarg

Thrummm . . . thrumm. .

Above us, the clouds thickened and runbl ed, prom sing nore rain.

XX

THE MAN IN white smles, a warmand reassuring smle that spreads through the col dness of the
public room which the dying enbers in the dark hearth barely warm "Ilnnkeeper! Could we have sone
war nt h?"

As the woman in gray |eathers watches fromthe dark corner table, a heavy-set man | unbers
forward. He wears shapel ess | eather trousers, a worn brown tunic, and a soiled |inen apron over
whi ch protrudes a sagging gut. "Your lordship, there's no wood and no coal, naught but the little
we got on the grate. The bl ack bastards cut us off, and there's none to be had for us working
folk."

A hi ssing whisper of agreement wafts across the scattering of nen and the few wonen who huddl e
at the tables closer to the near-dead enbers on the hearth.

"Bring ne sone stones, then."

" St ones?"
"Yes, stones. You wish to warmyour inn, do you not?"
Conf usi on and hope war upon the innkeeper's face, but he retreats fromthe still-smling man in

white, who turns to the veiled woman besi de himand says sonmething in a voice | ow enough that not
even the hovering serving-girl can catch the words.

At the kitchen door, the innkeeper notions, then speaks quickly to the pregnant girl who
responds. He remains by the doorway, surveying the dimand chilly room

In the shadows, the redhead in gray |eans forward and the hood of her cloak slips back
revealing the clean lines of her face and the fire of her hair.

A thin-faced man grins through his straggly beard and eases fromhis seat toward the table
where his prey waits. Hi s hand touches the hilt of the sharp knife at his belt.

Even before he has reached the shadows, the redhead has turned toward the thin-faced man

"You | ook like you need a man." His voice is ingratiating.

"In that case, you aren't the one."

Only the dark-eyed and veil ed wonan who sits beside the man in white watches as the thin man
edges toward the redhead.

"Uppity wench, aren't you?"

"No. Just pointing out the obvious." Her voice is cool, detached, and her eyes go right through
hi m

olivious to the confidence behind her words, he reaches for the enpty chair.

"I didn't invite you to join ne," she observes.

"Don't need no invitation." He leers and begins to sit.

Her staff and foot nove sinmultaneously.

Cruunmp . . . Both chair and bearded man crash to the gritty plank fl oor

"Bitch!" His hand reaches for the knife.

Bef ore he can reach her, she is standing, dark staff in hand.

Thud . . . crack . . . thunp . .

He pitches forward onto the fl oor

The i nnkeeper |urches fromhis post by the kitchen door. "There'll be no fighting . "

"You're right. There will be no fighting," declares the redhead. "Wen this idiot wakes up
tell himto be nore careful." She stands while the innkeeper drags the unconscious nman toward the

doorway, then resunes her seat to finish the bread and cheese upon her table.

Across the room the dark-eyed woman nods and | eans toward the man in white. In turn, he nods
and smiles.

Shortly, the pregnant kitchen-maid struggles to the hearth with a basket full of dripping
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stones, | ooking fromthe innkeeper to the man in white. "The stones you wanted, your |ordship."

"Stack themon the grate, if you would."

The girl conplies, her eyes darting fromthe slender lord in white to the hul ki ng i nnkeeper

"Thank you, girl. Here."

Her eyes wi den as she takes the silver, but she inclines her head as she covers the silver and
thrusts it into the hidden pocket in her wi de belt. "M thanks, your |ordship."

The man in white stands and turns to those at the tables. "All of you are cold. Wuld you like
sonme warmt h?" His fingers point at three figures at a table near the wall

"I can tell you have cone in fromthe winter rains. The warnth is on ne." He turns and gestures
toward the stones, cold and danp upon the grate.

HSSSSSSSSSSssssss! A flare of white sears fromthe grate.

Even the redhead in the shadows w nces, and a hush drops over the tables.

When the brightness fades, steady coals glow fromthe heap of coal that has appeared on the
grate, and the warnth begins to radi ate across the public room

The dark-eyed and veil ed woman rises and wal ks toward the redhead's table.

"Lord Antonin and | would like to invite you to join us," she offers.

The redhead cocks her head, thinking. "Wy?"

The dark-haired woman | ooks at the staff and sniles pleasantly. "Should we discuss it here?"

"l suppose not," answers the redhead with a wy snmile as she stands and follows the dark-haired
wonan.

"I am Sephya, and this is Lord Antonin," offers the veiled woman as she resunes her seat.

"Be our guest,"” offers Antonin

"Why?" asks the redhead.

"Way not?" he answers. "You doubtless have sone questions, and we nmay be able to provide sone
of the answers."

As the redhead eases the battered chair toward the table, she studies Sephya. Despite a fine
figure, the veiled woman is ol der than she had first |ooked, with fine lines radiating fromthe
corners of her eyes and the color in her face supplied by rouge.

"Way don't you start by explaining why you flaunted your power? And why you invited ne to join
you?" Her tone is half-hunorous, half-sharp

"A deed is a deed. Do you believe that appearances can really deceive, young | ady?"

"Go on," suggests the redhead.

"Actions speak | ouder than words. There are those here who shivered fromcold. Did the
ri ght eousness of Recluce warmthen? WIIl the innkeeper feed his fire for themfromthe goodness of
his heart?"

"That is a well-used argunent, Antonin. One good action does not nake a nman good. Nor does a
single wong action make a good nan evil."

The outside door opens, and a gust of wet chill air nonentarily disperses the warnth fromthe
hearth-until the door closes with a thud.

"Actions do speak |ouder than words,"
wong to warm those who are cold."

"I don't like answers that are questions. How about a straight answer?" The redhead | ooks
toward the back wall and the door

Antonin shrugs, as if to deplore such directness, then | ooks her in the eye. "Wat use is a
good thought if it does not translate into good action? I'msorry," he grins. "Let me rephrase
that. The purists of the world of nmagic, such as the Masters of Recluce, believe that the form of

Antonin insists, his voice nelodious. "Tell ne why it is

magi ¢ determ nes whether it is good or evil. They insist that the use of chaos-magic to warmthose
who woul d die of cold or to feed those who would starve contributes to evil. | cannot accept that
reasoning. Is not a human Iife worth nore than a | abel ?" He shrugs again. "I ask you to think

about that. Think about the beggars you saw in the cold streets outside. In the nmeantine, share
our rneal ."

" And?"
Antonin smles warmy. "I have certain business with the duke. If you're interested in working
with us, | will be in Hydolar in sonewhat |ess than an eight-day fromnow At the G ande Loge.

Ei ther neet us there, or |eave a nessage."

He takes a slice of nmeat fromthe platter and nods toward the enpty plate before her. "You need
to see more of Candar, and to reflect upon what you would do with your abilities. Enough of talk.
Enjoy the neal ."

The redhead gl ances from Sephya to Antonin, but no glances have passed between the two, nor
have any of the tw sted energi es that she has seen in Recluce. Shortly, she spears a slice from
the platter, and the three eat.
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XX

COWPARED TO THE Hi gh Road of Recluce, or even to the | esser East-Wst H ghway, the way from
Freetown to Hrisbarg seened little nore than a narrow |l ane. Straight, but narrow. Right outside
Freetown the road had split, going north, south, and west, and | had taken the one road that had
not paralleled the coast.

Har d- packed cl ay conprised the center of the road, perhaps as wide as a farmwagon. The years
of travel had created a surface that seenmed to resist the light rain, at least in the center of
the roadway. Heavy ruts and churned ground surrounded the hard-packed and | evel central section of
t he hi ghway.

| had tried to unstrap my cloak fromthe top of my pack while riding and had al nost fallen off
Gairloch in the process, saving nyself with a desperate grab at the front edge of the saddle.

Whheeee . . . uhhhh .

"All right ... I"'msorry . . ." Sol reined to a halt in the niddle of the road, |ooking behind
again. W had covered nore than five kays wi thout seeing any pursuit, and the rain was threatening
to change froma fine drizzle into sonething heavier

As | clanbered off Gairloch, the insides of ny legs twinged. After only a fraction of the
di stance we woul d have to travel, nmy body was protesting, not exactly a prom sing sign

Thrummmm . . . Overhead the clouds continued to darken, threatening nore than nere drizzle.
Behi nd the tunbled stone walls beside the road, the neadow grasses bore only a tinge of green amd
the tan of the end of the season. The washed-out brown of the | ong scraggly blades at the base of
the wall testified to nore than casual rain, as did the puddles in the mddle of the unnowed field
beyond. At the base of some of the grasses were bl ackened stal ks, showing rot fromthe continua
rain.

The stony outcroppings even in the nmiddle of the fields, the shorter grasses on the other side
of the wall, and occasional breaks in the walls and the tranpled hoofprints |eading across the
road fromone wall break to another, all pointed toward the fields as sheep or cattle pasture.
had seen neither, unless a few grayish blurs to the south were scattered sheep or goats.

Thrunmmm . . . thrumm.

Splatt . . . splattt . . . The cold raindrops on nmy head pronpted me to conplete ny recovery of
the cloak and to replace the pack behind the saddle.

My legs twinged again as | clinbed back onto Gairl och.

"Let's go."

Wheee . . . eeee
Thrummm . . . thrummm.
Splattt. . . splatt.

Thi ngs were going just wonderfully. After being assaulted, threatened by a city guard and
having to flee, we were now headed through a cold and miserable rain to a town | knew not hi ng
about, on the way through nore towns about which |I also knew nothing, in order to reach and cross
two nountain ranges | had no great desire to reach, |let alone cross.

Wieeee . . . eeeee . . ,

Ahead, a shapel ess | unp appeared on the road, resolving itself into a coach drawn by a pair of
huge horses. From a short pole beside the driver, who was covered fromhead to foot with a hooded
and shiny gray slicker, drooped a reddish flag.

I | ooked for the | ess nuddy side of the road, and nudged Gairloch toward the right onto a patch
of grass that rose above the churned road-edge nud.

" Ceee- haaaa! "

Crack!

A chill acconpani ed the coach, alnost like a cold wind, that blew softer, yet colder, as it
appr oached.

Cr ack!

" Cee- haaa! "

The hoarseness and the nechani cal nature of the coachman's call tw sted every nerve in ny spine
as the coach runbled along the |evel center of the road toward ne.

The coach itself was of polished white oak, varnished heavily until it was nearly gold,
supported not by iron springs, but by heavy |l eather straps. Even the axles and wheels were totally
of wood. Yet the coach's worknmanship could not be obscured by the nmud streaks upon the wood or by
the m st and water droplets which sprayed fromit on its headl ong journey toward Freetown.

"Cee-haaa!" The coachman never | ooked aside as he drove past.
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Behi nd the coach rode two nmen, seated side-by-side on chargers that mirrored the chestnut
gelding I had seen at Felshar's. Al the horses noved at a quick trot, as fast as seenmed possible
for a longer trip.

Both soldiers wore the shiny gray slickers like the coachman's, but shorter, nore |like jackets
that allowed themto use either their white | ances, secured in holders like the battered | ance cup
whi ch held nmy shorter staff, or the whitescabbarded swords they bore.

The sol dier closest to ne glanced fromunder the hood, but his scrutiny was nechanical, as
t hough he had not even really seen nme, or as though he had seen a figure and passed on that
i nformati on as he wat ched-al though his nouth did not appear to open

For the nonent that the coach passed, mi dday seened nore like a storny night. Then all that
remai ned was a dissipating sense of disorder, the soft runble of the wheels fading away, and a
hoarse "gee-haaa!"

| shook nyself and chucked the reins, hoping that Isolde had conpl eted whatever she had to do
and had found the black ship that doubtless waited unseen sonewhere near the harbor.

Tanra-1 hoped her procrastination hadn't |eft her open to the chaos-wi zard that had ridden in
the white-oak coach, but there wasn't nmuch | could do. Not then. | swallowed, w ped the water off
my forehead, and watched the road, noting absently that the coach's passage had left only the
fai ntest of indentations on the road.

Splatt . . . splatt . . . The cold rain gusted in icy drops froman ever-darker sky, and
| ooked for sone sort of shelter, but the road stretched straight ahead, |evel, for at |east
anot her five kays, bordered by the sane tunbled stone fences, the same wthered grasses, and the
sanme distant and scattered sheep. Not one house nor honmestead had | seen since crossing that first

hill outside of Freetown. Yet the sheep indicated that soneone |ived sonewhere-and that said that
no one wanted to be close to the road | traveled. | shivered again.

Wieeee . . . eeeee . . . Girloch tossed his head and droplets flew back onto ny cl oak and
face.

"I know. . . it's cold and wet. But there's no place to stop."

Wieeeee . ..

"No pl ace. Nowhere . . ."

So we kept plodding al ong the road.

No wagons, no nore coaches, and a steady beating flow of water from overhead. Finally, when ny
cl oak was nearly soaked through, its treated | eather heavy on ny shoul ders, we reached the first
low hill at the end of that near-deserted meadow valley. By then, the rain had eased to a nere
chilling mst.

Sone scattered pines bordered the road, and the stone walls | apsed into tunbled | ow piles of
rock. On the hilltop, nore of a hillock really, sat another pile of stones, the remants of what
had clearly once been an extensive farmor estate.

There was no i medi ate sense of chaos or disorder, only a feeling of age . . . and maybe under
it all some sadness, although ny father, Kerwin, and Talryn would all have assailed ne for
ascribing an enotion to a description of order or its lack thereof. At |east Gairloch couldn't
commrent on sl oppy | ogic.

Fromthat second hill, the terrain becane |less ordered and nore wild, with hills covered mainly
with pines, although a few gray oaks, their |eaves turning yell owbrown, were scattered along the
| ower reaches of the hills, especially near the few pernmanent streans. Wiile there were countl ess
brooks and streans flowing with rainwater, only one even approached |ooking like it had cut a
per manent channel

Again, | shivered. Wiatever it was, as mserably normal as the rain and the surroundi ngs
seenmed, the cause of the rain was not precisely natural. Wy, | couldn't say; but that the extent
of the rain was unnatural was clear, even while |I could detect no sign of chaos.

The water was natural. Gairloch enjoyed lapping it up fromseveral of the brooks, but when
stopped to let himgraze, he did not seemparticularly interested in the straggly grass. So
pul l ed nyself back into the saddl e and fini shed munching on the travel bread | had brought from
the Travel ers' Rest.

The other unnatural thing was the road itself, which ran straight where it could and curved
gently when it could not and clinbed gradually if neither straightness nor curves were possible.
Once Gairloch and | had passed through the lower hills, in the higher hills the road narrowed not
a jot. Nor did the grade steepen. The sides of the hills seenmed planed away at a gentle angle,
wi t hout the overhangi ng boul ders or outcrops | had hal f-expected to see.

Intime, | alnost struck ny forehead.

. wi zard's road ... of course!" Magistra Trehonna had nentioned that there were sone in
Candar, but | hadn't paid nuch attention to the details. She was even nore boring than Talryn.
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Wieee . . . eeee . . . added Gairl och.

While | wasn't that good at extending my senses, particularly in the rain, once | realized what
m ght be there |I could al nost feel the hard white stone pavenment under the packed cl ay.

| shook ny head as the light dimed, and Gairl och pl odded downhill toward a few scattered
lights that the intermttent stone posts had led ne to believe night be Hrisbarg.

Three or four kays short of the town the road forked, and a large arrow roughly chiseled into a
stone post twice the size of npbst distance stones pointed down the right-hand branch. Above the
arrow were the letters HSBG

The |l eft-hand road continued straight, without lights or dwellings nearby, toward the next line
of hills. Only a line of coach tracks indicated that the road was ever used.

After the turn, the remainder of the route to Hrisbarg was churned, muddy, and, in parts,
requi red near-fording of the stream ets that nmeandered across the excuse for a road that we
travel ed. | al nost wi shed we had stayed with the wizard's road, gloony as it was, that had arrowed
straight into the hills-especially after it began to rain again, the cold pelting flow that
qui ckly resoaked ny cl oak.

Wieee . . . eeeee . . . eeuuhhh

"I agree. But do we really have any options?"

Gairloch was silent on that point.

The first huts we came to were roofl ess, dark, and deserted. Then came huts with roofs, if
apparently deserted. Finally Gairloch set his hooves on the thoroughly-churned nud of centra
Hri sbarg

The main street in Hrisbarg seemed to consi st of equal sections of puddles and mud. I|nstead of
stone pavenent, or even stone wal ks with stormdrains, they used nud. The stores were fronted with
rai sed pl ank wal kways. Sonme had posts and steps for tying carriage horses or single horses, but
nmost just had plain planks sl apped down.

Even in the drizzle, | could see the woodwork of those wal ks was abysnal - green wood, rough
spi king, not even a rudinmentary effort to keep the wal ki ng surface | evel
Whhf fffff

Gai rl och shook his head and consequently his mane, spraying pony-scented water all over ny
cl oak and face. The cloak was designed for it. My face wasn't. My obvious belt pouch had severa
silvers remaining, enough for a night at an inn and a stable for Gairloch-particularly after the
day we had conpleted and the kind of night it was turning out to be.

One or two stores had oil lanps in front, but Hrisbarg | acked street |anps as such. Even with
my excellent night vision, I was having trouble, what with the drizzle and the strangeness of
Candar .

Wahhhhuf fff .

Anot her sound of disgust from Gairloch and another, finer, spray of water flipped across ne.

"Al right . . . we'll try to find aninn ... or something . . ."

I began to look in earnest, although | also kept nmy eyes open for signs of the road to Hewett.
The Brotherhood had been singularly unhel pful with the directions that I needed to spend a ful
year in Candar and pass through Hewl ett to the cities beyond.

After all, | nmean, was ny dangergeld just to spend tine in Candar and pass through Hrisbarg and
Hewl ett and get to the Westhorns? Not bloody likely. If they hadn't been so deadly serious, it
coul d have been a joke. And, once again, no one told nme anything | couldn't figure out first-
except why Talryn had been so insistent on ny getting to the Wst-horns.

Down a lane to ny left | saw a faded sign with what | ooked like an "H' and some sort of how ing
creature. Qutside of a few dark buildings on the corner and sone snmall cottages huddl ed further
down the road, | could see nothing. Nor did | feel anything. Certainly no inns, road houses. So
kept Gairloch headed toward the far end of Hrisbarg.

The sign read "The Silver Horse." Predictably, since apparently no one in Candar besides the
merchants and the clergy could read, under the letters was a horse, badly painted, with flaking
silver paint that |ooked gray in the rain.

Wth a chuck of the reins, | nudged Gairl och toward the sl ope-roofed and weat hered buil di ng
next to the inn
"UFfffff . . ." My legs alnost collapsed under my full weight.

"Sir?" Standing there was a stabl eboy not nuch taller than ny el bow.

"Do | pay you or the inn?" | asked.

"It's three pence a night, five with a separate stall, oats, and a full manger."

| handed hima penny even before | touched the rolled-up pack. "That's for you to take specia
care of my horse."

"Yes, sir." The youngster stepped back
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"Which stall?"

"You coul d have the one under the eaves there . . . ?"

I got the nessage. If | took the one with | ow headroom none of the bully boys with the big
horses woul d bother him And Gairloch didn't need the extra space as much as being left to rest
and feed.

"That's fine." | led Gairloch there nyself, letting the dark-haired youngster open the half-
door, as nuch to keep himaway fromthe staff that could have been a lance in the dimlight of the
single covered tin lanp that hung fromthe beam by the doorway.

Bef ore even starting to unsaddle Gairloch, | renoved the staff and tucked it under the straw by
the outside wall. No one but soneone attuned to order/chaos forces would notice it, and it
woul dn't be that nuch good to nme agai nst an acconpli shed chaos-naster anyway.

"I can help you," offered the boy.

I didn't protest as he unstrapped the saddle, since Gairloch didn't seemto mind, nerely
whuf fi ng and shaki ng his head. Besides, the youngster's hands were far defter than mne, and ny
| egs were still shaking.

Wth Girloch mainly settled, and the saddl e and bl anket racked to dry, | was ready to try The
Silver Horse itself. My | eg nuscles spasnmed as | |inped across the nuddy courtyard to the inn
Faint 1ight glimrered through the snmall |eaded wi ndowpanes facing the stable.

The open outer door was of rough pine, covered with peeling white paint. The inner door, which
I checked as | pushed it open, was of good red oak, but the varnish was worn and cracking and the
hi nges had been reset too many tinmes. It took sonme tinme for ne to wipe all the nud off ny boots
using the worn rush mats, but | managed, not that it mattered nmuch. The floor was scarred and
stained wood, with dirt-heaps in the corners.

Inside, only one of the lanps in the narrow hall was lit, and it snoked and flickered.

"Hello, the inn ..." | called.

A muffl ed voice answered from somewhere. comng . . .

". . . At this hour?" questioned another voice, sharper than the first, and nearer

Waiting, | |ooked around the inn. On ny right, through a square opening the size of a double
door, was a dining area, and the faint glow of coals glinted fromthe stone fireplace. On the |left
I noted a small sitting area with three wooden benches covered w th obl ong cushions. A second wal |
| anp, danped low, illum nated the sitting area. The bench backs were spool ed and unpadded. In the
center of the benches stood a battered | ow wooden table, used prinmarily as a boot-rest, if the
i ndentations on the table edge were any indication

As in Freetown and on the road, travelers seened few i ndeed.

"Yes?"

The voice was the sharp one and bel onged to a waspi sh | ady dressed in a faded brown dress and
stai ned yell ow apron. Her face was clean, if angular, and her silver-streaked hair formed a neat
bun at the back of her head.

'How much for a room and sonme supper?" M voice was hoarse, rough fromthe wet and cold.

The eyes raked over ne. "A silver a night." She paused, and the dark vulture eyes took in ny
soaked cl oak. "Paid in advance. That includes bread and cheese in the norning. Dinner is extra-
what's available on the bill of fare. Not nmuch is left tonight."

After funbling with the obvious front pouch, | produced a silver and five coppers. "For nme and
for nmy horse.”

Part of the vulture | ook vanished as she took the coins. "You rode in this weather?"

"It seened |ike a good idea when | started. Freetown wasn't a place | wanted to stay. Then

there wasn't any place to stop, and ..." | shrugged.
The wonman gl anced at the door, then back to me. "Hrisbarg is part of the duchy, and Mjer
Dervill likes to stop here.”

| got the message. "Travelers don't always know the | ocal weather, madam and | was just hoping
for a warminn and some hot food."

"We can help there. Just go in and sit down. Annalise will see to you shortly. Unless you want
to see a roomfirst?"

"I think I'd Iike to see the room At least to lay out the cloak and dry out."

"Cl ean towel and basin are another copper."

"Two towels, with fresh water in the norning," | countered.

She smiled. "In advance."

So | paid anot her penny, wondering if | should have asked for a chit, but deciding against it.
The towels were thick and clean, both of them if a shade gray, and the basin held clean | ukewarm
wat er .

The roomitself was barely |arge enough to hold the saggi ng double bed and battered red-oak
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war dr obe. The bed had a single coarse sheet over an even |unpier-looking mattress, covered with a
heavy brown bl anket. A wall sconce held a single scrawny candle that the thin i nnkeeper had lit
from her | anp.

The door had no lock, but with so few guests | decided to risk nmy cloak and pack for the
noment .

When | returned to the dining area, another body sat at the table closest to the fire, a man in
a dark blue uniformand a posture that was arrogant even while slouched at the table and cradling
a mug of sormet hing.

| took a wall table for two on the other side, not quite so close to the fire.

After a casual look at ne, the soldier took another deep swallow fromthe nug. "Annalise!"

"A monment, please," returned the pleasant voice | had heard but not seen earlier

| stretched out, enjoying the warnth of the room and beginning to feel nmore hunan and | ess
chill ed.

"Thank you, Herlyt. | didn't know we had another custoner." The blond girl, probably not even
my age, nodded to the soldier.

"But ..." She ignored himand wal ked straight to nmy table, long blond braids sw nging at her
shoul ders. "Good evening, sir. I'mafraid the larder is a little lowtonight. W still have sone
bear stew, and a pair of chops, |I think. Weat or corn bread, and stewed spice apples. Al so sone

white cheese." The open snile displayed strong if uneven white teeth. The open | ow collar of the
peasant bl ouse showed sone other strong features, especially as close as she stood. "Wich is
better, the chops or stew?"

"The stew," called Herlyt. "Take the stew. Those chops have been heated every night for a week.
Get nme another nug, Annalise."

Annal i se rai sed her eyebrows, then nodded faintly. "I'Il try the stew, cheese, apples, and a
few slices of wheat bread. What is there to drink?"

"Mul | ed cider, hard beer, Largo wi ne, and redberry."

"Redberry."

"Real drinker you got there, Annalise. Real manly fellow " Annalise shrugged as if to disniss
the soldier. Then she grinned. "Wuld you |ike anything el se?"

"Not right now, thank you." | managed not to grin back at her, but she had asked.

Before turning fromme, she w ped any expression fromher face. Then she retrieved the nug from
the soldier. "Another hard beer?"

"What el se? That's all you'll ever provide, and | still have to pay for it." The bearded man
stared at the fire as tentative flanes hissed over a pair of green |ogs.

Annal i se di sappeared through an open door into what | took to be the kitchen, reappearing with
two nmugs al nost wi t hout | eaving ny sight.

Thunp. Herlyt's nug arrived without a word fromthe girl. "Here you are, sir." My mug cane with
a plate that held cheese and wheat bread. "Are you fromHew ett, Eagle's Nest, or Freetown?"

The stiffened position of the soldier alerted ne.

"l guess |I'd have to say not any of them Canme down the coast road and decided not to stay in
Freetown with all the rain and gloom They told ne there were no ships anyway."

The soldier relaxed fractionally, and the girl nodded. "That's a long ride."

| grinned. "It's a cold ride." Then | sipped the redberry, breaking off sone cheese to go with
a chunk of the wheat bread.

As | ate, forcing nmyself to take each bite slowmy, she withdrew to the kitchen, and the sol dier
retreated into his nug.

“Sir .. .2

An enornous steani ng bowl appeared in front of nme, acconpanied by a smaller plate of spiced and
sliced red apples. Both dishes -were heavy earthenware, with the fine cracks of age radiating
t hrough the gl aze.

Herl yt had been right about the stew, though; it was spicy, hot, and tasty. But | pushed back
the bowl before I finished it, knowing that to eat any nore would |l eave ne ill, and then sone.

"WIl there be anything el se?"

| glanced over at the soldier, slunped face down on the table.

"Later?" | asked, testing her earlier grin

She shrugged, but did not smile.

"How nuch?"

"Five or a half-silver."

After draining the redberry, | gave her a silver and got back five coppers, one of which went

to her, and into her belt before she went into the Kkitchen
Wth a regretful |ook backward, | clinbed the creaking stairs to my room checking ny pack
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i mredi ately once | had cl osed the door. Nothing had been touched.

Even as | struggled out of nmy trousers, | wondered if Annalise had really meant anything by
that nod.
She hadn't ... or at least | collapsed into sleep with no gentle tapping on ny door or other

i nterruptions.

XX

THE MORNI NG DAWNED no | ess dreary than the day before, drizzle and intermittent rain dropping
fromformess gray clouds that churned but never seenmed to nove.

I woke once before | got up, when the angul ar i nnkeeper replaced the water basin with fresh
water, both quietly and efficiently, and with barely a glance toward ne or the wardrobe. After
that ny eyes closed but nmy mind spun, asking question after question. Like, why was the Duchy of
Freetown getting so much rain? O why had a chaos-naster been in the strange coach barreling
toward the port? And why had he used a coach?

Wth a groan, | eased ny feet over the side of the sagging bed, wincing as | did. My thighs
were as sore as | could ever recall, even after beginning Glberto's conditioning exercises, and
my shoul ders were stiff. Sitting, even on the bed, was! painful

Washi ng hel ped, as did sone stretching.

Then | checked ny clothing. The cloak was dry, all the way through, as were my trousers. The
dried mud on the legs nostly cane off with a little scraping and the npoi stened edge of the towel |
had used the night before. Still ... | could see that washing ny cl othes was going to be anot her
requi rement before too long, unless | wanted to snell l|ike the stable.

Qutside the wind whistled, and the rain splatted against the inn. After dressing and pulling on
my boots, | checked nmy pack, sniling as ny fingers touched the book. The Basis of Order-\ stil
hadn't gotten around to |ooking at it, but! supposed | would, sooner or later. My father had a
reason for everything.

| closed the pack and fol ded the cl oak across it, debating whether to bring them downstairs
with me. Finally |I shrugged. Wy not?

Wthout even a single light, the narrow hallway appeared gl oom er than the night before. M
boots scuffed on the bare wood of the floor

" attack on Freetown .
any of them around here."

| paused at the top of the stairs, deciding to wait a noment to see what el se the speaker said.

"The courier said there were two bl ackstaffs, and several others, including a black warrior, a
damed woman. "

"Mpajer, | wouldn't even know what a bl ackstaff |ooked Iike. Al we have are two conmerci al
travel ers and sonme well-of f young student. The commercial travelers | see three or four tinmes a
year. The student-he's barely old enough to let |oose on his own."

"Did you see any weapons w th hinP"

"Weapons? Hardly. A short knife."

"Where is he?"

"You might check by the fire."

"Come with nme, and point himout, Natasha ... if you would be so kind."

"Certainly, Majer . . . assuming he is there.”

Cick . . . dick .

As the heavy boots passed the stairs, | eased down the stairs further, casually, as if | had

not heard a word, but trying not to step heavily.

Annal i se stood by the desk counter, her eyebrows raised. Then she pointed toward the doorway
and nout hed sonet hi ng.

| grinned, waved, and ducked through the main doorway, yanking on nmy cloak as | did so. Wile

the maj er and Natasha | ooked for me by the fire, | dashed through the rain to the stable, glad
had brought the pack with ne.
Spl oosh, sploosh . . . sploosh, sploosh, sploosh . . . My boots sloshed through the puddles in

the courtyard clay.

The wi de sliding door was ajar. The stabl eboy was nowhere to be seen as | scurried toward
Gai rl och

Rain or no rain, stormor no storm | needed to put sone distance between ne and Freetown's
finest. Wiile they m ght be persuaded that | was not a blackstaff, sonething told ne that the
maj er was under orders to round up anyone who m ght be from Recluce. The questioning would not be
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gentle. | would have liked to see whether Annalise had anything in mind besides flirting . . . but
that was out now. Besides, she only had played up to ne to avoid Herlyt, or because any man with a
horse was bound to have noney.

Trying to saddle Gairloch in the diminn stable was a joy, knowing that | didn't have nuch

time. First, | got the saddle blanket on sideways. Gairloch whinnied at that, but he didn't
actual ly buck until | threw on the saddle.

Thunk. The saddl e sl anmmed down on ny feet and onto the planking.

"Al'l right, you mserable beast." | rearranged the saddl e bl anket, then eased the saddle into

pl ace, but could barely get the cinch cl osed.
Gai rl och, gray-looking in the gloom skittered but did not nake a sound as | funbled with the

closures. Sonething . ., Finally, |I reclained ny staff fromthe straw and placed the bl ack wood
firmy, but gently against the pony's forehead.
"Whuf ffffff . . ." When he let out his breath | yanked the cinch tight. | suppose | could have

kicked him the way the saddler in Freetown had, but using violence unnecessarily bothered ne . .
besi des being boring. The staff trick worked, although why the pony would pay attention, | stil
didn't know. That bothered ne, too, but not as much as ki cking hi mwould have.

| had trouble with the hackanore, until | slowed down and forced nyself to be calm Al that
left was tying nmy pack in place and putting the staff in the |lance cup. Then | untied Gairloch and
wal ked himto the sliding door of the stable. "Hallo! Hallo, the inn!"

That voice was too hearty for ny liking. Even behind the stained beams and pl anks of the stable
door, | could picture yet another duchy cavalry officer, dripping rain fromhis shiny blue or gray
wat er proof, |ooking for a warm brew and a solid stew, or for the majer with even worse news or
nore punitive orders.

"Dammabl e i nnkeeper ... no stabl eboy on a norning like this ..."

Real i zi ng he was conming in, stableboy or not, | tied Gairloch to the beamfronting the first
stall, then swung the door open

"You . . . keeping an officer in the rain . " The officer, wearing a gold |leaf on his

collar, had been reaching for the door. He stood at |least a half-head taller than me, and his
horse nade Gairloch look like a toy. "My apologies, officer. But the stableboy is ill "
"Leave that pony, nman, and take care of a real horse!"

"Yes, sir," | answered. "The end stall on the right is the only one free. It's dry and clean."
While | wanted to clunk the arrogant bastard on the skull, | doubted that | could have reached the
staff before ending up spitted on his saber

"That's fine, but make sure he gets a rubdown and a brushing ... and no cold water, or 1'Il
drown you in it." He thrust the reins at ne.

"Yes, sir." | took the danp | eathers and chucked them The horse was better-trained or |ess

stubborn than the ones |I'd seen at Felshar's. He actually followed me. The caval rynan wat ched to
make sure | was headed where | said. "Wo has the pony?"

| did not turn, but gave a shrug. "Young fellow, not nuch ol der than ne."

"I"l'l be back in a shake, man, and don't forget it." Sploosh . . . sploosh . . . Hs steps
toward the inn were quick.

| wrapped the reins around a post, tying themin a quick knot that | yanked tight. Then |
dashed for Girloch, untying his |l eathers, and scranbled into the saddle right inside the stable

I remenbered to duck as we stepped into the downpour. | was still trying to get on ny gloves as he
stepped through the open doorway. VWhhnnnnn . . . Cearly, the cold rain on his face did not please
him but when the latest cavalry officer and the najer got together, | definitely didn't want to
be around.

| kicked Gairloch gently with ny heels and he began to walk, then trot. | grabbed his nmane to
steady nyself, but let himnmove. The rain, like icy needles, |lashed at ny unprotected face and

head, since | hadn't bothered with the cloak's hood.

I was lucky 1'd even renmenbered the cl oak, the way things were going.

Quiding Gairloch around the snall |ake that covered half the road in front of the dry-goods
store, | |ooked ahead, trying to nmake out the turn where the road to Hewl ett began. Supposedly
Hri sbarg was one of the wool towns, the only one inside the duchy. Hewl ett was a wool town, too,
but it was across the border in Mntgren, another duchy, except it was ruled by a countess who
didn't Iike the duke.

| chucked the reins again once we were back into the nore solid nud.

"Halt! In the name of Candar! Rogue wi zard! Rogue wi zard!"

W were turning onto the |ane that stretched ahead to the How ett road. | kicked Gairloch in
the flanks again, and he began to run, but only for perhaps a hundred cubits before he settled
back to a quick wal k. Cang! d ang!
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For all the shouts by the cavalry officer and the chines on the alarm no one followed us, at

| east not imrediately and not that |I could tell. It seened pretty stupid. | mean, just because
sonmeone thought | was a blackstaff from Recluce, and just because | left in a storm the idiot was
trying to rouse the whole town of Hrisbarg.

Then again, | had been |ucky, dammed lucky that | |ooked so young. Wy was everyone on the

entire continent out against anyone from Recluce? Just what had happened in Freetown?
| kept |ooking over ny shoulder, trying to feel whether anyone chased us, but could not see or

feel anyone. Al | felt was the rain, the ice, and the cold.
The road was enpty, at least as far ahead as | could see through the mist and the rain. As
Gairloch settled into a walk, | leaned next to the staff, nearly brushing it with ny cheek before

drawi ng back fromthe heat.

Trying to feel what m ght be around, | reached out with ny feelings, ny thoughts, trying to get
a sense of chaos . . . anywhere. Ot her than a vague sense of unease connected with the road ahead,
I could find nothing.

The staff cooled as we rode westward through the nmud and rain. Traveling the road to How ett
was worse than the road from Freetown had been. Water sl opped out of the sky and froze in chunks
on the browned and dead grasses. The rain coated the oaks with ice sheaths, and turned the thorn
bushes that twisted fromthe shardstone road walls into a tangled crystalline barrier

The road itself-half ice, half black nud-squuushed with every step Gairloch took. Once again, |
m ssed the desol ate wizard's road that had covered nost of the di stance between Freetown and

Hri sbarg
Each step of the pony nade ny stomach churn, and with every other step, the w nd gusted and
threw the icy rain under ny cloak. | worried about his hooves and fetl ocks, or whatever they were

called; but | worried nore about ne. So we kept going.

As | shivered in the saddle, | recalled fondly the heat of the day when |I travelled to Nyl an
at least in conparison to the chill that had al ready nunbed ny | egs fromboot-top to thigh. M
buttocks remai ned pai nfully unnunbed.

My staff rested in the lance cup of the old cavalry saddle. That nmeant | swayed into it every
so often, since it protruded well above the saddle. Flexing the reins every so often split the ice
off them but | had to keep brushing ice off the saddle and ny cloak. The only thing the rain
refused to freeze to was ny staff.

The staff had saved ne at |east twice, and made ne a target of everyone in Candar, or so it
seened. This last time, | had managed to escape wi thout even using the staff, or letting anyone
know I had it, but they were still after ne.

We stopped twice, both tines to let Gairloch drink and to let ne stretch the kinks out of |egs
that felt |ike pernmanent cranps.

Intime, close to midday, the rain stopped, the wind picked up, and ice began to formon the
remai ni ng puddl es. Then | began to sense warnth in the staff again, as the road straightened and
began to clinb toward a |low hilltop. Through the mi st |I could make out some sort of building.

"Ch ... of course.” Since the duke and the countess didn't |ike each other, the building was a
border station ... and another dammed problem since sonmeone night well have warned the guards.
shrugged, pulled off my left glove carefully, and touched the |orken-hot enough to nelt ice, and
that neant some sort of danger.

"Well, Gairloch, they said you were a nountain pony . .. how nuch of a nmountain pony?"

He didn't answer, didn't even flick his head, just kept wal ki ng.

| tried to think it through. Probably no one had warned the road guards. But even if they
hadn't, word would get out that sonmeone from Recluce had entered Montgren, and no one seened to be
very friendly to anyone from Recluce, especially blackstaffers.

In the end, the answer was sinple-avoid the border checkpoint. Acconplishing such a sinple
answer was nore difficult. Tangled | ow brush sprang fromthe roadsi de at every point, and nost of
it was ice-covered

Reining Gairloch to a halt off to the side of the road by a higher patch of brush that woul d
shield us fromscrutiny, should any of the guards possess a spyglass, | tried first to study the
sl opes and the land around us, lowrolling hills covered with sparse clunps of bushes and an
occasi onal cedar, with white oaks along the watercourse |ines between the hills.

Few people in the duchy lived alone, or away fromthe towns. On the hillside that sloped away
to ny right, a black line ran nearly perpendi cular to the road-the uncovered remmant of a stone
wal | nearly buried by the neadow turf. But no trees. As | stared, | could sense the sane wavy heat
I ines that conceal ed the bl ack ships of Recluce, except these were older and fainter and tinged
wi t h unpl easant ness.

In a way it was too bad the wall wasn't headed where | was, but the disorder bothered ne.
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| shrugged. W couldn't stand behind the bushes forever.

Whheeee . . . eeeeuhhh .

"I know ... | know . "

So | turned around and let Gairloch pick his way downhill to where the road turned out of sight
of the border post, nearly half a kay. As | recalled, there was another brook that |ooked like it
meandered down in the sane general direction as the border post, but with the hill between us and
t he post.

| chucked the reins and Gairloch stepped across the flowi ng water and out onto the neadow.
Keeping the hill to ny right, we began follow ng the watercourse, roughly parallel to the road.

. ppeeeeepppp .

The sound of the insects or frogs or whatever it was remnded ne that | had heard very little,
certainly no birds at all, since | had arrived in Candar

We crossed a | ow nound that stretched across the end of the nmeadow, and | knew that it had once
been a honest ead-hut |ong, |ong before.

The brook narrowed as we continued and angled nore to the left, southward, than | woul d have
i ked; but nobst of the space was open neadow, rather than brush or straggly cedars.

Anot her kay and the brook was barely a cubit wi de, and angling back toward Hri sbarg.

"All right, we go over the hill."

Gai rl och shook his head, spraying mist on nme, and we started up the gentle slope, taking |ess
time to reach the crest than it had to circle the second hill, even though Gairloch's steps grew
edgi er and edgier as we neared the crest.

I could sense nothing-neither heat nor cold, but an enptiness, a |ack of even not hing.

Wieeeeee .

As we cane through the nmist to the hilltop, | shivered.

A pile of whitened and gl azed stones graced the hilltop. Two of the pale white-granite
nmonol i ths remmi ned standing, && although their crowns were nelted like candles left in the sun.
Surroundi ng the chaos-circle was dead-white bl eached gravel. Qutside the gravel was a whitish clay
that slowy darkened until it merged with the scraggly grass.

| Vheeeeee . . . @Girloch shied fromthat whiteness.

Less than a handspan frommnmy face, nmy own staff began to glow with a black Iight that urged me
away from the stones.

Even with the age of the destruction, even after all the years that had passed, | didn't even
| ook at the twi sted patterns, but edged Gairl och around the dead-white stones.

Beyond the hilltop, north and west of us, | could see the hilltop where the border station |ay,
and the angle of the road descending toward Hew ett-away from us, of course.

Not until we reached the bottomof the hill and turned back west did | remenber taking a
br eat h.

"Whuuuuuuhhh ... "

My knees were shaki ng. For soneone who had questioned namgi ¢ and chaos, that ancient structure
had been pretty convincing. The whole hill had radi ated destruction. No wonder people didn't |ive
near by.

That was the worst. After that, the scattered branbles, and the wind that got steadily col der-
all those seened nerely natural. The road itself was also a natural disaster, churned hal f-frozen
mud, but somehow Gairl och nushed on

Soneone had to have seen us, but we saw no one, not until we were back on the road to Hew ett,
wat ching the scattered flocks of black-faced sheep, and their shepherds bundl ed agai nst the col d.
Then we passed a sl ow novi ng wagon heading in the sanme direction, and an old coach headed toward
Hri sbarg.

Nei t her driver gave ne nore than a passing gl ance.

XX |

DUSK WAS FALLING by the tine we struggled-with stops for water for Gairloch, and vain attenpts
to stretch out the permanent cranmps in ny |egs-along the quagnmre that was called the road to
Howl ett. Even fromthe outskirts | could tell that How ett made Hrisbarg | ook Iike Inperial Hanor
Hri sbarg had rough wooden si dewal ks; Howl ett had none. Hrisbarg had defined streets; How ett had a
rough clunp of structures. Hrisbarg's buildings had peeling paint; Hewlett's had none.

But the rain had begun to fall as ice-needles, and the wind howed in fromthe north, freezing
ny cloak as solid as plate arnor.

Al nost at the edge of How ett was a carel ess building, acconpani ed by another not much better
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than a | arge shack-the Snug Inn and its stable.

Wheeee . . . eeee, was Gairloch's only coorment as | led himinside the stable.

"Three pence, and he'll share a stall with the other nountain pony," conmanded t he heavyset man
by the sliding stable door

| looked at the snall stabl eboy racking a saddle while the big man coll ected. The stabl eboy

shrugged.
In the open space to the right stood an unhitched wagon and a coach-that same gol den coach that
I had seen on the road to Freetown. | |ooked back at the heavy man to catch what he was sayi ng.

"You stable him. added t he man.

| handed over the three pennies.

"At the end. There's another one |ike himthere."

| led Gairloch along the narrow way toward the back, and eased open the stall door, holding it
so that it didn't fall off the worn wooden hi nge-pins, then glancing at the bl eached and cracked

damed ponies, kill anyone not their naster

support tinbers of the stable itself, still wondering about the gol den-fini shed white-oak coach

Weeee . . . eeee . . . The whinny of the other pony subsided as | let Gairloch take his own
tinme.

Both sniffed the air, while | wanted to sneeze.

Intime, | got himin and unsaddled. | quickly stowed the staff in the straw, along with ny
pack, and searched until | found an old brush. By then, the stableboy, not the collector, was
wat chi ng.

"Any grain?"

He gave ne a wary | ook, and | produced a copper penny. The boy produced a battered bucket; and
| split it between the two, although | gave Gairloch the |argest share.

Finally, | felt Gairloch was settled enough for ne to chance the inn
Once inside, the odor of unwashed herders, rancid oils, stale perfunes, and snoke left ny eyes
stinging. Squinting through the haze, | peered over the crowded tables. Those in the back, toward

the narrow but drafty door through which | had entered, were long trestle tables w th benches.
Beyond them were square tables, of a darker and polished wood. Between the two types of tables ran
a flinmsy half-wall with three wi de openings for the inn's servers.

Everyone on the road to or from Hew ett seenmed stranded in the sane inn. On ny side of the half-
wal I, nen and wonmen were shoul der to shoulder at the trestle tables. A few of the tables for the
| ocal gentry, or whoever the privileged ones m ght be, had vacant chairs around them but none of
the tabl es were uncl ai ned.

The Snug Inn, despite its nane, was not snugly built.

Uncle Sardit would have listed in detail all the faults in the construction. Wile | scarcely
had his experience, there were sonme poor design features evident even to ne. The outside eaves
were not |ong enough to keep the wind from bl owi ng underneath and into the upstairs roons.

Li kewi se, the stone facing of the front wall had been built for style and was begi nning to pul
away fromthe heavy tinbers that framed the side walls. The curves in the rough beans that framed
both side and front walls showed that they had not been properly treated or cured.

I nside was worse. The hal lway dividers separating the common and gentry sections had been
carel essly sawed and nailed together with small spikes, needlessly splitting the wood. After ny
short tenure with Uncle Sardit, | could have done better and probably done it quicker than whoever
had built them The gentry's tables were square, sharp-edged, and probably gave the inn's servants
brui ses. Again, a few mnutes with a plane or even a shaping saw woul d have produced a better and
nore servi ceabl e table.

The common tables were green-oak trestles, sawed or split before the wood had cured. Wth the
anount of red oak, black oak, and even maple available in Candar, | wondered why the tables were
green oak.

| | ooked over the nass of people, wincing at the din. Though | had stood there for what seened
a long tine, no one even | ooked at ne.

Finally, I made out a space on the bench next to a man in a rough brown coat, hal fway across
the back of the commons area. | edged toward it.

"Watch it ..."

"Young pup . "

"My apologies," | offered to the man whose el bow | had jostled, even as | ducked past him He
gl ared over the edge of the chipped ceranic mug he held to his beard-encircled nouth.

"Wn't bring back the nmead . . . worthless tine for a storm.. . Lass! Mre nead!"

Fromthe snell, whatever nead was, | didn't have any desire to taste it. Nor did | have nuch

desire to stay in the Snug Inn, except that | was hungry. Since | hadn't |earned how to eat hay or
oats, that neant entering the inn
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| looked at the space beside the nman in brown, then shrugged and eased nyself into place,
wi shi ng somehow | had brought the staff, but knowing it was safer in the straw of Gairloch's
stall. | still didn't like leaving it.

"You?" asked the brown nman, bearded and hunched over his nug of steaming cider. Fromhis
muscl es and his belt, | would have guessed a carpenter

O course he didn't know ne. | hadn't told him "Lerris, used to be a woodworker before | |eft
home." Al of which was true enough

"Wyodwor ker ? Too dammed fair for that." He glared at ne.

I sighed. "All right, | was an apprentice woodcrafter-never got further than benches and
br eadboards. "

"Hah! Least you're honest, boy. No one would adnit that, weren't it true." Then he glared back
at his cider, ignoring ne.

Left to my own devices, | waved at the serving-girl. A black-haired and skinny thing, she wore
a sl eevel ess brown | eather vest and wide skirts. She ignored nme as well. So | began to study the
people while | waited for her to get close enough for nme to insist on something.

At the table closest the hearth sat four people-a wonan veil ed bel ow her eyes, wearing a | oose-
fitting green tunic over a white blouse, and presunably trousers. She was the only veiled woman |
had ever seen. But if her |ower face were unknown, her clothes were tight enough to reveal that
her figure, at |east, was desirable.

Her forehead was darkish, as were her heavy eyebrows and her hair, bound with golden cord into
a cone shape. Over the back of her chair was a heavy coat-of a white fur |I had never seen

Two of the other men were clearly fighters, wearing surcoats | could not identify and the bow -
cut of hair worn under a helnet. One fighter was ol der, white-haired and grizzled, but his body
seermed younger. His back was to ne and | could not see his face, though | would have guessed it
was unlined, despite the white hair. The other fighter was thin, youngish, with a face like a
weasel and dark black hair to match.

Bet ween them across fromthe worman, half-facing the fire, was a man in spotless white. Even
fromthat distance, nore than ten cubits, | could see his eyes were old, though he | ooked nore
|i ke Kol dar's age, perhaps a trace ol der, perhaps even into his third decade. But the eyes had
seen nore, and | shivered and dropped ny glance as he turned in nmy direction.

The man in white snmled. His smle was friendly, reassuring, and everyone in the dining area of

the saloon relaxed. | could feel the wave of relaxation, and |I fought it off, just because no one
was going to tell me what to feel. Was he the one who rode in the gol den coach?
"You in the back. | see you are cold. Wuld you like sone warnth?" | felt he was | ooking at ne,

but his fingers pointed at three figures huddl ed agai nst the tinbered wall behind ne and to ny
left. The two men and the wonman, all clad in the shapel ess gray padded jackets that marked t hem as
herders of sone sort, ignored the question and | ooked down.

"Fine," said the man in white. "I can tell you have cone in fromthe blizzard s chill. The
warnth is on nme." He gestured, and in our corner of the long room | could feel the danpness and
chill dissipate, though we were far fromthe fire.

The woman | ooked away fromthe wi zard, for that was clearly what he had to be, and nade a
motion, as if to reject the heat. The two nen | ooked down.

Me ... for the first time since Gairloch and | had ridden out of Hrisbarg, | felt confortably
warm as if the long table where | sat were the one before the hearth, rather than the farthest
fromthe fire. Yet the heat thrown by the wi zard chilled me as well, inside, and it felt famliar,

as if | too could have called it forth, though | did not know how Nor did | want to try.

At a small table in the corner nearest the hearth sat another nan, the only person in the
crowded inn sitting alone. He wore a dark-gray |ong-sleeved tunic, belted over simlar trousers by
an even darker belt. A dark-gray |leather cloak lay over the chair beside him

H's hair was a |light brown that seenmed gray, though fromny distance he did not appear ol d.

"The man in gray ..." | nmunbled to the carpenter.

"Arlyn, call ne Arlyn." His eyes were glazed, not with alcohol, but as if he had been | ooking
somewhere el se. "Lass! Mire cider." Arlyn waved the brown nug in the air. Several drops of cider
spl ashed across ny face.

After wiping off the cider with the back of ny hand, | asked, "Arlyn, who's the nan in gray?"

"Justen. Gray wizard. Al npst as bad as the white one. Antonin. Antonin will take your soul and
your body. So they say." He waved the nug again.

This time the serving-girl turned toward us.

"What's for a traveler?" | nmade ny voice hard.

Her eyes turned to ne fromthe nmug she had lifted fromArlyn's hand, running over ny dark
cl oak, sandy hair, and fair skin. "Perhaps you should join the dark one, young sir."
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Arlyn | ooked at me again.

"I doubt | could afford such luxury."

The girl, for she could not have been nuch older than I, actually flashed a quick snmile before
her face turned cold and professionally false again. "Two pence for the fire, and five pence for
the cider. Mead is ten pence a nug."

"Food?"

"Cheese and bl ack bread is ten pence; cheese and bear and bl ack bread is twenty."

"Cheese and bl ack bread with cider."

"Twenty-two pence." She paused. "Now. "

| shrugged. "Half now, and half when | get the food. Soneone will take the cider."

Her face | ooked bored and tired already. "Fine. Twelve now. For fire and cider. Ten when you
get the bread and cheese."

| fished twelve pence fromny belt, glad in this surly lot that | had nanaged some change in
Hrisbarg. "You'll break a traveler in this weather."

"You could stay outside." She slipped the coins through a narrow slot into a | ocked and
hardened | eather purse on an equally heavy | eather belt, and handed ne a wooden token. Then she
was picking up nmugs and coins all the way along the table, passing out tokens as she stacked the
enpty mugs on the heavy wooden tray.

The door behind nme opened, and anot her rush of cold chilled the back side of the common room
agai n.

A pair of road soldiers stood there, wearing heavy short riding jackets, swords, and carrying
Il ong-barreled rifles-used in peace-keeping, not in warfare, not when the smallest of chaos-spells
destroyed their effectiveness.

A thin man, wearing a greasy brown apron and wavi ng a truncheon, waved toward the pair.
"Areillas, Storznoy!"

The bigger soldier-four cubits tall, with as nuch flab as nuscl e-jabbed the other, a man not
much taller than the serving-girl. Then the two wal ked toward the innkeeper and the kitchen

Conversations dropped off to whispers, or less, as the two nade their way toward the innkeeper

The heavier soldier said sonething to the thin i nnkeeper, who | ooked puzzled. The sol dier
rai sed his voice

" said . . . denon horseman seen on the Duke of Freetown's deadl ands
smal | er sol dier.

The i nnkeeper shrugged. "Denon weat her anyway."

repeated t he

"Roaches . " munbl ed Arlyn the carpenter
"Why?" | asked, wondering about the denon horsenan.

"Paid by the Montgren Council to keep the road safe between the border and Hewett. . . paid by
the Thieves' CQuild for an exenption . . ." Arlyn looked for the serving-girl. "Were's the cider?"
The road sol diers went through the wide stone arch into the kitchen and the serving-girl cane
out, holding high a tray of mugs, sonehow not spilling a one. Vapor whispered fromthe hot cider

as she neared the chilly end of the comopn area where we sat.
Thunk.

Thunk. The dark-haired server avoided ny eyes as she set the nug down before me and t he next
before Arlyn.

Thunk.

"Look!" | yelled in Arlyn's ear, pointing toward the wizard in white.

The carpenter started, and I switched nugs with him

"Look where . . . just Antonin . . ."

"He pointed this way," | tried to explain.

"Yell not at me ... youth . . ." Arlyn grow ed.

"I amsorry . . ." And | was, but not because | had yelled

Arlyn | ooked at the cider, but did not drink imediately.

| took a sip of mine. "Oooo . . ." The searing of ny tongue and throat expl ai ned why the
carpenter had waited

A hush dropped over both the gentry and common areas of the Snug Inn. | saw that the man in

white was standing, |ooking over at Justen, the gray w zard, whatever a gray w zard was.
"A deed nore than a deed . " said Justen, so softly that | could not hear all of his words.
"A deed is a deed. Do appearances really deceive, Justen the Gray?" Antonin stood by his table.
The woman in the green tunic ignored Antonin, her veiled face turned toward Justen. The gray
wi zard said nothing, nor did he even stand.
"Actions speak | ouder than words. There are those here who hunger. WII| righteousness feed
then? WIl the innkeeper feed themfromthe goodness of his heart and deprive his fanily and kin?"
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Justen seened to snmile faintly. "That is an old argunment, Antonin, one scarcely worth

answering."
"Is it wong to feed the hungry, Justen?"
The wi zard in gray shook his head, al nbst sadly. | wondered how he woul d answer the white

wi zard's question

"I's it wong to feed the hungry, Justen?"

Even the herders in the corner turned toward Antonin.

"You anong the herders-does one of you have an old goat, a tired ewe that will not survive the
winter? Cone . .. two silvers for such an animal. Certainly a fair price."

I found nyself nodding. Even in early winter, a fair price for an aninal that mght easily die
in the frigid eight-days ahead.

The wi zard in gray shook his head once nore, then sipped fromhis nug, watching as Antonin
beanmed from where he stood by the table.

"I nnkeeper, for the use of your serving table, a silver also?" The innkeeper, wiping his thin
hands on the greasy apron he wore, snmiled briefly, not with his eyes, as he | ooked at the crowd.
"Enough, esteened wi zard, but | would hope in your charity that you woul d nake good any danmages

"There will be no damages." Antonin gestured toward the herders. "Wwo will take nmy two
silvers?"

"Here, lord wizard." A bent man shuffled forward, his curly and dirty gray hair springing
wildly fromhis head. H's | eathers were filthy, so battered their original color was |ost beneath
the dirt, and so tattered that the yarn | aced through and around them barely seened to hold either
his vest or trousers together. Dirty raw wool poked fromthe holes in trousers and vest.

"Bring ne the animal."

"WIIl he slaughter it here in the inn?" | asked.

Arlyn chuckl ed. "You'll see no knives here, youngster. The one's a great w zard."

"Too great,"” nmunbled the traveler on ny other side, who had said nothing since | had seated
nmyself. He turned to his conpanion, an older nman dressed in faded green with a heavy green cl oak
still wapped around him

A chill wind bit through my own trousers as the herder |eft, though the doorway was open only

an instant or so. Qutside the wind was begi nning to noan, and the early dusk was nearly gone. |
wonder ed how rmuch nore ice would fall before | could |leave the inn. O would it be snow by

nmor ni ng?

Arlyn's slurp rem nded nme of the mug | held between both hands. | sipped the cider carefully,
but could taste nothing foreign. Still, | waited after ny first sip.

Thunk.

"Ten pence." The serving girl laid down two heavy slabs of black bread and a thin wedge of

yel |l ow cheese. "And the token back."

| handed her the token and a silver.

Now | had the cheese and bread, and wondered if | could eat it-safely.

As | glanced toward the gentry section, | found the eyes of the gray w zard upon ne..He nodded
slightly, as if to say that | could.

| 1 ooked at the cider nug between Arlyn's hands. The wi zard's face was unreadabl e, which was
answer enough. But why woul d he even answer ny unspoken question? And why did | trust the man in
gray and not the one in white?

Taking a small bite fromthe tangy black bread, | tried to figure out the answers. Tanra woul d
have called nme a fool for even entering the inn. Sammel would have shared the stable with the
animal s, and who was to say who was right?

The outside door opened, wi der, and the wind dispersed the Iingering warnth that had grown from
the body heat of the crowd. | swallowed another chunk of the dry bread, washing it down with the
| ukewar m ci der .

Baaaaa .

The herder passed near the end of our table, nearly brushing the man in green, as he carried a
scrawny sheep slung over his shoul der toward the w zards.

The i nn door had shut, and the sudden odor of filthy sheep and unwashed herder nearly choked
me. Had | not escaped fromthe ice and blizzard so recently, | might have been tenpted to forsake
the stench of the inn for the clean cold! of the outside. Trouble was that the outside was too
col d.

"Watch . . ." hissed the man in green to the travel er beside ne.
Thunp.
Arlyn's head dropped onto the table. The cider nug was still half-full. | |ooked, |istened, but
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he was still breathing.
"Your sheep, ser." The herder set the animal in the space beside the w zard' s table.
Splattttt
The sheep repaid the warnth by defecating on the rust floor
The i nnkeeper | ooked nervously at the w zard.
Antonin smiled, then gestured. Both soil and odor vast ished, although the faintest odor of

bri nst one renmai ned.
For a nonent, everyone stopped tal king, even the gentry,
Baaaa ...
"You . . . promised. . . two . . . silvers . "

"You shall have them ny nman." Antonin drew the coins fromhis purse and laid themon the edge
of the table.

snaaaaath . . . snathh . , . Arlyn the carpenter was snoring.
The herder pulled a small iron hammer from his pouch and touched each coin with it. They
remai ned silver
"Stupid . . ." nuttered the man beside ne.

The fellow in green nodded.

St upi d? To check the coins provided by a wizard? | would have, but with Arlyn asleep, snoring
on the table, there was no one else | dared to ask why it was stupid.

Antoni n stood, sw nging his sleeves back to reveal bare arms. Not heavily nuscled, as | would
have expected, nor thin like a cleric's, but knobby |ike a merchant's.

"Before you go, friend herder . . ."

The herder turned back and | ooked down.

"You, ny friend . " The white-robed w zard gestured toward the innkeeper. "The two | argest
trays you have."

"Long ones be all right?"

"Those woul d be best, friend."

If nothing el se, the continued use of the word "friend" was not just annoying, but boring.

Wth a sour ook as he sipped fromhis nug, the wizard in gray glanced fromthe sheep to the
wall, then let his eyes pass over ne and al ong the conmon crowd.

In the nmeantime, the innkeeper brought out two enornous wooden serving trays and set them upon
the trestle table just beyond the gentry's area. The veiled woman had turned her chair to watch,
but the older fighter at Antonin's table kept his back to me.

The tradespeopl e, including a wonan tinker with a broad face and muscl es that woul d have
exceeded those of either Kol dar or his stonenmason wi fe-to-be, reluctantly shuffled off the benches
and stood at the end of the table away fromthe innkeeper.

Antoni n stepped past two gentry tables, both filled with travelers wearing fur collars on their
cl oaks- no wonen-and approached the trestle. He notioned to the herder. "Pick up the animal and put
it on the table, right over the trays."

The herder did so, nearly effortlessly.

The tabl e shivered as the sheep wobbl ed there.

"Watch," hissed the man in green. | was watching, as was everyone in the inn

The wi zard advanced; the herder stepped back, his hand on the | eather belt where he had pl aced
the silver coins.

Antoni n rai sed his hands.

I closed ny eyes and | ooked down, not know ng why.

SSssSSssSSsssssss
Light Iike a sunburst flared across the roomw th the sharp hissing sound.
Even with ny eyes closed, the light had hurt. | squinted, blinking. The tears hel ped, and

could see I ong before anyone el se could. Antonin had a nasty snile on his face, the ook of a
bully pleased at a beating administered to a small child.
Justen had an even nore sour | ook upon his face, and the rest-fromthe commons to the gentry-

were still blotting their eyes, trying to see. Except for the veil ed wonman, who was | ooki ng at
Antonin from deep-set eyes whose expressi on was unreadable fromwhere | sat.

" 0000000 . "

"Look at that . . ."

In ny observation of the wi zards, | had forgotten the sheep. | tried not to gape with everyone

else. But | did. The two trays were heaped with succulent sliced and steaning nmutton, with joints
at the edges, and with sweetbreads piled at each end. A sheepskin rug lay on the floor beside
Antonin, who was toweling off his forehead with the back of his wide right sleeve. Qutside of the
joints on the tray, there were no bones.
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Sweat suddenly poured down ny forehead. The conmon area felt like the kitchen when Aunt
El i sabet baked bread for all the neighbors at w nterdawn.

I watched as the wizard in white sniled at the innkeeper, then at Justen, the gray w zard.

"Meat. Honest neat for those who would go without." Antonin turned to Justen. "Actions do speak
| ouder than words, brother wizard. Tell ne that it is wong to feed the hungry."

"It is not wong to feed the hungry, but it is wong to feed their hungers."

I never |iked obscure answers, and | didn't |ike Justen's. If he thought that Antonin was a
showman, he shoul d have said so. O that he served evil by tenpting hungry people. But he didn't.
Justen only smiled sadly again. Did the nman ever do anythi ng besi des di sapprove of the white
wi zard?

Antonin the white w zard faced all of us in the comobn area. "Cone forward, those of you
wit hout a penny for food. There is enough for a snmall portion for all who are hungry." Hi s voice
was hearty and friendly, and the words sounded genuine, but the real invitation was the snell of
roast nutton.

First cane a boy in a patched jacket, the apprentice of sone tradesman. After himcane a thin
girl in leggings too big and an old herd coat too snall. Before the shuffle of their feet had
reached the trestle table, half the conmons were pressing after them Only the whiteness of the
wi zard kept the crowd in a line.

Arlyn snored on the table, but the man next to me and his conpanion in green had joined the
crowmd. Tenpting as the nutton snelled, the odor repelled ne as nmuch as attracted ne. So | nunched
through the rest of the hard black bread and the thin cheese wedge while the others jostled for
the mutton.

The i nnkeeper energed fromthe crowd carrying the sheepskin, the one thing of |asting val ue,
and di sappeared briefly into the kitchen with the prize, energing quickly with a | arge truncheon
and another man with an even greasier apron and a larger club.

Antonin sat at his table and sipped froma real crystal glass-w ne, not nmead or cider, glancing
once or twice in nmy direction. | tried to ignore himas |I swallowed the |ast of the cider

The gray magi ci an-Justen-stood up and pulled his cloak around him Then he wal ked toward nme. |
stood, wondering whether to nmeet himor flee. Then | shrugged.

"Let us check the aninals, apprentice.”

| nodded, realizing that, for whatever reason, he was offering some sort of protection, and
followed himinto the blizzard that separated the inn fromthe stable.

Whheeeeeeeeee . . . The howl of the wind was |lower, only a half-wail conpared to the shrieking
that had forced ne inside earlier. The needle-ice no longer fell, replaced with fine white powder
so thick that it blurred like heavy sea fog

"You near |ost your soul there, young fellow"

| wanted to | eave himright then. Another person knowi ng better than | did, ready to preach and
not explain. But he hadn't asked anything. So | waited to see if he would explain.

He didn't, just wal ked toward the stable. | foll owed.

XXI'V

THE WOVAN | N gray watches the roadside fromthe bench seat of the wagon, holding her staff
tightly in one hand. She tries not to think about the sinmlarity between the rolling of the wagon
and the nmotion of the cargo ship that had so recently carried her to Candar.

On either side of the road, the dull gray-brown of danp and rotting grass, interspersed with
pat ches of black weeds, stretches to the hills on the north and to the horizon on the south.
Beyond the sout hern horizon lies the Chyde River, and the point where her journey will end-

Hydol ar, where the road and the river neet.

Ahead on the road, she sees three thin figures, their ragged and uneven wal k |like that of so
many others that she and the wagon have passed.

Cr ack!

"Hyah . . . hyah . . ." runbles the driver without |ooking at the whip he has cracked or the
two draft horses pulling the nowenpty wagon that had carried cabbages and potatoes. He wears a
heavy belt filled with nore than gold, and a cocked crossbow rests on a stand to his right. "See
anyt hi ng, Maga?"

On the road ahead, the two younger nmen ride a pair of rail-thin horses. The sandy-haired one
bears a long rifle, good only against the desperate, but necessary on the road they travel

Beyond them beyond the three figures that the wagon | unbers around, she can sense only the
enptiness of another set of mnds, trudging away from Freetown and the soggy desperation of too
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much rain and too little sunlight.

"Not hi ng except sone nore hungry peopl e

"Good for us, at least,” runbles the driver. "Never got so nuch for cabbages and potatoes."

She grips her staff and tries not to think about either ships or the gnawing pains in the m nds
and bellies of the vacant-eyed nen and wonen and chil dren stunbling along the road toward the
sunl i ght of Hydlen

XXV

"SERS! THE DOORWAY, please!" The pl eading voice came fromwhat | first took to be a pile of
rags and bl ankets. The stabl eboy had heaped a worn saddl e bl anket over a pile of rags and burrowed
his own tattered | eathers underneath. He was huddled in a nook where he could watch the big
sliding door. Beyond himlooned Antonin's coach, not quite lit by an internal flane.

"OfF course,"” | found nyself saying as | quickly slid the heavy slab back into place and pl unged
the stable back into gl oom

Whhhhh ... ... thip, thub, thip, thub . . . The doorway creaked and rattled in the w nd.

The darkness didn't bother ne, since | didn't seemto need nuch light to see by any nore.
Turning toward Justen, | found he had left and wal ked toward the stalls in the rear

Gairloch was still double-stalled with the other nountain pony, dark gray with a creany mane.

Wheeeee . . : nun ...

"Good girl . . ."

| shoul d have guessed. "Yours?"

Just en nodded.

"Gairloch's male."

"That won't matter for now. Rosefoot's pretty tolerant. She |ikes conpany. Were did you get
hi n?"

"Freetown."

Justen nodded again. "I thought so. It would be odd for themto have a nountain pony, though."

"The liveryman led nme to believe that was why | could afford him Mean-tenpered. | rescued him
fromthe glue-pots." | shrugged. "That was what they told ne, anyvway." | shivered. The stable was

cold. Not so bad as outside, but not a whole |ot warmer than an icehouse.

Justen clinbed onto the half-wall that separated the stalls. To our right was a tall mare who
turned her head in our direction, skittishly. A white blaze covered her forehead.

The gray wi zard crouched on the stall half-wall and eased toward the outside wall. Just above
himwas a squarish opening partly framed with hay wi sps. He stood up in the opening, his head out
of sight. Wth a sudden junp, he pulled hinself up into the space above the stalls. "Come on,

youngster, and bring that staff you hid next to your pony. They'll rest better, and so will you."
He di sappeared, and | could hear the rustle of straw or hay.

"How . . . ?"

"Can't you sense it?" His voice was nuffled.

He was right, though. Wien | tried to reach out and feel for the staff, |ike farseeing, it
al nost burned into ny brain. | grabbed the half-wall for support. After a nonent, | reached down
and reclaimed the dark staff. To ny hand, the wood held only a faintly reassuring warnth

Wheeeee . . . Gairloch tossed his head, nore like a nod. It had to be coinci dence.

"Are you comi ng, young nman?"

Wth a second thought, | reached down and grabbed ny pack as well, brushing off the straw and
slinging it half over nmy right shoulder. | clanbered up on the wall, then scranbled, far |ess
gracefully than the gray w zard, up through the square openi ng.

"Ac . . . chewMWAT

"The dust will settle shortly." Justen had pulled off his boots and his belt and was piling

nmore of the |oose hay into a bed.

"We're staying here?"

"You can stay where you want. | prefer not to stay under the sane roof as Antonin. | sleep
better."

| sighed. There it was again. Mre assunptions, nore statenments, and no expl anations. "Coul d
you explain a few things to ne?"

Justen stretched out on a cloak that suddenly was nore than twice it original size, and | ooked
to be twice as thick. "Afew If it doesn't take too long. I'mtired, and I intend to | eave early
tonorrow. |I'mheaded toward a little ham et called Wevett, and then to Jellico. Jellico's the
town where the Viscount of Certis reigns. Once upon a tine, Hew ett belonged to Certis, but nobody
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renenmbers. Back then all it had was sheep, and no one really cared, even before the dead-I| ands.
Now Hewl ett belongs to Montgren, and no one really cares except the countess.”

I frowned, trying to sort out ny questions. Finally, | gave up. "You said ny soul was in danger
fromAntonin. Way? | nean, how could he have hurt ne that way?"

Wooooo000 . . . rat, tat, tip, tat. . . Mnmentarily, the wind picked up and ice chunks rattled

agai nst the roof overhead.

Justen wrapped the overlarge cloak around hinsel f. "Take off your boots. Your feet need the
air." He shrugged, trying to nake hinself nmore confortable on the straw. "Antonin is the strongest
of the white nmagicians. A chaos-master, if you will. Welding chaos is extraordinarily hard on
bot h body and soul, and nobst white nagicians die young. Powerful, but young. Antonin, and Gerlis,
and by now | woul d suspect Sephya, have attained the power to sonewhat postpone their early
dem se, by transferring their personality and ability to other and younger bodies, preferably to
bodi es al ready equi pped with the talent and unaware of their own defenses. You fit the bil
admrably. That's why | decided to nove you away from Antonin. He was preoccupi ed with Sephya and

her . . . situation. He didn't really sense you. Your innate defenses are good enough to concea
you froma quick |ook."
| shivered again. "Thank you." | struggled and eased off one boot, realizing that while the ice

and rain hadn't gotten through the thick |eather, ny feet were indeed danp. The second boot cane
of f easier, but ny left foot was just a trace smaller than ny right anyway.

"Ch, don't thank me. | did it for nme, not you. None of us gray mmgicians could afford to have
Antonin controlling a body with your |atent powers. Hi s know edge is already too great."

"What do you intend, then?"

"Not much. You can devise your own hell once we're clear of Antonin. Tonorrow, assuning you're
willing, on the way to Jellico I'll teach you enough to allow you to block anyone fromtaking over
your body w thout your consent. Plus, if there's tinme, a few other tricks that are pure black and
won't prejudice your decision."

"My decision?" The words were grunted as | levered off my right boot.

"Whet her you intend to be a black, gray, or white magician." Justen yawned. "I amtired, and so
are you. Get sone straw together and go to sleep. Rosefoot will certainly Iet us know if anyone
tries to clinmb up here. So will your pony and your staff. Good night."

He rolled over and left me sitting in a pile of straw, ny pack and boots by ny feet, ny head

twirling with unasked and unanswered questions, and ny thighs aching still fromtoo nuch riding.
For all the aches and questions, | was asleep before long, listening to the woooooooo0
rat, tat, tip, tat . . . of the wind, ice, and snow, even as | wondered who Justen really was and

whether | should trust him But | slept anyway.

XXV

WAKING UP I N the Snug Inn stable was nearly the reverse of falling asleep, except col der and
noi si er.

Whooooo . . .tip, tap, dick, clack

The wi nd continued to blow, and ny breath was frost-steamin the chill air, so cold that even
the dust seened to have been frozen out of the air.

Rrrruuuurghh . . . My stonmach contributed to the turnoil as well. Wth one eye open | gl anced
through the gloomtoward the other side of the |oft where Justen had spread his cloak. | sat up

abruptly, nearly banging nmy head on the roof truss. The gray w zard was gone. The straw had been
pushed back into place as if the man had never been there.

| stretched, jerking nyself out of the warnth of ny cloak, and brushed the straw off ny
trousers and tunic, bit by bit, stepping fromfoot to foot on the cold rough planks. After getting
a few stray pieces out of ny boots, | pulled warmfeet into the cold leather, wincing as | did so.

Scranbl i ng si deways onto the planks by the open bay to the stable below, | stood and stretched
again. Then | glanced down at the ponies. Both Rosefoot and Gairl och were chew ng sonething nore
substantial than hay.

Wiere had Justen gone?

To the inn? O on sone wizardly errand? O a nore nundane bodily need-one that | needed to take
care of as well?

Rerrrrrrr . . . My stonmach reminded ne of its very unwizardly needs . . . that, and the fact
that | had yet to think through ny trip toward the Westhorns. | was still reacting. The | ast
pl anned step | had taken was to purchase Gairloch. After that, everything had been reaction. Not
one thunb's worth of travel food lay in ny pack or in the enpty saddl ebags.
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"Stupid . . . really stupid, Lerris . "

Sonehow, things kept getting in the way. | had forgotten to stop at the market square in
Freet own because | had wanted to get clear of the town. That decision had been sound, but there
was no place on the road to Hrisbarg, and | had been forced out of Hrisbarg and on to Hew ett. Now
| really didn't dare to go back into the inn ... not after what | had seen of Antonin, and what
Justen had said. Still, perhaps there was a general store or sonething, anong the buil dings
standing in the sea of frozen nud around the inn, where |I could buy sone sort of provisions,
i ncludi ng sonme bl ankets or the equival ent.

I shook ny head, then followed Justen's exanple by shoving the straw back into place and by
shaking out ny cloak. My teeth felt fuzzy, ny stomach enpty, and ny nuscles sore. | checked ny
pack, then gathered both staff and pack for the descent to the stable.

Creeaaa . . . aaakkk . . . The stable door opened, then slid shut again. |I ducked back out of
si ght.
"Good nmorning . . ." Justen's head popped through the opening fromthe stable. "G ve nme a hand,

woul d you?"

| was glad to, since he had two steanmi ng nugs, and a large platter, covered with a ragged
cloth, which al so steaned.

"I thought you mght |ike something to eat before we left." He easily sat cross-1egged on the
hard fl oor and picked up one of the cups, easing the cloth off the platter and revealing four
| arge bran biscuits and a battered apple.

| sipped the cider, warm but not burning, and overspiced with cloves. The warnth and the liquid
hel ped ease the headache | hadn't realized | had.

"You know, young friend, it would help if | knew your nane, or at |east what you would like to
be called." Justen took a large bite fromthe biscuit he held.

"Sorry . . . it's Lerris," | nunbled, trying not to | ose any of the biscuit crunbs. While bran
bi scuits woul dn't have been ny choice for breakfast, nmy stomach received themgratefully. "You're
Justen?"

He nodded. "Otherw se known as the gray w zard, that dammed fool, and other less flattering
terns." A deep swallow fromthe battered earthenware cup followed. "The apple's yours."

| didn't protest, and ate it right down to the core, squishy spots and all

"Antoni n has been requested to assist the new Duke of Freetown ..."

"Ch ... he told you that? But he was already in Freetown."

"Does that matter? He serves whoever pays," snorted Jus-ten. "He didn't tell me, though. He
told one of his guards, who told Fedelia, who told soneone el se.” The wi zard finished his second
biscuit and topped it off with the remaining cider fromhis nug.

Rat her than answer inmmediately, | chewed the |ast of ny second biscuit. "The old duke's actions
seened designed to anger many people.”

"Particularly Recluce," observed Justen dryly. He stood up and brushed a few crunmbs fromhis
cl oak and trousers.

"What woul d Recl uce do?"

"Not hi ng maj or - besi des fl ooding the duchy, ruining the fall hay, and ensuring that no nmajor
trade fl owed through Freetown until the duke's death. Nothing besides destroying-publicly, and
with a wonan-hi s chanpi on, and presunably using the same wonman to assassinate himin his own
castle.”

| shook ny head. "All of that scarcely seens possible."

"Not any nore possible than an untrai ned bl ackstaffer escaping the duke's guards, riding the
deadl ands untouched, and avoiding the attention of the nost powerful white wi zard in Candar."

| tried not to shiver at his matter-of-fact words, instead follow ng his exanple of standing
and brushing away the crunbs. "Wat next? |Is there anywhere | can get sone trail food and sone
bl ankets and a waterproof travel cloth?" Justen shrugged theatrically. "That's no problem at all
Expensive here in Hewett, but . . . necessary."

"Why . . . why are you hel pi ng ne?"

"Who said | was? |'mnore interested in not hel ping Antonin. Doubt is a powerful weapon. Once
he | earns you were right under his nose, that will create nore than a little doubt, and he
certainly needs sone doubt in his life right now " Justen |ooked below. "Let's go. It's stil
early, and there's some snow falling, enough to nmake farseeing difficult." He vaulted down onto
the half-wall below, then dropped into the stall next to Rosefoot.

Crack . . . thunp . . . thud ... | followed, not nearly so gracefully, banging the staff on the
wal | , dropping the pack, and nearly losing nmy balance off the half-wall of the stall

Justen said nothing as he began to saddl e Rosefoot.

| | ooked around.
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"There," pointed Justen

He was right. Beyond the small door was the outhouse. By the tine | returned, Rosefoot was
saddl ed, and Justen was checking rather full saddl ebags. The gray wi zard said nothing as
struggled with Gairloch, offering neither assistance nor criticism

"AIl right," | nunbled, after what seened |ike forever

He nodded and opened the stall door. | led Gairloch out, and Rosefoot followed w thout Justen
even touching her reins. Like Gairloch, Rosefoot wore a hackanore, not a bit.

"Sers . . . ?" pleaded the ragged stable boy as he eased back the sliding door

| | ooked at Justen, who grinned, then tossed a copper at the snudged face protruding fromthe
assenbl age of |eather and rags. The coach stood beyond, polished and waiting, but the horses were
still in their stalls.

"Thank you, gray w zard. Good | uck."

"CGood | uck, Gorling."

Creakkkkk ... | eased onto the saddle, my thighs not protesting quite as nuch as when | had
| eft Hrisbarg.
Feat her-light and chill, the wi nd brushed ny stubbly cheeks, and |like a gauze curtain, the

| ight snow blurred the hills beyond How ett. For all the how ing and rushing of the night before,
the storm had deposited only enough snow to provide a |ight blanket on the ground. Each hoof print
showed the frozen nud beneat h.

A single plune of gray snoke spiraled fromthe main chimey of the Snug Inn, and flattened rud
around the front doors of the inn showed that even though it was far fromeven early m d-norning,
many had already left. Mst of the tracks seened to |l ead toward the road to Hrisbarg.

Now that there was a new duke, the merchants and traders were losing no tine. | shook ny head.

Justen eased Rosefoot closer to Gairloch. "Do you want to bargain, or to let nme do it as if you
were ny apprentice? You're paying."

"What do | gain?"

"If I doit, everyone will link you with me .

"But if | doit, they give ne greater status and assune |'m the one who rode the deadl ands. "

"Perhaps not, but they will think of you in individual terns."

"It could cost nore if you purchase things. You' re a great w zard-although they won't cheat you
on quality."

Justen smiled. "That covers it. It's your choice."

| shrugged. "I'mnot up to being a hero this nmorning. | suspect 1'll have plenty of opportunity
in the days to cone."”

"The | ast building on the right," said Justen. H's soft voice carried, yet | had the inpression
that | was the only one who could have heard it.

Built of the same wide gray planks as the stable of the Snug Inn, with the gaps between the
war ped edges chinked with dirty nortar, the one-story structure bore no sign, and only the planks
that approxi mated a wal kway froma hitching-rail to the battered and red-painted doorway indicated
the possibility of a cormercial enterprise. A single mule was tethered at the rail as Justen eased
hinself fromthe saddl e, stepped across the frozen nud crests, and wapped Rosefoot's reins to the
post. | followed his exanple, far |ess gracefully.

Crrrreeeaaaakkk . . . The three nen seated in wooden rocking chairs around the hearth on the
left side of the roombarely noved, even with the alarmfromthe hinges of the ancient door. The
fire in the hearth, consisting nostly of red coals, barely flickered.

Heaped on four tables between the door and the hearth were all manner of saddl e-carried gear-
bl ankets, hand-shovel s, hand-axes, canteens, saddl ebags-and the nmajority were frayed and worn. To
the left, on five shelves, were arrayed an assortnent of small packages wapped in oilcloth: trai
f ood.

Justen stepped up to the first table.

" Anot her apprentice, wi zard? Last tinme, you said you weren't up to one nore."

Justen gave the heaviest man a rueful |ook. "And you said | wouldn't see you here another
winter, Thurlow "

"What do you need?" Thurlow | eaned forward but did not |eave the chair, spindly-looking to hold
his bul k.

"Canteen, basic travel food."

"What you see is what there is.”

I et ny fingers run across the assortnent of bedrolls and bl ankets, stopping when ny fingers
recogni zed a certain tight weave and waterproofing that matched ny pack

Justen nodded minutely, and | set it aside for the nonent, while he casually picked up a
canteen and an assortment of small oilcloth-wapped packages.
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"Cot everything?" grunted the heavy man as he levered hinmself fromthe chair and waddl ed toward
the tabl es.

"Just a few things."

"How a, bout a silver?"

Justen shook his head slowy. "I'ma poor traveling w zard reduced to taking apprentices, and
you treat nme like a rich nerchant."

The other two nen, rmuch thinner than Thurl ow, guffawed, but they had stopped rocking as they
wat ched.

"Pretty young for an apprentice." Thurlow s deep-set black eyes raked over ne.

"Times are rough all over."

"Seven pennies, but that's because you've al ways been kind to an old nman."

"What about that bedroll-the brown one?"

"That? It's Recluce-nade, worth at least five silvers. Sonmething |ike that stays dry anywhere
but the sea itself." Thurlow s voice was indifferent.

"Sone folks don't |ike Recluce products,” Justen answered.

"That's true, but they're good, you have to adnmit."

"How did it end up here?"

"One of their kids-dangergelders, they call themsold it to soneone | knew in Fenard. Prefect
outl awed the sale of Recluce-made stuff. So he sent it to Jellico, and | got it there. The
vi scount doesn't care.”

"One silver?”

"Not nuch good to nme, but it is worth nore."

In the end, Justen paid not quite three silvers for the bedroll, canteen, and five packages of
food. | couldn't have done nearly so well.
"Well, wizard . . . you won't see ne here another winter."

"And you won't see me with another, apprentice," countered Justen
They both | aughed,.and we left with me carrying everything.
Qutside, the wind had picked up

"Ah . . . hun®"
Justen raised his eyebrows as | laid the bedroll over the saddle in order to pack the food
parcel s.

I 1 ooked back at him

"Two plus nine," he renminded ne. H s face was inpassive, but | wondered if he were trying to
hide a snile.

| dredged three silvers fromnmy belt pouch, noting that nmy funds were di sappearing all too
rapi dly, and renenbering that the bedroll had bel onged to a dangergel der who hadn't gotten very

far before he'd had to sell it. | shivered, although | wasn't even col d.

A few fine swirls of snow whi pped past nmy face as | packed the food into one saddl ebag, and
rolled the waterproof cloth of the one-piece bedroll into a tighter bundle that | tied behind the
saddl e.

"We'Il fill the canteen along the way, in one of the cleaner streans."

| also agreed with that. Hewlett didn't ook as if it were the nost sanitary of comunities.

Wt hout another word, Justen untied Rosefoot and chucked the reins. | was still struggling with

Gai rl och when he had reached the edge of Howl ett and took the left-hand road. It took ne al npst
three kays to catch up because Gairloch insisted on an even wal k, barely faster than Rosefoot.
Even then Justen said |ittle, though we rode side-by-side on the crooked road.

XXVI |

JUSTEN REI NED I N hi s pony.

| did the same, but Gairloch decided he didn't want to stop, at |east not there. First, | had
to lean all the way back, using all ny weight on the hackanore, w shing for the nonent that
mountai n ponies used real bridles with bits, if only to get Gairloch's attention

Then, .he stopped-all four feet instantly frozen

Only the stirrups kept me anywhere near the saddle-that, and the fact that the stubby saddle
horn had sonehow grabbed ny belt and al nost elimnated any future of fspring.

"Uhhhmmp, " was all | could say, spitting out horsehair as | disengaged ny face fromthe now
i mobi | e pony' s mane.

Justen managed not to laugh. In fact, he didn't even grin. Just sighed.

Once | was generally back in position on Gairloch, the gray nagician inclined his head toward
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the left. At one time there had been a crossroads, but the post showing the town that [ay down the
narrow path to the left had been split by weather and the part with the nane was m ssing. The

arrow still pointed through the gap in the brush, with the notation "5 k." renmi ning on the bottom
on the squarish pillar

"To the left are the ... is the old town of Fairhaven. | usually take ny apprentices through
there . . . but since you aren't an apprentice . "

n W]y?"

"Because it gives nobst of them a uni que perspective. Those few who totally failed to understand
never becane masters . ; ."

No natter where | went, | couldn't get away fromit. Mre veiled nessages. Do what you want,
but . . .

| shrugged. "Fairhaven, if you don't mind, then."

"It will add half a day or nore to the trip."

"Doesn't matter to me, but if you feel we have to get sonewhere quickly . . . you said Wevett
is another day. There's two days and nore hills before we get close to Jellico.”

"It's worth the detour ... in nore ways than one." Justen didn't seemto nmake a gesture, but

Rosef oot began wal king the trail toward Fairhaven. Unlike nost of the roads | had traveled in
Candar (except for the wizard's road | eaving Freetown), the path, though overgrown near the edges
and far narrower than the tw sting main thoroughfare, was straight.

I swished the reins, but Gairloch didn't budge. Flanmed stubborn pony! Just as | was ready to
jab both boots into his flanks, he anbled forward after Rosefoot and Justen, as if he had intended
to do so all along.

The path seened scarcely nore than an overgrown trail, if that, straight though it was. Though
| scarcely qualified as a tracker, | |ooked for traces of earlier travelers, without |eaning too
far over in the saddle.

In the dried mud, perhaps half a kay fromthe fork, | saw a series of w dely-spaced deer-

prints, but neither hoofprints, wheel-ruts, nor boot-prints.

At one time, the road had obvi ously been much wi der, w de enough for four wagons abreast, if
the regular line of trees behind the | ow bushes and undergrowth signified the old road boundari es.
The trees were white oaks, their branches bare in the cold.

In places, |eafless creepers now crossed the track, positioned to assault the road in the
spring. In less than a handful of years, the brush would reclaimthe trail entirely.

"Justen, does anybody still live in Fairhaven?"

"I"'mnot certain. The last tine | was here, there were still a few. . . inhabitants.”

"Wasn't it once an inportant place?"

"Very inportant. You can see how straight the road is."

As we approached the top of the gentle grade, the trees seened taller, and the wi nd picked up,
with a hint of another storm

Looki ng back over my shoul der toward Hewl ett, and the not-so-snug Snug | nn where | had mnet
Justen, | studied the overhanging gray clouds. But they | ooked no different than they had that
nor ni ng-the al nost featureless gray of winter, wthout the darkness that usually signified
appr oachi ng snow.

| sniffed at the wind, sensing a bitter odor |ike ashes or slag, which blew fromthe direction
of Fairhaven.

Had the once-prosperous town caught fire?

Straining in the saddle, | |ooked forward as the trail crested.

Not hi ng. The road continued strai ght ahead, straight down a gentle grade into a w de and
shal l ow val l ey, dotted with small hills and scattered trees.

| |1 ooked again, then at Justen, whose eyes | ooked strai ght ahead, seeing nothing, or perhaps
sonething | could not see nyself. Wthout realizing it, | shivered-not fromthe cold, but from
sonet hi ng el se

The taller trees seened to forma pattern, although I could not discern exactly what it was.
Al'l of the taller ones seened to be deci duous, and only a scattering of scrubby juniper brush
showed green agai nst the browns and bl acks of wi nter

Cl oser at hand, about a quarter-day ahead on each side of the trail, were two |large hill ocks,
or heaps of white clay, or ...
"Justen . . . was this whole valley Fairhaven?"

"As a matter of fact, it was."

Sone recollection fromsonewhere tickled nmy thoughts, but as | strained to renenber, whatever
it was disappeared.

"Those were the north guard towers?" | pointed to the white heaps ahead.
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"No . . . Fairhaven didn't need guard towers. Those were the gates. They were al ways open."

By now | could see the so-called gates. Under a light covering of dirt, the hillocks were a
dead pure white. Nothing grew on them Nothing. As we rode closer, | realized why. Sonething had
melted the stone. Melted it |ike sugar candy at a carnival.

My eyes flickered fromthe nelted gates to Justen, who was sitting on Rosefoot with his eyes
cl osed, concentrating as his pony picked her way past the old towers.

The odor of old slag and ashes was stronger, al nost overpowering, and a cloud of unseen
dar kness | ooned ahead. Everything | ooked normal for a winter's day in Candar: gray and brown, cold
and sere, with the northern wind at ny back. Except for the dead whiteness of the nelted gates .

For sone reason, | put nmy hand on ny staff, the one that nmarked ne as different whether
willed it so or not. The black steel bands at the top were warmto the touch, even through ny
gl oves.
"Lerris." Justen's voice was |low. "There may be trouble ahead. Do exactly as | say."
"What ?"
"Do what | say. Do not |eave the road. Hold your staff, but do not unlash it. No matter what."
H s eyes were still closed, his features expressionless.
0000000000000 . .

At first, the sound recalled the wind, but the breeze had di sappeared once we passed the gates.
Over head the sky was darker sonmehow, although the clouds | ooked the sane as before, and it was not
even quite m dday.

The odor of dead fires and slag was stronger now, but there was still no sign of anything that
had burned, not any tinme recently.

The | eafl ess bushes by the roadsi de seemed sonehow twi sted, and the few | eaves | eft hanging
fromthe autum before were all white. So were the branches thensel ves-a near-shining white,
al t hough I had never seen a bush with slick white bark. Even the bark of the birches was off-white
and rough.

O000C000000000000

| clutched the staff with nmy left hand, gripping the reins even tighter in ny right. Gairl och
pl odded on down the gentle grade.

Ahead the road flattened and wi dened. Under the dust and nmud | could see traces of stone paving-
bl ocks. Behi nd the bushes now were roofl ess buildings, only a story high.

"This was the old town center, made of solid stone. Ganite, in some cases."

I glanced back from Justen, who still rode with his eyes closed, to the ruins beside the road.
The roofless buildings were nore intact than the gates. Except for the debris piled around and
agai nst them several |ooked as though a new roof and sone interior work would nake them
habi t abl e.

O000000000000€EEEE

"Ahead is the newer town center, where the council held court

How anything in ruins could be called new was beyond nme, and | was getting nervous about the
how i ng sound. Jus-ten seened to ignore it as he tal ked and rode, his eyes still closed.

Justen had to be | ooking at sonmething. He was a wi zard. Antonin had said he was, and he had a
nunber of apprentices who had becone masters, or so he had indicated.

OOO0000OCCEEEEEEEEEEECEEE . .
The sound was cl oser, on the other side of the "newer" town center
My left hand still on ny staff, warmer to the touch even through the |eather of ny gloves, |

tried to study the ruins, even as Gairloch and Rosefoot picked their way toward the how i ng.

The stone-nelting that had destroyed the city gates had struck even nore wildly around, the
"newer" square. The ruined buildings were twisted as if they had been hot white wax flung through
a whirlwind and then stonped flat by a giant foot.

"This was built by the Magician's Council, the old square by the Stonecutters' Guild." Justen
did not open his eyes, but, for the first time, his voice sounded strained.

| shook ny head. Why bother with the descriptions? The place was clearly dangerous. By now the
snel | of ashes nade every breath al nbost burn

"Don't |ook at them Just |ook straight ahead. Recognition leads to fear, and fear increases
their power."

"Whose power ?"

"The how ers' power."

| clutched the staff, ready to pull it free, if necessary.

"Don't!"

| tried to relax ny grip on the dark wood, forcing nyself to | ook straight ahead.
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OO000000000OOOOOEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE .

Fromthe corner of ny left eye, | could see a shape flicker, trying to grab ny attention

I glanced down at Gairloch's mane, and the whitish shape di sappeared.

"Wth each generation, they are weaker. And with each person who passes successfully their
powers are dimnished." Justen's voice was faint, but clear

The road began to slope upward as we continued sout hward.

" OOOO0O00EEEEEEEE! "

| started, |ooked straight ahead at the suddenness of the sound.

On the trail, standing on a liquid-white paving stone, was a twi sted and turned figure, white
and streaked with red, but shining.

| blinked, trying to | ook down, but the figure seened different . . . nore human . . . al npst
as if wearing a red-and-white robe . . . and the twisted white was nore |ike a reverse shadow cast
behi nd him

"M ne!"

The robed figure seened to spring fromthe pavenent, which spread to resenble a w de avenue,
al ong which tall oaks rustled in the w nd.

M nel!

As the second voice echoed in ny thoughts, | found the staff in nmy hand, up before ny face.

The figure hit the staff as if torip it fromny hands, which were bare against the wood. The
i mpact rocked me in the stirrups, jolted ne back in the saddle . . . and it was gone.

"Accuuuuughhh . . . " | was hal f-coughing, half-retching, surrounded by the foul est odor | had
ever snelted, a cross between rotten fish, wet ashes, and brinstone. The nist burned ny eyes, and
| could see nothing except a tan blur that was Gairloch's nane.

Managi ng somehow to enpty ny stomach wi thout |osing the staff or my balance, | teetered in the
saddl e, finally straightening up.

Justen had said nothing. But | could tell both ponies were noving forward, still on the old
trail. By the time | could see and breathe, | could al so see why Justen had said nothing. He |ay

spread over Rosefoot's neck, sonehow in the saddle, but very still.

At the sane tine, the feeling of the white oppression, nore sullen than darkness itself, was
gone, although the gray clouds seemed | ower than before, and darker. The darkness was that of an
approachi ng storm

Swishing the reins, | tried to get Gairloch to nove closer to Rosefoot. G udgingly, the pony
obl i ged.

As | drew abreast of the other pony, | could see that Justen was breathing. Hs arns were
thrust into sheaths on each side of Rosefoot's neck

M nd-t hrowi ng? Had the wi zard sent his thoughts el sewhere? The sheaths indicated that he was
prepared for his body to be carried without his consci ousness. And he was still breathing.

Still, | rode next to him hands still on the staff, feeling the warm wood agai nst ny hands.

Sonet hi ng about that bothered me, but | wasn't about to sort that out until we were out of the
val l ey, well out.

The Council of Magicians, Fairhaven-sonething in ny studies, sonething that Magi ster Kerw n had
said, had to do with this place

OQoooo0eeee ..

The sound hadn't been a real sound at all, only a sound in ny nind. The how er hadn't been able
to make a real sound until | recognized him

I et ny thoughts seethe, took another |ook at Justen-who was still breathing-and wondered what
| shoul d do.

Rosef oot kept stepping forward, and so did Gairloch. So | waited, wondering where the
magi ci an' s thoughts had gone.

Coeee .

The cry had nore of the feel of a nental whinper, as if whatever cried were about to die
forever.

How sonet hing that was dead could die was beyond nme, but that was the way it sounded.

Bot h poni es kept picking their way up the long gradual trail, still heading straight south,
until we passed through another set of nelted stone gates. The south set contained dark streaks
enbedded in that dead white, as though they had burned and then nelted.

The odor died down, and | finally put the staff back in its straps. Justen still lay spraw ed
across Rosefoot-still breathing-and the ponies kept wal ki ng.

Then | realized something. The pal ns and the insides of the fingers of ny gloves, except for
just the fingertips, had burned away; but there were no burns anywhere on ny hands. Nor were there
any other burns on ny clothes; just a line of charred |eather, outlining the nissing sections of
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the gloves. It was a wonder they had stayed on so long. | peeled themoff, folded them and tucked
theminto my belt.

The afternoon began to grow darker and | gl anced overhead, but the clouds were still about the
sanme. The wind was picking up, the way it often did in the late winter afternoons.

"Uhhhhh . . ." Justen started to shake his head, then stopped as if in pain, as he slowy
righted hinself.

"Lerris . " he | ooked back over his shoul der without finishing the sentence for a tine. Then

he spoke again. "That should be the end of Frven."
"Frven?"
"That's what they called it at the end."
This time | did shiver-shudder would be nore like it.

Fairhaven . . . Frven. The second nane should have been fam liar fromthe first. City of the
Chaos Council, brought down in a hail of fire nore than two centuries earlier. | shuddered again.

"You saw Frven . . . Fairhaven . . . before it becane the chaos-masters' city?"

Justen, still |ooking back, nodded absently. "I was younger then."

| tried not to shudder a third tine. Justen | ooked about ny father's age, and he had been alive
two centuries earlier?

"You hel ped bring it down?" It was a wild shot, but everything seened strange.

"Two ma-magi ci ans created anot her sun, right above the city, so hot it nelted everything like
candle wax in a furnace." Justen straightened in the saddle, and | noticed that the arm sheaths
had di sappeared. "W need to keep noving, since it will be late when we reach the main road." He
shook his head to clear it. "I should say that it already is late."

"How can it be | ate afternoon already?"

"That's a property of Frven. It used to be much worse."

Justen lifted his canteen and slowy swallowed nearly all the contents.

The brush and trees beside the narrow road were beginning to | ook nmore normal, with only traces

of the shiny whiteness in their stal ks and trunks, but the way still |ooked deserted.

"Lerris . "

"Yes."

"You have a problem... a real problem"

| sighed. Now all | needed was soneone else to tell nme that | had a problema real problem But
what was | to say to a nmgician?

"Yes."

"You did two things wong and one thing right in Frven. You didn't |isten closely enough and
paid attention to that soul-1 think it was Perditis-and al nost | et him becone real again. That

woul d have rai sed every nmgician in Candar agai nst you both, because Perditis would have taken
your body and soul. You used your staff for defense. That was right. But then you burned your
gl oves off to grasp the staff.”

"Why was that wong? The gl oves, | nean.”

"Because you used destruction to enable preservation. That very nearly cost you your sou
again, and might have if | had not been able to shield you."

"Shield nme?"

Justen did not answer inmediately, but began chewi ng sone travel bread, as if he were starving,
while he rode. Finally, he swallowed and spoke again, his voice dinmed by the faint whistle of the
wi nd and the clop, clop of hooves.

"I didn't intend staying in the second plane nearly that long, but, since |l was there,
decided to seal off nobst of the rest of the lost souls. Should have done that earlier, | suppose,
but it's such work."

Justen was soundi ng suspiciously like my relatives, not ever exactly answering anything while
blaming me for ny failures. On the other hand, | had felt that how er or demon grasping at ne,
scream ng M ne! Besides, where had the day gone? We could not have lost five or six hours on a
| ess than twelvekay trip on a straight road, narrow though it was.

| sighed again, swaying in the saddle. Riding was still not natural to nme, and ny |egs, though
in shape, were still not used to the pony.
"Al'l right. Once again, | seemto be m ssing sonething."

"Young Lerris," answered Justen dryly, "you also seemto have forgotten a few other things,
such as letting me know that you are nmgister-born, that you carry the staff of a mmgister, and
that you have not chosen your path."”

My nout h nust have dropped open. | could say nothing. Banister-born? Not having chosen a path?
The staff didn't surprise nme, for sone reason

Justen shook his head sadly. "Once again your origin burns through."
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"But ..."

"Nowhere el se do they send out their best, untrained and untested, to find their way in a world
that either ignores themor tries to destroy them"

"Destroy?"

"Yes, destroy. You are from Recluce the beautiful, the isolated, the powerful. The island
nation that has hunmbl ed every fleet sent against her, destroyed every chall enge contenptuously,
and refused to take any real responsibility outside her own boundaries."

"But . . ."

"No . . . it's not your fault, not yet, and | suppose that is why | will help you, young
Lerris. Then, at least, | will have soneone to blame if Recluce continues to ignore the world. Not
that poor Justen can do anything about it."

"Wait a nonent," | protested. "You've been around two centuries, and you |let Antonin do all his

fancy tricks and you never raised your staff, never said a word. Wiy not? How can you bl ane
Recluce? Or me?"

He just sighed. "So nuch potential, and so rmuch ignorance . . . where, oh where shall | start?"
He eased Rosefoot closer to Gairloch

The road ahead seemed to nerge into a nuch wi der, but heavily-rutted highway.

"I's that the main road?"

"It is, but the next decent place to stop is about three kays farther along. So I'lIl try to
answer your questions . . . while I can."

This time | took a swallow fromthe canteen attached to Gairloch's saddle, after |ooking in all
directions. The main road was enpty, as were nbst roads in Candar |late on a wi nter afternoon.
tightened ny cloak against the slowy rising wind. Mst of the snow, snall dry flakes, had bl own
clear even before we had left Hewlett. In Eastern Candar, the snowis |ight and sel dom sticks,
unl i ke the high ranges of the Westhorns, where wi nter means snow upon snow until even the
evergreens are buried to half their height.

"Even if you are from Recluce, you know that there is order and there is chaos. Magic is
either, or sone of both. Wite nagicians follow chaos. Black nmagicians follow order. And gray
magi cians try to handle the best of both, and are regarded with great suspicion by both black and
white."

"White is chaos, but why?"

"Lerris, do you practice being obtuse?" Justen sighed. "Wiite is the conbination of all col ored
light. Black is pure because it is absent all light."

That was sonething that, strangely, no one had ever nentioned-not that | renmenbered, anyway. |
nodded for himto continue as we finally picked our way off the old road from Fai rhaven, or Frven
and back onto the nmain road. | could once again see dusty hoofprints, a day old or nore, in the
chal ky dirt.

"The problemw th both white and black magic is their limtations. Mst white magicians are
just a little bit gray. No one can handl e pure chaos, not anyone born since the Fall of Frven.
There are a nunber of black nagicians. | can tell that fromtheir actions, but a truly good bl ack
magi ster cannot ever be discovered unless he or she wishes it."

| must have frowned

"That's because of the linmtations. Look . . . think of it this way. Too much chaos and even
the internal order of your body becones di sorgani zed. That's what happens, in a way, when you
become old. White magicians all die young, and the nore powerful die younger, unless they swtch
bodies |like Antonin."

"Switch bodi es? But how?" | kept sounding stupid, and | hated sounding stupid. But Justen was
answering sone questions, nore than old Kerw n had.

"He has worked an arrangenent with . . . several local rulers. He provides certain services,
and he can have the body of anyone condemed to die. He's in his fifth body now, but | doubt he
can survive nore than one nore transfer." Justen stopped speaking and | ooked up the road, as if
measuring the di stance. He swayed a bit in the saddle, and |I realized he was pale as fresh-
bl eached |inen

"You see, young Lerris, with each transfer it takes longer to rebuild his body inmge and
energi es because his soul ages, even though his body doesn't. Chaos disrupts the soul itself."

I could see the peaked roof of a wayfarers' hut and the cleared space surrounding it, as we
pl odded around a gentle curve-a refreshing change fromthe deadly strai ghtness of the road into
and out of Frven.

The hut | ooked enpty, though well-kept. Neither surprised me, for Justen had indicated Wevett
was but a few hours' ride ahead, and nost travelers would prefer a warminn to the best of huts.

"We shoul d stop." Justen said nothing besides the three words, and | realized that it took all
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his energy nmerely to remain in the saddle.

Not hi ng nore than four stone walls, two shuttered wi ndows, a door, a thatched roof, and a snal
hearth-but it was swept clean and enpty, for which I was grateful

At the sane tine | wondered why sone poor soul had not tried to appropriate the place, since it
was far nore hospitabl e than the ranshackl e thatched wattl e-and-daub dwel | i ngs outside Hew ett
and, presunmably, Wevett.

Even though | hal f-disnounted, half-fell off Gairloch, the pony remained fast as | turned to
| ook after Justen. The wi zard in gray was gray all over. He said nothing as | hel ped himoff
Rosef oot and onto the stone bench outside the hut.

Wth short gusts, the wind was picking up, swirling scattered pieces of dried and colorless
straw around my boots, puffing dust and scattered snowfl akes at Justen's face.

I found a short axe in Justen's pack, poorly-sharpened but adequate, and carved out sone

shavings to start the fire. There | ooked to be a snmall creek downhill fromthe hut, but Justen
needed the fire nore than he needed the water.
The flint and axe-steel were sufficient; but then, |I've never had trouble starting fires.

Justen watched as | unstrapped a snall kettle fromhis saddle kit.

"Going to the stream™

He might as well have been asleep, for all that he | ooked at ne. For sone reason, | stopped and
took my staff fromthe nakeshift sheath on Gairloch. The pony tossed his head once, and chuffed.
H's breath was |like steam | swung the kettle in ny right hand and grasped the staff in ny left,
t hough the water was al nbst within sight of the hut.

As | scranbl ed down the path, worn down by years of usage, | felt watched. But then, one way or
anot her | had been watched all day.

Cr ack.

Thunk!

A figure in rusted arnmor lay at my feet, between nme and the stream bank
The staff had noved in ny hand, reacting before | had seen nore than a flicker of novenent.
This time | studied the overhanging trees, and the underbrush. But now there was a sense of

enpti ness.

Hssssssss

As | | ooked back down at the fallen figure, mist began to rise, slowy at first, then quickly,
formng a small |um nous whirlw nd. The shaggy, man who had been inside the arnor was gone, and
only the rusted nmetal links and few plates renmai ned. Then they began to crunble in on thensel ves,
and they too were gone.

For sonebody who hadn't been sure about nmmgic, | was seeing a lot. O | was |osing ny nind.
preferred to think that nagi c was real

Scooping up a kettle full of water, | hurried back to the hut. Justen had strai ghtened hinself
up a little, but still sat in the chill outside, rather than by the small but bright fire.

I hung the kettle on the hook over the fire, then | took Gairloch's reins and stood there,
wondering whether | should unsaddle himand |l et himbrowse or tie himnear the hut. Finally I

began to unsaddle him lugging the tack and saddl ebags into the hut. | undipped the reins but |eft
the halter part of the hackanore in place.

Rosef oot whinnied gently, as if to ask for the sanme treatnent. | obliged her as well. By the
time | finished, Justen had dragged hinself into the hut and onto the single rude bench inside.

"Any tea?"

"Bring ne the reddi sh pouch.”

"This one?"

He nodded, and | handed the pouch, nore like a snmall bag, to him
"Here. Two pinches in the kettle."

Usi ng the wadded corner of the horse blanket, | levered up the lid of the kettle and eased the
bl ack stuff inside. It didn't ook |like tea, but within mnutes the hut began to snell I|ike
sent how t ea.

I runmmaged around until | found two tin cups, and poured fromthe kettle.

Then | | ooked outside again, but both horses were well within sight, grazing at a patch of

grass sheltered by grease-berry bushes. By now it was al nost dark

"The horses?"

"They will be all right now"

" Now?"

Justen sipped the tea fromhis cup. His smle seened | opsided. "That bl ow you | anded on the
war i mage echoed enough to warn off all but the strongest of white creations.”

"Warimage . . . ? Wiite creations . . . ?" | shook ny head. Again, | was soundi ng stupid.
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"After you have sonething to eat, young Lerris. | could use sone sustenance as well." The
pal l or was gone fromhis face now He nerely |ooked tired.
"What do you suggest ?"

"Take one of the green packages and enpty it into the pot. You'll need sone water. It nakes
fair stew "

After another trip to the stream sone tinme heating the water, and sone time waiting for the
gooey mess to cool, | was surprised to find it tasted |ike stew, and not a bad one.

Then | had to clean up the pot, and repack all the packages. Justen watched with an anused
| ook, alnpost relaxed in the firelight.
As | finished repacking, | renenbered sone of ny earlier questions.

"You never did finish explaining that bit about why Antonin couldn't grab another body."
"There is nothing el se to explain. Chaos corrupts the soul. The nore corrupt the soul, the
faster it ages a body. Each transfer exhausts both body and soul. At sonme point, the soul cannot

recover enough fromthe | ast transfer before the next one nust be made."

"Whi ch body are you wearing?"

"My owmn. It's really nuch easier that way, although it does create a nunber of limtations-as
you saw today."

"You coul d have been killed."

"Only if you had been captured. That was one reason why | had to keep shielding you and rendi ng

the revenants. You beckoned to all of them and you have very few defenses against . . . deep
tenptations. ™

| sipped ny cool tea. Justen had long since finished his.

After saying nothing, | finally stood up and added a small log to the fire.

"Did you nean what you said about choosing a path?" | finally asked.

"You are mmgi ster-born, a born magician if you will, like it or not, and all nmgicians mnust

choose a path-black, white, or, for a few, gray."
"Me? A mmgician? Hardly. Not a good woodworker, and not a potter. But a nmagician? My nother's a
potter, and ny father . . . well, | always thought he was just a househol der."
This time Justen shook his head. "Hunor me, young Lerris, and you are young
- Hunor hin? Why should 1?7 What did he expect, insisting | was sone sort of nmgician in secret?-
" but you have to nake a choice."
"Why? | could refuse to choose anything. Even assuming |I'mwhat you think I am"
"Refusing to choose is a choice. In your case, your choice is nore limted because of what you

are.

"Huh?" Justen squared hinself on the bench, |ooking nore and nore |ike Magister Kerw n, though
Kerwin was white-haired and frail -1l ooking, and Justen was brown-haired and thin-faced, with snmooth
skin. "If you choose the white, you can never return to Recluce, for the masters bar anyone

associated with the white fromyour island nation. Second, your soul screans for order and
expl anati on, even though you want to reject it. And your desire for order would keep you from
mastering nore than the sinplest of chaos-nmani pul ati ons.

"While you are now in effect stunbling through the gray, in the end the conflict of balancing
order and chaos woul d destroy you. So ... you either choose the black, or risk destruction in
white or gray ... or you reject all three . . . and becone a soul for a white naster like Antonin
to feed upon.”

"Wait a monent! Just like that? Thank you very nuch, and | shoul d becone a bl ack master on your
say-so?"

Justen pulled his cloak around hinself. "No. You can do whatever you please. You are not ny
apprentice, only ny traveling conpanion. Doing the wong thing will kill you; but then, doing the
wong thing will kill anyone, sooner or later. You just have to decide earlier. You can decide
amtotally wong. You can wal k out of here tonight, and I will understand.

"If you wish to travel with me, you nust deci de on somnething. Because, undecided, you are a
target for every free spirit, and every chaos-master, in Eastern Candar."

"Where were they before?”

"That was before you used the staff.’

Justen rolled over, and was asleep before I could find an

answer .
If there was an answer. | |ooked at the fire for a long tine. Then | checked the horses, then
the fire again. Finally, | pulled ny own cloak about ne, deternmined that | could not sleep
Once again, | was wong.
XXVI 1
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THE MAN I N white sits back in the |ight-col ored wooden rocker. H's eyes flicker in concert with
the flames fromthe fireplace, absently, as though he is unaware that his roomis the sole one in
the inn with its own source of heat. "Wat have you seen so far, |ady, of the goodness of
Recl uce?"

She purses her lips, but says nothing.

He does not press her, instead remains waiting in the chair, as if content to | et her consider
his question fully.

Her eyes slowy nmove fromhis lightly-tanned face to the fire, and back again. "I have seen
suffering, but that scarcely can be attributed to Recluce," responds the wonman in gray | eathers,
the blue scarf setting off the brilliance of her hair and the fairness of her conplexion. Standing

as she does by the Iow table, she looks taller than she is. Her eyes turn nonentarily toward the
ot her woman, who sits quietly in the | adder-backed chair to the left of the hearth.

"Have you watched the rains turn and turn again, soaking the |ife out of the fields? Did you
see any ships bringing foodstuffs into Freetown?" His voice renains level, mld

She considers the inmport of his words. "You seemto indicate that the Masters of Recluce
created the suffering."

"I would think it was obvious, |ady. But perhaps you should take some nore time to watch and
refl ect upon what you have seen.”

"I don't think that we need to fence with words,"” adds the dark-haired wonan. Her voice is
throaty, but businesslike. "You would like to learn howto w eld your powers for good. W believe
that we can help you."

"What do you want ?" asks the redhead, still |ooking at the man in white. "You're not exactly
of fering your help out of the mere goodness of your heart."

"I could say so, but either I would be lying or you wouldn't believe me." The corners of his
mouth crinkle, and his eyes lighten for an instant. "You have noticed, | amcertain, how rel uctant
the Masters of Recluce are in using their powers for good beyond the isle itself. And | amequally
certain that you have asked yourself why they do not help alleviate the suffering that exists. Wy
do they bl ockade Freetown?" His armnoves |anguidly toward the darkness beyond the curtains. "Such
bl ockages sel domtrouble the powerful. Only the poor, and those who work, suffer the |ost wages
and the shortage of food."

The redhead shifts her weight fromone foot to the other, so slightly that she does not nove.
"You talk nicely, Master Antonin, but what have you done to help the poor? Besides ride around in
a gol den coach?"

"You saw nme warm those who were cold, and | have fed those who hungered."

The truth rings in each of his words Iike silver, and the redhead steps back. "I need to think
about this."

"By all means, but you are welconme to travel with me to see first-hand what | do to lift the
suffering inposed by Recluce."

The redhead frowns, but says nothing.

XX X

W TH THE DAWN, Justen | ooked al nost as young as he had when we had met at the Snug Inn, except
for the dark circles under his eyes and the tiredness in his voice.

He supplied the packages; | got the water and cooked up sone porridge that |ooked |ike nmush but
tasted nore like a good corn pudding. W drank sone nore of the senthow tea.
Justen made no effort to hurry, and that alone told me the w zard was still exhausted.

As | rolled up ny bedroll-nuch nore confortable, even on the hard-packed clay floor of the
wayfarers' hut, than the scratchy straw of the Snug Inn's stable-1 caught sight of the corner of a
book, its black |eather cover worn from obvious use, protruding fromthe edge of Justen's pack
Whil e the volune bore no aura of either order or disorder, an inpression of great age perneated
the I eather and its parchnent pages. My eyebrows lifted, wondering what sort of book the gray
wi zard had carried for so long, whether it contained spells, or procedures, or what.

Justen caught ny gl ance, reached down, and eased the book out. "Here. You can read it if you
want . "

"What is it?"

"The Basis of Order is what it's called. Al of the black nmagicians use it."

| tried not to swallow. "Is it that inportant?" Justen smled. "Only if you intend to becone an
order-master."
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"I's that an old book?" | was trying to recover. "My father gave it to nme when | |eft hone."
"Where are you from Justen?"
He waved nme off. "No place | really want to discuss. Do you want to borrow the book?"

"No . . . not right at the nmonent ... | don't think . . ."
"Any tine . . ." He lay back, letting his eyes close, appearing, again, far older than the m d-
thirties | had first supposed. | |ooked at the ashes in the not-quite-ruined fireplace. The age of

his book and the white hair after fighting off the denmons of Frven showed Justen was nore than he
appear ed, and far ol der.

The Basis of Order? Just what had ny father given ne? Was Justen from Recluce, or froma
Candarian fam |y of order-nmasters?

Still tossing the questions around in nmy mind, | re-rolled ny bedroll and tied it tightly into
its cover, setting it beside ny pack before heading into the norning to check on Gairloch and
Rosef oot .

Qutside the air was chill, the dark featurel ess clouds high overhead, and the wi nd out of the
north. The sparse fragments of brown grass crunched underfoot.

The two ponies had clipped the grass by the greaseberry bush, as well as chewed sonme of the
| ess-dried | eaves fromthe bush itself. Then they had noved toward some higher grass in a
depression closer to the brook, where they continued to browse.

After watching the two nunch, and Gairloch toss his head and anble to the brook for a drink

before returning to eat nore of the | ong brownish grass, |I finally wal ked back into the hut.

Justen's eyes opened. "Are you ready?"

"To | eave?"

"No. I'mnot ready for that. | nmeant ready to learn how to protect yourself fromw zards |ike
Antonin or denons |ike Perditis."

"Fine with ne." | just hoped it wasn't too boring. Even if it were deadly dull, the alternative
was wor se.

Justen sat up, leaning his back against the wall and ignoring the grinme that touched his fine
gray linen tunic. "All it takes is practice. Wat you have to do is concentrate on being yourself.
Say sonething like, 'I amnme; | amne,' over and over if necessary."

"\ 2"

Justen sighed. "Wen soneone wants to invade your mnd, they want to take away your ego, your
sense of being a unique individual. You have to fight that. And there are two steps to fighting.
First is to recognize that you are being tenpted, and second is to assert yourself."

"What do you nean?"

"I''"ll just have to show you." H's voice tightened as he | ooked at me. "Don't you really want to
know the real answers to things, Lerris? Wiy the nmasters forced you out without explaining? Aren't
you nore than a little bit tired of being put off and told to find things out for yoursel f?"

"Of course! Haven't | said so often enough?"

"Then | ook at nme. Look for the answers." Hi s voice shook, but he was offering what no one el se
wanted to offer.

So | | ooked at Justen, watching as the distance between us seened sonehow to decrease.

Now . . . just think about the answers you deserve

The words were gentle, and | did, wondering why | had been thrown out before | even knew what |
was.

Justen stood next to me. What wouldn't you give to know the answers? Just reach out with your
t houghts, not your hands, and I will show you the answers .

My t houghts? Why not? Thoughts were just thoughts, and | might yet find out

| tried to cast ny thoughts, like ny senses, toward the figure next to ne.

Wi t el

A white fog that curled around ne so tightly that | couldn't see. | couldn't speak-trapped
sonmewher e i n nothi ngness; a nothi ngness bright enough to burn ny thoughts.

Answers . . . answers . . . answers . . . The words echoed w thout sound through ny head, but I

coul d not speak, could not see.

Was | standing? | couldn't even see ny arms, or nove, or even feel whether ny nuscles could
nove.

Justen? What had he done? Wy?

answers . . . answers . . . answers .

In the white fog, that mind-blinding light, were shafts of yellow, red, blue, violet-al
spearing ne, slashing at one thought, then another

. answers . . . answers . . . answers .

Finally, | remenbered what he had said about insisting that | was nyself. But had that been a
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trick al so? Another way to gain ny confidence? To catch nme in a web of white? . . . answers .

Was Justen really the one who needed the new body? Why had | trusted hinf

l. . .. am. . . me. . . me. ..

Had the white retreated a shade, becone not so blinding? . . . answers .

l. . .am. . . me. . . me. . . Lerris . . . Lerris .

| kept thinking the words, repeating themuntil | felt nyself cone together somehow. | . . . am

Lerris . . . Lerris . . Lerris . . ." The words stunbled fromny nouth as | crashed

to the floor of the wayfarers' hut.

Thud.

This time, blackness reached out and grabbed ne.

When | woke, | was still lying in a heap on the dusty clay, and it was well past ni dday.

My head felt as though each of the colored |ight-spears had ripped through it trailing barbed
hooks, and my tongue was swollen, nmy mouth dry. Still, | slowy eased nyself into a sitting

posi tion, wondering what had becone of Justen.
| | ooked over to the bench

"Ch . . "
The gray wi zard lay there, his hair thin and silver, winkles across his face; he was breathing
unevenly. | glanced at ny own hands, but they were still mne, if shaking.

My |l egs wobbled as | hal f-stunbled, half-crawled to Jus-ten's pack and funbl ed out the red
pouch. When | grasped nmy staff to help nme stand, the reassurance fromthe wood hel ped, and
tottered out and toward the brook

Weee . . . eeeee . . . Only Girloch whinnied, but Rosefoot raised her head as well, and both
watched me as | filled the kettle, trying not to feel like each chill northern gust would topple
me into the water.

Justen was still breathing, but still old, and unconscious, as | rebuilt the fire and heated
the water.

What ever the potion was that snelled |ike senthow, it killed ny shakes and returned nme to the
realmof the living-the tired living. Then | eased a drop or two onto Justen's dried |ips.

"OQoop . . ." His eyelids fluttered.
Anot her few drops, and he was able to swal |l ow
In tine he croaked, " sone stew . . . the blue pouch . "

So | made that. This tine, hearing ny steps to and fromthe brook, neither pony even lifted a
head from grazi ng.

After a nouthful of stew, which despite its blue tinge tasted |ike a venison pie, | |ooked at
Justen. "Did you have to show me so convincingly?" He shook his head slowy. "Strength rises to
strength. If | had really tried to take you over, not just isolate you, one of us would be dead."
Some of the silver hairs had darkened and his hair seemed thicker. A few winkles had eased, and
the gray wi zard nerely | ooked old, rather than ancient. "Did you | earn?"

"Uhhh ..." | thought for a monent. What had | |earned? "I think so. That wanting sonething
badly can | et soneone el se enter your thoughts or body . "

"Just your thoughts. Once they control your thoughts, the body cones next."

| shivered. "Would | have stayed in that white forever?"

"For a long tinme. An isolated personality dies over tine, or goes mad and then dies. The white
wi zards don't talk about it, but it takes several years, and | once did restore someone. He
avoi ded me thereafter." Justen took another sip of the tea, followed by the stew

"Does insisting on being yourself hold off that whiteness if you realize it soon enough?"

Justen frowned. "That depends on the wi zard. Wth soneone |like Antonin, you have to reject his
tenptations fromthe first. Gve himthe slightest edge, and he'll nanipul ate your enotions like a
mnstrel uses a song. Wth a | ess deternined nmaster, or one |less skilled, you can even break free
fromisolation if you were tricked into it. When that happens the energy recoils, and the
spel l caster gets it back negatively. That's what happened to me. You were so interested in getting
answers, so easily nmanipulated, that | didn't see how much strength you had underneath. ™

| didn't know whether to be pleased at his acknow edgenent of ny strength, or irritated at ny
gullibility.

"Wl and understanding are the keys, Lerris. Not just to nmastering order, but to mastering
anyt hing." Justen | eaned back as he finished the cup of stew

"I take it we're not going on to Wevett this afternoon?”

"You'll collapse in three kays, and | couldn't even get on Rosefoot. Does traveling seemlike a
good i dea?"

Put that way, it didn't.

"Besi des, you need to do sone reading." He was hol ding out The Basis of Order. "Trying to teach
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you by showi ng you could end up maki ng ne permanently old, or killing you."

| reached for the book

"After you clean up. At the least you owe ne that."

Back to the brook | trudged, still wondering why | trusted the gray wi zard. Every tine |
t hought about that whiteness where he had al nost entrapped ne, | wanted to shudder. Yet | could
tell that he hadn't particularly wanted to put me there. And he had paid a greater price than |
had-tw ce.

That left his reasons untouched.

No answers canme as | used a danp cloth to wipe the cups clean after having rinsed themin water
so cold that it hurt nmy hands to the bone.

Justen was stroking Rosefoot's nose as | wal ked back to the wayfarers' hut, and providing the
pony-both ponies - with something they ate fromhis open palm | didn't want to talk to himright
then and kept wal ki ng.

Inside the hut, | could see the book laid on my folded bedroll, but | set the danp cups on one
end of the bench to dry. Then | put another log on the fire, picked up the book, and sat on the
bench where Justen had been.

Wth not alittle resentnent, | opened to the first page.

Oder is life; chaos is death. This is fact, not belief. Each living creature consists of
ordered parts that must function together. Wen chaos intrudes

Fine. That | knew, if not expressed precisely that way.

Order extends down to the smallest fragnments of the world. By influencing the snallest ordered
segnents to create a new and ordered form an order-master nmay change where | and exists and where
it does not, where the rain will fall and where it will not. . . . In contrast, control of chaos
is simply the ability to sever one ordered el ement of the world fromanother . . . focused
destruction .

My head was aching after |ess than two pages, and | closed the book. How did the phil osophy
had just read have anything to do with escaping the whiteness in which Justen had attenpted to
trap me?

Closing ny eyes, | tried to reason it out.

First, when | wasn't thinking clearly, either in Frven or when Justen offered me answers, |
could be tenpted. And tenptation nmeant letting nmy nmind open to soneone. Woever controlled a
body' s thoughts, then, rust control the body.

But ... if that were so, anyone could take over anyone else, and that didn't happen

So ... it took talent . . . but that talent could be blocked or thrown out

| opened ny eyes and | ooked for Justen. He wasn't in the hut, but outside brushi ng Rosefoot.
Wth a sigh, | closed the book and trudged back outside.

The wi nd had died down, and a hole in the clouds to the south let in a stream of sunlight on
the hills to our left.

Justen had stopped brushing and was watching the light play on the gray and brown and white of
the hills.

"Justen, is self-know edge the sane as stonework, good stonework, when it resists chaos?"

He nodded. "There are dangers."

| must have frowned

"Not even Antonin can control a poor shepherd who fiercely resists, but his power is great
enough to destroy himor her."

"But you said that Antonin could control ne?"

"Through tenptation.” Justen kept brushing Rosefoot as he tal ked. The gray w zard's hair was
now nostly dark, with only traces of silver, and only a few winkles remained. "He would take you
as his apprentice, show you how order works, and how you could control chaos. He would intoxicate
you with the power of destruction-always for good. Feeding the poor, clearing the roadways-unti
the internal conflict between order and chaos built and destroyed your self-image. By then, you'd
not want to take responsibility, and Antonin would relieve you of that burden. Sephya and Gerlis

are nore direct." | shivered, seeing for the first tine, really, what he had neant. And all that
because of not understandi ng?

For the first time, then, | got angry, really angry, so angry that ny jaw clenched, and ny eyes
burned. So angry that | felt the chill air around me as a relief fromnm own heat.

To avoid some minor chaos in Recluce, to avoid a little unpl easantness, they shipped off ne,
and Tanmra, and Krystal, and all the others, wi thout even spelling out the tenptation problem
know ng that all dangergel ders were flawed, seeking answers or power or sonething. And that thirst
woul d | eave us all potential victins of the Antonins of the world.

Justen wat ched, an anused snile upon his face.
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"What's so funny?"

"You. You've read a few pages, and you're ready to tear apart all of Recluce.'

"How do you know?"

"I felt that way once, too

"You're from Recl uce. "

"I didn't say that. | said that | felt that way," he corrected nme gently.

Wieeee . . . eeee . . . Gairloch jabbed his nose into ny shoul der

| reached for Justen's brush-another item| really needed if | were going to take care of a
horse. Then | thought about my dw ndling funds and al nost groaned. Everything seened to cost
sonmething . . . and far nore than | had thought possible.

He kept smiling.

XXX

ABSENTLY FI NGERI NG THE green scarf at her neck before letting her left hand drop, the redhead
| ooks at the hearth where no fire burns.

Her thoughts turn, as they have so often, to the unanswered questions. Wiy has the white w zard
been so willing to share his know edge, to accept her as an equal, when the Masters of Recluce had
so grudged every speck of know edge?

The staff warms under her pal mas she ponders, not really watching the white mage as he sits in
the chair that is not quite drawn up to the inlaid table. He frowns with perhaps the first frown
she has seen.

"Way frown?" she asks. "These are certainly better quarters than the inn at Hydolar. It appears
that the viscount does provide for those who do good."

"You are still skeptical," conrents Antonin, his mellow voice conversational. "Wat would it
take to convince you? Perhaps another techni que you can use to inprove your understandi ng?"

Her lips quirk in an expression that is neither smile nor irritation, but some of each

"This one is sinple enough to show you, just as | showed you how to cl oak yourself fromthe
sight of those who do not need to see." His voice assuned the tone of a patient master. "I
promi sed you that | would teach you how to reach your full abilities. Have | not kept ny prom se?"

The redhead nods grudgi ngly.

Antoni n sighs softly. "Then, perhaps | should provide another |esson-one that will inprove your
understanding as well. | assune that you would like to know why the Masters of Recluce hide such
sinpl e techni ques, and why the Brotherhood forced you out without even bothering to acknow edge
your abilities?"

The wonman in the green scarf nods again. "Haven't | said so?"

"You have. But you have also said that nmere words are not enough, that words conceal as nuch as
they reveal, and that you are nore than a little bit tired of being put off." He sighs, again
softly. "You will have to concentrate. Put both hands on your staff, and | ook down at the nirror
here. ™"

She frowns, for she had not seen the mirror appear on the table, but she |ooks into the m sty
swirls that resenble white clouds bl ocking the inages that nust exist behind the msts.

"Look deeply into the glass. Look for the answers." His voice resonates slightly. "The mrror
represents the barriers in your thoughts, the barriers to full understanding. Think of nothing at
all, of silence, of stillness . "

Now . . . just think about the answers you deserve

The words hang in her mnd, not in her ears.

What woul d you not give to understand? Reach toward the glass with your thoughts, just your
t houghts, not your hands, and | will show you understandi ng

The redhead topples forward before the dark-haired wonan catches her shoul ders.

"It took you | ong enough . "

"Sephya. "
The col dness of her nane stops the woman's nout h.
"Now . . . before she can assert her identity. Now. . ." H's forehead is beaded in sweat, and

fine lines seemto have instantly aged his face

The dark-hai red woman grasps the hands of the inmobile and w de-eyed redhead and begins to turn
the redhead's face so that their eyes neet-lined dark eyes and clear blank eyes.

On the table the white mists swirl in the mrror that reflects the struggle.

Shortly, only a pile of dust renmins where the dark-haired wonan had been seated. As the
redhead stands, the fire in her hair flickers, then begins to darken

"I never did like red hair "
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Antoni n passes his hand across the mirror, and the glass reflects the dark-beaned ceiling
above. "The viscount will be expecting us shortly. Wake ne when the tine is right." He totters
toward the expansive bed.

The dark-haired woman gestures at the dust on the chair, which swirls, flares, and vani shes.
"And she thought she could trust you . "

The white w zard gl ares, but says nothing as he stretches out upon the white coverlet.

XXXI

THE NEXT MORNI NG, which was ushered in by bright sunshine and cold gusty w nds, Justen again
appeared to be the not-quite-youthful gray w zard, up and saddling Rosefoot while | was stil
rolling ny bedroll and trying to wash and shave in the icy brook water. The fallen | eaves fromthe
brush around the brook no I onger crunched underfoot, but neither was it warm enough for there to
be the noldering snell of spring.

Cl eaner was definitely colder than having a dirty face and hands, but | swore that Justen
hadn't .w nced when he washed. Did gray wi zards use their powers to heat cold water? Probably, but
if it were a chaos-power, |'d forego hot water through nmagic. The feeling of chaos-isolation was
too recent.

| wiped off my trousers and cloak as well as | could, wondering how Justen's |ight-gray clothes
al ways | ooked so good, when ny own darker garb was beginning to look ratty. Then again, | wasn't
certain | really wanted to know.

Weee . . . eeee . . . Girloch pawed at the ground, as if to indicate his readiness to take to
the road and that he'd had enough of old grass and greaseberry | eaves.

So | strapped on ny bedroll and pack and clinbed into the old saddle. "How far is it to Wevel
or whatever it is?"

"Weevett. We should be there before mdday . . . depending on the road." Justen rode easily,
not really using the reins, nor lurching in the saddle the way | still did.
Wth the wind comng at us out of the west, | could already snell the faintest hint of wood

snoke, and over the low hills before us rose only a single thin plune of twisted white or grayish
smoke. The valleys were either cleared for pasture or were natural meadows, with no sign of crop
fields or orchards.

Bef ore we had gone nuch nore than a kay, we passed a rude hut set back fromthe road on the
right and surrounded with a split rail fence, behind which mlled a few hogs. Someone in shapel ess
| eat hers was pouring water into a long trough. Beyond the fence grazed several dozen sheep

"When did we | eave Mont gren?"

"Actually, we haven't. The countess holds Frven, but that really doesn't count. Nobody wants
that |land. The border between Montgren and Certis is on the other side of Wevett.

"More guards, | suppose?”

"No guard posts, just two stone pillars. The countess is a realist. She just hangs or shoots
those who di spl ease her, the ones her few soldiers catch. They don't catch too many, since nost of
her nodest guard is at Vergren."

Vergren was sonewhere generally northwest of us, according to the maps | had studied.

| hadn't traveled all that far, and here | was about to enter the third ki ngdom or duchy or
whatever. "Are they all as snmall as Mntgren?"

Justen shook his head. "Sone are, |ike Freetown. Hydlen and Gallos stretch over three hundred
kays north and south. Kyphros is even bigger, and it's the only duchy that actually would qualify
as a true kingdom That has bothered the Prefect of Gallos ever since the previous autarch carved
out the realmfromthe surroundi ng ki ngdons."

The nanes of Gallos and Kyphros were faniliar, but that was about all. There was sonething el se
about Kyphros, but | didn't recall what at the nmonment.

W rode past a second rough hut, this time on the south side of the road, again with a split-
| og fence encl osi ng anot her wooden trough, and bl ack-faced sheep indi stingui shable fromthose
behind the fence on the north side of the road.

The tops of the gentle hills contained anple trees to supply the rails for the fences, as well
as logs in nunbers far greater than necessary for the few buildings likely to be found in Wevett
or those in Howett. Even Vergren-the smallest capital in Candar, famed only for the diversity of
its wool products-would not have made a dent in the |unber that could have been taken fromthe
heights of the hills, especially since a fair nunber of the trees were red or black oak

Intime, as we rode, the huts appeared nore frequently, changing fromlittle nore than |og
hovel s into rough-pl anked houses with thatched roofs.
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By now the sun stood high and white in the sky, but the ground renained as frozen as ever
While ny breath no |l onger resenbled steamin the chill air, | alternated placing ny ungl oved hands
under my tunic to warmthem

Justen rode with his cloak open, w thout gloves, and wi thout any sign of disconfort. M
buttocks were sore, nmy hands chapped and chill, and ny legs threatened to cranp, even wth
repeated standing in the stirrups to stretch them

As we travel ed down another of the unending gentle hills, the packed red road-clay merged, over
a kay or so, into a packed sand-and-pebbles surface frozen into shallow ruts. Gairloch's hooves
clicked on the smooth small rocks, and | worried about his catching a stone in a hoof.

The roadside | ands bore the wi nter-stubble of maize and the turned soil of recovered root
crops; the farm houses cane closer together. In tinme we descended toward a snall river, the first
I had seen larger than a streamsince | had | anded in Freetown. Though the river was surrounded by
some | ow brush, | could see no trees along the streanbed either to the north or the south.

Where the road flattened near the bottomof the hill, it also straightened and ran arrowlike
to an ancient stone bridge across the river

"The bridge marks the edge of Wevett," observed Justen

"I's that inportant?” | was bored with the same-1ooking huts and houses, with the sullen people
who | ooked away fromus, and with the rolling gray and brown of hill and valley after hill and
val l ey, sheep after identical and snelly sheep

"In a way," answered the gray w zard, "since the countess's soldiers do not have the right of
summary justice within the towns of Mntgren.”

Summary justice? Again, | nearly winced. Justen kept remi nding ne of exactly how little | knew,
and how many pitfalls Candar possessed.

Even before we crossed the bridge into Wevett, the rank odor of concentrated sheep and wool
wafted fromthe west to greet us. That, conbined with another ill-defined rancidity which | did
not ask Justen to explain, turned ny travel bread breakfast into a | eaden nass squarely in the
m ddl e of ny guts.

Uuurrrppp ... | winced at the burp, but Justen didn't even smle; he was gui di ng Rosef oot
around a small wagon pulled by a nule. A wonan in shapel ess herder's gray trudged beside the nul e,
edging toward the ani nal as she heard us but not | ooking up, not even as Rosefoot delicately
st epped around her

VWhujjjff . . . That fromthe mule as greetings when we resuned the center of the road just
before the bridge. Begi nning perhaps half a kay beyond the bridge, cottages clustered together on
both sides of the way.

"We're expected at the Wavers' Inn."

"Expect ed?"

Justen snmiled a thin smile and shook his head. "Lerris. Contrary to what you nust believe, gray
wi zards do not roamthe | andscape and travel aimessly frompoint to point. Like everyone el se, we
have to make a living."

"I'n Wevett?"

"Just so." He reseated hinself in the saddle as Gairl och's hooves struck the granite paving-
stones of the bridge. dick, clip. . . click, clip . "May | ask what your conmi ssion is here?"
"Ch, so delicately put!" Justen |aughed. He actually laughed, if only for a noment. "I don't

believe in glamor, just in a good job and noney. Some years ago | struck a bargain with the Count
of Montgren. He wanted his duchy to be prosperous and fanmed for something, and | wanted a nore

secure incone. | nade a proposal, and he nearly threw nme out.

"Then he thought better of it, but | raised the price. After all, even gray w zards have sone
dignity. That's why we're here."

"You haven't told me anything," |I noted. "The sheep,"” Justen added. "The famus sheep and wool
of Montgren."

"I know. They're fampus. Even sone of the weavers in . . . sonme of the weavers | know
prai se the wool." | paused. "Are you saying you have sonething to do with that?"

"I modestly, yes. That is why we are here."

| shook ny head.

"Since you are here, you can help."

| didn't like the sound of that at all, but | owed Justen. "How?"
"Don't worry. It's a nenial job, but purely one of order."

| waited.

"Heal t hy sheep bear healthy |anbs and good wool. Each year, | check the ewes and the breeding
rans to ensure only the healthy ones are bred,"' he explained. "That neans four visits to
Montgren, and it takes several days. In the fall, | check the lanbs as well."
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It couldn't be that sinple, but | knew little enough to question. So |I remained silent and | et
Gai rl och foll ow Rosef oot .

The stone-paved streets of Wevett were narrow, though the cottages were fenced and set far
back fromthe nmain ways. The town | ayout was sinple. Two nmain streets-one north-south, one east-
west-nmet at a central square. There were no nore than two dozen other streets, half of which ran
north-south and half east-west, creating a grid pattern

On the south side of the town | could see, over the | ow one-story cottages, what appeared to be
war ehouses or | arge workshops.

"Cardi ng houses," said Justen curtly.

"For wool," he added even nore curtly.

| shrugged. The gray wi zard's mind was clearly somewhere else. So | studied the town itself,
noting the plain-planked cottages with their painted and opened shutters, col ored-gravel walks,
trimed wai st-hi gh hedges, and nowenpty flower beds and fl ower boxes. Compared to Hrisbarg or
Hewl ett, Weevett was indeed an ordered place.

In the center of the square was a stone pedestal bearing the statue of a man on a horse; carved
into the stone supporting the statue were the recurring shapes of sheep. Around the pedestal was a
Wi nter-browned | awn, except on the north side, right under the pedestal, where rested a snall pile
of dirty snow. A low stone wall and a raised wal k outside the wall separated the green fromthe
pavenent .

Around the central square were ranged hal f-a-dozen well-kept stores-dry goods, a wood-crafter
a produce market, a butcher, a |eather-goods shop, a bakery-and the Wavers' Inn, which fromthe
outsi de appeared nearly as ordered as the Travel ers' Rest had been

Across the square fromthe inn was a two-story stone building, with a flagstaff fromwhich flew
a bl ue-and-gol d banner. On the blue triangular |ower section was a gol den coronet, while the upper
gol d section bore a black ram

Al t hough a good score of people wal ked to and fromthe shops and stores on the east and west
sides of the square, no one neared the stone building on the north side.

A single wagon waited in front of the | eather-goods store.

Justen and Rosefoot headed straight for the equally orderly stable behind the Wavers' |nn
goi ng down a narrow paved all ey beside the tan-painted plank siding of the two-story inn

"Ser w zard . " the stabl eboy greeted him

Justen nodded, flashed a brief smle, and di snounted.

"Are you a w zard, too?" asked the towhead.

"I amwhat | am" | forced a | augh

Justen ignored us both, uncharacteristically, and unfastened his saddl ebags with quick deft
not i ons.

By the tine | hel ped the young ostler settle both ponies in clean, adjacent stalls in the airy
stabl e, Justen had di sappeared. Assuming he had gone to the inn, | followed and found himtalking
to a man-presunably, the innkeeper

"This is Lerris, ny assistant this tine."

The i nnkeeper nodded politely, the pointed ends of his bushy nustache hardly noving at all
"The room next to yours is his."

That stopped nme. No questions, no problens-just nine

The i nnkeeper glanced briefly at me as | stood there hol ding ny saddl ebags and pack; then
turned back to Justen. "I thought you might bring help."

Justen nodded in return, his thoughts clearly el sewhere.

"Wul d you like sone di nner?"

"As soon as we . "

"Ah, yes . . . follow ne."

Up the clean and well-varni shed white-oak stairs we went, and down a wi de hallway. W had the
two corner roons. Or rather, | had a nice roomwith a real bed, dresser, mirror, and wash table,
and Justen had a suite, or at |least a bedroomand sitting room

Since the gray wi zard wanted to be left alone, | went to ny owmn room washed up, and then
headed downstairs to fill nmy quite-enpty stonach.

The only problemwith the inn was that although it was clean, sonehow it still snelled faintly

of sheep and wool. Did all of Wevett echo the aninals?

The i nnkeeper led me to a corner table, warmed by a low fire and set with actual utensils and
gl ass gobl et s.

By the time Justen arrived, | was drinking redberry and worki ng ny way through cheese and a
mutton pie, brought by a pleasant-faced if heavyset girl who resenbl ed the i nnkeeper too nmuch for
coi nci dence.
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Justen said nothing of a conversational nature until after he had sipped a golden wine | did
not recogni ze and munched through a slice of black bread and a hard and pungent white cheese.

Bet ween bites he gazed into a space | could not see. "You'll earn that roomtonorrow. "
"I's that when we start work?" He nodded.
| had questions, but the gray wi zard wasn't exactly encouraging themand | was still hungry. So

| ate, and Justen nibbled at his bread and cheese.

But there was one question that kept nagging nme; so | asked. "You said that the nagicians built
the new town center of Fvren, as if that explained sonething.”

Justen smled faintly. "That's not properly a question, but | understand the inport." He took a
sip of the golden wi ne. "The ol der w zards of Fairhaven understood that chaos cannot build
structures which last-"

"What about the roads?" "The roads are not quite the same thing. Chaos is quite efficient at
removi ng rock and stone. So long as it does not touch what remains, the roadbed is as solid as the
stone which is left. And the few bl ack wi zards used order-mastery, after the stonemasons built the
retaining walls and drains, but that was before . . ." He shook his head. "Sonetines | wander too
much. You asked about building. Stonecutters build better than chaos-nmasters. The old town center
at Fai rhaven proves that."

| still didn't have the answer | wanted, but Justen was staring into space, as if | had called
hi m back into the past. So instead, | finished my nmutton pie and let himstare.

"Your meal is. paid for," the gray wizard said sonetinme later as | finished a redberry pastry.
He stood up, pushing back the spoke-arned chair, and nodded! "I'Il see you here at dawn."

I nodded with a full nouth, but he was gone before | could swallow.

There wasn't nuch else to do except finish stuffing nmyself. Then | rose and wal ked out into the
| ate afternoon, wrapping nmy brown cloak around ne.

Fewer souls were visible in the square, but that m ght have been because of the thickening gray
cl ouds and the few w spy flakes of snow that drifted across the stones with the gray w nds.

Intime, | retreated back to my roomand lit the oil |anp

Wth a sigh, | recovered The Basis of Order and opened it again. It was still boring, or | was
tired, or both, and | turned out the | anp and clinbed onto the bed for a nap

Wien | awoke again it was pitch-dark, with only a single street |anp visible through the

wi ndow. | ignored the growing in ny stonach, and pulled off ny clothes and clinbed under the
coverlet. Falling asleep was still easy.
XXXI |

SHEEP-| HOPE never to see another sheep as closely as | saw the sheep of Wevett, nor to snel
them By conparison, rancid butter snells better, at least if it is not too spoiled.

Li ke Justen, | wore a borrowed herder's jacket and trousers and boots, though | had to stuff
some raw wool into the toes of the boots.

According to the gia® \vvzatd, what he was about to do was pure order-magi c. "Just because it's
ordered doesn't nean it's pleasant," he added. "That's why I'mfree to do as | please nost of the
rest of the tinme."

| followed himfromthe rough shed to a pen or corral, where there nust have been over a
hundred of the black-faced creatures.

Urrr . . . uppp . . . My stomach protested, although ny nose was already numb, and not from
the chill of the wind. The sun beaned brightly but not warmy, and the wi nd whi pped a thin coating
of snow across the ground, scudding it into piles here and there agai nst fence posts, in frozen
ruts, and on the sheltered side of the enpty wool -sheds.

Briskly, Justen strode over to the gate where a white-haired, |ean, and tanned wonman stood. Her
hair was thick, nearly as short as mne, and she sniled openly at the w zard. Her gray

' leathers were clean, and half a step behind her stood a taller nan, balding, wearing stained
| eat hers and hol di ng a crook.

"Justen . "

"Merella."

Then | noticed the squad of crossbownren ranged al ong one side of the shed behind the wonman
dancing in the other direction, | found a few other armed soldiers. My feet carried nme after
Just en.

"Who' s t he youngster?"
"My current assistant. This is Countess Merella of Mntgren. Lerris, who understands order but
not sheep."
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The countess's snile becane a grin. "He didn't expect me. You never tell them do you, w zard?"
Justen shrugged. "It works better that way."
"Pleased to neet you, your highness.” | inclined ny head, although I didn't know what you
call ed a countess.
"It's good to see you, Lerris.

Then the smle was gone, replaced by a nore businesslike | ook

"W | ost too many because of the duke and the rains. Is there anything . . . ? W separated out
the cripples and brought the | east-danaged ones."
"W'll do what we -can."” He turned to ne. "The ewes to be bred this year cone through the chute

here one at a tinme. W check themto nake sure they're as healthy as they look. If you fee
sonet hing . "

"I tell you?" | asked.
Justen nodded, turning to the countess. "Lerris has a well-devel oped sense of order, and that
will let ne use ny energies, | hope, on the cripples and the problens."

"As you wi sh-so long as the results stand." The countess's tone was neutral, although her voice
was harder than before.

Justen | ooked at the herder. ''Send one through alone first."

Bheeeaaaa ... A black-faced four-Iegged wooly heap bunbl ed down the chute-really, just
two | ow fences set three cubits apart-that led froma gate in one corral to a second enpty corral

| tried to feel the sheep, and the action wasn't quite so hard as | had feared, since there was
no sense of disorder, and even a faint underlying sense of schene and order. Looking at Justen, |
said. "She seens fine. No disorder, and a faint sense of order . . . health . . ."

He nodded. "Can you strengthen that order just a bit?"

| didn't know how.

"Watch and use your senses."

So | did, and what he did to the sheep was |ike snoothing the grain of fine wood to bring out
its natural flow That's not quite right, but that's what it felt |ike.

"Send anot her one."

Wth the second, | was able to do what the gray wi zard had, with a little help, and by the
fourth or fifth ewe I was working alone, with Justen watching. Until a |larger ewe, perhaps the
twentieth, cane skittering down the chute.

Even before the animal got to ne ny stonach turned, and the beast seened to glowin a whitish-
red fire underneath its wool.
"Justen . . . this one
Even the gray w zard seened to pale nonentarily, but he just nodded to the head herder. "Pul

this one out for the white corral."

"Chaos?" asked the Countess. | had forgotten she still remrained, watching the procedure.

Justen nodded as anot her herder guided the di seased, chaotic aninal toward a snaller fenced
ar ea.

By then the flow of animals had increased, and | was breathing sheep, tasting wool, and feeling
ready to baaaa nysel f.

In sone of the ewes, the underlying order-flow was barely there, and those | strengthened as
coul d.

Bl ack-face . . . baaaaa . . . oily wool-taste coating nmy tongue . . . baaaa . . . splaaattt.
"Fine . " Black-face . . . "Pull this one . . ." Sheepgas . . . dung, . . oily wool-snells
baaaa .

The parade of animals seenmed endl ess-until the corral was enpty.

| | ooked up, sonmewhat dazed. The countess had | eft sonewhere in the middle of processing the
first corral-when, | could not have said.

"Over here," Justen said.

| thought | saw a few nore silver hairs in his head, but that could have been ny inagination. |
trudged in the direction he pointed, ny eyes burning, my stomach turning, growling and enpty.

Across the field waited another |large corral of sheep

| glanced upward. The sun had not even reached mid-norning. "Ch ..." That was the way the
nmorning went . . . ewe after ewe, with Justen |ooking grimrer and grimrer with each chaos-
di sordered ewe set aside

By noon ny eyes were blurring, and there nmust have been close to a hundred of the chaos-tinged
ewes crowded into the white corral.

"Take a rest, Lerris." Justen's voice was firm "We'Ill get sonething to eat before we finish up
here, and then ride over to the southern gathering."

"There's nore?"

Justen's snmile was hal f-anused, half-grim "You've just begun. Two days here, and another two
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days at the gatherings outside Vergren. There you don't get an inn the first night, just a pallet
and a tent."

I sagged against the split rails of the corral while Justen approached the white corral
remai ni ng propped there while two herders funneled the ewes to himone by one. This tine, he
actual |y touched each one.

When he was finished, about two-thirds had been returned to the herd. The remaining animals
mlled around the corral

Wth slow, measured steps, the gray wi zard nmoved back toward ne. The sun glinted on hair at
|l east half silver, though his face seened no nore winkled, unlike the tines after Frven

"Way so much chaos?" | asked.

"How can you tell?" he responded, steadying hinself on one of the | ow chute-rails.

"You' ve been withdrawn for the |last two days, |ooking where only w zards | ook, and paying

little or no attention to anyone. | don't know you, but it seems nore than work."

"You're right." He shook his head. "Nature seeks bal ance, and Recluce went too far this tine."
He frowned. "I hope," he added under his breath.

At the last words, | frowned. "You hope Recluce went too far?"

"Not what | neant. | hope it is a question of natural balance." He pushed hinself away fromthe

chute-rail and began to walk toward the middl e shed. "Let's eat. They're setting up a table in one
of the sheds."

D nner was a hot soup, cold sliced mutton and cheese, black bread and redberry preserves, and
as nmuch hot cider as | wanted. Unfortunately, to ne it all tasted like oily wool. The food
steadi ed ne and stopped the protests fromnmy guts. About the tine | started to feel human again
we trooped out to start all over with another bunch of ewes.

Then | clinbed on Gairloch and rode to the southern gathering grounds, where we worked until we
could not see. | could barely finish supper before coll apsing.

The next day was the sane, and so was the day after, except that first we rode until nearly
noon. On each day, the countess appeared for a tine, |ooking nearly as grimas Jus-ten

The fourth day wasn't quite as bad, although it was after dark when we returned to the Wavers
I nn.

"Just take the robe in your roomand follow ne."

"What . . "

"We're taking a bath."

And we did, in a small roomoff the kitchen, with hot water and soap, and for the first time
since leaving Recluce | felt clean. W left the borrowed clothes there and wore the robes back to
our roons, where | found clean sheets on the bed, ny own clothes cleaned and brushed, ny boots
shined, and a snall purse with five gold pennies.

| thought |I'd nore than earned it.

By the tine we actually dined the roomwas deserted, the fire low W were served by the
i nnkeeper hinself. The veal was tender, the sauce succulent, and the golden wine like a fine
autum, perhaps the first time | had really enjoyed al cohol. Neither of us felt much Iike speaking
until we had finished the main course and sat |ooking at a |large redberry pastry.

"You did well, Lerris."

"I see how you earn whatever they pay you," | answered, returning the conplinent as best |
could. "That's hard work."

"There hasn't been that nuch di sorder since near the beginning," nused the gray w zard,
stroking his chin thoughtfully.

"You nmentioned Recluce. Wat did you nean?"

"I'"d hoped that the Recluce efforts agai nst the duke had rebounded, so to speak, but the signs
aren't right. This is all too recent, alnost as if "

"As if what?" | took a snall bite fromthe pastry.

He shrugged. "As if ... well ... as if you had gone with Antonin."

"How coul d this happen? Does it take as rmuch work to sow chaos as it took for us to heal it?"

"Less work. That's the problem Destruction is al nost always easier than construction. It's as
though Verlya or Gerlis were working together with Antonin and Sephya. O Sephya has gotten nuch
stronger." He shook his head again. "But that's hard to believe." He sipped the gol den w ne.

"Chaos-nasters don't work together?"

"Cooperation, beyond an apprentice-naster or a nale-fenale bond, is alnost a contradiction in
terms for chaos. Then again, the great ones seldom have to, since there are few to oppose them"

"You oppose them" | ventured.

"Not directly. I'"'mnot order-pure enough for that." He set down the glass. "I'mtired, and
tonorrow we start for Jellico."
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" Anot her conmi ssi on? More sheep?"

"Actually, in Jellico, it's seeds.”

" Seeds?"

"Good seeds beget good crops, and Certis grows oil pods, the kind they squeeze for the scented
| anp-oil that Hanor prefers ..."

| yawned. Some aspects of w zardry and order-nmastery were still boring. At |east, though, the
seeds couldn't snell ... | hoped.

XXX 11

OFF TOTHE left was a line of trees that nmet the road about two kays ahead in what | ooked to be
a grove. Under the pale blue sky, warned by the winter sun, the frost and whatever snow ni ght have
fallen earlier had nelted away fromthe road, and the stubble of the fields and occasi ona
meadows. . Now that we had crossed the Montgren Gorge and passed into Certis, the occasiona
fenced-field and extensive sheep nmeadows had | argely given way to entirely fenced fields, now
covered with nmaize stubble or other grain stalks. The huts were larger, and nany even boasted
woodl ot s back away fromthe road. But the |andscape and the countryside were boring. After all
how nmuch creativity is there in fences and huts? And how | ong can you pass them without being
lulled into stupor by their simlarities?

Justen did not talk that much, and | did not press the gray w zard.

Weeee . . . uhhh . . . Girloch tossed his head, prancing for an instant, then sl ow ng down.

Wheeee . . . eeee. Whatever it was, Rosefoot agreed with Gairloch

| 1 ooked at Justen.

"They're thirsty," he said.

"I's that a stream up ahead?"

"1 believe so. There is even a pavilion of sorts there, if |I recall."

"Pavilion?"

"A roof erected on four tinbers, nothing nore than a rain shelter."

A rain shelter we didn't need, but it was probably better than stopping by the roadside.

The pavilion was there, but a nearby oak had pulled up its roots, toppled, and broken the
ri dgepol e. Between the fallen green oak and the coll apsed pavilion, nost of the travelers' area
was unusabl e, although a path worn by other travelers led down a drop of half-a-rod to the stream

At the top of the incline, | disnmounted and led Gairloch toward the water

Wiee . . . eeeee ... He tossed his head, and | studied the trees that stood back off the
wat ercourse. | saw nothing. Then | tried to sense chaos. Nothing there either

"Well . . . here you are . . . drink what you can." | |ooped the reins over the saddl e and got
out ny water bottle.

Wheeeee . . . eeeeee

"I knowit's not a warmstable, but it is decent water." Standing upstreamfrom Gairl och,
snelled the water, licked it fromny hands, felt it with my m nd. Nothing-just good cold water. So
| drank some, scooping it up with nmy hands, while trying not to slip off the brown grass-tuft
where | squatted. Then, after wiping nmy face on ny sleeve, | filled the canteen and replaced it in
its hol der.

Just en-where was he?

| grabbed for the staff, then eased up the incline to the rest area.

The gray wi zard was nowhere to be seen, but a man in a soldier's vest and a chain-mail shirt
appeared from behind the nound of coll apsed thatch, a plate skullcap secured with | eather thongs.
H s sword was unsheathed and pointed in nmy direction.

"Another pilgrim. . ." H's voice was raspy, his brown beard scraggly, and his step neasured

I could have outrun him even to Gairloch, but |I didn't know where Justen was and who ni ght be
with the soldier, and whether they might have a crossbow, a |longbow, or a rifle. So |I took an even
hold on the staff, arranged ny feet, and waited.

"What do you want?" | asked. It seened like a fair question, even to a naniac with a glint in
his eye and a sword in his hand.

"Just your horse and your noney."

"That's a bit much."

"Damed pilgrim You're all alike."

Whssmi

| let the first stroke pass by.

Whhsttt!
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Thunk! Even | was surprised at how unskillful he was, at watching his sword fly onto the hard
cl ay.

I waited to see if he would go for the sword on the ground or the knife at his belt.

H s eyes darted fromnine to the staff and to the sword and back. Then he sighed. "Quarter?"

| nodded.

dick.

| ducked and turned.

Swi sh. The bl ade of the heavier nman ni pped the edge of my cloak, and | wi shed | had discarded
it as | staggered sideways.

Thunk.

O ank. Hi s foot skidded on sonething, and he stepped back

| used the instant to duck out of my cloak, regaining a bal anced stance and concentrating on
t he unshaven and grizzled veteran before me. His eyes were bl oodshot, but his hands seened steady
enough.

Hi s bl ade di pped, then turned.

| did not nove, watching eyes and edge si nultaneously.

He stepped back and sheathed the sword. "Dammed w zards. Beggi ng your pardon, ser, but | didn't
know whi ch kind you were."

{a&tried not to let the confusion show as | | ooked fromthe one, who was trying to stand on a
very sore leg, to the older nman who watched us both.

Both sol diers' |eather vests had two irregular |ight patches on the shoulders, with two snall
holes within the lighter colored space. Wng-like insignia had recently been renoved.

Their chain-mail shirts scarcely qualified as arnor, except to protect against spent arrows and
weak sl ashes, but their swords had been serviceabl e enough.

Nei t her one bore the taint of chaos. Neither did they exactly. radiate order. Wich left the
possi bility of unpleasant nmercenaries running out on their contracts and turning bandit. | w shed
Justen were around, but the gray wi zard seened to have vani shed.

"Wzard problens?" | asked. "Just wi zard problenms?" | added.

The ol der man, nostly gray-haired although he did not | ook nuch ol der than Justen, spat onto
the road. The younger |ooked at the sword lying on the frozen clay.

"You can get it, if it stays in the scabbard.” | did not relax ny control of the staff until he
sheat hed the sword. "You still have to explain why |I shouldn't do sonething unpleasant to you."

"Ha! Beggi ng your pardon, young w zard, but you can't." The ol der soldier spat again and | ooked
toward Gairloch, who had edged backwards, but otherw se nade not a sound.

"That's not quite true, friend." | sniled pleasantly. "I cannot do anything destructive, but
what if | were to decide that with each unpl easant act you do, your nose would grow a thunb? O
that you woul d begin to grow agai n?"

"What . . . ?" asked the one |I had disarned, |ooking toward ne, then toward his conpani on
The ol der man swal | owed. "You're young to do that."
| smled again. "I don't knowif I'd necessarily do it right, but even a nistake wouldn't hurt

me, so long as | don't involve chaos."

He bl anched. "W're hungry."

| nodded.

"That wi zard, he didn't keep the duke fromgetting killed. O the rain fromgetting the crops.”

"Way didn't you stay with the new duke? Dukes al ways need sol diers."

The two | ooked back and forth.

I wasn't sure | wanted to hear the story, but | shifted ny grip on the staff.

Finally, the younger one swallowed again. "Well ... it wasn't our choice. Grenter-he was the
squad | eader-sent us out to round up sonme . . . pilgrins . . ." | must have raised ny eyebrows.

The ol der man added quickly, "This was under the ol d duke, you understand.”

"They must have heard about us coming. They were all gone fromwhere they were staying."

"Where was that?"

"In Freetown . . . the Travelers' Rest, it was called."

"Was cal | ed?"

"The wi zard burned it. He had a hard time, even with his helper. W didn't see that. Genter
sent us to find them before they left the city." The younger ruffian | ooked around, then back at
me, and swal | oned.

A thin cloud drifted across the pale sun and the wind picked up, throwing a few dry | eaves onto
t he roadway.

"W caught up, Herds here and me and Dorret and Symms, with two of their wonmen. Hard bl ond
worman and a | ooker, black-haired. I wish we hadn't found them Dorret never knew what happened."
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"What did happen?" | pronpted.

"The blond put a throwing knife through his throat so quick I didn't see it happen. He's down
gurgling and clutching at his neck, and Synms jerks out his blade and tries to spit her. Except
that the | ooker has a blade, and she makes himlook like a recruit."

The ol der man, Herris, coughed and spat.

| 1 ooked at him

"Fydor has it right," he acknow edged.

"There were still two of you."

Herris glared at me. "The nasty blond had two knives left and she wanted to use them both. The
other woman's a born killer. She never raised a sweat, and she sniled when she killed Syms."

"So you let them go?"

They | ooked back and forth. Finally, the younger one | ooked at the ground and said. "I yelled
for help, and the second squad canme fromthe other side of the market, not all of them but there
were three. "

"Don't tell ne that two wonen butchered them too?" | let ny voice get sarcastic, even though I
was enjoying hearing how Wynn and Krystal had nmangl ed sone of the duke's forces.

"Not all of them One guy, Gorson, got away with just losing his right hand and a shoul der
wound. They killed the other two."

"And you two just left thenP"

They both | ooked down.

Finally, Herns spat again. "They were witches. They were from Recluce. No way |'d go agai nst
devils like that."

"Where did they go?"

Fydor shrugged, his eyes avoiding mne. "I'd guess they went to Kyphros. The autarch |ikes good
wonen bl ades. They didn't take this road, and that | eaves the nountain road or the coast."

"Ser wizard, you don't look all that surprised . . ." Herds still didn't |ook at ne.

"l1've crossed bl ades with the dark-haired one."

"Bl ades?"

"Staff agai nst bl ade. "

Herris stepped back. "I'mreal sorry, ser. Real sorry. Wsh |I'd never net either one of you."

Fydor followed his exanpl e and backed away.

Then both of them were wal ki ng qui ckly, al nbst running, |ooking over their shoul ders as they
headed back in the direction of Wevett.

| watched them go, ny nouth hal f-open

"Very inpressive, young Lerris." Justen sat astride Rose-foot, next to the toppled oak
wat chi ng, as | suspected he had been all al ong.

That he had left ne to fight them al one angered ne, even as | was proud that | had managed it.
But Justen wouldn't care one way or the other. "How did you do that w thout the heat waves?"

Justen smiled. "That takes practice. You could do it right nowwith the distortion |ines, but
you have to equalize the tenperature on both sides of the mirror to avoid what you call heat
waves. "

"You didn't answer the question."

"I"lIl explain some of it while we ride. The rest is in your book. Rosefoot had a drink while
you were dispatching that pair."” Justen did not nove the reins, but Rosefoot turned and carried
himfromthe clearing in the waysi de grove and back onto the main roadway.

"My book?"

"Lerris, it doesn't take a mind reader to see your thoughts. You're clearly from Recluce. You
have the talents to be a first-class order-naster, and you were surprised-not curious, but
surprised-to see ny copy of The Basis of Order" The gray w zard | ooked ahead, toward the
sout hwest .

I ignored himand went to get Gairloch, not that | had far to go. He waited just at the top of
the incline. | alnost fell off him scranbling into place and trying to catch up with Justen and
Rosef oot .

More snoke plunes rose into the pale blue sky, angling toward the northwest. Behind the wi nd, |
could see clouds building again, over the hills in the distance to the southeast. Wth the warmnth
of the sun and the southern air mght conme rain, or worse, sleet.

"How far to Jellico?" | asked as we came abreast of him

"More than another day."

"How many other towns are there along the way?"

The gray wizard smled faintly. "A scattering, though feww th inns, and fewer still even the
size of Weevett or Howlett."
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W rode a time further before | asked another question. "How can you hide in plain sight so
that | cannot see you or the heat waves?"

"That is the sane question.” The gray w zard coughed and cleared his throat before continuing.
"What is sight?"

| tried not to sigh. | asked a sinple question, and, instead of an answer got another question
"Sight is when you see sonmeone or sonething."
Justen sighed. "Wat is the physical process of sight? Did not anyone teach you that?" | | ooked

as puzzled as | felt, not understanding what he had in mnd.

"Light cones fromthe sun, chaotic white light. It strikes an object and reflects fromthat
object. The act of reflection partially orders the light. Those reflected rays enter your eyes.
What you see is not the object at all, but the light reflected fromthat object. That is why you
cannot see when there is no light. Nowit really is not that sinple, but those are the basics. Do
you understand what | nean?"

I wasn't that dense. "OF course, ny eyes see a reflection of reality, not reality itself. That
means that when | feel things, that feeling may be truer than sight?"

Justen nodded, without taking his eyes fromthe road or |ooking at ne. "Renenber that sone rea
things cannot be felt, and many chaos-touched objects are not real but can hurt nonethel ess. But
you are right." He cleared his throat again. "There are nany ways not to be seen, but they al
involve two ideas. The first is touching soneone's thoughts so that they do not know they have
seen sonething. That is the chaos-way because it destroys a |ink between perception and reality."

"The way of order?" | pronpted.

"That is nmuch nore conplicated

| nodded at that. Anything involving order was nore conplicated.

"Light is not straight like an arrow, not exactly, but |ike a wave upon the ocean. Light can be
woven with the mind, although it takes practice, and you weave the |ight around you so that it
never quite touches you. Actually, it is not difficult as an exercise, but using it can be very
danger ous unl ess your nonvi sual perceptions are well -devel oped. "

"Nonvi sual perceptions?" Just when | got the idea, he added sonething el se.

"What you call feeling out things . "

"Ch ... but why?"

Justen shook his head, nuttering sonething about basic physiol ogy and wave theory.

Finally, after we had ridden up a gentle slope that overl ooked a park-like setting, unlike the

kays and kays of peasant fields, hogs, and huts we had passed, | asked agai n.
"Lerris, why don't you use your brain? It is neant for thinking, you know"
| waited.

"I'f you cut yourself off fromlight, then your eyes don't work either. No nore easy answers.
You ask rather than work things out, and then you won't remenber."
So we rode on, and | ignored the continual growling in ny stonmach

XXXV

JELLICO? How DID it differ from Freetown or Hrisbarg or Hewett or all the other hanl ets and
towns nasquer adi ng as places of inmportance?

No expert yet at judging people or towns (as | was becom ng ever nore painfully aware), | did
observe that, unlike Hrisbarg or Hew ett or Wevett, Jellico had walls. Those walls rose nore than
thirty cubits in near-perfect condition, and the massive iron fittings of the eastern gates were
oil ed and cl ean. The grooves for anchoring those gates and the stones in which they had been
chi sel ed were swept clean

A full squad of nmen-twelve or nore, in gray |leathers-patrolled the gate, inspecting each
travel er entering, each occupant or citizen departing.-

"Master Wzard, you've travel ed our way once agai n?" The serjeant's voice was firm respectful
but not subservient, matching the trimgray |eathers of his vest and trousers and his well -kept
heavy boots.

O the other soldiers, two were noving bal es and baskets in a produce wagon pulled by a single
donkey, while a third held the harness. Another was watching as a peddl er enptied the contents of
his pack onto a battered pine table set by the edge of the gate.

On the wall overhead, barely visible behind the parapet crenelations, a pair of crossbowren
surveyed t he stone-paved expanse outside the walls where the inspections occurred.

"Wzards do travel," replied Justen

"And this young fell ow?" asked the Certan serjeant, inclining his head toward mne.
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"Serving as ny apprentice-for now, at |east."

"That woul dn't be an apprenticeship of conveni ence, Mas-ter Wzard?"

Justen turned his face directly upon the serjeant, his eyes weary with age, conveying
experiences best |left unrepeated. That was what | saw.

The serjeant stepped back, then nodded. "Sorry to bother you, gentlenen." Hi s face was pale.

Wen | lifted the reins, ny hand brushed nmy unseen staff in its lance cup. Briefly marveling at
my newfound ability to) cloak small objects by wapping the |ight around them sw shed the reins
and Gairloch carried ne up to the farm wagon.

One soldier had ripped off the wagon seat and was lifting snall bags fromthe narrow space
under neat h. The bl ond-bearded young driver trenbled in the grasp of the other inspecting soldier.

| glanced back at Justen

"Hermpweed. " Fl at, unconcerned.

"No!" screaned the nman.

One of the guards | ooked at me and | swished the reins again, letting Gairloch carry ne past
the granite walls and into Jellico, then slowing to | et Justen and Rosefoot draw abreast.

"WIl they execute hinP" | asked.

Justen eased Rosefoot along a narrow side street bearing left fromthe nain gate hi ghway. "No."

Even less than fifty rods into Jellico, the viscount's control was evident. No street peddlers,
no beggars, no litter, no refuse. While the streets were brick, they were level, even on the side
street down which we proceeded, even in the narrower alleyways we passed.

"What will happen to hinfP That farner?"

"He's no farmer, just a young idiot hired to drive the wagon. They' Il brand his forehead with
an ' X1. The guards turn back all branded people. If ever he is found within Jellico again, he wll
be executed in the main square.”

"Just for snuggling?"

Justen shook his head slowy. "The inn is just ahead."

"But why?"

"For di sobeying the viscount. Except for beer and wine, drugs are forbidden. So is the practice
of magic without the viscount's seal of personal approval. So are begging and prostitution, or
selling goods without a seller's seal."

| | ooked at the space, where, with effort, | could see the staff that no one but me or another
good mmgi ci an coul d see. | shivered.

"We'| | stable Rosefoot and Gairloch first."

The Inn at Jellico-scarcely an original nane, but Jellico didn't seema town for originality.

"What sort of mmgic gets the viscount's seal ?"

"As little as possible. Healers, mainly of the orderly kind."

"There are white heal ers? Chaos- heal ers? How coul d t hey?"

Justen shook his head, and even Rosefoot tossed hers. "Healing takes two forns, Lerris. One is
hel pi ng restructure and re-order the body, knitting wounds and bones, using order to create
natural splints and heals, or strengthening the body's resistance to infections. Al that is order-
based. That's basically what we did with the sheep. It's nore conplicated, but pretty much the
same process with people. Sonme infections can be treated by destroying the mnute creatures that
create the infection. That's chaos-based and can be very chancy if you don't know how to fine-tune
your destruction. Read your book. The theory is all there, and | shouldn't be telling you any of
this.

"Renenber, Lerris, you don't have the viscount's seal. Watever happens, try to renmenber that.
Bei ng ny apprentice woul dn't hel p. Readi ng your book woul d."

At that point | was ready to take nmy invisible staff and crack the gray w zard. Exactly when
had | had tinme to read anythi ng? But what good woul d argui ng have done? Juste woul d have asked how
long I had had the book, and then | have to adnit | had had the tinme, until recently. O course it
wasn't until recently that anyone had gi ven me enough know edge and i nformation for the book to
make sense

In the neantinme, as Gairloch picked his way across the brick-paved courtyard of the inn, his
hoofs clicking ever so lightly, | wondered why Rosefoot's steps were virtually silent.

"Way woul d sone heal ers be |icensed and not others?"

"Money. A licensed heal er pays a percentage to the vis-count."

Once in the stable, Justen and | were left to brush our nmounts. Why was it that in the |arger
towns, the ones with walls, the reputation of the nountain ponies was so fierce that no stabl eboy
seenmed willing to handl e then?

Wth considerably nore practice, Justen was finished |ong before | was, and suggested that |
join himin the inn when | had settled Gairloch and left nmy staff appropriately conceal ed.
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Whheee . . . eeee ...

"Yes, | know. There's only hay and no oats, but I'lIl see in a while, after | figure out howto
untangle this ness.”

"Does he listen?" asked the black-haired apprentice ostler fromtw stalls away, where he was
groonming a tall chestnut.

"He listens, but doesn't think nuch of what | say." | didn't bother to gauge his reaction as
returned the brush to the shelf over the stall and slung ny gear over ny shoul der

The wi nd had dropped off, the sun had reappeared, and the courtyard was al nost pl easant as |
wal ked the distance to the inn

No sooner had | wal ked inside than Justen took ny armand guided ne to a corner table in the
public room Mst of the tables-all red oak, if battered-were occupied, and the air was stuffy,
the warnth augnented by the flames of a | arge stone firepl ace.

The dark paneled walls and | ow ceiling added to the oppressiveness.

"A gold wine," Justen told the girl.

"Redberry," | added. "What do you have to eat?"

"Mutton pie, nutton chops, m xed stew "

"Try the stew," suggested the gray w zard.

| didn't need nuch encouragenent, not after the days in Montgren. Mutton was fine, but not
every day, and not when everything snelled like it.

"Recluce is trying sonething," said Justen flatly.

"What ?" | sipped the redberry, which hel ped ease a slight hoarseness, a |leftover from breathing
too nuch sheep.

"I don't know, but you're part of it."

| just |ooked at the gray w zard.

"Ch, not consciously. | suspect you've been used. That pas an extraordinarily talented group of
danger gel ders that the black nasters dropped on Candar, tal ented enough to confuse any actions the
mast ers mi ght otherw se have had in Bind."

I took another sip and waited.

"You al one radi ate order wherever you travel, yet it's hard O pin it to one person. That bl ack-
hai red bl ade-she has everyone tal king, al nbst enough to nake them forget the assassin who preceded
her. And the preacher "

"What about the others?"

Justen shrugged. "You heard about the blond with the olives, and you could probably tell ne
nore about the others.™

| decided against it. If Tanmra, Myrten, and Dorthae hadn't been brought to the attention of the
powers-that-were, there was no reason for ne to be the one to do it.

"Way do you think it was deliberate?" | asked instead.

"I don't know, but you're really too young to be here. That bothers ne." Justen | ooked into his
gl ass and said nothing nore, even after the two bow s of stew arrived.

In the end, | went upstairs early, discovering that ny legs were still not quite used to
riding.

The single candle in the tiny roomJusten had procured, with two narrow beds not much nore than
pal |l ets, seened adequate enough for sone reading, and | pulled the bl ack-covered book from ny
pack.

The introduction was as boring as | renmenbered. | sighed then began to |eaf through the pages,
nodding as | saw that] the last half of the book actually dealt with specific topics-aligning
nmetal s (whatever that meant), detecting material stresses, weather dynam cs and cautions, healing
processes, order and heat-based machi nery, order and energy generation

At that point, | wasn't quite sure whether to start all over! at the beginning, or to kick
mysel f. For nearly half a year, had been carrying at |east some of the answers to ny own questions
in my pack. O course, that assuned that what was witten down nade sonme sort of sense, and that
you could actually apply it. But | neither kicked nyself nor started at the beginning. Instead, |
started on the section on healing, since | wasn't ready for nore boredom

Not only did the words nmake sense, but so did the ideas, and | began to understand why what we
had done with the countess's sheep had worked and what Justen had alluded to in his remarks about
the inportance of the body's internal order

"So you finally decided to see if the book nmade sense?"

| al nost junped off the pallet when the gray w zard opened the door, realizing howlate it rmust
be by the fact that the candle was near to guttering out, and how |l ong | nust have been poring
over the words on healing by the stiffness in ny neck

"You're that far?"
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| shook nmy head. "Reading about healing ..." | confessed.

"You couldn't take the introduction, | gather?"

"No . . . I've tried three separate tinmes, and after half a year it's still boring."

Justen yawned and began to take off his tunic. "Go back to it when you can. | didn't, and |I'm
still paying." He turned his back to ne and pulled off his boots. "It's time to get sone sleep.”

| closed the book and began to pull off my own boots.

After the long days of riding, the concentration on the book, and the confortable bed,
thought | would drop off to sleep. Lying there, exhausted, it shouldn't have been any trouble at
al |

Except . . . things tingled at the back of my mind. Like why Justen's explanation for his work
didn't exactly answer all the questions. Then there were Tanra and Krystal. |'d heard about
Krystal, yet Tanra shoul d have been the nore visible. Somehow, | should have heard sonet hing
somehow . . . from her, or about her.

I couldn't believe tha”t she had just disappeared, but news didn't exactly speed from one duchy
of Candar to another.

Somewhere | finally fell asleep . . . looking into the darkness . . . until | shivered with a
deep chill, and tried to turn over. Except | could not nove. Wite!

A white fog curled around.ne so tightly that | could neither see nor nove. | could not speak-
trapped sonewhere in nothingness, a nothingness bright enough to burn ny thoughts.

You prom sed. . . The words echoed wi thout sound through ny head, but | could not respond,
could not see, twisting as | did within ny skull. Yet the person feeling the whiteness was not ne,

for all the famliarity of the feeling.

Was | dreaming? O had Justen again enslaved ne in that white prison? | couldn't even see ny
arns, or nove, or even feel whether ny nuscles would nove. Yet | wasn't in nmy bed-that | knew.

You prom sed to showne the way . . . theway . . . theway . . . In,"the white fog, that m nd-
blinding light, were shafts of yellow red, blue, violet-all spearing me, slashing at one thought,
t hen anot her.

Then a door closed, and the whiteness was gone. Sweat poured off my forehead as | sat up in the
cl ean darkness.

"You promised ..." The unspoken words echoed in ny thoughts, an edge to themthat was faniliar.
But | had never said anything about pronises. | hadn't thought about pronise.

Then, | knew why the words were fanmiliar, and my stomach turned. | only hoped that it had been
a dream that Tanra was not trapped in that same kind of whiteness that Justen had shown ne. But |
wasn't sure. Not at all.

XXXV
WHEEBE . . . EEE . . .
Gairloch was still protesting when | checked on himafter a breakfast of three overpriced and

over baked corn nuffins eaten next to two hung-over and scow ing cavalry troopers. As usual, Justen
was nowhere around, having left with the dawn on sonme w zardly errand.

My haste in downing the | eaden starch may have contributed to the grows frommnmy own guts that
nearly drowned out Gairloch's gut-level protests.

"Plain hay just not enough for you, fellow?" | set the saddl ebags on the stall barrier,
checking to see if my old saddle and the worn bl anket renmai ned where | had racked them They were
still there, proof either that the inn was honest or that ny gear was worth | ess than that of
other potential victins. My still-shielded staff renained tucked in the stall corner, but | did
not actually handl e the wood, since the shielding di sappeared whenever ny hands touched it-unless
| cast larger shield.

"Better," was all that the gray wi zard had said about ny conceal ment efforts, and that
adm ssi on had seened grudgi ng enough

Wheeee . . . eeee ...

" 0000 .

Thud.

The soft scream from outside the stable night have gone unnoticed between Gairloch's protests
and nmy conversation except for the sound of that inpact.

Wth little thought, | grabbed ny no-longer-invisible staff and burst fromthe stable, |ooking
around the courtyard. Not only was the courtyard nonentarily vacant, but | heard nothing for an
i nstant.

"Now . . ."
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The voice canme fromthe alleyway, and, |ike many another perfect fool, | followed the sound
until | cane across two well-dressed bravos two rods or so toward the town center, standing in the
nmor ni ng shadows. Both | ooked up and toward ne, the shorter one on the right releasing a worman in
ripped clothing, then pushing her toward the brick wall behind him

The taller one already had his sword out, but he | ooked at ne, and then at ny staff . . . and
| aughed. "You're already dead, boy." He gestured to his conpanion, the one who had held the woman.
"Let's go, Bildal."

W thout even |ooking at nme or the huddl ed heap on the bricked paverment of the alley, the two
strolled, alnost arrogantly, toward the far end of the alley, the end that opened onto sone sort
of square where | could see wagons and horses passing.

Around where | stood, |ooking fromthe backs of the departing bravos to the huddl ed and sil ent
figure against the bricks, the back walls and iron-banded rear doors of homes or businesses
remai ned steadfastly closed, the alley deserted.

| shifted ny study to the woman, who | ooked back at ne bl ankly, unnoving, although her bl ack
eyes noved fromny face to ny staff and back. Tears oozed from her eyes, and her |ips were tight.
A reddi sh abrasion covered nost of her left cheek, as if her face had scraped agai nst the rough
brick walls. Her clean, white, and plain blouse had been ripped open across the front, and she
hunched her shoul ders and crossed her arnms as if to cover her breasts, partly reveal ed by the
treatnment accorded her and her garnments.

Despite the gray streaks in her black hair and the pockmarks on her face, the gaps in her
garnments showed nmore of a slender and curved figure than she woul d have wi shed as she eased
herself into a sitting position w thout using her hands. Both wists hung oddly, and the tears
continued to seep fromher eyes, though her nouth was set firnmy against the pain.

"Do with me as you will, black devil. Your days are numbered now. "

| must have gaped. Here the wonan had been beaten, assaulted and nearly raped, and | had saved
her fromthat and possibly worse treatnent, and | was a bl ack devil ?

"The viscount will catch you."

I shrugged, feigning a calmmess | did not feel. Since | might as well be hanged for a wolf as a
sheep, | set down the staff and gently let ny fingers touch her wists.

"Chhhhh . . "

What exactly | did, that |I could not say, except that with what | had | earned from working the
sheep and with something fromwhat | had read, nmy mind put enough of the pieces together. M
t hought s and senses touched the bones and fl ows and orders and di sorders that wound through and
around her system

"Ch . . ." she repeated nore softly, gazing at her straightened wists.

"They're not fully healed, and | can't tell you when they will be, exactly. Just be careful."

At that, or because of the sudden |lack of chaos within her system she fainted, leaving ne with
yet another problem and probably the local witch patrol gathering to collect ny scalp.

No one was going to be pleased, not the way things were going. Not Justen, not the viscount,
not the beaten | ady, although she would be younger and nore attractive than she had been in years
once she heal ed, and certainly not ne.

Even so, | couldn't |eave her unattended in the alley. That neant staggering back to the stable
with lady and staff, and hoping that no one saw.

"What have you there?" bellowed the old and rotund ostler, appearing fromnowhere as | crossed
the courtyard

"A | ady of dubious virtue, and in the nmorning yet!" chortled one of the fornmerly sour
caval rynen. "Share your prize, young fellow?"

"First . . . have to collect," | explained

Justen appeared in the stable door, a bemused expression on his face-benused, until he saw the
ri pped clothes and the bruised face. "A heal er?" he asked.

| shook ny head firmy. "Rest . . ."

Justen shook his head. "Bring her in here.”

"Not in nmy stable!"

A qui ck sonet hing passed fromthe gray wi zard to the ostler, who shoved the coin into his belt.

"I have to check on feed." He grinned at me broadly as he headed for the nain street.

The caval ryman hal f-grinned, half-scowl ed, but nmade no nmove to inspect the "nerchandise" as |
stunmbl ed into the stable.

"What did you do?" hissed Justen

"Nothing . . . much." | laid the wonan on a | oose pile of hay, not at all gracefully, trying to
talk and not to gasp as | caught nmy breath. | felt drained, as if | had run a kay or so in heavy
sand.
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"You idiot. You healed her. How many people saw the staff?"

"Wirse . . . than . . . that. Used . . . staff. . . bravos . . . then she cursed ne .
heal ed" her anyway." | began to put the blanket on Gairl och

Justen turned to the stabl eboy, standing there open-nout hed.

Wthout a gesture, the youth collapsed onto the straw.

"What are you doi ng?"

"Putting himto sleep. You'll get the credit, provided you get out of here soon enough."

"Leavi ng before the viscount arrives with the local witch patrol ?" The gray w zard stared at
me. "How do you plan to get by the city guards?”

"Can they stop what they don't see?"

Justen shook his head, then wal ked toward hi s saddl ebags. "Keep saddling."

| kept saddling. Gairloch didn't even whinny.

"Here." Justen helped tie a | arge canvas sack of provisions behind the saddl e. Nothing special
just faded and heavy gray canvas, filled alnpst to overflowi ng. The contents had to represent a
goodly portion of Justen's stocks. Then he concentrated, and the sack appeared to vani sh
"Remenber to do that. It nmakes you less of a target." Then he grinned. "I'Il get your pack."

I finished cinching the saddle and put the staff in place, then renenbered to weave the |ight
around the staff so that it also appeared to vanish. It wasn't really weaving |ight, but changing
the way the light reflected fromthe wood and steel, and the steel was the hardest part. A lot of
steel, and you couldn't avoid the heat-wave effect-that was clearly the case with the Brotherhood
shi ps.

By the tinme | had Gairloch ready, Justen slipped back through the stable doorway, carrying ny
pack and cloak. "You'd better get noving."

"What will you do?"

He smiled sadly. "Wat apprentice? You're a free wi zard who deceived everyone."

"Thank you." | didn't mean for disowning nme, but he understood anyway.

"I just hope you've |learned something fromall this. You' re going to have to cross the
East horns, but you should be able to handle it if you take the south pass. That's the one that the
south road fromJellico | eads to. Now get on Gairl och and nmake yourself unseen." He shook his head
again. "And don't |et anyone touch you. If they have any sense of order, it could unravel the
reflective pattern. And please read the introduction to your book before you try anything el se.”

Those were the last words fromthe gray wizard as | sat on Gairloch and wove refl ections around
us.

Weeee . . . eeee. Girloch didn't like being blind. Neither did I
"Easy, fellow. " | patted his neck
Wheeee . . . eeee.

| patted himagain

Sitting astride Gairloch was strange when | could see nothing except a featurel ess bl ack
Sounds penetrated, but not sight. But we couldn't just sit there. So | nudged Gairloch with ny
heel s and we stepped out blindly into the courtyard, slowy, since | could not sense people or
obj ects unless they were close to us.

Cick . . . click . . . Girloch's hooves sounded like thunder in nmy ears.

" St abl eboy? Where's the stable | ad? The chestnut needs a rubdown . "

W eased around the rotund porter, hugging the brick wall of the alley until we were in the
street, and | turned Gairloch southward, around where the central square seened to be. The eastern
gate was the closest, but instinctively | felt that we had nore cover within Jellico, at |east
until they talked to either the worman or the stabl eboy.

click . . . click ... &a®

creeakkkk .
hol d that wagon
told her that young bl ade was no good
. watch it!"

"Make way! Make way for the guard!"

Feel i ng rather than seeing four nounted guards trotting toward the inn | had just left was nore
than a little unsettling, since my perceptions were not sharp, giving nme only a rough outline of
bodi es and obj ect s.

Under nmy hands, the reins felt slippery . . . and even with the wind-gusts ruffling ny hair and
the cold tingling at my ears, the sweat dribbled down nmy face and nmy neck like icy trickles froma
gl aci er.

. Wheeee . . . eeeee .

| patted Gairloch again to steady him
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way for the guards ..

" no horse over there . . . don't care what you heard . "

At the first intersection, with no walls to hug, and storefronts and doors openi ng on both
sides of the road, | eased Gairloch into the middle of the road, continually patting his neck with
one hand and straining to sense objects and bodi es before they could collide with us.

" guard revolt in Freetown .. shaneful "

"D d you hear about the autarch?"
" in the market's scarcely worth eating ..
swore | saw a horse there for a mnute

| wiped ny forehead, glad that | was not permanently blind, as we walked dick . . . click .
clack . . . down the stone-paved streets of Jellico toward the south gate.
" way for the guard . . . make way . "
" .after someone . . . second detachnent this norning . "
Anot her five nen clattered past as | edged Gairloch toward the street edge.
Whheeeee . . . eeee

Then we took a wrong turn, |eading back toward the square.
five pennies for a pound of yans? . "
try sonewhere else, if you like

I nmanaged to get Gairloch turned around in the narrow street w thout brushing into anyone, but
began to wonder if | should have stayed visible until | neared the gate. O course, then soneone
woul d have seen us di sappear, and that would have been that.

| sighed-too |oudly-next to an open wi ndow of a house that projected too far into the narrow
way.

"Who was that?"

Gairloch and | eased back southward. In careful steps, we finally reached the southern gate.

Fromwhat | could tell, there was nothing different occurring fromthe tine when we had
entered, even if it happened to be another gate. Close to twelve guards were stationed around the
area, but ny perceptions did give ne a snall jolt.

Shi el ded much the same way | was, on the open | edge above the gate itself, rested a | arge
caldron filled with oil. Under it was a set of burners -not in use at that monent, thankfully-but
I wondered what else | had missed. That, and the fact that the good viscount used visua
conceal nent, sent another shiver down ny spine.

Sl ow step by slow step, Gairloch picked his way through the gate area. | kept patting his
shoul der.

" under that sack?"
open the pack slowy .
bl ackstaffer loose in the city ...

"Where's Jrylen?”

| didn't Iike the conversation between the figure that seened to be the guard captain and the
messenger who had raced up on foot, nor that Gairloch and | were less than a rod fromthe pair.

" on the wing

"CGet him here now. V%at does the blackstaffer |ook Iike?"

| patted Gairloch again as we eased through the open gate, slow step by slow step, and out onto
the stone pavenent |eadi ng sout hward.

click . . . click . . . click .
"GET HHM UP HERE!" The guard captain's voice echoed out toward us. | shivered, and not fromthe
wi nd out of the north, though that was chill enough. Crossbows carried a | ong way.

". . . hold up here, nmother. Them s guards having a stew about sonethi ng

W edged past the battered and narrow wagon on which two thin figures, radiating the honest
di sorder that had to have been age, sat and pulled a single nmule to a halt.
keep noving, old farts . "

They didn't but we did. | had to force nyself to keep breathing with each step from Gairl och
to keep patting himand sending reassuring signals to him Wthout the pony I would have been
wearing crossbow quarrels.

The bitterness of frozen and rotted field stubble swirled past me, and nmy | egs seemed |ike they
woul d knot into cranmps so tight I would fall fromthe saddle . . . and ny throat was tight . |,

When we reached the crossroads a kay fromthe gate | .began to relax, but did not drop the
light-reflective shield. Wiile | was convinced we were too far for either an order-master or a
chaos-master to detect the shield, if we appeared on an open road in plain sight of the walls,
even a kay away, it would only be instants before a troop was di spatched. And al t hough Gairl och
was steady, | doubted that he could outrun true cavalry chargers on the road. In the nountains,
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per haps, but not on the road.

So, cloaked fromsight, | rode the south road quietly, as the surface changed from stone to
snoot h- packed clay, angling always toward the nmountains | could sense vaguely in the distance
until | was certain that the walls of Jellico had vani shed behind nultiple rows of the lowrolling

hills that seenmed to | ead toward the mountains.

Even past noon, even with the steady kays we had covered, wagons passed. Horsenmen passed, and
two post-carriages. | even had to ride around peddlers on foot, and a party of pilgrinms, the one-
god vari ety.

First the hills were low and rolling, covered in winter grass or crop stubble, the fields
arranged in regular patterns and confined by | ow stone walls, with occasional hedgerows. Those
huts cl ose enough to the road for nme to sense were ordered enough, if inpoverished and stark

When we crossed another road, running east-west-or so it appeared to ny linmited senses-|
encountered no nore wagons, and but a single horseman, a post-rider, | suspected.

As the hills had become steeper, the cultivated fields gave way to grassl ands, separated from
the road by a stone wall whose mmi ntenance was haphazard. The snoot h-packed clay turned to nud
frozen in ruts, and Gairloch's pace slowed even nore.

Very shortly thereafter, over the crest of the second hill past the other road, beside a high
tangle of brush in a dip in the road, and after listening carefully for what | might not sense, |
unwove the shield.

The wind was chill by md-afternoon, and thick gray-roiling clouds had covered the blue skies
of that morning when | had left Jellico. For all that, never had the gray of the sky, the sere
brown of the grass by the roadside, the tan-gray of the stone walls at the field edges, never had
they seened so vivid.

| dismounted and studied the brown tangle where the hedgerow overtopped the wall, then gl anced
to the wonder of the clouds, taking a deep breath of air that seenmed fresher just because | could
see with ny eyes again

Near the top of the hill, further along the crest and away fromthe road, grazed a handful of
bl ack-faced sheep. Even seeing them was wel cone.

| patted Gairloch. "You're one hell of a pony."

He didn't even whinny, just accepted it.

| took a long drink fromthe water bottle. My throat was dry. Not knowi ng what action m ght

di ssol ve our cover, | had done nothing but ride and had hel d nothing but the reins throughout the
| ong departure.

Thurummm . . . urummmm ... As if to greet ne, along with the thunder, l|ight raindrops began to
fall upon nmy upturned face. At that nonment, | didn't care
XXXV

BY NIGHTFALL | cared a lot nore. First freezing rain had come down nearly in sheets, gradually
turning the rutted road into a surface as treacherous as gl ass. Like knives, the ice fragnents
sl ashed fromthe sky. The hills were steep enough to make clinbing i npossible, but not rocky
enough to contain caves or outcroppings.

In the end, | figured out what to do. Under a scrubby tree next to a stone wall, | created
sonething like the |ight-weaving, except that it kept out ice and water

Easy? Hardly, and with each runble of thunder | felt nore drained, though | forced nyself to
keep eating and drinking, knowi ng that | needed the energy to hold together the weather-net that
sheltered Gairloch and ne in a barren area, with but the margi nal shelter of the hedgerow and a
short stone wall.

Wiheeee . . . eeee

"Easy ..." | patted himfor at |least the hundredth time.

After the ice-rain came the snow, thick and wet at first, then cold and fine. Keeping the finer
flakes fromus took | ess energy, and by the tine it was close to m dnight the wind and snow had
sl ackened enough and drifted deep enough agai nst the wall and brushy hedgerow to provide a natura
barrier. That let me relax my net and build a fire.

The warnmth fromthe small blaze helped as | continued to weave a shelter and clinb into ny

bedroll. Gairloch's internal order and appearance indicated he was far nore accustoned to the hard
weat her than I, and finally I let go of the weather screen and coll apsed into sleep
Wihheeee ... uh ..

The norning was gray, with windy gusts blowing the Iighter snowinto the once-clear area and
over all but the warnest of the fire's ashes.
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Yee- ah! Yee-ah! The shrill call of the vulcrow jolted ne full awake. Through a half-haze of
fine snowfog and sleep, | lifted ny head-and wi shed | hadn't, as a line of fire split ny skul
down the mddle.

"Ooooo . . ." munbled a strange voice that resenbled mne. The pain eased, but did not cease as
I let nmy head rest on the quilted fabric of the bedroll

Whhhssssssss . . . Even the whisper of the snow echoed |ike thunder through my skull

My arms ached nore than in the first days with Uncle Sardit, nore than after Tanra's drubbing
me, nore even than after G lberto's hellish exercises.

" 00000 ..." | wi shed whoever was nmoani ng woul d stop, but that didn't happen until |
realized | was the one doi ng the npaning.

Yee- ah! Yee- ah!

Wieeee . . . eeee . . . whuff.
Bet ween the dammed vul crow sitting on the hedgerow and Gairl och suggesting that it was either
time to eat or get up, | eventually woke up and | evered nyself into a sitting position, not even

hi gh enough to see over the wall and the snow drifted above it.

My cheeks tingled fromthe cold, and ice crystals fell fromthe steamof ny breath. The fire in
my skull not only burned; the bones surrounding nmy brain felt like a smth's anvil pounded by an
unrel enting hammer.

Thi nking the water bottle night help, | reached through the powdery snow for it, ignoring the
m nor arns cranmps until | had it ... and dropped it. O course the water had frozen solid.

The fire was warm ashes, nothing nore, and |ight snow covered all but the center cinders. How
long it took to get the fire started, who could tell? My fingers nearly froze, since | had never
repl aced the | eather gloves | had seared apart in Frven. The branches | had broken and set aside
for fuel had frozen together

Gai rl och whuffed and whi nni ed, and each whuff and whi nny cut through ny ears like a knife. My
| egs cranped at each novenment, and the wind blew out the fire three times, besides flinging dry
bitter flakes into ny eyes whenever | really needed to see sonething.

Order-use magic was out-that is, if | didn't want to finish destroying ny body-and it seened
i mpossi ble to get enough warnth to get sone water and food into ny system

On the other hand, | sonmehow doubted that nuch of a search for ne was going on, not for a
while. So, after nmuch flailing, the fire burned again, and | found a snmall package of pressed
grain which | fed to Gairloch. Except that | held it, half-1eaning against himwhile he ate it.

In time, using the one battered skillet in the sack, | nelted sone of the snow, _taking a few
sips nyself but letting Gairloch have nost of it.

Then | ate-what, I'mnot sure, but it didn't matter that mnmuch-and craw ed back into ny bedroll

The fire was back to ashes when | woke again, and the sky was still covered with the
featurel ess gray clouds. The wind gusted, and nmy head still ached and burned.

Wieeee . . . eeee

". . . don't likeit, either ..." | runbled.

The flailing to re-establish the fire was about the sane, since I had to stagger through knee-
deep snow down the hedgerow to find enough branches and sticks for fuel. But | was getting
sonewher e

Sitting by the fire, | ate sone nore, drank sone nore, and felt the headache subside a bit
nor e.

Clearly, we weren't traveling anywhere quickly, and there was no point in trying, not when the
road wasn't even visible except in the higher and nore exposed places where the wi nd had swept the
snow of f in order to build waist-high drifts-if not higher-in the depressions.

Wiile | had no schedule to neet, we had not even reached the true base of the Easthorns. \Was
t here any chance of crossing then?

My eyes traveled to the sout hwest.

Surprisingly, | could see the darkness of conifers on the |ower slopes, as if the mountains had
recei ved |l ess snow than the hills beneath them

| shivered and forced nyself to eat another few nouthfuls of the travel bread. Then | told ny
reluctant body that it was tine to | oosen up. The protests were nonunental, enough that | nearly
| ost what | had just eaten. So | |eaned against Gairloch, nmy eyes danp in frustration

So dammed unfair . . . but fairness sure as hell counted for nothing.

| kept nmoving, if nore slowy, and nelted sone nore snow for Gairloch and gave himthe rest of
the grain cake. Half of Justen's sack was for him a division of provisions that never woul d have
crossed nmy mnd.

As | struggled to Iift the |large canvas sack of provisions back onto Gairloch, | wondered how
long it would be before |I could see things in advance. | nean, there was nothing special about the
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provi sions, just that sane faded and heavy gray canvas, still filled alnbst to overfl owi ng and
representing a goodly portion of Justen's stocks. But, in the instants while | was trying to
escape Jellico, he had packed with nore forethought than I had since | |anded in Freetown.

Justen-1 already m ssed the gray wi zard. Now all the choices were mne, and it had al ready
beconme clear just howlittle |I knew about the real world of Candar. At the sane

\ tinme, Justen hadn't been that much better than ny father, Talryn, Tanra, or the half-a-dozen
ot hers who had nore know edge than | did-and refused to share it. Each of them had gi ven ne just
enough for me to know there were unanswered questions . . . and said it was up to ne to find the
answers.

Yee- ah! Yee-ah! The vul crow was back, probably waiting for us to die, but | had a different
i dea.

Finally, sonetinme after midday, under the featureless gray clouds that obscured the tine, |
swung up on Gairloch and let himtake his own pace through the snow. He avoi ded the w nd-swept
areas, still icy, and made his way along the side of the road.

Unli ke nme, he seened to enjoy the ride.

My guts ached, and while the headache had di m nished to a dull pounding, ny eyes burned and ny
hands trenbl ed.

Gai rl och wal ked carefully and | hung on, occasionally sipping fromthe water bottle |I had
tucked inside ny cloak, now containing half ice and half water

Despite the gusts and the chill, |I sweated and the danpness froze on ny forehead, then seened
to freeze-boil away.

By mi d-afternoon, as the sky darkened, the | ower slopes of the Easthorns were closer and the
snow was only ankl e-deep. Mrre inportant, it had apparently not rained first, and there was little
ice on the open spots in the rutted road. Gairloch still preferred walking in the Iighter snow
than on the frozen clay.

The sweats had left ne, as had the headache, replaced by a |ight-headedness and a feeling of
weakness.

I kept |ooking for somewhere to stop, but the hills had grown increasingly nore barren and
rocky as we trudged toward the | ower slopes of the Easthorns, which now seened to get no nearer

Meanwhile it got darker, and | peered through the bl owing snow as the wind rose, |ooking for
anot her hedgerow, another sheltered spot, at |east one out of the w nd.

Wheee . . . eeee ... "

"That goes for ne, too." N ght had not yet overtaken us, and we could have travel ed | onger, but
a darkish shape not far off the road resolved itself into sonething-an abandoned hut, a waystop
Who could tell? | wasn't sure | cared. | risked trying to feel whether the place was di sordered,
and i nmedi ately recovered the headache | had al nost forgotten about. The hut was chaos-free, al
four sides, and it had a roof of sorts, nade of slate shingles though half were m ssing, as wel
as an open hearth beneath a hole in the roof.

Wth no door and two obl ong hol es where shuttered wi ndows had been it was drafty indeed, but
the remants of the door and the shutters were enough for a small fire to warmthe space occupied
by one tired young man and a strong pony.

W ate, and we both slept, and the next norning was nerely cold, with stray staffs of sunlight
peering through the breaking clouds, and Iight gusts of chill air.

Best of all, my headache was gone, though ny back was sore and ny nuscles ached. In the warm
darkness, it | ooked as though the Easthorns had noved cl oser, as though |I could reach out and
touch the conifer-covered | ower slopes of the foothills.

That wasn't exactly right, but we did reach the road-nmarker noting the road to Fenard by m d-
nor ni ng, and by then had reached the edge of where the recent snow had fallen. Wile there was
snow under the trees, the occasional tracks on it, and the finger-w dth distance between its white
and the brown of the tree trunks told that the stormthat had attacked me had not reached the
East hor ns.

I shivered again at that thought, |ooking back over ny shoul der, but saw no one and nothi ng on
the road behind. I did wish that | had possessed the ability to conceal Gairloch's tracks, but
surviving the stormand cold had been hard enough

Not nore than anot her kay past the road-marker we passed a narrow streamthat di sappeared
underground right to the east of where we stood. Warnmer than the air, a fog rose fromthe water,

and | let Gairloch drink as he would while | rinsed

1 the canteen and washed ny face and hands in the pleasantly chill flow Before |I had finished
washi ng, ny friend and conpani on found sonme tufts of grass still partly green to nibble.

For the first tinme since scranbling out of Jellico, |I could peer into the supply sack provided
by Justen while there was |ight enough to see. Even so, | alnpbst missed the off-white square
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tucked between two oatcakes wrapped in oil ed paper

Fol ded into a square the size of ny hand, it bore one word-"Lerris." My head was still sw mm ng
and | did not open it, but tucked it instead into ny belt pouch and continued to search for
anot her package of travel bread. | found it, and a small pouch of spiced dried apples.

Wiile | ate travel bread and dried apples, Gairloch alternated slurps of water fromthe not-
quite-underground river with bites fromthe narrow stretch of grass nurtured by the spray fromthe
fast-noving water.

d anci ng overhead, | realized that the clouds seened to be darkening and thickening once again.
So I finished as nuch as ny stonmach woul d hold without rebelling and clinbed back into the saddle.

Then we started up the narrow road again, winding in and out of ever-steeper hills, and at each
turn | | ooked for a sign of other travelers, or wayfarers' huts, or sone shelter, with one eye
checking the sky visible in the space between the hills.

XXXVI |

SURPRI SI NGLY, AFTER ANOTHER ten kays or so of trudging, when even the untiring Gairloch was
flagging and | had dismounted to struggle al ongside himon foot, the road began to descend, not
much; or perhaps it only |level ed out.

W rested and shuffled on, and rested and shuffled on, and | marvel ed, when | wasn't puffing
and panting, at the contradiction between the | ack of any place to stop or even rest, and the
clearly maintained rock walls supporting the roadbed and the arched stone bridges. Guard rail s?
There weren't any. Nor were there road-markers or signs. But there was al so no sign of chaos, only
solid stonework.

Comi ng around a wi der curve than | had seen so far, the road opened into a snall valley,
| eadi ng t hrough a snow dusted neadow of browned grass toward a group of three | ow stone buil dings.
Pl unes of snoke rose fromtwo of the three, the two on the right. I clinmbed back on Gairloch

The stone road-nmarker at the edge of the meadow read "Carsonn.” No expl anation, just the name.
The faintest of mists covered the valley, bearing an odor | could not place, not of brinstone nor
of fire. Finally, after weaving a shield around the big provisions sack but not ny saddl ebags, |
shook nmy head and chucked the reins.

Arail-thin nman waited by the central structure, under a peeling sign bearing a |line draw ng of
a cup. "Welconme to the Golden Cup, traveler." His voice was neutral

The center building was entirely of stone, even to the peaked slate roof, except for the roof
beans, doors, and narrow wi ndows-built to withstand stornms and a heavy winter. Yet the neadow
grass bore a touch of green, and the snows along the road, though it was still early winter, had
not yet been that deep

| gl anced behind the innkeeper to catch the crossbow I eveled at me fromthe stone enbrasure
flanking the cl osed doubl e doors of weathered white oak. "Not exactly the friendliest of
wel comes. " | nodded toward the quarrel

"Not everyone fromCertis is friendly, and not all travelers claimng to come fromCertis are
fromCertis."

| ignored the veiled reference. "A room and sone hot supper?"

"Three golds for you, a silver for your horse."

' What ?"

"We have to bring the food either fromJellico or Passera.
travel on, if you like. O canmp in the nmeadow for a silver."
the alternatives weren't exactly wonderf ul

"For three golds, I'd hope for a hot bath and the best of repasts. And nore than hay for ny
horse. "

The i nnkeeper shrugged. "You can
In ny shape, and in poor Girloch's,

The innkeeper finally snmled . . . faintly. "Hot water we do have. Even real soap."

The stone-wall ed stable was al nost enpty, though the stalls were clean. Two mules were at one
end, next to a black mare. Atall bay whuffed as | led Gairloch past himand two nore enpty
stalls.

Tired as | was, | brushed Gairloch until his coat regai ned sone shine, letting the innkeeper

who seenmed to double as ostler, bring a wooden bucket of grain. He, too, for all his bluster, kept
a di stance from Gairl och.

In the nmeantime, | racked the saddl e and tucked the provisions and nmy staff into a corner above
the stall where, invisible as they were, no one would likely run into themeither. "Little enough
food there for you to travel another four days to Passera, especially for your horse. There's not
nmuch forage."
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"I mght need to buy some grain cakes, then ..." | suggested.

"Hal f-silver for two . "

I shook ny head. Commercial extortion, or so it seemed; but I wasn't thinking all that well and
sai d nothing. "Supper first," | indicated, "then a bath and bed."

"What ever you wi sh, but we take paynent in advance." Mst innkeepers nade a pretense of
affability, but not this one.

Supper, taken alone in a smallish dining roomwith a warmfire and only five tables, was
provi ded by a pl unpi sh woman wearing a stained white apron. It consisted of spiced brandied
apples, a thin pepper-laced potato soup, and thick slices of tough nmutton with even thicker slices
of brown bread. | ate it all, and drank three gl asses of redberry.

"Quite a lot for a slender fellow, " observed the wonan, whom | took to be the innkeeper's wife.
The i nnkeeper hinmself had vani shed.

| shrugged. "It's been a long cold trip."

"Mount ai n weat her's been warmer than usual."

"It was warner than the blizzard on the hills of Certisice, thunder, and snow up to ny knees."

A puzzl ed | ook crossed her face, then passed. "Wuld you |like anything el se?

"Directions to ny room and then the bath."

"The bath roomis at the end . . . that way.
show you your room"

| barely glanced at the room apparently the smallest of a half-dozen, if the doorways and
spaci ng between them neant anything, and left only cloak and saddl ebags there. My coins were in
the openl y-di spl ayed purse and in the hidden slots in ny boots and belt. Then we wal ked back
toward the bath, down the stone-walled corridors. Even the interior walls were of stone, saving
t he doors thensel ves.

Hot water they had, flowing fromsone sort of spring. The stone-walled room had been built
around the spring, clearly, and the source of the faint netallic odor in the valley was definitely
fromthe hot springs, of which there had to be nore.

Metal lic-snelling water or not, bathing in the rock tub chiseled fromthe stone was wonderf ul

She pointed in the direction of the stable. "I'II

| ooseni ng aches | hadn't even recognized. | didn't |eave that healing flow of heat and rel axation
and dry nyself with a thick brown towel, until | resenbled a prune
| also took the liberty of washing ny undergarnments and winging themout. After all, for three

golds | deserved a few extras, and neither the innkeeper nor his wife said a word when | wal ked
back toward nmy room barefoot and wearing just ny trousers, with the rest of ny clothes draped over
nmy arm

The room wth a single narrow wi ndow | ooki ng out on the back nmeadow that | could not see in
t he darkness, contained a bed, a narrow wardrobe, and a candle in a sconce above the bed. The
wi ndow, two spans of real glass on a pivot frame, was wedged shut.

The bed, narrow as it was, actually had sheets and a worn coverlet. | thought about bl ow ng out
the candle. Certainly ny eyelids were heavy enough, but the paper corner protruding fromthe belt
pouch recalled the letter or note I hadn't even read.

So | sat on the bed and unfol ded the heavy paper. The reversed i mages of sone letters where the
two sides had been fol ded together told nme that, despite the careful phrasing, the words had been
pl aced on the heavy |inen paper in haste.

Lerris-

In traveling, even a wizard can be trapped while asleep. Read the section on wards (alarns) in
your book before you sleep in strange covers.

Try also, for your sake, to take the tine to read the entire book before you make one too many
m st akes. Spend sone tinme doing sonething sinple and thinking. You can't think and learn if you're
al ways on the run.

Since the gray wi zard had been right nore than once, | levered nyself off the bed and pulled
The Basis of Order fromny pack. Then | slowy thunbed through the end sections until | found
"Wards," taking several deep breaths to keep ny yawns from overpowering rme.

| didn't quite understand the theory, but the mechanics were less difficult than healing that
dammed wonman or even weavi ng ny weat her-net. The interesting part of the wards were that they
woul d work without my conscious direction. The bad part was that they didn't do nuch besi des warn.

| thought there might be nore, but if so | wasn't in shape to learn it. So | slipped the door
wedge and bar in place, put ny knife under my pillow, and blew out the candle. My eyes cl osed
before the light died.

| woke with a jolt froma dreamof endless nmountain trails. The roomwas dark, black, yet a
ring of light fromthe wards surrounded the door

iiiittt . . . chhh .
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| tried to get the sleep out of my mind, reaching for the knife, then al nost |aughed.

"Anything | can do for you?" | called.

The sounds stopped but no one answered, although |I could feel two bodies on the other side of
t he rough pl ank door

| waited, and they waited.

. iiiitttch .

"I really wouldn't, if |I were you," | added casually, wondering what | would do if they
attenpted to break the door.

The prying noi se stopped again, and | tried to think, when all | really wanted to do was sl eep

The wedge woul dn't hold up long, not against a determ ned attack. The whol e sneaky effort neant
the i nnkeeper was only after the weak.

| wal ked across the cold stone floor and let my feelings exam ne the door and the frane-solid
oak set in stone, with the hinges on the outside, swinging into the room

Then | shook nmy head. Idiot, idiot . . . the innkeeper didn't want into the room He was
pl acing a bar through the iron handle on the other side to keep nme fromgoing out. The Stone
wal | s, the narrow wi ndow, all made sense. The innkeeper just didn't |ike direct violence.

| checked again. The two were gone, now that they were convinced | was safely captured.

Li ghting the candle, | stood up and wal ked to the window. If the wedges cane out . . . Finally,
I nodded and began to dress, wincing at the chill undergarnents. They were still danp, but | could
only hope ny body heat would take care of that.

Then | went to work on the window as quietly as | could, -thanking Uncle Sardit silently the

whol e tine. Not easy, but the exertion warned ne up. The chill and heat had taken their toll on
the glues, and with a little help here and there, | managed to slide the whole wi ndow into the
room

Qut onto the frozen grass went ny pack, cloak, and saddl ebags. If | had been a pound heavi er
woul dn't have nmade it through the narrow opening.

CGetting the wi ndow back in place | cheated, using some of the sense-weaving order-strength, but
even by ny father's lights, using power to fix sonething wasn't tenpting chaos.

Then, | wal ked slowy, cloaked in darkness, to the stables. Girloch was fine, munching on sone
sort of grass.
Setting another round of wards, | recovered ny bedroll and curled up on sonme straw in the stal

next to Gairloch

The first hint of Iight woke nme, not the wards, which | dropped. | saddled Gairloch, listening
for the innkeeper and hearing nothing. Then | used an old staff to pry open the storage cl oset and
took six grain cakes, which I stuffed into the provisions sack. | really wanted just to take them
just to pay the innkeeper back. Besides, with the provisions fromJusten, | wasn't even certain |
woul d need them But the Easthorns | ooked cold, and Gairloch had saved ny neck al ready and then
sone.

In the end, | left four coppers, probably too rmuch, but that was the | east nmy wonderful innate
and growi ng sense of order would let ne leave. After all, despite his dubious hospitality, the
i nnkeeper had bought them sonewhere, and | eaving the coins made ne feel better

After sliding open the stable door, with the reflective cloak around us, Gairloch and | stepped
out into the silence of the wi nter dawn.

thunk , . . thunk . . . thunk . . . Less than a kay across the neadow, we cane to a
brook. | dropped the shield, |ooking for signs of pursuit; but the inn remai ned dark, w thout even
a plune of snoke fromthe chimeys. After Gairloch drank, | replaced the cloak of reflected |ight

until we reached the road and the marker that featured an arrow and the nane "Passera." The edges
of the road contained drifted snow, often up to Gairloch's knees, but the wind kept nost of the
road clear, alnost as if it had been designed that way.

Still, nore than once we had to flounder through crusted and drifted snow gathered in the nost
shel tered el bows of the road.

Not knowi ng who or what to trust, and how, | avoided the next inn, instead finding a sheltered
cleft up a canyon fromthe road. Getting to the cleft and concealing our tracks was nore work, in
the end, than fortifying an inn room woul d have been, but | slept nore soundly, even on the
narrow, rocky, frozen ground out of the wind. And it didn't cost nme three golds or the equival ent
duke's ransom though | did wake up with the tip of nmy nose nearly frozen

A inmbing the eastern walls of the Easthorns wasn't quite as draining-not quite-as surviving the
winterkill storm Wile it had taken two days to escape the storm it took nearly two days nore
after Carsonn just to get to the top of the southern pass. In that whole tine, | passed three
other groups heading toward Certis, all of at least four riders, and all heavily armed. They had
made ny passage possible, in one instance having shovel ed through a small snow aval anche across
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trie road.

They never saw ne or Gairloch, not when | heard them from a distance and renoved us fromthe
road and their sight.

The weat her never changed-cold, cloudy, with gusty w nds sweeping in and out of the canyons and
carrying fine dry snowfl akes. What's nore, at the top of the southern pass, there wasn't even any

view, just a crest in the road that ran between two nearly sheer rock walls. At one instant, | was
riding uphill; and the next, downhill

Not until | reached the top of the foothills overlooking Gallos, another day, and anot her night
spent under an outcrop shivering even within nmy bedroll, did | find a view

For nearly three kays the trail down was nothing but an open | edge sl anted agai nst a bl acki sh
granite.

Hal fway down | stopped, able to see anyone approaching in either direction, and guided Gairloch
into an al cove back fromthe road. | clinbed up to a flat overlook to | ook out over Gall os under
the first full day of winter sun since |eaving Jellico.

Gallos didn't |look nuch different fromabove than | inagined Certis mght have, just nixed and

muddy browns, divided by thin gray lines that had to be stone walls or fences, and infrequent gray-
brown and wi der curving lines that were doubtless roads.

Down toward nmy right, to the north, where the road broke away fromthe rocks and entered a |ine
of forested hills that separated the neadows and hedgerows and stubbled fields fromthe Easthorns,
| spotted an interweaving of snoke plunmes in a cultivated valley. Wat | could see of the valley
| ooked small, in any case. Passera, | guessed.

Leani ng back agai nst the rock alcove with Gairloch right below and with the afternoon sun
warm ng the black slab behind me, | finally re-read Justen's note.

| still hadn't had tinme to read the whol e book, and on the nountainside wasn't exactly the
place to do that in any case. But Justen had been right nore than once . . . and that was nore
than enough reason to think about what | was to do before | descended the rest of the way into
Gal | os and Pas-sera.

Besides the sinple matter of survival, | had two probl ems-neither insurnmountable, but both
requiring solutions. First, my supply of coins, not exactly large to begin with, was running
short, even despite Justen's provisions. The |oss of nearly four golds for a short night's | odging
in Carsonn and the grain cakes for Gairloch had not helped in that matter; although, bal anced

agai nst the paynent for the sheep-healing, | was sonewhat better off than | would have been, and a
good hundred fifty kays further toward the Westhorns.
Second, | still didn't have the faintest idea of the problemor cause or whatever-it-was that I

was supposed to resolve. This business of blind traveling and quests was getting tiresone, if not
pl ai n boring.

Whatever | didn't know, | did know two things. If | kept blundering into towns and probl ens,
sooner or later an unseen crossbow quarrel or rifle shot would leave me in | ess than ideal shape,
if not dead. That assumed that Gallos would allow rifles; sone of the Candarian duchi es cl assed
firearns as chaos-weapons, rather than undependabl e heat-energy weapons. But dead woul d be dead,
one way or anot her

I'd al so realized fromthe unusual nature of the stormon the hills of Certis, and fromthe
unguar ded | ook of the nasty innkeeper's wife when | had nentioned the unseasonable storm that the
i ce and snow had not been entirely natural . . . not at all. It also nmeant that soneone hadn't
exactly been able to locate me, with nagic or otherw se.

Gai rl och-the pony was anot her question |I had ignored, and kept ignoring. Wiy did he trust ne,
and a few ostlers only? Had his presence in Freetown been coincidental? O a matter of odds?

| 1 ooked away fromthe view of Gallos and down at the not-quite-shaggy gol den-brown of his
heavy coat. No animal |ess sturdy would have managed what we had gone through nearly so well.

Wth another sigh, | reached out with my feelings . . . looking ...

and canme away shaking my head. Gairloch was a nountain pony, but not just a nountain
pony. Just as | had strengthened the innate sense of order within the sheep of Mntgren, so had
soneone strengthened that order within Gairloch, to the point that the pony would | ash out or shy

away from anyone mani festing disorder. That was all, and yet

| shook ny head. Soneone, sonething, had thought farther ahead than | cared to specul ate. Even
with ny back against the warmrock, | shivered.

I still wasn't thinking fast enough

So | sat on the outcropping and tried to think out what | had to do next. | had to | earn what
was in the book and to apply it. | had to nake a living of sorts with enough space and tine to

read. And | had to avoid getting much notice. That was especially inmportant, particularly if ny
di sappearance from an apparently | ocked roomin Carsonn were relayed to Antonin or whichever chaos-
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wi zard was after ne.

| didn't understand why, though. | wasn't as dangerous as Justen, and Tanra was certainly as
much a threat as | was. | shook my head, wondering where she was and what she was doi ng.

Avoi ding further notice neant avoiding Passera. If it took a whole troop to cross the
East horns, a single rider would be seen as nmmgician, or bandit, or common thief, and even given ny
recent outlays, the anobunt of coins | carried would give full suspicion to one of those
assunpti ons.

All this led to the need to reach Fenard, a town |arge enough for me to seek a woodcrafter who
needed an extra hand wi thout raising too many questions.

| sighed. Every tinme | thought, the problens got nore conplex and involved nore than just ne.

"Come on ... we've got another piece to travel, and a few nore nights on the road."

Cick . . . click ... Girloch's shoes clicked on the snoothed stones of the highway as it
descended down the |l ong slope to Passera, and, eventually, toward Fenard.

XXXVI | |

THE BLOND WOVAN j uggl es the knife as she rides, glancing ahead, then back at the rotund trader
perched on the gray mare that wal ks heavily beside the | ead pack mule. "No trouble yet."

The trader eyes the bl ack-haired woman-shapely, even in the faded blue tunic and trousers-on
the scarred battle-pony, who scans the road ahead.

The ol der woman, the bl ack-eyed and bl ack-haired one, turns to catch the trader's appraising
stare. She touches the blade at her belt, and a faint smle crosses her lips.

The trader sees the smle and the hand on the hilt of the blade and shivers. "See .
anyt hi ng?" he stammers.

"Could be ... there's a line of dust headed our way. Only a single rider, though. No trouble
there."

"You fixing to join up with the autarch?" asks the trader, each word tunbling out al nost before
the last is finished.

"Why?" asks the bl onde.

"The word is that Kyphros needs bl ades; the autarch doesn't care whether they're nmen or wonen,
just so long as they're good."

"I don't know . " The blonde's voice is flat.

"We'll see after we deliver you . . . and collect our pay . | aughs the ol der wonman

Her laugh is not a laugh, and the trader shivers again. The blond wonan rides further ahead,
and the dark-haired wonan's free hand strays toward the hilt of her bl ade.

XXX X

SKI RTI NG PASSERA WAS easy enough, except for the river bridge that held towers and a guard
force. Wiile the towers would hol d agai nst brigands, | doubted they would stop even a few score of
wel | -trained and arned nen.

They didn't have to. The gate just had to stop us. So Gairloch and | waited nearly till dusk,
until | sensed the gate about to open and slipped through going the other direction. They even
left the gate open while three of them checked under the bridge fromthe nountain side.

I didn't wait for themto finish, taking Gairloch step by slow step across the stones, hoping
that the gentle click of his hooves would be nuffled by the rush of the narrow river bel ow the
bri dge.

Al'l the practice had given ne a fairly good sense of place wi thout seeing, but | still worried
that someone coul d see through the reflective shield. In a way, it was faith, sheer faith, to walk
besi de an armed guard with a sword ready to use, separated fromthat violence by the thinnest of
light-curtains . . . and | couldn't even sigh

Beyond the gate, Passera was open enough, though Gairloch and | quickly left it well behind as

we continued into the forested hills beyond the town. | dropped the shield as soon as possible
after turning into the trees once the road curved out of sight.
Fromthat point on, | would be a journeynman woodworker, with only a horse | eft because of ny

unsettled youth and the trouble in Freetown.

Wth each step toward the plains of Galios, the hills becane nore gentle, the trees |ess
frequent, and the air warner, if a tenperature that left the clay of the road a cold gelatin
rat her than stone-hard ice could be called warm The rock fences by the road gave way to rock
posts and split rails, and these in turn were replaced by all-woden rail fences that seened too
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spindly to contain stock or to hold up against a strong w nd.

The infrequent and cl ear brooks gave way to half-enpty or totally enpty canals flowing in grids
bet ween ever vaster and flatter expanses of stubbled fields.

After Passera, | finally stopped in a crossroads with no nanme and slept in the stable with
Gairloch. It |ooked cleaner than the battered inn. Even so, the cost was three coppers for nme and
two for Gairloch. | didn't ask about a room

For breakfast, | paid another copper for half a loaf-a small half-I|oaf-of brown bread, and a
cup of redberry.

From there, another day took me into land so flat and treel ess that you alnbost couldn't tel
where the horizon was. In the mddle of the treel ess expanse flowed the River Galios, nearly a kay
across and less than a rod deep in early winter. Two side-by-side stone spans crossed it, one for
traffic in each direction, each one wi de enough for the |argest of farmwagons. Another night in a
stable foll owed, but the Prosperity Inn in Neblitt offered edible food and a clean strawpile for
no nore than the night before.

The right-hand road out of Neblitt and the end of the third day brought ne to the low hills
| eading up to Fenard, and the welcone sight of trees. Bare and | eafless trees, not conifers, but
trees nonet hel ess.

It al so brought the second guard station

"Where are you bound, young fellow?"

"Fenard."

"For the guards?"

| | ooked at the two brawny sol diers and shook ny head. "I don't know nuch about war. I'mjust a
j our neyman wood-crafter."

"Where are your tool s?" the narrow faced one asked.

"That's nmy problem ser. | was in Freetown . . . and things changed rather sudden-like ..." |
shrugged.

The two | ooked at each other. "Any weapons?"

"Just ny belt knife. | can hold nmy owmn with it." The guards, veterans each, tried to hold back
their grins. So did I. | would have grinned in their place.

"You understand, young fellow, that if you can't support yourself, you have to | eave Fenard or
join the guards?"

"I woul d?" | asked, trying to | ook puzzled.
"You woul d. "
Creaakkkkk ... A wagon pulled up onto the stones behind ne.

"Be on your way, fellow"

| flicked the reins, and Gairloch carried me forward and up the slope. Three hills and a bridge
| ater, and near supper time and twilight, we stopped at the city gate. On the horizon to the north
and to the west | could see a glitter of light, presumably the not-too-distant Wsthorns.

Unli ke Jellico, the wall around Fenard was token, where it existed, and the gate was nore of a
formality than a real check. A bored and much fl abbier guard than the one at the hillside gate
| ooked at nme and waved ne on.

Once in the streets, | stopped a youngster, round-cheeked and grinning, to ask for directions
to the quarter with the nost woodworkers.

"MIls, you nean? They're out the nill gate, not in the city."

"No, fine carpenters, crafters.”

"The kind that nake cabi nets and chairs?"

| nodded.

"That's by the m || quarter, straight down the narket street there, as far as you can go. A
copper, and I'lIl show you nyself, take you right to the Tap Inn, where Masters Perlot and Jirrle
drink. They night be there now "

| tossed himthe copper. "I can barely afford that, boy."

The barefoot youth just grinned. "Cone on. Mwve that toy pony,"

I could have found the Tap Inn with little difficulty, and even one copper was getting to be
i mportant. Sonetinmes you guess wong, and the youngster probably needed the copper nore than
di d.

At the crossing of the unnaned street to the mll gate and the market street, also without a
nane written down anywhere, stood a narrow two-story tinber building. Only the hearth and chi mey
were stone, although the street-level walls were a grayed plaster applied over the old tinbers.
The roof bowed, and pi geons roosted under the eaves on the end away fromthe hearth.

A portly and bal ding man stood, in a |eather vest and no jacket, levering a long pole into the
street's single oil lanp. As Gairloch skirted a tinker and his pushcart, the nan coaxed the |anp
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into light, even though the sun's red ball had not yet dropped fromthe twlight sky.

Two ni ddl e-aged nmen, not quite stooped nor erect, wearing dark cloaks, stepped into the narrow
doorway on the nmarket street side. As the door opened, a burst of |aughter escaped.
scoundrel s . "
away from .

My guide pointed. "That's the place. The stable's in back."

"What's your nane?"

"Erlyn. You can find ne near the east gate nobst afternoons.” He turned and was gone, al npbst at
a run.

The Tap Inn was nostly eatery and drinkery, with five enpty stalls that barely nmerited the
title of stable, but there was an overhead | oft, and anot her copper gained ne the privil ege of
payi ng three coppers to sleep there and three nore to stable Gairloch. The stabl ehand was rushed,
trying to get back to the inn, where-fromhis club, heavy arnms, large belly, and | ow voice-his job
appeared to be keeping order while stuffing hinmself fromthe kitchen

"No trouble, boy! You understand? Keep that nountain beast under control, and close that stall
door."

| nodded and began to brush Gairl och.

Muich as | needed to eat, and to listen to the whispered soul of Fenard as unfiltered through
| oosened tongues, | was in no hurry. | forced nyself, after | had found sone grain for Gairl och
to anble into the Tap Inn through the same side door | had watched the ol der men enter.

Hol di ng back, | winced at the din while | let ny eyes adjust. Half a dozen nmen gathered at the
sole round table in the room each cradling a tankard-big earthenware nugs, really.

Four widely-spaced wall oil lanps and a low fire supplied the light. G ease burning off a stove
somewhere and green wood burning in the fireplace supplenented the acrid snoke. Add to that the
sourness of spilled raw wi ne and cheap beer, the sweat of working nmen, and the conbi ned odor
defined the Tap Inn. | preferred the stable.

Instead, | eased for a small corner table-vacant, as | discovered, because it wobbled
alarm ngly on the uneven plank floor

"Wne or beer?" The serving-girl had unruly black hair, a thin face and body, and a livid slash-
scar fromthe right corner of her nouth to her ear

"You have redberry?"

"Costs a copper, just like a beer." ."Redberry. Bread and cheese?"

"A copper gets you two slices and a snall wedge of yellow. Two, and you get four slices and a
wedge of white.™

"Two slices and the yellow. " | put two coppers on the table, then covered themw th ny hand.

She nodded and left. "Red stuff and a small bread and cheese."

The six men around the center table were joined by a seventh.

"Rasten! Always the last. Did your new apprentice have to slaughter the horse for glue?"

"Doubl e vine for the man!"

Thunk! Redberry sl opped onto nmy hand, and by the tinme | |ooked up the girl was flirting with
the stooped Rasten. He didn't seemto mind at all

A pair, not nuch older than ne, sitting a table away began to talk | ouder, to be heard over the
ol der center group

". . . you think about Destrin? That daughter . . ."

I "... she's nice enough ..."

" no future there

Seeing the serving-girl comng, | had the coppers and ny question ready. "Wich one is Perlot?"

She jabbed a thunmb at the seven, including Rasten the |ateconer. "Silver hair, thin guy next to
the fell ow nearest the door. Want anything el se?"

"Not now. "

She was headed back to flirt with Rasten

The bread was neither fresh nor stale, but somewhere in the mddle; but the cheese was sharp
and cool, better than | expected.

". . . benches for the pits . . . and they wanted bl ack oak, for that price. Can you believe
t hat ?"

". . . another wi zard loose in the Easthorns . . . wal ked through a wall

" just an excuse because the fell ow skipped and didn't pay, that's al

The pair nearest me got up and left. No one took their place.

Sitting in the corner on the |ong bench, | nursed one red-berry, then another, |istening not
only to the older group, but to others scattered throughout the room.

". . . apprenticeship? Wth his daughter? That's a prison . "
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he'd Ii ke those gol den chains! Wuldn't you, Sander? Wuldn't you?"
frig out "

say some of the old duke's guard trying to carve out their own place ..
Nort hern Kyphros . "

wi | derness . "

autarch will show them..."
. . . howyou'd like her bed? ..

"Let's have another round."

"Who' s payi ng?"

Bet ween the continuing snmoke fromthe kitchen, the pervasiveness of soured beer and w ne, and
the acridness of green wood in the hearth, nmy eyes burned, but | kept |istening, waving away the
thin serving-girl with the scar down her cheek, nursing ny second redberry, and watching

Perl ot pulled back his chair, and | started to stand up, then sat down. Approaching a craft-
master in a tavern was an invitation to trouble. So | waited for himto | eave before | made ny way
out to the stable and Gairl och

Al though the air was cleaner and the stable far warnmer than the Easthorns had been, ny sleep
was restless, as if the thunder of that sudden winter stormin Certis still echoed in ny head, and
| kept hearing the phrase "another wi zard in the Easthorns.” In tine | did sleep, though | woke
and washed in the trough before the stabl ehand arrived.

He didn't know exactly where Perlot's shop was, but pointed generally to the far side of the
mll quarter, and | greased himw th another copper to | eave Gairloch for the day.

"Bef ore sunset, boy!"

| didn't grin, but we both knew that he wouldn't touch Gairloch with even a pitchfork. Al
being late woul d cost me was noney, and | was |osing that fast enough anyway.

Perlot's Gafting. That was what the sign read. Under the sign was a display window with a
cabi net and a wooden arnthair, both darkened red oak in the Hanorian style. The Grafting was
better than anything I had seen since |eaving Uncle Sardit, and the cabinet m ght even have gotten
a nod fromhim

Since the door was ajar, and no custoners were standing hi the waiting area, | stepped inside

On the other side of the half-wall, the craft-master was directing two others, a junior
apprentice, and either a young journeyman or senior apprentice slightly older than | was, They
wer e discussing the conposition of an oil finish.

"You there. I'lIl be with you shortly."

"Pl ease don't hurry on ny account, nastercrafter,” | answered, carefully inclining ny head.
Then | wal ked to the back side of the display window to inspect the three-drawered cabi net,
conparing it nore closely to ny recollections of Uncle Sardit's work

"What do you think?" Perlot's voice was even nore raspy in the norning.

| turned to face him

"Well . . . you seemto know sonet hi ng about woodwork. Wat do you think?"
I swallowed. "The finish is superb, as are the proportions. The grain on the side panel is
angl ed, not nuch, but enough to detract. Since the joins are hidden, | can't say nuch about the

strength, but the nmitering doesn't jamthe wood or |eave gaps."

"What about the wood?"

"The cabinetry is better than the oak. The design woul d have been better in black oak, but that
m ght have raised the cost to nore than nost buyers would pay."

Perl ot nodded. "You're looking for a job, that's clear, and you know what's expected. That's

clear, too. I can't help you." The words rushed together, as if he wanted to be done with them

"I see." It was nmy turn to nod. "Do you know any crafter who night be able to use a junior
j our neynan?"

The mastercrafter rubbed his chin. "Anong the good ones ... no. W all have nore relatives than
work." Then he laughed. "If you' re as good as you talk, you might try old Destrin. He could use
the help, but . . ." The man shrugged.

"Where could | find hin®"

"He has a place in the jewelers' street, across the narket square.
the youth and the young man, then back at ne.

"I's this a hard time for woodcrafting?"

"Not wonderful. Not terrible. I'"'mno Sardit, but sonetines we conme close."

I nmanaged to nod without dropping ny jaw.

"You ever seen his work, young fellow?"

"Yes. | once saw a chest he made- bl ack oak."

Perlot pursed his lips. "Wy do you need a job?"

The crafter | ooked over at
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"I left home young. | didn't Iike my apprenticeship. My uncle said | was too unsettled. So |
headed for Freetown. Then, what happened there forced ne to leave . . . rather suddenly."
"It forced nore than a few people to |eave.” His voice was dry. "Well ... | wish you well. Try

Destrin, but |I'd advise you agai nst using ny nane. That's your choice, of course.”

Before | had even reached the door, the crafter was back anbng the finishes.

Gairloch renmained in the stable while | sought out Destrin, heading toward the jewelers' street
and followi ng the sketchy directions provided by Perlot.

The structure itself, faced in dark-red brick and sharing common walls on both sides with nore
recentl y-painted houses, bore only a small sign above the shop door: Wod-

The house had two doors-one which covered a stairway up to the second-fl oor quarters, and an
open doorway on the street |evel |leading into the woodshop

The wi de shutters on the | one woodshop wi ndow were open though a trace askew on their hinges,
as if the pins were worn down and had not been replaced in years. The blue paint on the w ndow
casenent and upon the shutters thensel ves had faded nearly to gray, where it had not peel ed away
to reveal a battered and faded red oak beneath. Fromwhat | could tell, there was a snmall attached
structure in the back that m ght have once housed horses. Certainly the other houses in the area
had such small stables.

| stepped inside the open doorway and stood at the edge of the workroom

Wil e the workroomwasn't a disaster, the little signs of chaos were everywhere-the carel ess
racki ng of the saws, the sawdust in the chal k drawers, and the cloudiness of the oil used with the
gri ndst one.

"Yes?" A dark-haired nan-slightly stooped shoul ders, thin-faced, and wearing a clean if worn
| eat her apron over dark trousers-~glared at ne.

"I''m | ooking for Destrin."

"I"'mDestrin." Hs voice was thin

"My name is Lerris. | understand you m ght be interested in having some help."

"Hmmmmmmm . . "

"I"d be willing to work on a junior journeynman basis."

"l don't know . "

Shaking my head, | let ny skepticismshow through as | | ooked over the incipient chaos, saying
not hi ng.

Destrin stood by a half-finished tavern bench, backl ess. The seat was in place, and he had
drilled the holes for the pole legs. At a glance, | could tell it was nade fromthree different

ki nds of wood-scraps or castoffs, probably. Not quite a crude piece, but definitely not up to the
quality or the array of the tools, nor to the size of the workroomor the house or the nerchant's
nei ghbor hood.

"Well," he demanded in a thin and testy voice, "can you do this kind of work?"

"Yes." | didn't feel |ike elaborating.

"How can you show ne?"

I glanced around. The bins were enpty, except for scraps. "I'l|l nake something, and you can
judge for yourself. Al it will cost is sone scraps and the use of your tools."

"They' re good tools. How can | be sure you know how to handle then?" His thin voice degenerated
into nmore of a whine. "Acccuuu . . . ufffff . . . ufff . . ." H's hand touched the workbench to

steady hinself, but his eyes stayed on ne.

"Watch ne. O work on your bench while | show you."

" Hhnmmmphnm

| took that for agreenent and began to rummage around. In the end, | found a piece of red oak
with some twisted grains at one end that could be turned to an el aborate breadboard, and somne
smal | er pl ank-ends of white oak that would nake a snall box, perhaps for needl es.

That turned out to be the easy part. None of the small saws or smaller straight planes had been
sharpened in years, and the peg plane was clogged with sawdust and chips in a way that indicated
it had been forced. So | cleaned it first, then oiled it and sharpened if. | managed to do the
same with the other planes, but the snmall saws were beyond ny ability, except to clean them

Destrin kept looking at me as | cleaned and sharpened the tools, and then as | cleaned off the
second bench, re-racking all the odds and ends into the old cabinets that seemed to have a pl ace
for everything.

Only after | had done that, and | realized it was well after noon, did | lay out the wood
pi eces for the box.

"Father ..." A light voice cane fromthe now open door at the back of the shop, a second
staircase to the quarters. "I didn't know anyone was here." The girl was golden-haired, thin |like

her father, and petite, although definitely fem nine in shape and deneanor. Her voice was thin
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like his, but not whiny, just thin, or tired. Her face was not quite elfin, with a short but
straight nose a touch too long to be called cute, and her eyes were a brown-fl ecked green. She
wore a faded bl ue apron over calf-length brown trousers and an equally faded yellow shirt. Her
feet were in sandals.

"I didn't nean to surprise you. My nane is Lerris," | told her

She | ooked from her father to me and back again.

"I"'mtrying to persuade your father to take me on as a journeynan."

" Hmmmphhmm " not ed Destrin. He coughed again.

I wondered if that were his way of avoiding conmenting on anything. Again, | said nothing as
fini shed neasuring the wood scraps.

"Whuld you like to join us for sone dinner?" she asked. "It's only soup with sone fruit and
bi scuits."

Destrin glared at his daughter

"Nei ther one of you knows ne. | appreciate the offer, but, until | finish sonething of val ue
for Destrin. . ." As | spoke |I could see the woodcrafter rel ax.

"Let me bring you sonething to drink and sone fruit at |east."

"I wouldn't object to that, mistress, but | need to keep working."

She | ooked down, then retreated up the stairs.

As usual, everything took Ionger than it should. | had to readjust the wood vise, including a
m nor repair of the fastening on the bottomplate, and the sawi ng took | onger because the bl ades
weren't as sharp as Uncle Sardit's.

In fact, though I only took a few nminutes to gulp down the sliced soft apples she set out along
with a battered blue clay nmug, it was nearly supper tine before | finished gluing the last joins
together. The whole tinme, Destrin had "hmphed" along with the bench, barely finishing his by the
time | put the little white oak box into the setting clanps.

It didn't take very long to groove a rectangle on the top and chal k out a sinple four-point
star, then carve and chisel out the shallow design

The box was good and wor kmanl i ke, not exquisite, but better than much of what | had seen. "You

know woods and tools," Destrin said grudgingly. "It's nice," observed his daughter
"Better than nice, Deirdre. Fetch a silver or two in the market." He al nost sniled.
| shrugged, not wanting to correct the older man. | didn't know Fenard, but | doubted that the

box would fetch nore than a half silver. "Are you interested in a journeyman?"

"Can't pay much."

"I don't ask for anything up front. You get half of what | can nake and sell. | pay two coppers
an eight-day for room and another two for food, but if I clean out the old stable | can put ny
pony there."

Destrin's head jerked up at the nmention of the pony. "Were are you from fellow?"

"Up the North Coast. | went to Freetown, but | had to | eave. There was no work after the black
ones cl osed down the port."
"You could afford a horse?" asked Deirdre. "Hardly," | |aughed. "He's a shaggy nountain pony,

and he doesn't eat too nuch."

"Anot her two pennies for the stable."

"Two pennies, but only if I don't nake you a half-silver an eight-day." Destrin reflected, but
not for long. "Al'l right. And you sleep here in the shop. There's a small roomin the corner."

That was all | wanted, for the noment. | needed sone funds, sone tine to think and to read The
Basis of Order, and sonewhere to stable Gairloch

"You have supper with us upstairs,”" added the craft-nmaster. He | ooked around the shop

| understood. "After | clean up a little."

He nodded.

Destrin was getting a good deal, but he wasn't likely to ask the questions that the other
crafters like Perlot night.

In the end, | didn't eat with them instead persuading Destrin to et ne get Gairloch and work
on the stable.

Unli ke the shop, the stable had sinply been closed. Destrin had clearly never had enough extra
wood to use it for storage, and it didn't take long with the old broom| found to nmake one of the
two stalls suitable for Gairloch, at least for the night. Finding tinme to get him exercise m ght
be a greater problem but that worry would have to wait.

XL
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DESTRI N HAD so many problens that it was hard to know where to begin, and that didn't even
count Deirdre. Some of them were easy enough to correct, just given a little tinme and effort, like
reorgani zing the shop back to its original and functional pattern

Sone took ny own funds, because Destrin didn't see any use in them |ike having the small saws
sharpened by a good tinker. For Destrin there wasn't any use. He knew he couldn't produce snall
wor k- not good enough to sell in the market. But | could, and | needed to sell things to avoid
spendi ng nyself out of the last few golds | had.

Even though Deirdre | ooked longingly at the little white-oak box | had made to show that | knew
woods and woodwor ki ng, Destrin agreed that | should sell it on the follow ng ei ght-day's-end
mar ket .

| didn't intend to sell only one box. That nmeant going to the nmlls to find woods, preferably
scraps.

The first miller, Nurgke, was blunt. "Scraps? Not even for sale, not to you or to Destrin. The
scraps go to Perlot or Jirrle. They're ny best custoners, and they need themfor their
apprentices." He had silver hair and hard brown eyes, arms |ike tree-trunks, and an open if
unsm | i ng, face.

Nurgke's m |l had two big .saws, run by waterwheels froma diversion of the Gallos River. In
spite of his bluntness, his nmill conveyed a sense of order. Even the stones in the nill-race were
set precisely, and the grease for the waterwheels was set in nmeasured dollops for application by
hi s apprenti ces.

"Inmpressive,” | told himas | surveyed his operation. "You prize order highly."

"I praise profits, woodnan. Order brings profits.”

| couldn't argue with that. "Wo el se m ght have wood scraps or m |l ends for sale?"

Nurgke pulled at his long chin, then frowned. "Well . . . Yuril doesn't have any arrangenents,
but he does nostly firs, stuff for poles and fences, farmuses, not nuch in the way of hardwoods.
Then there's Teller . . . but he's alnpbst under indenture to the prefect. You might try Brettel

He used to m Il for Dorman."” He saw ny bl ank | ook and expl ai ned. "Dorman was Destrin's father

Best cabi netnmaker in Candar. Sonme said he was as good as Sardit in Recluce, nmaybe better." The
m || -naster shook his head. "Destrin's a good man, been through a lot, but he doesn't have the
touch." He | ooked at ne. "Brettel night help you, but don't sell hima song. He never forgets."

Wth Nurgke's admonition fresh on my nind, | rode Gairloch back around the perimeter road of
Fenard, the wi de and cleared granite-paved way just inside the fifteen-cubit-high stone walls,
until | got to the north gate and the north road | eading out to Brettel's nmill.

The wi nd whi pped around us, and the light dimred as the cl ouds darkened. By the tine we reached
the mll, light crisp flakes were falling upon the frozen ground, leaving a |lacy finish over the

fields of stubble behind the wooden rail fences.

| had to wait for Brettel, who was westling with the replacenent of a saw.

So | studied his mll. Like Nurgke's, his radiated order, but with an ol der and | onger-standi ng
sense of presence. Hs mll-race was also perfectly stoned and nortared, but sonme of the stones
had been repl aced. The stream dammed for his high pond had to be the one that joined the Gall os
Ri ver on the east side of Fenard.

The | unber and tinber storage warehouse radi ated an age greater than the stone walls of Fenard,
yet there was no debris and the roof timbers were nore recent and careful ly varni shed.

The war ehouse was chill-no fires or hearths with that nuch | unber around, but | wondered how
much tinber and how many pl anks split because of the changes in heat and cold.
"You? Who are you, and what do you want?" Brettel, |ike a broad and bandy-|egged dwarf, stood

shorter than to ny shoul der, and his voice was a clear tenor. For all the abruptness of his words,
the tone was pl easant.

"I''ma new journeyman for Destrin, the woodworker. My nane is Lerris."

"Destrin? What are you running from young fellow?"

I grinned. I'"'mnot, at |east not exactly. | worked for ny uncle, but he said | was too
unsettled and told ne to see the world and to conme back when | could settle down." | shrugged.
"You can't see nuch of the world when you run out of coppers. So | agreed to work for Destrin as a
journeyman. He supplies tools and | odging and gets a |arge share of what | produce.”

The m |l -naster | ooked ne over. "No sign of chaos. The worst you could be would be an honest
scoundrel, and that's the least of Destrin's problens. Wat do you want from me? My best-cut
ti mbers without paying a copper?" | shook ny head. "I'mnot that anbitious. | prefer smaller
pi eces for now Scraps and mll ends, if you can spare any."

Brettel pursed his |ips.

"I can pay a little," | offered, not wanting to seemtoo eager, but not wanting to appear as a
beggar, either
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He shook his head with a rueful grin. "I don't know what you are, but you're neither a thief
nor of chaos, and anything would help Destrin, | think." Then he fixed his eyes on mine. "But
| eave hi s daughter al one. She's mny god-daughter, and while his pride won't let ne foster her
she' |l have an honest man of Fenard for a husband." The |ast words were like light iron, and
st epped back.

"I didn't know . . ."

He | aughed, and the | augh was deeper, not at all like the tenor of his voice. "You wouldn't. |
woul dn't say anythi ng, except you're good-l|ooking, probably talented, and will |eave her sooner or
later. There are plenty of others . . . now, about the scraps . "

| waited, trying not to hold my breath.
"Fol |l ow nme. You can take anything you want fromthe burn bin, but don't |leave a ness. The m ||

ends are in the other bin. Those we sell. You get out what you want into a pile, then either Arta-
he's the" skinny fellowwith red hair-or | will talk about how many coppers it's worth."
In the end, | gathered one bag full of red and white oak scraps, enough to do three or four

snmal | boxes, and enough mll ends for three coppers to do a breadboard or two and a small chair

Brettel watched as | carefully packed the woods into the old basket | had taken from Destrin's
st abl e.

"Good | uck, young fellow. You seemto know woods."

"Thank you. What | do with themis what counts."”

He nodded and was gone, and | chucked the reins.

Wheeee . . . eeeee.

"I know. | know. You don't |ike carrying wood. But if you want to stay dry and get fed, you're
going to have to carry wood."

Gairloch carried me out into the wind and the swirling snow that had covered not only the
fields, but the perimeter road, with a light white bl anket.

Destrin "hhhmmmpphed" as | brought in the wood and stacked it in the unused bins on what had
become ny side of the workroom He had a fire stoked in the side hearth and a ragged sweater on
under his apron. "Wat's that for, boy?"

"Sone boxes, breadboards, and a snmall chair."

"Do a good chair, and it will sell. Boxes don't do so well these days."

"If they don't sell, I'll nmake other things in the future." Deirdre just watched until | began
to neasure. Then, as if the details bored her, she slipped through the back door and upstairs.

The hardest thing was not to hurry. Even though | knew nothing was going to happen inmedi ately,
| felt like every nonent counted, that | should be working all the time, and | did work under the
| anp sone ni ghts.

Destrin was wong. | finished two boxes, and with the white oak one, took themto the narket on
ei ghth-day. Getting in cost me a copper, but | found a spot by the dry fountain, next to a flower
seller, and set out the three boxes on a tan cloth | had borrowed from Deirdre.

The snow had hal f-nmelted, half bl own away, but the wind still whipped in fromthe north, and
| ess than a score of possible buyers wandered through the square.

"Those are nice, young fellow. Where are they fron?" asked the rotund woman with the cut
flowers.

"Here. |I'ma new journeynman for Destrin, the woodworker."

"You made those? You nean he actually has someone who can make things like old Dornman di d?" She
| eaned down and studied the boxes. "Well . . . they're not as elegant as Dor-nman's . . . rather
plain . . . but they |ook well-nade."

"May | see the one on the end?" interrupted another voice, that of a slender man in gray
| eat hers.

| didn't Iike his narrow face or the cold ook in his eyes, but | nodded as | handed himthe
red- oak box.

The man studied it minutely, |looking at the joins, at the grain angles, and the fit of the top
Finally, he handed it back, alnbst with a di sappointed |ook on his face. "Decent workmanship. Fair
style." He nodded curtly and stepped away.

"I guess that neans you're all right, fellow"

"Who was that?" | asked. "Some inspector for the | ocal guild?"

"The prefect doesn't allow guilds. He says they just cause graft and corruption."”

"So who was he?"

"That's old Jirrle. He and Perlot and Dornman used to fight over who was the better crafter. Now
he does the fine cabinets for the gentry, the big nerchants, and the prefect.”

"Can | see that box in the mddle? How much is it?" A wonan in a shapel ess gray overtunic that
failed to conceal her bulk jabbed at the white oak box.
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"A silver," | responded.
"I't's not worth nmore than a copper or two . "
In the end, | sold the white oak for six coppers, and the two others for five-just enough to

| eave nme nothing after the cost of entering the market, the cost of the wood and paying Destrin's
share, and ny eight-day's |odging and board. That did | eave the wood for the chair paid for, but
the Iack of profit wasn't the nost pronising of starts.

XLI

OVER THE NEXT few ei ght-days, my cash flow inproved, and | stopped going to the market, instead
di spl aying ny products on the stage in Destrin's window Wth winter full upon Fenard, nostly
denmonstrated with how i ng wi nds, and occasional |ight snows, being able to sell w thout either
payi ng the market fee or shivering on the cold stones of the square was a definite inprovenent.
The first chair brought three silvers, although | ended up having to buy a finish varnish for it
and putting a satin sanded gloss on it.

Destrin "humphhedd" and npaned, but finally gave in when | insisted that his cut came after
deducting the expenses for materials, since | was the one buying them Deirdre still watched
occasionally as | worked, and Brettel still let nme have the small scraps free. Even the |arger
mll ends cost but a few coppers.

Gairloch liked every opportunity to |l eave the confined stall, and that was another problem

Stalls had to be cleaned, sonething | had forgotten. C eaning the sawdust and scraps fromthe
shop, with the fragrance of cut wood, was al nost a pleasure conpared to w elding a shovel and sl op
bucket. Sonetinmes | even had to wash parts of the planking-and nmy hands turned red fromthe
freezing water and coarse soap-but sonmething inside me wouldn't let nme not keep either the stal

or shop spotl ess.

As | worked nore with the tools, and Dorman had left tools every bit as good as Uncle Sardit's,
my hands becane nearly an extension of ny thoughts, and | could al nost feel how the grains and the
strengths and lesions in the woods flowed together. Sonetinmes it wasn't even boring, and |I could
begi n to understand how and why Uncle Sardit | ooked at wood.

"What are you?" denanded Destrin as | stepped back fromthe parlor chair | had gotten a
conmi ssion for. It wasn't perfect, not to Uncle Sardit's standards, but even he woul d have called
it a good piece. | had deepened and w dened the seat grooves, knowi ng who would use it, and the
spool s and braces were a shade heavier to bear the extra weight, yet the proportions did not show

that extra strength. "Acufff . . . cufHf. " He reached out a hand to steady hinself. H's face
pal ed.

| leaned toward him "Are you all right?"

" Be ... all ... right . . . just an instant "

He wasn't. Even when he straightened up and stopped coughi ng, he was pale. For the first tinme
since | had conme to Fenard, .1 reached out with ny feelings beyond the woodworking to touch

Destrin . . . and nearly recoiled fromthe inpact. The threads of order within his body were
faded, dying a fraction of a span at a tinme. Yet there was no chaos, no tinge of evil, just as
t hough he were far older than he was, as if he were an ancient.

Al nost without thinking, | lent himsonme internal order, a touch of strength.

"Who are you?" he repeated, as though his coughing attack had never occurred, but he edged
closer to the hearth.

I wiped ny forehead. "I'mLerris."”
Destrin shook his head. "A master trained you, Lerris. I'ma poor excuse for a crafter, and
know it, but | can recognize quality and skill. Sometinmes you | ook |ike Dorman when you touch the

wood, or just let the plane graze an edge. You are in a different world. Wen you | ook at a piece
of wood, you |l ook Iike you see all the way through it."
| did, but there wasn't any reason to tell Destrin that. So | shrugged, and | was shrugging a

lot in Fenard. "Like you, Destrin, I"'mtrying to nake a living."

" accuffff. . . acuuu . " He waved nme away.

This time, with what | had given him he recovered quickly.

"Damed chill . . ." he nunbled. Then his eyes nmet mne, and, as if he recogni zed what | was,
he shook his head. "What will | do when you | eave?"

| |1 ooked back at the chair. Destrin had raised a real question. "You had this shop before
came," | said firmy, but it was no answer, and we both knew it.

Qut side, the wind whistled, shaking the front shutters and rattling the display w ndow.
"Are you ready for supper, Papa?" Deirdre stood by the stairs, |ooking as petite and fragile as
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al ways, as if a good breeze would carry her away. Yet there was iron behind that seem ng
fragility, as | had di scovered watching her negotiate with a nerchant's wi fe over some curtains
she had provi ded.

"Good tinme to stop,"” agreed the crafter

While Deirdre served a barley soup, it was a hearty soup, and the biscuits were fresh. Young or
fragile-1oo0king, she could cook, and she always had a pleasant, if shy, snmle

That night, with ny back against the brick of the wall and ny feet up on the pallet that served

as couch, bed, and study area, | eased out The Basis of Order. The cover was getting battered,
per haps because | had read through the slimvolunme at |east tw ce.
Readi ng didn't nean understandi ng, unfortunately. Sone things were easy enough, |ike the
busi ness with the sheep had been. O 1like hel ping strengthen Destrin's body to fight the wasting
di sease. | could understand what the disease did to Destrin, but there was nothing | could do. Oh,

Destrin | ooked better after my intervention, and | would do what |I could, but slowy, slowmy, he
was dyi ng.

Even the damed introduction to the book didn't hel p: "Learning w thout understandi ng can but
increase the frustration of the inpatient "

O how about "... Al things are not possible, even to the greatest . . ."?

Wonder ful , just wonderful

| closed the book and | ooked at not hi ng.

Too many questions kept nagging at nme, even as | continued to force my way through the dammabl e
Basis of Order. At times, | would sit there under the lanmp, later than | should have been up
knowi ng that ny eyes would burn the next day, struggling with the conflicts and the anbiguities.

| couldn't read the book fromfront to back. That | had given up early. So | read the back
sections first, the ones on the nechanics of order, and | tried some of themout, |ike aligning
metals to strengthen them or change their characteristics. Those were easy, at |east on nails or
scraps, after a little practice.

And, using a pot of water and a candle as a burner, | could figure out how t he weat her
nmodi fications worked . . . sort of. Wiat scared nme there were all the qualifications and warnings
about |arge storns changi ng harvests later in the year and creating droughts el sewhere. But the
pot of water and the burner weren't going to change anything except nake the air in the shop a
little danmper, and that didn't hurt the wood at all

So | sat there, back against the wall, feet up on ny pallet, trying to nmake sense of what | had
learned ... or thought | had learned . . . and realizing that sonme things were not possible-even
for the order-master | wasn't.

A glimer of yellow fromthe shadows caught ny eye

whhsttt... A whisper of slipped feet foll owed.

Deirdre stood back fromthe curtains to ny alcove. How |l ong she had been there, | didn't know,
but her dark eyes flickered fromne to the book and back
In ny shorts and nothing else, | felt undressed.

"You can cone in, Deirdre.”

She did, but not far, only just inside the curtain that served as the doorway to ny al cove. She
wore an ol d naroon wool en robe over a worn white shift, and her shoul der-length hair was tied
back.

"Lerris?"

"Yes?" | turned and swung ny feet off the bed, setting themon the floor and sitting sideways
on the pallet bed.

"Were you once a priest?" Her voice was soft, as it always was. Not timd, just soft.

| did not answer her, and she said nothing, finally sitting on the end of the pallet, the
ntest scent of roses reaching ne.

"You couldn't sleep.”

fa

She shook her head. "I worry about Papa.”
"So do I."
"I know . " She edged herself toward nme. "He sees it, too. He won't say anything." She

reached out a slender hand and laid it on nmy forearm Her fingers were firmand cool against ny
skin, and | swall owed, fighting against wanting to hold her

"Lerris . " She eased even cl oser.

| tried not to shiver. It had been too long since | had held a girl, far too |ong.

"Please . . . stay . . . whatever you want " Even though she had noved al nost beside ne,
deep within she was shivering, and not with desire; yet at the sane tine she was calmy
pur posef ul .

Taking a deep breath, | renoved her hand. "Deirdre . . . | will do what | can for your father."
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| took another breath. "I want to hold you-really hold you-and nore, but that would not be fair to
you or to your father." Then | smiled crookedly. "And if you stay that close to me for long, it
will be very hard for ne to behave nyself."” | wasn't kidding. She snelled warm and wonderful, and

she brought honme how lonely it had been. But she didn't want nme. She wanted ne to save her father.

She edged back, just enough to let nme know she was grateful, but not enough to nake ne think
she found ne that unattractive-or sonething like that. | wasn't sure.

"Thank you." That was all she said, but she nmeant it, and that was enough. She sat there for a
time. Finally, she asked, "Were are you fronP"

"A place far away, so far that | nay never be able to return.”

She | ooked at ne, and | | ooked back, and she opened her nmouth and then closed it before asking
anot her question. "Wiy are you here?"

"You'd have to say that it's a pilgrinmage of sorts, atine for ne to learn, and to decide."

"Have you | earned things you didn't know?" She w apped the robe around herself nore tightly,
rem nding ne that the shop was chill, that winter still held Fenard.

The cold didn't bother nme as much as it once had, but that was because | had begun to | ook at
my own internal order, | suppose.

"Sonme days ..." | admitted. "I never seemto learn what | thought | was going to |earn
t hough. "

She nodded at nme to continue.

"I left woodworki ng once, when | was an apprentice, and | wasn't sure |I'd ever do it again. It

seemred . . . well . . . ii was boring. Wiy would anyone want to care about whether the grains
lined up just right, or whether there was too much pressure on the clanmps?” "x

"You seemto like it now. . . sone days | stand and watch you, and you don't see nme, even when
I''m al nost beside you Grandpapa was like that." | licked ny dry lips, catching the scent of her

again, and feeling nmy heart beat faster. "You'd better go."

A faint smle crossed her face as she rose, alnmpst a grin, but touched a little with a sadness
I could feel without reaching. "Thank you."

She was gone too soon, and alnbst too late, and | wondered what harmit would have done to have
taken what she had offered. But the words of ny father, and Talryn, and the book hamered at ne,
and | knew | had done what was best. Enjoying Deirdre would have been decei ving her, and, nore
i mportant, deceiving ne. Yet ny heart was still beating too fast, and ny body ached, and | dreaned
of golden-haired girls, and a bl ack-haired woman, and even a redhead, and woke sweating and sore
But | woke knowi ng what | had to do.

XLI

THE SQUAD LEADER | ooks over her shoulder. "Tell Greo to drop back another hundred rods." Her
body adjusts automatically as her nmount starts down the long slope that will [ead to the Denon's
Triangl e-the nythical intersection between Freetown, Hydlen, and Kyphros.

"A hundred rods?"

"Twi ce the separation he's got now "

"But we can't reach himif they attack fromthe rear . . ."

"We can. We're not his good-luck piece. He's a big boy."

"But . . ."

Her hand touches the hilt of the blade. "You replace Greo." Her soft voice carries across the
road, still shrouded in the mst |aid dowmn before dawn. Under the cavalry cl oak and hood, her |ong
hair is tightly bound up in black cords.

The man shakes his head, but turns his nmount back uphill.

In time, the trooper called Greo urges his gelding up beside the dark-haired wonan who has
shed the cloak and folded it into a saddl ebag. She wears the still-untarnished silver firebird on
the collar of the leather officer's vest.

Greo's eyes burn as he takes in the slender officer. On foot he would | ook down on the woman
by nore than a head.

Her eyes seemto | ook through the fog ahead.

He opens his nouth.

"Quiet." The word barely carries the distance between them yet it arrives with the inpact of a
quarr el

G reo shuts his nmouth, but his teeth grate inside his cheeks.

"Gllian regulars," nmutters the squad | eader. "Dammed ghouls." Her eyes | ook again into the
msts. "Wzard . . . not this far from@Gallos."
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She unsheat hes her bl ade, nudgi ng her nount into a quick walk. "Get the others to close up ...
quietly.”

G reo drops back, but says nothing to the two troopers in file behind him as he glances from
themto the squad | eader. The road flattens out as it nears the valley below, and the danp and
packed clay of the roadbed dulls the sounds of the Kyphran squad.

Ahead, a flickering pinpoint of |ight appears, then disappears, shrouded and unshrouded by the
ground fog rolling out of the Little Easthorns.

G reo | ooks back toward the squad | eader, but she has vanished into the nmists. He frowns, but
does not unsheathe his bl ade.

The Kyphran squad rides downhil |

Whhheeee . . . eeeee . . . eeee
. . eeee . . . eeee
cdink . . . clunkh

The sound of a single set of hoofs thunders toward the Kyphrans.

"Formup!" The single command is snapped out of the fog like an iron |ash, and even Greo turns
hi s nount.

The squad | eader |ets her charger carry her past the first two files. "Mwve it!"

Al nost reluctantly, the Kyphran troopers urge their nmounts forward into a trot.

Nearly a dozen Gallians are in the saddle as the Kyphrans break out of the fog and | unber
toward the invaders.

The squad | eader has resuned the van, and her blade flashes, though there is little light to
reflect fromthe cold steel

Whhhsttt . . . hhstttsss

" dam ..."

"Your right, Greo!"

" ai ee!l ."

Al'l the sounds are fromthe Kyphran side. The Gallians fight silently.

VWhhsttt. ..

" you!"

". . . chaos . . . bastard . . ."

Whhssttt

In time, the Kyphran squad draws up not far fromthe abandoned fire that still flickers through

the nmorning fog. One mount and nan are m ssing. Another nount's saddle is enpty. A dozen figures
wearing the purpled gray of Gallos are spraw ed in and around the canp.

The squad | eader reins up by the fire. "Greo, get the weapons and strap themto one of the
Gal l'ian nounts."

"CGet themyourself."

The squad | eader sighs, but the blade is in her hands. "Do you want to die on your horse or on
your feet?"

G reo shrugs. "You couldn't win on foot in an honest fight." He swi ngs off the chestnut
gel di ng.

She sniles and di snounts.

He | eaps forward even before her foot is clear of the stirrup

She dives under his blade and enmerges fromthe roll with her own bl ade before her. Wihssskk ..
Cinnkkk ... Whhhstttt.

Hi s blade slips fromhis fingers as the blood fountains fromhis throat, as his knees crunble.
"Bitch ..." Even before he has finished dying, she has resuned her seat on the charger. "Hyster

gat her the Gallian weapons."

The thin bearded man | ooks fromthe giant on the ground to the slender wonan upon the horse. He
swal | ows, then dismounts without a word.

Two ot her men exchange gl ances.

" see how fast her blade is ..."

". . . kill you as | ook at you . "
" killed seven of the Gallians, though . . ."
She lets the whispers continue for a time, then clears her throat. "Let's go."

XLl

SINCE WHAT | had to do would further upset tradition in Fenard, | needed soneone with a
personal interest, and Brettel was the only one possible.
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| kept telling nmyself that as Gairloch carried me out the north road to the mll-master's
operation. Perhaps | had just picked the day because the sun was finally out, and the wi nd down,
and the air so clean and clear that despite its bite on ny face, | wanted to sing. | didn't. That
woul d have been inflicting too nmuch on poor Girloch

The thoughts of song died as | neared the mll and the gray stone warehouse.

"Lerris, what brings you here? Did you finish that chair?" H s silver hair glinted despite the
af ternoon overcast, and his snile was wel com ng.

"You gave ne the order two days ago. Good chairs take sone tinme." | grinned right back at him
but | couldn't sustain the expression

H s eyes raked over ne. "Conme on into the parlor."

"Whuld that be all right?"

"I''l'l be there shortly. | need to tell Arta about sonme cuts. |If you want sone redberry, Dalta
will get it for you." He was off, his short legs propelling the big torso and broad shoul ders
toward the mll with a walk that woul d have been running for nost men.

W ping nmy forehead, | dismunted and tied Gairloch to the post, |oosely. Al though he needed no
tying, there was no point in advertising either his training or ny abilities. | wondered if the
people at the Travelers' Rest had ensured that a nountain pony was always there at Felshar's
Li very when dangergel ders arrived, or whether it had been specially set up for nme. Talryn, nursing
a guilty conscience?

Al t hough the afternoon was cl ouded, the danpness and heat, and the |ack of any breeze at all
created the feeling of wal king through a hot bath in winter clothes. My growi ng internal order-
mastery |l et me handl e cold, but heat was another question

At the | ong one-story house beside the | unber warehouse, | lifted the brass knocker and let it
fall

A young wonan opened the door

| smiled in spite of nyself. Seeing the eyes as blue as the sky after a rain, hair as bright as
spun gold, skin nmore finely finished than the silk of white oak, and a figure like a tenple
statue, | could have cared | ess that she cane to | ess than ny shoul der

"May | help you? The mill-master is in the main building . " Her voice was firm yet snpoth
as a good finish on black oak.

Gat hering nyself back together, | nodded. "I'mLerris, the journeyman for Destrin. Brette
asked me to wait for himin the parlor." | paused. "Are you Dalta?"

"I"'mDalta." She smled politely, with a natural warnth that prom sed nothing while cheering
the afternoon, and for sonme reason | thought of Krystal, though I could not have possibly said
why.

"He mentioned redberry."

"I"ll take you to the parlor."

She even provided ne with a glass-a real glass tunbler- of redberry, and I sat in a chair
probably made by Dorman, since it matched one | had seen in his plan book, and wondered what
Brettel's consort | ooked |like to have produced such a daughter.

Then | wondered about Deirdre, and whether what | was planning was fair. Recalling Talryn's
acidic comments about fairness, | ended up shaking ny head.

"You |l ook like hell, Lerris . . ." Brettel carried another tunbler, but his steamed. The odor
of spiced cider filled the room mxing with the snell of burning wood fromthe hearth.

"That's about the way | feel."

"You | ook like you want to ask for sonething out of the ordinary."

| nodded.

"Don't tell nme you want to nmarry Deirdre."

"No. That woul d be wong for both of us, but she's part of the problem"”

Brettel sipped, delicately for such a broad man, fromthe tunbler, waiting.

"You know Destrin's failing ..." | began.

"He doesn't |ook well."

"I can't maintain the business too nuch |onger."

"I can't say |I'msurprised." H's face darkened.

"Hold it. I"mnot wal king off soon . . . but | need a favor, and not for ne."
He took another sip as his expression slipped back to neutrality. "Wy are you asking nme?"
| decided to blurt it all out. "I need to train an apprentice for Destrin. He has to understand

or feel woods, and he has to be older than the normal apprentice, and | really want himto be
suitable for Deirdre."

"That's a big order. Who appointed you Destrin's keeper?"

"I guess | did. No one el se was hel ping him Now that |'ve nade things profitable. | can't just
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leave it. But the time will cone ..." | shrugged agai n.

"Why can't you stay?"

"For now, | can. The tine will cone, probably before too | ong, when . . ."

"You're awfully mysterious, Lerris. Wiy should | do this?" The man was pressing, but he had
been good to ne, and |I could tell he enbodi ed order

1 |l ooked around the parlor, let ny senses expand. No one was within hearing distance. "Wat do
you know about Recl uce?"

Brettel just nodded, not even |ooking surprised. "There's always been sonethi ng nore about you
Are you hel ping Destrin?"

I knew what he neant. "As | can, but there's nothing anyone could do."

"You'd do this for hin®"

"He's a good nman. Not a terribly good crafter, but a good man. And he fights each day because
he feels he can offer Deirdre nothing."

Brettel scratched his left ear, then took a long pull. "Do you have any ideas where such an
unusual apprentice mght be found?"

"How about the younger son of one of the woodl ot owners or the farns where you | 0og? You m ght
have a feeling . "

"I mght . . . does he have to be ol der?"

"No . . . but not too nmuch younger . . . gentle at heart, but stubborn, if that's possible ..."
| closed my mouth, realizing | was revealing far too much.

"You worry about ne?"

"Alittle," | admtted.
"You should." Then he smiled. "But | told you | was Deirdre's godfather, and whether you cane
fromhell itself, something needs to be done. Let me think about it. There are a coupl e of

youngsters that just might do." He chuckled and added, "And their parents would believe we were
doing thema favor."

I finished the redberry while Brettel thought.

"I"l'l get back to you,"” he told nme while ushering nme out.

An eight-day later Bostric arrived.

So did a conmission for a red-oak chest for Dalta's dowy, with instructions to take ny tine
and do it right ... as if | ever would have done it any other way for Brettel

Bostric was gangly, red-haired and freckled, initially as shy as a spooked quail, at |east when
I was around, and stubborn as a cornered buffalo. But he listened, and he could feel the woods. In
his work on the woodl ot, he'd even used a saw and tried his hand at carving. H's figures of people
and aninals were artistically better than mne.

Destrin just hunphed, between coughs and when he had the strength to do so, and Deirdre made
| arger portions of the ever-present barley soup. Boring it might be, but she sniled nore, when she

wasn't fussing over her papa, and that was about all | could expect.
| still sometines dreaned about golden girls, and someti mes about a bl ack-haired wonan, and
woke up sweating and worse. | wondered why | dreamed of Krystal, but had no answers. All the tineg,

Bostric slept soundly in the pull-out pallet we had built for himin the shop

XLV

BRETTEL' S COVMM SSI ON GAVE ne another idea. | decided to make two of the chests, keeping the
pi eces for the second red oak dower chest in the stable when | wasn't working on it. If | didn't
do it, no one else would, and Destrin really never |ooked at what | was working on until it was
close to conpletion

He was usually wapped up in his benches and plain tables and fighting out the coughing
attacks. When he wasn't, he worried about Bostric or ne.

"He's all right, Lerris. He's just not you." If I heard themonce, | heard those words a score
of times as the winter drew out.

Bostric had nore potential than Perlot's Gizzard, of that | was convinced, but he still didn't
have the confidence, and only tinme would build that.

First, | made hi mwork on breadboards, but only a few, mainly to give himconfidence. The
mar ket for breadboards was linmited, and designing and carving breadboards that didn't sell wasn't
buil di ng confidence. | called themdisplay pieces, and two actually sold, right fromthe w ndow.

Then | talked to Wyson, who ran the dry goods store off the jewelers' street, and persuaded
himto comm ssion a storage chest, a sinple piece but lined with cedar, to provide sunmer storage
for wool ens.
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Doing it took twi ce as |ong, because | nade Bostric do a lot of things | would have done.
"Why don't you do this, ser? | have to struggle, just getting the lines right."

"So did I," | snapped. "But will | always be here?"

"I'f you're not here, honored nmastercrafter, howwll | learn?" He said it in a respectful tone
with a straight face. Only his eyes betrayed him

"I"'mnot a nmastercrafter. I'mjust a journeyman woodcrafter."

"l understand, ser."

He gave ne that hangdog | ook, and with his unruly red nop, freckles, and bushy eyebrows,
resenbl ed a sheepdog nore than an apprentice. Then, maybe the two were simlar. Sometines it was
hard to renmenber how frustrated and bored | had been, and how | would have |iked to have said what
| felt.

"But, honored journeynman, | still don't see what you want."

| couldn't help grinning. "Sorry . . . you're right. It is hard to learn howto do." | took the
cal i pers once again and showed hi mwhat | wanted, then | watched and corrected hi m when necessary,
trying not to | augh.

In the end, on that piece, everything worked out. Wyson was pl eased, and placed an order for

anot her chest, but not until early in the fall, when he would be getting his |ast shipnment of
fini shed wool ens from Montgren
Sonetimes, it didn't work out so well-like the chair for Wessel. Bostric had trouble with the

spooling, and that was ny fault. He wasn't ready for it, and | had pushed too hard. W gave his
effort, sturdy enough, to the Tenple sisters, and | conpleted the second one nyself. The bonus
al nost paid for the extra wood.

Deirdre turned out a nmatched cushion that nade the piece even nore spectacular, and | nade a
mental note to have her do nore work like that in the future. She would be a real partner for
Bostri c.

After that, | suggested that Bostric try a bench to match the ones Destrin was making for the
Horn I nn, perhaps the seediest drinkery in Fenard. At |least, the breakage and Destrin's |ow prices
had gi ven hima steady, if poor, incone.

Destrin had hunmphed at my suggestion, coughed some nore, but hadn't openly objected.

In the nmeantine, to try to upgrade Bostric's finishing skills, | had sketched out a child's
table for him scaling dowm a sinple one fromDorman's incredible plan book. Once | had gone
through it several times, and expl ained the reasons for everything, Bostric finally nodded.
coul d sense the understanding.

The table turned out well, although it sat in the window for nore than an ei ght-day before
Wyson, the dry goods nerchant, paid two silvers for it and a matching pair of armess chairs. |
think that was because the weather had closed in, drifting snow over the roads toward Kyphros, and
an expected shi pnent of Kyphros silverware had been del ayed until after the holidays. So he needed
a year-end present for his littlest.

| put ny share into the hidden strongbox to go with the dower chest, and Bostric bought hinself
a pair of boots, barely used, but an inprovenent over his muckers.

Still ... the table had been an experinment that al nost hadn't sold, and that bothered nme. W
couldn't count on the weather to save us every tine.

| rubbed ny chin, then | ooked at the white oak | was working for a corner cabinet. VWite oak
was so clean, but that neant that any ni stake was there where no one could mss it, at |east no
one with a half-trained eye. Strangely, the sanme was true for black oak, but for the opposite
reason. Everyone scrutinized it so closely that inevitably the flaws were di scovered.

Wth a silent sigh, | |ooked over the boxes and the side table on the display stage and out
into the md-nmorning . . . gloonmy as only a |late-winter norning could be in Fenard.

Finally, | added another log to the hearth.

"I'I'l be back."

Destri n humtmphed, hunched hinself into his sweater and | ooked at the square storage box on his
bench.

Bostric, behind Destrin, raised his eyebrows at the box, then | ooked to ne. | glared, and he
sighed. Destrin wasn't always conmuni cative, but Bostric was going to end up with everything, and
the | east he could do was accept Destrin's faults.

"Do take care, honored journeyman," Bostric called. H's voice was nock-plaintive.

I swal | owed another grin and drew my cloak around ne as | stepped into the chill on the street,
meki ng sure the door was cl osed behind ne. My steps carried nme toward the market square.

As | stepped onto the sidewal k beside the avenue, one of the few streets with an actual raised
stone sidewal k separate fromthe road surface, | could sense a tension in the chill and danp air.
Wthout even a hint of a breeze, the odor of wood snoke hung over Fenard, inparting an acrid edge
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to every breath.

A tinker pushed his cart listlessly toward the square. Behind hi mwaddl ed a bal di ng and white-
haired man carrying a satchel. Neither |ooked up as | skirted them

Overhead, the sun was | ost behind the featurel ess gray clouds that appeared unnoving.

Adink . . . clink . . . clink ... At the sound of the coach on the stones behind ne, | stepped
toward the bricks of the shop walls.

di nk .

A glimer of golden wood caught my eye, just as the unsnelled odor of chaos gripped at ny
feelings, as the chaos-master's coach rolled slowy by, drawn by the two oversi zed white horses
had first seen on the road from Freetown the previous fall. Behind the coach were the sane two
guards on their matching chestnuts, and the sane dead-faced coachnan drove.

Qutlined in the coach wi ndow was the profile of a woman, the veiled wonan | had seen at the inn
in Hewl ett. The coach roll ed down the avenue before | really cast ny senses at the passengers.

Crack! The whi pl ash was netal, but | nearly cringed on the street fromthe force of the
reaction, and fromthe imediate dull ache. Retreating behind the defenses Justen had taught ne, |
forced nmy steps to remmin even as | continued toward the square.

" Ceee- haw . " The mechani cal voice of the driver echoed fromthe bricks and stones.

| did not rub ny forehead, much as | wanted to, wondering at the fleeting inpression | had
recei ved of three people within the coach. There had only been two, that | knew.

By the time | had passed by the square, with the rusted open narket gates patrolled by the
prefect's guards, and was farther toward the palace, | could see that the heavy iron gates of the
pal ace had al ready cl osed.

| shook ny head slowly, turning back toward Destrin's. Every time | acted without thinking,
exposed nysel f. Now Antonin woul d know that there was at | east one order-nmaster in Fenard. The
contact had been so brief, and his response so autonmatic and contenptuous, that | hoped he woul d
not && recognize ne as an outsider or from Recl uce

| hoped, but there wasn't nuch else | could do, except keep on woodwor ki ng and | earning
and trying to think before | acted. And all of that without letting ny boredom push ne.

Overhead, the clouds remai ned gray, but the faintest hint of a breeze touched ny cheeks.

XLV

PERLOT' S CRAFTI NG THAT was what the ornately-carved sign read. The chiseled letters, old tenple-
style script, were painted black. A pale hard-finish coat that did not carry the gold overtones of
nost varni shes let the warmred-oak tones shine through

As the morning nmist beaded on ny cloak, | tied Gairloch to the post in front of the shop. The
wi nter had dragged out |onger than usual, and when spring had cone, the rains and the cold had
m xed, like in the downpour that flooded the stable because | had neglected to clean the drai nage
gutters outside Gairloch's stall. d eaning nuck, and hay, and ice chunks, with the rain sheeting
across ny neck and back-that had been a real joy, and cleaning nyself afterwards hadn't been much
nmore fun.

"You must really like cold baths
respectful tone.

Bostric had observed with a straight face in his oh-so-

"Next time you can join nme," | had told him but it had only stopped the banter for a while,
until | was back working in dry clothes.
Recal i ng Bostric's teasing, and glad that spring had finally come, | studied the chairs in the

wi ndow drawn especially to the sitting-roomchair on the right. That design | had never seen, not
even in Uncle Sardit's sketchbooks. The curves of the I egs were understated, mininmal, yet nmade the
chair seemnore delicate than it was.

"You! "

| looked up at the gruff voice.

A thin man, not much older than | was, a thin filmof sawdust stuck to the sweat on his
forehead and wearing a tattered gray shirt under his |eather apron, glared at ne.

| returned the | ook evenly. "Yes?"

"Are you-"
"Invite himin, Gizzard," added a raspy voice fromwthin the shop
Grizzard | ooked puzzled, and | just stepped around him Directly inside the shop were three

chairs, elegant in the Hanorian style, but a trace too heavy in the | egs and squared cross-braces.
Bet ween themwas a | ow table, the kind whose use | had never figured out except as a place on
which clutter coll ected.
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While all the pieces were good, they were clearly high-class rejects, too expensive for the
tradesman, and not quite good enough for the gentry. Probably Gizzard s work, rather than
Perlot's. Sonehow, Perlot never would have |l et a poor piece get that far

Reddi sh coals glittered in the corner hearth, with a warnth | could feel even fromthe doorway.
Perl ot stepped around a bench and toward ne.

| nodded.

"So we neet again, Lerris, or should | say craft-master Lerris?" Perlot stopped behind the
chairs, next to the half-wall that separated the small waiting area fromthe workshop

| bowed to the mastercrafter, and | neant it. His work was good, some of it, like the chair in
the wi ndow, not only as good technically as Uncle Sardit's, but possibly even nore inspired. "I
was admiring the sitting-roomchair. It's possibly the best piece |I've seen like that."

The narrow craggy face creased as he frowned, and the craft-nmaster closed his nouth. Then he
wi ped his hands on the underside of his apron. "Mean that, don't you?"

| nodded agai n.

"Grizzard, stop standing there like a dolt. You still haven't finished the detailing on the
chest."

"Yes, ser." izzard scurried around us, the puzzle lines still graven in his forehead.

"Wuuld you sit down?"

"Only for a nonment, ser." | eased into the chair toward which Perlot had gestured, and he sat

down across from ne.
"Like to set things straight, young fellow .
"There's nothing to set straight, mastercrafter. You didn't know ne, and you had never seen ny

work. | could have been a wood-grifter from Freetown or Spidlar-"

Perlot notioned ne to silence, and | stopped.

"You're not. |'ve |ooked at your work. It's better than any journeyman's here in Fenard, and
it's getting better. Some is mastercraft level, like the chair you did for Wssel."

I must have lifted ny eyebrows.

Perlot snmiled. "He asked nme for ny opinion. | told himthat he stole it fromDestrin, and that

it was the best single piece in his house, including the dining-roomset | did |ast year."

"You flatter us."

"No. | don't flatter. It's not Destrin, poor soul. It's you. What do you intend to do? Take
over Destrin's shop, and his daughter, and put himout to pasture?" The question was idly phrased,
but the dark eyes hung on ne.

I shook ny head slowy. "Sonmetinmes | wish that | could. It would be sinpler that way. But that
woul d not be fair nor right. In too many ways, | amstill a journeynan, with nore than a little
left to learn.”

Gizzard was trying to listen and concentrate on the detailing, and both efforts were
suf feri ng.

This time Perlot nodded. "Bostric won't ever be in your class.”

"He will be a good craftsnman, given tinme and training."

"He m ght be." The mastercrafter smiled. "Don't sell yourself short, young fellow You' ve
changed a lot in the tine since you cane. Besides, there's a difference between the quality of

your cabinets and the quality of your soul." He l|aughed. "Poor Destrin. First-class soul, but
" Perl ot shrugged.
"I don't think you can craft good wood wi thout order in your soul," | added.
"Nor do I, boy. But an orderly soul doesn't guarantee good work. Having an orderly soul and

being an order-master are two different propositions."” He stood up. "What will you do about that
chair in the w ndow?"
"Nothing. It's your design." | grinned. "Now ... if | can find sonething as good-and different

"You mean that, don't you?"

| nodded.
"G ve Destrin ny best, Lerris. Do what you can while you're here." He stood up abruptly.
Wth that dismssal, | also stood, but did take the tinme for a |last |ook at the chair before

stepping out into the spring warnth.

Gairloch waited patiently, as al ways.

VWheeee . . . eeee

"I know. You don't get enough exercise, but | try, and one of these days, we'll take a | onger
trip. Just be glad that you're not hauling wood for the mlls. You could belong to a carrier and
not to a poor and inpoverished woodcrafter."

Gairloch didn't seeminpressed. So | patted himon the shoulder after | nounted. He didn't
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flatter me, honest beast.

Perlot's conments about Bostric bothered ne. Wiile | wished | could avoid it, before |ong
woul d have to talk to Brettel. Destrin continued to fail, and nothing I could do would hel p but
prolong his failing.

XLVI
TEEEL . . . LEEELL . . . AN unfamliar bird warbles from beyond the olive groves.
Sccuuuffff. . . Soft steps cross the graveled courtyard leading to the cavalry stabl es.

A single torch flickers in the holder by the stable door, where a tired youngster wearing the
greens of the autarch snores softly.

As the steps pause, a woman with |ong dark unbound hair | ooks down at the youngster. She wears
a peasant dress, yet carries a bulging field pack whose straps press into the lithe nuscles of her
shoul ders.

After a sad nod, she eases around the sentry and into the darkness of the stable, counting the
stalls until she reaches the third.

Wauf fITT]

" Easy . . . easy .

In the darkness, the dark-haired woman eases the pack off her shoulders and lifts the two soft
| eat her bags, and the heavy powder within each, out of the field pack she has carried fromthe
engi neering barracks. Next she checks the enpty set of saddl ebags before placing one bag of powder
in each saddl ebag, carefully fastening the clasps. The map she | eaves tucked inside the wai stband
of the skirt.

She wal ks through the darkness to the end of the stable, where she eases the field pack into a
corner. Wiile it will certainly be discovered in a day or two, how and why it was placed there
will not matter. Her squad will be leaving to face the Freetown rebels in the norning.

Her steps, even nore silently, carry her back out past her nmount and past the still-snoring
stable guard. In tine, she slips into her own room where she lights a single candle, ignoring the
wonman on the occupi ed narrow cot. She rips off the peasant bl ouse and skirt and i mrerses herself
in the tub of chill water she drew after the evening neal.

"At this tine of night, Krystal ?" asks a sleepy-eyed blond woman, sitting up and sw ngi ng her
| egs onto the floor.

"Never . . . again ... no matter what."

"What ?"

"I't doesn't matter." The dark-haired woman jabs a hand toward her own cot. "See those
sci ssors?"

"Yes. Why?"

"Wul d you get then?"

"You' re not "

"I am Like |I said, never again, not even for the best of causes." She has dried herself and is
pul I'ing on bl eached and faded undergarnents.

"You aren't naking sense."

"I am For the first tine, | am
fall away.

XLVI |

W TH THE FLOWERS in the street boxes in bloom and a brisk breeze fromthe north, the walk
al ong the avenue was pl easant enough, even if | felt Bostric was always about to lurch into ne.
Hi s feet always threatened not to follow his body- or the street ahead.

Destrin was back in the shop nuttering over a sinple box-just a box for Mirran, the wagon-
mast er who carried spices and silver along the north-south road from Fenard through Kyphros and
all the way to Horgland on the South Sea. He would probably still be muttering and coughi ng when
we returned.

No single street in Fenard bore sign, but everyone named themthe avenue, the street of

Her lips quirk into a genuine smle as the |long black tresses

jewelers, the north road. |'d | earned the nanes of many just by listening, but as for the side
streets, the alleys, | doubted anyone who hadn't spent a lifetime in Fenard or a great deal of
time loitering would ever know all the nanes.

The nanes changed. | overheard Deirdre and Bostric tal ki ng about when the grocers' |ane had

been the place of old inns. But the avenue was the avenue, the only really straight and perfectly-
mai nt ai ned street in Fenard. That m ght have had sonething to do with the fact that it ran from
the prefect's pal ace past the market square and straight to the south gate.
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Because the day was pl easant, and because | wasn't in the nood for doing detail work on the
witing desk, not with Destrin in good enough health, tenporarily anyway, and because Deirdre was
sniffling and sneezing fromthe early flowers bloomng, | had volunteered to wander past the
mar ket square to see if the cloth nerchants from Horgl and had arrived.

Bostric, of course, was happy not to be in the shop, caught between Destrin's conplaints and ny
denands.

"We're actually taking a wal k, honored journeynman?"

"Bostric. Enough is enough-unless you want to stay with the honored shop owner and feed the
fire."

"While feeding the fire would be a great honor

"Bostric . ."
"I'd prefer the wal k."
Sonetinmes, | could see why Brettel had been able to find Bostric so quickly. Hs hunmor wasn't

exactly subtle, yet |I had the feeling there was nore depth there, hidden behind the obvious and
respectful disrespect.

Adink . . . clink

| nudged the apprentice, and we stepped toward the shop fronts as the single post-rider trotted
toward the pal ace

"Wonder what news he brings?"

"He doesn't | ook happy. Perhaps the autarch .
| eat hers of the prefect neared.

The sol dier, shorter and squatter than either of us, his eyes fixed beyond the street, plunged
straight at us, as if we did not exist.

| could sense an enptiness there, no aura -at all, except for a faint white kernel deep within

"What-" Bostric |ooked at nme. "Wat was that?"

| thought | knew, but only shook ny head. "He had sonmewhere to go. He's going to get there
wi t hout taking a single turn.”

No one else on the street-not the man in blue silks and | eather with the |l ong sword, nor the
peddl er woman with the sack, nor the urchin with the nmissing tooth and red hair-not one even
seermed to notice the rigidity of the nman's nission as they stepped or scurried aside.

Across the street, between two gray stone houses, there were two boxes of early-blooning red
flowers flanking a narrow street, where with an alnost furtive look the man in the blue silk shirt
and dark-gray | eather vest stepped out of sight.

"What street is that?" | asked Bostric.

"What street . . ." he nmunbled in return

"That alley over there, between the flowers. You seemto know all the streets."

"That's no proper street." He was fl ushing.

He broke off as a soldier in the dark

"No proper street?" | teased him a little glad to have himon the defensive.

"Not a proper street " H's words were dogged, and he didn't even ook in ny direction

"What do you nean?" | glanced toward the red flowers and the narrow al |l ey-whose contents were
lost in the shadows.

"Al'l right. I'lIl show you. You'll see." Turning suddenly and stretching his long legs into

nearly a run, he crossed the avenue so sharply | was hard-pressed to keep up with him

W were both past the flowers before |I had much of a chance to | ook around, or to react to the
fragrances, a dozen or nore different odors-roses, nightfires, lilies, and others | could not
recogni ze, so nmany that my senses reel ed

Narrow the way was, not much nore than half a rod wi de, and short, not nore than a dozen houses
on each side before curving to the right and ending in a wall that seened to separate the street
fromthe narket square. The polished marbl e stones were spotless and bore no trace of horses or
coaches.

My eyes strayed up to a bal cony not nuch above ny head. There stood a wonman, how old | could
not say, though she was red-haired and older than I, wearing only a thin cotton shift so sheer
that | could see every line of her body and even the dark nipples of her breasts.
two young gents . "
| swall owed. No wonder Bostric had fl ushed.

He didn't look at nme, but his steps flagged, and he halted. "Here. The street of ... ladies .

"Street of harlots, young fellow ... we know what we are."

| didn't see the woman whose hard voice nade the statement, since ny eyes, in turning fromthe
redhead on the bal cony, had fallen across a bl ond wonan wearing nothing but a robe, unbelted
enough to show small high breasts quite fully and that she was a blond in all aspects, and that
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those aspects were all well-forned.

| think I forgot to breathe; my eyes blurred, and in shaking ny head |I | ooked down the way
where a brunette, wearing only a filny skirt, was drawing the man in blue silk inside a doorway.

In the open and ungl assed wi ndow of a house cl oser than where the brunette had enticed the
dandy | ounged anot her semni-cl othed wonan, this one with inpossibly-forned breasts, al so uncovered,
and with the tiniest of waists.

"Your pleasure here, young fellows . . . two or nore, if you wish . That voi ce canme from
the left, where nmy eyes flickered al nost despite thenselves, alighting on the | ow bal cony opposite
the redhead. This one was bl ack-haired, with long flowing tresses that swirled over the creany
skin of her otherw se uncovered breasts and shoul ders.

| swal | owed again, feeling ny trousers suddenly far too tight, as |I viewed that hair across the
i mpossi bly beckoni ng breasts of the raven-haired harlot.

Bostric ... he wasn't as silent as | was ... his breath so loud that it penetrated ny daze
partly.
" one of the woodcrafters ... | think . . ."
The identification was so whispery | alnost missed it, but the words sent a chill across ny
neck, enough of a chill that |I sent nmy feelings toward the bl ack-haired wench.
"Chhh." The heavy and squat woman beneath the illusion radiated not only chaos, but a coiled
illness deep within, |like an ooze-green serpent. My senses shifted to the redhead above and caught

not only her scrawny | eanness, but the I ong knife along one hip, and the vacant smile. What ny
eyes saw, ny senses refuted. My guts twisted, and | had to re-swallow bile and whatever el se
remai ned from breakfast.

Underfoot, the polished marble turned into rutted and cracked stone and clay, littered with
certain itens fromthe interiors of sheep, as well as other itens. The odor of flowers was
overlaid with other, |ess desirable odors.

Bostric stood like a statue until | jabbed himin the ribs and took himby the el bow

We both stunbled out into the avenue, though he nerely | ooked dazed. If | |ooked the way I
felt, norning fog woul d have | ooked nore substanti al

"See . Bostric said. "See . . .

| said nothing, just forced ny feet to carry me toward the market square, breathing deeply and
trying to get the odor of rotten roses out of nmy nostrils and my nmenory. Shaking nmy head and
squi nting, and asking nyself who had recognized ne . . . and why.

| shivered, and reached out again, this tine to Bostric, recognizing the slender thread of
suggestion planted upon him

While it would have been the effort of an instant to snap that thread, despite the ugliness of

that tie, | could not. So | infused Bostric with sone additional order and | et hi mshake hinself
free.

"Wheee . . . ewww . "

"Yes," | added. "Let's see about that cloth."

"Cloth? You can think about cloth after that?"

"It's a great deal safer." | tried to keep ny tone wy.

"Safer?" Bostric's eyes flashed in ny direction. "Lerris . . . ?"

I knew what he was thinking. "Yes." My voice was tired. "I do |like wonen. Healthy, young, and

unnagi cked wonen. "

"Unmagi cked?"

I ignored his |ast question as we wal ked past another half-living guard stationed by the gate
to the market square. The col dness surrounding himwas hard to ignore, but |I did, letting ny eyes
search for the bright-col ored banner that Deirdre had descri bed.

Looki ng for cloth nmerchants was easier than speculating on the magi ¢ behind the Street of
Har | ot s.

Even past the enpty fountain, halfway across the paving stones of the square, past the potters
stalls, past the split-wood baskets fromthe farns, past the red-and-gold patterned bl ankets
di splayed by a twisted little nman, there were no colored banners nor cloth nerchants.

Bostric shivered as we passed Mathilde, older but still blond, if plunp, and bul gi ng out of
unwashed brown trousers and a tattered and open cloth coat. The flowers in her pots were already
wilting within fromthe chaos contained in her blood. No evil there, just honest disorder.

For all Bostric's shivers, | would have bedded a dozen Mat hil des sooner than any of the | adies
on the Street of Harlots. The deeper | |ooked at Fenard, the less | liked it. But would that have
been true in any place where | stayed |ong enough to really | ook?

| didn't know.

What | knew for certain was that the cloth nmerchants hadn't arrived, and that | had no
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intenti ons of going anywhere near that narrow street again.

XLVI 1]

CLI NG

"Wonder who it is?" nunbled Destrin.

| looked at Bostric. He stood there, plane in hand. | |ooked at himhard and he junped, setting
down the tool and hastening to the door

Despite the late spring warnmth in the air outside, Destrin had the wi ndow closed, a lowfire in
the hearth, and an old and ravel ed sweater on under his apron as he worked on yet another tavern
bench.

The work was goi ng well enough, but every tine | patted nyself on the back, it seened |ike
sonething like the stable flood occurred. Regular storms | couldn't attribute to disorder or
Antonin. Even after ny experience an eight-day earlier in the Street of Harlots, | couldn't blane
the weather on Antonin, and that was the problem How could | separate what bel onged to Fenard
from what ever the chaos-naster was weavi ng?

The other problemwas that there wasn't all that nuch | knew how to do in working with order
Yes, | could provide support for Destrin, reinforce Bostric's basic goodness, and help a few good
soul s resist the twists of chaos sent forth by whoever was sending themforth. But beyond that?
shook nmy head slowy.

"You all right, Lerris?" Destrin bent toward ne.

"I"'mfine." And I was. Wnter had departed, and | enjoyed the spring, watching Deirdre, and

visiting the market. | just didn't enjoy the heat in the shop
W ping nmy forehead, | studied the grain of the white oak, asking myself again why | had agreed
to do a witing desk. Wthout Dorman's faded plan book, | would have been in even bigger trouble.

Even so, it took all of my concentration to visualize the desk, to nmentally draw the pieces from
where they lay buried in the wood, and try to fit themtogether.

That sort of nental exercise helped, not only in Grafting, but sonmehow in beginning to
understand nore of The Basis of Order. | had read and re-read the slimvolunme, and half of it was
still unclear. As was the desk for Dalta, Brettel's daughter, the desk he wanted as a wedding
gift. That nade the third piece he had conmi ssioned, far nore than he needed to do even as a
friend of Destrin's. Dalta would have an entirely furni shed house before | ong, and she wasn't even
bet r ot hed!

"Here, ser." Bostric handed a fiat envelope to Destrin, then returned to snoothing the kitchen
tabl e we had roughed out together

I knew | was forcing the red-haired youth, even nore than Sardit had forced me, but how nuch
time | had | didn't know, certainly not enough, however long it night be, to carry himthrough a
full apprenticeship. Already his touch was defter than that of Destrin, and while Deirdre was
ol der than Bostric, a few years was not insurnountable, and he was ki nd enough at heart.

| repressed a sigh. How had | gotten into this ness?

“Lerris!"

| glanced up. Destrin had paled. "Accufff . . . accuu . " He grasped for the bench
Bostric | ooked to ne.

"Just get the line right," | told himas | wal ked around the end of the bench

"Look at this." Destrin rasped, thrusting the heavy paper at ne.

I glanced over the announcenent.

Be it noted that the Prefect nust nmaintain the defenses of the Kingdom of Gallos against the
growi ng threat of invasion by the Autarch of Kyphros, and be it noted that Gallos must conbat the
unrest in the smaller eastern principalities of Candar caused by the actions of Black Recluce.
These demands on the Treasury require an increase in the quarterly |evy.

That was the standard | anguage. Underneath, a different hand had penned in darker ink, "Destrin
the Whodcrafter, quarterly levy, five golds."

Oiginally, the tax bill had showed three golds, but the three had been crossed out and the
five witten above it. The change bore the initial "J." A heavy blue-waxed seal had been affixed
at the bottom

" can nmeet the first one . . . but we won't eat nuch but barley soup. There is no way I
can nake the second one, even at year-end. W can't afford the wood for the holiday buyers if |
have to pay five golds."” Destrin | eaned agai nst his bench, his breath com ng nore quickly.

Looking at the thin man, | could see the distress. H's systemwas wasting away, bit by bit,
even with the order-strength | had quietly added to his wasting frame. | didn't know enough to
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stop the degeneration, only to give himenergy and keep it at bay.

"We'll find a way," | assured him keeping ny voice confident, even as | wondered how

"But . . . how?" The old crafter gul ped for air. " Accuuu . . . accc . . . aaccc ...'

"W'll find a way." | | ooked back at ny workbench and the white oak. "Starting with the desk
for Brettel." | wondered, though. Just as the shop was beginning to rise significantly above the
expenses, the levy went up. The last |evy had only been a gold and five silvers. It had been
doubl ed, and then soneone had added another two gol ds-scarcely coincidental, | felt, but who was
to say?

Who set and col | ected taxes went beyond ny know edge.

I was havi ng enough trouble with woodcrafting and trying to read and | earn The Basis of Order

"You need sonething to drink after that," | added. "Cone on. Let's see what Deirdre has."

Destrin | ooked puzzled, as well he might, for | had not pushed himaquite so hard before; but
his face had gone beyond pale into a grayish shade, before | added just another trace of order to
his struggling heart and practically took all his weight-not that he was that heavy any | onger-as
I helped himup the stairs.

"I'm... all right

| didn't say anything as he | eaned on nme and crossed the roomto his favorite chair.

Her face calm Deirdre had set down the cushion she was worki ng on and crossed the | arge room
to neet us. She said nothing, just |looked fromDestrin, still clutching the tax bill in his clawed
hands, to ne. Then she went to the shelf and poured a nug of redberry as | eased Destrin into the
battered arnchair.

As the old crafter sipped the juice, | nodded to Deirdre. "I've got to check Bostric," |
explained as | left. That nuch was true. It had to be. The nore | |earned about order, the nore
fearful | was of self-deception, knowing that | practiced it all too often anyway.

The other thing | was going to do was open the wi ndows so Bostric and | didn't die of heat
poi soni ng.

XLI X

" CAPTAI N TORRMAN WANTS you to take the hill path and hold it against the rebels,"” announces the
messenger, spewing forth the words in one |long burst before taking a deep breath. The squad | eader
| ooks at the nessenger. "Wien? Are we expecting the entire army of the Duke of Hydlen to reinforce
us?" A bewi | dered expression crosses the youngster's face. "That was the order . . ."

The squad | eader takes a slow and silent breath, then purses her Iips. The wi nd whips her short
bl ack hair away from her face, and the black eyes turn full on the messenger. "W have the
nmessage. "

The youngster shrivels under the darkness of her gaze, then salutes. "WII that be all
| eader ?"

"Tell Captain Torrman that we will acconplish his objective.”

"What, | eader?"

"Tell the captain that we will acconplish his objective." Her soft voice is even col der, and
the bells that ring in it are the bells of a funeral dirge. "Provided he guards the southwest road
to Gallos," she adds.

"Provi ded he guards the southwest road to Gall os?" The nessenger repeats the words.

"That is correct. He nust use the rest of his forces to hold the sout hwest pass."

The nessenger sits astride the pony, his nmouth not quite hangi hg open

"That will be all," the officer adds. "You nay convey ny reply to Captain Torrman."

The nessenger | ooks fromthe col d-eyed woman to the troopers behind her. One fingers a knife,
and the nmessenger | ooks back to the officer

"That will be all," she repeats.

The nmessenger swallows and lifts the reins, then nudges the pony back downhill.

The squad | eader | ooks down at the valley to the north, then at the fol ded square of the map
she had needed and paid too much for, for all that nany others woul d have said she paid little
i ndeed of true value. She takes one breath, then another. Despite the cold bath of the night
before |l ast, she feels unclean, as if she had not bathed in weeks. Her hand touches the hilt of
her blade. Her head lifts, and she studies the hills to the east.

The trooper beside the squad | eader swall ows as he watches his superior study the map. He edges
hi s mount si deways toward anot her worman, a blond wonman with a pair of knives at her belt, the only
ot her wonman trooper in the squad.

"She's not going to follow the captain's orders

he whi spers.
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"Look down there," returns the blond, gesturing at the roiling dust rising fromthe road at the
far end of the small valley they survey. The packed figures of the soldiers are not visible, but
both know they are there. "Wuld you?"

"Torrman's killed | eaders for |ess

"All right . . ." The wonman wearing the |eather officer's vest |ooks at the two whispering
subor di nates, then urges her nount to the east, not toward the hill path below, but along the
ridge line.

"That's not where Torrman ordered us

The squad | eader ignores the not-quite-whispered statenent drifting up fromthe third file as
anot her trooper grabs the protester by the tunic.

" renenber G reo, you idiot

The swal | oned gul p al nost brings a snmile to the blond wonan's face, but the squad | eader's eyes
remain fixed on the space between the hills.

". . . don't like this . . ."
just shut up ..."

" Torrnman's a nean bastard . . . gut the whole squad . "
" she's right. Take the hill path, and you won't have any guts left for Torrnman . "
"... still don't likeit . . ."

got any better ideas?"

Even with all the rmutterings, the squad follows the black-haired officer as she picks her way
toward the conbi nati on dam | evee that holds the irrigation water for the year's crops. The heavy-
set man, the one who had gul ped, | ooks fromthe hill road below to the dust-cloud heral ding the
advance of the Freetown rebels.

The officer's eyes flicker fromthe dust-cloud at the northeastern end of the narrow valley to
the trail before her and to one of the aqueducts that carry the water beyond the valley and toward
the dry steppes of Southern Kyphros. One hand touches the thin oil cloth-wapped bundl e behi nd her
saddl e, then strays toward the second and heavier set of saddl ebags.

The dust cloud has noved perhaps a third of the way across the vall ey, another two kays, when
the squad | eader disnbunts under the iron-bound gates of the dam The cold iron reinforces every
joint and every red-oak tinmber, bracing the iron-hinged floodgates cl osed.

Above her and to the south rise the stone walls that contain the four aqueduct channels. An
i ron wheel rises above each tunnel, but each wheel is locked in place with an iron bar and a
doubl e I ock. The |l ocks are each the size of a farmer's fist.

The squad | eader shakes her head as she studies the fl oodgates and the iron-bound tinbers that
hol d them cl osed.

". . . what . . ."

". . . shhh . . . knows what she's doing

Finally she retrieves an iron bar perhaps two-thirds the Iength of her armfromthe oilcloth-
wr apped bundl e behi nd her saddle, then a short, rough-toothed bow saw. She carries both with her
as she agai n approaches the water gates.

"The olive groves may suffer," she says to no one, "but if the autarch could do it, so can we."
After scanning the tinbers, she begins to pry the iron edging away from one.

Puzzl ed expressions cross several faces, but her squad renmi ns mounted, waiting.

As she pries the edging away fromthe wood and exposes the red beneath, she halts.

"Kassein."

The heavy-set man di smounts, handing the reins to the bl ond woman. "Yes, sher?”

"Take this saw. Cut through this tinber as far as you can- until the saw begins to bind."

"Bi nd?"

"The wood will try to grab it." She wal ks to another tinber, and begins to pry.

The bl ond trooper hands the reins of two horses to a third man, disnobunts, and wal ks up to the
| eader. "I can do this better."

The squad | eader nods and hands the pry bar to her. "I'mgoing up on top. I'll |eave the second
saw. Weaken as nany as you can." Five quick steps carry her back to her nount. "Darso, you stay
here and help with the sawing. Altra and Ferl will stand guard, just in case. Take turns with the
saw. "

"1'" m not

"I know. You're cavalry, not a carpenter. But if you don't saw, you'll be dead cavalry. You can
tie the horses to that root there."

Back in the saddle, she nods at the remaining five troopers, and all six begin to pick their
way along the slanting trail to the north, round and toward the top of the dam
cr eeakkkk .
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Wien she dismounts at the top of the dam and gl ances out toward the west, the dust cloud has
al nrost reached the middle of the valley. "Dam . " The saddl ebags come off the horse, and she
forces herself not to show how heavy the bags are as she sets them down carefully, well back from
the | ake. She then | oosens one set of buckles, easing the wax-inpregnated and oil ed | eather bag
contai ning the heavy powder out of the stiffer |eather of one saddl ebag. The ot her saddl ebag
remai ns closed. Wth a deep breath, she lifts the waxy | eather container and wal ks out onto the
flat stone bulwark that holds the iron hinges of the floodgates, finally setting her burden down
wi th exaggerated care.

Cr eaaakkkkkk .

The dark-haired woman studies the gates, trying to detern ne whether they have begun to bul ge
or separate. "How nany have you got done?" She |eans over the stone wall

"Five conpl eted, maybe another five to go."

The officer looks at the water, |apping | ess than a cubit bel ow the overflow spillway, then at
the gates. Then she bends over the wall again. "Finish up the ones you' re on, and nmount up. Foll ow
us up here.”

"Those beans are solid ..

"I know. | know." The woman with the still-untarnished silver firebird on the collar of her
green | eather vest straightens up and | ooks at the | eather bag resting on the stone by her feet.

Wth a deep breath, she bends.

"One shoul d be enough . " She studies the dust cloud, and the ant-like horses that |ead the
nmore than a thousand, renegade soldiers thrown out by the new duke.

Clickedy . . . click

Bel ow, the five troopers scranble onto their nmounts and guide the horses al ong the narrow path
the rest of the squad had taken earlier

As the bl ond wonman | eads the renai nder of the squad upward and toward the top of the dam the
squad | eader returns to her mount and extracts a thin coil of waxed rope from her norma
saddl ebags. She carries the rope back to the dam where she studies the dark-green water behind
the main fl oodgat es.

In quick sure strokes, she cuts four equal lengths fromthe coil. Two she sets aside. One
remai ni ng section she inserts through a plug in the coated | eather before tanping wax around the
edges. The second section she ties to the neck of the bag. Trying not to hurry, she slowy |owers
the bag into the water, paying the rope-around which the fuse is threaded-out slowy, until the
bag rests four cubits down. She ignores the puzzled | ooks fromthe nounted troops in the defile to
the north of the dam

At |last she ties the connecting rope to the nearest iron wheel, and threads the second rope

through the wheel as well. After retrieving the coil and the other two sections of rope and
setting themon a boul der beside where the bl ond wonan now holds the reins to her mount, she
st ops.

"Al'l of you-back up and around that corner."
Not waiting to see if her orders are obeyed, she noves alnobst at a run to the dam where she

studies the valley. Should she wait? The effect would be greater. But what if . . . ? She shakes
her head and eases the striker fromher belt.
Scrtccee . . . click ... .. hhsssttttt... A long spark | eaps fromthe striker to the | oosely-

t hreaded rope fuse, followed by a tongue of flane licking its way toward the water and the bag of
powder suspended in the heavy green bel ow.

" devils . . . she carried that all the way from Kyphrien?"

"One white wizard ... all that it would take to blowus all to hell . . ."

" denons protect their own .

She sprints off the dike as fast as she can, throwing herself into the saddle. For the first
time ever that her squad has seen, her booted heels spur her nmount.

Once behind the rocky ledge with the rest of the squad, she reins in and waits . . . and waits.
"Hel 1"

She turns the horse, starting to edge back toward the dam

CRUUMMPPP . . . The blue-green water surges up perhaps three cubits above the fl oodgates.

"I's that all? . . ."

Cr eeeaakakkkkk . . . snnaaappp . . . SWUUUUSHHHHH HHHHHHHHHH

As the gates buckle open, the spring's accumul ated runoff gushes forth down the narrow gorge,

gaining speed as it drops the nearly one kay toward the narrow valley fl oor
" gods have nercy . "
wheee . . . eeehuunnn . .
" easy . . . easy there . "
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" now . . . you see why you never cross her "
The bl ack-eyed wonman, whose eyes are now darker than the black of her irises, nudges the horse
forward to the stone wall, where she can watch the wall of water sweeping down on the unprepared

rebel s.

At | east one Kyphran banner flutters on the high ground where the southwest road offers the
only escape fromthe | ake that the grassy valley has becone.

The olive groves will suffer, but the autarch needs trained troops nore than olives.

THE DRAW NG WAS si npl e enough-a wooden arnthair, witr® the five spokes supporting a sinple
contoured back. Dor-man's tools, old as some of themwere, were nore than adequate for the job,

and in adapting an old Hanorian design in the faded book, | thought Bostric and | could deliver
the arncthairs for less than Jirrle. The dining set woul d have meant biddi ng agai nst Perl ot.

"We can do it," | said quietly.

The glint of gold fromthe back of the shop told ne that Deirdre was watching fromthe darkness
pool ed at the bottomof the stairs that led up to the famly living quarters. | alnost sighed. She
was certainly pretty enough, and willing, but . . . somehow . . . that would have been poor
repayment for Destrin. | think both Deirdre and I knew what could not be, not that either of us
was totally happy about it.

"For eight golds or |less?" asked the crafter. He still had on the ratty sweater, and the rear

wi ndow was open but a trace.

| wiped ny forehead before answering. "Wth what | have in the stable, plus the |ogs-say four
golds. Five or six days' work over two weeks. We bid ten."

"I'f you can do it, then I'll mark the bid," Destrin said slowy. H's color remained grayi sh,
despite all | had done.

I didn't like doing work for sormeone |ike a sub-prefect, especially in Gallos, but steady as
the income fromthe benches was, and despite Brettel's conmi ssions and the work from Wssel and
Wyson, there wouldn't be enough coin to nmeet the quarterly tax levies. That left only a few
choices, like indenturing Deirdre to one of the local gentry, or a work indenture for Destrin
hi msel f-not a personal indenture, but that of all his output to the prefect or a |ocal mnerchant.
Destrin couldn't neet the terns of an indenture, and the default would | eave Deirdre penniless. As
for indenturing Deirdre- | shivered at that.

Since the bids were publicly opened, Jirrle couldn't use whatever influence he m ght have to
change t he award.

Even i f we were successful, that only bought Destrin and Bostric time, perhaps a year. Unless
the I evy were reduced, the shop would have to close. But in a year, a great deal could happen

As for me, a lot of questions about the prefect still remained unanswered. How could a ruler
who opposed | ocal corruption so fiercely be so close to Antonin and his | ady Sephya, who appeared
to be nearly as adept as the white w zard hinsel f?

"You sure we can do this?" Bostric asked yet again. Sawdust stuck to his forehead, glued in
pl ace by his sweat. For once, there was no nock-respect, no banter, and that told ne that even he
was worried. .

| sighed. Doing the work was”gettffigTo be the |east of mny

"Whul d anyone like sone cold redberry?" interrupted Deirdre. "Allys had a little ice left
over."

| nodded, wi ping ny forehead again.

"I'I'l take mine without ice," Destrin whined.

"Ice, please," Bostric added. "I need to cool off even nore now. "

Both Deirdre and | ignored his added conment. Destrin hadn't heard it.

Deirdre served me first, and | drained nearly all of it in one gulp, trying to cool off from
too much warnth in the shop. Destrin was always cold, and while |I could take the cold, adapting to
too much heat was far harder

Finally, | wped ny forehead again. "lI'mtaking a walk."

Nei t her Destrin nor Bostric said a word.

"WII you be back by nidday for dinner?" asked Deirdre fromthe stairs, where she had stopped.

"Probably. | just need sone fresh air and to think a while."

She nodded and was gone, her feet barely whispering up the steps.

After |leaving the | eather apron in ny alcove and pulling on one of ny two plain shirts, |
stepped out onto the street.
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Left or right? To the left lay the square. | turned right, taking a deep breath of the cooler
outside air, avoiding a puddle that still remained fromthe rain the night before. The evening
showers hadn't been as bad as the ice and rain storm several days earlier, but for the past eight-
day late spring fogs had clouded the streets in the early norning right after dawn. Just as wi nter
had been late in |leaving, so too spring had |ingered.

Cick . . . click . . . M boots rang on the stones as | anbled down the street of jewelers and
around the corner into the wider street where the healers practiced.

Not all ny time was spent in the shop, nor in cleaning the stable, nor riding Gairloch, nor in
obtaining the woods fromBrettel for our work. Besides ny slow night-studies of order, and ny
cautious attenpts at applying themin small and hi dden ways-1ike creating stronger glues by
working with the internal order of the broths-1 al so wandered through the streets of Fenard, just
sonmehow trying to understand why it felt the way it did.

According to the book, feelings preceded understanding. | hoped the understanding didn't |ag
too much, because | was definitely having worried feelings, particularly after having seen Antonin
and Sephya entering the prefect's pal ace.

Even recalling her gave me a chill, nore so than seeing Antonin, or feeling himbrushing ne
aside ... or wal king down the heal ers' |ane.

Each heal er had a different sign.

Rent frew Di sease Casting. That one was in white letters upon a red background, over a doorway
that radiated, to my senses, a dull white-red

| forced nmy feet not to cross to the other side of the pavenent.

Clickedy . . . clack . . . clickedy ... A black horse pulled an equally-black carriage away
froman awni ng-covered doorway further up the street, heading away from ne.

Heal i ng. The letters were etched into white oak and pai nted green. No aura surrounded that
doorway. Either sinple physical nedicine with herbs and the Iike, or a pretender-or both.

Anot her doorway bore only the sign of a snake twi sted around a staff. Wy, | had no idea.

A woman wearing a heavy cloak and a broad-brinmed dark-1eather hat with a black veil glided
froma doorway alnost in front of nme and back down the slanting pavenent toward the street of
jewel ers. The odor of roses upon roses told me nore of what she was even than the sickness buried
within her- that disorder that had so wenched ny guts when first | had sensed it in such
prof usi on when Bostric had led me into the street of harlots. Since then | had noted it within a
worman peddling conbs in the square, and even in a |ady attached to one minister

Supposedl y, a high chaos-master could renove the di sease, but the price was reputed to be nore
than nost wonen woul d pay.

| shook ny head and kept wal ki ng.

"Love philtres . . . love philtres . hi ssed a voice fromthe shadows, understandably
enough, since street peddling outside the square was forbidden. The wonman's face was thin, scarred
on both cheeks, and pock-marked. The disorder within was worse, and | hastened ny steps.

Tenterra-Nature's Healer. A guttered-out |lanp, painted bright red, swng idly in the breeze
beneath the sign. The doorway was banded in cold iron and barred-a tacit announcenent that chaos
was barred from Tenterra's. So, of course, was order; but who woul d know?
| ove philtres . " The words hissed up ny spine even after | passed three nore cl osed
doorways and reached the black awni ng. The door underneath was bl ack oak, banded in black iron
and bore no name nor any sign.

I could feel nothing, either of chaos or order, and passed back onto the far end of the
jewelers' street where it curved around and | ed back toward the avenue. Even when you started in
one direction in Fenard, you could end up goi ng sonewhere el se.

Did | want to pass by the pal ace gardens? | shrugged. Even ny sinple shirt felt clinging and
warm as the sun struggled to break through the | ow clouds that had been fog at dawn.

Two guards, one by each side of the gate, each bearing a halberd in addition to a short sword,

wat ched as | wal ked toward them If | looked to ny right, | could see the green | eaves of spring
just barely blurring the outlines of the oak and mapl e branches extendi ng above the stones of the
wall. On the other side of the avenue were the grand town hones of the ministers.

"You! What are you doi ng here?" The nearer guard | owered the halberd slightly, as if in threat.

"Just taking a norning wal k."

"Not for the Iikes of you," he grow ed.

As | drew nearer, slow ng and stopping, | could feel the incredible sense of chaos that
envel oped him Yet beneath that disorder was a kernel of sonething else, as if the disorder had
been dropped upon him and he had been too weak to resist, but too strong to surrender totally.

W thout thinking, | reached out and strengthened his basic honesty and order, letting it push
away the chaos as | stood there. "You're right. I'll be going." As | left himstanding there,
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coul d sense the honest confusion as he tried to recover hinself.

Cick . . . dick . . . The sound of ny heels on the polished stones of the street before the
m ni sters' houses echoed loudly in ny ears.

" who was that?" whispered the second guard.

Cdink . . . clink . . . The sound of horses and nounted men rebounded from behi nd nme, and
stepped as close to the side of the street as | could, |ooking back over ny shoulder. A troop of
fresh cavalry rode in ny direction. Standing aside in the shadows that had begun to appear as the
sun burned off the last of the norning fog, | watched.

The standard-bearer, younger than ne, borne by a chestnut, passed by with an inpassive face and
a reek of chaos, a reeking disorder only conpounded by the arned nen who foll owed.

Adink . . . clickedy, click, click . . . clink .

As | | eaned back against the brick wall of an unknown house, | slowy gathered my near-shredded
senses back into nmyself, marveling at the array of chaos-energy expended on the troop. Marveling-
and suppressing the urge to retch

Antoni n and Sephya-it had to have been their work.

Wiy | didn't know, but Antonin's hands were on it as surely as though he had signed the city
the way Uncle Sardit signed a chest with his naker's nark

Wth the horses safely past, | eased ny steps back toward Destrin's. Had | been unw se in
hel pi ng the guard struggl e agai nst unwanted chaos? Probably. Wuld | have done it again? Had there
really been a choice?

| tried not to shrug as the sun ducked behind another cloud and the shadows faded into gray
agai n.

LI

PATTERNS- THERE ARE patterns everywhere. That was what the book said, and what everyone had
tried to point out to ne. Just by creating ice crystals too snmall to see, sone of the Masters of
Recl uce had started a change in climate that prostrated the Duchy of Freetown.

Peopl e create patterns, too, and by beconming Destrin's journeynman, my presence was changing the

patterns in Fenard. How much the order | had added changed things . . . who could tell?
Before | rode Gairloch out to the mll to check the avail able black oak for the sub-prefect's
chairs, | made sure to cross the market square, stopping to buy a biscuit, nodding to the few

peopl e | recogni zed or thought | recognized, and listening, always |istening.

The high cl ouds were hazy and gray, yet the day was hum d, al nost steany, and sweat dri pped
fromnmy forehead. The late and short spring was turning to sumer.

The market | ooked the sanme as al ways, a scattering of small stalls, carts, and merchandi se
strewn across the open expanse of granite, all of it able to be noved at day's end when the
sweepers pushed through their broons and refuse carts and the open space returned to a cavernous
granite-wall ed enpti ness.

The prefect was bright, or his advisers were. Half a silver a day was what it cost to use the
market if you had a stall, a penny if you could carry your wares on your back. For that you got
guards posted at each street departing the plaza and guards who patrolled in | eather vests with
clubs. You al so got sone guards who | ooked |ike nmerchants and hangers-on. |If you couldn't fit your
goods in a single stall, you had to find a permanent store or sell to someone who had one.

A fair trade, all in all. Sellers got a place relatively free fromtheft and graft. The prefect
got revenue and information, particularly since his open nmarket was one of the fewin Eastern
Candar exenpt from najor corruption. Reputedly the autarch's nmarkets were better, but the
prefect's border posts supposedly confiscated anything comng fromthe south without the prefect's
aut hori zati on.

| hesitated as | neared the fountain.

" did you see the gol den coach?"
canme through the west gate, as if it had cone from bel ow the Westhorns ..."

The second speaker was Mathilde, the plunp blond flower |ady whose flowers seldomlasted nore
than two days. People with chaos in their blood should never handle living things, yet they seem
to enjoy plants and pets and delight in gossip. She bul ged out of a Iong tunic and stretched the
seans of her faded purple trousers. Unwashed and gnarled toes protruded from her battered sandals.

"Probably sone retainer of the prefect's,” | offered gratuitously.

"It couldn't have been. There were two arned guards and a bl ood-red banner on the coach staff.
The prefect doesn't allow nounted arned guards inside the city gates, saving his own."

"Maybe they forgot . . ."
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"Young fellow, are you trying to provoke ne?"

I grinned at the flower seller. "Just trying to be charitable to the poor guards that had to
chase their boss across the countryside."”

"Poor guards, ny trousers! That coach was worth a fortune, and the geldings that carried those
guards were a matched pair. And | saw a veiled woman in that coach, the kind they sell in Hanor
only to the wealthiest of |andowners. Not only that, but the coach was of wood and | eat her
without a scrap of iron . "

| shrugged. "Some chaos-wi zard, then, on his way to help the new Duke of Freetown. That's where
everyone is headed to make their fortune. He just stopped to pay his respects to the prefect.”

"Wong again!" cackled Mathilde. "The coach is stabled at the prefect's pal ace.™

"Why does the prefect need a chaos-w zard?" asked the peddl er, as she unpacked and pl aced her
crooked pots on the | edge by the dry fountain that had not worked since before | cane to Fenard.

"The runor is Kyphrien . . ." hissed Mthilde

Kyphrien? | al nost stopped then and there. Instead | |ooked at a particularly crooked pot, so
ugly I could never have been tenpted to buy it. "Kyphrien? The autarch?”

"Why not ?" asked Mathilde. "The prefect and the autarch aren't friends."

| nodded and put down the pot, well-aware that the ragged nman edging up to | ook at the other
pots on the |lower step of the fountain was sonme sort of spy for the prefect, and a chaos-tainted
one at that. "Do you think the autarch is planning something?"

Mat hi | de saw the ragged man in the tattered brown | eathers that were a shade too cl ean and

shrugged. "Who knows what rulers plan? | just sell flowers, |like you work wood."

Looking at the flowers nock-regretfully, | grinned falsely. "I'd buy sonme, but |I'd better get
tothe mill."

"You still supporting that broken-down crafter? Wiy don't you open your own shop?"

"I'd have little without him Soneday . . ."

"Ch . . . it's the golden-haired daughter . . . you want it all, you schener . . ." She leered

at me, and the pot peddl er | ooked at us both as if we were crazy, while the ragged spy | ooked at
no one.

Li stening again, | stepped down fromthe fountain and headed toward Fair Road.

" never see better-cured | eather west of Recluce
only half a silver for this, scabbard and all . . ."
"' Fresh yans! Fresh yans!"

W ping ny dripping forehead with the back of ny short-sleeved working tunic, | saw another man
in ragged |l eathers, not followi ng nme, but watching the arns nmerchant and noting the bl ades.

" the finest in worked steel . . . flexible enough . . . sharp enough to cut a spider's
web . "

" finest Hanorian cotton . . . cool to wear . . . the finest in cotton . "

"Wnter-saved apples, order-spelled and ready to eat . . ."

| shook ny head at the fruit vendor's outrageous claim Wnter-saved apples they m ght be, and
even kept in the coolest of root cellars, but order-spelling fruit took nore effort than any order-
master in his right mnd would ever want to do-unless you were tal king about killing off the
verm n, and cool water and care did al nost as well.

" a half-copper for a tale of adventure! A song of joy ..

Athin woman in rags lingered around the nminstrel's corner. Her nuscles were too heavy and her
skin too snooth for her to be the beggar she pl ayed.

I did not shake ny head this tinme, but | wondered what the autarch wanted to know, and why
Kyphrien was inportant.

At the iron gates to the nmarket square, gates which were rusted open, | suspected, three guards
wat ched the road and the passers-by. Two in leathers, with their clubs and bl ades- and one posing
as a stonemason's hel per. The mason was restoring a damaged arch leading into a | eather shop

The shops on that unnamed street | never frequented, not with ny limted funds and disinterest
in pure luxury.

My feet carried nme automatically toward the turn | eading back to the alley behind Destrin's and
the stable. Gairloch needed the exercise, and Brettel's mll was far enough to nmake it better for
both of us if | rode.

Anot her reason for Destrin's problens-the shop he had taken over fromhis father had catered to
t he personal needs of nerchants and their |adies, supplying a level of Gafting Destrin could not
mat ch. Destrin's rough benches and chairs belonged in the trade quarter, but he refused to nove
fromthe once-proud house and shop

Agai n, | thought about the bid on the chairs for the sub-prefect, wondering if it had been a
good i dea, even though |I could see no other alternative.
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Gairloch could tell | was worried, and he danced around a lot as |I saddled him

"Settle down!" | finally snapped. And he did.

| kept thinking about the bid on the chairs.

Conpared to the work that would be involved in conpleting the sub-prefect's chairs, getting the
bid for them had not been all that hard. Destrin had signed the paper, and | put it in the
envel ope. Then we all had gathered on the steps of the sub-prefect's house the next norning.

"For a bid of ten golds, the commi ssion on the five matched chairs is let to Destrin the
woodwor ker . "

"What?" Jirrle had been on his feet, his face purpling. But a younger man, with simlar
features, haul ed hi mback down.

"Bids were also received fromJdirrle, the woodcrafter, and fromRasten. If the chairs are
defective, the bidder will pay a default fee of one gold and the second bidder will be awarded the
commi ssion. "

I had winced at that, not that | expected the quality to be inadequate, but was that phrase
merely a way to get out of the contract? |I shook ny head, not knowi ng what exactly | would do if
that were the case

Al though Brettel's mll was nearly a kay farther down than anyone el se's, he offered better
prices, at least to nme. He al so knew what was happeni ng. Few of the other crafters talked to ne,
for I was only a journeyman working for an excuse for a woodcrafter

"Lerris! What now? Sone seconds on green oak? Perhaps sone red oak |inbs?"

"Actually, | was |looking for something else . . . green oak twi gs for baskets!"

Brettel shook his white-and-silver thatch. "That bad, now?"

| raised nmy shoul ders. "Bl ack oak."

"So . . . the runor was true. You did underbid Jirrle and Rasten on that chair set. Jirrle was
livid. He said that Destrin couldn't make one strai ght spoke, let alone enough for a single chair.
| agreed." Then the mill-nmaster grinned. "I didn't tell himthat his journeyman was probably going

todoit all."
"Me? A broken-down excuse for a woodworker ?"
"I's that what he called you?"
"Not to nmy face . "
Brettel's face dropped the joviality. "Black oak's expensive, Lerris."
"1 know. We can cover it, and what choice is there?"
"Didn't the tavern benches hel p? Those were better than anything Hefton ever turned out."
"They hel ped, but the quarterly assessnment is com ng due."
"Dei rdre?"
"Unl ess we can deliver on the benches
Brettel shook his head. "Od Dornan feared this, but what else could he do?"

| shrugged. "I owe him sonething."
"What if the prefect finds out you're a craft-naster?"
"Brettel. I'mscarcely a naster. | never even technically finished ny journeynman training

Brettel's eyebrows raised, and | realized ny nistake.
" but there's no requirement in Fenard for guild certification .
. so that's why you chose Destrin .
"I had a problemwi th the nastercrafter
The m |l -master nodded to hinself, as if | had cleared up a m nor nystery. "Wat do you need?"
"Black oak. I'd like to look at the |ogs."
Brettel frowned again, but | couldn't help it. | needed to see the wood before it was shaped.
W couldn't afford any wastage.
He turned and headed toward the racks at the back of the brick stacking-warehouse
I followed, glancing around and noting again how orderly Brettel kept his mlled tinbers and
pl anks.

"Here you are. Graded in size down. The ones with the two red grease slashes are a gold per
log, the single reds are five silvers, the blues are two silvers, and the yellows are one silver."
I'd figured it out already, how to use the heartwood for the spokes and braces and the wood
around the heart for the backing and seat plates. Now all | had to do was find four |ogs that net

t he nmeasurenents

"How much nore if | ask for the cuts?"

Brettel shrugged. "Nothing, if you stay and they're normal straight runs through the saw "

| began checking the blue | ogs, sensing themas well as |ooking, but only two were right, and
that neant | needed two reds.
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After a tine, | pointed. "These two, and this one."

"I"ll give you the bigger one there for five silvers."

| stared again, all too aware of ny double sight as | studied the log Brettel had fingered. On
the outside it | ooked generous, but the heartwood was not old and hard and dense, even brittle,
but soft and spongy. Wen you bought black oak, you were paying a premumfor the heartwood, so
dense it rarely decayed, and so tough that the best in edged steel was barely good enough to cut
and shape it.

"That's not quite right," | told Brettel

"It's fine," the mll-master insisted.

| shrugged. "It's not what Destrin needs. Either this one-" | pointed to the smaller log to the
right "-or that one."

Brettel raised his shoulders, obviously thinking | was crazy, turning down the |arger prime |og
for the smaller ones. "Then it's still five silvers each for the two single reds."

"That's what 1'll need."

Brettel didn't quite shake his head as he greased the stunp end of the four trunks with
Destrin's mark, a large "D' with a half-circle over the top of the letter. "Wo's paying?"

"I"ll take care of it." | had the coins in ny belt. Wile Brettel was honest, he wasn't about
to cut black oak on nmy word. | scranbled around to cone up with the coins.

He checked themwith the cold iron, just out of habit. "You want to do the cuts now?"

"If you can."

"Things are slow today. Wth that wi zard at the pal ace, people aren't working. They're al
afraid to do anything." He trundled a work cart to the log pile, then unstrapped the |og clanps.

"They were tal king about some coach in the narket "

"Antonin's, |1'd bet. He's often here to nmeet with Gollard."

"CGol | ard?"

"The prefect."

"Does that have to do with Kyphros?" | wondered how | could help Brettel with the heavy | og.
"Gollard . . . wanted . . . the sulfur springs back ... in the Little Easthorns."” |In between

words, with the aid of a steel bar and the clanps, singlehandedly the mll-nmaster had | evered the
first log onto the cart.

"Can | hel p?"

"Just . . . get ... in the way."

"Sounds |ike he wanted to nake nore gunpowder." Wy, | couldn't see, since anyone with the
slightest hint of chaos-ability could set the devil's brew off from a distance.

"Who . . . knows . . ." Brettel was working on the third log. "The autarch's cavalry
carved up ... Collard's . . . elite troop. Wth raw recruits. Sonme wench . . . killed . . . his
son-in-law." Brettel stopped and grinned. "Not a few people cheered that."

| shook nmy head. After all ny time in Fenard, | still didn't know why the prefect and the
autarch were at each other's throats. "Wy?" | asked.

"Why what?" Brettel handled the last small log as if it were a toothpick. | doubted that |
coul d have even noved it

"Way are they fighting? The autarch and the prefect, | nean?"

Brettel strapped the logs onto the cart before answering. "Runor has it that her nother was a
wi zard's daughter-"

My nouth nearly dropped. | had assunmed the autarch was a man

"-And that the nother used her wiles to split off what used to be Gallos south of the Little
East horns. Then the nother conquered old Analeria after the prince died. The daughter took over a
few years ago and added parts of the West-horns that Hydlen clained, but never really ruled.

Gol lard figured, in his best guess, that the daughter wasn't a wizard. So he tried to retake
Kyphr os.

"He al nost nmade it. Broke her arny and the cavalry, but the peasants rose and burned their
fields and opened the di kes. The cavalry couldn't maneuver in the nud, and sone m stakes were
made. No one was clear how, but instead of a victory, Gollard lost half his arnmy and nost of his
of ficers.

"The autarch started recruiting wonen, the best she could find." Brettel shrugged. "Now
CGollard's troops usually | ose, but the autarch never enters his territory."

By now, we were approaching the saw, the belts | eading fromthe waterwheel were notionless.

"What cuts?"

Taki ng the grease pencil, | outlined what | had in nind with each of the | ogs.

"Shoul d have t hought of that nyself." Brettel pursed his lips. "Need to set this up. | can nmake
these and deliver the planks and those square sections late this afternoon.”
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"That would be fine." | took the hint, and wal ked back to where | had tied Girloch while
Brettel began to set up the saw

VWheee . . . eeee

"All right." | patted himon the shoul der and pushed his nose away from ny pockets, which were
enpty.

Kyphros versus Gall os-order versus chaos? O was it that sinple? Wman versus man? The nore |
found out, the less | knew, and | suspected | was far fromthe first man to realize that.

"Come on." | mounted ny shaggy beast and flicked the reins. "Conme on."
Wiheee . . . eeeee
"Al'l right," | said again.

So we halted by the bottomof the millrace for himto get a drink of the cold water, and | even
stopped by the granary and bought a snall sack of feed for Gairloch

LI

AFTER GETTING THE bid for the sub-prefect's chairs, and after getting exactly the |unber |
wanted fromBrettel with a bit extra thrown in for no extra cost, we still had to actually craft
the chairs.

Besi des worryi ng about the actual work, | worried about a ot of other things. | worried that
Destrin would get sicker and die. | worried that Bostric would slip with the plane, or that I
woul d get carel ess.

| worried that Jirrle would sonehow find a way to attack me. | worried that Antonin would find
out exactly who and where | was and attack. Even though | ate, | felt harried and thinner

"You |l ook tired," Deirdre told ne.

Since | felt tired, | probably |ooked that way as well.

Every night | set wards on the shop, but |I wasn't sure what good they would do, and | kept ny
staff close to ny bed.

| used ny senses to keep studying the wood each step of the way, checking to nake sure that no
hi dden cracks or stresses would erupt to nar the wood or the finish. Wen | found two, both
Bostric and Destrin thought | was crazy for refusing to use sections of what appeared to be
perfectly good wood.

"It's good wood, Lerris."

"Not good enough. It's flawed."

"How? \Where?"

"It just is." How could | explain without letting themknow | was a begi nning order-naster?

"I'f the honored craft-master who clains he is only a journeynan says so, it nust be so."

What bot hered ne nopbst about Bostric's flip conment was that he and Destrin both | ooked at each
ot her, nodded, and didn't say anything nore.

I groused and | growl ed, and even Deirdre stepped away fromne at di nner and supper

Not only did | do the snmooth finish nyself, | even worked with the varnishes until | had what
not only looked right, but felt right all the way through. Then | spent tine steeping the chairs
in order, reinforcing their strength with order and nore order, until chaos itself m ght have had
a hard time sitting in them

We got all five chairs done. And done well.

Brettel lent us his cart and Gairloch even pulled it, with nore than a few protests, to the
sanme front steps of the sub-prefect’'s house.

I hadn't planned on the wel coming conmttee. Not only was a scowling Jirrle there, but Perl ot
stood at the back, as did other crafters | did not know

The sub-prefect was not there, but a thin man in a uniform sone sort of functionary, was.

First they had us line up the chairs side by side on the granite paving-blocks. In the norning
light, the officer stared and scow ed. He | ooked under the chairs. He studied the joins, the
finish. He conpared each chair with every other chair. He ran his fingers over every exposed
surface.

Bostric, standing beside ne, began to sweat, even though the day was overcast and the heat of
the I ate sumer day had not yet arrived.

| pursed ny lips, knowing that the inspection was far from normal

The one reassurance was Perlot's presence. Wth each inspection, with each frown by the officer
and each acconpanying scow by Jirrle, Perlot's faint snmle becane nore pronounced.

Finally, the officer turned to me. "The chairs seem acceptable.” He pulled out a | ong paper and
a servant proffered a pen. "Put your nmark at the bottom"
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| read the paper, but all it said was that the sub-prefect had accepted five chairs for the sum
of ten golds. So | signed on behalf of Destrin, copying his mark as well for good measure.

The officer's eyebrows raised, but he said nothing.

Jirrle edged forward to | ook at the chairs, finally shaking his head and | ooking at ne. For a

long tine, it seened, his eyes rested upon ne. | just waited for the coins, which arrived in a
| eat her pouch.
Al'though |I could tell they were good, | checked each against the steel of mny dagger, since no

tradesman woul d have done otherw se. The officer nodded, as if to hinself, and seened reassured.

Jirrle | ooked back at the chairs, then at ne, before wal ki ng back toward the avenue.

The other crafter | did not know al so stepped up to the chairs. Unlike Jirrle, he stepped up to
me. "Good work." He nodded pleasantly, and his whol e manner inside and out was honest, even if
there were traces of chagrin beneath.

As the officer's servants began to carry the chairs inside, the officer sniffed down his nose
"That is all, tradespeople."

| inclined ny head. "Thank you."

He ignored ne and turned.

"Damed fine work there," rasped another voice. Perlot stood by the cart traces.

Whheeee . . . eeee . . . @Girloch wanted out of the traces - the sooner the better. Bostric
| ooked at the pony nervously, then back to ne.
"Thank you."
"No. | nean it. Sedennial was trying to find a reason not to accept them and he couldn't."
I'd thought the sane, but the chairs were good. They should have been. |'d sweated enough over
t hem

"You underbid themnore than just a little, given the quality." The craft-nmaster's voice was
wy.

"Master Jirrle seened upset ..." | observed in a neutral voice, checking the cart harness.

"He was, but he'll get over it. Good day, Lerris."

Perlot snmiled briefly, and stepped out into the lane with his quick short steps, |ooking
pl eased with the world as he left us with a restless nountain pony and an enpty cart. Most
i mportant, we had ten golds, five of which could go toward the quarterly |evies.

"What do we do now?" asked Bostric, w ping his forehead.

"W get out of here before they tell us to, and we find some nore work to do. Hopefully,
sonet hing that you can do nore of."

Bostric swallowed. "I can't do things that good."

"Not yet. That doesn't nean you can't learn." | led Gairloch around to get the cart facing
toward the avenue, then clinbed onto the hard board seat. "Cone on."

Bostric scranmbled up next to nme, and we headed out to return himto the shop and the cart to
Brettel

LIl

A FACE I N the wi ndow caught ny eye. What was Perlot doing at the shop? Destrin was upstairs
resting, and technically it wasn't nmy place to neet with another craft-nmaster.

Setting down the plane, | crossed the room sniffing at the snell of barley soup drifting down
the stairs. W had eaten earlier, but Destrin had not, and Deirdre was probably feeding her father
a | ate noon neal .

Bostric | ooked up.

"Keep at it," | told him "And think about where the grains will neet."

"It's just a tavern bench. But | heed the words of wisdom" | just |ooked at himuntil he began
to check the lines of the grain.

Perl ot had stepped inside the shop doorway, and stood waiting. He wore his working | eathers,
but he had pulled on a rough shirt and a vest.

"I apol ogi ze, craft-master. Destrin is not available at the nonent." | inclined nmy head.

"No apol ogi es needed,. Lerris. Several of us are gathering at the Tap Inn after the day ends. |
was hopi ng you could join us. Your apprentice would be welconme to sit with Gizzard and the
others.™

| kept nmy nouth in place. The invitation was serious, and, in effect, an announcement that the

other crafters had accepted ne. Had that been Brettel's doing? "I thank you, and would be
honor ed. "
Perlot smiled faintly. "I think we're the ones who are honored. Destrin is fortunate to have
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found you. Until tonight." He nodded and was gone.
Only after he had gone did | sigh. Perlot himself had crossed the town and the square to invite
me. Maybe, just maybe, ny plans m ght have a chance of working out.
Bostric glanced up fromthe bench as | wal ked back, his bushy red eyebrows |ifted.
"We've been asked to join the other crafters for a drink after work."
Bostric just nodded, as if it were the nost natural thing in the world. For him per, haps, it

was. | had encouraged himto spend his free time with the other apprentices, knowing that, if ny
hopes were fulfilled, he would need the contacts in the years to cone.
Picking up the plane, | studied the internal framework of the chest for a long time, know ng

that sonmething was not quite right. Howlong it took, | didn't know, but | finally ended up

pl ani ng and readjusting one of the drawer supports for the second drawer. Fromthere it got
easier, as | entered the flow of the wood and the design. Part of the problemwas that the design
was an adaptation of one of Dorman's plans, and even partly original pieces were much tougher

"Lerris . . . ?"

I shook ny head, realizing nore tine had passed than | realized.

"Yes?"

"Hadmt has closed,"” Bostric noted tactfully.

The jewel er stayed open |l ater than anyone else. | began racking the tools, noting that Bostric
had al ready been quietly putting away Destrin's tools.

Before long, | had told Deirdre that we were | eaving; and we had washed up and were striding

across the square. The only thing that bothered ne was that | knew I'd have to clean Gairloch's
stall when | returned, as well as get up early in the norning to ride him

Cink . . . dink

W had to hug the edge of the nmill street on the other side of the square as a troop of the
prefect's cavalry rode in toward their barracks. Three of the horses at the end were riderless,
and a dark splotch stained the |leather of the last enpty saddle.

The stink of sweat and bl ood hung over the riders like fog, not obscuring the taint of chaos
that also clung to themand to the sabers they bore. To ny senses, the bl ades shimered |ike dull-
red embers.

Cink, clink . . . clink
"Make way . . . nmke way . "
clink . . . clink
Nei t her prisoners nor bodies trailed the enpty horses.
Looki ng at Bostric once the cavalry passed, | shook ny head. "Bad news."

He nodded, and we kept wal ki ng.

The Tap I nn had not changed. Even without a fire in the front hearth, the nmain roomwas snoky,
as acrid as before.

"Lerris!" Perlot had been waiting, and | hurried over, |eaving Bostric to his own devices.

"Sorry. We worked a shade late, and then we had to wait for the prefect's troops."”

Perl ot gestured around the table. "This is Jirrle, his son Deryl, Rasten, and Ferralt. Usually,
Hertol is here." He put a hand on ny shoulder. "This is Lerris, who has decided to foll ow Dorman's
tradition and give me a run for nmy noney, or would if he hadn't decided to nake children's
furniture better than regul ar pieces.”

They all chuckled at that, and Perlot pulled out a chair. "Wat will you have, Lerris?"

| had to grin sheepishly. "Just redberry, mast-"

"Just Perlot, Lerris. Just Perlot.”

"What's this about troops?" asked Deryl.

| shrugged. "Don't know, but about a score of cavalry rode back in. They lost, it |ooked |ike
Enpty saddl es, and no prisoners, and they | ooked tired. Sone of the horses ..." | shook ny head.

"Hell . . ." muttered the man at the far side of the round table. "He's out squabbling with the
aut arch again."

The sanme thin girl with the scar across her face appeared next to Perlot. Her face was stil
thin, but a bul ge bel ow her apron indicated she had been nore than nerely flirting with soneone.
"What el se, masters?"

"Redberry for Lerris, here, and I'Il have another beer." The craft-master handed her his heavy
enpty nug.

" the autarch's already proved, after the way they dispatched those rebels from Freetown .

"I take it that the prefect should avoid trouble with Kyphros?" | asked politely.

Jirrle cleared his throat. "Gallos has a proud history, and the autarch shoul d honor that
hi story and the natural geography . "
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"What he nmeans," added the balding Ferralt with a grin, "is that the prefect wants old Gall os
back, as well as sone other territory . "

"Ferralt!" snapped the older nman. "I said what | neant."

"He's on the prefect's advisory council " whi spered Perlot.

"Are all the autarch's soldiers wonmen?" | asked.

"Hell no," added Deryl, setting his nmug on the table with a thunp. "Just the best ones."

Thunk! Thunk

"Here's the red stuff and the beer. Two, please.”

I handed two coppers to the wonan. Perlot | ooked surprised, but did not protest.

"Wonen soldiers are uncivilized," added Rasten

"What he neans," explained Ferralt, "is that they only fight when they know they can win."

"Li ke that one Torrman was conpl ai ni ng about ?"

"The bl ack-haired one the autarch pronoted over his cousin?"

| swall owed a deep pull of the redberry. "Coul d soneone expl ai n?"

Rasten glared at Ferralt, who grinned. Finally, Ferralt shrugged. "Torrman is nmarried to ny
sister. Hs cousin is also Torrman, except he took service with the autarch because the forner
prefect-that's a long story. Anyway, the younger Torrman was in line to be sub-comander, except a
new squad captain pulled sone stunt with water and wi ped out the Freetown rebels without a single
casual ty.

"The autarch promoted her instead. Torrman chall enged her to a duel, and the bitch rmade hi m
|l ook silly. So he played dirty and threw sonething in her eyes. That didn't stop her. Instead she
took of f his sword hand-blind, he swears. The autarch gave hima pension-and a warning."

"You believe that?" | asked. | did, but | wanted to know whet her Ferralt had sonething else in
ni nd.

"It's true," interrupted Jirrle. "The bitch is from Recluce. The autarch, damable bitch as
well, doesn't care. She only cares if her troops are the best."

A monentary silence dropped over the table.

"Lerris, what brought you here?" asked Perlot, alnpbst desperately.

"Recluce, 1'd have to say." | took a sip fromthe mug, trying to figure out howto tell the
truth wi thout being deceptive nyself. "As | told Perlot here," -1 gestured to the crafter-"after
| eaving ny apprenticeship, | was trying to nmake nmy way in Freetown, when the old duke ran afoul of
Recluce. The rains came and turned the neadows to swanps. The cl ouds never left, and then the duke
was dead, and wi zards were running all over the place.” | winced inside at the slight
exaggeration. "So | took what | had and got a pony and left."

"Way did you cone so far, and where were you fronP" asked Jirrle.

| shrugged. "As | told Destrin, I'mtechnically only an apprentice. | don't have any guild
certification. Hrisbarg was too small to support another crafter, and," | raised ny eyebrows,
"have you seen Hew ett and Montgren?”

That brought a chuckle from everyone but Jirrle, and |I continued before he could ask ne again
where | was from "As for Jellico, you can't walk the streets without a pernmt and a seal. So what
could a poor apprentice woodworker do? What woul d you have done?" | addressed the question to
Deryl .

"I guess | would have cone to Fenard, just |ike you did. How did you get across the Easthorns?"

"It wasn't easy. It was cold, because | couldn't afford to stay in the inns there." And
couldn't, but not for reasons of cost. Still, the misrepresentation hurt. "The heavy snows hadn't
fallen, but I had to wait until a caravan cleared one snowfall fromthe road. | was afraid poor
Gairl och woul d be skin and bones by the tine we got to Passera."

"How did you get into Jellico?" asked Rasten

"Anyt hing el se around here?" asked the serving-girl

"Not hing for nme," said Perlot.

"Nor me," | added.

" Anot her nug."

"Me too."

"Not here."

"I was lucky, ran into a healer, and traveled with himfor a while, but he had business in
Jellico."

Jirrle frowned, even as he sipped fromthe heavy brown mug.

"Where did you get that design for the chair you did for Wyson?" asked Perl ot quickly.

| | ooked through Dorman's plan book, then just nade sone changes to nake it nore suitable for
Wyson."

"He's a diplomat," chuckled Ferralt. "lngenious way of bracing it. Do you mind if | try that?"
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"Not at all. You might find a better way, though. |I did that in nore of a hurry than | would
have liked." O than Uncle Sardit woul d have advi sed, either.

"Why the child s table?" That was Rasten

"That started out as a project for Bostric. He's turned out to have a real feel for the woods,
and | wanted to give himsonmething that . . . well ..." | finally shrugged, hoping they woul d
under st and.

Even Jirrle nodded slowy, although the frown never left his face.

"Maybe we ought to do nore work like that," began Deryl. "Sonme of the gentry pay well for garb
for the little ones. Wiy not furniture? | once heard about the niniature palace in Hanor."

Thunk! Thunk! Thunkl Thunk! The girl dropped the heavy mugs on the table Iike mallets, one
after the other.

| glanced over at the table where the apprentices sat. They | ooked nore rel axed, which
reassured ne. Bostric seemed positively |oquacious.

". . . then ... he tal ks about grains, grains, and nore grains, about feeling the wood, |ike
you could see right through it ... but it's scary sonetines, because | get the feeling he can .
"Hell ... all of themcan . . . why they're craft-masters . "

"One each, gents," snapped the serving-girl, her tone crisper and shorter than the first tine
|'"d been at the Tap I|nn.

"What ot her projects do you have lined up?" asked Jirrle slowy.

"Not a lot. W're still scranbling. There's a corner chest, and a dower piece, and another
coupl e of benches for the Horn Inn . "

"There will be nore," added Perlot, "with all the praise you're getting from Wssel."

"We do the best we can . "

As the door opened, | turned to |ook, and realized it was pitch-dark out.

"What about . . ." began Ferralt as he | ooked at Deryl.

"I"'mgoing to have to leave." | eased out of nmy chair. "Destrin's not feeling that well, and |
never fed the pony . "

"Wn't you stay a little longer . . . ?' grunbled Jirrle.

| could tell his words were fal se, yet he wanted nme to stay.

"I wish | could."

"Perhaps we could hear nore the next time," added Perlot.

| just nodded. In no way did | want to tell nore than | had already. On the way out, | stopped
by Bostric's group. "You can stay a while.” But | didn't wait for an acknow edgenent.

" doesn't seemthat scary ..

"“. . . not all that old . . ."

As | stepped out into the night, | tried not to sigh. Sooner or later, and probably sooner, the
specul ati on woul d push ne into giving away too nmuch. The afternoon clouds had cleared, and the
stars glittered, with the new nmoon just a crescent above the western horizon

Further down the market street, the lanterns fromthe Horn Inn flickered with the breeze that
brought the scent of cut hay fromthe fields to the north of Fenard.

Jirrle-the man bothered ne, had bothered ne fromthe first time he had inspected ny boxes in
t he open narket.

Even as early in the night as it was, the streets had cleared, the good and solid citizens for
the nost part having headed horme. In Fenard, work started with the dawn. | suppressed a yawn,
remenbering that | had put off cleaning out Gairloch's stall

| rubbed the end of ny nose after the acrid odor of burned grease left a lingering itch, then
pi cked up ny steps as | passed the first cross-street toward the square fromthe Tap Inn

Hal fway toward the next cross-street, | stopped, al nost paral yzed by the feel of disorder
ahead. After turning, | took several quick paces back and into the shadows, wishing | had ny staff
with me.

Cick . . . dink . . . The sounds were faint, alnost inaudible.

A cloak of reflection slipped around ne, and | hoped | was doing the right thing, that the
danger ahead was nmerely that of arned assassins, and not a chaos-naster.

Two nen appeared, slipping toward where | had been. Wiile | could only sense them not see
them one was older, slighter, tinged with the white-red fire of chaos. The other was just a hired
bl ade, faintly disordered, but not chaos-evil.

They searched each side of the street, noving toward nme. In turn, | noved fromthe shadows into
the main street, where they would only | ook, while they m ght concentrate and poke into the
corners and al coves.

dick
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The second sound cane from behind me, fromthe direction of the Tap Inn

| forced nyself to breathe easily, standing flat against a bricked wall between shops with
their night shutters down, feeling exposed and open, and relying only on a reflective shield. The
knife in nmy belt felt inadequate, especially against the drawn bl ades of the pair that wal ked
toward me.

Fromthe inn came a second arned pair, searching and noving toward ne.

| alnmost held ny breath as the bul kier assassin wal ked right by ne, holding a blade at the
ready. As soon as they were nore than a few paces past, | took one quiet step, then another,
edgi ng toward the square and toward Destrin's.

" di sappeared . . ."
left the inn. | saw him"

"He's not here."

" in one of the houses?"

| let themargue, stepping quietly toward Destrin's, not dropping the cloak until | was safely
i nside the stable.

Wiheee . . . eeeee . . . eee . . .

"Yes, | know. Your stall is filthy. | didn't ride you today, and you're out of food."

The food canme first, and | brushed Gairloch for a while, both to reassure himand to think
Then came the shovel and the pail. No one had told nme about the ness horses make, or the enornous
effort it took to keep one stall clean

Late indeed it was by the tine | got back to the shop, and Bostric was pulling out his bed.

"How did it go?" | asked, washing ny hands again in the basin | had refill ed.

"Fine. They say you won't stay here, that you are a wandering type. Is that true?" Bostric had
had nmore than a beer. O herwi se, he would not have dared to ask the question,"not w thout his nore
overly-respectful tone.

| shrugged. "Probably. Go to sleep.”

He did, and | thought about the armed nmen. Cearly, Jirrle had known sonethi ng about it, but
whet her he had just known or actually put themafter nme was another question. The fact that al
their swords had felt the sane told ne that they were the prefect's nen.

I was running out of time, but so far, no one apparently wanted to nove directly. That
forebearance woul dn't last, and I would still have to watch for the assassins.

LIV

| DD NOT sleep well that evening, even after setting and checking the wards. | tossed on the
narrow pallet, sweating as | pondered what | knew. The "J" on the tax |levy had to have been
Jirrle. Jirrle was sonme sort of advisor to the prefect, and Jirrle did not particularly care for
ne.

Then, to nmake ne even nore uneasy, in the night skies, thunder raged. Not the thunder of honest
clouds striving anmong thensel ves, nor the man-nmade thunder of gunpowder bl asting. Not even the
illusory thunder of the wind created by chaos-nasters bent on enhancing the fears of an already
too-i gnorant popul ati on. Thunder such as this had | heard only once before, on the plains of
Certis, when the ice storms and the blizzard had done their worst to destroy ne.

So | tossed and sweated, and, on the other side of ny curtain, Bostric snored-loudly, and
wi t hout any sense of rhythm

In the end, |I did sleep, and without dreans that | renmenbered, which was probably for the best,
since | woke with a start just before dawn. | was soaked in sweat, though the night had been coo
for sunmer, even for a long sumer that was drawing to a cl ose.

After using the facilities off the alley, little nore than an outhouse that drained into a
covered sewer, and washing in cool water drawn fromthe covered tank in the back, | felt closer to
human. Some fruit and a biscuit fromthe tray Deirdre brought down hel ped nore.

We coul d have eaten upstairs, but in the nornings | never bothered, since |I |iked to get
started early, especially in the warm weat her

"Way . . .oh, why am| apprenticed to a naster who |loves nornings . . .?" Bostric |ooked worse

than | felt, but the words were nerely a ritual he intoned every norning. He splashed his way
t hrough a sketchy wash, then wol fed down what | had left on the tray.

"They're all talking about you . . ." he munbl ed.

"Ch . . . ?" | was checking the chest against the sketches and the plan book

"Jirrle thinks you' re from Recl uce . "

| swallowed a cold lunp in ny guts, saying nothing.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (156 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:19 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

". . . Deryl thinks you want Deirdre and the shop, and Gizzard doesn't see anything remarkabl e
in you and wonders why anyone is making such a fuss."

Shrugging, | took a last sip of the redberry and set the nug aside.

"Jirrle also told Deryl that the chairs for the sub-prefect were going to cause trouble
but he wouldn't say why."

Troubl e? Chairs causing trouble? Then | shivered, recalling the reaction of ny own staff to
chaos. Once again, in pushing too hard, | hadn't thought through the consequences. And the chairs
had been bl ack oak.

"Are you all right?" | shook ny head. "I'm. . . fine. | just realized | had forgotten
sonet hing." Although | knew | needed to talk to Brettel and | had finished the dower chest for
Dalta, | had held off on delivering it, perhaps because we had received so nuch fromBrettel. |
didn't want to inpose so soon again on the nill-nmaster, whether he was Deirdre's godfather or not.
In addition, Bostric was not quite ready. But now | would have to watch every corner for the
Duke' s assassins

Despite what | had seen, except for Jirrle, nothing pointed toward nme, yet | felt sone greater
force was rushing frombeyond ny perceptions straight for ne. O was | just imagining things,
believing I could sense what | could not understand? The world of order and thoughts just made
Iife nore confusing, not |ess.

Al ready, sumer was coming to a close. The grasses were browning, and the hand of the |ong hot
sunmmer pressed down upon Fenard |ike an open stove. Wth the heat, the varni shes gave off nore
fumes, even in the | ate nornings.

Although | tried to do the finish work while Destrin took the rests that grew fractionally
| onger each day, sonetinmes he persisted in tinkering with his benches, even as he coughed his

| ungs out.

"Ace . . . accc . . . cuufff " No | onger did he pale when. he coughed -he was pallid al
the tine.

"Let Bostric finish those joins," | suggested.

"l just came down. Are you trying to push nme out again, Lerris? |I'mthe shop-naster. It's ny
busi ness, and no outlander will tell me howto run it." He glared at ne, even as he had to support

hi msel f on the bench. "Ace . . . accc . . . acuuufff "
"I"'mnot trying to push you anywhere. Bostric is your apprentice, and he's here to help you. If
I can help himlearn, fine. But how can he help if you insist on doing everything?" | pressed a

touch nore order upon his system but only a touch. He was so fragile that anything nore would
have done nore danmage than the coughi ng.

"Papa . . ." added Deirdre. Wen she talked to her father, her voice was firm gentle, no
matter what the pain she held inside.
"Al'l of you. . . you all want to put nme away . " Even as he protested, Destrin let Deirdre

lead himup the stairs.

| laid down the plane and notioned to Bostric as soon as Destrin was out of sight. W | ooked
over the bench Destrin had been resting against, rather than working upon

"Can you clean this up and finish it?" | asked.

Bostric studied the seat plate. "How woul d you suggest | fix this?" He pointed to the beginning
of an off-center hole, probably angled when Destrin started coughing.

"You' ve got one or two choices-fill it and reset. Or cut the size and redo the spokes. Make it
nmor e or nanent al "

Bostric licked his |ips nervously.

"Go ahead. Destrin can't finish it." |I didn't know how accurately | spoke
Whhssttt
Deirdre stood at the stairs. "Lerris . . . ?" Her voice was alnbst matter-of-fact. That she

stood there at all told she needed sonething. Resourceful in all things, fromrunning the accounts
to devel opi ng her own cushi oni ng busi ness to running the shop and househol d food budget, she had

asked not hi ng-except once. Yet behind the quiet facade, | had begun to understand, lay a strong
will.

"I''"ll be right there." Catching Bostric's attention, | said, "Destrin and | need to discuss
sonmething. If a custoner should show, just ring the bell, and I'lIl be right down." Then | foll owed
Deirdre up the stairs. If she hadn't been so upset, | alnpbst would have smiled at Bostric's hidden
apprai sal of Deirdre.

"Papa . . . he's npaning, and he doesn't know who | am. " The seani ng work she did was

neatly laid on her table by the rear wi ndow. She probably earned nore fromthe sewing than Destrin
did fromhis infrequent benches, and saved nore than that from her handling of his accounts.
Bostric would do better than he knew, and | only hoped | had the time to help himbe nore than
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she knew.
Destrin |lay upon the w de bed, eyes cl osed, breathing raggedly and quickly, a bluish tinge to
his fingers and a grayish ook to his face. H s eyes opened. "Kyren . . . where's . . . girl
"I"'mhere, papa.” Her thin voice was low. "Kyren ... so ... cold . "

As | reached into that frail and wasted body, the burning, the pressure seared nme, and | had to
grasp the bedpost, even as nmy senses touched the knotted heart, easing a cranp here, letting the
bl ood fl ow and strengthening what | could, the parts that had yet enough firmess to strengthen.

It took along tinme, gently as | had to work, and | didn't remenber sitting down.

"Lerris . . . Lerris ..." A cool cloth touched ny forehead

My head was not splitting, but a dull ache and a great tiredness encouraged ne not to nove.

"Sonmething to drink? Redberry?" | asked hoarsely.

Deirdre brought me a cup. Afewsips and | felt alnmost normal, if |ight-headed. | eased nyself
out of the chair and tiptoed over to the bed. Destrin's color was no | onger grayish, only pale,
and he slept. | nodded, but wondered how much I onger | could hold himtogether, and whether |
should, recalling the pain | had felt in touching him M/ eyes blurred for a nonent.

"Lerris?"

| had forgotten Deirdre was standi ng besi de ne.

"You saved him. . . again." Her voice was neutral

"Yes." | shook ny head. "I don't know, Deirdre. |I don't know He hurt so nuch."

She | ooked at ne, questioningly, for the first time with tears flowing fromboth eyes.
"I stopped the hurt, but for how | ong?"

"Poor . . . poor papa . . ."
"Don't let himget up. Tell himhe has a chill."
"How | ong?"

| knew what she neant.
"If he rests, if he is quiet™ perhaps half a year, but that's just a guess. He could have died
today, but he doesn't want to."

| "Poor papa . "
That afternoon, | paid Wyson two coppers for the |oan of his wagon and followed it, and the
red- oak dower chest, out to Brettel's house. In case it was to be a surprise, | had covered it

with a bl anket.

On the way across the avenue and toward the north road, we pulled up for a cavalry troop
returning. A single prisoner, blindfolded, hands tied behind her back, wearing green | eathers,
swayed on the last horse. A dark splotch stained her short-cut blond hair. The prefect's troops
had | eft her an enpty scabbard, perhaps because, disoriented and wounded, she still radiated
order.

The | ast four horses bore only enpty saddl es, and the reek of disorder, of chaos, was faint, as
i f expended in whatever battle they had fought.

" make way . . . make way . "
clink a&. . . dink ...
"Make way . . . nmke way . "
Sensing primarily tiredness and pain, nothing resenbling new cast chaos, despite nmy awareness
extension, | waited until the troop had passed. Still, | was on edge until the wagon pulled inside

the big stone warehouse. The woman in green bothered nme. She could have been Wynn or Krystal. She
wasn't, but she could have been

"Lerris, you're earlier than | expected. | told you to take your tinme." He still grinned.
"Do you want to see it?" | glanced around.

"Dalta's at the market square."

Using both arns, | noved the chest, still covered, fromthe wagon.

"Here." Sperlin-Wyson's driver-got a copper | couldn't afford. "Just go straight back."

"Thank you, ser."

Not until the wagon runbled down the ranp and back onto the north road did | turn back to
Brettel

"You're thinner, Lerris, hunted-Iooking."

"We passed a cavalry troop . . . lots of enpty saddles."” Brettel just shook his head. "Wy? The
autarch isn't bothering him"

| didn't know the answer, either, except there were nore soldiers in Gallos.

"Do you want to see the chest?" | changed the subject back to the reason | had cone.

"Of course, of course.”

After lifting the blanket gently, | waited, watching his face.

He | ooked for a long time. Finally, he turned to me. "I can't afford that. That's a piece

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (158 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:19 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

worthy of Dormen or Sardit- their best.”
While it wasn't that good, the chest was exquisite, and equal to the | esser but good pieces ny

uncl e had done. But conmparisons weren't fair. | could see into the wood, and they couldn't.
So we stood there for a tine, and Brettel kept gazing at the chest. "She won't appreciate it."
"She will. Later, at least."

At last, he | ooked at ne.
"Why are you here? Now?"
"To ask that you allow Bostric to marry Deirdre."

"Way now?"
"Because Destrin is dying, and | have to | eave before it's too |ate, and before anything
becomes too public. | only hope I haven't waited too |ong."

"There's a problem Lerris."

"l can see a nunber." My voice was wy, even to nmy own ears.

"Whil e Bostric has taken over the bench work and the sinple chests, and his work is better than
Destrin's was, you're still the craft-master ..."

"I'mno craft-master." | felt | had to protest, but my guts turned at the thought that |
actual ly m ght be approaching that |evel

"No . . . not if you conpare yourself to Perlot and Sardit. And Dalta's chest there even gives
that the lie. If you consider Rasten or Deryl or Hertol or Ferralt, already they can't conpare.
Not at all." "Look," | said. "Deirdre's a good seanstress, al nost good enough to carry the
househol d on her own. It won't be easy for them but she has a dowy-"

"She does?" the mll-master asked.

"I made her a chest like Dalta's, not quite as good, and she has a small dowy of five golds,
not much . "

"Lerris . . ." He shook his head.

"I know. . . it's not really enough, but-"

"Lerris. What are you? You're a stranger, who has lived here little nore than a year, who has
hel d death at bay, who has redeened mnmy god-daughter's hope and future, and restored her father's
honor, and provided a dowy. Wuld that ny own sons would go so far."

| was enbarrassed at the tears rolling down his cheeks. So | said nothing. After all, if |
hadn't done what | could, who would have?

"We need a weddi ng soon, while Destrin can still appreciate it."

"Have you asked hi n®"

| shrugged. "No. | was afraid to upset him"

"Let me cone back with you. Better now than later. Ask himwhile | amthere."

Brettel washed the sawdust off his face and uncovered forearms, changed from his | eather apron
into a linen shirt, and nounted a black mare-all in the time it took me to drink a glass of
redberry.

W rode back together. Thankfully, we saw no nore of the prefect's troops.

LV

DESTRIN SAT IN the arncthair, his face gray-hued under the pallor, but wthout the deadly bl ue
of the norning.

"I brought an old friend," | said, but didn't get any further in ny explanation
"CGodpapa!" Deirdre didn't quite shriek as she saw the mll-nmaster. "It's been so |long."
"Here to pay your respects to the deceased, Brettel ?" Destrin's voi ce was waspi sh

"No. I'mhere to discuss ny god-daughter's future."

"You can't foster her. | told you that-"

| touched Destrin's shoulder and tried to calmhim both physically and by infusing himwith a
touch of order. "That's not what he neans . . ."

Destrin | eaned back in the chair, but his color was even a shade nore gray.

Deirdre | ooked fromme to Brettel and back again, raising her eyebrows.

"May | sit down?" Brettel didn't wait for an answer, instead lifting one of the straight chairs
fromthe table and setting in on the worn wooden pl anks directly across fromDestrin. "Lerris, get
a chair.”

So | did, and | got one for Deirdre, and waited for her to sit down. It was her life we were
tal ki ng about. She | ooked fromher father to Brettel to nme once again, then Iicked her lips.

"What's this about my Deirdre?" Destrin's voice remai ned sharp

Brettel |ooked to me.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (159 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:19 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

| swallowed. "I think that she should consider a nmarriage proposal ..." | began

"A master hand with wood you are, Lerris. But would you do right by her?"

"No. | wouldn't. That's why |I'm not asking. My asking for her hand could | ead to her death."
Even Brettel swall owed.

Destrin, surprisingly, didn't. He did |look at nme, long. "You're honest, boy. | won't say much,
but could you answer a question for me?"
| shrugged. "If | can ..."

"I"ll try to be indirect. Was your woodcrafter master the only one Dornman respected?"
I had expected something along those lines. Destrin was a poor crafter, but perceptive

nonet hel ess. "If | understand those involved, | think so."

Destrin sighed. "Had to be. So ... you're proposing for Bostric?"

"Ch . . . I'" Deirdre covered her nouth, but | heard the dismay, and it ripped right through ny
chest, like one of the prefect's chaos-swords night have.

"I don't have any better ideas. | can add sonme to her dowy, and | have crafted a red-oak dowy
chest for her . . . Before long, | need to | eave, or you all could be in danger. Between Bostric's
famly and Brettel ... in the future ... | would hope that would provide . . ." My words trailed
off. | hated nmaking the case for Bostric, and there were lunps in ny chest and in ny guts. My eyes
were bl urred.

Yet deep inside, | knew | was not right for Deirdre, but that did not make ny task any easier.

"Snnnffff." Deirdre was bl owi ng her nose.

"Hell of . . ." Destrin shook his head. "You |like her, don't you?"

"Yes. That's what makes it harder.”

"You'd outlive her?"

| knew what he was driving at, knew why he was asking.

"Yes, if | survive the next few years. Probably by a lot."

Brettel nodded, then added, "Wy are you asking this?"

"Because | care, and because it's the only way | can try to protect her, to allow her as much
of her own |ife as possible.”

Bot h ol der nen | ooked at each other.

"We'd like to talk for a noment, Lerris . . . Deirdre . . ." Destrin's voice was calm al nost
rel axed.
Deirdre stood up as | did. "Papa, Godpapa . . ." Her voice firmed. "I need to talk to Lerris

for a noment-al one. Please excuse us." She | ooked at ne with a smle, extending her arm al npst
I'ike one of the ladies fromthe street.

Propped up as he was in his chair, Destrin |looked fromDeirdre to ne and back again. H s brow
nmrrored puzzlement, and Brettel just touched his shoul der and nodded.

| looked at Deirdre, sonmehow very regal in that nmonent, even in her faded blue trousers and
bl ouse and ol d white apron. She seemed sonehow relieved, yet, beneath the relief, | could sense
the tension, like a coiled spring, or worse. So | took her arnil, and we wal ked toward the far end
of the main room | stopped, but Deirdre eased ne on into her snall roomw th the narrow bed,
scarcely larger than the space | occupied in the shop bel ow, save she had a w ndow overl ooki ng the
alley and the stable. Her armrel eased nine

dick.

"What . . "

Her ringer touched ny lips to stop ny words, and | could tell she was trenbling.

"Lerris . . . ?" Her voice was uneven.

"Yes?"

"I know you're sonme kind of wizard . . . but . . ." She took a deep breath. ". . . would you
ever hurt me?"

"Of course not," | protested, wondering where the conversation was goi ng, and why she had

cl osed the door. That faint scent of woman and roses remnminded ne of a night too | ong before and
best forgotten.

"Not ever?"

"No. Why?"

Crack!

My head rang, and ny eyes blurred fromthe force of her open hand, and when | could see,
could see the tears streanming fromher eyes. "Wy . . . ?" | shook ny head.

She just stood there sobbing. "Don't you understand?"

Whatever it was, | certainly didn't understand it, but all | could think to do was reach for
her hands. She let nme take them and we stood there for a tine as she sniffled out the sobs.

Finally, she swallowed. "I'm. . . not . . . not a brood pony . . . I'll ... do anything ..
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for papa . . . and for you. . . but you. . . could have . . . asked . . . You . . . could ...
have . . . asked . "

I was the one swallowing then, and finding it hard to see. Good old stupid Lerris, working like
hell to save the girl, and not even asking her. But, even as | kept swallowing ... | realized the

tension within Deirdre was gone

"Sorry. | just wanted to do what-"

"Lerris?"

"Yes?" My voice was level, since | didn't know what to expect.

"There's one other thing."

The one other thing was two arns around ny neck and warmlips on mne and a very fem ni ne body
pressed cl ose agai nst me. Very close against nme, and pulling ne down onto her and the bed.

W lay there for a long time, only holding and kissing. Then, slowy, before | |ost total
control, | let go of her and rolled away.

She sat up on the narrow bed. "That's what you're going to miss." She sniled sadly. "And what
lI"mgoing to mss."

| just stood there.

"Thank you ... for me, for papa ... for caring . . . and for being you . . ."

By then | couldn't see anything, but neither could she. So we ended up hanging on to each other
again, and | cried as rmuch as she did.

Thankful ly, neither Destrin nor Brettel interrupted, and, in time, we pulled ourselves apart.

There wasn't anything else to say, not then. After we w ped our faces, she opened the door

" just fine . . . Destrin . . . too dammed honorable . . ."
so you say . . ."
you know it as well as | do . . ."
Deirdre grinned for the first time, even with the sadness beneath. "You are too honorable .

| didn't have any choice any longer, not if | wanted to survive. | still had to explainit to
Bostric, although I thought it was less likely that he would either haul off and hit nme or Kkiss
me. So | left the three to discuss details and went down to the shop

Bostric was working on the tavern bench, and doing so quite effectively, having shortened the
piece to cut out Destrin's ms-drilling.

| pulled out the two stools and set them by ny workbench. "W need to talk."

Bostric could read when to tease and when not to. He took one | ook at the side of ny face,
whi ch was probably still red, nodded, and set down the shaper.

"Sit down," | said as | pointed to the enpty stool

"I's there a problen?" For once, he | ooked worri ed.

"Yes. But it's nore mine than yours. Brettel says that your famly has not arranged any future
alliances-a marriage or anything like that. Is that true?"

"That's true." H's voice was cautious. "I"'mthe fourth son, and nmy brothers are healthy. The
land is too small for me to inherit anything.”

"What do you think about woodworki ng?"

"I told you. I'll never be in your class."

"Do you like it?"

The redhead nodded. "I |ike the woods, and living in Fenard is better than the farm"

"What do you think about Deirdre?"

This time his nouth did hang open. "You . . . can't . . . shelikes . . ." He shook his head
"I take it that you find her acceptable." | kept ny voice dry.

This time he grinned.

"I have to | eave before long. You know |'mnot from Fenard. Brettel and | did not want to
pronmi se you anything until we saw"

"-Whet her | could be a woodcrafter?"

| nodded.

" But ?"

"Deirdre can al nost take care of herself, but wi thout a husband in Fenard, she cannot hold the
property. Destrin can't |ast nuch longer, and | couldn't even marry her out of convenience."
swal | owed. Leaving Deirdre was going to be harder than | realized.

"You like her. Alot."

"Yes," | adnmitted. "But that doesn't nmatter." And when ny mind and heart were only sad, not
rebelling at the statenment, | knew that what | said was true
Bostric shook his head. "I don't understand you. You're the finest crafter in Fenard since

Dorman, and you will wal k away from fortune and a beauty who | oves you?"
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"l don't have any choice, Bostric. Please don't ask." | cleared ny throat. | was still having
trouble seeing. "I take it that your famly won't object. Ch, and she does have a snmall dowy."

"No. They'll be so happy for ne, just joyous that clunsy Bostric actually found a beauty with
property-"

"Stop it!" | put an armon his shoulder. "One of us needs to be happy, and you and Deirdre can

be happy together."
"Yes, oh wizardly craft-master."

I punched himon the arm but not too hard. "And I'Il . . . do something creatively w zardly if
you ever do anything to nake her unhappy . "
He paled. "I think you would."

| shook ny head. "Just |ove her." Wat else could | ask? If he did that, npst everything el se
woul d follow, especially with Brettel's help. "I know it won't be easy-not with Brettel | ooking
over your shoul der."

He | ooked at me strangely before shaking his head.

Then, for a tine, | sat down in ny corner al cove

LVI

DESPI TE MY RESOLVE and Destrin's agreenment, nothing could be arranged as quickly as | had
hoped. There were banns to be posted, agreenents to be formalized, and parties to be attended-
parties held by Bostric's parents, by Brettel and his famly. Wiile | went, | stayed as much in
t he background as possible, hoping that all the festivities would eclipse nme. Everywhere | went, |
wat ched, looking like a wolf for the hunters. But | never found them and with each failure, ny
guts tightened, as | wondered whether the next instant would find me in the sights of a crossbow

Yet until Deirdre was taken care of, | did not want to | eave. But mny staying was stupid, and
westled nyself night after night.
As the fall waned, the sun dropped fromthe zenith, the rains occasionally fell, and the

grasses greened again, Destrin lay stiller and stiller upon his bed, not even arguing with
Deirdre, sonetinmes unable even to eat.

Deirdre was quiet, though she still sonetinmes favored me with a smile, and | smled back, and
both smiles hurt, and I knew I should | eave.
In the end, once again, | had no choice, not if | wanted to live with nyself. Each day, nore

soldiers rode out to the slaughter, faces blank, and they were younger and younger. Each day, nore
girls and wonen wept and dammed the autarch. Only the conflict kept the assassins fromne, |
suspect ed.

Antonin's strategy was working, working all too well, fueled by the prefect's anger against the
autarch. Wiat could the autarch do? Let the bloodthirsty chaos-ruled Gallian soldiers kill her
peopl e and troops?

Still, I could not afford to take on Antonin hinself. Renenbering the power he had displayed in
sweeping ne aside earlier in the year, | wasn't ready for that. But | didn't think | had to, not
yet.

| pushed Bostric unmercifully, mndful of Brettel's concerns, not daring nor wanting to | eave
Fenard yet, not until | could be assured that Deirdre and Bostric would be all right, yet worrying
that my continuing presence m ght endanger them all

At the sane tine, | was all too aware that, despite ny efforts to |learn the know edge contai ned
in The Basis of Order, all too nany sections of the book I had nerely |learned by rote, wthout
real |l y understandi ng what |ay behind and beneath them

There was no one to ask, especially about the nore cryptic phrases-the ones that seened so
sinple, like the one that read, "and no man can truly naster the staff of order until he casts it
aside.”" O the one about "love no one until you can |love yourself, for |ove of another is nerely
enpty flattery and sel f-deception for one who cannot accept hinself w thout pretense."” The second
one sounded right enough, but how honestly could a man | ove hinself wi thout pandering to his own
wi shes to see hinmself as he w shed?

Then there was the one that went: "Order and chaos nust bal ance, but as on a see-saw. The power
of chaos is for great destruction in a confined area, for order by nature nust be diffused over
vaster realms. If you would battle chaos, or establish order, you nust linit the area and the tine

in which it nmust be balanced.” While that one really seenmed sinple, | didn't have the faintest
idea of howto limt chaos.

Knowing | could not Iimt chaos did not keep me fromwal king the streets nore often. | finally
had let Deirdre sew ne a set of clothes suited to holidays and relaxation -still of dark brown,
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but the fabric was a cl ose-woven cotton. Wien she refused to let me pay nore than the fabric cost,
I put the difference in the hidden strongbox that would be her dowy.

"Now you | ook the craft-master,"” Bostric had said, and I w shed he had been j oki ng.

| had just shaken nmy head.

The first real chill dropped on Fenard early, even before the early nmelon harvest, although it
did not frost. |I anbled through the market at m dday, hoping to pick up some fresh nmelon for
Destrin, the honey-sweet kind that eased the dry-ness in his thin throat.

White clouds, tinged with gray, floated above the western horizon, as if comng fromthe
West horns, but the breeze was light, and the warnth al nost sumery. | wi ped ny forehead nore than
once as | | ooked for sone of the light green nelons.

Ahead was Mat hilde, the flower |ady, who kept casting her eyes at the long wall, as if trying
not to. That was where the prefect displayed the results of his justice-the heads of those who
di spl eased him Usually, the heads were those of common thieves, or a deserter fromthe prefect's
guards, or a nurderer.

| | ooked up there. This tine, there were two heads. | could feel the chill in ny guts and the
bile in ny throat as | saw the woman's head, seeing the short blond hair-Wynn? Then | | ooked
again and saw the dark splotch on the short-cut blond hair and the difference in the shape of the
face-recogni zing the captive | had seen being brought back by the prefect's soldiers. But it
easily could have been Wynn, and who knew where she was?

Whi spers went around the square, and the whispers weren't for the Kyphran soldier, but for the
ot her head-that of an older man, who had clearly been blinded and tortured first.

.. . why . "

" devil chairs . . . soneone said . . ."

". . . killed the whol e household . . . the prefect did . . ."

" why the sub-prefect? . . . don't understand . . ."

| did not run, but stood there, stone-still behind Mathilde. The exanple of the sub-prefect

left ny guts churning. Because the nman had displ ayed sonet hing of order in his house, or because
ordered chairs had burned soneone of chaos- that had been his fate?

The gol den coach was gone, with Antonin in it, and now | was out of tine and out of excuses. No
guards had yet noved agai nst Destrin or the shop, and none noved the streets while | stood in the
square, but that could change.

My head and then ny feet turned toward the avenue. | wal ked to the shadows by the pal ace and
cast a cloak around nyself, letting ny feelings sense whether a guard troop m ght be noving into
the city.

First, there were the two guards by the nmain gates. Wiile scaling the wall |ooked easier, | had
no i dea what wards Antonin or any other wi zard m ght have placed there. Wards couldn't be used on
the main entrances, or they would be warni ng soneone every instant, especially during the day,
since there were bound to be soldiers and nministers and horses in and out of the palace all the
time.

I just stood there beneath the wall, far enough away so that ny breathing would not be heard,
and sat down in the shade and wait ed.
Adink . . . clinkedy . . . dink .
The first horse passed by, heading for the barracks, carrying another chaos-ruled killer
| kept waiting, nmy heart still beating too fast.
clickedy . . . click . . . clickedy . . . click

The delivery wagon never reached the pal ace gates, but turned at the sub-prefect's vacant
house.
click . . . click .
Anot her soldier, this one walking tiredly toward the barracks.
| took a deep breath, trying to relax. The relaxation |asted until the next sound of hooves.

Clickedy . . . click . . . clickedy . . . click .
"Hold it."
Unseen, | eased toward the rider and his horse, another one of the chestnuts.

"I"'mCaptain Karflis with a nmessage for the MIlitary Council."

"Yeah, he's Karflis. He shows up the day before the council neets."

Cick . . . My foot caught on a curb ny senses hadn't distinguished.

"What' s t hat ?"

I froze, knowi ng they couldn't see ne.

"Relax. It's broad daylight. There's no one in sight."

Cr eakkkkk .

As the iron gates swung open, | followed the good captain on foot, and not too close to the
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rear of his horse, but close enough that any sound | mnight make woul d be covered by the | ouder
i mpact of the chestnut's hooves on the stone of the courtyard inside the gate.

| stopped as he di smounted, sensing al nost a fountain of chaos somewhere off to nmy left. The
captain, however, turned right, and | decided to go with him Followi ng the captain into the
pal ace was al nbst as easy, since he walked with a heavy tread and his boots echoed on the narble
floors.

Fromthe courtyard, where he left the horse with a mlitary ostler, or whatever they were
call ed, he passed another pair of guards in the main hall. Then he bypassed the grand staircase
and wal ked through a small archway to the side, leading to a narrow corridor that opened into
anot her hallway at the back of the palace. After a left turn, he wal ked through a red oak doorway
with an el aborate stained-glass nmural inset over the open door. My senses did not distinguish the
scene all that well, except there was a |lot of |ead around the gl ass panes.

"Captain Karflis. You are expected. The marshall is inside." Another pair of guards flanked the
cl osed door to the right of the desk where the other officer-1 assuned that fromthe gold on his
shoul ders-was sitting.

This time, | barely nmade it inside without getting the door shut on nme, and | actually brushed
the captain, recoiling fromthe swirling chaos |locked within himas | did so.

He brushed at his coat. "Spiders ... or something . "

"How goes it, Karflis?" The marshall was thin, that | could tell, and his voice was flat and
col d.

"The autarch refuses to attack until our men cross into her territory. She has a new weapon
that flings crossbow bolts in greater nunbers beyond the range of our w zards to detect them"

"How effective is it?"

As Karflis continued to stand facing the marshall and to report, | studied the room fromthe
hi gh and arched ceiling to the cold, if large, hearth, fromthe table with four chairs around it
to the | arge desk behind which the marshall sat.

" not nmuch nore effective than crossbows . . . really .

"You have heard of her strike here?"

Karflis bowed fromthe waist. "Ser?"

"Devil -forged chairs, spells upon once-loyal soldiers .

Both men were filled with that tight and coiled | oop of chaos, but in the captain's case, the
order beneath, that core of honest blackness, still refused to subnmit, and | gauged the strength
of the chaos, then reached for the captain with ny senses, naking a change here and there. Not hing
that woul d be obvious for a while.

The marshall bore no trace of order, only a white-red coi

AHHP of disorder and evil. Since | could not destroy, not if |I understood the inplications for
mysel f, | just gave him some well-needed rest, and he fell asleep on his desk. Wthin instants, he
was snori ng.

I would have liked to hear nore, but what he said would have nade no difference, and attacking
the palace, in my owmn way, would force Antonin and the prefect to |l ook within the pal ace, rather
than in Fenard-at |east for a while.

Karflis | ooked around in confusion. "Hersil!"

dick!

"He just fell asleep as | was talking."

The two guards had crowded inside the room their swords drawn on the captain, and the officer
who had been outside followed, barely a step behind.

Li ke the marshal!, the two guards were lost to order, and | put themto sleep as well. Wile it
was only tenporary, a little confusion would not hurt.

The other officer gaped as his guards sagged into sleep. "Wzardry! There's a w zard around
here! Call Tallian-"

Putting himto sleep took | onger, because | was already tired.

| sat down on the thick plush carpet whose color | could not deternmine fromny sense of place
al one, and thought. What | was doing wasn't going to work.

Qut of five nen, four were beyond redenption. Wiile | could easily have renoved the chaos from
their souls, that chaos was so nuch of their being that they would have died, or been m ndl ess
idiots. And besides, destruction was destruction, at |east according to the book

| shook ny head.

Karflis stood there, also shaking his head, confusion over his own nmental state warring with
confusion over the collapse of the marshall and the three others.

A thought occurred to ne, and | let ny feelings reach for the sl eeping young officer, trying to
see if | could determ ne the source of that chaos. Only a hint, but it pointed, if pointing was
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the right word, to sonmething else, that sonething | had sensed in entering the pal ace.
| got up, as silently as |I could, and wal ked over one guard's sleeping figure and through the

now open door and back into the outer office, |eaving one still-puzzled captain behind.

Back down the narbled corridors, past three or four sets of guards until | could sense that
deadly fountain of chaos- a tunbling streamof white. My hands were trenbling ... so | sat down
again in a corner, where anyone passing would not trip over me, wondering what in hell | was doing
wandering the corridors of the prefect's pal ace

After a time, and with a silent sigh, | stood, feeling like a nouse in a house full of cats, or
dragons, assuni ng such beasts exi sted somewhere. Slow step by slow step, | neared the chaos pool

Except it was just a fountain in the courtyard, a sinple fountain to the eyes. The courtyard was
paved in granite and the walls just sinple stone walls. The fountain was a jet of warm water
conmi ng froma man-sized stone vase.

The courtyard was not even guarded, but then again, it didn't need to be.

Even for me, it was |ike wal king against the ice stormon the plains of Certis, of battling the
heart of a thunderstorm or worse.

A fountain of warmwater, that seened all, but the warnth cane from deep bel ow, fuel ed by sone
sort of chaos, and twi sted by sonething beyond, |like a mghty |ock of sonething i nsubstanti al

Wth nmy thoughts | could trace the twisted patterns, but that did no good, because they weren't
patterns. They were chaos. Each tinme | tried to follow a line of force, it seenmed to dissol ve.

Then, | remenbered a passage fromthe book, the one about bringing order from chaos-about
creating a mrror of order. The reflection of chaos as order would either order it or destroy it-
if the mrror of order were stronger than chaos. If not

| didn't want to think about the consequences. So | summoned up ny own strength and began to
create a sort of mrror around the fountain, a pattern |like what | could sense, but ordered. |
struggled to reflect the odd twists, turning theminto a deeper harnony, substituting order for
chaos, in equal shape and force, and it was strangely |ike working out the pattern of a chest or a
writing-desk

My eyes blurred, though I could see nothing.

My legs trenbled, and | sat on the granite stones.

My arns felt like water, and | let themdrop

My head was throbbing, and splitting, and | let it, but | struggled, fighting to reflect that
fearful pattern, realizing that | nmight well end in that white prison denonstrated by Justen if |
did not succeed.

My eyes tw tched agai nst closed |ids.

My breath panted as though |I had run uphill for kays.

And | held the mrror pattern agai nst the fountain.

a unk

The blurriness was gone fromthe bl ackness before ny unseeing eyes, and ny | egs renai ned weak,
but did not trenble. My head ached-but both patterns were gone.

Only the splash of water renained.

" help .
Tallian .

| began to wal k toward the other courtyard and the gates, understanding that there would indeed
be hell to pay, and before too long, either

" wi zardry!™"

"Tallian says to check around the fountain!"

Two guards ran past ne toward the fountain courtyard | had left, one of themnearly hitting ne
as | dodged against the wall.

In all the rushing, | just waited until the gates opened. Then | wal ked to the market square
area and reappeared out of the shadows, not that anyone was watching, with the hal f-dozen horsenen
speedi ng from the pal ace.

I did not quite run to Destrin's, belatedly realizing what could well happen. But | did burst
in the door.

"Bostric."

"What . . . ?" One look at ne and his face was probably as pale as mne felt.

"How fast can you and Deirdre get to Bread' s?" The nobst-recent journeyman in Fenard gul ped.
"Never mnd. Just get Deirdre down here. Al hell is about to break |oose."

"But . . ."-

"Do it." | gathered ny staff and pack, the book, and the small strongbox with Deirdre's dowy,

before hurrying out to the stable to saddle Gairloch. He didn't even whinny.
When | got back into the shop, Bostric and Deirdre each carried a snmall sack
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Deirdre | ooked at ne. "Papa ... he won't |eave . "

| dashed upstairs.

Destrin sat in his arnchair. Hi s eyes were clear

"We need to | eave, Destrin."

"No." He shook his head. "You're right, Lerris-w zard, or whatever you are-but |I'mnot strong
enough to keep up with you young people. You can care for ny Deirdre. | can't, and I'lIl slow you
down. And |I'm al nost dead anyway ." woul d have di ed seasons ago w t hout you."

"W can take you."

"I"I'l fight you, young wizard." He smiled a yell owtoothed grin.

| could tell he would. "Good-bye, then, Destrin. | won't be back."

"I know. Take care for ny Deirdre."

There wasn't nuch else to say. | reached down and hugged the cranky old man, but ny steps were
heavy down the stairs.

"You . . . couldn't

I |ooked at Deirdre. "He'll fight to stay in his house. Trying to take himwould kill him"

She nodded, but the corners of her eyes were wet. Then she ran upstairs again.

| pursed ny |lips, wondering how soon the soldiers would reach us.

"What are we doing, Lerris?"

"CGoing to Bread's."

It seened like forever before Deirdre came down, and her eyes | ooked back up the stairs. "He .

, said . . . he'd screamand yell ... if I didn't go . " Destrin would be cranky to his | ast
br eat h.

Then | felt like hitting ny head with nmy hand. | tiptoed back up the stairs. Wth Destrin it
was easier than with the guards. Al nost before | could react, he was asl eep

He weighed little enough, even for ne.

Deirdre's eyes widened as | carried himdown.

"He's just asleep.”

I put Deirdre on Gairloch, just so she could hold the sleeping Destrin, and we started out, ny
feelings extended as far as | coul d.

| didn't Iike what | was about to do, but, again, there wasn't any choice.

"Bostric? Deirdre?"

They | ooked at ne. "I'Il be right with you, but you may not be able to see ne. If the guards
see ne, they mght . .. get upset ..." | finished lanmely. What | said mght be true, but | didn't
know. They m ght be nore than upset to see ne, but with Antonin off fighting the autarch, | wasn't

sure if anyone had actually traced back how the chairs had cone to the sub-prefect, or if anyone
really cared

| just couldn't chance it.

"If you say so, w zardly one," quipped Bostric.

Deirdre | ooked at nme. "Whatever you say."

Bostric frowned, but |I'd be gone before |ong, and he woul d have her all to hinself, the |ucky
bast ar d.

So we set out toward the north gate. Even carrying the staff that | had used so little over the
past year, all | could sense was a vague confusion in the direction of the pal ace, even after we
reached the gate.

The guards scarcely gave them a second | ook, although | did weave a |light cloak around the
sacks and packs.

When we reached Brettel's | reappeared. It was still md-afternoon, with the dusty dryness that
conmes when the crops are nearly all in and the grass has browned. In the unseasonable heat, | felt
like | had been up for two days straight.

"You were here."

"I said | would be."

"Lerris?" | turned to the approaching mll-naster, feeling ny legs trenble, and sat down
abruptly before | fell, still holding the staff.

"You're hurt!" Deirdre exclai ned.

"Just tired." | glanced up at Brettel, who | ooked |like an angry giant frommy vi ewpoint on the
ground.

"I should have known." His eyes were focused on the black staff.

"All hell is breaking loose,"” | added. Not only was | exhausted, but ny speech was getting

repetitious.
"What did you do?" The mill-master | ooked | ess than anused.
"Me? | just created a little order."

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (166 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:19 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

Brettel snorted. "Get Destrin into the guest wing, the bed in the small room" He was tal king
to Dalta, the blond vision.

Enough energy returned to ny legs that | could stand.

" Bostric will stay in the mll quarters with Arta, and Deirdre will sleep sonewhere in
the main house . " He turned to ne. "Wat about you?"

| shook ny head. "I need sonme food and rest, but staying here is too dangerous to you. Even
bei ng seen here isn't good."

"No one here will speak."

"No one saw ne cone here," | affirmed, |eaning on ny staff.

He | ooked both worried and relieved.

| waited until the others began to follow Dalta. Then | handed hi m what had been in the
strongbox. "That's Deirdre's."

He didn't insult me by insisting it was mne or any such nonsense, just accepted it gravely.
"Thank you."

"Thank you. | regret having to | eave so soon, but "

"Now" he began

"Do you really want to know?" | asked. My voice was hoarse and tired.

He nodded.

"Antonin set up a fountain of chaos in the palace. They nust have bathed the soldiers init or
sonething. That's why ..." | shook nmy head. | couldn't explain exactly why the fountain had turned

theminto mndless creatures ready to foll ow any order, but | knew it had. That was why the
officers stayed away. They had to think. Besides, they were already corrupted.

Brettel frowned. "You seemto think Antonin is evil, Lerris."

Was a goat stubborn? "Yes."

"Does that nmake the autarch good? How do you know she isn't worse?"

| nearly shivered right there, in the heat and all. Gven the history of Candar, the |egacy of
Frven and the Wiite City, it was a good question. And | didn't know the answer. Finally,
shrugged. "If that's the case, neither one is going to be very happy with ne."

Brettel smled wyly. "lI"'mglad you feel that way, but I'malso glad you refused Deirdre.

You're either going to be very powerful or very dead before long."
The sadness in his eyes told me which he thought it woul d be.
| slept the rest of the afternoon, although |I had never been able to sleep in the light except

when | was sick. But then, |I'd never nel ded chaos and order before.
Deirdre woke nme. She did it with a kiss on the cheek-a gentle one-then sat down at the foot of
the bed-Brettel's bed. Who his wife had been, | had never |earned, except she had to have been

beautiful and speci al
"WIl you cone back?"
"Not unless you treat nme like Brettel."
"That will be hard."
We both knew t hat.
"Wul d anything else be fair to Bostric? O you?"

She kissed ne again, lightly, as she stood up. "Supper is ready."
By the time | washed, everyone was gathered around the big table-Dalta, Deirdre, Bostric, and
Brettel. Destrin, they said, was still resting, but seermed fine, if pale.

The stew was good, the berry biscuits better, and the conversation nonexistent. It was tine to
go.

Deirdre, Bostric, and Dalta stood on the porch, waiting, as | walked to the stable with
Brettel. Inside were two new sh saddl ebags, stuffed, in addition to my own ol der saddl ebags and
bedrol | .

"You didn't have-"

"Lerris." The tone was firm "You didn't have to do what you did. Al | ask is that you do your
best to keep the innocents fromgetting hurt too badly."

"I"ll do what | can." | knew exactly what he neant. Wether what he wanted was within my power
was anot her question entirely.

| saddled Gairloch, then put the staff into the holder, and added the saddl ebags.

"Do you know where you' re goi ng?"

"Kyphrien first, to answer your question."

"And then?"

"That depends on the answer. Probably into the Westhorns to find sonmething |'ve avoi ded. "

Brettel pursed his lips. "Good |uck."

He wal ked nme part way to the road. Even though she never left the porch, |I could tell Deirdre
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was crying, and nmy own breath was ragged. For sone reason, as | turned Gairloch onto the north
road in the twilight and drew ny reflective cloak around ne, | thought of Justen, the gray w zard,
wonderi ng how many good-byes he had said over the years, and how many tines he had returned to
find only change and death waiting.

LVI |

I N ADDI TION TO maki ng ny way to Kyphrien, that naligned capital of Kyphros, | had one other
little chore to attend to, one I wasn't exactly thrilled about as Gairloch and | pl odded back
around the north road again.

This time | chose the east gate, not because east was where we were going, but because the
guards there were the sloppiest. Nothing ever cane fromthe east.

The main trade roads ran north and south, and south was the road to Kyphros, which is where
was headed and where the prefect's troops all rode or marched. The east road, as | well knew, only
straggl ed across broad farm ands fromthe Easthorns, and few traders or anyone el se travel ed t hat
route.

Sl oppy or not, | stopped well beyond the guards, listening behind nmy cloak of light, and
checking the ranparts above the gate. There were no bowren on duty. The sun had dropped behind the
city, and the shadows were | ong.

" Rephren should be here
. . . bastard's late . . ."

Cr eaakkkk .
" Anot her dammed farm wagon. "
"It's your turn ..."

" lazy frigger . . ."

As they turned to the farmwagon, | dropped the reflective cloak and let Gairloch wal k toward
the guards.

Cick . . . click . . . click.

"Where he'd cone fronP"

The stouter guard turned to ne. "Where to, fellow?"

| gestured vaguely. "The nountains." Wth nountains in three directions, it was an honest
answer, especially since it was true.

"What's that?" He pointed at the staff, which |I had purposely |eft unconceal ed.

"That's nmy staff." | edged Gairloch practically on top of the poor man, forcing himto back up

"I don't know . . . wasn't there sonething . . . ?" He frowned, |ooking at the other guard, who
was pawi ng hal fheartedly through enpty sacks piled around a few open sacks of potatoes in the
wagon bed. A grizzled farner, clearly waiting to head hone with what he had not sold, watched
silently fromthe wagon's bench seat as the younger guard checked the produce.

"I"'msure there was, officer,” | said politely, "but since I'mleaving-it can't matter that
much." | flicked the reins and guided Gairl och around him
"Wwait . . . youl"

At that point | drew the cloak around us, and spurred Gairloch down the stone ranp.

"Wzard! That fellow was a w zard!"

"“. . . huhh . . . what fellow. . ."

| left themto sort it out.

Cing! dang! ding! dang!

By the time the alarmchines rang, | had eased up on Gairloch and began to I et himwal k unti
we reached a narrowed | ane, which would, in tinme, wind its way back around Fenard to neet up with
the south road toward Kyphros.

Bef ore | ong Antonin or Sephya, or both of them would be back. They could not have m ssed the
change in the city's order-chaos bal ance. Even now | could feel it, and | suspected a great nany
illusions were wearing thin, perhaps even those cloaking the street of harlots. Then again,
under st andi ng how even | |iked to deceive nyself about wonen, perhaps not.

Gai rl och wal ked on, his steps shorter, as they always were when he wal ked blind, until we were
shrouded by trees and shadow, and | dropped the cl oak. N ght would be as good a cloak for a tine.

Wheeee . . . eeee

| patted his shoulder. "I know. You, don't like the darkness. Neither do I."

It was well past full night, and noonl ess, before we turned onto the south highway. The section
we travel ed was enpty, but the dust bore the traces of horses-another cavalry troop, | thought,

headed toward Kyphros.
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| did not see any trace of coach tracks, nor sense any lingering odor of chaos, but | kept ny
ears open for the drunming of hooves as Gairloch bore ne southward, past farmcottages faintly
lighted by single candl es or | anps, past darker clunps of sheep behind railed fences, past the
occasi onal how i ng dog.

Sone sort of insects whirred and chirped and buzzed. And | rode steadily onward into the night.

In time, we cane to another river, spanned by a stone bridge, a bridge well-nortared and solid,
the sort of bridge that would resist any chaos-nmaster's efforts.

A thought occurred to me, and | grinned. The bridge was solid, and over running water, which
m ght hel p.

So while Gairloch drank, | studied the bridge, finally drawing fromthe cal mess around ne a
greater sense of order, and of purpose, and infusing it into the stones. Lying there on the |ong
fall grass, | thought long and hard, trying to recall nore fromthe book, knowi ng there was nore

wanted to do

But | waited, letting ny mind drift through what | had | earned until the know edge returned to
ne.

Then | tuned the bridge to the order underlying the superficial chaos of the river, and to the
order of the deep stones underneat h.

| alnost whistled as | renmounted Gairloch, except | was tired again. Using order was work. The
hard white cheese that Brettel had packed hel ped restore ne, as did the water fromthe canteen
had filled at the river.

That bridge was going to cause Antonin, or at |east the prefect's chaos-washed troops, sone
troubl e.

By the time the crescent noon had appeared, both Gairloch and | were tired, and took refuge in

a copse of trees-a woodlot, really-not too far fromthe road. | did set wards before | coll apsed
on the bedroll
Again, | dreanmed of a black-haired wonman, but the details eluded nme, and that bothered ne. Wre

my dreans pushing me toward Krystal because she was from Recluce, or for better reasons?

A bright gray sky woke me, sunlight diffused through high thin clouds. That, and the
extraordinarily cheerful sound of sone bird | did not know and wanted to strangle.

After stowing ny bedroll and saddling Gairloch, | rode until we crossed another stream where
we had breakfast. By now we were in the flattest of the lowrolling hills between Fenard and the
Little Easthorns, that not-quite-nountain range that ran nearly three hundred kays north and south
to connect the Westhorns. with the proper Easthorns.

In her generally boring | ectures on geography, Mgistra Trehonna had noted in passing that the
Little Easthorns were contrary to nornmal geology and night well represent a very early attenpt at
geol ogi cal chaos-mastery. If so, the perpetrator probably had not survived the attenpt, one way or
anot her.

| doubted the theory, especially considering the effort it took ne to acconplish generally
m nor tasks like neutralizing chaos fountains and order-trappi ng bridges.

Theory or not, we had another day or two of travel and nmore than a few bridges to cross before

we reached Kyphros .. . and | had nore than a few questions | needed to ask nyself. More

i mportant, | needed answers for nyself, and | was the only one who would find them That was al
too clear.

LVI I

AFTER TWD DAYS of riding through the boring rolling hills of Southern Gallos, two days of
avoi di ng towns, and two days of dried fruit, travel bread, and hard cheese, and streamwater, |
was ready to | eave Gall os.

Only twice had we had to leave the road to avoid the hard-riding troops of the prefect. In both
cases, the cavalry detachnments were headed toward Kyphros, not back to Fenard. On one ot her
occasion, we caught up with three wagons filled with supplies and had to sneak around them

Except for that tinme | rode openly, without shields, feeling that the locals wouldn't care who
rode by, and that using order night call nore wizardly attention to ne than necessary.

Late on that second day we canme to the first bridge over the Southbrook, a structure half-
ti mber, half-stone, which required three spans to cross the slowflowing water. But it was past
m d- morni ng the next day before we reached the second bridge-a single stone span

Wth that second bridge over the Southbrook cane the rem nders of war

The odor of snoke drifted toward me first, faint, like the | eftover burnt wood snell in an
uncl eaned fireplace that has stood unused over the sumer. Acrid, like charred |eather, like the
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hides left from burning di seased ani mals. Pervasive, |ike the unseasonabl e clouds and fog that had
clung to Freetown.
Wieee . . . eeeee . . . Gairloch tossed his head.

"I know. If it smells that bad to ne, it's worse for you."

H s steps clattered on the paving-stones of the bridge, echoing into the norning. The echoes
reboundi ng fromthe stone walls of the bridge were the only sounds. Even the insects were hushed,
and not a single birdcall warbled or whistled through the air.

| shivered.
Beyond the bridge, the road began to wind and clinb toward the not-so-distant hills beneath the
Little Easthorns. Everything was relative, | supposed. Wthout having seen the Easthorns, | would

have found the dark slopes on the horizon inpressive. Now they just appeared as another barrier

The hills belonged to the autarch, which neant that we were nearing the border between Gall os
and Kyphros.

Wth the wind fromthe south cane nore of that l|ingering acrid-sweet odor of ash and charred
hide. Girloch whuffed again as he carried ne southward over the stone bridge and onto the packed-
clay hi ghway headi ng uphill. The browni ng grasses beyond the road edge were danp, and not with
dew. Gairloch's hooves left clear inprints in the dark-red clay of the road. Watever rain had
fallen the night before had not carried nuch beyond the Southbrook or the hills of the Little
East hor ns.

The sky was a crystal blue and cl oudl ess, pronmising one of those late fall days that remn nded
me nore of sunmer than the approaching w nter

Yee- ahh! Yeee-ah! The distant call of the vulcrows echoed through the stillness of the norning.
Ahead and slightly to ny right, over the crests of perhaps three hills, circled two of the black
bi rds.

My hand edged toward ny staff, which | had not bothered to conceal. The sun was a white-yell ow
point in the sky, somehow not really connected to the danmp road clay, the circling scavengers, or
to ne.

Gairloch was thirsty, and | pulled up on the reins and gui ded himback off the road and down
toward the shore of the placid river, stopping on a sandy stretch not much wider than Gairloch's
I ength. Froma hal f-subnmerged log, a snall turtle glared at us, then scuttled off his perch

Ploppp . . . Only a faint rippled pattern even marked that the turtle had been there.

| dismounted, |ooping the reins over the saddle, and let Girloch do his own drinking.

Yee- ah! Yee- ah!

My eyes returned to the vulcrows circling in the distance, but the calls had conme from cl oser

birds. dosing ny eyes to what | could see with nmy eyes, | cast out for the vulcrows and the
source of their interest.

Wth ny still-sharpening sense of place, | could sense Gairloch placidly chewing | eftover green
grass by the river bank, and alnost could | feel the color of the grass. Then ... it could have
been ny imagi nation

Beyond Gairl och, beyond the near hills . . . sonmeone . . . something . . . was out there.

tried to project ny senses beyond Gairloch, beyond the river, nore toward the hills ahead, in the
direction of the vulcrows' calls.
dar kness, and shiny brass, and blued stee
The prefect's soldiers. Waiting ahead.

Turning nmy attention behind ne, back into Gallos, | searched . . . and found nore darkness,
nmore brass and blued steel, riding up frombehind nme on the road that would | ead them and ne
onward i nto Kyphros and into nore death on both sides. Wonderful! | had the prefect's troops in

front of ne and behind ne.

| opened ny eyes and | ooked back across the bridge toward the rolling brown plains that | knew
remai ned behind ne, behind the hill, then eastward at the |ight dusting of snow on the very tips
of the uncovered rock of the Little Easthorns. Further to the west, to my right, just barely
visible, a hint of gray clouds had begun to billow, as if to represent the chaos of the w zard who
resided in the rocks of the unseen Wsthorns that |ay beneath or beyond those di stant cl ouds.

The Westhorns, and Antonin, would have to wait, at least for a while, until | had seen enough
of Kyphros and the autarch to ensure the answers to Brettel's questions and ny own doubts.

Wiile it was just past mid-norning, the nenace that awaited ne | ay sone di stance ahead, and
like Gairloch, | was thirsty. Hungry or not, | also needed to eat.

The river water was cold, cold enough both in drinking and in washing the grime fromny face to
encourage ny appetite, and to open sone trail bread and dried fruit fromtwo packages near the top
of the saddl ebags provided by Brettel. Being able to perceive what was inside closed sacks had
some advantages in the dark and when you didn't want to open seal ed provisions. | grinned,
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t hi nki ng how I had wondered how Justen al ways knew where things were.

Still munching on the bread, | wondered about the sol diers ahead, and about the vulcrows, the
ones | had not seen, only felt, over the next hill, and those circling further away.

The breeze fromthe south increased, and with it came the odor of ashes and charred hides. |
had to concentrate to finish the slice of the second dried apple. After filling nmy canteen and
t aki ng another long swallow of cold river water, | reclainmed Gairloch from his browsing.

"Come on. It's time to figure out what's ahead." Wuffff

Gairloch's steps becane nore skittery as we neared the top of the hill beyond the bridge. Yeee-
ahh, yeee-ahh, yeee-ahh .

Just before the crest of the hill at the right edge of the road was a square |inestone narker

no nore than knee-high. Only two words-"Kyphros" set above "Gallos," with a |line separating the
two. But someone had tried to scratch a skull next to the "Kyphros."

Casting nmy senses ahead of me, | could feel nothing living . . . except for the vul crows
perched in a barren low tree just beyond the hilltop. Whuffl.

We passed the marker and continued over the crest, the odor of ash even nore pronounced in the
Iight breeze. " uuugggghhhh ..

My guts nearly wenched out of nmy body, and | swallowed hard to keep the just-eaten bread and
fruit within ne.

Except for the two vul crows perched on the |leafless trunk of a white oak, nothing lived.

Except for the road, which only bore a white dusting, thick white ash covered the entire
hillside nearly a kay in every direction, so white that it first |ooked Iike a blanket of snow.
Only a few blasted tree trunks, all white oaks, poked through the calf-deep ash. Yeee-ahh

The pair of vulcrows flapped into the late norning sky, heading south toward those circling the
hi gher hills. Wheeeeeeee

| didn't blame Gairloch as he pulled up short of the ash. "Easy . . . easy .

There was nothing there. My staff was cool to the touch, and nothing lived. Nothing.

But | knew that the white ash represented the remains of nmen, wonen, horses, grasses, trees,
birds, insects, and even fall flowers.

My guts twi sted again. \Wheeeee . . . eeeee

"Easy . . . easy ... we have to go on."

More than ever | had to go on, deeper into the war zone that was Northern Kyphros, deeper into
the destruction that seemed so unnecessary to me, and so critical to Antonin and the white
Wi zar ds.

" come on ..." | patted his neck and flicked the reins.
Skittish step by skittish step, Gairloch carried nme strai ght down the ash-dusted road.
At the bottomof the hill the ash ended, alnpbst as though a |line had been drawn, and the fal

grasses and the scrub brush resuned. The road clay was again danp, and | wondered if the rain had
been created to danp the ash into place.

| shook ny head. Who knew why the chaos-w zards did all that they did?

Yee- ah .

The echoing cry of the vulcrow rem nded me there was nore of the sane-or worse-yet to cone.

At one tine, the hills had been farned. The stone pillars of fences renained, as did a few
rotting split rails. Every so often, we passed a chimmey enmerging froma thicket of bushes or even
standi ng al one and rising out of a hunmobck of grasses.

The hills were not wild again, nor were they tane, but somewhere in between. Abandoned apple
trees still ran in orchard rows with gaps show ng those that had died and not been repl aced.
Tal | er bl ocks of m xed oaks and conifers outlined old woodlots, while scrub oak and redberry
meadows indi cated once-cleared fields.

Wth each hill, we neared the circling vulcrows, and an underlying sense of white nenace.

Yeee- ah, yee-ah '.

To the west, the clouds kept building. My stomach continued to churn

Finally, | put a shield around me. Not one that would just keep ne from bei ng seen. Like ne,
any chaos-w zard coul d have seen through a visual reflective shield. This shield would keep
sonmeone fromthrowi ng energies at ne. Light is energy, and if | could keep light fromtouching ne,
| ought to be able to keep frombeing turned into white ash. The only problemwas that | stil
couldn't see with ny eyes because the shield kept |ight and energy from touching ne.

I wondered why | didn't cool off, but ny body did generate heat. That brought up another
question-like why nmy body heat didn't fry me inside ny shell-but | et ny thoughts work on the
shield . . . and the shield let energy escape.

Could | build a shield that worked both ways-letting no energy enter or escape? Probably, but
for what reason?
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Wheeee , . . eeee

Yeee-ah . .

By now it was early afternoon, and we had nearly reached the top of a particularly long hill
Fromwhat | could tell, the vulcrows were circling over the next hill

I cast out ny senses.

The fight was over, for the soldiers were nethodically nmoving on foot, their horses tethered or
pi cket ed.

A point of white resided there as well, a living point of white, a chaos-w zard.

There was no point in trying to avoid the soldiers, not with nore than a score of themplus a
wi zard who could track ne. But | didn't Iike it. | had no desire to be any sort of hero. | just
had | ess desire to be run down until | was too exhausted to fight. Besides, the soldiers couldn't
fight what they couldn't see.

The wi zard was anot her questi on.

Still ... 1 looked behind ne, as far as ny senses would carry ne.

| wished | hadn't.

Wheeee . . . @Girloch tossed his head, as if in warning.

More than twoscore caval ry had passed over the Sout h-brook bridge and now trotted onward, |ess
than two long hills behind. Behind them. . . much further behind, | could sense a rolling wave of

chaos; and | couldn't tell for sure, but would have been willing to bet that it centered on a
whi te-gol d coach and Antonin. Where he had been when | disrupted the prefect's chaos-fountain, |
didn't know, but he was definitely on ny trail

Al'l of this had devel oped because I'd wanted to do something to repay Destrin for his support
and to ensure a future for Deirdre. But given the results, and Justen's warnings, and Antonin's
meddling in the war between Gallos and Kyphros ... it wasn't as though | had nmuch choi ce. Soneone
t hought there was a real w zard | oose, and all ny actions had pointed to me-and | scarcely knew
what | was doi ng.

So they wanted ne, whatever the cost. All too predictable.

I glanced back over ny shoul der

Wieeee . . . uhhhh . . . wheeee.

Gairloch's protest jerked nmy head back toward the crest of the hill before us.

Ri ght - handed, | chucked the reins. "Come on, old fellow. W can't exactly turn back."

Whheee.

"No, we can't. The prefect might let you haul baggage carts, but 1'd end up at the festivities
in his central square. The central attraction, you mght say.” | extended ny |left hand toward the
staff, still safe and waiting in the saddle holder. "Oooo . . ." The subjective heat flashed to ny
fingers even before they reached the black | orken of ny staff.

Sonet hing was definitely waiting over the crest of the trail, where those soldiers and their

attendant wi zard waited.

| shrugged. What choice did | have? A few worn-out soldiers and a | ess capable wi zard ahead, or
fresh troops and Antonin behi nd?

The choi ce was clear enough. | just didn't Iike either alternative.

| wiped ny forehead, even though | knew neither the sun's heat nor glare had reached through ny
shi el d.

Wheeee . . . eee . . .

"I know. There are evil types behind us and worse in front of us. But you're going to have to
give up the idea of hauling baggage for the prefect."”

Again, | tried to sense what lay over the hillcrest before ne, whatever it was that Gairl och
disliked. Al | could feel was a sense of heat, of the fire that was the chaos trademark.

Wheeee

"I know. " | chucked the reins again. Then | grabbed for mnmy staff.

Tra . . . tra, tra, tra. The faint sounds of a horn echoed from behind nme. Just wonderful. On a
beautiful, sunlit fall day in Candar, | was sitting in the nmddle of a road between Gll os and
Kyphros. A wonderful day for a picnic or even a ride. Too bad there were bloodthirsty Gallians
behind ne and in front of me, and a wizard with each troop

Wieee

"I know. It wasn't exactly ny idea, either."”

So we crossed the hillcrest and started down.

dink .

Downsl ope, nore than a score of armed troopers were nechanically | ooting what had to be bodi es.
The mechani cal nature of the novenents told ne that the victors-this tinme-had been the prefect's
troops.
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"Harm n! Form up your squad! Wzard says there's an arned man com ng."

In spite of myself, | grinned. Me, an armed nman? Wth a small knife and a staff that was only
def ensi ve?

"Deres, Nershal, nove it!"

Fi ve mounted figures drew together and began wal ki ng uphill.

dink . . . clinkedy . . . dink ...

"How far?"

"Right at the hilltop!"

"There's no one there!”

Nerve-wracking as it was, | guided Gairloch onto the side of the road, into the grasses,
ganbl i ng that the scrunched sounds of danp grass would be | ess obvious than hoofprints suddenly
appearing on the clay road.

The nearest rider passed less than two armlengths fromus as the five nmen headed up the road.

"Check the road for hoofprints!”

Sorrebody was t hi nki ng-unfortunately.

We kept nmoving toward the troop. The wizard, a blob of white nobunted on a horse that was

probably also white, waited in the shade of a tall pine downhill fromthe nan who shouted the
orders.

Wheeee . . . eeee

"What was that ?"

"Quiet," | whispered into Gairloch's ear, patting his neck. "Quiet . . ."

W had to get closer to the white wi zard, but not seem as though that were nmy purpose. So |
kept Gairloch headed downhill, paralleling the road.

"He's past you! You idiots! Turn around! Look for hoof-prints! Marks in the grass!"

By then we were nearly abreast of the heavy-set officer who bell owed. Beside himwere two other
mount ed nen, plus two prisoners on horseback-at |east they were blindfol ded and had their hands
tied behind them And | was powerless to do anything to save themnot with ny own order powers, at
| east.

Still ... 1 found nyself turning Gairloch across the road, straight toward the officer
"He's headed toward you." The flat voice carried uphill fromthe shaded wi zard.

"He's headed this way!" The officer yanked his sword out, as did the pair beside him
Hsssss ..

"Aeiiii . . . damed ..."

Hsss .

dang ...

"Harmn!"

Wheeee . . . eeeee

Al nost easy, it was. Just a quick blowwith the staff to the wists of all three nen-who still
couldn't see nme. So chaos-filled were they that the nmere touch of the staff was agony. And
encouraged their horses to run-after knocking the reins of the two captives' horses fromthe hands
of the third man.

Then | jamed the staff back into the holder and used ny knife to slash at the bonds of the
prisoners. That took too long. Trying to cut through rope from pony-back isn't easy.

Whhhhsttt!

A bolt of pure chaos-fire licked around nme, and | expanded the shield around the two.

"Hold still!" | hissed.

" Mmmmppphhhh o 0 "

Gagged, of course, and probably telling ne to get on with it.

"Harm n! Get the bastard!"

Whhhsssstttt . . . Another sheet of flane cascaded off mny shields.

| cut the woman's wist a bit, but finally severed the heavy cord, and pressed the knife into
her hand. "You'll have to free your friend!" | snapped, reaching up and yanking off the blindfold.
"Don't scream You can't see nel"

". . . not asilly bitchlike . . ." she nmnuttered as she used her other hand to rip off the
blindfold and the gag.

Gairl och wheel ed away fromthe two captives. Wiile | would have liked to run like hell, unless

| kept the wi zard busy there was nothing to keep himfromfrying the captives.

So we charged, as rmuch as a nmountain pony and an idiot woodcrafter with a little ability with
order-magi ¢ and a good staff coul d charge.

Wihhssstttt

The heat and force nearly collapsed ny shields in on ne, sonehow drawn to the staff before ne.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (173 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:20 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

Thumpedy . . . thunp ... Gairloch's hooves actually drumed on the neadow turf, and | grabbed
for my staff again, hoping ny trenbling knees could hold me in place on the suddenly very unsteady
Gai rl och.

"They' re escapi ng!"

"Who' s escapi ng?"

Whhhsttttt!

The staff deflected the fire, but that was all it would do, gathering some and letting the rest
sheet off, alnmpst as if | were fighting with it, rather than with the other w zard.

Whhhssttttt!

"You see that?"

"Forget the wizards! Get the captives!”

"Where are they?"

Whhhstttt!

Gairloch and | hal f-tunbl ed, half-thundered downhill toward the wi zard on his white horse.

Whhhstttt!

"Just keep going ..

| got the staff ready.

EEEi iiiil .

The white horse turned

VWHHHHSSSST17 V7 7 V7 7 7

"Aeeeeeiiii "

"Quuufffff . . ."

Staff and firebolt had net at the white wi zard's fingertips.

For a long instant, | sat there, nonentarily near-deaf with the hissing still crackling in ny
ears . . . shaking ny head . . . before realizing that the white horse had reared, and that a dead
man lay on the turf, still dressed in white. Even as | watched, his face turned to ashes and
bones, and then the bones began to disintegrate

"There he is! Another w zard! A black one!"

My shields had gone with the clash, leaving ne in full sight of too dammed many Galli an
sol di ers.

"Jernan! The captives!"”

Shaki ng, head splitting, guts turning, | nudged Gairloch past the heap of ashes that had been a
white wi zard, and back toward the road.

"Use your bows!" bell owed the heavy-set officer. "Your bows, idiots!"

Sonehow | gat hered enough of a light shield around us, just enough to cloak us for a while as
we both staggered away.

"He's gonel"

"Cuess where he is!"

| don't know what they did-except that if they shot at us, they nmissed. | did knowthat | was
now in big trouble. Antonin wasn't about to overlook the killing of another white w zard, however
accidental it mght have been.

And the autarch's troops, assuming the captives nade it back safely, wouldn't be thrilled about
a black wi zard running around | oose, either. Wile | wasn't a black w zard, that was bound to be
the way | would be descri bed.

My head ached. My buttocks ached. My eyes burned. My ears kept chimng in discordant m nor

keys, and there was a taste of bile in ny throat. 1'd played hero, and rescued two whol e captives-
maybe-and al erted every white w zard in Candar

Whheeee . , . eeee

"Yeah ... | know . . ."

Sonehow we tottered along through the afternoon, at |east |ong enough that the sinmmering
di sorder that represented Antonin and the nmess | had made di sappeared behind us.

In the nmeantinme, the clouds fromthe west rolled in.

Thurrrummm . . .

The hills becane nore than hills and | ess than the East-horns, and the road stopped rising and
falling and turned into a near-steady grade.

Long before sunset, | turned Gairloch up a deserted arroyo that had tufts of grass and a clean
if narrow stream There was an overhang sheltered from both the road and overhead observati on.

Then | unsaddl ed Gairl och, stacked the saddl ebags, unpacked the bedroll, and collapsed. | did
manage sone silent wards, and a type of shield I'd read about but never tried. It didn't nake us
invisible, just reduced the |l evel of order that escaped from around us, sonething not very usefu
in hiding frombandits, but very useful in hiding from Antonin. The problemwas that you coul dn't
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do both at once. At least | couldn't, and Antonin was the bigger problemin the dark

VWheeee . . . eeeee

Slurrrrppppp ..

A wet tongue woke me into near-darkness.

Thur r unmm . .

Despite the thunder, no rain had fallen.

The ringing in ny ears was gone, but not the shakiness in ny hands, or the splitting headache
that felt |ike thunder between ny ears.

After crawing down to the brook, dunking ny head and drinking, the shakiness subsided to an

occasional trenble, and | realized ny crawm had covered ny trousers with nud. | also realized that
Gai rl och was hungry.
"Good horse . . . good pony ..." | patted his neck, but he nipped at nme just enough to indicate

words weren't what he wanted. Two grain cakes took care of his problem He was a pig, but he'd
saved nmy neck too many times to count. So | rmunched on travel bread, ignored ny headache for a
time longer, and brushed ny four-footed savior

Then | had sone fruit and nore bread and went back to sleep

In the norning, | washed the nud off my trousers and laid themin the sun to dry. W both ate
again before | washed nyself up and even shaved. | was in no hurry. Antonin clearly hadn't
followed ne, since | was still alive, and there was no point in heading into nore trouble

i medi ately. There was al so no point in malingering.

So, slightly after md-norning, | resaddl ed Gairloch, packed up the gear, and headed back to
t he road.

In one thing, | had been wong. Coach tracks marked the cracking clay of the road.

| shivered, but there was nothing else | could do.

LI X

IN A WA, followi ng the coach tracks was a relief. At least, | knew that Antonin was not
tracking ne directly. But then, | wasn't sure that he even knew that |-Lerris-existed. The ot her
t hought, even nore disturbing, was that he didn't really care, that nothing |I had done mattered.
Even worse was the thought that perhaps nmy actions actually benefitted the white w zard.

| frowned at the thought. Antonin had only seen nmy face once, in a crowded inn, and he had
never heard nmy nane. There woul d have been nothing to connect nme to the ordered woodwork or even
to the disasters | had created in Fenard. So all that he probably knew was that soneone was
wor ki ng order in Gallos and Kyphros-soneone strong enough or |ucky enough to destroy a white
wi zard .

That destruction | still did not understand fully, except how close | had cone to being
destroyed nyself. Nor did | understand why Antonin had not imrediately set out after me. | could
only shake ny head and press on

Girloch dutifully carried me onward until we were clearly into the tree-covered rocks of the
Little Easthorns, steep hills |I would once have considered nountains. But then, the way |I viewed a
nunber of things had changed.

Around m dday, when | was | ooking for another streamor at |east a shaded place, we cane down
another incline into a small dry valley. Gairloch skittered slightly. Underfoot the surface seened

flatter, and | | ooked around. On the right was a thick grove of scrub juniper bushes. On the left
was a large and whitish boulder. | reined Gairloch to a halt. Wheeee . . . eeee

My spine tingled as | studied the rock that |ooked no different than any other rock along the
dusty road. | glanced toward the scrubby of f-green of the junipers, felt the same way. Sonething

I closed ny eyes and concentrated on sensing what was really there.

O, as it turned out, what was not there. Neither the juniper nor the boulder was really there-
just the senbl ance of each. Behind the senbl ance was the flat white surface of another w zards
road-one that flew as straight as an arrow down a narrow val l ey that appeared to stretch east from
the Westhorns all the way to the Easthorns.

How many of the dammed roads had the old chaos-masters built? Was that how they had held
together their evil enpire? How had the illusion |asted so | ong?

Then | felt stupid as | thought it out. The road was old, but not the illusion. Antonin and his
coach-they used the road. No wonder he seened to be everywhere. Then | began to | ook at the coach
tracks. There weren't any. Sonething had snoot hed them over. None ran down into the valley, and
none ran out. But they had led to the crest of the hill behind ne.
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So the chaos-master didn't want his secret roads noticed. | sniled briefly and flicked the
reins. "Let's go."

Before riding on, | noted where the road ran for future reference. The road wasn't evil-just
its uses.

W spent another night in the Little Easthorns, up another narrow canyon with a streamthat did
not nerit the nane, and even |less grass. Gairloch had al nost finished off the Iast of the grain
cakes, and | began to worry whether | would have the coins necessary for food once we reached the
nmor e i nhabited sections of Kyphros.

I washed out one set of underclothes and laid themon the rocks, winging themdry, wondering
as | | ooked at the overhead clouds of gray whether | should have done so.

After sunset, the thunder runbled |ike coach wheels down a canyon road, |ike Antonin riding
forth and sowi ng destruction across the Vale of Krecia. | thought that was the nane of the place
where | had net the white wizard, and if it weren't . . . well . . . one nane was as good as
anot her. The flashes of the lightning hid behind the clouds in the northern half of the sky, back-
lighting those dark sky-nountai ns.

For all the thunder in the heavens, the air remained warm enough that the |ight breeze was
wel come. | ended up tossing off the cloak and Iying on the bedroll barefoot, sleeping in just
shirt and trousers.

The rain promnmised by the thunder did not arrive, and, in time, the clouds overhead vani shed and
the stars shone like tiny lanps in the sky, clearer than | had seen themsince | had |landed in
Freetown, and nearly as clear as on a mdw nter night in Recluce.

Dawn crashed down on ne like a tide of light, or so it seened, with the red ball of sun
bursting froma dark sky within instants.

Wth no reason to tarry, Gairloch and | headed onward and downward. Bei ng on the southern side
of the Little Easthorns made a difference in one respect. Kyphros was warner, a |ot warner, and
drier. BEven with just a shirt and no tunic, | was sweating-and it was well into fall.

What the place would be like in the sumer, | wasn't sure | wanted to find out.

Each step Gairloch took on the hilly road toward Kyphrien raised a reddish dust. Orchards
seermed to prevail on the hillsides-orchards and grapes. The trees were of two kinds-gnarled olive
trees with small pale green | eaves, and sone sort of fruit with which I was unfam liar. There
m ght have been several related types or different varieties of the same type. Wiatever they were,
the greenish fruits all grew on | ow spreading trees with dark-green | eaves that m ght have been
shiny except for the autum dust. Sonme of the green fruits seened to have an orange col or m xed
with the green, but since none of the trees were that close to the road, | really couldn't tell

Unli ke the stone and red-oak houses of the nore northern principalities, the houses of Kyphros
were white; but it wasn't the white of chaos, just a soft off-white painted over tinber and stone
and plaster. The roofs were nostly of red tile.

Wieeee . . . eeee ...

"It's hot, and you're thirsty. So aml."

We kept riding, but only. until the next crossroad, which consisted of half-a-dozen houses and
a small building with a shaded porch. By then it was near ni dday.

I wiped ny forehead as | disnpbunted in front of the buil ding.

"Could you tell me where | might get sone water for my horse?" | asked a tanned youngster with
shaggy bl ack hair, a boy who m ght have reached to ny waist.
"W have sonme. You will have to lead your . . . horse . . . around the back." He pointed around

the left side of the building. "Barrabra! A traveler!” Then he was gone.

| scratched ny head, itchy fromthe sweat and heat and dust, before taking the reins and
trudging toward the corner

| stopped suddenly. Around the white-plastered corner of the building were several nen arned
with swords, waiting, and the fear they would have denied boiled fromthem | didn't want to
fight, and I didn't want to run. So | stood there, reins in hand, wondering what | would do next.

Finally, | reached back and took ny staff. That was all | had. |I'd never gotten ny knife back
fromthe Kyphran soldier in all the confusion with the white w zard.

| spoke loudly. "If | really nmeant you harm don't you think I would have fried you where you
st ood?"

Two of them dropped the swords and ran. One shook his head. The bi ggest charged around the
corner waving the blade in a way that showed he had no idea of howto use it.

Thunk.

O ang. The sword banged agai nst the wall and dropped into the dirt.

"Just leave it there," | said tiredly. "All | wanted was sone water."

"But . . . you're a wizard . . ." He was dark-haired, well-nuscled, and wore faded white
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trousers and a sleeveless shirt. On his feet were sandals, not boots.

"Says who? You nmde enough noise to warn an arny."

"What are you?" He | ooked past ne to the other nman creeping up behind ne.

| half-turned in order to watch them both.

The man who had come fromthe rear did wear boots, the sane pal e-green uniform including the
green | eather vest, that | had seen on the prefect's captives, and the way he carried the sword
was nore professional

"Who are you?" asked the soldier.

"Me? |I''ma woodwor ker at heart, who happened to displease the prefect of Gallos."

"Likely story."

He was right, unfortunately. In his position, | wouldn't have believed ne either. | shrugged.
"All right. I"'mfromRecluce, and | created a little too nuch order in Fenard, partly through
woodwor ki ng, and now | seemto have every white wizard in Candar after ne." *

"That's not nuch better." He waited, however, probably for reinforcenents.

So | wove a shield and di sappeared. Then | knocked his sword from his hand while he was gapi ng.

While he was neditating on that, | reappeared, presented the sword back to himwith ny free
hand. "It happens to be true, and |'mgetting a little tired of playing ganes."

He pal ed slightly. "Wat do you want?" He sheathed the weapon.

"I"'mtrying to see if sonmeone | once knew ..." | raised the staff.

For the first time, he actually |ooked at the staff, realized that it was black. So help ne,
the man turned even whiter than the wall. He swallowed. "Wy . . . ?"

"I need to know. "

"I's she a bl ack-haired bl ade that can destroy any man?"

| hadn't thought of Krystal in quite that way. "One of themwas bl ack-haired and a naster with
al rost any kind of bl ade. Bl ack-eyed, pal e-skinned-"

"Hell . . ."

| turned on the other man, who had edged toward his sword, still Ilying not that far from ny
feet, "Just hold it right there.”

Foot st eps thudded on the ground.

"Do | have to disappear agai n?" | asked the young sol dier
He shook his head. "No. No, ser. W're supposed to bring anyone from Recluce in to see the sub-
commander. Those are the standing orders. | should have renmenbered. The sub-comrmander was-"

"The sub- commander ?"
"She's in charge of training. She does nmany other things, and she's also the autarch's
chanpi on. Perhaps all that is not so wondrous to a nagician |ike you, but she is famed and fabl ed

It didn't surprise ne-not after recalling the shy I ady who had di snenbered the apples so
qui ckly, or the wonman who had been pressing Glberto by the tine she |left Recluce.

"He's going to Kyphrien to neet the sub-comuander. | will be the one to carry out the standing
orders and to convey himthere, for has he not found our waystation? The way-station of Pendri
and Shervan . "

The others stood back, and that was how | nmet Shervan

"You water your horse, and Barrabra will fix you sonething to eat. Then Pendril and you and
will saddle up, and we will depart for Kyphros," Shervan announced after ushering off the half-
dozen armed and abl e-bodied citizens of the little crossroads.

"That's not a probl enP"

Shervan shook his head. "I mnust only apol ogi ze that we did not recognize you. It has been so
l ong . "

"So | ong?"

"We used to receive the pilgrinm from Recluce, but seldomdo we see themany nore."

| nodded, knowi ng why- Ant oni n.

Wauuuffff. . . interrupted Gairloch, as if to ask about the water | had promn sed

"Ser?" called a strong fenm nine voice fromthe covered portico. The shade kept ne from seeing
nore than an anple figure.

"That's Barrabra," explained Shervan

"I need to water mny horse . "

"That's a horse?" asked Barrabra, still shrouded by the portico.

I smiled. "He's enough of a horse to have carried ne through the Easthorns and the Little
East horns. "

Shervan | ooked toward the portico with a | ook | could not quite deci pher, but would have said
enmbodi ed the concept of "I told you so."
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| took the reins and led Gairloch around the building to the watering trough. Shervan foll owed,
still talking.

Unli ke sone towns | had seen since | eaving Recluce- places |like Hisbarg, Freetown, Hew ett,
and Weevett, to nane a fewthe rear of the whitewashed stone or brick buildings was as cl ean as
the front, and simlarly shaded by the protruding tile roof. The housi ng design confirned ny
feelings that in the sunmerti me Kyphros was hot indeed.

". . . and the Gllians, they just keep comi ng. W never fight unless we have the advantage,
and we nust kill three of themfor every one of us they get. Having the hills and the nountains
there hel ps, but just two eight-days ago sonme of themgot as far as Sintamar." Shervan gri nned.
"They didn't get back."

| watched as Gairloch drank fromthe trough, carved roughly fromlimestone, glancing back
toward the north and the clouds that were again building over the Little Easthorns. They didn't
| ook natural, but who was | to say? "Those cl ouds-"

" and the only other one was the knife-thrower . . . such a-"

"What kni fe-thrower?"

"You were asking about the clouds, ser?"

"Later. What were you sayi ng about the knife-thrower?"

"I have never seen such a knife-thrower. Never. No, ser, the clouds, we did not used to have
cl ouds such as those . "

"What about the knife-thrower?" | interrupted.

" not since the days of the Great Wiite Wzards, they say. You were asking about the knife-
thrower. Yes-that was the best. The cowardly Gallians-that was before they becanme the mad dogs
they are nowthey ran fromthe black horse, anywhere to escape the knives and the sword. Such a
pair they were! Never had we seen such a pair!"

| was getting ready to strangle the cheerful Shervan, especially since Gairloch had finished
dri nki ng.

Whheeee . . . eeee

I fished out the remaining grain cake fromthe right-hand saddl ebag provided by Brettel

"How how did you do that?"

"Do what ?"

"That food for your horse. You made it appear out of thin air. Never have | seen that. Not even
the G eat Wiite Wzard could do that, | would bet."

| sighed. 1'd totally ignored the shield around the second set of saddl ebags, that mnor bit of
order-control that left themout of sight. Now Shervan would be telling the world about ny
marvel ous food creation. "No . . . no. | didn't make it. There's a hidden sack there. That's all."

"Hi dden sacks! Wat will they think of next?"

"When will we | eave for Kyphrien?" | asked desperately.

"Tendril has to get his horse, and you need to eat, and we need to put your horse with his
hi dden sacks in a shady place to rest while we eat. Then we will go."

I didn't quite roll ny eyes. "Let's eat, and you can tell ne about the marvel ous pair and the
kni fe-thrower."

"Shervan! Stop flapping your tongue and | et the poor wi zard have sonething to eat. The rest of
us would like to talk to him too." Barrabra stood on the raised step that led froma narrow
archway in the back of the structure. Her figure was as anple as | had guessed, but her hair,
unl i ke Shervan's short and coarse bl ack strands, was nearly white-blond and shoul der-1| ength, swept
away from her broad face with green conbs set above each ear.

"Yes. Yes. You see why Barrabra is the one who runs the store. She keeps her m nd upon what is
i mportant."

" Shervan!"

The young man shrugged at nme and snil ed.

| shrugged back. "About mny horse?"

"Ah, yes. This way."

The side of the structure that we had not yet been to was the stable, enpty except for a single
pal om no. Inside the heavy walls and through the wi de circular archway, the air was cool and
still.

"You may use any of the stalls, but Pabblo does not like all horses ..

| took the hint and put Gairloch in the stall farthest from Pabblo. | did not unsaddle him nor
did 1l close the stall. If | had to | eave quickly, | certainly wanted to be able to do so.

"It's about tinme," observed Barrabra as Shervan led ne into a |l ong di mroom dom nated by a | ong
pol i shed red-oak table. On each side was an equally | ong and backl ess red-oak bench. At each pl ace
was a |arge and enpty bow with an equally-proportioned spoon
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At the table sat another youth older than the boy who had greeted ne, a girl with golden hair
like Barrabra's but barely comi ng into wonmanhood, and just showi ng curves under her maroon shirt;
and two nmen even younger than Shervan, but wearing the sane uniforns.

A wonman easily three tines ny age sat in the niddle of the side of the table opposite the door
where | had entered. Her gray hair was worn in conbs |ike Barrabra's. Like Barrabra, she also wore
three-quarter-length trousers with wide |l egs, and a |oose shirt with sleeves that ended above the
el bow. While the younger woman's garments were a dark green, the ancient's were a pale yell ow.

Cick . . . click . . . M boots clattered on the tile floor.
"He doesn't sound like a wizard," conplained the old wonan.
"Grandnere!"

"He doesn't."

"I saw himpull a cake for his horse out of thin air!" announced Shervan

"You're calling that pony a horse?"

"He's cute," added the boy who had first greeted ne. "I wish | could have a-little horse like
that."

"It's time to eat. It's past tinme to eat. So sit down. No, not there! You give the w zard the
chair."

Shervan bowed and gestured to the chair at the head of the table. | supposed | should have
refused and offered it back to him but the confusion of the conversation was disorienting.

| sat. The place on ny right was enpty, and the blond girl was seated on ny left.

The room was suddenly silent. | swallowed, and it seenmed like an eternity before | realized,
silently thanking Magi stra Trehonna as | did, that Kyphros bel onged to the one-god believers. |
swal | owed agai n as everyone | ooked at ne.

"Inall times ..." | began slowy, and as | began | could see the tension on the other faces
ease. "In all tines, there has been disorder. It is the job of right-thinking people to bring
order fromchaos . . . may we have the will to bring that order. May we have the strength to

resist evil and do good."

I bowed ny head, since | had no way to end the prayer, not that | could voice.

"Peace under Cod . " added Shervan

"Very nice ... it was strange, but nice . said one of the other soldiers.

"He sounds like a wi zard," added the old wonan who had just said that | didn't sound |ike one

"Where's the food?"

"I"'mgetting it, I'mgetting it!"

An aroma of spices and neats entered the | ong roomeven before Barrabra arrived with the tray,
bearing a huge casserol e which she set in front of the ol der wonan before headi ng back to the

kitchen. One saving grace was that | wouldn't need the knife that | didn't have. |I fingered the
enpty sheath, wondering if | had really wanted to carry the knife at all. But that was silly. At
| east, | thought it was silly, but | still wondered.

"Spiced lanb chili, ny favorite! You renenbered."

The second tray held two enormous freshly-baked | oaves of bread, and that was foll owed by a
pitcher of sonething and a tray of battered nugs.

Wth that, Barrabra pl opped herself onto the end of the bench next to ne and | ooked at ne, face
to face. Her breath was |ike cloves, strong, but not unpleasant. "Do you have a worman, w zard?"

I swal | owed.
"l don't think so, Barrabra."
"Well, do you or don't you?"

"Pass the chili!"

"Just take a chunk of bread, and send the loaf to the wi zard."

"My nanme is Lerris, and I'm" | was going to say that | wasn't a w zard, but the words stuck in
my throat. That scared nme, the thought that | was even partly maybe a wi zard.

"He says his nane is Lerris."

"That's better than calling himw zard. He's too young to be called wi zard, even if he is one."

"I want the chili!"

| looked frantically at Shervan, but he just grinned and plunged his spoon into the bow of

chili, whatever that was. In his other hand, he held a | arge chunk of bread.

"About your worman? |s she young? I'll bet she's thin and harsh-tongued. She probably woul d
starve you to keep her |ooks, just like a northern woman." As she tal ked Barrabra | adl ed her bow
full of the spicy mxture fromthe casserole and began to fill my bow .

"Here! You need sone teekla." Those words cane fromthe other side, fromthe blond girl who
| ooked |i ke a younger and thinner version of Barrabra.
My eyes darted fromone to the other. At that point, the bread tray was thrust under ny nose,

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (179 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:20 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

and | broke off a large chunk. "Barrabra, he can't have a woman. |'ll bet he didn't even have a
sister. Did you?"

"No," | admitted, taking a spoonful of the spicy nmixture and swallowing it.

"OQooofff. . ." | swallowed again and grabbed for the mug. Hot? Spicy? Neither was an adequate
description of the chili. It didn't burn; it seared ny throat all the way down.

"Not the teekla, silly. You eat the bread. That's the way you do it,"'
tone patient and condescendi ng si nmul t aneously.

Since the teekla, with its unknown fruity taste, hadn't eased the fire in my throat and
stonmach, | chewed off a large corner of the chunk of bread, swallow ng as evenly and quickly as
coul d.

Wth the back of ny hand, | wi ped the sudden tears fromny eyes, but the burning had in fact
di m ni shed.

", . . the post-rider said the madnen | ost one of their w zards
Hayl en's cousin said a wizard freed him. "

"Ha! He didn't want to adnit he got careless! That's all."

advised the girl, her

"Some nore chili, please."
"When are you going to take me to Kyphrien, Shervan? You prom sed . "
Anid the friendly chaos, | took another spoonful of the chili, the stew, whatever it was-a much

smal | er spoonful, acconpanied by a nmuch | arger nouthful of the heavy bread. The conbinati on seened
to work. Only ny forehead broke out in sweat this tine.

"You never answered about your wonman, wiz- ... | nean, Lerris."

| took a snmall sip fromthe nug. "Right now ... | don't have one. It's not w se-"

"I told you, Barrabra! He doesn't |ook |ike he knows wonen."

In that, certainly, the girl was right.

"Hush, Cirla." Barrabra held her hand up. "Not wise? Is it wise to be tenpted by every pretty
face?"

"I have a lot-" | struggled with both her question and another spoonful of chili

She shook her head. "You nen. You think that wonen are fragile, that only nmen can do the great
deeds. "

"l never said that
"I't is not what you said, but what you thought. Wuld you rather live in Kyphros under the
autarch or under a madman |like the Prefect of Gallos? Great deeds . . . phewww . .. dreamnmi ng of
great deeds only leads to great evils, and too many nmen dream of great deeds. Gve nme a solid man

any day, one who | oves an orchard.”

| thought about woodworking, but decided agai nst arguing ny case. She woul d have found
sonething el se to throw agai nst nmen. Instead, | struggled with the chili and Iistened.
their soldiers are younger each season . "

"And so are ours. W're all bleeding to death .

"Pass the bread."

". . . we'll stop in Meltosia. Even fromthere, it's a good day's ride."

Barrabra stopped tal king and kept exchangi ng glances with the girl Crla. | ignored both,
trying to pick up on what Shervan and the other two soldiers were discussing, but there were too
many interruptions. So | ate, slowy and carefully, wondering exactly how badly my stormach and
guts would torture ne in the days ahead.

The ni dday nmeal ended as suddenly as it began

"Enough! " announced Barrabra. "You all would sit here all afternoon if you could. The w zard
must go to Kyphrien, and Saltos and Gerarra"- she pointed at the other two soldiers- "nust take
the watch station fromny Nicklos and Carnen."

"So soon?" pl eaded the youngster.

"So | ate. Shush! Clear off the table. Qut to the kitchen."

| retreated to the stable with Shervan. "Your sister?"

"How did you guess?"

"A look, and the mention of her N cklos."

Shervan began to saddl e Pabblo. | rummaged around and found what | ooked to be a short stack of
grain cakes.

"I'f 1 could purchase sone of these

"No ... no ... they are yours. W have fresh grain and grasses."

"I can't just take them"

Shervan shrugged. "Then . . . soneday, sonetine, nmake us a gift. Make it for Barrabra."

| thought | understood. "I will." Another obligation, but what other choice was there? Girloch

needed travel food as much as | did. Maybe nore in the dry Kyphran climate.
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Cinkedy . . . clink

"Pendril is here."

The other trooper was heavier than Shervan, older, with a flow ng bl ack nustache. "Cone on,
Shervan. You want to get to Meltosia before Parlaan's closes? He's riding that pony? Ah well,
wi zards will be w zards . ." Pendril shook his head

Shervan wi nked at ne.

| didn't shrug, but | felt [ike it. Instead, | flicked the reins, and Gairloch carried ne out
into the full afternoon sun

The road out from Tellura and toward Kyphrien was the sane as the road that had led ne into the
little crossroads town-hot, dusty, and up one rolling hill and down the next.

Shervan rode his pal oni no Pabbl o, and the other trooper- Pendril, who had not been at the noon
meal -rode a bl ack-and-white spotted gelding. Both horses rem nded nme exactly how snall Gairl och
was.

"He noves quickly for a pony," said Pendril

"And the wizard rides well for a w zard, too."

"Are you sure he's a w zard?"

"Am | sure? Let me tell you

In the first five kays we travel ed, Shervan nust have told how | disarned himand how | had
made a grain cake appear fromthin air in at least three different ways.

By then, the sun had touched the clouds in the west, and the unseasonabl e heat began to
di ssipate. | wi ped nmy forehead and began to enjoy the ride, noting that the hills were flatter
not quite so barren, and that some fields held goats- but only in the fenced fields.

"Ah . . . yes . . . the autarch. Any unfenced goat is considered a gane ani nal that anyone may
kill or capture-unless it is branded. But if it is branded, the owner nust pay two coppers to
ransomit back."

| frowned, but | didn't need to. Shervan kept expl ai ning.

"The goat, you see, it will eat anything, and if it eats everything, then the desert will cone
W need the goats, but we need the trees, especially the olives and the | enbns and oranges." He
shrugged. "W al so have a | ot of good goat dinners."

"I haven't seen any buffalo."

"Kyphros is too hot for them except under the West-horns," explained Pendril. H s voice was
| ower and slower than Shervan's. "Few of us would live near the wi zard nountains, especially now "

"The wi zard nount ai ns?"

"That is where the clouds that bring lightning and fire come from where the white w zards
live, and where too many peopl e have di sappeared. To go to Sarronnyn, it is better to go south
first, to use the southern passes, or to go north of even Gallos. Going north is not possible any
nore, either "

"My father said that Sarronnyn was bright, with grassy hillsides, not as cold as Gallos, and
not as hot as Kyphros, and the wonmen were always friendly, and they |liked strangers. That's what
he said."” Shervan | ooked ahead at the dusty and hilly road, then continued wi thout a break. "M
father, he used to drive a road wagon for Wstar, but that was when the mddl e road was open to

all, and it took only four days to Sarronnyn, not an eight-day and nore |ike now. That road wagon
it took four horses to pull it, and it glistened like red gold. | renenber when he put ne up on
the seat and let nme hold the reins.”

Shervan | ooked back behind us. No one was there. | had already checked. Al though we had

overtaken a snmall wagon | oaded with covered baskets and had passed a post-rider headed back in the
direction of Tellura, the road was lightly used. "1 see no one. Do you think we will see one of
t he Finest?" asked Shervan

"Here? So far fromthe hills?"

"But the w zard should see sone of the Finest."

Suspecting | had seen a few of the Finest as captives in Fenard, | let the two talk as the
horses carried us down the road and further into Kyphros.

Meltosia was nearly a repeat of Tellura, except that, instead of just five or six buildings, it
had nearly a dozen, one of which was a | ong house that took in travel ers. Mama Parl aan's house
coul d not have been called an inn, not even in conparison to the Snug Inn in Howett. But the
roons were cool and the pallets on the hard wooden bedframes cl ean. The eveni ng meal was anot her

spi cy casserol e-goat, | gathered, but | didn't ask
Br eakfast was hard rolls not nmuch after dawn, and Shervan woke as tal kative as he went to
sl eep.

"A wonderful norning to be alive. Look at the pink above the hills, and the dew |i ke pearls
upon the yucca. A good day for a long ride, and it will be a long ride to Kyphrien, but a sunny
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one. Don't you think so, Pendril?" Pendril earned ny gratitude by grunting. The midday neal was in
a barracks of road soldiers in a place whose nanme | never |earned, distinguished mainly by the
fact that the small post controlled the bridge over the first river I had seen in Kyphros-a
snaki ng tongue of water no nore than fifteen cubits wide and | ess than a cubit deep

"But when the spring floods cone, then the waters sweep everything before themand the land is
underwat er for kay upon kay."

| hadn't asked, but Shervan answered the questions | nmight have posed, and all too nany even |
woul dn't have consi der ed.

That was how we reached Kyphros.

LX

"THIS is AS far as we go," Shervan had told nme as he and Pendril escorted nme to the low walls
around t he guard conpl ex.

"\ 2"

"Qur job is just to get you here. W're outliers, and we're not allowed within the walls. That
is, unless we are nustered in for training or for special duties, and that does happen." He
shrugged, al nost dropping his reins, "As for us, we keep the waystation for stray w zards and | et
Barrabra tell us what to do. What el se can we do?" He smiled apol ogetically.

| smled at his expressive face. Since | knew but half the story, | couldn't say whether the
restriction nmade all that much sense, but who was | to qui bble? "So what am | supposed to do?"

"You stable your pony in the nmain stables. You just ride right through the gates on the left.
Then you go to the building with the green flag and ask to see the sub-conmmander. They will munble
and nutter, but you just tell themeverything and insist on your right to see the sub-commuander.
Just insist onit. I"'msure you'll find some way to convince them"

Bot h men | aughed at that.

Their confidence was touching, if msplaced. And | couldn't deny that it had been a relief to
ride the last day without having to weave shields or worry about bei ng denounced as a w zard or
keep hiding from everyone.

So | rode up to the gate, where the guard | ooked ne over, then back at the pair of outlier
sol diers. "What did you drop on ne?"

"Orders! He's supposed to see the sub-conmmander.’

Shervan didn't exactly keep a straight face

Pendril |ooked in the other direction.
"One of those?" The gate guard shook his head, then | ooked at ne. "The stable is on the left.
Once you get your . . . horse . . . settled, go straight across the yard to the nain buil ding.

Don't go anywhere el se, or soneone's like to draw before they ask questions."

The stable was right where it was supposed to be, a solid red brick with a slate roof and a
slight but not overpowering odor of horse manure.

"Official business?" asked the ostler, practically running ne down even before | had both feet
on the ground.

| nodded.

"Sign here." He handed ne a flat square of parchnent and pointed to a |ine under the words
"stable pernmit." He stepped back. "If you can't sign, use your mark. Get an officer or a serjeant
to chop this. Gherwise it's a copper a day. If you lose the permt, it's two coppers a day." He
| ooked at ne and at Gairloch. "Muntain pony?"

"Yes."
"If you want to stable him you can have the last stall on the right."
Since it wasn't really a request, | led Gairloch to the last stall and unsaddled him | did

shi

el d the saddl ebags, just as a matter of habit. But | brought ny staff with me.

The ostler looked at it with respect. "Seeing the sub-conmander?"

"That's what | understand.”

"Good luck! Tough lady. Go to the red archway, over there, under the green flag."

Wth that | wal ked | ess than a hundred cubits, where |I found another guard, standing beside the

doors under the red-painted archway. Then | | ooked at the young redheaded guard. "1 need you to
take a message to the sub-conmmander."”
"The Sub- Conmander of the Guard-a message froma . . . what are you?"

"A woodwor ker, ampng other things.”" And | was, nore of a woodworker than an order-naster, when
you got right down to it

"A nmessage from a woodwor ker ?" The youth in the worked | eather-and-brass vest shook his head in
di sbelief. "She wouldn't even bother to | ook at you, fellow"
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The wooden beam framing the open door, the beam agai nst which, he | eaned, scarcely |ooked able
to support him let alone the archway, what with the cracks and the age of the dusty structure. At
the nonent, | was tenpted to dip into chaos and age himand the structure further, but
trusting in Justen and the book, | only sighed. "A wager, perhaps?"

"Ha! What woul d you have to wager, except your hide?"

"Say a couple of silvers that you can't touch ne with that fancy sword-ny old staff against
your new sword."

| placed nmy hand on the staff.

He didn't even seemto notice its appearance, so surprised was he with ny suggestion. "That's
dangerous, fellow. | mght take you up onit. It's a crine to strike a nmenber of the autarch's
guard."

"Isit acrine to strike your weapon?"

"No." He | ooked puzzl ed.

"Well, that might nake it harder. Say a gold and you carry ny nessage to the sub-comuander."

"And when | wi n?"

"You have at |east sone of ny blood and a gold penny."

"How do | know you're honest?"

| sighed. "Because the penalty for being di shonest would likely be nmy head."

"You don't sound |ike a woodworker "

The youngster was sharp, alnost brilliant.

"I never said that's all | was."

H s smal|l eyes | ooked ne over, and | could see the schem ng begi nni ng.

"I wouldn't, if |I were you. The sub-conmander already knows where |I'mfrom and there's not one
of you that could best her blade." The words didn't cone out quite right, but he didn't seemto

noti ce.
"How woul d you know?"
| managed to keep my face inpassive. Sonetimes, | actually can
Then he swallowed. It took hima nmonment, but, like |I said, the young man was al nost brilliant,

at least for a Candarian. "You put your staff against her blade?"

"That was sone tinme ago. Doubtl|l ess she has inproved. "

| nproved or not, he suddenly realized how cl ose he had cone to disaster

"I could just take your nane . . . and |l eave the decision to her "

I inclined ny head to him "That m ght be best. My nane is Lerris.” O course, that was al
that | had ever wanted, but nothing anywhere was strai ghtforward, and for whatever reason, |

really hadn't wanted to demand to see Krystal. Call it stiff-necked pride . . . whatever. | still
had sone.

Still shaking his head, the redheaded young trooper yelled into the barracks. "Bi dek! Get on up
here. "

As soon as anot her young buck, this one heavier, sloppier, and darker, as well as nore
di sapprovi ng, appeared, the nanel ess young guard nmarched across the open courtyard-one of the few
in Candar that was actually paved with |l evel and solid stones-and di sappeared into a granite three-
storied building.

Wiile | waited, | nmade a few nore nental neasurenents of the area around the doorway, mainly to
test the age of the wood, since | had an idea for ny defense that would not violate the rul es of
order, since it was strictly creative

Using it wasn't necessary, since three guards marched fromthe wing of the structure into which
the young guard had di sappeared. He foll owed behind thema nonent later. Al four stopped short of
ne.

The center guard, wearing clean green |leather and a bl ade that radi ated effectiveness, |ooked
at the staff and nodded.

"The sub-commander bids you wel come, order-naster. Wuld you be so kind . . . you are nost
wel cone . "
He definitely wasn't used to inviting guests into the guard's domain. | snmiled pleasantly. "I

appreci ate your courtesy and woul d hope you would be so kind as to | ead the way."

" order-master . . . oh, shit Bot h the nanel ess young guard and Bi dek | ooked as
white as the face of chaos as | saluted themw th the staff and foll owed the three troopers into
the granite building and up three wide flights of stairs. The door was bound in solid iron, and
t he knocker woul d have waked the dead.

The dark-haired | ady opened it herself, and her eyes did not even flicker as she silently
stepped back and let us enter. Krystal's quarters were alnost |avish for a professional soldier's
base, with two large roons, a conference roomwi th a |large rectangul ar table and heavy wooden
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arnchai rs which opened into a covered and railed third floor bal cony, and a bedroont st udy,
al though I only glinpsed her nore personal quarters as | stood in the conference room

A large and sturdy oak beam stood behind the door fromthe nmain hallway to her quarters.

"The order-naster, commander."

"Thank you, Statcha. You nmay |eave us." Krystal wore green |eather trousers, tighter than in
Recluce, with a short jacket over a green leather tunic. The jacket was ornanental, not designed
for battle, and bore gold braid across the Ieft shoul der and matching four-pointed silver stars on
the narrow | apel s.

I could feel Statcha's eyebrows rising.

Krystal |aughed, although she had not yet even turned her eyes to ne, and her |augh was nore
musi cal and nore relaxed than | had heard it. "You know | have nothing physical to fear from one
man. And an army could not save nme froma chaos-master or an order-nmaster put against ne."

Al'l three men backed away, as if they had been | ashed, yet her words had been gentle. As she

talked, | let ny feelings reach out to her blade-surprisingly, that sane blade | had bought for
her on a day that seened al nost part of another life-and found . . . that the unordered steel had
assuned a rough order. As had Krystal. | shied away fromreadi ng her feelings, knowing | was
afraid to find out how she felt.

C unk.

"Lerris." Those black eyes turned on ne, danping the fire of instinctive command that | had

suspected, but never seen. "You | ook ol der, w ser."

"1 doubt that |I'm nuch of either."

She sniled. "That al one says you' re both. It's good to see you, although |I didn't doubt | would
sonetine."

| raised my eyebrows.

"You don't belong in Recluce, and sooner or |ater
me. "Why did you cone?"

"I needed to find out about the autarch.”

"Then why did you ask for nme?"

| admired the directness. She was still gentle, but the gentleness had been reinforced with
st eel

"Because ..." | took a deep breath, then shook ny head. "I don't know It seenmed the right
thing to do, and I'mglad | didit. But I can't tell you why." My pul se seened to race, as though
I were somehow lying to nyself, and that bothered ne.

"You don't |ike not being able to answer ny question."

I grinned, sort of. "You're right. | don't."

Her eyes brushed past ne, then centered back on my face. "Stories about you are circulating al
across Candar-except no one knows who you are. Wien | heard about the bl ack-staffer who dared the
deadl ands, it had to be you. When | heard about the gray w zard' s apprentice who healed a slut in
Jellico and di sappeared in plain view . "

My stonmach twisted a little. If Krystal knew .

"Were you the one who destroyed the white wi zard near the Vale of Krecia?"

"That was an accident," | adnmitted.

The sub-conmander shook her head. "Still the same conbination of confidence and nodesty."

"Mbdest ?" She ignored ny protest, |ooking at the doorway, then back at the desk in the
bedroom study. "WII you stay?"

"No. Not for long, not if I"'mto help you before it's too late. To undo what | nay have done."
At that monent, | wanted to stay, to watch her smle and hear the nusical tone of her voice, but
the order within ne refused to lie to her or to ne. "I"'mnot yet the order-naster you called ne,
and | may never be. | haven't finished what | nust."

She shook her head, and | realized that the | ong black hair was gone, that her hair, rather
than bei ng bound up with silver or gold cords, was scarcely longer than mne. "I would like you to
stay for dinner."

The words were not a request, sinply a direct preference, but Krystal no |onger had to ask for
anyt hi ng.

| thought. Leaving tonight wouldn't solve anything, and Antonin did not know who or where | was-
yet. Certainly he would within days, but | had to sleep sonewhere, and a good night's sleep with
the autarch's guards, even in a dusty barracks, would beat another night holed up in a canyon or a
thicket. "Yes."

She shrugged, then | ooked squarely at

"Let's sit on the balcony for a nonent. | need to be at a neeting with the autarch before too
|l ong. After that, we can really talk." She wal ked toward t he shaded bal cony, where she took a
padded chair, and gestured to the one across the small table fromher. "I'd offer you sonething,
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but I'Il have to |leave before it cones. |I'd rather hear from you-what you are doi ng, and why you
wanted to see the autarch.”

"I"'mhere to warn you, assunmi ng you haven't heard. The prefect has decided to throwin with
Antonin. | made the mistake of taking on one of his ... 1'd guess I'd call himan ally, if the
chaos-nmasters have allies. That was the white wizard | ran into."

"Antoni n?" Her face refl ected puzzl enment.

"The nmost powerful of the chaos-nasters. He did sonmething to Tanra and seens able to defy the

Mast ers of Recluce-at |east for now " | paused.

"Have you seen Tanra?"

My guts twisted again. "I haven't seen her face, but |'ve seen traces of her. She's tied up
sonmehow with Antonin, | think against her will."

"Against her will? | can't believe that. Are you sure?"

What could | say to her? The silence drew out, and | | ooked out onto the paved yard, noting

that the afternoon shadows cast by the building in which we sat enshrouded the stables and the
front gate. Qutside of the footsteps and a few voices, the yard was qui et, orderly.

Krystal waited, with the same grace | recalled, but with that added strength, alnost |like a cat
that could spring fromtotal relaxation into an attack

Finally, | tried to explain. "Chaos is ... different. You can't use chaos even for the best of
reasons without risking being trapped by it. People told ne that, but | wasn't sure. They were
right, and I was lucky to nmeet a friendly gray wi zard before finding too nuch trouble." | forced a

| augh. "By then soldiers in only two principalities were |ooking for my head."
"How did you escape from Freet own?"
"l bought a horse and rode out."

Krystal chuckled. "It wasn't that easy, know ng you."
"It wasn't." | didn't elaborate. "What about you? | understand they burned the inn where we
stayed. "

"I clained to be fromthe north and took on the | ocal blades. That included a few of the old
duke's bravos. Then | waited in the hiring hall until the new duke took over and agreed to terns
with Recluce. That got ne a contract with the first road-nmerchant to visit. Wen he reached
Jellico, we had enough to buy nags for the trip over the southern passes to Kyphrien. | hired on
with a freel ance arms-master who trains bullyboys for the nerchants, |earned what | could. He
suggested the autarch, who |ikes having wormen soldiers. Kasee liked ne, and | started with a
western road patrol. There were a |ot of casualties. Wen the Duke of Freetown's defectors tried

to carve out that abortive duchy . . ." She frowned

"You were the one? |'ve heard stories about you for nearly half a year." |I'd guessed she had
been the road commander who had opened the reservoir gates on the supply train, effectively ending
the siege of the border fort taken by the defectors. I'd neant to ask about Wynn and about the

incident with the Duke's troops.

Krystal actually flushed, although the pal eness of her skin had been replaced with a faint
gol den tan. "What about this Antonin?"

"He's the one who's turning the prefect's troops into chaos-tinged mani acs. That's why they
never surrender, always fight to the death."

She pursed her lips, nodding slowy. "We'd thought it was sonething of the sort. There are no
order-masters in Candar, not that we can find." She |ooked up. "I can't stay now. | really don't
have tinme to get you settled. Wuld you mind waiting here for me? You could wash up, and there's
some fruit over there.”

Agai n, her request was not a request.

"How | ong?" | saw her face stiffen. "I didn't nean that. | just worry about Gairloch-ny horse .

and |'mnot exactly presentable."

"Ch . . . I'll be back well before dinner."

| shrugged. She was the sub-commander, gracious as she had been. "I'Il be happy to wait."
Surprisingly, I was. | needed time to think. About a |ot of things.

"You're certain?" She stood.

So did I. "As certain as | am about anything these days."

Then she | eaned forward and gave nme a friendly kiss. "I'mglad you came. Relax if you can."

The kiss was just friendly, but as she turned and left she sniled, and | wondered.

Besi des wondering, | washed ny hands and face, trying not to use all the water or make too nuch
of a nmess. Although curious, | did not |ook at any of the papers on the desk in her bedroom

Instead, | sat down on the |ong couch, except that | was tired, and | was not sitting and
thi nking for |ong.

dick!
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"I see you waited." Krystal's voice was cheerfully brisk, but I had trouble appreciating it,
since | was trying to wake up fromthe afternoon nap | hadn't expected to take, realizing that it
was nearly twlight.

"Long . . . neeting ..." | yawned between words and struggled to ny feet.

"There are too nmany |ong neetings these days. WIIl you be all right for dinner?"

"I just have to wake up. | sat down and . . . then you were back here."

Her lips quirked, and | could see a few gray hairs anong the black as she stepped nearer
"Lerris . . ." Then, she shook her head. "Later. | need to change, and you need to get into
sonet hi ng-"

"Alittle less travel -worn?"

"Do you have sonet hi ng?"

"It's plain, but | left ny bags in the stable."

"Il send-"

This time | shook my head. "They won't find them"

"l see. You have learned a few things." Her tone was |ight.

"So have you, lady, | expect."

"Herreld is waiting outside. Have himescort you there and back. W'Il worry about a bed for
you |l ater. You can change here for dinner, if that's all right."

The word "dinner" disoriented nme, after nore than a year of hearing dinner as the noon neal
but | recovered and nodded. "No. Watever's easiest."

Krystal was al ready heading for the door, and | followed, and just kept going, straight for the
stable to recover ny pack and better clothes, such as they were.

LXI

"TH S DOORWAY." KRYSTAL inclined her head toward a carved entrance flanked by two green-clad
guards. She wore her sword. She probably slept with it.

Only the guards' eyes noved, checking nme out, but | had left the staff in Krystal's quarters. |
decided to wear the enpty knife sheath, since in sone principalities, failure to wear a knife
carried certain inplications. | didn't remenber if Kyphros were one, but if it weren't, no one
woul d care one way or the other. If ny pack and staff weren't safe in Krystal's quarters, they
weren't safe anywhere in Kyphrien.

"This is a small dinner. The autarch wanted to hear of your adventures." She guided nme into the
room

A state dining roomit was not. The inperial-style black-oak table was covered with a green
linen cloth bordered in gold. The utensils were silver, and the plates were of a china nearly as
fine as ny mother's best. The "informal" dining roomwas not rmuch bigger than ny parents' dining

room nor nuch larger than the dining area of the waystation where | had eaten lanb chili two days
earlier.
A good dozen wall | anps provided a brightness not often seen at an evening neal in Candar.

supposed the autarch could afford the extra |anp-oil.

W stopped al nost after entering the room and well short of the six people who stood talking
by the bay wi ndow on the other side of the table, a w ndow that overl ooked Kyphrien and the
scattered lights of the | anps and torches of the city.

"Krystal." The worman in the green silk junmpsuit with black hair shot with gray spoke.

Krystal inclined her head. "Honor."

"Woul d you introduce your friend?"

"This is Lerris." Krystal named the six. "Her Honor the Autarch; Guard Conmander Ferrel; Public
Works M ni ster Zeiber; Liessa, sister to Her Honor; Finance Mnister Mirreas; and Father Dorna."

"Honor," | murrmured to the autarch. "I amhonored to nmeet all of you." In a way, | was.
"Krystal said you were young," observed the younger wonan who | ooked |ike the autarch, except
her bl ack hair was wi thout the graying streaks. "I wouldn't have guessed from her description.”

The conment was nmade with a snile

The Public Wrks Mnister, thin and white-haired, only nodded, as did the Finance Mnister, a
heavy-set wonman with square-cut short white hair who wore an ornate green tunic over equally
ornate trousers.

"Peace,"” was the only word from Father Dorna, a functionary in the religion of the one-god
believers fromhis aura and garb of black, who radi ated neither order nor disorder.

Krystal still wore green, a plain green silk blouse with no frills and a high neck, the sane
green | eather vest, and matching green trousers-cotton, | thought. She wore no jewelry, no rings,
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and she | ooked professional, |ike the autarch's chanpion. She wal ked the same way, her eyes never
quite at rest.

The only one dressed nore plainly than Krystal was nme. My best clothes were the dark-brown
cotton tunic and trousers nade by Deirdre. Good as they were, certainly not of the quality of
those worn by Krystal or the autarch

"W shoul d be seated." The autarch sinply pulled out the chair at the head of the table, then
pointed at the chair to her right. "Lerris, if you would."

Krystal took the seat across fromme, and Father Dorna sat on ny right. At the end of the table
was Liessa, the only woman wearing a dress.

| attenpted to seat the autarch, but she avoided the question by seating herself before ny hand
nore than touched the back of her chair.

"No cerenony here. My nanme is Kasee."

| just nodded, not certain exactly what to say, as mixed greenery was placed on the plate in
front of ne.

"Krystal says you know sonething of the reasons behind the apparently sensel ess attacks by the
Gallians."

"Some few things," | said, "and sone few thoughts as to why." Since the autarch began to
question ne before taking a bite of the greenery on her plate, | decided that, informal dinner or
not, the main course was information, and the chef was a young nman naned Lerris.

| looked at Krystal. While | thought | saw a nonentary twinkle in her eye, her expression was
polite and inpassive.

"Does the nanme Antonin nean anythi ng?”

" devi | That cane fromny right, fromthe priest.

"He is reputed to be a white wi zard who lives in the Wst-horns," responded the autarch.
didn't think of her as Kasee then, no matter what she had sai d.

"He is a white wizard. He has allied himself with the prefect, or spends so nuch time in Fenard
that he mght as well be allied."

"What does he supply, exactly, to this alliance?" asked Ferrel, the white-haired Guard
Conmmander, whose words were as precise as her plain green tunic. She and Krystal were the sole
di ners visibly arned.

"Chaos . . ."
"I'n what form if you will? What does he gain fromit?"
| took a deep breath. "I don't have all the answers . . . but ..." | continued before the Guard

Commander asked yet another question, "he opened a chaos-fountain in the guard quarters in Fenard.
The fountain had the effect of subnerging reason, since reason is a function of order. The
fountain made the sol diers nore obedient to commands issued with a-1 guess you' d say-chaos-1link. |
mean, they're nore likely to fight and kill blindly."

| could feel Krystal's concern behind her inpassive face.

"How di d you di scover this?"

After forcing nyself to take a sip fromthe crystal goblet and di scovering it contai ned
redberry, | answered. "I felt it fromwhere | worked in Fenard. So |-well, it's really not that
simple. You see, if Krystal hasn't told you, |I left Recluce as a dangergelder. My charge was to
reach the Westhorns and to nmake a decision as to whether | would serve order or chaos blindly. |
had a ... few problens . . . along the way . "

No one commented. So | kept going. "Wen | got to Fenard, | needed tine to think . . . and
nmoney. That was why | took up woodcrafting again while I tried to work things out. The chaos in
and around Fenard kept increasing, not so nmuch that it was that noticeable at first. Antonin-his
coach began appearing at the palace nore and nore. More and nore cavalry troops were raised and

sent agai nst Kyphros. The quarterly tax |levies were raised, doubled in fact." | stopped and took
anot her sip fromthe goblet, then used the fork on the greenery. Everyone el se was eating. | could
as wel | .

"Could you explain the formof the chaos this . . . Antonin . . . used?" asked Ferrel

"I don't know that | could nane it, but it feels white with an ugly red core.” | sipped the

redberry again. "And it chills me right through.”

"You can feel it?" the priest denanded.

"Any order-master could. That's how strong he is."

The servant | barely saw began renoving the enpty salad plates. Mne was still mostly full. |
t ook anot her bite.

"Way is this any nore dangerous than any other weapon - or the fires that the white w zards
t hrow agai nst our troops?" The Guard Conmander was persistent.

"Because it will destroy you fromwithin," | snapped, angry at her apparent denseness.
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"Ser . . ." Her voice hardened.

"Ferrel." The autarch's voice was ice. Even | shut ny nouth. She |ooked at me. "I suspect |
know what you nean, order-nmaster, but would you explain your |ast statenent.”

| swal | owed, wondering if | could really put what | felt in words. "All right. Please excuse ne
if 1"'mnot clear. You have to understand that nuch of this is newto ne, and that very few nasters
this side of Recluce have been pernitted to learn it "

"Permtted?"

| ignored the question fromthe Finance Mnister, figuring that only the autarch counted. "The
strength of chaos is that destruction can be focused. Order cannot be concentrated in the samne
way. Likewi se, order is a passive defense, in that chaos cannot destroy absol ute order. Absolute
order precludes chaos, but only by restricting its presence fromwhere there is already order."

" gobbl edygook .
| ignored that also, trying to find the words. "Wat Antonin is doing is creating a greater
potential for chaos in both countries. By sending out Gallian troops to their deaths, he increases

anger in Gallos, both at the prefect and at Kyphros. He increases anger and di sorder in Kyphros.
By increasing disorder, he nakes nore people susceptible to chaos and less willing to abide by the

rules of order, nore willing to become part of the killing. |I don't know the conplete |ink, but as
the disorder increases, so do his powers." My stonmach twisted as. | began to realize what part |
had unwittingly played in Antonin's gane.

"I see." The autarch's voice was cold. "If you are correct, we cannot win. If we defend

oursel ves, we increase the disorder, and if we do not, we perish, and our suffering and deaths
will thus increase the disorder.”
| wished she had not put it that way.
"Why has not nighty Recluce opposed this great white wi zard?" asked Li essa, her voice cutting
Krystal |ooked at nme. "Do you know?"

| thanked her with ny eyes for the direct question. "I do not know for certain the answer to
that question. | do know that Recluce sel dom neddles with nations other than the coastal trading
powers." Even that evasion turned nmy guts again.

| was reprieved, nonentarily, fromnore twisting by the arrival of the main course-skewered and
hi ghl y-spi ced | anb.

"You are saying that this wizard has no real nmlitary ains at all, then?"

"His ains are power for hinself, and the white w zards who follow him He woul d destroy both
your countries, | think, to increase those powers."

"All of this is very theoretical and philosophical,” interjected the Public Wrks M nister

"Could you tell us what, specifically, you have done against this danger? If you have done
anyt hi ng besi des observe, that is."
I nstead of snapping at him | chewed and swall owed the lanb cube in nmy mouth. If | were paying

this highly for my neal, | deserved to eat sone of it. The only problemwas that no one el se
talked while | ate, and the silence was | eaden. | ended up opening ny nouth again after severa
nore bites. "I have done what | could. |I destroyed the chaos-fountain, and, although I did not

mean to, also created the events that led to the death of a score or nore of the prefect's nore
chaos-ridden troops, including the sub-prefect."”

"You did not nean to stop chaos?" denmanded the priest in a high voice.

| sighed. Explaining the intricacies was getting nore and nore dangerous, and | knew none of
the peopl e except Krystal. Wiile not a one manifested chaos or disorder, they could easily order
my death for |ess fantastic reasons.

"You sound al nost exasperated, young order-naster,"’
explain your feelings first."

Shrugging, | turned to her. She was the judge, anyway. "You have to understand that | am not
from Kyphros, nor from@Gallos. A crafter in Gallos took nme in, and enabled ne to |l earn nore of
bot h order and woodworking. The di sorder threatened his famly. | enployed order to strengthen
honestly his business and his health. | also, being what | am could not but hel p enbody sone
order in the chairs and cabinets and tables | produced.” | turned to Krystal. "Wuld you recal
what occurs when a bl ack staff strikes chaos?"

She did not quite frown, but paused. "Doesn't the staff burn sonmeone possessed of disorder?"

| nodded, then | grinned, |ooking around the table. "My first mistake was to craft some bl ack-
oak chairs for the sub-prefect. My second error was to make them as perfect as | could and to
infuse themwith order to strengthen them™

They all | ooked puzzl ed.

"What do you think happened when the chaos-tainted advisors of the prefect sat in those
chairs?"

observed the autarch. "Perhaps you could
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" Hal "

"Chhhhh . . "

I nodded. "That neant | had to |leave Gallos, but | could not |eave the crafter unprotected.
After all, the chairs would be traced in tinme to his shop. So | entered the palace in an attenpt
to do sonething-what, | was not sure. That didn't work out because | found that attenpting to
force order on anyone unwilling to receive it is difficult at best. | "did neutralize the chaos-
fountain and turned it back into mere decoration. Then | |eft Fenard and cane to Kyphros."

"Did you have anything to do with the death of the white w zard?" That question came from
Ferrel . She sounded vaguely amused. Wy, | couldn't i magine.

"That was a lucky accident." | tried to stuff another |anb cube into nmy nouth before answering
anot her questi on.

"Acci dent ?"

"Well , . ." | nunbl ed, before gul ping the piece of |anb. The neat burned and scraped all the
way down ny throat. "All | wanted to do was to let the two Kyphran captives free. But the w zard
kept throwing white fireat me . . . and his fire and ny staff collided too close to him"

"How di d that happen?" Ferrel was alnost smiling, | could have sworn.

"I charged him. "

"Do you have a warhorse, order-master? A charger?"

"No. Just a pony."

Soneone sni gger ed.

Ferrel glared at Liessa, who paled. That surprised me. Then she turned to the autarch, who

| ooked amused, rather than surprised, and added, "It sounds fantastic, but it happened that way.
Except for one detail. No one saw our friend here. |Is this yours?" She held up ny belt knife.
| nodded.

"The unseen wi zard who defeated the white wi zard cut the bonds of ny lieutenant, left the knife
in her hands, and told her to cut the other captive free. She did not see the charge, but she did
hear the white wi zard screani ng about an unseen armed nman. She also saw the fire bolts striking
agai nst sonmething until one exploded right in front of the wizard. Qur friend here-or soneone
dressed exactly like himand riding a pony exactly |ike his-appeared for just an instant."

She handed ne the knife, which | quickly replaced in the enpty sheath.

"You didn't tell me all of that," Krystal added dryly.

| think I flushed. "It seemed pretty dunmb. | never neant to take on a full white w zard. It
j ust happened. "

"What are you intending to do next?"

"I don't know. | just don't know. " Except | did. So, of course, | had to tell them or suffer
i ndigestion. "I don't have much choice. | have to go find Antonin."

"The Great Wite Wzard?"

"Yes."

Ferrel |ooked at the autarch, and the autarch | ooked at Krystal. After that, they let ne finish
my dinner. | nean, what else was there to say? They did talk, finally, anong thensel ves.

"Has he al ways been this nodest?" Ferrel smled as she asked Krystal

"He was never boastful, but he seems nobre quiet." ag

"I still don't understand about Recluce." The voice of the Finance M nister was sharp.

"Per haps the sub-conmander or the order-master could answer your question,"” suggested the
autarch. "Krystal ? W ought to |let our guest have a few nonents' peace."

A wy | ook flashed across Krystal's face before she spoke. "Recluce is governed by the
Br ot her hood. They are bl ack order-masters. Recluce has always let chaos rule in any area outside
Recl uce unl ess the Brotherhood feels that chaos threatens or hurts Recluce. Anyone they think
m ght ever create disorder nust either |eave or undergo a trial by exile to prove their comtnent
to the absol ute order of Recluce.”

"Everyone? Surely the children of the powerful

guesti oned Murreas, the heavy-set Finance

M nister.
Krystal and | exchanged gl ances, an exchange noted by Kasee, although she said not hing.
"No," responded Krystal after a brief hesitation. "They are true believers. | know of a case

where the son of one of the highest of the Brotherhood was exiled years earlier than any other
child woul d have been, perhaps to prove that no one is above the [aw "

Li essa | ooked at ne fromthe other end of the table and nodded nearly inperceptibly.

Hel I, all of Kyphros would know ny history before | ever got out of Kyphrien, the way things
were going, and there wasn't much | could do about it.

After the dinner came small cups of a hot nulled cider, along with a nut-filled pastry soaked
in honey. It took ny best behavior not to use ny fingers to wipe up the |last of the honey fromthe
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plate. I didn't want to disgrace Krystal, but 1'd had few sweets since | eaving hone, and hadn't
realized how much | had missed them

" will you be staying | ong?"

I'd missed the first part of Mnister Zeiber's question, but the intent was clear.

"No. "

"And what are your plans?"

I shrugged. "To do what has to be done."

"This is rather anbitious. Al so, rather vague."

"It is vague," | agreed cheerfully, with a growi ng awareness of the nman's underlying venality.

Krystal's face was inpassive, but | could sense the hunor beneath the facade.

"I amafraid tonorrow will cone early," announced Kasee the Autarch. She rose from her chair
"Krystal, thank you for sharing the order-master with us. And you, Lerris-we appreciate your
candor and your willingness to enlighten us." The ruler nodded toward the Guard Comrander

"Thank you, order-naster," added Ferrel, "especially for your rescue attenpt and the
"accidental' charge. You saved a good score by taking out that wi zard. | enjoyed returning your
knife, and I won't disabuse the guard by revealing the 'accidental' nature of your success."

"l appreciate your kindness, and your retrieving ny knife."

Ferrel nodded and followed the autarch out. W were right behind, but, outside the dining room
in the wide red-oak panel ed hallway, the autarch and Ferrel headed right. | followed Krystal to
the left, down the dimy-lit halls, feet echoing in the hushed corridors.

In tinme, we reached Krystal's quarters, where the faithful Herreld waited. He had the door
opened even before we had finished turning the |ast corner

"That will be all, Herreld."

He | ooked at me and back at Krystal

"If I need anything, I'll ring the order desk." Her snile was pleasant, but fornal. "Good
ni ght."

"Good ni ght, commander."

Thunk!

Krystal dropped the heavy bar in place with the ease of |ong practice.

"He wasn't too pleased to see nme cone in."

Krystal didn't answer the question, instead unbelted her sword and carried it into her bedroom

Thud . . . thud . . . The "thuds" cane fromthe heavy boots, not the sword.

She returned barefoot, still wearing the blouse, vest, and trousers she had on at dinner
"Let's sit on the balcony for a little while."

Qut side, a cool breeze caressed ny face. Krystal took the right-hand chair and seated herself
in the darkness. | sat and | ooked over the railing. There seened to be nore | anps in the guard
yard bel ow than in what else | could see of Kyphrien. Even the area bel ow seened dimy-lit for the
guard force of a capital city.

"People go to bed early.”

"The price of candles and | anp-o0il has doubl ed since m dsumer."

"Ch ... the war?"

Krystal snorted. "Ol comes mainly fromSpidlar or Certis, and the prefect won't let the
merchants cross Gallos to reach us. He al so has an agreenent with the Viscount of Certis. Between
the two of them and the nerchants' greed . "

"Food?"

"W eat a lot of goats, cheese, and olives these days. And beans. W nustn't forget the beans."

"You sound tired."

"I amtired, Lerris. W all are. Me, Ferrel, Liessa, and especially Kasee. She's aged ten years
in the past year. Dealing with Murreas al one is no banquet, but we need her as nuch as the
Fi nest." She | eaned back on the bal cony chair in the darkness, her voice |ow.

"Cbtai ning the best troops noney can buy?" That had to be the strategy. Wiile Kyphrans I|ike
Shervan and Pendril were fine people, they didn't make the disciplined force necessary to pick off
Antonin's madnmen one at a tine.

"It's getting harder and harder, and we're paying three tinmes what the new Duke of Freetown
offers. Right now the Finest are two score short."

I didn't know what to say. Instead, | reached over and squeezed her |eg, just above the knee,
trying to send a little order and strength her way.

"Thank you. Sonetines ..."

| wished she had finished the sentence. There wasn't enough light to see her face, and ny order-
senses didn't read facial expressions well. Only a faint wistful |onging surrounded her

"You wi sh what?" | finally asked.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (190 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:20 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

"That some things had been different. That | were younger. O . . ."
Agai n, she left the sentence unfinished, and | didn't ask

"Sonetines, | do too,"” | found nyself answering.

"You need to find sone answers inside yourself first, | think."

She was right. Until | dealt with Antonin, or he dealt with me, there would be no answers. |
si ghed.

"Hell, isn't it?" Her voice was dry.

| had to chuckle. | wasn't quite up to laughing, but her tone was so wy | couldn't help it. It
was hell. Sitting on that cool balcony in pitch dark overl ooking a city whose streets | had never
wal ked, | talked to Krystal, the sub-commander, the autarch's chanpion. | |ooked at a doorway that

had once been open, a door through which | had not dared to wal k.
Wiy? | couldn't say. Wuld that door be open to me again? | didn't know that either

"I wonder if Kyphros needs another good woodcrafter . . ." | nused instead of confronting
nmysel f.

"There aren't many good woodcrafters anywhere. There aren't many nasters at anythi ng anywhere,
t hough. "

Again, that lingering silence fell, and | heard a single set of footsteps on the stones bel ow.

In tine, they died out.

"Do you like being a naster of the bl ade?"

"Sometines. Wien it's used for good."

"And the other times?"

I could feel her shrug, though she did not nove fromthe chair. "You try to do as |little damage
as possible. You can't support the best of rulers without some injustice. Wynn never understood
that."

"What happened to her?"

"Not hing. Not that | know of. She didn't stay with the Finest |ong. She headed toward Sarronnyn
t hrough the sout hern passes, |ooking for a place where the people were strong and fair-mnded."

"Poor Wynn." | felt sorry for her. \Wherever she went, she wouldn't find what she was | ooking
for, just like |I hadn't been able to find the clear answers | so desperately wanted.

"She won't find them" Krystal confirned, alnost reading ny thoughts.

"Did you find what you were | ooking for?" | asked, not quite idly.

"Part of it. |I'mdoing what |I'm good at, and it has sone val ue."
| didn't ask about the rest. One | ook around the dinner table would have been enough to answer
that. Instead, | |ooked out at Kyphrien, noting that the candles, |anps, and torches were fewer

now, as nore and nore citizens went to bed, stopped carousing, or whatever
The breeze had picked up, bringing the first hint of chill since | had crossed the Little

East horns. The faint snell of snoke canme with the breeze, the snoke fromtorches and ill-adjusted
oil lanps. Unlike Recluce, Kyphros and indeed, all of Candar, did not use coal -gas |anps.
Krystal's chair creaked. "Lerris?"
"Yes."

"I need sone sleep." She stood up and stifled a yawn.

It wasn't a question, and it wasn't an invitation

"Ch . . . sorry. I'll get my things."

"You can stay here. If you feel confortable about it." Then she added, and | could hear the
smle in her words, "That's just for sleeping."

Lonely as |I felt, and nuch as | would have liked to hold her, and be held, she was right. Not

that | liked it, but she was right. | had too nmany unanswered questions | had not even faced.
"Besides," she added with a short laugh, "it will add to ny inmage,"
"What ? Havi ng a poor woodwor ker stay overnight? That will inprove your inmage?"
"Cone on inside. You were never a poor woodworker."
"I was a terrible apprentice.” |I followed her in, letting her close the door. A single lanp

burned in the main room

"That was then." She gestured. "You want the bedroom or the couch? It's |long enough and firm
enough. "

| opted for the couch, ignoring the possible play on words. The quarters were hers, after all.

"CGood night." She did close her door, if gently.

Despi te ny unanswered questions, the couch was confortable, and | slept nore soundly than | had
since leaving Fenard. | did not dream nor wake with cold chills, nor hear the sound of coach
wheel s in the sky.

| did wonder, before drifting off, what had happened to the | ady who had once wanted ne.
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LXI |

I WKE UP early, in the chill winter grayness before true dawn with the bl anket actually around
my shoul ders, | ooking at the ceiling and wondering. | had been drawn to Tanra and |l ater to Krystal-
but for different reasons, very different reasons. Krystal was ny friend, yet nmy dreans of her
were far nore than friendly. And Tanra was a spoiled bitch, yet | still dreamed of her, though

| ess frequently of late. What had changed? Or had anything? O did | dream of Krystal because she
seened nore attainable? O

"You're a confused mess, Lerris ..." | muttered under ny breath. Acknow edging it didn't solve
my confusion, but it mght lead to nore useful thought on the subject-assunming | had time to think
about it.

As silently as | could, | sat up, glancing through the single window A few thin w sps of snoke
already rose into the cloudy sky outside. Krystal's door was shut, but she was awake or just
waki ng up.

| stretched, knowi ng that going out and achieving the inpossible by defeating Antonin stil
woul dn't resol ve the questions whose answers | had sought. Was | going after Antonin in search of
a glorious defeat in order to avoid admitting that there were no clear answers, or that they
weren't what | wanted?

| shivered. That m ght be part of nmy problem but it wasn't all of it. After all, Justen had
mucked around the edge for centuries, probably watching white wi zards |ike Antonin burn thensel ves
out one after the other. That was fine, if you were after a long life, but nore than two centuries

after the fall of Frven, Candar was still a conflicted mass of warring duchies.

1 stood up, letting the blanket fall, and gazed out at the eastern horizon, a faint red pink
that subsided back into gray as | watched. Just in shorts, | wasn't even cool, not once | was
awake.

dick.

Krystal stood behind nme, but | didn't turn inmediately.

"Good norning."

"Good nmorning." | left the study of Kyphrien and turned toward nmy hostess.

"Wbodwor ki ng nust be good for muscul ar devel opnent." She wore a once-green scuffed | eather
tunic over a faded shirt with green | eather trousers and battered boots. Sone of the tiredness was
gone from her eyes.

"You're ready to go," | observed. "Sone sort of hard work." She grimaced. "Training."
Anot her set of pieces clicked into place in nmy thoughts. "You're trying to buy tine while-"
She nodded. "It's not working. The | osses are too high."

| understood inmediately. Wth Antonin's chaos-support, the prefect didn't need extraordinarily
wel | -trained soldiers. The autarch did, and after a tinme the nunbers who coul d be bought shrank,
and only so many had the inclination and talent, and even fewer could be trained at any one tine.

Krystal presented a wy snile that held [ittle anusenent. "We do what we can." She | ooked at me
again, and | felt enbarrassed. "Miuch as | like the view, you need to get dressed. W eat together
with the guard in the norning."

| put on ny traveling clothes, including the knife that Ferrel had returned at dinner, as
qui ckly as | could. Krystal was doing sonething at her desk when | peered in, staff and pack in
hand, ready to go.

"Records, papers, and accounts," she expl ai ned as she pushed back the chair.

"Surely you don't have to do the accounts for the guard?”

"Chaos, no! But what tactics you can use depend on your equi prent and your supplies. Not even
the Finest can fight w thout horses or food." She kept tal king as she belted on the sword and
pul l ed on the short jacket with the braid that served as her enblem of office. "Certain tactics
cause a higher death rate for horses, and nounted troops need reserve nounts. Wile we have a
grain levy, there's a tradeoff between increasing the levy and taxing sonmething el se to buy the
grain . . ." She shook her head. "I'mjust beginning to understand a few of the conplexities.
Sonetimes, fighting is the easiest part.”

I nodded, thinking as we wal ked out the door and past the near-pernanent sentry guardi ng her
quarters. | ignored his hostile look, reflecting on what she had said. Certainly, nobney was
i mportant to sonething |ike woodworking, but | really hadn't thought about it as the basis for
fighting and warfare.

In that light, what Antonin was doi ng made even nore sense-unfortunately.

"You're quiet," observed Krystal, not slow ng her steps one whit as she took the wide stairs
down toward the ground | evel of the buil ding.
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"Thinking . . . Alnost every day | learn something new, and it sel dom answers the old
questions. Just adds to the unanswered questions.” My guts twisted slightly at my overstatenent,
and | added another few words. "That's the way it seens, but | guess that's because the answers
you find seem sinple conpared to the new questions."

In turn, Krystal was silent.

The | owceilinged guard ness hall contained space for nore than a dozen-score guards at the
long tables. Not quite half the seats were filled as we entered. Only a handful of heads turned,
nmostly of younger nen, as Krystal marched up to the serving table.

She took a single slice of thick bread, a scoop of sone sort of preserves, a slice of hard

white cheese, a boiled egg, and a steaning cup of a tea so bitter that | could snell it without
even nearing the huge teapot.
The cheese and egg were beyond ne. | had two slices of the warmbread with the dark preserves,

a battered apple, and tea.
Krystal sat at a table in the mddle of the room alone except for ne. As | sat down on the

worn red-oak bench next to her, | caught sight of Ferrel |eaving the nmess, also wearing battered
| eat hers.

"You'll pardon ne," Krystal said, with her nouth full. "I'd Iike to eat before business
begi ns. "

| frowned. Business?

"Any guard can approach ne now, ask questions, or make suggestions. They may not be quite as
forward with you here, but there will be sonme."” She continued to munch slowly on the bread she had
spread thinly with the preserves.

Me, | had slathered nmy bread with the sweet preserves, enjoying each bite after ny days of
travel. Belatedly, | realized | did not remenber nuch of what | had eaten the night before. | had
eaten, that | recalled; but besides the salad and the lanmb, | didn't recall what had been on the
pl at es.

"Commander ?" ventured a hard-faced wonman wearing a single thin gold stripe on the shoul der of
her vest. "You sent for ne?"

| al nost choked, wondering when Krystal had sent for the woman, wondering if she ever slept.

"Yes, |eader Yelena. Wuld you be interested in an escort mission?"

The sub-officer's eyes flicked fromKrystal to ne. "lI'd |ike to know nore."
"Where are you going, Lerris?"
I had to swallow several bites of apple and swig the too-hot tea. |I didn't know exactly. \Wat |

wanted was to find the wizards' road that ran down the Little Easthorns without retracing ny route
from Gal | os.

"I"'d like to see a map," | began, "but, in general, along the old road to Sarronnyn, the one
that no one uses now. "

"The chaos-road?" suggested Yel ena, her voice fiat.

| shrugged. "I don't know what it's called. But that's where he is, beyond the point where the
hi dden wi zards' roads connect."

Both Krystal and Yelena turned to nme. "Expl ain,
and authoritative as | had ever heard it.

"There are hidden w zards' roads throughout Candar. Sonetimes the current roads are built right
over the old roads built by the white w zards, but many of the old roads are hidden. There's one
that runs, | think, the length of the Little Easthorns. It crosses the road fromGallos to Tellura
somewhere after the top of the pass.”

"Way didn't you nmention this before?"

demanded t he sub-commander, her voice as hard

| was nmore than a little puzzled at her coldness. "First, you never asked. Second . . . oh,
shit ... | see what you nean ..."

Now it was Yelena's turn to | ook puzzled. | thought Krystal had softened slightly.

"Logistics?" | asked. "Troop travel ?"

Krystal nodded.

"I don't think it will help, but, if you get ne a map, |I'Il show you where it goes." Another
t hought struck me. "But unless you have another order-nmster, it won't help. Wwere it crosses, the
road is cloaked with illusions. Antonin hasn't shared the roads with anyone, but | think he uses
themto |l et everyone think he is everywhere."

"He's been successful in that," snapped the sub-officer. "I'Il get a set of nmaps.”

Once she was out of earshot, before anyone el se neared, | |ooked at Krystal. "lI'mnot a
mlitary strategist, and | don't appreciate being accused, even silently, of inconpetence. | admt
it. I don't know your business. Don't expect nme to." | tried to soften ny tone. "I know you're
against the wall. | can see it. I'd never withhold information or help, not knowi ngly. But |'m
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still having trouble |earning my own business, |let alone trying to understand yours."

Krystal pursed her lips, then net my glance. "I'msorry." Her tone was still flat.

"Krystal . . . the first tine | could have told you about the road was |ast night. Could you
have done anything about it any earlier? Besides, | didn't even know there were any w zards' roads
in Kyphros until | found that one, and | cane straight to Kyphrien."

The stiffness finally receded. "I amsorry. It's just "

"It's that bad?" | asked.

"Yes. It's that bad. Maybe worse. Look around."

I did. For a long tine. Then | swallowed. Fully a third of the guard were bandaged or otherw se
di sabl ed or incapacitated. Most of the sub-officers and officers were wonen, and nost of the nen
were scarcely older than | was.

| should have seen it. No matter how good she was with a blade, no matter how smart and mature,
a woman woul d not have ended up as the nunber-two officer in a kingdoms nilitary force in little
nmore than a year unless the | osses were horrendous or the talent pool small. | suspected both.

"I"'msorry. |I'Il do what | can.” | neant that not just for Krystal or for me, but because of
what the people around us represented-the struggle against an old chaotic rule and an attenpt at

| didn't exactly know how or why, but what | saw accorded with nmy idea of what order should
be, not necessarily what Talryn or Recluce thought of as order

"Thank you."

"Commander, why were the road-patrol rotations changed yesterday?" asked a young man with a
scraggly yell ow nmust ache.

"That's because . "

"Conmander, will there be additional nounts

"Commander, how do we get the duty rotation .

" Conmander "

| edged away, letting Krystal deal with the guards who approached, marveling at her patience
and under st andi ng.

Yel ena wal ked in carrying a long | eather tube. | gestured to her, and comandeered a near-enpty
tabl e.

"Do you have one that shows the border beyond the Sout hbrook?"

After sifting through the parchnents, she laid an older map on the table, snoothing it out.
Some of the nountains were naned, and the road |ine matched what | renenbered, but the pattern of
t he peaks was not conplete.

I neasured roughly, thought, and mneasured.

Finally, | noted an area. "In this area, and it runs due east and west ..." | tried to describe
the thin valley that she should be able to see beyond the illusions, and what the road | ooked
i ke, and how the | ong-gone w zards of Frven had planed off the sides of nountains to build their
roads. But they had used order as well, sonehow. Chaos to destroy the mountains and to create the
hi dden road valleys, and order to reinforce the stonework and the bridges.

"Can you pass that on to soneone el se?" asked Krystal

| hadn't realized she had stood behind us.

"I think so," responded Yelena. "You still want ne to escort the order-nmaster?"

"I'f you would find that acceptable."

Yel ena nodded. "How many, and when do we | eave?"

"Two plus yourself." Krystal |ooked to nme for the second answer.

"Shortly. The sooner we |eave, the sooner ..." | didn't know what woul d be sooner, or even what
exactly | mght discover, but all of us were running out of tine.

"Where are we headed?" asked Yel ena.

Expl aining that took a bit [onger, and nore struggle with the maps, but there was an old road
that | ooked like it went where | wanted and, if the maps were correct, joined with the old main
central pass road that led to Sarronnyn. That was the road that no one took any | onger because
they never seened to arrive on the other side of the Wsthorns.

Finally, | |looked up. "That's the best | can do."

"Yel ena?"

"I't will be interesting, conmander."

I nteresting-that was one way of putting it.

"Well ... | guess I'll get Gairloch."
"What ... do you have a nount?"
"Ch . . . Girloch is in the stables by the gate.”

"W will neet you there.
"Honor, |eader."

Yel ena inclined her head to Krystal. "Honor, comander."
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| followed Krystal fromthe ness into the main guard yard, where we stopped in an open space.
"Make sure you're doing this for yourself, Lerris."
I shook ny head. "Nothing's that sinple."

"I guess not." She smiled with her nouth, not her eyes. "Then, try to do it nostly for your
reasons. "

"I''l'l do what | must, and we'll sort out the reasons later. Al right?"

She nodded. "Fair enough. | won't say to take care. But ... do come back to sort out those
reasons. "

I wet ny lips, feeling the cool wind chill themas | did. Wth all that |I felt, there was
little to say. "Until later."

"Until later."

| 1 ooked down, then back into her black eyes, seeing the tiredness again.

She raised her hand in a gesture that was part benediction, part salute, and | inclined nmy head

to her, then turned while | could. | did not |ook back, but kept my eyes fixed on the buil ding
that was the stable.

Yel ena and two others waited, already nounted, as | wal ked up with ny staff and pack

"Where's your pass?" denanded the ostler

"Ch, hell ..." | had never bothered to get anyone to sign the damed parchnment square. "Just a
nonent . "

"Leader Yel ena?"

"Yes, order”~naster?"

"I forgot to have the sub-comuander autograph this pass.”

" Aut ogr aph?"

| kept from shaking nmy head at the brown-haired sub-officer with the | ong nose and square chin
"A pass to release nmy horse."

"Pheww on a pass! Get your horse." She rode into the stable in front of ne.

" on official business for the Sub-Comrander. None of this crap about passes!”

The ostler was backing into a corner as Yelena threatened to ride hi m down.

I ignored them both and quickly saddl ed Gairloch, recovering ny saddl ebags in the process.

The ostler swallowed as | rode out. "Good . . . day . . . order-naster "

"Good day." My tone was not totally cheerful. | hadn't wanted to pay for the stable, since ny
stock of coinage was scarcely deep, and having to ask for Yel ena's assistance bothered ne.

"That's a horse?" asked the sub-officer

"No, this is Gairloch. You don't think |I could really ride one of those nonsters you use, do
you?" | grinned at the dour officer.

"d ad you recognize it, order-master." | alnost fell off Gairloch when she sniled back

The other two | ooked at each other and kept their nmouths closed as we rode out through the
gates into Kyphrien.

Even in the gray drizzle that had begun to fall, the city was |ight-whitewashed walls, red tile
roofs, and |inestone- or marbl e-paved streets. People talked, like a city of hundreds of Shervans.

" best breads in Kyphros, by exclusive patronage of the autarch . .
and you could have crossed the river barefoot, he drank so nmuch. Never have | seen an
ani mal drink so much, and beyond t hat "

"Your fortune, not even a copper! Who will grudge a nmere copper for knowing all that wll
befall you."

"Hezira, | said, there's to be none of that. No, none of that, Hezira-that's what | told her
but, of course, she didn't listen. Wiy would she listen, with her high house and her silk gowns? .

| eased Gairloch closer to Yelena. "lIs it always this noisy?"

"No." She shook her head. "It's usually noisier. This is early. It gets louder later."

"Look at the pony! See the pony, Berrna! He nmust be a northern pony. He's so shaggy .

Qutside of the autarch's walled residence-not really a castle or even a pal ace-and the
associ ated guard area, Kyphrien was an open and unwal led city, where the houses and busi nesses
scattered farther and farther apart as we headed north and west toward the Westhorns | could not
see. There never was a point at which | could have said Kyphrien ended and the countrysi de began
but we were on another gently rolling road even before m d-norning.

The drizzle had danped the dust, but not yet turned it into nmud. Gairloch nmatched the pace set
by the brown gelding carrying Yel ena without seeming to strain, and we travel ed through the
nmorni ng wi thout tal king, which was fine with me, especially after the hubbub that had been
Kyphri en.

Yet | liked the country, found it friendly, even if it were not as lush as Gallos or even
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Recl uce. The spareness of the colder and rolling hills, which steepened within kays to the

nort hwest of Kyphrien, appealed to ne. | even noted several |ocations that woul d have been idea
for setting up my own woodwor ki ng-wi th streans hi gh enough for a water supply, not far fromthe
road, and with anple and varied tinber within carting distance. | shook nmy head-planning to be a

wor kwor ker, still? Uncle Sardit would surely have | aughed. How well he had w ought he did not
know. O maybe he did, and | was the one who didn't know.

Thought s of worki ng wood would have to wait. If | could deal sonmehow with Antonin ... if

| cast ny thoughts back over my |ast encounter-the one with the white w zard-recalling how
had fought with the staff to control ny defenses and ny energies. Wiat had that nmeant?

There had been sonething in the book . . . sonething . . . | could not recall it, but nade a
mental note to look it up

M dday found us halting beside a streamthat bordered the road, but we did not actually cross
it.

"That's not really a bridle," noted the young man who had foll owed behind nme. "How do you
control himin a pinch?"

"I never thought about it." | pulled out sone hard white cheese and offered hima piece

Wheeee . . . eeee

Yel ena was wat ering her horse, and, deciding that Gairloch was thirsty as well, | |ooped the
reins over the saddl e and thwacked himon the flank, watching as he anbled into the water ankle-

deep.

The sol di er had taken the cheese, but he | ooked away suddenly as Girloch |eft nmne.

The other trooper, a woman probably ny own age, with short sandy hair and green eyes,
surprisingly dark skin, and a ragged scar running across nost of her right cheek, stepped closer.

"Cheese?" | offered.

"Thank you." Her voice was sinultaneously grave and cheerful. "Are you . . . the . . . order-
master? . "

I grinned. Way not? "lI'mLerris. Yes, I'"'mthe one from Recluce who knew t he sub-comuander

She's ny friend.™
Her eyebrows rose, and | could inmagine the stories already circulating through the guard.

"In addition to being a bladenaster,"” | added, "she is also a lady. And ny friend."

"I didn't mean ..." | waved her apology off. "Runors are runors. | care for the lady a lot, but
that's all until we have done what has to be done. Then we'll see."

"Are all the nmen from Recluce |ike you?"

". . . Aaaccccuuu ..." | alnpbst choked on the cheese. ". . . No. Probably none of themare as
dense as | am"

"The order-nmaster is joking, Freyda," interrupted Yel ena. Her voice was cold, but her eyes were

smling. "You' d better water your horse. W're not stopping that |ong. You, too, Wldein."

When the two were out of earshot, the sub-officer |ooked at me. "You're nore dangerous than you
| ook." But she was al nost smiling.

I shrugged. "I can't not tell the truth, and that nakes it difficult."”

"You can't?"

"Not without paying for it sonehow "

She was the one to shake her head. "I'mglad |'mjust a | eader."

As | reclainmed Gairloch and fed himsonme corners of a grain cake, | thought about what she
said. | had to agree with her. The nore | learned and the nore | could do, the nmore conplex it
got .

LXI 11

KYPHROS WAS BI GGER than | thought. The way the West-horns angled westward as they marched south
meant that we had to ride two days to reach the foothills that al most matched the Littl e Easthorns
in size.

| had guessed that at some point the road, since it was an ol der road, would cross the w zards
road for which | searched. | didn't know that, but it seened right.

The first night we actually stayed in a snmall inn in a town-Upper River. Wiy it was called
Upper River, no one knew, and Yel ena's nmaps showed neither Lower River, nor even a streamcalled
Upper River. The inn was clean. That was about all. Dinner was overcooked goat steaks snothered in

a strong cheese. The beds sagged, and | shared a roomw th Wl dein, who by then was scared stiff
of me, although | had said nothing, and who snored | oudly.
The second night we stopped in a place called Quessa. Lodging was in one of the soldiers' way
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stations there, but staffed only by a couple. | could guess where the soldiers were. The dinner
meal was anot her spicy casserole, followed by a huge fruitcream pie-nuch better fare than at the
inn at Upper River

Quessa itself was fair-sized for the relatively isolated area in which it stood, with nore than
a score of houses and stores serving the surrounding farms and orchards. The people were stil
what | thought of as Kyphran stock, with dark skin, darker hair, and broad sniles. They al so
tal ked and tal ked.

| retreated to the |arge guest room the one that Telia and Bardon insisted | must have, and
closed the door. The lanp by the doubl e-wi de bed was bright enough to read by, and I had sone
readi ng to do.

It didn't take long, and all that | found was what | had renenbered, a single paragraph, not
even a long one. The key words were sinple: "Order cannot be concentrated in and of itself, not
even within the staff of order, and no man can truly master the staff of order until he casts it
asi de."

Except the words were wrong, somehow. No matter where ny staff was, it still gathered order and
repul sed chaos. For a long tine, | |ooked through the pages of the book, but nothing el se shed
Iight on that paragraph

After | replaced the black-covered and wel | -thunbed pages in ny pack, | stared into enptiness.

The pieces were there- that | knew. How they fit, | didn't. The white w zard had di ed when ny
staff had touched his fingertips, or at |east when it had gotten close. The staff had been nearly
as close to other sources of chaos without that violent a reaction, and if a sinple staff could
destroy a chaos-w zard soneone woul d have gone agai nst Antonin | ong before. Unless there were
reasons to maintain chaos . . . | didn't like that thought at all

So | tried to sort out ny feelings about Deirdre, Krystal, and Tanra, but the thought of
sorting out those three was enough to exhaust me on the spot, and | blew out the |anp and sl ept,
sort of, until the gray of dawn crept through the w ndow.

The next day brought nore tal king over breakfast. The trip carried us into wlder countryside,
with the end of the orchards and fenced fields. The cl ouds had di ssipated, but the chill remnained,
and we rode in a bright chill toward the unseen Westhorns. By m d-norning, the road straggl ed
t hrough underbrush that had begun to reclaimthe less tine-tranpled edges of the road, and the
| ands beyond the road that had once been grazing |ands were dotted with mature trees and scattered
brush, including thickets upon thickets of wild redberries.

A sense of unease lay over the road, growing as we clinbed each of the ever-steepening hills.

Yel ena's face grew tighter with each hill, and the bigger horses strained and began to puff. On
a particularly high hill-crest where the road was w der, perhaps because the hunmmock of stones and
fallen tinbers loonming in the brush back fromthe north side of the road nmight have been an inn or
roadhouse in times past, | notioned for the sub-officer to stop

For the first time, looking to the west, | could see the white-tipped dark bul k of the
West horns. Even from where we had halted, still a good thirty kays fromthe foothills beneath
those nassive slopes, | could also see that they were indeed inpressive, and that at |east another
day of riding lay before ne.

"We're getting close, | think. |I can feel chaos ahead."

Yel ena squi nted agai nst the cold bright sunlight. "W're still quite a ways fromthe
West horns. "

"I can nake it fromhere. You' re needed against Gallos."

Yel ena shook her head. "Order-nmaster, what would happen if | had to tell the sub-comuander that
we |left you this far short of the Westhorns?"

| sighed. She was right. "All right. Let's go. But if there's too nuch chaos ahead, | want to
be able to send you back."

n W]y?ll

"Because | mnight have trouble protecting you." | |aughed harshly. "I might have trouble

protecting nysel f."
The chaos | sensed seened to recede as we rode westward. Either that, or it was stronger and
nore di stant than | had thought.

By nightfall, we still seened scarcely closer to the base of the Wsthorns, although we could
see sone of the nearer peaks, their ice-covered spires glinting rosy in the sunset.
We canped in another |ong-deserted farm sheltered by a single standing stone wall. | set

war ds, but nothi ng woke ne, and the fourth norning of the trip dawned as gray as the norni ng when
we had | eft Kyphrien.

| wondered how nmany nore had died on the hills of Northern Kyphros while | rode on ny fool's
errand toward the Westhorns. Then, again, what else could | do? No warrior, | could but try to
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bring order where | might.
In a way, that was sinmilar to woodworking, except in craft-ing | built upon the natural order

whereas in order-mastery- | thought-I tried to strengthen natural order to repul se an unnatura
di sorder.
"Cheese?" | offered sone to Wl dein, absent-m ndedly.

He took it, equally abstracted, as he | ooked fromthe hillside, where we had canped not far
froma small brook, toward the mountains. Then he | ooked at the white cheese, as if wondering how
he got it.

"Eat it. It's good cheese. A nll-master gave it to nme."

"Why?" asked Freyda

"Because | hel ped his goddaughter."”

"Was she pretty?" Weldein inquired. H s tone was polite.

"Very. Unfortunately," | added.

The two exchanged gl ances, and, for some reason Wl dein bl ushed.

"She didn't like you?" That was Yel ena.

She did like nme."

"I'f she was pretty . Wel dei n sounded conf used.

| really didn't want to explain, but | sighed and went on. "I found her attractive. She was
capabl e and bright. That just nmade it worse."

"So you left her for duty?" Yel ena asked. "How noble

"No." My voice was cold, but I couldn't help it. "I left because | had a job to do, and because
| realized there was soneone else still in ny heart, and because ..." | broke off. Wat | would
have sai d woul d have sounded unforgivably ponpous. So | shut up. It was probably true, but it was
arrogant.

This time all three exchanged know ng gl ances, and things were even worse.

"\What about the goddaughter?"

"I found her a good-Ilooking and tal ented husband who | oved her, and provided a dowy, and we
both cried Iike hell."

That shut themup, but | felt petty about it as we packed the horses for the com ng day's ride.
Finally, | stepped over to Yelena. "lI'msorry. | didn't nean . "

She smled, as softly as | had seen her snmile, and touched ny armbriefly. "Don't be. It's good
to see that great order-masters are human, that they |ove, and rmake mi stakes."

| shook ny head. "I'mnot a great order-master.”

Yel ena swung onto her brown gelding. "Then there are none."

| pondered that as | clinbed onto Gairloch. Perhaps that was the problem that there sinply
were no great order-nasters to conbat the great chaos-masters like Antonin. Then | frowned. A
sinmple solution, too sinple. And sinple and easy answers were al nost al ways w ong.

By mid-norning, the feeling of inpending chaos was stronger, nuch stronger, and not receding.

The road had not been used in some tine, except for a single rider whose prints appeared now

and again in the sheltered spots in the clay. How |l ong since the prints had been nmade, | could not
tell. Nor could Yel ena.

"We have not had a great rain since sunmer." She pursed her |ips.

| could feel the energy ahead, perhaps as near as over the next hill-crest.

Over head, heavy gray clouds rolled.
Thurummm . .
No rain fell as we rode up the especially-steep hill.

"Stop," | said, feeling the chaos pressure. "There's sonething ahead."

"Armed nen?"

"No." | sent ny perceptions forward, but could only detect a small hunp in the road, sonehow
tied down with chaos. Nothing else. "I think it's all right for now"

The hunp was a body, or what was left of it.

Yel ena rode alnost up to the figure, then disnounted, standing back from face-down renains.
"Qutlier's belt."

"Careful . . . there's chaos there."

The sub-of ficer nodded. "I know. W' ve seen this before." She drew her sword and touched the
body. A bright blue spark flashed against the steel. She glanced at ne. "That's another trick of
the white wi zards."

Even fromwhere Gairloch and | had stopped, the heat fromthe spark nonentarily warnmed the
chill noontinme air.

She used the sword to |l ever the body over onto its back. The Kyphran soldier's face was a
charred and shattered nass-the target of a fireball thrown by Antonin or Sephya or sone other
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chaos-wi zard.

I coul d guess what happened. The outlier had been lured or charned this far out and then
dest royed

"Chaos fed on him Too bad we can't feed on chaos. W'd never go hungry any nore.
to Weldein. "Let's take care of this. Not much tine, but there are stones there."

In the end, all of us created a cairn by the side of the deserted road.

As we renounted, Yelena's remark got ne thinking. In a way, chaos fed on chaos. The stronger
Antoni n becane, the nore he coul d destroy, which increased the anpbunt of chaos in Candar. In the
whole world, really. If the old nmasters were right, increased chaos had to be bal anced sonmewhere
with increased order.

| swal l owed hard. If what | thought was true was in fact true, Talryn and the Brotherhood had a
lot to answer for, one hell of a |ot.

That didn't resolve ny particular problem Wile | was getting stronger, Justen had been right.
It was a slow process. Antonin could literally tear holes in nountains and buil dings and i nfect
whol e cavalry troops with chaos. It would be years, if ever, before |I could confront Antonin
directly-and that wouldn't help Krystal or the autarch, or the people of either Gllos or Kyphros.

Justen's nethod was clear. He kept reinforcing | owlevel order everywhere around Antonin, from
healing in Jellico to sheep-ranching in Montgren. That order linmted the indirect spillover of
chaos and protected nost of the innocents. Just as clear was the fact that Antonin was willing to
let all of that lowlevel order build up, because it allowed himto increase his powers. Wich, in
turn, let Justen exercise his powers .

I rubbed ny tenples with ny fingertips. Was the whole thing an exercise in circles? Was any
wi zard, white or black, really being honest about it? Was this the reason why no one had answered
t he questions behind nmy questions?

"What now, order-master?"

| understood. Now she had the reason to be dismi ssed- and Krystal needed themin the Northeast
nmore than | needed them here.

"This is as far as you go, sub-officer. This is where chaos starts."

"Are you sure?"

| nodded, wanting to ensure that all of themcarried the sanme nessage back. "I can't protect
you and search for the white w zard, not w thout endangering us all. | thank you for the escort,
for the conmpany, and for your understanding."

"Thank you, ser."

"Thank you . "

Yel ena hel d back a nmonment when the other two turned their nmounts. "W'd like to see you again
ser." Then, the hardness returned to her face, as the discipline reasserted itself.

| watched the three until they were out of sight, checking to make sure no chaos waited for
them but | could detect none-not in that direction

Toward the Westhorns-that was anot her question. Supposedly, the old road should cross the
wi zards' road before too |long. Supposedly . . . but things never quite turned out as they were
supposed to. And when they did, | was finding that | w shed they hadn't.

A cold wind blew fromnnowhere, alnost nore in nmy nmind than across that high slope where | began
the last, solitary part of nmy quest-if quest were what it was. Wiy was | traveling a near-
abandoned road toward a wi zard who had swatted me aside like a fly the last tinme we had net? Wat
did | think that I could possibly acconplish when Talryn or Justen had been able to do nothi ng?

Then again, had they really tried? Wwo was telling the truth? O was anyone?

| shivered, but Gairloch |ifted his head, as if to say we should get on with it.

She noti oned

LXI'V

ANOTHER FI VE KAYS beyond the hill where | had hel ped bury the unnamed and unknown Kyphran
outlier and where | had separated frommny escort, barely into the edge of the foothills, the old
road crossed the w zards' road.

| didn't even have to look for illusions. | did cast ny perceptions around and found traces of
ol der chaos, indicating that, at one tinme, sone nagic had been cast to cloak the road. That had
been seasons, if not years, earlier. | shivered. That Antonin saw no reason to hide his road was
chilling initself.

The unnatural valley ran straight east and west, and the trace of coach wheels ran straight and
true down the center of the road. Hoofprints, recent ones, flanked the wheel traces.
| took a deep breath. Suddenly, | had to ask nmyself what | was doing in the niddle of a
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wi | derness | ooking for a chaos-master. | didn't have an answer.
Instead, still damming myself for a fool, | turned Gairloch onto that clay-covered and white-
paved road and threw ny senses ahead of ne. Then, renenbering what | had done earlier, | used the

shield that reduced the ability of a chaos-naster to discern the order | represented. That shield
left us fully visible, but the greater danger was from white magicians, not fromordinary or even
chaos-touched sol di ers.

In the distance, actually into the Westhorns thensel ves, there was another |urking nass of
chaos energy, but nothing nearby. Nothing-not wild pigs, not goats, and definitely not people.
About what one woul d expect around an isolated wi zards' road. For now, that was fine with ne.

Even on Gairl och, as opposed to a coach, riding on the even surface was consi derably speedi er
than on the old road from Kyphrien. Despite what | recalled fromny conversations with Justen,
found it hard to believe that the wi zards' road coul d have | asted so | ong. Then again, only the
road and the heavy stone bridges had really endured, and Justen had said that the construction had
been done by honest stonemasons reinforced with black order-nasters, before . . . sonething had
happened.

Once again, | hadn't quite gotten the whole story.

By twilight, we had traveled nearly into the | ower reaches of the Wsthorns thensel ves, and
those | ower nountains |ooned so high into the western sky that we had ridden the entire late
afternoon in shadow. Their distant pinnacles glittered with reflected light, a cruel white that
made the peaks a fitting hone for chaos.

Not that | had wanted to ride poor Gairloch as long as | had, but it was twlight before there
was a canyon away fromthe road that had water, and was passabl e enough for us to get well clear
of the wi zards' way itself.

We struggl ed up a rock-and-grass slope, around a bend, and behi nd anot her boul der before |I felt
we were renoved enough from casual scrutiny.

Whheeee . . . eeee . . . @Girloch was nuzzling at the saddl ebags even before | had them of f.
H s nose was wet-and cold fromthe brook water that felt like liquid ice.

"Don't drink any nore," | snapped. Alot of really cold water woul dn't do hi m much good.

I even touched himand let ny feelings run through his system He either hadn't drunk that nuch
or could handle it. Still, | worried; but then, I was worrying about everything.

He took the grain cake as soon as it appeared, alnmost including ny fingers in the first greedy
bite.

"Girloch!"

He didn't pay nuch attention, but |I hadn't really expected that he woul d.

After dried fruit, travel bread, and the last of the white cheese, | laid out the bedroll under
an overhang. The sky was clear, the stars sparkling like faraway lanterns in the bl ackness; a
chill wind whistled dowmn the canyon. | slept inside the bedroll

The streamgurgled, and | slept-in a way. | dreanmed that | was refereeing a fencing nmatch
bet ween Krystal and a white knight, except that the white knight was Antonin, and he kept throw ng
fireballs at nme, and | aughing. Every tinme he threw a fireball, Krystal |ooked at me and stopped

fencing, and he would slash her on her blade arm until her armwas dripping red. The dream seened
to last all night, and | woke in cold sweats, although the dawn was filled with ice. Frost covered
the grass, and a thin layer of rinme ice covered even the fast-noving waters of the brook

The season wasn't quite winter, and in the | ow Westhorns it was col der than the col dest of days

in Recluce, or nost days in Kyphrien, | suspected.

Wheeee . . . @Girloch's breath was a white cl oud.

"I"'mgetting up.”

Wien | started noving, | was warm enough, though

After giving Gairloch a little grain and letting himgraze on the sparse grass, | did ny own
munching on the remaining dried apples fromBrettel. My supplies were |low, probably |less than an
ei ght-day of trail food, but one way or another, | wouldn't need nore than that.

The appl es weren't enough, and | opened the wax on the | ast package of cheese, a brick yellow
cheese harder and less tasty than the white. The trail bread helped, but | linmted what | ate and

repacked the rest.

Then-careful ly-1 reached out with my senses to the wizards' road. It was as deserted as the
ni ght before, with no sign of use.

Long before the sun cleared the hills behind us, -Gairloch and | were riding deeper into the
West horns, deeper along the narrow and artificial valley.

In tinme, having seen nothing unusual, and having sensed not hi ng beyond the traces of chaos on
the road, we began to near the nass of chaos-energies | had first sensed the afternoon before,
sonewhere on the other side of an even narrower gap in the huge rock wall that,, except for the
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path of the w zards' road, seened to block any westward passage

Wheeee. Gairloch tossed his head, as if in warning.

Ahead, the pass opened wide in the norning sun, the sun that warnmed ny back, grassy sl opes
rising gently, then ending abruptly on both sides against the rock and crags that distinguished
the Westhorns fromthe | esser nmountains of Candar. The pass was avoi ded by al nost everyone-t hat
much was clear fromthe gravel and clay that held only the traces of Antonin's passage. A few |l ow
thornberries and scrub ash bushes grew al ongside the road, with its unvarying width of nore than
fifteen cubits.

In casting ny perceptions ahead, | could sense nothing. Nothing. Not even rock, or trees.

"Hellfire ..." | muttered, realizing what that neant.

Antonin couldn't distort what | saw, but he could prevent ny sensing anything at all, except
for the feel of chaos itself. That neant there was sonething to sense.

Just for the hell of it, | would have liked to create a good .solid thunderstorm but wth
chaos ahead, using the energy wasn't a good idea. Besides, while | still resented Justen's
coments about frivolity becom ng chaos, | had listened. And | couldn't think of an orderly reason

for the rain. Had there been an artificially-caused drought, use of nmy talents to create rain
m ght enhance order. WMaybe.

Wheeee . . . uhhhh . . . wheeee

Gairloch's protest jerked ny head back toward the road that slowy rose before us for perhaps
anot her kay. Studying the few trees, scraggly conifers and pines growing at helter-skelter
intervals fromout of the knee-high mountain grass, | could see nothing |lurking around or behind
them Nor was anything visible on the upslope before us.

Ri ght-handed, | flicked the reins. "Come on. W really don't have anywhere else to go, old
fell ow "

Wiheee.
"No, we don't." | extended nmy left hand toward the staff, still safe and waiting in the saddle
hol der. "Oooo . . ." The subjective heat flashed to ny fingers even before they reached the bl ack

| orken of ny staff.
Sonet hing was definitely waiting over the crest of the road.
| wiped ny forehead, suddenly sweating in the cold glare of the winter sun

Wieeee . . . eee . . .

"I know. There are evil types in front of us.”

Again, | tried to sense what lay over the hill-crest before nme, whatever it was that Girloch
disliked. Al | could feel was a sense of heat, of the fire that was Antonin's tradenarKk.

I glanced at the hillside to the left and right of the road. Did | really have to keep to it?

A qui ck survey answered that question. Al those short and gently-slopi ng meadows ended in
piles of junmbled rock at the base of rocky slopes that woul d have taxed a nountai n sheep

| |1 ooked again, realizing belatedly what had happened, shaking ny head as | did. Once the pass
had been a standard narrow gap-or just a solid wall of rock. Then, someone, sonething, a long tine
ago, perhaps as far back as when Candar had been united under the Wzards of Fairhaven, had
.blasted through. Not only had they built the wi zards' road, but they had rearranged the entire
geogr aphy.

Maybe, just maybe, Magi stra Trehonna had been right. | definitely didn't like that thought.

Wth the help of the weather and tinme, the sheer facings had crunbl ed, |eaving what seened a
narrow natural ravine running into the Westhorns. But any crumnbl ed rock had been periodically
renoved fromthe road surface. Under Gairloch's hooves was the sane white road surface-the sane
wi zar d- stone-that paved the streets of Frven

Not that any of that exactly hel peo" as Girloch and | proceeded toward the crest of the pass,
toward that narrow gap in the sheer stone wall that towered hundreds of cubits upward.

Wheeee

On the edge of the hard surface lay a brownish square, the tattered remains of a pack or
sonmet hing, and, in the higher grass behind . . . fragnents of white. | swall owed.

Wheeeee . . . eeeee . . . @Girloch's steps skittered.

"I know." 1 chucked the reins again and | ooked up

Ahead, arrayed a hal f-kay ahead, blocking the entrance to the narrow pass, was a troop. A white-
clad, white-faced wi zard troop of warriors . . . soldiers ... at least they all had weapons that

glinted in the near-noon sun

I wiped ny forehead again with the back of ny sleeve.

In front of the silent, ghost-white apparitions rode a kni ght on-what el se-a white horse. The
horse, over four cubits at the shoulder, stood there in the sunlight. Neither the horse's netal
breast pl ate nor the knight's unburnished plate arnor reflected the sunlight. Knights had never
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enj oyed much success, except in service of chaos, because that much plate was a wonderful place in
which to concentrate fire. O course, this knight had probably served chaos far |onger than he had
ever wanted to.

A dammed knight. In nore ways than one, | knew. Behind himwaited a pack of arned figures, not
exactly nmen. Unhappily, each of those figures carried a sword which glinted and | ooked razor-
shar p.

The knight's hel nmet visor was down, and he carried a | ance pointed in ny direction. The |ance
| ooked to be a solid pole with a glistening white tip-chaos-tipped, if you will.

M of the predictability of Antonin's tactics did not nake them | ess effective.

The white horse lifted one hoof, then another, carrying the silent knight toward ne at an even
pace, no spring in his steps, and no wavering. The kni ght said nothing.

"Easy ..."

The white-haired, white-faced, white-clothed figures began to wal k al so, their armor creaking
i ke unoiled doors, without rhythm w thout order, their swords al nbst flapping to an unseen and
unheard breeze.

Wheee . . . Girloch kept noving, if slowy.
"I know. It wasn't exactly ny idea, either."
Farther ahead in the grass to the right of the road were sone nore white fragnents. | glanced

fromthe ghosts to the bones and the tattered |l eathers. My eyes scanned the rest of the high
grass, glinpsing a few other remants of other travelers.

The bones were real. So not all of the figures could be illusions; but were they all real? My
senses didn't say, because the blankness that enclosed the pass ahead foiled that. Still ...
grinned, half-scared, half-elated, and flicked the reins, then dropped themon the saddle,
grabbing the staff with both hands as Gairloch trotted toward the knight and | bounced along with
hi m

The knight's lance came up slowy, alnost as if drawn toward the staff, the white tip glinting
inthe light, red behind the white of chaos.

Whhhhsttt... Aline of fire flewtoward ne, spattering off ny staff.

Thunpedy, thunp . . . Girloch carried ne toward the | ance.

Wihhhsssttt . . . The second fire-line curved toward us, again spraying around ne

Thunk . . . thunk ... | knocked the slow noving | ance aside, then struck the rear flank of the
whi te horse

Hssssttt.

Hol ding the staff in ny left hand, | grabbed the reins and yanked Gairloch to a halt. Like a
snuf fed candl e, the other white apparitions had vani shed, |eaving only the kni ght and horse-which
as | watched, sagged into a heap on the road, dwindling in size until only a pile of copper arnor
remai ned; that, and a | ong wooden [ ance with a still-sharpened tip.

The dead zone remai ned, and | could sense nothing, except with ny eyes. Nor could | hear
anything, no bird calls, no whistle of the wind, not the slightest of insect chirps or whines.

"Cone on ... let's get noving."

Gairloch didn't object as we rode into the narrow space. My eyes flicked fromone snooth wal
to the other, fromthe smooth stone in front of me to the cliff edges above, to the sky over that.
Al it would take woul d be one large falling rock-there was nowhere to go.

Then, again, if Antonin bl ocked the road, he would only have to unblock it, and who but an
i di ot would chall enge the ghost horde?

I | ooked back and shivered. Slowy, a nmist was building around the copper arnor.

"Let's keep noving."

A lot of energy had been used to set up that defense, and all | had done was to bypass it; not
even contain it, just get through it.

Once the high rock walls dropped away on each side, so did ny inability to sense what | mnight
not see. Girloch had carried ne nearly a kay further into the Wsthorns.

Again, | glanced back, but the knight was out of sight. So was the white horde. But they were
wai ting, mndlessly, for the next travelers.

The beauty of the defense was that what happened didn't nmatter. Sone people died. Sone escaped,
but the deaths and the tales of those who did escape added to Antonin's strength and people's
desire to keep as far away fromthe haunted road as possible. Wth war between Gall os and Kyphros,
who was about to send enough talent and force to clean up an unused w zards' road?

Yeee- ahh .

The vulcrow s ugly call reninded nme to stop wool gathering and start concentrating again.

| did. That was a m stake, because | asked nyself what | was doing on the road in the first
pl ace, or the second place, for that matter. Antonin had brushed nme aside |like nothing. And if ny
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dreans were to be trusted, he had even trapped Tanra, who had been far warier and nore capabl e

than I. So what was | doing riding toward his stronghol d?
"What am | doi ng?" | repeated out |oud.
Wheeee . . . uhhh . . . That was Gairloch's only reply, but he kept putting one foot in front

of the other, as if he had no choice.

Maybe that was the answer, the only answer. Wth all the deaths, and all the sacrifices, maybe
| really didn't have much choice either. | didn't |ike that thought, either, since it nade ny
stomach tighten up, and that neant | did have a choice.

Somre choice-cut and run like all the other black nasters had for so long; or, probably, get
incinerated by the greatest white wizard in generations. That was a choice of being a live
hypocrite like Talryn or a dead hero |like that poor Kyphran outlier

"Wonderful choices ..." | muttered under ny breath.

Yeee-ahh . . . answered the nearby vul crow.

| gl anced up.

In the cloudl ess winter blue sky north of where | rode, two other vulcrows swept in slow w de
circles.

Once again, the road stretched ahead down a narrow valley, straight for at |east another two
kays before it began a gentle turn toward the right, northward.

The nountain grass beside the road was all brown, but | saw no nore horses as Girloch carried
me toward the wide curve and | followed the grooved coach traces back toward Antonin.

M d- nor ni ng cane and passed. | rode silently along the slowy-rising road, a road so dry that
only a few stunted bushes and-patches of nountain grass grew. A road so silent that the occasiona
screech of the single vulcrow that foll owed us, and the sound of Gairloch's hooves, were the only
sounds echoi ng between those rocky walls.

The pair of vulcrows renained circling behind us and to the north, but the one continued to

follow us. | knew why, but doing anything about it woul d have been stupid. The | ess capable
Antoni n thought | was, the better

Bef ore noon, | stopped at the first water, a brook barely a cubit w de. Gairloch appreciated
the water, cold as it was. | did also, and fed himsone grain cake, not nuch, and |l et himbrowse
on the scattered roadside grass. | appreciated the yell ow cheese and travel bread, though they
wer e sustenance and not nmuch nore. Eating beat starving. | threw a norsel toward the vul crow that

perched on the rocks on the far side of the road.
For a tine, the bread |lay on the grass untouched. Then, with a rush, the scavenger swooped down
and bore it back to its rock perch.

After saluting the black-feathered creature, | continued slicing and eating cheese. |'d never
been the type to tear it right off the block
The silence continued, and | wanted to talk, even to the vulcrow Instead, | packed away ny

remai ning travel food, filled the water bottle, and clinmbed back on Gairloch

The rock walls flanking the road seened to get whiter and deader, and the silence increased.
Not even insects chirped, and the only living things were a vulcrow, a pony, and a damed i diot.
In the high distance, the cold reflection of the high Westhorns glittered.

| kept riding.

Until | found the gates.

At first glance, the valley continued as it had for all too many kays, long, narrow, straight,
and dry, the clay-covered white pavenent stretching out before me. On the north side, there was a
dip in the high rocky walls, and the grassy stretch that |led to the near-sheer rock was nearly
flat.

I blinked and | ooked again, sensing the illusion. Behind the apparent grass and rock |ay
anot her narrow passage. Unlike the road, the rock walls of this entrance were not timeworn and
snoot h, but sharp and clear, and the inprint of chaos was far nore recent.

As Gairloch stood there, reined to a halt, | studied the reality behind the image, wondering if
anyt hing created by chaos could be said to represent reality.

The passage t hrough solid rock was not that |ong, perhaps fifty cubits, and the rockface
t hrough which it had been cut was far shorter than nost of the valley walls, less than thirty
cubits above the road at the highest. Still, to destroy that nmass of rock was inpressive.

M dway into the passage were two heavy white-oak gates, their hinge brackets nortared into the
rock itself. Both gates were cl osed.

Bl ocking the illusion from Girloch, | nudged himforward. To any bystander, we would have
appeared to walk into solid rock.

No chaps-forces touched the gates themnmsel ves, save for a &&thin link across them A heavy but
sinmple latch kept themclosed. Wiile |I could have rerouted that thin link and opened the gates
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wi thout breaking it, | did not. After all, what sinple blackstaffer would have known that?

As | opened the latch, a spark flew, but nothing el se happened.

Girloch and | rode through, and | disnmounted and re-closed the gates. Sinple courtesy.

Once through the passage, the road ran between two treel ess and rocky hills, then sloped down
to a rock-strewn plain stretching for half a kay toward a towering and shimering white cliff that
hel d swirling chaos-energies, and gl owed even under the noon sun. Beneath the cliff was a castle,

conposed of a stone house and a wall. The white stone house, barely visible to ne even fromthe
top of the hill, nust have stood at least a full three stories high, with a white tile roof.
Around the house ran a wall of white granite, merging with the cliff at each end.

| shivered. | really wasn't sure | wanted to be there. In fact,.l knew | didn't, but |I'd backed
mysel f into my own particular corner. How could | not try to stop Antonin after all | had said and
seen? How | coul d possibly succeed was anot her question

After another shiver, | |ooked down at the castle.

No doubt about it-the structure was inpressive, but it was small, smaller than | woul d have

t hought for a chaos-naster of Antonin's standing, and sinple. No towers, just a sheer wall jutting
out fromthe flat cliff rising behind it, pierced by a single visible gate. A narrow ravi ne, too
deep to see the bottomfromthe entrance road where | sat upon Gairloch, and too raw to have been
natural ly caused, separated the castle and its walls fromthe nore recently created w zards' road
that | had followed fromthe original w zards' way.

Beside the newer road that |led fromthe sharp-cleft rock passage and the castle gates ran a
narrow brook, and a few patches of grass sprouted here and there. | disnobunted, not wanting to
bring Gairloch into that castle. Again, | could not explain why. | did not unsaddle him but |eft
himfree to browse in the shaded area by the brook

Then | took the staff and began the wal k along the sunlit road between the two hills and down
toward the castle.

Once | was hal fway down the hill, | could see a sinple railed and wooden span crossed the
ravine, a span scarcely nore than a rod in length. It was not a drawbridge, but a plain wooden
structure, probably of heavy pine that could be easily fired with chaos-energies.

The castle itself could have been taken within a few days by a conpetent arny-provided the
castle's master were not a chaos-master, and provided that any arny could have been coaxed into
the Westhorns to begin wth.

I shivered. The whol e place was even nore forbidding than Frven, nore desol ate than the patch
of desert created between Gall os and Kyphros by Antonin's reckl ess use of chaos supposedly on
behal f of the prefect, but clearly for Antonin's own benefit.

Not a single banner flew fromthe white castle. Not a single plume of snoke drifted fromthe
ei ght chi meys, yet the heavy white-oak gate was open and the road ran straight fromthe gap in
the hills to the ravine and the bridge to the castle.

Li ke a perfect painting, the castle sat framed by the high cliff and the ravine.

| shivered again, wondering why | was even trying. Then | thought of the naneless outlier, with
her bl asted face, and the beheaded bl ond soldier on the prefect's wall, the fountain of chaos,
and, nore inportant, the snugness of the Brotherhood, building isolated order, using Antonin as he
used Justen.

There was one other factor-1 had been used, just as Jus-ten had. It was the only thing that
made sense. By fighting the prefect, ny attenpts at order had led to greater disorder and greater
conflict between Gallos and Kyphros. No wonder | had been unnolested until | left. | had done
exactly what Antonin wanted. | alnost retched right there on that dry and barren road, wondering
at the sanme time why | had to have been so dammed sl ow and st upi d.

Instead, | straightened ny steps and marched onward toward the ravine and the bridge across it,
guessing that the |onger before | had to raise a shield, the better. | did let ny perceptions
sense the area around nme, to alert me if Antonin should begin to nmass forces agai nst ne.

| had t hought about ringing the castle with a bal ance barrier, but traveling the ravine and
climbing the hill would have been difficult w thout using order-mastery to bridge sone of the
gaps, and that use of order would have spelled out ny presence like fireworks in the night sky.

Not to nmention nmy abilities. And even had | been able to create that large a barrier, it would
have failed ny purpose.

I needed to get to Antonin face-to-face, and | suspected that he would let nme, if only to get
an explanation of how | had eluded himthus far. That was a ganble, but not a big one. Besides,
really didn't have nmuch choi ce.

So step by step | wal ked downhill, further from Gairloch with each stride, closer to the hidden
fires that shinmered behind each stone of the white castle, closer to the fears that threatened to
paral yze ny spi ne.

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%...5€%2010%20-%20The%20Magic%200f%20Recluse.txt (204 of 216) [5/22/03 12:48:20 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesi tt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62010%20-%20The%20M agi c%200f%20Recl use.txt

LXV

NOT ONE SQUL-not even a denon-|ooked fromthe enpty parapets as ny feet scuffed the white stone
of the road that arrowed straight for the white-oak bridge and the open gate beyond.

Wth each step a puff of white dust rose, then fell, in the noonday stillness. Not a breath of
air carried down that narrow valley, and the winter day felt like a bone-dry sunmer afternoon. The
i ce- and snowtipped peaks of the Westhorns glittered like glass on their heights to ny left, as
indifferent as to what m ght happen as they had been to the rise and fall of Frven or the honest
and deadly strategy of Recluce.

Thud, My first step on the wooden span reverberated |like nuted thunder fromthe narrow ravi ne
bel ow, all red rocks, needl e-pointed and razor-edged. At |east there weren't any bones, not that |
coul d see

Tharooom. . . thud . . . tharooom. . . Walking the white fir was wal ki ng across a nassive
drum Antonin's coach nust have vied with the real thunder when it runbled across his bridge.

Tharummm . . .

Creaaakkkkk . . . The heavy wooden gate, set on nassive bronze hinges, eased open even nore
wi dely as | watched

No one appeared. No thing appeared, either, but | could feel the creatures of chaos beyond that
open gat e-red-sparked and dead-white beings that made the lingering denons of Frven seem nerely
pl aintive.

My fingers were slippery on ny staff, and | wanted to wi pe the sweat off ny forehead. Not al
of that danpness was fromthe heat.

Tharuum . . . thunp, thuuuud. . . The drum echoes of the bridge told nme that nmy steps were not
exactly even, or ordered. | repressed a laugh, but why |I thought it was funny | couldn't say.
Creakkkkk . . . The solid oak gate opened wide to the courtyard beyond the wall, and to the

mai n floor wi ndows, all casenents, and all open to let in air and light. No figures appeared
anywhere, even as ny feet again touched the solid white stone beyond the bridge and outside the
gate. Again, | could feel the unseen chaos-energies swirling around the courtyard.

I swal | owed and stepped up to the gate.

"Hell o the castle." The stone swallowed nmy words, rather than echoing them

No answer.

I | ooked around the gate, let ny feelings sweep the courtyard, but the space was vacant. Not
cl oaked, the way the white knight had been, but vacant. | took one step up to the gate, and
another around it. My feet carried ne past the gate, and | | ooked back. The heavy oak structure

remai ned on its hinges-open

The white-paved courtyard, less than thirty cubits square, was enpty and bare, except for a
mount i ng bl ock designed for a carriage, and a carved design above the doorway of the carriage-
entrance. The open wi ndows were hinged open slightly beyond the roof line.

Li ke the castle gate, the doorway above the carriage steps beckoned.

Bot h of its unadorned, gol d-varni shed doubl e doors stood ajar. A glint of bronze told ne that
they, too, were set with bronze hinges

Even with ny feelings extended, | could sense nothing living nearby, just the swirling chaos-
energi es, a deeper underlying chaos, and a greater and a | esser concentration of living white fire
on the fl oor above. That fire had to be Antoni n-and sone other white w zard.

Thrap! Thrap! | banged the heavy brass knocker far harder than necessary, and the sound echoed
into the corridors beyond the doors.

This time | waited. One did not enter the domain of chaos totally uninvited. Standing there-
staff in hand, shifting nmy weight fromone foot to the other-1 w ped the sweat off ny forehead
with the back of ny sleeve, still marveling at the unseasonabl e heat, and wondering if the castle
were an extension of chaos, or of the demons' hell itself.

I swal | owed, then began to exam ne the stone around ne, and the wood of the doors outside which
| waited.

Uncle Sardit woul d have frowned. Even Bostric woul d have frowned. The nitering on the pane
edges was rough, with gaps big enough to slip a knife through. The spaces between the frane and
the stone were even wider, as if hurriedly installed, or by poor crafters indeed. The gol den
var ni sh had been sl opped on, in sone places actually showi ng where rai sed gl obs had dried, without
even a sanding or a second coat.

Al though | did not know stonework, the sanme careless finishing was evident there as well, wth
bl ocks joined and held in place by nortar of differing thicknesses, rather than having the nortar
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as a sealant for solid and well-fitted stones.

Thrap! | knocked agai n.

Cick . . . dick . . . click . . . The steps were slow, |like water dripping froma | eaky
shower. Had | even seen a shower since Recluce?

click ...

A thin footman not nuch taller than ny shoul der stood and opened the left door fully, stepping
back as he did so. Hs hair and skin were white, as were his jacket, boots, and trousers. The
whites of his eyes were reddish-tinted. Only his pupils were bl ack

"The master bids you wel conme." Hoarse and mechanical, his voice sounded as though | were the
first person to whom he had spoken since he died. Then again, maybe he only | ooked dead. Although
he might be alive, he bore no energy save chaos, and without it he would have ceased to be. That
in itself was another paradox-pointing out that even chaos-masters had to use sone order

"I would like to see him"

Wt hout another word, the white footman turned and started down the w de white marbl e hall way
and toward a set of circular stairs.

Click. Behind us, the doors closed.

| grasped the staff, knowing its confort was short-lived, and followed the footman to the grand
staircase

Once nore | was di sappointed in the worknmanship, especially to see such a well-proportioned and
superior design flawed in execution, with colums nore than fractionally off-center and stone
joints with thunmb-wi dth gaps instead of hair-thin lines. Everywhere lingered the hint of a white
haze, a dust not quite dust that did not exactly settle on the unevenly-polished narble floors.

Anot her | ack bothered nme, but not until | was halfway up the circular staircase did | observe
the lack of wall decorations-no paintings, no wall hangings, not even any carpeting.

The whol e castl e reeked of being unfinished, clearly finished as it was. The |lack of order?
wonder ed, but kept pace with the silent footman.

At the top of the staircase, he turned |left for several steps before stopping at a cl osed
doorway that seened to | ead back toward the front of the castle.

Cr eakkkk .

Gak doors should not creak, not well-nade doors, but those of the white wizard did. | shook ny
head, then followed the footman inside.

As | entered, | glanced up at the vaulted ceiling, supported by white oak tinbers set tw ce as

cl ose together as would be needed for a normal structure. A faint smle tugged at my lips.

Li ke the rest of the castle, the great roomwas white-white narble floors, whitened granite
wal | s, and white-oak franm ng and doors. The inside wall-the one containing the poorly-fitted
doubl e doors through which | had been conduct ed-was of white-oak paneling, and not the best,
either. Even w thout |ooking closely, | could see the small lines showing that the nmitering and
joins were often not flush

My nose tickled, perhaps fromthe white dust that ny boots had raised as | wal ked into the
room At the north end of the roomtowered a whitened granite chimmey, fronted by a white marble
hearth. A small pile of ashes lay on the stones, but there were no andirons, grates, or screens,
and the ashes were col d.

The inside wall, the one of white oak, bore no pictures, no decorations save the paneling
itself, although a half-dozen wall brackets bore unlit white-brass lanterns. Identical |anterns
were affixed between the casenents of the long floor-to-ceiling wi ndows that punctuated the
outside wall. Each w ndow, conposed of perhaps twenty di anond-shaped | eaded panes with an anber
tint, opened on pivot bars hidden in the top and bottom of the white-oak franes. Even with all the
wi ndows open to the air, the amber tint of the glass cast a golden glow on the room Despite the
open wi ndows, the air bore a hint of ash

At the south end of the roomwas the only furniture-a nodest circul ar white-oak table about
four cubits across, surrounded by five matching chairs with gol den cushions. Against the wall were
two serving tables of white oak. The | eft one bore a tray of covered di shes.

At the table sat two figures

The silent white footman marched until we were al nost at the table, bowed, then departed,
| eaving ne standing there, staff in hand. Wth his reddened eyes, his gaunt and pallid face, his
lank white hair, and his jerky gait, he |looked like a marionette-the white wi zard' s puppet.

Antoni n and t he dark-hai red worman- Sephya-1 ooked up fromthe table, the ever-present white oak
under a gol den varni sh. Steamrose fromtheir plates.

"Wuld you care to join us?" H's voice was pleasant, as if | were an old acquai ntance maki ng a
soci al call.

| smled politely, just as | had been taught to do, but my stonmach twi sted at even that
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deception.

"Not if phrased quite that way, nobst acconplished of white wizards." | bowed. Bow ng didn't
bot her ne. He was acconpli shed-no questi ons about that.

"The young fellow has respect, Sephya. You nust pernmit himthat." Antonin took a bite fromhis
pl ate after he spoke.

"He has manners, nmy lord. Those are not quite the sane as respect.'
not subservient . . . and vaguely faniliar

| turned toward the wonan, studying her directly. Apparently-dark hair, but not even shoul der-
| ength, eyes whose color seened to shift between gray and bl ue, and a pal e conpl exi on. Beneath
that ... | swallowed, and forced ny thoughts el sewhere.

One problemat a tine.

"He is also perceptive." She took a sip fromthe glass goblet. "A shade dangerous. He mi ght
even have been a worthy adversary, were he not so inpetuous."

| swal | owed again, realizing that she was delicately trying to get nme angry, in such a way that
I wouldn't realize exactly what she was doing. "You do nme too nuch honor, ny |lady."

"She is known for that," added the white wizard. His voice bore an edge. "You haven't exactly
expl ai ned why you narched down ny roads and up to ny doorstep. O a few other mnor
i nconveni ences, either." He arched one eyebrowthe right one-and | had to admire that little
trick.

| shrugged. What could | explain? That | had decided to destroy hin? | decided to say nothing

Hi s eyes seened to grow whiter as he watched nme, but | |ooked beyond him trying to neasure the
chaos that centered, as nuch as chaos could center anywhere, within and around the room

"You' ve provided an interesting puzzle, blackstaffer. You could be rather helpful in sone
ways." The white wizard snmiled and lifted his arm A snmall fireball appeared between the thunb and
forefinger of his right hand. "Perhaps you would like to |learn the workings of fire? Bringing
greater know edge to nmanki nd?"

My skin itched, and the roomfelt darker, though the sky outside was as blue as ever and the
golden light still filled the room

"To all people?" | forced a | augh, which was hard, because ny throat was as dry as a desert.

"You cane to nme. You are seeking answers, after all." The fireball vanished as he |lowered his
hand, pushed back the chair, and stood.

| did not smle, but took a deep breath. Antonin was not quite as tall as | was, and his arns

Her voi ce was deferenti al

were still the knobby arnms of a merchant. | stepped back and | ooked toward the wall of w ndows,
wondering absently if Gairloch were still waiting patiently beyond the two rocky hills that
flanked Antonin's private road. "I did," | finally admtted.

"For what? The answers that frightened Recluce refuses to share? Or the power that belongs to
all true seekers of know edge?" Hi s voice had softened, nellowed, filled with the sound of
r easonabl eness.

"Recl uce has no fear of you, or of nme." As | said the words, the chill | felt fromtheir truth,
fromm stomach not turning, alnost had ne shivering.

"I ndeed? Then it must be true, if you say so. Yet you hesitate in joining us in the search for
the answers that Recluce hides fromall the world?"

"I"'mnot sure that a wizard's seeking answers entitles himto receive them any nore than a
ruler's starting a war entitles himto victory." My words were a stupid response, tunbling out
al nost t hought!l essly.

Antonin frowned. He had noved a step or so closer as we had spoken

"He seens sonewhat reluctant to pledge his service to you." Sephya's |augh was hard, and the
sound tore at nmy chest. "Or even to carry out his own quest for answers."

| nodded toward her, trying not to take ny eyes fromthe white w zard.

"Do you wish to enter the white fell owship?"

"Hardly." | laughed, except the sound resenbl ed choki ng because nmy heart was poundi ng and ny
mout h dry.

"He is brave, Sephya," the white w zard announced. "Brave, but not terribly bright."

| agreed with his assessnent-conpletely.

"So-. . ." Antonin raised his arms. "Let ne show you sone answers."

Whssstttt. ..

A cascade, of fire streanmed from Antonin toward ne.

Instinctively, nmy staff blocked the torrent of flanes that cascaded around nme, blazed bl ackly.

Antonin smled. "A good staff there. But a staff cannot answer your questions.”

VWANNNHHHHHSSSTTTTTTTTT!

Fire fl owed everywhere, and ny ears whistled and rang fromthe blaze that surrounded ne.
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"A very good staff.” He raised his arns once nore.

The theatricality of the gesture irked ne. He scarcely needed to raise his arms. Chaos and
order are nolded by the mnd, not the hands.

UL HHHHHHHHHHHHHS SSSSSSSSSTTT- TTTTTT!

The force of the fire nearly knocked ne off ny feet, driving ne back away fromthe table,
| eaving ne tottering above the stone flooring.

"Are you sure about your decision?" Antonin asked, his voice once nore reasonable, as if he had
not just attenpted to incinerate me. Hi s hands remai ned poi sed. "Know edge bel ongs to those who
seek it, not those who deny it or flee it."

At that point, | acted on faith, not quite sure why | did what | did. Straightening up and
taking my staff in both hands, | brought it down across ny knee. It bent, but did not break, and a
sharp pain ran up ny |eg.

"That's hardly the way," said Antonin nmildly. "Just set it down." He pointed to the stone tiles
by my feet. Fire surrounded him an unseen white blistering flane, and cold red hatred, even as he
stepped toward ne yet another pace.

Casting the staff aside wouldn't be enough-that would just divide what order | possessed. But |
had not been able to break it and nmy leg throbbed frommny failed attenpt. The | orken was tough
And it was finely crafted-Uncle Sardit's best. Yet | knew that the best of tools could be a
crutch, even if a finely-crafted crutch

"Just set it down. The staff hinders your search for answers.'
per suasi ve

I gripped the lorken nore firmy. Mnd over matter? Was that the answer? Wiatever it m ght be,
that seened the only hope.

BREAK-t hat was what | willed as the hard bl ack wood came down across ny knee agai n. BREAK
BREAK . . . BREAK! Crackkkkk

That bl ack | orken that had turned swords, resisted stone, and stopped iron bars-that iron-bound
and indestructible staff-cracked as easily as though it had been a softwood stake. Cool ness -a
bl ack cool ness that quenched the burning with which Antonin's flanes tried to bathe me-fl owed from
the broken ends of the wood, settling in and around ne.

Wthout a word, | cast both pieces of iron-bound black wood at his feet.

Even Antonin's mouth dropped open nonentarily, before he danced back fromthe cold iron on the
bl ack wood.

As he gaped and dodged, | stepped forward, drawing a reflective shield around us, except this
one was inside out, directing outside energies away from us

H's nmouth continued to sag as | turned toward him

"You . "

| WHHHHHHSssss . . .

His fire trickled away against the black coolness | held around nme, and his hands dropped to
his wai st.

He tried -to raise one hand, again, but that shiny dark hair had begun to silver, even in the
instants since the reflective shield had isolated us.

Wihhhssssttt!

Anot her bl ast of fire slashed at me from Sephya, spraying away fromthe shield | had thrown
around Antonin and ne.

dick

Antonin had a short bronze sword in his hand, although winkles were appearing on his face.
Behi nd Antonin, Sephya drew a thin bl ade. She edged toward us.

| dropped down and dived for the floor, grabbing one half of ny broken staff and flinging it at

Antonin's voice was friendly,

Sephya.

C unk!

"Chhh . . . shit . . ." The staff fragnment dropped inside my own shield s edge, bouncing on the
white marble, stopped cold by the tiniest residual order it bore.

G ve nme your energy . . .give it tone. . . Antonin's thoughts clawed at ne, demandi ng the
sense of self | had wapped in the blackness | held.

Now . . . give . . . give

Li ke a vise, his thoughts encircled me, within the circled shield I held.

| amLerris ... | amnme . . . me . . . Just as Justen had taught, | hung on to myself.

Whhsstttt. . . Antonin's fire was barely nore than the fireball in his fingertips earlier, but

it burned at ny face, and | squinted.
Sephya advanced slowy, as if unsure exactly what to do.
Thwi ck!
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Antonin sliced at me with the short sword. | rolled away, getting ny feet under ne,
concentrating on keeping the shield around us both.

Gve! Gve! . . . Like a white hanmer, that demand pounded at ne.

I circled away, concentrating on being Lerris, holding that barrier tight around us.

The chaos-nmaster's hair had turned totally white, and began to fall |ike snow

Hsssttttt! | reel ed backwards, a searing pain across ny shoulders, feeling Iike |I had been
sl ashed from behi nd.

d ank!

"Qooo . . ." Sephya exclainmed. The bl ade she had held lay on the floor, white-hot fromtrying
to pass the shield | held.

Thwi ck.

| skipped sideways, losing part of nmy tunic to the copper blade as Antonin used ny | apse of
attention to strike.

GVE. . . give .

Thwi ckkk!

| dodged agai n.

Twi ckk!

and again .

"“. . . think . . . smart . . ." nunbled Antonin. "You'll never go hone now . . . you know too
much . " H's words slurred, and his hands were shaking, and the short sword dropped as if it
were too heavy to hol d.

Gve . . . The last thought was nearly plaintive. Wihhssstttt!

Still another of Sephya's firebolts flared agai nst the shield.

Cunk ...

Antonin lurched toward ne again, after dropping the nowtoo-heavy sword.

| dodged, but not quickly enough, as his fingers ripped at my forearm Each fingertip felt |ike
a brand across ny arm and | forced order at those chaos-dripping burn wounds, shoving Antonin
back at the sane tine.

" damed . . "
| gulped as | |ooked at the white wizard. The hand that had clutched at me-burning three white
scars that still snoldered-that hand shriveled into ashes. And the black inmprint of my hand on his

shoul der burned through the white robes. As | gaped, the white-clad figure staggered, shriveling
and col l apsing onto the marble in a crunpl ed heap.

Whhhhssst

"Noooooooooooooo! "

Sephya' s scream echoed through the great room

Si nce she had been unable to penetrate the shield |I ignored her, ignored the searing in nmy arm
and concentrated on keeping the shield intact until the heap that had been the white wi zard was
truly dead.

Thhuuurruuummmm ... A low roll of thunder runbled on and on, as if it radiated from where

stood, rolling outward like ripples froma boul der cast into a pool
t huuur r r ummmmmmmMMm . . .
CRACK! A bl ade of lightning flashed outside froma cloudl ess sky, and | flinched, but clutched
ny thoughts tight around the shield.
thhhurruunmmm . . . The growling in and under the skies, and the lingering echo of the
single lightning bolt, rolled and kept rolling outward and away fromthe castle, until the thunder
and the lightning were nere echoes far out across the Wsthorns.
Not nerely physical, those sounds had carried far beyond ny hearing, and | shivered.
Wth a deep breath | dropped the shield and turned toward Sephya. She had squared her
shoul ders.

Wihhhstttt!

The heat seared around nme, but | deflected it, letting the white flame sheet around ne. | took
a single step toward her.

Wwhhhssstttt!

Anot her step carried me through and past her firebolt.

Whhhsssttt!

Movi ng as though through glue or old varnish, | managed another |[ong step

She backed up alnost to the hearth.

Whhsttt!

A kni f e-anot her one of the bronze bl ades-appeared in her hand. "Touch ne and you | ose her!"

| stopped.
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She lifted the knife and reversed it.
| threw all the order | had left in ne at the knife, trying to order the copper and tin, bend
it away from chaos.

"Chhhhhhhh .. ."

The nmuscles in her arnms stood out as she tried to bring the knife toward her body. | staggered
toward her, pouring all the order-feelings | could toward her

"Ugffff..."

dank ...

Her | egs bent, then buckled as she coll apsed agai nst a chair and bounced onto the fl oor

| hal f-wal ked, hal f-dragged nyself across the white marble squares, toward the doll-like figure
sprawl ed between the white-oak table and the hearth.

After kneeling on one knee, | turned her face up. The slash across her fair neck was nore burn
than cut, ugly as it |ooked, although the blood didn't hel p appearances nuch.

| left it alone, afraid that any nore order-neddling was dangerous, at least until | gathered

my own thoughts and strength back

A quick look toward the white wi zard showed nme but a heap of white ashes. Even as | watched,
the white ash turned to dust, and the dust vani shed into the white haze that still filled the
castle. Only the white robes and nmatchi ng white boots renmai ned upon the white tiles of the floor.

| 1 ooked back at the unconscious Sephya, noting the slight build, the reddish tinge of hair
begi nning to replace the bl ack.

My stomach twi sted, even as | gathered ny | ast energies to break another nmental |ock-this tinme,
the one Antonin had provided for the woman who had tried to keep eternal youth by letting
Antonin's proni ses ensnare anot her near-innocent from Recl uce.

| had guessed but not known what had been done to her, not as Sephya, but as another sou
trapped in Antonin's web. In a way both Sephya and Tanra had been trapped. Yet Sephya had agreed,
knowi ng that Tamra would in tine wither away under Sephya's personality as reinforced by Antonin.
The white wi zard had not lied, exactly; rather, he et Tanra think she was about to learn how to
control the powers she had al ways been deni ed. Tanra woul d not have known that Sephya woul d
control her body.

Thanks to Talryn and Recluce, Tanra had never |earned, just as | had not |earned, that she
al ready possessed that power all along. Except Tanra had refused to accept her power, insisting
that someone el se declare her worthy; while | had kept asking for the reasons, instead of acting,
and the reasons had nearly become an excuse for not acting.

I took a deep breath, knowi ng what had to be done before | lost ny nerve as | feared ny father
had.

"Lerris, you can't do that!"

| ignored the caution from sonmewhere far away, too far away for nme to worry about as | | ooked
into the closed eyes of the slim red-headed figure. Tears were stream ng down ny face, but they,
too, were distant fromwhat had to be done. If |I had listened . . . but that was another question

and we all choose our own denon-inhabited hells.

One deep breath, and | plunged, deep into the darkness, away fromthe swirls of nmy own
t houghts, away fromthe crunpled clothes that were all which remai ned of the white wi zard upon the
floor of his about-to-crunble fortress an pal ace.

Call the depths of the mind white darkness, the chaos that preceded chaos. Call them what you
will, but they are chaos, a chaos so formess that it cannot bear description

First, to find within that chaos the patterns that were, that had been. \Wat those patterns
really were, | did not try to discover, for that would have been yet another rape. Instead, as |
di scovered, touched, each gossaner thread, | restored it, not reading it, or the joys, tears,
anger or boredomit held, but replacing it as it had been before Antonin had changed Tanra's
tenple to Sephya's harlotry. Even so, the hidden feelings plucked at my own fears, my own worth.
Had | the right? Who appoi nted nme custodi an? To deci de who should |ive and who shoul d di e?

| did what | had to do.

How I ong that took . . . that was howlong it took ... as long as destroying Frven took ny
father, for it had to have been himand Justen, the brothers-one building a nation to ensure chaos
woul d never rule again, the other trying to minister to the dammed and their descendants in hell.

As long as crossing the deadlands ... as long as ny refusing to understand the eternal penance
that had ensnared my father . . . and Justen, the dammed gray w zard, perhaps the only true gray
Wi zar d.

One thread of nenory, then another, and for all that | did not | ook as each was replaced, with
each thread grew the sadness. Wth each thread grew the river of tears that should have fl owed
fromthe Wsthorns to the Easthorns and enptied into the Geat North Bay or into the Gl f of
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Candar .

Wth the return of each original thread, a false thread floated free, npaning as another part
of Sephya died, somehow clutching to remain as | plucked it away fromthe underlying sadness and
the hard-pl ated gentl eness of the redhead | had never really known or seen

Wth each thread, | severed ny ties to Recluce, for | was destroying a soul to save anot her
The last threads | replaced by feel, for even the eyes of nmy mind were filled with tears.
Then | stepped back into the anber |ight of that dammed white pal ace. That was all | could do

before ny knees buckled and my own private darkness buried mne.

Yeee- aaaahhhh .

Yee-ahh . ..

It would have been nice to be wakened by a beautiful lady, or even a friendly one, but it
didn't happen that way.

Yeee- aaahh .

My nouth was dry, dust dry, and an invisible smth was using ny head for an anvil

Yee-ah . . . yee-ah .

My forearm burned and ached si nmultaneously.

Yeee- ahh .

My knee throbbed, and sent shivers of pain to ny already beaten skull
Yeee- ahhh .

On the roof above the open wi ndow, a vul crow conplained that he couldn't get to the raw neat
that was ne.

After lurching into a sitting position on the rough marble floor, I slowy | ooked toward the
pile of white garnents and the white boots that had been Antonin. The white shoes were gone, and
the remmants were still remants.

Then | | ooked toward the woman who had been both Sephya and Tanra. She had curled into a bal
next to the white-oak table that was already beginning to sag. In the diffused light, her hair was
the red I renmenbered

A cool wind blew through the open wi ndows, and the weaker |ate-afternoon Iight and the shadows
outside told me I had been Iying on the stone too long. My sore body agreed.

uuummmrmmmmm . . . uuunmmmm . L.
The sound of strained stone transformed ny too-leisurely observations into notion- slow notion.
First | gathered nyself together, standing carefully. Then, after walking to Tanra, | stretched

out a hand, gingerly, and touched the bare skin of her forearm Nothing. Nothing but the |ingering
odor of chaos, and an overwhel m ng sense of pain and | oss.
Slowy, gently, | pried her linb-by-linb out of her ball and onto her feet. Like a puppet she

all oned me to, her eyes open but blank, alnpbst Iike a china doll. Such a physical coercion wasn't
a great idea, | could tell, but I could not carry her. Wth Antonin's castle soundi ng near
col l apse around us, ny options were linited.

Toget her we tottered step-by-step out of the great hall, down the circul ar staircase, and out
t he saggi ng doubl e doors.

Creeeakk . . . scrunch . . . creaakkk ..

The heavy fir bridge creaked and sagged, but held | ong enough for us to cross. My heart was
t hunmpi ng | oudly enough to hear, and ny nouth was so dry | could not close it by the time we
st epped back onto the road on the other side of the ravine.

Yee- ah .

| ignored the dammed vul crow and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, taking
a deep breath after every other step. My steps got shorter when we reached the slope up between
the hills.

Tanra wal ked nore easily, copying ny pace, unthinkingly.

The shadowed spot by the brook where | had left Gairloch was no | onger shadowed, but Gairloch
was there, |looking up fromthe water.

Wheeee . . . eeeee

"Yes, | know. | took too long,"” | nunbled as | struggled to open the water bottle. The liquid
hel ped, enough for ne to realize that it would have been a |l ot easier to drink fromthe brook

The brook water was colder, and Tanra followed ny exanple, after | told her to drink

Then | got out ny nmeager store of food, nostly travel bread and the yellow cheese | didn't like
all that nmuch. | sat on a small boul der by the brook to open the packages. My stonach didn't seem
to mind the taste of either, and some of the shakiness left ny |egs.

| offered a piece of bread to Tanra. She took it, looking at it blankly.

"CGo ahead. You can eat it."

She did, mechanically, those eyes still china-doll blank
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It was going to be a long trip back to Kyphrien, a long trip indeed. SlowWy, | chewed enough of
the bread and drank enough of the water that ny head cl eared and sone of ny strength returned-
enough for ne to touch that scar on Tamra's neck and begin the healing process. She didn't need
any external scars. The ones inside would be great enough.

Tanra didn't protest when | boost-ed her onto Gairloch

Wieee . . . eeee . . . He objected, skittering aside, nearly pulling the reins fromny hand.
"Easy there," | munbl ed.

Wheeeee . . . eeeeee

"I know . . . but help ne out . . ."

Long wasn't the word for the ride back toward Kyphrien. Until close to sunset, when | finally
found anot her brook and a sem -encl osed spot off the wi zards' road, Tanra and | had alternated
riding Gairloch, except that he got nasty if | didn't stay close by. She just |ooked blankly into
space, whether riding or walKking.

After we disnmounted and struggled off the road, we ate- nore travel bread and the bitter yellow
cheese, plus sone very dried sourpears that | had to wash down. Tanra didn't even pucker her |ips
when she ate them

As the light died, | put up double wards, which took nost of ny limted strength-wards agai nst
Tanra, and wards agai nst any ot her outside intrusion

Nei t her was necessary. Wien | woke the next norning, Tanra was | ooking blankly into space,
sitting on ny bedroll. So tired |I had been that ny cloak had been enough for ne.

"Are you all right?" | asked. She wasn't, of course, but | had to ask. She said nothing, china-
bl ue eyes taking in whatever she faced, but seeing nothing.

She would eat if told, as well as do anything else, including rather necessary functions. That
part was hard for ne.

The second day was better, but only physically. Tanra renained silent, puppet-like. | could
sense no active chaos around or within her, and somewhere deep inside was a coil of tight-sprung
order that | dared not touch, though I could not say exactly why. | hoped Justen, the heal er as
well as gray w zard, could help. In sone things, gall was no substitute for experience.

So we rode on, and on, past the narrow gap once guarded by the ghost knight. | saw only the

greened copper of a lance tip lying on the left side of the w zards' road, but not even dust or
ashes of the knight. The bones and ragged fabrics from packs and cl ot hes remai ned.

The second night, in the hills outside the Westhorns thensel ves, was worse. | woke nore than
slept, and | swore Tanra just lay on the bedroll staring at the dark cl ouds overhead, clouds that
never rained, never thundered, just shut out the stars.

Before md-norning on the third day, after we had reached the old road to Kyphrien, a famliar
figure appeared on the road, noving quickly toward the Westhorns. Two familiar figures-one on a

charger, one on a shaggy pony, acconpani ed by an arned squad of the Finest. | didn't recognize any
of the other riders. They had two riderless horses, just in case.
"Yelena . . . Justen . " My voice was rusty, flat. | wasn't exactly thrilled to see Justen

as if somehow seeing himneant | had fail ed somewhere.
"Congratul ations, Master of Order-Masters."” He inclined his head as if he neant it.
Yel ena did not neet ny eyes, instead |ooking at Tanra. The subofficer's hand remained close to

her well-ordered iron blade, and her lips were tight. "Wat did ... what happened? |Is she captive
or what ?"
| looked at Justen, without words. Finally, | spoke. "White prison. | did what | could, but her

soul is twisted into the tightest order-knot within . . ."

He | ooked back at ne, levelly. "Did you hear nme?"

"I did. | did it anyway."

He shook his head. "She cannot live with those nmenories."

"I know that!" | snapped. "Wy do you think | restored her old nenories? She nay not remenber
anyt hi ng. "

"How did you do that?" Hs words were carefully spaced

"I just didit. It's like weaving light or energy, except it hurt nore, and | didn't get al
the pain, just the menories. The pain's separate."”

"Order-nasters?" began Yel ena.

| understood. "Yes. We can talk as we ride, and Tanra needs better care than | can provide."

Justen | ooked away from nme, not even neeting ny eyes. Instead, he rode next to Tanra, talking
to her in a |low voice. Even when we stopped for a midday break, he barely | ooked in ny direction.

No one el se | ooked in ny direction, either, not when they thought |I was watching, except when
we stopped. Then they would offer, nost politely, sonme fresh travel bread or white cheese or
fruit. The yellow cheese supplied by Brettel had served me well, but its linmted and bitter taste
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left much to be desired, and that was a charitable way of putting it. So | appreciated the white
cheese and dried appl es.

Once back on our nounts, though, everyone kept a confortable distance from Gairloch and ne, as
if I were contam nated or sonething. Hell, they even talked to Justen, and he was a gray w zard.
Not even Justen seened confortable near ne. So | rode quietly, drawing into nyself.

How was | any different from Antonin? | had used every power | knew and sone | had only guessed
at. Was | going to be another gray w zard? O worse?

LXVI

ONCE AGAIN, | watched the sun rise and the norning unfold froma bal cony in Kyphrien. | stood
alone in the early norning. This tinme the winter sun was chill. The cold refreshed nme as the brisk
wi nd whi pped up fromthe city, bringing the odor of fresh-baked bread, as well as the odor of
goats. Sonehow the goats didn't bother me so nuch any nore, but that m ght have been the result of
an eight-day's worth of nmeals centering on roasted, stewed, brazed, and baked goat presented with
equal Iy diverse spices and side dishes by the autarch's chef.

At | east the breakfast rolls | had brought up fromthe mess-staying in the guard mess for any
Il ength of tinme created a profound and drawn-out silence as every single guard seened to | ook at ne-
contai ned no goat neat.

My bal cony was the one next to {Crystal's, with an iron grillwrk doorway between the two.
Though there was no | ock, | had not opened the door since | had yet to see Krystal

The sub-commander had not been in Kyphrien when we had returned, but, instead, had used the
disruption | had created to destroy the remai nder of the prefect's border force. Wthout the
backi ng of chaos, the young Gallian troops were no match for the Finest, or even for the better
local outliers. |I hoped that the tal kative Shervan had managed to weat her the action, though I
wasn't certain | was ready for conversation with himany tine soon

Whether | was really ready.for another conversation, the one with Krystal, was another
question. Like ne, she wasn't the sane person who had | eft Recluce. Like ne, she had forged
herself in her own fires into a different kind of steel. | had no doubts that, even with a bl ack
staff in ny hand, her blade woul d have proven superior. Then, again, no one was a match for
Krystal there, except perhaps Ferrel, and | wondered about that.

Justen had taken Tanra under his wing, as | had hoped, and she had begun to respond. | had only
seen them froma di stance, but the gray wi zard had hinsel f another apprentice. It mght do them
bot h good.

Thr ap!

| wanted to ignore the knock on the door, but did not, instead wal king back inside to the iron-
bound red-oak door. The order arrayed on the other side could only have been one person. | lifted
the I atch.

Justen stood there. "May | cone in?"

"Be ny guest." | stepped back, aware that the gray wi zard had the slightest hint of wanness

about him Al the bowing and scraping was already getting to ne, and it had barely been an ei ght-
day since | had stunbled fromthe ruins of Antonin's castle. You would have thought that | had
done sonething great-like leveling a few nountains, or even craft-ing the nost beautiful chest
ever seen in Kyphros.

Bravado, |uck, and applying whatever skill | had-that was what | had done, not quite like the
effort to do a chest or table perfectly, though they were far nore alike than | woul d have guessed
when | had first apprenticed to Uncle Sardit.

The other thing | had done, al nost unconsciously, was to be honest with nyself. Not that |
real ly had much choice otherw se, but that was the other difference between Antonin and ne. It had
taken a while, nost of the ride back to Kyphrien, to figure out the answer to ny question. How was
| different from Antonin? Even Justen had been different fromthe white wizard. Could | have ever
i magi ned Antonin working with snelly sheep? And that was the real sin-the real evil-of the white
wi zards. Pride. The conceit that they would inpose their will on the world. Wthout even
mentioning it, Justen had made his point with the snelly sheep of Montgren. And | hadn't even
realized that | had | earned

"May | come in?" he repeated.

"Ch, sorry. You rem nded nme of something."” | noved aside.

Justen stepped inside. | gestured toward the bal cony.

Cick

| shut the door. W walked in silence outside into the chill, since | didn't feel |ike being
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closed in. The. granite of the guard buildings was also getting to ne.

"So why does everyone have to skitter out of my way? Uncle Justen?" | added.
He nodded. "Was it that obvious?"
"Probably, but I didn't see it until | went after Antonin. I'mstill angry as hell at Talryn

and Recluce. And ny father." And | was. The idea of being sent out as his penance, so to speak
grated on ne. Wiile | could understand-now why the answers | had sought were not possible, Recluce
had no excuse for the excessive secrecy.

"Talryn's probably quaking in his sandals." Justen's voice was not quite tongue-in-cheek

"l doubt that. He's probably happy to be rid of nme." Strangely, although I was angry, | wasn't
that angry, and | was |ess concerned about Recluce than about Kyphros and Gall os.

"Could | ask how you-" Justen's tone was deferenti al

"Luck, bravado, stupidity-the usual ingredients of so-called heroism"

"Lerris."

| shrugged. "Chaos-order bal ance. Sinple-enough.”

Justen | ooked bew | dered for the first tinme.

"Chaos is concentrated anarchy, if you will. Oder is diffused by nature. They have to bal ance.
Recl uce has gotten stronger by letting Candar create nore chaos, in effect letting ..." | was the
one to shake nmy head. "You know that. You're the one who pointed it out to ne." | stopped as
Justen shook his head slowmy. "I swear you did. But after nmking Antonin stronger, hel ping him
create nore chaos, | didn't have any choice."

The gray wi zard | ooked even nore . . . appalled. That night have been the best word.

| tried to explain what he al ready nust have known. "Order, except in special circunstances,
can't be concentrated. |I'mnot tal king about reinforcing already-ordered peopl e-or sheep-or

chairs, but pure order. Chaos can. |In effect, because order and chaos nust bal ance, the higher the
diffuse order in an area, the greater the potential for chaos. So nmy efforts to increase order in

Gallos just allowed Antonin to create nore chaos." Another thought struck me. "I suppose that
meant an overall decrease in order-chaos energi es sonewhere else, but | haven't worked that out.
Anyway, once | figured the balance and ny contribution, I didn't have much choice. | was as guilty
as Antonin for the destruction."

My guts protested. "Not as guilty," | corrected nyself, "but | helped." Justen shook his head,
and | ignored the gesture, just wanting to finish answering the question.

"Anyway, all | did to Antonin was throw a reversed shield around us, to reflect energy away

fromas small a circle as | could hold. He maintained hinself by drawing fromthe chaos-forces
around. Wth the shield up, he couldn't draw, at least so long as | could keep himfrom taking ny

order-energies." | shrugged. "Wthout that energy, he just died."
Just en nodded. "How nmany people could build a screen |ike that?"
"Probably any good order-master ... | didn't think about it."

He nodded again. "How many bl ackstaffers could and woul d break their only defense in front of a
white w zard?"

"That was stupid, | guess. | didn't knowif it would work, but holding onto it wouldn't have
protected ne for very much longer, and the staff kept getting in the way. Besides, that's what the
book said."

"You're right. But... no one else, not since before Frven, has stood face-to-face with the
hi ghest of chaos-masters and triunphed." Justen gestured out at the town. "You wonder why everyone
bows and scrapes and won't | ook at you? That's why. You wonder why Talryn is quaking in his
sandal s? Every chaos-naster and order-master in the Wstern Hem sphere heard Antonin fail-"

"That's fine, except I'mnot an ancient order-naster. |I'meven ready for Tanra's bitching. At
|l east that's real. I"'mready to go back to crafting. That's real, too."
Justen smiled. "Wio said you coul dn't?"
"Right! Good old Lerris is so smart ... so why didn't | at |east pick up some of Antonin's ill-

gotten | oot before | dashed out? | night have three gold pennies left in ny pouch. That's not
enough even for tools."”

"I suspect that the reward the autarch is about to confer-"

"Anot her cerenony?" | groaned. Having half the city lined up at the gate and wavi ng banners-
very qui etly-had been bad enough. Even Yel ena had | ooked in ny direction and gri nned.

"Your burden to bear. That's another price for heroism"

None of that answered ny questions, but then, no one el se would probably ever answer them

"How s Tanra?" | changed the subject.

"Ask her yourself. I'll send her up here shortly." He smled. "She will bitch at you. She told
me she woul d. "

| let himgo. He wasn't about to answer the real questions, not the ones | wasn't about to ask
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and that still hadn't changed. So | waited.

And wai t ed.

And waited, renenbering in time that Tanra had never been punctual for anyone.

dick. She didn't |ike knocking, either

Those bl ue china-doll eyes, cold as ice, took ne in as Tanra stepped-clothed in dark-gray once
nore, wearing a bright-blue scarf-onto the chill and sunlit balcony. Her red hair glinted in the
light as she edged up to the railing; then she turned to | ook at ne. She was wearing it |onger
with mat chi ng bl ack conbs sweeping it away from her face

"Good nmorning, Lerris."

"Good norning, Tanra."

| wal ked over to the edge. | was careful out of habit not to stand too close-either to the
railing, or to Tanra-and | ooked out on Kyphrien.
As the silence continued, | said nothing, for it was not ny turn to speak

A puffy white cloud edged toward the sun, casting a brief shadow across the narrow wall ed
bal cony where we contai ned a corner of Recluce, a corner that needed to be expanded beyond the
bl ack walls of the Brotherhood, beyond the black walls of Nylan and the narrow confines of the
H gh Tenpl e.

"l should thank you." Her voice was as flat as | had ever heard it.

"Don't. The one who deserves thanks is Justen."

Her hand cane to her nouth, but she still did not ook in ny direction

"I'f Justen hadn't given nme just enough hints and forced me to answer my own questions, neither
of us would be here.”" My guts twi sted slightly.

"You believe that? O is it just nore poor little Lerris?"

Good old Tanra! | actually grinned. "More poor little Lerris, of course. But renenber that |
di e/ have sonething to do with rescuing you."

"Do you really expect me to fall at your feet and be eternally grateful? To mirror your great
shining |ight?"

I kept grinning. She sounded like the Tantra | recalled. "Well . . . eternal gratitude would be
nice ..."

"You're still inpossible."

"Only sonmetines. The rest of the time, | |ook for perfection."”

She didn't answer for a long tinme. Finally, she said, "I nmeant what | said about not falling at
your feet."

"I know that. You want to get out your staff and thrash me soundly again.”

"I can't do that-you broke your staff." Then her voice dropped. "W'd fight too nmuch, and if we
didn't, 1'd hate you, and if we did, you'd hate ne."

She was right, but that was one of the answers | had figured out already, one of the few There
were hills south of Kyphrien, not all that far away, with water and trees, even some of the right
kinds of trees. "You're right. | realized you were right, back when we tal ked on the ship. | just
wasn't bright enough to understand. Now it may be too late.”

"What will you do?" She ignored ny unspoken real question

"I have an idea. But | don't know if the sub-commander of Kyphros would be interested in a nere
woodwor ker who occasional |y dabbles in order."

For once, Tanra |ooked surprised, alnopbst foolish

"Or having himbuild a house on a hill not too far from her place of business.”

Her nouth opened a shade w der

"Or having a redhead whom | regard as a sister cone to visit occasionally.
only for a tinme, she was speechl ess.

"You're . . . still . . . inmpossible. You honestly think ..."

"No. But | can hope."

I left her there when | saw green | eathers on the adjoining bal cony-green | eathers, black hair,
and bl ack eyes.

The Sub- Conmander unl atched the doorway, and | wal ked onto her bal cony.

For a tine, but

"You were successful, | hear."” The nmusic was still there, |linked within the order she had
f ound.
"So were you, | understand."

She | ooked over my shoul der. "How is Tanra?"

"Bitchy as ever, thanks to Justen.”

"Gve himhell, Krystal!" called Tanra before | eaving ny bal cony.

"She does seemrecovered." Krystal's |lips turned up at the corners for a nonent. W still stood
there | ooking each other over at armis length, or nore.
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"Recovered enough," | answered, wondering why | was dancing around all the things | wanted to
say. "Enough."

In the end, |I stepped forward and took her hands.

And, like Tanra woul d have hoped, she took them back, walking to the railing and turning to

| ook out on the city. "You nay think you have your answers, but did you ask ne?"

My stomach turned. Wiy was | al ways doing the same thing, assuning | knew what was best for the
wonen | cared for? "No. | apol ogize, Highest Sub-Commrander, for possibly thinking that the
af fections of a woodworker who dabbles in order could possibly be of interest to you." |
swal | owed, | ooked down, wondering how soon | could get the hell out of Kyphrien-except | needed
what ever reward the autarch m ght offer

Krystal shook her head sadly. "You're still doing it."

" Doi ng what ?"

"You won't ask anything of anyone. You may want answers, but you never ask for help. There's a
di fference."

| shrugged. There wasn't nmuch to say. | |ooked at her short and graying dark hair, although |
knew enough to keep her young, just as ny father had ny nmother; at the broader shoul ders that
carried half the weight of Kyphros on them and shook ny head.

Krystal |ooked vaguely amused. "Just a noment. |'ve worn this damed sword straight for the
past five days." She unbuckled the belt and laid both sword and belt on the table.

"Damed sword?" | asked. "Not any longer. It's ordered."

"Stop assunming things." She stepped around the table.

"What ?"

"Li ke whether | would be or wouldn't be this or that. I am | always have been."

"Been what ?"

It was anot her stupid question, but it finally didn't matter. This time, her hands didn't stop
at nmy fingertips, nor mine at hers. W couldn't say anything nore. Even the gusts of the ful
winter wind didn't bother us. Then again, we didn't stay on the bal cony | ong, and she had al ready
barred the door.

Sonmeone knocked, of course, but that was later. Mich |ater
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