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Prologue

EPION AKARION WAITED until moonrise to travel the last portion of his journey back to the palace in Uraklios. This part of the road was open and easy, even at night, and if it did pass rather closely to two or three wooded areas on its way through the hills, well, he had guards with him.

Still, he was surprised when one of the forward riders came back with news that there was someone on the road near the Path of the Sun. It was not unusual to find the curious exploring around the Caid ruins, which included the entrance to the Path of the Sun itself. But those who came at night generally came in pairs, carrying something to lie down upon while they watched the stars, and they were generally younger than this man. This was a man of Epion’s own years, dressed for the road and leading two horses, one saddled and one, smaller, burdened with several packs.

A man smelling of blood.

The smile on the stranger’s face was warm enough and charming enough that Epion Akarion found himself on the verge of smiling back—despite the blood that spattered the front of the man’s tunic, decorated the edge of his cloak, and streaked his hands.

“Check his back trail, Jo,” Epion said to the guard who had stayed with the stranger. He waited until Jo-Leggett and his brother Gabe-Leggett rode off before returning his attention to the blood-spattered man.

“I am Epion Akarion,” he said. “Of the Royal House of Menoin. Is that your own blood, sir?” Though his experience on the battlefield told him it was unlikely. “Are you injured?”

“Blood?” The stranger looked down at his hands, and for a moment Epion thought a look of surprise flickered over the man’s face. Perhaps he thought it too dark for the blood to be seen. But the moon was brighter than the stranger realized, and Epion and his guard had greater experience of wounds and the patterns of blood spray than ordinary men.

“Well, I’ve had a rather difficult experience,” the man said finally. “Very difficult, really. Trying in fact.”

“My lord.” The call came from several spans along the road, where a copse of pine trees formed a deeper darkness. The tone in Jo-Leggett’s voice sent icy fingers dancing up Epion’s spine. He signaled to his aide Callos to remain watching the stranger and went to join the guard.

Jo-Leggett led him to where his brother waited in a clearing Epion vaguely remembered. It was not many paces from the road, and full of moonlight. What Epion saw there tightened the muscles of his own throat and made him clench his teeth against the rising of his stomach.

“Fetch torches,” he said. Once they were lit and set into the ground and the guards instructed to step away—which they were only too glad to do—Epion paced his way methodically around the thing on the ground. Now that he was over the initial shock, he saw several points that intrigued him. First, he was certain this was no man of Menoin, not with that hair the color of old blood. And not from what he could see of the beading on the man’s clothes—what was left of them. Epion was also sure the limbs had been arranged—again, he’d seen enough soldiers fall in battle to know that bodies did not land like this naturally. And the cuts. They were precise. Some of them symmetrical.

This had the look of ritual. Epion drummed his fingers on the hilt of his belt knife. Nothing happened by accident. He could make good use of this.

“Bring him.”

The stranger came escorted between Callos and Essio, but though his arms were held, there was something in the way the man carried himself—an air of calm and of ready helpfulness—that made it seem he was bringing them, rather than the other way around.

“Did you do this?” Epion gestured toward the corpse.

Again, a momentary expression, this time of confusion, flitted across the man’s face and then cleared away. The stranger blinked and leaned back. “Of course not! Would I have been standing about on the road waiting for someone to find me if I had?”

Epion glanced at the Leggett brothers. They were the ones who had first encountered the stranger, the ones who could say. Jo-Leggett shrugged. Evidently the man could have been waiting on the road.

“You are covered with blood,” Epion pointed out.

“By the gods, man! I was trying to help him. Of course I’m covered in blood. Look at your guard; he has blood on him, and I’ll wager he hasn’t even touched the body.” Gabe-Leggett suddenly scrubbed his hand against the thigh of his trousers and managed to look green even in the torchlight.

It was possible. Possible that the fellow had stumbled on the body, tried to help what he took for an injured man, and become covered in blood in the process. The stranger’s very calmness might be nothing more or less than a state of mental fugue, stemming from the shock of such a discovery. Epion looked at the man more closely. His cloak was of good quality, and he had rings on his hands, gold rings in each ear; a staff was thrust into the straps of his packhorse, but Epion saw no other weapons. Not a soldier, not a guard of any kind.

Still, the body was so carefully positioned. The cuts so precisely made. The man’s story was not very likely.

“And you did not see the condition of the body?” Epion gestured toward it with an open hand.

The man’s eyes followed the movement of Epion’s hand. He grimaced, but he did not look away. “Not until the moon came up, no, I could not.” The man rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand, then frowned. “As soon as I did, I ...” he shrugged and looked away.

“You took his horse,” Callos said.

“To save him wandering off while I went for help.”

“You were heading in the wrong direction for help,” Epion’s aide pointed out.

“I’m a stranger here.”

Epion held up his hand, and Callos fell silent. That was something else that did not ring true. However much a stranger the man was, how could he be on the road for Uraklios and not know that a city the size of the capital was just on the other side of the hills? You could smell the sea from here—or could if there weren’t so much blood on the ground.

“My lord.” A different tone in Jo-Leggett’s voice this time. More triumph and considerably less nausea. He and Gabe-Leggett had been checking the stranger’s packs, and the guard now held up a roll of soft leather. The kind commonly used to hold a set of knives. The torchlight flickered, but it was clear enough to show bloodstains as Leggett exposed three knives in their leather pockets.

“A strange way to help someone, or did you merely pick these up to keep them safe along with the horse?”

“What would be the point of my saying that? You’d only wonder why they had been left behind and who had wiped them off.” Still the stranger was calm, in no way looking like a guilty man who had been caught out in a lie, but rather rueful, as if he were going to admit to something about which he was merely a little embarrassed. “I was benighted along the road there,” he said, pointing to the direction in which he was heading when they came upon him. “I saw this man’s fire and stopped to share it with him. When he learned I was a trader, he asked to see some of my wares. But when I took out some of my knives to show him, he went mad and attacked me. I did nothing more than defend myself, my lord.”

“Not judging by what was done here. In self-defense you might have stuck the man, even slashed him a little, but what then? Why didn’t you stop?”

“You can see I’m not a soldier, my lord. That staff’s my real weapon. I sell knives, but I don’t know their use—not in this way, not to fight with them. I panicked is the truth of it, sir. Panicked and struck out in a way I don’t like to think of.”

Epion might have believed him, so convincing was he, if it were not for the details he had already noticed: the positioning of the body and the style and nature of the cuts. And then there was something in the way the man hung his head . . . Epion was suddenly reminded of a troupe of players who had visited the Tarkin’s court the year before.

“You’ll have to do better than that, man,” Epion said. “I’ll have the real story, and we won’t be leaving here until I’ve heard it.”

Epion saw decision come into the man’s face. A firmness that had up until now been lacking. He stood a little straighter, and his face became less like that of a servant and more like that of a man of means.

“It was self-defense,” he said finally. “But not in any way that can be readily understood by the common person. I’ll tell you, my lord, but not these.” He indicated the guards with a tilt of his head. “What I have to tell you may be of great use to you.”

“My lord,” Callos began.

“Tush, man, I’m only asking that you go out of earshot. His lordship’s in no danger from me. He’s armed, for one thing, and for another, he has no darkness in him. That’s a lucky thing, a very lucky thing. The same cannot be said for all your men, I’m afraid,” the stranger said, turning back to Epion after he had waved his guards away. “That tall one—Callos? He has secrets.”

“And the dead man, did he have secrets?”

“He did indeed.” The man’s eyes wandered back to the body. He stood, shoulders relaxed, with his hands clasped in front of him. A wrinkle formed between his eyebrows. “I followed him here, to see what the secret might be, and once I knew it, I could release the darkness,” he said. “Let it out into the light of day before it killed him.” Still facing the body, the stranger moved his eyes back to Epion. “And now you will arrest me. Put me to death.” He tilted his head to one side. “Or will you?”

Epion Akarion smiled. “You have told me the truth, and you were right to do so.” Epion waited, but the man did not move, except for the widening of his smile. The flickering torchlight gave movement to his eyes. “I cannot use a man who stops to help people,” Epion continued. “Nor a man who defends himself so clumsily. But I can use a man who knows what to do about people with dark secrets. I can help such a man, and he can help me.”

The stranger turned finally to look Epion fully in the face. “Know some people with dark secrets, do you?”

“I think so,” Epion said. “And I’m sure you will agree with me.”




One

THE BRIGHT AUTUMN sunshine made Parno Lionsmane blink at the view from the rooftop terrace of the Mercenary House in Lesonika. The normally dark, pine-covered hills to the north looked a brilliant green, and the whitewashed walls of the town itself were almost blinding. A young page ran across the courtyard below, drawing Parno’s eyes from the view, but he had to squint to make out any detail in the deep shadows.

From this vantage point it was obvious that Lesonika’s Mercenary House had once been a private home. The building fronted west on a small square, with its northern wall running along a side street and the courtyard making up the east end of the structure. Its southern wall was shared with the building next door, the residence and workplace of Lesonika’s foremost Mender.

Of course, once the Mercenaries had taken it over, the building’s defenses had been strengthened. The front door was sealed with stone from the inside, as were the ground-floor windows; the upper windows were barred, even those on the third floor, and the staircase leading to the rooftop terrace had been removed and replaced with a ladder—easier to kick over should the need arise. The courtyard, with its iron-reinforced gate, had been restructured into the House’s only entrance.

Everything planned. Everything familiar. Parno grinned. That was one of the pleasurable things about the Mercenary Brotherhood. The Common Rule was the same everywhere you went.

“There,” his Partner’s rough silk voice murmured from behind him. Still smiling, Parno turned around.

Dhulyn Wolfshead lifted her hand from the vera tile she had just lined up on the small wooden table to the right of the trapdoor. Meant to hold arrows and spare crossbow bolts in time of trouble, it doubled nicely as a gaming table in time of quiet.

“Blood,” said Dhulyn’s opponent from the other side of the table. “You have the Caids’ own luck.” Kari Artagan pulled from her belt a pair of fine leather gloves, dyed a dark red with an intricate pattern of silver embroidery on the gauntlets, and dropped them on the array of tiles.

“Considering the Caids have long been dust, I think my luck is slightly better,” Dhulyn said, drawing the left glove onto her own hand.

“These are brand new. I’ve only worn them once.”

“I’ll take the greatest care of them, my Brother.” Dhulyn smiled. “You may wish to win them back.”

“Oh, yes, when the sun rises in the east.” Kari stood and stretched, moving her shoulders back and forth. She was much more finely dressed than either Parno or Dhulyn, in blood-red linen trousers and a bright white silk shirt with a silver-embroidered vest over it. An elaborately plumed hat sat on the floor next to her feet. “It’s today, isn’t it?” she said. “Your, ah, your meeting with the Senior Brother.”

“No need to be so delicate,” Parno said. “We’re just waiting to be called in.”

Kari Artagan shook her head. Her red and gold Mercenary badge, identical to Parno’s, flashed in the sun. “And this one cool enough to beat me at Soldier’s Sixes.” She indicated Dhulyn with her thumb as she leaned over, scooped up her hat, and set it at an angle on her brow. Straightening, she rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. “I’m off to find some food,” she announced. “Losing always makes me hungry.” She touched her fingers to her forehead.

“You should lose more often, then,” Dhulyn called out, as Kari lifted the trapdoor and let it fall with a bang. “Soon you’ll be too scrawny to pull back your bow, let alone lift that sword.”

Kari grinned. “In Battle,” she said.

“Or in Death,” both Parno and Dhulyn responded as their Brother stepped into the opening and dropped from view.

“You could have won some money, don’t you think?” Parno said, taking Kari’s empty seat across from Dhulyn. “Not that the gloves don’t look well on you.”

“Nervous, are you?”

“And you’re not?”

Dhulyn frowned down at the tiles while she pulled off the glove she’d tried on and tucked it and its partner into the sash at her waist. She pursed her lips in a tuneless whistle, drumming her fingers on the edge of the table, as if she saw a pattern she did not like in the spread of the tiles. Finally she blew out a breath and swept the vera tiles back into their box.

“What do you think is taking them so long?” she asked, as she closed the box, latched it, and set it to one side.

Parno folded his arms across his chest. “Think of it this way,” he said. “They’ve had months to go over the documents we left them. I’m certain the Senior Brother’s decision is already made. We may as well relax, since there’s nothing we can do about it now but wait to be told.”

Dhulyn stared at him, her blood-red brows raised high over her stone-gray eyes. “I’m the Outlander,” she said, the ghost of a smile on her scarred lips. “I’m the one who is popularly supposed to be naturally phlegmatic. What makes you so cool?” The corner of her mouth crimped, and Parno laughed out loud.

“There,” he said, slapping his thighs. “I knew you weren’t as calm as you looked.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table, and extended his right hand toward her, waiting until Dhulyn took it in her own before speaking. “What’s the worst that can happen?” he said, lowering his voice.

This was something they’d tossed back and forth many times during the weeks it had taken them to cross the Long Ocean and return to Lesonika, where they knew this hearing would be waiting for them. Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile and gave the only answer either of them had.

“They can’t separate us,” she said. “Whatever they decide, that’s beyond them.” Still holding his hand, she leaned back in her chair. Mercenary Brothers Partnered for life, and not even the Brotherhood itself could dissolve the bond once it was formed.

“Since the worst can’t happen,” Dhulyn continued, “anything else they decide will be tolerable. Exile, for example, either to the lands across the Long Ocean—”

“Which would be manageable,” Parno cut in.

“Or to the court of the Great King in the West, which would not.”

“Caids take it, we’ve done nothing wrong.” Parno exhaled sharply and released Dhulyn’s hand.

“Then we have nothing to worry about.”

They rose to their feet as light footsteps sounded in the hall below, and Jay Starfound stuck his head above the landing. Unlike Kari Artagan, Jay was a resident Brother in Lesonika, a dark-haired, oval-faced man with a sharp-pointed beard covering a scar at the corner of his mouth. The colors of the Mercenary badge tattooed on his temples and over his ears flashed a startling green and red in the sunlight.

“Brothers,” he said, touching his fingertips to his forehead. “You’re wanted.” Nothing, neither his tone, his choice of address, nor his impassive face told them anything they wanted to know. Dhulyn tucked the box of vera tiles under her left arm and gestured to Parno to precede her.

 


Dhulyn Wolfshead had expected Jay Starfound to escort them to the ground floor hall, the largest room in the House, unaltered from its previous existence and still used for meals. Instead, he led them only as far down as the second floor, where they entered what had once been a private salon. The tiled floor was a warm golden color, and the walls still bore the murals of a forest scene, faded but rich in detail. A worktable had been set up between the two barred windows, and behind it, in a tall wooden chair with padded arms and back, sat the oldest Mercenary Brother Dhulyn had ever seen. His head had been shaved smooth, and his eyebrows were still dark and wiry, but the hair on his arms and the backs of his hands was gray. Those hands were gnarled, the knuckles swollen, and his face was heavily wrinkled, especially around the place where his right eye was missing.

Dhulyn blinked when she took in the faded blue and red of his Mercenary badge. She had never seen those colors before. The Senior Brother of Hellik raised his head as they entered and fixed them with his one pale blue eye.

“I am Gustof Ironhand, called the Boxer.” Gustof’s voice was unexpectedly light and musical. “I was Schooled by Jerzon Horsetooth.” Which explained the old colors of his badge, Dhulyn thought, and why she’d never seen them before. “I have fought at Ishkanbar, at Beliza, and at Tolnek.” As was customary, he cited only his last three battles. “I have come from Pyrusa to review your case, as I am the Senior Brother in Hellik.”

And so he would be, Dhulyn thought, if he’d been Schooled by Jerzon. Jerzon Horsetooth had been dead for decades, his School dissolved. Gustof Ironhand could very well be the oldest Mercenary still alive. It was his age, Dhulyn imagined, and not his injury, that had led him to settle into a Mercenary House.

“For the record,” Gustof gestured at Jay Starfound sitting to one side, pen and parchment at the ready. “Would you also formally identify yourselves?”

“I am Dhulyn Wolfshead.” She was pleased that her voice sounded cool and relaxed. “Called the Scholar. I was Schooled by Dorian of the River, the Black Traveler, and have fought at the sea battle of Sadron, at Arcosa in Imrion, and for the Great King in the West at Bhexyllia. I fight with my Brother, Parno Lionsmane.”

“I am Parno Lionsmane,” her Partner said. His voice was deeper and firmer than that of Gustof Ironhand, but equally musical. “I’m called the Chanter. Schooled by Nerysa Warhammer of Tourin. I have fought with my Brother, Dhulyn Wolfshead, at Arcosa, Bhexyllia, and Limona—if that’s to be judged a proper battle.”

Gustof Ironhand’s smile did nothing to settle Dhulyn’s stomach. “That will be one of the things we rule on today.”

Jay looked up. “You should note, my Brothers, that the ship of Dorian the Black Traveler is in harbor at the moment,” he said.

“I doubt I will need to refer to him,” Gustof said. “I have here the documents of your case. Some I understand you provided yourselves before you were . . . diverted by the Long Ocean Nomads. We had testimony at that time from Captain Huelra of the Catseye, and the Nomads themselves have since provided witness—” here Gustof Ironhand tapped a rolled scroll to his left—“which supports your own explanation for the delay in these proceedings.” He laced his fingers together and laid his clasped hands on the table before continuing. “To deal with the lesser business first, I rule that the delay was unavoidable and that the actions you took to save the lives of the Catseye’s crew were such as maintain the reputation of the Brotherhood.”

Gustof turned a page over. “I note also that relations have been established with both the Nomad traders and the Mortaxa across the Long Ocean, who have asked that Mercenary Brothers be sent to them, as counselors.” Gustof looked first at Parno, then at Dhulyn. “A return to the old ways, it seems.”

“Yes, my Brother,” Dhulyn said, as the Senior Brother seemed to be waiting for a response.

“Their request has been recorded and will be sent to all Mercenary Houses.” Gustof paused, picking out a paper from among the ones laying flat in front of him, while Jay Starfound finished writing.

“As for the more important matter, we have here the request for outlawry from the then Queen of Tegrian, accusing you of the kidnap and murder of her son and heir, Lord Prince Edmir.”

Dhulyn shifted her weight from one foot to the other, but didn’t speak.

“This was followed by a document from the present Queen of Tegrian, withdrawing her mother’s request.” Gustof looked up. “You supplied this document yourselves, I understand?”

“Yes, my Brother,” Dhulyn said. “You see it is written in her own hand and was sealed with the royal seal.”

“Fortunate for you that the present Queen of Tegrian can write.” The Senior Brother’s tone was as dry as a sand lizard. “It appears that the late Queen was ill, and she was misinformed when she accused you,” he continued. When Dhulyn and Parno remained silent, Gustof Ironhand’s lips twitched. “The present Queen also assures us—for the ears of the Brotherhood only—that her brother is well and alive.” Gustof leaned back in his chair, bringing his hands together, fingertip to fingertip. “That is something we would have had to check for ourselves, since, though she claims him to be well and alive, it is she and not her older brother sitting on the throne of Tegrian.

“Fortunately, while you were . . . diverted by the Nomads, a small caravan of traveling players arrived in Lesonika and gave further witness, and further proofs, to support the Queen of Tegrian’s assertions.” Now Gustof smiled outright and sat forward again, his elbows on the table. “In other words, the delay in presenting your case has helped to clarify it considerably.”

Dhulyn glanced again at Parno, but his eyes were focused on the faded olive trees painted on the wall above Gustof Ironhand’s head.

The older man spread his hands out on the table and looked at them, turning his head to get them both within the scope of his single eye. “I have reviewed your case,” he said, his tone returning to strict formality, “and I accept the documents I have been given. I rule that there has been no breach of the Common Rule, nor does anyone outside of the Mercenary Brotherhood have legitimate grievance against you.”

Dhulyn let out a sigh as muscles she hadn’t known were tense, relaxed. Parno’s shoulders dropped an almost imperceptible amount as he touched the fingers of his right hand to his forehead. Dhulyn repeated his gesture with her own right hand. Still, the old man had said “no one outside the Brotherhood.”

“We thank you for your time and your attention to our dilemma, Gustof Ironhand,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “We are in your debt.”

The old man returned their salute and leaned back once more in his chair, this time signaling them to sit as well. He waited until they had drawn up the backless chairs suited to Lesonika’s warm climate and Jay Starfound had departed with his scrolls before speaking.

“My time and attention are indeed valuable,” Gustof said. “I am gratified to hear you acknowledge as much. I have had to come twice from Pyrusa to attend to what you call your ‘dilemma’—no direct fault of your own, I grant you,” he added, lifting his palm toward them. “Nevertheless, this House and the Mercenary House in Pyrusa have undertaken actions on your behalf, and Brothers other than myself have been called upon as well. There is a manner in which you can repay these . . . favors if you will, to our Houses and to the Mercenary Brotherhood as a whole.”

Long-winded type, Dhulyn thought. Substitute the word “fine” for “repayment,” and you’d have it just about exactly right. Why not just out with it? As if she or Parno would refuse any request from a Mercenary Brother. This would only be some boring contract no one else wanted—private wall guards, perhaps, or a frontier outpost facing an amiable neighboring kingdom. The type of job, lasting only a few moons, that usually only junior Brothers who had yet to prove themselves in a real battle would take.

“We are Brothers,” she said, as a way to acquiesce as well as a reminder. “And there would also be the matter of the stabling of our horses.”

“You do well to remind me.” Again, the faintest of smiles floated across Gustof’s lips. “As you may have heard, the Princess of Arderon is to wed the Tarkin of Menoin. She has traveled with her own people as far as Lesonika, and as a neutral body we have been asked to provide her an escort by sea to the court of her betrothed. If you will undertake this task for us, we shall consider our expenditure of time repaid and the accounts balanced.”

“Is it a large party?” Dhulyn did her best not to make a face. Menoin was an island, and they would have to travel by boat. After crossing the Long Ocean twice in the last three moons, she had been looking forward to getting back onto a horse.

Gustof shook his head. “The Arderons are notoriously plain in their style of living. The Princess has a kinswoman as her immediate attendant and witness, and two body servants. They take also four mares in foal from the royal stables as a wedding gift.”

Dhulyn smiled back at him, careful not to let her small scar curl her lip back in a snarl. “Plain in their living style” indeed. An understatement if she had ever heard one. The Arderons considered themselves to be descendants of and kin to the Horse Nomads of the Blasonar Plain, and they affected the purity of living and conduct of their kinsfolk. Even the members of their Royal House were expected at the least to be instructed in arms and in the cleaning and care of their own horses.

“They are woman-ruled, are they not?” Dhulyn said. “I’m surprised they are willing to send a daughter away.”

“This is a cousin of the present Tarkina, who has four female children of her own. There is little chance that Princess Cleona could inherit.” The three Mercenary Brothers exchanged identical smiles; they all knew how easily a small chance became a certainty.

“Surely there are royal ladies of more note closer to Menoin than Arderon?” Parno asked. Though he rarely spoke of it, he had come from a High Noble House himself, and such speculation was in his blood.

“Certainly,” Gustof said. “But there are ancient ties between the two, ties that the Tarkinate of Menoin seems most interested in reestablishing.” He leaned forward. “There is something more regarding the lady of Arderon. Rumor has it that some years ago an application was made on her behalf, and later withdrawn, to Dorian the Black Traveler.”

Parno cleared his throat. “The Princess wanted to become a Mercenary Brother and then changed her mind?”

“According to what Dorian tells me, she was turned away.” Gustof looked aside, the fingers of his left hand tapping the arm of his chair. Dhulyn glanced at Parno, but he only lifted one shoulder.

What the older man said was likely. The histories told that at one time the Brotherhood was more numerous than it was now, but it took a particular kind of person to become a Mercenary Brother, and more than half of the applicants to the three existing Mercenary Schools were turned down. And since fewer than half of those who were accepted survived their Schooling, the numbers of the Brotherhood remained small. She studied Gustof’s lined face. Was he old enough to have seen the numbers dwindling, even in his own lifetime?

As if he felt her speculative gaze on him, Gustof drew in a deep breath and sat straighter.

“A small party,” he repeated. “And as the Black Traveler is in port, and it does not matter to Dorian what route he takes while he is Schooling, we have decided to allow the Arderons to use his ship for the Princess’ journey to Menoin.”

“And Dorian has agreed?” The words were out before Dhulyn could stop them, her tone of frank disbelief bordering on discourtesy.

Evidently Gustof Ironhand thought so as well, for he only smiled again—his thin, old man’s smile. “Perhaps you would do better to ask him yourself.” His tone was so unmistakable that Dhulyn found herself on her feet, with Parno already turning toward the door.

“One question, Senior Brother, if I may,” Dhulyn said.

“Certainly.”

“The players, did they perform The Soldier King?” Dhulyn asked.

“They did indeed. In Battle, my Brothers,” the old man said.

“Or in Death,” they replied.

 


The Mercenary House was not large enough to have its own stable, but Dhulyn found that the public stable nearby had taken good care of their horses while they were on the other side of the Long Ocean.

“How old do you think Gustof Ironhand is?” Parno asked as he threw his saddle across Warhammer’s back. The big gray gelding had pretended not to know him when they had first arrived, but a pretense it had clearly been, and the horse now nudged him companionably, snorting into his face.

“Sun and Moon only know,” Dhulyn said. “I’d wager my second-best sword he’s been a Mercenary Brother longer even than you’ve been alive.” She tested Bloodbone’s girth and turned to her saddlebags. “In fact, I’d wager he’s been Senior Brother here in Hellik longer than that.”

“Think he could still hold his own?”

Dhulyn stopped what she was doing and considered Parno’s question seriously. “His hands moved well, though his knuckles are so swollen. He’s had years to learn to compensate for the single eye. As for strength,” she shrugged. “Technique beats strength almost every time. If his enemy was close enough, I’d say Gustof could still kill.”

[image: 003]

DHULYN IS STANDING BEFORE A GRANITE WALL, THE BLOCKS FITTED SO CLOSELY THAT SHE HAS TO TOUCH THEM TO FEEL THE SEAMS. THE STONE IS SMOOTH AND COLD, CREATED BY THE HAND OF SOME MASTER CRAFTSMAN OF THECAIDS. HER FINGERTIPS PASS OVER SOME IRREGULARITY, AND DHULYN STANDS TO ONE SIDE, ALLOWING SHADOWS TO FALL WHERE HER FINGERS HAVE BEEN. A FACE STARES BACK AT HER FROM THE WALL, WIDE-BROWED, POINTED OF CHIN, THE NOSE VERY LONG AND STRAIGHT, THE LIPS FULL CURVES. THE EYES HAVE BEEN FINISHED WITH TINY CHIPS OF BLACK STONE, SO THAT THE FACE DOES INDEED APPEAR TO BE STARING. . .

A THIN MAN WEARING A GOLD RING IN EACH EAR IS BENT OVER A CIRCLE OF STONES, USING A SPARKER TO SET DRIED GRASS AND TWIGS ALIGHT. A PILE OF BROKEN BRANCHES SITS TO ONE SIDE READY TO BE PLACED IN THE FIRE. HIS LARGE HANDS HAVE LONG FLAT FINGERS. HIS STRAW-COLORED HAIR IS COARSE AND THICK, CROPPED SHORT. DHULYN’S SHADOW FALLS ACROSS HIM, AND HE LOOKS UP. “HERE,” HE SAYS, STRAIGHTENING TO HIS FEET AND REACHING TOWARD HER. “LET ME HELP YOU WITH THAT. . . ”

A SHORT YOUNG WOMAN , ROUNDED AND WELL-DRESSED, LOCKS OF DARK, CURLY HAIR ESCAPING FROM A SEVERE HEADDRESS, HANDS DEMURELY CLASPED AT HER WAIST, LOOKS AROUND THE KITCHEN OF WHAT LOOKS LIKE A MINOR HOUSE. THE WORKPLACE IS WELL-APPOINTED, WITH BOTH OPEN HEARTH AND TILED OVENS, POTS, CROCKS, AND A WORKTABLE LARGE ENOUGH TO ACCOMMODATE FOUR PEOPLE.

THE YOUNG WOMAN WALKS THROUGH THE ROOM, TOUCHING, ALMOST CARESSING OBJECTS AS SHE PASSES THEM. SHE MAY BE SEEING THIS FOR THE LAST TIME, DHULYN THINKS, OR ELSE SHE’S BUT NEWLY COME HERE ANDIS MARKING HER NEWLY ACQUIRED TERRITORY WITH THE TOUCH OF HER HANDS. BUT THENDHULYN SEES THAT THE BOWL THE WOMAN TOUCHES IS CRACKED NOW, THE WOODEN LADLE SPLIT, THE CROCKS BREAKING AND LEAKING THEIR CONTENTS ONTO THE FLOOR. FINALLY THE YOUNG WOMAN COMES TO THE TABLE AND, SMILING, STANDS READY TO LOWER HER HANDS TO ITS SURFACE. . .

A TALL, THIN MAN WITH CLOSE-CROPPED HAIR THE COLOR OF WHEAT STRAW, EYES THE BLUE OF OLD ICE, DEEP ICE, SITS READING A BOUND BOOK LARGER THAN ANY SHE HAS EVER SEEN. HIS CHEEKBONES SEEM CHISELED FROM GRANITE, YET THERE IS HUMOR IN THE SET OF HIS LIPS AND LAUGHTER IN THE FAINT LINES AROUNDHIS EYES. DHULYN KNOWS SHE WOULD LIKE THE MAN IF SHE MET HIM AND THAT THIS IS A VISION OF THE PAST, BOTH HER PAST AND HIS, AND SHE WONDERS WHY SHESEES IT AGAIN NOW.

THE MAN TRACES A LINE ON THE PAGE WITH THIS FINGER, HIS LIPS MOVING AS HE CONFIRMS THE WORDS. HE NODS AND, STANDING, TAKES UP A HIGHLY POLISHED TWO-HANDED SWORD. DHULYN OWNS ONE LIKE IT, THOUGH SHE DOES NOT USE IT OFTEN. IT IS NOT THE SWORD OF A HORSEMAN. SHE CAN SEE NOW THAT HIS CLOTHES ARE BRIGHTLY COLORED AND FIT HIM CLOSELY EXCEPT FOR THE SLEEVES, WHICH FALL FROM HIS SHOULDERS LIKE INVERTED LILIES.

HE TURNS TOWARD A CIRCULAR MIRROR, AS TALL AS HE IS HIMSELF; IT DOES NOT REFLECT THE ROOM BUT SHOWS A NIGHT SKY FULL OF STARS. HIS LIPS MOVE, ANDDHULYN KNOWS HE IS SAYING THE WORDS FROM THE BOOK. HE MAKES A MOVE LIKE ONE OF THE CRANE SHORA AND SLASHES DOWNWARD THROUGH THE MIRROR, AS IF SPLITTING IT IN HALF. BUT IT IS A WINDOW, NOT A MIRROR, AND IT IS THE SKY ITSELF AND NOT A REFLECTION THAT THE MAN SPLITS WITH HIS CHARMED SWORD; AND THROUGH THE OPENING COMES SPILLING LIKE FOG A GREEN-TINTED SHADOW, SHIVERING AND JERKY, AS THOUGH IT IS AFRAID. . .

ANOTHER FAIR-HAIRED MAN, THIS ONE YOUNGER, SHORTER, AND SQUARER THROUGH THE BODY. GUNDARON OFVALDOMAR SITS WHEREDHULYN HAS OFTEN SEEN HIM BEFORE, AT A TABLE, LOOKING DOWN INTO A FINDER’S BOWL. DHULYN KNOWS SHE’S SMILING NOW, HOPES THAT THIS IS NOT ALSO A VISION OF THE PAST. SHE WOULD LIKE TO SEE THE SCHOLAR AGAIN .
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Parno watched Dhulyn out of the corner of his eye as they sat at breakfast on the aft deck the next morning. She’d experienced Visions during the night, but apart from one involving the Green Shadow, which they knew came from the past, not the future, there was nothing that required prompt sharing or action. Her Sight was more regular now, and if she could not always control what Vision came, and though they still came unbidden, they were not quite the unpredictable and useless things they had once been.

In fact, just lately, they had occasionally been greatly helpful, something neither he nor his Partner had ever hoped to see.

Dhulyn caught him looking at her and moved her head ever so slightly from side to side, though she smiled the faintest of smiles while she did it. With a nod just as minute, Parno did his best to put thoughts of Visions from his mind. They’d little enough time for speculation this morning. Their assignment had begun when the Arderon nobles came aboard the evening before, and now they were only waiting for the rowing tugs to come and pull the Black Traveler out of harbor. With the Princess of Arderon paying passage, Dorian of the River, Mercenary Schooler and called, like his ship, the Black Traveler, had no need to wait for the tide.

They both sat at the captain’s table, Parno across from Dorian and Dhulyn on his right. Parno turned sideways in his seat with his back toward his Partner. His job was to keep his eye on the Princess Cleona, sitting three paces away with her cousin, being served breakfast by the two attendants they’d brought with them. Princess Cleona had declared her preference that her guards not stand over her while she ate, and since this was, after all, Dorian’s ship, and there was no one on board that the Mercenary Schooler did not vouch for, Dhulyn had decided to let the Princess have her own way. This time.

Still, throughout the meal, as he was handed bread, cheese, figs, and cups of ganje, Parno kept one hand always free and close to a weapon, while his eyes were constantly shifting, checking the area immediately around the princess for anything that shouldn’t be there—the wrong attendant, one of Dorian’s sailors, even a seabird flying oddly. Dhulyn, he knew, was studying the larger field of danger, watching who was coming up the ladder from the main deck, who—if anyone—was in the rigging over their heads, and how close their duties brought them to the Princesses. Even here, where Dhulyn herself had been Schooled, they would take few chances.

The Princess of Arderon and her young cousin were dressed in a combination of traveling leathers and quilted silks, densely embroidered, and their short half boots were thick with beading. They both wore trousers, as befitted their Horse Nomad heritage. Their blouses had high collars and narrow sleeves, and their vests, worn open in the morning sun, would fasten with large buttons carved from oyster shell, a luxury and mark of wealth on the inland plains. Princess Cleona was the older and shorter of the two women, but both had the same golden hair and creamy skin, and their strong features marked them as close kin.

They were neither of them beautiful, Parno thought, but it would be hard to mistake them for anyone else, or to forget them, once seen.

“So why did you turn down the princess’ application? She looks fierce enough to me.” Parno kept his voice politely low. Without turning, he accepted with his right hand the refilled cup of ganje Dorian the Black gave him, and he leaned his elbow on the table.

Dorian laughed, handing a matching cup to Dhulyn. The Mercenary Schooler was a tall man, well over Parno’s height, with skin so dark it seemed to have blue highlights. Though he had already been a Schooler for some years when he had rescued and begun training the eleven-year-old Dhulyn, Dorian seemed ageless, his face unlined and his straight black hair thick and showing no signs of gray. “Ferocity has very little to do with it, as you well know, my Lion. Nor was it, as some have suggested, her royal status. We have had many successful applicants from among Royal Houses over the years. No.” His eyes grew more serious, though his mouth maintained its grin. “Cleona wished to join the Brotherhood because she was unhappy with her life, and that is insufficient reason to be accepted among us. We know that there are those who have a need to flee from their lives, but they must also be, in some fashion, running toward ours.”

“Surely that old connection can’t be all that lies behind this willingness to offer her escort to Menoin? With us to guard her, she could have taken any ship in port,” Dhulyn said, her voice like rough silk.

“Ah, but the captain of any ship in port could not tell you what Gustof Ironhand, Senior Mercenary Brother of Hellik, needs you to know.”

“Something he could not tell us himself, evidently.”

“Something no one else knows—yet. Something that we hope no one else will ever need to know.” They had all been speaking quietly out of courtesy for the nearness of the noble passengers, but Dorian now fell into the nightwatch voice, so quiet that very likely even the apprentices serving them would not hear a word.

Parno resisted the urge to turn and look at Dorian again. He would have given much to see the expression in the older man’s eyes.

“Can you tell us now?” Dhulyn said. “We’ll have to take turns sleeping during the day, if we’re both to be on watch tonight.”

Dorian took the last swig from his own cup and signaled to the apprentice hovering nearby, eyes round as coins. It was rare for youngsters like these to see, let alone to serve, seasoned Brothers like the Wolfshead and the Lionsmane. The youngster nodded and touched his forehead in response to Dorian’s signal before scooping up the now empty jug of ganje and turning to go down the ladder to the main deck. Dorian leaned in.

“A little over a year ago the old Tarkin of Menoin sent to the Mercenary House in Pyrusa for two bodyguards.”

Dhulyn Wolfshead leaned forward, putting her cup carefully down on the table. Parno sat up straighter, though he still did not take his eyes from the Arderon Princess. It was not unusual for a ruler, or even a High Noble House, to use Mercenary Brothers as personal guards if they could afford it. There were some who even preferred it, since the question of trust would never arise. Still, it seemed an ominous way for Dorian to begin.

“You say ‘the old Tarkin,’ ” was all Dhulyn said aloud.

Dorian nodded. “The one who originally contracted for the marriage to our Princess.”

“She seems a little older than the usual wife-to-be.” Dhulyn glanced at her Partner.

Dorian smiled. “Indeed. But she is the Tarkina of Arderon’s closest female kin—other than her own daughters—unmarried and of child-bearing years. The two countries, Menoin and Arderon, were once most closely related, and this alliance is vital—some tricky point of political tradition depends upon it. Of course the alliance is still possible, still desirable, perhaps even more so, now that the old Tarkin is dead.”

“Dead?” Dhulyn had no need to say anything more than that one word. Both her Partner and her Schooler understood what she was really asking. How did the old Tarkin die, when he had two Mercenary Brothers as bodyguards?

Dorian nodded, accepting a jug refilled with steaming hot ganje before motioning the youngster away. “A sudden illness—though definitely not poison. A Healer was sent for, but one could not arrive in time.”

Again, nothing unusual there. Of all the Marked, Menders were most common, then Finders, and only Seers were rarer than Healers. Many Healers still followed the old custom of traveling a route prescribed by their Guild in order to provide the most service, though there were always rumors of Healers in Royal Houses, and Dhulyn knew from her own experience that the Great King in the West had one of his own.

“Word was sent to us that on being released from their contract by the death of the Tarkin, our Brothers had left Menoin, had in fact taken ship for Ishkanbar.” Dorian poured fresh ganje into all their cups before continuing. “I know what you are thinking. Though I’d wager the two of you rarely send word to the nearest Mercenary House of your comings and goings.”

“Not as often as we did when we were newly badged,” Dhulyn said. “If we’re near one of our own Houses, we’ll stop, of course, even go a half day’s ride or so out of our way. But send word? No, not usually. Still, as you suggest, it is not uncommon in newly badged Brothers.”

“As one at least of these was.” Dorian took a swallow of hot ganje and grimaced. “Kesman Firehawk, Schooled by Yoruk Silverheels, way to the west. But the other you may know, Delvik Bloodeye, called the Bull, Schooled by Nerysa Warhammer.”

Parno shrugged without turning. “After my time, though I think I’ve heard the name.”

“So, with an experienced Brother there, no alarm would have arisen—ordinarily—no special notice given to the fact that they have not been heard from since.”

“Ordinarily?”

“Gustof Ironhand was the Senior Brother who sent these two to Menoin. He, now that the old Tarkin is gone, is the only one who knew that the contract had asked for two Brothers as bodyguards not for the old Tarkin but for the heir, the young man who is now Tarkin.”

“With a specified term set?”

“No term.”

“So their contract did not expire on the old man’s death.” The tone of Parno’s voice, even nightwatch quiet, set chill fingers dancing up Dhulyn’s spine. “They should still be in Menoin.”

“And I’ll wager my second-best sword that you’ve sent to Ishkanbar, and these Brothers never called into the Mercenary House there to announce their arrival,” Dhulyn said. “Otherwise, we would not be having this conversation now.”

“It is always a joy to find that one’s students are still as sharp as two daggers, even all these years after leaving their School.”

“So we’re not being given a minor punishment by being sent to Menoin as the bodyguards of the Arderon Princess,” Parno said. “That’s merely our excuse for arriving there unasked for.”

Dhulyn was nodding, her eyes fixed on Dorian’s still smiling face. “We are being sent to find our missing Brothers.”




Two

“WILL NO ONE but me say the word Pasillon out loud?” Parno said. It was the beginning of the early night watch, the first chance they’d had to speak alone since Dorian had told them of their real assignment.

“If our Brothers in Menoin have been somehow turned upon, as they were at Pasillon, then we will avenge them.” Dhulyn’s rough silk voice spoke for his ears only, though there was no one close enough to them to overhear.

Parno nodded, slowly, keeping his eyes on the shadowy movement of the waves. “The Visions you had last night, did they touch upon this?”

He felt Dhulyn shrug. “How can I be sure? A sandy-haired man offered help. A carving in a stone wall—oh, and I saw Gundaron of Valdomar, using the Finder’s bowl. All of which could mean anything.”

“Or nothing,” Parno agreed. “I find myself in two minds about this assignment.”

“Is that possible? I’d have said you had brains enough for one mind only—” Grinning, Dhulyn ducked the blow Parno aimed at her head. As she crouched under his swinging arm Parno reached out with his other hand and filched the knife Dhulyn always carried inside the back of her vest—only to find that she’d helped herself to his belt dagger as she went down. Silently laughing, he handed Dhulyn back her knife and accepted his dagger in return. Parno felt the soft pressure of her cool hand around his upper arm. He waited until they were once again leaning with their elbows braced against the port rail of the main deck, a few paces away from the door of the Princess’ cabin, before continuing his thought.

“On the one hand, I would never knowingly wish for Pasillon to be repeated. For any Brother to be in such a position that revenge is the best we can hope for. But…” Parno shrugged. “If the alternative is to guard a woman on the way to her wedding . . .”

“Here I was thinking that after what we have been through in the last few moons, a quiet assignment would be very welcome,” Dhulyn said.

Parno looked at his Partner, glad that the darkness covered the frown he felt forming between his eyebrows. This was the part of her that only he ever saw. The part that would just as soon lie under a shady tree with a book and a wineskin as ride into a battle. Not that she didn’t do the latter very well indeed.

“We’ve just had a quiet sea voyage across the Long Ocean—that wasn’t rest enough for you?”

Dhulyn was silent a long moment. “So much happened on the far side of the ocean.” She laid her fingers on his wrist, as if she needed to touch him to speak of it. “I’m not sure that the few weeks we spent with the Nomads and the Crayx returning to Boravia has given us enough time to fully digest it.”

Parno stroked the back of her hand with his own fingertips. “You haven’t been worrying at this, have you? We were tested,” he acknowledged. “Our Partnership, even our Brotherhood. We have come out of it stronger, as steel leaves the forge.”

“And we have learned things about ourselves we did not previously know,” Dhulyn said. “What does your Pod sense tell you? Can you feel any of the Crayx nearby?”

Parno closed his eyes and reached out with his inner sense in the way he’d been taught.

#Greeting# #Enjoyment#

He smiled. “They’re just going through the Straits, planning to stop at Navra to pick up some jeresh.”

“Not for Dar, I hope. She shouldn’t be drinking until the babes come.”

“No,” Parno said, letting the link fade. “Just for trade.”

“Still, in some things, we’re left with more questions than answers,” Dhulyn said.

“There’s one answer we can always count on,” he said, touching his fingers to his forehead. “In Battle.”

“And in Death,” she said, a smile in her voice.

Parno pushed himself upright. “Toss you for the post by the door,” he said. “Maybe you used up all your luck winning Kari’s gloves.”

 


Dhulyn began her patrol on the starboard side of the deck, her bare feet soundless, one hand out for balance and the fingers of the other resting lightly on her sword hilt. As her eyes scanned for movements in the shadows, her mind returned to worry at the possibility that in Menoin they would find another Pasillon. This was not the first time she and Parno had brushed up against the legend. It was not uncommon, even now when their numbers were relatively few, for Mercenary Brothers to fight on opposite sides of a battle. In fact, to be killed by a Brother was widely considered the best way to die. More than thirty Mercenaries had been killed at the ancient battle of Pasillon when the victorious, maddened by their triumph, forgot that their contracts required them to spare any Mercenaries who had fought on the losing side. When they had seen what was happening, the Brothers from both sides united, holding off much greater numbers until, at nightfall, they could cover the escape of three of their own.

Those three had carried the word, and after that night, the leaders of the victorious army had learned exactly how costly their victory had been. Since that day, “Pasillon” had been a rallying cry for Mercenary Brothers everywhere and a reminder that the Brotherhood protected its own.

Dhulyn was on her third pass around the deck when the soft cry of a night bird made her pause and crouch into a patch of darkness formed by a sail locker. It didn’t take her more than a breath or two to see the dark shadow where it paced along the port rail, slowing every now and again to edge around here a barrel of pitch, there a rack of boarding axes. Dhulyn leaned her head back, brought her hand up to her mouth, and returned the night bird’s cry. The ship had changed not at all since her own Schooling, and Dhulyn already knew exactly where every crew member or apprentice aboard the Black Traveler should be, who had what assignment on this watch, what they looked and smelled like. This was someone else. According to Parno’s signal, one of the Princesses, but which one?

Dhulyn took a deep breath, released it slowly and, sinking into the Stalking Cat Shora, began to follow. The hunting Shora heightened her senses, making her aware of the slightest noise, the smallest movements, including even the beating of her heart and the flow of her own blood through her muscles. Dhulyn’s feet were noiseless on the smooth boards of the deck—and unlike her quarry, Dhulyn did not need to feel her way along, her eyes having long grown accustomed to the available light. When she was no more than an arm’s length away, Dhulyn knew it was the younger woman, the Princess Alaria, that she followed. The woman’s scent, a moderately-priced oil of morning lilies, was unmistakable; the Princess Cleona wore the much more expensive oil of orange blossom.

In a moment Dhulyn had matched her breathing and the beat of her heart to those of the younger woman. The young princess seemed agitated, but she did not head toward the rail, so she needed neither fresher air nor a place from which to vomit. Three more paces and it was clear that she was heading for the temporary enclosure amidships that housed the horses. For a moment Dhulyn wondered what could bring the young woman out to this place in the middle of the night, what girlish secret could be hidden in the packs and equipment stored with the horses in their stalls. Then she remembered that the Arderons were horse breeders, and she realized that Princess Alaria was likely taking it upon herself to check on what was, after all, the greater part of Princess Cleona’s bride gift.

Alaria stumbled as she rounded the corner to the horse enclosure, and Dhulyn almost put out a hand to catch her by the elbow. Only the knowledge that finding someone so close to her would make the princess jump and squeal—something that was sure to frighten the horses—made Dhulyn hold back her hand. Instead, she waited until the younger woman had righted herself, entered the stabling enclosure, and shut the door behind her before following her into the warm, horse-scented darkness, this time making as much noise she could with the latches of the door.

Even so, Princess Alaria gasped and spun round to face her, dropping the unlit lamp she’d taken from its niche to the right of the door, and causing the nearest horse to toss its head and shy backward.

“So now, shhhhah shhhah,” Dhulyn crooned, stepping around the princess to hold the horse’s bridle, and stroke her hand down its long nose. The enclosure was a flimsy structure, meant as a temporary measure, and it wouldn’t take much for these high-bred horses to kick it to pieces if they became excited enough.

“She should not let you touch her.” The girl’s tone was mixed, showing both her own awareness of their danger and surprised annoyance that Dhulyn was not being bitten or kicked to death.

“Horses like me,” Dhulyn said. She released the animal with a final caress and stooped to retrieve the oil lamp. It was, as she’d expected, full of paste rather than oil and so had not spilled. She pulled her own sparker out of her belt and lit the wick.

“I do not require your assistance,” Princess Alaria said, blinking in the light. “You may leave.” Her voice was now tight with anger. She had been frightened, true, and that was enough to anger anyone of spirit, but Dhulyn wondered whether there was more to the younger woman’s present emotion than that.

“Setting aside the fact that my own horses are stabled here and that therefore I have as much right to enter as yourself, I am a Mercenary Brother and your bodyguard, and you cannot tell me where I may go. Quite the contrary.”

“You are not my bodyguard.”

The relative darkness allowed Dhulyn to raise her eyebrows unnoticed. Was that the way the wind was blowing? Did the younger princess resent the older one’s wedding? Had she hoped for something other, something better, than being another woman’s companion?

“Our contract is to protect and deliver safely both yourself and your cousin.” Dhulyn set the lamp into its niche. “For myself and my Partner Parno Lionsmane, there is no distinction between you.”

“You are Dhulyn then, Dhulyn Wolfshead?” Some of the tightness had disappeared from Alaria’s voice. It seemed curiosity was stronger than anger.

“I am, and it is pronounced ‘Dillin.’ ”

“You are a Red Horseman.” Blinking in the flickering light, Alaria gestured toward Dhulyn’s hair, the color of old blood.

“I am a Mercenary Brother, Schooled on this very ship, as it happens. What I was before that is immaterial.”

“But your family, your . . . your property.”

Dhulyn shrugged, stepping past the princess to where her own horse, Bloodbone, was watching with interest. Dhulyn laid her forehead against the mare’s neck for a moment before answering. “The Brotherhood is my family. We own no property in the sense you mean it.”

Alaria had turned to the second of the four white horses that had come aboard with the Arderon party and placed her hand on its nose. “So then. No horse herds, no fields, no pastures. But you must own something.”

The girl’s back was rigid. Dhulyn hoped she wasn’t conveying her emotional state to the horse. It would be a great shame if any of the mares miscarried.

“My weapons. My horse. My clothing. And of course, the most important item there is.” Dhulyn waited until Princess Alaria turned toward her, eyes wide in question. “Myself.”

“Yourself.” Dhulyn had heard that tone before—envy. “You are free.”

“Free to look for work every day, free to starve if I do not find it, free to be killed when my skill is no longer enough to keep me alive.”

A rough gesture as Alaria turned back to the horses, combing imaginary tangles from a snow white mane with her fingers. “Oh, I know. I’m not a child, I know what being alone in the world would mean. But—” she twisted her head to face Dhulyn, careful to keep her hands steady in their stroking of the horse. “You would not give up that freedom to starve—not for land, nor wealth, nor children. Not even for your own horse herd.”

“No,” Dhulyn said, blinking at the younger woman’s vehemence, and her own slight hesitation. “You are right, I would not. Nor would any of my Brothers. But the Brotherhood is not a life for everyone.”

“No, I suppose not.”

What, another Arderon princess running from home? Dhulyn looked the girl up and down, studying what she could make out in the flickering light of the small lamp. Younger than she first appeared, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, Alaria was almost as tall as Dhulyn herself, long-limbed and healthy, as befitted a member of a Royal House, no matter how minor. Her hair was a dark gold, though not as dark as Parno’s, and was closely braided around her head like a helmet. There was not sufficient light for Dhulyn to see the color of Alaria’s eyes, but they seemed light. She carried a long dagger sheathed at her belt as well as the more common knife, and she wore an archer’s arm guard on her right wrist. Left-handed, Dhulyn noted automatically.

“Why are you here?” she said aloud. “Not here in the stable,” she added. “Here on this boat?”

“I could not let Cleona come alone.”

Dhulyn lifted her brows. That had the ring of simple truth. She followed her cousin from love . . . or was there more to it than that? Dhulyn reflected. The two women had shown themselves friends in the way they sat together, talked, even laughing more than once. Was there more? “I know it’s unusual for a royal bride to bring an almost equally royal attendant with her,” was all Dhulyn said aloud. “You must have chosen to come. Leaving your family, your property.”

“You left your people, Horse people the same as mine.”

Dhulyn clenched her teeth, inhaling slowly and silently through her nose. This is what her curiosity brought. “The Tribes of the Red Horsemen were broken,” she said finally. “There is nothing left of them except myself.”

For a moment the girl stood staring at her, shock making her face hard; then the lines of Alaria’s mouth softened, and she took a deep breath.

“I’ve an older sister,” she said. “And for all that we’re cousins to the Tarkina, our House is a small one.” She grimaced, glancing at Dhulyn from under her brows. “Do you know what is meant by a ‘good marriage’?”

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile. She knew what such a thing would mean in woman-ruled Arderon. “Your marriage to some man who would bring wealth or property with him. Some rich woman’s son.” Dhulyn considered what she’d seen of Alaria’s discontent. “And denied marriage to someone else? Someone poorer, but preferred?” That might be reason enough for the girl to follow her cousin to Menoin.

“Oh, no, I’m not in love with someone else. It was just—” Alaria stopped short, as if she suddenly realized what she had let slip. If she was not in love with another, someone clearly was. And who else was there but Cleona? Alaria had moved to the horse in the next stall. “Cleona is bringing these horses as her bride gift, each in foal to a different stallion, to reestablish herds on Menoin.” Alaria looked up, her face suddenly animated. “Did you know our horses came from there, originally, in the time of the Caids? There may still be remnants of those ancient herds in the mountain valleys. Think of it—to rebuild the lost stables of Menoin. That’s why I chose to come with Cleona.”

“A decision all could accept.” Dhulyn nodded. “And a worthy ambition.” So the young woman was running to something, as well as running away. There was still an undercurrent of bitterness in Alaria’s voice when the girl spoke of her mother and sister, but her tone had warmed when her subject was her cousin or the horses. The young princess had made the right choice, even if a part of her still looked back over her shoulder to her mother’s House.

“That is quite a good mare you have,” Alaria said finally. “May I ask where you got her?” A reasonable change of subject and a sign, as if Dhulyn needed one, that the time of confidences was over.

“Far to the west of here, in the lands of the Great King. She is somewhat larger than mares are here in Boravia, as you can see.”

“You wear much armor?”

“Not much, no,” Dhulyn admitted. “But enough that my mount must be strong enough to carry me. And she’s battle-trained, you see, and must be prepared to fight as long as I do.”

“She’s not your first horse.”

“And with luck, won’t be my last.”

“The other has been gelded. I suppose that was the man’s idea?”

At this absurdity Dhulyn laughed outright, and she had the satisfaction of seeing another look of annoyance flash across the younger woman’s face. “Believe me, Princess Alaria. It’s no man’s first notion to geld anything—rather the opposite, in fact.” Now the look of annoyance deepened. “Stallions unwanted for breeding are frequently gelded, as you know, and especially if they are to be used as warhorses. And you may think what you like about most men, but only a fool undervalues my Partner.”

Alaria shrugged, jerked her head in a parody of a nod, and walked out with only a muttered good night as farewell.

“Well,” Dhulyn said to Bloodbone, “that could have gone easier.” Still it was a typical reaction: first the confidence, then the embarrassment. Alaria would likely avoid her for the rest of the trip. Dhulyn doused the lamp, making sure it was out by spitting on her fingers and touching them to the wick, and set the little pot of oil paste back on its shelf beside the door. She crooned a good night to the horses and let herself out, keeping pace with Alaria, though well back, until the younger woman let herself into the cabin she shared with Princess Cleona. Dhulyn found Parno, standing relaxed in the shadowed corner made by the wall of the fore cabins and the portside ladder—the best spot for watching the fore-cabin door and all approaches to it—and touched his arm. He touched her shoulder and shifted to one side as Dhulyn settled in next to him, feeling the wood still warm where he had been.

“I found out what she’s been so stiff about. Not much wanted or valued at home, it seems, and has come to be with the only person who does want or value her.” Sensible, Dhulyn thought. And brave of the girl to face reality so squarely and act on it. But still. Hard to know that it was so easy for some to let her go.

“She told you?”

Dhulyn shook her head, relating the princess’ story in a few words. “You’d have got more out of her, I know. She professes not to think much of men—what Arderon woman does? But she’s of a High Noble House, practically royal, and that gives you more in common with her than I, whatever the Princess Alaria might think.”

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile, her lip curling back from the scar that marred it. She had been a Mercenary Brother since Dorian had rescued her from the hold of a slaver’s ship. House manners and pretty speeches did not come easily to her.

“I’m still surprised you asked her anything at all. It’s not like you to be curious about a young woman’s private life.”

“The last time we let one of our charges keep something private, we were taken captive and almost killed.” Even Dhulyn could hear the dryness in her tone. “I’ll admit it’s hard to see how these princesses could be involved in the disappearance of our two Brothers, but this marriage was contracted for before they vanished,” Dhulyn said. “We cannot rule them out entirely, not just yet.” She looked up at her Partner. “What of the other one? It seems she may be in need of sympathy and comfort, considering the role she’s about to take on, especially if, as the young cousin implied, she leaves love behind her.”

“What makes you suggest I was thinking of comforting her?”

Dhulyn looked at her Partner sideways, trying not to smile. “You’re always thinking of comforting someone.”

“That’s because you never need any.” Parno pressed his shoulder against hers, and Dhulyn answered his pressure with her own.

“You’re all right then, being back here in your old School? I wonder how I would feel, to be back in the mountains with Nerysa.” The tone was light, but Dhulyn felt the reality of Parno’s concern under it.

“This was my home for many years, after I thought I would never have a home again,” she said, knowing that Parno would understand. “But watching these youngsters, here where I used to be one,” she shrugged. “It only makes me feel old.”

“Old? You?” Parno spoke almost loudly enough for the man at the wheel to hear. “You’ll never be old, my heart. Now me, I was born ancient.”
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“If it were not for the cover it gives you to enter Menoin without questions, I would tell the Princess Cleona to find another ship.”

Parno took his eyes away from the apprentices practicing signals—some close together, others as far apart as the narrow-beamed ship would allow—and eyed Dorian with interest. The irritation present in the man’s words was not noticeable in either tone or facial expression. At least, not that Parno could see. Dhulyn, of course, knew her Schooler much better, which was not to say that the man had no secrets. From what Dhulyn had told him, the first time Dorian had spoken to her, in the hold of the slave ship he’d rescued her from, it had been in her own language, the tongue of the Espadryni, known to the rest of the world as the Red Horsemen. Dorian had used that language only once more, on the day Dhulyn had passed from being a youngster apprentice to a Mercenary Brother. She had never asked her Schooler how he knew the language of a dead Tribe, and Dorian had never explained.

“Princess causing trouble, is she?” Parno said now. “Well, isn’t ‘passenger’ another word for ‘trouble’?”

“She is holding herself very stiff, very aloof, showing smiles only to the young cousin. Did I tell you Princess Cleona pretended at first not to know me?” Dorian said. He grinned at Parno, who couldn’t help shaking his own head and smiling back. Who could possibly see Dorian the Black Traveler and not know him again? “But when she saw that I was content to let that be, in no hurry to claim an acquaintance, she deigned to recognize me and introduce me to her young cousin.” He flicked his eyes toward where the two women were approaching with Dhulyn in close attendance behind them. “Watch how she calls me ‘Captain’ to make it less obvious that she is distancing herself from me in my capacity as Mercenary Schooler.”

Parno hid his grin and came to his feet as the princesses approached.

“Captain, seeing all your pupils thus occupied puts me in mind that neither my cousin nor myself have had weapons practice in some days. May we have partners from among your students?”

Parno was not surprised when Dorian’s smile stiffened. The man was a Mercenary Schooler, first and foremost. To carry passengers as a cover for a secret mission was one thing—to have them spar with his youngsters was another. Parno had counted eleven apprentices when he and Dhulyn had come aboard the day before. Three were young women—two obviously sisters—one a man almost Parno’s own age, and of the seven younger men remaining, only two were not yet old enough to shave. The day before he had seen them drilling as a group—the Drunken Soldier Shora. From what Parno had seen, all eleven were more or less at the same stage of their Schooling—and therefore using white blades, not the dull, blackened practice swords.

“As your bodyguard, Princess Cleona, I must suggest that you do not spar with any of the apprentices.”

The princess lifted her eyebrows and blinked. “I saw them yesterday when we came aboard. They appear skilled enough to me,” she said in a tone that seemed to decide the matter. Her voice was rich and full, but Parno had yet to hear her speak with any real emotion. Was what Dhulyn suspected true? Had she left a love behind her, and did she show only her duty face to the world?

“They are just skilled enough to kill you,” agreed Dorian. “But not quite skilled enough to avoid killing you. To be sure there are no accidents, you must have opponents much more experienced than these.”

“And if we use staffs or wooden blades?”

“Princess, if you think you cannot be killed with a quarterstaff or a practice blade, then you are definitely not sparring with any of my apprentices.”

“What about one of you bodyguards? Surely you must be sufficiently skilled.” There. There was some emotion. Princess Alaria had the same rich voice as her cousin, but it was spoiled by an undertone of impatience.

Dhulyn caught Parno’s eye over their heads. Parno was careful to keep his own face from registering anything. She raised her right eyebrow and shrugged. Shall I do it? she was asking. Parno blinked twice. Go ahead.

“I will spar at staffs with Princess Cleona,” Dhulyn said.

“Excellent,” the princess said. “And Alaria can fight the winner.”

But the younger woman was shaking her head. “Anyone who can best you at the staff, Cousin, will have no difficulty besting me. Make mine an archery contest, and I’ll agree.” Now Parno thought he detected a little eagerness in Alaria’s voice.

Dhulyn was already dressed for combat in her loose linen trousers and vest quilted with patches of brightly colored cloth, bits of fur, lace, and ribbons, but Princess Cleona had some preparation to make. She began by lifting off the headdress she wore against the sun, revealing her golden hair tightly braided and clubbed to the back of her neck. Next came the waist harness bearing her knife and belt pouch, then her jewelry, and finally the princess toed off her bright green half boots. In the absence of boat shoes, bare feet would give her the best purchase on the deck.

“Is there any part of the body you do not want bruised?” Dhulyn hefted the staff Dorian tossed to her and took her grip, right hand in the center, left hand halfway between that and the end of the staff.

For the first time Princess Cleona looked uncertain. If there had not been so many people already gathering to watch, Parno would have wagered the princess would have made some excuse to back out. But give the woman her due, she narrowed her eyes and took up her stance.

“Face, hands, shoulders,” she said, with only the slightest tremor in her voice. “Everything else will be covered by the wedding garments.”

Cleona knew her way around a quarterstaff, that much was obvious. It was a common enough weapon for nobles to be taught, even where it was not the custom for women to become soldiers. That was not the case in Arderon, if Parno remembered his tutor’s lessons correctly. Two or three generations back there had been an uprising of the then predominantly male army, put down only with great difficulty—and help from the Mercenary Brotherhood—by the then Tarkina. None of that ruler’s successors had made such a simple mistake again. Now more than half of all the soldiery in Arderon, including guard troops, was female.

Dhulyn and the Princess Cleona circled each other, looking for openings. The Black Traveler was moving smoothly, at least compared to what she and Parno had experienced on the Long Ocean, but it was obvious from the way Princess Cleona swayed and shifted her feet that she didn’t have her sea legs quite yet.

Parno was beginning to regret that he hadn’t opted to do this himself. There were two paths for Dhulyn to choose between. Deal with the princess quickly and cleanly—much harder to do when the object was to leave her uninjured and alive—or draw out the match to make the woman feel as though she was considered a worthy opponent. The latter was certainly the diplomatic pathway—but when it came to her Mercenary skills, Dhulyn was rarely diplomatic.

The princess struck first, a feint to the knee followed by a blow aimed at the head, which Dhulyn neatly parried with as small a movement as the staffs allowed. His Partner showed no excessive speed or knowledge, Parno noted as the bout progressed, matching herself carefully to the princess’ abilities. Parno began to breathe more easily; it seemed Dhulyn would after all remember that she was a bodyguard—and whose body she was guarding.

Another exchange of blows, much faster this time, and Princess Cleona’s lips began to curve into a smile. Out of the corner of his eye Parno saw Dorian purse his lips and give his head a tiny shake, and he almost smiled himself, thoroughly understanding. The princess had forgotten where she was, and who she was fighting. That kind of confidence would lose her the match.

Dhulyn blocked a sudden jab to her ribs with the shod end of the staff and tapped the princess on the left side of her leg, just above the knee. Parno glanced at Dorian, but from the sparkle in the Schooler’s eye, he’d caught it, all right. Had Dhulyn struck the knee itself with that much force, she would have broken it. As it was, she had badly bruised the muscle of the princess’ thigh, and at any moment—there, the leg almost gave under her. Dhulyn stepped back, holding her staff across her body.

“I think you have pulled a muscle, Princess,” she said, speaking slowly and with great clarity. “Further exercise may cause more serious damage.”

Eyes wide, Princess Cleona looked from Dhulyn’s staff to where her own hand had gone instinctively to her leg. She gave Dhulyn the minutest of nods. “Yes, you are right, thank you,” she said. She handed her staff to one of her own servants and accepted Parno’s hand to guide her to the nearest seat, a small bench that ran along under the ship’s port rail.

“Will you rest, Dhulyn Wolfshead, or shall Alaria fetch her bow?”

“I can rest while the Princess Alaria fetches her bow and my Partner fetches mine.”

“We shall have a simple target, first,” Dorian suggested when Alaria returned carrying with her one of the shorter southern bows, useful for shooting from the back of a horse. The one Parno had fetched out of Dhulyn’s large pack was much the same type, only made to be broken down into pieces for storage and traveling. Dhulyn nodded in satisfaction when she saw it.

“Perfect, my soul. The longbow would not have been an even match.”

“There is no better bow than the horse bow of Arderon,” Princess Alaria said.

“For mounted shooting, certainly,” Dorian said. “But the longbow has its place as well. Mercenary Brothers are Schooled in five types of bow.”

“Five? I know of only three types,” Princess Cleona said from her seat by the rail.

“Nor will you learn of any others from me,” Dorian said, softening his words with a bow.

“I am not counting crossbows,” the princess said.

“Nor am I.” Dorian smiled and turned to Dhulyn and the younger princess. “You know the target, my Brother,” he said to Dhulyn. “Will you explain?”

Dhulyn looked up from the last metal fastening of her bow and stood. “Do you see where the forward mast has been painted white,” she said to Princess Alaria and waited for the girl’s nod. “We’ll each have three shots at that. If we make all three,” Dhulyn glanced sideways at Dorian, “things will become more interesting.”

A tossed coin landed Ships and decided that Alaria would shoot first. Parno watched the girl carefully and saw that, like her older cousin, she had been well-trained. She knew enough to allow for windage, and she had evidently shot from horseback enough to accommodate herself to the swaying motion of the ship. She held the first shot too long—Parno thought at any moment to see her wrist tremble—but the arrow went smoothly into the white. Now that she had the range, the second and third shots went more quickly. All three were well-centered, and all struck within the space that could be covered by a large man’s hand.

Alaria smiled as she stepped back, the first relaxed smile Parno had seen from her.

Dhulyn, face carefully impassive, stepped into position, slipped two arrows into the back of her belt and held the third in her right hand as she rolled her shoulders. At Dorian’s nod she lifted her bow and took her first shot, reached behind her and took the second, reached once more and took the third. Her arrows appeared above Alaria’s, in a precise vertical line, each three finger widths apart from the others.

Alaria looked from the target to Dhulyn and back again. “You did not say what grouping you wanted,” she said. Parno wasn’t sure he could hear a tremor in her voice, but she had stopped smiling.

“Yours are well grouped,” Dhulyn said. “I think, Dorian, that there is no point in our using the single ring, since the princess can space her arrows so well. Let us go directly to the three rings.”

Dorian signaled, and three of the apprentices who had gathered to watch, the older man and the two sisters, scrambled to obey. Between them they removed the used arrows and attached a short wand to the mast. From this wand they suspended three rings on braided thongs in such a way that they would line up behind each other. Each ring was about the size of the supper plates one would be given in an inn, perhaps as wide as a man could spread his fingers.

“We will have to shoot through them all and hit the mast,” Dhulyn said to the princess.

Her eyes narrowed, Alaria studied the rings before nodding. Parno could almost read her thoughts. The rings were wider than the spacing of Alaria’s three arrows; she felt she’d have no trouble with them.

“Are you ready?” Dorian asked. When he had collected nods from both Dhulyn and Alaria, he turned back to his waiting apprentices. “Start them swinging.”

Alaria stood, openmouthed, looking from the swinging rings to Dorian and back again. Finally she closed her mouth, lips in a thin line. “It can’t be done,” she said. “It’s not possible.” She turned to Dhulyn. “You can’t mean ...” Princess Alaria fell silent at a gesture from her cousin.

The rings had already started to slow down, and Dhulyn signaled to the apprentices to start them up again. She stood apparently relaxed, the slightest of smiles on her face, but Parno knew she was chanting to herself, a meditating Shora. She would concentrate on the rings, not the mast. If the rings lined up, she would have the mast. Her face relaxed, nothing existed for her now but the ship, the rings, the wind. Parno closed his hands into fists. A murmur of a voice from among the watching crew. A gesture from Dorian and the crew member slunk away, shamefaced and silent. Dhulyn showed no sign of having noticed it. She released the breath she was holding and let fly.

THUNK!

The rings no longer swung.




Three

ONCE AGAIN DORIAN of the River hired rowing boats, this time to tow the Black Traveler into the harbor at Uraklios, the capital of Menoin. The first boat that had come out to meet them, oars flashing in the late afternoon sun, had returned immediately to the pier, where even from the deck Parno could see that a runner had been sent scurrying through the crowds, carrying the news of the arrival of the Tarkin’s bride. The runner must have been very fast, Parno thought. By the time they were close enough to distinguish the clothing and faces of the people on the docks, quite a crowd had gathered. Here in Menoin, five days’ sail farther north than Lesonika, it was still summer, and the crowd showed it. There were bare arms, uncovered heads, and even some bare legs among the people waiting. Bells were ringing, and carefully timed clouds of black and white smoke were shooting into the air from somewhere on the palace grounds high on the escarpment.

Dhulyn had gone with the younger princess to see about the horses, while Parno waited outside the tiny cabin for Princess Cleona to put in an appearance. The older woman came out wearing a light cloak, pale blue, with the royal horse emblem prominently displayed, that flapped gaily in the wind that blew—warm but sharp—across the water.

“Is the Tarkin there to meet me?” she asked, joining Parno at the rail just as Dhulyn and Alaria came out of the horse enclosure.

“I see no purple banner,” Parno said, squinting into the wind.

“There,” Dhulyn pointed. “That looks like an honor guard, in black with purple sleeves.” Dhulyn caught Parno’s eye, and he blinked twice. “Those in blue, keeping back the crowd, they must be the city watch. And those to the left are Jaldeans,” Dhulyn continued, “in the brown cloaks.”

“Priests?” Princess Cleona raised her hand to shield her eyes against the angle of the sun.

“Of the Sleeping God,” Parno said. “There’ll be others, I imagine—look, there, in the green, priests of the horse gods. That would be the primary sect in Menoin.”

“As it is in Arderon,” the princess said, touching the horse crest on her cloak.

Parno glanced at Dhulyn, but she was still searching the pier with narrowed eyes. The horse gods would be the same ones that Dhulyn herself swore by, Sun, Moon, and Stars. With the lesser gods of Wind, Water, Earth, and Fire.

Cleona turned from the rail with an air of decision. “You and Parno Lionsmane will attend to the horses. Alaria and I will be escorted by our own attendants.”

“Your pardon, Princess Cleona,” Dhulyn said. “As bodyguards, Parno Lionsmane and I will attend you and the Princess Alaria. Your servants will bring your horses. Dorian,” Dhulyn greeted the captain as he joined them. “You will have your people bring Warhammer and Bloodbone ashore after the royal horses have been disembarked?”

“Of course.” The older man turned to the princesses. “It has been a great pleasure to have you aboard, Princess Cleona, Princess Alaria.” He inclined his head to each in turn, touching his fingertips to his forehead. “May you have fair winds and warm days.”

Cleona gave him a shallow bow in return but continued to look around her with a slight frown.

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile. “Lady, if you feel the Menoins will be expecting a larger party, I’m sure Captain Dorian will lend you some of his apprentices, but you can have no more impressive entourage than Mercenary Brothers.”

For a moment it looked as if Princess Cleona might smile in return. “In Arderon we consider the horses of the royal lineage to be all the entourage we require,” she said. “As for the size of my party, I am here to play my part in returning the Menoins to the traditions and practices they have allowed to fall away. They will come to understand my plain ways soon enough, Dhulyn Wolfshead. I will begin as I mean to go on.”

Dhulyn caught Parno’s eye. This must have been what Dorian had been speaking of, when he told them of the marriage. Old traditions reestablished. There seemed to be a spiritual as well as a political need for this marriage.

The harbor at Uraklios was deep enough that the Black Traveler could be towed directly to her docking place. The Royal Guard in their black tunics and purple sleeves kept the crowds well back, as Dorian’s crew ran their widest gangplank down to the pier. To the left was a smaller group of four guards in green with only the left sleeve purple. They stood in a square around a litter chair swathed in curtains and veils. I hope that’s not for Cleona, Parno thought. She wasn’t the type to allow herself to be carried around in a chair. She’d sooner ride, even if the horses she’d brought were all pregnant. He signaled his readiness to his Partner.

Dhulyn Wolfshead went down the gangway first, her right arm swinging loose and her left wrist resting as if by accident on the hilt of her sword. She scanned the people around the open space, looking for any sign of trouble; no one in the crowd seemed anything but curious and excited. Buildings overlooking the area were set well back, she noted, nor were there any archers silhouetted atop their roofs. Even Mercenary Brothers would be hard pressed to make a successful arrow shot from any of them. Children were poking their heads around the legs of the City Guards, but even they seemed well under control. Several adults in the crowd had lifted children to their shoulders, so the youngsters could have a better view. Should Cleona turn out to be a popular consort, people would be boasting of their presence here today for years to come.

Dhulyn reached the end of the gangway and stood to one side, the signal that the princesses could disembark. Cleona had pushed her cloak back so that it hung in swinging folds from her shoulders. Under it she wore a deceptively simple dress, a straight gown of deep blue, split for riding, over gold trousers and knee boots. The overgown’s sleeves were also slit from shoulder to wristband, revealing the rich gold and silver bracelets wound around Cleona’s bare wrists and upper arms. Her hair had been pulled back and braided into a thick knot at the nape of her neck; shorter wisps were kept off her face with a jeweled headband very much like a crown. Alaria followed behind her in a similar, but more subdued, costume, her hair in a simple braid and her arms covered. Both women wore waist belts carrying long knives and daggers.

As Cleona stepped off the gangplank, at the very moment that her foot touched the ground, an enormous purple banner unfurled, snapping in the wind. It was the royal banner, Dhulyn realized, flown only in the presence of the Tarkin or his immediate family. The flag bearers had waited until Cleona was standing on Menoin soil before unfurling it.

Suddenly there were people kneeling in the crowds, some pulling down their neighbors who had remained standing. Voices called out to her from the crowd. “Stars bless you!” “Sun warm you, my Lady.” Children began to cheer, and soon the adults had joined them.

Cleona looked around her, cheeks blushing, lower lip trembling, finally touching her hand to her lips and inclining her head to acknowledge her people’s welcome.

One of the guards in green reached his hand into the litter chair, and out of the shadows beneath the canopy came a very old, very tiny woman. Grasping the guard’s wrist, she pulled herself upright and accepted a black walking stick inlaid with silver filigree. She advanced, step by slow step, until she was close enough to Cleona to speak without raising her voice.

“I salute you, Princess of Arderon,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I am Tahlia, House Listra, head and chief of the Council of Noble Houses. I am also the oldest female relative of the Tarkin Falcos Akarion, and in his name I welcome you to Menoin.”

Very sharp, Parno thought as he watched the exchange of formalities between the two women. Very smart this Tarkin Falcos. Rather than coming himself, to send his ranking female relative, a House head in her own right, and chief of the council, to greet the royal daughter of a country where women had the exclusive rule—that was good thinking on his part or on the part of those who advised him.

Parno eyed the Royal Guard standing nearest to them. Unlike the others, he wore a light metal helmet shaped to his head, with a short nose guard. When he noticed Parno watching him, his eyes widened, and he lifted his chin in acknowledgment. Parno gave the slightest of nods and shifted his attention back to the old woman.

“Mercenary Brothers,” House Listra was saying. “If your contract is to bring the Ladies of Arderon to Menoin, you may consider your task completed. Here are guards enough of the Tarkin’s own choosing.” Those standing nearest wore a crest of black, blue, and purple sewn on the left shoulder. Those would be the elite of the Tarkin’s personal Guard. Some one of them knows what happened to our Brothers, he thought.

“With respect, House Listra,” Dhulyn said. “We must deliver our charges to the Tarkin himself.”

“As you will,” the old woman said. “The Mercenary Brotherhood is always welcome in Menoin.”

Are we, Parno thought as he touched his forehead in acknowledgment of the old lady’s welcome. Then where are our missing Brothers?

By the time they were mounted, Parno and Dhulyn on their own warhorses and the princesses on two beautiful bays provided for them by the Tarkin, more of the Palace Guard had arrived, along with additional squads of the City Watch, to control the increasing crowd. These guards formed an avenue that allowed passage to where the palace, a spread of ancient buildings in golden brown stone, stood high above the town on its rocky hill.

Parno looked around him with interest. Unlike his Partner, he was always happy to be in a new town. Uraklios, capital and principle city of the ancient island Tarkinate of Menoin was a prosperous trading center, visited by both coastal merchants of the Midland Sea and Long Ocean Traders, though the harbor was notably empty at the moment. To Parno’s eye it presented a familiar aspect, whitewashed buildings with tiled roofs, some with signs denoting shops and here and there a tavern. Houses, sometimes with balconies on the street, clearly built around central courtyards, cobbled and flagstone streets and alleyways narrow to make as much shade as possible, and growing steadily steeper as the Arderon party rode away from the water and up the hill to the palace.

There were Stewards and pages in plenty once they reached the main courtyard of the Tarkin’s palace, but Cleona waited for Tahlia Listra to join them in the entrance doors. Waiting for them there was a woman of middle years, wearing the royal crest of black, blue, and purple on the left shoulder of her tunic and bearing at her waist a large ring of keys.

“My lady Princess,” she said. “I am Berena Attin, your Steward of Keys. The Tarkin invites you to take refreshments informally with him prior to tomorrow’s formal ceremony of welcome.”

Cleona held out her hand, and Parno smiled. She had learned something about the customs of her new land, it seemed. Berena Attin blinked and took the offered hand.

“Is it the custom here, as I have read of, that the Steward of Keys cannot leave the House building of which she is Steward? So that you cannot even walk across the courtyard?”

“It is, my lady Princess,” the Steward said, somewhat taken aback.

“And it pleases you?”

“It does.” Berena Attin smiled, and after a few moments Cleona returned it.

“Very well,” she said. “If my servants can be shown to the stables prepared for my horses, I would be pleased to attend the Tarkin now.”

Tahlia Listra snorted. “Tell Falcos to be patient,” she said. “I’m sure the princesses would rather see their rooms, rest, and unpack before seeing the Tarkin. This evening is soon enough.”

“We rested well on the ship, thank you, Mother’s Sister,” Cleona said, using the formal term in Arderon for a ranking female relative. “And such a short ride cannot exhaust us. Until our chests arrive from the ship, we cannot unpack, and so we will meet with the Tarkin in the meantime.”

“In that case, my dears, I will take myself away and leave you young people to it. I am an old woman now, and all this riding about in the heat of the day is quite enough for me.” She smiled, revealing remarkably good teeth for the old woman she claimed to be. “Welcome to both of you,” she reiterated, kissing first Cleona and then Alaria on the cheek. “Sun, Moon, and Stars bless you.” And with that she was stumping away, leaning heavily on her cane and leaving her guards to catch up.

Parno glanced at Dhulyn and saw that she, too, was stifling a smile. Cleona was surely beginning as she meant to go on. Dhulyn signaled him with her left hand, and he edged closer to her.

“Interesting he wants to see her so soon. Is he anxious to be rid of us?” she said, barely parting her lips.

“Who’s being paranoid?”

The right corner of her lips lifted in a smile, but Parno knew what she was thinking. Better cautious than cursing.

Berena Attin dispatched a page with a quick gesture before turning back to them. “You Mercenary Brothers will of course leave your weapons here at the gate.”

Princess Alaria spoke up before either Dhulyn or Parno had a chance to reply.

“At the moment these Brothers form the Princess Cleona’s personal guard. You would not ask your Tarkina’s personal guard to disarm.”

Parno saw Dhulyn shoot the younger princess a sharp look out of the corner of her eye, and he relaxed, knowing that neither of them need say anything.

Though her lips were pressed tight, the Steward of Keys gave a bow of acknowledgment, and she led them through the grand entrance hall. Dhulyn stepped quickly to take up position behind her, in front of the princesses, and Parno fell in behind them, neither surprised nor alarmed when six of the Tarkin’s own Guard formed a guard square around all of them. They could have passed as escorts, to someone less experienced, but Parno knew precautionary measures when he saw them. They might be allowed to carry weapons into the presence of the Tarkin, but they wouldn’t go unguarded, and unwatched. The Steward of Walls, though he had made no personal appearance as yet, had trained his men well to take no foolish chances.

The room they were led to was clearly the Tarkin of Menoin’s private audience chamber. The floor was a pleasing pattern of russet tiles offset with small squares of brilliant blue and purple, and the walls were covered with mosaics depicting vines and flowering shrubs growing around and out of sharply rendered urns and stylized lattice. A man, his back very erect, his dark hair curling over the collar of his tunic, stood with his back to the room, looking out of the left-hand window. Between him and the door was a grouping of four chairs of time-darkened wood, very likely from the pine trees that covered the hills surrounding Uraklios. They were simple in design, unadorned and backless; three were distinguished by their cushioned seats. The chairs were spaced evenly around a low table whose tiled top was obscured with plates of food, gold-rimmed cups, and two fine-necked pitchers of liquid.

A younger man, who had seen his birth moon perhaps twenty-three times, was straightening up from the table as they entered. He seemed to have been arranging the plates of food, but he was clearly not a servant. He had the same dark, almost black hair as the older man who was now turning from the window, the same warm olive skin, but his eyes were a startling blue in a face so beautiful he might have been the joy of any acting troupe—if there had been any emotion showing.

“My lord,” the Steward of Keys said. “Here are the ladies of Arderon.”

Cleona looked from one man to the other, and Dhulyn held her breath, wondering if it was part of her job to prevent the princess from making a social mistake. But she need not have worried. Alaria touched her cousin on the elbow and passed some signal Dhulyn could not see. The older princess focused her attention on the younger man. Her upper lip stiffened for just a moment before her diplomatic mask reformed.

Dhulyn almost laughed. She’d seen exactly that look on the faces of noblemen in the country of the Great King, where women were valued only for their beauty—and their fertility. Was it possible that in Arderon handsome men were thought to be as shallow and frivolous as the beauties in the Great King’s court?

And was it possible that Princess Cleona was now re-evaluating her upcoming marriage with that thought in mind?

“Tarkin Falcos Akarion,” she said, with a slight inclination of her head. “I am the Princess Cleona of Arderon, and this is my cousin, the Princess Alaria.”

“You are most welcome, Lady,” he said, giving her a bow the exact measure of her own. “Allow me to present my father’s brother, Epion Akarion.” He glanced at Dhulyn and Parno, looked back at Cleona, and waited, his perfect features a sculpted mask.

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile. The uncle stepped up closer, narrowing his eyes. Epion Akarion was not as much older than his nephew as Dhulyn had thought. The family resemblance was clear, but there was something agreeably plain about the uncle’s face.

“Falcos Tarkin,” Dhulyn said. “I am Dhulyn Wolfshead, the Scholar, Schooled by Dorian of the River. This is my Partner, Parno Lionsmane, called the Chanter, Schooled by Nerysa Warhammer.”

Rather to her surprise, the young Tarkin smiled back at her, and his chill beauty warmed. “I have heard of you,” he said. His smile faded abruptly. “That is, your Brothers who were here before spoke of you. You are well known in your Brotherhood, it seems.”

“Those of us who live long enough do gather a certain measure of fame to ourselves, this is true,” Dhulyn said. “We come here as guards to the Princesses of Arderon,” she continued. “They are in our charge until they reach your hands.”

“And as they have now reached the Tarkin’s hands?” This was the uncle, his voice a rounder, deeper baritone than that of his nephew.

Dhulyn turned to Princess Cleona and bowed. “Lady, our contract is fulfilled. We consider ourselves discharged.”

“Is any payment required?” The uncle again. Dhulyn was beginning not to like the man. She glanced at Parno and saw that her Partner was stifling a smile.

“Our contract is with the Mercenary House in Lesonika,” she said, directing her words to the Tarkin. “We are content.”

Princess Cleona pulled off one of her gold and silver armlets. “Thank you for your company on this part of our journey, Dhulyn Wolfshead, and for the lesson in the staff.”

“We come to serve, Princess.” Dhulyn accepted the bracelet, tucking it into a fold in her sword sash.

“And I also thank you for your service to the Tarkina of Menoin,” the Tarkin said. He put his hand to the dagger in his belt, and Dhulyn was afraid she would be forced to accept some jeweled monstrosity; but the weapon he handed her, except for a small horse inlaid in gold on the hilt, was plain and serviceable. And excellently balanced, she noted as she took it into her hand.

“If you would care to partake of refreshment before you depart, the Steward of Walls is ready to entertain you in the guard’s hall.”

“Thank you, Lord Tarkin.” Dhulyn and Parno both touched their foreheads.

“And that sends us on our way with bells ringing,” Parno muttered in the nightwatch voice as they exited.

They were just passing between the guards at the door when they heard voices coming from the antechamber.

“I understood there are Mercenary Brothers meeting with the Tarkin.”

“That’s not quite right, Scholar, they—”

Dhulyn walked faster, stepping through the door before the guard had it fully open. She knew that voice, the words clipped but the tone not unpleasant. Did this explain her Vision?

“Wolfshead.” The young man moving toward her with his arms outstretched was thinner than she remembered him, but his blue Scholar’s tunic and brown leggings were crisp and freshly laundered. Something in her face must have warned him, for Gundaron glanced at Parno as he let his arms fall. Parno, laughing, advanced on the youngster, clapping him on the shoulders.

“Gun. By the Caids, man, what’s a Scholar from Valdomar doing here in Menoin?”

“And the little Dove, is she with you?” Dhulyn approached closer, keeping an eye on the guards who were watching them.

“The Library of Valdomar sent us. We have rooms at the Horse and Rider, off the main square.” He looked from one to the other with a grin wide enough to split his face. “I heard there were Mercenary Brothers with the Arderons, but I never dreamed it would be you.”

Dhulyn, smiling herself, turned to the guard nearest them. “Thank the Steward of Walls for his offer of hospitality, but as you can see, we have found friends of our own.”

“We will accompany you to the gate,” the man said.

“Of course.” She turned back to Parno and Gun. “We’re not keeping you from business here in the palace?”

“No, I came expressly to speak with you.” Gun’s grin faltered a moment. “Well, the Mercenary Brothers anyway.” Dhulyn touched him on the shoulder to show she understood. Whatever had brought Gun looking for Mercenary Brothers, he had no wish to share it with the Tarkin’s Guard.

It was not until they had retrieved their horses and were leading them through the relative privacy of the streets outside the palace that Dhulyn felt they could speak more freely.

“Is it your Mark we’re not to speak of?”

Gun waved this away. “It’s not that I’m hiding it, not anymore. It’s just that I’m here as a Scholar, and I’ve learned since we were last together that if people know I’m a Finder, I don’t get any Scholar’s work done. The Library at Valdomar gives me many freedoms and privileges—thanks in part to you two—but they still expect me to produce work for them.”

Dhulyn nodded. That made sense. Prejudice against the Marked had been on the rise a few years before, but the failure and eventual dying out of the New Believers—a sect of the Jaldeans—had put an end to that. People were unlikely to take against those who could Mend, or Find, or Heal, and if there were no longer many Seers to be found, well, people were well used to that.

Not that there weren’t always a few, Dhulyn knew, who were afraid of the uncanny and even the uncommon. Still, Gundaron was right. If people knew he was a Finder, they’d be coming to him for service all the time. In fact, now that she knew he was here, she felt more confident of finding their missing Brothers.

“But you knew you would Find Mercenary Brothers at the Palace?” she asked. “You merely did not know who it would be.”

Gun turned down a steeper street, little more than an alley, that led seaward, toward the main market square. “If I’d thought to try Finding you, I might have known. But it was just Brothers I was looking for, the nearest ones.”

They turned the corner into a slightly wider street, and Gun led them under an arched gateway into what was clearly the stable yard of an inn. Dhulyn looked around; the cobbles were even, with clean straw spread to prevent shod hooves from slipping. The water in the troughs looked fresh, and the young boy currying a fat pony off to one side clearly knew what he was about. He looked up at the noise they made entering, and he laid his brushes down neatly where the pony could not get at them before running forward to accept Bloodbone’s reins from Dhulyn’s hand.

“We’ll want rooms as well,” Parno said.

“I’ll speak to my father,” the boy said, apparently unable to tear his eyes away from their Mercenary badges until Parno’s horse Warhammer nudged him in the back. Then the boy bobbed his head, took up both sets of reins, and led the horses away.

“Back door’s faster for our rooms,” Gun said over his shoulder as he gestured them forward. “Unless you want to speak to the innkeeper first.”

“The boy will speak to his father, and I assume if you can afford to stay here, so can we.” Dhulyn tapped the armlet she’d tucked into her sash.

The door from the stable yard opened into a short hallway, with stairs leading upward on the right, three doors on the left—one of which Dhulyn’s nose told her was the kitchen—and an opening at the far end that led directly to the common room at the front of the inn. Dhulyn caught Parno’s eye as they prepared to follow Gun up the stairs. When she’d first met him, Gun had been Scholar in a High Noble House in Imrion for some months and had grown plump and out of shape with good feeding and little exercise. Now, from the way he ran without effort up the stairs, it appeared that he had returned to the good practices of his Scholars’ Library.

“Hold back a bit, my heart,” Parno said from behind her. “Give him a chance to tell Mar we’re coming.”

“And Mar a chance to pick up their dirty clothes off the floor?” Dhulyn stopped to let Parno catch up.

“Or draw up the bedcovers,” he agreed.

They didn’t need to see which room Gun had gone into; by the time they had reached the head of the stairs, Mar was out and running toward them. There were no strangers present, but Dhulyn still hesitated before opening her arms and accepting the younger woman’s hug.

“There now, my Dove,” she said, patting Mar’s shaking shoulders. “You’d think we were returning from the dead.” She caught Parno’s eye over Mar’s head and winked.

“You can’t fool me, Wolfshead,” the younger woman said as she stepped back. “You’re just as glad to see me as I am to see you. Both of you,” she added as she turned to receive Parno’s kiss. “I know that Mercenary Brothers aren’t supposed to have family outside of the Brotherhood, but I still think of you both as my kin.”

Mar-eMar Tenebro alluded to the fact that they were actually kin, she and Parno. But more significantly, Parno thought, Mar, Dhulyn, and Gun shared something that Parno did not. All three were Marked. Though come to think of it, of the three, only Gun’s Mark worked well and reliably. Without the assistance of other Seers, Dhulyn’s Sight was erratic and almost impossible to direct, while Mar’s Mark was gone now, burned from her by the awakening of the Sleeping God.

“Where now?” he asked. “This seems a public spot for a reunion. Your rooms or the common room downstairs?”

“The common room can wait, I think,” Gun said. “For the moment I’d rather have the privacy of our own rooms.”

The Scholar hadn’t misspoken; he and Mar actually had rooms, a miniature suite comprised of a sitting room with a single window on the stable yard and a tiny bedroom, with just the bed, hooks for clothing, and a narrow cupboard.

“There was only the one table when we came,” Mar was saying, as she pulled the room’s two chairs around for her guests. “But the innkeeper helped us throw together this worktable when we told him what we needed.” Two sawhorses had been set up along the wall under the window, and what was obviously an old door had been placed on it as a tabletop. Stacked neatly and clearly arranged in some order were bound books, scrolls, pens, drawing chalks and charcoal, inks in three colors, and clean, unused parchments and sheets of paper.

“We might be more private in a public room,” Dhulyn pointed out, her hand on the back of the chair Mar had offered her, “where we can easily see who is close to us.”

Gun raised his eyebrows. “Are you trying to tell me you couldn’t tell whether there was someone close enough to hear us, even through these walls? It may be a long time since we last met, but not so long that I’d forget what Mercenaries can do.” He looked from one to the other. “Well? Is there anyone in the rooms around us? Anyone in the stable yard close enough to hear?”

Dhulyn signaled to him, and Parno shut his eyes, the better to concentrate on the Hunter’s Shora. No one in the hallway on this side of the stairs, no one in the room next to them. He went into the bedroom, where, he noticed, the bed was tidy. No one in the room on the far side. He came back into the sitting room and went to the window. The innkeeper’s son had finished brushing his pony and was nowhere to be seen.

“It would be fairly simple to climb up this wall,” Parno remarked.

“Oh, certainly,” Gun agreed. “For a Mercenary Brother. I don’t think we need to worry about anyone else.”

“Come now.” Dhulyn sat down. “What is it you have to tell us that we must be so careful no one overhears? Evidently not merely what brings you to Uraklios?”

The two looked at each other, and when some signal had passed, Mar spoke.

“No, though I will have to tell you something of that, to explain how we learned what . . . what’s troubling us now.” She placed her hands on the edge of the makeshift table and hoisted herself up. Gun leaned on the table next to her, and she put her hand on his shoulder.

Parno looked at Dhulyn and lifted his right eyebrow. She blinked twice. There was no one outside of the Brotherhood itself—no land-based people in any case, he amended, that he and Dhulyn would trust more than Gundaron of Valdomar and Mar-eMar Tenebro. And he would have thought that they felt the same. What, then, was making them so hesitant to speak?

“We first came almost seven moons ago,” Mar began. Perhaps, after all, she had only been ordering her thoughts. “There’s no Library here in Menoin,” she said, referring to the strongholds of the Scholars. “But there are Scholars, and one of them came across a reference in one of the ancient books belonging to the Tarkinate that seemed to indicate that the Caid ruins just north of Uraklios, on the other side of those hills,” she gestured out the window, “were once a major city. Valdomar petitioned for the right to investigate and, if possible, excavate the site.”

“The elders at Valdomar have been sending me on this type of investigation,” Gun said. “Ever since I revealed my Mark, they’ve found it useful.” He grimaced. “No pun intended.”

“So I take it you Found this Caid city?” Dhulyn said.

“Here, let me show you.” Gun unrolled a map and laid it out on the table, which it covered like a cloth. “Here, you see? That’s the pass through the hills. Here’s the site of the old city.” He looked up. “At one time it was probably the main city, and the ancient equivalent of Uraklios was merely its harbor.”

“What’s this,” Parno said, laying his finger on an odd design on the map. “It looks like a maze.”

Gun nodded. “A part of one, certainly, though we can’t tell what it was supposed to defend. It’s just to the west of the Caid ruins and may even overlap them somewhat, it’s hard to say.” He fell into silent contemplation of the map.

“Gun.” Dhulyn’s rough silk voice was gentle. “Just tell us.”

He looked at her, lips pressed together, the corners of his mouth turned down. “It was here,” he said, laying his ink-stained finger on a spot very close to the design he’d labeled the labyrinth. “It was here that we found the body.”

Dhulyn frowned, her blood-red brows drawn into a vee. “A shepherd?” she suggested.

Gun and Mar both shook their heads. “How much have you heard about the death of the old Tarkin, Falcos’ father?”

“The old Tarkin? It was his body you found?” Parno gave a silent whistle. “We’d been told a sudden illness, nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Well, I’ve never heard of the kind of sudden illness that can cut a man into pieces and leave strange marks carved into his skin.”

“You sure it was the Tarkin?” Dhulyn said.

“They pretended it wasn’t, and we pretended to believe them,” Mar said. “What else could we do? But it’s not as though we didn’t recognize the body. We’d seen Tarkin Petrion several times by that point. And besides ...” Mar swallowed.

“Besides,” Gun said, “we could recognize what was left of the clothing. It was later that day the Tarkin’s illness was announced, and two days later his death.”

Dhulyn leaned back in her chair. She braided the fingers of her right hand in the sign against ill luck. She looked from Gun to Mar and back again before glancing at Parno. He shrugged one shoulder.

“There’s more,” she said. “Isn’t there? Even if the Tarkin was murdered—however gruesomely—and his people covered it up, that in itself would not send you looking for Mercenary Brothers.” Parno could hear the unspoken question that tightened his Partner’s voice. Where were the Brothers they had come looking for?

“Tell us,” Dhulyn said.

“This was not the first.” Gun cleared his throat and said it again. “This was not the first body found mutilated. If even half of what I have heard is true, there have been at least seven.”




Four

CLEONA OF ARDERON sat sideways in the wide window seat of the salon. Her salon. Large, and overly furnished for Cleona’s taste with prettily embroidered stools and tiny tables, it was the public room of the Tarkina of Menoin’s apartments. There was a smaller, more intimate sitting room within, where Cleona could expect to begin her day privately, with only her maids and attendants.

And perhaps her husband.

“Well, he’s certainly pretty enough,” she said aloud.

Alaria appeared at the door of one of the inner rooms. “Ah, but has he been trained in the arts to please a woman?” Her solemn face dissolved into a grin, and Cleona felt herself relax.

“I thank the gods for whatever impulse possessed you to come with me,” she said to the younger woman. “I just had a sudden image of what I would be feeling right now if it were Lavanis standing in that doorway instead of you.”

Alaria immediately raised her brows, made her eyes as round as possible, and hitched up her shoulders. She minced her way between the furniture in such as way that Cleona was already laughing by the time Alaria reached her.

“That is so perfectly Lavanis,” she said, hand against her side. “Except that all the while you should have been lecturing me on politics and chiding me for not having studied the histories of Menoin since the time of the Caids.”

“And all the while implying,” Alaria said in a nasal voice, “that she would have made a better choice than you.”

Cleona felt her smile freeze and was sorry, as the light suddenly left Alaria’s face. They both knew that Cleona had tried very hard to arrange that it should be someone else who came. But the Tarkina’s own daughters were not of an age for the marriage as it was originally planned, with the late Tarkin of Menoin, Falcos Akarion’s father. And when the circumstances changed, well, they had changed too late to make any difference to Cleona. Alaria was one of the few who had known that Cleona had been about to ask their Tarkina for permission to marry when the representatives of Menoin had arrived, asking for their ancient rights and throwing all her hopes and plans into the wind.

“Alaria, why did you come?” Cleona waited patiently as her cousin came the rest of the way across the room and lowered herself onto the closest of the backless stools scattered through the room.

“What was there for me at home?” Alaria said at last. Her tone was matter-of-fact and practical, but Cleona remembered the child she’d found weeping in the Tarkina’s garden not so many years before. “I’m the younger daughter of a small House, after all,” she pointed out. “Not quite close enough to the Royal House for any real advantage and too close to allow me to enter the Guard or choose some other profession. The best I could hope for was marriage into a daughterless family, and even there, my mother and the Tarkina would have had the last say, not me.” Alaria shook her head. “You know perfectly well I could have ended up an unpaid assistant in my mother’s—and then my sister’s—stables. Tolerated by my nieces and nephews. The landless aunt.”

“A frightening prospect indeed.” She smiled as she said it, but Cleona was very aware of how accurate Alaria’s words were. “And so you preferred exile here in Menoin?”

“Yes.” Alaria spoke simply, with her usual directness. “Though hardly exile, from my point of view. When I was little, when we did come to court, you were the only one of the cousins who became my friend, who didn’t laugh at my country clothes or—worse—look right through me as someone of no importance, unworthy of notice.” She was leaning forward, her elbows on her knees, staring into the middle of the room

“You? Small chance, my dear.” Cleona spoke brusquely, though again, she knew what Alaria said was true. She might easily have been in Alaria’s stirrups herself, had she not been an only child and therefore the one to inherit. “You had only to get near a horse to prove your worth to anyone. Your mother was a fool to let the order of birth constrain her.”

“Luckily, as it turned out, since it’s meant I could come with you.” Alaria looked at Cleona with her head tilted to one side. “After all, I’ll be in charge of the new line of horses here. And seriously, I had only to imagine what my life would have been like without you at court to begin packing for the journey to Menoin.”

Cleona fell silent, turning the unfamiliar rings on her fingers.

“So tell me,” Alaria said now, “what do you really think of Falcos Akarion?”

Cleona smiled again. “We can hope that he’s been given training as a Tarkin,” she said. “And that he’s as useful as he is ornamental. Though that might be hard to accomplish.”

“Well, there’s always the uncle.”

“The uncle does not rule,” Cleona pointed out. “He’s the late Tarkin’s younger half brother, from a second wife. Though I imagine he makes an excellent first adviser. He is too plain to succeed with his looks alone.”

“Uncle to the Tarkin would be a good match, I imagine,” Alaria said, her chin in her hand, though Cleona knew the girl well enough to know when she was jesting. “Even if he is quite plain.”

“Shall I ask my uncle-to-be if he is wed? Perhaps you should have him?” Alaria answered Cleona’s grin, but their smiles faded sooner than their light words suggested.

Cleona made up her mind, now was the time. “Alaria. There are things I must tell you, things I was charged to keep to myself until we arrived here.” Cleona bit the inside of her lip. “About why this marriage is so important.”

“I knew there had to be something to make you change your ...” Alaria had begun in triumph, but her voice faltered as she neared the delicate subject of the plans Cleona had changed. “To make you decide as you did,” she amended.

“How much do you know of the history between our two peoples?”

Alaria frowned. “Now you’re sounding like Lavanis,” she said, her brows drawn down in a vee. “I know our horse herds are said to have come from Menoin, from here, but long ago, perhaps in the time of the Caids.”

“Not quite so far back as that, I think. The histories tell us that here in Menoin there was once a dispute about the crown between a brother and sister, twins.”

“Even so, as I understand it, the one who was born first would inherit.” Alaria got to her feet, poured out two glasses of watered wine from a pitcher on a nearby table, and returned, handing one to Cleona.

Cleona took a sip, cleared her throat and continued. “True. But there were those among the High Noble Houses who supported the old ways and insisted that, as it had been the mother who was Tarkina, the daughter should inherit.”

Alaria paused with her glass halfway to her lips. “And naturally the Houses lined up, each behind their chosen candidate. I can see where this will end,” she said, looking sideways at Cleona. “But how did they avoid civil war?”

“There is an ancient ritual of the Caids, called Walking the Path of the Sun, that usually settles such matters for the Menoins. In this case, however, both brother and sister passed the test.” Cleona leaned on the arm of her chair as she considered the thought that had just struck her. “It was as if Mother Sun were telling them to resolve the issue themselves.”

“What did they do?”

“Well, silly as it sounds, they finally decided to lay the problem in another god’s lap. They drew lots, the winner to stay and become ruler of Menoin, the loser to go and establish a separate Tarkinate in lands Menoin owned to the south.”

“And the sister drew Ships.” Alaria was looking out into the middle distance, as if she were seeing the toss of the coin, the sunlight flashing on it as it fell, spinning.

“I don’t know if they tossed a coin,” Cleona said, “but you are right, the sister lost. You have heard of her, if not of this part of her story. She was Ardera, our first Tarkina, the mother of our country. Half the Royal Stables she took with her, and many of the Houses that had supported her went with her also, or at least their younger daughters and sons.”

Alaria shrugged. “And so? We’ve prospered, have we not, each in our own way?”

“At first, yes. Despite the dispute, there was love between the siblings, and each swore they would send a child to the other, to marry the heir, and that there would be an exchange in every generation, so their lines would mingle and rule in both lands.”

Now Alaria was nodding, her tongue tapping her upper lip. “When was the oath broken?”

“Before your time and mine,” Cleona said, pleased that her cousin was so quick to understand. “During the reign of Auselios Tarkin, more than seven generations ago. The details are lost, so whether it was that Auselios had only the one child, or there was no one else close enough to the royal line to send, or whether he had another match in mind I cannot say, but Arderon sent a princess for his son and received no one in return.”

“So they broke their oaths?”

“They did, and at first all seemed well. Then their horse herds began to dwindle, until there are, as you know, only a few left with perhaps some wild ones in the hills to the north. The harvests have been worsening for generations.” She paused to give weight to her next words. “Last year a blight affected the olive groves.”

“And Menoin is famous for its olive oil,” Alaria said. “It’s shipped everywhere, even across the Long Ocean.”

“You may not have realized it, but there were no ships of the Long Ocean Traders in port today, nor have there been this season.”

“Sun, Moon, and Stars! That’s why you are here! And why you agreed to come. Why it had to be you and no other. You are the Tarkina’s only unmarried first cousin.” Alaria sobered. “And is that also why the people here in Uraklios were so happy to see you arrive?”

“I’ve always known you were quick,” Cleona said, patting her younger cousin on the knee. “The late Tarkin, Falcos Akarion’s father, went himself to petition the Seer’s Shrine in Delmar, and it was the Seer who told him that he was cursed, he and his land, for breaking the ancient vow. And so this marriage was arranged.” Cleona got up and refilled her glass. She held up the pitcher of wine, but Alaria shook her head.

“But why did we agree? We didn’t break the oath, we’ve prospered all along.”

“Ah, but if we now refuse, we would be the oath breakers. We had to agree. What?”

Alaria was shaking her head. “But in order for the oath to be kept, it would have had to be your child who inherited the throne, not Falcos.”

“Correct,” Cleona said. “Falcos would have been sent to Arderon, as consort for Moranna, the Tarkina’s firstborn. Now my first child with Falcos will inherit, and we will send the next available son to Arderon.”

“And if you don’t conceive fast enough? Moranna is already eight.”

“Then we will send Epion Akarion. He is the closest kin to Falcos, barring Tahlia House Listra.” Cleona shrugged. “He will be old for her, but it is his blood that is important, not his companionship.”

Alaria scrubbed at her face. “Well, better you than me, that is all I can say. To bring Menoin back to the old ways, to attract again the favor of the gods,” she shook her head. “It goes without saying that I will help you in any way I can, and not just in the stables.” Alaria reached out her hand.

Cleona took her cousin’s offered hand, leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. She drained her glass and stood, pressing her hands into the small of her back. “Ah, I am stiff with so much sitting.” She went to the window. “Our little ride from the harbor has given me the taste for exercise, and the moon will rise early tonight.”

“When does Falcos Tarkin expect you?”

Cleona turned back into the room. “Oh, we’re excused for this evening,” she said, “since he’s greeted us already. It will make a better show, according to the Lord Epion, if we meet tomorrow in public as if for the first time.”

“And you’re going out riding? How would that show?” But Alaria was smiling and already on her feet.

“It was he who put me in the mind for it,” Cleona said. “He spoke of the good riding country just there, in those hills we can see—can you imagine, when I said I might go, he actually suggested that it would be best for me to wait until he or the Tarkin could accompany me.”

Alaria laughed. “He doesn’t know you, does he? Very well, let’s begin as you mean us to go on. Let them know what you expect in terms of your personal freedoms. Where shall we ride?”

Cleona hesitated. She knew that Alaria had to be at least as eager as she was herself to get on the back of a horse, but somehow, that did not match with the her own ideas. This would be her first ride here, and she’d seen herself alone, with nothing between her and her new land.

“Would you mind very much if I go alone?”

Alaria laughed, shaking her head and putting up her hands palms out. “Since you aren’t yet Tarkina, I can tell you that I am just as tired of looking at your face as you must be of looking at mine.”

Cleona smiled, relieved.

“Besides.” Alaria stood up and straightened her chair. “I’m sure you won’t be alone. I’ll wager one of those guards stationed at the door will feel it necessary to go with you.”

Cleona drew down her brows as she also stood. “No wager. That is an irritation I will have to learn to put up with.” She met her cousin’s eye. “I’ve agreed to be Tarkina here,” she said. “And always having an escort is the price for that.”

Alaria came suddenly closer and put her arms gently around Cleona. “Not the only price, cousin.”

Cleona slipped her arms around Alaria for a moment and patted her cousin on the back.

 


Cleona was pleased to see that they knew enough to give her the same horse that had carried her up from the ship. It was a sturdy animal, and it showed signs of being as intelligent as it was beautiful. Alaria should learn who’d had the breeding of it. Cleona had expected interference or questions, but no one, neither the guard Essio, who rode a respectful half a horse length behind her nor the staff in the stables, had seemed to think it at all unusual for their Tarkina-to-be to ask for a horse just as the sun was setting. In fact, one of the stable girls had even asked the guard if a basket was coming from the kitchen. Moonlight rides were apparently commonplace here.

Cleona was as content with that thought as she was with the ready service of the Tarkin’s household. Someone had a good hand on it, whether it was the pretty boy himself, or his uncle, or—as seemed more likely—the female Steward of Keys.

It took only minutes for them to pass through the small double gate of the stable precincts and directly out of the palace grounds. Though the temperature was warmer than she was used to for this time of year, it really was late summer, and the moon would rise, fat and red and clear, while the sun was still in the sky. She could ride as long as she liked and still have moonlight for her return journey.

With discreet indications, mere polite gestures of his hand, Essio the guard soon had them on a smooth wide road, much of it natural stone and the rest hard packed by the passage of many feet. Not a main road, Cleona thought, but clearly a well-traveled one. They skirted the city, the outer wall of Uraklios to their left, and were soon out in the open country, passing through olive groves. Cleona touched her heels to her mount and smiled when the horse trotted up with no signs of reluctance or discomfort. After half a span or so, however, she let the horse slow down and pick its own pace, mindful that, however smooth the road might appear, it was new to her, and the lighting was not the best for a gallop.

The guard stayed a respectful half-length behind her, close enough to give her ready aid but far enough away that she could feel herself private. Cleona had often seen her cousin the Tarkina of Arderon escorted thus, and it struck her, as if for the first time, that she, too, would be Tarkina. This, all that she saw around her, would be her country now, her responsibility.

“Where does this road lead, Essio?” She might as well begin learning as much as she could.

“Ah, well, it’s hunting ground this way, mostly, my lady, once we’ve passed the olives.” Essio narrowed the gap between them but still kept back of Cleona’s elbow. “Deer, boar, and the like. Though there’re goat herds as well, in season.”

“This fine roadway for hunting alone?” A much richer land than Arderon, failed harvests or no.

“Well now, well, no, my lady, not as such.” Essio put his hand to his mouth and coughed. New to noble service, Cleona thought. No harm in that. “The ruins lie this way, my lady. And the Path of the Sun. Caids’ ruins the Scholars say.”

“An old place of the Caids?” A piece of roadway said to be an artifact of the Caids ran straight through Arderon, and Cleona had heard of other, larger remnants of the Ancients, but to have one so close . . . “A holy place?”

“That’s what’s said, my lady. And they say too that there’s Scholars looking there now for artifacts. All I know for certain is the Tarkina—beg pardon, I meant the late Tarkina, Falcos Tarkin’s mother, had a favorite spot where she liked to come and sit in the afternoon with her ladies, and the road was kept up for her pleasure.”

“And now mine,” Cleona said.

The road took several more leisurely turns, and Cleona could well see what a nice ride it would make for the Menoin version of court ladies. They had not gone much farther when Essio sat up even straighter in his saddle and, with a muttered “your pardon,” rode ahead of her toward what appeared to be a small fire burning just a few paces off to the left of the road. Cleona spurred her own horse forward until she was half a length behind Essio, in effect reversing their previous positions. Let the man know that an Arderon princess did not hide behind, any more than his Tarkin would.

The man at the fire could not fail to both see and hear them coming, and he stood as they approached, putting himself just on the far side of the fire, where the light from the flames would strike his features. Paradoxically, as they walked their horses nearer the fire, the night seemed for the first time to be growing truly dark, as if the flames stole their light from what little remained in the sky.

“Well met, well met,” the man was calling out. “Are you benighted? Can I offer you any assistance?” His accent was strange—at least, stranger than the Menoin accents Cleona had been listening to all day.

“You can explain your presence here so close to the road,” Essio responded. But though his words were stern, Cleona noted that Essio’s tone was relaxed, and indeed, the set of his shoulders, so martial a moment before, had rounded again.

The man gave a warm chuckle, as if he knew why Essio was taking these precautions and was already looking ahead to the moment when they would all laugh about it. “I’m a trader, sir—and lady—as you can see from my packs.” True, there were two well-stuffed packs sitting back away from the fire, where Cleona had not noticed them at first. “Unarmed,” the man continued, “except for the knife you see at my belt. But with provisions enough to offer you both supper if you are hungry and a cup of fine Imrion wine, if you thirst.”

Cleona relaxed even further. This was like the beginning of one of those tales of adventure that her cousin the Tarkina was so fond of. A moonlit ride, a chance-met stranger who would unfold a secret of mystery and honor that would set the heroine on her path.

“I would love a cup of wine,” she said.

“The hour is already late, my lady, and you have much to do tomorrow.” Essio spoke as one who gave necessary information, not as someone who had the right to tell her what to do. But somehow, though she knew the guard was right and she should even now be heading back, there was something in the smile of the trader that made Cleona swing her leg over her mount’s back and step down, in the Arderon fashion, to the ground.

“My lady?” the trader was saying. “Tomorrow? But you are not—you can’t be—” The man looked more closely at Cleona’s clothing and then to Essio as if to read on the guard’s face the answer to his unspoken question.

“The Lady of Arderon?” He had been faintly smiling all along, but the smile that now passed over the trader’s face was at once humbler and yet more proud than it had been a moment before. And somehow genuine, as if before he had only been going through the motions of courtesy required of all honest folk on the road, but now those feelings of hospitality and friendship were real, and came from the heart.

“I would be honored beyond measure if the Lady of Arderon—the Tarkina of Menoin I should say—would take a cup of my wine. What a story for my wife! For our children!” As the man scurried over to the farther of his two packs, Cleona caught Essio’s eye. The guard grinned, shrugged, and dismounted, joining her on the ground.

“We won’t be long,” she promised him. “A cup of wine for the man to tell his children of, and then we’ll be on our way.”
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Alaria went early down to the Tarkin’s stables. The sun was not yet up, and the night’s chill clung to the air, but even so people were there before her. It was strange to see so many women and girls among the lower servants, but, she supposed, there were just as many men and boys. It was one thing to be told that here in Menoin she would find the division of labor more equally distributed between the sexes; it was quite another to see it with her own eyes. She could only hope she’d get used to it.

“You’d be the lady companion to the new Tarkina?”

It was the sharpness of the voice that startled her, but Alaria managed not to jump. This was the tone and, when she turned to view the man, the stance of authority. A man in charge of the horse stables. Something else she would need to get used to. Alaria cleared her throat and drew herself up; as Cleona would say, she might as well begin as she meant to go on and make her position clear right from the start.

“Only in a manner of speaking,” she said. “I’m Alaria of Arderon. The Princess Cleona is my first cousin, once removed, and I am here to have the care of the horses she has brought as her bride gift. To see to their breeding and to manage the new herd.”

“Then you’re welcome, lass—I mean, my lady, very welcome.” Alaria drew back a little, blinking, as the man grasped her hand and moved it up and down as though it were the handle of a pump. “I’m Delos Egoyin. If I spoke a bit sharp, it was only that I wondered where your grooms were. I looked after your four beauties myself this morning, but I wouldn’t have time every day, you see.”

“There are no grooms,” Alaria began. She hesitated when she realized she was explaining herself to what was essentially a servant—and a male servant at that—but then she remembered what her mother had always told her. Courtesy costs nothing and purchases goodwill. “Only myself, and the queens were fine when I looked in on them before sleeping.”

“Queens? Is that what you call your mares in Arderon? Well, I’m not surprised. Here they are.” Alaria followed the man through a door much wider than she was used to into the stable building proper. The first section of the interior was brighter than she expected, with oil-paste lamps standing before well-placed rounds of highly polished metal. Beyond this lighted area, however, the barns were dark and empty, large enough that their voices echoed. Of course, Alaria thought with a shiver. Cleona had said the royal herd was dying out.

“You’ll see I’ve moved them into the large front stall, as they’ll be wanted this afternoon for the ceremony.”

The sides of the stall were higher than Alaria was used to, but there was a step that enabled her to look over the top. Four long white faces turned to look at her. The stall was clean, each mare had been brushed already, and fresh hay and water had been placed in the feeders.

“They are beautiful,” Delos said. “I’ve only ever once seen their match, and that was when I went with a caravan to the west as a lad. It’s a pleasure even to touch them.”

Alaria smiled, unable to resist the warmth in the man’s voice. “This is Star Blaze,” she said, stroking the first long nose that presented itself. She pointed to the others in turn. “Moonlight, Sea Foam, and Sunflower. They represent the best of our Tarkina’s stable.” She looked at Delos Egoyin out of the corner of her eye. “I thought you might be afraid I was here to displace you.”

“Not a bit of it,” he said, almost laughing. “There’ve been Egoyins in the Tarkin’s stables, parent and child, seven generations. It was my aunt before me, and it’ll be my son after me, since my daughter’s gone into the Tarkin’s Guard.”

“Parent and child,” he’d said. Not “mother and daughter,” as they would have said in Arderon, nor “father and son,” as she had expected. Very curious. But he was still speaking.

“No, the way I see it, my lady, is that you’re in charge of the new blood, the management of the new line of Menoin horses—that’s your plan, isn’t it? To restore the line?”

Alaria found herself warming to what was so obviously a kindred spirit. “Exactly,” she said. “My grandmother used to tell me that horses from Menoin were once the most valuable in Boravia, and even in the west, in the lands of the Great King. But it was generations ago ...”

“Not quite in the times of the Caids, but some people think it’s that far back, indeed.” Delos scrubbed at his hands, dislodging a bit of straw.

“And are there still wild horses in the hinterlands that might be descendants of those ancient lines?”

Delos rubbed his chin. “That’s your thinking, is it? There are some wild herds out there, that’s certain. But whether they’d be of any use—well, there’s no time for that now, more’s the pity. You’ve things to do today to get ready for the ceremony. Come down here when it’s time, and I’ll have the queens ready.” He grinned and winked at her. “And I’ll pick out a couple of likely assistants for you to have a look at in the next few days. You’ll have your hands full trying to do everything yourself, especially once the foals come.”

But having her hands full was exactly what Alaria wanted, she thought as she walked back across the stable yard to the doorway that would lead her back to the central portion of the palace. She didn’t come to Menoin just to stand behind her cousin at court events. Alaria nodded at the pleasant-faced young guard who fell into step behind her. The young woman wore the Tarkin’s crest of black, blue, and purple on her shoulder and had been waiting outside Alaria’s door this morning. She wondered . . .

“Are you Delos Egoyin’s daughter, by any chance,” she asked.

The woman grinned, revealing a gap between her front teeth. “I am,” she said. “Julen’s my name. I traded another guard all my desserts for two moons to get your assignment, Lady. When we heard there were horses coming, I knew my dad would want me looking after you.”

Alaria smiled, noting the sidelong glances of the servants and pages they were passing. She strode forward with confidence until she suddenly found herself in an unfamiliar hall. Alaria looked around, momentarily disoriented. She’d never thought of Arderon as a small country, but there seemed to be more corridors and turnings in Falcos’ palace alone than there were streets and alleyways in the whole of Arderon’s capital.

“If you wanted to return to your rooms, Lady Alaria, you should have turned left at the last corridor.” Julen stepped to one side and gestured in the direction they’d just come.

“Yes, thank you.” A little flustered, Alaria retraced her steps, recognized the staircase she’d been looking for, and ran up to the second landing. Julen, she was pleased to note, had no trouble keeping up with her. The young guard rejoined her counterpart as Alaria threw open the doors to the large suite of rooms that were the Tarkina’s and crossed to the door of the private sitting room. She frowned when she saw that Cleona’s bedroom door was still closed. Alaria had not heard Cleona return from her ride, but given the thickness of the walls, she hadn’t expected to. Just how late had her cousin been? Surely Cleona wouldn’t pick this day of all days to start lying in.

Grinning, Alaria flung open her cousin’s door, but the derisive comment she had been ready to make died on her lips. The bedchamber was empty, the bed made. Alaria crossed to the door of the dressing room. The elaborate dress that Cleona was to wear for this afternoon’s ceremony was hanging on a long pole against the wall farthest from the door. And there, arranged in the order in which it would be put on, was Cleona’s wedding jewelry, her hair combs, and the high-soled sandals with their delicate gold-painted straps. The wedding dress itself was still in its box, though the box was open.

“Don’t be silly,” Alaria told herself, trying to ignore the pounding of her heart. “Cleona’s here, she’s just in the privy or ...” Telling herself to stay calm, Alaria searched through every corner of the suite, finally startling two girls who were bringing hot water into the bathing room. Alaria hesitated. She’d look like a fool if Cleona was only out admiring the gardens. She swallowed. Better to look like a fool than to let some danger pass by unremarked.

“Have you seen the Princess Cleona?” she asked the two maids.

“No, Lady.” The girl set down her container of water and looked at her companion, who shook her head without speaking.

Alaria ran for the main door. Julen spun around, her hand going to her weapon when she saw Alaria’s face.

“The Princess Cleona,” she said. “I can’t find her, she’s not in the rooms.”

Julen turned to her fellow guard. The man raised his eyebrows. “Who did you relieve?” she asked him.

“No one,” he said. “I didn’t expect to, the rota wasn’t changed until this morning.”

But Julen was shaking her head. “Essio should have been with the princess. I’m sure I heard him say he had the duty.”

Alaria looked from one stiff face to the other. “Take me to the Tarkin,” she said. “Now.”

 


Alaria paced up and down in the Tarkin’s morning room, twisting her hands, not seeing the ganje and pastries that sat on their silver plates on the table near the window. She was an idiot. She should have asked for the guard commander—the Steward of Walls as the position was called here—not the Tarkin himself. Precious time was being lost.

The outer door opened, and a slim man with a dark beard walked in.

“Princess Alaria,” he said, holding out his hand to be shaken. “I am Dav-Ingahm, your Steward of Walls.”

She shivered as she took his hand and shook it. Nothing to worry about. Just because the Steward was a man, it didn’t make him any less competent. She was in Menoin now. Men had been ruling here since the time of the Caids, and things functioned.

“I’ve started a search of the palace grounds,” Dav-Ingahm said. “If we have no luck we’ll widen into the city.”

“How ...?”

“Julen Egoyin sent me word as soon as she delivered you here,” he said. “Even if it turns out the Tarkina is only in the garden or gone for a walk on the hillside, her guard should have reported it.”

That’s right, Alaria thought. They’d had guards at their heels since they’d arrived, though they wore so many different colors she’d found it bewildering. The Steward of Walls, for one, dressed like any noble but had the black, blue, and purple Tarkin’s crest on his shoulder. Julen and the other fellow, the male guard, wore the same crest but on black jerkins with purple sleeves, colors she thought were those of the Palace Guard—and she thought she had also seen blue tunics with purple sleeves. Julen and the man had been outside in the hallway when Alaria went out this morning. And they thought that Cleona must have had a guard with her as well. Perhaps there was nothing to worry about after all.

Except the Steward of Walls looked worried. Before she could ask him anything further, the inner door opened and Epion Akarion came into the room, followed by two pages. He was handing a scroll to one of them as he crossed the threshold. He came directly to Alaria and put out his hands. Before she knew what she was doing, Alaria had put her hands in his.

“The palace is being searched now,” he said, glancing quickly at Dav-Ingahm and getting a nod before proceeding. “We will find her. I’m sure she’s well.” But there was an opaqueness in his eyes, in the way he looked at her, that told Alaria the man was far from sure.

“Is she,” Epion pressed his tongue against his upper lip. “Forgive me,” he said. “But of course I really know neither of you well, do I? Is Princess Cleona likely to—” he waved one hand in a circular motion. “Wander about on her own?”

“I cannot say no, Lord Epion, not exactly. But you must be aware that our customs are not yours. What might be commonplace for our high noble ladies may be much otherwise for yours.” And that was putting it gently, Alaria thought. “Lord, could I, that is, would you ...” Alaria hesitated. What she was about to ask might be considered an affront.

“You must actually ask the question before I can say yes or no.” A gleam of humor shone in Epion’s eyes.

“May I have the Mercenary Brothers sent for?” Alaria asked. “As you said, you don’t know us. And I know no one here except Cleona. No insult is intended to the Tarkin or to his guards, but the Mercenaries are the only people in Menoin who are not strangers to me.”

Epion searched her face, a small frown causing a line to form between his brows. He nodded. “Of course, I’ll have them sent for. I’m sure Falcos would agree.”

And where was Falcos, if it came to that? Alaria wondered what the Tarkin found more important than his missing bride.

While they were speaking, a junior guard had come into the room to whisper to the Steward of Walls. Now the older man came nearer to them.

“My lord? News from the stables. The Tarkina took out a horse last night and had an escort with her.”

“Last night? It’s true the moon was full, but—” Epion turned to Alaria. “What about midnight rides? Is that something Cleona would do?”

Alaria shook her head, but slowly. “But it was long before midnight—the sun had hardly set. She thought—” Alaria hesitated, everyone seemed to be staring at her. “It was something you had said, Lord Epion, that put the notion into her head. It would be a way to relax,” she said. “Cleona wanted to be sure to sleep well.”

“We spoke of riding, that’s true,” Epion began, his brow furrowing. “But I advised against it, and she seemed likely to heed my advice.”

“But she returned?” Now it was Dav-Ingahm’s turn. “You waited for her?”

“The Princess Alaria is not a servant,” Epion said before Alaria could speak in her own defense. “There would be no reason for her to await her cousin’s return. The safety and security of the Tarkina is the concern of the Tarkin’s guards.”

Perhaps so, but Epion’s words did nothing to dispel Alaria’s guilt. How had she fallen asleep so quickly? She’d been tired, but why hadn’t she waited for Cleona? Better, why hadn’t she insisted on going with her? Regardless of what Cleona may have said about wanting to be alone, Alaria should have gone.

But Epion was still speaking to the Steward of Walls. “Send out searchers along the riding paths, and send to find the Mercenary Brothers. Ask them to come as quickly as they can.”

“The Mercenaries, my lord?”

There was something in the Steward’s voice that gave Alaria a chill. The man sounded almost as though he were trying to warn Lord Epion of something without speaking aloud.

“You heard me, Walls. If nothing else, they are likely to be exceptional trackers.”

“Immediately, Lord Epion.”
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“I tell you I did look for the other Mercenaries, the Brothers who were already here,” Gundaron said. “Of course I did, as soon as I knew I needed help.”

At a gesture from Parno, Dhulyn Wolfshead passed the plate of cheese pies they’d ordered, along with a jug of hot cider and one of ganje, for their breakfast. Long talk the day before had taken them through the evening meal, until they had been the only people still in the taproom and had finally taken pity on the inn’s staff and moved off to their beds.

Gun’s speculations about the murders were intriguing, and under other circumstances she would have been interested in offering their expertise in tracking down the criminals. But they already had an assignment, and their focus had to be on their missing Brothers. Dhulyn had gone to sleep congratulating herself that meeting Gun and Mar had made their task just that much easier. What better than a friendly Finder, when you’ve been sent to locate missing Brothers?

Breakfast had scattered her ideas. It seemed their task would not be easy after all.

Parno leaned forward abruptly, stabbing at Gun with the half-eaten pastry in his hand. “The Brothers were seen after your find in the ruins?” he asked.

“Parno,” Dhulyn said. He looked at her and rolled his eyes.

“I haven’t taken leave of my senses,” he told her. “If the assignment given to our Brothers was the assassination of the old Tarkin, Dorian would have told us so. I meant merely to ask whether they might have suffered the same fate?”

“The Mercenary Brotherhood performs assassinations?” Mar-eMar said, her hands arrested in the motion of pouring olive oil on a piece of toasted bread.

“Never mind that just now, my Dove,” Dhulyn said, patting the girl on the shoulder. “Our questions first if you don’t mind.” She turned back to Gundaron.

The young Scholar had his lower lip between his teeth, his mug of ganje cooling in his left hand. “They were still here when the announcement was made that the old Tarkin had died of a sudden fever. That’s when we started to wonder whether something was amiss.” Gun blinked and turned to Mar. “Were the Mercenaries here when the old Tarkin was buried?”

Mar was nodding as she chewed. “But after that I certainly never saw them again. When Gun couldn’t Find them, we asked Dav-Ingahm, the Steward of Walls, and he told us they’d left and gone to Ishkanbar.”

Dhulyn drummed on the table with the first two fingers of her left hand. “Gun couldn’t Find them? No trace? That makes no sense. Gun, where is Bet-oTeb,” she asked.

Gun shut his eyes. “In her bedroom,” he said, still with his eyes shut. “Asleep, I think.”

“If you can Find the Tarkina of Imrion, you should be able to Find our missing Brothers.”

“Unless they are dead,” Parno said.

Dhulyn’s face felt stiff as she nodded. “Which merely changes the nature of our mission. Instead of finding them, we would find their killers.”

“Could it be the same person who killed the late Tarkin?” Parno said. “Did you try to Find him?”

Gun shrugged. “I had nothing to focus on. At least with the Mercenary Brothers, I’d met them.”

“But you’ve Found much more abstract things than a man you’ve never met,” Parno pointed out. “After all, you’ve Found people’s souls.”

“Yes, but I knew those people, I’d met them. I’ve never met this person.”

“So far as you know.” Dhulyn sipped at her cider.

Mar and Gun, both with eyes wide and brows raised, looked first at her, then at Parno. “You already know a few killers,” her Partner said, his voice warm. “Some of them at this very table. It wouldn’t be beyond the realms of belief that you’d met others.”

“But ...”

“You don’t think of us as killers,” Dhulyn said, smiling her wolf’s smile. “But don’t you see? You might not think of the person who did this as a killer either.”

Movement at the door of the inn drew their attention. Parno Lionsmane drew in his feet, ready to stand up, and was amused to see that both Gun and Mar had shifted so that they were out of the way. Apparently lessons learned long ago were still fresh in their minds. The intruder was a young female guard in the palace colors, her face flushed with the speed of her arrival.

“Mercenary Brothers,” she said. “If you would please come with me. Alaria of Arderon requests your immediate presence.”

Dhulyn was already getting to her feet. “Will we want our horses?”

“The Tarkin said ‘as quickly as possible,’ ” the guard said.

Dhulyn was two strides away from the table before she turned back to Gun and Mar. “Follow us as quickly as you can,” she said. “And Gun? Bring your bowl.”
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Dhulyn Wolfshead had seldom seen anyone as frightened as the Princess Alaria was at this moment—though the girl was doing a good job of hiding it. The assured, even arrogant, young woman who had spoken to Dhulyn in the horse enclosure on Dorian’s ship was gone, replaced by a girl with round eyes and a clamped jaw. When they had come into the room Alaria had actually rushed toward them, hands held out. Dhulyn had hung back, letting Parno take the girl’s arm and lead her back to her seat on a bench near the Tarkin’s chair.

“Wolfshead, Lionsmane, I thank you for coming so promptly.” Dhulyn noted that the Tarkin, like all High Nobles, had been taught the proper forms of address and knew better than to call Mercenary Brothers by their given names. “What have you been told of our dilemma?”

“Nothing,” Dhulyn said. “We thought it best to hear the problem from the source.” She looked at Alaria. “Though evidently it concerns the Princess Cleona.”

The Tarkin made a face, his blue eyes momentarily flashing icy cold. He gestured at the Steward of Walls.

Dav-Ingahm cleared his throat. “Last evening, while we were preparing for the late meal, the Princess Cleona expressed the wish to go riding,” he said. “There would have been no reason to deny her,” he added, speaking more quickly. “She is not a prisoner here. And we know that the Arderons are excessively fond of riding—even the Princess Alaria admits that her cousin has been known to ride at night—”

“I am not interested in who is dodging the blame for this,” Dhulyn said. If she didn’t stem the flow of words, they might be here until the moon rose again. “Am I to understand that Princess Cleona has not returned?”

“She is nowhere in the palace,” the Tarkin said. “Nor is the guard who accompanied her.”

“That is Essio,” Epion Akarion cut in. “I vouch for him.”

“You vouch for him? Whose man is he?”

“There are two sets of guards within the walls, Mercenary. The Palace Guard watch the buildings and grounds. The Tarkin’s Guard watch over his person and his family.”

Epion gestured to draw her attention. “I have a small group of the latter assigned to me personally,” he said. “They do not rotate in the duty with the others. It simplifies things since I travel so much for Falcos. Until a few months ago Essio was one of these, but,” Epion shrugged, “there’s little room for advancement in my little cadre, and Essio asked to transfer.”

Everyone seemed to accept this, though Dhulyn would have had something to say about it if she had been asked to review the palace security. She judged that the Tarkin was looking unusually pale for a man with his coloring. Paler, certainly, than he had looked the afternoon before. And there was a muscle jerking in the Steward of Walls’ cheek that spoke of tightly clenched jaws. She looked at Parno; he blinked twice.

“Do you think the princess may have been taken by a sudden illness?”

If she had thought the Tarkin pale before, it was nothing compared to how he looked at those words. Ah, a hit, she thought with an inward smile. He is guilty of something. His blue eyes actually looked dark, and his eyebrows were like smudges of ink against his skin.

“What do you know?” he said.

“I know I have a Finder waiting in the outer chamber, and we waste time.” She turned toward the door, but the guard there was already opening it and gesturing. Gun and Mar came into the room hand-in-hand, both in formal Scholar’s dress with the crest of the Library of Valdomar on the left breast of their tunics. Mar’s tunic had the crest of her Noble House sewn on the right side.

Falcos cut off their salutations with an abrupt gesture of his hand.

“We’ll dispense with the formalities for the moment, Gun,” he said. “Can you Find the Princess Cleona for us?”

“I’ve never met the princess,” Gun began.

“Princess Alaria’s her cousin,” Parno said. “Will that help?”

“There’s a room full of her things, if it comes to that,” Alaria said. Dhulyn was glad to see the girl was becoming more animated. She was regaining some of her color, and her voice did not sound quite as tight.

Gun looked around and headed for the Tarkin’s worktable. Knowing what was needed, Dhulyn joined him in clearing away the dishes and cups that were still sitting there, untouched, the food gone cold and ice melted to slivers in the drinks. When the end of the table was clear, Mar stepped forward, unslinging her shoulder bag and placing it on the surface. From inside the thick folds of leather she took out a silk-wrapped bundle and a small glass flask, tightly stoppered and sealed with green wax.

“Gift from my House,” Mar said, when she saw Dhulyn was looking at it. Glass of that quality had to come from Tenezia and would normally be beyond the reach of Library Scholars such as Gundaron and Mar.

“Your House?” Alaria said.

“I am Mar-eMar Tenebro,” Mar said, making a half-embarrassed face at claiming her noble status. “A High Noble House of Imrion. That and a copper piece will get me a decent room at an inn,” she added with a smile.

As they were talking, Gun had been folding back the layers of quilted silk to expose a shallow bowl, perhaps as wide as two narrow hands. The outside was thickly patterned and glazed, the colors glowing in the sunlight from the window. The inside was a pure bottomless white. Gun placed the bowl close to the edge of the table and held out his hand to Mar.

“And what is the liquor in the flask?” the Tarkin asked as Gundaron poured a small amount into the bowl.

“Water from a pure spring, passed three times through undyed silk,” Mar said. “That’s what the writings tell you to use, though sometimes I think ordinary water works just as well.”

Gundaron placed the tips of his fingers lightly on the edge of the bowl and leaned in until he could look straight down.

This is what I saw in my Vision, Dhulyn thought, catching Parno’s eye.

Everyone fell silent, watching, though there was nothing to see. At first Gun’s eyes moved as though he were reading, and then they grew still and focused. Dhulyn glanced at Mar and raised her eyebrows. The younger woman smiled and shook her head very slightly. Parno was completely still, his thumbs hooked in his sword belt, his eyes resting comfortably on Gun, his smile showing a tolerant affection. As if he felt Dhulyn’s eyes on him Parno shifted his gaze without moving his head, and his smile warmed. Dhulyn winked and turned her attention back to the others.

Falcos Tarkin stood as though at parade rest, his hands clasped in front of him, his eyes focused on the middle distance, a frown pulling at his perfect lips. Alaria was also very still, her fingers twisted tightly together. Only her eyes switched from face to face, as if she were trying to decipher what they were all thinking.

“Snail scum.” Gundaron slapped the tabletop with the palm of his hand, and Alaria jumped. “All I can Find is that blooded maze. The Path of the Sun,” he said, turning to face the others in room. “That’s all I’ve been Finding for the last moon. It’s like playing a harp with only one string.”

“Gun, what you’ve Found, what your Mark is showing you, is it anywhere near where you came upon—” Dhulyn checked as the Tarkin made a slight movement with his hands. “Where you came upon the body,” she said.

“It was in that area, yes,” the Scholar said. Out of the corner of her eye Dhulyn saw Alaria raise her clasped hands to her lips.

Dhulyn turned to the Tarkin. “Is it at all likely that the Princess Cleona would have ridden that way?”

“It is a popular trail, yes,” the Tarkin said. “It only leads to the ruins and the Path, but the road is maintained. My mother used to take me that way when I was a child; she had a favorite grove she liked to visit. And, of course, the Scholars have been using it.”

“Then that is where we start.”




Five

HAH! This was luck. The rain was heavy enough to flatten the grass and to keep any aspiring shaman who was watching the Door of the Sun close to his own shelter—and far from noticing him. He checked the ties on the packs and gathered up the leads again, turning them once round his wrist for security. Horses never seemed to notice the peculiarities of the Path, too stupid, he supposed. He’d never tried to take any other animals through, but he was fairly certain that dogs wouldn’t be able to stand it. Cats now, they might. Always landing on their feet. But there were no cats in these plains, and he wasn’t about to bring one just to experiment. Catch him wasting his time.

He set off south and a little west, taking it slow. Riding would have been faster, but he just didn’t like the smell of wet horse.

He’d never freed two at once, and he almost wished he’d had the time to try it now. Though the guard would have been a waste, really. Too simple to need his help. The woman, now she had really needed someone. Her life had been about to change very drastically, and while she’d been all calm and smiling on the outside, she wasn’t happy. There was a real sorrow in her, and on the inside she was nothing but resignation, and determination, and under those real fear, almost terror. He’d been happy to help her with that. She was much calmer now and genuinely happy. It was a pity that the treatment—properly done—took so long.

And it was taxing for him—that’s what no one realized. He had to put so much of himself, his talent, into the treatment. It was hard work, and if he did gain by it in the end, well that was only fair, wasn’t it? Considering the risks he ran to give people the help they needed so badly.

He’d left her sleeping, peaceful and quiet. She’d be awake now, maybe, and heading back for her wedding. If only—

“It’s wet to be out walking, isn’t it, trader?”

He was genuinely startled, and for an instant a flash of rage burned hotly through him, but he contained the anger, and exaggerated his jump of surprise. Let the boy think well of his abilities, his stealth, it would be useful later.

“I figured I wasn’t getting any wetter,” he told the boy. “And at least it isn’t cold.”
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“A moment.”

Parno Lionsmane caught the reins Dhulyn threw to him as she swung her leg over Bloodbone’s rump and dropped lightly to the ground next to her horse. Bloodbone rolled her eyes at Parno as if to tell him she didn’t need him holding her reins. Parno shrugged, as if to answer that he, like the mare herself, only did as he was told.

Dhulyn squatted down on her heels, forearms resting on her bent knees. Her eyes were squinted almost shut as she scrutinized the trail in front of them. After a moment she shifted to the left and sighted along the same stretch of ground from that angle.

“Two riders definitely came this way,” Dhulyn said, without raising her head.

“I don’t think even our best trackers could know such things, not for certain,” Epion Akarion said. His tone was so neutral that Parno could easily guess what the man was too courteous to say.

“Nor many Mercenary Brothers either,” he agreed. “But you’ll have noticed my Partner is also an Outlander. They say the nomads of the Blasonar Plains can track a Racha bird in flight. Never underestimate what an Outlander with Mercenary Schooling can do.”

“The horses are both geldings.” Dhulyn straightened and rested her hands on her hips. “This one,” she pointed at something not even Parno could see. “This one is either favoring his left hind, or his shoe has been attached at a slight angle. His rider is light, perhaps eleven ten-weights, not very much more. The other is carrying a larger person, fifteen or sixteen ten-weights at least.” She twisted her head around until she was looking at Epion. “The smaller person matches the size of the Princess of Arderon. What do we know of the guard who accompanied her?”

“Essio would be about that size,” Epion said, nodding.

“He carried weapons but wore no armor.” Dhulyn was studying the ground again. “Is he left-handed?”

“Yes,” Epion said through gritted teeth.

Parno, his face as solemn as he could make it, exchanged glances with Mar and Gun. When he winked, Gun looked away suddenly, and Mar covered her mouth with her hand. It was by such little tricks as these that the Mercenary Brotherhood kept its reputation. At least in part.

Dhulyn stood and looked back along the trail, her brows drawn down. In a moment Parno heard it too, the sound of hoofbeats.

“A page boy comes, Lord Epion,” he said, just as the youngster came into view. Not wanting to waste any time, the Steward of Walls had sent messengers to the other city gates; this page would be bringing Epion those reports.

“My lord,” the boy was shouting even before he drew rein. “No one left the city by any wall gate last night, nor has the princess and her escort returned by one since the sun rose.”

Parno, Dhulyn, and Epion exchanged looks. This confirmed that the princess had not ridden through the city but had left from the palace precinct.

“More likely, then, that this is our quarry. No one else has used this path since these two riders, and they have not returned along it,” Dhulyn said. “If this is indeed the princess and her guard, they are still ahead of us.” She swung herself onto Bloodbone’s back and set off again, this time much more slowly, leaning off to one side with her eyes focused on the ground ahead.

Parno hung back this time, letting Alaria and Epion Akarion follow after Dhulyn. His reins slack, Parno drummed his thumbs on the tops of his thighs. He was not looking forward to the end of this trail. If the news was good, one or the other of the riders they looked for would have been back already. If injury had come to them, it had come to them both. He wished Alaria had stayed behind, as the Tarkin had clearly wanted her to. But she came of Horse Nomad stock. Alaria of Arderon would no more shy away from unpleasantness than Dhulyn herself would.

When the trail widened, Mar and Gun came up beside him.

“I see you haven’t forgotten how to ride, Mar-eMar,” Parno said.

She smiled, her dark blue eyes sparkling in the morning sunlight. “Do you remember how you hoisted me up onto your packhorse in Navra? I swear the animal gave me such a look.” She shook her head, smiling. “It isn’t that long ago, now that I think about it, for so much to have happened since that day.”

“You mean besides your learning how to ride?”

“I don’t know how you can joke about it,” Gundaron said from Parno’s other side. “What happened in Imrion ...” The young Scholar lowered his eyes and his voice trailed away.

“We’re still alive, Gun,” Parno pointed out. “You’re back where you should be, doing what you should be, which is more than you were before.”

“And with me beside you, which is more than you had before,” Mar added.

Gun rubbed at his square face with the fingers of his free hand. Parno snagged him by the elbow and tugged him straighter in the saddle. The youngster was no horseman, he thought, and never would be if after all this time he still couldn’t keep his seat without concentrating.

“You’d best get the Wolfshead to give you some lessons,” Parno said. “Or at least let her show you how to fall off without hurting yourself.”

The entire party halted as Dhulyn dismounted once more. Parno edged Warhammer to the front. This time his Partner had wrapped Bloodbone’s reins around the leather wrist guard on her forearm and was proceeding on foot, still examining the ground as she went. Finally, she stopped and stood still, her arms crossed, her head sunk forward until her chin rested on her chest.

Movement in the sky drew Parno’s eye upward. “Dhulyn,” he said.

She must have heard the warning note in his voice, for she looked immediately out and upward, for the danger his tone said was coming. Then she too saw the carrion birds circling high in the sky a little to the west of where the trail went winding before them, and she froze.

“Parno, my soul,” she said in the nightwatch voice, so quiet that the others, waiting a few paces away, could not hear her. “Keep them away.”

Parno turned at once, catching Epion’s attention before glancing quickly at the others. “Wait here,” he said. “Best if the Wolfshead and I go ahead alone.”

“Mercenary,” Epion began.

“We’ll send if there is anything you can do.” This time the noble caught Parno’s meaning and nodded. Mar took Gun’s hand, but Alaria kneed her horse forward. At a signal from Parno, Warhammer put himself between Alaria’s smaller mount and the forward part of the trail.

“Wolfshead,” Alaria called out. “I must be with you.”

“You will see what you must,” Dhulyn assured her. “Just let us see it first.” The younger woman looked as if she would argue further, but finally she swallowed and nodded.

Dhulyn Wolfshead remounted and with a jerk of her head summoned Parno to ride alongside her.

“Whatever came upon them,” she said, more quietly than she had spoken to Alaria. “It did not come from behind.” She pointed to a telltale scuff on the trail in front of them. “There, you see? Still only the two riders, and the same two at that.”

“What do you think we’ll find?”

Dhulyn shot a sideways glance at her Partner. “Nothing good, as you very well know. The sun’s been up what, four hours? And for the carrion birds to be already circling, the bodies must have been there much longer.”

“Perhaps it’s only the horses.”

“And perhaps we’ve met Cleona and her escort walking back to the city.” Dhulyn refrained from shaking her head. It was habit, she knew, rather than any actual optimism, which led Parno to make that kind of observation. He’d often expressed what he wished were true rather that what he believed.

The road continued some way flat and level. There were signs that once upon a time boulders had been moved, rocks broken and carried away, to make the trail wider in certain spots, but still it twisted and wound around larger outcroppings of rock and small clumps of trees. Around one such bend, Dhulyn could see the grove of wild quince trees the Tarkin had spoken of, where a creek formed a small bathing pool in the shade of the trees. The trail itself swung away to the right, toward what looked like a long mound of earth—not unlike the earthworks thrown up around a temporary military camp, but much overgrown. It was nearer that mound, Dhulyn saw, that the birds were swaying overhead. She slowed, looking over the ground more carefully, knowing that Parno was doing the same on the other side of the trail.

“They went into that grove,” she said, and touched her heels to Bloodbone’s sides. There was something in the shadows, there under the trees, something she had seen many times before. Her sword was hanging down her back, out of the way; she drew it now and dropped out of the saddle next to the body in the Tarkin’s colors. Even though the guard’s neck was at an awkward angle, Dhulyn pushed her fingers under his jaw. The skin was cold, the flesh hardening.

“Broken neck,” Parno said from behind her.

“Masterly observation,” she said, and then shrugged an apology for her tone. Parno would know she did not mean it. “I don’t think that’s what killed him, though,” she added. “At least not just that. He’s much stiffer than he should be, given the hour at which we know he was alive.” Parno edged up for a closer look. They had seen many corpses in their time in the Brotherhood.

“Poisoned first, and then the broken neck for certainty?” Parno suggested.

“That would be my guess also.” Dhulyn stood up and looked around what had obviously been a campsite only hours before. “One person, likely a man, on foot, though he has a horse.” She pointed out the signs as she spoke.

“Princess Cleona sat here,” Parno said. “This is her footprint, certainly. He must have poisoned them both.”

“Poisoned and killed the guard, poisoned and kidnapped the princess?”

“Wouldn’t be the strangest thing to have happened.”

Dhulyn glanced at her Partner and found him looking steadily back at her. She knew what was in his mind. It was in her own as well. “Strange when a kidnapping is the best you can hope for.”

“It would mean she is still alive.”

Dhulyn nodded. Neither of them mentioned the carrion birds, though she knew they were both thinking of them. “That way,” she pointed. “One person on foot, three horses, two bearing burdens.”

 


“Anything?” she said.

“If there were, would I fail to mention it?”

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile, letting the small scar pull her upper lip back in a snarl. She shook herself, earning an annoyed toss of the head from Bloodbone. She felt the tightness in her neck and shoulders—unexpected, given that she felt she knew what they were going to see. Something was making the small hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stand up, and it wasn’t the knowledge that there was death in front of them.

Parno exclaimed under his breath, and Dhulyn looked over to him. He was not examining the tracks—tracks that still led clearly and cleanly ahead along the trail—but was gazing off toward the south, away from the trail and the strange mound. There the vegetation thinned even further, and the rocks that appeared out of the growth were too regular to be natural.

“The Caid ruins,” Dhulyn said.

“So that,” he said, pointing to the focus of the carrion birds’ attention, “should be just about where Gun said they came across the old Tarkin’s body.”

“Mutilated.”

“As you say.”

Dhulyn took a deep breath and urged Bloodbone forward, doing her best to relax into the horse’s easy movement. Whatever it was that both she and Parno evidently felt, it did not transfer to the horses, for which she found herself grateful.

They were still several tens of paces away when the smell hit them. Not of decomposition, not greatly, not yet, out here in the open. The sun had still to reach the middle sky. It was not that smell that brought the carrion birds. To Dhulyn it was unmistakable, almost as familiar as the smell of her own skin, of the horse under her. The smell of the battlefield, fear sweat, excrement, and above all, blood.

The smell could not prepare them for what they saw.

“Demons and perverts.” Parno’s voice came out in a tight whisper.

Dhulyn clenched her teeth and pulled back her lips as much as she could. “Smile,” she said through her teeth. “You’ll be less likely to vomit.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Parno shake his head, then put his hand suddenly to his mouth. When he lowered it, his lips were pulled back in a wretched parody of a smile.

What was spread on the ground before them resembled a human being—that much could be said for it. It had to be Cleona, but how to be sure? The body was staked on the ground, spread-eagled on its back, though even that was not obvious at first glance. All of the skin on the exposed part of the body had been flayed, spread, and held open with sticks sharpened and skewered into the ground underneath. The way the skin was spread made it seem as though it were being held open by the staked hands, the way a woman might hold open her robe for her lover.

And it was a woman, Dhulyn could see from the internal organs set to one side. Cleona then.

“Caids keep us,” Parno said. “Do you see the blood?”

“It’s hard not to,” she said.

“She must have been alive a long time to have bled so much.”

Dhulyn nodded. “Hours. There’s great skill involved here, that’s certain.” Other organs besides the purely female ones had been removed from their usual places, some completely, and cleanly, evidently after death, and some still partially attached, to keep the victim alive as along as possible. The eyes—

Dhulyn turned away and coughed, trying to force her diaphragm to loosen, to let her take deep breaths. If she was not looking at the body, she could even pretend the very air did not stink of blood. When she knew her stomach was under control, breathing carefully through her mouth to cut the worst of the smell, Dhulyn crouched down once more to what was left of the princess.

Almost at once, she saw something odd. Like the rest of the body, the skin of the arms had been flayed open but not detached. The effect was not unlike the slit sleeves of an overgown. But unlike the rest of the body, the skin of the hands, and the hands themselves for that matter, were clean and intact. She waved Parno closer.

“What do you make of this?” she said when she could take a breath without shuddering.

He crouched down beside her. Dhulyn turned and rested her forehead against his shoulder, breathing in his clean smell of sweat, the scent of almonds from the oil he’d used to shave that morning, the smell of ganje, and the wonderful, clean, living, human smell that was Parno.

“It’s definitely Cleona,” he said. “I recognize the shape of her fingers.” He pointed without touching. “And that’s her ring.”

“Good,” Dhulyn said. “If we can recognize so much, then Alaria will be able to as well. We will not have to show her anything else.”

“Wait.” Parno frowned. “Did Cleona have this scar? Here.”

Dhulyn leaned in to peer more closely, finally using the point of the dagger Falcos had given her to turn the hand. The scar Parno had pointed out extended from the ball of the thumb, around the wrist and disappeared into the skin that had been flayed from the lower arm. Dhulyn shifted to the other side of the body. There was a similar scar on the other hand.

“Cleona had no such marks on her hands and arms,” she said.

“Are you saying this is not Cleona, after all?”

Dhulyn shook her head slowly, eyes still focused on the hand. “As you said, these are the very shapes of her fingers and nail beds. This scar on her palm, that she had before. And this is her jewelry. Look.” Dhulyn pointed out a ring that matched the gold and silver armlet she now wore above her left elbow. “This is Cleona,” she said. “But these,” she indicated the scars with the point of the dagger. “These are old, as if she was cut months ago and the wounds healed.”

“But we know that can’t be true,” Parno said. He rubbed at his upper lip, making Dhulyn think of Gundaron. “The alternative is, well, a Healer.”

“Can you imagine a Healer doing this?” Dhulyn stood gesturing at the remains. “Can there be a mad Healer?”

“I sincerely pray not, my heart.” Parno straightened to his feet and rested his hand on Dhulyn’s shoulder. “I’ll get our cloaks and saddle rolls to take up the body in.”

But Dhulyn raised her hand to stop him and stayed where she was, as she considered the remains once more.

“You must get Gundaron,” she said. “The Scholar must see this before we move anything.”

“I can’t bring the lad here,” Parno protested.

“He must tell us whether the Tarkin’s body was also like this,” she said. She shook herself. “And there is something familiar—”

“Don’t tell me you’ve ever seen anything like this,” Parno said.

“Not seen, no,” Dhulyn agreed. “But still there’s something ...” she shot another glance at the thing on the ground. “It looks carefully planned, like a ritual of some kind. The way the skin is only partly flayed, the hands and—” she shot a quick look. “And the feet intact and what is more, clean even of blood. Gundaron has read far more widely than I; perhaps he has read of something like this.”

“I almost hope he has not,” Parno said as he lifted himself stiffly onto Warhammer’s back. “The idea that such a thing has happened before, often enough to be written down ...” he shook his head.

“It has happened here several times already, if Gundaron is not mistaken. Bring him, but make the others stay back at the campsite. Alaria must not see this until it can be restored to something more closely resembling—” the words stuck in Dhulyn’s throat.

“A human being?”

She nodded.
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“I don’t understand,” Gun said. He rubbed at his mouth with the long fingers of his left hand, looked at the fingers, and dropped his hand back on the dining table in the Tarkin’s private sitting room. “Why didn’t I Find her body? Why could I only see the Path of the Sun?” The Scholar had regained some color, but Parno was betting the boy was happy he’d had little for breakfast.

“There must be an explanation,” Dhulyn said. She looked down on Gundaron from where she stood, leaning her right hip against the edge of the dining table. “Perhaps, after all, having her cousin with you was not enough to Find her.” Dhulyn caught Parno’s eye and tapped her sword hilt with the fingers of her left hand.

“What if it wasn’t Cleona?” Parno did not realize he had spoken aloud until Alaria looked up from the other side of the table. The look of startled hope that flashed into her face faded in an instant.

“Those were her hands you showed me,” she said, her voice heavy with unshed tears. Mar, sitting beside the Arderon princess, caught Parno’s attention and shook her head with the tiniest of movements. She put her hand lightly on the princess’ shoulder.

Once Gundaron had seen the body, Dhulyn and Parno had pulled out the stakes and skewers, folded the stiffened skin as best they could and rolled the remains into their cloaks and saddle blankets, leaving out only the intact hands, with their distinctive jewelry, for Alaria to see.

“That was her silver thumb ring in the shape of a saddle, that our Tarkina gave her,” Alaria continued. “And the gold and silver bands on her middle fingers. And the scar, on her palm, where she cut herself once in sword practice. I remember her showing that to me when I was young, to teach me not to be afraid of the blades.” Alaria clamped her teeth down on her lower lip and looked upward, blinking. Mar handed her one of the napkins that lay in a basket on the table.

Dhulyn was rubbing the skin between her eyebrows with her own scarred fingers. She looked up at Parno and shifted her shoulder in a manner that was not quite a shrug. You got this started, the gesture meant, you end it.

“I did not mean it wasn’t Cleona’s body,” Parno said. “I meant that what we saw there is no longer Cleona. Her spirit, her real self, which is what Gundaron would have looked for, is elsewhere.” He turned to the Scholar. “Remember when Dhulyn set you to Find the Tarkin of Imrion? You didn’t Find his body, but his spirit.”

“And if Cleona’s spirit is gone ...” Dhulyn said.

“Exactly,” Parno said. “Gundaron would not have Found it.” He saw that Dhulyn was following him. The moons that they had spent in the company of the Crayx, the mind-sharing creatures of the Long Ocean, had taught them a great deal about the nature of the spirit.

Alaria let her head fall forward into her hands. Mar picked up another of the napkins and with a lift of her chin signaled that they should move farther away. Alaria had shown remarkable courage, Parno thought, as he and Dhulyn, followed by Gundaron, moved to the far end of the table, nearer the open window. A princess, even such a minor princess of a realm as small as Arderon, could not have seen much in the way of butchery and bloodshed, and what they had seen near the Path of the Sun had been enough to sicken even him, experienced Mercenary Brother though he was.

Gundaron rubbed at his mouth again.

“Was it like anything you have read about?” Dhulyn said to him.

Gundaron nodded. “There’s something like it in the Book of Rhonis.” He turned to Dhulyn. “Do you remember? The book that tells of the origins of your people, the Espadryni. It goes back to the times of chaos, after the first coming of the Green Shadow.”

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile, but Gundaron only blinked, having seen it many times before. “You know better than that, my little Scholar. My people are the Mercenary Brotherhood. But what does the book tell us? Why were such things done?”

Gundaron shook his head, lower lip between his teeth. “There is a portion of the Book that seems to describe rituals of obscure Tribes and cults. What we saw ...” he swallowed. “There are similarities to a particular ritual, but whether it was meant to appease the Green Shadow or to draw the help of the Sleeping God ...” Here Gun blushed and looked between Parno and his Partner, gauging their reactions. Dhulyn only smiled gently, patting him on the shoulder.

“It’s all right, my own. Relax. I know as well as you that no such actions would bring the God. Do you think it possible it was done by those touched by the madness of the Green Shadow?” She turned to Parno. “Could it be some twisted way of unmaking?”

Parno leaned against the wall, his arms folded across his chest. “Whatever may have been the motivations of those ancients, the Green Shadow is gone, never to trouble us again, so why would such an ancient rite be reappearing now?”

“Could someone, having read the Rhonis, been driven mad, driven to duplicate what he’d read there?” Gun said.

“Interesting you think it is a man,” Dhulyn said. “But as you’re the only one here who admits to having read it, that’s a theory I would be quiet about if I were you.”

Gun blinked, then his brow furrowed. Clearly that thought had not occurred to him. “Something magical then? Some Mage’s ritual?” He leaned forward. “The earliest bodies I learned of were found after the solstices, but then they became more frequent.”

“Last night was a full moon,” Parno said.

Dhulyn stopped them from continuing with a raised finger. “The body you saw before,” she said, careful not to say the word “Tarkin” where it could be overheard and raise questions. “Did it look the same? Did you take any notes at the time?”

Gun shook his head. “I didn’t need to,” he said. “Not that it wasn’t important.” He looked up at her, anxious as usual that she understood him. “If necessary I can write down exactly what I saw before, and what I saw this morning as well. I will never forget it,” Gundaron said. “Not one detail of it. Will you?” He turned suddenly, fixing his pale eyes on hers.

“No,” she said. “No, I will not.” Scholars and Mercenaries both received very similar training to perfect their memories, but Dhulyn doubted that special training would have been needed for any of them to remember what they had seen. On the contrary, the trick would be to forget it. It was for that reason she and Parno had prevented Alaria from seeing too much.

“But it was the same?” Parno asked.

Dhulyn thought she knew what her Partner was looking for. If Gun had seen corpses in this condition before, his reaction this morning was excessive. Most Mercenaries and soldiers knew that constant or repetitive exposure could cause even the worst horrors to become commonplace, at least to a degree.

Gundaron was rubbing at his lip again. “It was not . . . not as extensive,” he said finally. “As if it had only begun.”

“Or had been interrupted?” Parno said.

“Perhaps.”

“And do you mean to tell me you knew about this?” Alaria’s voice made them all turn around. Evidently, Dhulyn thought, they had not been speaking quietly enough. “You knew this might happen and you did nothing to warn us?” Alaria was on her feet and shook off Mar’s grip as if the smaller woman were just a child.

Gundaron had his mouth open, but he remained silent when Dhulyn clamped a hand on his arm. She turned toward the door and touched her forehead with her fingertips.

“It is not the Scholar’s fault.” The Tarkin of Menoin stood in the doorway with his uncle looking over his shoulder. “If it is anyone’s, it is mine.”

Alaria was already halfway around the table, heading for the young Tarkin with her hands in fists when Dhulyn spoke up.

“What do you know of this then, Falcos Tarkin?”

“You address the Tarkin of Menoin, Mercenary. Do you not think you should moderate your tone?” Epion loomed up behind the younger man, his square, dark features even darker with anger.

Parno unfolded his arms and straightened, letting his hand fall to his sword belt. It was all he could do not to laugh out loud. Uncle and heir to a Tarkin he might be, but Epion would soon learn he’d met his match in Dhulyn Wolfshead.

Sure enough, Dhulyn merely looked the man up and down as if he was a raw apprentice who’d dropped a weapon overboard. “My tone is the least of your difficulties. You have two Mercenary Brothers missing. Your Tarkin was murdered.” Dhulyn nodded at Falcos in acknowledgment that she spoke of his father. “And now your new Tarkina has been killed in the same way. Whatever it is you have been doing to deal with these events, you may wish to ‘moderate’ your strategy.”

“Listen here—” Epion began.

“Enough.” Falcos had his hand raised. “Dhulyn Wolfshead is correct. We should have sent for help and advice before this. Caids grant it is not already too late.”

“Then I suggest, Lord Tarkin, that we all sit down, and you tell us what you know,” Parno said.

Falcos Tarkin hesitated only a moment before he took the chair at the head of the table. Epion immediately went to the chair on the left, but only to hold it for Alaria. Parno let him take the chair to Falcos’ right before he nodded Gun and Mar into seats on the same side of the table as Alaria and sat down himself next to Epion. Dhulyn stayed where she was, leaning with her right hip against the table’s edge.

“You speak of your missing Brothers. It was I who sent them to track the killers of my father.” Falcos spoke quietly, his gaze focused over their heads, as if he were reading words from the far wall. “They never returned, or at least they have not returned as yet.” He brought his focus down to glance between Parno and Dhulyn. “I do not give up, I have heard the Mercenary Brotherhood is very hard to kill. Had I known—I did not believe there was any further danger.”

Parno glanced at his Partner. She lifted her eyebrow in acknowledgment. Since their Brothers had been here to guard Falcos, they would only have gone looking for the killer if they had believed the young man also in danger.

Falcos’ gaze had shifted to Alaria. She glanced at him, her hands in fists, eyes glistening.

“I’m afraid your father’s wasn’t the only death, Lord Tarkin. There may be as many as seven more, if we go back two years.” They all turned their eyes to Gundaron. He swallowed, and cleared his throat.

“Preposterous.” Epion half-turned in his seat, as if physically rejecting Gun’s words.

“Perhaps we shouldn’t be so quick to argue with Scholars, Epion,” the Tarkin said. He turned to Gun. “Are you certain of this?”

“It’s not possible to be absolutely certain,” Gun said, spreading his hands palm down on the table top. “I’ve had to put together my conclusions from bits of information that come from many sources, but that’s the nature of scholarship. From what I’ve found out, the other remains were much disturbed by animals and carrion eaters before they were found.”

“And why is that? Why were the victims not found more quickly?” Parno said.

“Because no one missed them,” Gun said. In his tone was the simple awareness that there were many common folk whose disappearances, or deaths, caused not a ripple. “Unlike the Tarkin, or Princess Cleona, I believe these others may have been travelers, and no one knew to look for them, except perhaps long after they were dead.”

“Lord Tarkin.” Dhulyn’s rough silk voice held the same cool scholarly note as Gun’s. “Why did you say your father had died of an illness? If you had announced the murder, would you not have received more help in finding the killer?”

Falcos and his uncle exchanged an unreadable look. Finally the Tarkin licked his lips and spoke.

“Do you know that my father consulted the Seer of Delmar?” Dhulyn started, but Alaria nodded. “He and I disagreed ...” Falcos’ voice faltered and he cleared his throat. “We disagreed on how to follow her instructions. I thought I should go at once to Arderon, in exchange for one of their princesses. That Arderon blood should inherit the throne of Menoin, as laid out in the original vow. But my father said it was enough that we should have an Arderon Tarkina. That I should still inherit as the son of his first Tarkina.”

“As Falcos’ father inherited himself,” Epion pointed out. “The son of our father’s first wife.”

And that, Dhulyn thought, explained why Epion was not himself the Tarkin.

“I thought my father was cheating,” Falcos continued as if Epion had not spoken. “That he was not acting honorably by the Lady of Arderon.” Falcos dipped his head in Alaria’s direction. “When he was killed I thought . . . I thought if the people knew how he had died, so close to the Path of the Sun, they might think that the gods still turned their faces from us. That we were still cursed because of what he had planned.”

Epion was shaking his head. “You make too much of this disagreement, Nephew. You and your father would have come to an understanding, given time.”

“Time we did not have,” Falcos said, his expression withdrawn, his gaze looking inward.

Of course, it might well weigh on him, Dhulyn thought, that he had been arguing with his father—perhaps they were not even speaking—when the old man died.

“If I might ask,” she said. “Since you were pretending there was no killer, who, then, did you send my Brothers to find?”

Falcos shivered, as if the ice in her voice had transferred to his veins. “They did not agree. They said there was a human hand in the killings. I hoped ...”

“You hoped they were right, and you wrong.” Alaria had been silent for so long the sudden rasp of her voice startled everyone at the table, and even Dhulyn and Parno turned their heads to look at her. “Well, I don’t know what killed your father, Falcos, but no curse of Sun, Moon, and Stars killed Cleona. Even if she were not here as an instrument of the gods—which she was—you Menoins should know better than anyone that horse gods’ curses take time, even generations.”

She slammed the table with her open hands. “Idiots. All this talk of what you thought and did and did not do—my cousin’s killer is out there somewhere, now.” Her eyes moved to study each of the faces around her. Falcos was the only one who lowered his eyes. “Something must be done.”

“The trail is clear enough.” Dhulyn pushed herself upright. “One man leading a burdened horse came out of the labyrinth. Three horses went back in. One was the same burdened animal that had come out, the other two were the ones we followed from your stables. One of those had a rider. If this is the same killer, and our Scholar seems to believe it is.” She paused and waited for Gun’s nod of agreement. “Then it’s likely our Brothers found a similar trail.” She looked around the table. “My Partner and I will walk the Path of the Sun.”




Six

TARKIN FALCOS AKARION took a firm grip on the tree branch and leaned out over the edge of the cliff. He moved the curl of dark hair out of his blue eyes with a practiced flick of his head.

“There,” he said, pointing with his free hand toward an irregular arch of stone and earth that was the entrance to the Path of the Sun. “From here you can just see the first section of the Path, the two false turnings, and the first true turning. That is the farthest that can be seen from the outside.” He pulled himself upright once more. “I used to spy on it from here when I was a little boy, wondering if I would ever be called upon to walk it.”

Dhulyn took the young man’s place at the rock’s edge and eyed the tree branch, her mouth twisted to one side. Grinning, Parno took hold of her sword belt and braced himself as she leaned out into space, imitating the Tarkin’s position as closely as possible. Dhulyn was lighter than Falcos, and the tree branch would have held her easily—but why should she use a tree when her Partner was there?

“And once past that point?” she asked. She tapped Parno twice on the arm, and he pulled her upright.

“Well, it is a maze,” Falcos Tarkin said, as he gathered his gleaming black hair back into its leather thong.

“I know the meaning of the word ‘labyrinth.’ ” Dhulyn’s tone was as dry as the sun-baked earth they stood on. She looked to Parno. “If it does not rain, we should be able to follow the tracks.”

But the Tarkin was shaking his head. “From the entrance, there are no marks to be seen. Either the ground is too hard or it is some magic of the place itself.”

Dhulyn pursed her lips in a silent whistle. “ ‘From the entrance’? Has no one ventured? Is there no record of the key?”

Falcos chewed on his upper lip, drumming the fingers of his right hand on the elaborate gold and silver buckle of his sword belt. “There was a key.” He looked from Dhulyn to Parno and back again. “I believe so, at any rate. Long ago, in the days we wish to regain, every Tarkin had to walk the Path upon assuming the throne,” he said.

“Long ago?” Dhulyn glanced at Parno. “Part of the rituals you Tarkins stopped observing?” After their discussion of the day before, Dhulyn and Parno had spent some time with Alaria, familiarizing themselves with the details of the marriage treaty as Cleona had explained it to the younger woman.

“Let me guess.” Parno resisted the urge to squeeze his eyes shut. “The key was passed from parent to child, and when it was lost, that particular ritual was dropped from the requirements.”

Falcos dropped his eyes with the suggestion of a shrug. Parno resisted the urge to reach out and pat the young man on the shoulder. After all, none of this was Falcos’ fault; the errors of judgment were generations old at this point.

“And the key was never written down? There are no drawings, no maps, among the palace books and scrolls?” Dhulyn stared down at the entrance to the Path, a frown line between her blood-red brows.

“None that I have found.” And from his tone, Parno imagined that Falcos Tarkin had looked carefully.

Dhulyn stepped to one side, looking past Parno to where Gundaron waited by the horses. “Gun?” she called.

He was already nodding. “I can try,” he said. “It probably isn’t ...” his voice faded away as his eyes lost focus. Suddenly they sharpened again, but it was clear that Gun was not looking at any of them. His eyes flicked from side to side as though he were reading. Dhulyn walked over and eased his horse’s reins out of his hand.

Finally he blinked and cleared his throat. “I didn’t Find anything,” he said. “At least—” but he shook his head. “Perhaps with the bowl.”

Dhulyn squeezed the young Scholar’s shoulder, giving him back his reins as her eyes turned to her Partner. “The trail’s getting cold as we debate it,” she said. “Do we follow it, or have guards posted to catch the man when he comes to strike again?”

“If he comes to strike again,” Parno pointed out. It was a sensible suggestion, but one that stuck in his throat. “And guards to be posted for how long? Told to look for what?” He shook his head. “I know we were discharged, but Cleona of Arderon was in our care five days, and it could be seen as a black mark on us and perhaps on our Brotherhood if we do not track down her killer.”

Dhulyn’s eyes danced, but only Parno knew her well enough to know that inside she was smiling. “Alaria won’t like the idea of leaving guards, that’s certain,” she said. “And if, as we think, our own Brothers came to this same conclusion and have already walked this Path, key or no, so must we.”

“Mercenaries,” the Tarkin began.

Dhulyn turned back to him. “Have people entered the Path of the Sun and returned successfully? Even without a key?”

“There are stories of such feats, yes. But, Wolfshead, these same stories tell us that you must at least wait for tomorrow’s dawn. ‘In with sunrise, out with sunset,’ is what they say.”

“That makes sense,” Gundaron said. “After all, it must have been given its name for some reason. What better time to start the Path of the Sun than at dawn?”
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“Gun says the Path itself must be a Caid artifact,” Dhulyn said as they prepared for bed in the rooms they’d been given in the palace. Falcos Tarkin had wanted to give them every comfort, and Alaria in particular had wanted them close. “He’s seen drawings of mazes in the documents left from their days. From what he says, they were used for gardens, not as defensive works. Can you imagine?” She looked at him over her shoulder. “It would be like building a wall so that vines could climb up it.”

“An artifact of the Caids,” Parno said under his breath. “How lovely. I wonder what this one is supposed to do?”

Dhulyn smiled her wolf ’s smile. “You never know, my soul. The odds say one of their artifacts must prove to be of beneficial use some day....”

“Well, you’re the gambler, but somehow I don’t think this is the day.” Parno grunted as he shifted to give her more room.

Dhulyn paused just as she was lifting her legs onto the mattress. “What? Is the bed too soft?”

“My back hurts,” he said.

“ ‘Don’t buy that red saddle,’ I said.” Dhulyn rolled over until she could press her back up against him. “ ‘But it’ll look so pretty on my horse,’ he said. ‘Don’t do it,’ I said, ‘It’ll hurt your back,’ I said. ‘How could it hurt my back, he said . . .’ ”

Parno put his hand over Dhulyn’s mouth.
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GUNDARON OFVALDOMAR IS ON HIS HANDS AND KNEES, RETCHING. MAR IS ON HIS FAR SIDE, WHITE-FACED, AND HER DARK BLUE EYES ARE ROUNDER THAN DHULYN HAS EVER SEEN THEM. GUN SITS BACK ON HIS HEELS, WIPING AT HIS MOUTH WITH HIS SLEEVE. THEY ARE IN THEIR SCHOLARS’ DRESS, BROWN LEGGINGS, BLUE TUNICS, SO DHULYN JUDGES THIS SCENE IS LIKELY TO BE IN THE FUTURE. SHE LOOKS AROUND, BUT ALL SHE CAN SEE IS A SEA OF WILD GRASS , HEAVY WITH SEED....

IT IS A GRANITE WALL, WEATHERED AND IN PLACES CRACKED BY THE PASSAGE OF TIME. BUT IT IS WORKED, HUMAN-MADE, AND OBVIOUSLY CREATED BY THE HAND OF SOME MASTER STONE MASON AMONG THE CAIDS. THE SHADOWS ARE SUCH THAT IT TAKES A MOMENT FOR DHULYN TO SEE THE ROCK HAS BEEN CARVED. A FACE STARES BACK AT HER FROM THE WALL, WIDE-BROWED, POINTED OF CHIN, THE NOSE VERY LONG AND STRAIGHT, THE LIPS FULL CURVES. THE EYES ARE EMPTY....

A SMALL BOY IS SQUATTING ON HIS HEELS IN THE GRASS, DANGLING A PIECE OF WILLOW OSIER FOR AN ORANGE KITTEN. AS THE KITTEN LEAPS AND JUMPS, THE BOY TOUCHES IT, AND THE KITTEN FALLS, PANTING, ITS EYES GROWING MILKY AND DARK. HE TOUCHES IT AGAIN, AND IT LEAPS UP, BLINKING, AND THRASHING ITS LONG TAIL. THE BOY DANGLES THE OSIER AGAIN, AND ONCE MORE THE KITTEN POUNCES, AND ONCE MORE, SMILING, THE BOY REACHES OUT TO TOUCH IT....

THE TALL THIN MAN STANDS BEFORE HIS MIRROR THAT IS NOT A MIRROR. THIS TIME IT SHOWS HIS REFLECTION. HIS WHEAT-COLORED HAIR IS LONG AND UNKEMPT. IT APPEARS HE HAS NOT SHAVED IN MANY DAYS, NOR EATEN. HIS EYES ARE NO LONGER THE COLOR OF OLD ICE BUT THE COOL GREEN OF JADESTONE. HE HAS THE SAME LONG SWORD IN HIS HANDS, AND HE CUTS DOWNWARD, SLASHING AT HIS IMAGE IN THE MIRROR FRAME. IT IS AS IF HE LOOKS AT HIS REFLECTION IN A POOL OF WATER. THE SWORD PASSES THROUGH IT AND LEAVES IT RIPPLING AND DANCING UNTIL IT SETTLES AGAIN. DHULYN WONDERS AGAIN WHY THIS OLD VISION SHOULD BE COMING TO TROUBLE HER NOW. A MESSAGE, BUT WHAT? AND FOR WHOM?...

A CIRCLE OF WOMEN, EACH WITH HAIR THE COLOR OF OLD BLOOD, DANCE FIRST ONE WAY, THEN THE OTHER. THEIR MOUTHS MOVE IN THE CHANT, BUTDHULYN CANNOT HEAR THEIR VOICES. DHULYN HAS SEEN THISVISION MANY TIMES; THESE ARE THE WOMEN OF HERTRIBE, BEFORE THE BREAKING. BUT WHERE IS HERMOTHER? . . .

GUNDARON FALLS TO HIS KNEES IN THE LONG GRASS AND VOMITS. . .

THE STONE FACE SMILES AT HER, ITS PUPILS INLAID IN GREEN STONE. . .

PEOPLE WORK IN A FIELD OF HAY. RAGGED PEOPLE, FACES DRAWN WITH EXHAUSTION. MOUNTED GUARDS PATROL THE PERIMETER OF THE FIELD, THEIR FACES MARKED WITH THE SAME FATIGUE. ONLY THE FACT THAT THEY ARE FACING OUTWARD TELLSDHULYN THAT THEY ARE GUARDING THE REAPERS FROM EXTERNAL DANGER, NOT FROM ESCAPE. IN THE DISTANCE THERE IS A SMALL FORTRESS, WITH A WALL MUCH TOO LARGE FOR IT . . .

A THIN MAN WEARING A GOLD RING IN EACH EAR IS BENT OVER A CIRCLE OF STONES, USING A SPARKER TO SET DRIED GRASS AND TWIGS ALIGHT. A PILE OF BROKEN BRANCHES SITS TO ONE SIDE READY TO BE PLACED IN THE FIRE. HIS LARGE HANDS HAVE PRONOUNCED KNUCKLES, LONG FLAT FINGERS. HIS STRAW-COLORED HAIR IS COARSE AND THICK, CROPPED SHORT. DHULYN’S SHADOW FALLS ACROSS HIM, AND HE LOOKS UP. “HERE,” HE SAYS, STRAIGHTENING TO HIS FEET AND REACHING TOWARD HER. “LET ME HELP YOU WITH THAT.” . . .

AN OLD MAN, HIS HAIR STILL SHOWING STREAKS OF RED THE COLOR OF OLD BLOOD, PEERS AT HER. SHE CAN SEE THE LINES FANNING OUT FROM BESIDE HIS EYES, AND THERE IS WHITE IN HIS EYELASHES. FROWNING, HE RAISES A HAND WHOSE FINGERS ARE TWISTED, JOINTS SWOLLEN, AND TRACES A SYMBOL ON HER FOREHEAD.
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“What did you See?”

Obviously she hadn’t been quiet enough. Or, perhaps Parno’s Pod sense had made him more sensitive to her Visions.

Dhulyn described the stone face again. “I think it must be a piece of the Path of the Sun. We will have to watch out for it.”

“And an old bit of carving made you jump in your sleep?”

She made a face, knowing that he couldn’t see her in the dark. “I saw a most unpleasant child, some people harvesting in time of war. The Green Shadow again, and you know that repetition is significant.” She paused, breathing deeply. “I Saw a Red Horseman.”

“Avylos?”

Dhulyn shook her head. “And not my father either. At least, I don’t think so.” She settled herself against him more snugly. “Oh, and I should warn Gun to be careful of what he eats.”
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The sky to the west was a dull pewter, barely lighter than the vault above them, where no stars showed through the thick cloud cover. The moon had set hours before, but Dhulyn and Parno had not had any difficulty finding their way to the entrance of the Path of the Sun. Parno had dismounted to retie a thong that had come loose on his saddlebag and now swung himself once again into his saddle. He’d gone back to the old one, Dhulyn noticed with a smile.

From on the ground in front of it, the entrance to the Path of the Sun looked like no more than a pair of wide boulders surrounded by thick hedges, taller than a person on horseback and far enough apart to allow two such persons to pass between them. But a closer look showed Dhulyn that the “boulders” were far too even and regular to have occurred naturally, and that there was even the suggestion of a long-ago fallen arch in the way the top of the left one seemed to reach out toward the one on the right. Caids’ work, for certain.

“We might have lost the trail anyway,” Parno said, looking up. “From the look of those clouds, there’ll be rain before long.”

“Not before the sun rises,” Dhulyn said. She turned to look behind them. The others were waiting where the trail divided, one fork leading to where they stood, the other fading away into the Caid ruins. Overcast or not, the slowly growing light of dawn showed her Falcos Tarkin and the Princess Alaria, booted and cloaked against the morning’s chill, and between them Epion Akarion on a tall black gelding.

Dhulyn touched the spot on her quilted vest where she had sewn the pearls Alaria had given her. The jewels, effectively priceless to those from a landlocked country, were Alaria’s personal property, and their use as payment made it clear who had hired the Mercenaries. Falcos Tarkin may have put all his resources at their disposal, but it would be to Alaria that they would report when they returned.

Behind the nobles, and off to one side where their view could not be obscured, Gundaron and Mar-eMar stood with their ponies. Or rather, Gun stood. Dhulyn grinned. No wonder his riding didn’t improve—the boy took every chance he could to get down off his mount. She hadn’t teased him about it this morning, however. He’d had no luck Finding a key to the Path, not even using Mar’s scrying bowl, and he was feeling incompetent enough.

“Well?” Parno said.

Dhulyn looked over at him and smiled. “Well enough.” She turned back to those waiting and touched her forehead with her fingertips. Mar and Gun returned the salute, and the others nodded in acknowledgment. Dhulyn turned Bloodbone’s nose toward the entrance, waited until Parno drew up beside her.

“Half a length behind me,” she reminded him.

“Teach your grandmother,” he said, and followed her in. “In Battle,” he said as she passed through the stones.

“And in Death,” she answered.
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It was unreasonable, Mar-eMar knew, this feeling that they should wait exactly where they were until Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane reappeared—that somehow, if she and Gun waited here, it would help the Mercenaries in some unknown way. But Wolfshead and Lionsmane would not return before sunset—and probably not today’s sunset at that. It could be days before they came out again. Or weeks.

“They will come back,” she said.

“What was that?” Gun still had to use all his concentration to get up into the saddle, otherwise the hill ponies they’d bought for their expedition to the Caid ruins were likely to play some trick on him. Mar repeated herself.

“Of course they will.” Gun tried to stand in his stirrups to get a better angle on the entrance to the Path, but his pony shifted and he sat down again.

“Their not coming back wouldn’t be the worst of it,” Mar said. “After all, they expect to die some day. The worst would be not knowing what happened to them.”

“Well, they wouldn’t know what happened to us, either.”

Mar reached over and patted Gun on his knee. “That’s right, stay logical.” But she knew that logical or not, Gun was just as worried about Wolfshead and Lionsmane as she was herself. She thought of them as her own kin, and she knew that Gun felt much the same. Parno Lionsmane actually was a distant cousin of hers—though because of the Common Rule they didn’t speak of it much to others.

“Mar.” The quiet warning note in Gun’s voice drew Mar’s attention to the approach of the Tarkin’s party. With plenty of warning, Gun could get his pony off the path and out of the way of the nobles without too much trouble. The last thing Mar wanted was to draw the attention of Epion Akarion. They had started off badly with him when they’d first come to get the Tarkinate’s final approval on their researches. They’d arrived after a voyage almost the full length of the Midland Sea to find that Lord Epion had already prepared a schedule for them, outlining exactly how they should proceed to examine the ruins and containing a list of artifacts he wanted them to find, in order of importance. All this despite the fact that all these details, and more, had been firmly agreed upon already.

Mar had had to be very clear about the rights and duties of themselves as Scholars and of Valdomar as their Library. Epion had changed his tune, turning warm and helpful, welcoming them, showing how deep his interest, how sincere his concern that they have all they needed to accomplish the work. But Mar couldn’t forget that he’d first tried to intimidate them. After all, the man was half brother—and legitimate at that—to one Tarkin and uncle and first counselor to another. How could it possibly matter to him what a couple of traveling Scholars thought?

A fine thing, she thought now, when experience taught you to be wary of friendliness. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Menoin had really dodged the arrow—to use an old Mercenary expression—when the birth of Falcos Akarion had bumped his father’s half brother into a lower spot in the line of succession.

“Well, Scholars.” It was typical of Epion Akarion that he would address them both together, though Gundaron had the senior rank. Mar felt that courtesy required her to smile back at him. She wished she could make her lip curl up as Dhulyn Wolfshead’s did. “Back to your researches now, is it?” the man continued.

There might be some people, Mar thought, who would see his courteous enquiry as genuine interest, the mark of a man who took thought even for those people who stood only on the periphery of a crisis. But it made Mar uneasy; it seemed too studied to be real.

Falcos Akarion’s behavior was more natural, she thought. He had ridden past them with only a nod, preoccupied with his own serious concerns, giving them only what courtesy required. Only when Alaria of Arderon drew rein next to Epion did Falcos stop as well and look back.

Princess Alaria studied them for a moment, her gold-blonde brows drawn down. “You are their friends, are you not? The Mercenary Brothers? It was with you that Wolfshead and Lionsmane went, to share your meal rather than eat with the soldiers in the palace.”

“We count them as our kin,” Mar said.

“But the Mercenary Brotherhood have no kin,” Epion said with a smile.

It was all Mar could do not to roll her eyes and heave a great sigh. From the way Alaria’s mouth twitched, Mar thought the princess might feel the same way.

“We have the kinship of blood between us,” Gun said. “Though not blood kinship, if you follow me.”

“I think you are quite clear,” Alaria said. “Will you come with me? Stay with me at the palace?” Epion began to speak, but Alaria turned to Falcos Tarkin. “I may do this? Please?” He was nodding, his eyebrows raised, but Alaria had already turned back to Mar. “I have no one with me but Cleona’s two servants. No sisters or cousins. No one who is . . .” Here Mar thought Alaria was about to say “on my side,” but the princess must have realized what that would sound like. “No one who is my friend,” was what she finally said, her lips pulled back in a strained smile. “We have the friendship of the Mercenaries in common; perhaps you would extend me your friendship as well?”

It almost seemed that Epion Akarion was about to answer before the Tarkin could, though Mar noticed that his warmly encouraging smile did not quite reach his eyes, but the Tarkin was already speaking.

“An excellent idea,” the younger Akarion said. “There is certainly plenty of room in the Tarkina’s wing.”

“This is very kind,” Mar said, more because she was aware that an immediate answer was required than because she knew what she wanted that answer to be. She glanced at Gundaron and saw that he had the index finger of his left hand extended. “Of course, we would be delighted to accept your hospitality, Princess of Arderon.” Mar hoped she’d done right. In wording her acceptance so carefully, she was making herself and Gundaron part of Alaria’s official party—and putting themselves under whatever protection that afforded them.

In response she received three smiles, each different and each telling in its own way. Alaria’s was genuine and showed some degree of relief, as if she hadn’t been quite sure what Mar’s answer would be. That relief, however, did not in any way disturb the marks of sorrow—yes, and of anger and fear that still remained on the princess’ face. Falcos Tarkin seemed pleased enough, his handsome face easy, as at a minor problem solved. As for Epion Akarion, Mar was certain his smile had faltered a little before reestablishing itself, broader and warmer than ever, though his eyes seemed to have narrowed even further.

“If we may, we’ll fetch our things from the inn,” Mar said to Alaria, “and join you later in the day.”

Mar waited until the royal party had proceeded a span or so down the trail toward the city before she turned to Gundaron.

“Whatever your plan is,” she said, “I hope you realize we’ve just put ourselves plainly into the Arderon camp. Whatever happens to Alaria can happen to us as well.”

“What could be worse than what happened to her cousin?” Gun’s voice was quiet, though steady. “And that’s not likely to happen to any of us.” He looked back along the trail to where they could just make out the Path of the Sun. “Not now that we know it can.”

Mar pressed her lips together and frowned. “I suppose you’re right. Still, you must have had something in mind when you signaled me.”

Gun rode along in silence for several minutes, twitching at his reins unnecessarily. “Can you see us, a day or two from now, going to the palace and requesting an audience with Falcos Tarkin in order to ask him what news has come about Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane? I don’t think we’d get very far past the Deputy Steward of Keys, do you?”

“If that far,” Mar said, beginning to see where Gun was going. “But if we are right in the palace . . .”

“Attending upon the very person who has the most right to ask questions and have them answered,” Gun continued, “then our questions are answered as well.”

“This is why I love you,” Mar said.
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About three horse lengths in, just as Dhulyn had seen from the vantage point on the cliff, the Path of the Sun divided sharply to the right and left. Falcos had said the path to the left was known to be a false one, so Dhulyn and Parno turned right. The walls of the labyrinth closed out all sound from without, as if they had entered a tightly closed room and shut the door behind them. Dhulyn dropped immediately into the basic Hunter’s Shora, but that only made her more aware of the breathing of the horses and of the sound of her own heart, beating in time with Parno’s.

“The sun is shining.”

Dhulyn glanced behind her, but Parno was still only half a horse length behind. For a moment, he had sounded much farther away.

“I’m thinking you should ride beside me after all, my soul,” she said to him. “I do not like the way these walls flatten the sound of our voices.” She waited until he had come abreast of her, still looking upward at a morning sky as blue as a child’s eye.

“No blooded chance the sky cleared that quickly,” he said.

Dhulyn shot a quick glance upward before lowering her eyes to continue her careful examination of the route in front of them. “I think it’s warmer as well.”

“That might be nerves.”

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile, still looking ahead.

The path turned again, and now the walls appeared older, the stones worn and covered in places with lichen and moss. Somewhere, Dhulyn could hear water dripping. Just past that spot, another path, this one walled in thick hedges of black walnut, met theirs on the right.

“Odds,” Parno called, holding up his fist.

Dhulyn held up hers as well. “One, two, three.” She held out two fingers, Parno four. “Your turn next,” she said, dismounting and pulling out her sword.

“Don’t go more than twenty paces,” Parno said. “If it’s not a dead end, come back for me.”

Dhulyn answered with a grin and a rude gesture. She was no more than three paces into the new path when it turned right. Raising her sword, she placed herself against the inside corner, crouched, and sent out her senses. Nothing. She could sense no breathing, no heartbeats, nothing. Nevertheless, she shot only a quick glance around the corner from her crouch, and only when she was satisfied that there was nothing to see did she proceed.

When it looked as though the path would turn right again Dhulyn stopped, frowning. This was not possible. Given the length of the sections of pathway, the direction in which she had been turning, if she turned right again, she should find herself back on the path behind—

Parno was in front of her. He had been leaning into the pathway she had taken, but as soon as she stepped out behind him, he spun to face her, sword up. Even the horses had turned to look at her.

“How—”

“Don’t ask.” She waved at the entrance she had just come out of. “There was no entrance here when we passed a moment ago, as you very well know.”

“But—”

“Parno.” At her warning Parno whirled back to face the direction they’d been heading in. The entrance he was standing next to, the one she’d followed away from the path they were standing on, was gone.

Her Partner grinned at her. “What do you say? Shall we both go this time?” He pointed at the new entrance.

“And end up behind ourselves?” Dhulyn looked ahead to where the entrance had been. “Or ahead of ourselves?”

“Carry on, then?”

“What else.” Dhulyn swung herself back into her saddle.

Perhaps twelve horse lengths farther along they came to a place where the path divided, and they must decide to go right or left. Dhulyn leaned out of the saddle and tapped with her fingertips at the wall closest to her. The stone was cold, as if the sun had only just now moved to shine on it.

“It’s the Path of the Sun, my soul, is it not?” she said.

“That’s what they keep telling us.” Parno’s tone was not as sour as his words. Warhammer tossed his head, and Parno leaned forward to stroke the horse’s neck. Bloodbone did no more than flick an ear at her fellow; she had always been the more phlegmatic of the two horses.

“The sun rises in the west and travels eastward until it sets.” Dhulyn pointed to the right-hand path. “That way leads almost precisely east.”

“According to the Scholars I had as a child,” Parno said, “the sun does not move; it is the earth that revolves, turning its face always away from and then toward the sun.”

Dhulyn turned to her Partner, her left fist propped on her thigh. “And that helps us how?”

Parno shrugged, but there was a ghost of a grin hovering around his mouth. “If this labyrinth was built by the Caids, as Gun suggests, they would certainly have known the true movements of the sun and earth.”

Dhulyn nodded. “Still, knowledge that does not help us can be put aside, I think. This is not literally the path of the sun, but we know that successful attempts to walk must start at sunrise. Perhaps as a working theory we can extend the metaphor so far as to take the paths that lead in the more easterly direction.”

Parno looked down the left-hand path, frowned, and looked down the right-hand one before nodding. “As a working theory then.”

Dhulyn’s theory worked long enough for them to become hungry and pull roasted chicken, hunks of bread baked that morning by the Tarkin’s cooks, and fruit out of their saddlebags. They had travel bread, and hard-cured strips of fish and meat in their packs; time enough to eat that when the fresh food ran out. Dhulyn was just taking a swig from her water flask when they approached another turning in the path. The stone and rock walls had gradually given way to dense cedar shrubbery, in places rough and straggly, in others trimmed as though by gardeners. Here the hedges looked as though they had been cut with a knife.

“Listen,” Dhulyn said, in the nightwatch whisper.

“Voices,” Parno agreed, in the same quiet tone. “On the other side of this hedge.”

“No, ahead of us.”

Parno slipped down out of the saddle to peer around the corner. Dhulyn joined him, sword in hand.

“Nothing,” he said, straightening. “Empty as all the others have been.” He squinted at her. “Some trick of the walls, sound bouncing?”

“Our own voices echoing back to us, you mean?”

Parno frowned. “Not very likely when you put it like that.”

Dhulyn turned until they were almost back to back. “There’s nothing likely about this place. It’s the very definition of unlikely.”

They turned back for the horses and remounted without saying anything more. Had the voices sounded familiar? Dhulyn was no longer sure she’d even heard them.

“We are now heading east, with possibly a finger’s worth of south—”

“And if we take this corner, we’ll be heading north, yes, my soul, I had realized that.” Dhulyn drummed her free hand on her right thigh.

“We could turn back to the last dividing of the path, take the other direction.”

“Which would turn us away from the east in any case,” Dhulyn pointed out. “So far, our working theory has led us well; at least, we have not run into any dead ends.”

“I suggest we continue, and if we don’t find another path that will take us east within, say twenty horse lengths, we reconsider.”

“Agreed.”

Dhulyn took three deep breaths, letting each one out slowly, and once more triggered the Hunter’s Shora. A tightening of her knees signaled Bloodbone to move forward slowly. There was no wind and none of the usual sounds of birds Dhulyn would expect from beyond the walls of the Path. The temperature was not uncomfortable, or even unseasonable for Menoin, but she did not think it had varied in all the hours they had been here.

Suddenly she coughed, blinking, and gagged slightly as her stomach twisted, and she felt as though she were about to fall. “Parno?”

“Yes, I feel it as well. Just as though—” Parno’s words trailed off as the feeling of nausea and disorientation died as abruptly as it had appeared. “Dhulyn?”

She nodded. “We’re facing east again,” she said. She looked back along the Path.

“Don’t bother,” Parno said. “The path hasn’t curved, nor have we turned a corner. We haven’t even gone the twenty horse lengths we were planning on—you can still see the corner we came around.”

And so she could. “Onward, then, Hunter’s Shora.”

“I’ve spoken to you before about teaching your grandmother.”

They passed several more turnoffs, including one that led into a rock garden, but as the path they were on still led them east, they did not take any of the other ways. Some minutes after the last branching to the south, Dhulyn shut her eyes.

“Now we’re going downhill,” she said. She opened her eyes again. The path ahead of them looked as level and as smooth as a dance floor. And yet her senses were not deceiving her. There was a slight difference in the way Bloodbone’s haunches tensed that told her unmistakably that they were walking down an incline.

And the ground fell out from beneath her.




Seven

PARNO TWISTED, thrusting out with his legs to distance himself from the flying hooves and crushing weight of his horse. Warhammer, trained for the accidents of the battlefield, would also be struggling to land well and safely. Parno’s ears popped as air pressure changed, and for an instant he felt as though he were falling upward. He barely had time to think that Dhulyn would be safe—her Bloodbone was steadier, less inclined to panic than was Warhammer—when he hit the ground hard enough to bruise. He stayed where he was, only bringing up his arms to shield his head. To roll in any direction was possibly to roll under a falling horse.

A sharp whinny, and a curse, came from his left where Dhulyn, on her hands and knees, was already moving toward him. He held up his hand.

“A moment.” He took a careful breath but found no pain in his rib cage. His arms and legs were likewise sound. He rolled until he could prop himself up on his elbow and winced, his hands pushing against thick turf where there had been dry stone a moment before. He looked around.

They were still in the Path of the Sun. “Demons and perverts,” he cursed. “What was that?”

“Whatever it was,” Dhulyn said as she got to her feet, “it is part of the labyrinth. Blooded Caids.” She staggered and fell again to her knees. Parno saw that on the other side of his Partner Bloodbone was only just struggling to stand. He looked around. Warhammer was over against the wall, lying half on his side. But his head was up, his eyes alert, and as Parno watched, the gray gelding hitched at himself a couple of times and wobbled to his feet.

“Whatever this sickness is, it is passing from the animals more quickly,” Dhulyn said. She was sitting back on her heels, her forehead in her hands as the world spun. Parno tried to sit up and winced, his hands going to his own head. He swallowed as his stomach twisted, and the grass beneath him seemed to want to exchange places with the stone walls of the Path. He hoped that his Partner was right, that this illness would indeed pass.

Dhulyn crawled over to him and held out her hand. Using her grip on him as leverage, she pulled herself upright until she was sitting cross-legged and could help him to do the same. Parno sucked in his breath; he was going to have quite a bruise where his sword hilt had dug into his side. Lucky it wasn’t worse. When Dhulyn grabbed his other hand, he realized what she was doing and sat up as straight as he could. The twenty-seven basic Shoras that all Mercenaries learned included a meditation Shora, intended to increase relaxation and, by strength of focus, to make the other Shoras easier to learn and use. Partners often performed their meditation together, and that was what Dhulyn was doing now.

He took a deep breath, consciously making sure that they were breathing together. Almost immediately he felt his heart rate—their heart rates—slow and their breathing come easier. In a moment his head stopped spinning, as if the concentration of the Shora was all that was needed to clear the fog from his brain. The ground they sat on made a final wobble and steadied. Everything felt normal. Parno opened his eyes.

Dhulyn’s eyes were still closed, a frown creating a tiny wrinkle between her blood-red brows. The scar that made her upper lip turn back when she smiled in a certain way was just visible, slightly paler than her own pale skin. Her eyes blinked open.

“Better?” he asked, and waited for her nod. “Do you know what it was?”

“It was like being at sea, after the typhoon hit,” she said. “After a long while in the water, I couldn’t tell what direction the waves were carrying me—even which way the surface was, at times.” She shrugged.

“We’d lost our sense of direction,” he remembered. For a Mercenary Brother, that was serious indeed. They could not afford to be turned around in the heat of battle, for example, and people with poor senses of direction rarely made it through their Schooling. The Schooling itself, to say nothing of many of the Shoras, further enhanced whatever natural talent a Brother might have.

Dhulyn squeezed his hands and released them, hopping to her feet in one motion, her dizziness plainly gone. She went immediately to Bloodbone, stroking the mare’s side and rubbing her face and nose. The warhorse snorted and bumped her head against Dhulyn’s shoulder, like a large cat. Parno approached Warhammer with caution, crooning the soothing noises Dhulyn had taught him, and it was a mark of how nervous the horse was that he responded to Parno with the same ready affection that Bloodbone had shown his Partner. Anything familiar was welcome, it seemed.

“My soul.” Parno looked over to where Dhulyn still stroked absently at Bloodbone’s nose. She was looking not at him but at a knob of rock that protruded from the gray granite wall not far from where she stood. “What time would you say it is?”

Parno’s stomach rumbled, but he didn’t think that “time to eat something” was the answer Dhulyn was looking for. “Perhaps the middle of the afternoon watch,” he said. “Why?”

“Because if so, then these blooded shadows are pointing the wrong way.”

 


“It must be the time of day that has somehow changed,” Dhulyn said, as she recapped the water flask.

“It’s one thing to know that your Visions show you both past and future, and that to the Crayx all of our recorded time is ‘now.’ ” Parno took the flask from her and hefted it before replacing it among his gear. “It’s another thing entirely to experience that in a matter of moments we’ve lost half a day.”

“Can you think of another explanation?” Dhulyn said. “Somehow, in passing through that spot where we seemed to fall, we have reached a place where, as these shadows tell us, it is still morning.”

“Blooded demons,” Parno cursed. “Will it take us that much longer to find the end of the Path, then?”

“I’m glad to hear you so optimistic,” Dhulyn said. “I don’t feel so sure we’ll find the end at all.”

Parno grinned at her. “We’ve been in worse spots.”

“Happy you think so.”

Food and water repacked, every tie, strap and girth double-checked, they set out once again, still side by side but leading their horses now, as Dhulyn felt it would be safer if the ground should once again decide to throw them down. They had not gone far down the turfed path when what looked like a marking caught Parno’s eye.

“This is something we haven’t seen before.” Parno pointed at the rock wall on his side, just above his own height. Someone using great patience and skill had chiseled a shape into the rough granite wall. It was the first human-made thing they’d seen since entering the Path of the Sun—always supposing that the Path itself was not a human-made thing.

Dhulyn reached up and brushed at the carving with her dagger before stepping to one side to view it from a different angle. “It is the face,” she said. “See here the chin? And here the nose and brows. I Saw this in my Vision the other night, when I Saw the Red Horseman.”

Parno squinted his eyes and stepped to one side, squinting. Yes, he could see it now, the shape of the lips, the little hollows that were the pupils of the eyes. A face without doubt.

“Who could have put it there?” he wondered. “Someone taller than I am, for certain.”

“Or someone on horseback, perhaps.”

“Is it a warning? Or a guide?”

But Dhulyn was already shaking her head. “I’ve Seen it twice, I think. Once when it was very clean and fresh, as if newly done, and once again, like this, the eyes empty. But that was all, nothing else, just the face.”

Parno touched his fingers to his forehead. “It does no harm to be polite,” he said when he caught Dhulyn looking at him with a smile.

“I’ll leave the courtesies to you,” she said, dipping her head in a shallow bow, but to him, not to the carving on the wall.

They set off once again, leaving the carved face behind them, still carefully choosing every path and turning that would take them east. They had gone perhaps ten spans when Parno looked up to his left . . . and stopped.

“Maybe it’s a different one,” he said. But even he could hear the disbelief in his voice. It was identical, the pointed chin, the scrubbed line of the nose, the hollows of the eyes. Even the slight scratch where Dhulyn’s dagger had scraped away a piece of lichen. She came to stand next to him, her shoulder brushing his.

“It seems you were right to be courteous.” Dhulyn’s voice twanged with anger, and Parno knew she was frightened. “We haven’t circled back,” she said. “We would have felt the change of direction.”

Parno cast about for something, anything, to say to her. He narrowed his eyes. “We based our choice of direction on the way the shadows fell,” he said. Dhulyn shot him a venomous look out of the corner of her eye. “No, listen, my heart. What if the shadows were not wrong?” Dhulyn turned, but she was listening now, though with a frown drawing down her blood-red brows. “What if they tell us truly?” he asked.

Dhulyn looked skeptical. “Shadows are neither right nor wrong in themselves,” she said. “They are.”

“Yes, exactly.” Now it was becoming clearer to him. “If the shadows just are, then somehow we’ve interpreted them wrongly. We took the position of the sun from the angles of the shadows,” he said, gesturing with his hands at an angle to show her what he meant. “We decided that the angles told us the time of day had changed after we passed through that . . . that falling place. What if we were wrong?”

Dhulyn chewed on her lower lip, turning slowly to look over the ground and rock around them. “So. If it is not the time of day that has changed, and this is the late afternoon . . .” This was Dhulyn’s Scholar’s voice, and Parno relaxed.

“Then it is the direction of the sun’s path that has changed,” they said in unison.

“East is west, and west is east,” Dhulyn said.

“Here, wherever ‘here’ is, the sun rises in the east and sets in the west.”

“And we have been traveling in the wrong direction.” Dhulyn nodded, looped Bloodbone’s reins more closely around her wrist, and set off again, this time with the carved face to their right. They had gone only a few paces, perhaps a quarter of a span, when they found the turf under their feet had been cut.

Parno squatted to examine the phenomenon more closely, alert to any clue it might give them. It looked as though someone had taken a dagger and cut a design into the turf. He glanced to one side. Yes, there were the pieces which had been removed, tidily placed at the bottom of the wall.

“Well?” Dhulyn said from where she stood guard to one side.

“A moment, my heart.” The design looked familiar, rounded edges, perhaps a loop . . . Parno felt his face heat as he recognized the shape. Grunting, he straightened to his feet. “It’s a badge,” he said. “The shape of a Mercenary badge cut into the grass.”

“It took you that long to recognize something you look at every day?” Her tone was lighter than the words would have suggested.

“Something I see, not something I look at,” he said. “And besides, without the colors, and cut so large, the pattern is not so very easy to descry.”

“But it means our Brothers have been before us, and we are on the right path.”

And that was why, Parno thought, Dhulyn’s tone was so light.

From there it was as if the badge brought them luck, and the Path was working with them. They turned only two corners, both to the right, and suddenly they were standing in a grass plain. Parno looked back and forth, stepped to one side and looked back in the direction they had come.

“My heart,” he said. “There’s no archway here, no marking of the Path.”

“Riders approach from the north,” Dhulyn said.
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Alaria had no trouble finding her way down to the stable yard. Even if she had not remembered the route through Falcos Tarkin’s royal palace, she now had two guards with her to show her the way—though she knew very well that was not their primary function. Again Dav-Ingahm, the Steward of Walls, had shown enough sense to assign her female guards, and she had been pleased to recognize one of them as Julen Egoyin, the stable master’s daughter. Other faces were already becoming familiar to her, she realized, as she returned bows and curtsies with a smile and an inclination of her head.

The normal morning bustle of the stable yard was as familiar to her as her own home. She felt the tension ease from her shoulders. Two grooms were unwrapping a bandage from the right fore hock of a tall chestnut horse while a third stood back and watched, hands on hips. Younger boys and girls were striding back and forth with buckets of water and handbarrows loaded with pots of steaming mash. It took her a moment to realize there was about the same amount of noise and work as there would have been in her own mother’s stables— perhaps less. Nothing like the bustle and commotion she’d seen in the Tarkina of Arderon’s House. Alaria was reminded of the empty stalls she had seen a few days ago. Still, there were stalls occupied here, and they were already being cleaned, so Alaria picked up her pace. It had been three days since she’d last been down to check on her queens, but surely Delos Egoyin would have understood, would have known that this was the first chance she’d had. With Cleona gone—Alaria cleared her throat and squared her shoulders.

Alaria knew something was different the moment she entered the block of buildings that made up the stables themselves. She had not expected to find her queens still in the special front stall, where they had been made ready for a ceremony that had not taken place—and now never would. But a quick glance was enough to tell her that none of her horses were even in this part of the stables at all. Her heart thumping, Alaria relaxed the hands that had formed into fists and turned to her guards.

“Where might I find your father at this hour?” she asked Julen.

The guard frowned, sending short, sharp glances around the enclosure and out into the yard. “His rooms are in that wing, at the end of the yard,” she said finally.

They were making their way back through the yard when the figure of Delos Egoyin appeared out of the middle of the stable block, wiping his hands clean on a scrap of cloth.

“Ah, there you are, Princess.” The older man bobbed his head in the sketch of a bow. “I was wondering why I hadn’t seen you before, though of course we know of your loss—our loss, I suppose I should say, if it comes to that, though I only laid eyes on your cousin the once, when I picked out her mount for her. And now they’re both gone, cousin and mounts, and Essio as well.”

Alaria almost smiled. It seemed that for Delos the loss of the horses was almost as important as the loss of the people. She understood his feelings and sympathized. But she had other horses on her mind.

“Where are my queens, Delos Egoyin?” she said. “Who has moved them without my knowledge?”

The older man rubbed at his upper lip with a rough finger. “I wouldn’t have moved them, you understand, Princess. And it was against my advice it was done. Not that they’re so close to their time, but with so much at stake—I wouldn’t have moved them.”

Which meant someone else had, someone with greater authority here even than the stable master. Her hands formed into fists again, and this time she let them. Time for everyone to learn that there was only one person in Menoin with authority over Arderon horses, and that was the remaining Princess of Arderon.

“Who requested the transfer?”

“Notice came down with the Tarkin’s mark on it,” Delos said.

Alaria crossed her arms and took a deep breath, letting it out through her nose. “Where is the Tarkin now?” she asked Julen.

Her eyes round, Julen Egoyin glanced at her father before answering. “It’s time for the morning audience, Lady of Arderon, for common folk and foreigners.”

“Well, Caids know, I’m foreign enough. Lead me.”

 


The waiting room of the Tarkin of Menoin’s morning audience chamber was larger than Alaria expected. There were seats, pitchers of ganje kept warm over small pots of oil paste, with watered wine and glazed clay cups on the small tables that were scattered around the room. The floor was tiled in large squares of black and white, the walls were patterned in green, red, and white tiles to about shoulder height, and painted above with scenes of what looked like ceremonial games: javelin throwing, archery, and the like. The coffered ceiling showed signs that a master carver had been employed to work on it. All this Alaria saw in a quick glance, as the dozen or so people waiting all got to their feet when she came through the open doorway.

“Please,” she said, making a sitting motion with her hands. Her fury was subsiding, and she began to realize that she was intruding on the legitimate business of the people of Menoin. As she hesitated, however, the senior page attending on the inner door beckoned her forward.

“I will wait my turn,” she said, approaching him, but the scandalized look he gave her—mirrored on the faces of the people waiting nearest the door—showed her that she had better go in, and quickly. Gesturing her acknowledgment of the inevitable and murmuring her thanks to the others in the outer room, Alaria allowed the door page to escort her into the audience chamber.

Falcos Akarion was just grasping hands—shaking hands they called it here—with a petitioner in a beautifully embroidered robe as she came in. The room steward stepped forward to lead the man out, and he announced Alaria at the same time.

The face Falcos turned to her was paler than she remembered it. She had not seen the Tarkin since the Mercenary Brothers had entered the Path of the Sun, and though his eyes were bright, and his thick black hair still hung in perfect waves over his shoulders, he seemed tired. Somehow, his beauty struck her as less inhuman than she had felt it to be.

This room was smaller than the waiting room, but it had two windows in the right-hand side that gave on a courtyard full of flowers and sculpted trees. Between the windows was a desk where two men were seated, one writing. Clerks, Alaria thought, who would be recording the Tarkin’s judgments.

Falcos stepped down off the shallow dais to greet her as an equal, extending his hand. Alaria was so taken aback by this that she was shaking hands with him before she quite realized what she was doing.

“Lady of Arderon,” he said, leading her to take the seat next to the throne-like one on the dais. “How can I help you?”

“My horses,” she said. She didn’t want to sit down, but she knew enough about courts and courtesy to know they would get down to business faster if she did. “They have been moved from their place in the royal stables, moved from the care of Delos Egoyin. Why has this been done? Why was I not informed?”

“I know nothing of this,” Falcos said, his blue eyes narrowing.

“It was my doing, Falcos.” As soon as he spoke Alaria realized that the man she’d taken for the second clerk was in fact Epion Akarion. She hoped her surprise and confusion was not evident. A male clerk, that was only to be expected, but what was the Tarkin’s own uncle and first counselor doing sitting down at the same table? He had risen and now came out from behind the worktable, inclining his head to her as he came, a rueful look on his pleasantly craggy face. “They are not needed at present for any ceremony, and I was not happy with them there in the outer stables, accessible to all the curiosity seekers, especially now that they are so close to foaling.”

It was a reasonable explanation. In fact, that had been Alaria’s own purpose in going down to the stables this morning. But somehow Epion’s very reasonableness rubbed at her.

“And why was I not informed?”

Epion’s eyes grew round and he looked from Alaria to Falcos and back again. The look on his face reminded her of the expression her tutors had when she hadn’t grasped some point of logic, and Alaria stifled the urge to apologize.

“But, my dear Princess,” Epion was saying. “Why should you be troubled with the disposal of the Tarkin’s horses, any more than you should be troubled with the news that his clothing had been sent to the laundry?”

Alaria gripped the arms of her chair and raised her chin to look Epion straight in the eye. The very reasonableness of his tone was grating. “Because unlike his clothing, those horses are not the Tarkin’s property,” she said, in as measured a voice as she could muster. “They were a bride gift for a marriage that has not taken place, and as such, they still belong to Arderon. To me, in fact,” she added, “as the only representative of Arderon in this court.” She turned to Falcos. The Tarkin was watching them, his face carefully neutral, but Alaria swore his eyes were twinkling. She straightened her spine.

“I require the return of my property,” she said.

“Really, Falcos, I had no idea—”

The Tarkin cut his uncle off short with a raised hand. “Kalyn?” he said. The older man, the real clerk, rose from his place at the worktable and came forward.

“It is as the Princess of Arderon says,” he said. He had his hands folded in front of him, but he looked each of them in the eye as he spoke, and his tone was not a servile one. “The horses were not a personal gift from the Tarkina of Arderon—one ruler to another—but rather they were a bride gift accompanying the Princess Cleona, which would pass to the crown of Menoin only if the marriage took place. Seeing as that is not the case,” the man cleared his throat, the corners of his mouth turned down. “The mares and their foals remain the property of Alaria, Princess of Arderon, as her cousin’s heir.”

Alaria turned immediately to Epion. “Where are my horses?”

“I but moved them to the inner courtyard, where they might be more secure,” he said, with a slight bow. There was nothing but concern on his face. “And if I have anticipated the event, I’m sure I beg your pardon and indulgence.” Here he bowed more deeply.

“What event?” Falcos had the question out before Alaria could ask it herself.

“Why, your marriage to the Princess Alaria, of course.” Epion looked between them, brow furrowed in a frown. He seemed genuinely worried, genuinely concerned—was it possible? Then the import of his words penetrated.

“Marriage?” she stammered out. “Marriage to me?”

“Why yes.” The older man looked once more between them. Alaria thought she saw her own shock mirrored on Falcos Tarkin’s face. “Surely you realized? Naturally the treaties and agreements between our two nations are still of vital importance—perhaps even more so now,” Epion said. “Of course, nothing has been said in the wake of this terrible tragedy, but I assumed—that is, it seemed to me logical that after the passage of a suitable, and short, mourning period, a marriage must take place between the two of you.”

“The Princesses of Arderon are not interchangeable game pieces,” Falcos said.

Alaria felt her ears grow hot. Of course not. She was not as close to the throne of Arderon as her cousin Cleona, though the Caids knew there could very well be no one closer. She shivered as an unpleasant thought occurred to her. Was this the real reason she had been allowed to come? In case something unforeseen had happened to one of them, there would still be an Arderon princess to offer to the Tarkin of Menoin? The more Alaria thought about it, the more the idea made sense. It had not occurred to her before because Cleona had at least been a first daughter, and Alaria was used to thinking of herself as a younger child, a nobody at court. She realized through the buzzing in her ears that the Tarkin was speaking to her.

“I merely meant—” Falcos appeared to be blushing. “I merely meant that you had not come here with that purpose, that you might prefer to return to your own land, to your family.”

For a moment Alaria saw her home again, the hills behind her mother’s fortress, the fog burning off the valley floor as the sun rose. The color of the grass with the year’s first frost on it. Then she saw the harbor here in Uraklios, empty of trading ships, and the stables empty of horses. The small signs of age and neglect even on the walls of this room, and the outer one, that she had not really taken in when she’d first seen them. The joy and relief on the faces of the people who had come to the ship to greet them. The cheering with which they greeted a Tarkina who had come to save them.

“I know my duty,” she said the gooseflesh forming on her arms. “I will stay.”
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They were in the saddle, swords loosened in their scabbards and throwing knives to hand, while the approaching riders were still only a sound through the earth.

“Sure we shouldn’t run for it?” Parno asked.

“Run where?” Dhulyn answered, knowing full well Parno didn’t need to be told. What would be the point of fleeing, when they did not even know who approached? They knew nothing of the surrounding land and would be easily run down and caught by those who did. And once caught, they would have to explain why they ran. There really was nothing for them to do but wait, politely, and hope to be given a hearing. Of course, if there were a great many with bows among the approaching riders, she might not live long enough to regret her decision.

“Think they might shoot first and ask questions after?” Dhulyn shivered at Parno’s eerie echo of her thoughts. She was beginning to wish they’d never chosen to walk the Path of the Sun. But that reminded her of the Common Rule.

“The path of the Mercenary is the sword,” she said aloud.

“The path of the sword is death,” Parno completed the chant.

She grinned at him. “In Battle,” she said.

“And in Death,” he answered.

The riders were close enough now to see that there were nine of them, riding practically elbow to elbow in a compact group, and that they rode closely, and straight, as though they followed some trail in the grassland that Dhulyn could not see. But there was something else.

“Parno,” she said.

“I see it.”

Though it was late in the day here, the sun still shone, and it showed clearly the colors of the clothing of the riders coming toward them. And, unmistakably, the blood-red color of their hair, identical to her own. Not possible. Her mouth formed the words, but no sound escaped her lips.

“Red Horsemen,” Parno said.




Eight

DHULYN AND PARNO had done many hard things since they’d left their Schooling, but sitting still and watching as the Red Horsemen rode closer and closer was perhaps the hardest. Finally, Parno twisted in his saddle until he could push up the flap on his left saddlebag; he reached in and took out four crossbow bolts.

Dhulyn shook her head, patting the air between them with her left hand. “Let’s not appear more hostile than necessary. It may be they are merely riding in this direction. Perhaps the Path signals them somehow when it has been used.”

Parno shrugged, but he slid the crossbow bolts into the tops of his boots, as if he were unwilling to put them away now he had them out. “That will be useful for us, if they know who has come through and when.”

They knew the moment the Red Horsemen sighted them. With no break in stride or speed, four of the approaching riders split off from the main group, two to each side, spreading out in what was clearly a flanking maneuver. When the central group had advanced perhaps a span, one of the riders raised what looked at this distance like a spear and the Horsemen came on faster.

“Demons,” Parno said. “They’re not slowing. So much for not showing any overt hostility.” He snatched up his crossbow from its hook on his saddle and cocked it, forcing the string back by hand until it hooked over the trigger, pulled out the two bolts he’d slid into his left boot.

“Centaur Shora,” Dhulyn said. “No blood. Some one of these may know something about our missing Brothers.”

“Blessed Caids, woman.” Parno lowered the crossbow, but he didn’t uncock it. “Are you trying to kill us? They have bows.”

“And spears too, and they haven’t used them yet,” Dhulyn pointed out. “Nor are they likely to. There is no honor in killing us at a distance.”

“Blooded Outlanders,” Parno said, though his tone was lighter than his words. “We’d have no such scruples, were the situation reversed.”

“Ah, but we’re Mercenary Brothers, not blooded Outlanders.” Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile. “What? There are only eight of them.” She pulled her best sword out of its scabbard across her back and her second-best sword from where it was strapped along her saddle under her right knee. As she was testing her grip, Parno suddenly twisted, turning Warhammer partly around, and cut an arrow out of the air, the broken shaft falling practically under Warhammer’s hooves.

“I thought you said they wouldn’t shoot,” he growled, as two more arrows fell short.

“They’ll avoid hitting the horses.”

“I’m not worried about the horses,” he said, but he was grinning as he said it, and Dhulyn found herself grinning back. Fighting was always easier than waiting.

There was a whisper of displaced air, and Dhulyn knocked aside two more arrows. Only the riders who had split off from the rest were shooting, having ridden far enough that they would miss their own men. The five central Horsemen came straight on, four in front, one behind, swords swinging over their heads, hooves thundering an accompaniment to high-pitched cries. Dhulyn felt her heartbeat slow and readied her blades, holding them in the opening position of the Centaur Shora. Bloodbone and Warhammer did not spook, though a volley of arrows fell close to their hooves.

“Ah, I see,” Parno said. “They are only meant to distract while the others come upon us.”

As the Horsemen closed with them, Parno held tight with his knees and shot Warhammer forward, forcing the two riders trying to flank him to pull up sharply lest they crash into one another. Warhammer knew what to do without prompting and whirled immediately to ride down the left-hand horse, using his greater weight and iron shoes to advantage. The rider spilled to the ground and rolled away. Meanwhile Parno leaned backward, still clinging tightly with his knees and, remembering to use the flat of the blade, gave the second Horseman a calculated blow to the side of his head. Already off-balance from his fight to keep from crashing into his fellow rider, the man fell out of his saddle, flailing his arms like a man trying to fly.

As Dhulyn parried the blows of the second pair of riders, she saw out of the periphery of her vision that one at least of Parno’s opponents was already down. Her own attackers were using the agility of their smaller mounts against her, sweeping nimbly back and forth, slicing at her as they passed. But Bloodbone was an old hand at this kind of fighting and dodged and kicked of her own accord, with scarcely more than an occasional shouted command. The riders were good, but they executed their sweeps a little too regularly, and by careful timing Dhulyn was able to kick out and unseat the one to her left. Mindful that these were nomads, she kicked him in the head—a civilized rider might have been unhorsed with a good shove to the chest, but no Horse Nomad could be unbalanced that way. The second man, missing his mate, was just turning to engage her head-on when the four flanking riders came pounding up. A high-pitched whinny, a heavy thud, and Dhulyn realized that Parno was down. She kicked her feet free of the stirrups, vaulted to stand on Bloodbone’s back. One of the new riders turned his spear toward her. She tossed her left-hand sword into the face of another man, grabbed the spear just under the collar of hawk’s feathers that decorated the shaft near the head and used it to swing herself, kicking and striking out with her remaining sword, into the circle of Horsemen that threatened her Partner.

She pulled her dagger out of the top of her boot and braced herself, weight evenly distributed and knees slightly bent.

“Hold.” An old voice, but Dhulyn did not turn toward it. The man who spoke was one of the recent arrivals, the one whose spear she had made use of. From the note of command in his voice, he was likely the leader and therefore unlikely to be the source of the next blow. He was holding his spear in the air over his head, parallel to the ground.

“You did not run,” he said. “You endanger yourself to help your comrade. It is the act of an honorable person.”

Dhulyn’s heart leaped. She could not have been sure with only the one word, but now that the man had spoken more, she recognized the old tongue, the language of her childhood. These did not merely look like Espadryni, they were Espadryni. She relaxed slightly but did not lower her weapons. Some remnant of her old Tribe they might be, but at the moment they were also an unknown quantity and therefore to be watched with care. Of the other riders, only two let their weapons rest; the others, especially those who had been knocked down and were only now getting back in the saddle, seemed to want to keep their weapons to hand.

Parno rolled to his knees and then his feet. He’d been winded, that was clear, and he was favoring his side where he’d landed on his sword hilt on the Path, but he seemed otherwise unhurt. She grinned. He had even managed to keep his swords in his hands when he he’d been knocked from Warhammer’s saddle.

The man who had stopped the attack dismounted from his horse. He moved easily, though, with a catch to her breath, Dhulyn saw there was a great deal of white streaking his blood-red hair. This was the man of her Vision, clearly a chief or shaman, since only such could have stopped the others with a word. Would they meet with the thin man as well, then? The one who was going to help them?

“He is my Partner,” she said finally, answering the old man in the Espadryni tongue. “His life is mine, and mine his. Do you speak the common tongue?” she asked, switching to that language.

“I do, and I greet you, young one,” he replied, his words accented but clear. “You and your Partner.” Like the others, this man was dressed in loose trousers tucked into boots that came almost to the knees, topped with vests of various colors. This old man wore the only leather vest, and it was closely embroidered with symbols and shapes, some sewn over the others in disregard for any pattern or decoration. A shaman, then, for certain.

“We greet you, old man,” Dhulyn said, half bowing.

“May I touch your markings?” He lifted his hand to his own temple, to show that he meant her Mercenary’s badge.

“Dhulyn,” Parno murmured at her back.

Dhulyn acknowledged his warning with a lifted finger and lowered her weapons slowly, not moving forward, but allowing the shaman to approach her. This might be what she had Seen in her Vision, when the old man had appeared to draw on her forehead. She felt the cool, dry touch of his fingertips on the skin where her Mercenary badge was tattooed.

“This is shaman’s work, very clean, very powerful,” the old man said. “It is not what binds you to your Partner, however, but merely the symbol of the binding. From what Tribe do you come, my child?” Out of the corners of her eyes Dhulyn saw the other riders had not relaxed, though they had heard the shaman address her formally as a kinswoman. Instead there was more shifting of eyes, and exchanging of frowns and glances.

“I am of no Tribe, Grandfather,” she said, addressing him in the same style. “I am Dhulyn Wolfshead, called the Scholar. A Mercenary Brother. I was Schooled by Dorian of the River, the Black Traveler. I have fought with my Brothers at the sea battle of Sadron, on the plains of Arcosa in Imrion, and at Bhexillia, with the Great King in the West. I fight with my Partner, Parno Lionsmane.” She indicated him with a gesture, but Parno only inclined his rough gold head without speaking.

“I am Singer of the Wind, Cloud Shaman to the Long Trees People. I do not know these places you speak of.” He reached out again for her badge, and this time touched Parno’s as well. Dhulyn felt a jolt run through her, familiar and yet . . . “As I do not know this magic of yours, though I would like to. You are not the shaman who created these marks, young man?”

“I am not,” Parno said.

Singer of the Wind nodded, as if he had known the answer, and was asking out of some intricate courtesy. “As any eye can see, you are of our blood, Dhulyn Wolfshead. Which was your Tribe, if you no longer ride with them?”

“The Tribe of which you ask was called the Darklin Plain Clan,” she replied. “Though once we pass our Schooling, Mercenaries have no ties other than to the Brotherhood. In that sense, we have no pasts.” Though that was easily said, as Dhulyn had come to know. Mercenary Brothers might let go of their pasts, but those pasts didn’t always let go of them.

“That Clan, too, is unknown to me.” His eyes narrowed once more. “This is the season for the People of the Long Trees to attend the Doorway of the Sun,” Singer said. “This place is currently in our charge. You must tell me where you come from, my children. What do you here so close to Mother Sun’s Door?”

So the Horsemen did know about the labyrinth. Dhulyn’s shoulders loosened at this confirmation that there would be a way home. But then they stiffened again. Could the killer they sought be among these Horsemen?

“We have come through the Doorway, my Partner and I, though among our people it is called the Path of the Sun.” Dhulyn fell silent as there was another exchange of glances between the Horsemen. One who rode a spotted horse muttered something under his breath. Nothing good, she thought. Singer of the Wind’s attitude did not change, but those few who had laid down their weapons picked them up once again.

“It has been long since we have met with others who came through the Door. In the times long ago, they were kings and leaders among their people who came.” He hesitated for a moment, looking from Dhulyn to Parno and back again. “Though there were others also, put to the trial, to see if their lives were forfeit to the Mother of us all.”

Tarkins who didn’t come back, Dhulyn thought. Or did the old man mean something else?

“You will understand,” the shaman continued, “that we must satisfy ourselves as to your natures and purpose. You do not have the look of kings or leaders. You, Dhulyn Wolfshead, are obviously a woman of our people, but you do not hold Parno Lionsmane at your mercy, as some of us believed. You risked your life to save him, you neither ran when you had the opportunity, nor did you seek to trade his life for you own.”

Dhulyn shook her head, but no clarity presented itself. “I don’t understand, Grandfather.”

“Nor do I, my child, and as I have said, I would like to.”

The man on the spotted pony muttered something under his breath again.

“Sun Dog,” Singer of the Wind said. “You are not a child. Speak if you have something to say before men.”

The man shrugged. “I do not think I have ever seen a woman armed.”

“Sun Dog’s frightened,” another young man said.

“I saw her knock you out of your saddle, Rock Snake, so perhaps I’m right to fear her, if only for your sake.”

The others laughed.

“Do you doubt my magic, Sun Dog.” The smile on Singer of the Wind’s face was cold. “Do any of you?” he looked around, carefully meeting the eyes of each of the other Horsemen. Each, in turn, shook his head. Several lowered their eyes in the face of the old man’s fierce gaze.

“No, I imagine you do not,” the shaman said. “I have said that this young woman is whole and safe. I do not know how it is possible, but I hope to learn.” He turned back to them. “I am right, am I not, my child? You are Marked with the Sight?”

“I am.”

“And the other women of your Tribe? Are they like you?”

“I believe so, Grandfather. But in our land, the Tribes of the Espadryni were broken when I had seen my birth moon only six times. I remember very little, though I have Seen more.”

“And your women lived freely?” Dhulyn lifted her shoulders in the face of the man’s persistence. “Though they were Seers? They went armed? They married? Did they love their children?”

Dhulyn blinked, thinking of the tall, red-haired woman whom she had Seen so often in her Visions. “My mother loved me,” she said. “She hid me from the Bascani, those who broke the Tribes. I cannot say what the other women felt for their children. I have only Seen them in Visions, and then usually dancing.”

“And they did not bring about the breaking of your Tribes?” There was a shuffling among the other Horsemen at these words.

“That I cannot know,” Dhulyn admitted.

“If they did so,” Parno interrupted, his tone dry. “They brought about their own destruction as well. So far as we know, Dhulyn Wolfshead is the only living Espadryni in our land.”

Singer of the Wind looked around him at the other Horsemen, as if to draw his followers’ attention to Parno’s words. Several of them nodded their acknowledgment.

“Tell me, then,” the shaman said. “What is your purpose here? What has brought you to this side of Mother Sun’s Door?”

“There have been killings, on,” Dhulyn hesitated. “On our side of the Door. Almost six moons ago two of our Brotherhood set out to track the killer, and they disappeared, never to be seen again, though now we have reason to think they may have come this way. Three nights ago, during the full of the moon, there was another killing, and the killer’s trail led us into the Path of the Sun. So we seek this killer, but we also seek our missing Brothers.”

The shaman was nodding. “So your purpose is one of honor and mercy. To find this killer and to stop him taking any more life. To give aid and rescue to your Brothers.” Once again Singer looked around at his companions. This time they all nodded. He turned back to Dhulyn and Parno. “There is more we need to speak of. Will you come to our camp?”

Parno was not at all surprised that the Espadryni allowed them to mount, especially when he and Dhulyn were casually maneuvered into the center of a loose grouping of riders. The old man, Singer of the Wind, rode between them, Dhulyn on his right and Parno on his left.

“Grandfather,” Dhulyn said when they had been riding in silence for half a span. “How did you know to come when you did? Can you sense when the Door is open?”

Singer of the Wind smiled. “Only if I wish to pass through myself,” he said. Parno pricked up his ears. So the shaman, at least, could use the Path. “Still, I do not doubt our Mother the Sun has some hand in the chance of our meeting. We came to escort this young one.” He indicated a younger version of himself, riding to Parno’s left.

The boy, as if knowing himself spoken of, looked over and met Parno’s eye. This was the fifth rider, Parno realized, the one who had ridden behind the central four.

“We come to make him acquainted with the place of his ordeal. Soon, after the proper rituals and meditation, he will try to pass through the Door.”

Dhulyn leaned forward just enough to glance at Parno, making sure he too had heard this. Parno lifted his right eyebrow, showing he understood. It was not only the old shaman, then, who could pass through the Door.

“We didn’t interrupt his attempt?” Parno asked.

“No, Ice Hawk has not yet camped here alone for a full cycle of Father Moon, asking his blessing. He is some days away yet from his ordeal.”

Parno had already concluded that the Espadryni’s camp was only a short ride away. It was clearly no more than a temporary stopping place where the Horsemen had taken advantage of a large dip in the surrounding plain, where the winds had exposed a few large boulders. Here they had set up two shelters formed with spears and skins—one, from the look of the amulets and talismans suspended from it with strings woven from hair the color of old blood—belonging to the cloud shaman, Singer of the Wind. A fire ring had been made with stones, and there were packs and blankets neatly disposed around it, along with six riderless horses pegged out along the eastern edge of the hollow.

From the western edge of the camp, Parno scanned the area more carefully, looking for what he knew must be there—and found it. Concealed in the shadow of one of the boulders, his clothing almost an exact match for the rock, dirt, and scrub grass, was another Horseman, clearly left to guard the camp and the spare horses. When he saw that Parno had spotted him, the man stood and came nearer to the shaman, keeping his eyes locked on Dhulyn and his face as expressionless as a spear head.

“Singer of the Wind,” he said. “All is well?”

“Do not look so round-eyed, Moon Watcher, these travelers will think you have no manners. This is Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane, visitors from the far side of the Sun’s Door.”

The man dipped his head to them without lowering his eyes, which he kept on Dhulyn, watching as she got down from her horse. He showed the same kind of watchfulness that the other men had earlier. Taking his cue from his Partner, Parno ignored him and dismounted. This was by no means the first time they had encountered Horse Nomads—though never before Espadryni—and courtesy dictated that no one ride within the perimeter of another’s camp, no matter how temporary. Parno noticed the man’s eyes get rounder still and his brows rise as he watched Dhulyn walk Bloodbone over to the horse line. Moon Watcher didn’t ask the Cloud Shaman, nor any of the other men, any questions, however. Unlike the others, he seemed to trust implicitly that Singer of the Wind knew what he was doing.

The old man took his seat cross-legged on a pile of what looked like inglera skins with the fleece left on, though they were an unusual rusty color. He signaled Parno and Dhulyn to sit next to him, one on each side.

After they had seen to their horses, the others sat down in a circle around the fire pit, and the boy, Ice Hawk, fetched skins of water and small rounds of travel bread to distribute among the men. Parno accepted his with a nod, waiting as Dhulyn did until the others began to eat before breaking open his own round, to find some sort of dried meat baked into the center.

Singer of the Wind pulled a knife from his belt and thrust it into the ground in front of him. After some fidgeting from a man to Parno’s right, the Horsemen fell silent.

“As I have said, Dhulyn Wolfshead, it has been long since warriors or kings have come through Mother Sun’s Door. There are tales of others. Mages who have come to test themselves against the path, as our young men do, or criminals, set the path as task or punishment. Though, as I say, it has been long since we have seen, or even been given warning, of any such. Before my own birth moon, or the birth moon of any of my acquaintance. You say you have come seeking a killer. Are you the arm of justice, then, in your own land, that you would brave the ordeal of Mother Sun’s Door?”

Dhulyn shot him a quick look, her lips parted. This would be the first time, Parno thought, that they had ever had to explain to anyone what the Mercenary Brotherhood was. Even the Mortaxa, on the other side of the Long Ocean, knew of the Brotherhood.

“We are a warrior brotherhood,” she said finally. “As our name implies. But we follow very strictly our Common Rule, and all in our land know the Brotherhood and know that we cannot be paid to go against our training, or our words, or our Rule. This same Rule bids us, for example, never to leave abandoned any of our Brothers who may be in peril or need of rescue, and it seems that, as I have said, two of our Brothers have walked this Path before us. We would brave more than the Path of the Sun to find them, and to avenge them if it is needed.” She paused, licking her lips, and looked to Parno, clearly unsure how to continue. It was typical of her to speak at this juncture of their missing Brothers and forget to mention the killer they were also looking for. Parno took up the explanation.

“It’s not uncommon,” he said, “in places where the rule of law is scarce or distant, for a Mercenary Brother to be asked to sit in judgment or to enforce the law of the land. We’ve done it, more than once, in our time. But this case,” he shook his head. “This is a little more complicated. Though we come with the knowledge and approval of the law of Menoin—” he broke off, as there was a muttering among the seated Horsemen. Singer of the Wind gestured the men silent once again, and Parno continued. “So we’ve come with their approval,” he repeated. “But primarily because the last victim of this killer had until recently been in our charge, and we feel, well, we felt . . .”

“We felt the killing had been done in despite of us,” Dhulyn said. “And that we cannot allow. It is this killer we look for. The one whose tracks we followed into the Path of the Sun was in our land three nights ago—”

“The full moon,” one of the Horsemen raised his hand. Well that simplifies things, Parno thought. Even if the sun moved in the wrong direction here, at least the moon went though its phases at the same time. The weather here seemed to agree that it was late summer. Perhaps there would other similarities.

The man who spoke was Sun Dog, the one who rode the spotted horse. Not a shaman, Parno thought, but perhaps someone in line to be chief. The young man had that kind of assurance. Singer of the Wind frowned at him, and the younger man merely dipped his head, as if in apology for the interruption. The shaman turned his attention back to Dhulyn, signaling her to continue.

“As for the killer.” Dhulyn swallowed and took a breath. Parno wished he were sitting close enough to her to touch her. “As for the killer,” she repeated and stopped again. “Tell me, Singer of the Wind, have you seen anything of this kind, here?”

Dhulyn began to describe the mutilated corpse they had seen in Menoin. At first her voice was calm, detached, as though she were doing no more than giving a routine report to a Senior Brother. As she continued, however, even though she gave only the necessary, telling details that would trigger recognition or memory among those listening, her voice thickened, her words slowed, and she began to falter and hesitate. Finally Parno signaled her with a wave of his index finger and finished the description for her, giving the last details of the untouched hands and feet.

When he stopped talking, several of the men were looking away. The young boy, Ice Hawk, had his hands over his mouth, and stared straight ahead. The long silence was broken only by that same man, who shifted again in his seat. Parno was beginning to think the man was sitting on an anthill and that some protocol prevented him from changing his place.

Singer of the Wind patted Dhulyn on her knee. “My child, take heart,” he said. “We must all see things in our lives that we would wish not to have seen.” He looked around him, gathering the attention of all the men. “But we have seen something here and can now bear witness to it. You can all of you swear of your own experience to what I know by the force of my powers. This woman is whole, her spirit intact, and she feels as anyone would feel.” He turned back to Dhulyn and patted her again. “Some might have said you have learned to act a part, my child, that anyone can study the correct words to use and the manner of using them. To make the voice sound heavy with sorrow or warm with interest. But no one can change the color of their skin at will. No one can turn pale, as you have done, without genuinely feeling the weight of what they say.”

Sun Dog, sitting on Dhulyn’s other side, also reached out and patted her on the knee. There were smiles on several faces.

Dhulyn’s face was impassive, but Parno could tell she was thinking furiously. Clearly what the old man was saying had great importance, but why? What was the meaning of all this talk of feelings and safety and wholeness? If they were in their own land, Parno thought, Dhulyn would not hesitate to simply ask, but here, she obviously felt she must be more circumspect. She had somehow gained the Espadryni’s trust, and she needed to keep it.

“Thank you, Grandfather,” she said. “Do I think correctly? You have not seen here a killing such as my Partner and I have described?”

There were general head shakes—but one man frowned, his eyes narrowing as he looked inward.

“Sky Tree, do you know something of this?” the Cloud shaman said.

“No! Grandfather, no! Not in that way, at least.” The man turned so white his eyebrows looked like stains on his face.

“Then tell us.”

“It was not I but Jorn-Thornis, of the Cold Lake People, who told me of it at the last Gathering of the Tribes. A hunting band reported having found the spoor of a demon.” The man swallowed. “What he told me sounded much like what we have heard today.”

“How did they know the spoor was left by demons?” Parno said.

“What else but a demon would do such a thing?”

Clearly Dhulyn was not inclined to argue. Nevertheless she spoke. “Our demon left footprints, and rode horses,” she said.

“Perhaps a man in your world and a demon in ours,” Sky Tree said.

“Certainly there has been nothing of such moment here.” Singer of the Wind glanced behind him at where Ice Hawk stood and waited until the young man shook his head before turning back into the circle of seated Horsemen. “There cannot be many such tales, or we would have heard more. Perhaps among the men of the fields and towns—and why can you not sit still, Gray Cloud?”

The old man’s words snapped out, and everyone turned to look at the man who had been fidgeting and shifting since they began talking.

“If I am not mistaken, he has dislocated his shoulder,” Dhulyn said.

“Possibly the wing bone is broken,” Parno added. “Do you have a Healer among your Tribe, or is there one nearby?”

“A Healer? What do you mean, my child? Are there Healers also in your land?”

“And Menders and Finders,” Dhulyn said.

“Whole? Safe?” This was Sun Dog.

Dhulyn looked at Parno, the question in her eyes. He nodded. “You’ve used that phrase many times,” she said. “I confess I do not know what you mean by it.”

“My child, here all the Marked are broken and dangerous, not like other people. They are put to death as soon as they are discovered.”

“This is why we Espadryni became nomads,” Sun Dog added. “Our women are Marked, and broken in the way of all Marked. But without them we would have no magic, the Tribes would be broken, and we would cease to be. Who then would guard Mother’s Sun’s Door?”

“In the old days, when we saw what the men of field and town would do, we withdrew, we became nomads,” Singer of the Wind said. “To keep our women, to keep the Seers safe.”

“Demons and perverts,” Parno said.




Nine

“THERE, that takes care of most of it.” Gundaron looked around the rooms they’d been given near the Princess Alaria’s apartments and sighed. “How could we have accumulated so much baggage? We haven’t even been here a year.”

Mar understood Gun well enough to know that it wasn’t accumulated baggage that was bothering him. They were both Scholars, Library-trained, though technically she had still to pass her final examinations. And though she was, again, technically, part of a High Noble House in Imrion, she had been brought up as a foster child in a family of weavers, and Gun’s family had been farmers. Which was to say, neither of them found the frugal, simple life of Scholarship to be much of a challenge.

“I know we didn’t bring much with us,” she said now. “But most of that was clothing wrong for this weather.” Of course, they’d known it was hotter in Menoin than they were used to, since Imrion was farther south. They just hadn’t realized how much hotter. “Our heavier clothing doesn’t pack very small,” she pointed out. “And it’s not as though we can afford to get rid of it. When we go home, we’ll need it again.”

She refrained from pointing out how much of the “accumulation” was made up of the books they’d borrowed from local Scholars and the Tarkin’s Library. Those alone had necessitated the use of a middle-sized cart, complete with donkey, to move their things to the palace.

Mar sank down into one of the cushioned chairs with a sigh and looked around the room. Most of their gear had been shoved in loosely organized heaps in the second bedchamber, and their clothes had been thrust hastily into chests and presses in the first. The only truly neat spots in their three rooms were the two worktables in the sitting room, with their tidy rows of books and scrolls, pens, inks, and blank parchments. At least the discoveries Mar and Gundaron had made in the Caids’ ruins, painstakingly uncovered and cataloged, had already been sent here to the Tarkin’s palace for storage.

Gundaron fidgeted around his worktable, picking up and putting down the parchment on which he’d been making notes at the dig on the day they’d learned of Dhulyn Wolfshead’s and Parno Lionsmane’s arrival. They’d been following standard practice, dividing the area of the ruins into sections and squares and examining each one carefully before moving on. When he put the parchment down for the third time, Mar spoke up.

“Can’t concentrate?” She shoved a chair toward him with her foot.

He rubbed at his upper lip and sat down. “I know I should settle to some work, but there are just so many more urgent things to think about. After all, any artifacts in those ruins have been there since the days of the Caids. They can easily wait a few more days.”

“Or weeks for that matter.”

“Exactly.” Gun stopped himself just in time from leaning back. Like much of the furniture in these warmer countries, the chairs were backless, little more than wide stools with arms. “Whatever’s happening to Wolfshead and Lionsmane, that’s happening right now.”

“And we’ve got to be ready for when they return with news of the killer,” Mar said. What would Alaria need from them, she thought.

“Or when they don’t return.” Gun swallowed, rubbing again at his upper lip with the fingers of his left hand.

Mar gritted her teeth. She’d been avoiding saying the words aloud—but just the same, she’d been thinking them, too. What would Alaria of Arderon do if the Mercenaries did not return? What would any of them do?

“We should be finding a way to help them,” she said.

“They don’t need our help.” Gun’s lips formed a shallow smile, and Mar grinned back at him. It was hard to imagine that either Lionsmane or Wolfshead would ever need anyone’s help. But still . . .

“We have helped them before. You know we have. Surely there must be some way to help them now.”

“If I could only Find the blooded key to the Path of the Sun. It’s got to exist! A map, a drawing of the labyrinth—something.”

Mar thought she understood the source of Gun’s frustration. For years he’d hidden the fact that he was a Finder, thinking he wouldn’t be allowed to become a Scholar if it was known he was Marked. Now his Mark was out in the open, and he’d even spent three months in a Guild House learning from other Finders, and he still couldn’t Find something he knew had to exist.

“It’s like a logic puzzle,” Mar said. She got up and fetched them each a plum from the bowl of fruit on the table. “The Tarkins must have had a key at one point. How else could they able to walk the Path themselves and return? Therefore, there must be a key.”

“That’s not logic,” Gun said, with just a hint of irritation in his voice. “That’s just arguing in circles.”

Mar looked away so Gun couldn’t see her grin. He was well on his way to getting over his frustration if he had the energy to quibble over her wording.

“I’ve looked for a map and Found nothing,” he said. “And before you say anything else, there are no drawings, paintings, or patterns in brick, tile, or stonework that provide a key.”

Mar sucked plum juice off her fingers. “What other things have patterns?” she asked. “Weaving? Music? Songs? Poetry?”

“Poetry.” Gun had been leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. Now he straightened up so quickly that Mar was surprised his spine didn’t crackle. “I’m an idiot.”

“Only sometimes.” Mar smiled.

“I wasn’t looking for the key,” he said, looking up at her. “I mean, not a key in general. I was looking for a map, or a drawing. I’ve been warned about making my searches too specific. What if it isn’t a map but a description? A set of instructions? What if I was being too specific to Find?”

Mar ran into their bedroom, tossing clothing aside until she found the pack that held her scryer’s bowl.

Gun meanwhile had cleared a space on the sitting room table and fetched the pitcher of water that stood with its net cover on the sideboard.

“I don’t have a piece of clean silk to pour the water through,” she said.

“Doesn’t matter.” Gun placed the bowl near the edge of the table and poured in the water. “I’ve never thought that part of the ritual was so important.”

Without bothering to move a chair closer, Gundaron placed his fingertips along the edge of the bowl and took several deep breaths to calm himself. The light coming in the window slanted across the surface of the water, flashing little highlights as the liquid settled. A bit like letters meticulously copied onto a page of parchment or paper, as if he were hypnotizing himself by staring at the ink and page. The water—
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It’s not water. It’s a bright page of paper, and suddenly he’s in a library. Not one that really exists—at least he’s never tried to Find it anywhere but here—but one he knows all the same. Here he should be able to find the text he’s looking for. He glances around, lip between his teeth, looking for the marker, the clue, that will lead him through the acres of bookshelves to the place he needs.

There’s a shaft of sunlight on the floor, though there isn’t any window to let it in.

Of course. He’s being thick again. He’s looking for the Path of the Sun, what else should show him the place but sunlight? He walks quickly now, down the main aisle, shelves and scroll holders branching out to left and right. He follows the sunbeam until, for a moment, the shelving seems to shimmer, and then Gundaron is walking between high stone walls, splotched with moss and stained with smoke, which abruptly become grass, damp with dew, and tall enough to brush against his thighs as he walks through it. The sunbeam still leads forward, however, and as Gun follows it the grass disappears once more, and, superimposed on the shelving and books of his mental library there is a wide, tree-lined avenue. The ghosts of people, dressed in every style and in many colors, walk around him, talking, though he hears nothing. The sunbeam leads him toward a broad flight of marble stairs, each step inlaid with a pattern of moons and stars in contrasting stone. And then he is in a library again, this time a small room whose windowless walls are completely covered with books. There are many colors in the spines of the books, but only one seems to have a gold spine. He pulls the book off the shelf; it has a sunburst on the cover.
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Gun stepped back away from the table and blinked. Mar was smiling at him.

“I know where it is,” he said. “I know exactly where it is.”
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Alaria leaned on her folded arms and looked over the side of the stall. Delos Egoyin had sent his head page for her just as the sun was rising, saying that one of her queens looked to be starting to foal. Alaria had come as quickly as she could, making her guard trot to keep up with her. As she’d thought, it was Star Blaze who was foaling. All the mares had foaled before, and there was very little for either her or Delos to do but stand ready to assist if assistance was needed.

Now Alaria entered the stall and took hold of Star Blaze by a handful of mane, stroking the mare’s nose with a practiced hand.

“Look now, Sister,” she said to the horse. “You’ve given us a little stallion, the first of our new herd.” As she spoke, the tiny animal staggered to its feet, its legs thin and wobbling beneath it.

Alaria freed Star Blaze’s head as the mare turned to nose at her foal, licking at it so fiercely she almost knocked the tiny thing from its feet. Alaria stood up, pushing her hands into her lower back and stretching out muscles stiff with tension. “There,” she said. “That’s the first. Goddess grant the others go as smoothly.”

“It’s easy to see you’re a practiced hand at this, Lady of Arderon,” Delos Egoyin said. The man seemed to be grinning all over as he beamed down at the little white horse with its black mane and tail.

“Egoyin! What are you thinking of? What is the Princess of Arderon doing in that stall while you stand by?”

It wasn’t until she heard Falcos Tarkin’s voice that Alaria even remembered the messenger who had come for her—and been sent away—more than an hour before, just at the most interesting moment. Alaria met Delos Egoyin’s eyes, and the stableman moved his head a shade to the left and back again. Such was the authority in the Tarkin’s voice that even the mare took her attention away from her foal long enough to shake her head at the man. Alaria rose slowly to her feet.

“In Arderon we do not show respect to people by expecting them to stand idly to one side while there is work to be done,” Alaria said, taking her time to approach the opening where Falcos stood. “And to serve horses is an honor to all people. Even our Tarkina attends the births of royal horses.”

Well, officially at least, that’s true, Alaria thought. Whether the ruler of Arderon actually got down on her hands and knees and dealt with the afterbirth was something she would have wagered against.

Falcos Tarkin stood quite still, the muscle in the corner of his perfect jaw jumping, when suddenly he took a deep breath, came into the stall, and plumped himself down on the small bench placed there earlier for Alaria.

“I knew that,” Falcos said, sounding tired. He leaned back again the boards and shut his eyes for a moment before straightening and looking down at his clasped hands. “I’m sorry. I spoke without thinking. Of course I studied your customs carefully when negotiations for the marriage began—I’m sure you did the same.” His voice was softer now, and the mare and foal paid him no mind.

“Cleona did,” Alaria said.

A few minutes passed with only the sounds of the foal suckling and the mare shifting her feet as she looked from her son to the Tarkin of Menoin and back. The mare accepts him, Alaria thought. Not everyone could come into the stall with a breeding queen.

“Do you want to go home?”

Alaria sucked in her breath, turning sharply to look at Falcos Tarkin, her teeth clamped down on her lower lip. “I’ve already said that I know my duty,” she said finally.

“And I thank you for that. But set aside your duty just while we sit here, and tell me what you wish for.”

Alaria lowered her eyes and scrubbed at her dirty hands with the cloth she had hanging from her belt, but she kept silent. After all, talk would change nothing.

“Come, there is only old Delos here, who put me on my first pony.” Falcos turned to smile at the old stableman, before turning back to smile at her, the first genuine smile she’d seen on his face, Alaria realized. It transformed him completely, his cold marble beauty warm now, and human. “And the horses certainly won’t be shocked if we ignore protocol a little and just speak like ordinary people.”

Alaria involuntarily smiled at the mare with her new foal. “I don’t want to go home,” she heard herself say. “There’s nothing for me there but to be the younger sister.” She looked Falcos in the eye. “To find a rich woman’s son to marry so as not to be a drain upon my older sister and my family’s stables.”

To her surprise Falcos’ smile widened. “Well, I’m probably rich enough to qualify,” he said.

Alaria found herself smiling back. “I didn’t come here to be married,” she reminded him. “I came so that my cousin, my friend, wouldn’t be alone.” She glanced at Star Blaze and back at Falcos. “And I came for the . . . the adventure of the new herd. The importance of that work.”

Was it her imagination, or did his smile grow a little smaller before it widened again? “We’ll have to check the precedents. This is not Arderon, and we may find ourselves having to explain why the Tarkina is in the barns with the horses. I must ask Kalyn, he’s sure to know.” Falcos suddenly stroked his chin in so exact an imitation of the clerk’s movement that Alaria laughed. I’m giddy, she thought. It’s the foal. Though it was good, very good, to speak to someone as a friend.

“It would be pleasant,” Falcos continued in the same bantering tone, “if you chose to stay for more than your duty and the horses.”

Alaria felt her face grow hot. These were the words, if not precisely the tone, of flirtation. And yet there was nothing in his face of the conceit she would have expected to find in so handsome a man. He did not seem to feel that his beauty alone was enough to entice her. And he was kind enough, gentle enough—or at least so it seemed—to make all this feel like a courtship and not a political agreement. A friendly gesture, in its way, and Alaria felt again how badly she needed a friend.

So much had happened, and so suddenly, that she hadn’t felt alone, really alone, until now. She glanced at Falcos again, but he had let his gaze drift, so that he seemed to be studying Star Blaze and the foal. There was a stiffness in his bearing, however, that hadn’t been there a few moments before. Was it possible, Alaria thought, that Falcos Akarion, Tarkin of Menoin, was shy at having spoken to her? Was he as badly in need of a friend as she was herself?

“I have said that I would just as soon stay,” she said, trying to keep her own voice light. “Even if, for the moment, it is only for the sake of the horses.”

Did she imagine it, or did Falcos relax?

“Then it appears that, for the sake of the horses, we will marry.” He put out his hand to her, and she took it. It was warm, and the palm surprising rough for a man’s. He has held a sword, she realized. She would have to stop thinking in this old way. She would share the rule of Menoin now.

“I will return after the midday meal, Delos Egoyin,” she said, turning to the old stableman. Her hand was still in the Tarkin’s. “Let me know immediately should any of the others show signs that the foals come.”

“Of course, Lady.” The old stableman was unexpectedly gruff, but Alaria saw there was a twinkle in his eye.

So talk could change things, Alaria thought, as she walked out of the stable hand-in-hand with the Tarkin of Menoin. Or, at least, it could change the way you felt about things.
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“We are neither of us Knives,” Parno said. “But we have seen and treated many injuries over the years, Dhulyn Wolfshead more than I.” He looked from Singer of the Wind to Sun Dog. These two held the authority between them, that much was clear.

Dhulyn was squatting on her heels, speaking directly to the injured Horseman. “I can understand if you would rather I did not touch you.” She shrugged. “If you are afraid that I am insane . . .”

“No,” the man ground out between his clenched teeth. “Not afraid.”

Parno caught Sun Dog looking at him and answered the man’s sparkling eyes with a broad grin of his own.

“It was ever so with Gray Cloud,” Sun Dog said. “He is vain of his courage.”

“Many men are,” Parno said.

With delicate touches, using only the tips of her fingers, Dhulyn prodded at the injured man’s arm, his shoulder, and the upper part of his back before patting him on his good shoulder and straightening to her feet. “There is too much swelling,” she said, as she joined them. “Even if the bone were not broken—and I can feel it move—there is too much swelling to put the shoulder back together. If he had said something right away . . .” She shook her head and shrugged. “I do not have the skill to set the bone,” she said finally. “I have seen it done, I understand the theory, and I would attempt it were it not for the swelling, but as it is, I think I would do more harm than good. I fear even a skilled Knife cannot now not make him completely as he was before.” She fell silent and looked away, toward the horse line.

“You have thought of something, however,” Parno said.

“If they know how to use the Path from this side, we could take Gray Cloud through. There are Healers in Menoin.”

“It shows your good heart, Dhulyn Wolfshead, and the quality of your honor that you think of delaying your own task to help Gray Cloud.” Singer of the Wind had come to join them.

“And what of yourself, Singer of the Wind?” Parno said. “You’ve passed through the Sun’s Door, haven’t you?” Dhulyn turned toward him, eyebrows raised, and Parno laughed. “Well? Don’t looked so astonished. We’ve been told that they use the Path as a test for their young men. It stands to reason, of the people here right now, he’s the most likely to have done it.”

“Of course,” Dhulyn nodded slowly. “A test for shaman.” She eyed Sun Dog. “And perhaps for chiefs.”

But Sun Dog was shaking his head. “Any who wish to may make the attempt,” he said. “But few, and those usually among the most powerful of our mages, can pass through the Door of the Sun at will.”

“And then only alone,” Singer added. “I might pass through myself, but I can bring no one with me. That the two of you managed tells us much of the bond between you.” He patted Dhulyn on the shoulder. “Do not be concerned for Gray Cloud. We may have no Healers here, but at least among the Espadryni, there are Mages.” He turned away. “Star Watcher, Moon Watcher, come,” he called. “You have heard the nature of the problem. Exercise your talents on your cousin Gray Cloud.”

The young man who had been left to guard the camp was joined by another, so like him in appearance that it was obvious they were brothers.

“But, Grandfather, you said I could try the next curing.” Ice Hawk appeared at Singer of the Wind’s side, lips pressed in a thin line. Something in the boy’s tone told Parno that the title was here no courtesy, that he really was the old man’s grandson.

“Sun, Moon, and Stars are not aligning for you today, Ice Hawk. You are not ready for so complex a cure as Gray Cloud must have. Go and help the Watchers, learn.”

The Watcher brothers, with Ice Hawk tagging along, eased the injured Gray Cloud to his feet and led him toward one of the skin shelters on the far side of the fire pit.

“Am I correct in thinking that a guard is not kept on the Sun’s Door?” Dhulyn said, as they all settled once more into their seats.

Both Sun Dog and Singer of the Wind turned to look at her.

“You’ve said that not all among the Espadryni can pass through it,” she pointed out. “But we are seeking at least one man who has done so repeatedly.”

“Perhaps it’s easier from our side,” Parno said. “After all, we have passed through ourselves, and likely our Brothers as well.”

“Ah, but you knew of the Door and that there was a Path. This knowledge is held here only by the Espadryni. The Door has been our charge since the time of the Green Shadow, and knowledge of it has disappeared from the men of the fields and cities.”

But Dhulyn was shaking her head in tiny arcs, her brows furrowed. “Since the time of the Green Shadow—it has been here as well?”

“Of course. Why else did the Caids create the Marked, except to defeat the Shadow?”

“And it was defeated?”

“Oh, long ago. But we believe that it found some way even then to strike out at us, even as it was dying. It was after its defeat we discovered that the Marked were broken.” There were murmurs and nods of agreement among the listening Horsemen.

Dhulyn and Parno exchanged looks. Their own experience with the Green Shadow was not so very far behind them. Clearly there was more different between the two worlds than the survival of the Espadryni.

“Might one of the other Tribes . . .” Dhulyn, once more cross-legged, rubbed her palms on her knees. “Would they harbor such a killer? Or, without your knowledge, would they travel the Path of the Sun?”

The Tribesmen fell silent.

“I do not know how things are on the far side of Mother Sun’s Door,” the shaman finally said. “But here the Tribes of the Espadryni live in a spirit of trust with one another.”

Dhulyn drew her eyebrows down in a vee. “I believe you, Grandfather. But in our land, other nomads, other Horsemen, go through periods of hostility with each other.”

Singer of the Wind shrugged, showing his understanding of such things. “We have, perhaps, better reasons to prevent us, than these others can know of. If we fight among ourselves, what would become of the Seers? We must stand united, of necessity, against those who might break our Tribes.” He held up his hand. “But let me speak of these things with the others, so that you may be reassured. Stay with the Mercenary Brothers, Sun Dog, give them any aid they require while I am occupied.” He gave Dhulyn and Parno each a sharp nod before going off, not to where the Watcher brothers were helping Gray Cloud but to the far side of the vale, where he began the easy climb out of the camp.

“Where does he go?” Dhulyn asked as she and Parno rose to their feet out of respect. “To whom will he speak?”

Sun Dog smiled at them as he dusted off his leggings. “You are news of importance, Dhulyn Wolfshead, you and your Partner. And also, you have asked him a question, so Singer of the Wind will tell all the Tribes about you, and ask about both your killer and your missing Brothers.”

“And he can do this? Speak to other Mages mind-to-mind?” Parno hoped his eager interest would be mistaken for simple curiosity. Dhulyn would know better, of course. But she would also understand and sympathize with his interest in anything that smacked of talking mind-to-mind, especially after their long months with the Crayx of the Long Ocean. But to these Horsemen, who knew nothing of their pasts, any excessive interest might appear intrusive, and anything intrusive had the potential for danger.

“He will read the clouds,” Sun Dog said. “It is a thing the best of our shamans can do.”

Parno glanced up, but the sky was remarkably clear, even with the sun beginning to lower toward the western edge of the world.

“No, no,” Sun Dog said, laughter in his voice. “He will call the clouds to him, using them to write his message in the sky. Those who can will see it and read what he has written.”

“That is great magic indeed,” Dhulyn said. “Beyond what Mages can do in our world.”

“We cannot work such magics with all things,” Sun Dog said. “The farther removed something is from its natural state, the less power we have over it.

“I know that all Mages and shamans must have a source for their power,” Dhulyn said. “Which is true even of the Marked, in their way.”

“Ah,” Sun Dog nodded. “It is the natural world itself from which we draw our power, everything beneath the Sun, Moon, and Stars. We belong to it, all of the Espadryni, and our magics are such that can affect it and are affected by it.”

They had been walking as they talked, away from the tent where the Watcher brothers tended to the injured Gray Cloud, but now footfalls sounded from that direction, making Parno turn to find Ice Hawk coming after them.

“It is done,” he said. “Gray Cloud sleeps. And my grandfather?”

“With the clouds,” Sun Dog said.

“If I may,” Dhulyn said. “As it now seems likely that we will remain here until at least tomorrow, I should attend to our horses.”

“Ice Hawk will assist you,” Sun Dog said.

“With pleasure,” the boy said. “I would enjoy a closer look at your horses.”

Dhulyn touched her fingers to her forehead and made a fist of her hand, fingers toward Parno. In Battle. Parno returned her salute and held up his open hand, palm toward her. And in Death.

As courtesy required, Dhulyn allowed Ice Hawk to lead the way to the horse line, even though she could see Bloodbone and Warhammer from where they had been sitting. Both horses were still bridled, and still wearing saddles. When she and Parno had arrived in the Espadryni camp, they had done no more than set the heavier packs on the ground, things they could afford to lose if they had to leave quickly. If, as it seemed, they were to spend the night, she could make the horses more comfortable. And besides, she thought as she slung her saddlebags over her shoulder and untied the bag that held Parno’s pipes, there were things they would prefer to have with them.

“You have been here almost a full moon, Singer of the Wind said.” Dhulyn looked over Bloodbone’s back to find Ice Hawk’s eyes fixed on her face. He immediately dropped his gaze to her hands.

“One of the things I do remember from my childhood among the Espadryni of my land is that it is discourteous to stare.”

The boy blushed and shifted his feet. “Your pardon, Dhulyn Wolfshead. I was looking for what my grandfather saw in you.”

Dhulyn pulled Bloodbone’s saddle off and laid it on the ground next to the packs. “And can you see it?”

Given this tacit permission to look, Ice Hawk resumed his scrutiny of her face. “I believe so. There is something in your face that is not in the faces of our Seers. There is a depth to your eyes when you look at me.” He gestured to his own face, blushed again, and dropped his hand. “This is my horse, Dusty,” he said, putting his open palm on the nose of the horse tied next in the line to Bloodbone. “Will you touch him for me?”

Puzzled but willing to play along, Dhulyn stepped around Bloodbone and laid her hand on the sand-colored horse’s shoulder. Dusty turned his head to stare at her, a black blaze above his eyes giving him a comically serious look. When she did not move, he stretched his nose out toward her, as if he would snuffle her face with his reaching lips.

“You see?” Ice Hawk said. “He is not nervous with you, shying away from your hands. It is not your own horses only, but ours as well, who trust you.”

“Why should they not? I am good with horses.” Dhulyn gave Dusty a final pat and walked back to where Warhammer was snorting at her impatiently. He was used to waiting for Bloodbone to be seen to first, but he seemed annoyed at the idea that any other horse should take his place.

“But our horses have been magicked against the Seers.” Ice Hawk followed her and, after receiving her nod, began to remove Warhammer’s bridle.

Dhulyn paused, her hands on the tie that kept giving Parno trouble. “Magicked how?”

Ice Hawk turned from her and drew a symbol in the air. Dhulyn could just persuade herself that she could see the flash of color that followed the movement of his forefinger. A smaller glow, of the same nameless color, flashed from the forehead of each of the Espadryni horses. “They will not allow a Seer to mount them or to lead them anywhere.”

There was a time Dhulyn would have said she wasn’t Seer enough to qualify, but she had a better understanding of her powers now. “You will be like your grandfather one day, then. A powerful shaman.”

Ice Hawk blushed again, reminding Dhulyn of just how young he was. “Singer of the Wind says I have great potential. My connection with the natural world is strong.”

“Your Seers are like the other Marked, I assume?” Dhulyn finally worked the knot out of the tie and pulled the lacing loose. “They renew their life force from rest and food or from dance and music?”

“Are all Marked the same in this then?”

Dhulyn smiled. Like a true Mage, Ice Hawk valued information. “And obviously they cooperate to produce children?”

This time the expected blush did not come. “I’m not sure what you mean.” He took Warhammer’s saddle from her hands and set it on the ground next to Bloodbone’s.

Dhulyn frowned. She should have realized that with so little experience of the Marked in general, the boy might know even less than she did herself. “The Sight rises out of the same life force that builds a child,” she said. “A Seer cannot bear a living child unless there are others who will take her Visions for her as the child grows within.”

“I see.” Ice Hawk grew still, his lips pursed in a silent whistle. Evidently she had given him something to think about. “Then they must cooperate, as you say. It must be part of the Pact they have with the Tribes. They bear children, as you can see, and we boys live with our mothers until we have seen our birth moons seven times, when we come to live with our fathers. The girl children stay with the Seers.”

“Singer of the Wind asked me if the women of my Tribe cared for their children,” Dhulyn said. She cleared her throat, remembering the touch of her mother’s hand on her face, the feel of her mother’s lips on her forehead. They were finished with the horses, but Ice Hawk showed no inclination to move. “He seemed to say that your Seers did not love their children.”

“They do not.” It was clear from Ice Hawk’s voice that he merely made an observation. “They cannot. It is what makes them broken. But they will care for our health. It is part of the Pact.”

“And your shamans, your Mages, they cannot cure the Seers?” Dhulyn watched Ice Hawk carefully. She did not want to think ill of these people, who might be all there was under Sun, Moon, and Stars of her own Tribe, but she wondered why they didn’t fix the women? Was having the Visions so important to them?

“It has been tried. Ever since the first, and many times since then. Many believe it will never be done, but my mother—” Ice Hawk broke off to look at Dhulyn, and he licked his lips before continuing in a rush. “I heard my mother say that one would come with knowledge of how to help them.”

Dhulyn pressed her tongue to her upper lip, blinking. “Did she tell you anything more?”

The boy shook his head. “She would not even admit a second time to as much as I had overheard,” he said.

 


“He is looking at her like a man dying of thirst who sees a spring before him. Is he safe with her?”

Parno grinned. “As safe as he would be with his own mother.”

“I hope safer than that,” Sun Dog said. He smiled, but stiffly.

Parno studied the other man’s face, but his expression remained the same. “She will not seduce him, if that’s what worries you. He’s too young for her, for one thing, and for another she finds that kind of adoration uncomfortable.”

Nodding, Sun Dog turned away from where Dhulyn still talked with Ice Hawk. “You said the killer you seek struck three days ago, when the moon was newly full?”

“That’s right.”

“We were not here then. And we have seen no one of the fields and cities for a moon at least.”

“And why does this seem to disappoint you?”

“In part because if we had met with your killer, your task would be simple, and you would return quickly to your own place on the other side of Mother Sun’s Door. But also because, since Dhulyn Wolfshead told us what happened, I have hoped it was not someone from our world.”

Parno could understand that, he thought. That such a thing could happen at all was horrible. To believe that it was one of your own people—what would the man’s family think?

If he has family. Parno’s blood suddenly ran cold. Your family knew you best. How likely was it the killer’s family was still alive?

“Other than what Sky Tree tells us of these demons, there are no tales of such killings as your Partner described to us,” Sun Dog was saying. “Not in any of the histories of our people, and our histories go back to the time of the Caids.” He looked sideways at Parno. “I could not say for certain about the people of the fields and towns,” he said. “But I think even we must have heard if such a thing as this had happened there.”

“If it had been discovered. Could the killer be a Marked one?” Parno asked.

Sun Dog pressed his lips together in thought. “They are tested for Marks and put to death as children. Except for the Seers.”

“How sure are you? Yours may not be the only people who are hiding Marked ones.”

Sun Dog was nodding, considering Parno’s point. “Under the Sun, Moon, and Stars everything is possible,” he conceded. “But it is unlikely. We do not live among other people. We do not hide only our Seers; we hide ourselves, the whole of our people, every Tribe and clan. If we did otherwise, our women would be exposed. How do you hide a Marked one from your neighbors and friends? Particularly when those same neighbors and friends are always looking out? How can you hide that children were born to you? Even if you move to another city or village, you must produce the proof that your child has been tested and been found whole and safe. And except for the Espadryni, who would hide a Marked one, even of their own blood, knowing what they are?”

Parno searched Sun Dog’s face but saw no awareness of irony there. At that, he supposed there might be a difference between wanting to save your children and wanting to save your whole race. Without the Seers, there would be no Espadryni.

“You say it is unlikely that other Marks are being hidden. But we in the Mercenary Brotherhood don’t deal with likelihood, we deal with possibility. We plan for what can happen, and worry less about how likely it is.”

Dhulyn laughed, and both men turned to watch where she still stood with Ice Hawk.

“With what I have said in mind, how safe is it for my Partner to travel among your people?”

“Safe enough now that Singer of the Wind has read the clouds to the other Tribes.”

“And if we must look beyond the lands of the Espadryni? If we must travel to the people of fields and towns?”

“Singer of the Wind has said you are honorable people, both of you. So you will not tell the world what you know of us; our secret is safe with you.”

This was not phrased as a question, but Parno nodded his agreement all the same.

“If it becomes known that our women are Marked,” Sun Dog continued, “there would be war between us and the people of the fields and towns.”

Parno raised his hand. “Say no more. We’re well used to holding our tongues. Even in our world, for example, where the Marked are respected, we don’t make a show of my Partner’s Sight.” And if no one knows of the Espadryni women, then Dhulyn is in no danger either, he thought. Well, not more than usual.

Dhulyn and Ice Hawk joined them, both smiling. “Can Singer of the Wind tell when he is being lied to?” she said.

Sun Dog shrugged. “If a man knows how to tell the truth carefully, he may lie to anyone.”

Dhulyn took in a deep lungful of air and exhaled slowly. That much was true. Even drugs such as fresnoyn could be circumvented by someone who had been Schooled in the drug Shoras. She would have to rely on her own instincts when she questioned the Seers. She turned as the others fell silent. Singer of the Wind reappeared from behind the small hill where he had gone to read the clouds.

“I have shared the news of the Mercenary Brothers, Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane,” he said. “It is now safe for you to go among our people as you will. But I have news also to give to you. Did you not say that in addition to this killer, you seek two Brothers of your own, Mercenaries like yourselves?” He gestured with a sweep of his hand to their Mercenary badges.

“They have been seen?”

“The Salt Desert People found them, four days’ ride to the south and west of here. One of them dead and the other injured in the leg. I have told the shaman of the Salt Desert People that they may expect you. So much the clouds told me and nothing more.”

These last words were so obviously ritual that neither Dhulyn nor Parno asked anything further. They would have to wait until they met with their Brother to find out how he had been injured and the other man killed.

“You are right, Grandfather. We will go first to our Brother and give him what aid we can.” And learn from him, Dhulyn said to herself, what, if anything, he knew of the killer.

“Now,” Singer of the Wind said, “it is late. Tonight we rest, and tomorrow, when Our Mother is once again with us, we will set you on your way.”




Ten

PARNO LET THE last note of the Lament for the Sun die away, releasing the pressure on the air bag of his pipes slowly until chanter and drones fell silent. The Horsemen drummed the ground with the palms of their hands, making a sound, the Mercenary thought with an inner grin, not unlike the thunder of distant hooves.

“Come, Lionsmane, another tune!” There was general approval for this request, but Parno held up his hands, palms out. “Another time, perhaps,” he said, smiling. “We have had a long, tiring day, my Partner and I, and with your goodwill,” he nodded to Singer in the Wind, “we will take our rest.”

There were nods and good nights, and even a few touches on the shoulder, as Parno carried his pipes to where a separate fire had been made up for them at the edge of the camp farthest from the horse line. Parno suspected that had he been alone, the men of the Espadryni would have been happy to share their fire with him all night. But even though Dhulyn had been passed as “whole” and “safe” by their Cloud Shaman, and the men were clearly fascinated by her, they would not have been comfortable with her sleeping among them.

Dhulyn had water heating in a small pot and had laid out a pattern of vera tiles in the light cast by the fire. She looked up and gave him the smile she saved only for him. Parno took a deep breath, exhaling slowly and feeling the muscles of his neck and shoulders relax.

“Charmed them as usual, did you? They’ll all sleep the better for your music.”

“Are you saying my playing puts people to sleep?”

She frowned, her head on one side. “Yes. Yes, I suppose I am.”

Parno grinned and sat down beside her, starting to take his instrument apart. “Careful now, wouldn’t want the warmth of your affection to burn me, my heart.” He looked back at the larger fire and the men still seated around it. “I must say, though, that I find our present circumstances somewhat ironic.”

“How so?” Dhulyn turned a vera tile so that the symbol on it was upside down.

“These are your people, and I sit with them at their fire, and you sit here alone. I confess that when I saw the riders coming toward us were Espadryni, I understood—truly understood—your past worries about my possible return to my own people.”

Dhulyn shifted until she was sitting cross-legged. “And why should you have this sudden knowledge now?”

“It was never a danger before, not in this way,” Parno said. “You remember when we were last in Imrion, you worried that I might want to leave the Brotherhood, return to my own family—”

“But this is not the first time we have met with Espadryni,” Dhulyn said.

“True,” he said, mindful that his Partner must be upset to have interrupted him. “There was Avylos of Tegrian. You did startle me when you called out to him in your own tongue, and I realized he was a Red Horseman. I felt a stabbing coldness, here.” Parno indicated the center of his body, under the ribs. “And I wondered, I have to admit. But Avylos was still only one man. One man could not replace your whole family, your whole Tribe.”

Without raising her eyes from the pot heating on the fire, Dhulyn reached out and touched him on the chest, in the spot where he’d said he’d felt cold. “Don’t be so certain.”

Parno smiled, but he shook his head. “I’m part of the Brotherhood, we both are. In Battle.”

“And in Death. So Avylos worried you, but not for long and not greatly. And now?”

“Now I realize I never had the same worry you did, that I might lose you to your family. You’ve never had any family to return to, until now.”

Dhulyn took a deep breath and let it out noisily. “Forgive me, my soul. Are you worried, then, or not?”

Parno shook his head. He wasn’t sure he could explain it. Dhulyn, Outlander as she was, and for all her reticence and reserve, was better read than he was and was more comfortable with words. “I’m saying that a year ago I might have been, but after all we’ve been through in the last few moons . . .”

“When I thought you were dead,” Dhulyn said, her rough silk voice very quiet.

“When each of us thought the other was dead.” Parno put his hand on her thigh and squeezed. “After that,” he said, “we’ll never doubt each other again.”

“Oh, we might, we’re human. But we won’t doubt for long.” She covered his hand with her own.

Parno nodded. “What if we can’t get back? What if we need to make a life for ourselves here?”

“Somehow I don’t think there will be much welcome for me here, not among the Tribes anyway. Not unless . . .” Dhulyn’s voice died away, but Parno waited. No point in rushing her.

“Ice Hawk says someone will come with the answer to the problem of the Marked. That he overheard the Seers speaking of it when he was a child.”

“You think we might be this ‘someone’?”

“Do you have such an answer?”

Parno shook his head, but slowly. What about his Pod sense? “Not unless there are Crayx in the oceans here, and they know it.”

“Nor I, though that is a good thought. But if we must remain here, we are still a Brotherhood. Ourselves and the third man the Salt Desert People have.”

“You could start your School. What? Don’t tell me that’s not your plan. It would only mean you started a little early, that’s all.”

“It’s too early to be discussing these things, that much I do know,” Dhulyn said, her eyes flicking over his shoulder. “Company.”

Leaning back on his hands, Parno looked over his shoulder. Sun Dog was approaching their fire with the boy Ice Hawk in tow.

“The boy’s curiosity is greater than his courtesy,” the young man said. “I come with him to be sure it is not too great.”

“You may join us,” Dhulyn said. “Is guarding the candidate of the Sun’s Door somehow part of your apprenticeship?”

“I am no one’s apprentice, Mercenary.” The tone was wary.

“Are you not? You seem to work in partnership with the Cloud Mage. I thought you might be his pupil.”

Sun Dog laughed, his face clearing. “Singer of the Wind is Cloud Shaman, true enough,” he said. “But in our Tribes the most powerful shaman is always partnered with the least powerful, lest he become too narrow in his vision. Thus, I am Horse Shaman—at least of this group.”

“And one day of the whole Tribe,” Ice Hawk put it.

“It doesn’t trouble you, to be the least powerful?” Parno glanced up from wrapping his pipes in their silk bags. The Espadryni had settled themselves cross-legged, one to each side of the small fire. Parno was a little surprised that it was Sun Dog who sat next to Dhulyn, but perhaps Ice Hawk had realized that by sitting next to Parno, he might gaze at Dhulyn to his heart’s content.

“Why should it? I have the opportunity to become a chief, as I would have also if I were the most powerful shaman. Did you not have two chiefs then, in your Tribe, Dhulyn Wolfshead?”

“I do not know how my Tribe was governed,” Dhulyn said. “I was too young. But what you say strikes me as very reasonable. I know that all Mages do not have the same level of power—any more than all Marks have the same level of skill—and your method of dividing the chief’s position would ensure that all would feel equally represented.”

Sun Dog nodded, but his lips had compressed into a tight line at Dhulyn’s mention of the Marked.

Parno glanced at Ice Hawk as Dhulyn threw a handful of dried chamomile flowers into the water she’d been heating.

The younger Horseman had shifted until he was sitting with his feet flat in front of him, knees bent, forearms resting on them, right hand clasping the fingers of the left. A defensive position, Parno noted, apparently casual, but with arms and legs creating a barrier. But then again, not a good position from which to actually defend yourself. By the time you could get your arms and legs out of the way and pick up weapon, you’d be food for worms.

“We have a saying in the Mercenary Brotherhood,” Dhulyn said, just as if there was no silence to break. “That knowledge is a good tool.” She had set out two round clay cups and now hesitated. She smiled her wolf’s smile, shrugged, and poured some tea into each cup, handed one to Ice Hawk, one to Sun Dog, and kept the small metal pot for herself and Parno to share.

“What knowledge can we give you?” Sun Dog said, accepting his cup and inhaling the fumes of the herb. “We cannot help you find the killer you seek.”

“That knowledge would be a knife in the hand, for certain,” Dhulyn said. “But spoons are good tools also, and cups and bowls. Tell us something of the Tribes of the Espadryni and of the Door of the Sun.”

Sun Dog tilted his head back, and his eyes sparkled. “I should make the boy recite his lessons. But, in reality, as the Horse Shaman of this group, this task falls to me.” He took a sip of tea. “There are three Tribes, the Long Trees, the Salt Desert, and Cold Lake, and we take it in turn to send our most promising young men to the Sun’s Door,” he began. “If they make it through and come back, they might one day rise to become Cloud Shaman, if not . . .” He shrugged. “Some go in and are never seen again. Some never gain entrance. Some, like myself, decide not to try.”

“And knowledge of the key is not shared?” The metal pot had finally cooled enough, and Dhulyn raised it to her lips before passing it to Parno.

Sun Dog was shaking his head. “Not among Horsemen, no,” he said. “Each candidate must discover it for himself. But the old tales say that it is shared with one who might come through the Door.”

“Who might that be?”

“By ancient right and treaty, with the Tarkin of Menoin,” Ice Hawk said, and then lowered his eyes as they all turned to look at him.

So, Parno thought, the key to the labyrinth might well involve not how to pass through to this side, but how to get back.

“That is what the old tales say,” Sun Dog agreed. “But as Singer of the Wind has told you, it has been generations since such a visit has occurred.”

“And how is access to the Door arranged?” Parno asked. “Do the Tribes mix freely?”

“We have our own territories, our own areas for hunting and grazing our herds, and unless it is a year for the Great Sight—a gathering of all the Tribes—we do not mix a great deal.” He flashed Parno a grin. “But at the Great Sights, there is music and drinking, dance and horseplay. And business, as well. We set the schedule of access to the Door, the Seers unite to share their Visions, and we men trade horses, and goods and make marriages with other Tribes.”

“You trade the women then?” Dhulyn asked. Her voice was so carefully neutral that Parno knew what she was feeling only from his own knowledge of her past. Dhulyn had been a slave once—that had been where she’d got the scars on her back and the one on her lip that could turn her smile into a wolf’s snarl. Mercenaries had a living to make, but he and Dhulyn would happily kill slavers for free.

But Sun Dog was shaking his head, clearly shocked. “Mother Sun and Father Moon would curse us if we did such things, we would lose all their favor. The women are broken, but they are after all human people, not horses or cattle. It is Mother Sun herself who told us that it should be the men who changed Tribes in marriage, not the women.”

“Is there love between you, then?” Parno asked.

Ice Hawk’s lips pressed tight as he glanced quickly at each of them, and the look that fleeted over Sun Dog’s face—though gone in an instant and replaced with his usual expression of friendly interest—suggested that the man hid some dark sorrow. “We can love them,” he said, his voice grown very quiet. “They are our mothers, our daughters, our sisters.” His lips stretched back, but his expression could only by courtesy be called a smile. “Our wives and the mothers of our children.” His grin faltered. “But they, the Seers, they do not love their husbands, they cannot, nor their little ones either.” He shot them each a quick glance, and Parno thought that, somehow, the man spoke from his own experience. “It’s in this way that they’re broken, you see, as if they haven’t any hearts. As if they were born missing a hand or a foot.”

He stopped long enough that Parno thought Sun Dog had said everything he was going to say when he spoke again. “Singer of the Wind knew you were not broken in that way, Dhulyn Wolfshead. There’s love between you, is there not? He could see that. And anyone could tell that you felt something when you described that killing.” Now he did fall quiet.

“The Lionsmane and I are Partners,” Dhulyn said in her rough silk voice. “This is sometimes more than love and sometimes less. We are a sword with two edges,” she added, quoting the Common Rule.

Sun Dog nodded. As if her words had somehow confirmed something for him, he seemed to have recovered his equilibrium. “That is the very type of connection that we cannot have with the Seers, or any Marked person.” His voice was stronger now.

“Ice Hawk spoke of a Pact,” Dhulyn said.

“The women are intelligent—one can appeal to their logic, even their common sense. They will act in their own interest, if they are convinced it is in their own interest. They’ll lie with their husbands—and other men of their choosing—because it’s pleasurable for them.”

Here Ice Hawk flushed red to the roots of his hair, and Sun Dog grinned at him, then shrugged. “And they do not hesitate to tell you if you have not pleased them, since they do not care if they hurt your feelings. They join in the work and in caring for the children because if they do not they are punished.” He glanced at both of them again. “They have two chances to ignore their duties and suffer only minor penalties,” he said. “The third time they are constrained.” He indicated the hamstring behind his knee with a slashing motion of his hand.

Parno felt suddenly cold, and he looked to his Partner. Dhulyn was whiter than usual under the layer of today’s dirt. Then she nodded. “Of course, if they cannot be made to see that cooperation is in their own interest, they are a danger to the whole camp.”

Both the Horsemen regarded her with some dismay, and Parno laughed aloud, though it sounded cold to his own ears.

“Careful, my heart. It might be difficult, at that, to tell the difference between heartlessness and plain practicality.”

Dhulyn shrugged and put down the empty pot. “And their Visions?”

“It is part of the Pact, but oddly, we never need to ask them to See. They are quite content to do so.” Sun Dog tossed back the last of his tea, letting the hand that held the cup fall slack. “And so far as our shamans can tell, and our experience can show us, they speak truly. They’ve the same three chances to be caught lying before they pay the penalty.”

A spark flew up from the fire, and Parno picked up a stick to poke into the flames. He had wondered where the Red Horsemen found wood for their fires, but from the smell of this one, wood wasn’t what they used. “And the women don’t run away?” he asked.

“Where would they run? If the Tribes didn’t hide them, shelter them, they’d be put to death like all the other Marked as soon as they were identified. Seers or no. If they don’t keep the Healers, Caids know they wouldn’t keep Seers.”

Parno exchanged a look with Dhulyn. Their own experience had taught them there were those who valued Seers above all other Marked, but there was no reason to argue Sun Dog out of his ideas.

“Besides, the horses have been magicked not to carry a woman without at least three men with her.”

“So that one of them cannot trick a man into running away with her?” Parno guessed.

“Exactly.”

Dhulyn looked at him, and Parno knew what she was thinking. They knew that the Espadryni shamans could not magic the women directly, that much their experience with Avylos had taught them.

“And they could not get very far on foot,” Sun Dog was saying. “Especially if they have been constrained.”

Sun Dog fell silent, and finally he rose to his feet, wishing them a good sleep and collecting Ice Hawk with a flick of his hand. It seemed the visit was over. As Parno stood, Dhulyn turned once more to her vera tiles. There had been something in the pattern she’d made earlier that had reminded her . . . .
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THREE MEN WITH HAIR THE COLOR OF OLD BLOOD SIT ON HORSEBACK LOOKING OUT OVER A SEA OF GRASS THAT STRETCHES OUT TO THE RIM OF THE WORLD. THE GRASS IS DISCOLORED IN PATCHES, AS IF A FARMER HAD SOWN DIFFERENT STRAINS OF WHEAT OR GRAIN IN THE SAME FIELD. THE MEN ARE HEAVILY ARMED; EACH CARRIES A BOW, SEVERAL SPEARS, ANDTWOSWORDS. . . .

THE HOUSE IS IN DARKNESS, AND ALL ARE ASLEEP. A THREAD OF RUBY LIGHT LEADS FROM A SECOND STORY WINDOW. A LIMBER YOUNG MAN LETS HIMSELF IN AND FOLLOWS THE LIGHT DIRECTLY TO A SPOT IN THE CARVED PANELING OF THE DINING ROOM. HE OPENS THE HIDDEN DOOR AND REMOVES AN OLD GOLD ARMBAND AND A SMALL SACKOFCOINS. . .

THE CAID MAGE AGAIN, WITH HIS CLOSE-CROPPED HAIR THE COLOR OF WHEAT STRAW, EYES THE BLUE OF OLD ICE, ONCE AGAIN READING HIS BOOK, ONCE AGAIN TRACING A LINE ON THE PAGE WITH HIS FINGER, HIS LIPS MOVING. DHULYN STEPS CLOSER TO THE TABLE, THINKING THAT THIS TIME—SINCE THERE IS NO TIME HERE AFTER ALL—SHE MIGHT SPEAK TO HIM. BUT HE DOES NOT SEE HER. STANDING, HE TAKES UP A HIGHLY POLISHED TWO-HANDED SWORD, AND HIS LILY-SHAPED SLEEVES FALL BACK FROM HIS WRISTS.

AGAIN HE TURNS TOWARD THE MIRROR, REFLECTING A NIGHT SKY FULL OF STARS. AGAIN HIS LIPS MOVE, ANDDHULYN KNOWS HE SPEAKS THE WORDS FROM THE BOOK. ******* HE SAYS, AND ********. AGAIN THE SWEEPING MOVE FROM THE CRANE SHORA AND THE SLASH DOWNWARD THROUGH THE MIRROR, THROUGH THE SKY, SPLITTING IT, AND THE GREEN-TINTED SHADOW COMES SPILLING INTO THE ROOM LIKE FOG THOUGH A CASEMENT . . . .

A RED-FACED BOY IS FURIOUSLY STRIKING OUT AS HIS MOTHER DRAGS HIM BY THE UPPER ARM INTO WHAT IS OBVIOUSLY THE KITCHEN OF THEIR HOME. THE MOTHER SITS ON A KITCHEN STOOL AND STRUGGLES TO DRAW THE BOY INTO HER LAP, SAYING, “LOOK AT ME, DARLING, PLEASE, JUST LOOK AT ME.” SUDDENLY THE STOOL FALLS TO PIECES, SENDING THE WOMAN HEAVILY TO THE STONE FLOOR. THE WOODEN SHUTTERS ON THE WINDOW EXPLODE INTO SAWDUST, THE DISHES AND PLATES ON THE SIDEBOARD SHATTER, AND THE MOTHER BEGINS TO VOMIT BLOOD ON THE FLOOR. . . . THE BOY STAMPS HIS FOOT, SCREAMING, “YOU COW, DON’T TOUCH ME”. . . .

GUNDARON IS KNEELING ON A PATCH OF DARK GREEN GRASS IN FRONT OF A CLIPPED WALL HEDGE. EVEN THOUGH THERE IS NOT ENOUGH DETAIL FOR DHULYN TO RECOGNIZE THE SPOT, SHE KNOWS THATGUN ISN’T IN ANY GARDEN BUT ON THE PATH OF THE SUN. “GUNDARON,” SHE SAYS, BUT HE DOESN’T LOOK UP. SHE FOLLOWS THE ANGLE OF HIS EYES AND SEES A TWISTED CORD OF LIGHT, BLACK, BLUE, AND GREEN. GUN GETS TO HIS FEET AND FOLLOWS THE LIGHT....

A FINELY DRESSED WOMAN, DARK BLONDE HAIR PILED IN ELABORATE CURLS AND TWISTS ON THE TOP OF HER HEAD, STANDS WITH HER HAND TUCKED INTO THE ELBOW OF A LARGE MAN DRESSED IN BATTLE LEATHERS, HOLDING A LONG SWORD IN HIS HAND. THERE ARE FOUR OTHER SIMILARLY DRESSED MEN BEHIND THEM IN THE SHADOWS CAST BY TWO FLICKERING LAMPS. A MAN OF ABOUT THE SAME AGE AS THE FINELY DRESSED WOMAN AND HER ESCORT, DRESSED ONLY IN HIS SHIRT AND LEGGINGS, STANDS WITH HIS ARMS CROSSED ON HIS CHEST, LIPS PRESSED TOGETHER, SHAKING HIS HEAD.

THE WOMAN LAUGHS AND POINTS TO A SPOT ON THE FLOOR. THE MEN PULL UP THE FLOORBOARDS AND HAUL OUT A WOMAN, AN OLD MAN, AND THREE CHILDREN.

DHULYN SHIVERS AS SHE WATCHES. THIS MUST BE THEPAST. . . .

THE THIN, SANDY-HAIRED MAN IS STILL WEARING THE GOLD RINGS IN HIS EARS, BUT HIS FACE IS LINED NOW, AND HIS FOREHEAD HIGHER. HE IS SITTING AT A SQUARE TABLE, ITS TOP INLAID WITH LIGHTER WOODS, READING BY THE LIGHT OF TWO LAMPS. A PLATE TO HIS LEFT CONTAINS THE REMNANTS OF A MEAL—CHICKEN OR SOME OTHER FOWL, JUDGING BY THE BONES. HE LOOKS TOWARD THE ROOM’S SINGLE WINDOW AND RISES TO PEER OUT. IT IS DARK, AND IT MUST ALSO BE CLOUDY AS DHULYN CAN SEE NOTHING OUTSIDE THE WINDOW. THE MAN TURNS TOWARD THE TABLE AGAIN AND, SMILING, SAYS, “HOW CAN I HELP?”
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“I thought at first all my Visions of the Green Shadow had something to do with the killer, but since Singer of the Wind told us the Green Shadow was here also, I think it’s obvious why I have been Seeing it and the Caid Mage who called it.” Parno and Dhulyn were approaching the encampment of the Salt Desert People carefully, from upwind to ensure that the scouts—and their horses—who were undoubtedly stationed around the camp would smell their approach long before they could be seen.

“Do you think the Shadow has anything to do with the other Visions? Where the people seem to be unmaking?” For their camp the Horsemen had chosen a spot where the land rose slightly, giving them a view in all directions. There was a wide creek curling around the rise on the west side, which no doubt provided fish as well as fresh water.

Dhulyn pulled back on the reins, bringing Bloodbone to a halt. She lifted her blood-red brows, and her gaze turned inward. “I had not thought of that,” she said. “It might follow that those possessed by the Shadow would act differently in this world from the manner in which they acted in ours. But that does not explain why I should be Seeing such Visions of the past.” She turned to look at him as she urged her horse forward once again. “We haven’t met the man who is going to help us,” she said. “Perhaps he has these answers.”

By this time they were within sight of the distant tents, and three scouts were riding out to meet them.

“Greetings,” one of these called out as soon as they were close enough for voices to be heard over the hooves. “You are the Mercenaries Singer of the Wind told the clouds about?” He looked at Dhulyn with narrowed dark blue eyes, flicked his glance to Parno and back. He could have been anywhere between twenty and thirty, and his voice had the fullness of youth. A scar divided his left eyebrow, and a ghost eye had been drawn on his left cheek.

His face cleared. “It is as the old man said. When you know what to look for, it is clear. You are whole. Can you do as much for our Seers, woman of the Sun’s Door?”

“I regret that I cannot, man of the Salt Desert.”

He nodded, matter-of-fact. He’d clearly had no expectations, so he wasn’t disappointed. But it would have been stupid not to ask. “I am Star-Wind,” he said. “I am one of those who reads the clouds for the Salt Desert people. I may be the next Cloud Shaman, who knows? But I have hopes.” He grinned, and his blue eyes sparkled. Parno revised his estimate of the man’s age downward.

There was much about the Salt Desert camp that was familiar to anyone who had spent time on campaign. Even with the cool evening breeze blowing, Parno noted the aroma of stews slowly simmering, the sharp, not-unpleasant smell of the horse line, and the merest whiff of the latrine. He noticed Dhulyn looking around her even more carefully than she normally would, her eyes taking in not just the presence and position of weapons—short swords, spears, and bows—but even the details of the cook fires, the babies sitting on the hips of fathers or mothers, all with ghost eyes marked on their foreheads to make them easier to find. Older children, marked like Star-Wind on the left cheek, were either looking shyly out from behind a parent or stood boldly in the forefront, staring at the newcomers. Though many were barefoot, most were dressed identically to their elders in short boots, baggy trousers, and sleeveless jerkins. There did seem to be fewer females, both adults and children, and those he saw stood back, behind the men and older children, but watched intently, some with smiles, some with furrowed brows.

It was then that he noticed something—a kind of attitude he had seen without noting in the smaller Long Trees group, but that was far more obvious now. It was not until they had dismounted to lead their horses through the camp to the horse line that Parno began to understand what it was. He had been in many camps, of soldiers, of Mercenary Schools, and even of other Horse Nomads, on their own side of the Path of the Sun. And this camp was quieter than even the legendary reserve of the Outlander could account for. There seemed to be a shadow on these people—no, on their spirits, that was it. It was as if he and Dhulyn had arrived on a day of mourning. Or rather, as if these people were always in mourning. And perhaps, in a way, they were. There was about them a quality of sadness he could not remember noticing in any other group.

Perhaps this awareness is a legacy of the Crayx, he thought. Perhaps it is my Pod sense that allows me to feel this. It was possible that his recently discovered ability made him more sensitive to people, even when he couldn’t share their thoughts.

Once the horses were unsaddled and had food and water, Parno and his Partner were returned to the center of the camp where an old man, older even than Singer of the Wind, awaited them, standing straight as the spear shaft he held, in front of the large central tent. This would be, Dhulyn thought, the home of the Tribe’s two chiefs, the Cloud Shaman, and the Horse Shaman. She wondered if, in their own world, before the breaking of the Tribes, there would have been another chief, a Seer. Obviously, that could not be the case here.

“Father,” Star-Wind said. His tone was gentle, but formal, which told Dhulyn the younger man was indeed the Cloud Shaman’s apprentice, as he had implied. “Here are the guests sent to us by Singer of the Wind, the Long Trees Tribe. The Mercenary Brothers Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane. Mercenaries,” Star-Wind turned to face them. “These are Singer of the Grass-Moon, Senior Cloud Shaman, and Spring-Flood, Horse Shaman to the Salt Desert People.”

The strongest and the weakest Mages, Dhulyn thought. The Cloud Shaman was shorter than the men around him, though it may have been from age. His eyes were faded to the palest of blues, and his hair was entirely white. The Horse Shaman was a vigorous man of middle years, well-muscled and with the greenest eyes Dhulyn had ever seen.

The old man beckoned her forward with a gnarled hand and looked Dhulyn in the eyes, considering her with his head on a slant. “From beyond the Door of the Sun?” he said. His voice had a hollow whistle to it, as if lungs or throat had been punctured.

“Yes, Grandfather,” she said. Good thing that patience was part of the Common Rule, Schooled into all Mercenaries, otherwise this constant questioning on the same topic would very soon grow annoying.

He reached out to touch her face, brushing away the few stray hairs that had escaped from her braiding and fallen over her cheek. Dhulyn held still, blinking slowly. She felt Parno’s tension to her right.

“I had thought my old friend, Singer of the Wind, must be deceived, perhaps even magicked in some way, but I see that I was mistaken. You are welcome, my child. Very welcome.” Having said this, however, the old man turned back into his tent, leaving them standing.

Spring-Flood turned away from the tent opening and held both hands high above his head in a command for attention. “Listen everyone,” he called out. Though he hadn’t raised his voice very much, many had come closer as the old man was examining Dhulyn, and everyone now gave the Horse Shaman their attention. One or two of the women, tending to their own concerns, were nudged by their neighbors until they either stood or turned to watch.

“These are the Mercenary Brothers we were told of, Parno Lionsmane and Dhulyn Wolfshead. It is as we have been told, the Wolfshead is whole and safe. She may be treated as a woman of fields and cities, though you will see she is dressed as a warrior and belongs to the same Brotherhood as our other guest, Delvik Bloodeye.”

Eyes turned toward her, some narrowing in calculation, others with simple curiosity.

Parno cleared his throat, and Dhulyn signaled him with a lift of her left eyebrow. For all that the Horsemen appeared to be willing to follow the guidance of their chiefs and accept her, they would still probably feel more comfortable dealing with a man.

“If we might see our Brother now,” Parno said to the Shaman.

“Of course. Star-Wind will escort you. Consider him your guide as you stay among us.”

Or our guard, Dhulyn thought. Judging from the blandness of his expression, Star-Wind had already known what his assignment was to be. Doubtless why he had been one of the scouts sent to meet them.

The Mercenary Brother Delvik Bloodeye had been given a small round tent not far from the central fires. No one stood guard, Dhulyn noticed, and the tent flap was tied back. A lamp, smelling oddly of inglera fat, had already been lit inside. There was another smell, a familiar one that made Dhulyn grit her teeth. She nodded her thanks to Star-Wind, ducked her head, and entered the tent. Parno stopped in the doorway and turned so that he could watch both outside and in.

Crammed into the round space were two pallets with a low stool between them, the collapsible kind made with three thick sticks of wood, a piece of hide and some thongs. The pallets were no more than layers of bedding and skins spread over piles of cut grass. The bed to the left held a man whose skin was sallow under his tan. Even lying down it was obvious he was a huge man, easily a full head taller than Parno and almost twice as big around. At the moment, however, what drew Dhulyn’s notice was the sweat on his skin and the way his mouth twisted from side to side.

The young man on the stool leaped to his feet as they entered, his blood-red hair tied back with a scrap of thong. He stared at Dhulyn round-eyed, warily taking in her Mercenary badge before looking beyond her to Parno and Star-Wind.

“He is comfortable,” the young man said. “We have dealt with most of his pain, but the fever we cannot keep away; always it returns.”

Dhulyn placed the back of her fingers against her Brother’s damp brow. He was fevered, no doubt of it. “You are Delvik Bloodeye,” she said, recalling the information Dorian of the River had given them back on the Black Traveler. “Called the Bull, and Schooled by Yoruk Silverheels. I am Dhulyn Wolfshead, called the Scholar, Schooled by Dorian the Black Traveler. I’ve fought at Sadron, Arcosa, and Bhexyllia. With me is my Partner, Parno Lionsmane, called the Chanter, Schooled by Nerysa Warhammer.”

“You’re Senior,” Delvik said, his voice like a thread.

“I am. What happened?” she asked, not that she needed more than the smell to tell her the worst of it.

“We were heading north—well, south in this place—”

“We understand,” Parno said from the doorway. “And we know why you are here. Take your time, my Brother.”

Delvik Bloodeye shut his eyes, took two deep breaths and released them slowly. When he opened his eyes, he was visibly calmer, his eyes clearer. “As you know, my Brothers, there is no mark of any trail when you have completed the Path of the Sun, but our Brother Kesman Firehawk saw prey birds to the south and reasoned there might be water, so we went that way.” Delvik continued, telling how they had found water, but nowhere the marks of the killer they sought. How they had finally met with a trader who had directed them to the camp of the Salt Desert Horsemen.

“It was while we were on our way here that we crossed another trail, one that we finally recognized, though it was faint. So far as we could tell, it headed back toward the Path of the Sun, or at least where we had been when we came out of the Path. It was as we followed this trail that the ground opened beneath us, and we fell into a pit filled with stakes of wood, sharpened.”

“It is an orobeast trap,” Star-Wind said. “A fierce cat that during bad seasons will come down out of the western hills to follow our herds. We leave them uncovered and unstaked, and therefore safe, unless there is news of such a beast. We do not know who armed this one, or why.”

“Someone who realized he was being followed, perhaps,” Dhulyn said.

“It worked well enough,” Delvik said. “Kesman was killed instantly, a stake passing through his body. I watched him die and was resigning myself to the same fate, since I was under my horse and could not free my leg from the stake that held me, when I heard the sounds of hoofbeats, and the Red Horsemen found me.”

Dhulyn drew back the covering and hissed when she saw Delvik Bloodeye’s leg. “What has been done?” she asked.

“Singer of the Grass-Moon saw to him, and at first it seemed that all was well,” Star-Wind said. “And then these lines began to draw themselves upon his skin, and his toes began to darken.”

“And the Mages can do nothing more for him?” As the young man’s face changed, Dhulyn added, “I mean no disrespect. I ask out of ignorance of your abilities.”

“They’ve tried, my Brother, I swear they have.” Delvik’s voice shook and his breath was momentarily shallow. He’d seen his birth moon perhaps thirty-five times, Dhulyn estimated, and had probably never been seriously ill a day in his life. He must have gone late into his Schooling to be junior to both her and Parno. He was looking better now than when they had first come into the tent, but Dhulyn knew that this was only from relief, now that he knew he wasn’t going to die alone, away from home and with no Brothers around him.

“They knit the bone,” Star-Wind was saying. “But this poison of the blood—” he shook his head. “We cannot cure that.”

“I know this to be true,” Delvik added. “It almost killed the old man when he tried. And as old as he is, he’s still the best Mage they have.”

“I am second to Grass-Moon,” Star-Wind said, “And lucky to be half the Mage he is, when it comes my time to Sing.”

“We must get him back through the Path of the Sun,” Dhulyn said. “Somehow, we must get him back.” She looked at Parno over the young Brother’s head. “Without a Healer, he will die.”

“We won’t get him back in time, Dhulyn my heart, you know that.” Parno spoke softly, but firmly.

“Then we must take the leg.”




Eleven

IT WAS A lucky thing, Gundaron thought, that he had taken the most sedate of their three ponies and that the trail to the Caid ruins was so familiar. Otherwise he might find that riding and having to make conversation with Epion Akarion at the same time was too much to handle. As it was, he considered himself lucky not to have fallen off somewhere along the way. He had expected Mar to come with him as usual, but she had reasoned that one of them had to stay with Alaria. He would never have chosen Lord Epion as his companion, but once the Tarkin’s uncle had discovered where Gun was going—and why—there had been no way to refuse his offer to come along.

“This concerns the Tarkinate,” was the argument the man had put forward. “And my family in particular. Falcos cannot possibly spare the time to go, but I can and will.”

Gun had agreed as graciously as he could and had taken some secret amusement in making the older man, and the two guards he brought with him, keep their horses to the pony’s pace. The guards, Gun couldn’t help but notice, were dressed in what he’d come to think of as Epion Akarion’s colors. Instead of the black tunic with purple sleeves that identified the Palace Guard, these men wore blue tunics, with only one purple sleeve. He should change that, Gun thought. These men could so easily be mistaken for the City Watch, in their solid blue uniforms.

The pony suddenly shied to the left, and Gun clamped his knees together as he felt himself slipping and then had to grab the pony’s mane as she shot forward.

“You will find,” Epion said, his voice gentle and his tone warm, “that the animal has been trained to increase speed when you press on its sides with your knees.”

Gun stifled a curse. He’d left his father’s farm to go into a Scholars’ Library and had foolishly thought he’d be leaving all beasts behind him at the same time. “I thought it better not to fall off,” he said to Epion. “Of course, it would help if the stupid animal didn’t jump at dry leaves blowing across the path.”

“She is testing you,” Epion said, still with the same gentle humor. “And I’m very much afraid she’s finding you wanting.”

Gun laughed. He knew that Mar didn’t like Epion, but Gun didn’t think the man was so bad. An amateur’s enthusiasm was sometimes hard for a Scholar to take, but enthusiasm was all it was, he was sure. “I wouldn’t be much of a Scholar if I could be thrown off my path by someone’s looking down on me,” he said. “Not even the most superior of ponies—” or of nobles, he thought inwardly “—can compare with the upper Scholars and teachers of a Library when it comes to snubbing and finding people wanting. Any student who can’t take being made to feel inferior soon goes home.”

Finally Gun reached the spot where he and Mar usually tied up their ponies, and the beast would go no farther. There was soft grass here, and once upon a time someone had moved rocks around to turn a trickle of water into a tiny pond. Gun heaved a leg over the pony’s back and thumped to the ground.

“Did you bring your scryer’s bowl?” Epion asked. He looked with interest at Gun’s pack.

“Now that I know what to look for, I don’t need the bowl,” Gun explained. “Any more than I would need it to Find Menoin, or this pony, or any other known object, for that matter.” He removed the pony’s saddle and set it on a convenient rock. The beast bumped him companionably with her nose, and Gun, careful of the creature’s teeth, obliged her by taking off the bridle. It was only then that he remembered Mar was not with him to put it back on. Perhaps one of Epion’s guards would do it for him. The taller one, the one with the crossbow, stayed on his horse, but the shorter one with the dark beard dismounted to accompany them.

“I realize that you now know what to look for.” Epion had dismounted from his own horse and tossed the reins to the taller guard, without doing anything else to make the horse more comfortable. Obviously he didn’t expect this to take very long. “But how does that tell you where it is?”

Gun looked a little upward, and a little to his left, at the thin gold line no one but he—or perhaps another Finder—could see. Not unlike the golden sunbeam that had guided him through the Library in his mind, the line would lead unerringly toward the book he was looking for, until he either found it or stopped looking. Really experienced Finders, those who made it their full-time occupation, didn’t need this kind of clue, but Gun didn’t feel he was at that stage yet.

“There’s a line,” he said to Epion. “As though it were painted on the air, that I can follow.” He hoisted his small pack, waited politely for Epion to say or do something further and then set off down the path, following the golden line as it led to the edge of the ruins. Here he turned north and east, heading down a wide flat area with obvious—to the trained eye—smooth patches.

“Mar-eMar and I think this was one of the main boulevards of the Caid city,” he told Epion as they walked. “These large flat areas are the remnants of paving. There are better examples than these, of course; some of the ones on the Blasonar Plains are almost intact under the grass.”

“And these little flags?” Epion pointed to the left.

“They mark the grids of our search squares,” Gun said. “Each one is attached to a metal rod that has been driven into the ground, blue for areas we’ve finished with, red for those we have still to investigate and catalog.” Gun thought Epion’s interest was genuine. After all, the man had tried to direct their research when they’d first arrived, and while he hadn’t come to the site very often, Gun thought that was likely because Mar had made it plain he wasn’t welcome—or as plain as you can make such a thing to the Tarkin’s uncle. Not that Mar was in the wrong, Gun quickly brought his thoughts back into loyal lines. The last thing any Scholar needed was interference from someone who wasn’t even technically their patron. Gun shivered. He’d had enough previous and unlucky experience with people who wanted to guide his researches to last him a lifetime. Just as well Epion had learned to keep his distance. Until now at least.

“I see a green flag.” Now Epion was pointing off to the right.

“There are a few,” Gun said. “That shows where I Found something worth digging for, still buried under the surface. Once we’ve finished our preliminary survey, if enough underground artifacts are discovered, a full expedition will be mounted.”

“And will more Scholars come then from Valdomar?” Epion’s tone was neutral, but Gundaron had dealt with enough politically charged situations to know what the man was really asking.

“Oh, no,” he replied. “A site like this is far too important to be left to one particular Library. Bids for participation will be asked for from as many as might want to apply, and a final mix will be chosen from the total group of applications. By Valdomar Library in partnership with the court of Menoin,” he added. It was true, but it was also what Epion wanted to hear.

Even though he didn’t really need it, Gun checked the position of the golden line that led him along. He had recognized that inlaid pattern of moon and stars the moment he had seen it in the bowl, and now that he was here, he could have headed straight for the right spot, relying on his memory of the site alone.

“This way,” he said, leading Epion off the main road across what might very well have been a public square, toward where a green flag fluttered in the morning breeze. They walked over a section of stone pavement from which the dirt and grass had been partially removed, revealing the worn and broken remains of a large medallion set into the original paving materials, a medallion that incorporated the shapes of a blazing sun and the crescent moon. On the far side of this remnant, perhaps half a span farther away, was the green flag.

“Look,” Gun said, walking faster and pointing ahead. “Do you see that bush there? It’s been pulled out since Mar and I were here last.” What had been the beginning of a wide staircase—the one he had seen in the bowl—had been partly uncovered by him and Mar about a month earlier. Gun, looking for Caid artifacts in general, had Found something below the dirt, and so the square had been marked accordingly. But someone had been here since and had dug farther than he and Mar had gone, pulling aside even more of the growth and exposing a jumble of rocks that were too even to be anything but broken chunks of ancient paving.

“They built to last,” he said, tracing the layers of material with his fingertips. “You have to give them that.”

“What now?” Epion said.

“My line leads me right inside,” Gun said. “Obviously, whoever moved the bushes and shoved that flagstone over has hidden what we’re looking for in some underground vault of the Caids.”

“Let me,” Epion said, starting down the steps.

“Better not,” Gun said. “We don’t know what there is underground, and I may be the only one who can Find it.”

“Of course.” But Epion did not retreat back to the level of the old square. “But is it safe? Jo-Leggett,” he called to the guard who had accompanied them. “Come and stand here at the top of these steps. Keep a clear line-of-sight to your brother.” Epion pushed at a leaning bit of rock with both hands.

“Safe enough for whoever has been here before us,” Gun pointed out. “Where underground rooms have been found before, they’ve usually been quite stable. As I said, the Caids built to last, and whatever has not been exposed to the raw elements—” and other things I won’t go into, Gun thought with a shiver—“generally remains intact.” He looked back at Epion. “I don’t know how much room there will be underneath,” he said. And that was true enough. What the bowl had shown him—a small room lined with shelves full of books and scrolled documents—would not necessarily be exactly what was under their feet right now.

“Fine then, in you go.” Smiling, Epion dusted off his hands on his trousers, heedless of the embroidered linen. Of course, Gun thought as he shrugged off his pack and placed it carefully on the ground, it’s not as if the man had to launder his clothes himself.

Epion helped him shove one of the smaller pieces of paving to one side until a pointed opening was cleared, made by two stones leaning against each other. Crouching down, Gun duck walked under. The steps were gritty under his boots, and he had to pull his head down almost to the point of pain to fit into the opening. Only the gold line, now quite obvious and necessary in the darkened space, told him he could continue forward.

Eleven steps farther down, the grit was gone, and Gun was able to straighten out bit by bit, until he was almost upright. He still kept one hand over his head, in case of unseen obstacles. Finally there were no more steps, and the sound of his own footfalls echoed differently, and he realized he must be in the room he had seen in the bowl. He fumbled open the pouch attached to his belt, carefully pulling out his sparker and the stub of candle that he was never without.

He sparked, once, twice, and the oiled wick caught. Gun waited, eyes shut against the glare, until he could safely open them. There, laid out in front of him, was the room he had seen in the library. Here and now it was covered with dust, much of it, unfortunately, what was left of the books and scrolls that had slowly been disintegrating since the time of the Caids. Gun turned, careful not to disturb the dust any further. This room would have to be very carefully excavated if any of the ancient parchments were to be preserved.

“Can you see it?” Epion’s voice was startlingly close.

“Not yet. Someone’s been here, though. You can see where the dust’s been disturbed.”

“Can you tell who?”

“Maybe if I were a Mercenary Brother.”

Gun edged forward, pulling the neck of his tunic up over his nose to serve as a filter against the dust he couldn’t help raising. There. Exactly where he had seen it, only now, instead of standing on end, spine out, tucked in the middle of the row between other books, it was lying on its side, alone on a thick layer of dust. There was the gold spine, and the sunburst on the cover, glittering in the light.

“I see it.” Gun stepped forward, still taking care not to send up clouds of dust. He was reaching out for the book when a crunching, squealing sound came from the direction of the stairs, and a shift in the air almost blew out the candle. Gun turned, ignoring the dust, and raced back to the steps, bumping his head as he crawled back up the way he had come. It was not until he was actually touching the rock that his heart was convinced of what his brain had already told him.

The stones had moved. The exit was blocked.
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The wind had picked up with the setting of the sun, making the horsehair tent ropes creak and the edges of both tents and ground sheets flutter. The tall grass in the distance, uneaten by the herds of horses or inglera, rustled, sounding like far-off rain. As Dhulyn lit the lamp, Parno glanced out the narrow tent opening and saw Star-Wind with the younger Horseman, both sitting on their heels, five or six paces away. Close enough to be of service, they were far enough off to show that they made no attempt to listen. He’s a Mage, though, Parno thought. There was no telling what he could and couldn’t hear.

“We’ll need a saw,” Dhulyn said under her breath. “Preferably one with very small teeth.”

“No.” Delvik’s hoarse whisper almost startled them; they had thought from his breathing he was asleep. They turned to find him with his eyes open. Parno crouched down on his heels, bringing himself eye-to-eye with the injured man.

“My Brother,” he said, “Dhulyn and I are not Knives, but we know how to remove a limb without loss of life.”

“No,” Delvik repeated. He licked his lips, and Dhulyn fetched a waterskin from the other pallet and held it for him to drink. Once he had wet his mouth, he spoke again.

“Do not take the leg.” His voice was stronger now. “Give me the Final Sword.”

Dhulyn kneeled down next to Parno, where Delvik could see her and hear her without having to move his head. “It is dangerous, what I plan, but it can be done. I can cut just above the knee,” she told him. “Any lower and I risk missing the path the poison has already taken.”

Delvik shook his head, and raised a hand that trembled. “If it were a hand,” he said, turning his over as of showing her what he meant. “I would accept your offered skill. A one-handed Brother can still serve. But a leg gone? A Mercenary Brother who cannot walk unaided? Who cannot ride?” He shook his head again. “It must be the Final Sword.”

“You could serve the Brotherhood in a House.” Dhulyn shifted her glance to Parno, who managed to meet her eyes steadily. His Partner’s face was neutral as always, pale skin showing a smudge of dirt on the left cheek, but he could see, from the little fold in the corner of her mouth and the darkening of her gray eyes, what Dhulyn was thinking. There were not many cripples in the Mercenary Brotherhood, and the few there were all served somewhere in a Mercenary House.

Delvik sketched a waving motion before his hand fell, limp, back to his side. “How could I serve? I cannot read,” he said. “I would not even be able to carry trays.”

“Perhaps a School—”

“No!” Somehow Delvik found the strength to grasp Dhulyn’s wrist. She let him. “Give me the Final Sword. It is my right.” His hand fell away again, his strength exhausted.

Dhulyn sat back on her heels, mouth set in a thin line. Parno watched her face. To someone else it might seem impassive, a typical Outlander’s face, but he knew how to read the tracks left by her emotions. Anger, Denial. Resignation. She was trapped by the Common Rule—he knew it, and she knew it. She had given Delvik every option, and three times he had asked for the Final Sword. As Senior Brother present, Dhulyn must abide by his choice. She rose to her feet and turned away, massaging the spot between her eyebrows with her left thumb.

“The Rule is common to us all, Delvik,” she said without turning around. “It shall be as you wish.” Dhulyn began to rummage in her belt pouch. “I have iocain leaves here, my Brother. They will make you more comfortable. Rest. I must speak with the elders of the Salt Desert People.”

Parno followed her out of the tent to where Star-Wind rose to meet them.

“Our Brother has the blood sickness,” Dhulyn told the Espadryni Shaman. “He will not let me take the leg, and without a Healer he will die.”

Star-Wind, lips pressed tightly together, looked away to survey the camp, then turned back to them. “In three days we move on; our herds need fresh grazing. We will leave you what supplies we can spare and the tent, but with respect, Mercenaries, we cannot carry your Brother with us.”

Parno looked to Dhulyn, but her eyes were focused in the middle distance, the small scar on her upper lip standing out white against her ivory skin.

“Thank you for your courtesy,” he said, when it became obvious Dhulyn could not speak. “But it doesn’t arise. Our Brother has asked for the Final Sword. Three times he asked, and so we must give it.”

The Horseman was already nodding. “Of course,” he said finally. “Can we assist in any way? Is there a ceremony?”

Parno thought that the Horsemen must have their own methods of dealing with whatever wounds and illnesses their Mages could not cure. The extremes of age, illness, weakness—these were things a mobile people could not tolerate for long. Still, he shook his head. “Thank you, but this is a matter for our Brotherhood. Dhulyn Wolfshead is Senior Brother and—”

“But it will not be she who kills him?” Star-Wind’s voice had hardened. He looked from Parno to Dhulyn and back again.

“She is Senior,” Parno repeated. “It is our Common Rule.”

But Star-Wind was shaking his head in short sharp movements. “To have a Marked woman kill . . .” He looked up and caught both their gazes. “Do you see? We have said that she is whole, and safe, and now she wishes to kill someone.”

Dhulyn cut through the air with her right hand. “Can you cure him? Can any of your Mages? He has asked for the Final Sword. I must give it to him. It is the oath that binds all of us.”

“Cannot Parno Lionsmane do it?”

“He is Senior to Delvik, but he is not the most Senior Brother present. I cannot even order him to do it. I must do it myself.”

“It is an act of mercy,” Parno said. “Surely, it would be more cold-blooded in her, more unfeeling, if she left him to die, to slowly rot away . . .”

Star-Wind was plucking at his lower lip with the thumb and first finger of his right hand, but he was nodding. Slowly, but nodding. “What you say is true. If it were one of the Seers, she might cut his throat without a qualm, but not for mercy. His pain and suffering would be as nothing to her—unless it was noise she wished to stop. But even then she would not kill him if there were cost to herself. She would as soon walk away.”

“Will your Elders, your people, see this the same way you do?” Dhulyn asked.

Star-Wind once more looked over his shoulder at where the rest of the camp were preparing for sleep. “We must hope that they do.” He turned back to them. “Do nothing now. This cannot be done with stealth, or in the night. This must be seen by Mother Sun.”

 


“It’s a while since you’ve had to do this,” Parno said. Dhulyn looked up from the small quantity of iocain she had left in her pouch. Delvik Bloodeye was asleep and breathing more easily now that the drug had taken away some of the pain.

Dhulyn nodded, folding away the leaves once more into her belt pouch. “Not since the time there was the Dedilos sickness in the camp outside Bhexyllia.”

Parno grimaced but said nothing, knowing Dhulyn did not like to speak of it. The illness was rare but frightening. With luck it would kill you quickly; without it, it would only take your wits and leave you with a wandering mind. That time there was no Healer in the camp, and by the time one could have arrived, it would have been too late. There were not enough Healers, Parno thought, not for the first time. There was no rarer Mark, except the Sight. “Bad enough when there’re not many Healers,” is what he said aloud. “I never imagined a place where there were none at all.”

Dhulyn nodded. “Delvik will sleep now until sunrise,” she said, standing up. “I don’t want to wake him.”

“Why would we?”

“Neither of us knows him,” she said. “Who will tell his story?”

Parno looked down at their Brother. “We know his story,” he said. “It is the same as ours. In Battle.”

“Or in Death,” Dhulyn answered.

They had been offered another tent alongside the horse line, as far from the area of the Espadryni women as it could be and still be considered within the camp. They had refused it, preferring to take over caring for Delvik.

“It would be much better if you did not have to do this thing.” Dhulyn stretched out on the other cot, and Parno perched on its edge. They had not slept apart since they had left the Mortaxa, across the Long Ocean. Parno thought it would be as long again or longer before either of them was ready to bed with another.

“Much better if he had died before we arrived, I agree.” Dhulyn turned over on her back.

“If the younger one—Kesman?—had lived, could Delvik have ordered him to give him the Final Sword?” Parno reached behind him without looking and felt Dhulyn’s cool, calloused fingers slip into his hand.

“It’s an interesting question, isn’t it? There are limits to what a Senior Brother can require of a Junior. Is this one of them?”

Parno squeezed her hand. “Well, don’t think you can ever order me to do it. To you I mean.”

“Not even if I were in dire pain?”

“No,” he said flatly. “I would keep you alive until we found a Healer, no matter how much pain you were in.”

“I’d kill you, if the situations were reversed,” she said. He could hear a smile—and the approach of sleep—in her voice.

“Charming. Now how am I supposed to sleep?”

“You’ll take first watch,” she said. “I have to kill someone in the morning.”

“Just another day in the Brotherhood.”

Dhulyn drifted off to sleep, hoping she would not dream . . . .
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IT IS A COLD, DARK HILLSIDE, AND THE MOON SHINES BRIGHTLY OVERHEAD, THE EYE OF THE FATHER IN THE SKY. THE AIR IS CRISP, CRINKLING THE HAIRS IN HER NOSTRILS, AND SMELLS LIKE SNOW BEFORE MORNING. WHAT DHULYN NOTICES FIRST IS THE SILENCE. EVEN IN THIS COLD, SHE WOULD EXPECT TO HEAR SOMETHING—MICE UNDER THE SNOW, THE HOOTING OF AN OWL ON THE HUNT.

BUT THEN DHULYN HEARS THE FOOTSTEPS, AND WHEN SHE TURNS, SHE SEES A MAN OF MEDIUM HEIGHT, CLOAKED AND BOOTED AGAINST THE COLD, STRIDING AWAY FROM HER. HE LOOKS LIKE A DARKER STAIN AGAINST THE TREES, A PURPOSEFUL SHADOW IN THE MOONLIGHT. SHE SEES HIS FOOTPRINTS DARK AGAINST THE GROUND AND KNOWS THEY WILL BE GONE BY MORNING, COVERED BY THE COMING SNOW.

SO HOW CAN SHE SEE THEM NOW? AGAINST THE DARK GROUND?

SHE CROUCHES DOWN AND TOUCHES THE TIP OF ONE FINGER TO THE MAN’S FOOTPRINT, AND IT COMES AWAY DARKENED. THERE IS NOT ENOUGH LIGHT TO SHOW HER THE COLOR OF THE STAIN, BUT DHULYN DOESN’T NEED IT. SHE KNOWS THE SMELL OF BLOOD, NO MATTER HOW DARK OR COLD IT MIGHT BE. SHE LOOKS DOWN THE PATH TOWARD THE MAN, BUTHE’S GONE. SHE LOOKS BACK IN THE DIRECTION THE MAN HAS COME FROM AND HOPES SHE WILL NOT SEE ANYMORE. . . .

SHE HASSEEN THIS ROOM MANY TIMES, AND THE MAN IN IT. HERE IS THE MAGE WITH HIS PALE CLOSE-CROPPED HAIR. WHEN HIS EYES ARE THE BLUE OF OLD ICE, HE CAN READ THE BOOK AND CUT THE MIRROR. WHEN, AS NOW, HIS EYES AREA BEAUTIFUL JADE GREEN, HE CANNOT. WITHOUT CUTTING THE MIRROR, HE CANNOT OPEN THE GATE. HE FALLS TO HIS KNEES AND BOWS HIS HEAD, HIS HANDS COVERING HIS FACE. DHULYN IS NOT ONLYDHULYN HERE, SHE IS SOMETHING MORE, NOT UNLIKE THE MAN ON HIS KNEES. BUT HERE THEVISION CHANGES, AND DHULYN TAKES A STEP AWAY AS THE GREEN OF THE MAN’S EYES SPREADS THROUGH HIS BODY, UNTIL THERE IS A JADE STATUE KNEELING IN FRONT OF HER, A STATUE THAT EXPLODES SOUNDLESSLY INTO DUST AND VAPOR.

NO, SHE SAYS, THAT IS NOT WHAT HAPPENS. THE DHULYN OF THE VISION LOOKS UP AT HER, AND SHE KNOWS THEY BOTH WEAR THE SAME CONFUSED LOOK . . .

A DIFFERENT DARKNESS, WARM, HUMID ENOUGH TO MAKE THE SWEAT POOL ON THE SKIN AND THE CLOTHES CLING TO THE BACK. SHE IS STANDING IN THE GARDEN OF A GREAT PALACE, AND EVEN IN THE DARK SHE CAN SEE THAT IT IS WEEDY, UNTENDED, THE BOWL OF A FOUNTAIN DRY AND CRACKED. BUT THERE IS NOISE AND LIGHTS WITHIN. A YELP OF PAIN BRINGS HER CLOSER TO THE WINDOW. SHE SEES CHILDREN TORTURING A SMALL DOG WHILE THEIR ELDERS LOOK ON AND GIVE ADVICE. A WOMAN TURNS TOWARD THE WINDOW AND LOOKS AT HER.

HAIR THE COLOR OF OLD BLOOD AND A FACE DHULYN KNOWS. IT IS NOT HER OWN FACE, BUT ONE ENOUGH LIKE IT TO MARK THE WOMAN AS KIN. CLOSE KIN. BUT DHULYN NEVER WANTS TO SEE THIS WOMAN’S EXPRESSION ON THE FACE OF ANYONE NEAR OR DEAR TO HER. THIS IS NO PAST SHE HAS EVER SEEN BEFORE.
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Gundaron sat stiff, knees drawn tight to his chest, hands pressed over his lips. He wasn’t afraid of the dark, he told himself. Nor even of small, enclosed spaces. The chamber was large, and there was plenty of air—fresh air at that. He wouldn’t suffocate in the time they would take to find him. Epion—or one of the guards, that was more likely—was probably halfway back to town by now to fetch workmen to dig Gun out. It would only be a matter of hours. He wouldn’t even have time to get hungry, not really.

Epion or the other guard, the one with the dark beard, would wait by the entrance, Gun thought. So they would have no trouble finding the exact spot again. Gun brushed away that thought with a brisk mental wave of the hand. Mar knew where he was—or at least where he’d intended to go. If the upper area was relatively undamaged, she should be able to direct the digging from the portion of their notes where the sun-and-moon marked steps were described.

Did Mar know that Epion had gone with him? Did anyone? The stable boys, he thought. They’d know, even if no one else did, that horses had been taken out and, for that matter, that Gun and his pony had not returned.

And of course, there were other Finders in the city. One of them would surely be available to Find him.

If the guard wasn’t thrown by his horse while riding back to Menoin for help. If Epion and Dark Beard weren’t also buried somewhere in the cave-in.

Strangely, instead of frightening him further, this thought made Gun uncurl, drop his hands, and sit up straight.

“You can’t plan for what might happen,” he said aloud, paraphrasing something Dhulyn Wolfshead had said to him once. “You plan for what can happen.” You couldn’t know how likely something was, the Wolfshead had said. But you could know whether or not it was possible.

It was possible that it would take hours or days for anyone to come looking for him. Possible that even if they came quickly, it might take hours or days for them to dig him out. There was something he could try first.

He rolled his shoulders to loosen the tight muscles of his neck and stretched out his hands. He didn’t have the bowl, but before he met Mar, he used to Find with books. And he did have a book.

He steadied the Caid volume on his knees and opened it to somewhere in the middle, grinned when he saw the language—at least in this section—was unfamiliar. That should actually be of help. He began trying to read the words backward, just letting his eyes drift over them, letting the letters calm him, letting his mind float.

I need a way out, he thought. Where is the way out?

At first he thought nothing was going to happen—after all, no one could Find what wasn’t there. But then a blue line appeared in the air in front of his eyes. He closed the book, tucked it under his arm, and got to his feet. At that moment the candle guttered and went out.

But the blue line was still there, glowing softly in the darkness, the same midnight blue as Mar’s eyes. Warm and soft like velvet. It even seemed to shed a bit of light. Not as much as a candle or lantern, of course, but enough, Gun thought, to help him keep more or less oriented. He stepped forward with confidence—and tripped over a chunk of fallen masonry.

He landed on the book, coughing at the dust raised by his fall. He sneezed, and pulled the collar of his tunic over his nose, trying not to breath in more dust. Blinking, Gun found he could still see the blue line. He put out his hand as if to touch it, as if it were an actual, palpable line made of rope, and walked forward more cautiously, the Caid book once more under his arm.

At first Gun expected at any moment to feel the wall of the book chamber with the fingers of his outstretched hand. After all, the room hadn’t seemed particularly large when the candle was lit. But he must have got turned around at some point, he decided, and was now walking down the length of the room. Even so, surely the room hadn’t been this long? He hadn’t thought to count paces when he began following the blue line, and it was too late to start now. Mar would be disappointed in him, he thought. Even after all they’d been through, when he was focused on something—especially a book—it was easy for him to forget more practical matters. Just as he had that thought, Gun’s reaching fingers stubbed against the hardness of the wall.

The blue line lead directly into it.

He put the book down between his feet and ran his hands over the cold stone until he realized they were trembling too much to do him any good. He took several deep breaths, exhaling slowly, and willed himself to be calm. This time, he could feel texture under his fingertips, as if the wall were made of bricks about the size of his hand, very smooth, with hardly any mortar between them. No, not bricks, tiles.

Gun rubbed at his upper lip. The line was still in front of him, still leading into the wall. Clearly this was the way out. But how? If he could step back, if there were more light, would he be able to see the outline of a door? He hadn’t seen one when he’d entered the chamber, but then he hadn’t been looking for one, had he? He’d been focusing on the golden line that led him to the book.

He reached out again to touch the blue line. His hand passed through it.

“You’re not really there.” His voice did not echo, nor did it sound particularly nervous, he thought. “You’re in my head, not out here in the world at all. You’re just the pointer my own mind is using to help me Find.”

He touched the point on the wall where the blue line seemed to disappear. Was this tile a little rougher than the rest? He pushed against it with the tips of his fingers. Did it move? Give just a little under the pressure? Or was it hope that made him think so?

Gun rubbed his hands together and blew on them. The tiles were cold. He set his feet, braced himself, and pushed at the tile again, this time with his thumbs. There was a grinding noise, and the floor opened beneath him.
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“There. That should do it, my lord.” Jo-Leggett pushed the final rock into place, tossing the loose bush to one side. In another day or so it would be dry enough that no one would notice it again.

Epion walked around to view the section of ruin from another angle. With the green flag gone, there was nothing to distinguish this spot from any other. He nodded his satisfaction. “Can you get the pony back without being seen?”

“Nothing easier,” Jo-Leggett said with a grin. “I walk him into the stable yard complaining loud and long how the young Scholar ran off leaving me to manage both beasts, and no one will notice they didn’t see him with me.”

“If you can do it naturally, suggest that the boy ran off to see Falcos.”

Gabe-Leggett had brought his horse down to him, and as Epion swung himself up into the saddle he saw Gabe was still staring at the pile of broken stone that marked the Scholar’s grave.

“Do you hear something,” he asked.

Gabe looked up. “Won’t we want it then? The book?”

“I do not believe so.” Epion smiled. “Have any of the men we sent through the Path ever returned?”

“No, my lord.” Gabe stood patient.

“Then I don’t think the book has been of any real use to us, has it?” Epion glanced down at the entrance again. “Until now, at any rate.”




Twelve

BEKLUTH ALLAIN LIKED this time of year best. The sweltering temperatures of summer were over, leaving cooler, crisper days ideal for walking or riding. True, the nights were also cooler, but they weren’t yet so cold that a fire was needed for more than cooking, so he was relieved of the constant search for fuel—or from having to use dried horse dung, the smell of which, in Bekluth’s opinion, you never entirely got out of your clothing. The only drawback to this time of year, he thought, was that in about a moon or so he’d have to stop trading entirely for the season and decide what small town should be his winter base this time. Even the Red Horsemen would start moving farther south soon.

At least Bekluth had money enough to pick and choose, thanks to the foreign horses. He’d been clever about them, quite clever really, though he said so himself. He did not get horses every time of course, that would have been too much to expect. So far he’d taken two to the trading center in the Gray Hills, claiming to have obtained them from the Red Horsemen, and both had fetched good prices, which he’d taken part in coin and part in the type of provisions—salt, sugar, and dried fruit—that the Horsemen would trade for or he could use himself. These last two were better horses, as befitted beasts from the stables of a Royal House, and would have brought much better prices at Gray Hills had he been foolish enough to make such an amateur’s mistake as having more horses to trade again so soon. One of them he’d traded to the Cold Lake People—telling them it came from Gray Hills—for the sky stones found in creek and stream beds in the dry season. The other he’d keep for now, stashed away in the place only he knew of.

He smiled broadly. It was years now since he’d left his mother’s people to go trading on his own; he could say anything, tell any tale he liked, and no one the wiser. Everyone he traded with thought he was based with someone else, and he was the only one the Red Horsemen would trade with at all. Why he could—

He stopped so suddenly that the three ponies he had with him kept moving for several paces until their lead ropes pulled taut. His smile faded away. His mother had taught him many valuable lessons before her death, the most valuable being not to draw attention to himself. He’d been careful to follow her lessons, and they had kept him safe so far.

And new wealth might bring him that kind of attention. It would bring him better quarters, surely, a more comfortable inn with a better cook than usual. But if he showed too prosperous, the Guilds would take an interest in his trading route, and that he couldn’t have. So he couldn’t, he absolutely could not, splash money about, no matter what tale he had to tell. He shook himself.

“What if I paid them their cut,” he said aloud. They’d leave him be then. Or would they?

No. That was dangerous thinking, the kind his mother had punished him for. He couldn’t show his new wealth. It was as simple as that. He was tolerated as a small, independent trader, his route ignored by the Guilds, considered too risky for too small a return. If he showed up at a Guild with enough money or goods to pay them their fees, some rival would decide his route was worth taking. And then how could he help anyone?

It took a nudge from one of the ponies, strong enough to make him take a step forward, to get Bekluth’s thoughts to stop chasing themselves in circles. He set off again, a tune coming to his lips. He was worrying for nothing. Soon none of this would matter. Very soon now he would pass through the Sun’s Door for the final time. Where people understood him and appreciated his skills. That was what he’d been promised.

He turned west and began to angle his way toward the territories of the Salt Desert People. It took him the rest of the day and most of the next to find the spot he was looking for. He’d cut the angle too sharply and ended by having to cast back and forth a bit before he was able to follow the smell of burned flesh directly to the pit. He left the ponies well back and approached the orobeast trap on foot. The Red Horsemen had been here, that much was obvious. The ground around the edge had been trampled. They had not been able to lift the bodies out of the pit and, unable to expose them cleanly to the Sun, Moon, and Stars, had burned them where they lay. This was even better than he’d hoped; the Horsemen would avoid a death fire for at least a moon or more.

He squatted on the edge of the pit and looked down. With the sun almost overhead, there was only one corner in shadow, and even there he could make out shapes clearly. The Horsemen had come unprepared, and without extra fuel the fire had not burned hot enough to reduce the bodies completely. If you knew what to look for, it was easy enough to understand the traces. There were the remains of one horse, and there the second. Between the two you could make out the shape of one of the men, and the second was—

Bekluth leaped to his feet and ran around the other side of the pit. The other body was there. It had to be. They had both gone into the pit, horses and all. He squatted again, but no amount of squinting could make another body appear.

Somehow the second man had escaped. Or no, not escaped. If the fall had not killed him, perhaps the Salt Desert People had found and taken him when they made the death pyre.

Bekluth stepped back from the pit and held his hands to his head. He forced himself to take deep breaths, deep and slow. He would go to the Salt Desert People and see what the man had told them. The man was a stranger to them, Bekluth was their friend. They would believe what Bekluth told them. He could take care of this. It was simple.

[image: 029]

Dhulyn knew she’d only been a short time asleep when she felt Parno’s hand on her shoulder. He did not shake, or squeeze, so while she came instantly awake and clearheaded, she did not reach immediately for a weapon.

“The Espadryni wish to speak with us, my heart.” Parno spoke in the nightwatch voice.

“Now?” She answered the same way. Soft voices could not awaken Delvik, but Parno evidently saw no reason to share their thoughts with their hosts, and she had ample reason to trust his judgment.

“They have been sitting in council,” he said. “I suppose they wouldn’t wake us if they didn’t think it of some importance.” He shrugged, and she felt the movement through his arm. “Star-Wind doesn’t meet my eye.”

“Not a good sign.” Dhulyn threw off the light cover Parno must have laid over her and rolled upright, stretching out first her shoulders, then her arms, back, and legs. She tightened the laces on her vest, made sure her hair was well tied out of her face. A glance told her Parno was armed, though his weapons were sheathed, and she picked up her own sword from where she’d placed it ready to her hand and slipped it through her sash.

“And Delvik?” she asked.

A shadow in the doorway answered her. “I will sit with him, if you will allow it.” It was the same younger Horseman who had been sitting in the tent when they arrived.

“I have given him iocain for the pain,” she told him now. “He should not awaken before sunrise.”

The camp was quiet, with very few even of the night sounds common to any large encampment of men. There were lights burning in three of the tents in the women’s area, Dhulyn saw, but otherwise the camp slept. A light rain was falling, little more than a mist, but enough to keep people inside. Dhulyn glanced up, but there was too much cloud to see the stars, shining backward in the sky. There would be more rain before dawn.

The tent of the chiefs held perhaps twenty-five men, sitting at their ease around the central fire. All the men, Dhulyn estimated, who had passed their naming day and would be counted as adult members of the community. Those present now would represent all the adult men who were not out on sentry duty, gone hunting, or with the herds. A space had been left empty next to where the two chiefs, Singer of the Grass-Moon and Spring-Flood, sat next to each other at the far side of the tent from the entry. Everyone in the tent turned to look at them as they entered, though Dhulyn noticed that many seemed reluctant to meet her eyes.

“Will you sit, Mercenaries?” Spring-Flood said indicating the space to his left.

Dhulyn touched her forehead and picked her way through the seated men. It didn’t make the least difference where they sat. They were badly enough outnumbered to make it a question whether they could fight their way out should the need arise. If these were town men—even soldiers—she might have given good odds that she and Parno could deal with all of them. But nomads, that weighted the wager in a different way.

The men moved their feet out of her way, some still without actually looking at her, though there seemed to be no reluctance in allowing them to pass. It was apparent that whatever the council had brought them to hear, all were in agreement with it.

“We regret, Mercenaries, that we were unable to heal your Brother.” It was Singer of the Grass-Moon who offered this apology, Dhulyn noted. As the most powerful of the shamans, such magic would have been his responsibility, even if he had not undertaken it himself.

“We accept that there is a limit to all things,” Dhulyn said. A more profound silence fell at her words. Someone in the shadows coughed.

“It is distracting for us to hear a woman’s voice in this tent, Dhulyn Wolfshead. We do not wish to offend, but we would take it as a great favor, if Parno Lionsmane could speak for you both.”

“I am the Senior Mercenary Brother present,” Dhulyn said. She was more than a little surprised to find that she was offended. She was familiar with this attitude of male superiority—what woman who traveled wasn’t?—but she realized that she had taken it for granted that she would be treated as an equal by the Espadryni, regardless of their attitude toward their own “broken” women. Pretend you are in the Great King’s Court, she told herself. But it was hard to do when she looked around her and saw what might have been her own people.

“But you are bonded, are you not? The two of you are as one person. It should not matter to you which of you speaks, yet it matters a great deal to us. You would do us much honor if you agreed.”

Dhulyn drew in a deep breath. On the one hand, that they were Partnered did not change the fact that she had been a Mercenary Brother longer than Parno. On the other hand, they were Partners, and the fact that he did not normally speak for the two of them did not mean that this would be the first time. Remember the Great King’s Court, she told herself again.

She signaled Parno with a flick of her left thumb.

“As we are guests in your home,” Parno said, smoothly picking up on his cue. “We will agree.”

The older man leaned back against the saddle that had been placed behind him as a rest. Spring-Flood cleared his throat. “It is as our honored guests that we wish to speak with you,” he began. “We have talked long on the subject of your Brother, Delvik Bloodeye. We understand the need for a warrior to end his life when he sees his usefulness to his Brothers is over, and we would not stand in the way of such an intent.”

Here it comes, Dhulyn thought, fighting to keep her face from showing her irritation. There’s a “however” coming, clear as clear.

“However,” Spring-Flood continued, “we ask that Parno Lionsmane’s be the hand that releases your Brother to the Sun, Moon, and Stars.”

Dhulyn didn’t even bother to signal Parno; he knew what her answer would be.

“Dhulyn Wolfshead is Senior Brother,” Parno said, just as she expected. “Senior to Delvik Bloodeye, as well as to me. Our Common Rule requires this of her, not of me.”

“With respect to your Common Rule, it would still be seen as a killing done by a woman of the Espadryni.” This time a murmur of sound and movement followed the Horse Shaman’s words. This time he had not referred to the women as “Seers,” Dhulyn noticed. “Dhulyn Wolfshead might be seen as no longer whole. We cannot allow it.”

This time Parno looked at her, waiting for her sign before speaking. She drummed her fingers on her knee.

“We will wait here until you have gone on. We’ll manage,” he added.

“Your determination to abide by your oath, and give your Brother Delvik Bloodeye the Final Sword, despite ill consequences to yourself, actually weighs in your favor, young one.” Singer of the Grass-Moon reached across Spring-Flood and touched Dhulyn on the back of her right hand, so there could be no doubt whom he addressed. His voice was raspy with overuse. “But it is not consequences to you that concerns us here, but consequences to ourselves, to our Seers. You may ride away, even pass once more through the Door of the Sun, and this land, and our concerns, will be behind you. But our women will know that you killed a man and were not punished for it. It will make them restless, make them test the boundaries and constraints of the Pact, and we will be forced to punish them because of your example.”

Dhulyn inhaled sharply, opened her mouth . . . and closed it again, before the flash of anger made her speak. It was unthinkable that they could do this, that they could take her duty from her. She looked at Parno. His eyes flicked to the gold and silver armlet Dhulyn wore on her right arm, and she pressed her lips together in frustration. Finding and aiding their Brothers was only part of their mission here, if the most important part. They had still to find the killer of the Princess Cleona, which the help and goodwill of the Espadryni would make easier.

And even if she might be willing to throw such aid away, was she willing to be responsible for the maiming, perhaps even the deaths, of Espadryni women? Dhulyn took a deep breath. She could hold to the exact letter of the Common Rule, risk failure in their mission, and endanger innocent people. Or, she could let Parno act for her in this, reasoning that it was much the same as his speaking for both of them. Was that an argument that would hold before a Senior Brother such as Gustof Ironhand?

Of course that would only matter if they were able to pass back through the Door of the Sun. Today’s troubles today, she thought.

She rested her left hand on her knee, small finger extended to the side. I agree, but I don’t like it.

 


When Mother Sun was well up, Dhulyn helped Delvik Bloodeye, sweating and with teeth clenched against the pain, out of the tent into the watery sunshine. An area had been cleared in the center of the camp, in front of the main tent of the chiefs. The women’s section touched one side of this area, but there were only a few sufficiently interested to gather closely enough to watch, and these seemed to be watching Dhulyn rather than anyone else. Once again most of the men of the Salt Desert had gathered to watch the ceremony, leaving the underage boys to mind the herds and flocks. Dhulyn frowned. She would have much preferred that Parno give Delvik his Final Sword in private—this was something between Brothers, after all—but she could understand that the Espadryni felt very differently.

Dhulyn blinked against the light, her eyelids feeling gritty. Parno’s pipes were an unfamiliar weight on her left shoulder. They had all three washed themselves as clean as possible, put on their best clothes—which in Delvik’s case meant borrowing Parno’s cleanest trousers and a cloak of Dhulyn’s that she only used in the worst cold. The sword at his side, however, was his own.

When she had their Brother positioned properly, Dhulyn caught Star-Wind’s eye and nodded. At his signal, everyone except the Mercenaries sat down on the ground.

“I would have been proud to give you my death, Dhulyn my Brother,” Delvik said almost in her ear.

Dhulyn cleared her throat. She had judged the dose of iocain correctly. “I would have been honored to receive it.” She nodded to Parno, who drew his sword. “Parno is my Partner; you know that we are the two edges of one sword.”

Delvik nodded. “Find that cursed murderer, my Brothers. Give him an extra blow for me and for Kesman.” He looked around them, at the faces of the Horsemen, some curious, some frowning. “Things would be so much better if we Brothers ran the world.”

“There would be fewer people.” Dhulyn was rewarded by Delvik’s crooked smile. “Are you ready, Delvik my Brother?”

“I am. But . . . may I stand alone?”

Dhulyn released him slowly, giving him time to find his own balance. Delvik had to put his weight on his left foot, he could not even touch his right to the ground.

Delvik drew his sword with his right hand, and smiled. Then he saluted Parno with his sword, the motion as crisp as if they were putting on a demonstration. Parno extended his own blade and gave that of Delvik a sharp rap, making the steel ring.

Don’t play. Dhulyn closed the words in behind her teeth. End it quickly.

“I give you my death, Parno Lionsmane,” Delvik said, pointing his sword to the sky and touching his trembling fingertips to his forehead.

Parno returned the salute. “Delvik Bloodeye, I receive it. In Battle.” He plunged his sword into Delvik’s heart.

Dhulyn took one step forward, but Delvik only fell to his knees, Parno moving so that the blade did not pull free. Delvik put his left hand on top of Parno’s blade, his right hand still held his own. “Or in Death,” he whispered, finishing the salute.

His eyes closed, and his hand opened. Dhulyn caught his sword before it touched the ground.

Parno pulled his blade free.

The Espadryni got to their feet, and Star-Wind approached them. “The doorway has been prepared for your Brother,” he said. “Will you need help to move him?”

Dhulyn cleared her throat, but Parno answered for her. “No, we thank you. We will carry him ourselves.”

Parno wiped his blade clean and sheathed it before taking his pipes from Dhulyn and slinging them over his own shoulder. They laid Delvik’s body out straight on the blanket they’d brought from his bed. Dhulyn tucked his hands into his belt so they wouldn’t fall loose. She smoothed back his hair and straightened the cloak she had given him. Since Parno had waited to draw out the blade, the wound showed very little blood.

“Show us the place,” she said when she straightened to her feet, moving to stand at Delvik’s feet.

“If you will follow me.” Parno lifted his end of the blanket, and Dhulyn followed suit. The mass of men watching parted for them as Star-Wind led them east of the camp—toward where, in this world, the sun would rise. Here the Espadryni had constructed a narrow platform made of crisscrossed poles and lathes, perhaps shoulder height on a tall man.

Among the other things that had been decided the evening before, Dhulyn had agreed to have Delvik’s body disposed of in the manner normally used by the Espadryni. Delvik had expressed no preference for burial or burning, and it was within the dictates of the Common Rule that the bodies of Mercenary Brothers could be treated according to the practices of the land in which they died. Delvik’s body would be exposed to Mother Sun and Father Moon, Stars, Cloud, Wind, Rain, and Snow, until there was nothing left of it.

Dhulyn and Parno lifted their dead Brother up onto the framework, and Parno stood back two paces. Dhulyn took hold of the pole nearest her and looked up, as if to speak to Delvik.

“I did not know our Brother well, Delvik Bloodeye, called the Bull, Schooled by Yoruk Silverheels. I met him for the first time in the lands beyond the Path of the Sun. He sought a killer of men, to do justice and to keep to his oaths. Delvik Bloodeye, called the Bull, died in the best fashion. On his feet, his sword in his hand, killed by the blade of his own Brother.” Dhulyn’s voice was strong, but she felt the sting of salt in her eyes.

“So may it pass with all of us. In Battle or in Death,” Dhulyn added, and Parno echoed her. She stepped back, leaving Parno closest to the body. He adjusted his pipes, and began to play, using drones as well as chanter, which drew the admiration of the Horsemen who had followed them to the site.

“We would have left weapons with him,” Star-Wind said, approaching her quietly from her left side.

“Better they should go on and serve other Brothers.” Dhulyn looked sideways at the young Espadryni. “Delvik takes with him the weapons no Mercenary is without.”

“May he rest with the Stars now,” Star-Wind said. “And with Mother Sun and Father Moon.”

Dhulyn nodded without speaking and let the music of Parno’s pipes wash over her.




Thirteen

“THIS IS GOOD,” Gun said to the carter. “I can walk from here.”

“You sure, boy? I can easy take you as far as the main square.”

Gun didn’t take offense. The man was more than old enough to call anyone “boy.” He’d rarely seen anyone as old who was not a Healer. The amazing thing was that the man was spry enough to manage his cart.

“I’m certain, sir. I’ve kept you from your business long enough.” And there was no way Gun wanted the old man to take him as far as the palace. Too many explanations, including why he thought that a Scholar, dirty, wet, and with scratches on his face, would be allowed in at this time of night. Gun had met the old man on the west road, not far from the sea where the tunnel out of the old Caid ruins had ended in a rocky grotto, half full of cold seawater. The old man was coming in early for the morning’s market, planning to spend a few hours in the home of his granddaughter and meet his new great-grandchild and namesake. Gun couldn’t believe his luck; not only did he have a ride to save him the long walk back to the city, but the old man was so interested in his own news he had no curiosity left over to question Gundaron’s appearance in the middle of a lonely road.

Tired as he was, the thought of a hot fire and dry clothes helped Gun make good time up through the narrow streets to the palace. He avoided the main gate and entered with the scantiest of explanations through the gates to the stable yards, anxious to get to Mar and relieve her worries as quickly as possible. Again luck was with him; many of the junior guards knew him and Mar from their frequent visits to the palace, and everyone senior enough to question him more closely was asleep.

The guard at the entrance to the royal wing was another matter.

“Scholar, you look as though the cat swallowed you and vomited you up into a mud puddle.” The man’s face was familiar, but Gun had never heard his name. What was clear from his dry tone and his narrowed eyes was that no one was either looking for Gun or worried about his absence. So Epion had raised no alarm.

Gun hesitated, knowing that the longer he took to answer, the more suspicious he would look. And yet this was not the time or place to make accusations against the Tarkin’s uncle. Blooded nobles, he said to himself. When was he going to learn? His hands formed into fists. He thought he’d been cured of trusting people just because they came from a High Noble House—but evidently not. He hadn’t wanted to believe it, but the cave-in had been no accident.

“Her husband came home unexpectedly,” he finally said. It was the one excuse he could think of that would account for his bedraggled appearance and the lateness of his arrival—and his hesitation.

The guard’s lip pulled back. “I’m sure your own wife will be pleased to hear that,” he said, disgust heavy in his voice.

Gun ducked his head and sidled past, his ears burning. The guard’s low opinion was just something he’d have to live with. Fortunately he reached the door to his and Mar’s rooms without meeting anyone else he had to lie to. As he would have expected, the thin line of light along the bottom edge of the door showed that Mar was still up. Gun lifted the latch with fingers suddenly stiff with cold and entered the sitting room.

“Mar, I—”

Suddenly there were soft lips pressed tight against his mouth and Mar’s warm body wrapped around his. As he returned her kisses, he felt his eyes stinging and a trembling begin in his knees.

Then Mar stopped kissing him as suddenly as she’d begun. “You’re wet to the skin,” she said, pulling him toward the brazier glowing in the center of the room. “Caids, where have you been? How did you get wet? Did you Find it? Where’s the book?”

Her soft musical voice was low and controlled, but all the time she was speaking, Mar was touching him, hugging his arm, cupping his face in her hand, and from that Gundaron knew how frightened she had been. So happy was he to see her—to be in their rooms—that it took him a long moment to realize the odd noise he heard was his teeth chattering.

“Out of those wet clothes, quickly.” Mar turned away and ran into the bedroom, where the open door let him see her rummaging through their packs.

“I don’t f-feel cold,” he said, as he pulled his wet tunic off over his head and tossed it on a nearby stool.

“I’m not surprised.” Mar handed him a soft towel as big as the bed sheets in cheaper inns and took his wet garments as he peeled them off. “It’s a wonder you can feel anything at all.”

Gun scrubbed at his face and his goose-pimpled arms. The heat from the brazier was just beginning to make itself felt. “Why wasn’t there someone looking for me? The guards at the gate didn’t even seem to know I was missing.”

The corners of Mar’s mouth turned down. “I’m so sorry. I spent most of the day with Alaria, helping her prepare for the wedding, and I didn’t even start getting worried until it was almost sunset.” She held her lower lip in her teeth before continuing. “I went down to the stable, and your pony was there, but no one seemed to remember when it came in. I was on my way to ask the Steward of Walls’ help when I ran into Lord Epion, and he said he would take care of it.”

Gun stuck his head through the neck of his tunic, pulled it straight, and sat down to pull on his leggings. “He did, did he? Well he’d just about taken care of me already.” As he finished dressing, Gun told Mar what had happened at the ruins. He spoke as coolly as he could manage, but she was still white-faced at the end of his narration, her deep blue eyes like stains on ivory. Without saying anything, she went into the bedroom and fetched a blanket, wrapping it neatly around his legs before she sat down in the other chair, but still close enough to be able to reach out and touch him.

“Epion said he’d send someone to look for you,” she said, eyes narrow and focused on the memory. She glanced up at Gun. “Though he didn’t tell me he’d gone with you in the first place.” Her lips pressed into a thin line. Gun knew that look and was grateful it wasn’t meant for him. Mar looked away again, tapping the arm of the chair with the palm of her hand. “What about the book?” she said finally. “Did you Find it?”

“I had to leave it, I didn’t know what damage the water might do. There was a ledge, just a bit downstream from the trapdoor, and I left it there. Caids grant the tide doesn’t raise the water level so far inland.” He stuck a hand out of the blanket and rubbed at his upper lip. “I can Find it again if I have to.”

Mar gave a brisk nod that was at odds with the abstracted look on her face and went to the fireplace, where she had a kettle simmering on the hearth. She poured the warmed water into one of the beautifully glazed cups that matched a jug on the mantelpiece and was bringing it to Gun when a light knock, barely a brush against the door panels, made them both look to the door.

The thick pine, paneled and painted in hunting scenes, eased silently open. Mar froze, still holding the cup in both hands at breast level. When Gun saw who it was, he struggled with the folds of the blanket, wanting to be on his feet.

“Gundaron! The guards have just told me you came in.” Epion strode forward, hands outstretched, all the angles of his craggy face turned down in misery. “Thank the Caids you got back safely.”

“No thanks to you, I understand, Lord Epion.” Normally Gun would have been more polite—or at least more circumspect—but he found he was tired of being polite to nobles who were trying to get him killed. From the look on Mar’s face as she set down the cup of warmed water, she felt exactly the same way.

“I came as soon as I heard—” Epion thrust both hands through his hair. “Caids, what you must be thinking.” He looked from Mar to Gun and back again, his eyes dark and staring in a white face.

“I think you started a rockfall that trapped me in the underground chamber.” Gun was pleased to hear how steady his voice was. He didn’t want Epion to know just how close he was to collapsing on the floor.

“And even if that was an accident,” Mar said, taking up the attack just as though she realized how little energy Gun had left, “you certainly left him there to die. When I went to you for help, you did nothing. Worse than that, you pretended to know nothing of it.” Epion squeezed his eyes shut. Mar waited. “Well, Lord Epion?” she said finally. “Is this what you expected us to think?” It was at moments like these, Gun thought, that Mar’s awareness of her own High Noble status came to the fore. Gun would never have spoken to Epion in that tone.

Epion put his left hand down on the back of the chair Gun had vacated and scrubbed at his face with his right. Finally, he lowered himself into the chair. If Gun had known the man better, he would have said he was trying hard not to cry. Gun looked over at Mar, and from the look on her face, she was as confused as he.

“You had better tell us what you are about,” she said. She waved Gun forward into the chair she’d been sitting in and remained standing, leaning her hip against the table. “If what we think isn’t correct—or isn’t the whole story—now is the time to tell us.”

Epion raised his head. “I can’t—” he scrubbed at his face again, then shook himself all over like a dog just out of a lake. “I have to tell someone. I wish the Mercenary Brothers were still here.” He pressed his lips together, took a deep breath in through his nose and let it out again, relaxing his shoulders as he did so. Gun shot a look at Mar and saw she was watching Epion with a neutral face. Whatever was coming, it seemed she was prepared to meet it with an open mind. Gun wasn’t sure he could say the same. But sometimes a willingness to listen, genuine or not, obtained more information than the most careful interrogation.

“Did you cause the rockfall?” he asked the nobleman.

Epion started nodding before he looked up. “Yes, I think so,” he said. He sat up straighter and squared his shoulders as if he had made up his mind to something. “But it was an accident, I swear it. I tripped over a loose bit of pavement, and when I put my hand out to steady myself, the rocks moved and crashed down. I called out, I kept calling for you, but I heard nothing. Then I thought I should waste no more time but get back here for help. I even left one of my guards there, with instructions to keep calling your name until I returned.”

“What changed your mind?” Mar’s voice was now quiet and warm, as if she were interviewing a shy child.

“I didn’t change my mind.” Epion’s voice hardened. “I had it changed for me.” He glanced at them both in turn before continuing. “I needed the Palace Guard, not just my few men, and for that I needed Falcos. I went straight to him in his private chamber and told him what had happened.” Here Epion swallowed and Mar handed him the cup of cooling water she’d placed on the table. He nodded his thanks and tossed back half the contents of the cup before returning his gaze to the floor between them. “He told me, Falcos told me, to let it be,” he said without raising his head. “He said with you gone there was one less complication.”

Gun blinked heavy lids and pulled his blanket tighter around him. Despite the brazier, he couldn’t seem to get warm. And his brain seemed just as cold and sluggish. Falcos had said this? The same Falcos who, when his father was still alive, had sat up with them after his duties were done, drinking wine until the early hours and talking about the Caids? That Falcos?

I really have to stop trusting nobles. “Did he send you along to kill me, or at least to make sure I wasn’t coming back?” he said.

“Not exactly.” Epion looked up. “I was to watch you. To see if you found the book and to take it from you if you did.”

“But why?” Gun shook his head, then wished he hadn’t when the room spun a bit before settling down again. “It was for his sake I was Finding it.”

Epion’s glance flicked between them. “Was it? Someone hid the book in the ruins. We have only his word that Falcos does not already have the key. Why did he send the first Mercenary Brothers away? Why did he let Alaria send your good friends after them? He has some plan, but I cannot see what it could be.”

Gun rubbed at his upper lip. Did Falcos know about the underground chamber? Had all the interest he had shown in their work been with an ulterior purpose?

Mar was shaking her head. “You didn’t tell me any of this when I was looking for the Steward of Walls.”

“How could I? Falcos is my family, the only family I have left. And even if he wasn’t, he’s my Tarkin.”

“So why are you telling us now?” Gun asked.

“When I heard you were back—when I saw you—I couldn’t let you think . . .” He hung his head again. “I didn’t know it would be so hard.”

“It’s hard to know that you’ve killed someone dishonorably,” Mar allowed. “But you’re right, it is harder when others know about it.”

“This is not the worst,” Epion said. He sat leaning forward in his chair, his square-fingered hands clasped together and hanging between his knees. He looked dejected, as well he might, Gun thought. In telling them this, the man had taken the first step against his nephew and Tarkin.

“Not the worst? Leaving someone to die is not the worst?” Mar’s gentle voice was beginning to harden. “What could be worse?”

Epion was nodding, as if she’d said something he could agree with. “I keep thinking how angry he was with his father. He says now it was because he wanted to go to Arderon, but that was not the impression I had at the time.” He pressed his lips tight. Gun glanced at Mar, but there was no doubt Epion was speaking of Falcos. “And then I think about how my brother’s body looked—you saw it, you know—not as bad as what happened to Cleona, you said—”

“As if the killer had been interrupted,” Gun said, remembering.

“Or as if it were a different killer,” Mar put in. “Someone who had only heard of the mutilations.”

“You think it was Falcos.” Gun said. “You think Falcos used the other murders to make it look as though his father’s death was just one of a series of killings?” The way Epion’s face crumpled was answer enough. He had wanted it said without being able to say it himself.

“But what about Princess Cleona?”

“From what you and the Mercenaries have said, that must have been the work of the real killer, if I may call him so.” He rubbed at his face with his hands. “Falcos could not be so evil, I cannot believe it. We are still under a curse from the gods.”

Mar’s lips were pursed in thought as she looked down on Epion’s bent head. “Forgive me, Lord Epion, but are you not the next heir to the throne?”

He glanced up without straightening. “Why do you think I have been gathering my own guard? People loyal to me? I do not want to believe any of this, but when I remember how angry Falcos was—” He sat up and sighed. “What do we do now?”

Gun blinked. His mind was a complete fog.

“We sleep on it,” Mar advised, straightening to her feet. “Gun is exhausted past the point of planning. So far as Falcos knows, we’re still in ignorance, and let’s leave it there for now. There’s nothing we can do in the middle of the night,” Mar pointed out. Gun had the feeling she was the only one operating with her whole brain. He himself was so tired he could barely keep his eyes open, let alone concentrate on the issues at hand. And the shock and confusion Epion was suffering from was clear on the man’s face.

“For the moment we’re safe, aren’t we, Lord Epion?” Mar was saying. “The Tarkin doesn’t suspect you, or us for that matter? Go, get some rest, and we’ll meet again in the morning.”

“What do you think?” Gun said as soon as the door had closed behind the older man. He rubbed at his eyes with hands that felt made of lead. “Do we believe him?”

“He looked genuinely upset,” Mar said. “But then Falcos . . .” She shook her head. “We’ve seen actors on the stage look just as distressed.”

Gun pushed himself to his feet, accepting Mar’s arm around his waist both for her warmth, and for help to keep him standing. “One of them is acting a part,” he said. “But which one?”

“Maybe both.”

 


Epion waited until the door was well shut behind him before he raised his bowed head and straightened his shoulders. He barely noticed the Leggett brothers fall into step behind him as he strode off down the corridor to his own rooms.

“You were clever to bring me the news straight away, Gabe,” he told the dark-bearded guard.

“Yes, my lord.”

“I’ve just turned a possible disaster into a definite advantage.”

“Yes, my lord.”

He’d made the Scholars his allies, and when the time came, they would speak for him to Alaria.
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The walk back from the exposed corpse took them past the horse line, where Bloodbone and Warhammer were causing a great deal of interest among the younger men and boys. The Espadryni were being respectful, Dhulyn was happy to see. After what had passed that morning, she was in no mood to tolerate anything less.

“It seems they have no proper horses then, in the lands beyond Mother Sun’s Door.” This was a particular youth whom Dhulyn had noticed the others called Scar-Face, no doubt from the mark which dragged down the left corner of his lip. He was one of the ones who were always watching her, but always turning their eyes away if she looked back at them. Even now he addressed his remarks to Parno.

“I’m not surprised you don’t recognize proper horses when you see them, having had so few opportunities,” Parno cut in before Dhulyn could open her mouth. Just as well, she thought. The mood she was in, she was just as likely to give Scar-Face’s friends another nickname for him as she was to give the man a civil answer. “These are quite puny specimens.” Her Partner walked a few paces up the horse line, his hands clasped behind his back. When he had gone a few paces more he stopped and turned back to look at Scar-Face. “I suppose you keep them for food?”

There was a shocked intake of breath from among the younger ones in the group, but also hastily covered smiles on older faces. Dhulyn said nothing, merely showed them all her wolf’s smile. This exchange of insults was no more than the normal bandying between two newly met groups who had in mind to test each other’s mettle. She wondered if these young men were here with or without the approval of their elders.

“Oh, no. No, ours are not for racing,” Parno was saying with a superior smile in response to a sally Dhulyn did not hear. “Come now, you say you’re a horseman, and you can’t tell that much just from looking at them? I’m not saying they can’t keep up a good pace over time if needed.” Parno laid his hand on Warhammer’s flank. “Look at the chest he has, and the strength in his back. But these are battle mounts, not toys. Specially trained and large enough to carry riders bearing weapons and body armor.” He tapped himself on the chest to show them what kind of armor he meant.

“You do not have any armor with you now,” pointed out one of the other young men.

“If we had brought our packhorse through the Path of the Sun,” Dhulyn said, “we could have shown you all of our weapons. As it is, we have only what seemed reasonable to bring with us.” She refrained from telling them that what seemed reasonable to a Mercenary Brother might seem excessive to a Horseman.

“Of what does this special training consist?” Star-Wind stepped forward, but not, Dhulyn noted, until it seemed there were to be no blows. He had reached out to stroke Bloodbone’s shoulder but had held back his hand when the mare turned to look at him. Dhulyn smiled again, this time careful to keep the scar from pulling her lip back.

“Well, now, I have the same Schooling as any Mercenary Brother, but each of us has his or her own special talent, and that of my Partner, Dhulyn Wolfshead, is horses.” Parno looked around him with a smile. “Something that should cause you no surprise.” He got some smiles in return, but there were also some uneasy sideways glances aimed her way. “I’ve practiced horse tricks many times, but if it’s a demonstration you’d like, it’s my Partner you should be asking.”

In a moment all eyes were on her.

“With or without saddle?” she asked.

“My heart,” Parno cut in. “In battle a saddle is always used.” He was giving her an out, a chance to show them the easier techniques. Dhulyn all but rolled her eyes.

“Of course, but I thought our friends would be interested in a more difficult demonstration.” Dhulyn scratched her left ear with her right hand and Parno raised his right eyebrow in acknowledgment.

“Well, then, without saddle by all means,” Star-Wind said.

Parno held up his hand for silence as his Partner stroked Bloodbone’s nose and, catching the mare’s head between her hands, rested her forehead against the horse’s face.

I hope you know what you’re doing, my heart. He’d seen and recognized the signs of Dhulyn’s impatience and frustration growing in her since the night before. Very rarely did her temper get the better of her, but when it did, Parno had learned to watch out. He knew of no one more skilled on horseback than his Partner, but any Mercenary knew that anger made you stupid and that stupidity led to mistakes.

Dhulyn was breathing deeply now, and Parno had hopes that she was using a Shora to help her concentrate—or even to keep an even temper.

“Women have no magic over horses,” the one called Scar-Face said, the sneer in his voice just below the surface.

“Where there is love and trust, there is no need of magic,” Parno answered. Star-Wind made a sign, and Scar-Face fell silent, but his tightly pressed lips showed his disapproval.

Dhulyn took a final deep breath and stroked her hand down Bloodbone’s nose. The mare tossed her head and breathed into her mistress’ face. Smiling, Dhulyn swung herself onto Bloodbone’s back.

“I’ll begin with the easy steps,” she said. Her voice was quiet and tranquil, and it was hard to be sure she spoke to the men and not the horse. “Is there a short piece of rope to hand?” When one had been found and tossed to her, Dhulyn wrapped an end around each hand and held her arms up over her head.

“What does she do?” Star-Wind asked.

“She shows you that she is not directing the horse with any action of her hands,” Parno said. “The point is that in battle, you may need both hands for your weapons.” He turned to the young shaman. “I’m certain you are all skilled at guiding your horses with just your knees.”

“To be sure, there is nothing new in that,” Star-Wind agreed.

“Then watch.”

For Dhulyn the easy steps consisted in showing her fine control over Bloodbone’s motion and her own excellent balance. She stood on the mare’s back as Bloodbone trotted, then galloped, back and forth, turning first one way then the other. She lay prone on the mare’s back, then hid herself from their view by hanging down Bloodbone’s side. At one point she stopped, looking around her, and had Bloodbone kneel. Suddenly, they both disappeared from view.

“What is this? Who has done this?” Star-Wind looked around him outraged, clearly expecting some trick on the part of one of the better shamans among the other Horsemen.

“Wait,” Parno said. He pulled his chanter out of his belt and gave three long whistles. Immediately Dhulyn and Bloodbone popped up from behind the crest of grass, which had been hiding them in a shallow depression, and were thundering down toward the gathered men, Dhulyn whooping out a war cry and swinging the piece of rope around her head like a battle-ax. Suddenly, without lowering her hands, she stopped short, and Bloodbone spun first one way and then the other, as if dodging unseen foes. Then Dhulyn had Bloodbone move forward with a peculiar hopping gait, hooves kicking out before her.

“If there were men on the ground, they would fall beneath those hooves,” Star-Wind said. “And Dhulyn Wolfshead could be striking out at those farther away. I begin to understand.”

“Wait, there’s more.”

At the unseen signal, Bloodbone leaped straight up into the air like a cat and struck out sideways with all four metal-shod hooves. She spun and did it again, and again.

Parno shrugged apologetically. “Doesn’t look like much here, it’s a little more impressive in the field of battle.”

Star-Wind gave a whoop and slapped Parno on the shoulder. “You are a very funny man, Parno Lionsmane, very funny. Not look like much? Mercenary, it is impressive enough, believe me. Can you train our horses to do such things?”

“It takes a long time,” Dhulyn said, walking Bloodbone nearer. “And the rider must be trained as closely as the horse. Yours aren’t shod,” she added, sliding off Bloodbone’s back and tossing the reins to one of the boys now jostling each other to catch them. “That makes a deal of difference to the damage that can be done. But you must ask yourself, Star-Wind, whether the nature of your enemies and the battles that you fight justify such an expenditure of time.”

Star-Wind nodded, tongue tapping his upper lip. “It is pretty, though, isn’t it?”

“As pretty as killing people ever is.”




Fourteen

“GUN.” Mar touched her sleeping husband softly on the cheek, waited until he’d blinked his eyes open and focused on her face before she stood up and went to open the shutters on the day. Half the morning had gone, and she’d waited as long as she could, expecting at any moment that Epion would appear at their door, but evidently the Tarkin’s uncle had duties that kept him occupied this morning. If only he’d had such duties the day before—though according to what he’d said, in a manner of speaking, he had.

Mar resisted the urge to go back and help Gun out of bed, to touch him again. They’d spent the whole night wrapped together, and it still hadn’t quite managed to dispel the dread she’d felt the day before when hour after hour had passed and Gun still hadn’t returned. They’d not been apart since they’d met, not since Imrion, not even in the Library at Valdomar, since Scholars recognized marriage as well as other forms of partnering.

“This tunic’s shrunk,” Gun said from inside the folds of blue linen.

“That’s because it’s mine.” Gently Mar helped Gun get his head out of her spare tunic and handed him his own. One of the things she greatly enjoyed about being a Scholar was that their dress was decided for them, blue tunic with their Library crest on the shoulder, brown leggings, a brown hood when the weather called for it, and a black cap for formal occasions. It didn’t hurt that blue was a good color for her. Though a cousin of a High Noble House, Mar had been fostered with a family of weavers, and while she had a respect for and a knowledge of good cloth, she had little understanding of and less interest in the nobility’s preoccupation with fashion.

“There,” she said, giving Gun’s tunic a last pull to straighten it into place. “We’ve fruit, ganje, and biscuits in the sitting room.”

“A person could get used to this,” Gun said. He started to stand up, groaned, and sat back down on the edge of the bed.

“Muscles sore?” Mar said with sympathy.

“I don’t think I’ll need a Healer.” His voice was so solemn Mar couldn’t be sure he wasn’t joking.

She’d let Gun sleep, knowing that both body and mind needed rest after his ordeal the day before, but she’d had a couple of hours with nothing to do but think over their position in the face of what Epion had told them, and she kept herself from fidgeting while Gun ate his breakfast by force of will alone.

He glanced up from spooning fig preserves onto his third biscuit and must have seen something of what she was feeling on her face.

“Do we believe him or not?” he asked around the bite of food in his mouth.

“Gun, did you tell Epion it was a book you were looking for?”

Gun’s jaws froze in the action of chewing, but his head was slowly shaking from side to side. “I don’t think so,” he said after swallowing. “We told Alaria, though. Might she have told him?”

Mar frowned. She’d been hoping for a more definite answer. “What about all the details of the mutilation, the differences between the bodies? Were Epion and Falcos even in the room when we were talking about that?”

Gun was rubbing his upper lip again, a sure sign of distress. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember. I can see why you ask. If we knew he hadn’t been told about the book, or the mutilations, it would mean he has guilty knowledge, the kind he could only have if he were somehow involved in the killings. As it is ...”

Mar sighed. “As it is, we’re no closer to that answer than we were last night.” She leaned toward him, shoving the plate of fruit closer to him. “But I think I know what we should do first.”

“And from the look on your face, it isn’t finding Epion.”

Mar leaned back in her chair, nodding. “We still have to tread carefully, but maybe not as carefully as Epion implied. Think about this: We have our own standing here, through our Scholars’ Library, and our permission to dig in the ruins comes directly from the Tarkinate. If Falcos wanted to get rid of us, all he’d have to do is rescind that permission, and we’d have no choice but to return to Valdomar. There’s no need to kill us.”

“So if we are in danger,” Gun said, “it isn’t because of who or what we are.”

That was the great thing about Scholars, the path of logic wasn’t a strange journey for them. “We’re only here, in the palace I mean, because of Princess Alaria, so whatever this is, it touches her more than it does us.”

“So we go to Alaria.” Gun wiped his mouth and hands on the napkin provided and started to stand, winced, and pushed himself upright with his hands on the edge of the table. “I only hope there’s no riding today,” he said. “I don’t think my muscles could take it.”

Fortunately, it was only a step from their rooms to the Tarkina’s apartments, or the abuse Gun’s muscles had taken the day before might have been tested further.

There were two guards outside the door to the Tarkina’s suite instead of the one Mar expected. Still, one of them was Julen, wearing the crest that marked her as one of the Tarkin’s personal guard, and the other—an unfamiliar older man in an unadorned Palace Guard tunic—merely raised his eyebrows when Julen nodded to them and led them through into the anteroom of the Tarkina’s chambers. She opened the inner door.

“The Scholars of Valdomar, my lords,” Julen said.

Lords?

They were clear of the doorway and into the room before the word really registered and Mar understood why there had been two guards at the hall door.

“Lord Tarkin,” she said as soon as she’d gathered her wits. “Lady.”

The strange thing was that Falcos and Alaria each had much the same look on their faces. Not the besotted, “I’m not thinking straight” look of new lovers, nor yet the strained, “I’m just here because my position requires it” look of people who are making the best of what their duty demanded. Rather this was the look of people who had been interrupted while discussing something apart from themselves, something serious.

Something that worried them.

“I am pleased to see you looking so well, Gundaron of Valdomar,” Falcos said. There was a slight smile on his beautiful mouth and a twinkle in his eye. “From what the Lady of Arderon has been telling me, it was not so sure a thing. When did you return, and what delayed you?”

Mar bit at her lower lip. Of course she’d been unable to hide her fears from Alaria the day before, and the princess had no reason not to share the story with the Tarkin. Relax, she told herself. Even if everything Epion had told them about Falcos was the truth, it appeared that Falcos still meant to play his part.

“You should have come to me yourself, Mar-eMar, and not left things to chance. I know you may not be accustomed to palace life, either of you, but, please, next time take a guard or at least a page with you when you leave the city. Though the Caids know, there was no safety in numbers for the Princess Cleona. What was it that took you out alone, Scholar?”

So, the Tarkin was pretending not to know that Epion had gone with Gun to the ruins. Mar pressed her lips together. Who to trust, who to believe? Falcos looked open and honest enough, and Alaria—who had not struck Mar as a fool—certainly seemed to trust him. Dhulyn Wolfshead had not liked Epion, she remembered. Was that enough to guide her?

“Mar, what is it?” Alaria rose and approached her, touching her on the arm.

She knew what Dhulyn Wolfshead would do in this spot, Mar thought. The Mercenary Brother would simply say what she thought. She’d say that more trouble and confusion was caused by people hiding their thoughts and being afraid to find things out than by any other thing.

“It’s Epion,” she said, watching Falcos closely. His face changed. She saw resignation, and a touch of what she thought might be despair. She did not see fear of discovery, annoyance at having his plans upset, or even calculation.

Mar made up her mind. “You said Gun shouldn’t have gone alone,” she said. “He didn’t. Epion went with him.” In as few words as possible, she and Gun between them explained what had happened to Gun the day before at the Caid ruins and what had happened afterward, when Mar had gone to Epion for help. As they spoke, Mar watched Falcos’ handsome face get whiter and whiter, until even his lips seemed to be leached of color—and she felt her breathing come easier.

Even the best actor cannot make the blood drain from his face. She didn’t remember who had told her that, but watching Falcos now, Mar understood it.

When they finished, Falcos sat with his hands pressed palm to palm, the tips of his index fingers resting on his lips. Not like someone who was calm and in control of himself, but like someone who wanted to give you the impression he was.

“Let me guess.” Alaria’s voice was dry in the extreme. “Epion thought he should have been Tarkin.”

“His mother, my father’s stepmother, certainly thought so. And why not? Such a thing doesn’t make a man a villain. Until I was born, as his younger brother Epion was my father’s heir. And I came very late, certainly after my father had given up hope of a child.” He looked around then, licking his lips. His color was beginning to return. “If he was disappointed—and he must have been, who would not be?—he never hated me for it. On the contrary, since Father was so much older ...” Falcos shook his head. “It was always Epion who—he would never ...” Falcos’ mouth formed a thin line, but his eyes had nowhere near as firm an expression.

Mar’s stomach dropped. “Falcos, you said you quarreled with your father because he wasn’t sending you to Arderon, while Epion told us you didn’t want to go. When did your father tell you what he’d decided?”

Falcos shook his head. “No, it was that my father had changed his mind. I was to go, and then, suddenly ...” he stopped with his mouth open.

“Epion told you your father had changed his mind,” Gun said. “And why wouldn’t you believe him, your good uncle who had always been your friend.”

“The one who started the quarrel he’s now carefully reminding people of,” Mar said.

“But I spoke to my father,” Falcos said.

Alaria put her hand on Falcos’ arm. “Spoke to him? Enquired politely what his plans were? Or confronted him and demanded explanations?”

“You don’t understand. I thought he was throwing away our chance to set everything right again, to put ourselves right with the gods. I was so angry, and he didn’t listen—”

“I wonder what Epion told him,” Mar said.

They were looking at each other in silence when the door opened once more to admit the guard Julen. She was ashen under her tan, and her eyes seemed very round.

“My lady,” she said. “I am here to escort you, and the Scholars of Valdomar, from this room, if it please you to leave it.”

“Julen! Whatever are you talking about?” Alaria turned in her chair to face the guard completely. “What has happened?”

“Escort them where?” Falcos was on his feet. “What are they accused of?”

Julen’s gaze flicked from face to face. “Not them, my Lord Tarkin.” She swallowed. “I am here to escort them to safety. You are to remain here, under arrest. A full squad of the Palace Guard is outside.”

Mar felt as though the air had been sucked from her body. She saw rather than felt Gun’s grip on her forearm. Alaria’s hand closed on the hilt of the dagger at her belt.

“What is this? Come, surely you are allowed to tell me?”

Julen cleared her throat and began again. “Lord Epion Akarion has called an emergency meeting of the council. He has accused you of your father’s death,” she said. “He has convinced enough of the council to have them ask for your arrest until a full investigation is made.”

“Convinced them with what?” Gun was on his feet.

Julen frowned, flicked her eyes to Falcos and back to Gun.

“With this story of the quarrel.” Falcos sat down. “I killed my father so I would not have to go to Arderon. And what of the Princess Cleona? Am I accused of her death as well?”

Julen glanced at Alaria before she lowered her eyes again.

“Perhaps he’s saying you liked the younger princess better,” Gun said.

Falcos began slapping the tabletop with his open right hand, at first softly and then harder and harder, until Alaria put her hand on his shoulder and he stopped, looking up at her. “Epion has told them I killed my father,” he said. “And because we told no one about these other killings, it may look as though he tells the truth.”

“But it was your father’s decision to do so,” Mar said.

“On Epion’s advice.” Falcos had his eyes shut.

“And now we know why.” Alaria’s voice was cold. “How soon do you think he planned to use these killings in this way? Right from the start? Long before the Tarkin’s death, that I’m certain of.”

Falcos took in a deep breath. “Go, all of you. You’ll be safer away from me, and you can work to help me from outside.” He looked at Alaria. “If, that is, you believe me.”

Mar was astonished to see Alaria smile. “Of course I believe you,” she said. “The queens like you, and the horses of Arderon are excellent judges of character.”

“All very well,” Gun added. “But as soon as we leave you alone, what’s to stop Epion from sending someone in to put a rope around your neck and claiming you killed yourself?” He looked toward the doors. “Can’t we bar the doors? There must be someone who will come to help us.”

Julen gave a sharp nod, her lips tight, and turned toward the doors to the anteroom. Mar hadn’t noticed, but the decorative wooden pillars that flanked the doorway were in fact bars that slipped into the iron fittings that had been holding back the hangings. Julen signaled to Gun, and between them they fitted the first bar into place.

“An excellent idea,” Falcos said, stepping up to help steady the second wooden beam. “But perhaps we have no need to remain in this room waiting. There is another way out, a secret passage from my mother’s bedroom.” He gestured toward the inner bedroom.

“The guard knows nothing of this,” Julen protested.

Falcos’ grin was a ghost of its former self. “That is because it is a secret passage.”

“And don’t be so sure about that,” Alaria said. “There was a secret passage in the palace at Arderon and all us young cousins knew of it.”

Mar glanced at Gun and caught his eye. He lifted his left eyebrow. They had both heard that the Mercenary Brotherhood had maps and drawings, some of them unbelievably old, floor plans of palaces and fortifications, including secret passages and tunnels. If Wolfshead and Lionsmane were here, would they have known of this one?

“Did you tell anyone else about them,” Falcos was saying to Alaria.

“Well, no, it was supposed to be for family only, but surely ...”

“Exactly. It may be that Epion knows,” he added, turning to Julen. “But if you were sent here to get the princess out and leave me behind, my guess would be none of the guard outside these doors know of the passage.”

“Which would mean Epion believes you don’t know,” Gun said. “All the easier for him to send someone in through the passage to dispose of you without being seen.”

“Then we need to be quick, and go while they are still waiting for Julen to bring us out.” Alaria was already on her feet.

Gun hung back, indecisive, as Falcos stood and waved them after him into the large bedroom of the suite. Not that he didn’t agree with Alaria, it was just that he and Mar had left their rooms emptyhanded—something they should have known better than to do. He wasn’t worried about weapons so much—he and Mar carried hardly anything of that kind—but what about the bowl? That was worth more than weaponry, for him at least, and perhaps for all of them. He had to hope that nothing would happen to make him do more than regret not having it.

“More than once, when I was a child playing in the sitting room, my mother or one of her senior lady pages came out of this room, her bedroom, without having gone in,” Falcos was saying as Gun reached the doorway of the bedroom. “I asked her about it, and I finally got her to admit that there was a secret passage.”

“While you open it, I’ll fetch packs.” Mar moved as if to join her but Alaria waved her back. “Julen will help me, we won’t be a minute,” she said, dashing past Gun into the outer room with the guard on her heels and disappearing into the other bedroom.

“Where’s the entrance,” Mar asked.

Gun looked around the bedroom, eyes narrowed. A lamp was burning brightly enough to cast sharp shadows from every piece of furniture. Unlike the sitting room, the Tarkina’s bedchamber had no large windows, nor balcony doors. Instead, narrow, arched eyebrow windows near the ceiling let light in through the room’s only exterior wall, and carefully placed mirrors directed that light around the room itself. To dim the room during the day—something that would definitely be needed in the heat of the summer—one would only need to turn the mirrors out of alignment.

Ingenious, but it also meant that no one could come or go from the room using a window.

“Not through the outside wall, obviously,” Mar had seen it as well. “You can tell from the angle of the light they’re no thicker here than they are in the outer room, and those aren’t thick enough for a passage.”

Alaria and Julen came rushing back in, the guard dragging two back-packs, and Alaria with a strung bow over her shoulder, plus two swords hanging from her belt. “What, why isn’t it open?” She turned to Falcos. “I thought you knew where this passage was.”

“I do know, that is, my mother told me, but I have never actually...” Falcos looked around the room, still frowning. Beside the dressing table with its silvered mirror and matching stool, there was only a settee, another small table with a chest holding jewelry placed centrally on it, and two armchairs padded with leather dyed in soft colors.

Falcos was rubbing at his forehead as though he had the grandmother of all headaches. “Why am I so stupid?” he said through clenched teeth. “I do not know how to walk the Path of the Sun. I do not know how to open the secret door in my own mother’s room.” His eyes were squeezed shut and he was pressing his fingertips into his eyes.

“Gun?” Mar’s voice was crisp.

“Behind the headboard.” He’d answered automatically, he realized with a grin spreading across his face. Without focus or trance. He was getting better at this.

The headboard was a massive structure of pale wood stained a pleasing shade of red. It reached the ceiling, was thick with carving and must be, the practical side of him thought, a nightmare to dust. There were two matching red tables, one on each side of the bed, and a narrow bench along the foot. There were no posts or rails to hold up bed curtains, from which Gun deduced that the weather here was never cold enough to require them.

Aware that they were now all looking at him, Gun rubbed at his upper lip. He looked at the floor, square cream-colored tiles offset with smaller red accent tiles. No other coverings. There were hangings on the walls, however, above the bedside tables. He walked over to examine them more closely. Each was held up by its own wrought iron bar and was hung about a hand’s width out from the wall. He shook his head. Nothing was standing out as the trigger for the hidden mechanism.

The sudden sound of pounding made them all look toward the outer room.

“No need for worry.” Falcos sounded as though he were trying to convince himself, though his steady smile seemed genuine enough. “That’s just knocking. It will take them a while to bring up something heavy enough to break the door.”

Gun doubted very much that a ram could be used in the outside corridor, but then again, breaking down doors wasn’t his primary field of study, so he couldn’t—

“Gun, please try to focus.” Mar placed her hand on his forearm and squeezed.

Alaria signaled to Julen to set the packs down and squinted up at the wall, frustration, and perhaps a little fear, making her wrinkle her nose. “Your mother used this door?”

“She said she did, to visit my father.” Falcos shrugged at their questioning looks. “It was a game they played.”

“So it’s not like the Path of the Sun, there’s no trick or magic to the key? I mean,” Alaria added when everyone turned to look at her, “there’s no magic to the taming of horses, at least, none past the natural touch for the animals that someone like Dhulyn Wolfshead has. You don’t break a horse, you gentle her. Study, observation, that’s the Arderon way. ‘Five minutes of thinking is worth thirty minutes of tugging the rein,’ my granna used to say.”

All very well, Gun knew, and good advice most of the time. But they didn’t have any time, the increased noise from the other room reminded him, and now that he was trying, the answer didn’t seem to want to pop into his head. Mar pinched his arm hard enough to make him yelp.

“The mechanism’s in the headboard as well,” he said.

“Of course,” Alaria agreed. “The mechanism has to be easy enough for a woman to do it herself. Even an old woman. Maybe especially an old woman.” She came to stand next to Gun, examining the headboard as carefully as he was himself.

“And it wouldn’t be so high that it would be difficult to reach in a hurry,” Mar said, also coming forward. “Nor so low that old joints would make it impossible.”

Gun stepped up on the bed just as the rhythm of the pounding changed. It was slower now, and much heavier. An ax? He rubbed at his upper lip. There had to some clue, some guide that would show him . . . From this angle the carvings on the headboard took on different shapes, even the shadows seeming to fall differently, though the lamp had not been moved. What had appeared to be a pattern of stylized roses, now looked like simpler flowers, poppies perhaps, with their stems woven into a series of braids. Gun shifted, trying to place himself exactly in the center of the bed. The pattern was soothing, flowing smoothly . . . now the flowers looked as though they might be faces, peeping out from behind foliage and petals. The faces of animals, cats, hunting dogs, hawks, and horses. No, not horses. A horse. There was only one.

“Here,” he said. He centered both thumbs on the horse head and pushed. With a soft click, the central panel in the headboard popped out, releasing a smell of stone and a cold draft of air.

The sound of the ax blade was lighter now, as if it was almost through the door.

“Grab the packs,” Falcos said as he leaped onto the bed beside Gun. “Follow me.”
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It had been a few days since they’d had a good practice, so when the Seven Brothers Shora was complete, Parno was not surprised to find himself a little short of breath—Dhulyn perhaps more so, as she lacked his training for the pipes. Still, he’d have wagered that no one else could have known they were in the least winded. The smells from cooking fires wafted over them, and Parno’s stomach rumbled.

“I’ve been thinking.”

“Really? You mean that wasn’t your stomach growling?”

Parno smiled, then swung, but as he expected, Dhulyn danced away in time, laughing. The laughter faded out of her face, however, and Parno glanced over his shoulder to see what had caused the change. Of course. The young man called Scar-Face, with three of his fellow Espadryni, had apparently been watching the Shora, and now approached.

“For a moment we thought we must come to your rescue, Parno Lionsmane. It looked as if your Partner might kill you.”

Parno forced himself to smile, keeping his temper with some effort. If he was getting tired of this constant suspicion, he could only imagine how Dhulyn was feeling. Then a sense of fairness made him consider that this might be nothing more than the heavy banter that so often signaled friendship among males in certain societies.

“That was a Shora,” he said. “It’s the way we practice. Over and over, patterns within patterns, until there is not a blow or a strike that we have not learned to counter instinctively, without wasting time in thought.” He glanced at each of the Horsemen in turn. “That’s why we’re so hard to kill—barring accident or illness—and why we’re so highly valued by those going to war.”

Scar-Face frowned as though he wanted to find something in Parno’s words to argue about, but it was one of the others behind him who spoke up next.

“Some people are saying you are no Seer, Dhulyn Wolfshead,” the younger Horseman said. “That in your world our women were not Marked.”

Dhulyn left off pretending to straighten her swords and daggers and moved to stand a little closer to Parno.

“I am a Seer,” she said. “The Marked in our land are all what you call whole and safe, and that is the reason I am whole and safe. Not, as you might think, because I am not Marked.”

“You’ve met many Marked then?” This was Scar-Face, his curiosity finally outweighing whatever wariness he might feel.

Parno signaled Dhulyn with a flick of his fingers, and they began to walk, bringing the young Horsemen with them, toward their own tent.

“The Marked aren’t particularly numerous in our land,” Dhulyn said. “But we’ve met many in our travels. Finders and Menders are comparatively common, and we have met a handful of Healers as well. Though the only other Seers we have ever met are across the Long Ocean, in the land of the Mortaxa.”

“And all of the Marked we’ve met are exactly like other people, barring their talent,” Parno added. “They have families and children and are happy or sad or whatever the occasion calls for. Some are greedy and some are generous, some suspicious and others fair-minded.” He looked at Dhulyn pointedly, and when he was sure all the young men were looking at him, he added, in an exaggerated whisper, as if speaking to them privately, “Some have good tempers and some bad.”

Dhulyn stuck her tongue out at him, and the younger of the Horsemen laughed. Even Scar-Face smiled.

“It is time for the midday meal. Will you join us at the young men’s fire?” he asked. “We would hear more of the land beyond Mother Sun’s Door.”

“We would be pleased.” Dhulyn slowed and Parno followed her lead. This was a good sign and an improvement over their experience in the Long Trees camp, where the men had not wanted to share their fire with Dhulyn. The Horsemen were becoming used to them, and the demonstration yesterday seemed to have won them some friends, and Dhulyn more admirers, but as she would say herself, better cautious than cursing. When he saw that heads were turning away from his Partner, Parno took a step away and turned to look for himself. He relaxed slightly when he saw it was the approach of the Horse Shaman, Spring-Flood, that had drawn attention.

“Dhulyn Wolfshead, if you will. The Seers of the Salt Desert Tribe would have speech with you.”

“May it wait, Horse Shaman? We have asked the Mercenary Brothers to share our meal,” Scar-face said. “Or do the Seers wish to offer hospitality?”

There was something flat in the way Scar-face said those words, and some of the others turned their heads away to hide smiles, but Parno was sure the Horse Shaman was not fooled.

“After the meal will be soon enough,” he conceded, nodding to the Mercenaries before he went his way.

 


It was later in the afternoon that they approached the Seers’ area. The handful who were currently sharing tents with one of the men—usually those with children—were in their own quarters, but the bulk of the women stayed more or less in the portion of the camp assigned to them.

“Look,” Parno said, angling his eyes toward a woman leading a child by the hand. “If we stay, could you have a child here?” Dhulyn glanced at his face. Apparently it was one thing to know that there were sufficient Seers here among the Espadryni to allow them to bear children; it was another to see it with his own eyes. “Would it be safe?” he said. “What happens if the other women don’t take the Visions for you?”

“A good question,” Dhulyn said. She watched as the one leading the child disappeared into a tent. “I expect the life force would then be taken from the child, and I would miscarry.”

“But you would not be in any danger?”

“No more than I usually am.” They were drawing closer to the Seers’ area, and a few of the women were gathering. “They look like other women, don’t they?” Dhulyn said. “Except for their coloring, we could be in any camp of nomads.”

“I have been twice in the south, and I have spoken with other women, whole women. These may look like other women, but they are not.” Star-Wind had come up beside them. “I see you are watching the children, Dhulyn Wolfshead. Is it in your mind to join us for a time in order to bear a child? You tell us that Seers are rare on your side of the Door, and there are no Espadryni left. When you have found your killer, you are welcome to stay with us.”

Dhulyn stood very still, the blood suddenly pounding in her ears. “What if she is Marked,” she said.

“You think the child may be Marked in the way of our world, soulless and broken, and not in the way of your own world?”

“We can’t know,” Dhulyn said. “What controls the flaw? The parentage, or the place of birth?”

“Caids no,” Parno said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“The Caids? Sun burn them, Moon freeze them cold, the stupid beggars.” Parno and Dhulyn spun around to find that one of the Espadryni women had come up behind them—closer than she should have been able to come. She was substantially older than the other women they had glimpsed, her blood-red hair marbled with veins of white, but her skin was remarkably smooth and youthful, as if she rarely moved her face.

“What have you got against the Caids?” Dhulyn asked.

“It was they who made us wrong, wasn’t it? And then died and left us to our fate, curse them. Made us well enough to defeat the Green Shadow and then tossed us aside like chipped hammers. And now we are as we are, and treated as we are, and why? Through no fault of our own, but because they made us wrong. And then they die off anyway, lucky cowards that they were, leaving us to bear the consequences of their haste and carelessness.”

Her words were bitter, but her tone was matter-of-fact, as if she merely stated what all knew to be true.

“That’s enough, Snow-Moon.”

The older woman shrugged her left shoulder. “There’s wind and rain coming, young Singer, and plenty of it. But the trader comes first.” She turned to Dhulyn. “So our business will wait, whole woman, as it always must, until the outsider is gone. And we can thank the Caids for that as well.” She turned away.

“There’s something in what she says,” Dhulyn said. “If the Marked here were created, as our Marked were, to deal with the Green Shadow, it’s obvious that the Caids are somehow to blame.”

Parno watched the old Seer hobble away, a chill running up his spine. Sometime in her life the old woman had broken the Pact seriously enough to be punished for it. Is this what might await a daughter of theirs?

“What would you have us do, Dhulyn Wolfshead? Kill all the Seers, as the others do their Marked? Break the Tribes? Die out ourselves? Who then would guard the Path of the Sun?”

“One of the Long Trees People told us there is a belief that someone would come with a cure. Do you wait for that?”

“We have heard this as well, it is a Vision the Seers have had in every generation. Does it encourage us to keep the Seers alive?” Star-wind shrugged. “Perhaps. We cannot disprove the belief, and many are hopeful.”

Sounds coming from the southern edge of the encampment drew their attention, and several people began to move in that direction. Even some of the women, though they did not head that way, stopped what they were doing and looked up.

“And there’s the trader,” Star-Wind said. “They could have given us a bit more notice.”

So some outsiders did visit the Tribes, Parno thought. Though from what the old woman had said, it was clear they did not know about the Seers.

“I must go to the Singer with this weather news, but you may wish to speak to the trader of what he has seen,” Star-Wind said. The man’s face was a little unhappy, and Parno suspected the conversation about children had done them no good in his eyes.

“The trader seems a popular man,” Dhulyn remarked under her breath as they joined the crowd of men and young children who had dropped what they were doing and were making for the lanky fair-haired man leading the short train of burdened horses. They were small beasts, Dhulyn noted, much the same size as those ridden by the Espadryni.

“Or else it’s his goods that are popular,” Parno said. Dhulyn gave him the tiniest push with her closed right fist.

“I believe I am the cynical one,” she said. But she was not exactly smiling, Parno noted.

The trader was not as tall as the average Espadryni male—closer to Dhulyn’s height, Parno thought—but his thinness gave him the appearance of height. His hands were large, the knuckles pronounced, but not with disease. It was rather as though he was still growing, and his body hadn’t quite caught up with his hands and feet. His straw-colored hair was coarse and thick, cropped short as if for a helm, though the trader bore no arms other than the knife at his belt.

He was wearing a gold ring in each ear. Parno caught Dhulyn’s eye and she gave a small nod. Yes. This was the man of her Visions, the one who had offered his aid. Perhaps some solid luck was finally coming their way.

Dhulyn and Parno hung back, keeping to the fringes of the small crowd surrounding the trader, watching as he greeted children by name, asked after the absent, and dodged queries about ordered merchandise.

“Now, Horsemen, patience please,” he said, patting at the air with his palms held outward. “Everything in its time, and I’ve yet to pay my respects to your Shamans.” The crowd began to disperse, leaving him a wide space that would lead him to the central tents. His packhorses he left in the charge of some of the older boys—old enough to be trusted to see to his horses without examining their packs too closely. Parno and Dhulyn held their ground as the trader passed close to them, and stopped.

“Mercenary Brothers?” he said, eyeing their badges. “Will there be more of you then? I must increase my stock of weapons and harness if so,” he added with a grin. Parno found himself inclined to grin back. The man’s good humor was infectious.

“You met with our Brothers, then?” Dhulyn asked.

The trader started to answer her, gave her a closer look and hesitated.

“No fear, Bekluth,” Star-Wind said, coming up to join them. “You dishonor no one by speaking to Dhulyn Wolfshead. The Espadryni do not sequester their women on the far side of Mother Sun’s Door.”

“Is that right?” It seemed for a moment the sunniness of the trader’s face was clouded over. But then Bekluth smiled again, and the moment passed. “Well, then I’m very glad to meet you. I did not meet with your Brothers, as it happened, but I have heard of them from the Cold Lake People, who met them as they emerged from the Door.”

“Trader Bekluth Allain, of the City of Norwash.” There was a tone in Star-Wind’s voice Parno could not quite place. It was as if he were giving a warning, but at whom was it aimed? “These are Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane,” the Horseman added. “Once you have spoken with Singer of the Grass-Moon, they have questions for you.”

“I await them with pleasure, particularly if I may ask a few of my own.”

The rains began just as people were sitting down to the evening meal, but with the warning they’d received, everyone—except those assigned to watches—was already inside the inglera and horsehair tents or under other shelter. It was only a short time afterward that Bekluth Allain came to where Dhulyn and Parno had set out their evening meal of skillet bread, curds, and thin beer on the blanket they were using as a table.

“I won’t join you,” the trader said. His soft voice made the unfamiliar accent almost pleasant. “The Singer was good enough to feed me in exchange for news, and they’ve also told me something about your mission here and that you may have questions for me.” He spoke to Parno, but he was looking with frank interest at Dhulyn. “You’ll forgive me staring,” he said, when Dhulyn raised her eyebrow at him. “To see an Espadryni woman so closely—you can imagine how fascinating it is for me.”

“You do not normally meet with them?” Dhulyn said.

Bekluth Allain shrugged. “Never. At first I thought it was the custom of the Salt Desert People only, but I learned that all the Red Horsemen keep their women apart from other men.” He lowered his voice. “Do I have my suspicions as to the reasons for this?” He nodded, top lip sucked in. “I have my notions. Have I asked in so many words? No, I haven’t. And why not? Because they wouldn’t tell me, and they’d stop trading with me. Or, they might decide they needed to stop me from sharing my notions with others. If I don’t ask, things continue as they are, and to tell you the truth, I like my own company better than I like being a younger cousin in the largest trading family in Gelbrado.” He shrugged again.

“It’s true what we’ve been told? There are no Marked anywhere?” Parno asked the question he knew Dhulyn was hesitating to ask.

“So far as I know—and my family trades extensively—there are no adult Marked anywhere.” The trader let his voice return to normal volume. “But tell me of your problem; I’m sure you did not brave the Sun’s Doorway to question me about the Espadryni.”

Trying to give only the necessary details, Parno outlined what had happened in Menoin and what their mission here was in consequence. “There was torture,” he said finally, “before the death came. From the condition of the body it seems likely the torture was as important as the death, perhaps more. Nor can we be sure whether this was part of some ceremony or ritual—there are Mages also to consider, on both sides of the Path of the Sun. We followed the trail of the killer into the Path, but when we emerged on this side, the trail was gone. Have you seen or heard of anything in your travels that might help us?” But Bekluth Allain was already shaking his head.

“Have you, yourself, been near the Path of the Sun at any time in the last ten days?” Dhulyn asked.

“I have not,” he said readily. “Though I’m cursed if I can know how to prove it to you. But wait, there is often someone of the Espadryni keeping vigil or awaiting the opening of the Door—it is a ceremony common to the whole of the Tribes,” he added, “which so far as I know has never involved any ritual sacrifices. Perhaps that person can speak for me.”

“There was a young man there when we came out of the Path,” Parno said. “And it is true that he did not report seeing anyone else.”

“And yet the man that we followed must have been there,” Dhulyn said. “Unless, of course, there is more than one way out of the Path.”

Bekluth sat back, slapping his hands on his knees.

“You are very open, do you know that? Both of you.” He smiled at the look of polite interest on Dhulyn’s face. “You see? Others might take that look of polite interest for courtesy only, but I can tell—you are interested.” He put up his hands. “If only to the extent that politeness allows. But it’s unusual to meet people who are hiding nothing, not even from each other.”

“And how is it you have this talent?” This time Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile, her lip curing back from her teeth. Bekluth blinked, but his smile faded only a little.

“I’m a trader,” he said, tapping himself on the chest. “From a long family of traders. Generations. If I couldn’t tell what people’s hidden desires are, how could I know what to sell them?”

“And what are our hidden desires?” Dhulyn asked.

“That’s just it.” Bekluth was triumphant. “You haven’t any.”




Fifteen

“I THINK WE WERE on shipboard with the Long Ocean Traders the last time we checked our weapons for damp.” Parno squinted along the metal shaft of a collapsible crossbow before wiping it with an oiled linen cloth and returning it to its bag. The rain had stopped before sunrise, but it had been heavy enough that, though the sun was well up—and shining brilliantly, as if the weather here matched that of Menoin—the dampness had them undoing their packs to inspect their weapons for wet spots, damp, and rust. Espadryni passed them, most politely averting their eyes from the rows of weapons neatly laid out between the two Mercenaries, but many began to pass again and again, the bolder ones slowing to stare their fill—clearly curiosity was overcoming politeness.

“Do you miss the Crayx?” Dhulyn asked. They were sitting on two thick fleeces Parno had exchanged for playing his pipes the evening before, cross-legged and facing each other, so each had a clear view of the camp over the shoulder of the other.

Parno narrowed his eyes, though he continued scanning the area over her left shoulder. “It’s not so much that I miss them for themselves, if you understand me. It’s as though there is an absence, an emptiness where none was before.” He looked at her and smiled. “Which is odd, when you think about it, since I was never aware of my Pod sense before.”

“Well, they do say that you can’t miss something unless you’ve known it,” Dhulyn pointed out. She wound her extra bowstrings around her right hand and put them back into their pouch.

“I do sometimes find myself listening for the sounds or voices of the Crayx in my mind,” Parno admitted. “But less so now.”

“I wonder if there are Crayx in the oceans here,” Dhulyn said.

“I wonder if there are oceans.” Parno refastened the tie on the crossbow kit and reached for his roll of knives. He did not open it, however, but sat silent for a few minutes. “What was making you so quiet last night while I was playing? I’ll wager it wasn’t thinking about the Crayx.” He had dropped his tone into the nightwatch voice, though none of the curious were close enough to overhear.

Dhulyn shook her head. “When we implied that we did not approve of the way the Seers are handled, Star-Wind asked us what we’d have him do, break the Tribes? Let their race die out? But isn’t that exactly what my own people did? How else can we account for the fact that a race of Seers did not foresee the coming of the Bascani? Or did nothing to prevent the massacre? Hasn’t that been our question since we knew of Avylos the Blue Mage? Why didn’t my mother and her sister Seers stop the breaking of the Tribes?”

“They allowed it to happen, that’s what you’re saying.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“But why?”

“That’s what we still don’t know.”

A shadow fell across them, and they fell silent. Parno looked up and sideways. Dhulyn untied her last pack and pulled out the silk bag that held her vera tiles. She examined the olive-wood box with care, turning it over in her hands, holding it up to the light, before opening the plain clasps and checking over the tiles themselves.

“What, no maces? No pikes?” Bekluth Allain, cloak tied as if for traveling, with what was clearly a mock frown on his face, surveyed their equipment with his fists on his hips.

“We wouldn’t mind, but the horses would object,” Parno said. “We thought it best to bring with us only these few weapons that we could carry ourselves.”

Dhulyn let their voices pass over her head as she smoothed out a place in front of her to lay down the bag her tiles were normally stored in. Absently, she began to lay out the old-fashioned Tailor’s Hand, one of the simplest patterns and one of the first games vera tile players were taught. Each player chose nine tiles to begin, and the object was to take turns pairing up matching tiles, until you had matched all the tiles in your hand. The first to do so was the winner. Dhulyn frowned at the pattern the tiles had made and scooped them up again, turning them facedown preparatory to shuffling them and laying them out once more.

“You are formidable warriors indeed if you consider the array I see here as ‘few.’ ” Bekluth sounded more serious now. “There might be much work for you here.”

“Only if there were more of us, and we take a long time to School.”

Dhulyn made a face. If possible, the new hand was even worse than the previous one: not a single pair visible out of all the exposed tiles. Perhaps these ancient tiles, made as a tool to focus the Sight, resented being laid out for gambling.

“Vera tiles—are these your own? A follower of the gods of chance, are you?”

“We’re Mercenary Brothers, Bekluth Allain. Our lives are nothing but chance.”

Bekluth squatted down next to her. “Still, you’ve given me an idea. Would you sell me these?” He gestured toward the tiles with his smooth hand.

Dhulyn turned her head to eye him sideways. “No,” she said.

Bekluth froze, his hand still extended. “They are very beautiful—and old, too, if I’m any judge of bone.” Bekluth reached to pick up the tile nearest him, sucking in his breath when Dhulyn shot out her hand and had him by the wrist.

“I apologize for startling you,” she said. “But you would have touched it by the time I had spoken to stop you.”

“And I apologize,” he said. “I should have asked permission. It’s bad in a trader to show so much interest in anything,” he added with an easy smile. “My mother would be ashamed of me.” A shadow flitted across his face as he spoke. Perhaps his mother had died recently, Dhulyn thought, and he still felt her loss keenly.

“There would be a market for such things as these, if I can find someone to make them. Are there many games that can be played with them?”

“I know seventy-two variations,” Dhulyn said. “All of which can be used for gambling, or not, as the players desire. Some are even suitable for children.” She began to gather up the tiles, setting them facedown into their box. She refrained from mentioning their usefulness as a Seeing tool. Or perhaps they would have little use here, where the presence of so many Seers was in itself an aid to focus the Sight. Bekluth Allain either did not know the Espadryni women were Seers, or he pretended not to know, for the sake of his trade. Either way, Dhulyn thought, it’s not for me to enlighten him.

Bekluth had remained silent long enough that Dhulyn looked up. His smile was now a sad one. “I have said you are so open, you and your Partner. It seems a pity to force you to lie to me. As I’ve said, better I ask no questions and see nothing out of the ordinary.” He looked over his left shoulder, smiled and acknowledged a passing Horseman with the lift of his hand.

“May I borrow these?” he said, looking back to them. “The tiles? If you will not sell them, may I have copies made from this set? I believe we can negotiate a fee for use that you would find reasonable.”

Dhulyn looked up and met her Partner’s eyes. There was something about this request that struck her as wrong, though she did not know why. It was more, somehow, than not wanting to let these particular tiles, used for focusing the Sight, out of her hands.

“I’m afraid we don’t know how long we’ll be here or where our mission may take us,” she said. “We cannot lend you the tiles.”

“Perhaps it’s just as well. I don’t have the contacts among the people of fields and cities that I once had.”

Dhulyn noticed that he used the Espadryni’s phrase to refer to his own people. “How is it you came to trade among the Espadryni?” she asked. She would keep him talking, she thought. Somehow the way in which he was to help them would manifest itself. “Even in our world the Tribes were known to shun outsiders.”

Bekluth looked up and away, and for a moment Dhulyn thought he might not answer, that rather than put her off with lies, he might say nothing at all. Then, still looking into the distance, he began to speak.

“I mentioned to you yesterday that I come from a large trading family, one that goes back many generations. It was my family, in fact, that founded the Guild in Norwash, the city of my birth.” He glanced at them, then turned his eyes away once more. “My mother married against the wishes of her brothers and was left widowed very early—but not so early that she had not broken with them. It was only when I became old enough to take my place in the family, to join my cousins and uncles in the business, that my mother renewed her contact with them, though she never agreed to live again in the family compound, preferring to remain in the house my father had made for her.”

He paused, but it was evident he merely looked for the right words to use, Dhulyn thought. She had the impression he had not spoken to anyone about these things for a very long time.

“My mother asked that I not be sent on caravan, that I be given a post close to her, though it meant a smaller share, since I was her only child and she depended upon me. Her brothers persuaded her otherwise, assuring her that she was as much their responsibility as she was mine. They did not modify the training for me, and so I was sent to apprentice in a smaller trading house. At first all went well, and my mother’s fears were allayed; but while I was gone on my first caravan, my mother’s house was entered by robbers, and she was killed.”

He fell silent again, this time blinking. With quiet movements Dhulyn shook out the worn silk bag, brushing off any dirt that it might have picked up from the ground. She slipped the box of tiles back into the bag and pulled the braided ties shut.

“It was months before I was home again,” Bekluth said. “Months. It was all over by then, everyone had put her death behind them. They had even sold the house. My house. No one cared anymore. My grief annoyed and embarrassed them.” He hung his head.

Dhulyn glanced at Parno and found her Partner studying the trader with a look of concentration on his face.

“She died without me.” Bekluth’s voice was quiet. “I found I could not forgive them. They were so callous. They said it could have happened at any time, whether I’d been there or not.” He shrugged. “They just didn’t care. Ah, well.” He scrubbed at his face with his hands, then turned to them with a faint smile. “I left them. I trade on my own now.” He straightened to his feet. “And if I cannot convince you to let me buy or borrow your tiles, I must be on my way. My trading here is finished, and the Red Horsemen do not like me to tarry. Sun shine on you, Mercenary Brothers, until we meet again.”

“Good trading, Bekluth Allain.”

“That’s been weighing on him some time,” Parno said. “I hope telling us will be of some benefit to him.”

“Was there something in his story that might help us, do you think?”

Parno was silent a moment, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “Again,” he said dryly, “it is occasionally hard to tell pragmatism from heartlessness.”

Dhulyn gave him the smile she saved only for him. “I am lucky that at least you can tell the difference, my soul. But listen, do you think his mother might have been the victim of our killer?”

Parno drew down his brows. “He didn’t mention any mutilations.”

“Would anyone have been cruel enough to tell him such a thing?”

“How ironic. They may have seemed more callous and uncaring than they actually were, in an effort to shield him from the full story.”

Now it was Dhulyn’s turn to look sideways at her Partner. “You are always seeing irony. We do not even know if there is any substance to our speculations.”

They fell silent as another set of footsteps approached. They stood as Star-Wind neared them, escorting the old Cloud Shaman, Singer of the Grass-Moon.

“The Seers are asking for you again, Dhulyn Wolfshead, Parno Lionsmane. Will you come?”
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The inside of the secret passage was narrow, so narrow that in places Falcos, with his broad shoulders, had to turn slightly sideways to get through. It wasn’t the space that complicated things so much, Gun thought, as it was the need to be as quiet as possible as they crept away from the entrance that led to the Tarkina’s bedroom. They only had the light from the lamp Julen had grabbed up at the last moment, at least until Gun had a chance to find the candle stub in the kit he went nowhere without. Mar would likely have hers as well. They reached the first turning without hearing any noise behind them and stopped around the corner, where the passage widened. We are in the outside wall. Or at least he thought they were. He was a little turned around, and he wasn’t going to be given the chance to stop here long enough to Find his directions again. He supposed it was easier for the Mercenaries, since their sense of direction was constant and natural. He must remember to ask them. He started, blinking, as Mar elbowed him in the ribs.

Alaria was handing Falcos her extra sword, shrugging out of her bow, and the Tarkin was whispering some instructions when Julen spoke up.

“My lord, I should be in front.” Gun and Mar squeezed themselves against the rough wall to make room for the guard to get around them.

“I’ll stay in front, Julen, since I know which way to go.” It was hard to be sure, since their voices seemed hollow and muffled in this narrow space, but Falcos sounded more confident than he had in the bedroom.

“And how is it you know the way,” Mar asked, “when you weren’t sure how to open the entrance?”

Falcos grinned, teeth flashing in the light of the lamp. “Because I know the marks.” He tapped on the wall a little above the height of his own eyes. Gun squinted. From this angle, and his own much shorter height, he could barely make out the symbols drawn on the stone. They were painted, he thought, but the paint was old, and it reminded him of the drawing chalks Mar kept in her kit.

“Can they be wiped away?” he asked. An important question. Not that Gun had any doubt he could Find his way out of here, but what of the rest should they be separated?

Falcos frowned and reached up to rub at the bottom edge of the right-hand mark. The paint was unchanged. “As you see,” he said. “This green crown,” he tapped the symbol he’d tested. “That leads to the Tarkina’s suite.” He pointed the way they had come. “Which we know. And you see here, on the other angle of the wall are two signs, a blue crown, which should lead to the Tarkin’s suite, and a horse head, which should lead to the stables.”

“There’s a secret passage in the stables?” Julen’s tone was ample evidence that she was disgusted at not knowing this already.

“Again, I remind you, secret,” Falcos said. “My mother made me swear I would never tell anyone I knew of the passages, not even my father. I don’t think even she was supposed to know.” He rubbed his eyes. “So, we will stay in the order we have. Alaria you follow after me—that’s a good short bow for these close quarters—then the Scholars, who if I am correct, are not armed, though one of you should take the lamp. Julen, you will take rear guard, if you please.”

And if she doesn’t please, she’ll do it just the same, Gun thought. Though, to be fair, either in the front or in the rear was the best place for the guard to be. Gun hefted one of the packs Alaria had brought from her bedroom, handing the other to Mar. Gun had heard that the Arderons maintained the habits of their nomad cousins, and that included always having a travel pack at the ready. From the weight and size of these packs, he’d heard correctly. Julen waited until Mar had slipped her arms through the straps before passing along the lamp.

The stones of the passage walls continued rough and undressed, showing signs of plaster finishing only where the passage branched or met another. They had already learned, even in the short distance they had come, to walk carefully if they didn’t want to raise too much dust.

Gun hitched the pack a little higher on his shoulder, wishing he’d thought to put both arms through the straps when he’d had a chance. He touched the wall with his free hand. “This is like the underground tunnels in Gotterang,” he said to Mar. He was using the quiet tones Scholars assumed in the study halls, but he knew she could hear him. “Except those were bigger.” Mar nodded without turning around. He refrained from saying that then he’d also been with a full squad of Mercenary Brothers, though oddly enough, he didn’t feel as frightened today as he’d been then. He smiled. I must be getting tougher.

At the next turning a new symbol appeared, what Gun was sure was meant for a cauldron. The way to the kitchens? he thought. The stables, the kitchens, both places where extra comings and goings wouldn’t draw too much attention. Unless you were the Tarkin, of course, then you couldn’t help but draw—

He stopped short. “Um, Lord Tarkin? Where exactly are we going?”

Falcos stopped and looked back. The look on his handsome features told its own story.

“Perhaps we’d better decide before we go any farther,” Gun said.

Falcos leaned his shoulders against the wall and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. It wasn’t particularly warm here inside the stone walls, but heat wasn’t the only thing that could make you sweat.

“It’s all right.” Alaria put her hand on Falcos’ shoulder. “We’re safe, and that’s thanks to you.” She sent a glance at Gun, but the Scholar wasn’t offended. He’d only been able to Find the secret passage because Falcos had thought to look for it.

“You can’t think of everything,” Alaria was still talking. “We have some time now, so take a deep breath.”

Falcos had been through a great deal already this morning, Gun thought. It was no wonder he was a bit shaken. Once they were in the passage and safe, the man’s instinct had been to keep moving, and activity had felt right. But now was the time to think about what they were doing, and where they were going.

“Do you know where, besides the suites, the stables and the kitchens, these passages might lead?” Gun asked.

Falcos looked up at the symbols painted on the bit of plastered wall above his head. “My mother did tell me ...” His eyes closed and his mouth twisted to one side. He seemed to be counting something over in his head. “The crowns are the suites, he said aloud. “The horse head, the cauldron.” He opened his eyes. “If we see a chair symbol, that way leads to the throne room, and a sun symbol leads right outside the palace, to the hillside, I think, on the way to the Path of the Sun.”

“That’s the way to go then,” Mar said, glancing first at Gun and then back to Falcos, where he stood close to Alaria.

“I agree,” Alaria said. “Let’s get right out of here.”

“I cannot.” Falcos was shaking his head. “If I run, it will seem as though what Epion is saying is true, that I am guilty. No, I need to—”

Alaria, her hand still on Falcos’ shoulder, suddenly looked up and to her right. Julen must have heard something as well. She pushed past Gun, murmuring, “Douse the light,” as she edged around Mar, who asked no questions but twisted the wick until it was out.

Gun was beginning to think they’d heard nothing after all, when he made out a faint glow of light from farther down the corridor. Caids, he thought. Alaria has good ears.

Falcos motioned them back around the corner they’d just turned, but Alaria shook her head, holding up her bow. Gun could make them out clearly, silhouetted against the light that was coming toward them. When Falcos in turn shook his head, Alaria pointed at the approaching glow, then at Falcos, then made an unmistakable throat-slitting gesture with her hand. Falcos blinked at her and looked around at them. Gun nodded vigorously, hoping that Falcos could see his agreement from where he stood.

This is exactly what he’d warned Falcos about. Stay alone in the room, he’d said, and Epion will send someone through the passage to kill you. Gun frowned. It was always nice to be proved right, but this also removed any doubt that Epion did know about the passage.

Alaria remained where she had been standing; she pulled an arrow out of the quiver that had been hanging down the center of her back and fitted it to the string. Gun opened his mouth to warn her when he realized that the person carrying the approaching light couldn’t possibly see her yet, whereas the light itself made for a perfect target.

Slowly, smoothly, Alaria drew the bow up and let fly, the only sound the faint thrumming of the string. She had a second arrow fitted and ready, but the distant light had fallen.

This time Falcos allowed Julen to set him to one side with a sweep of her arm. The guard advanced with caution, her crouching form clearly outlined in the light of the other lamp, but she was soon motioning them forward.

“Have you the Sight as well as Finding, Gundaron of Valdomar?” Julen said when they caught up with her. She was on her knees next to a man with an arrow in his chest.

Good shooting, Gun thought, licking his lips. He didn’t think even the Mercenaries could have done better. The dead man’s eyes were staring, and his blood had already stopped flowing from the wound. Gun pulled his gaze away from the man to look where Julen was pointing. Lying still coiled where it must have fallen from the dead man’s shoulder was a thin green rope, twisted with golden threads.

Alaria, her bow still in her hand, crouched down to touch it with her free hand. “This looks like one of the ties from the hangings in the sitting room,” she said. She also looked up at Gun. “So he was coming to kill Falcos, and it would have looked like suicide.” She turned to face the Tarkin. “We were right not to leave you.”
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Bekluth Allain found himself whistling the tune the Mercenary had been playing the night before. He grinned, but he made himself stop whistling. It was hard not to be pleased, however. Pleased at his luck, and pleased with his cleverness in taking advantage of that luck. He was usually more circumspect when speaking of his own past, but there was enough truth in what he’d told the Mercenaries to engage their interest and their sympathy. They’d both lost family, that was easy to see, and now they’d be predisposed to think well of him, to take his side.

And he was usually a great deal more circumspect when he headed for his special hiding place. He never took the same route twice and even avoided using the same beasts to get there, since the Espadryni were such great trackers.

“When they know they have something to track, that is,” he said aloud. The horse he rode flicked its ears at him, but the other two were more used to his ways and just kept walking. Since he was in a hurry this time, however, Bekluth was taking the most direct route.

He laughed, and his horse shied just a little. The fact was he’d always been cautious out of habit, not because it was really necessary. The Espadryni were too used to him to suspect him of anything at all—so much so that the boy Ice Hawk hadn’t even bothered to mention having seen him near the Door of the Sun. How was that for luck?

“Luck favors those who favor themselves.” It was a reminder his mother had frequently given him, and one he had cause to believe. He chuckled, remembering the look on his mother’s face the last time he had seen her. How surprised she’d been, since he was supposed to be already gone with his caravan.

He reached the place where grass grew sparsely at midmorning, and as he expected, the horse had to be beaten to encourage it to continue. This spot was forbidden to the Espadryni; the land was poisoned, they believed, cursed by the gods, and they wouldn’t even graze their horses or ingleras nearby. It was true that there were strange glassy patches where nothing grew. But if you persisted, if you were lucky and followed your luck, you found that in the center of this damaged place there was an old Caid ruin, very well preserved, with a spring of water that rose up out of the ground and formed a pool before sinking away again, where good grass grew around small sections of smooth paving.

What could be handier? What could be luckier for him than a place everyone else was afraid of going? A well-hidden place where Bekluth could leave his stock and his extra horses, from which he could travel, not on foot as the Espadryni always saw him, but on horseback. And much faster than anyone knew or suspected.

The horses began to walk faster, as if they could smell the water and good grass that was close in front of them. Once they’d reached the spot where Bekluth usually left them, he unloaded as quickly as he could, hobbling the two horses he was going to leave—he thought he had time for that much caution at least—and, mounting the third horse, he headed out in the direction of the Door.

He’d almost answered with the truth when the Mercenary woman asked him about being near the Door. Even now he could feel it, as if light shone from within her. To be so open, to have nothing—nothing—hidden. It was amazing.

“Of course, she has no reason to hide.” Where she came from, no one was going to kill her just for being born. She was safe even here, where even the foolish Mages of the Espadryni could see that she was full of light. He leaned over the horse’s shoulders and squeezed with his knees. He wouldn’t ever have to kill her. Unlike with his own mother, there was nothing in Dhulyn Wolfshead that screamed to be let out. There probably never would be.

Still, she was bound somehow to her Partner, and he was a different matter. There was something in him, all right, something he was hiding. Some darkness that needed to be released. Bekluth almost sat up straight in the saddle, confusing the stupid horse, who thought he meant it to slow down. If he opened the man, let the darkness out, freed him, wouldn’t that free her as well? Wasn’t she in the same danger from the darkness that the man was?

But he’d need to find just the right time. It might be best to wait until the Mercenaries had given up and were on their way back. Then no one would be looking for him, and he could free them in safety. No one else would be looking for him.

Once he’d taken care of the boy.
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The woman called Snow-Moon didn’t even look up from the pot she was stirring. “There’s some wish to speak with you. Younger ones.” She waved vaguely toward the group of women hovering behind her.

“Over here, you silly old woman.” The woman who stood up on the far side of the cook fire was tall and had Dhulyn’s gray eyes, though her nose was much longer. Standing there, her left hand propped on her hip, her lips twisted in a sideways smile, it was hard to tell there was anything wrong with her; she seemed merely annoyed. “Though there’s more than we who’d like a change from minding the children and looking out for bad weather,” she said when the old woman looked narrowly at her. She smiled at Dhulyn. “You’re the Seer then, are you? Dhulyn Wolfshead? I’m Winter-Ash.”

The older woman, Snow-Moon, still looked at Winter-Ash with narrowed, calculating eyes. Would she forbid it, Parno wondered. Did the women observe a type of hierarchy among themselves? Finally Snow-Moon shrugged.

“You’ll need at least two others,” she said, as she turned and limped away.

“I have them right here, as you very well know,” Winter-Ash called after the elder. Two other young women stood up, grinning, to join her.

Parno glanced at Dhulyn and was not surprised to see her face an ivory mask. How could the trader Bekluth Allain say that there was nothing hidden about her? About either of them. He could only hope that his own face was as impassive as his Partner’s, that the emotions raised in him by the halting, dragging gait of the Seer Snow-Moon remained hidden.

“Will you do this then, whole woman? Help us?” Winter-Ash asked when the other two women reached her.

“What is this, Winter-Ash? What would you have from Dhulyn Wolfshead?” The creaking voice of Singer of the Grass-Moon forestalled whatever answer Dhulyn had been about to make.

“Seer’s business, old man. I needn’t give you any explanation, and that’s part of the Pact, so don’t glower at me.”

Singer of the Grass-Moon turned to Dhulyn. “I will advise against it, that is allowed under the Pact.”

Winter-Ash made a face and waved this suggestion away, tossing her long hair over her shoulders and away from her face. “The oldsters are always against us.” There was laughter in her voice and charm in her smile. “She needs help, doesn’t she, her and her man? Well, we need her help also. Haven’t we Seen her, again and again?”

“Snow-Moon does not seem to agree,” the Singer said.

Winter-Ash shrugged, and Dhulyn almost expected her to roll her eyes. “And do you all agree? Always? All you men? Go on. Mind your business and we’ll mind ours.” She turned back to Dhulyn. “Come, do you agree?”

“You have Seen me, you say?”

“Many times, have none of them told you? Come, all will be revealed.”

Dhulyn’s eyebrows twitched, but she agreed with a short bow. Parno found himself doing something he hadn’t consciously done in more than a moon, reaching out with his Pod sense. He sometimes thought he could sense something in other people, especially with Dhulyn, but now he felt nothing at all from the Espadryni women.

The three Seers led them through the women’s area, to a clear space on the north side of the encampment, where the grazing of the camp horses had clipped the grass short.

“This will do,” Winter-Ash said. “This is sufficient space, far enough away from prying eyes. Here we may be calm and call the Visions to us.”

“How do we do this?” Dhulyn asked. “Are we enough? In my own Visions of the lost Tribes in our land, there are many more in the circle.”

The three women exchanged glances, but Parno could not tell what they were thinking.

“Music will help,” one of the other women said. “Can your man play for us?”

“I’ll get my pipes,” Parno said.

“Just your chanter,” Dhulyn called after him. The skin crawled up Parno’s neck as he went. Even three Espadryni women could be no match for his Partner, but he found he didn’t like leaving her alone with them.

Dhulyn looked at the three women and found them all looking back with steady gazes, clear eyes, and encouraging smiles. The only hint that all was not perfectly normal, in fact, was that their smiles were a little too much alike. It was clear from the variation in eye shape, breadth of cheekbone, and form of mouth that these three were not closely related, and yet their smiles had this eerie similarity.

“You don’t seem any different to me,” Winter-Ash said. She was scrutinizing Dhulyn’s face, almost squinting. “How are you fooling them?”

Dhulyn knew immediately what was meant. “I’m not. I am as they believe me to be.”

“Well, we’ll have the secret soon enough. That’s why we’re here, after all.” This was the shorter, huskier of the two other women. Her face was open and sincere.

“There is nothing I can tell you,” Dhulyn said.

“Your man, does he rule you?” Winter-Ash asked. “Or can you come and go as you please, even without him?”

“Parno Lionsmane is my Partner,” Dhulyn answered. “As for coming and going, I am the Senior Mercenary Brother, and in things of the Brotherhood, all decisions are finally mine to make.”

“And the things not of the Brotherhood?” asked the huskier woman.

“There are no things not of the Brotherhood.”

The three women laughed, and though their laughter was warm, and intimate, Dhulyn shivered. Wit had not been her intention; what she had said was no more or less than the Common Rule. These women thought her Seniority gave her power over Parno, while all it did was bind them closer together.

“Quiet, then, here he comes now.”

Parno trotted up on Dhulyn’s left, brandishing his chanter. “What now?”

“Do you stand there and play,” Winter-Ash said. “While we Seers clasp hands.”

Dhulyn unsheathed her sword, placed it next to Parno, and took position between Winter-Ash and the shorter woman. Their hands were as rough as her own, but the calluses were in different places. I don’t cook, Dhulyn thought. I don’t weave or spin or sew. Since the Seers were not allowed to bear weapons of any kind, not even to defend themselves, the Espadryni women were oddly limited in the tasks that traditionally left their marks on a person’s hands or body.

The three Seers began to hum a tune and shuffle their feet, and Dhulyn felt a moment of displacement, not unlike what they had felt while walking the Path, until she realized the tune they were humming was not the familiar one she associated with using her Mark, but something totally unknown to her.

Parno took up the melody quickly, but it took several repetitions for Dhulyn to take it in and begin to hum it herself. She took a step and a half to the right. Back to the left, with her right foot crossing in front of her left. Back and forth.
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GUNDARON THE SCHOLAR WALKS DOWN A LONG LINE OF SHELVES, SPAN AFTER SPAN OF THEM, WOOD, FOLLOWEDBY ME TALAN DTH ENBY STONE BEFORE BECOMING WOOD AGAIN. DHULYN CAN HEAR THE HEELS OF HIS BOOTS CRACKING AGAINST THE FLOOR. GUN’S EYES FLICK BACK AND FORTH, SCANNING THE MARKS AND TITLES ON THE BOOKS AND SCROLLS THAT SURROUND HIM. THE AIR IS HEAVY WITH THE SMELL OF PARCHMENT, PAPER, AND THE PECULIAR SCENT OF OLD LEATHRBINDINGS. GUN’S FINDING SOMETHING, DHULYN THINKS, A SENSE OF WONDER WELLING UP INSIDE HER. THIS IS THE LIBRARYHE’S OFTEN SPOKEN OF, WHERE HE GOES FOR CLUES, WHERE HEFINDS. AS SHE WATCHES, HE STOPS ATA BLUE-GREEN VOLUME AND PULLS IT OFF THE SHELF. HE GLANCES TOWARD HER, AND AS THEIR EYES MEET, HIS WIDEN AND “DHULYN,” HE SAYS ...

SHE TURNS AWAY AND LOOKS OUT OVER THE PLAIN THAT STRETCHES OUT BEFORE THEM. IT IS CLOSE TO SUNSET, AND THE ANGLE OF THE LIGHT GIVES EVERYTHING A LONG SHADOW WITH SOFT EDGES. IT IS A TIME OF DAY FOR THE LAST STROLL OF THE EVENING. BUT NO ONE STROLLS BELOW. DHULYN KNOWS AT ONCE THAT WHAT SHE SEES WAS ONCE CULTIVATED FIELDS. CORN, SHE THINKS. BUT THE FIELDS ARE BURNED NOW, BY A FIRE THAT SPREAD FROM THE WEST, LEAVING STALKS BLACKENED AND ONLY JUST DARKER THAN THEIR OWN SHADOWS. THE FIRE MUST HAVE BEEN FOL-LOWED QUICKLY BY A FREEZE, WHICH PREVENTED THE GROWTH OF THOSE PLANTS THAT NORMALLY SPRING UP AFTER THE PASSAGE OF FLAME. NO PLOUGH HAS TOUCHED THE LAND SINCE.

“DO YOU KNOW THIS PLACE?” SHE ASKS THE WOMEN WITH HER.

WINTER-ASH SHAKES HER HEAD, LOWER LIP BETWEEN HER TEETH. “WE DO NOT KNOW THE LANDS OF FIELDS AND TOWNS,” SHE SAYS. “THEY WOULD KILL US THERE. COME, HERE IS A PATH .” ...

THIS PATH LEADS THEM DOWN AND AROUND AN OUTCROPPING OF BOULDERS AND THROUGH ANOTHER FIELD, WITH THE SUN SHINING OVERHEAD. THIS IS HAY, WITH ITS CLEAN GRASS SMELL, BUT IT IS FOUR OR MORE SEASONS OLD, GROWN WEEDY, WITH SMALL TREES ALREADY THRUSTING UP TALLER THAN THE GRASS. SOMETHING WHITE CATCHES DHULYN’S EYE, AND SHE STOPS, CROUCHING ON HER HEELS TO EXAMINEIT MORE CLOSELY.

“BONES,” WINTER-ASH SAYS FROM ABOVE HER. “WHAT MAKES THEM SO WHITE?”

“HUMAN BONES,” DHULYN AGREES. “THE SUN AND TIME HAVE BLEACHED THEM. THEY’VE LAIN HERE MORE THAN ONE SEASON, THAT’S CERTAIN.”

“LOOK.” THE SHORTER WOMAN HOLDS UP WHAT LOOKS LIKE A STRAND OF SILK, THE COLOR OF OLD BLOOD. DHULYN HOLDS OUT HER HAND FOR IT AND SEES THAT IT IS A LONG TRESS OF UNBRAIDED HAIR.

“IT MIGHT ALMOST BE FROM ONE OF US,” WINTER-ASH SAYS, AND THERE IS A NOTE IN HER VOICE THATDHULYN DOES NOT EXPECT. “IS THERE ANYTHING OTHER THAN EMPTINESS AND ABANDONMENT FOR US TO SEE IN THIS WORLD THAT IS TO COME?” ...

THE THIN, SANDY-HAIRED MAN IS STILL WEARING THE GOLD RINGS IN HIS EARS, BUT HIS FACE IS LINED NOW, AND HIS FOREHEAD HIGHER. HE IS SITTING AT A SQUARE TABLE, ITS TOP INLAID WITH LIGHTER WOODS, READING BY THE LIGHT OF TWO LAMPS. A PLATE TO HIS LEFT CONTAINS THE REMNANTS OF A MEAL—CHICKEN OR SOME OTHER FOWL, JUDGING BY THE BONES. HE LOOKS TOWARD THE ROOM’S SINGLE WINDOW AND RISES TO LOOK OUT. HE MUST HAVE STEPPED IN SOMETHING WET FOR HIS FEET, CLAD IN THE EMBROIDERED FELT OF HOUSE SLIPPERS, LEAVE DARK MARKS ON THE FLOOR. IT IS DARK OUTSIDE, AND THERE MUST BE NO MOON, FOR DHULYN CAN SEE NOTHING OUTSIDE THE WINDOW. THE MAN TURNS TOWARD THE TABLE AGAIN AND, SMILING, SAYS “HOW CAN I HELP?” ...

GUNDARON AND MAR ARE SITTING ON THE GROUND, LEANING ON ONE ANOTHER. MAR HAS HER ARM AROUND GUN, AND SHE IS WHISPERING TO HIM, THOUGH EVEN WITH THE HEIGHTENED EXPERIENCE OF BEING HERE WITH OTHERSEERS, DHULYN CANNOT MAKE OUT THE WORDS. WHAT IS WRONG WITHGUN? WHY DOESMAR LOOK SO WORRIED? DHULYN TAKES A STEP CLOSER AND SITS DOWN ON HER HEELS TO GET A BETTER ANGLE ON GUN’S FACE. HE TURNS TOWARD HER, BUT HE DOESN’T SEE HER. NOT ONLY BECAUSE HE IS NOT HIMSELF USING HIS MARK AT THIS MOMENT, BUT BECAUSE HIS EYES ARE COVERED WITH A STRIP OF CLOTH. DHULYN REACHES OUT A HAND BUT STOPS WELL SHORT OF TOUCHING HIM—EVEN IF SHE COULD. DOES A BLINDFINDER STILL HAVE HISMARK?

“WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?” WINTER-ASH ASKS.

“FRIENDS OF MINE.”

“YOU HAVE FRIENDS?”

THIS TIMEDHULYN RECOGNIZES THE NOTE OF LONGINGIN THE OTHER WOMAN’S VOICE, AND SHE TURNS TO LOOK AT THEM MORE CLOSELY.

“THESE VISIONS ARE FOR YOU, TO HELP YOU FIND YOUR KILLER. DO THEY TELL YOU ANYTHING USEFUL?”

“YOU ARE SURE IT IS THE FUTURE WE SEE?” DHULYN TURNS, AND SHE IS STANDING ON A ROCKY OUTCROP, THE THREE ESPADRYNI WOMAN ARRANGED AROUND HER. SHE FEELS HER HEART LIFT, AND SHE LOOKS AROUND, SMILING. THIS IS WHAT SHE HAS SEEN AND FELT BEFORE, WHEN SHE WAS WITH THE WHITE SISTERS OF MORTAXA. COLORS ARE SHARPER, SCENTS CRISPER, AND SHE CAN FEEL THE COOLNESS OF THE AIR ON HER SKIN, ASIF SHE EXPERIENCES THEM HERSELF, NOT MERELY AS A WATCHER. AS IF THEVISION HAS NOW A REALITY IT CANNOT HAVE WHEN SHESEES ALONE.

SHE LOOKS OVER AND SEES THE ESPADRYNI WOMEN DIRECTLY, STANDING BEHIND HER, ARMS AROUND EACH OTHER’ S WAISTS IN THE FIRST FREELY AFFECTIONATE GESTURE SHE HAS EVER SEEN FROM THEM. SHE LOOKS INTO THEIR FACES. AT FIRST SHE ISN’T SURE, BUT THEN SHE SEES THEIR SMILES ARE DIFFERENT, AND THERE IS LIGHT, WARMTH, HUMOR, AND EVEN HOPE IN THEIR EYES. DHULYN SWALLOWS AND BLINKS BACK THE MOISTURE THAT FORMS IN HER OWN EYES. THIS IS THE SAME PHENOMENON THAT HAD GOVERNED THEVISIONS OF THE WHITE SISTERS OF THE MORTAXA. THOSE WOMEN, SUFFERERS FROM THE WHITE DISEASE AND WITH THE MINDS OF CHILDREN, HAD BEEN THEIR ADULT SELVES WHILE IN THE WORLD OF VISIONS. HERE THE ESPADRYNI WOMEN, ALSO, ARE WHOLE AND UNBROKEN.

“SO, YOU SEE HOW IT IS FOR US. THOUGH THE WORLD OFVISIONS IS NO REFUGE,” WINTER-ASH SAYS. “WE CANNOT STAY HERE, WHERE THERE IS NEITHER FOOD NOR DRINK. THE OTHERS WOULD NOT FEED OUR BODIES.”

“ANYMORE THAN WE WOULD FEED THEIRS, WERE OUR POSITIONS REVERSED,” SAYS THE SHORTER WOMAN. WINTER-ASH HUGS HER.

“HERE ARE NIGHT-SKY,” SHE SAYS. “AND FEATHER-FLIGHT. OUR HEARTS ARE FULL TO MEET YOU FINALLY, DHULYN WOLFSHEAD.”

“WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU? TO ALL THE MARKED,” DHULYN ASKS. “HAVE YOU EVER SEEN?”

“LOOK, WE WILL SHOW YOU.” WINTER-ASH GESTURES, ANDDHULYN FOLLOWS THE SWEEP OF THE YOUNG WOMAN’S HAND UNTIL SHE IS STANDING ONCE MORE IN THE ROOM SHE HAS SEEN SO MANY TIMES. HERE IS THE MAGE WITH HIS PALE, CLOSE-CROPPED HAIR. HE IS ON HIS KNEES; HE BOWS HIS HEAD, HIS HANDS COVERING HIS FACE WITH THEIR JADE GREEN EYES. DHULYN, EXCEPT IT ISN’T DHULYN HERE, IT IS SOMEONE ELSE IN THE PART SHE USUALLY PLAYS. THIS SOMEONE ELSE LIFTS HIS SWORD HIGH AND STRIKES. AS THE BLADE ENTERS THEMAGE’S FLESH, THE FLESH TURNS TO STONE AND SHATTERS, EXPLODING INTO A PALE GREEN DUST THAT BLANKS THE VISION OUT . . .

“THERE, YOU SEE? THAT IS WHAT WE ARE SHOWN, OVER AND OVER, WHEN WE ASK TO SEE WHAT HAS HAPPENED TO US. ALWAYS THE ROOM, THE MIRROR, AND OURCHAMPION DEFEATING THEGREEN SHADOW. THE FINE DUST THAT OBSCURES ALL AND PREVENTS US FROM SEEING WHY, HOW, WEMARKED BECAME WHAT WE BECAME.”

DHULYN SHAKES HER HEAD. “THAT IS NOT WHAT HAPPENED IN OUR WORLD.”

“YOUSAW IT? HOW WAS IT DIFFERENT?”

“I DIDSEE IT, YES, BUTI WAS ALSO THERE, AT THE END.”

“HOW CAN THAT BE? THE GREEN SHADOW IS WHAT CAUSED THE FALL OF THE CAIDS, AND YOU ARE NOT SO OLD AS THAT, SURELY.”THE THREE WOMEN SMILE AT HER, SHAKING THEIR HEADS.

“IN MY WORLD THE GREEN SHADOW WAS NOT DEFEATED QUICKLY, BUT APPEARED AND REAPPEARED. WHEN IT WAS FINALLY DEFEATED,” SHE WAVES HER HAND AT WHERE THE VISION REPLAYS AROUND THEM, “THIS IS NOT WHAT HAPPENED.”

“IN WHAT MANNER WAS IT DIFFERENT?”

“HAVE YOU SEEN THE MAGE WHEN HIS EYES ARE THE BLUE OF OLD ICE?” THEY NOD. “THAT IS THE REAL MAGE, THE ONE WHO CAN READ THE BOOK—”

“WHAT BOOK?”

DHULYNLOOKS AROUND, BUT AT THAT MOMENT THEGREEN DUST HAS EXPLODED, AND THERE IS NOTHING OF THE ROOM TO BE SEEN. “THERE IS A SPELL BOOK ON THE MAGE’S TABLE,” SHE SAYS. “IT IS HOW THE SHADOW WAS CALLED. AND THE MAGE CAN READ THE BOOK, AND ...” DHULYN’S VOICE DIES AWAY. THE VISION IS REPEATING ONCE MORE AND SHE CAN SEE THE DESK, BUT IT IS BARE, THERE IS NO BOOK UPON IT. ONCE AGAIN THE SWORD FALLS, AND THEGREEN SHADOW SHATTERS INTO DUST.

“WHERE DOES THE DUST GO?” SHE ASKS.

WINTER-ASH BRUSHES AT HERSELF AND THEN AT THE AIR, BUT THE DUST DOES NOT DISPERSE. SHE CANNOT TOUCH IT; IT IS AS IF THEY WERE NOT THERE. “WE CANNOTSEE BEYOND THIS MOMENT .”

“HAVE YOU EVER ASKED HOW YOU MAY BE MADE WHOLE AGAIN?” DHULYN SEES FROM THEIR PATIENT LOOKS THAT OF COURSE THEY HAVE. “AND WHAT WERE YOU SHOWN THEN?”

“YOU .”

“PARDON?” DHULYN WANTS TO SHAKE HER HEAD, SHAKE AWAY THE IDEA THAT CREEPS ITS WAY INTO HER BRAIN.

“WE SEE YOU, DHULYN WOLFSHEAD. THAT IS WHY WE ARE HERE. SOMEHOW, YOU WILL HELP US FIND WHAT WE SEEK.”

I WISH WE HADA FINDER WITH US, DHULYN THINKS. I NEED GUN. “PERHAPS YOU ARE NOT ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS,” DHULYN SAYS. SHE TAPS HER TEETH WITH THE TIP OF HER TONGUE. “IN OUR WORLD, THE GREEN SHADOW WAS SHATTERED OVER AND OVER AGAIN, AND ITS PIECES CAUSED MUCH MISCHIEF BEFORE THE END FINALLY CAME.” SHE WAVES HER HAND AT THE ROOM AROUND THEM. “YOU ASK HOW YOU CAME TO BE BROKEN, AND YOU ARE SHOWN THISVISION. IN MY WORLD THEGREENSHADOW WAS A NOTHINGNESS, AN UNPLACE, A FORMLESS NOWHERE THAT UNMADE.” DHULYN TAKES WINTER-ASH’S LEFT HAND IN HER RIGHT AND HOLDS OUT HER LEFT FORNIGHT-SKY. THE WOMEN QUICKLY UNDERSTAND AND FORM A CIRCLE. “WHERE IS THIS DUST NOW?” DHULYN ASKS.

THE VISION BEGINS TO CHANGE, THE ROOM FADING AWAY, AS IF IN ANSWER TO HER QUESTION. SHAPES BEGIN TO FORM, BUT THEY FADE AGAIN. “WHERE IS THE DUST?” DHULYN ASKS AGAIN, AND THIS TIME THE SHADOWS AROUND THEM ALMOST CLEAR. DHULYN THINKS SHE SEES HORSES WALKING IN THE FOG, TWO WITH RIDERS. THEN THAT IMAGE FADES ALSO, THE SHADOWS DISAPPEAR, AND NOW THERE ARE TWO WOMEN BEFORE THEM, TWO WOMEN WITH WHITE SKIN, BONE-PALE HAIR, RED EYES. “SISTER,” THE ONE ON THE LEFT SAYS, THE ONE WITH THE GOLD FLECK IN HER EYE. “SISTER, WAKE UP. YOU HAVE BEEN TOO LONG IN VISION PLACE. YOU MUST RETURN .”

“NO,” CRIES WINTER-ASH. “WE ARE SO CLOSE, WE ALMOSTSAW, WE MUST NOT STOP NOW.”

“SISTER, DHULYN,” SAYS THE SECOND WHITE TWIN. “YOU MUST GO BACK NOW. THE TIME TO DESTROY THE SHADOW IS NOT YET.”

“WHAT DOES SHE MEAN,” NIGHT-SKY SAYS. “THE SHADOW WAS DEFEATED LONG AGO.”

“DHULYN KNOWS. SHE HAS THE ANSWER, BUT YOU MUST RETURN NOW.”

“NO,” WINTER-ASH IS CRYING. “WE ARE SO CLOSE, WE MAY NOT WANT TO TRY AGAIN, ONCE WE RETURN TO OUR WORLDLY SELVES. THEY ONLY DID THIS OUT OF CURIOSITY, AND NOW THEY WILL NOT CARE. WE CANNOT GO BACK NOW.” SHE CATCHES UP DHULYN’S LEFT HAND IN HER RIGHT AND GESTURES AT FEATHER-FLIGHT AND NIGHT-SKY, WHO QUICKLY JOIN HER IN CREATING THE CIRCLE.

DHULYN LOOKS TO THE WHITE TWINS, BUT THEY ARE GONE.




Sixteen

EPION PULLED AT his lower lip. The corridor outside the Tarkina’s apartments was not wide enough to allow for a ram—had in fact been designed that way—but neither was the door designed to withstand two men with battle axes for more than a short period. Only enough time as would be needed, in fact, to access the secret passage—that is, if anyone but Epion still knew about the things. He sighed and dropped his hand. He knew he should have insisted on sending in one of his own people, Julen was known to be fiercely loyal to Falcos. But preventing the guard from performing what was, after all, her actual duty in protecting the princess would have raised too many questions.

It was a simple plan, and a good one. It was a shame, really, that it had not played out. The first steps had gone beautifully. The guards he had spoken to had been shocked, but in the face of all that had happened in the last two years, and the rumors about Falcos he’d had circulating since the old Tarkin’s death, they were ready at least to listen and to follow his orders. After all, he wasn’t asking them to do anything more than hold Falcos safe. And if he had anticipated events slightly, if he had not actually consulted the council as yet, well, no one knew it but him.

If Alaria and those blooded Scholars had only come out of the rooms, this would all be over now and the council faced with the fact of Falcos’ apparent suicide. Epion straightened up. He could only hope that when the assassin realized the rooms were still occupied he would go back to the library entrance.

With luck, this was only a small hitch in the plan. Once they were through the door Falcos could still be isolated—perhaps in his own rooms—and the assassin could pay him a visit then. Let Alaria and the Scholars think whatever they liked for the moment. Falcos’ “suicide” would answer all questions.

“My lord.” Gabe-Leggett was signaling to him. They had breached the door, finally, and the guard with the ax was reaching through, trying to get leverage on the bars to lift them away.

Epion gestured him aside and stooped to peer through the opening. The room within was empty, doors to the balcony open, curtains blowing in. Epion stifled a smile. Not even Falcos was stupid enough to try that route of escape. The tide was out, and there was nothing outside that balcony now but rocks. No, they would be hiding in one of the other rooms, that was all.

He stepped back from the opening. “Continue,” he directed. “But take care, there were weapons in the princess’ baggage, and the Tarkin may have forced her to supply them. Do your best not to hurt anyone, especially the princess and the Scholars, but do not put yourselves at risk either. I have called for the Healer, but he has not yet arrived.”

Another lie that would not matter if all else went well. A lie, moreover, that should convince them he was on the side of the Caids. Concerned for their safety, worried about the precious princess, but reluctantly doing the right thing when it came to his poor mad nephew. And if they thought he’d called for the Healer to help Falcos, well, so much the better.

It would not take much longer to open the door, Epion decided. He signaled to the Leggett brothers.

“With luck he will fight,” he told them in low tones. “Try to make it so. Engage with him yourselves.”

“Finish with him?” Jo-Leggett said in the same quiet voice. His brother, Gabe-Leggett, remained impassive, his eyes steady on Epion’s face.

“Not if you can avoid it. Knocking him senseless would be preferable at the moment.” The two men nodded.

“My lord.”

This time the door was open, and at Epion’s signal the men went through, the Leggetts in front. In a moment, Gabe-Leggett was back, his mouth set in a grim line.

“The rooms are empty, my lord.”

Epion’s hands closed into fists. He had been certain, certain that only he knew of the existence of the secret passages. His brother, the old Tarkin, had not told Falcos—he had only admitted their existence when Epion had asked about them, refusing to give any more details and demanding to know how Epion had learned of them. Epion had passed off his knowledge as a story he’d heard in childhood, but in truth he had found the map of the passages in the same old book in which he’d found the key to the Path.

Though thus far only the diagram to the passages had been of any use, and that somewhat limited. The locations of the exits and entrances had been indicated, but not always how they had been hidden, and Epion had only had time to find how the library entrance worked. With help, he would have found more, but anyone who helped him had to be fed to the man from the Path.

Still, the passages were complicated, and there was time to use what he did know. He signaled to his own men.

“Jo-Leggett, send men you can trust to the Tarkin’s rooms, the throne room, and the stables.” Those seemed the three likeliest places for Falcos to go. “Also the library and the kitchens.” The latter was so public it was probably safe, but he could take no chances. “Send half a squad at least to each place. And then come to me in the stables.” There was one more exit, the most likely one, now that he thought of it. Best the Leggett boys go themselves. “The same instructions apply, mind you,” he said. “Detain him only.”

Only long enough for me to arrange his suicide. The suicide that would be all the proof anyone would need that Epion’s accusations were true.

Jo-Leggett nodded and went.
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Ice Hawk heard the horse approaching long before it came into view, just as he would have expected to. Town people, he’d heard, thought the grass plains were perfectly flat, like a wooden table he had seen once in a city shop, when his grandfather had taken him, as a small child, to visit the people of fields and cities. But all Espadryni knew the plains rippled like a cloth laid on the ground, with crests and valleys—not all deep enough to hide or camp in, but many were.

Partly through his own evolving magics, and partly through the study of wind and air that told any man, Mage or not, much about the world around him that would be handy to know, Ice Hawk also knew who it was that approached, though it was rare that Bekluth Allain had only the one horse with him.

When Bekluth the trader finally came into sight, he was on foot, leading a sand-colored mare with two white feet. The horse didn’t seem much laden with merchandise, but it was possible that Bekluth, not knowing who would be at the camp just now, had left the major part of his goods—along with his other horses—on the other side of a nearby rise. After all, not all the Espadryni were as trustworthy as the Long Trees People, nor as welcoming as Ice Hawk.

“Ah, Ice Hawk,” Bekluth said when they were close enough to speak. Why city men thought they had to repeat your name when they saw you was more than Ice Hawk yet understood. At least the trader did not wave his arms and shout while still at a distance as the young Mage had seen others do.

Though, now that he thought about it, perhaps those particular travelers had been lost.

“Still here at Mother Sun’s Door, I see,” Bekluth said. At Ice Hawk’s signal the man squatted down next to the fire spot, though the ashes were cold now, courteously retaining the lead of his horse in his hands until he was invited to do more than merely sit. He looked around him at the marks on the ground.

“I see others of your people have been here,” the older man said. “Checking on you, were they? Making sure you hadn’t gone through and not come back?”

Ice Hawk was careful to keep his smile friendly. The trader had to be a good man to travel so much alone, but he was neither Espadryni nor Mage.

“If the information will be of use to you, you might trade me something for it,” he suggested with a smile. Ice Hawk knew that information could be just as valuable a commodity as knives and other artifacts.

Bekluth laughed. “Oh, very good, very sharp! Are you sure you don’t want to come trading with me? Learn the business?”

Ice Hawk knew that the offer was meant as a compliment and refrained from showing his disgust at the idea that an Espadryni could ever become a man of field and city. Refrained with some success apparently, as the trader was still smiling at him.

“Nah, lad, I was curious only. You show me respect, however, by your willingness to trade. And it’s only right I show you the same.” Bekluth looped the leading rein around his arm to leave his hands free and began to pat his belt pouches. “Let’s see. A man can’t have too many knives. What do you think of this one?”

Ice Hawk sat up straighter. This was the first time anyone had called him a man. No one in the Tribes would call him that until he’d faced the Door of the Sun. Whether Mother Sun granted him access to the Door or not, he would leave here a man. Either a superior Mage ready to follow the path of his grandfather, Singer of the Wind, or simply a man among his people.

“It is a skinning knife,” Bekluth said, holding it out. “From Cisneros. You see how the blade is very slightly curved, and the patterning hammered into the upper edge.”

Ice Hawk nodded as if he saw Cisnerean blades every day. “For this knife I will answer your question.”

“For this knife you will answer my question and . . . five more.”

Shaking his head, Ice Hawk tried to look disinterested. “Two.”

“Three.”

“Done.”

Ice Hawk had the hilt of the knife in his hands almost before he finished speaking. Bekluth unwrapped the leading rein from his arm and tossed it to one side. Now that trading had taken place, a tacit invitation to do more than sit had been offered and accepted. Ice Hawk sheathed his new knife and set it to one side. This would be the first time he would play host in a camp, but he knew what was expected.

“Your first question concerned the presence of my people,” he said. “They came to bring me supplies, the kind I cannot hunt for myself if I am to complete my meditation.”

Bekluth nodded and tapped his lips with his index finger, as though he sorted through questions in his mind. “How long did they stay?”

“Longer than they had planned, I am sure, as two Mercenary Brothers came through the Path of the Sun.” Ice Hawk felt his face heat, remembering the touch of Dhulyn Wolfshead’s hand on his arm.

Bekluth grinned and shifted his seat until he was sitting cross-legged. “You’ve been in the sun too long, Ice Hawk. The Mercenaries came through moons ago.”

Stung, Ice Hawk was quick to defend his knowledge. “No, Bekluth Allain. These are different ones, new. One is a woman—like our women, but not like ...” Ice Hawk let his voice die away, his stomach cold, his ears buzzing.

The trader’s brows crawled high and his eyes were almost round. “What do you mean?”

Ice Hawk scrambled to find a way out of his mistake. It was widely thought among the Long Trees People that Bekluth Allain knew the truth about the Espadryni women, but the Mages said that so long as it was never spoken of openly, Bekluth Allain could never reveal their secret. “Apparently, there were once Espadryni on the other side of Mother Sun’s Door, though their women were not sequestered as ours are. Then the Tribes were broken. This Mercenary is the last of her kind, she says.”

Now the trader swung his head from side to side “She is tricking you, Ice Hawk.”

Ice Hawk shrugged. Bekluth Allain was asking without asking, and Ice Hawk had to find a way to answer. “Me they might have tricked,” he admitted. “I was only lately a cub. But my grandfather, Singer of the Wind, was here also, and he cannot be tricked. Not in such things.”

At these words the trader fell silent. A breeze gusted, stirring the ashes in the fire spot and bringing with it a faint smell of Ice Hawk’s latrine pit.

“A great marvel,” Bekluth said, suddenly coming to life as he absorbed Ice Hawk’s words. “The last of her kind. So they went off, then, with Singer of the Wind?”

“Question three.” Ice Hawk felt the tension ease from his back and shoulders. “You need not look so cunning, Bekluth, they are warriors, and not likely to need anything from you.”

“Oh, no? And you had no need for your new knife?”

Ice Hawk grinned and shrugged. “I am young and need many things. These two, they did not look to be short of knives. I think they will want to talk to you, though, so it may be that you have information they will trade for.”

Without answering Bekluth stood and began to free his horse from its saddle, pulling loose a tie here and opening a buckle there. First he detached a pack from the back of the saddle and set it down at his place on the ground, then he lifted off the saddle itself, taking pad and all into his hands. Ice Hawk did not offer to help, not even to take the leading rein and stake it to the ground. It would have seemed as though he wished to pry into the trader’s goods.

“What could I know that people from the other side of Mother Sun’s Door would trade me for?” The horse led a short distance away to where the horse line would normally be, Bekluth sat down once more across from Ice Hawk, opened his saddle pack, and began looking through it.

“You have no more questions left,” Ice Hawk said, grinning.

“Let’s see, what might I have that would be worth such knowledge?” Bekluth raised his eyebrows and looked at Ice Hawk sideways. “Especially considering that all I have to do is wait to meet them and they will tell me themselves for free.”

Ice Hawk shrugged again, unashamed. Who doesn’t try gets nothing. Even the young cubs knew that.

“They’re looking for someone, a killer, who has passed to their side of the Door of the Sun, and killed some of their people. Not just killed, but tortured and mutilated in a way unknown to us.” Ice Hawk blinked, the image of what the woman Dhulyn Wolfshead had told them momentarily before his eyes. “We thought to help them, but they told us when the last killing had been done, and we had seen no such killer.”

“When was that?” Bekluth finally straightened from his pack with two cups and a round flask in his hands.

Ice Hawk thought for a moment, counting back the days since the Mercenaries had left for the camp of the Salt Desert People. And they had said the killing had happening three nights before that. “Five or six nights ago,” he said.

“At the full moon? But you were here, Ice Hawk, did they not suspect you?”

Ice Hawk blinked, but the trader was already laughing. “Ah, forgive me, a bad jest I admit, but Caids, man, you should see your face.” His own face grew suddenly serious. “Were we in any danger then, do you think? Was that not the time I met with you on my way to the Cold Lake camp? You told them this, of course.” The trader poured out two glasses of clear liquid that had a most exquisite smell.

Ice Hawk felt the heat rising to his ears. “No,” he admitted. “I forgot.” He wrinkled up his nose. Was this why the Mother Sun had not yet shown him the key to her Door? Because he was still unseasoned and forgetful? “You were here such a short time and naturally I thought them to mean some stranger to us. Still, I must tell them,” he decided. He would have to admit his error to Dhulyn Wolfshead, but then, it would give him an excuse to speak with her.

“I will tell them myself,” Bekluth said. “I travel much, and possibly I have seen something that they alone will find significant. And if, as you say, they come from beyond the Door, I admit I will be curious to meet them.” He held out one of the cups. “In the meantime, taste this orange brandy for me, and tell me whether you think your people will trade for it.”

Ice Hawk considered reminding Bekluth the Trader that strong drink was only for those who had become men and that he had not, in fact, reached that status yet. But even as he was thinking so, he was reaching out for the cup. After all, he would not be the first to enjoy some of the privileges of manhood in advance of the ceremony, nor the last.

Bekluth raised his cup, and Ice Hawk imitated him, wondering whether he was required to make the salute, and wracking his brain for one he had heard the men use.

“Your health,” Bekluth said.

“Confusion to our enemies,” Ice Hawk responded, and he set his lips to the edge of the cup. The liquid was fiery, much more so than he expected, and Ice Hawk fought not to choke or sneeze. It tasted something like the honeyed orange peel they sometimes traded for but—

It felt as though a hand had closed around his throat, large and hard as sword steel. Ice Hawk waved his right hand at Bekluth, signaling for help, but the man merely sat there, looking at Ice Hawk with narrowed eyes, as if watching an ant crawl across a leaf. Sun and Moon curse him. Ice Hawk’s lungs continued to heave, trying for air, but he ignored them, ignored the black edges to his vision, and how they crowded in. Concentrating on, focusing on, the handle of his dagger, and how to reach it, to recognize the familiar feel of the thong-wrapped hilt, forcing his hand to pull it out, even though it made the black edges thicker. He lurched to his knees, putting out his empty hand to steady himself, and reached—

The trader stopped smiling and hastily scrabbled back and away.

At least I made him afraid. The black closed in, and Ice Hawk followed the thought down into it. Confusion to . . .

Bekluth Allain waited for a count of one hundred, to make sure the boy was unconscious. He should not have been able to move so much; either he was very determined, and very strong, or the poison in the orange brandy was losing its potency. Bekluth shrugged. He’d poured out all he had, the chief’s share into the boy’s cup, leaving barely enough in his own to stain the lips. Barely enough to do the job, it seemed.

When he was sure, Bekluth stood up and nudged the dagger away from the boy’s hand with his toe. Can’t be too careful, he told himself with a smile. Look what happened to people who weren’t.

“She might have tricked you, eh, boy? Well, I’ve tricked you and your grandfather both, what do you think of that?” Bekluth rolled the boy over and put the dagger back into its sheath. He wouldn’t need it, and the boy couldn’t use it. At the same time, he took back the skinning knife he’d traded for information. The Horsemen were excellent trackers, but there was no point in leaving them such a clear sign he’d been here after them. These people knew each other’s belongings as well as they knew each other’s horses. Not that there was any chance he’d ever let this knife go.

He looked down at where the boy lay half on his back, half on his side, face relaxing from its determined expression, the blue eyes still wide open and aware. Yet there was something hidden there—or was he wrong? Bekluth squatted down on his heels, elbows resting on his knees.

No, he was not wrong. The boy did have a darkness hidden within him, a secret. Bekluth inhaled sharply and forced himself to exhale slowly, very slowly. He reached out with the hand that still held the knife and brushed the boy’s hair away from his face.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m going to help you. I can free what’s hidden inside you, and you’ll be open, full of light. No need to fear anymore. You’ll see. Be patient.”

 


When he was finished, the waning moon had risen, and Bekluth knelt beside the fire, invigorated as usual despite the length of the ordeal. But the boy would be well now, open and free of the darkness that had lived inside him, the secret. Bekluth had taken it from him, freeing it, taking it into himself where he could destroy it. Saving the boy. He felt again that wondrous sense of completion, of satisfaction, that he felt only when he’d helped someone.

He took a deep breath and straightened, setting his shoulders back, and clapped his hands on his thighs before standing and resaddling his horse. That done, and the nervous animal steadied, Bekluth looked around for the tinder pile Ice Hawk would have had nearby. He checked the direction of the prevailing wind, gathered up the dry grass and twisted it into a loose wick, laying one end in the fire pit and making sure the other end would reach to the grass—equally dry—surrounding the small campsite. The fire had been laid against a cool night, and all Bekluth had to do before getting on his horse was set the construction of dry grass and sticks alight with his own sparker.

He looked back three times as he rode away and was rewarded the third time with the sight of dark smoke blowing away from him. He stopped at the next rise to watch the direction of the smoke and to see, finally, the bright shiver of the fire itself. It was moving away from him, according to plan. As he was riding, the wind grew colder, and Bekluth shivered. He pulled his cloak free of his saddle pack, and as he swung it around his shoulders, he examined the sky in the direction of the wind.

“Rain,” he said, pulling up the horse. “Rain before morning.” He looked back over his shoulder to where the fire was spreading behind him. He took his upper lip in his teeth. He needed to get back to the Mercenaries.

But perhaps he should wait. The Mercenaries should give him no more trouble than the rest of these simple people did.

He would wait. The rain might wake the boy up.
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It was seldom Parno played his chanter without the air bag and drones of his pipes attached. And while he was used to keeping the air bag filled, of course, the chanter was held differently in the lips, and he’d been playing for so long now, while Dhulyn Saw, that a muscle in his lower lip was beginning to cramp. He saw Dhulyn flinch, wrinkling up her nose, and only long force of habit kept him from interrupting his playing, since to do so might interrupt the Vision Dhulyn was sharing with the other Seers. Though they were not perfectly still, they had stopped dancing as soon as the full trance was upon them, and they still clasped hands. Parno was familiar with the effects of Seeing. The Visions were sometimes disturbing, and when they came during sleep, Dhulyn often twitched, moaned, or even spoke aloud. As he watched this time, however, he saw something he had never seen before. Dhulyn’s face became at first masklike, and she looked as she did when practicing a Shora, calm, determined, concentrating. Then Parno noticed a tremor in her left eyelid, so slight he wasn’t sure at first that he’d seen anything. Almost as though she merely thought of opening her eyes. The same tremor seemed to possess the other muscles of her face, her neck and shoulders, and even her arms. The other women too were showing the same signs, the same look of fierce concentration, the tiny movements of their muscles, their eyes moving under their closed lids. Parno realized that his own muscles were beginning to vibrate in time to theirs.

As though I were struggling to move against tight bonds, he thought. As though they were struggling. Their breathing, which had sounded for a moment as if they were running, had gradually quieted. Dhulyn’s body jerked once, twice, as if she were struggling to step away, but then she steadied again. All four were breathing more quietly. Still more quietly. Until they did not appear to breathe at all.

They were not breathing at all.

Parno felt a familiar tightening in his own chest, and the notes of his pipe faltered.

“Demons and perverts.” Parno thrust his chanter into his belt and backhanded the woman on Dhulyn’s right, sending her sprawling and breaking the link of their hands. He took his Partner by the upper arm and pulled her, unresisting, away from the other Seers. Putting her behind him, he drew his long dagger out from his boot and, holding it in one hand, faced toward the other women. Winter-Ash was still lying on the ground, her hands to her face, and the other two had fallen to their hands and knees. Using his free hand, he took Dhulyn by the nape of the neck and shook her until she coughed, heaved in a great breath of air, another, and then another.

Parno straightened, his arm around Dhulyn’s waist, until he was sure she had recovered her wind completely and could stand without help. Something—perhaps the abrupt cessation of the music—had attracted the attention of the nearest Espadryni, and three men were heading toward them. The Seers were sitting up now, and Winter-Ash was touching her face and frowning at him, clearly incredulous.

“I’m going to have a bruise,” she said. From the movement of her tongue she was checking for loose teeth.

“A bruise may be the least of your worries, Winter-Ash.” Star-Wind held up his hand to the other men who had come running with him and placed himself between Parno and the Seers. “What happened here?”

“We could not return—the shadow—” Dhulyn cleared her throat and spit to one side.

“They were preventing her from awakening, from the look of it,” Parno said.

“No.” Dhulyn shook her head and winced. “That is not the way of it.”

Star-Wind looked the women over. “Well?”

“He struck me,” Winter-Ash said. “That’s contrary to the Pact.”

Star-Wind turned more fully toward her, studying her face as if he could read there the truth he looked for. Winter-Ash’s look of righteous indignation faltered, to be replaced by impatience.

“Seers have been known not to return, to die while Seeing,” Star-Wind said finally. “Perhaps now we know why.” He turned to the men with him. “Take and bind them. The elders must meet.”

“You can’t.” Winter-Ash was on her feet. “You can’t punish us because of something these people have said. They’re liars—we were only trying to help them. She asked us to. And she was going to help us, but she didn’t.”

“The shamans will decide.” Star-Wind nodded to Parno and turned away, ushering the women before him.

“They weren’t trying to hurt me,” Dhulyn said, turning her face into Parno’s shoulder. There was a tremor in her, as if she shivered against the cold, though the sun was warm overhead. He folded her into his arms. “Parno, my soul, they are whole. Like the White Twins, they are healthy and whole while in Vision.”

“Blooded demons.” Parno swallowed. “Why weren’t we told? The men must know.” What a horror. No wonder Dhulyn was so shocked.

“Can we be sure anyone knows? In the Visions they look for the answer to their breaking. They have Seen that I am somehow involved in it, and Winter-Ash wanted to keep looking for the answer now.” Dhulyn coughed again, and licked her lips. “She said it was possible that once they left the Vision, their waking selves would not care enough to pursue the answer again.”

“Not care enough?” Parno found that difficult to fathom.

Dhulyn’s eyes were squeezed shut. “You should have heard her. In the Vision they were desperate to find out what had happened to them. They wanted to stay until we could find out.” Dhulyn blinked, looking at him. “Even after the White Twins joined us, telling us we had stayed for too long, they were willing to risk staying. And now? You heard her, she didn’t care that the opportunity had been lost. Only that she would not be blamed for hurting me.”

“The White Twins were there?” Parno shook his head. “I don’t suppose you learned anything useful.”

Dhulyn took a step away, the left corner of her lip lifting in a smile. “That depends on what you mean by useful. A very dark future is coming to this place, though I am still unable to see how or why. And the trader, Bekluth Allain, we are right to think he will help us in some way. I Saw his older self, still alive, still offering aid. There is something the matter with Gun; he is definitely sick, though again, I do not know how or why.” She stopped smiling. “I think we did See how the present came about. I saw the Mage’s room again. But this time the book was missing, and the Green Shadow exploded into dust and faded away.”

“Exploded into dust?” Parno shook his head. That was not what happened in their own world.

“I had an idea about that, and we wanted to go on searching for the answer, but that was when the White Twins came and warned us that it was time to leave the Vision. And though we tried, we could not. We kept Seeing the Green Shadow over and over.”

“But the Green Shadow did not rise again in this world, as it did in ours.”

“They say not, but ...” she shrugged. “There is something wrong, here. That much is evident.” She looked toward the area of the camp where the Espadryni women lived. “And for a moment, while in the Vision, I Saw the answer, I know I did, but now it’s gone.”

Parno frowned, but he held his tongue. He could tell from the look on Dhulyn’s face that she would be asking to share Visions with the Espadryni women again. He could not blame her, but he hoped it would not be soon.

 


“Mercenaries, will you come? The shamans would examine the Seers who harmed Dhulyn Wolfshead.” Scar-Face approached them moments later as they were walking back to their own tent, and they followed him at once to where the Salt Desert People had assembled in the small clearing in front of the chief shaman’s tent. This time, along with every adult man in the camp, five of the older women had been included, led by Snow-Moon and sitting cross-legged, off to one side. The Cloud Shaman and Horse Shaman sat facing the assembled Tribe, and Dhulyn and Parno were shown to seats on their left. Star-Wind and another young Horseman sat to the right, closer to the grouped Seers. Only the three accused women were standing, their hands bound in front of them.

Winter-Ash, hair pulled back off her face, was shrugging. “We helped her, showing her what would come in her quest,” the woman said. “We showed her our own past, the Vision that comes when we ask what was done to us. But it meant no more to her then to us. She would not stay to help us further, though she must know the answer, seeing that she is ‘whole’ and ‘safe.’ ”

Winter-Ash’s tone was very close to a sneer, and Dhulyn shut her eyes. This was not the attitude that the young woman had shown in the Vision. There she had trusted Dhulyn and believed her—believed also that the damage done to her waking self was real. The difference between the real, whole person and this broken one made Dhulyn feel like weeping.

The Horse Shaman Spring-Flood glanced at Singer of the Grass-Moon, but the old man gestured to him to speak. “Did you force her to help you? Did you deliberately keep her too long in the Vision? She is a guest in our camp,” the younger man said, “sent to us by Sun, Moon, and Stars. You are not to harm anyone, not yourselves, not each other, nor any other. That is our Pact.”

Winter-Ash shrugged again, lips pursed. “You do not understand the world of Visions. If there was any danger, and I do not say that there was, we were as much affected by it as she. And you see us all, here in front of you, healthy. No harm was done.”

“It is an unusual circumstance.” Singer of the Grass-Moon’s voice was frail, but firm. “We men do not usually interfere in the Seeing of Visions. We would not do so now, except that you, our guests, are touched by it.” He looked first toward Parno and Dhulyn, his mouth twisted to one side, and then turned back to face his own people. “We all know that it is not rare for Seers to stay in the world of Visions, to fade and die while there. What are we to think now but that those deaths were deliberate, and that you tried to kill Dhulyn Wolfshead in the way that others have been killed?” There was great bitterness in his face, but under it was a layer of resignation. Winter-Ash looked around her, defiance mixed with indignation on her face.

Dhulyn held up her hand. “I would speak in their defense, if I may.” A murmur ran through the men watching, a ripple of movement as they nodded and exchanged looks. There was even some drumming of palms on the ground among the younger men seated toward the back of those assembled. Dhulyn looked at the three accused Seers. Winter-Ash merely shrugged one shoulder, her lips twisted in a confident smile. Night-Sky’s eyes were turned downward, as if she studied something on the ground. Feather-Flight was the only one who looked back at Dhulyn, fearful, and apparently wishing to speak.

She might well have died, Dhulyn thought, and these women with her. If it had not been for Parno, and the unique bond they shared as Partners, they might not have come back from the Vision—Dhulyn because she did not know how and the Espadryni women because they could not let go of their hope. And now there was no consciousness of what had passed, what they had lost, in the behavior of the three women. They knew they were to be punished for what had happened, and their reactions were only varying degrees of fear, resentment, and defiance. It did not even occur to them that they should tell the men what really happened when they Saw.

“I am a Mercenary Brother, and many people have tried to kill me,” Dhulyn began. “I am not offended, nor frightened, by it. And I assure you these women made no such attempt.”

“But in their carelessness—”

It was true, then. The men could not know. Not if they believed the women had no more caring in the Visions than they did in the real world. “They are not careless in the Visions,” she said, raising her voice to half-battlefield tones so that all would hear. “They are whole. In the Visions your women are whole.”

Spring-Flood looked to his fellow chief, Singer of the Grass-Moon. It seemed to Dhulyn that some unspoken communication, some private consultation, took place between them, reminding her that though Spring-Flood was the least shaman of the Tribe, he was still a Mage. Parno leaned forward, his brow furrowed. Can he hear them, she wondered. Was his Pod sense somehow alerted?

“That is why they sometimes don’t return,” Dhulyn said, as she watched belief slowly replace the shock of denial on the faces around her. “Because when they are whole, they don’t want to become broken again; sometimes they cannot face it.”

“But why would they not tell us this?” Spring-Flood said.

“Ask them.” Dhulyn turned to where the three Seers still stood, awaiting their judgment. “Winter-Ash, why have you women not told the men that you are whole and safe while in your Visions?”

The young woman looked quickly away and back again, as if she sought for the answer that would please. “What is ‘whole’ and ‘safe’? This is only words. We’re not such fools. What would that gain us? We are always the same, always what the Caids made us.”

Dhulyn turned back to the shaman. “You see? When they are here, they don’t feel the difference. They don’t feel.”




Seventeen

“WE SHOULD BEpassing under the courtyard now,” Falcos said. They’d come down two sets of narrow stairs, the second little more than steps created by blocks of stone identical to those making up the walls around them, to a passage that was wider but not as tall as those they had already seen. Parno might have had to stoop here, Mar thought, though none of them was tall enough to bother. They passed by an opening to a separate, narrower passage, marked only with the horse head symbol, and kept going.

It had taken them a few minutes of arguing, when they were still standing over the body of the assassin, but they had finally persuaded Falcos that using the throne room, or any other exit within the palace itself, was a bad idea.

“Look,” Alaria had finally said. She’d been pointing to the crest sewn on the man’s blue tunic. The crest that was identical to the one Julen had on her own tunic. “Even if we knew which rooms are safe from assassins, you won’t know which of your own guards can be trusted. We must get you away from the palace entirely. You say the sunburst symbol will lead us out?”

Falcos was shaking his head. “What’s to prevent Epion from having guards there to apprehend us?”

“What’s to prevent him from having guards anywhere?” Mar had said. “That argument applies to any exit.”

“Maybe.” Gun had been rubbing at his upper lip, a sure sign of thought. “Epion must know by now that we are not in the Tarkina’s suite. If these passages are not flooded with guards loyal to him in the next few minutes, we can be sure that either Epion does not know the mechanisms for all the entrances or that he would prefer to keep the passages . . . well, secret. The conditions we’ve seen, the dust for example, support that idea. He’s sent this one man in, not a squad.”

“Then we will have a chance,” Alaria had said. “And a better one, as I’ve said, if we try for this outer exit.”

“If you’re outside, and safe,” Julen had argued. “I can go to House Listra. Once I take this uniform off, no one would be looking for me.”

“And if House Listra cannot be trusted?” Falcos had said. But he spoke more in the spirit of someone who wanted to go on arguing than as someone who really meant what he said.

“The worst that will happen,” Julen had pointed out, as if she was taking Falcos’ question seriously, “is that I will be captured. You will still be free and able to rally your own support. But Listra is the most important House next to the Tarkinate itself. She is chief of the council and has her own allies and connections. She, if anyone, can call for a full investigation and examination of the truth. It is a chance worth taking.”

So they had gone on, still with Falcos in the lead, but now heading for the exit outside the walls of palace and town.

“How far outside of Uraklios will we be?” Mar asked. As far as she could tell, this passage was running straight, and it was the longest they’d been in so far.

“My mother never told me.”

“And you never tried to find out?” Mar wouldn’t have been able to stop herself from trying to explore the secret passages, once she knew they were there.

Falcos glanced back over his shoulder. “Do not think I never looked. You saw for yourself that it took Gundaron to Find the mechanism in my mother’s bedroom. I do not think the triggers are such things as can be found by accident.”

“And a Tarkin-to-be’s time is kept quite full,” Alaria said. “He is watched more carefully than you might think and is hardly ever left alone.”

Interesting, Mar thought. Not what Alaria said but that she felt motivated to say it. Clear enough whose side she’s on.

Mar had made up her mind that they would likely have quite a walk ahead of them, so it was a pleasant surprise when Falcos stopped at another set of steps, these leading upward. The young Tarkin, holding his upper lip in his teeth, looked up and around them, back the way they had come, and up the stairs.

“Unless I’m completely turned around, I think we’re under the olive grove to the west of the palace,” he said. “Gundaron, where is the Path of the Sun?”

“There.” Gun pointed up, and to the right.

Falcos nodded. “As I thought. There’s a small shrine to Mother Sun in the center of the grove, and I’d wager we are under it now. Gundaron?”

“Third stone up from the top step, left-hand side.” Falcos started up the steps. “But if I might make a suggestion?”

Halfway up, Falcos stopped and turned back.

“The Mercenaries say that you plan for what can happen, not for what might happen. The possible, not the probable.” Gun jerked his head toward the exit. “Remember what we said. It’s possible Epion knows there’s an exit here and that someone is waiting above.”

Falcos sat down on the steps, rubbing at his forehead with his fingers. “So there is no escape for us this way, after all,” he said finally.

Mar’s heart felt like lead in her chest. This didn’t seem like the kind of answer Gun’s Mark could Find for them.

“Not necessarily.” They all turned to look at Julen. “Epion has guards who are willing to detain you based on the suspicions he has created, but he cannot have many. As you pointed out, he sent in only the one assassin—though he may have had good reason for that. We have here three swords and a formidable bow. Even the Scholars have daggers, and I’d wager that the friends of Mercenary Brothers have learned a trick or two. Luck has been with us so far.”

Falcos stood up again. “Any more suggestions, Scholar?”

Gun’s eyes swiveled sideways until he was looking at Mar. She knew as much about strategy as he. “We’re prepared to fight, and we should also prepare for capture,” she said. “If Gun and I were soldiers, I’d say that Alaria and the Tarkin should go back down the passage, far enough to be outside the circle of light, while the three of us went ahead. As it is, we’re the least use in a fight, so we should be the ones to hang back. If things go well, we rejoin you—”

“And if they don’t go well, you are still free and the most likely to find your way out to help,” Julen finished for her. The guard turned back to Falcos. “I agree, my lord. This is a good plan.”

 


It was hard to sit quietly in the dark, ears straining to pick up any noise that might tell them the fate of their friends. It was easy to imagine noises that weren’t there. If they’d had Mercenary training . . .

“I wish we knew one of the Hunting Shoras,” Gun said, almost echoing Mar’s thoughts.

“If we did, we’d be up there with swords in our hands, not back here in the dark,” she said. She got to her feet, unable to stay sitting down, no matter how much more sensible it was to rest. “What’s taking so long?”

Gun stood also and, feeling for her in the dark, put his arm around her. “It always feels longer when you are the one waiting,” he reminded her. “Julen’s cautious; she’ll be making sure Falcos and Alaria are safely hidden before she comes back for us.”

Mar nodded, but her heart wasn’t in it. “I have a bad feeling about this,” she whispered.

Moments later footsteps in the dark seemed, at first, to deny her fears, but then Mar realized that the footsteps came unaccompanied by any light. Gun squeezed her to him and then stepped away. Mar licked her lips and, as silently as she could, drew the dagger she had at her waist, using the space Gun had given her. She felt cautiously for the wall and oriented herself next to it. They might not be soldiers, but they could at least try to defend themselves. She might even remember one or two of the moves Dhulyn Wolfshead had once shown her.

“Scholars?” came the whisper in the dark, and Mar relaxed. Finally, Julen had come for them. “Scholars?”

“Here.” There was no point in moving from where they were; they would only bump into the guard in the dark.

“Have you a light?”

Mar heard scraping, and then had to shut her eyes against the sudden glare of Gun’s candle. What she saw brought her hand to her mouth.

Julen was bleeding from a cut on her sword arm, and her left arm hung limp from her shoulder.

“It’s only dislocated, I think.” Julen bared her teeth in a parody of a smile. They showed bloody. “There was almost a squad waiting.” She spat to one side, grimacing. “So much for all our logic. Falcos managed to shut the opening, and as he does not know the trigger from the outside, they cannot come in after us.”

Gun had handed Mar the candle and was now supporting the guard with his own shoulder under her good one. “Epion knows at least one other entrance,” he reminded them.

“Which is why we’ll have to get out as quick as we can, Scholar.”

“No,” Mar said. “Give these people time to get back and Epion time to call off his other guards. Now that he has Falcos and Alaria, he doesn’t really care about us. He might leave one or two people to watch, but no squads as he had here. That will give us a better chance.” They’d been wrong once already, but surely logic couldn’t always be wrong?

“But Mar, Julen’s hurt.”

“The stables,” Julen said, jaws clenched. “I know the place like my tongue knows my teeth. There’re only so many places the entrance can be, and the sensible place to put watchers ...” she shut her eyes as if she were trying to visualize the area she was describing. “We would have good odds, I think. And my father will be there to help us.”

“To help you,” Gun said. Julen twisted her head to look at him. “Think about it,” he said. “We’ll get you there and get the door open, but I think there’s a better place for Mar and me to go.” Even as he was talking, he had gestured to Mar to lead the way back to where the side passage led to the stables. Mar picked up Gun’s pack and set off, holding her pace to what Julen could manage.

“You’re to go to House Listra, according to the Tarkin’s instructions; she’ll at least be able to put a stop to any further assassination attempts. But I’m afraid the only people we can absolutely trust to help us have gone where neither you nor the House can find them,” Gun said. “And by the time they get back with the real killer, it may be too late for us.”

Mar nodded without turning around. She saw where Gun was going. “We need the Mercenaries.”

“I agree,” Julen said. “Judgment given by Mercenaries would be acceptable to most if not all of the council. But they have gone through the Path of the Sun, where we cannot follow.”

“Ordinarily, I’d agree, but I think I could Find Dhulyn Wolfshead,” he said. “No matter what was between us, I think I could Find her.”

Mar’s lips spread in a wide smile, and she had to catch herself from walking faster.
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Dhulyn sat cross-legged on a pile of fleeces facing the Cloud Shaman, Singer of the Grass-Moon. Spring-Flood, the Horse Shaman, sat to the old man’s right. Star-Wind and Scar-Face sat close behind the Shamans. Grass-Moon reached out toward her, and Dhulyn placed her hands in his. It was the first time, she realized, that any of the Salt Desert People had offered to touch her.

“My daughter,” Grass-Moon said, “the news that you give us of our Seers—there is no manner in which I can convey our gratitude. It has been many years, since I was a young man, that the Seers have spoken regularly of the one who would come to make them whole. We had long given up hope that those old Visions would ever come to pass.”

“There is no way to know if I am that person,” Dhulyn protested. “We Saw nothing just now that gave us such an answer.”

The old man inclined his head, gripping her hands more tightly. “I have spoken with Winter-Ash, Night-Sky, and Feather-Flight, and they agree that the Seers who appeared to you stated that you have the answer. It seems clear to me that it will be only a matter of time until it becomes apparent.”

The White Twins had told her she had the answer, Dhulyn thought. So there was something she had already Seen that would provide a clue, if only she could think what it was.

Grass-Moon leaned forward and kissed the back of her left hand, his lips cool and papery against her skin. “Only telling us that the Seers are whole while in Visions gives us so much hope, that we could live upon it for years, if that should prove necessary.”

“If I could experience Visions with them again,” Dhulyn said. “Perhaps, now that I know the answer is there, I could revisit the Sight with fresh eyes.”

“I have asked, of course I have.” The crease of his forehead showed Dhulyn what answer he’d received. “They say no, their interest and curiosity in this matter have passed, and we would not force them, even if we could.” He gave her hands a final squeeze and released her. “But as I said, you have given us so much to hope for, and I will remain optimistic. In the meantime, you have your own mission here; do you pursue it, and perhaps our Seers will change their minds, or, and this seems to me very likely, the Seers of one of the other Tribes will be inclined to join with you.”

Dhulyn leaned back, letting her wrists fall to rest on her knees. It would almost be a relief, she thought, to return to something as relatively uncomplicated as finding a killer.

“What can we do to help you with your mission?” Spring-Flood asked.

Dhulyn exchanged glances with Parno. This was the first time the Salt Desert Tribe had offered active help. Until now, they had merely been given the freedom to go where they would.

“The person we look for is someone who can pass through the Sun’s Door,” Parno said, “but whose comings and goings are not watched over.”

“It is most unlikely to be a man of the Espadryni,” The old Singer said. Again, Dhulyn and Parno exchanged looks. They had been reluctant to make such a suggestion themselves, it was a relief to have it so calmly addressed for them.

“Not so many of us know the clue of passing through the Door,” Spring-Flood said. “And it is clear to those who can who their brethren are—the ability cannot be hidden. And except for someone who is performing the vigil and meditation for the attempt, no Espadryni is alone.”

“Your pardon,” Parno said. “We have been told that one does not have to be a shaman to pass the Door and that the clue is sometimes shared.”

The two men exchanged smiles. “Truly, anyone who knows the clue may use the Door, though they do not always return,” Grass-Moon said in his thin voice. “But in order to discover the clue, one must have the true magic.”

“Then a shaman is somehow involved,” Dhulyn said. “Do the people of fields and towns have any Mages among them?”

“Not that we have ever heard,” the Horse Shaman said. “I believe we would have, but in truth our connection with them is limited.” He paused, frowning slightly. “What of the trader, Bekluth Allain? He travels widely, and his schedule is not so regular that we would greatly question when he comes and goes.”

“The Visions show that he’s to be of some help to us,” Dhulyn added.

“Nothing makes greater sense,” Grass-Moon said. “He is not a Mage, that I can assure you, but he may have seen or heard something the significance of which has not yet struck him.”

“The Long Trees boy, Ice Hawk,” Parno said. “He was doing his vigil at the time of the last killing, and he never mentioned seeing the trader, or anyone else. It seems far more likely that the killer was able to avoid the boy’s notice.”

“Making it more likely that he is a Mage of some sort.”

“Well, we have dealt with Mages before,” Dhulyn said. “We will deal with this one.”

Singer of the Grass-Moon made a signal, and Star-Wind came forward to help him to his feet. “Do you consider what your next action will be, my daughter. In the meantime, I cannot delay longer sharing the knowledge and hope we now have with the other Tribes.”
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Delos Egoyin felt once more around the pastern of the black horse’s off hind hoof. His fingers moved as of their own accord, while his eyes, seemingly squinched up in concentration, allowed him to watch the guard standing in the courtyard without attracting any notice. He lowered the hoof to the ground and straightened with his hands to his lower back before patting the horse’s rump. He nodded to the groom Melos, who held the black’s head, and stood watching as the horse was led away.

Five guards, half a squad, had appeared just after the midday meal, spread themselves out through the stable precincts and tried to look as though they were doing nothing but lounge in the sun. Delos had known better. He’d already heard the rumors that were flying—ridiculous stories that Falcos was mad, that the old Tarkin’s line was cursed, that Falcos had been the one who killed the Princess Cleona, and even that the boy had killed his own father.

Delos snorted. As if anyone who knew the boy would believe such a thing. You had only to see him around the horses and other animals to know Falcos was not mad—or cursed either for that matter. Humans could be fooled, some very easily, but animals? That was something altogether different. By the Caids, even the barn cats liked him, and they cared for no one.

Delos began to rub his hands clean on the piece of old cloth he carried for that purpose, hanging from his belt.

Eventually another guard, this one in what everyone now considered Epion Akarion’s colors, had come and sent the other guards away and stayed here himself.

Where was Dav-Ingahm, Delos wondered. Surely it was the job of the Steward of Walls to station the guard, not Epion Akarion. Something was definitely going on. Something more than met the eye. Which undoubtedly meant something wrong. Delos tucked the cloth away again and followed after Melos and the black horse, but only far enough to stand in the shadow of the open stable door.

There. The guard was moving again now he thought no one was looking. Going to pass through the circuit he’d done twice already. Into the main stable block, where young Thea had seen him go right back to the farthest corner, past where the Arderon queens were still settled, awaiting the birth of the last foal. He’d hovered there a while, seeming to check the stonework, before coming out again into the courtyard and then to the old hound kennels, empty now that the dogs had been moved to a section closer to the outer wall. Out from the old kennels and into the mews, where he must have moved quietly enough not to disturb the hunting birds.

The guard’s movements resembled nothing so much as a patrol, but what could he be watching for in these older parts of the stable buildings? Nothing good, Delos would wager. There was no longer a large staff working under him, but every youngster was handpicked, and Delos had several of them strategically placed through the buildings, hidden in spots that would allow them to watch the guard’s movements. As the man passed this time, Delos eased out of the shadow of the door to follow.

As expected, the man went down the main aisle between the larger horse boxes, with Delos drifting like a shadow in his wake, taking the shortcut behind the empty stalls and coming around a stack of hay that only appeared to go back to the walls. There was Melos, crouching under the very belly of the black horse. He nodded as Delos caught his eye and pointed to the rear of the building. There was Thea, hidden in the shadow of the great water trough, the one that caught the rain from off the roof. She touched her left eye and held her hand, palm down, in front of her face.

In answer to her instruction, Delos turned and rounded the stalls that held the Arderon queens on the left side, the feeding side rather than the wider, more obvious passage on the right, where the stall openings allowed for the movement of the horses themselves. He followed the sounds as the guard moved all the way through the building, past row after row of unused stalls. Delos had opened the roof vents, both for light and air, and to give the guard no reason to light a torch.

Finally the sounds of walking ceased, and Delos slowed, creeping forward as quietly as he was able to where he could just make out the guard. As Thea had said, the man appeared to be scanning the stonework, as if looking for something that had been attached to the wall. Delos squinted. He knew this part of the building as well as anyone. He could remember, when he had first come to be his aunt’s assistant, that there had still been a few horses kept down here, old horses who would have been upset if they had been moved. Everything was empty now, swept clean and tidy, but left ready, as if the horses were expected back any day. The feed and water troughs were maintained in good condition, and even the old oaken bars for temporary gates, were left resting in their places.

And there was the guard, Gabe-Leggett, Delos thought his name was, standing at the wall, hands on hips, looking up and around just as Thea had described him. Delos was weighing the likelihood of getting some questions answered by simply walking out and surprising the man when he was startled himself by a noise like trying to sharpen a rock on a grindstone. He was lucky the guard was facing in the other direction, Delos thought, or he’d have given himself away.

But the guard didn’t seem startled at all, the old stable man noted. He just stepped back and drew his sword. Whatever was happening, it came as no surprise to him.

Delos edged himself around to the open end of the last stall, trusting that the sounds of grinding stone would cover any noises he made. Moving forward, closer to where the guard stood braced, his sword in his hand, Delos wrapped his fingers around one of the oak bars, longer than a man’s arm and a good four fingers’ thick, that would have been used, once upon a time, to close off the open end of the old stall. Slowly, conscious of how his knees protested so much squatting and crawling, Delos straightened and hefted the bar.

Standing, he could see what he had only been hearing to this point. A large stone at the base of the wall was moving slowly outward, as if being pushed from behind. Delos’ eyebrows crept up, and the hairs on his arms stood on end. Finally the stone cleared the wall, and an opening was revealed behind it. The guard moved not a muscle, seeming not even to breathe, and for a moment long enough to make Delos’ feel the tension in his arms and shoulders, there was no sound.

Then, as if the silence had been some kind of encouragement, a single hand appeared from behind the stone. It was grimy and had a long scratch across the knuckles. But Delos would know that hand anywhere. He had held it many times in his own when it was much smaller. He had put the first sword into it.

Without making any noise himself, he stepped forward and struck the guard a heavy blow on the back of the head.
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“Do you need the bowl?”

Gun dropped his hand away from his forehead and turned toward where Mar made a darker shadow against the rock formation that was the entrance to the Path. “We don’t have it?”

“Well, no.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing I don’t need it.” He felt rather than saw her recoil. “Sorry, love. I’m just trying not to borrow things to worry about. We couldn’t have known we’d need the bowl when we left our own rooms.”

When they’d come out in the stable to find Julen’s father, Delos Egoyin, standing over the unconscious body of one of Epion’s guards, they’d decided not to use the passage to get outside after all. Delos, once he’d understood why they had to go, and where, and after enlisting the help of his staff, had been able to smuggle them out of the stable precincts with little difficulty, in the back of a wagon. But going back through the palace, particularly into the Tarkin’s wing, had been out of the question.

“It’s just that I remember Dhulyn Wolfshead telling me never to be without it,” Mar said.

“I don’t think I’d need the bowl to find the Wolfshead any more than I would to Find you. Not after we—” he gestured in the air. “Not after we were linked in Imrion. I don’t think the . . . the Mark forgets that.” He looked into the sky. “I wish there was more light.” It was only just dark enough for the stars to be appearing. The moon would not rise for a few hours yet. Hours he somehow felt they did not have.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t wait until morning?” Mar said in an eerie echo of his own thoughts.

“I’m sure,” he said. “I don’t know why I’m sure, but I am.”

“Can I do anything that will help you?”

Gun rubbed at his upper lip. He usually had something like the bowl or a page of writing to help him achieve the trancelike state that would allow him to Find. There was nothing like that in the packs Alaria had left with them, even if there were light enough to see by.

“Can you sing?” he said. “You know, the ‘Weeping Maid’ song.”

Without other answer, Mar cleared her throat and began to sing the children’s song they both associated with their time in Imrion, the song that Dhulyn Wolfshead had proved was an ancient trigger for the Mark.

“Weeping maid, weeping maid,

Hold with all your might, win your heart’s delight.”

A part of Gun was aware that Mar continued singing, but the rest of him saw
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shadows forming around him, aisles stretching away from him, shelves looming above his head, filled with books and scrolls. The spines of the books and the ribbons of the scrolls are of all colors, but as he begins to walk through the library, this changes, until almost all the colors he sees are blue, and green, with a few clear lines of black, and others of the dark red of old blood. He knows that these colors are Dhulyn’s, and he’s relieved that his plan is working. These are the colors of her Mercenary badge, with the black lines that show she’s Partnered and the blood-red of her hair. The aisle narrows as he walks faster and faster, and the colors grow more intense, the books cleaner, smelling of new leather. He squeezes around a final shelf of books, and she is there, perched with one hip on the edge of a table, her sword lying next to her, an open book in her left hand. She looks up at him and smiles.

“Dhulyn,” he says.
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And then he was back, standing next to Mar, but the thread of colored light, blue and green, black and red, was still with him, stretched out in front of him, leading them into the Path.

“Is it there,” Mar said, “The clue?”

Gun nodded and reached out for her hand. “We just have to follow it,” he said. “Whatever happens, we just follow it.
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“You’ll come to wish you’d taken Epion’s offer to be rid of me.” Falcos’ voice rumbled in his chest. He sat in the armchair next to the open hearth in the center of the room, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and his head hanging down. When Alaria had refused to leave him, they had not been returned to either the Tarkin’s or the Tarkina’s suites but were sent to one of the older guest suites in the northern end of the palace. At least Falcos was fairly sure no secret passage came into this room.

“No such fool, me,” Alaria said from where she sat on the edge of the cold hearth. “And not that good an actress either. I don’t see how Epion would believe I’d go with him happily, not after I tried to escape with you.” Alaria wrinkled her nose. She was glad to hear her voice was steady, with none of the squeakiness of the fear she felt. “I don’t trust him, and he can’t trust me. No, I’m safer here with you, no matter how bleak things look at the moment.”

He tilted his head, drawing his eyebrows down in a frown. “You really are that certain, then, that what Epion says of me is not true?” He continued to look at her, eyebrows raised. He needed more. They had been so rushed, events had moved so quickly, this was the first chance they’d had to think about what they’d done and the choices they’d made.

“I said it before, the horses like you,” Alaria said finally. She raised one shoulder and let it drop. “I know that sounds simple. People say things like that about their dogs and cats all the time. But the queens really are sensitive to people, especially now, when they’re foaling. They’ve been trained for generations to accompany the Tarkins of Arderon. More than once, when there were several candidates for the throne, the queens have been used to chose the most suitable. So for us, when our horses like you, it means something.”

Falcos sat up and smiled, but looked away, rubbing at his eyes with his fingertips. Could he be crying?

“Do you think Epion might be the killer?” she asked, as much to change the subject as to give Falcos time to control himself.

“I know he isn’t,” he said.

Alaria frowned. “How can you know?”

“The same way he knows it isn’t me.” Falcos stood and walked over to the windows, as if to check, once again, that there was no escape that way. They opened onto the same gorge that Alaria’s suite had faced, but with no balcony. “I was with him when your cousin was killed.” He turned back to her. “But that doesn’t mean he isn’t using the killer somehow, as he’s accused me of doing.”

Alaria shook her head. “I don’t believe this. This is why my mother stays away from court. She always said the closer you were to the throne, the less likely you were to know what was really important.” Heat rushed over her face. “I beg your pardon, Falcos Tarkin. I spoke without thinking.”

But he was laughing, and part of her rejoiced to see it. “Don’t think your mother is so far wrong,” he said. “My father would often say much the same thing. It’s a terrible job, he used to say to me. Watch carefully those who think they want it.”

“Like Epion?”

“Like Epion.”

“I guess you weren’t watching him closely enough.”

“I’m not as good a Tarkin as my father was.”

“I know what my mother would say to that.”

“What?”

“Stop your whining.”
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The instant they stepped into the Path of the Sun, Gun saw that the phenomenon he’d experienced in the underground room held good here as well; the Finding clue that led him forward toward his goal glowed slightly in the dark, just enough that once his eyes became accustomed to it, it illuminated the surroundings so that—

Mar stepped on the back of his foot.

“Sorry.” Her voice sounded hollow, as if they were in fact underground, whereas Gun knew very well . . . he looked up. There was nothing but blackness above them, no stars, no moon. He lifted the hand that wasn’t holding Mar’s, but if there was a ceiling up there it was too far away for him to reach.

“I forgot you can’t see,” he said, lowering his hand.

“And you can?”

“The clue sheds a kind of light,” he said. “Just enough that I can place my feet and make out a bit of the wall.”

Mar reached to one side, bending slightly until her fingers scraped the wall to their left. “It feels like dressed stone,” she said. “And it’s much cooler in here.”

“Does it sound to you as though we were in a tunnel? Underground?”

“Wooooo.” Mar’s hoot echoed back to them. “Yes, it does.”

“Wait, hold on, here’s the first turning.”

“It’s much farther in than what you can see from outside.”

Gun considered, thinking back to when they had all been up on the cliffside, looking down on the Path. Had it been only three days ago?

“I don’t think the inside of this has anything to do with what you can see from the outside.” Gun drew Mar’s arm into his. It would make them no less mobile than having Mar stumbling around in the dark, and what they would lose in mobility, they would more than gain in morale.

“At least with it so dark we won’t be tempted by different turnings and pathways,” Mar said. “We can’t even see them.”

“We couldn’t go astray in any case,” Gun said firmly. “We only have to follow the clue.” And not get separated, he said to himself, knowing he didn’t need to say it aloud.

The distance to the next turning was very much shorter, and for the next two hundred paces or so they wound around and around, sometimes to the right, sometimes to the left, until Gun felt sure he was getting dizzy. Finally the clue stretched out in front of him, a long line that seemed almost to disappear in the far distance.

“Looks like a long straight stretch coming up now,” he told Mar.

“Good. Can we sit down for a minute? My left foot is starting to cramp.”

Gun could just make out Mar as she took off the half boot and handed it to him. “Since you’re the one who can see,” she said. “Don’t lose that.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I keep forgetting you can’t see anything. This must be much harder on you than it is on me.”

“I don’t know,” Mar said. “It’s beginning to seem normal to me, as if we’d been in here for days—but we can’t have been, can we? I mean, I’m not even hungry.”

Gun rubbed at his upper lip. Surely they hadn’t been walking the Path long enough for Mar’s mind to begin to drift? Still, with nothing to concentrate her attention . . . “Recite me something,” Gun said. “Keep your mind focused while I concentrate on Finding.”

Every Scholar in every Library knew dozens of books and scrolls by heart, usually the basic ones of their own specialty. But each also memorized a book their Library had only one copy of, both as a precaution against the loss of that copy, and as an item of knowledge to trade at another Library when traveling. As they continued following the blue-green clue, Gun wasn’t surprised that Mar chose to recite from her own personal book, Air and Fire, which told the tales of three sisters who had left their home to seek their fortunes. In a way, that was what Mar had done when she’d left her foster home with the Weavers in Navra and set out to find her real family in Imrion.

Instead she’d found Gun, and the Scholar’s life.

“What is it?” she said. “You’re squeezing my arm.”

“Nothing,” he said, glad the dark covered his smile. “I was just thinking how happy I am to be here.”

“I hope by ‘here’ you mean with me, and not stuck in this particular place.” He could hear the warmth and laughter in her voice. He started to answer her in the same way.

“I think you know—” he fell to his knees, clutching his forehead between his hands.

“Gun. Gun, what is it?” Mar was on her knees beside him, feeling for his head and clutching at his sleeves. He had to steel himself not to push her away, to remind himself that she couldn’t see, and that if she lost her sense of where he was, she might never find him again.

“I was dizzy,” he said. “It was as if I were falling, as though I were suddenly going uphill, then down, and then the ground just fell out from under me.”

“But the ground’s level here,” Mar said. “The floor’s as smooth as a sanded tabletop.”

Gun swallowed against the nausea in his throat, licked his lips, and forced his eyes open. The clue was still there, still leading away, blue and green, red and black.

“I’m all right,” he said. “Just give me a minute.” Clinging to her, Gun managed to get back on his feet. His head felt hollow and seemed to want to sway from side to side. Mar, evidently sensing something was wrong even though she couldn’t see him, pulled his left arm over her shoulders and propped him up.

“You lead,” she said. “I’ll make sure you don’t fall down again.

Leaning heavily on Mar, Gun reached out for the clue, wishing that it were solid. If he held his hand between it and himself, he could concentrate better, seeing his hand silhouetted against the colors of the clue. He closed one eye. That seemed to help. He could feel Mar murmuring, still reciting from the first book of Air and Fire under her breath as they went around yet another corner.

“Is the ground slanting downward?” he asked.

“Yes,” Mar said.

A searing light stabbed through Gun’s right eye, like a cold dagger into his brain. He hissed in his breath, gasping for air.

“Push your breath out,” Mar said, holding him up in her arms. “The Wolfshead says you’re stronger on the exhales.”

“Curse the blooded Wolfshead.” Nevertheless Gun struggled to push out his breath through his clenched teeth. “What’s that blooded light?”

“The sun,” Mar said. “We’re here.”

Gun blinked at the harshness of the sunlight. The world seemed still to be spinning, and his stomach turned over. He blinked again and squinted.

“The clue is gone,” he said.




Eighteen

PARNO FOUND DHULYN fastening the ties on her bedroll. His own was already neatly tied and placed next to his open pack. They had waited until morning, to give the Seers a chance to change their minds, but no summons had come from them.

“You didn’t pack my pipes,” he said, seeing them still out on the pallet where Delvik Bloodeye had lain.

“You like to do that yourself.” Dhulyn tightened the strap on her own pack and straightened, automatically checking the placement of sword, boot daggers, sleeve knives, and the small ax that hung between her shoulder blades. Parno watched her for a moment before turning to his pipes, detaching the drones and the chanter from the air bag and slipping each one into the padded sleeve designed for it in the roll of felted cloth.

“You are sure you would not like to wait longer, give them more time?” he said, without turning toward her.

“While we are giving them more time, we can look for our killer.” She pushed her hands into the small of her back and stretched until the muscles cracked. “There are others who depend upon our help, besides the women of the Espadryni.”

Parno pressed his lips together and finished closing the heavy silk bag that held his pipes. No point in talking about it any further just now. He knew that tone.

A shadow darkened the doorway to the tent. Parno was relieved to see Dhulyn turn immediately, her hand already reaching for a weapon, and turning the movement into a gesture of welcome when she saw Star-Wind. Whatever thoughts were distracting her, it did not interfere with her reflexes. She would be herself again.

“You are going then,” the junior shaman said, as his glance through the tent took in their packing. His tone was wistful, as if he would like to ask them to stay if he could think of a reason. Finally, he cleared his throat. “I will ride a short way with you.”

“We thank you for your courtesy,” Parno said. He slung his pipes over his left shoulder and hefted his pack in his other hand. He expected Star-Wind’s offer was more an excuse to stay close to Dhulyn than an act of courtesy to departing guests.

They walked together through the camp to the horse lines. There was no sign of any of the women, and very few even of the children were out of their tents. The men they passed all paused in their work to greet them civilly, and some showed an inclination to follow along until a gesture from Star-Wind returned them to their tasks. When they arrived at the horse line, a young boy, the ghost eye clear on his forehead, stood beside Star-Wind’s horse. He waited while Dhulyn and Parno saddled their own horses, and even though it was clear they would need nothing further, he hovered until Star-Wind once more waved him away. Star-Wind grabbed a handful of mane and swung himself onto his horse’s back without benefit of either saddle or bridle.

Touching her forehead to those who lifted a hand to them as they rode, Dhulyn chose the most direct route away from the camp.

“There are some who are asking that Winter-Ash be punished for endangering you,” Star-Wind said after they had been riding a short time. It was clear that he was addressing Dhulyn, but Parno noticed that he looked away from her. So he did not notice immediately that she had stopped.

“We must go back,” she said. “They did not endanger me; they would not, not while we are in Vision.”

“No need,” Star-Wind said. “Both Cloud and Horse Shamans have spoken against it.”

“It is hard, when I see the old woman, Snow-Moon, crippled, not to be afraid that the same may come to Winter-Ash through my fault.”

“It is used only rarely, but there are things we cannot let go unpunished. Snow-Moon would have allowed her child to starve from neglect, even after she had been warned three times.”

Dhulyn nodded, but it was easy to see she was only partly convinced. Star-Wind sighed, and his voice hardened.

“What would you have us do? Confine the worst ones? In the cities, perhaps, that might be possible, but we cannot be so soft here. It is impossible. They know the meaning of the Pact, and they must all see that punishment comes swiftly.” There was regret in his voice, but there was impatience also.

“Your pardon, Star-Wind of the Salt Desert, it is not my place to approve, or disapprove. Forgive me.” Dhulyn inclined her head in a short bow. It was against the Mercenaries’ own Common Rule for her to comment on the political or social structure of another society. The Brotherhood was always neutral.

Except when we’re not, Parno thought, remembering a couple of slavers he and Dhulyn had once waylaid and killed.

Star-Wind accepted Dhulyn’s apology with a shallow bow of his own. “Where do you begin your search for the killer, Dhulyn Wolfshead?”

“We’ll follow your back trail to the place where you found our injured Brothers,” Dhulyn said. “He said they had been following some trace of the killer when they fell into the orobeast trap. Perhaps there will still be something for us to see.”

“There has been rain toward the Door, but perhaps not as far as the place you wish to go. That is the direction you want,” Star-Wind said, indicating the northwest. “We were three days from here when our scouts found Delvik Bloodeye. But that was our whole camp, women, children, and all. You should make better time, only the two of you.” He spun his horse around to face them. “We look forward to your return. Farewell, Dhulyn Wolfshead, Parno Lionsmane. Sun warm you, Moon and Stars light your way.”

“And yours, Star-Wind of the Salt Desert.”

 


“You are very quiet, my heart.” They had ridden much of the day in a more or less comfortable silence, with Dhulyn answering whenever Parno had spoken to her but offering no conversation herself. Now she straightened in the saddle and seemed to give herself a shake.

“I am feeling low,” she said, in a voice that matched her words.

Parno felt a jolt of alarm pass over his midsection. Except when she had an obvious injury, Dhulyn rarely admitted to feeling any kind of pain, still less an emotional one.

“Should we have rested longer after your ordeal with the Seers?”

Dhulyn shook her head, but the frown of abstraction didn’t leave her face. “You did not meet them, the unbroken women; no one ever has. And they might have been punished—crippled—because of me.”

The alarm rang louder. Dhulyn never felt sorry for herself. Parno inhaled deeply and prepared to go to work.

“I see,” he said in a tone that suggested a challenge. “When I worry about killing people, you roll your eyes to Sun, Moon, and Stars, and my concerns are dismissed as unfortunate remnants of my overly refined upbringing in a Noble House. But when you are worried about women who are not even going to be punished because of you, then I’m supposed to be full of sympathy, hold your hand, wipe away your tears, and say, ‘There, there, it’s all right, my sweet one’?”

The dark look that Dhulyn shot at him gave Parno hope.

“You’ve never been in favor of needless killing,” he pointed out, returning to his normal tone. “Or maiming.”

“Luckily for you.”

Parno smiled. She’s back, he thought, but he said nothing else out loud. Dhulyn might speak more about it now, once she’d begun—or not. But she already seemed more her normal self, and she had stopped her unhealthy brooding over the difficult circumstances of the Espadryni.

They had ridden perhaps half a span farther, when Dhulyn took in a deep breath and shook her hair back from her face. It had grown long enough that the braids and tails she wove it into were brushing her shoulders. Soon she would be able to tie it back with some hope that it wouldn’t escape.

“It is not,” she said, “that I ever expected to return to my home.” Parno waited, knowing there was more. “There was never any hope of that, and I have always known it. But I feel an echo of that loss when I look at these people, so like the people of my childhood and yet so unlike.” Dhulyn turned to him, her blood-red brows raised in question, and Parno nodded his understanding and encouragement.

“They did not know that the women are whole while in Vision—and what could they have done differently, what can they do, now that they know? Star-Wind says they are doing the best they can. I wonder if my own people would have done the same. Did they face a similar dilemma—not the same one, obviously—and choose to allow the breaking of the Tribes rather than live on in some distorted version of themselves?”

“Their choice led to life for you and, eventually, freedom, safety—well,” Parno amended when Dhulyn grinned. “As safe as a Mercenary’s life can be.” He shrugged. “I won’t complain of a decision that led to the two of us riding together, as we are now. But that is easy for me to say—I lost nothing by it. And from what we’ve been told, the choice these Espadryni made must also have been a difficult one, if in a different way.” Parno cast about for the words he needed to express his thoughts. “It’s not as if the Marked gradually became broken and soulless, over generations. These people had to cope, not with a change in their circumstances, but with the very circumstances themselves.”

Dhulyn nodded, but slowly, more as if she were acknowledging he’d spoken than as if she agreed with him. Parno edged Warhammer nearer to her until he could nudge her knee with his own. “If their choice was annihilation or sequestration, perhaps they really are doing their best.”

Dhulyn raised her hand toward him, palm out. “I know that the Seers would not be alive at all if the men did not take these precautions, however harsh. I merely wondered if my own people would have chosen differently.”

It was evident, Parno thought, that Dhulyn would have done so. But how much of that was the effect of Mercenary Schooling, where the Common Rule taught them not to fear death, but to accept it as something that would come to all.

They had stopped to eat and were sharing a travel cake and a dried sausage when Parno returned to the subject from another angle.

“Do I imagine it, or did the Salt Lake People seem much less comfortable with us at first than those of the Long Trees?”

“The Long Trees had no women with them,” Dhulyn pointed out. “Isolated, with nothing to compare me to, they reacted to me, to who I am, and not so much to what I am.”

“Now, of course, it is both.” Parno handed Dhulyn her half of the travel cake. “Your presence is now both a constant reminder of what their own women are not and a symbol of what they can become.”

Dhulyn bit off a piece of cake, chewed and swallowed. “Perhaps. If I am indeed the one they wait for.”

“You feel no closer to the answer?”

“Are the White Twins correct? Is there some detail I have already Seen but don’t understand? And they seemed to say, too, that I had the answer to the question of the killer as well.”

“Obviously the trader is part of the clue. What did you think of him?”

Dhulyn frowned. “A little too charming for my taste, too easily my friend.”

Parno grinned. Dhulyn was notoriously reserved, even among the Brotherhood. “A trader who doesn’t charm is a trader without custom.”

They could not stretch out their meal any longer and were soon back on the road. Even after almost half a moon, they had no trouble following the back trail of the Salt Desert Tribe. The signs were still clear: the cropped grass, the hoof marks of horses both mounted and running free, the animal dung, even the marks of nightly cooking fires carefully dispersed. They were moving much faster than the Tribe had been able to, but still they held their horses to a fast walk, keeping a sharp eye out, Dhulyn looking on one side, Parno the other, for the signs of scouts returning to the main body of the Tribe with horses carrying extra weight.

Only when the angle of the setting sun made it useless to look for tracks did Dhulyn agree to stop for the night.

“We really didn’t need to be so careful today,” Parno said. He watched as Dhulyn cleaned and skinned a rabbit she’d shot as they rode. “Star-Wind said they were three days out at least when their outriders found our Brothers in the trap. We’re at least a day’s ride away ourselves.” He handed her the skewer from their parcel of cooking implements.

“Better cautious than cursing,” Dhulyn said.

The rabbit was a small one, and they made short work of it. Parno was wondering whether to break out his pipes for some music—perhaps he could even encourage Dhulyn to sing—when she broke the silence herself.

“I’d better take the first watch.”

Parno tilted his head to look at her more closely by the flickering light of the fire. “It’s my turn,” he said.

“I don’t feel like sleeping just yet,” Dhulyn said. She hesitated, frowning, before adding, “I am a little afraid of having a Vision, to be honest.” She blinked and looked away. “I fear meeting them again and seeing their real selves. It would break my heart.” She sighed.

Parno rocked back a bit in surprise, then nodded. “I can see that,” he said. “No pun intended. Come.” He shifted until he was sitting leaning against his pack and saddle. “Put your head in my lap and sleep,” he told her. “If you are Seeing and I think you’re in a bad way, I’ll wake you.”
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DHULYN NOW KNOWS THAT THE THIN, SANDY-HAIRED MAN IS BEKLUTH ALLAIN. HE IS STILL WEARING THE GOLD RINGS IN HIS EARS, BUT HIS FACE IS LINED NOW, AND HIS FOREHEAD HIGHER. HE IS SITTING AT A SQUARE TABLE, ITS TOP INLAID WITH LIGHTER WOODS, READING BY THE LIGHT OF TWO LAMPS. A PLATE TO HIS LEFT CONTAINS THE REMNANTS OF A MEAL—CHICKEN OR SOME OTHER FOWL, JUDGING BY THE BONES. HE GLANCES TOWARD THE ROOM’S SINGLE WINDOW AND RISES TO LOOK OUT. HE MUST HAVE STEPPED IN SOMETHING WET, FOR HIS FEET, CLAD IN THE EMBROIDERED FELT OF HOUSE SLIPPERS, LEAVE MARKS ON THE FLOOR. IT IS DARK OUTSIDE, FORDHULYN CAN SEE NOTHING THROUGH THE ARCH OF THE WINDOW. THE MAN TURNS TOWARD THE TABLE AGAIN AND, SMILING, SAYS, “HOW CAN I HELP?” SHE WISHES SHE KNEW THE ANSWER . . .

PEOPLE WORK IN A FIELD OF HAY. RAGGED PEOPLE, FACES DRAWN WITH EXHAUSTION. MOUNTED GUARDS PATROL THE PERIMETER OF THE FIELD, THEIR FACES MARKED WITH THE SAME FATIGUE. THE GUARDS FACE OUTWARD, WHICH TELLSDHULYN THAT THEY ARE GUARDING THE REAPERS FROM EXTERNAL DANGER, NOT FROM ESCAPE. IN THE DISTANCE THERE IS A SMALL FORTRESS, SURROUNDED BY A WALLMUCHTOO LARGEFORIT . . .

DHULYN STANDS LOOKING OUT OVER A GROUP OF RED HORSEMEN SEATED ON THE GROUND, SOME CROSS-LEGGED, SOME WITH THEIR FEET IN FRONT OF THEM AND THEIR FOREARMS RESTING ON THEIR KNEES. SHE KNOWS THIS PLACE; SHE RECOGNIZES SOME OF THE MEN IN THE GATHERING. THERE IS SUNDOG, FROWNING, AND THERE ROCK SNAKE. THERE IS ALSO A MAN SHE DOES NOT KNOW, WHO CARRIES A LONG KNIFE IN HIS HANDS. A THIN, CURVING BLADE. A BUTCHER’S KNIFE. A FLENSING KNIFE PERHAPS. BUT WHEN SHE TURNS TO LOOK WHERE EVERY MAN IN THE GROUP IS LOOKING, IT IS NOT A BROKEN SEER WHO IS HELD BETWEEN TWO STRONG GUARDS. IT IS GUNDARON OFVALDOMAR.

“GUN.” DHULYN TAKES A STEP FORWARD, BUT HER VOICE MAKES NO SOUND. . . .

THE THIN, SANDY-HAIRED MAN IS STILL WEARING THE GOLD RINGS IN HIS EARS, BUT HIS FACE IS LINED NOW, AND HIS FOREHEAD HIGHER. HE IS SITTING AT A SQUARE TABLE, ITS TOP INLAID WITH LIGHTER WOODS, WRITING IN A BOUND BOOK. THERE IS A TALL BLUE GLASS AT HIS RIGHT HAND AND A MATCHING PITCHER JUST BEYOND IT, HALF-FULL OF LIQUID. DHULYN CAN SEE THE WINDOW ON HIS FAR SIDE FROM WHERE SHE IS STANDING, AND IT IS DAYLIGHT NOW, THE SUN SHINING. THE WINDOW LOOKS OUT ON RUINS, WATCH TOWERS FALLEN, BRIDGES CRUMBLED INTO THE RIVER, STREETS FULL OF RUBBLE. THE MAN LOOKS UP, SAYING, “HOW CANI HELP?” . . .
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Parno woke, completely alert in an instant. It was almost the change of watch. He folded aside his bedding, rolled to his feet, and secured his sword and daggers before stepping aside to the designated latrine and emptying his bladder. He could make out where Dhulyn sat cross-legged, a dark shape like a boulder in the light of the almost full moon. He folded his own legs and sat down next to her, close enough for their knees to touch. She turned and leaned her forehead into his shoulder, breathing deeply in through her nose. Since they had been separated in the Long Ocean and reunited in Mortaxa, there had been two Dhulyns. In front of others she was still the typical Outlander, cool and watchful, undemonstrative. But she was more likely to touch him when they were alone—and he her, now that he thought of it. In many ways, he was reminded of the days when they were first Partnered, when the bond burned fiercer than it did now.

“When I was a child, before Dorian the Black took me from the slaver’s ship, I would pray to the gods of Sun, Moon, and Stars, offering them anything, everything, if they would only restore my people to me.” Dhulyn lifted her head from his shoulder, speaking in the whisper of the nightwatch voice. “Do you think what we have found here is the answer to that prayer?”

Parno knew her tones well, and under the cool sarcasm there was a faint splash of bitterness and something that was not quite anger, not quite fear. These were night thoughts, and her earlier Vision of their friend Gundaron alone and in danger at the hands of the Espadryni did not help. He shrugged. “Didn’t you once tell me that the gods are remote, that they don’t concern themselves with every little request? After all, they have the whole world to see to.” He waved his arm at the night sky, where the stars burned in unfamiliar patterns. “And more than one world, it appears.”

She nodded. “I would hate to think I somehow caused this place to come into being.”

Parno began to laugh, tremors beginning in his belly and building until he laughed out loud. When Dhulyn shoved him, he controlled himself enough to speak. “I never thought I’d be the one to say this to you,” he said. “But you aren’t so very important, you know. The world doesn’t revolve around you, not even this one. Go on, get to sleep, my heart.”

“In Battle,” she said, standing.

“And in Death,” he answered, touching his fingers to his forehead.

 


It was well into the fourth watch of the next day, and Dhulyn was thinking they should be starting to look for a place to camp overnight when Parno pulled up on Warhammer’s reins.

“Found,” he called out to Dhulyn. “Here is a clear trail of three horses returned to the main column together, something no scouts would have done.”

Dhulyn stopped a few paces off and leaned over herself, the better to see what Parno was pointing at. “Your eye is getting better for tracking, my soul.” She straightened up. “Somewhere there to the east, I mean the west, is the trap in which our Brothers were caught.”
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“Try not to kick up any of this ash,” Mar said as she picked her way carefully through the burned grasses. It looked as though there had been a fire followed by a rainstorm. In the places where their feet disturbed the surface of the ash, the sodden layer on top gave way to the dry ashes underneath. There were even one or two spots where Mar was certain she felt heat through the soles of her boots.

“This isn’t as easy as it looks.” Gun’s tone was much milder than his words suggested. He seemed to be holding up well, but Mar didn’t like the grayness of his skin. He took two more steps forward and stood swaying. Recognizing the signs, Mar was at his side to hold him up out of the black ash as he bent over, retching. Nothing but a line of saliva came out of his mouth, not even bile. His stomach was as empty as it could be.

Gun stayed bent over for several minutes, getting his breath back, and waiting for the next convulsion. Finally he straightened, but his hands went immediately out to his sides to balance himself. Mar kept her grip firmly on his waist, her lower lip between her teeth.

“Gun,” she said, trying to keep the desperation from her voice, “what can I do?”

He made the merest negative motion with his head and grimaced. “It doesn’t stop spinning,” he said.

Mar licked her lips and looked around. The sun was not nearly as bright as it had been in Menoin. It seemed more southerly, softer, and at the angle she would have expected of the Hunter’s Moon.

“A blindfold,” she said. “That’s what you need. Sit, carefully.” She helped him lower himself to the ground before she caught up the knife at her belt. Used for sharpening pens, it was more than sharp enough to cut the seam of her tunic and notch the edge of the material to tear off a wide strip. This she folded in half lengthwise and, gently pushing Gun’s hands away from his face, tied it tightly around his eyes.

“Any better?” she asked. Give his brain less to work with—or against—and it should steady down.

Gun rubbed at his upper lip, and Mar spit on the loose corner of her tunic, leaned forward, and wiped off his mouth. Until they could find a source to refill the water flasks from Alaria’s packs, that was the best she could offer him.

“Better,” he said, panting.

“Try to take deep breaths,” she said. “Deep and slow.” She smiled as he obeyed her, struggling to take in one slow shuddering breath after another. The smile faded as she straightened and looked around. Was there unburned grass over there, toward the sun? Or was she just wishing?

“Less wobbly,” Gun said.

Mar crouched down on her heels and put the back of her hand against Gun’s face and forehead. No fever that she could detect. “Can you stand?” she said. “I think I see the end of the burned section over to the east.”

“You can tell which way is east?”

Mar blinked, a spot of cold growing in her belly. “The sun’s setting,” she said. “That way’s the east, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know.” With uncanny accuracy he reached for her forearm and gripped it. “I can’t tell. Everything’s spinning.” Gun pressed his lips together and swallowed, once, twice, and again.

The cold spread from Mar’s belly up her arms. He’d said the clue had disappeared. Now he could not tell east from west.

“Your Mark?” Mar licked suddenly dry lips.

“It’s gone.”
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Mar knew that Gun was doing his very best not to lean his whole weight on her, but the unburned section of prairie was farther away than it had appeared, and she was staggering by the time they reached it. She tried to lower him slowly to the ground, but her knees gave out in the last minute, and they both went down heavily onto the trampled grass. Joints and muscles screaming, Mar lay still, listening to Gun’s ragged breathing.

Finally she pushed herself upright until she was resting on her knees, and she took hold of Gun’s wrist with her grimy hand. They had fallen only once, but it had been headlong, and it had coated them both with a fine layer of gritty ash. Mar checked their water flask, took a careful sip to rinse out her mouth, and then swallowed it rather than spitting it out, wrinkling her nose at the taste of ashes.

“Here, Gun. Water.” She nudged him until he rolled over onto his back, shoved her arm under his shoulder and lifted him upright enough to give him just a little more than the scant mouthful of liquid she’d allowed herself. Like her, Gun swallowed the gritty water, and Mar relaxed. If Gun was able to remember that bit of wisdom, perhaps he was starting to feel better.

She shifted so that Gun could lean against her, his head resting in the hollow of her shoulder. “I’m going to need some help,” she said.

“Go. Leave me.” His voice was a thread finer than the ash.

“We haven’t reached that point yet.” And never will, she thought. Mar scanned their surroundings, but she saw nothing but the unburned version of what she’d been looking at for what seemed like days. Knee high grass, stunted trees, and, a long way away, what looked like the horizon. “If I knew where we were, or where I could go for help, it might be a good idea for me to go on ahead without you,” she allowed. “As it is, there isn’t even a defensible place I can leave you. Not even a tree you could put your back against.” She shook her head, even though he couldn’t see her. “No. We’ll wait. See if you don’t feel better after some rest. It may be better for us to travel by night.”

“The stars.”

Mar smiled. “That’s right, we can get directions from them, good thinking. So just lie down for a bit, and I’ll see what I can do about setting up a camp.”

When they had first met, Mar had spent most of a moon traveling with Dhulyn Wolfshead and Parno Lionsmane, and she’d learned one or two things about making a camp in the middle of nowhere, with just the supplies you had to hand. In their own pouches they each had sparkers, and their writing kits—and not much else in practical terms. The quick glance that was all they’d had time for until now had already told her that Alaria’s two packs were identical. Now she had time for a more thorough check of supplies. Two water flasks, one empty, one almost so. Two rounded clay containers with closely fitted lids that, when opened, revealed themselves as paste lamps, along with two sparkers. Each pack also contained a head scarf, a set of nested copper bowls suitable for cooking, a quilted bedroll, and a folding knife. Mar examined this last with some curiosity. She’d seen them before but had never had one in her hands. They were too expensive for Scholars. She fingered the latch, slid it aside, and let the knife open. She closed it again and put it away.

There was also, she was relieved to see, a substantial packet of travel bread, along with some twists of dried meat and fruit wrapped in oiled cloth.

Mar repacked everything except the bedrolls. It was warm enough to do without a fire, but rest they had to have. Though quilted, the bedrolls were not very thick, and since she and Gun were not hardened Mercenary Brothers . . . Mar pulled her knife out of her belt, took a deep breath and stood up. “I’m going to cut grass for bedding,” she said.

It took a few tries for Mar to learn the most efficient stroke to cut the tough grass with a knife, but she eventually had enough to lay out Gun’s bedroll and help him crawl into it. She decided against cutting more since one of them would have to stay awake to keep watch, and besides, her arms already felt as though they were pulling out of her shoulders, and her palms were starting to crack and bleed. And her knife, when she tested it on the ball of her thumb, was now badly in need of sharpening.

“This is much easier in books.” Mar pushed her hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist, eyed the water flask leaning against their packs, and turned her eyes resolutely back to the horizon.

She blinked and looked more carefully, slowly getting to her feet. A single man on horseback. Mar looked around quickly, heart thumping, mouth drier than ever, but he appeared to be alone. Manageable then, she told herself, trying to calm down, and shifting her grip on her knife. On the other hand, this one man had been able to get this close to them without her noticing him. At this rate, there might be an enemy behind every blade of grass.

And she should have remembered that there was a killer here, and that this man could be him. Mar took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and put herself between the horseman and Gun. Nevertheless, she found herself relaxing as the horse and its rider came close enough to see clearly.

A thin, fair-haired man. No armor, no helm, not even wearing gloves. Though he wore a short sword and had a crossbow hanging from his saddle, he didn’t look like a soldier but more like a man of business. Mar automatically noted that his dull red tunic was a very fine weave of wool and that his leather trousers were equally finely tanned and dyed. He had a silver ring on his left index finger and wore round gold rings in his ears. His boots, ankle high like a town man’s, were scuffed and dusty but again, were clearly of good quality.

The man lifted his sand-colored brows. “Greetings,” he said, smiling. “I am Bekluth Allain of Norwash, trader by profession.”

Mar felt somehow reassured by the man’s smile. This was obviously no such maniac as had been responsible for the horror of Princess Cleona’s death. Gun was sitting up now, his hair full of bits of grass and his blindfold askew. Mar, seeing the state of him though the stranger’s eyes, brushed at herself. “We’re Scholars from the Library of Valdomar,” she said, reaching down to straighten Gun’s blindfold. “I’m Mar, and this is my husband Gundaron.”

Bekluth Allain frowned a little. “Valdomar? I’m not familiar with it.” He shrugged. “But then, I don’t know of every town. What ails him,” he added, indicating Gun with a long-fingered hand. “Is he blind?”

“Dizziness,” Mar said, helping Gun to sit up. “I was trying to limit the information reaching his senses, to see if that would help.” She started to unwrap the bandage around his eyes, but Gun caught her hands in his own.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

He sounds better already, she told herself.

“That is a very clever idea. I have powdered fens bark for tea, which could be of use,” Bekluth said. “Have you anything to trade for it?” He dismounted and began to untie the laces on his left-hand saddlebag.

Mar hesitated, a little taken aback. The last thing she would have expected to encounter on this side of the Path of the Sun was the ohso-familiar perspective of the merchant mind. She would have to be careful. Gun needed help, but what little they had might have to last them a long time. “As I said, we’re Scholars. If you’re a trader, is there something we can read or write for you?”

Again, that look of puzzlement crossed his face. “I’m sorry,” he smiled. “I’m not familiar with the term—at least,” he shrugged, “not as you are applying it to yourselves. You are past the age of leaving your tutors, I would have thought.”

“He means they don’t have Scholars here,” Gun said. He had the piece of cloth off and was squinting at the light. “No Libraries.”

“Oh,” Mar looked back to the trader. “In that case, I’m not sure what we might have that we could trade you.”

But the man was smiling again, shaking his head as if in admiration. “You thought I wouldn’t catch that? I heard your man say ‘here.’ When were you going to tell me that you have come through the Door of the Sun?”

“You know of it then?” Mar was eager. “Do you know of others who’ve come through? We’re looking for two Mercenary Brothers—though if you don’t have Scholars here, perhaps you don’t have the Brotherhood either.”

“You are quite right, we do not. But I believe I know the two you are speaking of. One tall, golden man and one woman of the Espadryni people.”

“There are Espadryni here?” Gun lifted his head and winced, bracing his hands against his forehead.

“Here, now, help me to build a fire, and let me get you that fens bark,” Bekluth said. “I am sure that there will be something you can trade me for it, if not now, then later. Even if it is only tales of your own land and how you made your way through the Door.” He turned back with a look of concentration to his saddlebag.

Mar turned anxiously back to Gun, lower lip between her teeth. His eyes were shut, but she could see them moving behind the lids. Did that mean—she caught at the hope before it flew away. Had his Mark returned? Even as she thought this, the corners of Gun’s mouth turned down, and he paled enough to look green.

“There is something more than the headache, I believe.”

Mar flinched and almost overbalanced. How had the man come so close to her?

“He’s a Finder, and he can’t Find,” she said.

“Marked, is he?” the man’s brow furrowed, and Mar for an instant wondered if there was something wrong, if this man might be one of those rare individuals who were afraid of the Marked. But then his face cleared, and the smile played once more around his eyes.

“That’s beyond my meager skills,” he said, shaking his head in regret. “Bind up a cut, or a few sleeping powders for those who know how to use them. The fens bark.” He shrugged. “You need one of the Mages, at the very least.”

“The Espadryni,” Gun said. He sounded as though he were parceling out the words between slow breaths.

“That’s right.” The man looked from one to the other. “They are Mages on your side as well, then?”

Mar shrugged. Something in the man’s tone told her that she should horde even this apparently useless bit of knowledge as it might turn out to be worth trading. She waited as Bekluth quickly built a fire, filled a metal pot about the size of an ale mug with water from a bag hanging on his saddle, and set it at the fire’s edge. She licked her lips and settled herself comfortably next to Gun. Dhulyn Wolfshead was the shrewdest trader—in her way—that Mar had ever met, but right now Mar would have settled for her foster mother, Guillor Weaver.

“Can you take us?” she asked Bekluth Allain. “To the Red Horsemen?”

Bekluth had shifted the metal pot away from the fire with a small hooked rod evidently designed for the purpose. Into the cooling water he tapped a measure of powdered fens bark from a fold of paper. He looked back at her, shook his head with a smile of admiration on his lips as he handed her the pot.

“There now, I wish I had some brandy to give you both; it seems you could use it, but I’m fresh out.” His brows furrowed, but then he smiled again. “As for acting as guide, I cannot. I’ve my trading route, you must see that. I’m answerable to my family and they to our guild if I’m late and cannot show profit to justify it.”

Mar nodded. This argument she understood. All that time keeping accounts for the weavers in Navra had taught her a thing or two about profit and the justification for it.

“I would give you directions,” the trader continued, “but I thought you said you had nothing to trade.” He handed her the pot of tea.

Mar tested the water with the back of her knuckle before passing the cup along to Gun. “Perhaps I spoke hastily,” she said. She ransacked her memory for what might be in her pouch or in Gun’s. Or perhaps she could offer something that was duplicated in the packs?

“What of these copper bowls?” she said, pulling one set out of the nearest pack and setting them on the ground between them.

But Bekluth was already shaking his head. “Such kits are commonplace here. Have you nothing else?” he asked, and Mar almost believed that his regret was sincere. She looked to Gun. He was slowly sipping the cup of fens bark tea. Was he looking a little less green, or was she just hoping very hard? She glanced back at the trader and came to a decision.

“I will show you what I have,” she said. “Tell me what you can give me for it.”

A new smile, a different smile, flickered across Bekluth’s face and was gone before Mar was sure she’d seen it. She hesitated, hand halfway into her belt pouch. Bekluth’s expression had returned to its half-smile of serene interest, a look she was familiar with, having seen it often on the faces of traders everywhere. Nothing then, she’d seen nothing.

First, she pulled from her own belt pouch a fine scarf, teal patterned with black, edged thinly with a dark red, her House colors. Next she put out one of the folding knives.

“What is this?” Bekluth reached for the scarf, but did not pick it up until Mar nodded. “Seda?” he asked.

“We call it silk,” Mar said. “But I’ve heard the term you’re using as well.”

Bekluth ran it through his fingers, closely examining it for a flaw Mar knew he would not find. He set it down and indicated the knife. “May I?”

Mar nodded again and watched his long fingers with their large knuckles prod at the knife until she took it from him, showed him how the latch worked, and handed it back to let him try it himself.

“This is ingenious,” the trader said, and Mar could hear the sincerity in his voice. “Anyone can use it? It is not magicked in any way?”

“Anyone can use it,” Mar said, holding out her hand.

Gingerly, Bekluth folded the knife shut again and returned it. He sat back on his heels and tapped his chin with his fingers. “It would fetch a good price, but it might be years before I found the person who would pay it.” He sat back, resting his long wrists on his knees, and contemplated her offerings. Finally he inhaled deeply, let it out, and nodded.

“For the knife and the seda scarf, I will fill your water bottles, and give you directions to the camp of the nearest Espadryni, who may be able to help your friend and direct you to the others you seek.”

Mar shook her head and began to put away her things, starting with the scarf. The directions were the most important, but if she agreed too readily . . . Her hand hovered over the knife. “For what you offer, the knife alone is already more than enough. After all, directions are things you can trade over and over, and water you will replenish at no charge from the next source you know of.” She shrugged. “It’s not as though you’re guiding us yourself.”

Bekluth drummed his fingers on his knee before finally nodding. “Very well. What then will you take for the seda scarf?”

“The rest of your fens bark and five day’s food.”

“Three.”

“For both of us. And a satchel to carry it in,” she added hastily. It was all too easy to imagine Bekluth simply dumping the food out onto the ground.

“Done.” Bekluth held out his fist to her, and Mar hesitantly tapped it with her own. He rose easily to his feet, scooping up the folding knife and her scarf as he went. Mar eyed the scarf with a pang. Her House, Dal-eLad Tenebro, had given it to her himself. But Dal was a practical man, she reminded herself. He wouldn’t grudge that she’d traded the emblem of her House for food.

The trader returned with a thick linen bag, complete with drawstring and shoulder strap. From his right-hand saddlebag he sorted out a cheese about the size of a large melon, wrapped in waxed cloth and smelling delicious. To this he added two small loaves of travel cake, and a dozen each of dried figs and plums. Finally he put a small waterskin into the bag and handed it to her. Mar accepted it with a nod.

“If you follow my directions carefully, you will meet the Cold Lake People. They have many great shamans, one of which is likely to be able to help you. Begin by heading due west, toward the setting sun—”

“East,” Mar corrected automatically.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You said west,” Mar said. “You meant east. The sun sets in the east.”

“How interesting. For that you will get another travel cake.” Bekluth rummaged in his bag. “So the sun sets in the east on the other side of the Door. Are the worlds mirrors then?” He waved his hand in the air. “No matter. This is not knowledge I can sell, since the town philosophers do not know of or believe in the Door of the Sun. It appears the directions are reversed, so listen carefully, and remember. Go west, toward the setting sun until you reach a great ravine. This should not take more than a day of walking. Follow the ravine north, that is, turn to your right. The Cold Lake People are in that direction, and you cannot fail to find them. I cannot tell you, however, exactly how many days away they will be. You should not run out of food, but I would eat sparingly in any case.

“Thank you for your advice,” Mar said.

“Here is more.” Bekluth frowned as though he were thinking something through. “I would not tell them immediately that you have been through the Door of the Sun. It is a holy place to them, and they may object to your use of it. But,” he held up his finger, “be sure to tell them that your friend is a Finder.” Bekluth leaned toward her to emphasize his words further. “They will need to know that to prepare the right magics for him.”

“We will, and thank you.”

The man gave a sharp nod, almost a bow and stood up again. “Then I will be on my way,” he said. “Good trading to you.”

“And to you,” Mar said. Part of her wanted to ask him to stay, or to ask if they could travel with him. But he’d made it plain that he wasn’t going their way. Part of her was a little surprised by his abrupt departure.

“Well, that was helpful.” Mar kneeled once more beside Gun and touched the back of her hand to his forehead. “Is the fens bark helping?”

“A little, I think.” Gun cleared his throat. “What he said, about the directions being reversed, I wonder if that is what’s making me so bad?”

“I suppose it could be.”

“Did you think he smiled too much?” Gun accepted her offered arm and inched himself to his feet.

“He’s a trader,” Mar said, slinging the satchel over one shoulder and preparing to take Gun’s arm with her free hand. “They all smile too much.”




Nineteen

PARNO SQUATTED ON his heels, watching Dhulyn pick her way through the sharpened stakes at the bottom of the orobeast trap. There was the smell of old blood, and of bodily wastes, faint now, but unmistakable.

“What kind of animal did they say these were used for?” he asked.

“An orobeast they said.” Dhulyn answered without looking up. “Some kind of prowling cat apparently, something fast and deadly but that didn’t cover too much ground in its leaps.”

Parno nodded. If the beast’s paces when running were long, the odds were against this kind of trap, or any other for that matter, catching it.

Dhulyn crouched closer to a particular set of bones, laying the tips of her fingers along what they both recognized as a human thigh bone. “In Battle,” she said.

“Or in Death,” Parno responded.

Placing her feet delicately, like a dancer moving unusually slowly through the measure of a dance, Dhulyn made her way over to the side of the pit and held up her left arm. Parno took hold of her wrist, made sure she had a good grip on his and, bracing himself, lifted her out in one unbroken movement.

“It’s already too dark to see details at the bottom,” she said, dusting off her hands on her leather trousers. “Even if we suppose there is something worth our while to see.”

Parno squinted against the setting sun. “Camp here, then, and start again in the morning?”

Dhulyn took another look around at the trampled ground before she nodded. “Eat first,” she said. “Then we’ll say a few words for Kesman Firehawk. Delvik couldn’t have managed much in the state he was in. We’ll divide the night into four watches,” she added as they walked back to where they had left the horses. “Odds for me, evens for you.”

Parno raised his eyes to look over her shoulder. “Someone’s coming.”

Dhulyn swung herself onto Bloodbone’s back, to have better line of sight in the direction Parno had indicated.

“It’s the trader, Bekluth Allain,” she said, squinting against the lowering sun. “Off his normal route, I imagine.”

It seemed that the trader recognized them almost in the same moment. His right arm swung up over his head, and the pace of the horse he was riding, and the two he led, increased until he was dismounting a few paces away.

“I should have known you would be interested in this spot,” he said, coming forward to greet them with nods and smiles, pulling his sleeves straight as he came. “I confess I was curious myself.”

“Would you mind moving your horses,” Dhulyn said.

The trader glanced back over his shoulder. “My horses?”

The corners of Dhulyn’s mouth pressed tight. “As I am making a study of the tracks, Bekluth Allain, I would be grateful if you defaced them as little as possible.” She turned away without waiting for the trader to move, already looking for the best place for them to camp. Bekluth, Parno saw, kept his focus on Dhulyn, as if to memorize her shape.

“We wouldn’t have expected to see you again so soon,” Parno said.

The trader breathed in and turned to Parno, though his eyes still lingered on Dhulyn’s back. “Ah, well, the Cold Lake People were not at Flat Water, where I expected them to be.” Bekluth Allain shrugged. “Perhaps they travel more slowly than usual, or the weather was against them. It rained heavily two nights ago. It’s not unusual, it sometimes happens thus. These are the risks of my kind of trading.” He glanced past them at the deep shadow that was the trap. “Since I had time, I thought I might take a turn out of my way to satisfy my curiosity, as I said. I must say, I am not displeased at the occurrence, since it allows me to meet you once again. Something tells me there is as much profit to be found in your company as there might be among the Horsemen.”

Parno found himself grinning. Bekluth Allain’s interest in Dhulyn was not unusual—even on their own side of the Path, she was worth a second look, and a third if it came to that—and the man’s very good humor was infectious. “We were about to make camp,” Parno said, gesturing with a sweep of his hand to where Dhulyn, squatting on her heels, was brushing a smooth spot on the ground. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“No fire,” Dhulyn said, when, his horses settled in the spot she’d marked out, Bekluth Allain joined her. The trader looked up in astonishment from where he was pulling grasses and small twigs together. “The body of one of our Brothers is lying in that hole.” Dhulyn nodded in the direction of the dark pit. “And we’re not sure yet how that came to be. This place is little more than a tabletop from which a fire could be seen from hundreds of spans away. Our Common Rule says we should not draw too much attention to ourselves in these circumstances.”

“Does your Common Rule say we should freeze?” Bekluth’s face was serious, but there was a perceptible shine in his eye.

“You’re welcome to use the bottom of the pit, if you’d prefer it. No fire would show from there,” Parno pointed out.

Bekluth swung his head from side to side, throwing up his hands as if in surrender and smiling widely enough that his teeth shone white. “What about eating? Does the Common Rule allow that?”

“Certainly,” Parno said.

“Just not all at once,” Dhulyn added. “You may do as you please, but only one of us can eat with you at a time, in case there is something wrong with the food.”

The trader shook his head, lips parted. “And I used to think the rules and restrictions of the Trader’s Guild were rigid.” He stretched. “And then, which of us shall take the first watch?”

“My Partner and I will share the watches between us, Bekluth Allain,” Dhulyn said. The man’s face seemed to stiffen, and his eyes shuttered, but the impression was so fleeting, Parno couldn’t be certain he’d seen anything.

“Nor is offense intended,” he said. “It’s merely another part of our Common Rule.”

 


The moon was not going to rise high enough to give much light, but Bekluth wasn’t going to let that worry him. The sky was clear, the stars bright, and all he was missing was color—and considering that there was nothing around him but drying grass, a couple of horses, and Dhulyn Wolfshead’s patchwork vest, he wasn’t missing much. Even the Wolfshead’s hair was just dark now, not the telltale red of old blood that marked her so clearly for an Espadryni. Her skin was the soft pale of alabaster, so rich that your hand was always surprised by how cold it felt to the touch.

Not that Dhulyn Wolfshead’s skin would feel cold. She wasn’t a pretty woman, not by any means, not with that scarred lip she had and that way of smiling that was more than half snarl. But still . . . Bekluth pursed his lips and remembered just in time not to start whistling. She was asleep, but he thought not deeply. He could see the movement under her eyelids that showed she was dreaming, a slight shiver of her skin, as if, in her dream, her muscles tensed.

Is it true what they say? He wondered. Were all the Marked like her on the other side of the Sun’s Door? Full of light, so open and without secrets to hide? He might not have believed it if only the man had said so, but those two youngsters, so innocently telling him that the boy was a Finder. He grinned. The boy wasn’t as clear and open as Dhulyn Wolfshead, but what would it matter over there, so long as the Marked weren’t “broken,” so long as no one was hunting them down.

A loose tendril of hair blew across her face, and Bekluth reached out, but again caution stopped his hand. If only he’d known all this before. Surely he could cross through and stay there if he rode far enough from the Door. He could live there, openly. He smiled as he stepped quietly back to where his own bedroll had been tossed aside. Think of the number of people with dark secrets he could help then.

I wouldn’t have to hide, he thought. His heart beat faster, and he tapped his upper lip with his tongue. He could come and go as he pleased, just as he liked. Be welcomed wherever he went. Respected.

“I would not have to hide,” he said aloud.

“Are you talking in your sleep, Bekluth Allain?”

Caids. He twisted his neck and jumped just a little. He didn’t have to pretend very much—he’d actually forgotten Parno Lionsmane was there. He smiled and shrugged one shoulder.

“Can’t sleep at all,” he said. “Can you believe that for a moment I forgot I was not alone?”

“If you’re wakeful, let’s move farther away from my Partner,” the other man said. “There’s only so much noise we can make before she’ll wake—and if we wake her before her watch for no good reason, none of us will be happy.”

Bekluth followed the Mercenary around to the far side of the pit, where he’d arranged their saddles into a place to sit, and from where there was a clear view of the camp, the dozing horses, and the prairie around them.

“You could see me moving from here.” Bekluth made his tone shine with admiration, even as he thanked his own good luck that he hadn’t been doing anything he needed to hide.

“It’s a good spot to look out from,” the Mercenary agreed. “What was it you wouldn’t have to hide, Bekluth Allain?”

“Ah, you heard me as well?” Bekluth shrugged, making sure to show just a touch of embarrassment. “It’ll seem like very small meat to someone who’s traveled the paths you have taken.” Flattery with a sprinkling of admiration was always good bait.

“Try me,” the man said. “I haven’t always been on these particular paths.”

And thus the trap was sprung. Really, it was almost too easy. All he ever had to do was get someone to start listening to him. There was no one he couldn’t persuade. He tucked his hands under his arms, as if against the night’s chill, and chewed for a moment on his lower lip.

“Well,” he began, as if still hesitating, “you might be surprised to hear this, Mercenary, but I’m not such a fine trader as I make myself out to be.”

The other man chuckled. “Come now, Bekluth. You must have fine skills indeed to trade alone among the Red Horsemen and to gain their trust in the way that you have.”

Bekluth shrugged again, letting his hands fall to his lap, as if he were relaxing. “Oh, I have the skills, I suppose—though you might not think so if you heard the way my uncles talked about me. Back then, before my mother was killed, I’d already gone to them with the idea of trading with the Tribes. They said they were considering it, though the plan they suggested . . . You see,” he leaned forward, drawing his brows together, “trading with the Tribes isn’t like trading with anyone else, and my uncles didn’t understand that. They didn’t see the difficulties that—well, that are so clear to you, for example.”

The man nodded, as Bekluth had known he would. “It’s a problem that time might cure—either their impatience or yours.”

Bekluth felt a flash of annoyance. He wasn’t the one—except that he was playing the part of a young man misunderstood by his elders, and apparently with his usual easy success. But the man was still talking.

“But there’s more, isn’t there? Nothing you’ve told me so far is anything you would need to hide.”

There, now he had the man hooked completely. He let his head bob up and down a few times as though he were weighing his options. “You’re right,” he said, exactly as if he’d made up his mind to confide in the man. “Impatience isn’t the only thing that time will cure.” He took in a deep breath and looked the Mercenary right in the eyes. “You know my story, what happened with my mother. A part of me is still angry, a part of me never wants to forgive them. But another part . . . another part wants to go back.” He quirked his eyebrows, displaying, now that he’d committed himself, an endearing uncertainty . . . and then let his glance fall away.

“Why?” But there was no disbelief in the man’s voice, only a sympathetic curiosity.

Bekluth looked sideways and managed his most sheepish look. “I’m successful here. I’ve quite a stockpile of goods and money. But I’ve nowhere to spend or show it where it matters. I was right about the trade, right about the Horsemen—you should see the sky stones I get from them, worth almost any effort—but no one knows it but me. I’ve been telling myself for years that I despise them, my uncles and aunts and all my dear cousins, who spend their days and their evenings and their nights counting profit and balancing the scales.” He rubbed his face with his hands. “But they’re the only ones who can understand and appreciate what I’ve achieved.”

Bekluth waited, and when the other man chuckled, he joined in, just as if he were seeing the humor of his situation for the first time. He felt something like a real warmth for this man, this Mercenary, who was so ready to understand and feel for someone else. It was easy to see why there was so strong a bond between him and Dhulyn Wolfshead.

But though his outer self kept on chuckling, smiling, shrugging, and pouring hopes and dreams into the man’s sympathetic ear, his inner self grew colder, and more aware.

Bonds are still bonds, he thought, as he accepted the man’s advice and his pats on the shoulder. This Parno Lionsmane had a darkness hidden within him, a secret. Bekluth could see it, if no one else could. And he was never wrong about such things. Never. Not since he had seen the darkness in his mother for what it was, something that made her beat him, punish him, and bind him. Something that needed to come out, to be exposed to the light. He’d helped her with that, as he’d helped others after her. Including the young shaman he’d first followed through the Door.

Dhulyn Wolfshead, so clear, so open. How could she have such a strong bond with someone like Parno Lionsmane? As usual, the moment he posed the question, the answer flashed into his mind. The bond was obviously there to help the man, not the woman.

If I free him, I would free them both. If he could open the man, the bond would be unnecessary. They would both be free. Parno Lionsmane could go his way, fulfill his own destiny as he was meant to.

And Dhulyn Wolfshead can help me.

Parno Lionsmane was glancing up at the sky. “That’s my watch over,” he said, getting to his feet.

“I think I’ll be able to sleep now,” Bekluth said, following the other man back to where Dhulyn Wolfshead still lay on her back. “Thanks for letting me bend your ear,” he added.

“Sometimes it’s easier to tell things to strangers,” the Mercenary said. “They go their way, and there’re no embarrassing questions.”

He does understand, Bekluth thought. He wasn’t a stupid man. He was reacting in exactly the right way—if any of what Bekluth had told him had been the truth. And he wouldn’t have been easy to fool if Bekluth weren’t so very good at it.

Maybe I don’t need to wait. Maybe I can help him right now. He deserves it. No one should have to live with that secret hidden inside him.

Parno Lionsmane motioned Bekluth closer with a tilt of his head and squatted an arm’s length away from Dhulyn Wolfshead. He tapped his cheek just under his right eye, and Bekluth put on his best look of concentration. What was the man up to?

As he watched, Lionsmane reached out very slowly with his right hand, moving it closer and closer to the sleeping woman’s shoulder. Closer, slowly, closer—

Her left hand flashed out and grabbed Lionsmane’s wrist, her right hand pointed a dagger at his throat.

Bekluth jumped back, genuinely startled this time. She had moved literally in the blink of an eye. One moment asleep, and the next alert and menacing.

“Do you all wake like that?” he asked, when the other two had finished chuckling at each other.

“Of course.” Dhulyn Wolfshead was now on her feet, just as if she hadn’t been asleep five breaths ago. “Otherwise, we might not wake up at all.”

“More of your Common Rule, I suppose,” Bekluth had said, shaking his head ruefully.

When he had wished them both a good night, and the woman had gone to the lookout place, and the man had rolled himself in their bedding and dropped off immediately to sleep, Bekluth lay in his own bedroll and thought. He’d need more of the drugged brandy, that was certain. No just waiting for either of them to fall asleep. And somehow he’d have to use it on both of them at the same time. He mentally waved this problem away. He’d solve it when the time came—he always did.

Now, where was his closest supply of brandy?
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Alaria became aware she was dozing only when she came abruptly awake as the bed moved under her. Enough light came through the open door of the bedroom to show her a profile she recognized. “What are you doing?”

Falcos was sitting on the far edge of the bed, his blue eyes catching the light and his mouth twisted into a sideways grin. “You didn’t expect me to sleep on the floor, did you? I thought you trusted me.”

Alaria felt her face and neck grow hot—though with any luck her blush couldn’t be seen in the scant light. She could hope so, at least. She cleared her throat.

“My mother said that men were never to be trusted,” she said in as conversational a tone as she could manage. “Most especially never in any sexual situation. That they control themselves only with great difficulty, if at all.”

Falcos nodded slowly, shifting until he was sitting with his back against the headboard—a far less elaborate one than the one in his mother’s bedroom. “There’s some truth to that, for certain men and, as you say, in certain situations.” Alaria, blinking, sat up herself, and shoved her combs back into place. “But I’m not one of those men, and in case you hadn’t noticed, this is not a sexual situation.”

“You are in my bedroom,” Alaria pointed out, keeping her voice as firm as she could. “About to lie down on my bed.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “This is not anyone’s bedroom, and it’s no one in particular’s bed.” His mouth drooped, and Alaria could see again how close to the edge of despair Falcos really was. “Alaria,” he said, “if I do not rest soon, I’ll go mad.”

Alaria sat up straighter, pulling her feet up to sit cross-legged. At least she’d gone to sleep fully clothed. “Come,” she said. “Stretch out. Shut your eyes.”

He curled up on his side, facing her, one arm tucked under the pillow. He didn’t look younger, as she’d been told all sleeping people did. And sleep couldn’t make him more beautiful—but only because he was so beautiful to begin with. Even with the smudge of a bruise on his left cheek and dirt under his fingernails. She still found it surprising that Falcos was not the vain and featherheaded fool that his beauty had led her to expect.

Which was a good thing, all things considered, since she’d thrown in her lot with his. Agreed to stay here, marry him, become the Tarkina of Menoin. And nothing that had happened since she’d sat hand-in-hand with Falcos in the stables, watching the new foal, had given her reason to change her mind. On the contrary. Her breath caught a little in her throat. She would rather be sitting here on the bed with Falcos, their futures uncertain, than on the throne of Menoin if it meant she sat with Epion.

“I want you to reconsider surrendering to Epion.”

Alaria jumped; she’d been so sure that Falcos had fallen asleep. How strange that they’d both been thinking along the same lines, even if they hadn’t reached the same conclusions.

“Hear me out,” Falcos said when she didn’t answer. He propped himself up on his right elbow. “You could say you have grown afraid of me, that you now think I tricked you in some way.”

“Falcos, we’ve talked about this. He wouldn’t believe me. Abandoning you won’t make me safe.”

“I think he’d want to believe you, and I believe you would be safe,” he said. “You must think I’m not a very good judge of character if Epion could fool me for so long, but trust me, knowing the truth about him now just puts all I’ve observed over all these years into the right context, and I assure you, you’d be safe.” He took a deep breath. “You are not the one who is standing between Epion and his throne. On the contrary, since we can change from one Arderon princess to another to answer the demands of the treaty, I should think we can change from one Menoin prince to another. Oh, no.” He shook his head. “You are in no danger from Epion. And besides,” he continued when Alaria opened her mouth to argue, “you have the horses to think about.”

That made Alaria stop and think. The queens were her responsibility, though perhaps not her first priority.

“He’ll never believe it,” was all she could think of.

“I tell you he’ll want to. That’s your strength. You must use it. You cannot go down with me.” His lips pressed tight and Alaria wondered what he’d stopped himself from saying.

“I don’t want to leave you.” She surprised herself, but only by saying it aloud.

“And I don’t want you to have to deal with Epion alone.” Falcos reached out and touched her cheek.

“As if I couldn’t manage one man,” she said.

But Falcos didn’t return her smile. “That’s the overconfidence that will lead you wrong,” he said. “You have a poor opinion of men and you think that because you can manage the men in Arderon who don’t have any real power, you won’t have any trouble here. But you’re not in Arderon now. Do not underestimate Epion, what he will do, how he will think and act.”

Alaria was stung, but she bit back her angry retort. Part of her knew that what Falcos had said was true, and just. Her own upbringing might lead her astray, as it almost had with Falcos himself. Part of her simply didn’t want what might be the last words they said to each other to be angry ones. “I’ll think of him as a woman then, shall I? Someone close to the Tarkina and ambitious.”

“You will be safer if you do.” He was smiling, but his eyes were sad.

She put her hand gently on his bruised cheek, leaned forward, and kissed him on the lips. Somehow they were warmer than she’d expected.

“You’ll be careful,” he said. “Promise me.” He was leaning his forehead against hers, his blue eyes shut. Something clutched at Alaria’s heart.

“Promise me,” he repeated, leaning away from her.

“I won’t marry Epion.” She held up her hand. “And if you tell me that Menoin needs a Tarkina from Arderon, very well, but Epion won’t survive the marriage night. That I can promise you.”

His blue eyes suddenly became much warmer. “Menoin will need an heir from the line of Akarion.”

Alaria smiled.
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“Let me do the talking,” Mar said. She slipped the satchel off her shoulder, letting it rest on the ground at her feet.

“Why not? I’ve been letting you do pretty well everything else.” Gun’s voice was flat, but Mar smiled nonetheless. The spirit of teasing was there, even if the strength to lift his tone was not.

Gun had rested fairly well the night before, but his nausea had returned with walking, and Mar had finally covered his eyes again, this time using the headscarf from his pack. They had been walking the better part of the day, but with the slow pace and frequent rests Gun’s condition required, they had not even reached the crevasse Bekluth Allain had told them about when noise and movement from what they now understood to be the north told them they were no longer alone. It was hard to be sure at first, but eventually Mar could tell there were five Espadryni approaching. Remembering something Parno Lionsmane had once told them, Mar and Gun had immediately put down their burdens and stood with their hands empty facing in the direction of the Horsemen. “Let them see you are no threat,” the Lionsmane had said. “Unless of course you are, in which case you should let them see that.”

“Stand steady,” Mar said as the Horsemen rode toward them with no apparent intention of stopping. “I’ll speak to them.”

“You said that already.” Mar glanced at Gun, but his momentary smile was wiped away with another grimace. He swallowed and licked his lips.

Mar turned back to face the approaching Horsemen and willed herself not to shut her eyes as all five horses came nearer and nearer without slowing down, until, in the last moment, they turned aside and rode in circles around them. The Horsemen passed so closely that her own headscarf fluttered in the breeze of their passage.

That’s meant to intimidate, she thought. So stay calm and unimpressed. She glanced at each of the riders, looking for the one who would be in charge and wracking her brain for what little she knew about the Espadryni. Dhulyn Wolfshead was the only Red Horseman Mar had ever met—the only one in existence, for all anyone knew to the contrary—and while these five men all had the pale southern skin and the long, blood-red hair she associated with her Mercenary friend, they were armed strangers, and Mar had to treat them as dangerous.

And there was still, somewhere on this side of the Path, a killer, though Mar thought he was very unlikely to be one of this group. A man would need to be alone, she thought, to do what the killer had done.

All five men were dressed in leather dyed in a rainbow of colors, with their sleeveless jerkins decorated with patches of cloth and patterns of beading. Three carried spears, and two had short bows already strung and hanging easily to hand across the horns of their saddles. Except for the very long knives that each man had at his waist, Mar could see no swords. She blinked at the dust raised around her and cleared her throat as the men came to a halt. One came nearer and spoke to her, and while the words sounded familiar, they were in a language Mar did not know. Gun looked up and frowned, but when she touched his sleeve. he shook his head.

“Do you speak the common tongue?” she asked, forming her words slowly. She had hopes they would, since the trader had. “Are you Espadryni of the Cold Lake People?” she added.

“We are,” the one who was clearly the leader answered. “I am Josh-Chevrie,” he added. “We saw the burning and are come to investigate.” It was plain from his tone that he expected a similar explanation of their presence.

Mar was suddenly at a loss. How to explain who and what they were, and why they were here, when the fact that they were Scholars would mean nothing to these people? Mar had never before realized how much Scholars could rely on their distinctive blue tunics and their Library connections to give them an introduction and gain them a welcome wherever they went.

She hesitated only a moment more, pushing the scarf back away from her face and squinting up at the man on horseback. Even without Bekluth’s warning not to mention the Path of the Sun, Mar would have known to proceed carefully. Things left unsaid were not really lies, and she could always explain afterward, if the Espadryni seemed less superstitious than Bekluth had claimed. Better cautious than cursing, as the Wolfshead always said. There would be time to give the whole story, once she found Gun some help.

“I am Mar-eMar Tenebro and this is my husband, Gundaron of Valdomar,” she said. “We are looking for friends we have been told are in this area, but more immediately we are seeking help for my husband’s sudden illness. The trader Bekluth Allain told us that your shaman may be able to help us.”

“The trader sent you?” Josh-Chevrie slid down from his horse and came closer. Mar stood her ground. The man’s eyes were the same curious shade of stone gray that the Wolfshead’s were.

“Is it an injury of the eye?” he asked, reaching out to touch Gun’s bandage.

“Are you a shaman then? A Mage?” Mar asked. Though with so few Healers in the world, it made sense to send a Mage along with a scouting party.

“We are all Mages, we of the Espadryni,” Josh-Chevrie said. “If I cannot help your man, there are those more powerful at our camp.”

“It’s not the eyes exactly,” Mar said. She took Gun by the shoulder to steady him. “It’s nausea and dizziness. Gundaron’s a Finder you see and . . .” Mar’s words dried in her throat. If she hadn’t known Dhulyn Wolfshead so well, seen so often how very little of her moods and feelings showed on her face, Mar might have missed the way Josh-Chevrie’s face froze for just a split instant before it returned to his previous expression.

She looked around, but the faces on the other riders told her nothing. Somehow, she felt a tension in the air that hadn’t been there a moment before, as if they were all more watchful, though Mar wouldn’t have believed that possible. She tapped out a code against Gun’s shoulder, hoping he was not in so much misery that he missed it.

Josh-Chevrie let his hands drop and took a step back. “Marked is he?” the young Horseman said. “Are you Marked then yourself, girl?”

“No. That is, well, no.” Mar looked from one man to another. They all had the same wary hardness in their faces now, which told her this was not the time to explain that she had been Marked, in a way, once upon a time. Gun’s grip on her elbow warned her further.

“Step away from the Marked one, girl,” Josh said, holding his hand out to her.

“What? No. I don’t understand,” Mar said. Her grip on Gun tightened as one of the riders set an arrow to his bowstring. The Red Horsemen couldn’t possibly be prejudiced against the Marked, not when all their women were Seers. Unless that was not true here—in which case, why would Bekluth Allain make such a point of their telling the Espadryni Gun was a Finder?

Unless all were against the Marked here, which the trader would have known very well. An icy ball formed in Mar’s stomach.

“You are safe now, come away,” Josh said, beckoning her forward. “He cannot hurt you any more. Release her at once, Marked one, you cannot escape.”

Go, Gun was signaling her, his fingers tapping rapidly on the back of the hand she had on his forearm. Go, he signaled again. “One of us must be free,” he muttered under his breath. Mar took a scant step away.

“I don’t want to escape,” Gun said, louder, but in the gentle, reasonable tone he would use to the youngest apprentices in the Library, those who still thought of their homes with longing. “I’m ill, I’m no danger to anyone. As you can see, I can barely stand up.”

For answer a rope came snaking out of nowhere, the loop falling over Gun’s head and immediately tightening around his upper arms. Another, from a different rider, flicked out and settled around his throat. The bowman, Mar now saw, had raised his weapon only to cover the movement of the men with ropes. Mar tried to lift the loop of braided leather free from Gun’s neck, but she was seized, firmly but gently, from behind and pulled away from Gun. He swayed only a little, the noose around his shoulders actually helping him to stay upright.

“All is well now, my girl,” Josh said, his arm around her shoulders. “See, we have caught him, and you are safe.”

She wrenched herself out of his grasp and ran to Gun. The noose around his throat had tightened, and his breathing was slow and painful.

“What are you doing,” she said. She tried to get at the knot of the noose with fingers that wouldn’t stop trembling. Finally she pulled the knife from her belt, only to find her wrist caught in a grip of steel.

“You do not wish to be free of him?” Josh’s voice was as hard as his grip.

“Mar.” Gun’s voice was a rasp, but firm.

“I . . .” Mar looked from Gun’s set face to the that of the Red Horseman. “Why are you doing this? Is it against the law to be Marked?”

One of the other riders gave a harsh laugh, and Josh-Chevrie himself moved his lips in a way that held no humor. His knife was suddenly in his hand, and he took Mar by the hair, bent her head back and held it to her throat.

“The Marked are broken, unsafe for all they come near, and are to be killed, as you must very well know,” he said. “And those who would help them are no better than they. Did you think that because you are so far from your streets and fields that we would not know this? Did you think us ignorant of the laws of the world?”

“She’s not Marked, don’t hurt her.” Gun’s voice was tight. “Mar, tell them.”

“But—” Mar coughed. It was almost impossible to get her throat to work when her head was being held at this angle. “We’re from the Path of the Sun,” she managed to croak. “The other side.”

“Of course you would say so now,” Josh-Chevrie said, signaling to his comrades. “But the Marked lie as easily as the rain falls.” The hand holding her hair shook her and Mar winced at the sharp pain. “I ask you again, do you wish to be free of him.”

“Yes, yes, she does.” A tug on the rope brought Gun to his knees.

One of them had to stay free. One of them had to find the Wolfshead and the Lionsmane. But she knew full well that neither one of the Mercenaries would save themselves at the other’s expense. Never? A small voice inside her spoke up. Not even to save others, many others? Not even to fulfill their mission. If she gave Josh-Chevrie the answer that would keep her free, would it really be because Gun wanted her to?

Mar tasted cowardice in the back of her throat. “Yes,” she said. “Free me.” She almost staggered as the hand in her hair loosened, but the young Horseman caught her, holding her up with an arm around her waist.

“Josh.” One of the others had been looking out from the circle. “Here are their tracks,” he said. “They have indeed come from the direction of the Door of the Sun.”

Mar’s heart leaped. Here was proof, the Red Horsemen would believe them, and all would be well.

“They may well have,” Josh agreed. “Did we not see the smoke?” He pointed with the knife still in his left hand to where Gun lay on the ground. “Doubtless this piece of inglera dung set the fire when he found he could not escape through Mother Sun’s Door.” He released Mar and squatted next to Gun.

“For that we will burn him ourselves.”

“Josh.” The pensive tone came from one of two men still on horseback, guiding their mounts with their knees to keep the ropes around Gun taut.

“What now, Tel-Banion?” Josh-Chevrie’s tone was clearly impatient.

“Are we sure? He seems to care about the girl, to want her to save herself. A Marked one, a broken one, would not do such a thing.”

Mar’s heart lifted with hope.

“Unless he is trying to trick us,” another of the Horsemen said.

“Gun would never hurt anyone,” Mar said. “Never.”

“If these have come through Mother Sun’s Door, perhaps they are like the Mercenary woman we have been told of.” Once again it was the Horseman called Tel-Banion.

“Wonderful.” Josh-Chevrie threw his hands into the air. “Now all broken people will simply claim to be from the other side of the Door. I lead here,” he said. “And I have decided.”

“You lead here so long as we agree,” Tel-Banion corrected. Something told Mar he’d had to make that distinction before. “Why not at least cloud speak? Get the assistance of those who have had to make this decision in the past.”

Josh strode over to where Gun was kneeling on the ground and pushed off the headscarf, grabbing a fistful of his sandy hair. The Horseman looked at each of his companions, and he evidently did not care for what he read on their faces. For a moment Mar thought that Josh would simply cut Gun’s throat, and she covered her mouth to keep from crying out.

Finally he lowered his knife hand, and thrust Gun away from him.

“Very well,” he said.
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The next morning, when the sun was creeping toward the middle sky, Dhulyn Wolfshead was a handful of spans away from the pit, examining the ground as she rode in ever widening circles.

“What is she doing?” Bekluth tapped his thigh with the fingers of his left hand. He could see even from this distance how the light shone right through her. There’s no darkness in her, not even a spot.

“There’s quite a mix of tracks here, immediately around the orobeast trap,” Parno Lionsmane said. “My Partner is looking farther afield for the tracks of our two Brothers, to determine the direction they were coming from when they fell into the pit.”

Bekluth’s hands tightened into fists, and he forced them to relax and open again. He could still see the element in this man that turned away, that spoke to something other than the light. I’ve got to get away, he thought. He needed his cache of brandy if he was going to have a chance of helping these two.

“And what will their direction tell her?” he said aloud.

The Mercenary Brother tilted his head and looked at Bekluth from under his golden brows. The corner of his mouth quirked up. The tattoo on his temples flashed red and gold in the sun. “Traders usually show more patience.”

Bekluth gave the man his brightest smile and touched him lightly on the shoulder with his closed fist. “Ah, but I’ve learned the value of information,” he said. “So what is it the Wolfshead hopes to learn?”

“Their direction, the manner in which they rode, the speed. Other things. If, for example, they rode side by side, then they were traveling, not tracking. Or if at high speeds, they were chasing.”

“So you are hoping they were either riding in single file, or quickly.” He took his lower lip between his teeth and furrowed his brow, to show how deep his interest was.

“Exactly. We already know they were following tracks, so the direction they came from would tell us where we should look for the tracks they were following. And how close they felt they were to their quarry.”

“And you mean to say she can tell all of this from their tracks? How fast they were riding and all the rest of it?”

“Most Mercenary Brothers could, yes,” the man answered with a grin. “It’s part of our Schooling, though my Partner is exceptionally skilled. Much of tracking is a question of applying experience to your interpretation of what the signs you find tell you.”

“It’s very complicated to be a Mercenary Brother, I must say. No wonder you’re all so open—you haven’t time to be devious,” he added putting a carefully judicious expression on his face.

“It might be that,” Parno Lionsmane agreed. “Myself, I think it’s more likely that we kill the dishonest ones in Schooling.”

Bekluth let his eyebrows rise in shock. “Kill them, you say?”

Parno shrugged. “We’re a Brotherhood. We can’t trust anyone else. We have to trust each other.”

Bekluth tilted his head to one side and affected a studious expression. “Yes,” he said finally. “I can understand that.”

All the while they were talking, Parno Lionsmane was watching Dhulyn Wolfshead, not taking his eyes from her for more than a few seconds at a time. Bekluth had seen this look on the man’s face before, in the faces of other men. He’d tried wearing that look himself, and with some success if he was any judge. Still, how could a man with hidden darkness truly Partner a woman who was made of light?

Unless, of course, someone helped to rid him of that darkness.

At that moment Dhulyn Wolfshead raised her arm, and her Partner nudged his horse forward with his knees.

“They came from that direction,” she said, pointing to the southwest, “and were heading that way.”

“Toward the Path of the Sun?”

“I know of nothing else in that direction,” Dhulyn Wolfshead said. “They were side by side,” she added. “Riding at a good pace and sure of the trail they followed.”

“And are you sure?”

Bekluth looked from one of the Mercenaries to the other. Dhulyn Wolfshead regarded her Partner with her blood-red brows raised and her mouth twisted to one side. The look said, “I love you, but you make it difficult.”

“Sorry,” the man said, grinning. “I forgot who I was speaking to.” His look said, “I love you, but you have no sense of humor.” Bekluth stored away both expressions in his mind.

“Age will do that to a man,” Dhulyn Wolfshead said, with the same kind of teasing expression on her face. “I have seen a mark that occurs with some regularity, at least five times, and not, before you ask, in conjunction with the tracks of our Brothers.”

“So what now?” Bekluth asked.

“Now we ride round to the far side of the pit. With luck, we’ll find these marks there, and we will be on the same trail our Brothers were on when the pit intervened.”

“Well, I wish I could come with you,” Bekluth said, squinting at the ground. “This is all so interesting. But,” he straightened, “goods don’t trade themselves, and I’m off.” He gave the Lionsmane an expression of particular acknowledgment, lifting his eyebrows and pressing the center of his lips together. “It has been a pleasure passing time with you,” he said. “Good luck in your hunting.”

Whistling, he watched them ride out of sight. They’d be easy enough to find. After all, it wasn’t as though Bekluth didn’t know where the trail they were following led.




Twenty

“IT’S NO USE.”Dhulyn got up from her knees, and dusted off her leggings with a few sharp slaps. “I can’t be sure,” she continued, still frowning at the ground. “They’re as likely to be the wrong marks as the right ones.” As she straightened, she rubbed the small of her back with her fists in a way that Parno found familiar.

“Is it your women’s time?” he said.

Dhulyn looked at him with narrowed eyes. “How is it that you remember a sore back means my women’s time is coming, and I always think it’s just a sore back?”

“You’re keeping count of the days,” he pointed out. “Or at least you usually do. I have to keep track by other means.” She shot him a look that was half annoyance and half amusement. That was familiar too. “I know you don’t believe me when I say I hate to ask you this, but as your women’s time is so near, do you want to try using the tiles? You may get a more useful Vision than you did the other night.”

Her blood-red brows drew down into a vee. “You may be right,” she admitted. Hands still at the small of her back, she bent, twisting first one way then the other. She shrugged and walked back to where Bloodbone waited for her, swinging herself into the saddle. “I could have a good, clear Vision with Winter-Ash and her friends, if they would only agree. As good a one as I ever had with the White Sisters.”

“But even without help your Sight is improved, isn’t it? Since the White Twins I mean. Or am I mistaken?”

She looked over at him, eyes still narrowed. “You are not. It is. But perhaps it will take me a little time to think of it that way, after so many years of my Sight being more burden than help to us.”

Dhulyn wouldn’t say the word fear aloud again—fear of what might happen to her, fear of what she might See—not even to him. Of course, he was the only one she didn’t need to say it to.

Still, Parno was not surprised, when they stopped for a meal several hours later, that Dhulyn brought out the silk bag in which she kept her box of vera tiles and set it down next to her as she ate. “The fear behind you eats your spine.” That was the Common Rule. Only a fear you faced couldn’t hurt you. He let her sit silent as he cut off rations of dried meat pressed with raisins and seeds and set them on large slices of the pan bread they’d been given by the Espadryni. When she was ready, Dhulyn would tell him.

Finally she took a last swallow from the water bag, took a little more to clean her hands, and, opening the ties of the bag, pulled out the plain olive-wood box that held her tiles. Parno got to his feet and fetched Dhulyn his bedroll, spreading the heavy cloth on the ground in front of her, to give her a kind of tabletop. She nodded her thanks without speaking, set aside the Lens tile in its tiny bag, and began searching through the loose tiles for a Seer, a Healer, a Mender, and a Finder. As she set the last one aside, she hesitated, finally looking up at him.

“Bekluth Allain wanted to buy these, or borrow them. He said he could make a good profit if he found someone to make them.”

“What of it?”

“If they are unknown here, how did he know they are called vera tiles?”

Parno frowned. “Did he know, or did one of us use the term?”

Dhulyn shook her head, her lips twisted to one side. “I do not believe so, but . . .” She shrugged. “Whose tile shall I use this time?”

“Yours or mine, I should think,” he told her. She was nodding even before he finished speaking, her long scarred fingers searching through the remaining tiles for a Mercenary of Swords, which would do, in a pinch, for either of them. She then returned all the loose tiles to the box, set the Mercenary of Swords face up in the center of the cloth and, starting with the Marked tiles, began to lay out, facedown, the pattern she called the Seer’s Cross, drawing tiles from the box as she needed them.

Then, one by one, in the prescribed order, she turned each tile over. A pattern began forming as she turned the final three tiles, colors shifting . . .
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GUNDARON OFVALDOMAR IS ON HIS KNEES, A NOOSE AROUND HIS NECK. A YOUNG MAN WITH BLOOD-RED HAIR AND A GHOST EYE ON HIS LEFT CHEEK STANDS OVER HIM, A LONG KNIFE IN HIS HAND. . . .

SHE IS RUNNING DOWN A WIDE ALLEY, OPEN TO THE SKY. NO, SHE IS RIDING BLOODBONE, SHE CAN FEEL THE HORSE MOVING UNDER HER EVEN THOUGH SHE CANNOT LOOK DOWN. BLOODBONE’S HOOVES CLOP AS THOUGH THEY RIDE ON PAVEMENT. THERE IS A RED BRICK WALL ON HER RIGHT AND DENSE, THORNY HEDGES ON HER LEFT. THE AIR IS WARM AND SMELLS LIKE SUMMER, THOUGH THERE ARE SPRING FLOWERS ON THE BRIARS. THE ANGLE OF THE LIGHT, THE TWISTED QUEASINESS OF HER STOMACH, TELL HER THAT SHE IS ON THEPATH OF THE SUN. BUT SHE HAS NEVER SEEN THIS PART BEFORE. IS SHE LOST? . . .

BEKLUTH ALLAIN’S FACE IS LINED NOW, AND HIS FOREHEAD HIGHER. HE IS SITTING AT A SQUARE TABLE, ITS TOP INLAID WITH LIGHTER WOODS, WRITING IN A BOUND BOOK. THERE IS A TALL BLUE GLASS AT HIS RIGHT HAND ANDA MATCHING PITCHER JUST BEYOND IT, HALF-FULLOFLIQUID. DHULYN CAN SEE THE WINDOW ON HIS FAR SIDE, ACROSSFROM WHERESHE’S STANDING , AND IT IS DAYLIGHT NOW, THE SUN SHINING . THE WINDOW LOOKS OUT ON RUINS, WATCHTOWERS FALLEN, BRIDGES CRUMBLED INTO THE RIVER, STREETS FULL OF RUBBLE. THE MAN LOOKS UP, SAYING, “HOW CANI HELP?” . . .

DHULYN STANDS AGAIN ON THE ROCKY OUTCROP, THE THREE ESPADRYNI WOMEN ARRANGED AROUND HER. THEY ALL STAND WITH THEIR ARMS AROUND EACH OTHER, SMILING, BUT WITH SADNESS IN THEIR EYES. . . .

“SISTER.” DHULYN TURNS AND BEHIND HER, GESTURING HER FORWARD WITH BECKONING HANDS, ARE THE WHITE TWINS , THEIR COLORLESS HAIR AND SKIN , THEIR PINK EYES , IDENTICAL EXCEPT FOR A FLECK OF GOLD COLOR IN THE LEFT EYE OF THE WOMAN TO THE RIGHT. BEHIND THEM SHE CAN SEE THE FLOOR OF THEIR ROOM, SCATTERED WITH TOYS. “TAKE CARE,” THEY SAY. “LOOK WELL AROUND YOU. YOU KNOW. YOU HAVE ALREADY SEEN THE ANSWERS.” . . .

GUN IS RUNNING IN FRONT OF HER, LOOKING BACK OVER HIS SHOULDER TO BECKON HER ON WITH A GESTURE NOT UNLIKE THAT OF THE WHITE TWINS. THIS TIME SHE RECOGNIZES THE WALLS OF THE PATH OF THE SUN. A FACE STARES BACK AT HER FROM THE WALL, WID E-BROWED, POINTED OF CHIN, THE NOSE VERY LONG AND STRAIGHT, THE LIPS FULL CURVES. THE EYES HAVE BEEN FINISHED WITH TINY CHIPS OF BLACKS TONE, SO THAT THE FACE DOES INDEED APPEAR TO BESTARING.. . .
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“Nice of the White Twins to tell us to be careful, but I don’t think that gives us as much help as they might have wished. And what answer is it that you’ve already Seen?”

“It strikes me that if I can connect with the White Twins while in Vision, my Seer’s world has just become a much larger place.” She might not need to be physically with other Seers, she thought. It might be enough to speak with them while within the Visions themselves. “That may be the answer for the Espadryni as well. Perhaps I could see them in a Vision, whether we are together or not.”

“It’s a big perhaps, and you are usually the one who says better cautious than cursing.”

Dhulyn nodded, but slowly, finding herself unwilling to give up the possibility that she was not completely alone with her Mark. “If I See them again, I’ll try to speak with them; perhaps that will give me proof, one way or another.”

“And in the meantime, is there anything useful we can glean from what you Saw?”

“Bekluth Allain still offers us his help, even as an older man—do you think that means we shall still be here?” Dhulyn did not wait for Parno’s answer. “Visions of the past have always had special importance for me, but seeing the Path as it must have been in the time of the Caids . . .” She shook her head. “How is that useful?” She looked up. “I Saw Gundaron again.”

“On the Path or with the Red Horsemen?”

Dhulyn looked over to him sharply, but Parno was doing his automatic check of ties, buckles, and straps, preparatory to mounting Warhammer. So he hadn’t realized what he’d just said.

“That is how I’ve Seen him,” she acknowledged. “Both on the Path and with the Horsemen.” She shoved her box of tiles into her top pack and tied it shut so fast she almost cut herself on the leather thong. She swung herself into the saddle. “Quickly,” she said. “He’s come through the Path, and the Espadryni have found him.”

“And so?” But Parno was already in the saddle himself, already urging Warhammer to follow her at the horse’s top speed.

“So he’s a Finder,” she shot over her shoulder, and was rewarded with a look of instant comprehension.
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Alaria crept out of the bedroom with her clothes and boots in her arms, leaving Falcos sleeping. She let the door swing quietly shut behind her. She was sorry to leave him like this, but she wasn’t certain she would be able to say good-bye again.

I wouldn’t be saying good-bye at all, she thought, her nose wrinkling at the thought of dealing with Epion, if it wasn’t for the queens. Quickly she pulled her tunic on over her head and tugged it straight before picking up her trousers. Her responsibility to the Arderon horses was a real one, weighty enough that she was not justified in putting her own safety first. Exactly the kind of responsibility she would have to the people of Menoin if she ever became their Tarkina.

When, she told herself. When I become their Tarkina. What Falcos had said was very likely true. No, was definitely true. She, herself, had nothing to fear from Epion. And who knew? Once out and free, she would find a way to free Falcos as well.

Like stick a knife in Epion. She smiled grimly as she pulled on her boots.

Heading for the door, she found her footsteps hesitating. What if they didn’t let her out? She straightened her tunic again and pushed back her hair. Only one way to find out.

Alaria took a deep breath and crept up until she could bring her lips close to the edge of the outer door.

“Hello?” She winced as her voiced trembled and cracked. She only wished she were acting. She cleared her throat.

“Is there anybody out there?” she said. “Hello?”

 


Alaria sat back on a padded and cushioned settee while a Healer took her pulse. As she’d hoped, the guards Epion had left outside the door had been instructed to let her out if she’d asked them to, and one had escorted her to Epion’s own sitting room, where the Healer had been quickly summoned.

Footsteps sounded in the anteroom, and the guards with her straightened more carefully to attention as Epion Akarion entered the room.

Alaria leaped to her feet, pulling her hand away from the Healer.

“My lord,” she said, using the possessive for the first time. “Oh, my lord, can you forgive me? Oh! I have been so foolish!” She put one hand on Epion’s arm and covered her face with the other. She had said she wasn’t a good enough actress to fool anyone, but it was easier to put a catch in her voice and tears in her eyes than she would have expected. And, with luck, Falcos was right—Epion would want to be fooled.

“Lady of Arderon,” he said, taking one of her hands in his own. His blue eyes were narrowed. “Thank the Caids you are safe.” He looked at the Healer. “She is well?”

“Anxious, but otherwise bearing up soundly after her ordeal,” the Healer said, a touch dryly Alaria thought.

“I’m so sorry,” Alaria interrupted. She was horrified to find she was shaking, but hoped it made her more believable. “I believed him, that’s what makes me so ashamed. He swore he was innocent, he . . .” Her voice drained away as her throat dried. What should she say Falcos had said or done? Why had they not planned this more carefully? She could not say that he’d admitted to the killing—Epion of all people knew that was not true and that Falcos would never say it was. Epion would suspect her immediately if she said such a thing.

“I thought he was so brave,” she said finally. “To stand up for his rights, to fight. A hero out of the old tales.” She screwed up her face. “But when I was worried about the horses, he raised his voice to me, he told me not to be so silly. He’s nothing but a coward, a bully, and he . . . he was crying. Like a child. Crying.” She shook her head and wrinkled up her nose, hoping she had not overdone it.

Epion patted the hand he still held. Apparently she’d given a convincing performance of a girl silly enough to endanger herself out of storybook illusions. “There, there, my dear.” Epion’s voice was smooth and warm, his eyes rounded now in concern. “We have all made mistakes with Falcos—all been tricked by him into seeing something that is not there. Are you feeling better now?”

Alaria accepted a linen handkerchief from the Healer and used it to wipe her eyes and nose. “I just feel so foolish. My cousin would not be proud of my behavior. But I am better,” she said, smiling what she hoped was a brave smile.

Epion made a gesture toward the door, and Berena Attin, the Steward of Keys, stepped into the room. The woman looked tired, Alaria thought, as if she had not been sleeping very well.

“Have you a suite ready for the Lady of Arderon?” He turned back to Alaria. “You may imagine that the Tarkina’s rooms are not safe enough for you, my dear.”

“The blue suite has been prepared, Lord Epion,” the Steward of Keys said. She held her hand out toward the door, indicating that Alaria should precede her.

Alaria turned to Epion. “May I have a guard with me? Please?” she said, ignoring the guards who had already started to move to the door. “I know it is very foolish of me, but I fear to be left alone.” There, that should help him believe her sincere. Since she was going to have guards anyway, she might as well make some use of it.

“You will not wish to go far? Not riding?”

Alaria put her hands to her mouth. “Moon and Stars, no. At least not until . . . but I will wish to go to the stables. To see that the queens are well. And ready for the marriage.”

Did she imagine it, or did Epion just relax?

“Of course you may go to the stables, my dear. So long as you are safe.” He kissed her hand and led her to the door. At the last moment, as she turned away, he gave her a look she could only think was one of admiration.

It was possible, Alaria thought as she allowed the Steward of Keys to lead her away, that she was not fooling Epion any more than he was fooling her. It was possible that Epion believed she merely wanted to be Tarkina and had calculated that Falcos was no longer her best chance.

It was possible that last look meant he was applauding what he saw as a valuable performance, one that supported his own.

Alaria shivered, remembering that Falcos had warned her not to be too confident. She would have to be even more careful than she’d thought.

[image: 055]

It was after midnight when Bekluth Allain reached his cache in the Caid ruins. He led the wheezing and stumbling horse as far from where he camped as it was possible to go and yet still be inside the perimeters of the forbidden area. He’d Healed it twice to enable it to reach his camp, but it was useless now, too far gone to recover by itself. It had got him here in record time, and that was the important thing. Unfortunately, he couldn’t just let the thing drop—at least not before getting the saddle and bridle off it and taking it far enough away from his campsite that its rotting corpse wouldn’t attract the wrong kind of attention. Fortunately there was an old cellar hole—so deep that its bottom was dark even when the sun was directly overhead—not more than a couple of spans away that he’d used for this purpose before. There was a spot near one edge where it was easy to push a horse over, a horse that was barely able to stand, that is. Whistling, he retraced his steps to his own campsite and proceeded to unburden and hobble the packhorses. They hadn’t been carrying as much weight as the horse he’d been riding himself. He’d give them until daylight to rest, judge then which of them had recovered enough to be useful. Still here, grazing on the plentiful grass, was the second horse he’d brought from the other side of the Door, but caution told Bekluth he should be saving that one . . .

Bekluth set about making camp, taking his usual care that the fire wouldn’t be seen. The Mercenaries weren’t the only ones who knew how to be careful. Still, he might as well make himself comfortable. He wouldn’t be able to fetch out his cache of drugs until the sun came up.
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“Tracks here,” Parno said. “And Horsemen ahead.”

“You astonish me.” Dhulyn ducked just in time to avoid the blow Parno half-heartedly aimed at her head.

“You’re the one who’s always telling me not to argue ahead of my facts,” he pointed out. “That could be a copse of trees ahead, and not Horsemen at all.”

“Then why are you riding faster?” Dhulyn angled Bloodbone over until she was riding knee to knee with her Partner.

“I have a bad feeling,” he said, all traces of humor gone from his voice.

As she rode, Dhulyn mentally reviewed what weapons she had to hand before pulling her short bow loose from the loops of hide that held it under her left knee and freeing the bowstring from the hidden pouch sewn into her quilted and beaded vest. She fitted the loop at the end of the bowstring onto one end of the bow and, bending the flexible yew around her shoulders, forced the other end of the bow into the corresponding loop. She immediately let go of the weapon and let it hang, perfectly positioned for quick use, across her back from shoulder to hip, leaving her right arm free for the sword if it was needed.

From the number of mounts, there were five Horsemen in the group they were approaching, and it was clear at what moment the group became aware of them, as three of the Horsemen swung up into their saddles and began to ride toward them. Dhulyn could now see that there were two people on the ground, sitting or kneeling, along with the two remaining Espadryni. Though she could not make out whether their tunics were blue, Dhulyn did not doubt they were Mar and Gundaron.

Parno drew off to the left, giving Dhulyn maneuvering room, without even troubling to signal to her. His simple action was enough to show her the plan as clearly as if they had discussed it for hours. He would take the three mounted men, she would go for the captives. The three advancing Horsemen spread out slightly, but they didn’t seem inclined to split up completely. Dhulyn took aim between the two to her own right and drove Bloodbone between them. When they saw what they thought was her trajectory, the two drew a little closer together, as if to concentrate on her and leave Parno for their fellow.

Dhulyn looped her reins loosely around the pommel of her saddle and signaled Bloodbone with her knees. She drew her sword but didn’t raise it, leaning forward along Bloodbone’s neck. In the last possible moment, when the other two riders, their own short blades raised high overhead, were close enough that Dhulyn could see the ghost eyes on their foreheads, Bloodbone suddenly stopped dead in her tracks, hopped stiff-legged six paces to the right, and bolted. Dhulyn, laughing and crying out encouragement, sheathed her sword as she clung to the mare’s mane.

She was close enough now to see that one of the two remaining Horsemen was holding the smaller, dark-haired Mar in his arms, while the other—a blade in his hand—held the kneeling Gun by the hair. Dhulyn swung her bow off her back, pulled two arrows free from the quiver tied to her saddle. The man holding the blade reached down with it, bringing it closer to Gun’s throat. Mar struggled in the arms of her captor, almost succeeding in pulling herself free.

Dhulyn raised herself slightly until she was standing in the stirrups, legs flexed to minimize the effect of Bloodbone’s gallop, and took aim. This shot was easier than clearing the rings on Dorian’s ship, she reminded herself. Here, she was the only thing moving. She let out her breath, held, and shot. And shot again.

The first arrow passed through the forearm of the hand that held the knife, pinning it to the man’s upper thigh. The second went into the man’s left arm, just below the shoulder. He released Gun, and staggered back. By this time Dhulyn was in the camp, her sword pointed at the man who held a still struggling Mar in his arms.

“I think you should let go of her, don’t you?”

The man holding Mar kept his hands on her and his eyes on Dhulyn’s face long enough that Dhulyn thought he might hold to his pride and honor rather than admit defeat. She was just wondering if she could manage without actually killing him—or whether that in itself might be considered the greater insult—when he snatched his hands off Mar as though she were burning and stepped back two paces. As soon as the girl was free, she ran directly to Gun and began pulling off the nooses that encircled him.

Seeing her friends were taking care of themselves, Dhulyn drew sword and dagger, threw her leg over Bloodbone’s shoulders and slipped to the ground. “Do I have your parole?” she said to the boy who had been holding Mar.

“You have,” he said, backing away a further pace and looking around him. Both his horse and that of the other young man had stood their ground, well-trained beasts that they were, but he made no further move toward them, and Dhulyn turned her attention to the wounded man.

He looked away as she squatted next to him.

“What do you think now, Tel-Banion? Does she seem so whole and unbroken to you?”

“Hold still, you young fool. No need to make simple flesh wounds worse by squirming.” Dhulyn looked at the other boy. “Tel-Banion, is it? Come here and help hold him.”

“She’s going to kill me, don’t help her, Tel.”

“If I were going to kill you, you’d be dead,” Dhulyn observed. The wounds seemed as straightforward as she’d intended. “Will you give me your parole as well, or should I leave you skewered?” By the normal rules of her world, Dhulyn wasn’t bound to help him unless he surrendered, and it seemed from the young man’s hesitation that those rules might be different here. “By my oaths as a Mercenary Brother, if you surrender to me, I cannot hold you as slave or hostage, nor can I sell you for ransom. On the other hand, if you don’t surrender, I am permitted to either kill you or leave you to die.”

Still, it seemed that this young man also considered refusing her. “If you give me your parole now,” he said, clearly serious, “I will stop my Tribesmen from killing you when they have dealt with your friend.”

“Three against one are considered easy odds for Mercenary Brothers. We don’t get worried until there’s at least, oh, seven or eight against one of us. But I don’t mind waiting.”

“Josh!” Tel-Banion’s voice held a warning. Dhulyn looked from one to the other. Their expressions were very much alike.

Finally Josh licked his lips. “You have my parole,” he said.

“Here, brace his arm first,” Dhulyn instructed Tel-Banion. As soon as the boy had wrapped his hands around the wounded boy’s elbow, Dhulyn snapped off the fletching of the arrow and pulled the now clean shaft through the wound. This was the fleshy part of the upper arm, and there was very little bleeding. The wounded boy, she noted with approval, hadn’t even flinched, though it must have been quite painful.

“Mar, the wound cloths are in my left saddle pack.”

“I remember,” the girl said, and with a last touch on Gun’s hair went to Bloodbone. Both of her friends looked pale—understandable, Dhulyn thought—but there wasn’t time yet to find out why they were here.

“This other arrow—hold still, I said—will be trickier,” she said to Tel-Banion. “Hold his arm tight to his thigh while I break off the fletching. Then you’ll hold his leg and the arrow shaft while I pull his forearm free. Mar, stand ready to wrap a cloth around his forearm should there be any spray of blood, though, to be honest, I don’t believe I hit an artery. Are we ready?” Both Mar and the boy nodded. “Now.”

The fletching broken off, Dhulyn pulled Josh’s forearm free, and as she suspected, there was very little bleeding. She was examining the wound to the thigh when the sound of hoofbeats made the two Espadryni boys look away. The light that was dawning in their eyes soon faded, however, and Dhulyn was careful not to smile at their disappointment.

“Took you long enough,” she said to Parno, without looking around at him. A good show of confidence right now would make the young Espadryni easier to handle.

“If you were in a hurry, you should have let me kill them.”

At that Dhulyn did look around. Parno was leading the three horses, saddles empty, while their riders walked behind.

“Did you get their parole?” Dhulyn asked.

Parno made an elaborate show of looking around him. “Is your grandmother here? Is she in need of lessons?”

Dhulyn grinned. “Have a look at Gun while I finish here.” She estimated she had just time enough to finish removing the arrow from Josh’s thigh before his fellow Tribesmen arrived.

“I will have to cut around the head of the arrow to free it,” she told the boy. “It will hurt, but it is most important that you don’t move. The artery is here,” she indicated a line along his inner thigh. “But it’s best to take no chances.”

He swallowed, licked his lips, and nodded.

“Do you want bite down on this?” She held up a clean piece of arrow shaft.

“I won’t need it.”

Dhulyn shrugged. “Fine, they’re your teeth. Brace his leg, Tel-Banion, and, Mar, make a pad of that wound cloth, and as soon as I have the arrow head out, press down on the wound as firmly as you can.”

Luckily these were not war arrows, with their barbed heads, but razor-sharp hunting arrows. Dhulyn prodded delicately at the wound. The head had gone cleanly through Josh’s forearm and imbedded itself perhaps two fingerwidths into the meat of the young man’s thigh. Dhulyn found she had to enlarge the wound only very slightly to allow room enough to withdraw the arrow head. However, she had to be very careful that the head, as sharp as it was, would not slip deeper into the thigh, causing more bleeding and endangering the artery.

She looked first at the young Espadryni, Tel-Banion, then at Mar. When she had their nods, she began to cut. Her dagger was as sharp as the arrow head itself and made the cut cleanly, though blood immediately welled up into the space she had created. The leg trembled under her hands. “Steady,” she said, and the trembling stopped. She spread the cut wide with the hard edges of her fingertips and, gripping the arrow shaft with her left hand, yanked it free. Mar was already there with the pad of wound cloth, handing Dhulyn another piece with her free hand as she applied pressure.

“Lift the leg—keep the pressure on!” Dhulyn unrolled the wound cloth Mar had handed her and with a few deft turns had the wound wrapped and tied off.

Dhulyn stepped back, straightened to her feet, and found her arms full of Mar. She kissed the little Dove on the top of her head and moved her gently away, indicating Gun with a flick of her eyes. Dhulyn then looked around her, taking in the group of young men. The wounded Josh and the one who had helped her, Tel-Banion, looked to be the oldest in the group. Dhulyn frowned. Whether a scouting or hunting party, it was unusual to have so many young men without a seasoned oldster with them.

“Now, then, who is the leader of this band?” All eyes looked at the wounded boy. “And who wants to explain to us why you were trying to kill our friends?”




Twenty-one

“SO HERE ALL the Marked are—are murderers?” Gun still looked pale, Parno thought, but he seemed to have regained his appetite.

“Keep in mind that we have only met the women of the Espadryni, but so, in a manner of speaking, we have been told.” Dhulyn spoke with the natural caution of the Brotherhood but in terms that the Scholar Gundaron would equally understand. In both their professions, facts weren’t facts until they’d been tested and proved. As the Common Rule said, “It’s neither sugar nor salt ’til it’s tasted.”

“And in your place, on the other side of Mother Sun’s Door, the Marked are as normal people are?” This was the group’s second-in-command, the young man called Tel-Banion. One of the others had used a magic of healing on Josh-Chevrie, who now slept to one side, rolled and padded with several blankets and horse pads. A fire had been built, water warmed, and tea made. Dhulyn had demonstrated once more her skill at shooting from horseback, and two prairie squirrels and a rabbit were roasting on the coals, next to a handful of flat cakes Mar had made from the flour and salt in Parno’s pack.

“Aside from the Mark itself, yes,” Dhulyn said. “They have the normal range of human emotions, love, hate, anger, pity, envy—”

“Stubbornness, vanity, conceit,” Parno added with the most innocent look he could manage.

“And let’s not forget patience, forbearance, tolerance, indulgence—” Dhulyn riposted sweetly.

“All of which mean the same thing,” Parno pointed out, “which is why Dhulyn Wolfshead is called ‘the Scholar.’ ”

“Rather because I need them in such a great supply.”

The young Espadryni men looked sideways at each other until Parno and Mar started laughing, and even Dhulyn smiled. Then the Horsemen relaxed, several of them also smiling—which was the whole point of the banter, Parno thought, out of character as it was for Dhulyn to put on a show for people. Anything to underscore and remind these young men that both she and Gun were, by the definitions of the Espadryni, whole and sound. Dhulyn looked to be feeling pleased with herself in any case, her face and smile as relaxed as he’d ever seen them. But just as he had that thought, she caught his eye and, still smiling warmly, flicked her glance to where Gun lay with his head in Mar’s lap.

Patience, she was saying, and Parno knew it was as much a reminder for herself as it was aimed at him. As anxious as they were to learn what had brought their young friends through the Path of the Sun, it was more important to first secure the goodwill of these Espadryni. He had never realized before how much the Brotherhood took for granted the acceptance and respect they generally encountered. They did not usually have to earn the trust of every casually met stranger; their Mercenary badges were like Tarkin’s passes, allowing them entry practically everywhere they went.

“Perhaps after we have eaten, I can persuade my Partner to play his pipes for us.” Dhulyn’s words drew Parno’s attention back to the present. “He loves to learn new songs and to share the ones he has.”

They were eating, and both Gun and the now awake Josh-Chevrie had been given fens bark tea from Dhulyn’s own supply when the Espadryni on watch, eating while mounted not far away, gave a whistle in three long notes, sounding not unlike a high-pitched wolf.

“The Long Trees People.” Tel-Banion helped Josh-Chevrie to stand, and the other Espadryni immediately put down what food they might be holding—though one youngster simply stuffed his piece of flat cake whole into his mouth.

“You are not at war with them,” Parno said, though he and Dhulyn had both stood when the Horsemen did and, feeling the tension in the air, were automatically checking their weapons.

“No.” Josh-Chevrie cleared his throat. “But it is not our season to be in these lands. We must act as guests.”

Parno caught Dhulyn’s eye, and she nodded. She had picked up her sword from the ground when she stood, and now she hooked it to her belt, where it would be at hand without making her look actively aggressive. Mar was helping Gun to his feet, and when Dhulyn went to stand beside them, Parno took up a position on their other side, leaving space enough to swing his own sword if needed.

The scout, his horse barely trotting, entered the camp. “Only two,” he said, turning his mount around so that he was facing in the direction from which he’d come. The rest stayed on their feet, Parno noticed, perhaps for the same reason that he and Dhulyn had sheathed their swords. It would take them only a moment to whistle up their horses and mount, but to do so before the others arrived would not be acting like the guests they were.

It seemed only a moment until they heard hoofbeats slowing to a trot, and the two Long Trees Tribesmen entered the camp.

“Greetings, Josh-Chevrie.” The taller one had his head tilted to one side, and both were grinning. “Did you fall off your horse?”

“Had a small disagreement with these Mercenary Brothers,” Josh said, gesturing behind him. “But we are sorted now.”

“Parno Lionsmane, Dhulyn Wolfshead, it is good that you are here.” It wasn’t until the man greeted him that Parno realized the two Long Trees Tribesmen were Moon Watcher and his brother Star Watcher. It was clear from their faces, and the way they smiled at Dhulyn, that they had received the news. “Is it you who have brought the Cold Lake People?”

“We have no need of others to bring us,” Josh-Chevrie said, a hint of steel coming into his voice.

Parno took a breath, but at the flick of Dhulyn’s left thumb held his tongue.

“Our Singers sent us when they saw the fire’s smoke in the sky, to see for ourselves how bad the damage was and how far it might spread,” Josh-Chevrie said. “We were on our way back to our own territory after the rain when we found these two,” he gestured at Mar and Gun, then winced as his wound moved.

“Found them, left them, and found them again, if the trail we have been following tells us anything,” Moon Watcher said.

The Cold Lake Tribesmen looked around at one another. Dhulyn’s fingers moved in a flash of signals.

“If I may,” Parno said, and waited until everyone was looking at him. “It’s obvious there is much to discuss, news to exchange. Why should we not sit down and talk at more leisure?”

The suggestion was too sensible to ignore, and they were soon seated once more around the fire, the two Watcher brothers together, Parno seated next to Star Watcher, the silent one, with Josh-Chevrie next to Moon Watcher. Dhulyn sat on the far side, with Mar and Gun just behind her, Tel-Banion at her elbow, and the other Cold Lake Tribesmen scattered between. Introductions were made, and Moon Watcher began to nod as soon as Dhulyn explained who Gun and Mar were and where they had come from.

“That explains then, how it is that their track comes out of the area of burning.” Moon turned to Josh. “But along their trail we found a place where they met a man riding a Cold Lake horse. This man sat with them a while, made a small fire, and then left them, heading east. Sun Dog and Grass Snake are following that trail now. Was it not one of you then?”

Josh shook his head. “We came upon them here, where you find us.” He raised his head until he could direct his gaze across the banked fire and over Dhulyn’s shoulder. “Who was it you met then,” he asked Mar. The Espadryni might accept Gun because Dhulyn had said to, but Parno noticed they didn’t speak directly to him if they could avoid it.

“The trader that we told you about, Bekluth Allain,” Mar said.

“That’s an odd coincidence,” Parno began. “Ah, no, forgive me. If there is only one trader who moves among the Espadryni, of course it’s not odd that when anyone meets a trader, it should be the same man.” He shrugged. He didn’t recall the trader saying he’d met anyone, but then again, why should he?

“Nor is it odd that you should have seen the marks of a Cold Lake horse,” Tel-Banion said from his seat next to Dhulyn. “We traded horses with him some time ago.”

The Watcher brothers looked at each other, and so strong was the sense that they were exchanging information between them that Parno actually reached out with his Pod sense to see if he could feel the exchange. But, of course, he felt nothing.

“We do not wish to give offense,” Moon Watcher said finally, turning away from his brother to address Josh-Chevrie, “but we would like to examine the hoofprints of the mounts you have with you.”

A heavy stillness fell over the Cold Lake Tribesmen, and Parno mentally located the four weapons he had closest to hand.

“I do not know in what way we have offended you,” Josh said finally. “But it appears you believe us to be lying.”

“May I ask a question?” Dhulyn’s rough silk voice fell into the silence like a delicate shower of rain drops into a pool. “Moon Watcher.” She was careful to address the brother who spoke. “A fire may happen accidentally, and in any case, the rains had apparently stopped this one long before great damage was done. Your people have gone to much trouble to follow the trail of my friends. Perhaps if you told us why?”

“You are right, Dhulyn Wolfshead.” Moon Watcher looked in her direction, but Parno noticed the man lowered his eyes as if shy to stare at her directly. “If it were only the fire, we should not be here. It is what we found within the area of burning.”

“And this was?” Parno took up the questioning, and Moon turned toward him with a look that was close to relief in his face.

“We found a body, partially burned,” the man said. “Not killed by the fire, but before, and the fire set to conceal the crime.”

“I swear by Sun, by Moon, and by Stars, this was not our doing, nor the doing of any Cold Lake man. Please, examine the tracks of our horses.” Josh-Chevrie gestured toward the horse line.

Leaving Mar with instructions to wait with Gun by the banked fire, Dhulyn Wolfshead let the Espadryni lead the way to the horses, deliberately hanging back, giving them privacy and at the same time space for herself to think. If the Watcher brothers were here, and Sun Dog and Grass Snake accounted for . . .

“Moon Watcher.” She increased her pace until she was at the man’s elbow. “May I ask whose body you found?”

Moon Watcher’s eyes flicked toward her, but he must have been reassured by something that he saw in her face, for he answered without looking away. “The boy, Ice Hawk.”

Dhulyn froze between one step and the next. She thought of the boy as she had first seen him, his blue eyes watchful, but curious, as his grandfather and the others had brought her and Parno into their camp. And later, as he came to her, big-eyed with excitement, bringing information and ideas he believed might be of use to her. To think that he was gone, and in that way. She drew in a deep breath. Moon Watcher, finding her no longer beside him, hesitated, stopped, and waited, looking back at her.

“And Singer of the Wind, his grandfather, he knows of this?”

“It is why he is not here himself, why we are sent instead. He stayed with the body of his grandson. Gray Cloud and Sky Tree, who I know would wish to be remembered to you, stayed also, to be of help to the Singer in this.”

“Of course.” Dhulyn nodded. It would have been a great shock, and Singer of the Wind, though by no means as old as the Cloud Singer of the Salt Desert Tribe, was still an old man.

“And he was not, you say, killed in the fire?” They’d be looking for the killer then. There would be a blood price to pay, at the very least.

“Not killed by the fire; we wish it were so. The body—” Moon Watcher’s voice faltered. “It was a body such as you know of, such as you described to us, Dhulyn Wolfshead.”

The truth was there in his voice, in the starkness, in the pain. Dhulyn saw again the horror that had been the Princess Cleona, but her mind refused to show her the image of the boy Ice Hawk. For which she thanked Sun, Moon, and Stars.

Sounds from the horse line reminded her of their present purpose, and Dhulyn imagined Moon Watcher was as happy as she to turn his attention to the horses of the Cold Lake Tribesmen. One was out with the man on watch, Dhulyn reflected, but the Watcher brothers would have seen those tracks as they followed the man into the camp in any case. The remaining four horses were led off a short way, so that their tracks could be seen more easily.

Both Moon Watcher and his brother Star Watcher inspected each set of tracks, separately and then together. Dhulyn, her professional interest aroused, inspected the tracks herself as each brother finished. The last one examined, Moon looked at his brother, brows raised, and waited for Star Watcher’s nod before he spoke.

“None of these horses is the one that rode away from the young strangers.”

Dhulyn was still examining the last set of tracks when she stopped again, frozen by what she could not believe was in front of her eyes.

“Parno!”

Her Partner was at her side in an instant, looking to where she was pointing.

“I see it,” he said. “But how?”

“What do you see, Mercenaries?” Moon Watcher and Josh-Chevrie had approached them together.

“I know this track,” Dhulyn told them. “This is the track of the horse ridden by Princess Cleona of Arderon, one of the tracks that we followed into the Path of the Sun.” She turned around and quickly spotted the horse whose tracks these were. Unlike Bloodbone or Warhammer, it was only slightly larger than the other Espadryni horses, and there was nothing in its color or care that would distinguish it. “Where did this horse come from?”

“He is mine.” Josh-Chevrie had been leaning heavily on Tel-Banion’s shoulder, but now he came forward to his horse and slung one arm over the animal’s flank. “I have not had him long; my father traded two horses for him.”

“Traded with whom?” Dhulyn had an idea already what the answer would be. “Another Espadryni?”

“No, it was Bekluth Allain,” Josh said.

And somehow I am not surprised, Dhulyn thought, remembering the vera tiles. “Did your father ask from where the horse had come?”

“From the fields and towns, of course; from where else would Bekluth Allain bring him? There is not a horse in the land of the Espadryni that we do not all know or recognize.”

“But that’s the man we met, the man who told us to come this way and find the Cold Lake Tribe.” Mar had walked up behind them. Dhulyn went to her and took her hand.

“Are you sure it was the same man?” Anyone can use a name, Dhulyn thought. “Describe him.”

Mar frowned, drawing her brows down over her dark blue eyes. “As tall as the Wolfshead, perhaps a touch taller, but he may only seem so because he is so thin.” She gestured to her ears. “Gold rings in each ear. Straw-colored hair, coarse and thick. Wearing very well woven clothes, expensive cloth I’d judge . . .”

Dhulyn looked to Parno and found him looking back at her. He touched his right ear. Go slowly. She lifted her left eyebrow.

“That is the trader,” Josh-Chevrie said. “And what else did he tell you?” He sounded almost angry. “Did he tell you to say that your man is a Finder?”

“Yes.”

Moon Watcher was looking back and forth between them. “But that would be easily explained, surely. He would have wanted him to find one of the Tribes, so that he could be judged whole or broken. As apparently he was, though it was judged badly.”

“You would have done no better,” Josh said, stepping away from his horse, his face hard, his injuries forgotten. Moon Watcher looked him up and down, consulted his brother with one look, and put his hand on his sword. “I am no friend of the trader’s,” he said, the implication clear.

Dhulyn stepped deliberately between them. Normally she’d leave arguing hotheads with noble ideas to Parno—he was used to such people. But she knew that neither of the Espadryni would strike while she stood between them. Their own training—the very honor they were about to fight over—the respect in which all the Tribesmen now held her, would prevent any such actions.

“Sirs.” She used her most moderate tone. “In the interest of solving the puzzle we have before us, can we not put honor aside long enough to allow for free discussion?”

“How can honor be set aside?” Star Watcher’s voice was so like his brother’s that for a moment no one realized it was the silent brother who had spoken.

“What of Ice Hawk’s honor?” Dhulyn said, still in her quiet voice. “Since he cannot speak and act for himself, we all,” she gestured to herself and around at them, “who are concerned with his death must speak and act for him. Should that not be the first action of honorable men?” Moon Watcher’s stance became just a hair less militant, though his hand remained on his sword hilt. Josh-Chevrie showed he was listening by a narrowing of his eyes. Behind him Tel-Banion extended his hand as if to catch Josh by the sleeve. Dhulyn searched frantically through her mind for further, weightier, arguments.

“And what of the honor of your Tribes?” she said. “Are you not obligated to clear yourselves, even in your own minds, of any complicity, however accidental, in the death and the fire. Is that not an honorable task?”

“These are fair words, and true.” Star Watcher spoke as if pronouncing from a seat of judgment.

“I agree,” Moon Watcher said. His voice was just a little lighter, a little less rounded than his brother’s, Dhulyn decided. “I withdraw my remark. It was ill-judged, and I apologize for having caused any offense.”

Josh hesitated, and Dhulyn held her breath. Moon Watcher had apologized completely and thoroughly, but Josh-Chevrie had shown himself to be more than a little hotheaded. Finally the young man relaxed, taking a deep breath.

“I accept, I take no offense. Come, let us return to our seats, where we may have this ‘free discussion.’ ”

Leaving the horse line behind them, they found that Gundaron had opened the banked fire and was heating more water, using the largest of the Cold Lake Tribesmen’s pots. In it he had put the bones of the rabbit and prairie squirrel, along with some dried herbs Dhulyn recognized as having come from her own pack. Her lips compressed, and she drew in a breath through her nose. Gun’s idea was a good one—she might even have suggested it herself—but she thought he knew better than to go into her packs.

When everyone had been served some of the broth, and Dhulyn had explained where to find and how to recognize the wild version of the saphron herb, it was Parno who had the first question.

“Are we sure this is the same killer? The one that my Partner and I have been looking for?”

“Singer of the Wind had no doubt, and I must say we all of us agreed with him. The body was opened and the parts . . . dispersed, in the way you have described to us, Dhulyn Wolfshead.”

Dhulyn nodded, grateful that she did not have to describe yet again what she and Parno had seen, that she could push the image of the body—she coughed. “But can we therefore assume that the fire was set to delay or to confuse the discovery of the body? Is there no possibility that it started accidentally?”

Moon Watcher consulted his once more silent brother with raised brows. Star Watcher moved his head once to the left and back again. “We would say none,” Moon said. He indicated the fire before them. “The stones of the fire spot had been moved aside, opening the circle. Ice Hawk was young, but even a child would not have prepared his fire in that careless fashion. No Tribesman’s child in any case.”

“So we can say the fire was deliberate.” Josh was drinking his broth one-handed.

“Then the person we seek had both reason to kill Ice Hawk and reason to disguise that fact.” Whether or not that killer turned out to be the trader, Bekluth Allain. The others seemed to have set aside his actions toward Mar and Gundaron for now, but Dhulyn knew they were still unexplained.

“But why would the killer you seek have reason to kill Ice Hawk?” Moon Watcher said. “The tales we have heard from Sky Tree concerning the demons—they have never touched the Espadryni before.”

“You speak of the blood demons?” Tel-Banion cut in.

Moon nodded. “True, it was a man of your Tribe who told Sky Tree the tale, now I remember. You know of this then.”

“We know.” The Cold Lake Tribesmen exchanged glances. “But if it is a demon you seek . . .”

“As we have said, he leaves footprints and rides horses. If he is a demon, he at least wears the body of a man,” Parno said.

“How can we know what such a man is thinking?”

“Gundaron of Valdomar has made a study of the killings in our land.” Dhulyn turned to Gun.

“Usually a person kills for specific reason: for gain, in revenge, in defense, for love or hate, or for honor.” Gun inclined his head in a short bow to their hosts. Gun’s manners had become more polished since she and Parno had seen him last, Dhulyn thought. Now that he had recovered from the ordeal of the Path, he sounded like a Scholar of twice his age and experience.

Though Gun had experienced some things no other Scholar could.

“Even those whose minds have been touched by some illness, even they have reasons that make sense to them, however much it appears irrational to us. But this killer . . .” Gun shook his head. “This killer seems to have chosen people who were . . . available, for want of a better word. Lone travelers with little or no escort. Young people—or in one case a married person who had gone to meet a lover.”

“Ice Hawk was no such stray person,” Moon Watcher pointed out.

“And in no other case was there an attempt made to cover up the killing.”

“As if,” Parno suggested, “the killer needed Ice Hawk dead but could not stop himself from killing in his preferred fashion.”

“And then tried to disguise the deed, so that we would not associate it with him,” Moon Watcher said.

“I agree,” Dhulyn said. “The setting of the fire shows that Ice Hawk was himself the intended victim, killed as himself and not because the killer came upon him unaware.”

“Would the trader have particular reason to kill this Ice Hawk?” Mar’s voice was quiet, but this was the first time she’d spoken since they’d returned to the camp from the horse lines. Trust the little Dove to keep her eye on the trader.

Moon Watcher shook his head. “I cannot believe this. We are seriously talking about Bekluth Allain, someone I’ve known almost the whole of my life, to commit such an act . .. .”

Dhulyn saw the merest glimmer of an idea. “Which is precisely why Ice Hawk never mentioned him,” she said. “We described the killing, we asked who had been near what you call the Doorway of the Sun at the times we knew about. Of course Ice Hawk never mentioned Bekluth Allain—a man you have known for many years, and certainly a man Ice Hawk had known his whole life. It would not occur to Ice Hawk that the atrocity I described could have anything to do with a man so well known to all. A fair man, an honest man, a charming man, accepted by all the Tribes.”

The three young men of the Cold Lake Tribe looked stricken, but not, Dhulyn thought, as if they did not believe her. No, they seemed more to be wondering if they might themselves have made the same mistake that Ice Hawk had evidently made, given the same circumstances. The Watcher brothers looked at each other in their now familiar silent communion.

“We live with the Marked, with those soulless ones, and we have never seen or heard of such a thing as you described to us.” Moon Watcher’s voice was rough, as if the nature of his thoughts had somehow affected his throat.

“Perhaps they are not so broken, not so soulless as you have believed,” Dhulyn said. “Perhaps, after all, there is something worse.”

Parno cleared his throat. “May we return to the subject more directly at hand?” he said. “Do we agree that the trader Bekluth Allain may be the killer?” He looked at the faces around him, so similar in coloring, all marked somewhere with a ghost eye. “We know the day the killer passed through the Path of the Sun. We know that either he eluded Ice Hawk entirely or that he was someone so well known to him that the boy did not consider him a possibility. The trader certainly falls into that category.”

Parno paused and waited for the slow signs of agreement.

“He drew attention to that himself,” Dhulyn said, remembering. “When we first spoke with him, he asked who had been at the Door, pointing out that whoever was there would have seen and recognized him had he been there himself.”

“But would that not show him innocent?” Tel-Banion was still trying to push the whole idea away from him.

Dhulyn found herself nodding. “It could be,” she acknowledged. “But the fact that he was not being hunted will have told him already that he had not been named. And—” Dhulyn held up a finger, an idea just having occurred to her. “He would not have needed to kill Ice Hawk when he first came through the Door, since he would have no way of knowing we were just behind him, ready to accuse.” A sudden cold landed in Dhulyn’s belly. “Once we told him, however, he would know that Ice Hawk could denounce him at any time.”

“You are saying that he went back and killed the boy after we spoke to him. After we told him that the boy could be a danger to him.” Parno’s voice showed the same sense of cold despair that Dhulyn felt herself.

“He had a horse that came from your world, so at the very least, he has had some contact with the killer,” offered Moon Watcher. “For that alone he should be found and questioned.”

“I think we can also say that he deliberately endangered your friends by sending them to us and advising them to confess the Mark.” Josh-Chevrie was nodding now.

“But surely we have explained that? Surely we cannot hold that against him?” Tel-Banion said.

“A moment.” Dhulyn turned to Mar. “Did you tell him you were looking for us?”

“Yes,” Mar said. “Oh, we may not have mentioned you by name, but we said Mercenary Brothers, and he certainly knew who we were talking about.”

Dhulyn looked around at the Tribesmen. “Bekluth Allain certainly knew we were not with the Cold Lake People, and yet that is where he sent our friends.”

Now even Tel-Banion was nodding. “Nor are we the closest to the Door, not in this season.”

“So Bekluth Allain deliberately misled them,” Josh-Chevrie agreed.

“At the very least, he has questions to answer.” Moon Watcher stood. “We will try a cloud reading, so the next Espadryni who meets Bekluth Allain will hold him for us.”

The others were getting to their feet as well. “I thought only the Singers could do that,” Dhulyn said to the Watcher brother.

“It is true that only Singers can send complicated messages through the clouds, but my brother and I together can send simple ones. ‘Look for the trader,’ ‘hold him for us.’ We can manage that much, but it takes both my brother and me to do it.”

While the Watcher brothers went to find a good spot for cloud speaking, the others kept on talking, turning over and over again their thoughts, ideas, and speculations as to why, if Bekluth Allain was not whole, no one had seen this, as if even now they had trouble believing it.

“How could our Singers not have seen something in him?” a Horseman would say. And the others would brighten.

“Is it because he is a man?” another would suggest, and then the light would fade as they turned to look at Gun.

“You say you saw him at the orobeast trap?” Josh asked Dhulyn, the first time, she noted, that he had addressed her directly.

“He said he was going to find your people—by the way, is your main camp in some unusual or unexpected spot? Have you moved recently?” The looks on their faces were all the answer she needed. “Another lie.” She nodded. “We’ll have to go back to the trap and track him from there.”

“Um, I can do better than that.” Gun had been quiet for so long that several of the Espadryni jumped a little on hearing his voice. Dhulyn found herself smiling her wolf’s smile. The boy had color, his eyes were bright.

“I can Find him.”




Twenty-two

A LARIA PRESSED HER head against Sunflower’s shoulder and breathed in. The familiar scent of hay, of the grain mash, the good, half-bitter smell of the horse’s sweat and the faint aroma of the dung underlying all. Alaria closed her eyes against the sting of tears. Home. The horse smelled like home.

Somehow it was only this morning that she had fully realized that she would never see her home again—that if she didn’t lay down her tiles very carefully, she might not even see the next moon. Servants had come in to help her bathe, to help her dress, and to serve her breakfast. All the things that Cleona would have enjoyed so much. Alaria swallowed the sob that threatened to leave her throat, straightened her shoulders, and stroked the mare’s neck where her forehead had been.

Horses were sensitive, foaling queens even more so, and she must not let her own emotions transfer themselves to Sunflower.

Epion had asked her to dine with him the evening before, but her nerve had failed her. She’d pleaded a headache—a real one as it happened—and stayed in the rooms they had given her. Her own things, her clothing and personal belongings, had been brought there by the lady pages. Epion had sent her a flowery note by means of the Steward of Keys, offering to send the Healer, but Alaria had thanked them and said no.

Berena Attin, the Steward of Keys, had been stiff and formal with her, not at all the warmly friendly person she’d seemed to be when Alaria had arrived with Cleona. Alaria had seen some of that same stiffness in others of the palace staff.

Alaria leaned against Sunflower’s water trough and wrapped her arms around herself. She’d known almost immediately why Berena Attin no longer smiled. The woman must be loyal to Falcos and was probably thinking the less of Alaria for deserting him. And the horrible thing was, Alaria had to go on letting Berena think so. That had not occurred to her. When she and Falcos had talked this over, she’d been thinking in terms of tricking Epion; she’d forgotten that she wouldn’t know who to trust, who she could confide in, any more than Falcos could. She hadn’t realized how much it would hurt to have these people believe what she needed Epion to believe.

I’m not marrying Epion, she thought, forcing her breathing to slow, her shoulder and neck muscles to relax. No matter what happened. Falcos was still alive, and there was still much that could be done. Berena Attin couldn’t be the only person here loyal to Falcos, though it was hard to think how a woman who could not leave the palace proper could be of any real use. But Dav-Ingahm, the Steward of Walls, where was he?

There was a part of Alaria that had wanted to stay in the blue suite. She felt safe there, even knowing that the guards were there to keep her in. But instead she’d sent a page to ask Epion for permission to visit the queens, showing him that she made no move without his knowledge and consent. If she was going to be any use to Falcos, she had to convince Epion at the very least that she was playing her part, that she could be trusted. And for now that meant leaving the suite, however much she might have preferred to lock the door again and stay behind it. She’d also known that if she gave in to her fear now, she might never be able to leave, and those rooms, instead of a refuge, would become a prison.

The two guards who had accompanied her to the stables this morning were different from the ones who had stayed with her overnight, but Alaria had noticed that while they wore the palace colors of black tunics with purple sleeves, none of them had the crest that marked them for the Tarkin’s personal guard. She passed fewer people in the upper corridors of the wing of the palace that housed the Tarkin’s actual residence than she’d remembered seeing before. Where were the servants bringing hot water, or ganje, or even breakfasts, to the rooms on the upper floors? Even the lower levels, the public audience and meeting rooms, the suites allotted to minor nobles, the rooms of upper servants—often the same people—the clerks’ offices, the kitchens, and the dining hall itself where many of the servants slept as well as ate—all these seemed half-deserted.

And many of the people who had been attending to their duties had passed her with their eyes down, though a few had shown her sympathetic faces before bowing and letting her pass with her guards in tow. And once or twice she’d seen knots of pages and servants in the distance that broke up as soon as they saw her, with her guards, approaching. But there also seemed to be a few who were already saying things like “mad Falcos,” and only occasionally “poor mad Falcos.”

Alaria let herself out of the horse stall, latched the gate shut, and leaned her arms on the top of the low wall that formed the enclosure. After a flick of an ear in her direction, Sunflower went back to searching for overlooked oats in her feedbox. Who, who among all these, could be trusted?

Alaria sighed and looked toward the door. The guards were there, one outside and one in. She badly wanted to go out into the courtyard and see if she could make out which of the square stone towers that rose above this level housed the rooms Falcos was in. She took another deep breath, releasing it slowly. Best not to think of that right now. Best not to wonder if he was even still alive. She thought she knew enough about how Epion’s mind worked to understand that Falcos might be found dead at any moment—in his prison suite, or even at the bottom of the tower, if Epion still wanted his death to look like a suicide.

I should have stayed with him, she thought, a wave of cold passing through her like a winter’s wind. But would her presence really have made it harder to murder Falcos? Wouldn’t her staying just have meant that she would be killed too? Wasn’t that why Falcos had wanted her to leave? She rubbed her arms, trying to feel warmer. She could only hope the day wouldn’t come that she wished she’d stayed.

Two young stable pages came chasing each other down the ladder from the haylofts, their whoops and laughter stopping abruptly when they saw her standing at Sunflower’s stall. The guard was suddenly beside her, sword drawn.

“Pardon, my lady, oh, please, we didn’t know you were here.” Eyes round, looking from her to the guard’s blade, they paled even further, stumbling over their apologies and edging away to get a clearer shot at the open door. Mindful that anyone, even children, might be a source of news and help, Alaria forced herself to laugh and hold out her hands to the two young pages. And surely these were too young to be suspect.

“Are you the ones who have been taking such good care of my queens?” And in response to their nods, Alaria added, hoping her smile didn’t look as false as it felt, “Then I must send you a special pastry from the Tarkin’s kitchen. Which kind do you like best?”

Careful negotiation established that it was already too late in the year for strawberries, and the two pages settled for plums.

“You may go back to your duties. I will see that the pastries are sent.”

“One for each of us—what?” said the blue-eyed page when the other elbowed her in the ribs. “The princess said.”

Alaria laughed. “Yes, one each, don’t worry. Now, before you go, find me Delos Egoyin; tell him I wish to speak with him.”

“I hope you’re not leaving the princess alone, you two.” Delos Egoyin arrived in minutes, drying his hands on an old bit of blanket. “Only the other day a guard was attacked, actually attacked, here in my stables. I ask you, with the Tarkin gone mad, poor boy, is there anything left for the gods to visit on us?” Delos shook his head.

“Come to see your queens, have you, my lady?” he continued. He was smiling now, but Alaria thought she could see a shadow behind his eyes just the same. His fondness for Falcos had seemed genuine, Alaria thought. Did he believe the rumors and accusations that Epion was busy circulating, or did Delos, like Alaria herself, merely play a part, hoping that circumstances would favor their side once more?

“Sunflower seems to be in fine shape,” she said. The mare thrust her head over the gate and snuffled Alaria’s hair, knowing, in the way that horses do, that she was being spoken of.

“The others are just as fine, and their foals as well. Perhaps you’d like to see?” He led her back through the barn to the inner section where mares with foals were kept. This time the guard, Alaria noticed, did not follow. He probably knew there was no escape through here. The three queens were set next to each other in separate stalls along the wall of undressed stone, which was actually the outer wall of the palace grounds, with nothing but air behind it. It was quieter here, and darker, though shutters had been left open on the roof to let in air and light.

“Tomorrow or the next day I’d like to move these ladies out of doors,” Delos was saying. He and Alaria were leaning their elbows on the top of the enclosure. They were almost the same height, Delos stooped not from age but from the necessities of his work. “I was waiting for Sunflower to foal first, to keep them together, but it looks as though she might have other ideas.”

“Where is the paddock you are thinking of?” Grateful for the distraction, Alaria was trying to remember where she had seen open-air paddocks for the royal horses.

“Ah, well now, I’ll show you right now, if you wish. But I have another plan in mind. How would it be if you came this afternoon, after the midday meal, and I’ll give you a complete tour of the whole yard, horse stables, barns, hawk mews, dog kennels, everything, so you’ll be better able to make plans for the breeding of the new herd.”

There was something in the way Delos’ eyed her that told Alaria this invitation was important, more important than an inspection of what one day might—or might not—become her responsibility.

“I’d love it,” Alaria said, her heart already lifting at the prospect of possible action. Then the memory of the part she was playing came back to her. “But let me ask leave of Lord Epion,” she said. “There may be other duties that require my presence.”

“Cara!” Delos called, and then jumped as the blue-eyed page appeared out of nowhere. “Caids, girl! Don’t sneak up on a man like that!”

Cara grinned, shrugging up one shoulder. “It’s my job to be ready, to jump when you call, and you’ve always told me to do my job well.”

“At least let me know you’re there, for the Caids’ sake; you’ve taken years off me, child, years. Now go to the Steward of Keys and find out what duties Princess Alaria has for this afternoon.”

Alaria smiled, watching the child run off. She barely remembered her own father as a handsome face, a warm laugh, and gentle hands. He’d had the charge of running her mother’s household, but he’d died when Alaria was a little girl, and her mother had hired a woman to be housekeeper and clerk. Alaria was brought back to the present by the sound of her own name.

“So far as the Steward of Keys knows, Princess Alaria has no official duties this afternoon,” the page Cara said, panting slightly from her run. “Berena Attin says she’d be hard-pressed to know what official duties she could have before she becomes Tarkina.” A silence fell. Alaria tried to keep her face from showing what she actually thought about that eventuality, at least as it involved Epion.

“Well, then, this would be the time then for our little tour, before the princess becomes distracted by other matters. It would take your mind off things, my lady.” Delos turned to address her directly. “Set your mind at rest, is what I thought, as to what you’ll have to deal with in the future, if you follow me.”

Alaria’s smiled stiffened. Delos had no gift for intrigue, she thought. The rats that were undoubtedly in this as in every other stable, no matter how well looked after, could probably follow him, understanding that there was something he wanted to show her and that this afternoon would be the perfect time.

“How can I resist,” she said, giving the old man a genuine smile.

 


Alaria did not get away from the head table of the dining room quite as quickly as she would have liked. Epion had been there, carefully not sitting in the Tarkin’s seat but in his own usual seat one chair to the right. They’d had Falcos’ empty seat between them, and that was a convenient excuse not to exchange more than the necessary civilities. Epion enquired as to her health and how she had slept, and he scattered a few polite enquires as to whether she enjoyed certain of the dishes. Alaria asked for, and received, his gracious permission to tour the stables and barns, whereupon she was left to herself. She couldn’t be sure, but there seemed to be more guards in blue wearing the single purple sleeve that marked them as Epion’s than there had been before—and again, no one with the Tarkin’s crest on their tunics. Many of Epion’s guards found the need to consult with their lord during the meal.

Every time one of them approached the table, she tried to react naturally, and not as if she expected each and every one of them to suddenly point at her—or bring news she was afraid to hear.

She was finished long before everyone else at the table, pushing a piece of honeyed pastry back and forth on her plate and hoping that Epion wouldn’t notice and offer to have the pages bring her something else. Alaria had always envied the head table for being served first, the few times she had been at court, but she now realized it meant you were also finished first, and that you couldn’t leave without everyone in the room noticing it and wondering where you were going.

So she waited, smiling at those who caught her eye, until Epion stood. She waited for a count of three before standing herself, which earned her a dazzling smile. By letting him rise first, she’d treated him, Alaria realized with a sinking stomach, as though he were the Tarkin.

Let it not be an omen, she thought.

Alaria had no difficulty with the two guards who were now with her. These again were new, but she thought they must have been briefed by their brethren. It seemed that after not even two days of watching and following, the guards assigned to her were already getting bored. Epion had granted his leave for her to go on a tour of the stables and yards, and apparently these two men saw no reason to accompany her into every barn and shed, since Delos Egoyin himself would be with her.

They began in the cow barns, and, as she had expected, the old stableman led her, talking volubly all the way, through to the back where this building, like the horse stables, shared a wall with the palace.

“Would you like to see the lofts?” he asked, with his hand on the ladder. “I’m afraid there’s only the ladder,” he added, “no staircase.”

“I wouldn’t expect one.” Delos stepped aside to allow Alaria to go up the ladder first. Having some experience with barns and stables, she had changed from the gown laid out for her in the morning into her Arderon riding clothes. Though she’d been told the hay harvest had not been a good one in Menoin that year, the loft was nevertheless piled as high as Alaria could reach.

“Is every barn as full as this one?” she asked. Considering how few were the animals in the Tarkin’s barns, perhaps some distribution could be made to the people.

“Ah, no, my lady, not exactly. It’s just that we found it easier to consolidate what we had, if you see what I mean. Easier to keep track of, easier to distribute.”

Barely hearing the man’s words, Alaria nodded, examining the wall in front of her. Was this where the secret passage came out in the stables? Would she be able to access that network and somehow free Falcos? She heard Delos move behind her and started to turn.

A hand clamped down on her mouth, and a knife appeared at her throat.
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The three riders appeared out of nowhere and were upon him before Bekluth could change direction. He congratulated himself that his luck had held as usual, however, since he was the better part of a day’s ride away from his hiding place. He could tell right away that he’d been seen, and to change direction now would only make it obvious that he was trying to avoid them. So he stopped and waited for them, waving greetings, just as he normally would. That had been one of the first things his mother had taught him. Do the things that people expect whenever they’re looking, and they won’t notice anything else.

When they came close enough for Bekluth to recognize their Salt Desert hair braiding, he relaxed even further. The Salt Deserts were the most numerous of the Espadryni Tribes, and he traded more with them than with the other two. They were all inclined to like and trust him, of course, he’d seen to that, but the Salt Deserts liked and trusted him more.

“Greetings, trader.”

“I greet you. Fox-Bane, is it not?” Bekluth focused his most engaging smile on the leader of the small band. “How are those arrow heads I traded you last Harvest Moon?”

“I have lost one.” As Bekluth expected, however, the other man smiled back.

“Then we are very well met, very well met indeed.” Bekluth dismounted and, letting the reins of the horse fall to the ground, went to the pack on the smaller horse. In the end he’d had to use the remaining horse from the other side, the guard’s horse, much as he would have preferred not to. But neither of the other two horses was capable of carrying him, though they were not quite as bad as the one he’d had to dispose of. He’d taken the better of the two, with a lightened pack.

As he expected, Fox-Bane also dismounted and joined him.

“This horse is almost done,” the man said, passing his hand over the beast’s neck and feeling down its right foreleg. “What have you been doing, trader, running races?” The other two Horsemen laughed.

“Is it not well then?” Bekluth asked innocently. “I just got him from the Cold Lake People a few days ago.”

“It is not a Cold Lake mount,” one of the other men said, edging his own horse closer and pointing. “Look there at its mark. That’s a Long Trees horse.”

All three men looked at him. Bekluth affected disgust, shaking his head with his lips pressed together.

“Well,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, “it appears I am not as canny a trader as I thought.” Just as he planned, the Horsemen laughed at him, and the tension disappeared.

“Perhaps I will trade you for new arrow heads, then,” Fox-Bane said, “since your skill is so bad at the moment—though I warn you, I have no half-dead horse to offer you.” They all laughed again, and Bekluth forced himself to join in.

“Fox-Bane, you forget we have a message,” one of the other men, still on his horse, said.

“I forget nothing.” Fox-Bane’s tone was sharp. “And you would do well not to forget who bested you the last time you spoke out of turn.”

For a moment it seemed the other man would challenge, but then he gave a slightly sardonic bow, and the moment passed. Just as well, Bekluth thought, these idiots were always fighting over nothing.

“There is a message for you, trader.” His authority established, Fox-Bane turned back to Bekluth. “You are being looked for, sir. There has been a cloud message asking that any who find you should accompany you to where the Long Trees People await you.”

Bekluth’s mind worked furiously. The Long Trees People. In all the years that he had been dealing with the Espadryni, he had never been sent for. This could be bad, very bad.

“Happily,” he said aloud. “Do you know why I am wanted?” Three of them, all armed, though none of them had anything in their hands at the moment. Bekluth closed his hand on one of the knives he had hidden in his trade pack. Could even he kill Fox-Bane fast enough to deal with the other two before they armed themselves, or, worse, rode off?

“The cloud message did not say,” Fox-Bane said. “Only that you were needed.” Bekluth released the blade and drew out his hand with the small pouch of steel arrow heads in it.

“Perhaps the Long Trees People have also been losing their good hunting points,” suggested the man who had spoken before.

“Just so long as they have no more poor horses to trade me,” Bekluth said, shaking his head with a rueful smile. “Come, I was just about to stop and have my meal in comfort. Will you not join me?”

“Only a man of fields and towns would need to sit on the ground to eat,” Fox-Bane said. But the other two were already dismounting.

“May I ask one of you to build a fire?” Bekluth said. “I have a new five-spice tea I would like you to try, and I take so long to make a good fire . . .” As he’d suspected, the opportunity to show off was hard to resist, and while the three Horsemen argued about the best kindling materials, Bekluth returned not to his trader’s pack but to the saddlebags on his horse. His hand brushed his special knives, but he passed them by after only a moment’s hesitation. Undoubtedly at least one of these men needed opening—there were very few people without enough darkness inside them that some needed to be let out. But he had no time. He could not take the chance that this summons meant him ill.

When the five-spice powder had had its effect, Bekluth transferred his pack to Fox-Bane’s horse and rode away. He must get to the Door of the Sun, he thought. He regretted leaving Dhulyn Wolfshead. Regretted it more than he could say. But it was time for the trader Bekluth Allain to disappear.
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“Perhaps he is not Marked after all.”

“Don’t be silly, Tel, he’d know whether he was Marked or not. Wouldn’t he?” Josh-Chevrie was scratching at the healed arrow wound in his forearm. Parno caught the young man’s eye, tapped his own forearm and shook his head. Josh shrugged and grinned, but he stopped scratching.

Though Parno had overheard the exchange, the two Tribesmen had been speaking quietly enough that they had not disturbed the group gathered around Gundaron. Dhulyn, Mar, and Gun sat cross-legged on the ground, with the Watcher brothers seated just outside their small circle. Gun was shaking his head, rubbing at his eyes, and Mar put her hand on his arm. Parno moved closer and squatted beside Dhulyn.

“I can Find, I tell you, my Mark’s back, I just can’t Find him.”

“Where’s my second-best bowstring?” Dhulyn asked.

“That won’t work,” Mar pointed out. “We’ve both seen you pack often enough that I could probably tell you where it is.”

“Where is the mate to this?” Moon Watcher took a silver ring banded with thin gold wire from his left ear and handed it to Gun. The Finder closed his hand on the earring, closed his eyes tight, and pressed his lips together.

“Your son is wearing it,” Gun said without opening his eyes.

Dhulyn looked at Moon Watcher with raised eyebrows. The man nodded, his eyes fixed on Gun’s hand. When the boy offered him back his earring, he hesitated before taking it.

The Cold Lake Tribesmen, who had gathered near to listen to the exchange, flicked glances at each other, and two of them moved casually farther away, as if they were afraid Gun would Find something in them without being asked. Parno would have laughed if the matter at hand were not so serious.

And if it wouldn’t have led to a time-wasting challenge to satisfy someone’s honor.

“That’s easy,” Gun was saying. “Even a untrained Finder can find the mate to a pair of objects if he’s got one in his hand. I’m trying to Find a person I don’t know, someone I met just once.”

“But it was not so long ago,” Dhulyn pointed out in her mildest tone.

“I know, but I was sick then, and now I just can’t seem to concentrate.”

Mar scrubbed at her face with her hands. “It’s the bowl,” she said. “If we had the bowl here Gun could do it.”

“It’s not your fault, Mar,” Gun started to say when Dhulyn raised her hand.

“Wait. The little Dove is nevertheless thinking in the right direction—I intend no pun. Before you had the use of Mar’s scrying bowl, did you not use books as tools to concentrate your mind?”

Gun turned to Dhulyn, reaching out his hand. “You’ve got a book with you?” But at the look on her face Gun let his hand fall to his lap.

“I’m afraid I don’t. But you have writing tools, do you not? And paper of some kind?”

Mar put her hand on her belt pouch but froze with the flap halfway open. “Gun, where is the other folding knife?”

Grinning, Gun shut his eyes once more. “In a leather satchel, in a . . .” he paused, and reached out with his hand as if to grab something that Parno could not see. “In some ruins, four or five hundred spans south, southwest of here.”

Moon Watcher was nodding. “It is an evil place, and brings bad luck,” he said. “There are areas of the plains that are hard and shiny like a glazed cup. If there are ruins there, we have never seen them. None of the Espadryni go there.”

“Which makes it the perfect place for the trader to hide.” Now it was Dhulyn who began to get up, and Dhulyn who was stopped, halfway to her feet, by Gun’s raised hand.

“He’s not there, though. The folding knife is, but not Bekluth Allain.”

Dhulyn blew out a breath and sat back down. “Then show me your blank pages,” she said to Mar. The little Dove quickly sorted out half a dozen pieces of parchment and a dozen more of paper, in various sizes. Dhulyn shuffled through them and picked out one piece of paper, handing the others back and accepting the thin leather-covered board that served as a portable writing surface.

“Parno, will you be my desk?”

First giving her his best bow, Parno knelt in front of Dhulyn, positioning himself so that she could use his back as a table. Mar handed Dhulyn a pen and knelt to one side, near Parno’s head, with the ink pot.

“Careful with that,” he warned her. “My badge needs no modification.”

The girl smiled back, but it was the thinnest smile Parno had ever seen from her.

“Now,” said Dhulyn, dipping the end of the pen neatly into the ink. “Start reciting your book.”

“My book?”

“The book you have memorized, my Dove—you have a book memorized, don’t you?”

“Air and Fire,” she said, nodding. “In a small Holding,” Mar paused to allow Dhulyn to write.

“No, my little Dove, just recite,” Dhulyn said. “Regular reading speed.”

Out of the corner of his eye Parno saw Mar’s face clear as she nodded and began again. “In a small Holding to the north, whose name I do not recall . . .” The girl’s frown faded as she continued, her lips even taking on the slight curve of a smile. Parno could just feel the motions of Dhulyn writing, conveyed through the pressure and minute shiftings of the board on his back.

“That should be enough,” Dhulyn said, leaning away far enough that Parno could stand up.

“Here.” Dhulyn handed the sheet of paper to Gun. “Do you need anyone to hold it for you? Act as a desk?”

Gun’s face cleared as he saw what Dhulyn had handed him. “I couldn’t understand what you were doing,” he said. “This should work.” He sat once more cross-legged, laying the paper down flat in front of him. He began reading, his eyes flicking back and forth across the page.

“What did you do?” Parno asked. He shifted to one side, trying to get a look at the paper without disturbing Gun.

“I wrote down Mar’s recitation in the Scholar’s code, the short form of writing that all Scholars are taught. Mar forgot that I know it also.”

Parno felt a smile cross his face as he nodded. Dhulyn had spent a year in a Scholars’ Library while she was deciding that it was to the Mercenary Brothers that she really belonged.

“That one sheet of paper is at least four regular pages,” Dhulyn explained. “It should be enough to allow Gun to concentrate—shhh.”

“Shush yourself,” Parno said, under his breath. Gun had looked up from his reading.

“I know where he is.”




Twenty-three

“IF YOU SCREAM, I’ll cut your throat, and you’ll be dead before your guard can get here. Do you understand?” It was just a whisper, from a voice Alaria could not recognize.

The whisperer’s right hand held her mouth closed and pulled her head up and to the right, exposing her throat to the cold metal. Slowly, Alaria reached up and patted the whisperer’s right forearm. She was afraid to nod, afraid to move her head at all. Anyone who had been trained with the sword knew that a blade pressed to the skin won’t cut, but a blade drawn across skin . . .

“Gently, Dav. Julen says the lady’s with the Tarkin, she’s on our side.”

The hand holding her mouth relaxed, but the left hand, the blade hand, stayed where it was. “Let her explain then, why she’s out here, and our Tarkin’s in the north tower.”

Alaria licked her lips, her mouth too dry to swallow. Now she recognized the voice. This was Dav-Ingahm, the Steward of Walls, and this was why she had not seen him before, with Epion. He must have been in hiding all along.

“Falcos wanted me away from him,” she said. “I would have stayed, I wanted to stay, but he thought I would be safer away from him.”

“That sounds like Falcos,” Delos Egoyin pointed out.

“Rather convenient for you, though, is it not?” But the blade eased away from her throat. Alaria took a deeper breath than she’d allowed herself before.

“Is it? Epion has no interest in killing me, whether I remained with Falcos or not.” Alaria could do no better, she thought, than to marshal Falcos’ own arguments to convince his followers. “Epion wants me alive, to keep the treaty with Arderon and to keep the favor of the people of Menoin. If he wants to, it will be easy enough to dispose of me once I’ve borne an heir.” Alaria staggered forward as the Steward of Walls released her. Delos took her by the elbow and led her to a seat on a nearby stool. It was evident from the blankets in one corner, a pitcher of water, and the stool itself that this was Dav-Ingahm’s hiding place. Which was the real explanation, she realized, for all the hay being gathered in one place.

“It would have been far more convenient for me,” Alaria continued after accepting a swallow of water from Delos, “to have stayed with Falcos instead of having to ingratiate myself with Epion—and alienate Falcos’ real friends.” The two men exchanged a glance.

“Why, then, did you agree to leave him?”

Alaria hesitated, finding herself reluctant to tell the truth. Men were notoriously impractical and inclined to be squeamish and sentimental, even in the face of dire necessity. Still, Falcos had agreed with her. “He’d be careful who he lets near him, Epion, I mean,” she said finally. “But he’ll let me into his bed—if it comes to that, if Falcos is killed—I would have a better chance of killing Epion if it seems I came to him willingly.”

The reaction of the two men was not what she expected. Far from being horrified, Delos was grinning, and Dav-Ingahm, nodding, sheathed his dagger and came to sit cross-legged at her feet, a look of approval on his face.

“ ‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,’ ” he said. “It’s an old saying, and a good one. I’d have tried the same myself—barring the bed part, he’s not my type—except that Epion hasn’t been able to stand the sight of me since I gave him a thrashing years ago for abusing a hunting dog.” He clapped his hands together. “Good. Now that we know where you stand, we can concentrate on freeing Falcos.”

Alaria leaned forward. “What’s your plan?”

“I know which of the guard I can trust,” Dav-Ingahm said, “and they will be on the alert, if not actually on watch, this evening. We have heard from Julen Egoyin that House Listra has been quietly contacting the other Noble Houses and the leaders among the council. She will come in the council’s name at the supper hour and demand to see Falcos. She will bring her own guards with her, and, if my messages to the Steward of Uraklios have borne fruit, a complement of the City Guard as well. Whatever the outcome of Listra’s representations, we will have enough force to take Falcos ourselves.”

“I know Dav here doesn’t trust all of the Palace Guard,” Delos said. “But I think there are many who are just waiting to see where the arrows fall—not bad men, just unguided. Right now they see Epion in ascendance and fear they have no choice but to follow. If we give them a different option, they may take it.”

The Steward of Walls shook his head, but he was smiling while he did it. “Ever the optimist, my friend.”

“I merely point out that we may have more allies than we suppose,” the stable master said. “I was right about the princess here, after all.”

But there was something else in what had been said that interested Alaria. “You say Julen will bring House Listra. What of the Scholars? Mar and Gundaron of Valdomar? Are they with the House as well?”

Again the two men exchanged looks. “They took the Path,” Dav-Ingahm finally said.

“What? The Path of the Sun? But why? How?”

“The Finder said he could bring back the Mercenaries,” Delos said. “It seemed like an excellent suggestion at the time.”

Dav-Ingahm suddenly lifted his hand. “The guard,” he mouthed, getting silently to his feet and pulling out his dagger. “Go before he comes any closer. Be ready after supper.”

They’d been too long, Alaria realized. They could have seen a barn three times this size in the time they’d left the guard standing at the entrance. Quickly she got to her feet and began to descend the ladder.

“And do you have a mechanism, then, to raise the hay up here?” she asked as loudly as she could, hoping to cover any noise Dav-Ingahm might be making. If they had to kill the guard, so be it, but it would throw off all their plans.

“We have something better,” Delos said from where he held the top of the ladder for her. “The palace is on the crest of a hill, as you must have realized coming up here from the harbor. Because of the steepness of the incline, this section here, where the doors are—this section is also at ground level, albeit ground that is higher than where we entered. So then,” he added, swinging himself onto the ladder with a practiced movement. “So then, we neither raise nor lower the hay, but drive it right in through those doors.”

“Marvelous,” Alaria said, carefully not looking around her at the approach of the guard. “A very clever use of existing terrain and circumstances. The original architect was a person of much thought, it seems. Yes? Is there a message?” The guard had by now come so close that she had to acknowledge him.

“My lady, if you will.” The man looked from her to Delos Egoyin and back again. “The Lord Epion Akarion sends for you to come at once.”

“Of course.” She turned to Delos Egoyin. “We must complete our tour another day, stable master. If you will excuse me.”

Alaria kept a smile on her face by sheer force of will. This was not an arrest. They could not have been overheard talking in the loft, or Delos Egoyin would have been asked to accompany her, and guards would even now be going into the barn to fetch out the Steward of Walls. But why then was Epion sending for her?
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“I think I’d like to take a long rest after this, wouldn’t you, my heart?” Parno was riding just to her left, and close enough that he could easily be heard, even over the noise of the horses.

Dhulyn shifted her seat a little so that Mar, riding behind her where the saddle packs would normally be, wouldn’t be constantly slapped by the blade of her sword as they rode. Warhammer was the larger horse, which gave Parno and Gun a little more room for comfort, but the Scholar’s eyes seemed to be shut tight, and his grip on Parno painful. The boy never could feel easy on a horse. They were moving along at the good, ground-covering pace, steady, that the horses could maintain for hours with only short periods for rest. The Espadryni had all offered to spell her by taking Mar onto one of their horses from time to time, but only the Watcher brothers had offered to take Gun.

Dhulyn glanced over, but Parno was looking ahead once more.

“Feeling your age, are you? What luck your Partner is so much younger and healthier.”

Parno turned his head to face her, and lifted his right eyebrow. “What, a man can’t get bored with racing back and forth rescuing people? A little variety, that’s all I ask for. A few days lying in the sun—you could read a book—a few nights in a good tavern, playing my pipes, drinking wine—or you could read a book.”

“Or I could be playing the tiles, winning us the money we’d need to pay for this little rest you seem so fixed on.”

“You don’t think the Tarkin of Menoin will pay us well for this job? Falcos seemed like a very reasonable young man to me.”

“And his uncle seemed to have a very good grip on what things cost, so much will depend on which of them is the Tarkin of Menoin when we return.” Dhulyn pursed her lips. Considering what Gun and the little Dove had told them of events in Menoin, should they, even now, be trying to get back through the Path to rescue Falcos? But without the real killer, what help could they give? Better to put their hands on Bekluth Allain and show everyone exactly who was lying, uncle or nephew.

“I’ll believe in that money when I see it,” she said finally. “Better not to plan on it.”

Mar shifted, and Dhulyn automatically did the same to compensate. They didn’t know what there was ahead, and Mar was ready to slip off when signaled. Dhulyn reviewed her mental checklist of the weapons she had to hand. Short sword at her left hip, longer sword in its special scabbard along the saddle pad under her right leg; unstrung bow back in its special sling, under her left leg, with arrows hanging just behind her right hip; a dagger in each boot top, a wrist knife under the bow guard on her right wrist; a moon razor under the guard on her left wrist; a small hatchet sewn to the inside of her vest and hanging between her shoulder blades. There were also the lockpicks and wires twisted and sewn into her hair and vest, but, though you could kill people with them, these did not count as weapons.

“But you think it’s a good idea.”

“Hmmm?”

“Quit taking an inventory of your weapons and pay attention. I’m talking about our having a rest.” Parno wasn’t teasing now.

“I do,” she said. “An excellent idea. But I think that this comfortable tavern, as well as having music lovers and losing gamblers, should be near the coast, so you can practice your Pod sense, and we’ll be handy when Darlara’s children are born.”

Parno, a broad grin on his face, saluted her, fingers to forehead. “You mean when my children are born.”

“Well, that’s what Dar said, but perhaps she was just being polite.”

“What’s this, what are you talking about? Parno has children?” The little Dove’s voice was just behind and below Dhulyn’s left shoulder.

“Last season we spent with the Long Ocean Nomads,” Dhulyn said. Since Mar could rest her ear against Dhulyn’s back, she spoke quietly. This was their private business, after all. “And the Mortaxa on the far side of the world. The Nomads are sworn companions to the Crayx, sea creatures as old as the Caids themselves. Turns out Parno has the Pod sense, the ability to communicate with the Crayx. It’s rare, so the Nomads were happy to add his bloodline to theirs.”

“But the children?”

“The Mercenary Brotherhood always fostered its children, the few we might have,” Parno said, edging close enough that his knee was only a handspan from Dhulyn’s. “This way, they are with their mother, and if I wish to visit with them, all I have to do is be close enough to a coast for my Pod sense to reach the nearest Crayx.”

Dhulyn could tell that Mar wasn’t perfectly satisfied with this explanation—the little Dove had stiffened against her back—but there was no time now for more details.

Not that the ways of the Mercenary Brotherhood were always understood by others, in any case. Add to that the complicated relationships of the Crayx and the Nomads, and they would be here forever explaining.

Moon Watcher signaled a rest break, and everyone got down to walk beside the horses for thirty spans. Those riding scout changed positions with two who had kept to the main group. Josh-Chevrie took Mar up behind him when they remounted, and Moon Watcher took Gun. The part of Dhulyn that thought about such things wondered if there was a book in any Scholars’ Library that told about the Crayx. Gun might know. With luck they would have a chance to check.

They had ridden perhaps another sixty spans when Tel-Banion, the westerly scout, came pelting back. The Watcher brothers had identical frowns of disapproval on their faces. What was the point of resting horses, their looks seemed to say, if rest was to be followed by this kind of reckless riding? Their frowns changed when they heard what the younger man had to say.

“Tracks.” Tel-Banion’s smile was triumphant. He nodded toward where Gun clung on behind Moon Watcher. “Just as the Finder told us. A horse unknown to me.”

“I’ll wager my second-best sword it won’t be unknown to us,” Dhulyn said. If the Princess Cleona’s horse was under Josh-Chevrie, then the only unknown horse here must be that of the Menoin guard, Essio, the man who had accompanied Cleona.

“I think you left your second-best sword back in Menoin,” Parno said.
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Alaria set her guards such a brisk pace they had almost to trot to keep up with her. Let them think she was happy to be summoned by Epion. And let her get them away from Dav-Ingahm’s hiding place as quickly as possible. She paused only where the main corridor from the stable yard branched.

“Where is Lord Epion?” she asked. “The great hall?”

“In the small audience room, my lady,” the taller guard said.

“Very well, then you must lead me,” she said.

Alaria recognized where they were going as soon as she saw the anteroom with its comfortable chairs and small tables. This was where she had come to speak to Falcos when the Arderon horses had been moved without her permission. This was where she had learned that she was expected to marry him. And where she had agreed.

This time, however, the anteroom was empty, the tables bare; there were no petitioners waiting, sipping cups of watered wine or ganje. The attending pages opened the door for her, and she walked into the audience room, half expecting to see Epion seated in the raised chair.

Apparently he wasn’t quite ready to do that, any more than he was prepared to sit in Falcos’ seat at the high table in the dining hall. He had, however, had two more tables brought in, and several high-backed chairs with arms, so that the room resembled more the domain of the palace clerks than a Tarkin’s audience room.

He put down the scroll he was reading on the table in front of him and turned toward her as she entered the room.

“My lord,” Alaria said, smiling as she advanced toward him. “You sent for me.”

“I would ask your advice,” he said. “There is a school of thought that suggests dark deeds are best done by night. What would you say to that?” There was a sharpness to his eye, and she was suddenly reminded of one of the barn cats in her mother’s stables, who could spend hours watching a hole, waiting for the mouse to show itself.

He’s trying to frighten me. Either just to see if he could bully and intimidate her, or to see if she had something she was hiding from him. And since she did . . . Alaria walked across the room to one of the other chairs with a back, trying to put into her walk a little of the natural swagger she’d seen in the movements of the Mercenary Brothers. Epion might just be testing her, knowing that she played a part, to see which part it was. She sat down, leaned back, rested her elbows on the arms, and laced her fingers together.

“Who decides?” she said.

Epion blinked and Alaria kept her face still, her eyebrows ever-so-slightly raised. Good. She had managed to startle him.

“I meant,” she continued without giving him a chance to speak, “who decides whether the deed is dark?”

Epion spread his hands wide. “Shall we say then, merely a deed one wishes to perform in secret, or which one wishes others to overlook. What do you think of this advice?”

Could she do this? Could she make Epion think she was just as hard, or as shrewd as he? Would that make him more inclined to trust her? Or less? She flipped a coin in her mind. It came up horses.

“I counsel against it,” Alaria said. “My mother once said to my sister that if one were caught climbing out of the boys’ dormitory window in the middle of the night, there was only one interpretation to be put on one’s actions. Whereas, if one were caught doing the same thing in the middle of the day, one could claim merely to have been peeing in the water jugs.”

Epion laughed, and Alaria cringed inside. I have to do this, she reminded herself. She had to let him think she was on his side.

“In other words,” he said when he had finished laughing. “Do what you must do openly, in daylight, as if it were something of no particular note.”

“Or, at least, something of lesser importance. Waiting for the dark of night rather gives significance than removes it, wouldn’t you say, my lord? People are more curious about things that seem to have been hidden away.” Alaria swallowed, hoping that she hadn’t gone too far by reminding him of things that might be hidden.

“I do, I must say I agree very strongly. What one gains by narrowing the field of witnesses one can lose by having those few raise unanswerable questions.” Epion rested his chin in his hand as if he were thinking over what she had said.

Alaria was not fooled for an instant. She remembered Falcos’ warnings about his uncle—and she’d just had a forceful reminder from Delos Egoyin and Dav-Ingahm that men were not fools and ditherers. Epion had made his decision about whatever action he was talking about before she had come into the room. He had meant to frighten her with his ruthlessness, not ask her opinion. She could only hope that she had thrown him off his stride, if only a little, by her own display of ruthlessness.

Epion stood up. “Well, then, seeing as we agree, let us go and dispose of Falcos now.”

 


“Why not just kill me yourself?” Falcos’ calm voice quieted the thoughts swirling in Alaria’s head. She could barely remember the walk through the palace corridors, her hand on Epion’s arm, trying to look at ease and unruffled. Her heart felt frozen in her chest. Epion alone she might have escaped from, but he’d brought with them the two guards he had always by his side. Brothers, she thought. Why hadn’t she said something to make Epion delay? Why couldn’t she think of something now? House Listra wasn’t coming until later in the day, perhaps not until after supper. By that time it could well be too late.

“And put myself into the power of anyone who aids me? I think not.” Epion smiled. “No, no, much better if you do it for me. Or, here’s a thought. Perhaps I should let you walk the Path of the Sun. Without the key, the Path may very well kill you for me—and if by some action of the gods, you return?” Epion shrugged. “As you have already realized, every now and again a demon comes out of the Path. He looks and walks like a man, and he can be dealt and bargained with like a man, but he’s a demon for all that.”

Alaria felt her knees give way and stiffened them. She would not faint. She would not fall. Now she knew why Epion had left the two guards out in the hall. Certainly Falcos had suspected his uncle, but to hear Epion, so freely and so blithely confess that he was in league with the monster who had killed Cleona, and before her so many others—even the old Tarkin, Epion’s own brother and Falcos’ father. Alaria straightened her spine and gritted her teeth. Epion was still speaking.

“I don’t know what else may be on the far side of the Path,” he was saying. “I don’t know if there are more . . . men like him.” For a moment Alaria saw the man Epion might have been if the gods had not made him heir to the throne of Menoin. A contemplative man, a Scholar perhaps. “Whatever is there, it seems to eat Mercenaries. Perhaps it would eat you as well.”

“Epion.” Alaria cleared her throat. She didn’t know exactly what she meant to say, but she felt she had to do something to distract him.

“Ah, thank you for reminding me, my dear Alaria.” Epion turned back to Falcos. “Here are your options then, Nephew. You will voluntarily leap from out that window onto the rocks below in guilt and horror at having killed your father.”

“I cannot say that I like that option much. What are the others?” Alaria could not believe how calm Falcos still seemed. He sat with his right ankle resting on his left knee, as if he was relaxing after some successfully concluded court business, and not discussing the details of his own murder. His wrinkled and dusty tunic and the tear in the knee of his trousers, along with his unshaven face and uncombed hair, illustrated how he had really spent the last two days. His glance shifted to her, and she could not help smiling. She only hoped that if Epion saw it, he would take it for a sneer.

Alaria gasped as Epion suddenly took her by the nape of the neck, his long fingers wrapped around until they almost met at her throat. She grabbed at his arm, twisting to kick out at him, but Epion shifted away, and squeezed until black spots appeared in front of her eyes. She released his wrist, and he loosened his grip. Falcos was on his feet, and Epion squeezed again. When Alaria held out her hand, Falcos froze, and Epion loosened his grip once again.

“You go willingly,” Epion repeated. “Or Alaria dies, and you will go in any case, unconscious, or awake and screaming if need be. Yet another murder, this time followed by suicide. Or, I will call my guards, having failed to stop you from choking the princess to death, and we will avenge her. You will die in any case; you have merely to choose who goes with you.”

“I don’t think you will do anything of the kind, my dear nephew.”

The whispery cool voice of House Listra made even Falcos jump, though he was facing the door which had swung silently open. Released, Alaria ran to Falcos, turning to look back toward the door. Behind the tiny body of Tahlia, House Listra, was the dark, bearded face of Dav-Ingahm, the Steward of Walls. He had not waited until the supper hour after all.
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“If he’s as much as ten spans ahead of us, I would be very much surprised,” Josh-Chevrie said.

Dhulyn agreed, scanning the marks Tel-Banion had found. It seemed that tracking might be young Josh-Chevrie’s strength. “No more rests,” she said, and spurred Bloodbone forward.

They had gained perhaps a half span when the Espadryni all raised their heads. In a moment Dhulyn heard it too.

“Horsemen coming from the east,” one of the Cold Lake boys said.

“Ours,” Moon Watcher said. “Do not slacken, they will reach us.”

In a moment there were five more horses galloping with them. Dhulyn recognized Singer of the Wind, Sun Dog, and Gray Cloud, though the others of the Long Trees People were strangers to her.

“The trader is heading for the Sun’s Door,” Moon Watcher called out to his leader as soon as the other group came near enough. Dhulyn saw the old man’s lips press tightly together. His face seemed thinner, more aged. Ice Hawk’s death had taken its toll.

They crested a gentle roll in the landscape, and suddenly Bekluth Allain was before them. He must have heard them at the same time. He seemed to be standing still, examining the ground, and they saw him turn and look around at them. Dhulyn expected him to immediately bolt—either to the Path of the Sun, since he must know the secret of finding it from this side, or simply in an attempt to get away. About to call out instructions to the others, she was struck dumb when the trader, instead of riding away, got down off his mount and began to walk it forward, head once more lowered, as though he were following some trail or pattern on the ground that could not be seen from where she watched. The wind shifted, bringing to them the smell of old burning.

Dhulyn smiled her wolf’s smile, signaled to Parno and kneed Bloodbone into a gallop. The thunder of hooves told her she had not moved alone. But though Bekluth Allain must have heard them closing in, this time he did not even look up from his examination of the ground, did not remount his horse, but continued walking it, now in the direction in which he’d started, now to the right, then on a diagonal angle to the left, and even, for a few short paces, toward them.

Dhulyn leaned forward in the saddle and drew her sword.

“Stop!” It was Singer of the Wind. “Dhulyn Wolfshead, you must stop!”

Dhulyn drew back sharply on the reins, simultaneously signaling Bloodbone, and without actually losing momentum the mare hopped sideways, as if to avoid stepping on something unpleasant on the ground. In a very few more sideways paces they had stopped completely, and Dhulyn whirled around to confront the old Espadryni shaman.

“I could have had him by now.”

“No.” The old man was as out of breath as if he had himself been running. “Bekluth has triggered the opening of Mother Sun’s Door—I recognize the pattern he is making. It is the key to opening the Door. He is already walking a closed path, one you cannot see. You cannot enter the pattern from this angle, both you and your horse would be destroyed.”

Dhulyn sheathed her sword and pulled her bow free, feeling in her vest pocket for the bowstring.

“Make the attempt if you must, but I assure you that the arrow can no more penetrate the pattern in this way than you could yourselves. If you would follow the trader, you must follow his path exactly, and you are neither of you shaman.”

“Parno?” Dhulyn asked.

“Haven’t taken my eyes off him. Ready when you are.”

Dhulyn turned back to the Singer, smiling her wolf’s smile. “We’re better than shaman, Grandfather, we’re Mercenary Brothers.”

The old man peered at her, and suddenly Dhulyn

[image: 062]

SEES THE LINES FANNING OUT FROM BESIDE HIS EYES AND THE WHITE IN HIS LASHES. HE RAISES A HAND WHOSE FINGERS ARE TWISTED, JOINTS SWOLLEN, AND TRACES A SYMBOL ON HER FOREHEAD.
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“Wolfshead!” Mar slipped off Josh-Chevrie’s horse and came running up to them.

Still feeling Singer of the Wind’s cool touch on her forehead, Dhulyn called out, “Stay here, little Dove. Singer of the Wind, I leave my friends in your charge. If we do not return, do what you can to send them home.”

The old man nodded. “It shall be done.

Dhulyn was already turning to follow Parno as she raised her fingers to her forehead.

 


Mar ran to where Gun was rubbing his elbow. Moon Watcher had dumped him rather hurriedly to the ground. Mar took Gun’s arm and licked her lips, hoping to keep her fear and worry from her voice.

“Are you all right?”

“Sure. I’ve fallen off horses before.” They ran back to where Singer of the Wind sat on his horse. The old man was arguing with the Cold Lake Tribesmen.

“With respect, sir, you are not my Cloud Shaman, nor even a member of our Tribe,” Josh-Chevrie was saying. “If I choose to follow these Mercenaries you cannot stop me.”

“But by your own admission you have not passed through the Door, young man. I would have to answer to your elders if something happened to you.”

“If these Mercenaries can find the pathway, then so can I.” Without saying anything further, the young man wheeled his horse around and took off after Dhulyn and Parno.

“Do not think to follow your friends,” the old man said, looking down at where Mar and Gun were standing.

“No fear,” Gun said. His hold on Mar’s hand tightened. By this time the Wolfshead and the Lionsmane had apparently reached the spot where Bekluth Allain had first dismounted.

“That is the very spot,” Singer of the Wind said. “How could they know it?”

“It’ll be some part of their Schooling,” Gun said. “Some Shora—like a meditation,” he added at the man’s enquiring glance. “It helps them concentrate.”

The old man was nodding, his eyes narrowed as he watched the Mercenary Brothers copy exactly the pattern of movements they had just seen the trader perform. “It is meditation and long concentration that enables one to see and follow the entry pattern. Some are never able. The old tales say that the true Tarkins of Menoin can be shown the pattern, but it has never happened in my lifetime.”

A sudden flash of light made Mar gasp and shield her eyes. For a moment afterward an image of a hedged maze superimposed over the plain before them, clear but translucent, like the curtains of light that were common in the night skies of the far south. Wolfshead and Lionsmane were clearly walking this maze and were about to reach a stone archway. The image did not fade so much as it winked out between one instant and the next.

One of the riders to their right cried out, pointing. The plain was empty except for the two Mercenaries. Josh-Chevrie was nowhere to be seen.

At that moment the flash of light occurred again, the maze with its stone archway reappeared, and Mar watched, holding her breath, as their friends passed through it and the image faded once more.

The old man, Singer of the Wind, turned to them. “Your friends have entered the Door of the Sun. May the Mother watch over them.”
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“You young people are much mistaken.” House Listra had commandeered the largest chair in the suite and, with Alaria standing beside her, had both Falcos and Epion lined up on their feet before her like delinquent apprentices. Alaria felt calm for the first time in days until she realized it was merely because there was a woman in charge, something that felt normal to her.

“You, Epion, are particularly mistaken if you believe that the decisions you have made and the actions you have undertaken in the last few days have permanence without the agreement of the Council of Houses. The Tarkinate has been in the Akarion line for many years, but not without our support.”

“My dear aunt—” Epion began.

“I am not here as your aunt but as House Listra, chief among the Noble Houses, and let me remind you, Nephew, with almost as much Akarion blood in my veins as you have yourself, though mine is older.” She looked both men over, her thin and wrinkled lips twisted to one side. “Each of you has presented your tale of events, and neither of you has more than your own words to give as proof—if I do not take into account the word of paid employees or friends of the heart.” Here the old woman patted Alaria on the arm. “However, in the absence of true proof, which only the Mercenary Brothers can bring us, we must decide which of you is lying.”

Epion again opened his mouth but subsided when House Listra raised her hand. He’s not going to learn any time soon, Alaria thought. She could only hope Listra’s solution was a good one.

“Fortunately, neither I nor the council need to decide which one of you we believe. There is an infallible test for such things. The Path of the Sun.”

“But House Listra,” Falcos said. Trust him not to make the same mistake of undervaluing the old woman that his uncle had, Alaria thought. “We do not have the key for the Path.”

“That is what makes the test infallible.” Listra struck the floor with her cane. “I told your father, Falcos, that he should walk the Path, and he did not. At the time, the Council of Houses voted with him.” She pursed her lips. “We have seen what that decision has brought us. Well, the Council of Houses votes with me now.” There was clear satisfaction in the old woman’s voice.

“Will they both walk the Path?” Alaria asked.

“No, my dear. The Path tests only the Tarkin. And don’t you look so smug, Epion. If Falcos does not return and you wish to be Tarkin after him, it will then be your turn. No more half measures. We return to the old ways completely. So say all the Nobles Houses.” Listra turned and took Alaria’s wrist in her cold hand. “You, my dear, can wait for the outcome. If neither Falcos nor Epion is chosen by the gods, there are still others, not so close but still of the blood, who can be tested.”

Like me, Alaria thought. Not so close, but still of the blood. She had said she would not marry Epion. She had sworn it, if only to herself. Would she wait for the Path of the Sun to choose someone for her? She looked at Falcos. Perhaps someone else? She took a deep breath. No. She would make the choice herself.

“I will make my own choice,” she said. “And trust in the horse gods and the Path of the Sun to prove me right. I will go with Falcos. I will walk the Path of the Sun with him. And when we return, we will give Menoin a new beginning.”




Twenty-four

BEKLUTH ALLAIN YANKED on the reins, but that only made the stupid animal more stubborn, not less. For the hundredth time since he’d seen the riders silhouetted on the low ridge to the north of the Sun’s Door, he thought about simply abandoning the stubborn beast. But he’d need the thing later, no matter how foolish and ill-behaved it was. Too bad it didn’t have a broken leg—that he could have fixed; he could do nothing about a bad attitude. He finally climbed into the saddle despite the animal’s dancing around to unbalance him. Once he was in the saddle, at least, the beast settled down and seemed likely to obey instructions.

A shimmer in the air warned him that someone else had entered the Sun’s Door behind him. Bekluth almost turned around to look before better sense prevailed, and he touched his heels to the horse’s side.

It had to be the Mercenaries, more specifically Dhulyn Wolfshead.

“I knew it,” he said aloud. “I knew it.” He’d known there was something special about her; no one could be so clear and open and not have other talents as well. What a pair they would make if he could only free her from her companion. Perhaps it wasn’t too late.

He turned left, then right, into a section of the labyrinth where the footing was pressed earth and the walls solid rock, rugged yet smooth, like cliff faces after eons of being pounded by seawater. Here he should keep to the long path that stretched out in front of him, but they would see him as soon as they turned into the area themselves and catch up with him.

Instead Bekluth turned down the first archway on the left and dismounted. There was a crossbow hanging from his saddle. He cocked it, placed the bolt, and waited.

And waited.

Finally even he ran out of patience and, pressing himself flat against the stone, he peered around the edge.

The pathway beyond was empty. They had obviously turned down the wrong way. His luck was with him after all. Too bad, in a way. He was sorry to have missed his chance with the Mercenary woman. Such an opportunity.

Whistling, Bekluth put away the arrows, unstrung the bow, and got back on the horse.

 


“Don’t stop, his scent goes this way.” Dhulyn had first let Bloodbone fall into a trot and then a walk. Clearly, she did not want to lose the only trace they had of the trader, but she likewise did not want to fall into the type of obstacle they’d encountered on their way along the Path the first time.

“Did you see that?” Parno edged up beside her. “Through that last opening, between those cedar hedges?”

“What was it?”

“It looked like the hem and trailing sleeve of a court dress.”

“What color?”

Despite their predicament—were Gun and Mar safe with the Espadryni?—Parno grinned. Typical of Dhulyn that she believed him utterly, even when he said something that made no sense. “Pink,” he said.

“I didn’t see her,” Dhulyn said, “but I smelled vanilla oil.” She shot him a glance, the whisper of a smile on her lips. “Not our trader’s choice of perfume, I thought.”

The path in front of them angled to the right, but as they turned the corner, they noted that tiny shift in their senses of direction that they had experienced before, this time without any of the disorientation.

“It appears that even here, practice makes perfect,” Parno said.

“Perhaps, but I don’t remember seeing this pathway before, do you?”

The ground stretching out in front of them resembled hard clay, like a road that had been pressed smooth and then baked in the sun. The walls to either side were solid rock, rugged yet smooth.

“Limestone?” Dhulyn suggested, and Parno thought she was right. Except that they were here, and not at the seaside, the rock surfaces resembled nothing more than cliff faces after untold years of being pounded by water.

#Joy# #Welcome# #Greeting# #Joy#

“Dhulyn!” Parno reined in, making Warhammer spin on his hind legs. The horse snorted his poor opinion of this kind of nonsense.

Now a pace or two ahead of him, Dhulyn stopped and looked over her shoulder, her pale face a mixture of concern and irritation. “I tell you we will lose the scent,” she said.

“The Crayx, I heard them.” Parno closed his eyes and concentrated, letting his Pod sense rise to the surface of his mind in the way he’d been taught. He shook his head. “They’re gone.”

Dhulyn licked her lips, uncertainty in her eyes, but once again she did not ask him if he was sure, once again she took him at his word. “Do you want to continuing trying?” she asked. “Or should we carry on?”

Parno hesitated for only a moment. “Carry on,” he said. “It was only a touch; there’s nothing there now.”

Dhulyn nodded and set off, though she slowed again almost immediately. They were approaching an archway in the rock on the left, and just short of it Dhulyn held her left fist up at shoulder height, extended her thumb, then her two smallest fingers, then her thumb again.

The scent was stronger through the arch. Parno hung back, edging to the left as Dhulyn was edging to the right. The trader meant either to hide or to ambush them, knowing that he had left no telltale tracks on the Path itself. But he could not be aware of the heightened senses that the Stalking Cat Shora gave a Schooled Mercenary Brother. When so little time had passed, Dhulyn would have been able to follow him blindfolded.

With timing perfected through the thousands of repetitions in the Shora, Parno and Dhulyn spurred in unison around the corner, swords and daggers out and ready.

And came to a complete stop, frozen with their weapons still in the air.

It was not the trader, Bekluth Allain, who awaited them in the new pathway but an enormous snow cat, its black and white stripes giving it a strange camouflage against the rocky walls behind it. It was clear the animal had seen them, but, as close as they were, they could not smell it, nor, from their reactions, could the horses. The cat looked at them as if bored, blinked its huge yellow eyes and leaped in one clean motion to the top of the wall. There it sat and began to wash its hindquarters.

“I believe we’ve been dismissed,” Parno said, lowering his sword.

“I believe you are right.” Dhulyn clucked her tongue, and Bloodbone once again moved forward. “Ah.” Dhulyn’s tone was full of satisfaction. “The cat did not eat our prey, his scent continues on this pathway.”

The cat they did not see again, but twice more, as they followed Bekluth Allain by his scent, they caught glimpses of other people along the pathways they did not take. Once Dhulyn saw what she thought was a man in black walking away from them, wide-brimmed hat worn on an angle, the edge of his cape held out by his sword. Once Parno saw a fair-haired person on a pale horse trot across the end of a pathway.

And once they heard something. They were in a section of the Path of a type they’d seen before: closely cropped grass underfoot and well-trimmed hedges to either side. Murmurings seemed to indicate that there were people speaking on the other side of the hedge.

“My soul, that is you?” Dhulyn used the nightwatch voice.

“Impossible.”

“Do you think I could mistake another’s voice for yours?”

Parno concentrated more carefully. His Partner was right, that was clearly her voice beyond the hedge, he could recognize the tone and heft of it, like music, even though he could not make out the words. If Dhulyn claimed the other voice was his, he was willing to believe her. She had dismounted, and was reaching into the hedge, beginning to part it with her hands, when he stopped her.

“Are you sure you want to try this?” he said. “It may mean we will lose the trader.”

For a moment she looked at him, her eyes sparkling with curiosity, but then she withdrew her hands. “Quickly then, before I change my mind.”

She swung back into the saddle and set off at a fast walk, but it seemed that the Path held no further surprises for them. The branch they followed crossed two others without incident, and suddenly they were through a huge squared opening and out of the Path of the Sun.

Parno saw movement out of the corner of his eye, ducked and signaled Warhammer in the way Dhulyn had made him practice over and over. As he ducked, Warhammer’s right fore hoof flashed out, catching the advancing Bekluth Allain a glancing blow that staggered him, knocking him down. In a heartbeat Parno was on the ground, lashing the trader’s ankles with a few quick turns of his reins. Warhammer, knowing perfectly well what was expected of him, backed off a pace, taking up the slack.

“You see.” Dhulyn hopped down from Bloodbone and came to help him secure their gasping captive with a couple of spare ties. “I told you that trick with the horse was easy. You have to trust, and let Warhammer do his job.”

Parno grinned without looking up. “Clearly I needed the right motivation.”

His final knot finished, Parno glanced up and around for Warhammer, and his interest in horse tricks or even Bekluth Allain himself faded away. There were no rocky hills to be seen here, no pine trees, no Caid ruin in the near distance.

This was not Menoin.
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Alaria had turned to ask Falcos a question when her ankle twisted under her and she went down. The ground here just inside the Path’s entrance was not, apparently, as smooth as it seemed. Falcos exclaimed and was on his knees beside her in an instant. The sun, bright now that they were inside the Path, glinted off the gold-chased horse-head pin on the collar of his tunic. And there was something else, also shining.

“Falcos,” she began.

“I’m right here,” he said. “Are you hurt anywhere?”

“No,” she said, waving her hand at him while maintaining her position. “Did you drop something? A ring or a pin from your tunic?” Using her fingers, Alaria parted the grass in front of her face with care, in case the thing she had seen moved and became lost.

“No, I don’t think so. Why?”

“There’s something here—oh!” Alaria sat up, sticking her barked knuckles into her mouth. She pushed the grass aside with her other hand. What she had mistaken for a jewel of some sort was a tiny horse head, inlaid into the stone wall just above the ground, and partially covered by the grass.

Falcos squatted beside her. He touched the emblem with the tips of his fingers. “It’s clean,” he said. “No dirt on it, no tarnishing or dulling of the surface.”

“It’s not painted, but it looks like the symbol in the secret passage,” Alaria said.

Falcos looked at her with one raised eyebrow. “Do you think we’ll find the crowns here as well? The cauldron? The throne?”

Alaria frowned. “This is a kind of secret passage, isn’t it? If we do find other symbols, how do we know which one to follow?” She reached out and touched the horse head, but she drew her hand back quickly. “It’s warm,” she said. She looked up. “Do you think this might be the key?”

Now it was Falcos’ turn to frown. “Surely it could not be that simple. There will be other symbols, you’ll see. If we get out of here, we’ll make a map.”

“When we get out,” she amended. Though she didn’t need it, she let Falcos help her to her feet and hold her while she tested her ankle. She straightened her tunic and looked farther down the branch of the path they were in. The undressed stone walls continued straight until it ended at what appeared to be another branching of the Path. What she could see of that showed her a trimmed hedge.

“I have an idea,” she said to Falcos. “I’m going to have a look around that corner, you wait here.”

“I believe I see what you are thinking,” Falcos said. He nodded slowly as he rose to his feet. “But do not, whatever you do, turn the corner. We should keep each other always in sight.”

“Don’t worry, I don’t want to manage this alone.”

Alaria took her time reaching the end of the stone wall, walking exactly in the middle of the path. The air was still and warm, like a summer’s day, but there were no sounds, not even the buzz of insects. It was hard to be certain without going on her hands and knees—though she was prepared to do just that if it became necessary—but she was reasonably sure there were no further marks along the straight walls between Falcos and herself. When she reached the turn, she went first to the right-hand wall, then to the left, and examined the stone close to the ground.

“There’s another one here,” she called out. “Here on the left-hand side. A wavy line.” She felt around the corner, where another symbol should be. When she felt it, she stuck her head around and squinted. “A horse head around the corner.”

“There’s a wavy line here on the left as well,” Falcos called back. He joined her. “Taking it from how we entered, we would turn left in order to leave,” he said.

Alaria smiled at him. He actually did understand what she’d been trying to determine.

“If the wavy line takes us home,” she said. “Where will the horse heads take us?”

He looked back in the direction they had come from. His dark brows were drawn down, and his lips pressed tight. There were marks on his wrists, Alaria saw, and around his mouth as well, showing where Epion had bound him.

“We must go forward,” Falcos said finally. His hand went to the pin on his collar. “We know that much, in any case. We are horse people. Let us trust to the horses.”
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“You have no reason to kill me,” Bekluth Allain said. Dhulyn could tell that the man was still winded. There was one great bruise on his torso, but faded and already yellowing. She could find no other damage from the horse’s hoof—though experience told her there should have been some. After examining him, they had propped the trader up against the stone archway. Neither she nor Parno had said anything, but neither of them wanted to move very far away from it.

“Oh, we have reason,” Parno said. “But we’ve been charged with finding you and bringing you back to Menoin.”

“But not to kill me. You see? You haven’t been charged with killing me. There’s a reason for that.” Bekluth Allain’s voice was quiet and his demeanor calm. He was obviously not afraid, Dhulyn thought. Rather, he had the manner of someone who was just taking a few minutes to give directions to an enquirer—sure of himself and his explanations.

“Of course there’s a reason,” Parno was saying. “The Menoins want to kill you themselves. You’ve murdered their Tarkin, and now their new Tarkin’s bride.”

“The Lord Epion Akarion is not going let anyone kill me.” The trader shrugged. “For one thing, I can reveal much too much about him. So we need have no worries there.” His smile made his eyes twinkle. “Besides, did I kill those people? I say no. I say I released them.” He turned to Dhulyn. “You do understand?”

His manner was so warm that just for an instant, Dhulyn wanted to agree with him, to say that she did understand. A moment later, and she wondered where that urge had come from. “I am afraid not,” she said.

“It’s so simple. I had to find a way to protect myself. You know what the people here do to the Marked—even the Espadryni are not beyond the cruelty of maiming and crippling their Seers. It disgusted you, I could tell. Even at its best, the sequestration, the living always in hiding, constantly watched, monitored—the best any of us can hope for and only the Espadryni are willing to do it. I wouldn’t even have had that if they had known that I was a Healer.”

“They would have put you to death,” Parno said. “Isn’t that the penalty for all the Marked?”

Bekluth shut his eyes and shook his head, clearly frustrated with their inability to follow his reasoning. “The common penalty, yes. If the Mark is commonly known. Do you think there’s no black market for the Marked? My people are traders—do you think for one moment they would not have tried to turn a profit out of me? That they wouldn’t have sold me to be locked up in some High Noble House? I had to stay hidden, I had to stay secret. It was the only way I could be free.”

“Fine then, a reason to go into hiding yourself and make your living among the Espadryni, far from other people, But why did you kill, if you are a Healer? Was Epion paying you?” A Healer could use his Mark to kill, Dhulyn knew, just as a Mender could break, or a Finder could hide. Cold fingers crept up her spine. I’ve Seen the answer already.

Bekluth shut his eyes and swallowed. He’s about to lie, Dhulyn thought. She signaled Parno, caught his response. How could the man manage to be sarcastic with a hand signal?

“Some people have a darkness hidden inside them, something only I can see. Like a secret hidden from the rest of the world.” Bekluth’s glance at Parno was so swift Dhulyn almost missed it. Parno did have a secret, in a way. His Pod sense was hidden inside him, at least from those who were not Pod-sensed themselves.

“My mother showed me that,” Bekluth was saying. “She was the first—this darkness inside people, like the darkness inside her, can spread, and kill them, destroying all their light, their essence. By releasing that darkness, I free the light.”

“But in the . . . process—” Dhulyn turned her mind away from the image of that process. “Those people die.”

“Oh, no—well, but the darkness would have killed them anyway—the hidden thing, the secret, that would have killed them anyway. You see? Their light would have been wasted, eaten by the darkness. By my actions the light at least was saved, was freed.”

His tone was so reasonable, so matter-of-fact, that Dhulyn almost found herself nodding. Almost. He wasn’t just freeing the light. Not from what Dhulyn had Seen. The Healers she had known in Mortaxa had spoken of the life essence, of how and from where the power of the Marked came, and how it was limited by the strength of each individual’s life force. And of how that life force was restored with rest, food, even certain forms of exercise. It seemed that Bekluth Allain had found another way.

“So the darkness, that is the illness, the thing that might kill them,” Parno said. “That is what you see in people?”

“Of course.”

“And you let that darkness out, so it will not hurt them anymore?”

“That’s right, and then it can’t hurt anyone else either, because you see, if it’s the right kind of darkness—or the wrong kind I suppose we should say—it damages others as well.”

Bekluth looked at them both, quite pleased with his own cleverness.

“Except you don’t just let out the darkness and free the light,” she said. “You take the light for yourself.”

“Of course I do, weren’t you listening?” For the first time, a hint of impatience marred the music of his voice. “It. Would. Have. Been. Wasted.” He shrugged again, as if he would have spread his hands if they had not been bound.

“But why didn’t you just . . . use the light to burn the darkness away. You know, Heal them?”

Dhulyn stifled her own grin. Trust Parno to always put his finger on the right point.

“But that would take my light, and wouldn’t that have been just another kind of waste?” His equilibrium had returned, and Bekluth spoke like a tutor of slow children, asking a question to which they should already know the answer. “I need that light. I can put that light to much better use than the people I took it from. I am the best Healer in two worlds, the strongest, the most powerful, there’s nothing I can’t Heal, nothing. Take me back with you by all means, but don’t waste my talents and my power.” He looked from one to the other, held out his hands. “What’s done is done, and I deeply regret letting Epion use me in that way. I’ve never been allowed to work as a Healer, surely you see that. Think of the Healing I could do, if I was only given the opportunity.”

“Heal yourself,” Parno said. Bekluth looked at him, lips parted, eyebrows beginning to pull together. “Heal yourself,” Parno repeated. “Our Healers do it all the time, here and there, as they can. Many of them live very long lives.”

“But I have no sickness,” Bekluth said. Again, his tone was one of a master speaking to a slow apprentice. “There is nothing to Heal.”

“Aren’t you broken in the same way that the women of the Espadryni are broken?”

Bekluth blinked, and shook his head. “Of course not, that’s nonsense. How do we know even what those women would be like if they were not kept sequestered and apart?” He shook his head again. “I’m nothing like them. Even the Horsemen themselves never thought so.” A fleeting gleam passed through his eyes, and a shadow of a smile across his lips. If Dhulyn had not been paying such close attention, she would have missed it.

There was some truth in what Bekluth had said, Dhulyn thought. The Seers were honest and straightforward in their dealings. Cold, unfeeling, and uncaring, but honest and straightforward. Bekluth Allain was nothing like that. He was nothing but a tissue of lies.

“Have you ever tried Healing one of them? The Seers?”

“But not even I could Heal them all, so what would that have achieved but my own betrayal?” He shook his head and then abruptly leaned forward. “But what about the Marked in your world? The Healers there? You claim concern for the women of the Espadryni, why don’t you bring them Healers?” Bekluth’s eyes widened, and his smile deepened. “That’s it. Don’t you see? You bring Healers from your world, and all the Marked can be helped. Not just the Seers of the Espadryni, but the others, as soon as they show signs of the Mark, Healers could help them. They could all be saved.”

Parno turned to her, his eyebrows raised. Again, some of what the trader was saying seemed like the truth. Dhulyn lowered her eyes, buying herself time to think. Would it work? There were not so very many Healers, but surely, if it meant that they could save all the Marked here, stop the executions and allow the other children, the Finders and Mender and Healers, to live? Was that how she was supposed to help the Marked? That was a future she would like to See.

But she had not. Dhulyn felt herself grow still, and quiet, until the sound of her heartbeat was loud in her ears. She had never Seen that future. She had Seen only Visions
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SHE SEES THAT THE BOWL THE ROUNDED, WELL-DRESSED YOUNG WOMAN TOUCHES IS CRACKED NOW, THE WOODEN LADLE SPLIT, THE CROCKS BREAKING AND LEAKING THEIR CONTENTS ONTO THEFLOOR. . . .

SHE SEES THAT THE KITTEN LEAPS AND JUMPS, THE BOY TOUCHESIT, AND THE KITTEN FALLS, PANTING, ITS EYES GROWING MILKY AND DARK. THE SMALL BOY TOUCHES IT AGAIN, AND IT LEAPS UP, BLINKING, AND THRASHING ITS LONG TAIL. HE DANGLES THE OSIER AGAIN, AND ONCE MORE THE KITTEN POUNCES, AND ONCE MORE, SMILING, THE BOY REACHES OUT TO TOUCHIT . . .

SHE SEES THAT IN THE DISTANCE THERE IS A SMALL FORTRESS, WITH A WALL MUCH TOO LARGE FOR IT . . .

SHE SEES THAT A RED-FACED BOY IS FURIOUSLY STRIKING OUT AS HIS MOTHER DRAGS HIM BY THE UPPER ARM INTO WHAT IS OBVIOUSLY THE KITCHEN OF THEIR HOME. THE WOODEN SHUTTERS ON THE WINDOW EXPLODE INTO SAWDUST, THE DISHES AND PLATES ON THE SIDEBOARD SHATTER, AND HIS MOTHER BEGINS TO VOMIT BLOOD ON THE FLOOR. THE BOY STAMPS HIS FOOT , SCREAMING, “YOU COW, DON’T TOUCH ME ” . . .

SHE SEES THE WOMAN LAUGHING AND POINTING TO A SPOT ON THE FLOOR. THE MEN PULL UP THE FLOOR BOARDS AND HAUL OUT A WOMAN, AN OLD MAN, AND THREE CHILDREN. . .

SHESEES THE WINDOW BEYOND WHERE BEKLUTH ALLAIN IS SITTING, AND IT IS DAYLIGHT NOW, THE SUN SHINING. THE WINDOW LOOKS OUT ON RUINS, WATCHTOWERS FALLEN, BRIDGES CRUMBLED INTO THE RIVER, STREETS FULL OF RUBBLE. BEKLUTH LOOKS UP, HIS EYES CATCHING A GLINT OF GREEN FROM THE LIGHT, AND SAYS, “HOW CANI HELP?” . . .
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Horrors. Devastations. Armed camps. Mutilations of friends, despair of mothers and fathers. This. This was all along the help the trader had been offering. She had thought them Visions of the past, before the people of this land had taken steps to guard against the broken Marked. But they were not. They were the result of accepting the only kind of help Bekluth could give. What she had Seen, that would be the result, that would be the Espadryni’s world, if she followed Bekluth’s suggestion.

The White Sisters had told her she already had the answer.

What had the old Healer in Mortaxa said? Few if any Healers had enough life force to heal someone who was born deformed. Healing could not replace limbs cut off or eyes lost. If these Marked were born with their spirits deformed, with some vital part of themselves missing, then it followed that they could not be Healed.

And that flash, the glimmer of green in his eyes—eyes that had never at any other time shone green. She had seen that before. And Seen it too. That told her where the Green Shadow’s dust had really gone and what it was that had broken the Marked.

That was the meaning of her Visions.

Dhulyn pulled the dagger from her belt and cut Bekluth Allain’s throat.
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Clinging to Falcos’ arm, Alaria finally stumbled out of the Path and stood, swaying, looking out at what was clearly a field that had been recently burned. Though to be fair, she thought, it was hard to tell whether Falcos was holding her up or the other way around.

“I think I’m going to vomit again,” Alaria said.

“Look.” Falcos lifted his free arm just enough to indicate direction. “Horsemen.”

“Then I’d better vomit before they get here.” Alaria tightened her grip on Falcos’ arm. They had come without arms, as House Listra had told them they must. They’d trusted to the horse heads to bring them through the Path of the Sun, and here they were, alive, on the other side.

They’d just have to go on trusting to the horses.

 


“Gun! Gun! Come quick. They’re bringing someone from the Door.” Mar was calling from the far side of the camp, where she had been talking to Singer of the Wind.

Gun leaped to his feet and started running. Wolfshead and Lionsmane—they’d done it again. How long had they been gone? He glanced at the position of the sun. A few hours?

But he slowed to a walk when he saw the party that approached, two people on foot. Two familiar people, but not the ones he’d been expecting. Not the Mercenaries. He began to walk faster.

“Gun!” Now Mar was running toward him, and he sped up to meet her. “Gun, it’s Alaria. Alaria and Falcos Tarkin.”

He almost didn’t understand her. But he let her pull him forward, to where the Tarkin and the princess were being escorted to Singer of the Wind’s own fire.

Though they had already been seated, both Alaria and Falcos rose to clasp them by the hands and kiss their cheeks, just as if they were kin. Gun found himself reddened, and he rubbed at his upper lip

“You’ve escaped from Epion Akarion,” Mar said once they were again seated around the fire and water was being passed from hand to hand. “But what made you try the Path?”

“Escaped is not exactly what we did.” By the time Falcos and Alaria between them had described the events which had led them here, and Gun and Mar had explained in their turn the whereabouts of the Mercenary Brothers and the killer, a meal of roasted rabbits and roots was already prepared and being served.

“If they don’t have Bekluth Allain to take back with them, how will they be able to prove that Falcos is not the killer?” Gun asked as he waited for his rabbit to cool.

“Did you not hear what was said by the elder of the Tarkin Falcos Akarion’s council? That is not what will furnish the needed proof,” Singer of the Wind said. He turned to address Falcos. “Our peoples are linked, Falcos Tarkin, the Horsemen of the Espadryni and those of Menoin. Long ago, in the time of the Caids, we were friends and kinfolk, and your people chose to adventure beyond Mother Sun’s Door.”

“But we’re not Red Horsemen, I mean Espadryni,” Falcos said.

“Perhaps no longer, if you ever were. That is more than I can speak to. But the Tarkins of Menoin are the only ones to whom we are bound by ancient oaths to show the secret of the Path, and only the true Tarkins can learn it. The only ones who are not shamans, or, it seems Mercenary Brothers.”

“But Bekluth Allain, he learned it,” Gun pointed out.

“He has some magic of his own about him,” one of the other Horsemen pointed out. “Else how is it we did not see him for one of the Marked?”

“How many Marked have you actually seen?” Gun asked. “You couldn’t tell that I’m Marked.”

“Well, but you are not broken,” the man replied. Mar caught Gun’s eye, and he subsided without further argument. Mar was probably right, this was not the time. Whatever else the Horsemen knew, they couldn’t know all there was about the Marked.

“But you will show Falcos the clue?” Alaria said. “And we can go home. And that will prove to everyone that he’s in the right.”

Singer of the Wind smiled at her. “If he can see pattern that is the clue, then he has the proof. And if they have further need of witness, we can do that for them. We have here three who can pass through the Door of the Sun and who will speak to the trader’s guilt.”

And from the look on the old man’s face, Gun thought, he’d enjoy that very much.

“What if they don’t, uh, if they don’t believe you?”

“I am Singer of the Wind, of the Long Trees Tribe of the Espadryni. Who will not take my word must meet my sword.”

“That should work,” Mar said, grinning.

Gun found himself smiling as well. “Or you could always challenge them to walk the Path of the Sun.”

“You’ll come back with us?” Alaria said. “Even if you can’t see the pattern, you can Find the way?”

Gun looked at Mar. “We’ll wait for Dhulyn and Parno,” she said.

“And if they do not return?” Singer of the Wind’s voice was very soft.

“I’ll Find them,” Gun said.
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“That’s it then.” Parno put his hands on his hips and looked with disgust at the square stone opening. “It doesn’t matter if we go through on horseback or on foot, at night, at dawn, or at sunset. Whatever it is that turns this blooded thing back into a doorway, we don’t have the key.” He turned to Dhulyn. “What now?”

“Didn’t you say you wanted some time to rest?”

“I believe I mentioned taverns? Wine?”

“Well, you’ll have to settle for hunting and the clean out-of-doors.”

Parno groaned. “For how long?”

“Until Gun comes to Find us, of course.”
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