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Lerris returns in the |ong-awaited sequel to The Magi c of Recluce. Candar is being invaded and
Lerris nmust becone the greatest w zard of all time-or see his whole world destroyed!

For ny parents, again
with nore understanding, and for Carol Ann

Part 1 - FINDI NG CHACS

I'" D JUST APPLI ED the thinnest coat possible of a satin finish on the black oak wardrobe for the
aut arch of Kyphros-Kasee- when | felt the presence of horses, and their riders. Krystal was not
with them and | didn't like the idea of the Finest tramping up to the shop w thout ny consort,
but as subconmmander of the autarch's forces, Krystal's schedul e wasn't exactly predictable.

I finished the section of the wardrobe | had been working on before | nmet the troopers outside
the stable. The stable hadn't been ny idea, but Krystal's, and she had paid for nobst of it,
especially the part that doubled as a bunkhouse for her personal guard. Funny things |ike that
happen to the consort of the second-highest-ranking mlitary officer in Kyphros, not that either
of us had planned where we woul d end up when we-and Tanra and a few ot hers-had been thrown out of
Recl uce years earlier because we hadn't been "ordered" enough for the black Brotherhood--or ny
f at her.

"Greetings, Order-nmaster!"” In the green | eathers of the autarch's Finest, Yelena sat easily on
the brown gel di ng.

I'd known Yelena fromny first days in Kyphrien, when |'d been fortunate to best the white
chaos-master Antonin and rescue Tanra. Yel ena had been ny escort part of the way on that troubled
trip, but she still called nme order-naster and threatened to | ash any nenber of the Finest who
even hinted at any famliarity. If she weren't so serious about it, it nmight have been funny, but
| understood her reasoning, and couldn't say it was wong. People had this idea that | was a great
wi zard because 1'd managed to get rid of three white wi zards. One of them had actually pl agued not
only Kyphros, but all of the continent of Candar

" Greetings, Leader Yelena."

She wrinkled her nose. "Wat's that snell?"

"It's a satin-finish varni sh-except it's got a touch of sonme other things that nake it nore
like-"

"Enough, enough..." The broad-shoul dered squad | eader grinned as she disnmounted. "Until | net
you, | always thought woodworkers were snmall little nen who hid in their shops, toiling endl ess
days in the dark until they produced sonmething like magic."

"You have the endl ess-days part correct, and I'mnot that big."

She shook her head. So | ama bit taller than the average Kyphran, who tend to be shorter and
darker than people fromthe north or fromthe island continent of Recluce. That didn't nake ne
that big a person

"Where is Krystal ?"

"The subconmander is neeting with the autarch, and will be here shortly."

"So, why are you here?" | |ooked down at the varnish-stained cloth in ny hand. "I've got to get
back to the wardrobe, or I'll have the denon's own tinme getting the finish to match."

"Commander Ferrel wanted to make sure that no one disturbed the subcommander.™

That didn't nmake nuch sense. If Ferrel didn't want Krystal disturbed, why weren't the guards
with her?

"How many for dinner, Master Lerris?" Rissa was still barefoot and wore trousers that | ooked
nore |ike shorts. |1'd given up on correcting her, but | had noticed that she only used the term
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"master" when others were present. Ri ssa had grown up not far from the burned-out buildings I'd
received fromthe autarch and rebuilt, but Yelena had rescued Rissa frombandits who killed

Ri ssa's consort and daughter not long after we noved in. Rissa hadn't spoken at first, but ny
uncl e Justen- the only true gray w zard in Candar, or perhaps anywhere-had been convi nced that
bei ng around Krystal and nme woul d heal her. Besides, at the tinme, Justen had had his hands full in
rebuilding Tanra's abilities and confidence after her near disastrous encounter with Antonin when
the white wi zard Sephya had taken over Tanra's body.

So... |I'd done what | could for Rissa, and so had Krystal, and it had gotten to be nice to have
sonmeone el se do the cooking and cl eaning. That way, | could concentrate on setting up nmy workshop
and getting custonmers. Krystal was a good cook, not that she ever had any tine for it, being the
chief military trainer and adm nistrator of Kyphros. | still was a bit amazed, when | thought
about it, that Kyphros, |ike ancient Westwi nd, was run basically by wormen. Unlike Westw nd, they

didn't run out nen or tronp all over them It just happened that in Kyphros, npost of the people
with the ability to govern seemed to be wonen. That was fine with me, since | never had any
inclinations along those |ines.

"He's of f sonewheres again," snorted Rissa. "Master Lerris... dinner? How nmany?"

"How woul d I know?" | turned to Yelena. "How many do you have?"

Yel ena frowned gently. "W ate before we left, and they have their rations."

"Wuld you join us? And why aren't you with the subcomander?" Was Krystal being sent off
somewher e el se agai n?

"Not tonight. The subcommander told nme to tell you that the wi zard Justen and his apprentice
woul d be arriving with her.™

| took a deep breath. As usual, things were getting conplicated. Krystal had been out for the
past ei ght-day, doing sonething with the local |evies around Ruzor, and |I'd hoped to have sone
time with her. Now the whole world was arriving. Yelena, who usually joined us, even if her troops
didn't, wasn't going to, and that neant something worse was about to happen

Yel ena smiled gently, understanding ny thoughts.

"Five, so far. And make sure we have sone ale for Justen.™

Ri ssa shook her head and padded back into the house.

"1've got-"
"-to get back to your finish. I amsure | wouldn't wish to spoil a piece nmeant for the
autarch."

"How did you know?"
She shrugged, turned, and notioned to Wl dein and Freyda and two others | didn't know. Wl dein
grinned at ne, and | gave hi man exaggerated shrug.

As | turned back to the shop, | wondered, not for the first tine, how anything could be kept a
secret in Kyphros. Inside, | took a fresh cloth and dipped it into the finish and began to rub it
into the wood. "Rub" is really the wong term because there's alnost no pressure involved. The
finish | had cooked up was thin and took a long tine to dry. | needed to apply several coats, but

the eventual result was a hard, but alnobst invisible coat-w thout nagic-and that was what |'d
wanted with the wardrobe, because the doors generally took a beating.

The inlaid design glistened and seemed to stand out fromthe dark wood. Inlay work was, for ne,
the hardest part. Not the grooving or the channels in the base wood-that was a natter of patience
and care-but the creation of the inlay pieces thenselves. The grain has to add to the design and
not just appear as though it had been stuck there any old way. | also tended to nmake ny inlays a
shade deeper, but that neant ensuring that the base wood was fractionally thicker to avoid
sacrificing strength.

The design was a variation on the autarch's flag-an olive branch crossed with a bl ade-gol den
oak set in the base, black oak on the panel above the doors. That was it-nothing else to mar the
smooth finish of the piece. That sort of work is tricky, because any flawis instantly noticed.
Errors in nore el aborate inlays often aren't seen

I was probably extra sensitive to flaws in woodworking, and in wood, because one little flaw
when | was working as an apprentice for nmy uncle Sardit had gotten ne exiled from Recluce, carted
across the Eastern CQcean and dunped in Candar to discover the "truth" of order, with only a staff,
except it was a special staff, bound in order and black iron. Because | was a potential order-
master, one of the so-called blackstaffers, no one had told ne nmuch, and | had gotten into nore
and nore trouble. 1'd been chased out of Freetown, chased out of Hrisbarg, and generally on the
run across Eastern Candar until | ran into Justen. Then, I'd thought he was just a gray w zard,
and | was glad to be his apprentice. It took ne nore than a year to find out he was ny uncl e-and
well over two centuries old. So |I'd ridden with Justen, al nbst gotten possessed by one of the
white wi zards bound centuries earlier in the ruins of Frven. Justen saved nme there, and then had
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taught me how to heal sheep, and a few other things. Nothing went quite as planned. 1'd rescued
and healed a street slut in Jellico. That hadn't been such a good idea, because all unlicensed
healing there was forbidden, and I'd had to | eave Justen and, once again, ride for ny life,
headi ng west across Candar

Eventual ly, 1'd gotten through the Easthorns--through storns and snows in those towering
mount ai ns-and nmade ny way to Fenard-the capital of Gallos. | actually found a place with a
woodwor ker, old Destrin, and got back to working wood. There | |asted about a year before | did
sonet hi ng el se stupid-1 infused sone chairs we nmade with extra order. The extra order reacted with
the chaos in the Prefect's officers, and some were burned. That neant | had to | eave Gallos, but
not until I'd found a suitable match for Destrin's daughter Deirdre.

At that point, Gallos and Kyphros were fighting an ugly war, fomented and fuel ed by Antonin
one of the nastier white wizards |'d ever had the displeasure of running across. |'d found out
that Krystal had joined the forces of the autarch of Kyphros. So | went to Kyphrien, the capita
of Kyphros, to see if | could help, although ny skills were certainly weak conmpared to those of
Ant oni n.

After rescuing sone of Commander Ferrel's Finest and di sposing of one white w zard, | reached
Kyphrien. | found Krystal had worked her way up to the nunber two position in the Finest, and that
I'd missed being with her-except |1'd been too stupid to see that. O course, it wasn't that
simple. Nothing is. So, |I'd had to go seek out Antonin. He and his white coll eague Sephya had
ensl aved Tanra, who had been exiled from Recluce with ne. Sephya had started to take over Tanra's
body-that's how t he body-switchers prolong their lives-and both of themtried to tenpt ne. Because
after two years of refusing good adult advice, 1'd finally gotten around to readi ng The Basis of
Order, | had this half-finished idea that | could stand up to Antonin. | did, sort of. In the end,
he di ed because, after |'d figured out that | had to break my own staff because part of my sou
and abilities were locked in it, |I'd nanaged to separate himfromthe forces of chaos. His castle
came apart, and Tanra and | had barely made it out. Tanra lost half her mind, and 1'd rebuilt it-
with Justen screaming fromhalf a country away that | couldn't, but | did anyway. Then | got a

reward for the success of surviving nmy stupidity and was smart enough to tell Krystal | |oved her
After that, | built the house and shop and tried to get back to woodwork and avoi d unnecessary
wi zardry.

And all of it happened just because | hadn't applied the glue clanps right to a tabletop in ny
uncl e' s workshop i n Recl uce.

| shook ny head because Justen and Tanra were arriving, and rem niscing wasn't going to finish
the wardrobe. | actually got the finish on before three nore horses clinked into the yard.
shrugged, set the cloths aside, and hurried out into the cool fall breeze. When winter nears in
Candar, the air carries an acrid tang, not quite nusty, not quite bitter-sonething to do with the
grayi ng of the |eaves.

My dark-haired and bl ack-eyed subcommander got a hug first, men a kiss, alnost as soon as her
boots hit the ground. Tanra and Justen were still nounted-Justen, as always, on Rosefoot.

"You did miss nme." Krystal grinned.

"I always niss you." | hugged her again.

"Don't seem so pleased, Krystal," said Tanra

"I am pl eased. Sonmeday you'll understand." Krystal gave me another hug, and a long, l|ingering
kiss, and | didn't even mnd where the hilt of her sword jabbed into my guts.

"Di sgusting..." Tanra swung off her horse. She wore her usual dark grays, with a scarf to set
off her red hair. The scarf was blue this time, matching her ice-blue eyes.

Justen slipped off Rosefoot with an ease borne of long practice and | ooked at his apprentice.
"We can stable all three horses, Tanra."

"Gve himhell, Krystal," said Tanra as she took the reins of Krystal's chestnut.

In her own way, Krystal was, and we were both enjoying it, but we eventually went inside, where
Krystal slipped off for a nmonent to wash up while | washed in the kitchen and then joined the
others at the table.

Ri ssa had set a |loaf of fresh bread on the table along with olive butter and sone redberry

preserves she'd gotten from sonewhere. | nissed the pearapples of the north, but Kyphros was
really too warmto grow t hem
Tanra reached for the bread. The redhead was al ways hungry, but stayed as slimas a rail."One

good thing about visiting you, Lerris-good food. You're getting fat and sl oppy, though."
"Hardly. My trousers are |ooser."
"Ri ssa nust be letting themout."
"I do believe | saw you with a needle the other day," offered Justen, |ooking at Tanra.
Tanra flushed. Rissa giggled. Justen raised an eyebrow at Tanra, his still-unruly apprentice.
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had | earned a lot as Justen's apprentice, and could have learned nore if | hadn't been forced to
| eave hi m because | hadn't paid any attention and healed that street slut in plain sight in
Jellico. That had gotten all the Viscount's troops after me. |1'd been lucky to survive and woul d
have done better if I'd listened to Justen nore, but Justen was like all the w zards who dealt
with order. Besides telling ne to read The Basis of Order, he didn't volunteer nuch. Tanra didn't
seemto be doing much better than | had, and, as with ne, Justen still wasn't saying nuch.

By all rights Justen should have been a doddering old fool, since he had been born over two
centuries earlier, according to what |'d eventually figured out. He never adnitted anything,
except that he did happen to be nmy uncle and that he too had | eft Recluce. That al so expl ai ned why
my father-who was even ol der than Justen-had been extraordinarily evasive about our fanily
hi story, and just about everything else. That |ack of know edge had gotten ne, and a | ot of other
young exiles from Recl uce-poor dangergel ders-into a bunch of trouble. A lot of themdied, and
al nost did on nore than one occasion. lgnorance is deadly, especially when it's not apparent.

Justen just | ooked mddl e-aged, with brown hair that occasionally streaked with silver-gray if
he had been working hard in dealing with order-or various disasters-like when he finally bottled
up the denons of Frven. Then again, in retrospect, | didn't feel that bad about that, even if |
had nearly killed him since he was the one who created that nmess-he and ny father. O course,
nei ther one had bothered to tell ne. That's what dealing with order-nasters is |ike. They never
reveal nmuch because they believe it doesn't nean anything if it isn't hard-earned. That's al so why
nmost order-masters or chaos-masters don't |ive that |ong.

Wiile we ate the bread and waited for Krystal-my consort and subcommuander-whil e she washed up,
Tanra, Justen, Rissa, and | sat around the table. Like a lot in the house, it was a reject,
sonet hing that hadn't quite worked out the way |I'd intended. The table was octagonal, with an
inlaid pattern. The reason it was a reject wasn't that it was bad, but that it had been
commi ssi oned by Reger. He had been a produce factor in Ruzor, until he fell out of an olive tree
and broke his neck. How he coul d have broken his neck with a fall of only about six cubits was
beyond ne, but he'd had too nmuch wi ne and was arguing with his brother. Anyway, it's hard to
coll ect a commi ssion when the person who conmissioned it is dead. So we had a table that was far
too elegant for the main room of a woodworker's hone.

Krystal had told ne it was fate, and that | should have at | east one good piece of ny own.
"Woul d you trust an arnorer who had only ni sshapen bl ades on his walls? A mason who lived in a
house with crooked wall s?" she had asked, and there was certainly sone logic in that.

| tried the bread, but, conscious of Tanra's gibe, not the olive butter or the preserves.

"Have you reread The Basis of Order recently?" asked Justen, who ignored food unless he really
needed it.

"No," | admitted.
"It might be worth it." He turned to Rissa, sitting on a stool at the side of the table closest
to the cooler. "Is there any nore of that dark ale?"

Rissa slid off the stool with the grace that all the Kyphrans seenmed to have, for which I
envied them and set the pitcher before Justen. "Hurlot says that his is the best. So does Ryntar
This comes from Gesil's casks, and he spends nore tinme brewing and less in the nmarket."

" Cood. "

"I still don't see how you can drink that," nused Tanra.

"Neither does nmy brother. Or he didn't." Justen | ooked at nme. "About The Basis of Oder..."

"I"ve been busy. There's the wardrobe for the autarch, and I had to do the dining set for-"

"Lerris... you don't have any conpetition. You could spend a little tinme studying."

"What for? |I'm a woodworker."

"You're al so considered one of the nost powerful w zards in Kyphros, even when you're just
pretending that you're only a poor woodworker."

Krystal slipped into the seat next to me, wearing just the green |eather trousers and a plain
shirt. She'd left off the short jacket with all the gold braid. "I"msorry. Kasee kept ne. W have
a probl em anot her one." Krystal |ooked toward Rissa. "Some of Justen's ale would be good."

"Justen's ale, yet?" asked Tanra under her breath.

| ignored her.

Ri ssa brought Krystal a nmug and poured ale fromthe pitcher

Krystal took a |long, and very deep, swallow before continuing. "The new Duke of Hydlen has
occupi ed the brinmstone springs in the Lower Easthorns.™

"Brinstone?" asked R ssa.

"That's for powder. You mix it with nitre and charcoal ," Tanra expl ai ned.

"Expl osi ve powder isn't that useful," | ventured. "Any chaos w zard-"

"That may be the problem" Krystal sighed and turned to Justen. "You've heard of Cerlis,
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haven't you?"

Justen pulled at his chin. "Yes. He's a body-changer. He's al so probably the nost powerfu
white wi zard in Candar now. "

"He's the court wi zard to the new Duke-that bastard naned Berfir," explai ned Krystal

Dukes changed often in Candar, alnobst as often as the powerful white w zards changed bodi es.

"Where did he cone fron?" asked Tanra

"Berfir's the head of the Yeannota clan. Hs fanmily has owned the rangel ands between Tel sen and
Asul a for ages. W don't know rmuch nore, except he raised an arny, nade sonme agreements with the
mer chants on taxes, and... poof... one day Duke Sterna died and nanmed Berfir his heir. Very neat."

"You think Gerlis had sonmething to do with it?" Tamra poured herself nore redberry.

"Who can tell? If he didn't, he's certainly taken advantage of the situation."”

Ri ssa got up and stirred whatever was in the big stewpot and the noodl es that had been
simmering in the other pot. The odor of onions and lanb drifted across the table, and | |icked ny
I'ips.

"What does this all have to do with the brinstone springs?”

Krystal shrugged. "W don't know yet, but Kasee thinks that it bears watching, and that neans
sendi ng a detachment to do the watching."

"When do you | eave?" | asked.

"I don't. Ferrel says that it's her turn to take a trip. She's been stuck in Kyphrien running
the Finest for years, and it's up to nme to see howit feels. She's tired of everyone second-
guessi ng her. Besides"-Krystal grinned and | ooked at ne-"she says |'ve been negl ecting you, and
negl ecting order-masters isn't a good idea.”

| liked Ferrel even nore, assum ng she'd said that, or Krystal for thinking of me. Then, 1'd
always |iked Ferrel-ever since she'd returned ny knife at that first dinner I'd had with the
autarch. I'd left ny knife with the captives I'd freed in order to charge the first white w zard

with a staff. That had been a very dunmb thing to do, even if it had worked. Anyway, when |'d first
come to Kyphros, Ferrel had confirned my rescue efforts by returning the knife. "Wat does Kasee-
mean t he autarch-think?"

"Her M ghtiness the autarch agrees that the experience of standing in for Ferrel will do ne
good. "

"Experience rarely does anyone good," grunped Justen. "It just does themin."

"How about sone real food?" Tanra | ooked toward the stove.

"It's al nmost ready,"” said Rissa.

I got up and began to pass out plates, brown crockery things |I'd purchased in Kyphrien with the
| ast of the stipend the autarch had bestowed on ne for riddi ng Kyphros-and Candar- of sone
unwant ed white w zards. | had spent nost of those coins on building the house and workshop, and in
getting tools. Good tools are expensive, and | still didn't have everything | really needed.

Justen was the only nonwhite wizard | knew who really nade a decent living fromw zardry, and
he travel ed across nost of Candar to do it.

Because | was technically naster of the house, although Krystal was certainly far nore
i mportant, Rissa set everything in front of me, and | got to ladle out the stew and noodl es while
Ri ssa set out two big |long | oaves of steam ng dark bread. | made sure Tanra got enough stew and
noodl es to choke her

For a tine, no one spoke, and the only sound was of eating. Tanra slurped even nore than sone
of the junior guards in the Finest, hardly ladylike, but Tanra had never wanted to be a | ady
anyway.

| caught Justen's eye, and ny uncle shook his head, but | wondered if he were shaking it nore
at nmy judgnent than Tanra's manners. Krystal ate with the quiet efficiency | had noted the first
time | met her, and | reached under the table and squeezed her knee.

"Tell Ferrel to be careful," cautioned Justen

"Ferrel is very careful. You don't survive to be guard comrander if you're not."

I squeezed Krystal's leg just above the knee again, glad that she would not be doing the scout
m ssion. Wiite wi zards were al ways dangerous.

"You need to eat nore, Master Wzard," said R ssa, gesturing at Justen. "The birds, they eat
nmore than you. So do the ants.”

"It's not good to overdo anything," said Justen with a I augh

"Then don't overdo the starvation," answered Ri ssa

Even Tanra grinned, and Justen did eat a few nore bites of stew and noodl es before he spoke
again. "How did the autarch find out about the springs?"

"Travel ers. The spring is on the nain east road to Sunta. The Hydl enese troops cl osed the road,
and there were some very unhappy travelers."”
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Travel ers made sense. The water route, going down the Phroan River from Kyphrien through
central Kyphros to Felsa, then down the netaled river road to Ruzor, the only real port in
Kyphros, and taking a coaster to one of the ports in Hydlen, was just as fast and a |ot easier, if
longer. It was also nmuch costlier; so sone travelers preferred the nountain way, but few traders

"You think the Duke neant for Kasee to find out?" asked Krystal

"How | ong had the Hydl enese hel d the spring before you found out?" asked ny uncle the gray
Wi zard.

Krystal nodded. "1'll nention that to Ferrel."

"Is there any nore of that dark al e?" asked Justen

Ri ssa handed himthe pitcher, and he half filled his nug.

"Benefits of being a gray wi zard."

"White wi zards don't get those benefits," | countered.

"When you get a little older, you'll get gray, too, Lerris. | guarantee that."

| hoped |I didn't get either gray or into terrible puns.

After nore tal k about everything fromthe unseasonable rain-rain nore than once every two eight-
days was unseasonable in Kyphros, even in winter-to the autarch's decision to try to open the old

wi zards' road through northern Kyphros, Krystal yawned. "lI'msorry, but... it has been a |ong
day."

"Shoo..." said Rissa.

W shooed, |eaving Tanra and Justen sitting at the table, talking about the Bal ance between
order and chaos. | understood the Bal ance well enough, having played into Antonin's hand nyself by

creating too nmuch order in Fenard. But once you understand that order and chaos nust bal ance, one
way or another, there's not that much else to be said. You try to live by it, although |I wasn't
about to give up crafting the nost orderly woodwork | could. | wasn't about to put extra order
into nmy pieces, though. That was the sort of mistake |I didn't want to repeat.

Krystal sniled softly at ne when |I shut the door.

"You..."

"I was tired... | was tired of people talking."

Still marveling that | had not seen her warnth when first | had nmet her, | opened ny arns.

Later, nmuch later, when Krystal |ay asleep beside ne, her face as open and as innocent as a
child's, | watched her for a long time, know ng, sonehow, that the |atest w zard busi ness woul d
drag us all into it.

Qutside, | could hear the faint clinking of whoever was on guard. Sonetines, | still shook mny

head at it all-the very idea of a woodworker's shop and home being guarded by the autarch's
troops, because his consort was so inportant.

| kissed Krystal on the cheek. She nmurmured sleepily and squeezed ny hand. | finally rolled
over, snuggling up beside her again.

Il
Nyl an, Recl uce

THE BLACK STONE exterior of the hillside building franes a series of wi ndows overl ooking either
the harbor of Nylan, the Qulf of Candar, or the great Eastern Ocean. On only the north side are
there no wi ndows. The wi ndows-both those that slide open and the |arger central expanses of gl ass
that do not-are framed in black oak fitted so closely that the lines of the mtred corners are

i nvi si bl e. Behind the south-facing second-story wi ndow with the optimal view of both the harbor
and the breakwater is the main council chanber of the Brotherhood.

In the late afternoon, whitecaps crown the two-cubit-high waves off the southern tip of the
i sle continent of Recluce. The sane cool fall wind that raises the whitecaps bl ows through the
narrow western wi ndows of the chanber and out the equally narrow eastern ones. The three
councilors sit behind the antique curved table that faces the nowenpty chairs reserved for those
meeting with the Council.

"Maris, do you have any sense of what is com ng?" The broad-shoul dered nage in bl ack | ooks at
t he bearded man.

The thin-faced wonan lifts a goblet and sips the green juice. Her eyes gaze blankly out the
wi de window in the center of the southern wall, but she says not hing.

"You seemto think I'mblind because I"'ma trader. W see things. W just see them
differently,” offers Maris, the fingers of one hand brushing his square beard. "That's one of the
reasons why the Council has a trader, and not just-"

"Hel dra represents the people, and you-" Talryn begins slowy.
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"Spare ne the fancy words, Talryn." Maris sighs. "Heldra is a nage who is also a marine | eader
She represents arnms, and the people with the coins to buy them She also likes to play marine
| eader in her spare tinme. | also represent coins, the traders with coins, and | detest playing
with bl ades. You represent the order-masters of the Brotherhood, who have few coins, but the black
i ron warships and the power of w zardry. Arns, coins, and power, that's what we represent, and
you've got two votes in real ternms because no one can make the Brotherhood do anything. But you
need our coins, and | need your visions." Marts pauses and sips fromhis goblet. "I can see that
there will be problens in Candar, but exactly where? | can also see that we're back to the probl em
of chaos focuses again. Chaos focuses disrupt things in Candar, and that disrupts trade-every
time. But when? And in what market?"

"It doesn't seemto hanper the Hanorian traders," observes Hel dra.

"They deal in mass-produced, |ow cost goods, and that's what people buy in troubled tinmes. W
deal in quality goods, and those are what people don't buy when there's trouble."

"Maybe you traders should take the words fromthe Hanmorians' scrolls."”

"Hel dra, you can't be that stupid..." Mans fails to keep the exasperation fromhis voice. "The
only true comodity we could produce and export is iron, and you and Tal ryn have-"

"Enough, " runbles Talryn. "You were speaki ng about the problem of chaos focuses." His eyes
flicker toward the water beyond the harbor where the Gulf and the Eastern Ccean run together. His
fingers twist around the stemof his goblet. "W don't have a problemw th chaos focuses right
now. The |last one was Antonin, and young Lerris took care of him Rather neatly, | might add."

"Too neatly." Heldra's sharp green eyes swing from T Talryn to Maris and back to Talryn. She
purses her |ips. "He cannot have been as ignorant as he seened when he | eft here. No one could
have been that ignorant, not with Gunnar as his father."

"He was," insists Talryn. "You didn't teach him | did."

"You said we don't have a problemw th chaos focuses now. That would indicate that we night
before long." Maris fingers his beard again.

"Al'l that chaos that Lerris rel eased has to go sonewhere.
the gobl et.

"Have you tal ked to the Institute?" pursues Heldra.
"Qunnar, you nmean? He may be a weat her mage, but he's not a real part of the Brotherhood,"
points out Talryn. "The Institute-Qunnar, anyway-hasn't exactly been an ally of the Council, even
if he hasn't ever actively opposed the Council. If | asked, all he'd do is quote the Bal ance.

Besi des, his son is part of the problemhis son and his brother."

"That's what | nean. Qunnar's the one who pushed his son into early dangergeld. Why?"

"Heldra..." Maris offers an exasperated sigh.

"He sent his son into dangergeld | ong before we detected his power. The boy didn't really even
know why he was going, for darkness's sake." Talryn clears his throat. "And Gunnar told us that
Lerris could be a danger to Recluce if he didn't undertake dangergeld early. That doesn't exactly
sound like favoritism even fromthe head of the Institute.”

"Yet, barely two years after Lerris conpleted dangergeld training, he took on and defeated a
white naster who was al so a chaos focus? W didn't train himas an order-nmaster. So who did?"

Hel dra sets down the goblet. "The whole thing is still hard to believe."

"You're both forgetting one thing," suggests Maris."Wo did young Lerris just happen to run
into within an eight-day of arriving in Candar?"

"Justen." Heldra nods. "It was no accident."

"Maybe not," responds Maris, "but you haven't answered ny question. Are we going to have
probl ens with another chaos focus? How soon? It might be nice for us traders to know where we
could run into trouble-before it happens."

"Trade, always trade," nutters Hel dra.

"Trade pays the bills, and supports the trio, not to mention the Council and a |ot of the
Br ot her hood' s expenses."

"Trade is inportant,"” interjects Talryn, "and we're still likely to have a problemw th the
next chaos focus. | personally think it's going to be Gerlis, but | can't tell you when. Not yet,
anyway." Talryn pours greenberry into his enpty goblet and takes a sip. "The ampbunt of chaos seens
to be growing in Hydlen, and we don't know any other whites there. There's sonething happening in
Sligo, too."

"Wonderful ." Maris coughs. "W have young Lerris in Kyphros, CGerlis in Hydlen, Justen going
wherever he wants, and now you tell ne that there's going to be nore trouble in Sligo. But you
can't tell ne when."

"The trouble in Sligo is your hunble woul d-be hermt," Talryn points out to Hel dra.

"I's that the smith who wanted to be a scholar and teach the world?" asks Maris. "Sanmel ?"

Talryn's fingers | eave the stem of
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Tal ryn nods. "There are sonme volunmes nissing fromthe hidden shelves. Od volunes, sone
attributed to Dorrin."

"You were all so worried about Lerris."” Maris frowns. "He seens to keep to hinself. |If this
Sammel has all that old know edge..."

"So Samel has ol d know edge? Who outside of Recluce-or Justen-has the ability to apply it?
That's exactly why | worry about Justen." Heldra shrugs. "He was an engineer, and gray w zardry is
the sort of bastardization that could destroy us all. Were chaos is concerned, nothing is
certain. W didn't know Lerris would beconme an order focus, either. Wo's to say he m ght not
foll ow Justen?"

"We have tine if that should occur." Talryn sips his greenberry. "Gerlis is a nore inmm nent
problem Especially with Colaris pushing to reclaimthe Chyde Valley."

"Chyde hasn't been part of Freetown for hundreds of years." Maris snorts.

"They haven't forgotten, and Colaris is using the issue to stir people up."

"Just send one of the trio," suggests Heldra

"Just in case." Maris nods. "Have the Llyse pay a port call in Renklaar."

"As you wi sh," Talryn answers.

"What about Lerris? O CGunnar?" asks Hel dra.

"Right now, there's nothing to be done. Do you want to take on Gunnar?" Talryn | ooks at Hel dra.
"Or those he's gathered at the Institute?"

"No, thank you. Let sleeping dragons lie."

"You' ve been talking to Cassius again. W've never had dragons on our world. He admits they
didn't exist on his, either."

"Qunnar's still a sleeping dragon!"”

"What about Justen?" asks Maris.

"Justen doesn't usually confront chaos focuses; he sonmehow works around them" Talryn takes a
deep breath. "That might be why he's survived so | ong. Sonehow, he can anticipate what will
happen. "

"You seemto be hinting..."

"I think young Lerris is going to get sucked into dealing with one chaos focus after another
Justen is a gray wizard. W all know that."

"Lerris can't keep surviving chaos focuses," observes Maris. "Each one will get stronger."

"That's going to be a real problem" adds Heldra. "W'Il be right back in the ness that existed
in the time of Fairhaven, and we don't want that. Even Gunnar wouldn't |ike that."

"No. "

"No. "

The three | ook to the whitecapped surface of the Eastern Ocean beyond the harbor

VWHI LE KRYSTAL WAS filling in for Ferrel, and while Ferrel was investigating the brinmstone spring,
I was working on the first chair of the set of eight for Hensil-the olive trader who owned groves
from Kyphrien to Dasir. Like everyone lately, he wanted sonething "original." He'd |liked a sketch
of a square-backed arncthair where the upper joined corners were nore like arcs than right angl es.
The design took four dowellike shaft-spokes around a | ong dianond brace with his initial in the

center. | couldn't turn the shaft-spokes all the way down because the m ddles had to be grooved.
So | worked on one of them
I was worried about the chair. The spokes still didn't feel right. | hadn't been sure of the

proportions. That happens the first tine on a new design, and |'d rough-cut themtoo big. M
frugal side told me not to waste the wood, but that meant a lot of work. Planing cherry is hard
work, even after turning it down as nuch as possi bl e.

I'd gotten one al nbst rough-finished, and it was time to start on the rest of the set. The
grooved spokes were the hardest. Wat | needed to do first was steam and bend the backs, since the
| onger and nore gently | worked the wood, the stronger they'd be. Wiile they were setting, | could
go back to the time-consuning work of the spokes and the di anond backplate with the inlaid initia
H

As usual, nothing worked quite as | planned. | didn't have enough clanps to do nore than two
backs at a tine, and the glue 1'd made had gotten too thick

Wiile | was nmunbling to nyself about that, a single horse galloped into the yard. That was bad.
Krystal never rode al one, not anynore, and no one gall oped unless it was a trooper in a hurry.

Al t hough the | ast eight-day had been uneventful, that could change at any nonent, especially when
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| had actually been seeing Krystal nore than occasionally.

| ran out. "Wat's wong?"

"Not hing, Order-master, ser... nothing." Wl dein drew back in his saddle, brushing his [ ong and
| ank bl ond hair back off his forehead. He did not wear either his cap or battle helm "Leader
Yel ena sent ne to fetch you. The subconmander and the autarch want to see you inmrediately."

"Just a nonent." | went back into the shop, cleaned and racked the saws |'d been using, and put
away the clanps. | studied the chairs and the desk in the corner for a nmonent, then nodded before
headi ng out to the washroom and the shower. | did take a few nmonents to shave, both for confort

and appearance. A little stubble wasn't bad, but nore than that just nade ny face look dirty, and
it itched if | sweated at all

| dressed in ny best, ny good browns that were decidedly nodest for an audience with the
autarch, and | wondered how Deirdre and Bostric were maki ng out. Menories, and the good browns,
were all | really had of Deirdre, old Destrin's lovely daughter. It wouldn't have worked, but |
did wi sh her and Bostric the best. Soneday, he'd even be a decent woodworker. After changing, |
went out to the stable, saddled Gairloch, and wal ked himout into the yard.

"You wi zards and your ponies, and your bridles that are not bridles," said Wldein, stil
wai ting patiently.

"We can't spare the tinme to ride those nonsters you use." Besides, Gairloch answered easily to
gentl e pressure on the hackanore.

Wl dei n | aughed, and we turned onto the highway back to Kyphrien

"Where am | supposed to neet Krystal ?"

"I'n her quarters. Then you'll go to see the autarch."”

The autarch didn't really have a palace, nore like a walled residence that adjoined the guard
conpl ex housing the Finest, who were the nmounted troops that formed the core of the autarch's
forces. There was a nuch smaller crack infantry, but generally they only served as the autarch's
personal guard when she actually led forces into battle. Mst ground troops were drawn fromthe
outliers, and they were locally recruited and housed in barracks all around Kyphros. That |ack of
a large central mlitary force had al nbst been the autarch's undoing in the recent war with the
Prefect of Gall os.

| guided Gairloch through the open gates behind Wl dein and toward the front stable. The ostler
outside the guard area | ooked stolidly at me, but said nothing, only nodded. | couldn't blane
him.. not too much. After stabling Gairloch in the end stall with the | ower headroom | wal ked
out si de, and Wel dein saluted ne before turning his nount toward the guard stables.

"Good day, Order-nmaster.”

"Good day to you, Weldein."

"And to you, ser." He tipped the cap he had put on just before we entered the autarch's walls.

| wal ked across the paved courtyard and entered the main building, where Bidek | ooked away as
passed. Herreld was the guard outside Krystal's door, and he rapped on it, but didn't let ne in
He never did, not without Krystal's command, and |I'd never pressed it.

"Yes... good! You' re here." She notioned, and | stepped past Herreld.

Once the door was closed, and | saw that no one else was in the conference room | gave her a
hug, but didn't get as far as a ki ss.

"I love you, too, but we don't have nmuch tine before we neet with Kasee." Her eyes had deep
circles under them and she pursed her |ips after speaking.

"What's the probl en?"

"Ferrel's dead. At least, we think she is.”

"That wi zard of the new Duke's?"

"Sonething like that. 1'll tell you what we know when we get to Kasee's study."

That was serious. |'d never been invited to the autarch's private study. Krystal did give in
and kissed me warmy, if quickly, after she pulled on the vest-jacket with all the braid
procl ai m ng her the subcommander. She strai ghtened her blade, the sane one | had bought for her in
Recl uce when we were still training for the dangergeld, back when | thought she giggled too nuch,
and when she probably wi shed I'd grow up. She had stopped giggling, nostly, but | felt |I still had
sonme growing up to do, even if | was considered an adult with a profession-or two of them

W wal ked down one flight of stairs and turned right- toward the wing with the autarch's
quarters, offices, dining roons, who knew what el se. Even as a walled residence, and not a pal ace,
the place snelled important-scented |anp oil, wood polishes, a spray of |enon incense, and,
underlying it all, the distant odor of polished nmetal and working | eather

The whol e setup was nmuch | ess grandi ose than, say, the palace of the Prefect of Gallos, with
its fountains and columms, and carpets. The nodesty inpressed ne. There were two guards outside
the study door, the no-nonsense kind that | ook able to cut you apart and not raise a sweat.
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Krystal and | could have taken them but, then, she could have done it single-handedly.

The autarch, who insisted | call her Kasee, even if | didn't always think of her on a nane
basis, sat behind a wi de table heaped with parchment, scrolls, and even a set of |edgers. She did
not stand up when we entered.

The tabl e wasn't that good despite all the ornanentation, and | could see where the grain
hadn't been quite aligned right in the inlays, and that the |arger spooling on the front |egs was
too much | arger and visually unbal anced the piece, so much that it seened to tilt forward.

| bowed.
"Order-naster." She gave ne a respectful nod in return. "I wish | were glad to see you, Lerris.
| have this feeling that I'll always see you either before or after some disaster." Her black hair-

shot with silver-gray-was not neat, as at functions, but unruly, and she had a bl ack snudge above
one eyebrow. The green eyes met nine for a nonent, not quite tw nkling.

"I hope not.: ."I still didn't feel right not putting a title in, and ny words trailed off.

"That's the problemfacing wizards and rulers. No one really wants us around, and all their
troubles are our fault." She brushed a strand of silver-gray hair back off her forehead before
continuing. "Krystal has told you about Ferrel ?"

"Only that you believe she is dead. W canme i mediately, and Krystal didn't have tine to tel
me everything."

"There isn't nuch el se. There were two survivors, |ucky |aggards."

"How many did you | ose?"

"Two squads." Krystal rubbed her forehead. "That's just as we're finally getting back up to
strength. You can't train good troops overnight."

"Do you know how?"

Krystal and Kasee exchanged gl ances. Finally, Krystal spoke. "No. The two troopers who escaped
said the Hydl enese troops-or the w zard-used some sort of firebolts. They were waiting for
Ferrel ."

"Did Ferrel just march down the road toward the spring?”

"No. She took a side road, not nuch better than a trail, according to the troopers. They were a
good twenty kays fromthe spring when they were anbushed. The whol e thing doesn't nake any sense
Why woul d Berfir start sonething now? He's got his hands full with Duke Colaris. Colaris is
tal ki ng about reclainng the Chyde Valley."

Kasee took a deep breath, and | |ooked at her.

"Freetown and Hydl en have been fighting over the valley and the control of Renklaar for as |ong
as there's been history. Hydlen's held it since before the fall of Fairhaven," the autarch
expl ai ned, "but no one seens to forget. They have |ong nenories."

"And | ong knives," added Krystal

"So that's why he needs the brimstone spring? Is he going to try to use cannon agai nst
Col ari s?" | specul at ed.

"It could be, but he would be ganbling that Colaris couldn't round up a white w zard," nused
Kryst al

"G ven Colaris's reputation, that's not nuch of a ganble. Al of the dukes of Freetown have
been rather brutal, and frugal, and Colaris is cast in the same nold," said Kasee. "But Berfir is
very practical, fromall reports, and he could hang onto the spring, string us out, and finally
give it back after he got a lot of brimstone. Wiy deliberately start another border conflict?"

"It doesn't nmake sense. Not from what we know, " ventured Krystal

"I wonder if there were any vul crows around.”

"I's there anything to that?" asked Kasee. "You think this is tied up with another white
wi zar d?"

"I don't know, but Antonin used one to spy on ne. And, renenber, Antonin really didn't care who
won between you and the Prefect. He only wanted to increase his powers, just like all white
Wi zards."

"How di d anyone ever overcone then?" asked Kasee dryly.

"I think it took about a thousand years and enough power to nelt Frven," | answered.

"We don't have that rmuch tinme or power." Krystal pursed her |ips.

"Has anyone seen Justen?" | asked. "He should know sonet hing."

"I talked to Tanra this norning," Krystal said. "He left two days ago."

"Rat her convenient," observed the autarch

"She didn't go with hinP"

"According to Tanra, Justen told her that she was now perfectly able to take care of herself
for a while and he needed a holiday. He was headed west, but he didn't say where he was going."

Bot h wonen | ooked at ne.
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| sighed. "I guess |I'd better take a trip."

"I"'mnot commandi ng," Kasee began. "One requests fromorder-masters-politely. Very politely."

I wasn't certain that the half-1lucky disposal of a nmere three white wizards nerited so rnuch
deference. Still, | had to smle. "You can't afford to | ose your subcomander."

"Commander," interposed Kasee.

"And neither can |."

"Lerris..." began Krystal

| shrugged. "I'Ill pack up sone tools and wander into Hydlen. 1'll be an apprentice, |ooking for
a situation. | still ook young enough for that."

"I appreciate that offer, Lerris. You don't have to undertake this."

"I have an interest." | looked at Krystal. "A strong interest."” Then | |ooked back at the
autarch. "This is going to take tine. | don't intend to march over the pass directly. Don't you

have to do sonething? | nean, soon?"
Kasee | ooked at me with the hint of a snile. "What? | can send nore troops and have them

sl aughtered. If Berfir invades Kyphros, |I'Il get plenty of warning, and it's easier to fight in
our desert hills than in the nobuntains. Acting too soon can only cost us. There's only Ji koya
there, and the town's worth less than the troops | could |lose. | mght need the troops, and their

commander, for when they're nore useful.’

Krystal nodded.

| didn't quite swallow. The idea that troops were nore inportant than a town-that | hadn't
t hought about .

"Anything el se you nmight need, Lerris?" asked the autarch

| forced a grin. "It would help... if |I could obtain sone... donations for... travel expenses."
"You' ve gotten hopel essly nercenary," Kasee said dryly.
"I't's much | ess expensive than | osing troops because you don't know what's going on," | pointed

out. "You just said that."

Kasee did smle, briefly.

"How woul d you go?" asked Krystal

"The | and route. A poor apprentice wouldn't arrive the easy way."

"You never have taken the easy route." Krystal rubbed her forehead. | appreciated the worry,
but | stood a better chance than she did, what with wi zardry and firebolts apparently flying
ar ound.

"Thank you, ny dear subcommmander."”

"What about an escort partway?" asked Kasee. "It would speed up the first part of your trip,
woul dn't it?"

The nmessage was cl ear enough, and | bowed to the need for deliberate haste. "It wouldn't hurt
to have a few troopers, at least until | get to the Lower Easthorns. As Krystal can tell you, |I'm

hopel ess with nost weapons. "
Krystal snorted. "He can only hold off or disable two or three at a tinme with that staff of
his. That's how he transl ates ' hopel ess.’ ™

"Are you on ny side or this Gerlis's?" | asked.
Kasee sni | ed.
"How soon?" | gl anced fromone wonman to the other. "Yesterday? | can't do that. How about
t onor r ow?"
"Tormorrow..." nused the autarch. "There are reasons that tonorrow mght be a little..
preci pitous.”
"The day after?" | just wanted to get on with it, a tendency that had a way of getting ne in

troubl e, and Kasee had indicated the need for haste.

"That woul d be better, for everyone." The autarch gave Krystal a broad snile, and ny consort
actually flushed. So did |I. Then the autarch stood and nodded at Krystal, and she nodded back. |
gave the autarch a hal f-bow

As we |left the study, | asked, "Do you know where Tanra is?"

"She was in the small guest quarters off the Second's barracks. Do you think she knows where
Justen is?"

"She mght."

Krystal shook her head. "Justen isn't about to be found."

"Probably not. He seens to vani sh whenever |'m headed into trouble."

"Do you really think so?" Krystal rubbed her forehead again.

"Sonmetines... still, he didn't get that ancient by walking into trouble." | reached out and
squeezed her shoul der, offering her both reassurance and a bit of order
"Thank you."
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Al t hough the autarch's residence wasn't a fortress, it was designed for defense, with thick
wal | s, small w ndows, and shadows everywhere, even at mnidday. We wal ked down the | ong corridor
toward the gate to the guard buil di ng.

The two sol diers on duty nodded as we passed, and before | ong we reached Krystal's quarters,
and the al ways-present Herreld, who opened the door for us. He didn't smle, but he no |onger
frowned when | showed up.

Once the door was shut, | did manage another hug, and a kiss.

Krystal disengaged herself. "I don't know how you enjoy that with a bl ade half between us."

| just |eered.

"You're terrible." Her eyes twi nkled, and she turned and dropped the bar in place. Then she
unf astened the sword belt, and kicked off her boots with two rapid thuds.

| grinned, but | didn't finish the grin because Krystal had both arnms around ne. Sonehow, | did
manage to get my boots off.

Later, as we lay entwined in the green quilt, | stroked her forehead. "You won't be coning hone
tonight, will you?"

"No. We have to neet with Mireas and Liessa. How did you know?"

"I have nmy ways, lusty wench." | hugged her tightly, enjoying the feel of her satin skin
agai nst mine, and the perfume of her short hair against ny cheek. All we could do was use the
times we had together, and with Krystal's pronotion and the troubl es ahead, | knew those tinmes

were about to beconme a lot |ess frequent.

Qut side, the bell chined four tinmes, and the quick sounds of booted feet bel ow the bal cony told
of the changing of the guard.

Finally, Krystal sighed, turned, and squeezed ne for a long while, then rel eased ne.

"You have to get to your neeting? Wiat sort of neeting?"

"It has to do with the new conmander."

"That's you. Kasee said so."

"That's what Kasee wants. And probably Liessa. Miureas wants her nephew Torrman-"

"Isn't he the one whose hand you took off?" | nibbled on her ear
"If I don't get up, | never will." Krystal gave ne anot her hug and kiss, and swung away. "That
was an accident. He threw sand in ny face. | only neant to disarmhim" She began to pull on her

uniform and | reluctantly began to dress. "Miureas will nake Kasee pay sone price."

"She won't make Torrman t he subcommander ?"

"Kasee's indebted, but she won't cut her own throat, not even if Mireas threatened to quit as
Fi nance M ni ster. Besides, Mireas won't. She l|ikes the power and position, but she'll nake it
hard, politely, on Kasee."

"I don't like her."

"No one does, but she's good with the coins, and she knows what works with them"

Li ke who to tax and how rmuch, | had gathered. | stepped up behind Krystal and put ny arns
around her, Kkissing her neck, and holding her in a nost famliar manner. She |eaned back for a
monment, then took a deep breath. | gave her a last light kiss on the neck and | et go.

"I need to find nmy boots." Krystal stood up and | ooked toward the other room

"You left themin the conference room"

"You left yours there, too," she pointed out.

What could | say? | didn't, but she didn't open the outer door until we were both presentable
Herrel d remai ned as inpassive as ever as we went down the corridor and down the stairs, hand in
hand.

At the bottom Krystal let go of ny hand. "Tonorrow night... | hope."
So did I.
I couldn't find Tanmra, but | left her a note, then reclainmed Giirloch and headed back to the

house and shop

IV
West of Arastia, Hydlen [Candar]

THE MAN I N the nuddy | eathers, wearing a hand - and - a - half sword across his shoul ders, and
carrying a coil of rope in his left hand, rides up to the dirt-spattered white tent in the niddle
of the canp. In front of the tent is a red banner with a crown enbl azoned across the mi ddl e.

"Cerlis! Gerlis!™

The white w zard stands up frombehind the portable table. "Yes, ser?"

"What were you thinking?" The big man narches into the tent, his boots spraying nud across the
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car pet.

"About what?" CGerlis knots his eyebrows, |ooking down at the rmud the other has brought in.

Berfir throws the scroll on the table, right across the crockery, ignoring the grease it picks
up fromthe uneaten nutton. "That! Here | am trying to build up enough forces in the north to
keep Colaris frominvading us, and here you are, using the rockets on the Kyphrans and trying to
start another war | don't need. The rockets cost dearly enough..."

"The hermit charged you very little at all, | recall."

"Cetting the information was the easy part. The coins for the snmiths and the chenists were what
cost."

"They don't work as well as chaos fire."

"But | don't need a wizard for them That was why you were here. The idea was for you to keep
that hothead Cennon out of trouble, not help himget into it. You were just supposed to hold the
spring, not have Cennon invade Kyphros. | thought that all of the rockets were coning north.
That's where | need them That bastard Colaris could put an army on the Hydol ar or Renkl aar roads
anytine. He's raising levies, and he's buying nore nercenaries.”

"You al ready have a great many of the rockets, and it does take sone tine to transport them?"
Gerlis bowed, his cleanshaven face thin under the dark hair carefully conbed to affect a w dow s
peak. "Colaris's troops are canped barely beyond Freetown, in any case."

"Stop picking nits with nel You were supposed to restrain Cennon, not encourage him You were
supposed to send the rockets to Hydlen." Berfir draws the heavy sword, and the worked steel tip

centers less than a span fromGerlis's trimstomach. "If you won't help nme, what use are you?"
"You did retain me for ny judgnment, Your Grace. After Cennon's decision, |I thought sone of the
rockets should renmain here. | did have half of those remaining dispatched." Gerlis steps back and

bows. "You may have passed them on your way here."

"Stop changing the subject." Berfir sighs and | owers the big sword.

"Cennon seened to think the attack a rather good idea, ser. In your interests, you know. "

"And you let hinP You need a healer!"” The sword flips back up, alnost to Gerlis's chin. "You
know as well as | do that those Kyphrans were only scouting. Scouts aren't invaders, and they were
on their side of the border. The autarch isn't interested in conquest. She wasn't even trying to
get the spring back yet. You knowit, and I know it. The | onger things dragged out the better. So
why did you tell Cennon to attack then®?"

"It wasn't quite that way, ser. Cennon saw themas a threat."

"Why didn't you stop hinP"

"A wizard overruling a field commander?" asks Cerlis reasonably. "Especially the el dest son of-

"ldiots!" Berfir sighs deeply. "Am | surrounded by idiots? How can | hold Hydl en together when
I amindebted to idiots like that? | didn't even want to be Duke-not that nuch, anyway, but Sterna
woul d have given Colaris all the fields on the north side of the Chyde River, alnost the whole
Chyde Vall ey, and then where would we have been? Wth Colaris at our front door, and with the best
land... and now, if | don't fight, all the farmers will claimthat because |I'm a Yeannot an,
betrayed them And you give ne a fight | don't want and don't need."

"Duke Sterna, the angels bless him only wanted peace."

"You don't get peace by giving things away, not to bastards like Colaris. And calling on the
angel s certainly doesn't becone you, Gerlis." Berfir |laughs harshly and resheathes the sword.

"Perhaps you coul d use another eneny," suggests the white w zard.

"Anot her eneny? | need another eneny? Everyone thinks |I'man upstart. The Tenple priests say
I"'min league with the denons of |ight because you're ny wizard, and | need to get into a war with
Kyphros? When |I'malready trying to avoid one with Freetown? One that will break out in open war
in eight days, if not sooner."

"Well..." nused Gerlis. "If Kyphros attacks you, and you drive off the autarch, everyone will
forget your origin. They mi ght also forgive you for the casualties that will mount in the conflict
with Colaris.”

"But the autarch won't attack."

"She already did, according to Cennon. You might as well use it as best you can. For severa

pur poses. "

Berfir pauses and scratches his unruly salt - and - pepper beard."| see what you nean...
think. But what do | do now? | can't back down to the autarch now That would give Colaris even
greater reason to attack. And if | don't back down to her, 1'll have to shift troops here. That

woul d encourage Colaris to qui ck-march those troops down the road to Hydol ar within an ei ght-day.
Denons! Wat a ness! Wiy do | owe so nuch to Cennon's clan?"
"Well... Cennon has proved his worth, and he and his troops have earned the right to neet the
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eneny first."

"I presume that means the real attackers? What if the autarch nerely ignores the attack, or
sends a nore secretive group of scouts?" Berfir |ooks toward the closed flap of the tent as the
fall breeze shakes the white cloth.

"She probably will. But Cennon and his troops will fight valiantly for Hydlen in any case, and
after a sufficiently bloody stand-off, you and the autarch will reach a nmutually beneficial
agreenment, which you will tout as a display of your heroic | eadership... and that will free you to
fight off the real invader."

"And how does that work when we still will have the autarch's brinstone spring."

"We'| | give back the land."

Berfir reaches for the sword, then stops and lowers his arm "Wat? The whol e point-"

"I'"ve just about traced the underground springs, and | can shift themso that they conme up
farther downstream on your side of the border."

"Then why did we take the spring, for light's sake?"

"Because | couldn't figure it out unless we held it." CGerlis lowers his voice. "So what we need
to do is to nake Cennon a hero-one who died valiantly in the cause of Hydlen. You will shed
copious tears in telling his dear father, and award sone title to his infant son. And the next
woul d- be Cennon might think twi ce before-"

"Did they teach you such deviltry sonmewhere, or did it spring fromthe depths of the earth?"

"I do appreciate the conplinment, ser."

Berfir shakes his head again, and wal ks across the nmuddy ground, swi nging hinmself into the
saddl e of the big stallion.

CGerlis smles, atoothy grin that reveals large white teeth and reddish guns. His eyes flicker
across the odd-shaped carts and the crinmson banner with the gold dagger that signifies Cennon's
force, the banner that will soon pass to Cennon's heir.

Then his eyes return to the ducal banner, and he nods sl owy.

\Y

W TH THE SOUND of horses, | set down the chisel and stepped out into the yard. The sky was cl ear
bl ue-green, and a chill breeze blew out of the north.

The open-topped carriage, drawn by matched chestnuts, stopped precisely opposite the door. On
the driver's seat sat a driver and a guard with both a blade and a cocked crossbow. Both wore gray
| eathers and gray shirts, but the driver wore brown boots and the guard wore bl ack

The single occupant opened the half door herself and vaulted onto the packed clay of the yard.

"Master Lerris?" She nmight have reached to ny shoul der. Her eyes were a gray even stonier than
her hair, and, under the green silk shirt, the brushed gray |eather trousers and vest, she seened
whi pcord-thin. Her high boots-gray |leather-did match her outfit. For all the trappi ngs of wealth,
I did not recognize her. The faintest hint of roses flowed from around her

"The sane." | bowed. "How might | help you?"

"By inviting me into your shop."

| bowed again and gestured toward the open door. "M pleasure.”

"Fromwhat |'ve heard of your |ady, your pleasure is bound to be only visual.'
easy and practiced as she stepped into the workroom

"Ni ce design." She pointed at the first of Hensil's chairs. "How far along is that?"

"It's not quite rough-finished."

She studied the tools, the partly conpleted desk in the corner, and the spoked shafts | had
been working on. "Do you have any finished work | mi ght see?"

"An inlaid table in the house," | offered.

"Then let us go view this nasterpiece."”

I led the way, conscious that the guard with the crossbow followed us both with his eyes as we
wal ked back out and into the house. The crossbow wasn't exactly trained on nme, but I knewit would
have taken but an instant.

| could have had a door between the kitchen and the shop, but that idea hadn't felt right, and
I really wanted sone separation. Besides, it kept the sawdust fromdrifting into the house.

Wien she saw the table, she |ooked--just |ooked. Finally, she nodded. "You are as good as they
say. Wiy is this here?"

"The nman who conmi ssioned it fell out of a tree just before it was finished. He broke his neck
and died. My consort insisted | keep it."

"Wse woman. You should keep listening to her."

Her | augh was
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"I try."

She | ooked up fromthe table. "I would like to conmi ssion a desk."

I had to spread ny hands. "I need to know nore. \Wat style? A table desk, or a pedestal desk?
Do you want drawers?" | paused. "I can show you sone sketches of general types of desks."

"I know what | want."

| waited.

"Somet hing |ike your table, except even |ess elaborate. The lines should be al nost straight,
very clean. Only an inlaid border on a top with bevel ed edges, but with drawers in the pedestals
on both sides-and fal se backs to the top drawers on each side."

"No special carvings or designs?"

"Wul d you suggest any?"

"I could put just a single initial-inlaid-somewhere not terribly obvious."

"Way woul d you go to the trouble of inlaying an initial and not naking it obvious?" Her snile
was amused, as if she knew the answer.

"To show, tastefully, that it was a special piece."

She nodded again. "How nuch woul d such a piece cost? Done to the sanme standards as the table?"

"Do you want a matchi ng desk chair?"

"Yes."

"Fifty golds. Forty for the desk and ten for the chair."

"How much of a deposit?" she asked.

"Not hi ng. "

"You are so rich that you need no deposit?"

"No, madane." | bowed again. "If | take your deposit, then | nust accept your advice, because
you al ready own the work, or part of it. | would prefer to do the best | can. If it does not suit

you, you are under no obligation."
"So idealistic, Master Lerris. And so young." She |laughed, but it was not an unkind |augh
"Practical, madanme. |If you did not like the work, with your wealth, you could easily reclaim
your deposit. And," | added, "I have found |I can sell whatever | can make."
"I like you, young fellow But please do not call nme ma-dane. My nane is Antona." She waited.
"l beg your indul gence, Lady Antona, but | amrelatively new to Kyphrien and have not had the
pl easure of know ng of you."

"I"'msure you will hear sooner or later. Don't believe everything you hear. Only half of it is
true. I will not tell you which half." She turned toward the door, then paused. "Wen could
expect this piece to be conpl eted?”

I frowned. "Nornmally, for sonething |ike that, about a season.” | held up a hand. "It doesn't
take that long in workmanship, but if you want it to weather well and not have the wood split
later, | need to let parts of the joints and any curving set for a while. Also, | have al ready
been obligated to... spend sone tine | had not planned on, so this nmight take a bit longer. If
that bothers you..."

"No. As you pointed out, | have not paid you yet. It's a fair bargain." Antona stepped back

fromthe table after taking another look at the inlay work. "The grain angles are very delicate."
She paused. "Wuld you mind if | paid you a visit to see how things are going in sone severa
ei ght - days from now?"

"Not at all." | held the door for her and waited in the yard while she clinbed into the
carri age.

Then | went back to the shop and drew up a rough plan for the desk, sketching out what | had in
m nd, while those details we had di scussed were still fresh. | also wote down the price- higher
than | thought necessary, but | had | earned that everything seened to take | onger and cost nore.
wasn't in the business just for artistry. | was learning that | did have to buy, not only wood,
but such things as food, feed for Gairloch and the old mare, and nore than | woul d have |iked for
the mounts of Krystal's guards, although Krystal paid for nost of their feed and sone of the food.
She woul d have paid nore, but | didn't feel right about asking her

After conpleting ny quick rough plan, | put both the sketch and the estimates in the folder for
conmi ssions-thin, but grow ng-and went back to working on Hensil's chairs.

I'd gotten the one rough-finished, and had the backs of the next two done. That left five nore.

The grooved spokes were still the hardest. After | finished bending the backs of the next two with
my too-few clanps and they were setting, | could go back to the tine-consum ng work of the spokes
and the dianond backplates with the inlaid initial H

As usual, | didn't get as far along as | would have liked, since | was working on the fourth
chair back when | |ooked up at a faint sound.

"So? What did you want?" Tanra stood in the doorway to the shop. "It couldn't have been that
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i mportant, or you would have tracked me down. | was only out in the market."

"How was | to know?" | set aside the clanps, wi ping nmy forehead on ny upper arm only half-
annoyed that she'd shielded her approach to catch ne unawares. | was nore worried about the
chairs. Doing the backs was, |ike everything, going to take | onger than | had pl anned.

"You coul d have | ooked-with your order senses."

"Whul d you like sonething to drink?" |I unfastened the |eather apron and hung it on the peg,

then wi ped off the clanp with a cloth to make sure it was perfectly dry. G ue on the clanp surface
woul d set rough and ruin the wood. Good and clean tools are a woodworker's |ivelihood.

"OfF course.”

W wal ked past the rail where her roan was tied and into the house. She sat at the table while
| got out the redberry. Rissa had taken the cart and the black mare to Kyphrien to narket.

"Do you know where Justen is?" | poured two nmugs and set one in front of Tanra, then sat down
across the table from her.

"No. | already told Krystal that. You wanted to see nme for that?" Tanra flipped the end of the
green scarf back over her shoul der

"Partly. | was wondering where he had gone, and how | ong before he'd be back."

She shrugged, then swall owed about half the redberry in her nug.

"Way woul d he go off without telling anyone?" | got up and retrieved the pitcher of redberry,
refilling Tanra's nmug and setting the pitcher on the table where she could reach it.

"Lerris, you are still so... obtuse!" snapped Tanra.

I wasn't the one who had been dense enough to get enslaved by a white wizard, but | was obtuse?
"So where is he?"

"He didn't tell me, but just because he's been around for a while doesn't nean he's not a nan.
You, with all your leering at Krystal, should certainly understand that."

"Justen?" Sonehow, the thought of ny uncle Justen with a wonan was di sconcerting. "Justen?"

"You' re inpossible! Haven't you ever |ooked at Justen, really | ooked at hinf Wth your order
senses?"

"No. That's not sonmething that exactly crossed ny mnd."

Tanra sighed. "How you ever bested Antonin-"

"Lucky for you I did."

"Lucky is right. Lucky." She took a deep breath. "If you ook at himw th your order senses, if
it ever crosses what passes for your mind, you can see an order tie-it looks like it stretches
forever.”

"He's |inked sonehow to soneone?"

"That's what |'mtrying to tell you."

| frowned. "The secrecy woul d nake sense. He's probably got enemes..."

"Of course it would." Tanra | ooked toward the pantry. "Do you have anything to eat?"

"There's sone cheese in the cooler.”

"Il get it." She runmaged through the cool er-running water fromthe streamruns around the
sides of the thing, a design that dates back to Dorrin, but I'd never seen one in Candar, so | had
to have G nstal, one of the local smiths, nake it up specially for ne. "You ve only got the yellow
stuff?"

"We finished the white the other night, and | haven't broken the wheel in the cellar yet."

Despite the conplaints, Tanra hacked off two heal thy wedges and broke off a |large chunk from
the bread in the breadbox. | sipped the rest of ny redberry while she sat down and ate.

"You going to eat, Lerris?"

"I had sonme cheese before you cane."

"Lat e breakfast?"

"Lunch. "

She wi nced. " barely past mid-nmorning..." she munbled with her mouth full. "Wen did you get
up?"

"Early. | always do when Krystal's not here. Then | can stop whatever |'m doi ng when she cones
in."

"What happens when she's of f sonmewhere?" Tanra refilled her nug.

"I get a lot of work done. |I've gotten a |lot of work done lately."

"That's woodwor k. \What about real work?"

I frowned.

"You' ve gotten sl ow and sl oppy.
| ooked at ny chest.

"I have not. Not sl oppy, anyway."

She prodded ny stonmach. "Not sloppy... but slow, I'd still bet."

Tanra flipped a strand of short red hair off her shoul der and
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"You just want an excuse to show your prowess."

"Naturally." She grinned. "You've been insufferable in your hunbl eness. Just the hunble
woodwor ker whose consort is the inmportant one. Your hunbl eness is al nbst arrogance. Bah!"

I could use the exercise, and a break from planing the damed chair spokes. "All right. A short
sparring session, but not for blood."

"So get out that old staff." Tanra drained the |ast of her nug and wi ped her nouth.

"I't's new. The ol d one got broken, renenmber?"

"I don't remenber, thank the darkness. Let's get on with it. |I'm supposed to work with the
trainees later."

"You |ike getting pumel ed?"

"They have to hit ne first. O don't you renenber?"

"That was a while ago, and it only happened once." Once had been enough. Back in Recluce, the
first time 1'd sparred with Tanra she'd beaten nme bl ack and bl ue, and knocked me out-with a padded
staff yet. 1'd gotten a lot better since then, but | wasn't that enthused about sparring with her.

After rinsing the nmugs and setting themin the rack, | |ed her out, stopping by the shop to
reclaimny new staff.

We squared off in the center of the yard. A light breeze blew out of the west, bringing the

acrid scent of graying |eaves and a hint of chill all the way fromthe Westhorns.
"I hope you're better with it than with the old one.™
"We'll see."
"So we will." Tanra circled left.

| turned with her, but kept ny feet bal anced, knowi ng she was qui cker

Flickkk .. Her staff flashed, but | slid it off to the right.

Thwack! No finesse there, as that slight formshifted her weight to focus it all on the staff.
My fingers were nunb fromthe blowto ny staff, and | backed up, trying to flex them while not
letting go of the staff itself.

Thwackkk! Thwack!

Sweat was al ready popping out on ny forehead, and Tanra | ooked col d, al nbst dispassionate, |ike
some anci ent Westwi nd guard nust have.

| feinted, then dropped, and came up under her guard. She parried but not before | cracked her

on the thigh, not hard. | couldn't do that, not in sparring.
"Thi nk you're good?" She grunted, and her staff turned into a blur
At that point, | had to surrender to ny own sense of order and |let ny body respond.
The whol e thing becane a blur. | got in sone blows, and she got in sonme. | got in nore, but

hers were harder. She didn't have the restraints | did, which is why she got in trouble with
Antonin, but why it took nore work for ne to hold her off with the staff.

"Al right!" | finally puffed, backing up, and sweating |ike a roasted hog. "You're doing this
every day. | only do it occasionally."

She put down her staff, looking only a bit warner than before we started. Her red hair was
slightly disarrayed. "Wen do you | eave?"

"Leave?"

"About half the Finest know you' re headed sonmewhere, and Ferrel hasn't cone back, and Krystal's

taken over the Finest. And you're asking about Justen." Tanra snorted. "It doesn't take rmuch in
the way of brains.”

"Soon." | bowed to the inevitable. "Since you know so nuch, what el se can you tell nme?"

Tanra brushed her hair back off her forehead. "I can't tell you that much. | can tell you that

if Justen were here, he'd be telling you to take your book-The Basis of Order. Read it. You won't
survive forever on dumb |uck and your staff work, even if it is getting better."

"Thank you." | bowed, and ny ribs ached, rem nding nme that | wouldn't survive long at all on
staff work by itself. "You' re also inproving."

"I'"ve been practicing against the Finest. You have to get faster when you' re worki ng agai nst
bl ades. Krystal's a good instructor. Has she been working with you?"

"Only alittle."

"I't shows. You ought to do it nore often.”

"When?"

Tanra gave nme a quick smile. "I know how you two spend your free tine."

"There hasn't been that nuch.”

Her smile got wider, and | wanted to crack her, but | wal ked across the yard and set the staff
in the rack inside the shop door

In the end, after Tanra rode off, pleased with herself, | did have to go back to the chairs.
Wth the break, the work seened easier, and | even got the fifth chair back bent and clanped in
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pl ace, and went back to the denon-damed grooved spokes that | had begun to wish |'d never
desi gned. El aboration, even of a good design, can be a definite pain, and | just didn't have the
experience of Uncle Sardit or Perlot. That hurt, because | spent nore tinme on some things than was
definitely w se

The clinking of the harness and the faint creaking of the cart wheels told ne when Rissa
returned.

She | ooked in on me. "How many for dinner?"

"I'"d guess on six or seven. Three of us, and three or four guards." | shrugged.

"You... Never do | know who is coning for dinner."

"Neither do I, and it's at |east partly ny house."

"Fant esa, she says she could never cook in such a place. Are there three or fifteen?" Rissa put

both her hands on her narrow hips. "Or in the norning, | think | will feed three, and ten hungry
people sit down in the evening. Or it is the other way around.” She lifted her shoulders. "In the
market, they all |ook at me and | augh. And Brene, she cackles |ike her chickens. W shoul d have
chi ckens. "

"What can | say?" | shrugged again, ignoring the reference to the chickens | didn't want. "My
consort is an inportant wonan."

"This house..." But she said it with a snmile before she retreated to the kitchen-or to the
smal | room behind it that was hers. | went back to the spoke-shafts, and got two nore rough-
finished before it started to get dark

Ri ght after sunset, | pulled out ny striker and went into the yard. Three tries convinced me
that the big lantern wasn't going to light. I took it down and checked the w ck. It needed

trimmng, but it was also dry, and that meant lugging it out to the shed where | kept the oils, a
good fifty cubits behind the shed and off to the side of the stable. If lightning or something
happened, |ike |oose chaos, | didn't want the shop or the house burning with the shed. Rissa
grunmbl ed about that, and so did I when it was cold or raining or snow ng-though that was
conmparatively infrequent in Kyphros-and | had to get finish oil or varnishes. Luckily, it wasn't
that cold or rainy around Kyphrien, but I suppose I would have done the sane thing if | had a
place in Spidlar or Sligo.

| had just replaced and lit the big lantern when | heard, and sensed, horses. So | waited out
in the yard for Krystal and the Finest. Even in the saddle of the big black she | ooked tired, but
she smiled. | offered her a hand down. She took it, which told nme how tired she was.

| glanced at the four guards, but none were nore than noddingly fam liar, then back to Krystal
"I told Rissa dinner for seven."

"Good. None of us have eaten.”

"I thought it might be like that." | squeezed her hand as we wal ked her nobunt to the stable.
The others followed. Krystal just |let nme unsaddl e her horse and rub himdown, while she racked the
saddl e and poured the feed into the trough

Then we wal ked back through the twilight-a few stars had begun to twinkle in the eveni ng sky.
As we neared the house, Krystal handed ne a heavy | eather purse. It clanked. "Put that away."

"What's that for?"

"Your traveling expenses from Kasee. Please try to nake the coins last. Qur treasury isn't
exactly the deepest, although Kasee woul d never say so."

"I will try to return sone, Commander." | took the purse and bowed.

Krystal hit me on the arm hard enough for me to wince. "Sometimes. Sonetimes, you are so..
so..."

"I nsuf f er abl e?"

"Yes!"

"Have you washed up?" | asked.

"No. "

"Neither have |." | did give her a hug, but it didn't |ast |ong.

"You're right. You didn't. And you're still insufferable."

| turned to Rissa. "Dinner will have to wait a little longer. At least until we're nore

presentable.”
"Too much washing is not good for the health.”

"Neither is too little," | answered.
After | carried the purse into the bedroomand set it in the wardrobe | had made far too
qui ckly-and wi shed | had taken nore tinme and care every tine | |ooked at it-we went to the rear

washr oom t oget her.
As | pulled off my shirt, Krystal turned to ne. "Wat happened to your ribs?"
"Tanra. She showed up this nmorning, and we sparred. She thought | ought to sharpen up."
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"Bei ng beaten black and blue is going to inprove your skills?" Krystal |aughed softly as she
stripped off her vest and shirt.

At that point | forgot about washing and opened ny arns, trying not to wince. She obliged, but
only for a bit.

"You and | do need to wash up, and we have hungry troops waiting."

"Where's Yel ena?"

"Cetting ready for tomorrow. Have you forgotten so quickly?"

"No. | wish I could.”

After washing quickly, I shaved, and we dried and hurried to the kitchen where, as soon as we
entered, all the troopers stood and R ssa began carrying the big casseroles to the table for nme to
serve.

Di nner was sonething called burkha, hotter even than the normal chilied foods that the Kyphrans
enj oyed so rmuch, and although | gave every trooper a huge helping, they ate it all, and didn't
even break a sweat.

I was sweating after three bites, and so was Krystal, and we kept grinning at each other

"Perron?" Krystal said softly. "We'll have to | eave not nuch after dawn."

"Yes, Conmander." He glanced at the two of us, grinning.

"The order-nmaster is ny consort, but, nore inportant fromyour point of view he has already
saved nore of the Finest than anyone in Kyphros."

Perron flinched at the gentle words, spoken quietly, and w thout edge.

"I never did thank you," said a wonman trooper at one corner

I | ooked at her, but | couldn't say |I knew her.

"I was the one with the lieutenant, ser. In the vale of Krecia. |I'm Haithen."
"I"'mglad | could help, but | was very lucky," | told her
"Luck didn't have nuch to do with it," she added, directing her words at the squad | eader

"He's the one who took out the white wizard with a staff... on a pony."

Perron seenmed to acknow edge that | m ght have sonme benefit.

"How did your sparring go with Tanra?" asked Krystal innocently, although | could see the glint
in her eyes.

"Pretty much a draw," | nunbled with a nmouthful of burkha. "I can hit her nore often, but she
hits harder." | had to reach for the bread. Redberry al one wouldn't cool the burning in ny nouth
and nostrils.

"You sparred with the red-the redheaded wi zard?" asked Perron

"About nmidday. We have on and off for several years."

"Brave nman..." About sparring with Tanra he was certainly right.

After dinner, and nore superficial remarks about the heredity and dubious claimof Berfir to
the Duchy of Hydlen, Krystal and | took our |eave.

After we closed the door and slid the snmall bar in place, | kissed her

"We do have sone time, Lerris. And | prefer to be close to you w thout ny boots on.'
the edge of the bed.

That was a good idea, and | followed her exanple, shedding a few other accessories as well.

She sat on

She stopped and gave ne a |ong deep | ook, the kind where | alnost fell into her eyes. "You
don't have to do this, tonorrow, you know?"
| | ooked at the floor. What could | say? "I owe you... and Kasee..."

She pursed her lips and laid a hand on ny leg for an instant. "Wat el se happened to you
today?" she asked as she eased out of her |eathers.

"You know. What happened to you?" | asked, pointing to an ugly bruise.

"Tanra."

"Dar kness, she gets around."

We bot h | aughed.

Krystal stretched out and lay there in the light of the one lanp. Qutside | could hear the

faint whisper of the | ow evening wind. "You never did answer my question about the day."
"Not much. | worked on the dammed chairs for Hensil. | finally got nore of the backs done. It's
taking forever, because | don't have enough clanps. Ch... do you know a worman by the nane of

Antona? She was familiar with you."
"Antona?" Krystal |aughed for an instant. "She is the proprietor of the Geen Isles. She

supplies nost of the... courtesans... for the nore established and weal thy young nen-and sone of
the handsone... escorts for wi dows or bored consorts."” Her voice sharpened. "How did you neet
her ?"

"She cane here this norning and comi ssi oned a desk."

"A desk?"
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"A very tasteful desk. Al so very expensive, with a matching chair. | told her it would be fifty
golds."

"She can afford it, but... still..." Krystal whistled.

"You told ne to charge what things are worth." | | ooked at her sheepishly. "Now | know why she

told ne not to call her madane."

"Lerris, you didn't?"

"I did. How was | to know? She was very | adylike about it, just told me to call her Antona. So
| called her Lady Antona."

"You nust have nade her day."

"She wanted a desk. | nmake them"

"What ki nd?" nused Krystal. "Sonething ornate and el aborate?"

"She had definite ideas and-"

"Il bet."

"-she wants bl ack oak, and she wants it sinple and perfect."

"I wonder why. I'mtold that's not the style of the Green Isles."”

| grinned at her. "Because things that are sinple and perfect are worth a lot nore."
"I don't know that | like that inplication."

"You are perfect."

"Ch, Lerris." But she did open her arns, and | turned down the lamp first, marveling at how
long it had taken ne to see what she offered, not only each night, but season after season, and
how fragi |l e each nonent was. And how soon tonorrow woul d cone.

Vi
Cigoerne, Afrit [Hanor]

THE SLI M BALD man in the tan uniformsteps fromthe carriage outside the mlitary gate to the
pal ace of His Inperial Myjesty Stesten, Enperor of Hanor, Regent of the Gates of the Cceans, and
liege lord of Afrit.

"Marshal Dyrsse, ser, if you would follow me?" The junior officer inclines his head slightly.
Dyrsse nods brusquely in return, but his eyes drift downhill fromthe green marble palace to
the snooth waters of the Swarth River, held in its banks by the levies that stretch from above the

capital nmore than fifty kays down to the great inperial port at Swarthel d.

" Ser ?"

"Let's go," Dyrsse says. "It wouldn't do to keep the Enperor waiting."

"No, ser. Lord Chyrsse said he was in a foul nood."

"And he wants to see me?"

"Yes, ser."

The two march through the gate, past the four soldiers in dress tans who bear dark-barrel ed
rifles, and through the arched halls of pale marble, their boots clicking on the polished stone.
The two military nen wal k past two servers in white who push carts redol ent of spiced neats.

An Austran diplomat in dark wool ens wipes his forehead as the two officers pass, and an
official fromthe province of Merowey, in flowing white trousers and a peach-col ored vest with
gold braid, inclines his shaven head. Two functionaries in orange unifornms carrying brown | eather
cases nod deeply at the marshal and continue away fromthe receiving halls.

"Did Chyrsse say why?" the marshal finally asks as they approach the northern anteroom

"No, ser."
As they step through the archway hung with tan draperies, fringed in gold, a heavyset nan in
brilliant blue trousers and a matching blue silk shirt, and wearing a heavy gold chain and

nmedal 1 i on around hi s neck, steps forward.

"Marshal Dyrsse, the Enperor is waiting for you."

"I came as soon as | received the nessage, but, even with the new river steaners, it takes sone
time."

"The Enperor understands that,"” replies Chyrsse.

"The Enperor does not have to understand much, Chyrsse," responds Dyrsse. "He just has to
command. "

"You al ways understand... |'ll tell himyou're here." After wiping his forehead with a |arge
cotton handkerchi ef and blotting his danmp cheeks, Lord Chyrsse hurries through a small doorway in
the coner of the room

The junior officer |ooks down at the polished octagonal floor tiles. Dyrsse scans the enpty
mlitary anteroom then shakes his head. He sets the marshal's cap on the polished stand by the
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| arge doorway next to the two silent guards, wearing swords, in the antique orange and bl ack dress
uni forms that date back to the founding of the Enpire.

Lord Chyrsse reappears. "His Excellency is waiting!" The marshal steps toward the heavy wooden
doors warded by the guards, who turn, silently, and open them

Lord Chyrsse straightens his silks and steps through the doubl e doors before Marshal Dyrsse.
"Marshal Dyrsse, responding to Hi s Excellency's comands!"

Dyrsse's lips barely quirk at the high-pitched squeaki ng announcenment, and he steps into the
recei ving chanber, where he wal ks to the orange carpet, turns to the throne and bows deeply. He
waits.

"You may depart, Lord Chyrsse." The Enperor's voice is deep, surprisingly deep, coning as it
does froma thin figure with short but thick salt - and - pepper hair and a narrow beaked nose.
Stesten's eyes are a piercing light green

Behi nd the marshal, Lord Chyrsse bows and wal ks back through the side doors, which close with a
dull thud.

There are no guards visible in the hundred-cubit-long chanber, but the dozen enbrasures in the
overhead gallery, and the four in the wall that forns a semcircle around the throne, testify to
their hi dden presence.

"You may approach, Marshal Dyrsse."

The slimbald nman in the tan uniformwal ks forward until he reaches the foot of the five wi de
steps that lead up to the inperial throne where he bows again. "Your H ghness. How might | serve
you?"

"By doing what you do best."

"As Your Hi ghness commands." Drysse bows a third tine.

"You are to go to Candar, to Dellash. We are going to conplete the work there that has been
wai ting for too long. For far too nany ages and through too many insults to the greatness that is
Hanor . "

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"You sound doubtful, Marshal." The Enperor's voice hardens.

"Your Majesty already has sent two envoys to Candar. Although your wish is always ny desire,
what could | add?"

"Nei t her has your understandi ng of ships, troops, and tactics. And neither has the
under st andi ng that Candar merely represents a step toward our ultinmate and | ong-del ayed goal ."

Dyrsse spreads his hands, as if in puzzlenent.

"You shoul d not question, but you would not be Dyrsse if you did not. That is why you are a
mar shal and not an envoy. Currently, Candar is relatively orderly. | amled to believe that wll
change shortly." A laugh follows. "Through the infusion of yet nore order. W perhaps m ght even
aid in that infusion of order."

"Us? I nfuse order?"

"Let us just say that matters will shortly beconme very chaotic in Candar. That is, if ny
scholars are correct, and so far they have been. This will provide us an opportunity to inpose our
own form of order."

"The grand fleet?" Dyrsse pauses when there is no answer, but does not wi pe the perspiration

fromhis forehead. "Sire... as you know... As you know, | have indicated that the forces presently
conmitted to Candar are insufficient."
"That they are, but, for now, you will carry out the orders of Rignelgio or his successor, as

well as you are able.”

"As you w sh, sire."

"It is as | wish, Dyrsse. Renmenber, one cannot eradicate a nest of vipers wthout provoki ng and
observing themto determ ne how wi dely and deeply they are spread. If | send the grand fleet now,
what will it gain ne?"

"All of Candar will subnit. O..."

"They m ght put aside their petty quarrels? They night, although I doubt any, except the
autarch of Kyphros, are so perceptive. Better that we continue with the present strategy. Candar

will fall, country by country, and then... then the black devils will have nowhere to turn."
"Yes, ser."
"You are thinking that it is better to strike with a heavy hamrer fromthe first." There is a

sigh fromthe throne. "That hamrer nust be saved until it can be used on the black devils. It
woul d not take the grand fleet to subdue Candar, now, would it, Marshal Dyrsse?"

"I would think not, but it will take nore than the twenty-odd warshi ps steam ng across the
Western Ccean. "

"You will have nore ships for Candar, but not the grand fleet. You know that my grandfather
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woul d have liked to see that fleet? He especially would have liked to see the shells fall on the
black city."

"Yes, ser."

Anot her sigh, theatrically loud, issues fromthe Enperor. "I see | nust spell matters out, even
for the great Marshal Dyrsse. It is sinple. You are to take Candar. Ser Rignel gi o has al ready
begun the process with the Duke of Freetown. You are to support him One nmeans of such support is
to cut off the Candarian traders fromtrading with Recluce. The other is to block the Recluce
traders from providi ng support to Candar."

"The black nages will send out their ships."

"It is alittle-known secret that they only have three. Perhaps you could elimnate one or
perhaps two with the ships you will have-on the pretext of our conquest of Candar."

"Only three? Three ships, and we have worri ed about Recluce for so | ong?"

"Those three ships have sunk dozens of our best vessels over the years, because they are quick
and cannot be seen. That is why everyone has believed there were nore, but... we have excellent
sources of information, Marshal. There are only three ships. Each form dable, but... they cannot
cover an entire continent. "

Dyrsse covers a frown with a nod

"You are begi nning to understand. Good. The heart of the power of Recluce lies in the black

city of Nylan. Wen Nylan falls, so does Recluce. And if Nylan is reduced to black gravel... do
you under st and?"

"l understand that Nylan and Recluce nust fall, ser."

"Good. For now, Rignelgio and Leithrrse will direct the efforts in Candar. | rather suspect
that they, and nost nobles of Hanor, fail to understand the true danger that faces us on the far
side of the Eastern Ccean. You will support themwth all your skill. Then will | provide you with

the tools to reduce Nylan and destroy Recluce."

"You do not expect themto fail?" Dyrsse feels his lips drying, but does not noisten them not
with the Emperor studying him

"They are great nobles of Hanmor, and their peers have forgotten that Hanor has | ost two great
fleets to the black isle, even before the black ships.™

"Ser... you tell me that | must support your envoys with all my skill, but that they will not
prevail." Dyrsse bows. "I ama fighting man, and | will carry out nmy duty to ny |last breath, but I
must know that duty. | cannot rely on guessing your will, ser."

"My will is sinple, Dyrsse. Crush Recluce. My envoys are interested in growing rich from Candar
and maki ng token efforts against the black isle. Sooner or later Recluce will crush them and you
will inherit their authority, an authority | cannot now give you, for the danger is not yet

obvi ous, and even enperors mnust consider the beliefs of their nobles."

"Ser, nmy duty is clear, and | will do nmy best to carry it out. However, you have pointed out
that no one has successfully taken on the black devils and their invisible ships-even if they do
only have three. And that does not count their mages. Can you provi de some gui dance?"

"You are highly recommended. Why nust | spell out every detail ?"

"So | can do ny best for you."

There is a sigh fromthe throne. "After the others fail... you will receive ny mandate, and you
will bring all the powers of Hanor agai nst Recluce. No one has ever before had hundreds of ships
of black steel and order. Nor guns that fire five - and ten-stone shells. As for the black mages,

they, too, are limted. Never has Recluce had nore than a handful, and that handful wll not be
enough to prevail against the massed order of the grand fleet-when the tinme cones.” There is a
pause fromthe throne."Now. .. do you understand your orders? And your duty?"

"Yes, ser."

"Then | |1 ook forward to the success of your efforts. You nay go."

Dyrsse bows again. Not until he is outside the chanber does he w pe his sweating forehead.

VI |

A GRAY SKY brooded over Kyphros, but the wind was |ight when Yel ena-the squad | eader who'd
escorted ne on the first part of the effort against the white wi zard Antoni n-and three troopers
met me outside the stable. The air snmelled nore like rain than fall

Krystal and her guards had |left early, far earlier, and I knew she woul dn't have cone hone the

ni ght before-except that | was |eaving. Girloch's saddl ebags were full, not only with sone
apprentice-type tools, but with travel bread and hard cheese. | had sone fruit stashed away al so,
and a heavier jacket, a waterproof, and the bedroll 1'd gotten in Howl ett when | first canme to
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Recluce. The canteen held redberry, but | knew that wouldn't last. Al in all, Girloch was | aden

For sone reason, when | thought of the bedroll, made in Recluce, | wondered about ny parents.
could have written, and sent the letter by a trader, but 1'd alnpost felt as if they'd been the
ones to throw ne out, to send ne on ny dangergeld. And |I'd never even known that ny father, the
great Qunnar, was a Tenple naster and head of the Institute for Order Studies.

Should I wite? | still didn't know as | stood there in the yard.

"Good norning, Oder-naster."

Yel ena's greeting cut off ny specul ati ons.

"Good norning, Leader Yelena." | swung onto Gairloch and flicked the reins. He didn't need the
hint; he was already noving toward the nmin road.

Wieeee. .. eeee.

"Yes, | know. You thought we'd given this up." | patted Gairloch on the neck, and he whuffed
once.

"One never gives up being an order-nmaster." Yelena rode up beside me, and | had to | ook up at
the squad | eader. Her nount was a good four hands taller than Gairl och

"Li ke one never gives up being a nenber of the Finest?"

"You die with your boots on, anyway."

"You are so cheerful this norning." | thwacked Gairloch too hard for a nere pat, but he only
whuf f ed agai n.

Weldein tried to suppress a grin. Freyda and the other guard-Jylla was her name, if | recalled
correctly-rode silently behind us.

My fingers strayed to the replacenent staff in the converted |ance holder. It was just solid
| orken, but bound in iron- without the sort of order infusion that nmy old one had possessed. O

course, |I'd given it that infusion, without really knowing it. As Justen had pointed out, that was
one of the problems. Recluce-and ny father-hadn't taught me enough, and | still didn't understand
why.

"It's better than doing guard duty around the citadel."

"Speak for yourself,"” said Jylla cheerfully.

"Wonen," nuttered Wl dein.

Si nce we were outnunbered, | saw no reason to conmment, but shifted ny weight and hoped that the
day stayed cool

| pulled the staff fromthe hol der and began to run through the nounted exercises, since
rarely practiced them ny infrequent sparring being generally on foot.

After a tinme | replaced the staff, conscious that Freyda had been watching. | raised ny
eyebr ows.

"Only the red bitch is better, | think."

| tried not to choke. "The red bitch?"

"The gray wi zard's apprentice. The subcomrander made us spar agai nst her.'
ribs still hurt, and that was three days ago."

"You sparred with her yesterday, didn't you, Oder-naster?" asked Yel ena. The question was not
quite a question.

Freyda w nced. "My

"Yes. | think | held her to a draw. "

"She had a few new bruises, | think."

Tanra? |1'd actually bruised her? | shook ny head.

Yel ena gave ne a bemused snile as Freyda and Jylla exchanged gl ances. | fingered the staff,

then concentrated on riding. W had to go through Kyphrien to get to the east road, and the m xed
odor of overcooked | anb and goat, onions, and | ess nentionable itens struck ne | ong before we got
onto the avenue. The babbl e was the sane as al ways.

"... Mytara, if I've told you once about eggs..."

"... finest bronze in Candar..."

"You'd think that she'd appreciate a solid provider, but, no, she's got to insist on a dandy,
one with a pretty face. What will she do when she's got three offspring, and needs noney for a
serving girl? Does she think of that..."

"... and you could have wal ked the | ake and not danpened your boots..."

"Let Hyrella tell your fortune! A nere copper. WII you grudge a nere copper to |l earn your
fate?"

" best pies in Kyphros..."

"Thief! Thief! Get the little scanp!"”

My eyes darted to the thin figure who pounded down the cobbl estone road, scuttled between two
wonen, and darted into a narrow all eyway | eadi ng down toward the river.

The heavyset nerchant puffed to a stop and glared at Yelena. "You serve the autarch, and you
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I et himget away! Wiy didn't you stop hin®"

Yel ena reined up, and so did I. Several passersby turned.

"Well, why didn't you stop hin?" The nan's heavy waxed nustaches waved as he panted out his
questi on.

"I would have had to ride over people," answered Yel ena.

"That's no answer. You let a thief get away! | intend to let the autarch know of this..

di sgraceful ..."

" there goes Fusion again..."
too fat to chase anyone and too crooked for anyone to help him.."

Fusion turned. "I heard that. Liars! Liars!"

"...too fat..."

" too full of hinself, he is..."

Yel ena struggled to keep a straight face, as Fusion rolled his bulk back to face ne. "You! Tel
those guards to chase the thief."

"Me?" | shook ny head. "He's gone. Wat did he steal ?"

"He took sone olives, right fromthe barrel. Scooped themup and ran off."’
toward rme.

"... kid could have used the olives nore than Fusion..."

"You're that fanous order-nmaster! Wiy don't you nmake sure there's order here in Kyphrien?"
Fusion's acrid breath hit nme harder than his words as he | eaned forward, his face |less than two
cubits fromne. Wiy was it that people |like Fusion recognized ne and sone of the Finest didn't?
Probably because Fusi on watched parades |i ke the one Kasee gave on ny return to Kyphros, and the
sol diers were working or on picket duty- or sonething.

"I presume he was hungry," | said evenly, letting Gairloch back away.

"So he was hungry! He stole ny olives, and what are you going to do about it?" Fusion stepped
forward to close the di stance between us again.

Yel ena fingered her blade, and Freyda and Jylla watched with inpassive faces.

"Let ne understand this,"” | tenporized. "This young thief was so hungry that he took sone

The fat man waddl ed

olives out of the barrel right in front of your eyes?"

"Of course. How el se would | have seen hinP"

"Does not that tell you something? He is either terribly arrogant, terribly stupid, or terribly
hungry. If he is arrogant or stupid, he will try something |like that again, and, before |ong,
sonmeone will catch him" | cleared ny throat. "Unhappily, if he is that hungry, he will stea
again also, and he will be caught.” | tried to think through what | should say as the mnerchant

j abbed a fat finger at ne.

"You won't do anything? A fine w zard you are!"

| caught his eyes. "You are wealthy. You are well fed, and you have the neans to protect
yoursel f. You are angry because a boy nmade a fool out of you, and you want to bl ame soneone el se
This thief is long gone. | amnot a white wi zard who sniffs after blood. Nor aml| a white w zard
who burns people into cinders. Wiat do you want?"

"I want justice!"

| grinned. "But you have justice. A hungry boy has been fed, and you have warned everyone about

athief. Is that not justice? O would you call it justice if a white wizard threw a firebolt and
turned that hungry thief into ashes?"
"Bah... the autarch will hear about this... you'll see... you'll see..." Fusion gave nme a | ast

gl are before turning and waddl i ng away.

" not a bad answer for a young w zard..."
not thai good..."

"... he's right about Fusion. He's too well fed to chase his young wife around the bed..
forget about thieves..."

We continued riding al ong the stone-paved street that would lead to the east road.

"That wasn't a bad sernon,"” said Yelena. "Do they teach you that in w zard' s school ?"

"There isn't a wizard's school. My father and Justen were always telling ne to think before
spoke. People like that merchant don't give you any tine to think." My fingers touched the snooth
wood of the staff, and the wood of fered sone confort, although | was careful not to put any nore
order into the staff. You can divide your soul that way. That's really what happens to sone

wi zards, and they don't even know it. | know. It happened to ne, but | managed to get it back
mai nly because Justen insisted that | reread The Basis of Order.

"I don't believe in theft." |I coughed. | wasn't used to tal king that nuch. Wodwor ki ng wi t hout
an apprentice is quiet work. "But | don't believe that whipping or killing people desperate enough

to steal food in the daylight is likely to do much good."
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"No." Weldein glanced toward the eastern gates |less than two hundred cubits ahead.

Jylla and Freyda nodded.

I gave Girloch another pat and | ooked back toward the autarch's residence, although |I couldn't
see it, and then at the road stretching ahead.

VI

THE TALL SANDY - haired man with the heavy forearns wal ked al ong the pier toward the ship in the
end berth. The light wind brought the snell of cooking fromthe waterfront of Nylan to the pier
m xing the oil with the scents of seaweed and fish. The steel-hulled vessel with the nanepl ate
Shrezsan flew the flag of Hanor froma jackstaff above the stern. As he noted the naneplate, a
faint smle crossed his |ips.

W sps of steam seeped fromthe twin funnels. No paddl e-wheels protruded fromthe snmooth |ines
of the hull, but the tips of the two big screws were visible just beneath the surface of the gray
water in the harbor of Nylan. The tall man stood by a bollard not quite half his height and cl osed
his eyes, concentrating on the ship. After he had stood silently for a tinme, a steam powered
tractor puffed by, then sl owed.

"I's that you, Magister Gunnar?"

GQunnar opened his eyes and turned to the dark-haired woman in bl ack coveralls. He inclined his
head.

"Caron. FromSigil. | took your order ethics class at the Tenple in Wander naught.™

"I"'msorry, | did not recognize you." He gestured toward the ship. "I'd heard about the new
Hanorian steaners, and | wanted to see one."

"She's a beauty. Fast, too."

"Shrezsan-that's not a Hanorian nane. | wonder..."

Caron | aughed. "The ship belongs to Leithrrse. He came from Enstronn, but he couldn't finish
dangergel d. He's a prosperous nmerchant in Hanmor, sonetines even acts as an envoy for the Enperor-
not here, of course."

"No... | suppose not." Qunnar paused. "The steel seens al nbst as tough as black iron, and the
propell ers are snoot h-finished."

Caron nodded. "They've built some warships that are even faster, according to the mate, |ots of
them with nore on the way. He | ooked over his shoul der when he told ne."

"If they can do this, |I'd not be surprised if they're going to armthemw th cannon."

Caron | ooked down the pier and back. "They have. Hundreds nmaybe. That's what one of the sailors
was saying in the Wite Stag."

GQunnar pulled at his chin. "Take a lot of iron."

"Harmor's got a lot."

"l suppose."” @unnar | ooked beyond the ship, out toward the Gulf and Candar.

A steamwhistle blew, and Caron flashed a brief smle. "That's for me. They need to load this
up. It was good seeing you, Magister CGunnar."

"Good to see you, Caron." Qunnar took another | ook at the Shrezsan, then stepped back next to
the bollard and cl osed his eyes once nore.

The steam whistle tooted twice nore; and a pair of gulls swooped down and across the stem of
t he stearmer.

A wake left the next pier, a pier guarded and apparently enpty, for all that the ripples
signified a departing ship.

Qunnar's eyes opened and foll owed the unseen ship for a tine. Finally, he shook his head and
wal ked back toward the shops at the foot of the pier

I X

WE HEADED SOUTHEAST from Kyphrien on a packed clay road wi de enough for three horses or a wagon
and one horse, riding through the hills of red clay covered with fine sand, patches of grass, and
desert olive groves, neticulously tended, their |eaves gray in the early winter light. Between the
groves were villages, so snall they had no kaystones, no squares, just white-plastered houses with
red tile roofs and handfuls of children scattered in odd pl aces-on stone walls or tending sheep or
driving oxen with | ong wands.

By mid-norning, the high gray clouds began to break, but the wind remained Iight, although it
had changed direction, coming fromthe north, and seened nore chill than in Kyphrien

Ri di ng past the olive trees, | wondered how nmany of the groves belonged to Hensil, the trader
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who had conmi ssioned the chair set. Somehow, | |iked Antona better than Hensil, although

couldn't say | |iked her occupation better. They both catered to hunan appetites, but | have never
liked the idea of any trade in human bei ngs. Then again, just because he was richer, was Hensi

any better than Fusion, who had wanted nme to punish a starving boy? Food traders wi thheld food for
those who had nore coins, and traders in wonen effectively w thheld sex for those who had nore
coins. Except-I shook ny head- wonen could think, and olives presumably didn't.

"You | ook worried, Order-nmaster,” comented Yel ena.

"Conparing olives and wonen," | nunbl ed.

Jylla and Freyda grinned at each ot her

Vel dei n brushed back his |ongish blond hair and said softly, "You have to think about that?"

Even | had to snile

The olive groves dimnished to scattered stands, and eventually gave way to sparser hillsides
covered with | ow and gnarled cedars. The villages grew |l ess frequent, as did travelers. W stopped
to water the horses around nidday at a narrow streamrunni ng between two hills. To our right,
downstream a snall flock of sheep had churned the grass around a danp area into a | ong streak of
brown on brown.

"Good thing they're dowmnstream" offered Yel ena.

About to scoop up a nouthful of water, | stopped, deciding a little orderspelling on the water
woul dn't hurt. Yelena drank from her canteen. So did Wl dein, but | wanted to save the redberry in
mne. So | orderspelled some water. | could alnost feel the grit and sone chaos spill out.

"How can you drink that?" asked Jylla. "Whn't you get the flux?"

"Very carefully,” | told her. "I wouldn't drink it if you don't have to."

"But you are."

"I orderspelled it."

Freyda and Jylla | ooked at each other and shook their heads. After that, | stood beside Gab-
I och and took out the cheese and hard biscuits.
"Wuld you like sone?" | offered a small wedge of the white cheese to each of them Even the

Finest aren't exactly that well off.

"Thank you," said Wl dein and Yel ena.

Freyda and Jyl | a nodded thanks.

"How long will it take to get to Lythga?" According to Krystal, the trip was four days hard
riding to Ji koya, and then another two to Lythga and that part of the Lower Easthorns.

"Alittle over six days," answered Yel ena after swallowi ng half the wedge of cheese in a single
bite. "The way you're going to Hydlen is al nbst an ei ght-day | onger."

"I really don't want to ride up the direct route to Arastia. That's |ike announcing ny arrival
with a large trunpet and saying, 'Hello, Gerlis, here |l am' It's not that healthy."

Yel ena frowned. "You went up against the first chaos wi zard al one."

"Then | was even younger and stupider. Actually, that was ny second. Antonin didn't have an
army canped next to him The first one did, and I ran like hell, and was very |ucky to escape."
didn't point out that being able to shield nyself fromthe troops' seeing ne had helped a lot, and
they still alnost got ne shooting off arrows blind. That shielding hadn't worked agai nst the
wi zard, only the troops, and it wouldn't work against Gerlis hinmself. "Also, the point is to get
back to Kyphrien with enough information to | et the autarch know what is happening."

That got a snort fromJylla, and | |ooked over at her, standing beside her nount. She turned
pal e.

"You nade your point, Lerris."” Yelena's tone was dry.

"What point?" | really wasn't that angry, but | had been irritated.

She shook her head.

"Il still be lucky to get back in one piece."

"I have great confidence in you, Oder-master."

I was gl ad soneone did.

| packed up the cheese, orderspelled nore water, and used sone of it to wash ny face. Bel ow us,
the sheep nmilled around nore, and then drifted farther away fromthe road.

"I"'msorry," | said quietly to Yelena as we rode onward and away from the sheep

"There's nothing to be sorry about." She paused. "You know what makes you dangerous, Lerris?"

"Me, dangerous?"

"You," she affirmed, glancing back toward the three who foll owed several |engths back and
| owering her voice. "You just do whatever needs to be done. You do it with as nmuch force as you
can."

"That's practical. You do it the best way you can. If you have to do it, then doit. And if you
don't, then don't." | was enbarrassed and started | ooking at the road ahead, for sheep, for
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kayst ones, for anything.

The hills got flatter on the road to Dasir, and the sun got hotter, and the light breeze died
down.

Kaaa... cchwww | rubbed nmy nose and tried not to sneeze again.

Jylla's sneeze wasn't nmuch nore delicate than m ne

Wth the lower hills, the packed dark clay of the road had turned drier, redder, and dustier

Kaaachewww ! |

"You have an inpressive sneeze," offered Yel ena.

"Thank you." My nose was running, reddish fromthe dust that seemed everywhere.

"It's been a dry year, this side of Kyphrien," she went on. "That causes the dust. But it's
better than the nud."

Bet ween coughi ng and sneezing, | wasn't sure that dust was preferable to nud. Being an order-
master is hel pful for keeping away flies and bugs, but it doesn't do much for dust. | itched
everywhere and wondered if The Basis of Order dealt with itches. That was the problem though
When you need to learn sonmething it's late, often too late. | sighed and resolved to read through
t he book that evening.

Wth each step, the dust rose. And the dust rose and fell, and poor Gairloch's | egs |ooked like
he wore boots nmade of red dust. | just wore a cloak of the stuff.

Khhaaa... cheww

Overhead, the late fall sky had turned a cheerful blue-green, and bright, and the w nd had
di ed, making the day seem warner, warm enough that by md-afternoon | was sweating, and thin |ines
of mud ran down ny cheeks.

My backsi de was sore by the tine the sun hung on the edge of the low hills behind us. Kyphrien
al ready seened inpossibly far behind. | was still sneezing, and ny nose was running red mud. M
eyes itched, and | wanted to club Gerlis to death with my staff, just to get things over with
sooner.

"We'| | stay there." Yelena pointed to a kaystone on the |left side of the road that said
"Matisir."

| squinted down the road toward a clunp of buildings that seened sl unped between two low hills

"The barracks is right off the square, if you can call it a square."

Jylla sighed. Wldein flicked his reins.

Matisir contai ned perhaps ten buildings. One was the barracks for outliers and transient
menbers of the Finest, and one was a long stable. Both were of nud brick covered with a thin | ayer
of white plaster that the red dust and rain had turned an uneven pink. They had red-tiled roofs.

Across the flat grassl ess expanse that was a square, by the virtue of a |arge stone tabl et
conmmenorati ng sonmet hing, was a two-story structure, also of mud bricks, but without the plaster
with a peeling signboard bearing a crude picture of a fireplace.

"That's the A d Hearth," explained Yelena. "Local herders go there. New recruits... once."

W rode straight to one end of the stables. | took the smallest stall, and unsaddl ed Gairl och.
Kaaachew. . .

"Still sneezing, Oder-nmaster?" asked Yel ena

"Damed dust..." | kept brushing Gairloch until he |ooked clean, and until | had a second coat

of dust. Then |I found sone feed for himand a bucket of water. About that tine a bell rang. The
ot hers-except for Yelena-had |eft.
"Qur rooms are there," she explained. "You rate an officer's space."
The roomwas narrow| ess than five cubits deep and only about ten wide, with a single shuttered

wi ndowno gl ass, no hearth. | set everything on the floor. There was no table, only a single
narrow canvas cot. If | had an officer's space, | felt sorry for Wldein, Jylla, and Freyda.

"Di nner won't be long, when the second bell rings." Yelena |left, carrying a bedroll and her
knapsack.

First, | beat the dust out of ny clothes, standing outside my room

"You'll just get dusty tonorrow," observed Weldein froma good dozen cubits upw nd.

"That's tonorrow. "
| found the washroom and a punp, and used al nost two buckets of water-cold water-to get the

dust and nud off me. | blewred nud fromny nose, dug red clots fromny hair, and washed red mnud
from between ny toes, fromdust that had sifted down ny boots. Finally, | got clean enough that
the world didn't smell like red grit. Then | shaved. As | was drying, the second bell rang, and I

had to scranble back into my cl othes.

The three trestle tables were nostly filled, although the majority of those eating seened to be
outliers, both fromtheir pale green | eathers and shirts and the talk.

"... Oyster... he says he's desperate enough for the Od Hearth..."
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" anyone that desperate?"
swings a sword |ike a meat chopper..."
know anyt hi ng about the new wi zard in Hydl en?"
Berfir is an overgrown herder with a big sword..."
"... which kind..."
bread, denon-dam it..."

Yel ena gestured to me, and | found a seat on the |long bench near the end where an outlier
wearing a gol d-brai ded vest sat in a chair.

"This is local |eader Ustrello. Order-master Lerris."

"I appreciate the hospitality.” | inclined ny head.

"You are the one who bested the white w zard and di scovered the secrets of the w zards' roads,
are you not? The ones no one el se has been able to ride?" Ustrello appeared short, but broad, with
whi t e nustaches and shoul ders that many oxen coul d have wi shed for

"I was fortunate enough to do so." | felt enbarrassed about having told Yel ena about the roads,
and then discovering that no one else could find them That was anot her unfinished project,
although it had lost its urgency when | had killed Antonin

Yel ena smi | ed.

Ustrello inclined his head to the woman between us, with hair in which blond and sil ver
intertwined in a long braid piled on top of her head. "This is ny consort-Tasyel ."

"I's this the fanpbus wi zard, the one who did all the marvel ous things, and the one with the
strongest pony in the world?" She | ooked fromUstrello to me, as if in confirmation

"Gairloch will be pleased to know that he is the strongest pony in the world, and I am pl eased
to neet you, Tasyel."

"Is it true that you have an invisible sack that can never be enptied?”

| groaned, shaking ny head. "You have met Shervan?"

"Shervan?" Both Ustrello and Tasyel |ooked puzzled. Yel ena snothered a grin.

"I stopped in Tellura when | first cane to Kyphros. | had... cast a spell over sonme of ny
possessions... so that | would look like a less tenpting target for bandits. Wen | took sonething
out of a spelled saddl ebag, one of the outliers-his nane was Shervan-said | had an invisible
sack." | shrugged. "I tried to explain, but he was telling everyone about my mniracul ous sack."

Ustrell o | aughed. "I have not net Shervan, but | have met his story. Al the outliers tell it.
I amal nost sorry to learn the truth.”

"There is certainly nore that the wizard is not telling, or he would not be a wi zard." The
| eader' s consort w nked at ne.

"Alas... the truth is sonetimes discouraging."

"Yes... but you have not eaten, and we would not | et anyone, especially a fanbus w zard, go
away hungry." She picked up the huge serving dish and thrust it at ne. Fromthe snell it was sone
formof curried goat stew

"Thank you." Curried, peppered goat or not, | was hungry and took a hel ping al nrost as big as

those of the outliers.

Yel ena handed ne a | ong basket, and | broke off a suitably inpressive chunk of dark noist bread
that was still steam ng

"And the olives, they are also special." Tasyel pressed a snall bucket of olives on ne.

As | took a handful, absently, | wondered about the little thief that Fuston had wanted ne to
catch and puni sh. "They | ook special."” | dipped the bread in the goat-it was even hotter than
Ri ssa's burkha. My forehead broke out in sweat, and | noticed that Yelena had taken a small bite,
and a much smaller serving than | had. Her eyes tw nkl ed.

"We're fanmous for our goat!" Ustrello alnost had to yell over the voices fromaround us.
"Nowhere in Candar is it as hot! Tasyel nakes the very best."

Tasyel beamed, and | swall owed, reaching for whatever was in the pitcher in front of Yelena.
Bread without the goat and the fruity fernented teekla helped. |I only felt as though |I had
swal | owed hal f a chaos wi zard's fireball

"You like it?"

"I'"ve never tasted anything like it anywhere."

Ustrell o beaned in turn. Yelena covered her nouth. | ate sone nore of the bread before | took a
much small er second nmout hful of the goat. My forehead still beaded in sweat.

"The wi zard, he eats pretty good, better than you fancy soldiers.” Ustrello jabbed at Yel ena.

"He's a wizard. I'mnot," countered Yel ena, chewi ng anot her nout hful of the good bread-w thout
spiced goat. "He's used to dealing with fire."

| was also hungry. | hadn't eaten that nuch for breakfast, not as early as |I'd gotten up to see

Krystal off, and not that nuch cheese and biscuits at midday. So | kept eating, but had to take
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anot her | arge chunk of the bread.

"He ate it all." Tasyel gestured for the casserole dish and dunped it back in front of ne.
I took a second, snaller serving-and nore bread.

"After all, he is a wizard." Yelena rolled her eyes.

"Where are you goi ng?" Ustrell o asked.

In between nout hfuls, | answered, "To do sone w zardly things."

"That is what one would expect froma w zard," affirmed Tasyel."W zards nust do those things
whi ch the rest of us cannot, and that is why they are w zards."

It made sense in a way. Ustrell o nodded at her wisdom and | kept a straight face, glad to keep
what | was really up to not too obvious

"What do wi zards do when they are not being w zards?" asked Ustrello when | had finished the
second, smaller hel ping.

"Different things. | ama woodworker."

"Do you carve things?"

"I nmake furniture, nostly, chairs, tables, desks, wardrobes..."

"Amazi ng, he is a wi zard who does useful things, too."

| tried not to choke, and nodded, then took a sip of the pungent teekla.

Eventual ly, | struggled out of the cheerful chaos and wandered through the tw light back to ny
narrow quarters, wondering how Krystal was doing
| got a candle fromny pack and, yawning, used ny striker to bring it into flane. | began to

flip through The Basis of Order. As | suspected, there wasn't anything on dust, although there was
a passage on itching that wasn't nmuch help, since it pointed out that nost itches felt worse with
an "unordered" mnd. Geat! Itching disordered the nind, which nade the itching feel worse. But
there was nothing on renedying the causes of itches, at |east not fromwhat | could see with a

qui ck flipping through the pages.

For lack of quick results, | decided to go back to the introductory sections, the ones that had
bored me so often I'd never really grasped them The first few pages were still boring, but | did
find something nore interesting partway into the introduction

"Pure order cannot nourish life, for living requires growh, and the process of growh is the
constant struggle to bring order out of chaos." | wasn't sure what it had to do with Gerlis, but
it had to do with boredom 1'd always seen order as boring, but what if | substituted pure order
in my equation? | couldn't nmake the connection, exactly, but | wanted to think about it.

| didn't get too nuch farther, ending at a paragraph whi ch concl uded:

" order mnust enbody chaos, and chaos order."

That was too arcane for ne, alnost a boring truism After blowing out the candle, | curled up
to sleep, ignoring the voices outside.

" excuse for a horse..."
not knock-kneed |ike yours..."
what do wi zards do? You know, Sergel ?"

Thankfully, it was quiet when | woke, quiet and gray, with the hint of a chill drizzle from
flat clouds.

Br eakfast was not quite so noisy as dinner, but with enough of a din that | was glad for the
qui et of the road.

On the way out of Matisir, Yelena asked, "How is your stomach?"

| considered. "Fine. How about yours?"

"Too nuch curried goat."

"You didn't eat that nuch."

"You," she said wyly, "don't have to eat it in dozens of different ways at every outliers
barracks in Kyphros."

The nist kept the red road dust down. Girloch only had a red coating for half a cubit up from
his hoofs, but it clung to himnore because he was hairier than the sl eeker troopers' nmounts.

That was the way the trip went. Lots of riding on long roads with few travelers. Lots of quiet,
with some words between.

Yel ena brought us into Dasir |ate the next night, where we stayed in yet another barracks with
tal kative outliers. Dasir was a town, unlike Matisir, and |Iike nost Kyphran towns |'d travel ed
through recently, it had the sane roads covered with red dust that clung to everything, even in
wi nter, which was hotter than sumrer in Recluce. The nist hadn't |asted; the dust had begun to
rise again. The white-plastered houses roofed inred tile were generally squarish with few outside
wi ndows and centered on garden courtyards, and their white plaster was pink al so.

After Dasir, the road got straighter, enptier, and the hills nore barren, with a few scattered
goats, the kind that nmade for bounties or dinner, assunm ng anyone could catch them That night
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Yel ena supervised dinner-dried neat, cheese, and tea that tasted netallic fromthe pot-at a
waystation in the mddl e of nowhere. | shared ny bag of dried peaches.

"Nice to have dried fruit,"” rmunbled Wl dein

"There are sone advantages to traveling with a craftnmaster," suggested Yel ena.

| had to orderspell the water twice. That's how brackish it was.

A day later, Weldein pointed to the next kaystone-Jikoya.

"Wait," was all he said.

A small er, and poorer, version of Dasir-that was Ji koya. The whitewashed plaster of the houses
was graying, and the roof tiles were often cracked and some were m ssing. Sone children were
barefoot and ragged. | felt nmy warm jacket and | ooked at them Goats ran free.

"What about the goats?" | asked, recalling that uncontrolled goats were food and/or bounty,
according to the autarch's | aws.

"Peopl e here don't pay that rmuch attention to the laws. They're too poor, and the autarch is
far away," said Freyda, riding al nost beside ne.

There was a barracks-of sorts-attached to a house. | slept on the floor, on ny bedroll, rather
than trust the vermn-infested straw pallet. Even so, and with what wards | could nuster, | had a
few reddi sh bites when | rolled to ny feet the next norning. | understood-at |east sonewhat-the
autarch's willingness to trade Ji koya to save trained troops.

Br eakfast was hot porridge, and it was hot, which was about all it had to offer. | found grain
for Gairloch, and he munched happily enough

From Ji koya, the old, old road south ran toward. Lyt hga, and that took two days. Canping in the
desolate hills with the low wind howing off the not-too-di stant nmountains was nore restful than
sl eeping in the Ji koya barracks, and not nuch col der, although |I found both Wl dein and Jylla
shivering and stanping the next norning.

" Col d?"

"You wi zards never get cold, do you?" asked the young nan.

"Sonetines, but it gets colder than this where I'mfrom and it certainly gets colder up north,
in places like Spidlar and Sligo."

"They can have it," said Jylla, huddling close to the small fire.

| shrugged, wi shing | could wash up, but there had been no water, outside of a single plains
pot hol e, since Jikoya.

| did have some of ny hoarded redberry and shared it with the others.

"See... w zards do have sone good surprises!"” Wl dein stated, nunching on cheese and spraying
some forth with the words

"This wizard..." grudged Jylla.

Gairloch wasn't that happy about the |ack of water, but he got to drink at another pothole, as
Yel ena predicted, by nidnorning.

Late in the afternoon, an irregular line of trees appeared on the southern horizon

"That's the Sturbal River. It's just a stream Circles west and south around the Hi gh Desert.
Weren't for that, and the old mnes, Lythga wouldn't be there,” explai ned Wl dei n.

A good kay outside of Lythga, the narrow road joined a wider one that stretched to the east to
the town and sout hwest al ong the Sturbal

Yel ena gestured to the east. No kaystone marked the approach to Lythga, and the road was rutted
with old tracks. Even the shoul ders had deep gouges half filled with red dust and sand. | | ooked
at the gouges and then at Yel ena.

"It used to be a mning road. They took copper, and silver, and a little gold fromthe m nes,
but it's all gone now. Has been for centuries.”

The gouges | ooked old, and | probed themw th nmy order senses. | couldn't tell much, only that
they had been there for a long tine.
After climbing a low hill, Gairloch whuffed, thirsty. On the slope down to the Sturbal and the

narrow stone bridge were two roofl ess | og squares that had once been houses. A short cedar grew in
the doorway of one. Next to the bridge was an even snaller roofless structure.

"The old toll house,"” explained Yel ena. "That's how they paid for the bridge."

On the other side of the stream a deep gash in the land with only a narrow ri bbon of water,
were nore roofl ess houses, with desert scrub and cedars growing in and around t hem

The road turned northeast, following a twist in the Sturbal, and | gl anced from one ruined
building to another for nearly a kay. There was a square, with a pedestal that had once apparently
held a statue, and three buildings on the northeast side. One had a sign with a pickax crossed
over a sword. The second had crossed candles, and the third was boarded up

Yel ena rei ned up outside the saggi ng stabl es behind the Pick and Sword.

Lyt hga nade poor Ji koya | ook as prosperous as Kyphrien itself.
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"Have you been here?" | asked the others.

The three troopers shook their heads.

"It's been five years,"” said Yelena. "I hope it's the last tine."

So did I, especially after a boiled bear dinner that made cold cheese seem wonderful. Wl dein

and | shared a room whose fl oor sagged nore than a sailor's hanmmock. But | did sleep- after a |ot
of work with wards to deal with insects.

Wl dei n watched nmy nuttering over the wards, shaking his head.

The next norning was gray again, with nore drizzle that wasn't rain and that didn't bring much
nmoi sture to the ground. | was stiff, but the stiffness left as we rode eastward until al nost noon
with brief stops to water the horses. Sonmetinme near noon, Yelena picked a spot on a point that was
al nost a sandbar in the streamwhere we could eat and | et our nobunts graze on the sparse grass and
drink. Gairloch preferred the | eaves of one type of scrub, but they seened harmi ess.

| gave Jylla the last of the white cheese.

"Thank you. You're not bad for a wizard. | can even see why the commander |ikes you."

| shrugged. | hoped so.

| was the last, as always, to renmount for the ride to the Lower Easthorns, now | oom ng reddi sh-
brown and cl ose enough to touch. It still was m d-afternoon before Yel ena reined up-perhaps half a
kay fromthe beginning of the road across the | ower pass. The sunlight filtered through thin, hazy
cl ouds above the plains to the west and south behind us, the plains that rose higher to the south
until they became the Hi gh Desert of southeast Kyphros.

"I hope your task is easier than the last time we parted so.

Yel ena i nclined her head.

"So do |, Leader Yelena."
Wl dein gave ne a salute as they turned away, and | nudged Gairloch toward the entry to the
| ower pass road. | only | ooked back once, and they were already dots on the road.

The road at the beginning of the pass was narrow, not nuch nore than a dozen cubits wi de before
it dropped down into the narrow streamthat had so little water that | could have stepped across
it. The streanbed was a good four cubits below the road surface, and the snoothed and curved
surfaces of the boul ders and stones around which the streamflowed showed that it often was wld
and deep. The road itself bore hoof prints, even an oxen track, and recent droppings.

Gairloch stutter-stepped through the natural rock gates, but the steep rock walls curved away
fromthe road and streamwi thin a dozen rods, and the road began to clinb.

\Wheee. .. eeee..

"I know. It's no fun carrying all those tools, and you don't have any conpany, either." |
patted himon the neck

On the way, when we got to a straight section of the road, with no one around, | practiced
setting up ny shields, the kind that shuttled Iight around ne. Wile no one could see Gairloch or
me, | couldn't see anyone else either, and had to use ny very rudi nentary order senses to feel ny
way al ong.

Gairloch couldn't see anything, and he shortened his steps. | patted himagain, offering hima

little sense of order, but I wanted himto get used to it again before we had to use it for real
The shields only worked for light, and that neant if he whinnied, anyone could hear us. They could
al so see hoof prints. Magic doesn't solve all problens. It would be nice if it did, but it
doesn't.

After a while, Gairloch's stride lengthened a little, and he stopped being quite so skittish. |
rel eased ny hold on the shields and took a deep breath. W'd covered less than a kay. It was a
slow way to travel

"CGood fellow"
As we clinbed and as the sun dropped, the road got colder. Both ny breath and Gairl och's began
to steamin the late afternoon. H gher in the | ow mountains, | could see patches of snow |

stopped and pulled on ny heavy jacket, although | didn't close it.

After about another ten kays, the road stopped clinbing quite so steeply in a long flat valley
filled with a m xture of brown grass, short cedars, boul ders, and heaps of snow on the north side
of the boul ders and cedars. The road was danpened clay, and nost tracks had faded with the nelting
of the earlier snowfall. Sonme of the grass had been cropped short, but in the dimess, | could see
no sign of sheep or goats.

Yel ena had said there was a waystation, and there was, although the ancient door had rotted off
the heavy old iron hinges, and the sod-grass roof clearly | eaked when it snowed or rained-at |east
| assuned the danp spots and depressions in the dirt floor were from natural noisture.

Door or no door, | wasn't that cold. Even a little order-nmastery solved that, but cold food was
anot her thing. Cheese was all right cold, and so was the bread, but after nearly an eight-day, |
was missing Rissa's cooking. | even missed nmy own cooking.
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| let Gairloch graze for a while, then fed himsone grain and led himto the spring behind the
waystation. | |ooked at the road to the east, which continued to clinb into the Lower Easthorns,
then dragged hi m back to near the waystation where | unrolled ny bedroll in a sheltered corner. |
sl ept, wi thout dream ng

X
West of Arastia, Hydlen [Candar]

GERLI S TAKES QUT the small polished glass and sets it in the center of the creamcolored |inen
that covers the portable table, centering it carefully. Then he walks to the tent entrance and
peers out through the canvas fl ap.

"Orort, | don't wish to be disturbed-except by His Extraordinarily Suprene and WIIful
M ghti ness, the Duke."
"Yes, ser." The guard inclines his head, and by the tine he lifts it, the tent flap is back

down. He swal | ows.

Inside, Gerlis sits on the polished white oak stool and stares at the screeing glass, ignoring
the sweat that beads on his forehead and the heat that slowy builds in the tent.

First, white mists appear in the glass, then a wavering i mage, which CGerlis studies. Five dusty
riders plod down a narrow road. The lead rider is a Kyphran officer, acconpanying a figure on a
smal | er horse.

As the image wavers and fades, Gerlis frowns. "Danger froma few Kyphrans?" He w pes his
forehead. After a tine, he stands and wal ks to the corner of the pavilion tent, where he lifts a
bottle of wine and takes a single long drink

"Turning already... curses of the power..." He takes another drink before he sets the open
bottle back on the top of the closed single trunk that doubles as a second tabl e beside the narrow
cot. Then he wal ks back to the table and sits down.

Agai n, he concentrates, and is rewarded with the msts, and a second i nage-that of a sl ender
balding man in a tan uniformw th a sunburst pin upon his collar.

CGerlis frowns. "The sundevils... spells trouble... but not for a tine." He gestures, and the
gl ass blanks. "Not until after Berfir holds Hydlen firmy."

For the third time, his eyes fix on the glass and call for an image-that of a thin nman in the
col ors of Hydlen who sharpens a long knife and | ooks over his shoul der toward the setting sun

CGerlis nods at |ast.

" friend Cennon... assassins yet..." His words to hinself are barely a whisper.

He Iifts his left hand and gazes at it. "The |l eft hand of the Duke, and nany will rue it."
Wiitish-red fire flickers fromhis fingertips, and he snmiles. Far beneath the meadow, the earth
runbl es, and shortly the grasses beyond the tents ripple in the wi ndless afternoon

Xl

A COLD WND bl ew through the door, and scattered snowfl akes danced into the waystation. A thin
carpet of snow lay inside the doorway.

| clinbed out of ny bedroll, somewhat stiffly, and struggled with a few scraps of wood and sone
twigs | collected fromthe scrub bushes. Before too long, a snmall fire burned, heating water in ny
single battered pot. | needed tea or sonething.

Gai rl och had whuffed and whinnied the whole tinme | gathered wood and twi gs, and | went back out
and untied him

Wiheeeee. .. eeeeee... eeee.

"I should have untied you first? Is that it?" | led himto the spring, and then |l et him browse
as he could while | used ny pot to make too-strong tea to go with biscuits that had gotten hard
enough to use ny chisels on. Instead | dunked themin the tea, ignoring the tea-snpoky taste. Then
I had sone raisins and the last of the olives. Aives don't travel that well, except in brine, and
brine's heavy.

My washing up was cursory, with no shaving, since | wasn't likely to sweat, not with the chill
wi nd of f the higher peaks and the scattered snowfl akes reminding me that it was al nost winter,
al t hough the pass was never supposed to be closed by snow O not for |ong, because it was so far
sout h.

| looked at the clouds before | went back into the waystation and stood in front of ny little
fire. Wiile order-mastery did keep ny body fromgetting too cold, a fire hel ped, too.

A smal| piece of ol der cedar wedged in the corner of the near enpty wood bin caught ny eye, and
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I wiggled it free. It wasn't that long, perhaps a third of a cubit and maybe three spans w de,
but it had been rough-sawn at both ends, and discarded as too short for firewdod, | guessed. The
grain was even, and while | warned nyself as the fire died down, | took out ny knife and began to
experiment. Carving hadn't been ny greatest strength, and it could use sone inprovenent.

A face |l ay under the wood, but whose face it night be renained to be seen as ny carving
progressed. | couldn't tell with the little | did before the fire died and before it was time to
head onward toward Hydl en. Then |I fastened ny jacket and packed the cedar into one of the bags on
Gai rl och

Gairl och whinnied. Hs breath steaned, and the whiteness nixed with the snow flurries.

"Let's go, old fellow"

The road clinbed gradually, and the snow got heavier. | had a sense that it was not going to
get too heavy, but | worried, since it was beginning to stick on the road and especially to build
on the scattered patches of grass and on the cedars.

So Gairloch put one hoof in front of the other, and I worried, and we travel ed east until we
reached the top of the pass. W didn't rest there, not only because of the snow, but because,
according to Yelena, the descent was |longer, and the road twisted nore. | didn't want to be too
high in the hills if ny senses were wong about the anmount of snow.

For a tine the snow got heavier, but the wind dropped off, and the flakes fell alnpbst straight
down. A light blanket of white coated just about everything, Gairloch's mane included, until |
brushed it off.

Then it stopped, but the air remained still, and the only sounds were Gairloch's breathing, ny
breathing, and the stolid clop of one nmountain pony's hoofs.

The white bl anket got blotchier, with boulders sticking through, and the snow began to slide
of f the bowed branches of the trees, nostly cedars in the higher sections of the road. In tineg,
the way foll owed another stream narrow and with only a trace of water, but the trace becane a
brook, and then a streamas the road wound its way | ower.

Whheeee. .. eeee..

"All right. You're thirsty. W'll stop, but not here. Down there where the bank isn't so
steep.”

| guided Gairloch toward a flattened space by the stream nostly clear of snow The little that
remai ned was nelting away, although the sun renai ned hidden by the woolly gray clouds.

The earth thrown | oosely over bl ackened branches, the rodent tracks, and the scrapes in the

ground showed ot hers had canped there, though not too recently. | wal ked Gairloch down to a sandy
bank, and he | apped the water greedily.

"Easy... easy... That's cold water." | knew. | touched it with ny finger, and it was cold
enough to chill right to the bone, order-nmastery or no order-mastery. Cold as it was, it snelled
clean, with just a hint of evergreen resin.

After he drank, | gave hima little grain before | renpunted and conti nued downward on the road
to Fakl aar.

Sormrewhere on the way eastward, | noticed the change in the trees. On the far west side of the

Lower Easthorns had been cedars, twisted |ow cedars clinging to the reddi sh and sandy soil between
rocks and boul ders, with only patches of grass, and scrub bushes.

| was seeing oaks now, black and white, with softer woods, and an occasional |orken tucked into
a grove-good supplies and healthy trunks for a woodworker. The trunks were straighter, and sone
were ol d-ol der certainly than the inpressive trunks in the woods south of Land's End in Recl uce
and some of those Recluce trees dated back to Creslin and Megaera-the nythical Founders. The trees
in Hydlen felt older, even if they weren't bigger. But the trees of Recluce reportedly had been
pl anted by the ancient order-masters. That woul d have given any tree a certain advantage.

Trees or no trees, | kept riding, and the clouds eventually broke enough that once or twice in
the afternoon there were patches of sunlight.

Xl |
East of Lavah, Sligo [Candar]

AFTER DRAW NG BACK the drapery that covers the shelves of the rough bookcase agai nst the cottage
wall, the man in brown sniles. Hi s eyes stop on each volune, as if to drink the words and the
know edge within.

"What you could tell..." He laughs. "Wat you do tell. Wat you are already telling!" Then he
shakes his head. "For so long, so |ong, you have been hidden."

The cl oppi ng of hoofs on the hard ground outside drifts through the hal f-open w ndow by the
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crude door. Sammel lets the cloth drop across the front of the case, |eaving what appears as a
draped but narrow tabl e.

He turns and wal ks to the door, which he opens. He steps out and stands on the crude stone
stoop, looking westward toward the small river valley that holds the town, although Lavah is nore
of a haml et than a town.

On the stoop he waits for the two figures who have tethered their horses to the rude hitching
rail beside the first of the irregular stones that forma rough walk to the cottage door. The high
thin clouds turn the sun's golden-white light into a bright grayish-white.

"Greetings."

"Greetings be to you, Master Sammel." The thin trader wal ks toward the cottage.

Sanmel steps inside and wal ks to the crude table, where he picks up a single scroll.

"What is there of value in a scroll?"

"This one contains a way of separating natural waxes and fats. It will give you a nmeans to make
better candles."” Samel hands the scroll to the trader

"Better candl es? Wien they have gas | anps on Recluce? And good oil lanps in Freetown and
Hydol ar ?"

"How many candl es are sold every year? How nany peopl e buy |anps and how nany buy candl es?"
Sanmel shakes his head. "People will pay nore for better candles."

The thin trader nods his head. "Aye... | suppose so. Theryck would pay for it. He's the
renderer in Tyrhavven." He sets a pouch on the table and steps back

Sammel | eaves the pouch where the trader placed it.

"Master W zard Sanmel, beggi ng your pardon, ser, but what do ye suggest we do about the Duke's
taxes?" The shorter trader gl ances nervously fromthe man in brown to the doorway of the snal
cottage.

The cold light com ng through the wi ndow glistens white.

The trader wipes his forehead and tugs at his salt - and - pepper beard.

"I doubt that Duke Colaris will be worrying about trying to collect taxes in Sligo for nuch
Il onger." Samrel's voice is snooth and deep. He smiles politely.

"What's that nean?" The shorter trader halts his pacing by the door to | ook at the bal ding
Wi zard.

"Refuse to pay his taxes. He has no claimover Sligo."

"An' maybe not, but he's got an arny, and that's sonething we don't." The thin trader studies
the white shaft of light coming through the window, and finally lifts his armthrough it. The
sparkling white dust notes dance, and the sunbeam shi nmers enough to cast faint shadows on the
dark walls.

"Then wait," counsels Sammel. "Make an excuse to his tax-collectors. There will be nore than
enough chaos in Freetown to keep them and the Duke busy before long."

"You saying that Duke Berfir's goin' to strip the hide right off old Colaris? Don't see how as
that can be, seeing as Colaris's got near on twi ce as many troops."

"Then why do you bother to consult ne? You know nore than | do." Sanmel's voice remains calm
al nost soft. He smles a warmsmile, focused into a distance the others do not see.

The thin trader glares at the shorter one by the door

The short trader |ooks at the floor. "Beggin' your pardon, ser. That be not so. You know nore,
but we don't know enough to know what we don't know "

"That was well put, Mster Trader." Sammel chuckles, a warmi ng sound, and | ooks at the hearth,
on which the fires seemto intensify their flames and heat. "Duke Berfir has a strong w zard,
per haps not strong enough for all eventualities, but strong enough to hold the south against the
autarch. Duke Berfir also has weapons that spew fire. They are terrible weapons, and little that
Duke Colaris has will stand against themin the open field."

"What's to keep Duke Col aris from naking such weapons?"

" Not hi ng- except he has not the know edge to construct them Know edge is power, especially for
a ruler. That's a lesson that has been forgotten."

The short trader |ooks at Samrel. "Wy you telling us this? Wiat's in it for you?"

"For me? Call it the love of know edge. Say that know edge is a friend who was buried too soon
and for too long."

The shorter trader rolls his eyes.

"Think that | am mad, do you? Watch!" Sammrel thrusts a hand, index finger extended, toward the
gl ass of water on the table. Fromthe water a line of fire rises and unfolds into a flower. Then
it vani shes. "All vani shes except know edge."

The two traders shake their heads.

Sanmel | ooks at the two, and his deep-set eyes glow. "You think that | amjust a nad w zard."

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%?2...cluse%2011%20-%20The%20Death%200f%20Chaos.txt (34 of 289) [5/22/03 12:51:51 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62011%20-%20T he%20D eath%200f %20Chaos.txt

The two step back involuntarily.

"What is the know edge of the price of a spice worth? The know edge of the value of a cargo?
You deal in know edge, and you cannot see its value? You purchase know edge, and you cannot see
its power?

"Know edge is ny friend, and ny ally, and he is far nore powerful than any Duke, far nore
power ful than even the Enperor of great Hanor."

"Beggin' yer pardon, Ser Wzard... we never said it wasn't so."

"Then | would ask you not to roll your eyes at nme, Ser Trader."

"No, ser. No, ser."

Sammel watches as the two back out the door

Once the sound of hoofs fades, he |aughs.

X1

ON MY RIDE through the hills of Hydlen on the road beside what | |ater discovered was the Fakl a
River, | was reninded once again that everything took longer than |I planned-whether it was a desk
or atrip.

The road, despite the internmittent sleet and freezing drizzle, was passable, and with his heavy
coat, Gairloch plodded on in stride. | brushed the ice off ny cap and jacket, sniffled through the
cold, and tried to keep the danpness away.

The scattered trees turned into forests, with clearings, first for grazing, and then for
fields, though they were but turned stubbie in the winter drizzle. The huts | passed were snug
enough looking, with thin lines of snmoke from stone and cl ay-caul ked chi meys, but small.

In the air the faint snell of burning wood nmixed with the underlying hint of rotten | eaves,
and, occasionally, the resin of evergreen needles. | rode past one stolid soul, pulling a cart,
and nodded. His eyes fixed firmy on the road, he trudged by me, his face blank, his beard
tangl ed, and his boots squushing through the rain-softened clay that was not quite rmud. On the
cart were two | opsided gourds, one gashed.

Whuffff. ..

| patted Gairloch, glad I was riding and not wal king, as we conti nued eastward.

Fakl aar stood at the first wide bend in the river, where the hills and nost of the woods ended,
and the high river plains began. In the late afternoon's winter drizzle, the clunmp of houses and
the inn and store recall ed a danper version of Howett, the town where | had first met Justen. The
inn at Faklaar stood in a swanp of churned earth, with nmuddy planks |eading fromits nmain door to
the store next door and to the stables behind.

I wasn't thrilled about the place, but | wasn't going to |learn much by skul ki ng around, and,
besi des, peopl e get suspicious of those who avoid other people. So | rode Gairloch past the newy
pai nted sign that displayed a platter heaped with a brown steanm ng mass and back to the stables.

The stable girl |ooked at ne. "Pony's sane as horses. Two coppers, three if you want a cup of
grain." Her ragged hair barely covered her ears, and her bony knees protruded fromholes in
overlarge trousers cut raggedly over wooden cl ogs.

"Al right."

"Before you stable him"

"I'" m supposed to trust you?"

She shrugged. "I steal from Jassid, and he beats nme. Don't take beatings for three coppers.”

I dismounted, trying to avoid the worst of the nud and horse droppings and dug in ny purse for
the coppers. | gave her four

She | ooked at nme.

"End stall?" | asked.

"Nope. You can take the corner one there, though. Snmall enough that Jassid won't double-stall."

"I"'mLerris."

"Daria. I'lIl get you the grain. Good stuff."

Whil e she wal ked toward a set of large barrels, | led Gairloch into the |owceilinged corner
stall. Daria was right. The stall was narrow enough for Gairloch, but it was dry, and relatively
clean. | racked the saddle and began to brush him after setting ny bags and staff in the corner.

Daria returned with a | arge nmeasure of grain.

"He bite?"

"He never has." | paused. "Except once. He kicked and bit a liveryman who whi pped him That was

before I got him"
"Don't |ike whips." She shivered as she poured the grain into the manger
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Gairl och whuffed and began to eat.

" St abl eboy! Where's the stabl eboy?”

Daria scuttled out into the yard.

After brushing Gairloch, and recalling Justen's handling of our stay in Howett, | checked the
hayl oft. It was dry, and | ooked hal fway cl ean

"What you doi ng?" demanded Daria as | dropped fromthe stall half-wall to the ground.

"Checki ng the hayloft."

"You' ve been around.”

"Sonme. "

"Better than the inn," she said.

"You sl eep there?"

Her eyes narrowed. "Don't sleep w th nobody."

| shook ny head. "I didn't mean that."

"No. Live out at the edge of town. Ma cooks for Ystral. The stew s better than the chops." She
| eft al nost before she finished speaking.

| threw an ordered |ight shield around ny staff and supplies. Wiat people couldn't see, they
were less likely to steal. Then | wal ked across the nuddy splattered planks to the inn. The door
was pine, not evenly planed and not varni shed. | knocked the nud off ny boots, and used the boot
brush no one el se had.

A bul ky man with a short gray beard and a stained | eather apron | ooked |ike he owned the place.

"Are you the innkeeper?"

"None other. Ystral, at your service. You don't want a job, do you, young fell ow?"

"No. | wanted a neal and a place to sleep.”

He snmiled the innkeeper's snile.

"Bed is half silver, and the fare's sinple but good. Four coppers for the stew, five for the
chops, and good chops they are, too."

"How about the stable?"

"Three for a horse.”

| smiled. "How about for ne, sharing the stall."

"Three if you go for that sort of thing."

I handed himthree coppers. "My horse gets lonely."

"Takes all kinds." He took the coins, still smiling, and noved toward two soldiers in crimson-
trimred grays.

| eased away. The public roomat the Overflowing Platter was none too |arge, |less than twenty
cubits on a side, and the air was greasy, snoky, and reeked faintly of horse and sheep droppings
carried in with the nud and duly boots.

There was a small table on the wall where | could watch the door, and |I took it. The table,
pi ne-finished with years of grease, wobbled, and one of the back braces on the chair was cracked.

"Beer or berry?" The woman rubbed a danp hand across a grease splotch on her gray shirt.

"Berry. Stew. How rmuch?"

"Two for the berry. Stew s four, and you get half a |oaf."

"Stew." | showed a silver, but held it.
"Pay when you get the berry."
"Al'l right."

She was gone, back to the kitchen, and | studied the others in the room trying to extend ny
hearing to pick up what | coul d.
" beef pies... better than fow..."
Berfir never hold Hydlen... only a herder with a long sword fromAsula..."
"... tell himl want real chops... cone back and spit himover his own fire...'
"... pretty face and waggl es those |lace-covered titties in front of 'emand they think she's a

| ady. ..
| tried not to blush or to react too strongly to what | heard, but little had to do with other
than t he commonpl ace.

"Here's your berry."

The nmug canme down on the grease-polished wood with a slight thunp, and | handed over the
silver. | did get four coppers back

"Stew com ng up. Next trip."

As | watched, the two soldiers cane in and sat three tables away. | tried to listen, but the
serving wonan was back.

"Here's your stew and bread, fellow" She waited and scratched her stonach.

| forced a snmile and offered her a copper, getting a smle in return
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"You're all right."

Daria had been right. The stew was good, and the bread wasn't half bad. The redberry had been
badly watered, and | orderspelled it, which nmade it bl ander, but safer

I concentrated on listening, extending ny senses toward the two troopers.

" stay away fromthe chops... dog neat fromwhat | hear...'
better than the goat those Kyphrans eat..."
say Berfir's wizard is like the great old ones..."

"... Colaris couldn't fight his way out of a Tenple... still wants the valley...

" take the Chyde over our knives..."

I frowned and took another mouthful of stew. People were talking, just talking, and there
wasn't much to nost of it. | kept listening and eating, slowy.

" Stenafta... daughter's sonmething, |'d bet, get beneath those stable clothes..."

Was Daria Stenafta's daughter? | sipped another nouthful of the redberry and tried to hear what
the troopers said, but they just ate.

" these aren't chops! Sliced mutton no matter how you cut it!" The nuscular nman in a stained
blue shirt stood up and flung the platter at the serving worman, spraying her with grease and
nmut t on.

She cringed, and the nuscular figure turned wi thout |ooking at her. Ystral scuttled into the
public room

"I nnkeeper! \When | order chops, | want chops! Not sliced nutton!" The man in the blue shirt
stood half a head taller than Ystral

"You have the best we have, ser,"” Ystral offered evenly.

"Charging for chops! Theft! It's theft!" H's hands reached for the innkeeper, shaking the
smal | er man. He grabbed for Ystral's neck with a lurch.

As | watched, the big man's hands waved, and his nouth opened with al nost a gurgle. Then he
sank to the floor, red welling across the blue of his shirt.

Ystral stepped back and wi ped the knife on the fallen figure's shirt.

Ystral turned to the cringing serving worman. "It's your fault. Clean up the nmess. Get this
carrion out of here."

Nei t her soldier said a word. The gray-haired one lifted his mug and shook his head. The younger
one chewed on a corner of bread.

Ystral wal ked out toward the front of the inn, and the buzz of conversation resumed, even while
the serving wonman tugged at the body of the man who had conpl ai ned about the chops.

| didn't feel |ike eating nore, but |I forced nyself to finish the stew, taking one slow bite at
a tinme.

don't argue with Ystral... kill you as anything..."
and | told her we'd go to Sunta, and she could get her finery sewed by the tailor there..
but, no, she said that it had to be Wrrak or Hydolar itself..."

" say he used to be a trooper..."

After finishing the stew, | eased back to the stable, having heard nothing useful, at |east
directly. | was bothered, sonehow, that the soldiers had just watched and done nothing. And that
Ystral had neither smled nor frowned.

It was still half light when | pulled ny bedroll and The Basis of Order up into the hayloft.
could hear the rain falling, again, and | had to shift ny bedroll once to avoid the drops fromthe
big rafter.

| used the striker to light the candle and tried to read a few pages.

" the world works to buffer order and chaos, for seldomdoes it allow unalloyed order to
meet the spirit of chaos unfettered by any material. Such a buffer is the basis of life. Wen the
angel s and the denmons of light fought, their spears were pure, and the very stars in the skies
were rent and torn. So is it always when unall oyed and opposing forces neet..."

That wasn't terribly interesting. So | closed the book and took out the | ength of cedar and
carved for a tinme, but it was slow, and | couldn't quite see the face beneath the wood.

Besi des, ny eyes started to feel heavy after that, and | finally put the knife and cedar away,
bl ew out the candle and put it into nmy pack. Belatedly, | set wards and went to sleep with the
sound of the rain-trying not to sneeze fromthe hay.

My dreans were strange, sonething about traveling down roads | didn't know, with a silver-
hai red woman offering advice |I didn't want and coul dn't understand.

I woke with a start, the wards tingling in nmy skull, my fingers grasping for ny staff.

Qut side, the sky was barely gray.

"Easy!" Daria backed away.

"You surprised ne." | lowered the staff and shook ny head.
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"Didn't mean to start you up." Daria eased into a crossl egged position on the planks of the
hayl oft floor. Her breath steaned.

"What are you doi ng here?”

"Conme early. Ma has to get here. Jassid pays ne half copper an eight-day if'n I'mhere 'fore
br eakfast."

| extracted nyself fromny bedroll and set aside the staff. After pulling on trousers and
boots, | shook out ny jacket and put it on. My breath steamed, and | wasn't shivering, not quite.

"You sleep outta your clothes. That safe?"

"Probably not. But it's nore confortable, and ny boots last longer if they and nmy feet get to
br eat he. "

"Feet don't breathe."

"Your whol e body breathes."

"You sone kind a teacher? You use that staff like they say the black ones do."

"No." My stomach twi sted at the statenent, and | frowned. | wasn't a teacher, but | didn't want
to get into explaining about nmyself. Because |'d carried the black ordered staff of Recluce, | had
been a bl ackstaffer when 1'd started ny exile, technically a dangergeld where | could return to
Recluce if | satisfied the Brotherhood, but | didn't see nyself ever doing that. Anyway,
bl ackstaffers weren't exactly popular in Candar. "I'm a woodworker. Sonetines, | have taught
apprentices." That was certainly true enough.

"You from Kyphros?"

"I just cane fromthere, but | was born a |l ong ways away.'
that evasion. "Wy do you want to know?"

"Ma says wonen run Kyphros. That true?"

"The autarch-"

"What's an autarch?"

"She's the woman who rul es Kyphros. The head of their... arny is a woman, too. So are nost of
the officers." | began to roll ny bedroll up

"Yeah. The bl ack bl ade. What Jassid calls one of "em He was a trooper for the old Duke on the
coast. Said she killed couple score. Wsh | could do that."

"Do you want to tell me why?"

She | ooked at the planks.

"Jassi d-or soneone el se?"

"... kill... the bastard... 'cept Ma have no coins. Khali'd starve. Pa died |ong tinme ago.
Drowned in a fight."

"He was a sol dier?"

" used to tell us stories 'fore the crops went bad. Signed for the bounty-the rebel Duke on
the coast. That was 'fore the new Duke in Hydol ar. One duke, another, sane thing."

My systemdidn't protest too nuch at

"Jassid..." | nused.
"Don't say nothing. He'll beat nme. Ma can't do nothing."
I thought as | strapped ny bedroll tight. "I pronmise. I'll say nothing." But | mght not have

to say anything.

"Shoul dn't said nothing..."

| touched her shoulder, briefly, realized that she was ol der than she | ooked, and offered a
touch of order and reassurance.

"You' re one those teacher fellows. | knewit."

"I keep your secret. You keep mne."

She nodded, and was gone down through the opening to the stable bel ow

| carried ny things bel ow, shaved quickly at the water punp, quickly enough to cut nyself, and
was checking Gairloch when a thin black-haired man, his face scarred fromold bums on the left

side, appeared by the stall. "You the one who slept here | ast night?"

"Yes."

"I didn't see you. I'mJassid. This is ny stable here."

"I paid Ystral, and | was here. There's ny bedroll." | offered a smle, extending ny senses to
the man. | tried not to recoil at the anobunt of chaos in his system | even reached out with ny

senses, then drew back. He was so touched with chaos that any attenpt to change hi m woul dn't
work... unless it killed him

He just stood there, as if expecting sonething.

I nodded and put the blanket on Gairloch, then the saddle. Wen | | ooked up from cinching the
girth, Jassid was gone.

| didn't want to enter the Overflowing Platter again. So | fed Gairloch, and we rode out into
the drizzle, |eaving Faklaar behind.
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Shoul d | have killed Jassid by renmoving the chaos fromhis systen? Could I have done it?
frowned. Had | done so, would the next stable-master have been any better?

Did | have any right to kill a man because | thought a stable girl had been abused? Did | have
any right not to do sonethi ng?

| wi ped the danpness off ny face and turned Gairl och toward the nuddy track north toward Sunta.
The air was still, and the acrid nustiness of graying | eaves grew even stronger as the drizzle
conti nued.

Gairl och tossed his head, and | patted his neck

That | hadn't done anything for Daria bothered ne. She'd asked nme not to do anything, but it
still bothered ne. Yet the thought of acting |like an ancient angel bothered ne. Wio was to say ny
vi sion of the angel night not be soneone else's denon of |ight?

| watched the road, and Gairloch pl odded al ong, and |I continued to think about Daria and
Jassid, and Ystral, wondering why sone people enjoyed hurting others so nuch, and having no rea

answers. |'d already discovered that order and chaos had little enough to do with nmorality, but
nore with the nechanics of the world
Wheeee. .. eeee..

| patted Gairloch again. What he'd said nade as nuch sense as anyt hi ng.

X'V
West of Arastia, Hydlen [Candar]

THE GROUND RUMBLES, and a slight swell of earth runs eastward through the valley, swaying tents,
ruffling the scattered clunps of grass and the branches of the scrub trees at the eastern end of
t he narrow vall ey.

The screeing glass on the table vibrates and huns.

CGerlis rubs his forehead and frowns, glancing over his shoul der toward the northeast. Wen the
shaki ng of the ground subsides, he | ooks into the glass again. The nmists form and in their center
is the figure of a half-bald, brown-haired man in brown robes, his belt a soft rope tied in an
intricate knot. The air around him seens to sparkle, although the nman in brown stands in the
m ddl e of a roomenpty except for a draped wooden case filled with volunes of books, a pallet bed,
a chair, and a table with a single lanp. H s eyes are closed.

The white w zard watches the image for a nonment, frowns again, then gestures. The image fades.
He | ooks at the copy of the scroll purchased fromthe hermt w zard by Berfir, the one with the
m xi ng nethod for the rocket powder.

"Overgrown herder still..." he nmutters. "Thinks a coronet and a bl ade nake a duke. O that
fancy weapons can stand agai nst chaos."

The runbling sound of another heavy wagon carrying dried brinmstone north to Tel sen echoes
across the valley, but the wheels do not shake the ground.

Cerlis glances back at the glass, where the mists part to show the i mage of a young nan wearing
a brown shirt and brown | eather trousers, and riding a nountain pony, a dark staff in place of a
spear or | ance.

CGerlis shakes his head, alnpbst sadly. "Poor fools... all of them None can stand against the
chaos of the earth... nor those who wield it."

H's eyes flick to the charred handl e of the dagger on the trunk by his head, and a faint smle
crosses his face. The smle fades, and he takes a deep breath. The white wi zard's eyebrows knit,
and he concentrates once nore, this time bringing up the imge of a bubbling spring, yell owed
steamrising fromeach set of bubbles.

Anot her slight shudder rocks the ground under the carpet in the center of the pavilion tent,
and, again, the screeing glass huns.

CGerlis smles nonmentarily, before his brows knit in further effort, and the ground shakes. In
the glass, the spring waters bubble even nore furiously, and the surface is cloaked in yell ow
m sts.

The ground beneath the vall ey groans.

XV

SOMETI ME AROUND M D-norning Gairloch carried ne fromthe nuddy slop of the track from Fakl aar onto
a firmer road conposed mainly of small stones and gravel set in a clay as hard as rock. About then
the rain lifted into |l ow gray clouds. The wi nd pi cked up, enough that the trees swayed in the

wi nd, but the air still snelled acrid and nusty.
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Huts gave way to snall cottages and stubble-turned fields set off with split-rail fences,
alternating with tree-covered hills-presumably |l ocal wood lots. In short, the countrysi de becamne
nore ordered, and Gairloch carried ne nore quickly. The mustiness in the air gave way to wood
snoke.

M dday found us just beyond anot her unnaned village on a hillside over another stream| had
never known existed. Gairloch found grass, sonme actually with a trace of green, and | ate hard

bi scuits and harder cheese, and the last of the dried peaches. | wi shed |I'd brought nore dried
fruit, and even dried nmeat, tough as it could be. Instead, | had hard cheese and biscuits-plenty
of bot h.

Then we travel ed on, under a colder, drier w nd.

The first hint of a larger town was a brown haze over the hilltop; the second was a |ine of
trees bordering a fair-sized river; the third was a raised causeway |l eading to a stone-pillared
bri dge across the river. The stone-paved causeway- w de enough for two wagons abreast-ran through
lower-lying fields filled with graying hay stubble.

| edged Gairloch to the right as two oxen pulled an enpty farm wagon off the bridge.

"Cee... eee..." The drover had a light goad, but held it |oosely. The oxen seemed to respond to
his voice alone, unlike a lot of horses. Gairloch stepped around two wonen carryi ng baskets in
slings and onto the bridge.

"Handsone | ad..."

" al ways | ooki ng, Nirda. Cersek is nice enough.”

"You have him then.”

"And maybe | will."

Fromthe central span of the bridge, squinting against the sun that hung just above the town,
could see the walls of Sunta, not so inpressive as those of Jellico or Fenard, but of solid gray
stone. Another short causeway |led fromthe edge of the river across |owlying nuddy ground al nost
to the walls thensel ves

The southern gates to Sunta, while guarded, |ooked al nbst rusted open, and | doubted they had
been closed in years. At the outer gate, one of the guards, a thin man in brown leathers with a
crimson sash, notioned to ne. "What do you have there, young fellow?" He pointed to the bigger
pack.

"My tools, ser.

"Tool s?" He raised his eyebrows.

"Chisels, planes, a small crosscut saw, an adz head, that sort of thing. |I'm a woodworker."

"Let's see."

Since he didn't radiate chaos, but nore a bored | ook, |I decided not to create shields and
di sappear. That woul d certainly have the whole city | ooking for nme, based on my experiences in
Jellico. | could always di sappear, anytinme short of sonmeone putting chains on ne.

| got down and started to unfasten the pack

"That's enough,” he said as the snmooth wood of the saw grip appeared. "Wy are you coming to
Sunt a?"

"To seek out a journeyman position."

"Pretty young for that, aren't you?"

"I have to start sometine, and there was no roomin the village." | shrugged, then gave a self-
consci ous grin.

"Good luck, fellow " He waved me on. "The craft quarter is off to the right of the main square,
just beyond the Temple."

"Thank you."

I clinmbed back on Gairloch and | ooked at Sunta as if 1'd never seen a big town before. Inside
the gate, the street was paved in a fashion, with flat stones of all shapes, pieced together and
roughly level. Sonme urchins wal ked al ongsi de.

" show you the best inn in Sunta... just a copper, ser..
you want nore than an enpty bed, ser, I'll show you where to find it..."
they're all Kyphran goats, ser," declared a taller youth with a scar over his eyebrow and
a knife at his belt. "Best you try the Black Skillet."

| frowned. The ol der youth didn't press or jostle. | slowed Gairloch with a gentle tug on the
hackanmore. "A Kyphran goat? How is a Kyphran goat different?"

"You an outl ander, ser?"

I nodded. My accent was obvious. "Mntgren way."

"You got goats there?"

"Mostly sheep. Fampus sheep." | still wasn't about to forget my work with the sheep of Mntgren-
or the serious Countess Merella. | grinned. "But snelly sheep."
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The youth grinned back, then erased the snile professionally. "Sheep or goats, they're the
sanme. The ones that run free, they're the snmart ones. The ones that are penned or slaughtered,
they're the Kyphran goats.”

"I fail to see." | did, but it seened better to play dunb. | could have conme from Wrrak as
wel | as from Fakl aar.

"The Kyphran rul er says any goat that isn't penned can be killed or held for a bounty,"
expl ai ned the youth slowy, as he wal ked beside ne. The other urchins had peel ed away, waiting for
anot her traveler.

| decided he wasn't exactly an urchin, and let ny order senses extend around him finding a
touch of chaos, and a thin-linked mail vest under the stained shirt and tattered herder's jacket.

"The Bl ack Skillet, you say?"

"The very best, ser. And tell 'emthat Henpel sent you."

He turned away, but | was bothered. So the autarch's | aw about free goats had becone the basis
for a derogatory termin Hydlen. And soneone was watching the city gates, if casually. Al of it
was to be expected, in a way, | supposed, but it still bothered ne.

Unli ke the houses in Kyphros, a |ot of those on the edge of Sunta seenmed to have thatched
roofs, although the walls seened to be plaster over a basketlike franme of saplings. The plaster
wal |l s had a I ot of cracks and patches.

"o 'way... give way..."

| edged Gairloch to the side of the street as a two-horse teamrunbl ed past us and toward the
gate. The slightly acrid odor of tanned hides remained in the air, mxing with snoke, and ot her
| ess appetizing odors, sone comng fromthe open sewer on the other side of the street.

Gai rl och picked his way toward the square, where a handful of carts were scattered around a
patch of browned grass and a fewtrees in their gray winter |eaves. In the center was the pedesta
for a statue, but no statue. Had it been for the previous duke? O just enpty from neglect?

Beyond the square | could see two inns-the Black Skillet and the Gol den Bow .

In addition to the black of the pan on the sign, the plaster walls of the Black Skillet were
pai nted bl ack, inmparting a gloony air to the place that seened | ess than orderly. The yard was
churned nud, and a snoky haze surrounded the buil di ng.

| rode past it and toward the Col den Bowl, which was situated another hundred cubits along the
street off the square and seened slightly higher-or higher enough that the yard was nerely danp
packed clay. The snoke seemed to cone fromthe chimey, rather than through the wi ndows and doors,
and the plaster was dirty beige.

I rode to the back and found the stable. Two nmen wheel ed an enpty carriage into the big door at
one end.

"Hell o, the stable."

One of the nmen pointed to a figure in the shadows. The other stable hand was a sull en-faced
youngster with a brui se across one cheek. "Two for the pony double, three single."”

I gave himthree and got another corner stall half under the brace posts where a taller anim
woul d have hit its head. Girloch just whuffed as | unsaddl ed and brushed him

| shielded ny gear and nmade ny way through the fading light toward the public room The Gol den
Bow appeared at |east marginally drier and cleaner, and it hadn't been recomended by a shill-or
what ever Henpel m ght be.

The snmoke in the public roomsnelled Iike food, rather than pure grease, and there was a table
along the wall. 1'd gotten very fond of wall tables since |I'd cone to Candar.

"You' re new here, aren't you?" The voice was warm al nbst sweet, and the young wonan-a girl not
much ol der than I-had red hair and freckles. She also had a nice smle above the wi de | eather
apron. She wore a wi de bronze bracel et wi thout ornanentation

"I haven't been to Sunta. What do you have to drink?"

"Light or dark ale, redberry, green juice, and white thunder.

"\Wite thunder?"

"If you don't know what it is, you don't want it." Her smle turned wy.

"Il have redberry. Wat's good to eat?"

"Most of it. Tonight the kisha's pretty good, and it's cheap

"I'f you say so. I'Il have it."

"CGood choice." She wiped the table with a half-clean rag and then slipped back toward the
ki t chen.

I glanced around the room In one corner were three older nen, clustered around what |ooked to
be a Capture board. As | watched, the other serving wonman, red-haired al so, but ol der and hard-
faced, refilled all three nmugs with |ight ale. She also wore a bronze wi st band.

A man who | ooked to be perhaps Justen's apparent age, neither old nor young, sat in the other
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corner next to a wonman with painted |lips who | eaned agai nst his shoul der, even as they both ate.
The younger serving worman set two crockery platters on the adjoining table. "That's six."
"SiXx... reasonable, but it nust be dog neat,"” |aughed the thin nan.
"No, ser. Not dog, not horse. Teilsyr got a good price on an ox." The serving girl turned to
me. "Here's your redberry." She set the redberry on the table, gently, wi thout a thunp, and
of fered another smle. "That's three. I'"'mAlasia."
| set out the coins.
"You cone froma |long way away?"

"Montgren,"” | lied again.

"Are you goi ng back before | ong?"

"Depends, " | answered.

A wistful | ook crossed her nobile features. "Soneday, |'d like to see a place |ike that.
Travel ers say it's peaceful there."

"It is peaceful. It's nostly sheep. Sheep and nore sheep."

She offered a quick snile and was gone, responding to the insistent beckoning gesture fromthe
man with the woman clinging to him

| sipped the redberry, waited for the kisha, whatever kisha was, and |istened to the
conversations around the room those | could catch

" keeps a nicer place, Teilsyr does..."
fine if you re aware of the tariff..."
"Try the burkha if you like hot, or the Kyphran chilied mutton..."
"Real Kyphrans don't eat nutton; they eat goat and beans.™
" young fellow a soldier, you think?"
could be. Trying not to be, maybe. Short hair, no beard to speak of..."

Hal f consciously, | ran ny fingers along ny jaw, fingering the scab | had picked up shaving in
Fakl aar .

anyone coul d be anything these days... Duke not much nore than a herder with a deadly
bl ade... white devil at his side..."

Cearly, the new Duke had sonme problens, at |least with his inage

"Here's your kisha." Wth the dish and a snmall |oaf of oat bread, | got another friendly smle.
"That's three."

| gave her five and sniled back, but she didn't linger long. Wondering if |I'd see her again,

now t hat she had my noney, | shrugged and began to eat the kisha, long strips of nmeat soaked in a
mnt-bitter sauce and laid over flat green noodles. Not as good as burkha, but better than the
stewl'd had in Faklaar. As | ate, | continued to listen as well as | could.

" seen Stul pa |l ately?"

" just his apprentice... said he's gone off... left with Duke Berfir's troops... have to

keep Freetown fromtaking the valley..."

" need with a chemni st?"
stuff the apprentice gave ne... didn't work right with the glazes..."
frig... noble Duke Colaris... bless his soul..."

A clinking sound at the corner of the public roomthat and the ook on Alasia's face-alerted
me. Three nen barged in, and | threw up shields. That neant | couldn't see anything, but they al so
couldn't see nme as | stood and edged toward the archway to the kitchen

"There's a young fellow. Canme in here. Brown-haired and wearing browns. He's a spy. Were is
he?"

Their information was right, and their techniques were unsettlingly direct. | kept edging
toward the kitchen, using nmy senses, and trying not to touch anyone.
d unk. .

Soneone' s nug went over, probably because | brushed it.

"Why' d you do that, Hyld?"

"l didn't do anything! Cunmsy oaf."

| kept noving.

"He was sitting there," offered Alasia. "He left a while ago."

The not-too-sturdy plank floor vibrated as the three stonped toward the wall table where |I had
been.

"Sure, mss. His kisha's still hot, and he didn't finish it, and his mug's half full. Check the
back!"

One of the guards went running toward ne, and | flattened nyself against the wall as he rushed
past. | had the urge to trip him but refrained, instead swinging out and following himinto the
ki t chen.
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"You! Did you see anyone cone this way?"
I could feel the cold iron of his blade as he jabbed it toward the cook and the scullery maid
"No, ser. There's been no one here, 'ceptwise Alasia and Rirla."

"No, ser..."

" who el se'd be here in this friggin' heat?"

Predi ctably he marched right out the back door and into the yard. | followed him

Unpredi ctably, he turned around and ran into ne.

"CQofff..."

Hi s bl ade whi pped t hrough the spot where | had been. Half sitting, half rolling, | scranbled
away and a line of fire creased ny arm Lips squeezed shut, | rolled fromunder his sw ngs and
rebuilt my shields.

"Frytt! Son of a bitch's out here somewhere. | sliced him | know | did. He's another damed

wi zard! Wn't escape cold iron, the bastard!"
| didn't think that it was that dark in the yard. | had seen himw th nmy nmonentary | apse of
shields. Since | couldn't see while holding the shields, and was finding ny way toward the stable

inmy own private dark, | certainly wasn't in any position to know Wth the fire in ny arm |
wasn't dropping the shield to find out, or to find out why he was so upset.
Trying to step quietly, | alnost tiptoed along the stable wall, ignoring the wild swings in the

air as the guard whi pped his blade back and forth. He headed toward the front of the inn. After
all, who would hide in the closed stable?

I felt nmy way toward Gairloch. Sensing no one else around, | dropped the shield. It was dark
but I could see enough. The slash in ny armwas nore than a scrape, though not too deep, but there
was bl ood everywhere. | funbled through nmy pack and janmed sone cl oth against the wound. | thought

it was a work shirt.

"Search the stable.”

"He's here sonmewhere."

| took a deep breath and dropped into the corner under the manger, waiting to raise ny shield
until 1 heard steps. Holding shields was work, and | didn't have that much energy to spare.
Gairloch snorted, but didn't step on nme, tight as the fit was.

"Check the stalls!"

I swal l owed and pulled the shield up around ne, hoping | didn't have to hold it |ong, and
keeping ny lips closed, even as | tried to channel sonme order into the slice. The damed thing
hurt.

"He's not here..."

"What about the comer stall?"

| could sense a figure looking into Gairloch's stall.

Wiheee. .. eeeee... Gairloch sidled away fromthe intruder, shielding nme even nore.

"Not here. Wat about the |oft?"

More scraping and scuttling followed, and I had to hold my nose to keep from sneezing as hay
dust filtered down around nme through the gaps in the boards overhead.

Wieee. .. eeee..

"Stuff it! Make you into dinner!" snapped a guard, so close he could have been standi ng over

So Gairloch whuffed instead. | wanted to hug him

"Sure he's gone?"

"He's wounded. Wbuld you stay around here? Can't be that good a wizard if he's running."
"Where did he go?"

"Probably right out the front while you were yelling, Dosca."

"No stuff in the stable?"

"No. Rudur checked that soon's he cane in."

"They can take care of the dammed horse in the norning. He's not goi ng anywhere."

The voices noved off, and I |lowered the shields, and tried to rest for a nonment, still holding
the shirt against the wound. | heard the stable hands wal k by at |east twi ce, but after the guards
no one | ooked into Gairloch's stall

As | waited, | wondered about Alasia, the serving girl who'd tried to cover for nme. | hoped she
hadn't gotten puni shed.

Later, when the stable got quiet and dark, | checked the armagain with ny own order senses,

using what little reserves | had to force out the traces of chaos. Then | ripped a section off the
tail of the shirt and bound the gash

"You shoul dn't make so nuch noise."

| looked up. Alasia smiled at ne fromthe stall door
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"Probably not. Did you get in trouble for |ying about when Heft?"

"No. Not nuch."

She was lying, and | could see the bruises across her cheek, and sense those on her arnms,
al t hough she huddl ed under a wool en shaw .

"I"'msorry," | told her. "You didn't have to lie for ne.

Al'though | didn't have too nmuch order to spare | lifted ny good arm and touched her face,
letting a little order trickle into the bruises.

"They said you were a w zard."

I wasn't sure, but she seened pale, despite the order | had given her. WAs she one of those who
were terrified of any sort of wizardry?

"I know just enough to get myself in trouble," | admtted. "Mdst of the tinme, I'ma
woodwor ker . "

"Are you going back to Montgren?" Her voice was |ow, and she | ooked over her shoul der toward
the flickering | anps of the Gol den Bow .

"No. | hadn't planned to go that way."

"WIl you take ne wherever you're going? Please?" She gl anced over her shoul der again, and she
was trying not to shiver.

| let ny senses run over her, trying not to be too intimate, but |earning she was very feninine-
and without a trace of chaos. Lack of chaos did not nmean she was good-only that she was | ess
likely to be thoroughly evil

"You supposed to be going to the jakes?"

She nodded.

"CGo, and cone back."

She scuttled toward the snmall building at the end of the stable.

One way or another | wasn't safe in the stable, not any longer. Cearly, they thought | had
fled and woul dn't be coning back. Just as clearly, they'd be back to sell Gairloch and all ny gear-
probably at first light, although | didn't know why they hadn't tried that already, but | wasn't

questioning that small bit of good fortune. | quickly saddled Gairloch, and after rel easing the
shield fromaround ny staff and pack and bags, | hoisted themonto Gairloch. | tried to use ny
good arm

As | was strapping down ny bedroll, Al asia slipped back. "You can't just ride out. There are

guards there."

| frowned. "Why do you want to | eave here?"

"You idiot!" She raised her left hand and pointed to the bronze band. "Don't you know what t hat
means? Teilsyr owns ne. If he wants to sleep with ne, he can. If he wants ne to sleep with soneone
el se, | have to."

"That's slavery..."

"Bond servitude they call it. The Dukes like it." She glanced toward the inn again. "Please..."
"Are you ready to go?" | asked.

"What are you going to do?"

"You'l | fall asleep. Don't worry." | was concentrating, trying to recall how | had put the

officers of the Prefect of Gallos to sleep. This tine it was easier, but not nuch, because | was
tired.

"Don't..." Alasia slunmped into a heap
Wth a deep breath | lifted her body, and I sort of enjoyed it, although | didn't have any
illusions about her interest in nme. | just laid her across Gairloch's saddle. Then | eased open

the stall door and led Gairloch to the hal f-open stable slider

Again, | raised ny shields and wal ked Gairloch slowy through the yard toward the two guards
| eani ng agai nst the plastered side of the building to the left of the inn

"You hear sonething?" asked one of the guards.

"Besides Teil syr and his whips?"

"How s he get 'enP"

"CGeras the |eather fell ow nmakes them"

"I meant the girls."

"Buys 'em How el se?"

| kept wal king, patting Gairloch and trying to reassure himas we edged toward the street. No
wonder she wanted out! Wi ps?

"Sure you don't hear sonething?"

"Look! Do you see anyt hi ng?"

Gairloch's hoofs clicked on the stones of the road.

"I't's out there. Somewhere across the square. You can hear better when it's dark."
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"I don't know. "

When we got to the other side of the square, | dropped the shield and eased Alasia's linp form
in front of me and clinbed into the saddl e.

| turned Gairloch toward the northern end of the town and hoped that the gates there were as
rusted open as the southern ones had been

They were, and a single guard half watched, half dozed, as | struggled to hold shields around
the three of us while we crossed the torchlit space. Gairloch even stepped nore delicately, it
seenmed, but that m ght have been ny inagination.

Less than a half kay beyond the walls, on the northern causeway, | dropped the shield. Although
| was sweating, in the cold air, with the effort of alnbst continual order-nmastery, | was
exhausted and shivering. | fastened ny jacket tightly and kept riding, letting Gairloch pick his
own pace. He was the one carrying double.

Al'though it took a long time, we didn't go awfully far- only until | could reach a woodl ot, or
a grove-1 couldn't tell. The grove was maybe three or four kays beyond the gate and the first one
that wasn't close to a hut or a cottage.

| struggled to get Al asia down, perhaps nore intimately than | should have. | was glad Krysta
and Tanra weren't watching. After wapping a blanket around her, | laid her on a pile of evergreen
needl es. | found sone cheese and drank the | ast dregs of the redberry. It was turning fernented-
type sweet, but it was still all right.

After a little while, | stopped shivering and started feeling nmerely exhausted and achy. The
snel |l of the evergreens overhead hel ped.

"Ch... who..." Alasia jerked upright. "Wat did you do?"

"I put you to sleep. That was so we could get past the guards. You're all right. | didn't do

anyt hi ng except carry you out of Sunta."

"I don't fall asleep, just like that. And | don't faint. Even at the wwong tine of nonth |
don't faint. Wat did you do?"

"I told you. | helped you go to sleep. That's all."” | tried to make ny words gentle, but nmy arm
t hrobbed, and ny head ached, probably from hol ding shields when I was exhaust ed.

"Where are we?"

"Probably four kays out of Sunta on the north road."

She shivered and w apped the bl anket around her. "I'm not dressed for traveling."

"You said you wanted to go, and we couldn't exactly wait," | pointed out. That got a slight
| augh, a nervous one.

"How did you get by the guards?" she asked.

"I wal ked by." My stonach twisted at the partial truth. "I tried to nake it so they didn't see
us. One of them heard me, but the other said he was inmagining things. They tal ked about Teil syr
and his whips."

"I had to get away... Rirla, she already has scars." She shook her head.
"I"'msorry." | shifted ny weight fromone buttock to the other, and wi nced as | put weight on
the injured arm "Wy didn't anyone search the stall?" | asked, trying to change the subject.

"They did-right after you went inside. That's how it works. They didn't see anything; there was
nothing in your saddle. So you had to have your coins on you. Teilsyr's nmen come in. They claim
you're a spy from Kyphros, and no one cares what happens."” She shrugged. "You seened too nice to
be a spy. And too young. | didn't know you were a wizard. Are you really as young as you | ook?"

There was sonething she wasn't saying, but | was tired, and | couldn't figure it out, except
maybe the distrust of w zards.

"I"'mas young as | look. That's why | got sliced up by those thugs." | yawned.

"You're not some w zened ol d man?"

"No. I'ma tired, wounded young woodwor ker who knows just enough wi zardry to get in trouble,
and |'mdoing nmy best to help you." | stifled a yawn. "Are you all right?"

"I don't have any clothes for traveling."

"I think |I've got a shirt you can have. |I'Il dig it out in the norning. Just wap up for now, "
| told her. "I need sone sleep.”

"Are you sure we're away from Sunta?"

"Not far enough, but | need the sleep, and you could use sone." | yawned again, and ny arm
t hr obbed.

"l don't know. "

"Fine. This whole business has worn nme out. You stay awake and |listen for the innkeeper's
guards." | did set wards, alnost out of habit, around the canp and around nme. | nunbl ed " Good
night" to Al asia.

" Goodni ght . "
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| could alnost feel sleep and exhaustion crashing over nme. Al nost imrediately, | dropped into
anot her dream where the silver-haired wonan was trying to tell me sonething about the earth. She
was a druid. At least, in ny dream she was.

Wieeee. .. eeeeee!!

Gairloch's cry roused ne straight out of the dreamor sleep, but, for an instant, | was so
tired that | just lay there.

Wheeeee. .. eeeee!!

"Quiet..." hissed a voice. "Dam you..."

Wheeeee. .. eeee!!

| struggled up, just as Alasia clinbed onto Gairloch, right beyond the edge of the trees.
hadn't even taken two steps before Gairloch bucked in a way | wouldn't have believed if | hadn't
seen his reaction to the stable hand in Freetown when |I'd bought him Al asia hung on for perhaps
two heaves before she was on the ground, npaning.

Gairloch settled down, and | gave hima pat on the shoul der.

Alasia tried to sit up, but her shoulder sagged in a way that indicated nore than bruises. She
wore my wat er proof, about the only piece of nmy clothing that hadn't been within nmy wards.

"Sit still!" | snapped. "That is, if you ever want to use that arm again."
Her eyes were hard, and as cold as the white stars overhead. That | could see even in the
dar kness, since, like nost order-masters, ny night vision is good. She had | oaded Gairloch with

nmost of the provisions, anything that had been outside ny personal wards.

| | eaned forward, then away as | saw the glint of a knife in her uninjured hand. "Do you want
me to heal that shoul der, or keep the knife?"

"I"l'l keep the knife," she grunted.

"If that's the way you want it." | started to | ead Gairl och away.

She raised her hand as if to throw the knife, but she shuddered and sl unped forward. The knife
t hudded on the hard ground.

| dropped the reins and hurried to her. Between nmy order senses and ny fingers, | could tel
that she had broken both her upper arm and col | arbone. How she had even noved was a wonder.

It took ne a while to find sone branches, and cut them | wasn't exactly happy about using ny
good saw on resinous evergreens, but | needed to do sonething. Then | did a quick job of planing

and shapi ng, and cobbl ed together a sort of sling that inmmobilized her bones. | offered her a
little order for healing, but not rmuch, because | had little to spare after little sleep and the
night's events. | also didn't feel that charitable, not after her effort to rob ne and stea
Gairloch, even if she distrusted nen and wi zards. 1'd tried to help her, hadn't 1°?

The sky was graying by the time | had eased her out of the waterproof and into the old tattered
work shirt that 1'd bled over. It might pass for sone sort of work snmock on her. Then | strapped
the splint gadget around her. She npaned the whole tine, but she wasn't really awake, either. The
bronze bracel et was actually brazed in place, and whoever had done it hadn't been gentle, since
there were white scars under it on her wist. That nmade ne feel worse.

I was still weak. So | did take a chunk of hard cheese and sone orderspelled water from ny
canteen after that.

Then | packed up and lifted her into the saddle. | alnpst didn't nmake it, but struggled up
behind her linmp figure.

Whheee. .. eeeee... Girloch pawed the ground.
"I know. She wasn't very nice, but | don't think people have been nice to her, either." One way
or the other, though, if | left her near Sunta, | had the feeling the story would be that | had

ki dnapped her, and |I'd be wanted by nore than Teilsyr's hired guards.

Gairl och pl odded; Al asia npbaned; and | hung on

By the tine the sun actually cleared the horizon, Gairloch was wal ki ng steadily northwest on
the road to Arastia, perhaps another eight to ten kays away from Sunta. The road ran along the

ridge lines, and while the woods cane close to the road on the uphill side, the trees had been cut
back on the downhill side to allow a view behind us and downhill

The sky had begun to fill with high hazy white clouds, nmoving quickly from East horns, and the
wind was chill. | could see goose bunps on Al asia' s neck

"Let me down! Let go of ne."

I wondered how | ong she had been awake, but didn't ask. | half let go, holding just |oosely
enough that she wouldn't fall

"Ch..." She grabbed Gairloch's nane, and he, the ever-obedi ent pony, stopped. "QOooooo..
bastard!"

| could sense the pain, but | wasn't feeling totally charitable. "I'mnot a bastard. You don't

trust nen or w zards, and you have decided that |'m both. You don't have to trust nme- but you al so
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didn't have to try to steal everything |I owned."

"You're just like all the others."

"l could have left you. |I've splinted and tried to help heal your arm and |I've carried you
along as best | could." | took a deep breath. "Do you want to wal k from here?"

"Where are we?"

"Alot closer to Sunta than we woul d have been if you hadn't tried to steal everything I own."

"I did not. | didn't touch anything you wore."
| | aughed.
"It's true." Her voice was low. "I just wanted a nount and food to get away from Teil syr."

"I woul d have been happy to hel p you wi thout being robbed."

"And what woul d you have asked of ne? Look what you did."

"I didn't do anything. You did. Your arm and col | arbone got broken when you tried to ride off
on ny pony." | took a deep breath and swung down off Gairloch, taking his reins. "I owe you
sonething for trying to help ne, but you're making it hard. Now .. we've got to keep noving, and
Gairl och's been carrying double for too long. Hold on.™

Al asi a swayed in the saddl e, but grabbed nmy staff for balance as Gairloch started up. She |et
go alnost instantly. Gairloch and | wal ked onward, the sun at our backs.

"You don't understand," she said, after a tine.

"I do understand. You're indentured to Teilsyr. He abuses you, or threatens to. You want to
escape. | agree to help you, which is not a good idea because |I could be hung for theft, anobng
other things. As soon as you find out | know sonething about w zardry, you try to steal my horse
and provisions. Then, when | try to treat the shoul der you break trying to steal fromne, you
throw a knife at nme."

"You make me sound awful ."

"I"'mnot trying to make you sound any way. You nmeke it hard on nme." | paused. "Can you get
down? It's your turn to walk, at least for alittle.”

She |l et me help her down. She couldn't conceal the wince. "I"'mcold."

| unstrapped the waterproof fromthe bedroll and fastened it around her nuch like a cloak
After standing |like a statue until | stepped away, she continued to stare at ne as | nounted
Gairloch. | had to slow Gairloch because she didn't walk that fast, but | needed a little rest,
t 0o.

After another kay or so, round another turn, | heard hoofs and the creaking of a wagon. A

bearded man drove the wagon, half |aden with what appeared to be cabbages and potatoes, past us
wi t hout even | ooking in our direction.

"Friendly fellow"

"The men here are all like that. Did you expect himto snile and wave?" asked the redhead.

I think I had.

We kept alternating riding and wal ki ng, except | wal ked nore than | rode, a lot nore, and | had
to hold the reins when Alasia rode, not to keep her fromriding away, but to keep Gairloch from
bucki ng her off.

Before mi d-norning, we cane to another streamthrough the woods. There was an open grass spot,
and the remmants of a canpfire. Alasia sat on a stunp and watched ne. | pulled out some cheese and
biscuits, and let Gairloch drink and graze.

I didn't even ask Alasia, just set two wedges of cheese and sone biscuits by her. She ate them
qui ckly, leaving no crunbs, and | ate two nyself.

"Wul d you |ike another?" | asked.

"Yes."

| cut her two nore, but she still wouldn't look directly at ne.

"What are you going to do?" she finally asked.

"Wth you? | wanted to help you-that's all. So, I'll get you on the road to Telsen, and let you
find your own way hone, or wherever it is you want to go." | sighed. | couldn't just do that. "And
I"I'l give you a couple of silvers to help, but I'mnot going that way."

"You still don't understand."

"Probably not." | ate another thin slice of the cheese and handed one to her

"What did you do with nmy knife?" She swallowed the cheese in two quick bites.

"Left it where you threwit, | think."

"You idiot. That was Teilsyr's. It was worth somet hing. What am | supposed to use for
protection?"

"You're probably better without it, then. At least they couldn't hang you for theft if they
catch you."

"Hangi ng woul d be fine. Teilsyr wouldn't be that kind. Not after what | saw himdo to Rirla."
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"I said | was sorry. | never intended to hurt you." | still felt guilty. Wiile | didn't like
Teil syr at all and could understand Alasia's need to escape, | hadn't done anythi ng-except put her
to sleep. And I'd even warned her, but | felt guilty because she'd been hurt.

| brushed the few crunbs off ny fingers and | ooked at the sun and then in the direction of the
Lower Easthorns. All | saw was tree-covered hills. "Get sone water to drink. Wash up. Watever. W
need to keep noving."

"You don't understand," she repeated.

I never did understand, except that she thought that npbst nen and wi zards were never to be
trust ed.

| hoped that wasn't true, but it bothered me even as | watched her wal k down the road toward
Tel sen late that afternoon. 1'd called, "Good |uck," but she hadn't | ooked back

I"d let her keep not only the shirt, but the waterproof, and some of the cheese and biscuits-
and |'d given her two silvers and sonme coppers.

She just wal ked toward Tel sen, slowy, and she didn't | ook back once. |I finally nudged Gairl och
forward and toward Arasti a.

What could | say? |I'd gotten her free of Teilsyr, and she seened to think that it was al nost
her due, as though it were ny duty. Alasia wasn't chaos-touched, but, abused as she mi ght have
been, | still didn't think she had the right to try to steal everything she could. | wasn't
Tei l syr, not even cl ose.

My armstill hurt, and my head ached, and | wondered why |I'd even considered traveling such a
roundabout way to investigate Gerlis and his magical fires. Al | had discovered so far was that
sword wounds didn't heal all that quickly, even with order-nmastery, and that not everyone |iked
Duke Berfir, and even fewer |iked Kyphros and Kyphrans in general-or w zards. |I'd needed to trave
for an eight-day to discover that?

XV
Nyl an, Recl uce

"CERLIS IS WORKING with the chaos under the Lower Easthorns. You can feel it fromhere." Heldra
wal ks to the wi ndow and | ooks through the wi de glass at the Brotherhood' s grounds, at the grassy
hillside and carefully planted trees. Her fingers caress the hilt of the black bl ade she wears.
Finally, her eyes rest on the harbor of Nylan below, focusing on the black pier and the single
shinmering shield that appears as an enpty berth to nost onl ookers in the m d-afternoon warnth.

"He's definitely stronger than Antonin." Maris's finger runs over the map of Hydl en before him
on the table. "How did he ever cone up with the rockets?"

"Cerlis? He didn't. Soneone stole the idea and sold it to Berfir," says Heldra.

"And who stole the idea? Who m ght that have been?" asks Maris.

"Sammel ." Heldra flushes. "Samrel. He had the ability to have forged them but he hasn't set up
a smithy. That mi ght be because he's finding it inmpossible to use order any longer. So | can't
prove it. The carts are a local design, but the rockets could be ours, except Berfir's using |oca
steel instead of black iron."

"I't's nice to know the infallible Heldra could have been wong. Once, anyway." Maris's voice
sounds al nost | azy.

"Maybe Berfir found someone to build them" Talryn sets his goblet on the table with a heavy
t hunp, squaring his broad shoul ders. "Once you have the idea, they're not that hard to make, not
i ke precision cannon. That's why we've tried to keep ideas like that under shields."”

"Like killing that smth in Southport?" Maris raises his eyebrows.

"That was for playing around with cartridges and rifling. Jorol ordered that before | joined
the Council. Still, it probably had to be done."

"I"d still order it," says Heldra. "Can you inmagine Candar with fire rockets, precision rifles,

and white wi zards? This war between Colaris and Berfir is going to be a light-fired ness. Even
Dorrin had second thoughts about too nmuch machinery | oose in the world.”

"Those who followed himclainmed that," nuses Talryn. "I can't say that |1've ever read anything
that he wote that states that, and he wote a lot."

"I't nakes sense. What are we here for, anyway? Just to nod and let the world go to chaos?"
Hel dra squints into the sunlight, then turns toward the two nen, although she remains by the
Wi ndow.

"It may anyway, if Cassius is right. He calls it entropy."

"Anot her fancy word fromwhere he cane from It still neans letting everything go to chaos, and
that's not what Recluce stands for." Heldra wal ks back to the curved table fromthe w de w ndow.
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"I wish | were as sure as you are."

"Al'l you have to do is feel the Balance," snaps Heldra. "It's real, and it's our job to
maintain it." She | ooks at Maris. "Not just to nake the oceans safe for traders."”

"I assune that neans you'll inmediately dispatch an assassin to kill Gerlis or whoever?" Maris
fingers his square beard. "And Samel ?"

"Killing Gerlis right now wouldn't do any good. Too many peopl e know about the idea. But

they're costly to nmake. Once the war's over, we can take steps." Heldra sniles.

"You're betting that Gerlis won't last too long." Maris |eans back in his chair

"He won't. The nore power he gets, the shorter his life."

"And the bigger the nmess in Candar," snorts Tal ryn.

"Unl ess Lerris dispatches himto save that wonman of his." Heldra wal ks back to the Counci
tabl e.

"Krystal ? | suppose that's possible,” nuses Talryn. "She might comrand the forces that would
fight Berfir and Gerlis. But what about Sanmel ?"

"Sammel ? 1'1l take care of it."

"That's what you want, isn't it?" asked Maris. "Get rid of Sammel. Have Lerris get rid of
Gerlis. Have the autarch take over all of the Lower Easthorns. Have Berfir and Col aris destroy
each other, and then send in a black squad to elimnate anyone el se who knows about rockets."

"It's not a bad plan." Heldra gl ances back at the wi ndow. "Wwo will even remenber the fire
rockets after that?"

"That still |leaves Lerris and an even bigger potential chaos focus in Candar,
Tal ryn.

"What about Sammel ?" Maris finally asks. "How did he get into this?"

"He took the books when he | eft on dangergeld. We didn't think he'd stoop to theft." Heldra
sighs. "I thought he had sone ideals."

Maris and Tal ryn exchange gl ances.

Finally, Maris coughs. "What if it's gone as far as Hanor? Gunnar stopped by the other day, you
know. He says that the Hanorians have inproved their steel to where it's alnbst as good as bl ack
iron. Then there's the problemwth their traders. Their ships are getting bigger and faster. And
they're building a ot of steel warships-some with those new cannon-a | ot nore than they need on
their side of the world."

"Qunnar's trying to protect his son."

"He didn't invent the Hanorian steanmers, Heldra," countered Tal ryn.

"And we have reports about their new cannon. | hadn't thought about the steel, though.” He
fingers his chin. "The traders... we can deal with traders."

"Candar's a long way from Hanor," states Heldra

"Not with ships that fast."

poi nts out

XVI |

AFTER THE SPLIT in the road, the route to Arastia turned al nost due west generally toward the
bri mst one spring and Kyphros. Heavy wagons had | eft deep tracks, deep enough to renmain after days
of traffic.

Less than two kays after leaving Alasia on her way to Telsen, | reined Gairl och over as a pair
of Hydl enese couriers rode past, their crimson vests flapping, heading east, probably toward
Tel sen and then to Hydolar itself. They barely gl anced at ne, although one checked the hilt of his
bl ade as he rode past.

The hillside farns were nore scattered, with | arger wooded stands between them The fields were
ei ther cut stubble or turned under for the w nter

I rode on, and wood snoke drifted over the road as Gairloch carried me westward. The road |ed
me to a field filled with stunps with a huge nmound of earth, from which the snoke seeped. Beside
the nound was a tiny hut, and a man sat on a stool, whittling and watching while the contained
heat turned the felled trees into charcoal for the snmths of Hydlen

I reached back and felt in one saddl ebag for the piece of cedar | had started carving and
al nost forgotten, trying to ignore the twinge in ny arm As | |ooked at it again, | could sense
there was still a face buried beneath the wood and nmy first rough attenpts, but not whose face. |
repl aced the cedar in the bag as Gairloch carried me away fromthe charcoal burner's canp.

Cccasionally, the meadows scattered between the trees and stubbled fields held sheep, but the
smal | hol di ngs were infrequent, consisting of a hut, an animal barn, and perhaps a shed.

| got another five kays or so before the sun dropped behind the trees. My armthrobbed; ny head
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ached; and ny stomach grow ed. Gairloch was barely plodding al ong, and occasionally he tossed his
head. The road was entirely covered with shadows by the tine | found a stream and a sheltered
grove that didn't seemto belong to anyone-at | east not anyone too cl ose by.

| didn't bother with a fire. After eating another few wedges of cheese and nore of the rock-
solid biscuits, nmy headache subsided, and ny stonach stopped growling. Then | unsaddl ed Gairl och
and brushed him not as thoroughly as | should have, and gave hima handful of the grain.

Wieeee. .. eeee..

He tossed his head, as if to tell nme it was about tine.

"I know, old fellow"

He settled down to grazing and tasting various |eaves, and | sat on a stone by the rocky bank
of the narrow streamand tried carving the cedar in the di mess. That was not one of ny brighter
ideas. | had to stop alnost imediately as the knife slipped toward ny fingers and as the
tightening in ny wounded armturned to throbbing. So, after putting the cedar away, | infused the
wound with a shade nore order, set wards, checked Gairloch, and clinbed into nmy bedroll

Al though | recalled | ooking at the sky, wondering as the clouds crossed the stars where the
angel s had conme from and what had happened to them | didn't remenber falling asleep. Nor did
dream unless | didn't renenber what | had dreaned. | woke with the gray dawn, and a strong w nd
out of the west, strong enough to rustle the | eaves on the | owest branches and bend the treetops-
and a chirping that drilled through ny ears.

For atine, | lay there, quiet, but still tired.

TW rrrppp... twirrrppp..

I didn't recognize the annoyingly cheerful birdcall, and only saw a flash of yell ow banded
black wings. | pried ny eyes open. Gairloch chonped on sone | eaves froma shrub, some of the

clunmped grass by the stream Then he drank
The yell ow and bl ack bird perched on a shrub on the other side of the stream it's head cocked
in one of those perky attitudes. People |like Tanra who want to talk and sing first thing in the

morni ng | ook like that dammed bird. | got up early enough, but even | didn't feel |ike singing,
especially after suffering through an attenpted nurder, attenpted theft, and gross ingratitude.
"Shut up!"
TWi rrrppp... twirrrppp..
Still, it helped get ne out of nmy bedroll and staggering to the stream The cold water hel ped

more. By the time | could function, after drinking and eating a biscuit, the bird was gone.

| washed up and shaved in the stream nostly by feel, and only cut nyself once, despite the
chill of the water. M st began rising off the trees when the early sun struck them

| washed out mny undercl othes and draped them over a bush, sonmething | should have done the
ni ght before, but | could spread them across the saddl ebags if the day turned out clear and they

woul dn't ta