Chapter One

10" day, Month of the Walf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Derros, Erumvirine

Ranai Amerynewaited in the night, cloaked in shadow. She'd been living in the forest outsde Serrian
Istor for the better part of aweek, becoming accustomed to its every aspect. Evenin her daysasa
highwayman in Nalenyr, she had never become so attuned to her surroundings. As an outlaw she found
fear and resentment of society constant companions, and they barred her from a union with nature as
much asthey did from society itsdlf.

Here, in the forest, she found peace. She watched life surrounding her, studying the drama of predator
and prey. Growing up, she' d had abasic education designed to allow her to fill arole within the vast
governmental bureaucracy. That education had taught her that there was an order to al things, and that as
long asit remained undisturbed, life wasidyllic and perfect.

Her teachers had such information on very good authority. Grand Minister Urmyr had codified things
with his books of wisdom in the earliest days of the Empire. As he was oft quoted as saying, “Thewind is
wise, and water wiser ill, for none who oppose them can stand. Y et those who travel with them do so
at ease and swiftly.”

And mor e often than not, such quotes are used to caution one against challenging a more
powerful foe. She smiled, aware but uncaring that the scar on her |eft cheek twisted the smile awry. For
those she awaited and would hunt, she would be the wind and the water.

She glanced up at the sky. Fryl, the owl-moon, had haf itswhite face hidden by ablack crescent. Its
position confirmed what she knew in her heart, that the night was nearing its midpoint. Her opponents
would soon be released. They would seek her, thinking they were the hunters, but they would be proven
wrong.

She shivered asthe faint echoes of fear ran through her. Up until the previous year’ sHarvest Festiva, she
had proven other hunters equaly wrong. Her name had been Pavynti Syolsar and, with her companions,
she'd preyed on travelersin Naenyr. The Festival had brought many people onto the road and she'd
robbed most of them. She had stood againgt dl of their defenders—including some very good
swordsmen—and had defested them all.

Save for Moraven Tolo. She'd not taken him for anything specia at first. He had appeared to be
nearing middle age—at least middle age for most men—though hislong black hair had not been shot with
white. He moved easily and without fear. He identified himsdlf as one of the xidantzu, and she d thought
he was just one more of the wandering warriors she' d have to cut down before harvesting whatever gold

his traveling companions possessed.
Then hetold her to draw acircle.

A cold trickle ran down her spine even after four months. As good as she was, he was better. Hewasa



Master of the Sword—a Grand Master and beyond. He was a Mystic, capable of making magic with his
blade. He would have been the wind and water; | could have been earth, fire, and wood, and |
could not have stood against him.

By rights she should have been dead, but he had chosen not to kill her. He put her through her paces and
determined she had some skill with the sword she bore. So he demanded she travel south, to the Virine
coadt, tojoin Serrian Istor. Once Master stor released her, she would spend nine yearstraveling as
xidantzu.

She d undertaken the journey south even though she could have run away at any time. While she had
been a highwayman, she had clung to the honor of the swordsman. It was not fear of Moraven Tolo that
kept her on her journey. It was the knowledge that she should have been dead—and complying with his
command gave her achancefor anew life.

She embraced that new life and made her way quickly to Serrian Istor. She had been received
immediately into the small cadre of students, most of whom were, at the closest, adecade her junior.
Master Kaun Istor made no comment as she told him her tale and why she had come. She had expected
derision or contempt, but got none.

Master Istor had listened; then, without aword, he took abrush, dipped it in ink, and quickly wrote.
Setting the brush down, he turned the piece of paper around so she could read it. *'Y ou do know what it

says?’

She' d nodded. “It can be read two ways. Oneis‘thetiger’ syoung kitten.” The other isRanai
Ameryne”

The wizened swordmaster ditted his eyes and nodded. “For you it isboth. You are atiger yet to grow
into your claws. Y ou are dso now known as Ranai Ameryne. Who and what you were before are gone.
Welcometo my school, Ranai Ameryne.”

Master Istor proved to be as relentless as he was wise, pushing her constantly. He gave her responsbility
for the adolescent students. They, in turn, pushed her, frustrated her and, in retrospect, taught her to curb
the anger that would otherwise have had her lashing out mercilessly at them. Her care for them did not
excuse her from her duties as a student, however, and often her persond studies lasted well into the
night.

In her studies she came to grips with the conflict that had driven her to become an outlaw in thefirst
place. Having been raised to believe that the wind and water swept al away before them, she spent her
lifewaiting for retribution because she had chosen to defy convention. She had abandoned her early
training and |left home to study swordsmanship wherever she could find aschool willing to take her in.
She seldom stayed long with them—no more than two years and often much less—preferring tofind a
new school instead of dealing with the responsibilities and frustrations the old school thrust upon her.

Her life had become one of defiance, and she waited to be punished for it. Y et through Master Istor, she
came to understand that she could be one who defied wind and water . . . or she could become wind
and water. It was not amatter of finding accommodation with the world, but becoming strong enough
that the world had to accommodate her.

That might have seemed alicense for megalomania, but Ranal’ straining and Master Istor’ s guidance
carried her beyond that. Just because she could destroy al those who defied her, it did not mean she
must. She remained very aware that Moraven Tolo could have killed her but had stayed his hand.
Following his example, she sought even the tiniest spark of potentia in anindividud. Were there no such
gpark, she could kill without compunction.



She dso redlized that part of the reason she had been assigned asmall group of studentswasto learn to
spot such sparks. While she was amogt positive she would not have struck at any of her charges had she
encountered them in her past life, the fact that she could not be absolutely certain bothered her. So she
did restrain herself—and admired Moraven Tolo morefor the restraint he had shown in the face of her
far more serious provocation.

And now she waited in the darkened woods for her students to come hunt her. She had no doubt that
one or the other of them would have tried to organize the group efficiently. She was likewise sure that
severa of the studentswould strike out on their own in an attempt to reap the glory of her capture by

themsdaves.

While her easiest course would have been to locate those individuas and defeat them before facing the
pack, reveraing that strategy would be best. The exercise was meant to be one in which everyone learned
that working in ateam was preferable. If the group captured her, the value of teamwork would be
shown. If it failed to do so and she subsequently hunted down the others and took them, the folly of
griking out on their own would be proven.

Her awareness of the forest life sharpened her focus. Winter on the Virine coast did bring colder
westher, but warm currents prevented snow from faling. Instead, misty rain prevailed, often producing
fog. Theforest creatures till thrived, but they had suddenly fallen silent. Curioudly, the quietest quarter
lay inthe direction of the sea, not due south from Derros and the serrian.

Isit possible they thought I’ d secure my eastern flank with the sea? And since | expected them to
come from the south, they chose to come in from the sea? While the coastline was not very
hospitable, little smuggler coveswould alow adozen sudentsto bring inasmall boat. Scaing the
thirty-foot cliff would be no problem for them.

She dowly did her scabbarded blade from her sash. Her black robes blended with the night, and her
cowl only had holesfor her eyes and ears. She’ d blackened her exposed flesh with charcoa. Down by
the shore she' d found bits of torn fishing nets from which she made an overshirt. Into it she stuffed
branches ripped from trees. If she went to ground, she looked like asmall shrub.

Moving with the silence her intimate knowledge of the area permitted, she headed east. The most
obvioustrall—asmuggler straill—wandered through small depressions, beaten flat by the tread of
thousands. She hurried to a point where she could ambush the group, going to ground in the hole at the
base of an uprooted tree.

Y et the sllence continued, which surprised her. Tillid, the smallest of her sudents, had never remained
quiet for so long. Still she heard nothing, save the wind’ s whisper through the trees and the cresking clack
of branches asthey swayed.

Then, from above, came an awkward and surprised squawk, followed by a crunch. Something dropped
onto the wet leaves beside her. A seahawk looked up at her with agolden eye, its mouth opened widein
adlent scream. The head, however, had been severed; the bird did not redlize it was dead.

Even before she was conscioudy aware of danger to herself, Ranai bared her blade. The seahawk’s
killer dove from the branches above and her sword arced up and around in a backhand dash. The blade
bisected it. The lower body, legs pumping, fell into the wet leaves. Tree roots snared the upper torso,
having dready punched through the thing' s batlike wings.

She peered closdly at it. It strongly resembled the tree frogs native to the area. Save for the wings. The
moon’sdim light revealed hints of color in the stripes streaking its wet flesh.



The dying thing opened its mouth, revedling rows of triangular shark’ steeth. She pulled back at the sght,
but not quickly enough. Itstongue flicked out and lashed her face. It cut through her cowl, and abarb
sank into her flesh. Fire poured into the wound and she stumbled back. The cresture died beforeits
tongue could completely retreet, S0 it just dangled there, bright with her blood.

She raised ahand to her face. The barb had gonein over her cheekbone. Half an inch higher and she'd
have been blinded. Asit was she could fed the swelling start and aready tears poured from her eye.

Ranai fought thefirst ingtinct to run. She wanted to credit it to courage, but it was nothing more than
logic. Whatever the creature was, it could fly, so she couldn’t outrun it. If that had been the only one, she
was safe. If there were more, they’ d eventually find her and kill her. She wastoo far from Derrosto give
anyone warning and, as sllent and nasty asthat thing had been, only ahandful of the students and staff
had the kil to fight them.

And if they come in hundreds or thousands. . .

She shivered and pushed forward toward the sea. Thisthing—or it and companions—had been what
had silenced the forest. She made her way dong cautioudly. Her right eye had dready swollen shut, so
she had to repeatedly turn her head to scan for danger. It took her half an hour to cross the thousand
yardsto the cliffs, but she arrived without further incident and crouched there.

The moon splashed silver over the water, which alowed her an easy view of the coadtline dl theway
down to Derros Bay. Things wallowed there like huge barrels, but they were too long and dender. The
length and breadth of amoderately sized open-ocean trader, they bobbed innocently in the dark water.
As she watched, some sank out of sight and others rose like some sort of marine crocodile.

Onethat had just risen opened its mouth, reveding puff-adder-white flesh. Then black dots speckled i,
hiding the white in shadow. The next moment the blackness rose vaporoudly. It twisted and curled in the
sky, then turned and dove toward the degping town of Derros.

That is a cloud of the frog-things. In her mind' s eye she could see them clinging to rooftops and walls,
squirming under doors and between shutters. They’d dip into barns, dive into cisterns, and crawl up
under the eaves of every building. The city would be covered with awet pulsating blanket that would
consume everything inits path.

She did not ask herself why Derros was under assault because the answer wasimmateria. That it was
under attack was enough. She redlized she could do little to stem the tide but, if she was careful, she
might be able to help those who would have to ded with it. The frog-beasts, asvicious asthey might be,
would hardly alow an invader to hold the territory.

Ranai Ameryne looked out toward the deep ocean. Something €l se was going to come, and something
yet again after that. She could fedl the things lurking out there. She didn’t know what they were, but if
she was careful, she' d be able to survive long enough to find ot.

And once she had that information, she could hel p othersfigure out whét to do.

She glanced toward Derros and saw the first sign of abuilding in flames. Beyond it, somewhere, Master
|stor waited. She nodded silently in hisdirection. | think you intended | have more years of training
before becoming xidantzu. It’s not to be. | just hope what | have learned is enough.

Chapter Two



8" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sincethe Cataclysm

Ixyll

Ciras Dgjote awoke in aworld that had become unrecognizable. His head throbbed, though not as
painfully asbefore. Memories of how he had gotten to the dark cavern—where helay next to his
unconscious master—came only in fragments. They’ d been traveling in Ixyll and there had been astorm
of wild magic. He remembered nothing substantive after that, save for the pounding of horses hooves
and astrong hand keeping himin the saddle.

His master, Moraven Tolo, twitched and groaned beside him. What little light there was glowed from his
sweaty face. Ciras sat up and turned to get Moraven some water, but awave of dizziness washed over
him and he sagged back, groaning. Then, moving more dowly, he got awaterskin and crawled over to
Moraven.

His magter’ sjerks and moans made it seem asif the man were having afit. Still, no foam flecked hislips;
no blood ran from hisnose. In the dim light, Ciras saw nothing to indicate what his master’ sinjuries might
be.

“Madter, you must drink.” Ciras dowly pulled himself into akneding position and did ahand benesath
Moraven's head. Sweat soaked the man’slong black hair. Ciras raised his head and prepared to give
him water. Then Moraven's body stiffened.

His eyes opened.

Moraven Tolo's eyesran from the deepest seablue, to apale, icy color which missed white by a hair
and back, cycling both fast and dow. Color flowed fluidly like the undulations of asilk scarf dancingina
mild breeze. Sometimes alightning pattern shot through hiseyesin dark, jagged lines.

When thelightning played, Cirasfdt atinglein hishand. A painful tingle that grew asthe lightning flashed
moreintensdly.

Torn between duty to his master and the increasing pain, Ciras did not know what to do. He wanted to
comfort and care for Moraven, both because that was his duty and because Moraven had cared for him
onther journey. To leave him done would be wrong—hbut the tingle swiftly became a shooting agony
that numbed hisarm.

“Leavehim be, boy. You can't help him.”

Ciraslooked toward the voice s source. A small ivory creature crouched on abier. He would have taken
it for achild, save that its oversized head held seven eyes. Two, which were black with gold pupils, lay
where expected. A third lay initsforehead. Four more, smaler and gold with black pupils, dotted itsface
at cheekbone and forehead, above and below the normal eyes.

It's a Soth Gloon, harbinger of Disaster! Ciras eased Moraven's head to the floor, then came up on
one knee to ward his master from the creature. His right hand reached down to where his sword should
have been, but found nothing.



The Gloon laughed. “1 am no threat to him. Come, you are needed to help Tyressa.”

Though Ciras remained confused, thewords*“need” and “help” prompted an instant response. He
staggered to hisfeet and trudged after the ghostly creature asit legped from bier to bier, deeper into the
cavern. It dowly dawned on him that he was in some sort of tomb complex, and he did not take that
omen as anything savefell.

With each step Ciras’ attention abandoned the dying pain in his head. From the darkness he heard an
odd grunting and wheezing, which was about as strange a sound he could recall.

A thickset figure emerged into the light, dragging something heavy. A horrid stench hit Ciras. He
recognized the object as Tyressa before he redized the man pulling her along was Borosan Gry<. Ciras
darted forward and grabbed her ankles, holding tight despite the dimy muck coating her boots.

“Over here. Put her up onthishbier.”

Both men carried her to aflat bier and struggled to lay her down. Her hedl's hung off the end of the
marble dab. Despite the bat guano stresking it, there was no mistaking the pale blonde hair gathered into
athick braid. The exposed flesh on her arms and legs showed abrasions, but how serious Ciras could not
tell because of the shit covering her. Those cuts, no matter how deep, were not her mgjor problem.

A crosshow quarrdl jutted up just beneath her navel. The head had disappeared in the muck coating her
tunic.

Ciras supported himself by bracing his hands againgt the bier. “The bolt isrisng and faling with her
breath. That’sgood. It’snot stuck in bone.”

Borosan looked up at him. “What are we going to do?’ The man’s mismatched eyes remained wide.
“We haveto do something or she'll die”

“I know.” Cirasshook his head to clear it, and instantly regretted it. “1 am not thinking straight yet. Keles
will know. Whereishe?’

Borosan shook his head.

The Gloon, perched on anearby bier, pointed adender finger back into the darkness. “ They went
together. Heisdive Thismuch | see”

Ciras nodded toward Tyressa. “How about her? Soth Gloon can see the future. Will shelive?’
“That will depend, Ciras Dejote, on what you do.”

Cirasclosed hiseyes. His entire life had been spent in training as a swordsman. His masters had indsted
on his understanding the human body and its parts. He knew where and how deep arterieslay. He could
thrust through organs without a second thought. He' d even been trained in ways to dedl with cuts and
wounds. But dl of thisleft him far shy of being aheder.

Part of him wanted to reject the Gloon' s statement, but he could not. He had trained as aswordsman in
order to be ahero. He had grown up listening to the tales of ancient Imperia heroes, wishing he could
equal their skill and daring. Many of them faced challengesthat did not require mere sword work asa
solution. If | rgject thistask, she will die, and | will never be a hero.

He opened his eyes again and touched the quarrd lightly. He didn’t try to moveit, but just felt the
fletching brush between hisfingers as she breathed. He did his hand dowly down, doing hisbest to



estimate how deeply it had penetrated. While archery had never been hisfocus, the quarrdl’ sthickness
suggested alength, and that gave him hope that it had not penetrated far at all.

Then his hand reached her bdly, and he smiled. He scraped away some of the muck, then abit more. His
smile broadened, and helooked up a Borosan. “It isnot as dire aswe feared.”

“What do you mean?’

Ciras straightened up. “The Keru, like Tyressa, wear swords, but they prefer to wield a pear. Because
of that they wear their swords in ascabbard, which they belt on, not in a sash as a swordsman would.
The archer who shot her hit her belt buckle. The quarrel penetrated, but not very far. Probably just an
inch, through her skin and the muscle beneath.”

“Sowe haveto yank it out?’

Ciras nodded dowly. “Thedifficulty isthat it' sgoing to hurt her alot. If she jerks, she' Il do more damage
to hersdf.”

“That shall not beaconcern.” A hulking form moved forward from behind Borosan. Hunched as he was,
the Viruk appeared barely taler than Borosan, though his broad shoulders and muscular body made him
far wider. Black hair hung to his shoulders and ran down his spine between bony plates covered by dark
green flesh. His skin tone lightened from throat to groin, and along the insgdes of hisarms. Thornsthrust
up through his hair, as sharp and strong as the hooks at his elbows and the claws that capped his hands
and feet. His black eyes seemed to be holesin hisface, and needle-sharp teeth glittered in his mouth.

He reached the bier and studied Tyressafor amoment. “ Get water. Wash around the wound. We will
cut her belt away so al we need dedl with isthe buckle.”

Borosan fetched water, and they were able to wash the muck from her clothes. Following the Viruk’s
directions, Ciras used asmdl knifeto cut awvay Tyressa sthick leather belt, then dice open the canvas
tunic shewore. More water cleaned her skin, and very little blood trickled from beneath the buckle.

“What now, Rekarafi?’

The Viruk raised afinger, pressing histhumb against the uppermost pad. Moisture began to gather,
hanging from the claw’ s sharp end. “First we ready her. Borosan, hold her ankles. Ciras, her shoulders.”

The two men did asthey were bidden. When they were in position, the Viruk dowly scratched aline

above and below the wound, then to either side of it. The woman groaned at histouch. Just inside the
square, Rekarafi plunged histalon into Tyressal sflesh and ajolt ran through her. Cirasadmost lost his
grip, but held on tightly. Tyressa had tiffened, but after athird puncture, her body began to relax.

Ciras eyesnarrowed. “Y ou’ re not usng magic, are you?’

The Viruk’s huge head turned dowly toward him. “Not in any sense you would recognize, Lirserrdin.
Do you not remember how Keles Anturas had been poisoned by my claws?’

“Yes Hesad that was very painful.”

“Y ou have spittle and you have tears; you have other fluids which use the same conduitsto flow. Why
should | be different?” Rekarafi returned his atention to Tyressaand continued to puncture her somach.
“Thiswill numb and redtrict blood flow. There, that isdone. Giveit aminute.”

The swordsman raised an eyebrow. “ Are you going to draw it out now?’



“No, you are. She might yet move, and neither of you would be strong enough to hold her down.” The
Viruk rose up and laid one hand over her thighs. Then he settled his other forearm against her collarbone
and leaned forward. “ Proceed, Ciras Dgjote. Asyou would feel asword going into atarget, fedl the bolt
coming out.”

Ciras moved opposite the Viruk, then held his hands out for Borosan to wash. He shook them dry, then
closed hiseyes. The Viruk’ swords, delivered with just the hint of contempt, helped focus hismind. He
had trained so well with ablade that he could think it through ajoint, twisting and curving his cuts so they
severed muscle and sinew without ever touching bone. Here he would have to do the reverse.

Curioudy enough, it did not occur to him that he might fail. He was young enough yet to have confidence
in hisabilities, and scant few challenges had defied him. He reached for and grasped the bolt in both
hands, asif it werethe hilt of asword. He concentrated, |etting the shaft move in hisgrip. Ashishands
tightened, they moved with it.

He got asense of how shallow the wound redlly was. The bolt had continued to twist after it entered, but
not too much. The buckle had warped the broadhead, limiting the damage. He sensed its path of entry,
felt how much play it had, and dowly began to reverse its course.

It came—not easily or fast, but it came—diding from the muscle and flesh. Tyressa cried out and batted
ahand againgt the Viruk’ s abdomen, but Rekarafi held her down tightly and nodded at Cirasto continue.
Hedid, working gently, feding the shaft come free. Then it hung up—catching on something—so he
pressed down, diding acorner of broadhead benegth the impediment. Another twigt, alittle tug, and he
plucked it free.

Cirasreded back, haf-faint from exhaustion, haf-propeled by Borosan. The other man washed the
wound, then pressed a bandage down over it while he threaded a needle. He carefully sewed the wound
shut, then bandaged Tyressa s belly. Only when he' d finished did Rekarafi lean back.

The Gloon nodded from his perch. “ Shewill survive. At least alittle longer.”

It took six hours for Tyressato awaken, but in that time Borosan and Ciras had traveled deep enough
into the cavern to find the narrow crack through which Keles Anturas and Tyressa had climbed.
Darkness had fallen by the time Ciras emerged on the top of ahill, but he used asmal lantern to inspect
the place. Though dust on the rock had not been too deep, it yielded enough tracksto let him puzzle out
what had likely happened to their companion.

Back in the cavern, washed clean of muck and changed into cleaner clothes, Ciras sat near the Viruk,
with hisback to abier. It was three men. They’ d stopped and had a smdll fire burning. One of them shot
Tyressa There were Sgns of afight, but it appears Keleslost. They aso had horses. | don't know who
they are, redly, but in their haste to run, they left asmal pouch behind.”

Rekarafi caught it when Cirastossed it to him. The Viruk sniffed. “ Saamgar.”

Ciras nodded. “Moon-blossom tea. We haveit on Tirat and use it when real teais not available. The
Desa liveonit.”

Borosan squatted beside him. *Y ou think the men who took Keles are from Deseirion?’
“It salogicad concluson.”

“Thenyou reverelogic not at al.” Rekarafi let the pouch swing dowly, trapped between two taons.



“Y ou had decided the raiders we chased through the Wastes were Desal. Y ou have now decided that
those men and the kidnappers are one and the same.”

“Y ou have no proof they are not.”

“No, Lirserrdin, | do not. Nor have you any to suggest they are. However, would you think Prince
Pyrust such afool asto task raiders with both collecting thaumston and relics and capturing Keles
Anturas? Were you he, would you not give the latter task to those you knew could do it well?’

Ciras dtarted to argue but held histongue. The Viruk’s words made good sense. Moreover, if Pyrust had
known the details of Keles' trip, he would have dispatched many teamsto find him since the Wastes
were so vast.

“Y our point iswell-taken.” Ciras bowed his head respectfully. “In the morning, if you will openthe
cavern, | will take ahorse out, find them, and bring Keles Anturas back.”

The Gloon laughed, rolling back on the top of a sarcophagus. The Viruk smiled, abrief glimmer coming
to hiseyes. “Y ou will not be going after Keles.”

“Butitismy duty. My master and | were charged with keeping him safe. | mugt.”

“But you will not. Ask Urardsa; he knows. The thread of your life and that of Keles Anturasi may again
intersect, but it isnot in theimmediate future.” The Viruk examined hisclaws. “1 will be going after him. |
know heyet lives, and | know the direction they aretraveling.”

Cirasfrowned. “How?’

“Y ou’ ve forgotten. My claws have drunk of hisblood.” Rekarafi’ s hand curled into afist. “ Because |
gruck himin error, itismy duty to find him and save him, so | shal.”

“ And what of me?’

The Gloon recovered himself and perched once again on the edge of the marble box. “ Y oursis the most
perilousjourney. With Borosan Gry<t, you will travel north and west, deeper into Ixyll.”

“But they are going the other way. No matter who took him, they are going back to civilization, not avay
fromit.”

“Youwill find, Ciras Dejote, that the fate of Keles Anturas isaminor thing. The fate of the world will
depend on how successful you are on your mission.” The Gloon |ooked away for amoment, then dl of
his eyes closed. “ There is achance—dender and fleeting—that you will succeed.”

Ciras swallowed hard, hating how his mouth dried with fear. “ And what ismy misson?’

“Youwill go into the heart of Ixyll and beyond.” The Gloon's eyes opened and fixed on him. “Y ou will
find where Empress Cyrsahas lain degping for seven centuries. If you are able, you will waken her. I
yOu are persuasive, you may even convince her to save the world sheleft behind.”

Chapter Three
10" day, Month of the Walf, Y ear of the Rat

9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court



163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty
737" year sincethe Cataclysm
Dolosan

His horse srapid descent of the hill pounded Keles Anturas into his saddle. Thejolts hammered his
body and started hisright shoulder throbbing again. It had been two days previous that he had broken his
collarbone, but it seemed like forever. Once his captors had him, they had bound hisarm tight to his
chest and started riding hard.

The pain had distracted him, so he couldn’t be sure of hisactud location, but it seemed deeper in Ixyll
than he thought they’ d gone. He smiled. My grandfather would have my hideif | admitted | was |ost.
Such a thing would be unthinkable.

The Anturas of Naenyr were the unquestioned and unrivaled masters of cartography. Qiro, Keles
grandfather, oversaw aworkshop of cousins, nephews, nieces, and grandsons that turned out the finest
chartsin theworld. Shipsusing Anturas charts almost never ran into navigationa problems, and returned
from their voyages with treasures beyond imagining. Keles and his brother, Jorim, had engaged in some
of the most comprehensive and difficult survey operations ever mounted, returning with information that
improved those charts and filled the family’ s coffers to burgting.

Anyone but Qiro would have been happy with the family fortunes, but the patriarch desired mastery over
the world. He wanted to know everything about it, and so had dispatched his grandsons on dangerous
expeditions. Jorim had sailed the Stormwol f into the Eastern Seato discover what lay there. Keles had
been sent to Ixyll, to survey theland of wild magic to seeif the path west had finally opened.

Kees survey had been successful asfar asit got. Through hismystica link with his grandfather he had
been able to communicate information that expanded the maps being drawn back in Moriande, Naenyr's
capital. Though thelink hardly promoted full communication, Keles had been ableto sense his
grandfather’ s pleasure at the information he had gleaned.

At this point, even his grandfather’ sire would have been welcome, but Keles had not been given a
chance to communicate with him. His captors—admitted agents of Prince Pyrugt, the ruler of
Desarion—had pushed him hard in the ride from Ixyll. They met up with other small bands—somein
Desal employ, somejust scavengersin the Wastes—trading for horses and supplies. Thefour of them
had dready killed a horse gpiece through hard riding, and between exhaustion and the pain of his
shoulder, Keles had been unable to concentrate enough to open the link with his grandfather.

Oncethey’d crossed into Dolosan, Keles had been able to orient himsalf. They bypassed Opadlynoti and
turned southeadt. Instead of riding straight east through Solaeth, which would have taken avery long
time, they would head to the port of Sylumak and ship east. While the journey would be longer, ships
made progress from dawn to dawn, asthey did not have to stop for deep.

The horsestrotted onto alevel, arid plain. Daen, the leader, held up ahand. The horses, well lathered,
welcomed the respite. Keles did aswell. Sowly the throbbing in his shoulder grew quiet. Quiet enough
that now | can feel how saddle-sore | am.

Dden stopped his horse and waved one of his men forward. Cort—short, squat, and swarthy—rode up
beside him. Dalen pointed further ahead, to where the trail narrowed and carried past alittle crest into
what Keles assumed was avalley. The feature was hardly uniquein Dolosan, but nothing here could be
taken for granted because the land had labored beneath centuries of wild magic.



When warriors, or anyone else, became sufficiently skilled in their vocation, it was possible they would
become Mystics. Then they would become supernaturally better than lesser-trained men. Moraven Tolo,
aswordsman who had been traveling on Keles' expedition, had been aMystic. In onefight he' d torn
through ahalf dozen or more foeswith less effort than Keles would use to sketch a street map of a
one-road town.

When any two Mystics clashed, the display of skill would be staggering—at once beautiful and terrible. It
would adso leave aresidue of wild magic. Circles could contain it—hence the circles often worn as
charms against magic, or the stone circles outside town and villages where challenges could be fought.
There the wild magic would be trapped. But, |eft to its own devices, it could be used for good or ill.

Over seven centuries before, Turasynd nomads from the desert wastes had gathered legions of Mystic
warriors and invaded the Empire. Empress Cyrsa gathered to her the greatest soldiers and Mystic
warriorsin the Empire. To forestall political chicanery in her absence, she split the Empireinto the Nine
Principdities, then took the Imperia treasury and headed west. The nomads and her armies fought
severd skirmishesin Solaeth and Dolosan, but their grand battle took placein Ixyll.

By dl reports, the armies annihilated each other—and the wild magic they released nearly annihilated the
world. The magic changed thingsin wonderful and horrible ways, and its mark could most eesily be seen
in Dolosan or Ixyll, whereit dtill raged. On his survey, Keles had recorded living pools, valeysthat
breathed, trees bearing glassfoliage, and so many other odditiesthat it hurt his head to think of them.

His mind shifted to the journals he’' d kept, now back in Ixyll with the rest of his companions. And
Tyressa, poor Tyressa. Just thinking of her made him fed even more done. With her gone, some of the
color had flowed out of the world.

Cort, the man riding forward to the hillcrest, had been the one who shot her. And it wasn't just that act
that made Keles hate him, but the eager |leer on hisface when he'd doneit. And the way he chuckled
about it afterward.

| hopeyou die.

The man crested the hill and started to ride down into the valey. Then he reined back hard and hishorse
reared, but not before something had wrapped itsalf around the horse' s front legs. The horse came back
down, squedling, eyeswide with terror, then it and Cort disappeared.

“Cort, damnit!” Daen reined back on his horse. Ashor, the third man, drew his sword and started
galoping forward, but Dalen called him back. “Don’'t be foolish.”

Asbor gave him apuzzled look. “But we haveto hep him.”

“There sno helping him. He never even had time to scream.” Dalen turned to Keles. * Have you seen
anything like thisbefore?’

“Tough to answer since | don’t know what it is.” Keles dismounted and would havefdlen savefor a
quick grab at his stirrup. He got hislegs under him, then started forward.

“You should ride.” Ashor glanced nervoudy at the valey. “Y ou can escape.”

“Cort didn’t.” Keles kept hisvoice even, betraying neither his satisfaction at Cort’ s death nor hisfear. He
began the trudge up therise.

“Adbor, get hishorse; take my reins.” Daen dismounted behind him and quickly caught up. Hiseyes
narrowed as he looked over at Keles. “| would not have thought you to be so adventurous.”



“Adventurousis my brother. I’'m just curious.” Keles pointed toward the plant tendrils Cort had ridden
over. “I think | saw something green binding the horse’ s hooves. | intend to avoid anything green.”

Dden nodded, then the two of them cut off the trail and up through some rocks. The Desal agent hel ped
him negotiate the steeper parts, then they both rounded alarge boulder and looked down into the valley.

Daen shivered. “Who could haveimagined?’

Kees shook his head and squatted. The valey had widened into abasin that he believed might once have
been the home to afair-sized pond nearly a hundred feet deep. The red rocks around it and the grey-red
sediment in it contrasted sharply with the green of the plant. Tendrils—hundreds of them, perhaps even
thousands—lay like webbing throughout the basin. Where they lapped over its edgesthey werelittle
thicker than afinger. Degper down, closer to the heart, they were fully asround as a man and stiff with
rough bark festooned with sharp thorns.

Centermogt sat a grotesgue blossom, corpse white with scarlet veining. It pulsed and quivered intime
with the pain throbbing in Keles' shoulder—afact he found rather unsettling. At its heart lay adarker
patch the color of liver, which opened and closed dowly, producing afaint sound reminiscent of snoring.

They spotted most of Cort, but his horse had almost ceased to exist. Small tendrils reached out to pull
the carcass forward. The sharp thorns diced through flesh and sinew, taking the animal apart asit dowly
did toward the plant’ s heart. Hunks of dripping tissue and steaming organs moved more quickly,
dropping into the maw between snores.

Cort soon joined his mount in a sharp dide to feed the plant.

Kedesnarrowed hiseyes. “No, I ve never seen anything like this before. Not thissize. My brother said
there are flesh-eating plants in Ummummorar, but the samples he tried to bring back died. Even so, those
were only big enough to eat insects.”

Daen frowned as he watched the plant. “1 would have been ready for mongters. Y ou know, the things
we hear about in stories—bears with six legs and mandibles, stedl serpents, giant spiders. Not this.”

“Thisisn’'t something bards would sing of. Itsonly prey isthat which blundersintoit.” Kelesfrowned.
“That doesn’t makeit any less horrible, though.”

“In some waysit makesit more s0.”

Kees consdered for amoment, then glanced up at his captor. “What are you going to do? I’ m not sure
you cankill it.”

“Kill it?No.” The man smiled dowly. “My job isto get you to Desairion. W€ ll just go around it. | can
recruit more men later, soyou'll be safe.”

“You mean so | won't escape.”

Dden snorted. “Even if you were whole, you couldn’t escagpe. Y ou could kill me and Asbor in the night,
or kill our horses and take off with as many supplies as you wanted, and you' d till not escape.”

“Giveme ahorse and provisonsand I’ ll prove you wrong.”

Daen snorted again and started leading the way back. “Y ou may know where you are and even where
you want to go, but you know the world asamap. But amap islike the world in the same way sheet
musicislikeasong. It merely describesit. Y ou don’t know enough about thisworld to surviveit.”



Keessad nothing. It wasn't thefirst time he' d heard that criticism. Tyressahad leveled it againgt himon
the expedition, and he had taken strides to correct the problem. In Daen’ s opinion, however, he had not
gonefar enough.

But that didn’t redly surprise him. He d been in pain and had been traveling swiftly, neither of which gave
him the time to get to know much about the places they were passing through. More important, however,
he' d shut himslf off to such learning because it reminded him of Tyressa; and to think of her wasto have
hisheart fed asif it were diding into the plant with Cort.

Tyressahad saved hislife severd times over, and when he was sick in Opadynoti, she had tended to his
needs. She was dways honest with him, willing to hurt hisfedingsif it awakened him to reditieshe had to
ded with.

And now sheis dead.

Tyressa had been pulling herself out of acrack in the earth when Cort had shot her. She had gasped
loudly, then dipped from sight. The last glimpse he had of her wasthe flash of her golden hair.

Numbly he remounted the horse and followed Dalen as the Desal sought a new path south. Tyressahad
confused Keles, because most of the time she had been brusque and gruff. That had been part of her
Keru discipline. Being that tough, she had lived up to the Keru legend—implacable, unapproachable, and
incorruptible.

By just being strong and beautiful, the Keru—a select cadre of Helosundian women who served the
Naleni roya house as bodyguards—had long been the object of fantasy for many a Naeni youth.
Everyone had heard tales of liai sons between Keru and nobles or heroes—young Keru had to come
from somewhere, after al. Boys dreamed of aKeru faling for them, or even just using them; but such
things were fantasy done.

And yet, for Keles, Tyressahad shown some tenderness. It wasn't amelting of her resolve, but asif their
association had disarmed her heart. At thelast, even asthey crawled through the cavern and muck to
reach the place where he' d been taken captive, they’ d joked companionably, asif she were hisfriend.

Keesrefused to consider the possibility that he loved her. He had great affection for her, but if he
admitted to love, then the grief he was holding at bay would consume him. But as determined ashewas
to deny love, he couldn’t deny the possibility that it might have grown into love; and having lost that was
just as bad.

Keesfrowned and swallowed past alump in histhroat while his horse plodded aong in Dalen’ swake.
The sun would be setting soon, and what little warmth it had crested would be stolen away.

It occurred to him, as Dalen signaled astop for the night in ahollow that would shelter them from the
wind, that he could have pitched himsdlf into the plant. But, no, that would never have done. Hissuicide
would dishonor Tyressa' s sacrifice, and he would not write that epitaph to her life. She deserved more,
and hewould seeto it that she got it.

And suicide would have prevented one other thing. Prince Pyrust, the half-handed tyrant, had caused
her death. He' d once offered Keles anew home, and the cartographer had refused. Pyrugt, clearly, had
not accepted hisrefusal. He wanted Keles' service, and no price wastoo greet to pay for it.

He'll find that’ s not true. Keleswould travel to Deseirion and give Pyrugt al the help he wanted. All
the help he needs. . . to put his nation into the grave.



Chapter Four
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163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Wentokikun, Moriande

Naenyr

Though Grand Minister Pelut Vniel appeared quite calm as he delivered his reports, something about his
manner set Prince Cyron on edge. Pelut’ s predecessor had dways inssted on aformal setting for their
discussions, so Cyron had taken it asagood sign that his new Grand Minister waswilling tojoin himin
his private chambers. Pelut did evidence some lingering traces of stiffnessin the Prince' s presence, but
that seemed to be largdly affected.

Which means he is using it to hide something. Cyron’s shoulders sagged dightly as a great weariness
washed over him. He remembered well how Sitting on that same throne had aged hisfather so quickly.
And Father ruled during a time of prosperity, with no enemies actively seeking his destruction.

Muted light glowed gold from the room’ s wooden floor and Pelut’ s shaved head. “ Because of the
relatively mild winter, my lord, we anticipate both a bountiful harvest of winter crops and an early planting
season. We have no sigh of drought and no reason to expect anything less than the abundant harvest with
which we werefavored last year.”

Cyron nodded, an unruly lock of brown hair falling over hisforehead. “Thismay be true of crops, but if
the winter ismild, both the Helosundians and Desal will be free to campaign early. Prince Pyrust would
take great delight in attacking during the month of the Hawk.”

“Y our Highness perception of the politica climateis, asaways, sunning.”

Cyron held up ahand. “Y ou have no need to gild gold with me, Minister. Y our predecessor raised empty
praiseto an art form, whichiswhy | found degling with him rather tedious.”

“I understand, my lord.” Pelut bowed low enough to touch his forehead to the floor. His golden silk robe,
trimmed in yelow with small red dragons embroidered on it, shimmered and shifted. It dlowed Cyron to
imaginethat his minister was not human at dl, but some nightmare creature sent to torment him.

Cyron narrowed hislight blue eyes. *'Y ou have been monitoring the shipments of rice to Desairion. For
every quor we send north, how much actualy reaches Desairion?’

Pelut straightened. “Minister Kan Hisatd is overseeing the shipments, Highness, and he has been most
efficient. He reports to me that ninety-five percent of what we send to Desairion reaches itsintended
dedtination.”

“Redly?’ Cyron leaned forward, not quite menacingly. “We were going to send amillion quor north, so
thiswould mean nine hundred fifty thousand quor will makeit. And yet, you told me that forty thousand
guor were destroyed in awarehouse firein Rui.”



“That istrue, Highness”

“Y ou might wonder why | mention thisfire. Prince Eiran had ridden to Rui, to meet with other

He osundians and urge them to forestall provoking the Desal in the spring. | had anote from him inwhich
he said he admired our peoplefor their industriousness. He could not believe how quickly they had
rebuilt Rui, after thefire.”

Pelut blinked, but Cyron could fed it wasforced. “Highness, the destruction was confined to a
warehouse.”

“Y our informant on that matter wasincorrect, Minister.” Cyron rose from his chair and began to pace
crisply. His heds clicked sharply with each step and his robe—black, trimmed with gold, embroidered
with brightly colored dragons at breast and back—whispered ominoudly. “A single quor isenoughriceto
keep aman divefor ayear. It occupies roughly six and athird cubic feet. It would take awarehouse one
hundred sixty feet on aside, rising to ten stories, to hold it al. Rui may have grown in the past nine years,
Minigter, but it hasn't abuilding over four stories. The fire that consumed that much rice would have
consumed the whole of the town.”

“| can seethat, Highness.”

“But can your man, Hisata? Does he think we are blind and stupid? Knowing Eiran would be going to
Rui, | asked him to look for fire damage. | had aready done the math.”

“Highness, you should have brought your concern to me. Y ou did not need to send Prince Eiran asyour
personal spy.”

Cyron stopped and glared at Pelut. “My persona spy?’
Pelut’ sface tightened, then he bowed to the floor again. “Forgive me, Highness.”

“No, Miniger, this bears discussing. Have | not the right to information about my nation? Y ou are the
chief of dl my minigters, from the grandest to the lowliest clerk. Shouldn't any information | want come
through you?’

“Yes, Highness”

“I believe that, too, Minigter, but | believe you have served me poorly in this matter. What disturbs me
more than Hisatdl’ s fraudulent reporting—and we both know heis diverting grain into marketswhere he
can benefit—isthat you saw fit to provide me with the raw reports he sent to you. Y ou did not even
correct so eementary an error. Could it be you wanted meto catch it and therefore demand his removal
or punishment? Did you want him caught because you had not approved histheft, so therefore the
proceeds of his crimes never benefited you? Or wasit merely that you saw his actionsasaway to
undermine aprogram you never liked?’

“Highness, if | might explain .. .”

“Canyou?’

“I believe so, my lord.”

Cyron folded hisarms. “Please. Thiswill befascinating.”

Pelut sat back up, but kept his head bowed. “| had noted the anomaly, Highness, and had begun my own
investigation into the truth of the matter. | did not mention it to you because | did not want to cast



aspersonson Minister Hisatal without just cause. If it were his subordinates who were stealing and he
was just being doppy in hisreporting, he would have to be dedlt with—but in quite a different manner
than if hewere actively stedling.”

“Y our explanation makes sense, but | think that isonly hdlf of it, or less.”
“Y ou migudge me, Highness”

“I don't believe | do. Y ou have never gpproved of the idea of our sending rice north to keep the Desal
from starving. Y ou seethe Desal asathreat, and if they Starve, there are that many fewer to descend
upon us. Thediverted rice, if not being sold on the black market, could certainly be waiting as provisons
for Helosundian troops this spring. Not only would it not have fed Desal, but it will strengthen those who
would kill more of our enemy. That means the chances of disruption to our society isminima—and that
god isexactly what you have been trained to promote.”

“Highness. ..

The Prince shook his head. “Y ou need to be listening right now, Minigter. Asyour own Urmyr would
put it, ‘ The chittering of the dulang masks the approach of the wolf.’ ”

Pelut nodded silently.

“Y ou must remember that Empress Cyrsa, |o these many years ago, divided her Empire among the
princes and entrusted it to them, not the Imperid bureaucracy. Do you know why? Because a society
that is perfectly ordered isa society that becomes stagnant. It becomesinflexible. Y ou would haveit such
that every family isaman, awoman, and two children—preferably one of each gender—for it keeps
things perfectly stable. But lifeis not stable. Families change for any of nine thousand different reasons.
No planning can encompass them all, which means circumstance is reduced to a controllable number,
everything islumped together, and the society frays because the needs of individuas are not accounted
for.”

Pelut’ s head came up and fire flashed in his azure eyes. “But, Highness, asociety that catersto each
individua isonethat descendsinto chaos. It has no stability. No one knows how to act snce dl actsare
vaued equdly.”

“Nonsense, and you know it. Y our society of anarchy isas much adark fantasy asismine of perfect
stagnant stability. Y ou ddiberately miss both of my points. Thefirg isthis: by risng to ded with
challenges, a society gets better. Look at our current prosperity. Remember how my father and | fought
to get shipsbuilt for exploration. Doing something new and different has been of agreat benefit to the
nation. It promotes our long-term welfare and provides us with the resources to deal with new threats.”

Cyron spread his hands. “And my second point isthis: the Empress entrusted the nations to the nobility,
not the bureaucrats. It istruethat | could not administer the nation without you and your people. |
acknowledge that and thank you for it. There may well have been princes past who were content to let
the ministries do everything for them. I am not among their number. | need information. | need good
information, and | will get it from you, or | will get it some other way. It isnot because | resent or didike
the minidtry; it isbecause Nalenyr’ swdfareis my responsbility. And nothing will prevent me from
acquitting it.”

Pelut bowed sharply. “Y es, Highness, | understand.”

“Good.” Cyron returned to hischair. “From now on, | want only accurate information. If you have
suspicions, | want them brought to meimmediately. How much do you think Hisatd has stolen?”’



Pelut’s momentary hesitation told Cyron hisanswer wasalie. “1 suspect him of diverting roughly six
percent of the grain into other destinations. Asyou suggest, some is going to the Helosundians; he hasties
to that community. Some has been sol d—price fluctuations in some of the northern provinces could be
the result of hissdling stock off. There are, over al, indications of eight percent shortages. The difference
is pilferage by workers, grain consumed by pests, spoilage, and circumstance.”

“l see” Cyron turned away from the minister and crossed to apair of doors that opened onto a balcony
overlooking his gardens and animd sanctuary. They’ d been shuttered for the winter, but still thewinds
howled faintly through them. He very much wanted to push the doors open, vault from the bal cony, and
wander through the snowy enclosure, but doing so would be an escape from the very responsibility he'd
used to chide the Grand Minigter.

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Y ou are dismissed, Minigter.”
“But, Highness, there is much more to report.”

“| am aware of that, but | am granting you time to check your figures before you waste more of my
time”

“Y es, Highness. Strength of the Dragon be with you.”
“Andyou, Miniger.”

Cyron again stared at the doors until he heard Pelut dide the room’ s other door closed behind him.
Convinced he was done, Cyron raked fingers up through his hair and stifled the urge to scream. He'd
had great hopes he could trust Pelut Vniel, and having them dashed was almost more than he could bear.

Hetook a step forward and rested his forehead againgt the chill glassin the doors. The secret of Naeni
prosperity had been the charts made by the Anturas family. Qiro, their patriarch, had been avend,
cantankerous, moody man, but his genius with charts had compensated for that. Cyron had indulged the
old man as much as he could. Aslong as Qiro produced the charts that kept Naleni ships safe on the high
seas, there was no end to their prosperity.

The difficulty was that Qiro was now missing.

The sheer impossibility of his disappearance would have baffled Cyron, save that he' d been through
Anturaskun himsdf and found no sign of the man. The tower had been amagnificent cage for agenius,
and Qiro had only occasionally chafed at hisimprisonment. It wasamost asif his having supreme
knowledge of the world was freedom itsdlf.

What disturbed Cyron most was the map on thewall in Qiro’s persona work space. The world had
been drawn in with care, every detail exact. Cyron had dways marveled at it and many details had been
added since Keles and Jorim had been sent off on their quests. The Prince had no doubt that it
represented the world as accurately as possible.

The difficulty wasthat it showed a new continent to the southeast, occupying what had previoudy been
an unexplored portion of the ocean. The continent had been labeled Anturasixan, and showed al the
sgnsof being aland populated by diverse and ancient cultures.

Cultures of which no onein the Nine Principaities had ever heard.

Worgt of all, it had been drawn in Qiro’s blood. And the legend beneath it smply read, “Here there be
mongters.”



A shiver skittered down Cyron’s spine. Qiro, genius that he was, arrogantly assumed that his place was
rightly among the gods. If he had discovered thisland—or, worse, shaped it through magic—therewas
no telling what sort of creatures|urked there or what their intention would be toward the Principalities.

He would have every right to want revenge! Qiro'sgranddaughter, Nirati, had been horribly
butchered by a murderer who had gone unidentified and uncaptured. The Prince had ordered afull
investigation, but nothing had borne fruit so far, and he was doubtful it ever would. The murder would go
unsolved, and Qiro’ swrath would be limitless.

Cyron had wanted to confide the news about Qiro to Pelut, but the man’ swillingnessto lie meant he
could not be trusted with so ddlicate abit of information. And yet, without telling him about the possible
threat, there was no way the nation could be prepared to handleit. If | dole out just enough
information, | will be playing the same sort of game heis.

The Prince straightened up, then ran ahand over hisface. Pressure from the north, pressure from the
south; rumors of discontent among the inland Naleni lords—it was dl dowly crushing him. He crossed to
his chair and dropped heavily into it.

Perhaps| should let Pelut just run everything. Better his collapse than mine.
He smiled, then threw his head back and laughed, trying to keep anote of hysteriafromiit.

A tiny tapping came a the interior door. It did open enough to revea aknedling servant with his head
pressed to the floor. “ Does his M agnificence require something?”

“No, Shojo, | anfine”
“Yes, Master.” The older man began to dide the door shut again.

“No, wait, don't go.” Cyron drew in adeep breath and exhaed dowly. “ Send arunner to the Lady of
Jet and Jade. If it would not be an inconvenience, | would enjoy the pleasure of her company this
evening. | have need of relaxation.”

“Yes, Highness, of course.” Shojo lifted hisface enough for the Prince to catch the hint of asmile. Not
because the Prince was summoning the nation’ s legendary courtesan to attend him; Shojo found no
scandd in that. He smiled because he didn’t think Cyron did it frequently enough.

“Shojo.”

“Y es, Highness?’

“Don’'t send arunner. Convey the message yoursdlf. All arrangementswill bein your hands.”
“| shal seetoit, Magter.”

“Thank you.” The prince bowed his head asthe man did the door shut again. “If only Pelut would serve
me aswell asyou.” Cyron dowly shook his head. “But he does not, which iswhy the burden of the
nation’ s future rests squarely on my shoulders. But for how long?” Cyron could sense doom lurking.
“And from what direction shal destruction come?’

Chapter Five

12" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
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Kunjiqui, Anturasixan

Nirati Anturas rather liked being dive. She dwelt in a paradise that had been a childhood fantasy she'd
shared only with her grandfather. Somehow he had shaped it for her and put it at the heart of avast
continent. In Kunjiqui, flowers aways bloomed, clouds never cluttered the sky, and water ran cool in
streams. Whatever foods or refreshments she desired would be borne to her by small fanciful creatures
that, if the expressionsin their large eyes could be credited, worshipped her.

The only thing that disturbed her was that she seemed to have remembered dying. Lying naked on the
grasses at the edge of a stream, with one toe dipped into the water and fat goldfish nibbling at it, shetried
to recall the circumstances of her death. They would not come—though it seemed to her that she had
shed her old body the way she shed clothes, and had come to Kunjiqui newborn, innocent, yet a bit
wiser and more perceptive than before.

Dying certainly was unpleasant business, and she felt no impetus to dwell upon it, save from timeto time
when nothing distracted her. These moments of pure peace came seldom on Anturasixan, for much was
being done and, she had been assured, much also needed doing.

As her grandfather had shaped her sanctuary, so he shaped and reshaped Anturasixan. From where she
lay, she could see him silhouetted as a dark speck against the dying sun. She knew he faced north, but
only because along what would have been theline of hisvision, asharp mountain range rose dowly and
inexorably, its grey teeth piercing the sky. In one heartbeat snow capped the peaks, and in the next had
melted and flowed down into valleys she could not see.

She had not puzzled over how he could do this because, in asense, he dways had been ableto do it.
When Qiro Anturas added featuresto amap, it meant they truly existed. Qiro had defined the world for
countless Naeni merchants and sailors. Here he defined his own continent, revising and reshaping it ashe
would have in changing the details on amap.

Nirati heard addighted squed and brought her head up. A tiny creature—barely thesizeof a
two-year-old child, yet with the body and well-formed limbs of an adult human—came bounding through
the grasses. Takwee would have appeared to be entirely human, save that a soft ivory down covered her
body. Her head, which was dightly large for her body, held big gold eyes, adightly protuberant muzzle,
and was crowned with a glorious golden mane that ran down her spine and matched the tuft at the end of
her tail.

Takwee had been born in one of the Anturasixan provinces. Nirati did not know if she werethe only one
of her people in Kunjiqui, but Takwee did not seem to suffer loneliness. She seemed content to spend
time herding the serving creatures or washing and braiding Nirati’ s hair. She would chitter and whistle
away gally—Nirati could not understand a thing she said—but the squedl usudly presaged onething
only.

Inthetiny creature’ swake, aman crested the hill to the north. Quitetall and powerfully built, he
descended toward her with acasua confidence. Hislong black hair danced at his shoulders. The hue
matched his beard and the thick mat of hair on his broad chest. Hisloincloth and eyes both were adeep
blue, and Nirati felt joy rising in her a his gpproach.



She sat up, but made no attempt to cover herself. She and Nelesquin had become lovers. In fact, he had
taken her within minutes of their meeting. The memory of it till shocked her—not so much because she
had never given herself to aman so quickly before, but because it had seemed the most natura thing in
theworld. It was asif upon meeting him, she had discovered the lover she had aways been meant to
have.

Nirati smiled. “My lord, you have been away much today.”

“And every moment away from you has been asif ayear under thelash.” He came and sat at her fedt,
then leaned over and kissed her. He pulled back after only a second, stared into her eyes, then smiled
before kissng her again, more fully and deeply.

Nirati broke their kiss but lingered with her forehead pressed to his. “And why was it you were awvay so
long?’

A little tremor ran through him, and it surprised her. He straightened up and pulled away, hiseyes
half-closed. “Memories come back dowly, Nirati, and not dl of them are pleasant. | collected scrying
stones and have consulted them—this hel ped, but aso revealed anumber of thingsto me. | had to sort
through them to help mefocus. Y our grandfather and | will work well together, though hislack of focus
hurtsus.”

“I am not sure | understand, my lord.”

Nelesquin smiled and caressed her leg. “Take your dear Takwee here. A ddlightful creature, with many
uses, but not suited to the tasks we need to accomplish.”

Takwee, upon hearing her name, looked up from the stream bank where she crouched. She smiled,
baring al her teeth, then returned her gaze to the stream. She barked harshly, then dove deep, scattering
asmadl schoal of bright greenfish.

Nirati laughed at her antics and Nelesquin joined her. “1 think your grandfather modeled Takwee on the
Fennych. He worked from memory, and had not heard the true tales, or sought to forget them. It seems
much of the truth of theworld has been logt.”

She amiled indulgently. “1 have no doubt it isas you say, my lord.”

“And | am chastened for telling you my conclusions without sharing my full thoughts.” He nodded.
“Indulge me, please, Nirati.”

“Asyou desire”
“Tel mewhat you know of Empress Cyrsa”

Nirati frowned, not at al certain what the last empress had to do with anything on Anturasixan. “1 only
know her from the talestold to children, my lord. At the time of the Turasynd invasion she gathered
together all the greatest heroes of the Empire. She took them west, dong with the Imperid treasury, so
the barbarians would follow her into the far provinces. There they fought a battle that released much wild
magic. It devastated the provinces and created the Time of Black Ice. Millions died as magic and years
without summer ravaged the land. Some say she waskilled in the battle, others say shewaitsin far Ixyll
for athreat to the Empireto rise, whence she will return with her army to restore peace and order.”

“| thought as much.” Nelesquin shook hishead. “ Sheisahero.”
“Yes. She saved the Empire.”



“But she was the oneto split it into the Nine Principaities, wasn't she?’

“Yes, but only to prevent the power-hungry from tearing everything apart while shewas away.” Nirati
frowned. “Isthisnot true, my lord?’

“In someways| supposeitis, Nirati, for any tale that survives the generation that lived it becomesthe
truth. Itisnot what | remember. It isastory that masksamonster, and it is against that monster your
grandfather and | will strike.”

Nelesquin turned his head from her and gazed northwest, toward the land once known asthe Empire.
“Cyrsa has, no doubt, been counted as one of the last emperor’ s many wives. He did have quite the
harem, for dlong with alove of peace, he loved women and spirits. He was, by al accounts,
weak-willed. Still, we hoped, he would someday be able to pick an heir from among his many sons. |
eventudly attained that position, but that is somewhat beside the point.

“Cyrsawas not one of hiswives of long standing. She was acommon whore, gifted to him by anoble
who sought hisfavor. Sheinfatuated him and distracted him a atime when distraction was the last thing
we needed.”

Nelesguin's eyes narrowed and his expression darkened. “When the Turasynd invaded, we all
beseeched the Emperor to act. We were ready to gather an army, but with each report of their attacks,
the Emperor withdrew abit more. He knew what fighting them would do to the Empire and could not
bring himsdf to order such destruction. Y et his good intentions doomed the Empire.

“Cyrsaacted. She murdered the Emperor in his bed and was found naked and blood-spattered by
Soshir. He should have dain her outright, but he did not. He wanted to be her consort, clearly, so he
supported her claim that she was now the Empress. Sheissued orders to gather an army and head west.
She sundered the Empire, looted it, and fled the capitd .”

Nelesquin looked at her, his expresson opening. “1 tel you in truth, dear Nirati, that | was prideful in my
youth, but | was not stupid or untaented. The whore s division of the Empire made me the Prince of
Erumvirine, the Crown Province. Perhaps that should have satisfied my ambitions, but it did not. |
gathered my loyd retainers and went with her. | suspected treachery, and was rewarded withiit. | died in
Ixyll because of her. Shewas s0 afraid of the esteem in which | was held that she split my army off and
offered me as a sacrifice to the Turasynd.”

Nirati closed her eyestight as memories of pain washed over her. She drew her legs up and hugged them
to her chest. Then she dowly opened her eyes. “But if you died, how isit that you are here now?’

Nelesquin, gaze focused distantly, shook hishead. “I do not know, but the how of things does not
concern me. It isthe why that intrigues. And from our conversations, from what | have learned from your
grandfather, | think | know the answer. If | am correct, the world may face achalenge yet greater than
the Time of Black Ice”

“How 07’

“Consider this. Cyrsawas never a stupid woman. She knew the sort of catastrophe her battle would
unleash. She had no ideaif the world would survive or not, but she was certain it would be devastated.
She planned, therefore, to dedl with the world after it had been hedled. She planned her return then,
when things would be closest to what they were when she departed.”

“But how would she know when that time was?”’



Hesmiled grimly. “Itissmple, Nirati. She created a sanctuary in Ixyll, where she could wait out the years
of wild magic. The Turasynd have a different understanding of it than we do, and she captured and
tortured enough of their shaman to learn their secrets. She creates her sanctuary and waits, like aspider
tucked safely in her web. When the wild magic has receded enough, explorerswill come. All she hasto
do is capture them, learn from them, and plot her return.”

Nirati’ s eyes grew wide. “But my brother, Keles, isbound for Ixyll.”

“I' know. Y our grandfather hastold methis. Still, it could have been worse. If Qiro had succeeded in
finding her earlier, Anturasixan would not exist. We would have no base from which to fight her.”

“Canwefight her?’

“Oh yes, most assuredly.” His smile warmed. “With my help, your grandfather is preparing an army that
will oppose her. Hisinitid efforts have had modest results—he learns quickly, but has no background in
warfare. But the mountains he raised today arefull of iron, and | have shaped creatures that will mine and
refineit, creating stedl for armor and wegpons. In other provinces we will raise warriorsworthy of the
name, whose skill at combat will be findy honed. Wewill be ready.”

“But Ixyll isalong way from here”

“Agreed, but we have our second purpose to consider, aswell asthe first. Wewill need a base of
operaions, so our armieswill firgt return to me my birthright. | shal be Prince of Erumvirine again. After
that, we shal consolidate our position and wait for her arrival.”

“And your second purpose?’

Nelesquin smiled softly and drew her into hislap. “ Do you not remember my telling you that you would
be avenged, Nirati? | know what they did to you there. | don’'t know who did it but | know thereis
punishment to be meted out, and unruly princesto be brought to hedl. Order shal be restored to the
lands of the Empire, so we may face Cyrsawith aunited front. To do otherwise would be foolish.”

“Yes, my lord.” Nirati reached up, snking fingersinto his black hair. “And once she is destroyed, we can
go homeagain?

“Yes, Nirati.” Nelesquin nodded solemnly. “I shall return the world to the perfection that was the Empire,
and together we will make the world into paradise.”

Chapter Six

12" day, Month of the Walf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Nemehyan, Caxyan

For a least the third time that day, Jorim Anturas wondered if al the gods had gotten their start thisway.
He sat on acircular stone platform set in the bottom of a bowl-shaped room. It had been buried in the
lower reaches of the largest ceremonid pyramid in Nemehyan. A star-shaped stone had been fitted into



the ceiling about twenty feet above him. The Amentzutl maicana—the ruling magician class—had shaped
and set the stone with magic. They'd pierced it with tiny holes, so the stone wegpt. Itstears poured down
onhim.

The water soaked him, pasting the golden robe with the black dragons embroidered on it to hisbody. He
found its clinging an annoyance, but on this, the fifth day of hisritua cleansing, at least he would actualy
get clean. He' d endured oneritual for every day of the Amentzutl cregtion story, with each rite centering
on that day’ s symbolic e ement—although the sequence ran in reverse. Thefirst day, hedwelt in atree
because the rain forests were the find hit of creation. Thethird day, for earth, helived in acave. He' d
survived that and the ordedl of fire, which brought him to water.

The rdentless dripping was enough to drive him mad, so hedid hisbest to shut hismind toit and
concentrate on his predicament. By agreement with Anaeda Gry<t, the Stor mwolf’ s captain, Jorim had
communicated nothing of his discovery to his grandfather. No one in Naenyr knew where the expedition
was or what it had discovered. Besides, in his most recent attempts to reach his grandfather, he' d been
unable to make mind-to-mind contact. He knew that his grandfather was out there—and his brother as
well—but both of them were distracted enough that he couldn’t even be certain they noticed his attempts
to reach them.

It would not have mattered much if they had, because he still could not have gotten across the whole of
his experience. As part of the Stormwolf expedition, he'd sailed on Nalenyr’ slargest ship into the vast
Eastern Sea. At itsfar edge they’ d discovered a continent no one in the Nine knew existed. The people
who lived there called themsalves the Amentzutl, and believed Jorim was the incarnation of their god
Tetcomchoa, who had returned to save them in atime of dire peril.

To complicate matters, the Amentzutl identified the threat asthe risng of ademon-god, Mozoloa, inthe
west. lesol Pelmir, the Stormwolf’ s ship’s clerk, had noticed a curious linkage between one of
Mozoloa s secondary names and that of an old Imperid prince, Nelesquin. lesol said there were stories
that Nelesquin, like Empress Cyrsa, would rise again from his grave and return to the Nine—but only to
wreak havoc.

A howling shriek broke his concentration. He turned his head and saw asmall, stout creature Spinning
and diding down theinsde of the wet bowl. For amoment, he reminded Jorim of asmall bear he' d once
seen playing in Prince Cyron’ s sanctuary, especialy when he abruptly sat down with a splash and glided
right into the puddle at the room’ s base. The creature looked up, histufted earsrising. He leaped up, fur
dripping, and tackled Jorim.

“Jima, Jima, glad, heart-glad.”

“Me, too, Shimik.” Jorim grabbed the Fennych and held him up much as afather might achild. “How
much have you changed since | last saw you?’

The Fennwriggled free of his grasp, then stepped away and dowly twirled. The fur that covered his
sturdy body had once been al shades of brown, but had changed significantly during histime with the
Amentzutl. The fur on his head had become mostly gold, but striped with jade. Likewise, gold and jade
twisted into a pattern reminiscent of the dragon crest decorating Jorim’ srobe. Finaly, two tufts of hair
rose from hisforehead; tiny twins of the sorts of feathersthe Amentzutl used to decorate their masks of

gold.
“A bit more gold. Not unexpected.”

“Actudly, Jorim, it' s surprisng he remains that much the same.” A tal, dender woman with dark hair and
hazel eyeswaked along the bowl’ s edge. She wore the robes allowed her as the captain of the



Stormwolf, thisone of deep blue with white wolf’ s heads embroidered on them. “Hewasfairly frantic
when they took you away and went hunting in the junglesto find you.”

The Fenn nodded dowly, hisdark eyes growing wide. “Logt, Jimalog.”
“Not logt, just away.”
“Jimafound!”

The Fenn' s elated shout made Captain Gryst smile, and the smal man who trailed in her wake laughed.
lesol Pelmir looked every inch aclerk, from his bald head to hisink-stained fingers. Though hewore a
ship’ srobe—this one of white with black wolf’ s heads much smdler than those on Anaeda Gryst’ s—no
one could have mistaken him for asailor.

Jorim looked up at hisvistors. “Y ou wouldn't be hereif the maicana had not alowed it.”

“No, they agreed. They’re an interesting lot.” Anaeda sat on the bowl’ slip and let her feet dangle. “While
they all profess agreement with our plansto leave insde aweek, they are doing little to see my ships
provisioned. Day after day they agree that thingswill be finished in aweek, but that week showsno sign
of ending.”

“Redly?’ Jorim frowned. “We were very clear on our intention to leave. | wouldn’t think they would
deceive usthisway.”

Theclerk raised ahand. “1 don't believe, Master Anturas, they are being deceptive. Asthe Master says,
‘A treeistall save when the eagle passesover it.” ”

“Y ou're quoting from Urmyr, not the Amentzutl Book of Wisdom?’
“No, but there are paralld sayings.”
Anaedaraised an eyebrow. “And, Minister Pelmir, your thoughts about deception are?’

The clerk stiffened. “Forgive me, Captain. It isjust that aweek for us and aweek for them may be
different.”

Anaedashook her head. “I’ ve seen their calendar. Their weeks are nine dayslong, just like ours.”
“But, Captain, we arein centenco. We are outsde their calendar.”
Anaedafrowned. “In what way?’

Jorim sighed as Shimik wandered around the platform, head back, tongue out, trying to catch droplets.
“The Amentzutl figure time on acycle running seven hundred thirty-seven years. After thet they enter a
timecdled centenco. It'slike our festivals”

“But our festivals last aweek, then we are back to another trimester.”

“Right. For the Amentzutl, centenco lasts only aweek, but may have many more daysthan nine. It lasts
however long it takes for the new cycleto begin. | gather there have been timeswhen it has lasted
yws”

Anaeda scowled darkly. “ So when they agreed they would train you and give you back your divine
powers ‘in aweek,” they meant by the end of centenco.”



“Right.”

“That is not acceptable.” She shook her head. “We are on an expedition for Nalenyr. Just having
discovered the Amentzutl and their continent is of very great importance. | cannot allow my fleet to be
bound up here for an undetermined length of time. The congderations of our mission are paramount, over
and above concerns about the threat they report from the west. If the threat exists, Nalenyr may have no
ideait isbeing threatened, and we have aduty to inform the Prince of his peril.”

Jorim stood dowly. “1 don't disagree, but we have two other considerations to keep in mind.”
“Such as?’

“The origina reason we agreed | would not inform my grandfather about what we had found is because
knowledge of it could create chaos back in Nalenyr. Countless ships could be launched toward Caxyan
without reliable charts, and those who made it might well cause harm to the Amentzutl.” Jorim hooked his
hands behind his neck. “ Other nations might see this as something that will make Naenyr sorich it cannot
be opposed, so they will strike. To bring back knowledge of the Amentzutl before learning as much as
we can about them would be foolish.”

“But, Captain, if | may, we have agrester difficulty.”

Anaedaand Jorim both looked at 1esol, so he continued. “If thisthreat isred, then the Amentzutl believe
that Tetcomchoa-reborn isthe only way it can be dedlt with. Jorim must be trained to accept his powers,
esedl thewarning in theworld will beto no avail.”

“But they could bewrong.”

“True, Captain, but you are picking and choosing which parts of their beliefs you will vaidate with no
information to help you makethat decison.” 1esol shrugged. “ The understanding | have of their history,
meeger asit is, suggeststhey are not wrong.”

She snorted. “1 know.”

Jorim smiled. “Anaeda, you just don’t want to be stuck here doing nothing. | can fed the restlessnessin
yw.”

“It' snot just me, it’ sthe whole expedition. While we were exploring, we had a purpose. Without
purpose, the crew will fragment. It has dready begun.”

“Redly?’ Jorim frowned. “What' s been going on while I’ ve been going through these ritua s?’

Sheraised her chin, her face an impassive mask. “Ships crews are superdtitious. Rumors have flown that
you are to be made maicana. You'll belearning to use magic, and many tales are being told of the
vanyesh.”

Vanyesh. Theword sent atrickle of fear down Jorim’s spine. The Cataclysm that brought the Time of
Black Ice had been the fault of Nelesquin and his vanyesh. While anyone who trained hard enough in
any endeavor could hope to become a Mystic, the vanyesh worked to harness magic by working with
magic. Taesof the vanyesh were vile and used mostly to frighten children—but men can easily rekindle
that fear in themselves.

“So, they think I’ [l become anew Neesquin?’

“Not dl of them. Some know of the last vanyesh trapped in Moriande. They know Kaerinus hedls



people during the Festival, and they say the Amentzutl maicana don't seem to hurt anyone. Still, they’ve
seen drange things on thisjourney. They' realong way from home, and unusud things make them

uneasy.”

“I know.” Jorim looked down and watched water drip from hisbraided side locks. “They’re not the only
onesafraid of my training. But it really doesn’t matter if they are afraid that I ll become like Nelesquin or
not. That'swhat I'm afrad of.”

Surprise widened Anaeda seyes. “ Y ou, afraid of something?’
“Only myself.” He looked up at lesol. “What doesthe Master say thet isrelevant?’

“Many things, Master Anturas, but Book Nine, Chapter Five, Verse Nine speaks most to your point.”
The clerk knelt and his voice became very solemn. “And the Master said, * Wisdom often begets power,
but the child often destroys the work of the father.” ”

A jolt ran through Jorim. *Y eah, that pretty much coversit.”

“You are afraid of power?’ Anaedagrinned. “ That’s not possible. Y ou have been raised in one of the
most powerful familiesin Naenyr. Y our grandfather’ s merest whim is something the Prince treatslike a
command. Y ou can't fear power.”

“| don’t fear power, | fear what | might do with it.” Helooked up at her. “Y ou know of my grandfather,
but you don’t know of my uncle, and my cousins and their children. Y ou’ ve not seen how my
grandfather’ s use of power hasleft them. Uncle Ulan was once hisequal, but years of Qiro’sbdlittling
have worn him down. | can barely remember atime when Ulan did not quake in my grandfather’s
presence. Yes, | grew up around power, and | know how it can twist someone.”

“It doesn't have to be that way, Jorim.”
“No?Urmyr’ s opinion seemsto be that thereis no other result.”

Anaedaglanced at the clerk. “No disrespect to Urmyr, but thisis not aways true. Power distillsand
concentrates what is dready there. | sail for the Prince of Naenyr, and | have sailed under captains both
good and bad. Aboard ship their word is law, to be obeyed without question. Some captains are cruel
and liveinfear, and it consumes them. Others are smart and brave, and their crew thrive with them.

“If what Urmyr said was an absolute, we would have no navy. We would have no leaders because the
moment anyone rose to power, it would consume him. Thisisn't true; we ve al seen that.”

Jorim bowed his head toward her. “Y ou're afine example, Anaeda. Y ou are firm and fair, quick to
discipline, but quick to praise. You'll punish, but you'll forgive and you listen to reason. | can accept you
as proof of what you say. The question then is, how do you know how you will handle power?’

Shelaughed quickly. “It digtills, remember? Look at how you handle everything, Jorim. Look at your life,
at timeswhen you have had to lead, or chafe under the leadership of another. How you act and have
acted will tdl you.”

He amiled, but she raised ahand. “ One thing, however, will be very important. Y ou need to think about
the consequences when you' re wrong.”

“With the powers of agod at my command, they could be catastrophic.”

“Of that thereisno doubt.” She stood and beckoned to Shimik. “We will leave you now, so you can



reflect. Imagine the worst you can possibly imagine, then double and triple it. Then you might begin to see
thefirst glimmers of how bad things could be.”

Jorim’ s shoulders dumped. “Y ou’' re making thisvery hard.”

“No, I'm just helping you define the chalenge.” Anaeda Gryst regarded him with sharpened eyes. “If you
think that chalenge is something you couldn’t handle as aman, you don't want it asagod.”

“| don't think | have much choice”

“Perhgpsnot.” Shetook Shimik’s paw in her hand. “But then you better find it in yoursdlf to answer that
challenge, for fallure to do so may be the greatest catastrophe of dl.”



Chapter Seven

15" day, Month of the Walf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Moriande, Nalenyr

Count Jundl Aerynnor shifted stiffly on the daybed in his modest suite. He even forced agrimace for the
benefit of hisguest. While the knife wound he' d taken aweek previous had not yet fully healed, it did not
hurt him nearly as badly as he would have his guest believe. There was an advantage to appearing weak.
He d been trained in such deception as an agent of Desairion, so Junel easily adapted hisroleto suit his
misson.

Lord Xin Mdcirvon had cast his sword onto the rumpled bed and pulled up arough-hewn wooden chair.
Thechair did give him adight height advantage, which he would have surrendered were they both
standing. Junel wore hisblack hair shorter than his visitor, and his body was of longer, leaner proportions
than that of theinland lord. They both had light eyes—blue for Jundl and hazd for M cirvon—but the
vigtor’ swere set abit too close to suggest intelligence or inspire confidence.

Mélcirvon smiled amost sincerely. “1 was dispatched here as soon asword reached us about your injury.
| wastold to assure you that any aid you require will be rendered. | will be making
arrangements—discreetly of course”

“Thisis most welcome news, my friend, but quite unnecessary.” Junel passed ahand over hisface asif
fatigued. “Prince Cyron has seentoiit that | am being cared for. He was most solicitous and, had |
desired it, | would now be ensconced in Wentokikun as the Prince’ s guest.”

Méelcirvon failed to hide his reaction. Blood drained from hisface. “His outrages become more. . .
outrageous!”

“What do you mean?’

The man from the western duchy of Gnourn waved ahand at Jund. “ The instant we heard of what had
happened to you, we suspected—we knew—the Prince had laid you low.”

Junel suppressed alaugh, but then decided to abandon pretense. “My lord, please do not lieto me. |
doubt your mistress sent you here with that intent.”

“I never...

Junel raised ahand. “Y our mistress does not believe | am stupid. Please do not measure my intelligence
by yours. The reason you were sent here wasto determineif | have betrayed your mistress and her
confederates to the Prince. She wantsto know if, as| lay ill, | spoke of the things we discussed earlier
this month, when | visited Gnourn. And were you apprehended by the Prince’ s Shadows either upon
your arrival in Moriande, or after you leave metoday, she would know if | had. She would then be
prepared to disavow any knowledge of you and your treason.”



Mélcirvon blinked. “But if you had betrayed usto the Prince, he would have aready sent troops out to
destroy us.”

“Indeed, he would have. And he has not, so you are safe.”
“Then it was not the Prince who had you stabbed?’

“Not Cyron, to be sure. Prince Pyrust might well have doneit. He has agentsin Moriande and he
daughtered therest of my family. It may have been my turn.”

The Gnournist nodded dowly. When he had visited Gnourn, Jundl had represented himsdlf as a conduit
through which anumber of disgruntled Desel nobles could liaise with the Naeni inland lords. Neither
loved the regime in the capital and would have been happy to seeit overthrown. The Desai would be
willing to funne money, weapons, and some troopsinto Naenyr. When the time was right, the western
portions of each province would revolt and close on the western haf of Helosunde. It would be abold
stroke and both Princes Cyron and Pyrust would be powerless to stop it—because the first man to turn
his military might to the war for the interior would leave himsdf open to invasion by the other.

The Naeni inland lords welcomed him because the wealth being made by the merchants and tradersin
the capital was not heading up the Gold River in any sgnificant proportion. Cyron, citing the Desai threst,
gtill taxed the inland provinces for defense, then spent the newfound wedlth on provisionsfor exploration,
the benefits of which theinland lords would never see. Once they declared their independence, they
could el their harveststo Nadenyr at greetly inflated prices, enriching themselves and addressing ahost
of grievancesthat ranged from petty to Sgnificant.

What the westron lords did not know, and would never know until far too late, was that Junel
represented only one Desal noble: Prince Pyrust himsdlf. Hismisson wasto stir up rebellion among the
inland lords, forcing Cyron either to divide his strength or lose haf his nation. Either decison would
cripple Naenyr, and Prince Pyrust would be able to sweep in.

Mélcirvon's eyes narrowed. “ Then Prince Pyrust had the Anturas woman killed, too?’

“Of course—and he had another woman here daughtered after she and | became betrothed.” Junel
looked down, letting sadness veil hisface, and his visitor accepted hisgrief in sllence. It took al Junel
could do to keep from curling hislip in asneer, so he contented himself by imagining what it would be
like to take Méelcirvon to pieces as he had both of the women.

“No wonder, then, that your masters want to be independent of him.” The Gnournist shuddered. “As bad
asCyronis...”

Jund laughed. “A moment ago you felt certain Cyron had his agents stab me. Do you think he would
pause for thought before he ordered someone daughtered? His spies are everywhere—I| wastold this
ofteninmy vigt.”

“Wdl, of course. ..”

“No, my friend, thereisno ‘of course’ about it, and I'll tell you why. As much as you hate Prince Cyron,
you hate us Desai more. Not your fault, mind you, for the Komyr Dynasty has long used the threet of
Des invason to keep everyoneinline”

“But Desdarion did invade Helosunde.”

“Thereisno disputing this, but you areafool if you do not think things run deeper than that.” Jund smiled
dowly. “Think back to what you thought | would be before you met me. Y ou had decided | would be



weedy and thin, anidiot at best, ignorant of history and custom. Y ou viewed me as a stable hand with a
title, and you thought | would be an easy dupeto further your aims. Admit it.”

Mélcirvon sat back as hisface reddened. “1 may have had my misconceptions, my lord. . .”

“You didn’t have misconceptions, you had prejudices, and you alowed them to blind you. | will admit
to having had smilar prejudices, but | have overcome them in service to a cause greater than you or |.
Y ou must do the same, Xin, or your prejudiceswill destroy you.”

Helowered hisvoice and leaned forward, forcing the Gnournist to do the same. “In my youth, | believed
al Naeni to belazy, fat, indolent, and stupid. You livein alush land. The green hillsand valeys of
Gnourn are unknown in my nation, where lifeishard. | have learned, however, that you Naleni have an
inner stedl. Y ou have wisdom and courage. Y ou can determine right from wrong and are willing to fight
injustice”

Mélcirvon's expression went from confusion and anger to one of pleasure and pride. “ Thank you, my
lord.”

Junel nodded. You are stupid and lazy. Flattery isthefirst trap for a moron, and you’ ve fallen full
into it. A bit more spider silk spun, and you shall be mine.

“Y ou know, Xin, | am pleased that your mistress sent you. It had to have pained her greatly to risk you,
but she aso knew you could be trusted. Sheisavery smart woman, and her trust in you iswell placed. It
promises gresat thingsfor you, and | hope you will permit me to recommend you to my magters. Inthe
unfortunate event that anything might happen to your mistress, we need a brave man who could step into
the breach and accomplish our mutua gods. Would you alow me that honor?’

Agan Mdcirvon blinked, then nodded dyly. “Y ou honor me, friend.”

“You are much too kind.” Jundl again averted his eyesfor amoment, then looked up. “How isit that |
may be of service?’

That question baffled the visitor. “I was sent to see how you were and to see to your well-being.”
“And you brought funds with you to accomplish thisend?’

“Yes. | wasgoing to arrange away to get money to you covertly, but if the Princeispaying. . .”
“Heis, my friend—and we should make him pay double.”

“What do you mean?’

Jund dowly swung hislegs over the edge of the daybed and sat up. He could fed the stitchestug in his
back, but other than amild desire to scratch at it, the wound was easy to ignore. “Y our mistress gave
you money, but | do not need it thanks to the Prince’ s generosity. Y ou might return that money to
Gnourn, or you might do something more profitable with it. There are venturesin this city—commercid
ventures—where such money could be doubled or tripled in amonth. If you could do that, you would
have more money to use againgt the Prince.”

Méelcirvon nodded dowly. “I'm certain my mistress would approve such aplan.”
“Shewould, if you were ableto inform her of it.”

“‘But...”



“Follow me, my friend, for thisisyour future.” Jundl coughed lightly, then gestured to a pitcher and cup
on asidetable. “Water, please.”

The Gnournist quickly fetched him a cup and waited anxioudy as Junel drank it. He refilled the cup, then
sat again, clutching the pitcher in hislap. “Explain, please”

“Y our mistress dready counts that money as gone, so shewill not missit. And it isnot asif you are
geding it, snceyou will beusing it in her cause. Most important, it will become ahidden assat. If the
worst were to overtake this enterprise, you would have aready sum of cash available for your escape, or
for the continued financing of the rebellion. Taking this precaution spesks well of your foresight and
initigtive”

“Thereisno denying what you say.” Melcirvon glanced down into the pitcher asif the water might offer
some oracleto aid hisdecision. “ Thisinvestment would be safe?”

“Y ou would be using the people | use for my investments.”

Mélcirvon looked up, asmile growing on hisface. “If you trust them, then | shall aswell.”
“Good. You'll take the money to Bluefin Street, number twenty-seven.”

“A good omen, that.”

“I thought so0. There you will ask for Tyan, asmal man with acrescent scar on his chin. Use my name,
and tdl him to invest the money as he would with mine. He obtains excess cargo from ships and movesiit
into markets where those who truly gppreciate its value pay well. Y ou will agree with him on acode sign
that will let you or your agent withdraw the money. Tell no one what that is, not even me.”

“A codesign, yes”

Jund smiled and amost warned the man not to use his mother’ s name, for that would surely be the case.
“Once you' ve done that, you should go to ground, lose yoursdlf in Moriande for a couple days. There
are houses where your gold is more important than your name. Come see mein three or four days. | will
have messages for you to take back to your mistress. While you are relaxing, you will keep your eyes
and ears open, of course, and get a sense of the capital. | hope you will learn things that my present
infirmity prevents mefrom discovering.”

“Yes, of course.” Mdcirvon frowned. “How much longer do you expect to be stuck here?’

“A day or two. The Prince’s own physician is seeing to my care. | hope, within two days, | will be
pronounced fit enough to pay my respectsto the Anturas family and meet with the Prince.”

“lan’'t that dangerous?’

“Theformer, no, but the latter . . . Perhapsjust abit.” Again Junel shrugged. “If the Prince suspected me,
he would not have his doctor here, nor would he want to speak with me. And having me close will mean
| can learn much that will ad us. It'sarisk | must teke.”

“Of course.” Médcirvon stood, found himself holding the pitcher, then set it down and bowed. “Our
success will be assured.”

“It will indeed, thanksto your brave efforts.” Jundl smiled asthe man dipped his sword back into his
robe’ ssash. “| look forward to seeing you in severd days.”



Jund sat again on the daybed and watched through the window as Mecirvon hurried off toward Bluefin
Street. If the time were right, documents found at 27 Bluefin Street would show Tyan to beaDesel
agent, or perhaps a Virine agent, and would link the westron lords with money spent to buy weapons and
mercenaries. If theinland lords could not be convinced to stage arebellion on their own, Jund would
reved their plot.

The difference was negligible. In either case Cyron would be distracted and forced to act. Hisnation
would be torn apart and his dynasty would become weakened. It would collgpse of its own accord, or
Prince Pyrust would descend and crushiit.

The seeds of Naenyr’ s destruction had been sown.

Chapter Eight

17" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sincethe Cataclysm

Muronek, Erumvirine

Dunas shivered, hugging his good arm around his skinny chest. Goose pimplesrose on hisflesh, and he
would have given anything to pull the barest scrap of blanket over his naked body, but even that comfort
had been denied him. He had to sit on the rickety wooden stool and stare at the fat black candle guttering
at its center. It gave off weak light and no discernible heat.

Nor was he shivering just because of the cold. The crone' s gnarled left hand and the way her thick,
uneven talons scratched at the sheet of rice paper puckered his flesh. Her bony fist knotted around the
brush in her right hand and, despite her tremors, she managed to paint words that were as beautiful as
shewas ugly. Dunos could only read afew of them—the ones with ahalf dozen sirokes at most—but the
words made no sense, scattered over the square sheet as they were.

Part of Dunos wanted to run from the witch’ s hut. After al, he was ten years old now, and barely a child.
He' d made the long walk north to Moriande. He had met a Mystic swordsman and undergone a hedling
inthe Naeni capita. He' d been touched by the magic of thelast of the vanyesh, Kagrinus. If that master
of xingna could not hed hisarm, how could this woman do it? She was nothing compared to a sorcerer
who had survived the Cataclysm.

But he didn’t run. Just aswith the people of Muronek, hisfear of her tightened his chest and made his
legs weak. She was hated by many, and yet they came to her in times of need. With a potion or tincture,
she could bring down afever or ease pain. As much as people feared her—forcing her to live on the
outskirts of the town, in the dark woods—they needed her.

More important to Dunos, his parents wanted him to remain. Hisfather had been hopeful when they’d
goneto Moriande, but Duncs' |eft arm had remained withered even after the hedling. With their greatest
hope dashed, his parents had turned him over to the ministrations of Uttisa, the witch-woman who had
haunted his mother’ s dreams since her childhood in Muronek.

What Dunos dared not tell his parents was that, as they had grown more desperate that he be made



whole, he had become lessworried about it. Moraven Tolo, the swordsman he had met, had been at the
hedling. Dunos distressthat his arm had not been cured was obvious, but the swordsman had calmed
him. “The magic promised only to hedl us, not to give uswhat we wanted. It gave us what we needed.”

That remark had confused Dunos, but he had thought hard about it on the long walk back to the mill his
family operated. True, hisleft arm wasfairly usdess. If he had to haul water from the well, he could only
carry one bucket at atime—but the smple fact was that he could make two trips, and the difference
mattered very little.

It had hurt that hisinfirmity meant he could never be a swordsman, as he had once dreamed, but it hurt
even morethat hisfather now thought he could not even be amiller. Moraven had said that perhaps he
could become a swordsman, but to his father he seemed doomed to alife of beggary. They’ d even taken
in another boy as an apprentice, vauing his oxlike strength, even though it came with oxlike Supidity.

And so0 Dunos sat there, cold and afraid, in ahut steeped in magic, hoping hisfather’ swisheswould
come true—and determined to show that even if he couldn’t be dl hisfather wanted, he could beloyal
and obedient.

The cronelaid her brush down and blew on the paper to speed its drying. She turned to look at him, her
right eye squinted dmost shut, the Ieft preternaturally large. Wrinkles scarred her face like cracksin
muddy earth. Her hair had become brittle and crinkled, its unruly white locks escaping the
|eather-and-wood clasp.

A thick tongue wetted her lips, and when her mouth opened, the few teeth he could see were mottled
with decay. “Y ou have abusy mind, boy.”

“Y es, Grandmother.”

“Can you read what | have written?’

“Some, Grandmother.”

“Doesn’'t matter. 1t' sgood that you can't.” She lifted the paper and extended it toward him. “Takeit.”

Dunos' right hand came up, but the witch hissed. “Not that hand, stupid boy. Y our left hand! Y ou can
useit abit, can’'t you?’

Dunos dowly raised hisleft asm. Hedidn't likelooking at it, for it looked inhuman. His boneswere twigs,
and the flesh rough old leather. He concentrated, forcing his hand open and his elbow to bend. He
pressed hislips firmly together, determined not to cry out no matter the pain. But it doesn't hurt as
much asit has, doesit?

Hedidn't let the idea that maybe hisarm was getting better distract him. Histhumb and forefinger closed
on the white sheet and she released it. The document’ sweight alone started hisarm dipping. A corner of
the rice paper dove toward the flame, but he managed to pull it away, his eyestightening with the
exertion.

The crone nodded dowly. “Very good. Now you areto crumpleit. Makeit aball, with your left hand.
Doit, boy. Now!”

Her sharp bark jolted him. He began to comply, wondering how al that paper could fit into the palm of
his hand. As he gathered it, however, hefdt atinglein hisarm. The sensation echoed what he' d felt
during the hedling, and what he' d felt over ayear before, when he'd found a glowing blue rock. He'd
reached for it, Sretching, and touched it. He' d remembered nothing after that until he avoke, amile



downstream from where he’ d found the rock.

Hisfingersdowly gathered in the rice paper. It fdt dry to the touch—as dry as his skin. Hisfingers
brushed the words and crumpled them. The paper crackled. Though the tightness never loosened, his
fingers seemed to possess more power as he worked. Gradually the paper disappeared into his fis—that
pathetic, withered fis—and he tightened it down as hard as he could.

He said nothing. The only sound came from the rustling of the trees outside and the crone swheezing. He
hung on, willing the paper to get smaler and smaler—samaler than therock, smaller than anything. He
wanted it to be so small it disappeared.

“Open your hand, boy. Giveit to me.”

Hisfingers snapped open asif they were mechanical devices. The paper dropped into her waiting hands.
She picked &t it, dowly teasing it open. Dunoslet hishand fall to the table and I eft it there, no longer
hiding it by hissde.

The crone smoothed the paper againgt the table, nodding and mumbling as she did so. With adirty
fingernall shetraced thewrinklelines, pouncing first on triangles, then linking them to squares and
diamonds. Her nails skittered faster over the document, sounding like dry |leaves scuttling over paving
stones.

Shelooked at him again, both eyeswide and rimmed white. “What are you, boy? Why will you kill a
god?Why have you cometo destroy usdl?’ She punctuated her questions by pounding afist onthe
table. The candle tottered for amoment, and wax spilled onto the paper.

Thenit flowed over the paper, up through the wrinkles. The black wax added strokes to some of the
words and erased strokes from others. Dunos could read very little, but one mark—the month
mark—stood out clearly.

The mark of Grija, the wolf. The god of Death.
“Answer me, boy!”
“I don’'t know what you mean!”

She reached out, grabbing him by his hair, forcing his face toward the paper. “ L ook, the death god's
mark! Thelines, dl conflicts. Triangleswithin triangles, disasters dl, squares showing no resolution! It is
al death and destruction. Desth, ruin, for everyone.”

Her voice shrank into a harsh whisper as her hand tightened, and long nails sank into his scalp. “For
everyone but you, Dunos. What are you?’

“I don’'t know!” Dunos' left arm came up somehow and batted her away. He heard something snap and
she screamed. The crone tottered back and amost fell off her stool, then stood and tried to lift her
broken arm. She couldn't.

The paper began to move, drawing itsalf up in folds. It collapsed and opened, twisting and narrowing,
then straightened out. In seconds, it formed itsdlf into afolded paper walf, its flesh decorated with dl the
words Uttisa had written.

The cronefished in her robefor acircular talisman, which sheraised to her left eye. “ Y ou're his thing,
Dunos. You belong to Grija. Y ou're death’ s pet and he' s cometo claim you.”



“No, no I’'m not.” Dunos grabbed the paper in hisleft hand and fed the wolf to the candle flame. *“1 won't
be his pet!”

The flame caught and the wolf vanished in abright flash of light. Y et instead of hearing the hungry snap of
flame, the lonely howl of awolf echoed as smoke drifted up into the dimness. And though hishand
remained in the flame, he felt no pain, no warmth, and somehow wondered if the god of Death had not
clamed him anyway.

Suddenly, the hut’ s door exploded inward. Shattered planking gouged the dirt floor. The door’ sremains
hung from one twisted hinge and, in the moment before the night’ s breeze extinguished the candle, Dunos
caught sight of hulking forms bursting into the hove . Broad shoulders smashed the doorjambs, and harsh,
clicking, guttural soundsfilled the hut, asif the crestures were gargling sharp stones.

Uttisa screamed, but her cry ended abruptly. Something warm and wet splashed over Dunos. He closed
his eyes, then wiped blood from them. They' ve killed her!

He didn't want to open his eyes again because he didn’t want to see what the creatures were doing. The
crack of bones and the wet sucking scrape of teeth stripping flesh communicated more than he could
have seen. He decided that seeing would be better than imagining, so he opened his eyes and found he
was hdf-right.

He should have been in complete darkness, but hisleft arm glowed with apae grey light that cast no
shadows. Other parts of his body glowed as well—the parts that had been splashed with Uttisa s blood.
Mogt curious of dl, the glow around hisleft arm showed him alimb both hale and hearty.

The three squatting creatures gorged on the crone, ignoring him entirely. They were completely hairless
and, though he could seethat their flesh was scaled, the ghostly glowing imparted no hint of color. The
triangular teeth that filled their maws made short work of the witch. They lifted their chinswhen they
swallowed, but had no discernible necks, and their powerful shoulders hunched above the rounded
domes of their heads. He saw no ears, and their large round eyes had the flat black quality of wet river
stones.

They squatted on short but powerful legs. Their long arms easily snapped the witch’' s bones, and their
long talons dug marrow from the hollows. They sucked the grey jelly from their fingers, gurgling with
adlight.

Dunos had no ideawhat the creatures were, and didn’t want to remain to find out. He darted for the
doorway before any of them had achance to react, then he ran asfast ashe could. Hisleft arm almost
fdt asif it were moving normally. He glanced back once to check on pursuit. He didn’t see anything, but
that didn’'t dow him abit.

He ran down theforest trail toward Muronek, thinking that he could raise the darm. Then, as he neared
the forest edge, the light of multiple firesaderted him to greater danger. The town was under attack, and
somewhere his mother and father were in danger.

Or are already dead!

No! Dunos poured hisanxiety and fear into his running, and sped through aruined gate. All around him
monsters abounded, dragging shrieking people from their homes. Many bled from small wounds, others
had lost limbs. People collgpsed in the street, their lives pumping into puddles, screaming until death took
them.

Fiercefireslit the town. Burning people ran through the streets until they fell and roasted. He could fed



the heat, but it remained distant somehow. He ran on, legping human pyres, rgjoicing as one of the
vhangxi staggered from oneinferno, the beast’ s upper body on fire. He' d named the creatures after a
demon from the Third Hell, and darted aside as the burning one reached for him.

Up Green Dragon Road he sprinted, then cut north on Seamster Lane. He refused to look west, toward
the home his grandparents inhabited, but as he turned west on Gold Dragon, nothing but fire remained of
the houses on either sde. He continued running, his gait fatering only when he cameto abody lying inthe
roadway. Thefire's heat had aready scorched the gold robe, and the person’ s head had been ripped
clean from her body, but there was no mistaking his grandmother.

He stared at the golden-white flames blazing through the house. Thefire roared and wood popped
loudly. Somewhere within lay his parents. A lump roseinto histhroat. His knees quivered and he would
have falen, but then he heard another sound. It came from within and, though it could not possibly be, he
heard hismother caling hisname.

Heedless of his own danger, Dunos dashed into the fire. On histhird step into the building, afloorboard
gave way beneath him. As hefdl into the shallow space beneath the house, timbers above cracked. The
last thing he saw as he looked up was the house' s main beam splitting in haf and crashing down upon
him.

Dunos had no idea how long he lay in the ashes that had been his grandparents home; the ashes that had
been the town of Muronek. Night had flowed into day, and he guessed severd days had passed, since
the ashes from which he emerged had long since grown cold. Ash tiger-striped him in grey and black.

He moved cautioudy through the ruins at first, then more boldly. Skeletal dogs and feral cats skulked
through the town. More mgjestic, and more numerous, carrion birds perched on the highest points
available, descending in flocks to chase dogs away from the choicest bits of food.

Dunos didn’t want to see what they were eating. As he explored he picked up a battered pot here, a
blackened knife there and, toward the outskirts, he stripped robes and sandals—all oversized—from
half-eaten corpses. He washed the clothes and himsdlf in the river outside the town, then dressed and
darted walking.

He had no more idea where he was going than he did why he survived the attack and fire. All he knew
wasthat he had gotten away, and had to get sill further. He had vowed he would not be Grija's pet. The
more distance he put between himsdlf and such daughter, the closer he' d be to keeping that vow.

Chapter Nine

20" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat

9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court

163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year Sncethe Cataclysm

Ixyll

Though barely aweek and a haf away from the tomb complex in which he had awakened, Ciras Dejote



found himself faced with yet one more chalenge. The ever-changing land that was Ixyll made many
demands on him. He scarcely dared deep, lest his concentration dip for an ingtant. Even the most
benign-appearing scene could hide virulent peril, and always having to be dert wore on him.

But no hero would shrink from a quest such as ours!

He glanced out over thelip of the bowl-shaped valley. It stretched off to the north in an elipse, the dying
aun reflecting warmly off the fluid gold flesh coating the whole of the landscape. The muted forms of trees
and bushes pushed up from benesth it, but remained as hidden asiif thick snow covered them.

The only anomaous bit of color in the valey skittered about from bush to tree to boulder like aball
diding onice. Borosan crouched a the valley’ s edge, watching his thanaton try to find purchase with its
pidery legs. When it findly bumped up against something, dowing its momentum, it could raiseits
spherica body onitsfour legs, but would only manage astep or two beforeitswild diding would begin
again.

Borosan shook his head, then made anote in the book opened in hislap. “Thisisnot good. The
measurements Keles wantswill be useless. Pacing out the distance won't work here.”

Impatiencetightened Ciras belly, but he dowly exhaled and calmed himsdlf. “ Perhaps, given the hour,
we should make camp.”

Borosan scribbled another note without looking up. “Perhaps thiswill be like the plain two days ago. At
night it will change”

“Godsforbid.” Ciras shivered. That plain had been a paradise while the sun had shone. They’ d been able
to eet their fill of fresh fruit, the water ran sweet in smal rivulets, and smdl animas—related to rabbits as
nearly as Ciras could make out—gamboled peacefully. They’ d decided to spend the night there, but the
moment the sun went down, everything had changed. A wave of wild magic pulsed up from the ground,
asif theland were shrugging off the day’ swarmth. With it went the glamour of the place, reveding adark
land full of corruption. The haf-eaten gpplein his hand suddenly writhed with worms. The streamsran
with blood and the rabbits became rabids.

They’ d sacrificed one of their packhorses to them and barely escaped with their lives.

That incident had been just one of many aong their journey. There would be more because they werein
Ixyll. Over seven hundred years before, the forces of Empress Cyrsafought and defeated a Turasynd
horde from the northern wastes. That battle had unleashed enough magica energy to warp the land and
trigger a Cataclysm that nearly destroyed humanity. While the wild magic had retrested from civilized
land, herein Ixyll, it fill held svay.

So much variety, and so much to see, madeit impossible to catadogueit dl, but Borosan Gryst seemed
determined to do just that. Though he was a practitioner of gyanri—the mechanica magic that Ciras
found an abomination—he' d adopted the role of a cartographer, too—continuing the work that Keles
Anturas had begun. His paingtaking devotion to exact measurements reduced their progressto dmost
nothing.

And impatience to find the Sleeping Empressrose in inverse proportion.

Abandoning Borosan, Ciras descended the hillside, relishing the crunch of gravel beneath hisboots. He
reached the small grassy circlethey’ d use for acamp. It and the nearby tree to which they’ d tied the
horses were the only relatively normal bits of landscape they’ d seen in the area—and the tree sprouted
clusters of crystal acornsthat chimed asalight breeze shook the branches.



He moved to the circle’s center and closed his eyes. He listened to the chiming and the way it shifted. At
times discordant and at others harmonious, he sought the core pattern. It had to be there, sincethe
branches were limited in the distance they could travel and the breeze remained fairly congtant. Listening
asintently as he could, hefound it. And, once he had it, he did his sword from the sash a hiswai<.

Still blind to the world, he moved through al the sword forms he had learned. He flowed from Scorpion
to Wolf as heimagined a sharp ped as an overhand stroke. He parried it, then thrust beneath a subtle
chimeinto what would have been hisfoe' sheart. A twist and flow into Dog, then a Cat legp and dash
took him above another desperate attack and beheaded hisfoe at a stroke.

Asthe sounds were limited, so were the abilities of foes. The human form could only move in so many
ways and do so many things. The men he’ d faced before had al had their limits. Speed and strength, the
length of alimb, and the knowledge of forms made them different, but there were some things none of
them could do. In those limitations lay the opportunity for victory.

And then there were those who had reached jaedunto.

He had seen some of those very specid Mydtics, whose skill with a blade transcended the naturdl.
Normal limitations did not gpply. The Mystics were able to go beyond what any other mortal could
manage.

Ciras hoped he had the seeds of such greatnessin him. He' d arrogantly assumed it to be true when he'd
cometo Moriande and Serrian Jatan, demanding to be trained. Phoyn Jatan had apprenticed him to
Moraven Tolo, which Ciras had firg taken asadismissa. But dowly he learned that Moraven himself
was aMystic, and the lessons he had for Ciras encompassed more than the Art of the Sword.

Again Ciras had taken thisas adismissd, but contemplation—for which he' d had plenty of timein the
last week and ahalf—had led him to consider that what he was being taught were the disciplineshe'd
need if he reached jaedunto. Enduring patience seemed to loom large among them, and he fought daily
to embraceit.

Tolerance seemed to be another, and being paired with Borosan Gryst demanded he learn that aswell.
Magic was agreat and powerful forcein the world. Only through studying a subject and perfecting one's
kill at it could magic be touched. A Mystic would have the wisdom and strength to be able to handle
such power. And with magic limited to those who had worked so hard to achieveit, civilization was
safeguarded from another Cataclysm.

Gyanri defied thislogic and, therefore, seemed an abomination to Ciras. A gyanridin created devices
that obtained their motive energy from thaumston, aminera charged with wild magic. A gyanrigot
could do anything. On far Tirat, hishomeidand, he' d seen the blue gyanrigot lightsthat had become
fashionable among the merchant class. Borosan's thanatons, which camein avariety of shapesand
sizes, could crawl about, measuring things, carrying things and even killing things—that latter trait making
them even worsein hismind.

Of course, Ciras did prefer to have a thanaton dipping and diding about in that valley to doing it himsdif.
And thefact that you could set one of the smdler onesto kill and fetch edible game did make travel
eadser. And they could even be made to stand watch and raise an darm if something odd was

heppening.

But while he wanted to hate the creators of such machines outright, Borosan really wasn't that bad of a
person. He had no concept of physical discipline, but he wasn't oneto quit or complain when put to a
physicaly demanding task. Hiswide-eyed wonder at the world was something Ciras found amost
childlike—and though he' d not have admitted it even under the most dire torture, it was something he



regretted having lost during his own childhood.
If I had it, I’d not be so impatient.
“Ciras”

The swordsman spun to a stop, crouching in Fourth Scorpion, with his sword above his head, pointed
forward. Swest dripped down hisface, but he did not wipe it away. It soaked into the beard he’ d grown
on the road and the breeze cooled hisface. Sowly he opened his eyes and glanced up the hill toward
Borosan.

The gyanridin closed his book and waved Cirastoward him. “ Ciras, come here.”
Ciras sraightened up. “1n amoment.”

“No, | redly think you should seethis”

“Borosan, | need to finish my exercises.”

“‘Butl...”

A gold apparition reared up above Borosan. A long-fingered hand closed over the man’ s head and
shoulders, then tugged him backward. Golden arms closed around Borosan, and meta flesh poured over
him. When the apparition opened its mouth, flashing fangs defiantly, Borosan' s scream echoed from its
throat.

Ciras sprinted up the hill. Sword in hisright hand, he scrabbled with hisleft for purchase. He tripped only
once, but got back up instantly and reached the hillcrest a couple of heartbesats later.

The apparition—flesh flapping asif agolden robe were sheathing itslegs and arms—was flowing down
toward alarge, dark hole which had opened in the heart of the valey floor. Ciras assumed the thanaton
had aready been sucked down into it. Between him and the gpparition, atrio of golden warriors had
risen and advanced. One bore a sword like hisown. A second had the curved blade of a Turasynd. The
third carried no sword, but the golden flesh outlined the form of aViruk warrior. Its claws and size alone
medeit lethal.

Though it occurred to him that Borosan was most certainly lost, and that chances of hisown surviva
were negligible, the thought of retresting never cameto mind. A friend wasin trouble. To know he had
abandoned him would have been to livein shame. It would not have been alife worthy of living.

Not a life to be sung of.

Into the valey he legped, and from the moment his hedls touched the golden surface, he redlized there
weretimesit was not possible to be heroic. Hisfeet sailed out from under him and he crashed down on
his back. Somehow he maintained his grip on his sword, but he' d dready begun diding toward the hole,
and hisfoes flowed toward his path to dash at him as he sped past.

Cirasjammed his hedls hard againgt the dick gold surface. His spurs dug in, ripping through it. Golden
fluid welled up to hed therifts, but he dowed. Smiling, he reversed his blade and tucked it back benegath
hisright shoulder. Pulling up on the hilt and pushing down with his shoulder, he used hissword likethe
rudder on a ship. He cut a path through the gold, steering at alarge rock.

Braking hard with his hedls, he dowed enough that he didn’'t dam too heavily into the rock. He
scrambled about, steadying himsalf, and got to hisfeet. Then he pressed his back to the rock and



crouched asthefirst warrior reached him, swinging its scimitar down.

Ciras shifted his body right and the blade clanged off the stone, ripping away a patch of the golden flesh.
Even before the gold could ooze out to close the wound, Ciras whipped his blade around in aforehand
dash that took the Turasynd through the neck. Its head popped off, exposing white bone. Gold covered
it quickly asthe head spun, the masked expression revealing surprise.

But the body did not collapse. Instead, it reached up, caught the head and plunked it right back down on
itsneck. Lipspeded back in afera grin and thejaw vibrated asif it were laughing triumphantly.

It wasin midlaugh that Ciras' return stroke caught it again. With both hands on his sword' shilt, he split
the Turasynd from crown to pelvis, crushing each vertebra. The body sagged |eft and right. Gold tried to
cover the bones, but they turned black after only a second or two’'s exposure to the air. Their decay
tarnished the gold flesh, and it fell from the bonesin aspray.

Though he might have acted foolishly legping into the fight, Ciras De ote had learned enough not to
presume that he knew exactly how things were working—hbut he had enough information to make some
educated guesses. As the second swordsman came toward him, Ciras pushed away from the rock and
didtoward it. He dropped to hisleft knee, controlling his path ever so dightly, ducked adash, then
returned it.

His cut diced through the gold flesh over the warrior’ sleft thigh. When he pared it down to the bone, the
femur decayed immediately. The warrior flopped over, and with aquick dash Ciraslaid itsface open.
The black rot ate through the skull and the head collgpsed like an overripe melon. With that, the gold
flowed from the skeleton and the black bones melted.

Ciras stabbed a spur into the gold and kicked back. He did from beneath the Viruk’ s dashing claws.
Hipping his sword about, he stabbed it down, anchoring himsdf. Then using his momentum, he whipped
his legs around and snapped a kick through the Viruk’ sright leg. Gold splashed as the shin parted.

The Viruk toppled, but bounced up and around onto its belly. As Ciras pulled himsdlf up to one knee and
turned to face it, the creature lunged. Ciras dodged, then drew his blade and dashed. He missed the
hand, but cut deeply into the gold flesh covering the valey floor. He opened a deep, wide wound,
exposing the ground and the thick mat of pale grassesthat lay benegthiit.

Gold oozed to close the opening, but not before the grasses took on color and sprang up. The wound
closed, but ahalf dozen green leaves poked up through it. Beyond them, the Viruk came up onits knees
and dashed with both claws—at the grasses.

Ciras eyesnarrowed, then he whipped his sword around and cleaved another gap in the gold flesh.
More grasses sprang up and aflower with abrilliant red blossom burst through the opening. He bisected
that cut with another and the corners of the cross drew back, opening alarger green patch. Another
crossing cut and another, and heisolated a patch of gold flesh that quivered and deflated. Spiky grasses
thrust up through it, and the earth below drank in the gold.

Rising to hisfeet on the greensward, Ciras dashed the Viruk’ s head off and sent it whirling toward the
hole. He began advancing in its wake, crosscuiting agreen path into the basin.

Before he could get too far, apair of objects shot from the hole and spun toward him. The thanaton
reached the path and immediately sprouted legs, checking its momentum. Borosan, who tumbled after it,
rolled abit more when he hit grass, but came up in asitting position with his notebook still clutched to his
chest.



He coughed, then spat out alump of golden phlegm. “I think it was dive.”

“I think it till is, Master Borosan. It just discovered you to be about astasty asafew of the medswe ve
had on the road.”

The gyanridin struggled to hisfeet and Ciras steadied him. “On my map, I'll mark this place asvery
dangerous.”

“Or mark it asaplace for farmers.” Ciras cut afurrow through the gold to open atrail back to the hilltop.
“Asmenacing asit found aman with asword, | think it far more vulnerable to plowshares.”

“Y ou're probably right.” Borosan smiled. “We should move on. We ve got afew hours of sunlight left
and can be far from here before we camp.”

“No, we'll stay thenight.” Cirasreturned his smile. “Knowing how fast it hedlsis something you' d find
useful. The Empress has been waiting along time. | trust another day will not try her patience.”



Chapter Ten

25" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Thyrenkun, Felarati

Desdirion

Despite theroaring fire in his chambers, Prince Pyrust wore his cloak. He found the room uncomfortably
warm, but the visitor he expected would be half-frozen and exhausted. The warmth would be welcome,
and he had every hope Keles Anturas would fee welcome aswell.

The Prince had made the decision to meet Kelesin his personal chambers rather than any place more
grand. Pyrust suffered no illusions about the Naleni cartographer and where hisloyaltieslay. In their
previous meeting, Pyrust had made overturesto him, and Keles had politely but firmly rebuffed them.
Pyrust actualy respected him for that display of familiad and nationd loyalty.

The fact that Desairion’s need would require that to be crushed was another matter entirely.
A gentle knocking came at the door. Pyrust glanced in thet direction. “Enter.”

The door opened silently. Pyrust dmost didn’t recognize the young man framed in the doorway. Since
they’ d met he’ d acquired a puckered scar on hisforehead. He' d lost weight on hislong journey.
Exhaugtion rimmed hazel eyeswith red.

Though he was clearly tired, Keles' eyes till sparked with intelligence and surprise. He even haf madeto
bow, but caught himself with ahand before he sagged against the doorjamb. Asit was, he grimaced
when hisright shoulder hit the doorway.

Pyrust crossed the distance between them and took his left elbow and shoulder, steadying him. “1 did ask
them to convey you here asfast as possible. If you were hard used, | will have the men beaten. Killed
even.”

Kees shook hishead dowly. “I’ve no love for them. They murdered afriend of mine, but they did their
lety.”

Pyrust guided him to a seat beside the fire. Keles dumped in the blocky wooden chair. He cradled his
right arm againgt his chest and his head lolled toward the |eft. He stared into the flames. “Y ou know | will
not work for you.”

“Y ou madethat clear in Moriande.” Pyrust walked to a sideboard and poured two pewter gobl ets of
dark wine. He brought both and offered them to Keles. 1t is customary for us to welcome guestswith
wine. Rice and cheese will follow. Y ou may choose which goblet you prefer.”

Keeslooked up at him, then reached out with hisleft hand and took the goblet from the Prince’ s half
hand. “If | am aguest, will | be permitted to leave when | desire?’



Pyrust stared down past hiswine. “Y ou know that is not possible. Nor will you be alowed to
communicate with your family. | know you can reach your grandfather and brother through your mind. |
could have you drugged to prevent that, but | would prefer to have your word that you will not attempt
it.”

Kedesdrank, then frowned. “Y ou would accept my word?’

“I would.” Pyrust set his goblet on the mantel over the hearth. “ Y ou are asmart man and you know the
way of theworld. If your grandfather learnsyou are here, Cyron will thresten war. And, quite likely,
blood will flow before you are returned to Moriande. On the other hand, news of your presence here will
dowly be communicated through the ministries. They will inform Prince Cyron in amanner that demands
diplomacy. We will negotiate, and what he would have had to win through blood, he will pay for in
time—time you will spend here.”

“What good will that do you?” Keles pulled himsdf upright and gingerly rested an elbow on the chair’'s
am.“I’'vesad | won't work for you.”

“I hope | can convince you otherwise.” Pyrust smiled. “Y ou think | want the Anturas charts of the
world? Everyone does—and if they were offered to me, | should not spurn them. Those charts have
alowed Ndeni shipsto sail far and wide, reaching new nations and new trading partners. Those charts
have brought Naenyr a prosperity that may let Cyron buy the provinces back into an empire.”

“Andyou'd liketo stop that.”

Pyrust nodded, his green eyes narrowing. “1 have never hidden my ambition to become the Emperor.
Ambition, however, ishardly avirtuethat is easly sated. Believe mewhen | tell you that | do not desire
the Anturas charts of the world, nor will | ask you for them.”

“I amtoo tired for that to make any sense.” Keesdowly shook hishead. “If it isnot that, what do you
want?’

Quicker to the question than | would have imagined. Pyrust took Keles' wine and placed it on the
mante. “Please, come with me.”

Keesstood. Pyrust removed his cloak and settled it around the young cartographer’ s shoulders. Gently
taking hisleft elbow in hand, the Prince guided him to the chamber’ s externa wall, opened the door, and
ushered him onto the south bal cony.

The sun had just set, leaving the cloudy sky streaked with grey. Around them, from the Prince’ stower to
the Black River and beyond, Felarati stretched out. Pyrust knew the city well and loved it, but he saw it
asit truly was, not colored by romance or nationalism.

“Tell mewhat you see, Keles Anturad. Tell me about my city.”

Pyrust could feel the tremor running through Keles' body. The cartographer dowly studied the city,
garting with the western precincts, following aong the Black River, and ending east, at Swellside, where
fog was dready beginning to grow like fungus over dark buildings.

“I will compareit to Moriande, and you know it will suffer.” Keleslooked a him. “And you know that is
not just nationd pridetaking.”

Pyrust nodded solemnly.

“Fdarati has grown without much planning. It started near the bay, on the north side. The south was



farmland and benefited from spring flooding. Asthe population grew, you constructed levees and
buildings, but you gtill have flooding there and the sewer system is congtantly in disrepair.”

Kees pointed to the factories spewing smoke in the middle of the city. “Y ou can see that the water
above those factoriesis cleaner than that bel ow, which meansthe people living closer to the seahave
poor water. Y ou have alot of sicknessthere. Upriver is not much better, because of the st in theriver. If
it were flooding into fields, once again your land would be more fertile, but now it iswasted. Theair
stinks of smoke and sewage. The city isdark, and the people clearly suffer from melancholy.”

Pyrust raised hischin. “Isthat dl you cantel me?’

Keesfrowned again, then continued hissurvey. “Y our development of theriversdeisinsufficient to
handle the sort of trade the Anturas charts would bring to you. | dready know the Black River isnot
navigable for any sgnificant distance. We were constantly riding overland between oneriver sation and
another to get here. Y our ability to get wedlth to and from the interior would be limited to cart traffic.
Evenif those factories can turn out gyanrigot capable of moving freight, the cost of taking it very far
would eat up any profit.

“And | will tdl you this, Highness. | kept my eyes open as| moved through your nation. Y our people
work hard, but they are living skeletons working a harsh and unforgiving land.” Keles hesitated for a
moment. “ Y et, aslittle asthey had, they offered us everything once they learned | was bound for your
court. Y our people have nothing, il they love you and would do anything for you.”

“Perhapsthey fear what will happen if they displease me.”

“Some certainly, but most | saw spoke of you with great affection. Some even call you Little Father.
How isthat possible when you have so much here and they have so little?’

“Y ou redlly mean to ask me how | can care so little for them when they care so much for me.”
Keles nodded.

“Comeback insde.” Pyrust waved Keles past him to the chair by thefire. He waited for his guest to
resume his seet, then clagped his hands at the small of his back. Helooked into the flames, then began
speaking in alow voice.

“Y ou know the Desai are ahard people. We survive on pride. We have aways been afrontier people,
eschewing the comforts of the south. The south isweak—thiswetell ourselves again and again—and yet
we harbor secret dreams that someday we shall know the pleasures of its existence.

“| am seen as ahard man—crue to the point of barbarism. It's convenient for the southern princesto
characterize methus. It serves meto let them. While none of them truly believes| can mount aninvason,
they fear what | would do to an invading army. Their image of me keepstheir ambitionsin check, and this
amplifiesmy lifeenormoudy.”

Pyrust walked to the hearth and passed Keles his cup of wine, then recovered his own. “ The truth of the
matter islessthan theilluson. | have dreams, Keles, in which | see how my nation can change. All these
things you pointed out—things you saw in an instant—haunt my nights because | fed the devotion of my
people and yet find mysdf powerlessto save them.”

He spped wine, rdishing the dry taste. “What you said of the southern shoreis correct, but how do |
ded withit?1f there wereasolution, | could implement it, but solutions eude me. If you were me, what
would you do? What would you do if you could do anything at al?’



Keesblinked, then pursed hislips. “ Anything?”
“Y our fantasy.”

“I would return it to farmland. A mileto the south, in the hills, you could build housing and put a sewer
system in place. An agueduct could bring water from further upriver.”

“| would have to movethe factoriesaswdl?”’

Keesnodded. “They'refouling theriver. Y ou could divert part of theriver to feed asmal lake. They
could draw water from it. I’m not sure that would work, but it could be explored.”

Pyrust smiled. “Very well. It shal be done. | shdl start tomorrow.” He pointed his goblet toward the
balcony. “You'll come back here tomorrow evening and you will see how your planisworking.”

“What? Y ou can’'t do that!”

Pyrust frowned. “Of course | can, my friend. Thisismy resllm. What you have said will improveit. All of
itwill bedone”

“No, no, no. Wait!” Keleswinced as he pointed to the south. “Y ou would have to make sure drainage
wasright. Y ou have to have aplan that will work with theland.”

“Ah, you see, Kdes, that might be the way it would be donein Nalenyr, but there you have the luxury of
having those who can draw such plans. If we had such people, do you not think we would have done this
sort of thing?’ Pyrust dowly shook hishead. “Thisiswhy | brought you here, Keles Anturas. You
sawv—the Anturas charts would be worthless to my people because we could not profit from them. But
you did the Gold River survey. Y ou know how my city can be changed to benefit trade and the people.
That waswhat | asked you about in Moriande.”

Kees head came up. “It’ strue, you did.”

“Please understand, Keles, that my dream for Deseirion is not that it become the new Imperial capitd,
but that it becomes a nation the new Emperor would welcomein his Empire. The changes you have
described bring me much closer to that redlity. We may not have the skillsto accomplish it as efficiently
as you would in the south, but my people are strong and willing to endure hardship for their prince and
thelr nation.”

“But if you do things quickly, without sufficient planning, it will make for unnecessary hardship. Can't you
seethat?

Pyrust shrugged. “1 seethe hawk fly, but | do not have wings. Therefore, | walk, even though my feet
may complain. Thejourney, though swifter by wing, must begin regardless”

Keesglanced into thefire, then up at Pyrust. “How long will you hold me here?’
“I haven’t decided.”

“ThenI’ll make you adeal. Four months. I’ll do some surveys, I'll draw some plans, I'll teach some
people.”

“That’ swhat you offer me. What must | offer you?’
“You'll abide by my plansand my timetables”



“ Are these things subject to negotiation?’

Keesnodded. “1 won't be unreasonable. I'll give you my best estimates. Y ou'll return me to Moriande
for the Harvest Festival.”

Pyrust raised an eyebrow. “And if your work isincomplete?’
“I will grant an extenson of my time here. Another two months.”

Pyrust closed his eyesfor amoment, then glanced down a Kees. “Can you transform my nation in six
months?’

“| can blaze atrail. You'll have to make the journey.”

“Done.” ThePrinceraised hiscup. “You will have the best of my nation while you are my guest. If you
have aneed, it shdl befulfilled. If you have adesire, it shall be granted. And you will ways have my
nation’ s gratitude.”

Keesamiled, raised his goblet, then drank.

Pyrust nodded to the servants who opened the door and brought in trays with cheese and rice. “Eat and
drink, Keles. Wewish you to fed very much a home.”

“Thank you, Highness”

Pyrust amiled, hiding it behind hiscup. Yes, enjoy our fare, Keles Anturasi. From this day forward,
and for the rest of your life, Deseirion shall be your home. You give us your thoughts now, but
soon you will surrender your secrets. Thisis how it must be.

Chapter Eleven

26" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year Sncethe Cataclysm

Wentokikun, Moriande

Naenyr

Prince Cyron sat on the Dragon Throne, making no pretense of polite pleasure as Grand Minister Pelut
Vniel approached with shaved head bowed. The Prince had endured two weeks of meetingsin which
Vnid had told him there was nothing to worry about—a continuance of his previous behavior. Though
the Prince pressed him for more details, Vnid had not been forthcoming. Then he surprised the Prince by
asking for ameeting in the audience chamber.

This cannot be good.

The Prince had not donned forma state robes for the meeting. He couldn'’t abide the suffocating folds of
sk, and relished the freedom of more utilitarian garb. He had chosen black silk trousers and robe, with



an overshirt of gold. Dragons had been embroidered on the robe and overshirt—in gold thread on the
black, and the reverse on the gold. A gold sash held everything in place and the Prince had refrained
from wearing asword.

| might have been tempted to use it.

Vnid shuffled forward with his head lowered. His gold robes flowed out and obscured his body. The
man could have been asnake dithering forward, but Cyron dismissed that image. It would have made
Vnid too closeto adragon, and this Cyron would not grant him.

Findly, the man knelt—though coiled would have more accurately described his motion—and bowed
deeply enough that hisforehead touched the floor.

The Prince answered with anod. “What isit you have to report? Have you come to the bottom of the
embezzlement of grain shipments north?’

“Would that what | have to report were so trivial, Highness.” The man’ s voice wavered, and that further
surprised Cyron. He had no doubt Vniel could be a consummeate actor, but he was also an egotist and
fear was not abig part of hisrepertoire. “I have grave news.”

Does he know Qiro Anturasi isgone? “Tdl me”

Vnid’s head came up and he visbly paed. “News hastrickled north from Erumvirine. The nationis
under attack. Hideous creatures, worse than the demons of the Nine Hells, have launched themsalves
from the ocean. Poisonous toads that fly and odd ape-things have attacked. They are pushing inland from
the coast toward Kelewan.”

Cyron’s pae blue eyes narrowed. “Poisonous flying toads?’

“Y our tone mocks me, Highness, but what benefit would there be in bringing you such afanciful story
wereit not true?’ Vnid actudly sounded offended. *'Y ou have accused me of hiding information, so my
credibility has suffered. Werethisnot true, my credibility would be utterly destroyed, and you would
have me removed. And | would deserveit.”

Cyron leaned forward, scrubbing hisleft hand over hisjaw. “What proof isthere?’

“Of the creatures? None other than stories from refugees. But something is happening in eastern
Erumvirine. None of the wood harvested near Derrosisreaching Kelewan. Market taxes from that
region have not been brought to the capital. A squad of troops sent to determine what delayed them has
not reported back.”

“Signsthat something iswrong there, certainly, but isit an invason? There are many other explanations.
The eastern lords could be in revolt. There could beaplague. . .” Prince Cyron' srecita tailed off ashe
recalled adream he' d had, in which adragon lay shattered and a carpet of black ants devoured a bear as
they made their way north to feast on him. The dragon was the Naeni national symbol, and the bear
represented Erumvirine,

And the ants?

The Prince shivered. Qiro Anturas’s map added anew continent, home to mongters. If they had
launched an attack, they might have made landfal in Erumvirine. It would have made more sensefor them
to have sailed directly up the Gold River, especialy if Qiro was bent on avenging his granddaughter’s
murder. But while an error in navigation might have put them in Erumvirine, Cyron refused to
countenance that asapossbility. There is no way troops associated with Qiro Anturasi could have



ever made an error in navigation. Either they were not associated with him at dl, or they had a
purposein teking Erumvirinefird.

He glanced at the minister and saw hope blossoming in Vnid’seyes. “Y ou would know if it was arevolt
because the bureaucrats would know. So, you really don’t know what it is, do you?’

Vnid dowly shook hishead. “1 only know what | have told you, Highness”

Cyron sat back in histhrone and felt asif ahundred quor of rice had just landed on his chest. Asmuch
as he had hated the bureaucrats, they had aways protected society. No matter how depraved aruler
might become, they insulated the people in the same way they insulated the ruler. They provided stability
and assured that when destruction came, it would only go so far.

But now even they didn’t know what was going on. The invason—or whatever it was that was eating up
eastern Erumvirine—was beyond their control. They had for so long used their tools of deception and
diversion to control eventsthat they knew no other way of doing things. They were not prepared to
handle emergencies, they’ d just done everything they could to prevent them. And thisthey had taken to
be one and the same thing, which it was not.

Cyron’sgrowing horror encompassed more than just the eventsin Erumvirine. If the bureaucracy failed
there, it could fail esewhere. Previoudy, the bureaucracies had been largely immune to harm, since
everyone needed them to maintain order. But once they lost that power and began to panic, entire
nationswould fal with them.

“What would you have me do, my Prince?’

“Givemetimeto think.” Cyron forced himsdf to stand, then glanced down. “What word have you of the
Virine military reaction?’

“Most of the Virinetroops are in the western and central districts, Highness, guarding the borders with
Moryth and Ceriskoron. They are moving troops east, but dowly. Prince Jekusmirwyn has aways prided
himself on being deliberate. He has not called up his popul ace to defend the nation.”

“Ministers have raised the darm and he is not receptive to their message?”’

“Asyou are, my lord, heis suspicious of them.” Vnid shrugged. “ There was the Miromil
misunderstanding.”

“Ah, yes.” Cyron nodded distractedly. “ The negotiationsto marry his daughter to the Crown Prince of
Miromil were unnecessarily contentious, with each set of ministers misguoting their master to dow things
down.”

“Errorsin transcription.. . .”

“Spare me, lest more errors cause needless delay here.” The Prince frowned heavily. “When did you first
have word of this?’

“A week ago, but then it was nothing but horror tales.” Vnid opened arms swathed in gold silk. “By the
time | began to see fire where there had just been smoke, so many reports were coming inthat | could
not group them into any cogent story.”

“And you wereworried that members of the bureaucracy were in jeopardy, especidly those staffing our
legationsin Erumviring?’



The minister’ s eyestightened. “Fault me for that, Highness, as you wish, but without them we are blind.”

Cyron held ahand up. “ Spare me your ire and | shal do the same, Minister. Something is attacking
Erumvirinein the eest—something you do not understand. The chances of success areinca culable and
immeterid. Refugeeswill flee north, west, and south. Those who come north will take refugein the
mountains. If Kelewan falls, they’ |l come north on the Imperid Road or head south. They’ Il causea
panic, and that will not do. There are those in the Five Princes who will become ambitious.”

As he spoke, Cyron envisioned theworld as a giant game board. His grandfather had used toy soldiers
to wage imaginary wars, and the education he obtained from that alowed him to depose the previous
Naeni prince and establish the Komyr Dynasty. Would that | had followed your example more
closely, Grandfather.

What happened in the Five Princes redlly wasimmateria. Each of those nations balanced the other. Had
they ever been united, they might have posed a threat to the four larger nations. Efforts such asthe
dynastic marriage Jekusmirwyn had arranged had long helped play one nation off against the other. But
evenif thefive of them united to attack Erumvirine while it was wesk, they would gtill haveto face
whatever was attacking Erumvirine. And even if they succeeded there, chances were their aliance would
fracture before they ever moved north through the mountains and set one foot on Naeni soil.

Cyron could not rely on Erumvirine to defend itself. And eveniif it did beat back the invaders, the
refugees would cause serious problems in the south. Cyron would have to send troops to maintain order
and be ready to defend his nation if the invaders moved north.

Unfortunately, the troops he would move south would have to be pulled from his border with Helosunde.
He d be forced to move some of his Helosundian mercenaries south aswell, which would leave his
northern border vulnerable. While he doubted Prince Pyrust would strike south and attack him, the Desal
ruler might take the opportunity to solidify his grasp on Helosunde. Since Cyron’ stroops acted as much
as abrake on Helosundian adventurism as they did on Desei ambition, to pull troops south wasto invite
chaos on his northern border.

In hismind, he could see soldiers moving from one point to another, with troops of other nations drifting
intofill the vacuum. The amount of time it would take to move the troops, and to raise othersto put in
their place, would become criticd. If he could keep Pyrust unaware of what he was doing for long
enough, hewould be able to get troops from the interior in position to defend the nation.

Y et, try as he might, he couldn’t see the maneuvers working. Desal troops advanced too quickly, and
Helosundian units evaporated. Besides, Pyrust had married Jasal, Prince Eiran’ ssister. If he used her
influence to convince the Helosundian ruling council to agreeto atruce, the Desai could pour into
Nalenyr while Cyron fought to keep his southern border inviolate.

The Prince exhded heavily. “ Doesthisterrify you as much asit does me?’
“I amworried, Highness, but | an sure| do not see things asyou do.”

Cyron clasped hishands at hiswaist. “1 have no choice but to send troops south and they must be drawn
from the northern garrisons, as those are our best. | can and will call up troops from the inland lords and
send them north. Unfortunately, | havelittle control over what your counterparts in Helosunde will do. If
past conduct isany indication, they will make theleast intelligent move possible, which will invite
Desairion to descend.

“| cannot let them know the threat we are under from the south, because they would use that pressure as
abargaining chip. Y ou can seethat, yes?’



“Panly, my lord.”

“Good. | am then given two other choices. Oneisto confidein Pyrust. He might be convinced to send
troopsto aid Erumvirine, but that is unlikely. He does not have the shipping needed to convey them there
quickly. Like me, hewill look to his southern border, which means a push to my northern border and, if it
is seen aswesek, afurther push to the Gold River, which isthe next logicd line of defense.”

The minister nodded. “ And your other option isto tell him nothing?’
“Exactly. | tell him nothing and hope he learns nothing until it istoo late for himto profit by the news.”
Vnid closed hiseyesfor amoment. “ Thelatter choiceisthe only viable one.”

“| agree, but its success hinges on maintaining the secret.” Cyron stared hard a his minister. “Y ou cannot
alow thisnewsto leave Naenyr. Y ou cannot dlow it to leave Moriande. Thereisto be no informing the
network of bureaucrats. | know you have skills at hiding information, but now you must hideit from
others of your kind.”

Vnid’slips quivered. “But, Highness, to do so underminesthe stability of the world. If the bureaucracy
fractures, dl islogt.”

The Prince dghed. “You reafool, Vniel. The bureaucracy isaready fractured. Y ou don’t know what is
going on. Even with your agentsin the south, you' re il blind. What will you do when your Virine
brothers beg you for help—help you know will do nothing to save them? Will you send it, or will you
keep it to arm and armor our people and save Naenyr?’

“I serve our nation, Highness.”
“Don't give me the answer you think | want to hear. Think. Know in your heart what you would do.”
Vnid lowered hishead. “I would save Nalenyr.”

Cyron nodded, having heard the truth from the man for the first time. “Do you expect your brethrenin
Desarion and Helosunde will react any differently?Y ou may al work to preserve the power of the
world, but when theworld is being devoured, you will fight to save your piece of it. That's not avice, but
aredity. You must pledgeto me, on your life and those of your children and their children, that you will
do whatever is needed to keep knowledge of theinvasion a secret for aslong as possible. If you do not,
al will belogt.”

Vnid nodded solemnly. “It shal be asyou desire, Highness.”

“Good. Go now, bring me al reports you have on the readiness of my peopleto deal with aninvasion.
And | want real numbers, not figuresintended to make me happy. I’ d rather shed tears now beforel
defend my nation, than shed them initsruins.”

Chapter Twelve

28" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty



737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Nemehyan, Caxyan

Jorim Anturas stood aonein the dark asthe heavy gold door closed behind him. It shut out al light,
leaving him blind in the subterranean chamber. Even when it had been opened, the weak light coming
through had let him seelittle more than the end of the walkway a dozen feet into the room.

He moved forward, cautioudy, feding for the edge with histoes. He could hear water splashing and
echoing through the cavern, but the faint sound did not help him navigate. Instead, the dripping reminded
him of how the chamber had been formed and, while the Amentzutl had clearly worked portions of it,
they had left most of it untouched.

Histoes reached the edge of the walkway. One more step and | am on the path to becoming a
magician. That very thought sent another chill through him, but in itswake ran atthrill. He had dways
been an adventurer and explorer, and now he would be the first man from the Nine to explore magic. It
might have ruined men like Nelesquin and his other vanyesh, but the Viruk clearly used it, asdid the
maicana. Or in amore controlled manner, every Mystic.

All theterror tales of the vanyesh crowded into his mind, but then he remembered Kaerinus. He had
survived since the Cataclysm. He now resided in aprison in Moriande, and during the Harvest Festiva
conducted hedlings. If that is not a good use of his power, what would be? Hissster Nirati had even
been hedled in the last Festival, and while he saw no obvious change in her, she had been happier
afterward than he' d seen before.

Herolled his shoulders to loosen them, then took astep forward into the darkness. Hisleft foot hit
something solid where nothing should have existed, and this surprised him. He took another step and, this
time, hisright foot encountered emptiness and he began to fall.

Upward.

Panic arced through him as he ascended faster and faster. He pulled himsdlf up into abdl, utterly
confused, then his body splashed into water, headfirst. Cold and bracing, it closed around him. He
garted to sink, but it il felt asif he was rising, which wasimpossible. Without light, he had no way to
orient himsdf.

Then, ahead of him, agolden spark blossomed and began to grow. He stretched out and started
swimming toward it. As he grew closer he could see it was light pouring down from above. But it's
coming from a direction that should be below! Still puzzled, he struck for it and twisted himself
through anarrow tunnel that ended in a heavy wooden grate.

Jorim gathered himsdlf benegath the grate and braced hisarms and legs againgt the tunnel’ ssides. He
pushed up, ignoring the burning in hislungs, and dowly the grate began to rise. Kicking hard, herose
through it, fedling the edge scrape down aong his back.

The light from above vanished, but Jorim swam hard for whereit had been. He broke through to air again
far more quickly than he had expected, and his feet found solid purchase at the tunnel’ s edges. He stood
there for awhile, head and shoulders above the water, catching his breath.

He remained in the darkness until his breathing returned to norma. Then helooked around and, at firs,
could see nothing. Then, off to hisleft, a soft green glow began. He turned toward it and found the light
growing to illuminate three individuas—two men and awoman. They al woreloincloths and golden

masks. Though he could not see their faces, he recognized them as three of the eldest maicana by the



serpent images on their masks.

The woman, who stood flanked by her companions, raised both hands to shoulder height. “In your birth
into this place, you have experienced dl of the dements. It isthrough them you reach mai. Therecovery
of what you entrusted to us, Tetcomchoa, shall begin here.”

Her companions likewise raised their hands, then all three brought them together, quickly, in the same
motion one might useto gtrike flint againgt stedl. And asif their hands were made of such, sparksflew.
They danced in theair asif rising on a.column of smoke, then congealed into one spark that arced over
Jorim’s head.

He spun to see whereit landed. A small flame began to burn in an earthenware lamp. It rested on asmdll
idand in thelake, created by concentric stone disks, stepped like the pyramids the Amentzutl raised. On
the uppermost, on the opposite sde from the flame from him, adender young woman knelt, her handson
her knees, her head bowed, her long, dark hair hiding her breasts.

Nauana. Jorim smiled, not having seen her during hisritud purifications. What he knew of Amentzutl
beliefs came from her. She had served as hisliaison with the maicana, and through her the orders
needed to destroy the invading Mozoyan had been issued.

Heturned back toward the elders, but their light had dready vanished. Given no other dternative, he
dowly approached the idand and mounted the steps. Water dripped from his beard and hair, down his
lean body. He did not hesitate as the water exposed him, for the Amentzutl did not share his people’s
taboos concerning nudity. Reaching the penultimate step, he did to his knees on the top platform and
faced Nauana

Her dark eyesflicked up. “Welcome, Tetcomchoa The maicana have chosen me to teach you the ways
of magic. If it pleasesyou, we shal begin.”

Jorim nodded in accord with the formality of her words and manner.

She looked down at the flame for amoment, then back up. A tremulous note entered her voice. “1 would
ask of you onefavor, Lord Tetcomchoa. | am returning to you what you gave the maicana. Please do
not humiliate me for showing you what you aready know. Do not patronize me. Guidemeand dl |

possesswill beyours.”

Jorim let the corners of his mouth twitch back in the hint of asmile. “I would never humiliate you,
Nauana. | know nothing and am anxiousto learn.”

Sheremained slent for amoment, then pointed afinger a the flame. “Y ou will learn the most important
invocation first. Y ou see the flame. Which of the eements does it possess?’

Jorim concentrated. The Amentzutl had developed an interesting cosmology, which wasal tied up with
their six gods, half of whom had two aspects. The three singular e ements or aspects of anything were
solid, fluid, or vapor. Tetcomchoa, the serpent god, ruled the aspect of vapor, since smoke rose and
twisted in most serpentine ways. Three other gods, with their dual aspects, covered the paired elements
of light and shadow, heat and cold, and destruction and hedling. In the Amentzutl world, anything could
be described as amixture of those eements.

“| seeit ashaving four dements: hest, light, destruction, and vapor.”

She nodded. “It aso hedls, for in destruction new things are created. Recdl that Omchoa, the jaguar,
dew histwin Zoloaand consumed him, so heistwo that are one. Thisflame hasfivedements, dl ina



baancethat dlowsthe flameto thrive. At the sametime, the dements of shadow and cold have been
unbaanced.”

“| seethe senseinthat.”

“Good, then we shall have you see the sensein something else.” Reaching back, she dipped afinger in
water and then allowed adroplet to drip onto the lamp. It hit closeto the flame, Sizzled, and rosein a puff
of steam. “Here you see water that is fluid become water that isvapor. Y ou know that water can aso be
solid”

“ ICe, y%."
“But you know it cannot be those three things at the sametime, yet it isawayswater.”

Jorim nodded. He d not thought about anything in that manner before, but could instantly see that most
everything could be found in those three states. He' d seen metd turned fluid in afurnace, and had no
doubt that wereit hot enough, it might rise as steam.

Nauana haf closed her eyes. “ The very nature of athing' s being—that which makesit what itis
regardless of form—thisis how thesethings exist inthe mai. Mai islike the light from the sun, but there
aremany suns and they dways shine. Mai is everywhere and defines everything. That which we seeand
touch and taste and experience are al maichom—you would cal it magic-shadow. Only through mai
may we seethething asit is, and aswe know it through mai, we can use and manipulaeit.”

She reached a hand toward the flame, palm out. “Use ahand to fed the flame. Fed the heat. See how
the light plays over your flesh. Watch the flame dance. Encompassal of it.”

Jorim took a deep breath, then dowly exhaed. He raised hisright hand and Stretched it toward the flame.
Thelight did play over it, wavering shadows as it twisted and flowed. He brought his hand close enough
to fed thefirgt hints of warmth, then closer. The heat intensfied and where his hand eclipsed it, some of
the light glowed red through his skin. He watched the flame, matching its undulationsto the rise and fall of
heat and the sway of shadows.

Her directiveto “encompass’ the flame baffled him for amoment. What she wanted wasfor him to take
physica aspects—things he could sense—and to carry them into the theoretical realm of the mai. He
knew magic existed, but only in the way that he accepted the existence of things he' d never seen. While
he had seen Mystics dud and otherwise had seen evidence of magic, he had still been insulated from its
redlity. She wanted him to push past that.

He could identify the aspects of the flame and sought to keep al of them in his mind, according none of
them ascendance, even asthelight flared or the hegt rose. By opening himsdlf to dll of them, embracing
al of them, he would not be doing what most people did, which wasto diminish things. Most people,
whilethey knew al the e ementsthat went into fire, tended to concentrate on one or the other. If you
needed light, you lit atorch. If you were cold, you kindled afire. If you wanted to clear brush or get rid
of debris, you burned it, then spread the ashes on thefidlds asfertilizer. Fire was thought of not aswhat it
was, but as ameansto an end.

Jorim refused to alow himself to be so lazy. He forced himsdlf to experience the flame as an amagam of
his sensory experience. He listened for it, watched it, felt it. He brought his hand through the flame and
back, feding theway it caressed hisflesh. He caught the acrid scent of hair singeing on his hand.

And then he found it. Just for a heartbest, there was something more. A fusion of everything that
surrounded its true essence like ashell on anut. He sensed the thing within. It existed, the truth of fire.



The second the concept of truth struck him, he knew that was how his mind would classify the essence.
It wastruth. It was didtillation. It was that without which the thing did not exigt.

His head snapped up. “I fetit. | saw it. Thetruth of fire.”

Nauana smiled. “Very good. My lord recovers his knowledge quickly. Thetruth, asyou cdl it, is part of
the secret teaching. When you realize that, you have the key. That which definesthetruthis mai. The
mai iswhat you use to change the truth, to redefineit. For thisfirst lesson, however, you only need a
trickle, and you only need to modify two aspects of this particular flame.”

“Which two?’

“The flame exists because enough mai was used to stabilize an imbaance. Where the flame exists, cold
and shadow are held at bay.” Shelooked into hiseyes. “Y ou will touch the mai and rebaance things.”

Jorim found himself nodding matter-of-factly even though his hand trembled and his ssomach began to
tighten. Hisfirgt brush with magic, just sensing the truth of flame, was passive, learning to seethingsina
new way. He d had that experience countlesstimes before. As acartographer, he saw the world quite
differently from others.

He stedled himself. He did not know if he truly were Tetcomchoa-reborn or not. He did not know if he
could use magic—at least not beyond how it would be used as aMystic cartographer, if he ever became
that good. Hislearning how to useit, however, did not demand that he would useit. Thelearning itself
did no harm; it was only in how it was used that could do harm.

And if the Amentzutl are right about centenco, to refuse to learn could be a disaster.

Jorim calmed his mind and reached out to find the truth of fire again. It took work, but he retraced the
sepsthat had led him there before and found it. Reflected fromiit, like sunlight from amirror, he found
the mai. In hismind it was soft and resilient, like a porridge that had not hardened, but was not fluid
either. When hetried to grasp it, it squirted away from him. So he stopped trying to grab it and,
ingtead—asif it were aliving thing—teased it forward.

Hewove it through the shadows of hisfingers and bound into it the sense of cold he felt from hiswet hair
againgt the nape of his neck. He used the mai to strengthen shadow and cold, to embolden them. He
brought them forward and they lapped at the flame the way water flows and recedes on a beach. With
each successive wave, the cold dark tide rose and the flame shrank.

And findly, it was smothered, ingtantly plunging the chamber into darkness,

Nauanad s voicefilled the room with soft, steedy tones. “This, then, isthefirst lesson. It iseasier to restore
abaance that has been disturbed through the mai than it isto unbaance something. Bdanceisthekey.
Asyou become stronger, you will be able to use more the mai, but you must beware attempting to

unbal ance too many things.”

“What happensif | do?’

“Mai iseverywhere, eveninus. It givesuslife.” Her voice became colder. “If you atempt too great an
invocation, abaance will be maintained. Mai will be drawn from the nearest source: you. It may kill you.
It will exhaust you.”

“How do you know if what you aretrying to do istoo much?’

“When you fail to waken from the attempt.”



A spark sprang from her fingers and the lamp ignited again. Shelooked at him solemnly. “Now, my Lord
Tetcomchoa, you will restore the balance again. And again. Y ou will do thisuntil you are satisfied you
have mastered thisinvocation, and then you will do it again.”

He smiled. “My sense of sufficiency isnot good enough?’

“Itis, my lord, but such are the decrees you laid down when you gave usthe gift of your knowledge.”
Nauana nodded toward the flame. “Begin, please. Centenco isatimewhen theworld is out of balance.
Only you, agod, can restoreit to the way it must be.”



Chapter Thirteen

28" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Minigtry of Harmony, Liankun

Moriande, Nalenyr

Pelut Vniel kndt at asmal table. The brush in hisright hand hung high over the pristine sheet of rice
paper. Ink hung in apregnant drop at the bristle’ send. He did not know if it would grow fatter and drop,
gplattering over the paper, ruining it, or if somehow it would remain there, where it should, waiting for him
to apply brush to paper in aflash of ingpiration.

How like the problem the Prince has presented me.

Hisfacetightened dightly. The Komyr, grandfather through grandsons, had never understood the way the
world worked. They were great onesfor giving lip service to how vauable the ministries were; they
praised how well the ministries worked and urged them to do more. In private—but what in the world
was ever truly private?—they railed againgt doth and inaction, asif they were bad things.

What they missed was that the bureaucracy was the foundation of the world. Emperor Taichun had seen
thiswhen he organized and formdized the minigtriesto administer his Empire. Urmyr, the most celebrated
of hisgenerds, had been placed at their head. He gave them the directives that ordered their lives and set
their misson. From the beginning it dl had been very clear: the bureaucracy was not ameansthrough
which revolutionary ideas and practices could be efficiently spread through the Empire. Quite the
oppodgite: it wasthe brake on reckless fads that might be a cure for animmediateill but would prove fata
to society in the long run.

Pelut Vnid needed look no further in the past than to the Viruk Empire and its history to know the
consequences of failure. The Viruk had employed the Soth astheir bureaucrats, and the Soth functioned
perfectly. Since they were a subject people, however, and as much daves as the humans who supplied
muscleto the Viruk Empire, the Viruk ignored their counsel when it came to matters of internd palitics.
Asaresult, doctrind differences split the Viruk population, and the resulting civil war destroyed their
homelands and broke the Empire’ s power forever.

He studied the drop of ink and found in it a correspondence to the world' s black moon, Gol’ dun.
Legendscadt it asthelast resting place for dl Viruk evil, and while historica conflicts had proven that to
bealie, every minister knew that if hefailed in hisduty, another black moon would rise to the heavensto
mark the passing of mankind.

And Prince Cyron hastened that outcome.

Pdut Vnid did admire Cyron on onelevel, for he had managed to motivate the ministersto speed up
their work in ways no one ese ever had. Of course, outright bribery had been tried in the past with a
modicum of success, but the Komyr Dynasty’ s expansion of trade required interna distribution of wedlth.
Thiswas overseen by ministers, and the opportunities to enrich themsa ves had gone neither unnoticed



nor unexploited. Ministers acting in their own best interests had moved quickly, and thishad crested a
great ded of internd strife, both within Nalenyr and the wider bureaucracy.

The haste with which ministers moved to facilitate the expansion of trade created many problems,
too—not the least of which was ambition among the lowest ranks and adesire to rise more quickly.
Ministerswho felt threatened sought to reinforce their own positions by grabbing as much wedth asthey
could, then bribing subordinates or buying the loyalties of others. This destabilized the bureaucracy and
had to be stopped.

What the Komyr had never truly appreciated was that bureaucracy was the true nature of the world.
Hocks of birdswould fly in formations that mirrored the bureaucracy’ s organization. The heavens had
countless stars organized into congtdl lations that had their own hierarchy and yet were all ruled by the
whim of the sun. Even the Nine Heavens and Hells were ranked, and progression through them was al
but impossible. And the gods, with minor spirits beneath them, had arranged supernatural hostsasa
bureaucracy.

That was smply the way things were.

Disagters of epic proportion could be seen in the natural world when this hierarchy was abandoned.
When farmers wiped out wolvesin adigtrict, rabbits ran wild and destroyed their crops. That was divine
retribution for failing to recognize the natural order and attempting to subvert it.

What Cyron had asked him to do was an even more heinous crime against Heaven. Cooperation
throughout the bureaucracy was the way things were meant to be. It had aways been thus, even after the
Empire had been split into the Nine. It had been reinforced since then that only by cooperating could the
nature of the Empire be preserved even though local politica events might shift the people on the thrones.
Whereas the Emperor might remove a provincid governor, now the bureaucracy permitted the remova
of aleader who was athreat to stability. It wasjust part of what the bureaucracy had to do.

Pelut Vnid did see Cyron’ s point. This new invasion was overturning the whole of the nature of society.
It did threaten everything, and he did fear what would happen if Erumvirine fell and the invaders moved
into Naenyr. Unlike Cyron, though, who feared being overthrown because his dynasty was the product
of usurpation, Pelut knew that the bureauicracy was more resilient than the Prince could imagine. While
the invaders might have swept into eastern digtricts, he was certain that ministers were dready organizing
thingsin the occupied landsto ensure that life continued as normal.

The Viruk had needed ministers. Men had needed them. Why would not the invaders need them? There
was no question they would. In time, they would come to rely upon them and, once again, the way of the
world would be restored and life would continue asit had been meant to.

But Prince Cyron threatened the natural order. By ordering Pelut to keep silent, he raised the Naeni
bureaucracy above al the others. He was asking Pelut to create anew level of bureaucracy, which was
something only the Emperor could do. Cyron was arrogating power and position he had no right
to—trying to change the natural order by way of amost unnatura whim.

While Pelut Vnid did acknowledge that he, himsdlf, was certainly the best candidate to be the Grand
Minister of anew empire, he knew that the consequences of abiding by Cyron’s request would be swift,
disastrous, and inescapable. Cyron would immediately set each nation’ s bureaucracy against one
another. Theinvasion would face afractured enemy. Their advance would be certain, and the demise of
each nation would be just as sure. Only by remaining united in the face of the threat could humanity
urvive.

Cyron missed akey point in hisanaysis of events. Dynastic revolutions came and went. Hot blood would



earn athrone, but in time it would temper even the most vigorous bloodline. The bureaucracy could rein
in even the mogt ambitious. It could thwart aliances or hat armies, dl by misplacing dispatches or
rerouting supplies. The invaders, unless possessing their own bureaucracy, would need the minigters.

And, in time, they will come to be dependent on us, and we will become their masters.

Only for the briefest of moments did Pelut VVniedl fed guilt at suggesting collaboration with an enemy that
likely was not human and clearly sought dominion over mankind. Collaboration with such an enemy was
no vice. The farmer whose field was overrun with rabbitskilled and ate them, preserving hisfamily for a
time of no rabhits. So it would be with the bureaucrats. They would save mankind for atime when the
enemy would be weak and could be overthrown.

Thisleft him, of course, with the problem of Prince Cyron. Here he had atwofold dilemma. Thefirst was
not that great a problem. Getting rid of Cyron was Ssmply amatter of choosing someone to replace him.
Countless of the inland lords would be happy to take his place. Because Lord Melcirvon had never been
proficient with letters or ciphering, he entrusted dl of his confidential correspondenceto aclerk who, in
turn, made copies of them available to the ministry—in hopes of currying favor. Providing information to
the ministries had forever been the means of advancement, and one Pelut much preferred over the buying
of position with newfound wesdlth.

Meélcirvon'sletters reveded arather extensive network of treasonouslordsin theinterior. All that their
success would require was the raising of an army and an opportune moment to strike. Cyron had actually
supplied the reason for the former, and Pelut would seeto it that acall for troops went to the interior. It
would be rebdllious troops who would secure the northern Naeni border.

Thelords of theinterior could actualy supply Pelut with the solution to his second problem. Cyron
especidly, but even hisfather before him, had encouraged the merchant housesin their trading ventures.
Asthey grew rich, they created newer and bigger ships. The taxesthey paid alowed Cyron to create
even bigger ships, and to send them off on expeditions, like the one the Sormwolf was engaged in.

It would be tricky to manage, but Pelut could engineer arevolution that would replace Cyron with atrio
of lords acting as corulers. They would impose taxes to enrich themselves and their home realms, which
would beggar the merchants and dow the economic expansion. They would cancel Cyron’s current
shipbuilding programs and discontinue funding any exploration. With afew well-placed hints on devoting
onesdf to security matters at home, he could also divide thetrio into warring factions and they would

collapse.

Giving him the opportunity to rise a the head of aruling council that, unlike its counterpart in Helosunde,
would not be foolish.

The brush descended and caressed the paper swiftly. Black ink bled out over the white surface and Pelut
began to smile. He lifted the brush again and nodded. In amoment of inspiration, he had stroked the
glyph for serenity, which is exactly what his plan would bring.

Helifted the paper from the table and realized, too late, that he had acted in haste. One droplet of ink
trailed down, adding a stroke which changed serenity into ambition. Then it continued itswaving trail
down the page, cutting across another stroke.

Ambition became chaos.

Pelut set the paper back down again, then laid his brush besideit. A superstitious man might have read
doom in the omen he' d witnessed, but Pelut VVnid prided himsdlf on being free of superdtition. He knew
exactly what the drippings meant, and his smile broadened as he nodded.



Haste will be the undoing of all good. He knew Master Urmyr had written that in one of his books.
And | must use better ink.

Chapter Fourteen

28" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sincethe Cataclysm
Ixyll

The moment | awoke, | knew who | was not. Moraven Tolo | had been, or, rather, he had been a part
of me. He was an aspect of who | was, and perhaps a glimmer of who | could have become. He had
been useful, and doubtless would yet be useful, but he and | were separate individuals.

| had no sense of how much time had passed, and the place in which | found mysdlf served only to
heighten my confusion. | had accessto Moraven’s memories, but they had adreamlike quality to them. |
could not be certain which parts of them were true or which might be hisdreams. | had, after al, been
somnambulant while he controlled my body. Y e, evenin that state, | knew time had passed.

But this place—atomb complex clearly—showed little sgns of decay, and dl the sgns of Imperid
congruction. Gathering mysdlf, | dowly stood. | wavered as dizziness washed over me, then rested
againg thewal until the world stopped spinning.

When it again turned normal, | stepped forward to the nearest sarcophagus. A woman'’ s effigy had been
raised on thelid, and the artisan had done an admirable job. | recognized Aracylia Gyrshi and caressed
her cold stone cheek. Her name | knew, and her loss| felt as keenly asafist tight around my heart. |
likely could have even picked her voice out of achorus. | definitely remembered stitching up the wound
that gave her the serpentine scar on her brow.

| could not, however, remember who | was.
“Awakened, | see”

The voice did not surprise me, though it should have. A note of the familiar ran throughiit, too. | looked
dowly to theright and found a Soth Gloon perched on another sarcophagus. “ Seven eyesdo not lie. | am
awake. Y ou were once known as Enangia.”

“An old name only whispered by ghosts.” He canted his maggot-white head. “1 am Urardsanow. And
what shdl | cdl you?’

“Cdl methe name you know me by.”
“Most recently thisisMoraven Tolo.”

| refused to take the bait in his game. He knew who | was, but he would not tell me. Soth logic
demanded he withhold that information, and | had neither the patience for his game nor need for the
information. Names and identities meant nothing—Ilabels at best, masks hiding doom at the worst.



“Then| shal be Moraven Tolo for awhileyet.”

The Gloon fell slent, which iswhat they preferred to do rather than cackleinsandly, asaman mightina
gmilar Stuation.

“Y ou have been trapped here for how long?’
“Long enough for empiresto be forgotten and the world to be made anew.”

| shook my head. Though | did not know who | was, | did know better than to ask a Gloon questions
that did not demand specific answers. | thought about the last memories Moraven Tolo had and
formulated another question. “Tell me please of the disposition of my companions—their suspected
locations and intentions.”

The Gloon’sgold eyes closed. “Y our apprentice and the gyanridin are bound northwest on the Spice
Route, hoping to find the Slegping Empress and awaken her to save the Empire. They have no sense of
what lurks out there, but oneisinventive and the other desires to become ahero, so they will sumble
on.”

| arched an eyebrow. “Y ou see the future. How far do their life-strands extend?’

“Far enough for them to wish they did not.” Hisfacetightened. “They will not emergefrom their trids
unscarred.”

“KeesAnturas?’

“Gone. It ispresumed Desal agents have him. Ask me not about hislife-strand, for it istangled and one
loop has aready been threaded through deeth. It isaknot | have never seen before, nor onel can
untie”

| nodded. “ The Viruk and the Keru, they have gone after him?”
“Asbest they can.”

“And they left mewith you.” | crossed from Aracylia sbier to the smal bundle of possessionsthat had
been |eft for me. Rough canvas clothes meant to protect me against the magic of Ixyll had been negtly
folded. Road rations, a canteen, and asmal pouch of coins had likewise been left behind. All indl, it
looked like meager offerings at some hdf-forgotten godling’ s roadside shrine.

And then there was my sword.

More correctly, Moraven' s sword. | picked it up and did the blade from the lacquered wooden
scabbard. It came out clean. Single-edge, sharp, and polished until it seemed to glow dl by itsdlf, it wasa
pretty piece of metd. The balance was perfect, the hilt comfortable, and an unconscious smile cameto
my lipsas| woveit through circles and loops. A single blade was not to my preference, but if | were
limited to one, thiswould do very nicely.

| returned the blade to its scabbard and did it into place over my I€eft hip. “Did they leave me horses, or
am | stuck hereforever?’

“Thereareno horses.” The Gloon legped from the bier and stood upright. “Y ou will not be here much
longer.”

“Have you foreseen that I'll walk, or something else?’



The Gloon looked hard at mewith al of hiseyes. A flutter began in my ssomach, but | refused to let my
nervousness show on my face. His eyes narrowed, then opened again. He frowned heavily.

“There are ample people whose lives are asingle, dender strand. Others have knots, or become
interwoven with one or two others. Still others have many strands, many years. Y ou have pieces. Broken
piecesthat pick up and leave off. They tangle with others, foul them, and there are pointswhere your life
makes the future incomprehensible. Thereisno predicting for you.”

| would have made to question him further save for aglow that began deeper in the mausoleum. It started
asadark blue spark, violet even, then cycled down to red. It vanished for amoment, then reversed itsdlf,
growing larger with each cycle. After five or Sx cyclesit had become a sphere twenty feet in diameter
within which | began to discern the shape of aman.

The sphere collapsed to reveal aman standing on an oblong wooden platform rimmed with gold. Around
its circumference arailing ran about three feet high, and gold disks attached to the sides of the base, one
at each of the eight cardinal points. Most remarkably, in front of the man sat alarge globe on agimbaled
stand. While | could not see the six-foot globe clearly, | knew it had amap of the world spread over its
asurface. Thistold mel’d seen it before and, asif in confirmation, the man on the platform looked a me
and smiled.

| bowed to him, respectfully, and he returned it. “I am Moraven Tolo, and though we have met, | do not
know your name.”

“When we met, you were much worse for the wear. I'm glad to see you’ ve recovered from your
injuries”

“Y es, the scar on my chest and back.” My left hand brushed over it. “ Then the last time we met was over
two hundred and fifty years ago?’

“It depends upon how it ismeasured.” He stepped toward me, then kicked one of the disks down
parale to the wooden base. “ Thistime, | think you can hang onto ride.”

“Ride?’ | questioned his comment, but still scooped up the coins and the traveling rations. “ Obvioudy
you got in. Presumably you can get out. Where will you be going to?’

“Where doesn’t matter quite as much as when.” He kicked another disk down on the other side and
nodded to Urardsa. “Y ou’ re coming, too.”

The Gloon eyed him with abit more consternation than he' d looked a me. “Who hastold you this?’

“Youdid, or youwill.” The man took my bundled goods and set them on the platform at hisfeet. “I'm
Ryn Anturad, by the way. Just hang on tight. Thiswon't takelong.”

| grabbed therail with my right hand.

“Try holding on with the other one. When we get to where we' re going, you' [l want your sword free.”
| nodded and shifted the blade to my right hip.

Urardsagot on the other side of the thing. He held on with both hands and winced.

Ryn fiddled with the globe. | recognized some features on it, though the map of the Empire had been split
into many different nations. | knew of that from Moraven’smemories, but | still found it disconcerting.
The regions themselves were represented by inlays of stone and wood, each bit of which, | assumed,



was hative to the location from which it came.

Ryn removed two carved bits of stone that appeared to be the front and back end of adolphin. They
must have been made of lodestone, for they stuck together and, as he put them down, they adhered to
the globeitsdlf. The front half he placed in Ixyll, roughly where we were now. The other piece he planted
inthe Empire. He dipped alever to theright of the globe and dowly began to spinit. Therotation he
imparted would have had the sun rising in the west instead of the east.

“Brace yoursdf.” He spun the globe so quickly the landmasses became blurred splashes of color, then he
drew back on the lever and locked it into place.

From Moraven’smind, | pulled the memory of the ball of wild magic exploding, and thisfet much the
same. Instead of a thunderous detonation, however, awave of magic pulsed off the globe and took my
breath away for a heartbest, then two. A shifting sphere of red and blue surrounded us. All of asudden
the sphere evaporated and the wild magic moved back through me, canceling the vibrationsit had
started.

And even before | was certain our journey had begun, it had ended, and the familiar sound of battle again
rang in my ears. | leaped away from the disk, bringing my sword to hand. Turning toward the sounds of
battle, | found mysdf on amodest landing halfway up asmal hill strewn with dead. The Soth Gloon
crouched on apile of bodies, and anew, diminishing glow herdded Ryn’s departure.

| did not wonder at his haste to be away. A quarter turn around the hill asteady stream of hulking beasts
with long arms and scaled flesh scrambled upward. They clawed their own dead and wounded down in
limp pilesthat dithered to the hill’ sbase. At the hill’ s zenith fought atrio of people, two of whom |

recogni zed.

Without a second thought | entered the battle. | did so without screaming out my history or any challenge,
nor did | inform those above of what | would be doing. | merely flowed into it, became onewith it, and
began to change the nature of thefight.

There are those who will say that to be aMydtic isto use magic to make yourself better than others. It is
true that thisisthe effect, but the meansis dmost unknowable. It is not so much that | move faster than
others, but | perceive them as moving dower. | see theflows of energy in the battle. | know which way
they will move, which waysthey can move, and by which means| can most easily stop them.

And, for me, that meanskilling them.

The hulking creatures stood on powerful but short legs. Their knees, afine crestion of bone and sinew,
parted easily as| swept a blade through them. Because they had no necks, | could not decapitate them,
but a swift stroke across the throat dashed arteries. Blood geysered and bodies collapsed. Their heads,
while massive, had little in the way of bone structure to protect their large flat eyes, and their braincases
proved as brittle as sun-dried mud chips.

My firgt passthrough their line harvested afull rank of seven and brought me an unexpected prize. A
man, hisface clawed to ribbons, had fallen and his sword impaled one of the beasts. | kicked the corpse
off him, then tugged the sword free of its belly, before turning to face the things pursuing me.

Coming about, | redized none did pursue me, so intent were they on overwhel ming those above. | knew
| should have fet somerdief at that. Moraven would have, but | was not Moraven. | did not fed what he
fdt.

Andwhat | fdt wasinsulted.



Onmy return | did not sweep through their line, | strode into it, boldly, head high, defiantly. One blade
flicked out, then the other, plucking eyes, opening throats. Double dashes had sufficient forceto spina
disemboweled beast so its entrails could snare others. | inflicted cuts here and there, not fatal, but
painful—and it took some learning to find something those beasts considered painful—so their walils
would inspire fear in their companions.

It seemed, however, they knew no fear, and in that their creator had doomed them. Someone
unschooled in the art of war would think the perfect warrior should know no fear, but that iswrong. A
fearlesswarrior continues forward even though death isinescapable. The perfect warrior is not one with
no fear, but one who does not alow fear to overwhelm hisjudgment.

| dashed and cut at them, at once happy that Moraven had taught my body so many new things, but
annoyed that he had abandoned the fighting styles | so much enjoyed. Because the creatures kept
coming, each so likethelast, | was ableto practice and regain my skills. | learned to thrust just deep
enough to explode hearts and shred lungs, or to open arteries or hole their ssomachs. | fought as | had
not fought for ages.

Thetrio from the hilltop descended and joined me, stedling my prey, but | did not mind. They’ d dready
dain many, and so had the knack for it; but they had been running and relished a chance to regain ground
they had lost. Thewoman | knew from Moraven’s mind and the scar on her cheek. She wore no crest,
just simple robes long since scavenged, and had the look of having been on the run for weeks. She used
her blade well and killed without remorse.

The second swordsman | had not seen. He wore the crest of aleopard hunting, but his robe and
overshirt had been along time without laundering. Neither he nor the woman would have been thought
older than their thirties, save for the age that fatigue, blood, and grime put on them.

The boy, however, there was no mistaking. A mail deeve had been tied onto hiswithered left arm, and a
spike thrust out where hisfingers should have been. In his other hand he carried asword that had been
snapped in half, then resharpened. The hardness of his eyes bespoke much of what he' d seen despite his
youth. Hewas just entering his second decade of life, that | remembered from Moraven.

And hisname. Dunos.

The beasts—which Dunos had named vhangxi—came until there were no more and out of deference for
my companions, | did not go hunting. With Urardsajoining us, we moved into the night and toward the
west. They dept for severa hours, and then at dawn we pushed on. When we reached aroad we joined
aflood of refugees. Thus began the long journey to Kelewan and what they hoped would be a stronghold
that would not fall.

Chapter Fifteen

29" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm
Ixyll



It surprised Ciras Degjote to realize he didn’t hate Borosan's gyanrigot anymore. He respected the
gyanridin’sskill at fabricating the machines. During the one day they’ d remained in acavern whilea
torrentid rain fell—which had the added effect of melting amountain in the distance—Borosan was able
to modify one of the skull-sized mousers, create another duplicate of it, and to get the larger Nesrearck
working. It resembled the smaller onesin that it had a spherical body atop four spider legs, but boasted
more substantial weaponry. Whereas the smaller ones could shoot darts sufficient for impaling vermin, the
larger thanaton carried a crosshow and asmall sheaf of bolts.

Crigindly, the magic machines had been nonfunctiond in Ixyll, which Cirasdidn’t mind at al. The excess
of wild magic rendered them unreliable, so Borosan continued to tinker with the devices asthey traveled.
Heeventudly figured out that if he sheathed what he caled their “ difference engines’ in the protective
cloth menworein Ixyll, they would be insulated from the wild magic. Another modification let the
thaumston recharge overnight, so the gyanrigot functioned better than ever.

With three gyanrigot conducting the survey, they were able to move more quickly. Even Borosan had
become anxious to push on, and Ciras found no reason to complain. While he respected Borosan's
decison to collect datafor Keles Anturas, the new mission they’ d been given wasto find the Empress
and bring her home. Both men redlized it took precedence over the survey, so they picked up speed.

As much as he cameto gppreciate the utility of gyanrigot, he still was not comfortable with one aspect
of gyanri. Thediscipline of mechanical magic could impart skillsto people. A gyanrigot sword would
make awarrior formidable—at least while the thaumston held a charge. Once that wore off, the soldier
would likely die.

Ciras had trained daily for yearsto gain his mastery with asword. If men were able to get resultswith no
work, then the very discipline of swordsmanship would wither. If success required no work, no one
would work and the very means of ng magic could be logt.

Ciraswasfairly certain Borosan couldn’t see any of that. His machines went about their tasks faithfully,
pacing off distancesto landmarks, scaling cliffs, measuring depth. They did so many thingsthat men could
do, but could only do at great risk to themsealves, that the benefit of their utility couldn’t be denied. Keles
would be overjoyed to have the datathey had collected.

But there would come a point where someone who did not have the Anturas skill at cartography would
be able to use gyanrigot to gather datafor his own charts. The need for exploration would evaporate
because men could soon just dispatch machines. Even if afew of them were eaten by thingslike the
goldwort, losing amachine was better than losng aman.

As long as the machines cannot make judgments, men will always have to explore.

Y et even with his reservations, he became quite glad the gyanrigot existed. Asthey traveled northwes,
they cut acrossthetrail of another party. Ciras recognized the tracks. The men had been part of a bandit
group they’ d trailed through much of Dolosan. They’d lost track of them when they entered Ixyll, but
before that had seen evidence of the men having defiled graves and daughtering thaumston prospectors.

The tracks reved ed that the men were three days ahead. Moving swiftly, they shortened the lead
sgnificantly and found them sooner than expected. Had it not been for the banditslighting afire, Ciras
and Borosan might have ridden into the small valley where they had made camp. Forewarned, they
dismounted, approached on foot, and dispatched the gyanrigot to reconnoiter the bandit camp.

While he waited for the devicesto return, Ciras crept up to the valey ridge and peered down. He saw
only three of the bandits, but around hole had been pounded into a stone stab, so he assumed Dragright
was somewherein there. Bigfoot, an unkempt giant of aman, rested beside the heavy sted dedgehe'd



used to make the hole. Tightboots sat on the other side of the hole, a couple of yards from where abow
and quiver lay. Closer to Ciras, with his back to the swordsman and the fire between him and the hole,
Slopehed sguatted and held his hands out to the fire. He wore a sword in his sash, but squatted asa
peasant would, o Ciras dismissed him asany red threat.

Something crashed from within the hole, jetting out adusty gust. None of the bandits reacted with
anything more than idle curiogity. Then along, narrow cylinder sailed out. Itslower haf split on impact,
reveding an aged sword with astained hilt. The blade rang when it hit the ground, but none of them
moved to retrieve it from the dust.

Dragright emerged from the hole, dirty enough for him to have lain there snce the Cataclysm. He
coughed, pounding on his chest with afist while hoisting aprize into the air with hisleft hand. Bits of flesh
fdl from the skull he lifted, but much of the shrunken scap remained in place. Ciras even saw awhite
ribbon woven into one brittle lock.

Dragright hurled it to the ground. It shattered on impact. He scomped on it, reducing the skull to dust. He
laughed, the others joined him, then he squatted and sifted the dust with dirty fingers.

Hetook a pinch of the dust and brought it toward a nogtril.
Tightboots tossed a pebble a him. “Don’'t. Saveit. It'sworth more than you are.”

Dragright shrugged. “Just seeing how good it is. W€ ve enough. There' sadozen morein there. Swords,
too, maybe even abow for you.”

He snorted the corpse dust.

His head snapped back and his eyes widened. His body shook violently and he should have toppled onto
his back, but somehow he came upright, asif being lifted by histhroat. Dragright sneezed once, hard, and
thick green ropes of mucus dripped from his nostrils like wax. He coughed again, then shook his head
gpasmodicaly, four times.

He smiled, dl gap-toothed and happy. “ Thisisthe best we' ve found.”
Tightboots | ofted another gone a him. “Y ou say that with every tomb.”
The man’s hand swept up fluidly and snatched the pebble from the air. “ And thistime I’ mright.”

Cirasrose and began a casud stroll down into their camp. He angled to keep Slopehed on hisright and
the fire between him and the other three. He forced himself to walk loosdly, never betraying the revulson
he fdt at finding breathers of the dead.

Nor did helet hisfear show. If thaumston could animate machines, so corpse dust could power others.
A Mystic weaver’ sdust could impart her skill to someone who bresthed it. Likewise the dust of a
warrior. Just how much skill no one knew. The practice was proscribed and the only source of
knowledge about it came from stories whispered around campfires.

Sopehed turned to look at Ciras. “Who in the Nine Hells are you?’

Ciras blade cleared its scabbard in a draw-cut that caressed the man’ s throat front to back. It parted his
spine and only left asmall flap of skin and muscle benesath the man’ sright ear intact. Slopehed’ s head
flopped onto his shoulder as blood geysered from his neck, then he collgpsed thrashing.

Tightboots cursed as he dove for hisbow. “ Damn the xidantzu!” Herolled and came up with the bow,



but by the time he nocked an arrow and started to draw it, Ciras had reached him. The archer began to
turn toward him, but the swordsman'’ s blade descended. It swept through hisright elbow. The forearm
whipped away, propelled by the bow. The archer stared at the stump in horror, then a second dash
blinded him.

As Cirasturned to the right, the giant ran into the darkness and Dragright kicked the antique sword into
theair. He caught it deftly. He dropped into afighting stance, with hisleft hand wide, hisright jabbing
with the sword, and his body open. He stood the way an unskilled brawler might, a casua cut away from
death. Infact, tired, dirty, and snot-stained, he looked more dead than alive anyway.

Cirasdid not attack. He took a step away from the dying archer, then bowed toward his opponent. He
held it for arespectful time, then Straightened up again.

Dragright frowned. “Y ou’ re astrange xidantzu. Y ou daughter two, then do me honor?’
“Not you. The warrior whose skull you crushed, whose sword you bear.”

“Heh.” The man haf smiled, then convulsed again. He spun the sword up and around, easily, asif he had
beentrained toit dl hislife. “He was one of the best, you know. Out here. Better than you could have
ever hoped.”

“Of this, | have no doubt.” Ciras waved him forward with hisleft hand. “But you are not he.”

The bandit attacked and the twin effects of the corpse dust and the sword made themselves readily
apparent. Ciras had tracked the man and named him because he dragged hisright foot abit. In his
attack, he moved more fluidly and with more precison. He flowed down into Dragon, whipping the
sword down and around, then up in acut meant to dash Ciras' right flank.

Ciras dipped to theleft, then pivoted back on hisright foot and backhanded a dash amed at the bandit's
pine. Stedl rang on steel as Dragright spun back faster than possible and parried the dash high. Snapping
hiswrist around, he attacked back.

Pain scored afiery linethrough Ciras armpit. He legped away, fedling blood aready dripping. He' d
never seen an attack like that, and he knew the Dragon form well. Moreover, hefdt atinglein theair,
much akin to what he d felt when the magic sorms played in Ixyll.

Magic! It wasn't possible, but the bandit had accessed magic.

Ciras redization prompted him to take another step back. Hisright foot landed on the archer’ s severed
forearm. His ankle twisted and he went down. He landed on hisright elbow, striking it against a stone.
His sword twisted from numbed fingers and clanged against the ground.

Dragright strode boldly to him, kicked the archer’ sarm away, then raised the sword in both hands, asif it
were adagger. Firdight played over the expression of glee on hisface and, for the barest of moments,
Ciras could see hints of softnessthere, asif the ghostly likeness of the dead warrior overlaid hisfeatures.

The man laughed. “1t fedls so good to fight again.”

He raised the sword higher, his back arched, his mouth open in afearsome snarl. Then his body shook
and a crossbow bolt burst out through his breastbone. The force of the shot sent him flying toward the
tomb. He bounced once, hard, and rolled, coming to rest on his chest near the hole.

With delicate little arms setting another bolt in place, Nesrearck skittered forward and crouched.



Ciras smiled and scooped up his sword. He stood, gingerly testing his ankle, then bowed to the
gyanrigot. Beyond it Borosan entered the firelit basin, skirting Sopehed’ s body. “Where sthe fourth
one?’

“Heran.”
“How badly areyou hurt?’

The swordsman shrugged hisright arm out of hisrobe and checked. “He got flesh, nothing ese. If he'd
cut the artery, I’ d have been dead ingde aminute. Asitis, I'll live”

“Sowill I, serrdin.”

Ciras spun as the corpse flopped itsalf onto its back. 1t grabbed a handful of corpse dust and stuffed it
into the gaping holein its chest. The body jerked and the spine bowed violently enough that the bandit
bounced upright. It set itself, then waved him forward with itsleft hand.

Thisisimpossible! Fear coursed through Ciras. Dragright had been faster and more skilled than he. He
had used magic and cut him. He couldn’t stand against such a cresture, especidly when it clearly couldn’t
bekilled. To remain and battle against the unbeatable foe was suicide.

Panic seized him, and he dmost turned to run. He knew what would happen if he did. The thing would
catch him like ahawk stooping on arabbit. It would cut him down. He'd diewith hisfacein thedirt, his
spine dashed open to prove that he’ d died a coward.

Though he might not be amaster or My4tic, Ciras was no coward. Shifting his sword to hisright hand, he
wrapped the deeve of hisrobe through his sash so it would not flop around. He wiped blood from his
hand, then took up the sword again.

Hewaited. It had used the Dragon form, and the best formsto counter it were Tiger and Wolf. But it
will expect that. That meant it might shift to Eagle or Mantis, perhaps even Dog. The various
permutations of the battle ran through hismind. Asfast as Ciras could adapt histactics, the cresture
would be faster, and the outcome as dire asif Ciras had run.

Ciras squared around and reversed hisgrip on hissword. He brought it back so it ran up dong his
forearm with thetip appearing at hisright shoulder. Instead of using the blade to shield his body, he used
his body to hide the blade.

“Borosan, get out of here. Take Nesrearck with you.”
“I don’t understand.”

Ciras began to move back dowly, easily. “Dragright is dead, but hisbody islinked to this place. You
know the stories of corpse dust. Imagine how powerful it would beif the corpse had lain here since the
Cataclysm.”

“Oh, oh, | see.” Theinventor began to trek back up the hill. “What are you going to do?’

“I’'m going tokill it.” He set himself and nodded to the corpse. “If | don’t, remember to mark this place
asvery deadly on your map.”

The corpselaughed. “1I'll hunt him down, too.”

“No, youwon't.” Ciras pointed toward the hole in the tomb entrance. “ L eave here, and someone else



will despoil your comrades. Y ou can't allow them to be dishonored.”

“No, | can't.” Thething launched itself a him. The Dragon form shifted into Tiger, but Ciraskept his
sword where it was. He cut to hisleft, working back againgt its right. The dash meant to decapitate him
whistled just past hisface. The blow opened the creature to a counterattack, but even as Cirasfeinted
with hisright shoulder, the sword cut back to parry alow dash.

Again, Ciras danced away, working awaysto the right. The creature might no longer be Dragright, but
whatever had caused him to drag hisleg till affected it. Ciras moved with calculation, dowing to draw it
into attacks, then cutting to the right. The creature darted around to head him off and trap him, but he just
ran in the other direction.

The corpse, backlit by the fire, hunched its shoulders. “ So thisiswhat the Empire has come to? Unskilled
cowardswho run rather than fight?”

Ciras nodded. “The Empire you died to save is dead. The Nine Principaities have risen in their place.
Y ou and yours are dl but forgotten.

“Infact,” Ciras added as he began to spin to the right, exposing his back to the creature, “you’ re beneath
contempt. Nesrearck, shoot it again!”

The creature had already begun aforehand dash at his spine, but glanced off up the hillside. Itsblade
rose with the distraction, and Ciras' spin brought him down onto hisleft knee. As he spun, he shifted the
sword around into adouble-hand grip, directed by hisleft hand. Asthe corpse’s dash whipped past an
inch above his skull, Ciras sword bit into the back of its right knee and continued out through the front.

The corpse continued its spin and began to fal. Shifting his blade to hisright hand, Cirasrose and cut
down. Asthe corpse hit the ground, his sword cloveits skull in two.

It thrashed on the ground, then reached out and clawed the stone. It dowly began dragging itsalf back
toward the white stain of corpse dust. Ciras could imagineit trying to pack its shattered head and come
a himagan.

Hewould have hacked it into pieces, but he had no desire to dishonor the warrior. He just | et the corpse
keep crawling, because between it and the corpse dust lay thefire.

He moved downwind so he' d not breathe any of the smoke rising from the body. Borosan appeared at
the edge of the basin and smiled. “I’'m glad to see you won.”

Cirasfrowned. “Y ou should have been along way from here by now.”

“I couldn’t have left you behind.” Nesrearck strode up beside him. “1 wasrefitting the thanaton. We
would have gotten it.”

Before Ciras could ask, apand did up on the machine revealing the crossbow mechanism. Instead of a
bolt, one of the mousers was st to be launched.

The swordsman nodded. “I1t would have taken him apart from inside?’
“That wastheidea”

“Better than what | had, which wasjust alot of hope.” Ciras amiled. 1t showed meamovel didn’t
know, so | showed it no fighting style at al. That confused it.”



Borosan frowned. “ But that | eft you vulnerable and could have gotten you killed.”

“True, but it did not. Not thistime.” Ciras returned his sword to its scabbard. “Next timel hope | havea
better plan.”
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Thyrenkun, Felarati

Desdirion

Keles Anturas rubbed his eyes, then looked out from the tower library’ sbalcony at the Black River’'s
southern shore. In lessthan aweek, the transformation of Felarati had begun, and had begun in away
Keleswould have thought impossible. The day after he’ d spoken with the Prince, he rode south to the
hills. It took him afull two daysto do aprdiminary survey—largely because he had a cadre of eighteen
people following him. They hung on his every word, gped his every move, and generaly got in hisway.

The Desal surprised him. Living in Naenyr, he had grown up with stories of bloody-minded savages who
daughtered innocent Helosundians for sport. Many Naleni thought the Desal were dope-headed dullards
who labored happily in anation devoid of color because they weredl inbred. While it was true that the
two images could not easily be reconciled, Keles acknowledged that people seldom had trouble
maintaining the veracity of multiple stereotypes aslong asthey were dl derogatory.

But the Desai he worked with were hardly homicidal or stupid. While they did not benefit from some of
the formal training people obtained in Naenyr, they were clever and quite resourceful. And as Prince
Pyrust had suggested, they had long done much with nothing, so when they had something to work with,
they adapted to it quickly and used it well.

Sooner than he thought possible, his students were able to work with minima supervison. He set themto
the more smple tasks of laying out roads and digning buildings. Some of his sSudentswere
water-witches—one of them approaching near Mydtic status. He had them locate sitesfor wellsand lay
out the sewer lines. By the second day, awhole new digtrict for Felarati had been laid out. It would be
able to house twice the number of people asthe section of the city it was replacing.

Onthethird day, Pyrust gave the order for the construction to begin. Keles had argued againgt it,
pointing out that they had none of the building materid they needed. But Pyrust had smply said, “Itis
Desarion, Keles. We have what we need.”

Soon people began to stream through the southern city gate, bringing with them the stones and wood that
had once been their home. Every man, woman, and child carried something to the new site. A third of
them stayed to work, and the others headed back for more.

Even now, amost aweek into the project, the lines of people stretched north to south and back again.
They looked dmost like ants, and they certainly worked with asimilar single-mindedness. And, from off
to the west, another stream of farmers arrived to make the vacated city land productive again.

It was s0 unlike his home that he could not feel homesick. There was not enough of Moriande there to
remind him of the south. While Desairion was hardly as colorful or fecund ashishome, it al seemed new
and amazing.



Very clearly, had Prince Cyron attempted what Pyrust was doing, Moriande' s streets would have been
flooded with people protesting his actions. The whole of the city would have been in an uproar. The
inland lords—ever ressting any directive from the capital—would be threatening open revolt. And yet, if
put to the question, every citizen would say they loved Cyron as much asthe Desai loved Pyrugt. If called
to it—with the possible exception of theinland lords—they would willingly fight to protect Cyron and his
nation.

Keesclearly had migudged the Desal, and found his reeducation rather harsh and chilling. The Desal
were content to move their homes, brick by brick, a couple miles south. He had no doubt they would
have moved them asfar south as Moriande if so commanded. While many Naeni feared invasion from
the north, he doubted any of them understood how complete an invasion that could be.

However, the Naleni were not the only oneswho underestimated foreigners. Pyrust clearly
underestimated K eles because the renovation designs had problems that would take yearsto solve.

Problems that will pay them back for Tyressa’s murder a thousand times over. The close-set sde
streetswould let fire rage through the city. The broad main roads would alow for alot of traffic, and the
traffic on those main roads would one day be Naeni troops!

The biggest problem was not one Keles had designed on purpose. While the people were able to bring
their homes with them, Pyrust could not alow them to tear down the city’ s southern wall. The new city
sector would be outside the walls and until Pyrust could get enough stone to build new walls or expand
the old, that district would be vulnerable. Granted, the risk of invasion was low, but if Cyron decided to
come north, Pyrust would have a huge problem.

And if he moves the factories outside the walls, he loses even more.

To solve such problems, Pyrust needed Keles. The Naeni cartographer had been under no illusion that
Pyrust was ever going to let him go. Like his grandfather before him, Keles had too much information
ever to be given hisfreedom. Pyrust would build him atower and keep him in Felardti, trading privileges
for plans. If Keles became uncooperative, Pyrust would have him killed.

Kedesdidn't like either one of those dternatives, which meant he had to escape—though an acceptable
method eluded him. It was not that dipping away wasimpossible, but that Pyrust would likely torture
those who should have prevented his escape. Until he could find away either to insulate people from
Pyrugt’ sretribution or sted himsalf to accept it, Keles was trapped.

It did strike him that hiswillingnessto design acity that would alow a conqueror to daughter thousands
conflicted with hisreluctance to expose those Desal he knew to danger. He blamed the Desei for
Tyressa s death, but the people he knew clearly were innocent of that crime. 1t would make senseto try
to reconcile those two points, but if helet his desire for vengeance dip, he would be losing a connection
to Tyressa. No matter how much that connection hurt him, he couldn’t let it go.

So thousands of Desal were doomed.
“They areremarkable, aren’'t they, Keles Anturas 7’

Surprised, Keles spun and found himself looking at a petite blonde woman with icy blue eyes. HE d have
thought she was very young, but there was awarinessin her eyesthat was ageless. More like ancient.

“Please, you have the advantage of me.”

“I do. Should | pressit?’



“That would be your decison.” Part of him wanted to send her off, telling her he was doing the Prince’'s
work, but there was something hauntingly familiar about her. “ And you are right, the Desal people are
remarkable.”

She nodded dightly and moved to the balcony railing beside him. She wore ablue silk robe of adarker
and richer hue than her eyes. On the breasts, deeves, and back, hawks on the wing had been
embroidered. Thelr left wingslacked two feathers—an emblem marking her as part of the Prince’'s
household. The hawk was less surprising than the robe’ s color—most Desal wore bright colors only on
very specia occasions, since the dyes had to be imported from the south at great expense.

She peered out at the shifting columns of people. “We attempt to belittle and disregard them, and yet
they are capable of picking acity gpart. Asirresstible asthetide, aren’t they?”

“They bend to the will of their master.”
“Doyou aswedl, Master Anturasi?” She faced him, gppraising him openly.
“I am hisguest. Can | do otherwise?’

She smiled and turned back to look to the south. “I have no doubt you have found many waysto comply
in appearance, but resst in substance.”

Kelessad nothing.
“Tired of our game dready, have you?’

“Isit agamewe re playing? Because | am working.” He pointed back to the library table with drawings
scattered onit.

“Soaml, Keles”” Sheturned and caught hisarm. “What if | wereto tell you that | am tasked with
seducing you and seeing to it that you desire to remain here forever?’

Keesshrugged. “1'd say you'retoo late for that, or too early. Had the Prince poisoned me to mimic
illness and you nursed me back to hedlth, | might havefdlenin love with you.”

She amiled. “ That’ s how your parents met, wasn't it?’

Kelesjolted and shelaughed. “Y ou see, Master Anturas, we knew you would find it suspect. And, as
you suggested, | am too early, because the time to find you companionship will be in amonth, during the
planting festival. Y ou do know that herein Desairion we will all bein thefidds, plowing and planting? It
is backbreaking work, and you'll find yoursdf in the fields working with a Desel noblewoman. You'll
talk, shewill laugh and be punished for it. You'll fed guilty and try to make amends. She will tell you that
you are different, a dream come true for her. She may not even know her part—though | doubt that.
Chances are she will be one of the Mother of Shadows specid operatives. | doubt you' re avirgin, but
shewill be unlike any woman you' ve ever dept with.”

Hefrowned. “ And what am | to make of you tdling medl this? If you' re even hafway truthful, | haveto
assume the Mother of Shadows has mewatched at al times. She will know we have spoken, and
probably know what was said.”

“Shemight, but at the moment sheisdistracted.” The woman smiled and glanced back at the library
door. * And the peopl e tasked with watching you right now are not going to report anything about our
mesting. After dl, | have leaveto consult you.”



“You do?’
“From the Prince himsdf.”

Keesleaned back on the balcony’ srailing. “Now | am tired of thisgame. | don’t know who you are,
and | really don't care. Leave me be.”

“I can't, KelesAnturas.” She studied hisface for amoment, then looked down. “Then again, if you are
not intelligent enough to figure out who | am, perhaps | waste my time even talking to you.”

He studied her. She clearly wasn't full-blooded Desal. She' d not referred to them as“my people.” She
was in the Prince’ s household, had Helosundian coloring and . . . How could | have missed it? Her
voice. She spoke with aNaleni accent—which he' d not noticed because it was so familiar to him. That,
combined with her intelligence and arrogance, led to one inescapable conclusion.

“You'rethe Prince swife”
“l am Jasai of Helosunde.”
“In Newtown, the rumor is going around that the Prince will have ason before the year isout.”

“No, KelesAnturas, | will haveason.” Jasai stared up into hisface. “It isup to you to decideif he will
be born here, or you will help me seeto it heisborn in freedom.”

Chapter Seventeen

35" day, Month of the Wolf, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Moriande, Nalenyr

Jundl Aerynnor dipped into the opium den’s dark, dank depths al but unnoticed. His clothes, which he
had taken to wearing while hunting, had long snce been stained with things noxious and unknowable. The
gplotch over hisright elbow, in fact, contained a virulent poison. Driving that elbow into amouth with
enough force would guarantee that whomever he hit would be dead within aminute.

Though the Dreaming Serpent was located in the older portion of the docks—one where Naeni nobility
was seldom found—he felt no trepidation about passing through the nearby precincts. Footpads and
cutthroats abounded and the sense of danger gave him athrill. Granted it was one that was fleeting, but
he sought it on those nights when he was not yet hunting. His game came to be one of avoiding trouble,
and if hefailed there, he played &t killing the troublemakers as quickly as possible.

This night, however, he had not cometo hunt or flirt with danger. A message had cometo him,
summoning him to amesting. It dluded to certain factsthat told him someone had been studying him.
Clearly they’ d sensed that he was hiding something and had concluded it was an addiction to opium.
Hardly asurprise, given that he’ d lost two loversto most horrible daughter, and had been wounded
himsdlf, but not the sort of thing that had an apped for the families whose daughters he might want to
WOO.



At least they have not penetrated to the truth. Whilethelords of theinterior knew he waswilling to
promote revolution to overthrow Prince Cyron, they stupidly assumed he was motivated by greed. If he
succeeded in aiding them, they would clearly reward him with lucrative trading concessons. Of course,
thiswas because their own thinking was colored by greed, and they failed to look beyond it.

Heredly didn’'t know how they would react if they knew he was an agent for Deseirion. Some of them
would not care, aslong as he could help them overthrow Cyron. That acivil war would split their nation
and leaveit easy prey for Prince Pyrust seemed beyond their consideration.

Jund dowly picked hisway through the low-ceilinged basement. Pallets had been stacked three high with
barely two and ahdf feet of clearance between them. An addict would dide onto afilthy pad whilean
attendant brought them a pipe and asmall pea of brown opium. Most would lie there for hours, until their
money ran out and the thickly muscled guards g ected them.

Following the ingtructions he' d been sent, Junel passed to the back and into a curtained passageway .
Here the ceiling rose a bit, though the passage narrowed. The ability to wield awegpon in such tight
confineswould be severely limited, giving the guards a great advantage over anyone who might cause
trouble. Junel had no doubt that somewhere further aong, in one of the side rooms, a trapdoor opened
into the sewers and those who expired from their addiction or some other violence were unceremonioudy
disposed of.

The fourth door on the left stood dightly gar. He opened it and entered, closing it behind him. The small
room had been richly appointed, with athick, colorful carpet from Ceriskoron in the center, countless
tapestries shrouding the walls, and exquisite bronze lanterns burning on pedestals in three of the corners.
A table and single chair sat in the center of the carpet, so Jundl seated himsaf and turned to look at the
four-panded screen in the room'’ s fourth corner—the one without avisible lantern.

Theimage on the screen struck him as chillingly prescient. Painted on golden silk; it showed the Naleni
Dragon and Desel Hawk descending on a pack of Helosundian Dogs. That would mean the screen dated
from before the Komyr Dynasty, when the previous Prince had dlied with the Desai to put down a
Helosundian threat. Not only was the screen impressive for the power of the image and its antiquity, but
for itssurviva beyond the Desai conquest of Helosunde.

And the person behind was clearly one who wasintent on surviving along time aswell.

Though alantern burned behind the screen, no silhouette presented itsalf. Not only would it hide his
patron’ sidentity, but the padded screen and all the tapestries would help mute and disguise hisvoice. He
IS not someone who can chance discovery, and may only be an agent of some more powerful
master. Jund knew immediately that it was no one associated with the westron lords, since they neither
understood subtlety nor the need for it.

“Y ou honor me by accepting my invitation.” The voice, which camein awhisper, betrayed little more
than the speaker’ sgender. *Y ou have our sympathies over the tragedies you have suffered. How are you
recovering?’

“My flesh hedls, but my heart isdower to mend.”

“Y es, those things that wound the soul are dow to hed. But these are times that require drastic
remedies”

Jundl nodded. Y our wise advice shall be remembered.”
“We hope it shal be acted upon. We hope you will be ableto help us steer eventsin away that



precludes greet suffering for all.”

Jund’s eyes narrowed. “It would be my pleasure.” Either the speaker would want him to cease his
relationswith theinland lords or expand them. Having another player enter the contest could make his
goa much easier, or it could complicate things.

“Y ou have thefailing of youth, Count Aerynnor, for you name as a pleasure something that will be
difficult and offer fredy that which should be vaued highly.” A mild note of disdain madeit through the
whisper. “ Or you seek to beguile us with false innocence.”

“It had best be the latter, or | should not be the person with whom you desire an dliance.”

“Very true. We shdl proceed from that assumption. There are lords of the western provinceswho are
not pleased with the Prince’ s policies. They believe the Komyr Dynasty has outlived its usefulness. They
would prefer to seeit ended, with one of their number taking control. Y ou are well aware of this.”

Junel made no reply.

“There are three among the westrons who most desire the Dragon Throne. The duchess of Gnourn
would be the most capable but, sadly, the fruit of her loins show a penchant for idiocy and dissolution.
While she might have the strength of character and quickness of mind to take the throne, her dynasty
would diewith her.

“Count Lind Vroan of Ixunislikewise older. He has two grown sons and two daughters, and his new
wife, the Helosundian, hasjust given him another daughter. He might be seen as more sympathetic to
Helosundian issues and thereby favored by the Keru—though their loyaty to Cyron is unshakable. He
has standing in the nation and is known to many because he fought beside the Prince’ s older brother and
was achief mourner a hisfunera.”

Jund smiled. “Known is not the same as beloved.”

“True. Would that rumors of hisfirst wife's death were stripped of such ugly suspicion. In that case he
might be atolerable choice”

The man behind the screen cleared histhroat, then continued. “Findly, we have Count Donlit Turcol of
Jomir. Y oung and dynamic, even charismatic, he could win the people. Alas, he hasno children by his
wife, ascattering of bastards by his many mistresses, and does not appear to want to rein in his sexua

proclivities”

“Y ou see no other candidates in the west?’
“It matters not what we see, but what you see, Count Aerynnor. Have we missed someone?’

“The duchess fourth son, Nerot, has been underestimated.” Junel leaned back in hischair. “Whilein
Gnourn | played him at chess. He plays the fop to amuse his mother and distract the court, but | am not
S0 easlly distracted.”

“Butishenot fral?’

“A broken leg never healed properly, true, but it has not affected hismind.” Junel shrugged. “I am not
saying hewould be the sort of prince who could face down Pyrust, but he would not ruin Nalenyr.”

Silence came from behind the screen, then the whispering began anew. “ It pleases usto have this news.
Perhapsif one of Vroan's daughters was married to Nerot, the prospect of agrandchild on the throne



would strengthen the dliance.”
“| was under theimpression that both of his daughters were married. Isn't one Count Turcol’ swife?’
“True on both counts, but lifeis uncertain. If one were widowed, an opportunity might present itsalf.”

And in the civil war, the three Scior heirs between Nerot and the throne might meet with
accidents.

Jund frowned. “The question for you isthis. Do you mean to have me believe you did not know about
Nerot, or do you merely wish to ascertain that | do?’

“Immeateria, for now we both know the possibilities he provides. And your mind isracing ahead, so we
shall anticipate you. With our knowledge of the people of the interior, we could aid or end their plans.
We have reached out to you because you have dready gained their trust, and are already facilitating their
activities. Y ou have made yoursdlf into the lever that will dlow them to shift the Komyr Dynasty from
power. Thismakesyou critica to our plans.”

Jundl nodded. “I’'m pleased you believe | will be of useto you. Shall | surmise you wish to learn what my
cooperation will cost?’

“Isit gold? Or were you thinking that one of the widowed daughters of Vroan would come happily to
your bed, positioning you as her consort when she ascended to the throne?’

Thet latter idea sent ajolt through Junel because he had never considered it. He had been trained in the
way of the shadow, to be aspy and n, with loyalty to the House of Jaeshi and Prince Pyrust that
superseded loydty to blood. Indeed, hiswhole family had been accused of treason and daughtered.
He d betrayed them to his masters and their murders provided him with the perfect reason for fleeing
south.

Never in hislife had Junel had any ambition other than to become asgood at vrilri as possible—perhaps
even becoming aMystic, aswas the Mother of Shadows. He d never even entertained the idea of
supplanting her—though such an honor was one he would have willingly accepted. But here, now, he
found himsalf wondering what it would be like to become more than the Prince’ s agent—to become his
equal. It could happen, and he could influence eventsto guarantee it.

“Gold is aways welcome but, as you have noted, there are scant few candidates who could sustain a
dynasty. | am not a puppet, but by no meansam | a puppet master. | understand power well enough to
flow with it, and to know that moving againg itisruin.”

A richer note entered the whisper. “ This we hoped might be your reply. Rest assured, gold beyond
dreams of avarice shdl be yours. What more remainsin your future shal depend on your conduct. If
predictions of your intelligence prove true, anew dynasty may rise from the graves of the Aerynnor
family. With the proper dliancesin place, you might even find yoursdlf on the Hawk Throne, on your way
to becoming Emperor.”

“A dizzying height.”
“But one attainable, nonethdess.”

And you have gone a step too far. To tempt him with being aNaeni prince-consort was within the
bounds of reason. Imagining that he could inspire anation stepped well beyond it. It seemed more likely
that once he had ascended, anti-Desal sentiment among the Naeni would be mustered to unseat him. His
birth would forever be hiswesakness.



So when | reach the throne, 1’1l smply have to cede it all to Prince Pyrust. Junel kept hisface
impassive, then nodded—certain his hidden patron had been watching through the screen.

“What would you have of me, my lord?’

“We would have you continue your negotiations with the westrons. Unify them. Court Nerot and, if
possible, acquaint yourself with Turcol’ swidow. That will be enough to start.”

“Do you want reports?’

“If necessary, another meeting like this shal be arranged. We have other sources of information that
should be sufficient.” The hidden man paused for amoment. “We urge you to be very careful. Betraya
would be unfortunate and the consequences regrettable.”

Soif I amfound out and captured, | shall not live long enough to reveal anything. Jund smiled. “I
shdl bear that in mind.” He dmost added “Minigter” to the comment, but being too wise would not be
good. Intrigues such as this could not be undertaken without the complicity of the bureaucracy. And for a
minister to dabble so directly meant the bureaucrats found Cyron arisk. Their support could make even
the most haphazard plan succeed.

“I bid you afarewell, June Aerynnor. If thingsgo well, | shal not greet you again until | have the honor of
addressing you as‘my Prince.” ”

“Then peaceto you until then.”

The lantern behind the screen went dark, and the tapestries on that wall shifted. But Jundl did not get up,
for evenif helocated the switch that operated the secret door, his patron would be long gone. Who he
was did not matter, after al. What mattered was that Junel’ s plan now had backing of a strong Naeni
element. Success merely awaited implementation.

He stood, stretching, and felt the urge to hunt dowly come over him. No, not yet. Delay it. The
gratification shall be so much more.

Besides, | have much to think on now, and much more to plan. To plan, as a prince would plan.

Chapter Eighteen

1¢ day, Month of the Dragon, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperial Prince Cyron's Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Kunjiqui, Anturasixan

The growing sense of dread within her surprised Nirati Anturas, for she generdly loved surprises. A
lover’ s surprise—making manifest the desire of another to please her—had always seemed atestament
of love. Thisalien apprehension urged her to remain by her stream, but she defied it.

Bearing Takwee in her arms, she had begun the trek to the western reaches of Kunjiqui. She knew that
the place to which she was headed was many miles distant—further, certainly, than from Moriande to



Keewan—yet her walk would take no more than minutes. Such was the nature of the paradise her
grandfather had created that she never needed to be far from the heart of it and never had to tire hersdlf
whilejourneying away.

Not that she ever went far, or for long. Days melted one into another, to the point where their passage
meant nothing. Night lasted aslong as she wanted, and likewise day. If her desires shifted quickly
enough, they could change with an eyeblink. She’ d made time pass that way once, but she didn’t think it
had been for long. Then again—as she had laughed at the time—how would she have known?

Such miracles were not uncommon in her grandfather’ sworld. He had raised mountains and sunk land to
create an inland sea. He split the land with awave of his hand and joined it again with asmple caress. He
made places where years passed in heartbeats, and others where an hour would take nine yearsto be
spent. All this he did with purpose, consulting with Nelesquin, who, in turn, sought counsel from his
scrying stones.

And all for me.

As she waked west, it occurred to her that she had not seen Qiro Anturasi for awhile. Instantly she
regretted this, then composed her facein asmile. He loved it when she smiled. He had ever been tender
in hiscare of her, and she owed him every possible kindness.

So with Nelesquin' s surprise and a chance to see her grandfather again, she had no ideawhy shefelt
such dread. Thisis paradise. What could go wrong? Of course, anything could go wrong—everything.
As her brother Keles once told her, “ Just because you have flipped a coin adozen timesand it dways
comes up sun, the thirteenth time it could come up moon.”

She heard hisvoice asif he were waking with her. Nirati turned and saw the washed-out, ghostly image
of her twin matching her strides. “Kees, isthat you?’

Helooked a himsdf, then at her curioudly. “Isit, or isit how you desire to remember me?’

His question caught her off guard. She let him move ahead of her and glanced at his back, but she saw no
scarsfrom Viruk claws. “1t s you, but not asyou are. Where are you? Are you adream, or arewe
communicating in the manner you do with Grandfather?’

“1 must be adream. Communication with Grandfather has never been this clear, nor have | ever been
ableto reach you, Nirati.”

She nodded, certain he was correct. Then Takwee grabbed for Keles' nearly transparent arm. Can
Takwee see my dreams? “Where shdl | dream you are?’

“In Felarati, aguest of Prince Pyrugt.”

Nirati laughed. “Isthat possible? 1’ d rather dream you in Ixyll. But if you are there, don’'t go to the
Empress. Shewill only torture and deceive you.”

“The Segping Empress? Why would she do that? She waits for usto reach her so she can help
reestablish the Empire.” Kelessmiled at her and Takwee cooed delightedly. “Aslong asyou are
dreaming, will you tell me whereyou are?’

Nirati opened her arms—Ietting an alarmed Takwee dangle from her right wrigt. “I amin Kunjiqui.
Grandfather made it for me. He created it and he.. . . he brought me herewhen | died.” Isthat right?
Did | die?



“Y ou cannot be dead, Nirati. The dead do not dream.”

Oh, but I think they do. I think they dream of being alive again. She brought her armsin over her
chest and shivered. “You'reright, Keles; | am certain of it. But dreams are never certain, are they?’

“No. What of Grandfather and Jorim and Mother?’

“I"ve no news of Jorim, but no worries for him. Were| to dream him in Felarati, he would dream himsdf
away again. With Mother | have no contact. Grandfather iswell and happily at work. Areyou not in
contact with him?’

“The dtuation hereis complicated enough that | don’t need him interrogating me. | can't risk being
distracted by hisire. When | am done, he'll have acomplete map of the new Felarati. Maybe that will
please him, though my failure to complete the Ixyll survey will not.”

“Helovesyou. Helovesusadl.” Shereached out to caress hisface, but her fingersjust moved through
theimage. Still, hisface turned to her hand, and he would have kissed her palm had his|lips not passed
throughit.

“Nirati.” Nelesguin’ s voice boomed from high atop adistant hill. “ Quickly, darling!”

With the echoes of hisvoice, the image of her brother evaporated. Takwee mewed sadly—the first red
sgn of any discontent on her part. Nirati’ s heart sank abit, but she salvaged the memory of Keles' amile.
She created itstwin on her face, then, in threelong strides, reached Nelesquin’ sside.

He rested his hands on her shoulders and turned her back around to face whence she had come. He
kissed the back of her head, then settled hislarge hands over her eyes. “Who wasthat | saw you with,
Nirati?’

“My twin, Keles. | dreamed him.”
“Ah, | look forward to meeting him.”
“I warned him of Cyrsa”

“Better he should warn her of me.” He laughed easily. “Now, my love, the surprise | promised you. Let
me just turn us about.”

Neither of them moved. Instead, the whole top of the hill spun dowly. With his hands over her eyes, he
hooked hisebowsin front of her shoulders and drew her tight against his broad chest. He held her there
for amoment, then rested his chin on her head.

“Behold, beloved, what we have wrought.”

Hishandsfel awvay and she opened her eyes. She blinked, quickly, for so much sunlight glinted from
thousands of pinpointsthat she dmost shifted day to night to protect her eyes. But they would shine just
asbrightly in the dark, I am certain.

Below her, theland had sunk between two mountain ranges. Vast plainsisolated the foothills from the
dender finger of deep blue water thrust deep into the land. On that narrow ocean bobbed dozens of
ships—none as large as the Stormwol f, but each large enough to carry hundreds of soldiers. Other ships
waited next to quays or in dry docks, ready to be launched.

At the hill’ sbase, nine formations—nine ranks deep, nine men wide—stood tall and proud in silver mall,



with glowing slver hemets. The sunlight reflected from their weapons—and Nirati knew that each ship
could carry just such aunit. They reminded her of the ranks of the Naeni army and the Keru, save these
men had ablue cast to their flesh, jet-black hair, and—if the two nearest them were modelsfor their
race—amber eyeslikethose of acat.

The two men approaching them differed from the othersin that their armor and helmets had been washed
with gold. At twenty feet each dropped to aknee and pounded hisright fist to hisleft shoulder in asdute.
They bowed their heads and held those bows for longer than she had ever seen before.

Beyond the time required for a Prince. Then it occurred to her that she had seen such abow held
before. In a temple, when one sought the favor of the gods.

Their heads came up and they both rose as Nelesquin beckoned them forward. They till stopped a
respectful distance—just out of reach—yet they had an arrogance that she found both attractive and
frightening.

Ne esquin waved a hand toward the one with asnarling ram crest on hishelmet. “Thisis Gachin. Heis
Dogt of the Durrani host. Keeranais his second-in-command.”

Gachin’ s eyes narrowed, and the sharpened tips of his ears were visble through hair as he doffed his
helmet. Still, he gave her arespectful smile. “ The goddess honors us by visiting aswe embark. The
invasion of the Empire has dready begun, but we shall consolidate it, as you desire, goddess.”

Invasion? As | desire? Shevaguely recalled Nelesquin mentioning aneed to position himsdf to defend
againg Cyrsa, but invasion had not been part of it. And yet while shetried to remember what exactly had
been said, apart of her knew that invasion was the only way his goals could be accomplished.

Keeranawatched her closaly. “ The goddess is not pleased?’

She shook her head quickly. “It is only the thought of your departure so quickly after our meeting that
displeasesme. | am certain you will be successful with your endeavor.”

“We shdl, goddess, then you shdl come with our Lord Nelesquin and reside in Kelewan. We shadl raze
Quun’shome and build you the most beautiful temple.” Gachin bowed his head confidently.

“Though no temple,” offered his subordinate, “could ever gpproach your beauty, goddess.”

Nelesquin laughed, then dismissed the two of them with awave. “ Go to your ships. You will take
Keewan and secure dl of Erumvirine. From there we shal march north.”

Gachin bowed again, but Keeranaraised an eyebrow. “My lord, | would ask your consent on a matter.”
Nelesquin folded arms over his chest. “ Speak.”

Though Nelesguin’ stone had not been inviting, Keeranadid not quail. “Lord Nelesquin, once we have
had the glory of returning Kelewan to your possession, | ask permission to take athird of our force and
range south. | have studied al you have made available, and | believe that the Five Princes, in their
jedlousy and envy, will rise. I wish to punish them swiftly so my lord' sfurther plans shal not be
hampered.”

Nelesguin contemplated the request, then he nodded. “Very well, you have my leave, provided those
troops are not needed to consolidate our holding.”

“Asyou command, lord.” Keerana bowed deeply, then withdrew with Gachin.



Nelesquin smiled down at Nirdti. “They are perfect, are they not? Clever, respectful, ambitious,
resourceful. They will dowell.”

Shefrowned. “But will not an invasion unleash the same destruction as happened during the Cataclysm?’

“No, not a al. Thisisthe brilliance of Anturasixan.” He opened hisarmsto takeit dl in. “1 was schooled
in the ways of magic, and as your grandfather created this place, we dtered redlity. We have placed
magic both in the land and in those who people the land. None of the Durrani will ever be Mystics, but
they do not need to be. Here, in thisvaley, we bred generation after generation of them, pitting them
againg each other. Y ou saw it, with Keeranaand Gachin. Keeranawould replace him in an ingtant, save
Gachin’s clan was ascendant in their last war. The Durrani are brilliant at war, and those who do not fight
are gifted as heders, hel ping keep their companions dive.”

Nirati shivered. “Y ou have re-created the vanyesh?’

He stepped to her and enfolded her in hisarms. “Do not believe the tales of the vanyesh. We did not
seek magic for power, but merely so we could undo that which wild magic unleashed. We were dways
mistrusted, but thisis because such vast power can be difficult to control. Not here. Y ou yourself control
it. Look how you make the day and night pass as you will. Y ou are not evil, nor isthe power.”

“Lord Nelesquin hasit correctly, granddaughter.”

Upon hearing Qiro’ s voice, she turned and managed to keep asmile on her face despite the horror
running through her. Her grandfather had been eternd and unchanging. Tall, dender, proud beyond
arrogance, with thick white hair, awhite goatee and moustaches, Qiro Anturas had aways been an
image of power. He ruled Anturasikun aswould an emperor, and was treated by many as something
more.

But now he had become something less. Degp bags, dark and heavy, hung beneeth his eyes. Hishair had
become matted and his beard had grown unkempt. He still held his head high, but his shoulders were
dumped. As he walked toward her, hisleft leg moved stiffly, asif that hip refused to work. And hiseyes,
hisicy blue eyes, which had aways been keen, now somehow focused past her.

Shetore hersdf from Nelesguin’ s grasp and ran to her grandfather. She hugged him tightly and could fed
him quake within her grasp. He returned the hug, weskly, and leaned heavily upon her.

“It has been far too long, Grandfather.”

“No, girl, notimeat al. Much hasbeen done.” A palsied hand stroked her hair. “My Lord Nelesquin has
given me many tasks, but when | am done he hastold me | am freeto indulge myself. Soon | shall.”

Nirati looked at Nelesquin. “I think he needsarest, along rest. | will take him back to Kunjiqui and tend
to him. Will you permit thet, my lord?

Nelesquin laughed. “ That is an excdllent idea. Y ou have done wonderful work, Grandmaster Anturasi. |
knew | was right to choose you. Y ou have repaid my faith many times over.”

Choose him? Nirati frowned, then got under her grandfather’ sright arm and looped it over her shoulder.
“Come, Grandfather, | shall tell you stories. | shall tell you of Keles and his adventures.”

“Kees?’” The old man’ s voice softened and became dmost wistful. “He was ahandful, just like your
father.”

“No, you ' rethinking of Jorim, Grandfather.” She put her left arm around hiswaist and was shocked to



find him so thin. She could have easily lifted him and borne him to her sanctuary like achild. “1 dreamed
of Kdes, and he said hewasin Felarati. Can you imagine?’

“A grandson of minein the Dark City? No, thiswill not be permitted. | will stopit.”

Nirati tightened her grip. “Later, Grandfather, when you have rested. Y ou dways said you did your best
work after rest.”

“Yes, yes, and thiswill take my best work.” Qiro kissed Nirati’shead. “| will dways do my best for
yw.”

“And | for you, Grandfather.” She smiled, genuindy thistime, and led him off.
And, after he admired hisfleet sailing northwest, Nelesquin joined her.



Chapter Nineteen

3¢ day, Month of the Dragon, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Nemehyan, Caxyan

Jorim Anturas had progressed so quickly in his studies that the maicana took it asa sure sign he was
Tetcomchoa-reborn—and even he began to wonder if it was not true. He kept telling himsdlf it wasn't,
but the sheer joy hefdt in learning magic made him question many of the convictionshe’' d held hisentire
life. He il accepted that magic was abad thing, but perhaps only out-of-control magic was bad—the
same way anything done without respect for tradition, and without discipline, was bad.

Hekndt in his private chamber’ s anteroom across a round wooden table from Nauana. She had proven
an gpt teacher and he' d quickly moved from smple to more complex invocations. Thekey to it dl, asshe
had inssted the first day, wasto find the mai that defined things.

The truth was the link to magic, and could be used to call it forth and shift the balance of things. And
shifting the balance of more than just the elements was aso possible; one could use magic to alter objects
physicaly. Best of dl, while there were traditiond methods for doing anything, there usudly were multiple
ways an effect could be created. As he learned more complex magics, he came more quickly to the
desired ends. And, often, the more refined methods, while requiring more concentration, exhausted him
less than the crude methods.

Nauand s dark eyes sharpened as Jorim took a small wooden bucket from Shimik and poured golden
sand in the center of the table. He tossed the empty bucket back to the Fenn, then scratched him behind
an ear. Shimik fell over backward into asomersault and rolled away toward Jorim’s bedchamber.

“Tetcomchoa, | do not understand why you have this sand here. The lesson for today does not require
sand.”

“I' know, Nauana, but | had an idea and wish to try something.” Jorim touched afingertip to the sand,
then brushed away al but asinglegrain. “If thisworks, | think you will see something completely
miraculous”

She smiled, but did back from the edge of thetable. “Asmy lord wishes.”

“Thanksfor the display of confidence.” He forced himsdlf to relax, then concentrated on the grain of
sand. Because it was so small, he found it difficult to identify at first. Solidity wasthe easiest agpect to
grasp, with ahint of light. Ashelocated it within mai, he found a strong connection between it and the
rest of the sand, which did not surprise him too much. He had aready |earned that like was connected to
like, and part of one thing was aways connected to the other parts.

Sowly, he began to play with the balances of redlity. First he used magic to makeit light enough to float.
That was not difficult given how little it weighed. The hard part wasin retaining enough weight so it didn’t
shoot up to the celling. After afew ups and downs, he centered it afinger length above hisfingertip.



Then he began to play with hest. He channdled the mai into it and felt it begin to warm. Knowing hisgoa
was within reach, he pumped morein. The grain of sand warmed, then became incandescent.

Then it exploded into a puff of vapor.

Nauana blinked, then leaned forward. “ Areyou dl right, my lord?’

The barest hint of fatigue washed over him, but he nodded. “I'm fine, Nauana.”
“Was that the miracle, Lord?’

“No, not quite. Watch.” He picked up ahandful of sand, raised it to face height between them, then
dowly let it drift down. Using the mai, he caught the faling sand and held it suspended asasmal sphere
intheair. “Nor isthis, yet.”

She said nothing, but watched the sand intently.

Again Jorim located the sand through the mai, and thistime used the connectedness of it l. He dowly
began to rebaance it so it would become warmer and warmer. Asit began to heat up, herecalled his
previous error and used the mai to ater another balance. Very carefully, while allowing the heet to
continueto rise, he shifted the balance of the sand from solid to fluid.

When he d firgt arrived on the Stormwol f in the land of the Amentzutl, he’ d noticed anumber of things
which were common in the Nine, but nonexistent among the Amentzutl. One was horses, and the other
was the whed—at |east as something to be used for more than atoy. While some on the expedition
wanted to brand the Amentzutl as hopelesdy primitive, wheded trangport was highly impracticd in their
rugged, mountainous land. When the expedition’ s military had used war chariots against the Mozoyan,
the Amentzutl had been impressed and even credited him with amiraclein their production.

One other thing the Amentzutl lacked was knowledge of glass. Jorim’s knowledge of it was not much
more than basic, but he did know that sand, if heated enough, would become athick, viscousfluid that
could be shaped. While he had none of the skills of aglassartisan, mai and his ability to control it did
give him sometoolsto manipulate the glass.

The sand sphere began to glow and give off light, eadly illuminating thejoy on Nauana sface. Even
Shimik keened with ddlight from the doorway. Asthe glow built, Jorim kept careful control of the sand,
dowing theflow of mai into heat and pushing more into making it fluid. Curioudy enough, it continued to
get warm, which made sense. It is melting, which requires heat no matter what. By shifting that
balance, | force it to become hotter.

The sand mdted into glass and hung there, aminiature sun, blazing avay. Usng mai he congtricted it
around its equator and split the glowing yellow massinto two teardrops. He rounded both of them off
and saw alook of pure wonder and joy on Nauana' sface.

And now to seeif | can do the last of it.

Ever since he had noticed that things had atruth to them, he had been drawn to studying it. Though he
was restricted from using magic outsde the training sessions, he did spend alot of time sensing the truth
of thingsand defining them in mai. As helearned to see them, he began to understand the Amentzuil
cosmology and could identify things by their sensein mai. He'd even had lesol hide common itemsina
sedled wooden box and he' d been able to pick out what they were sight unseen.

Concentrating, he drew the truth of the table into his mind, then projected that into the glass. Thetwin
orbs merged, then flattened out into alow disk. Three smdl legs dripped down and froze in place.



Nauana gasped and covered her mouth with ahand.

Jorim smiled and reached out to touch her essence with mai. Ashedid so heredlized he'd not tried that
with any living creature before, and he didn’t know what to expect. From the surface he felt her
physically. Much as he had done with the table, he projected that sense of her into the glass.

The glassflattened itsdlf into athin disk that rotated between them. Though it till glowed, it remained thin
enough that he could see her through it. The glass molded itself over theimage of her features, sculpting
itself to her face. The high cheekbones, the straight nose, the full lips. The glass flowed back to define her
jaws and her ears. It even followed the shape of her head and flowed down over her neck and shoulders
to become a perfect bust, save for her eyes.

The glass could not capture her eyes, so it thinned and holes opened, alowing him to look through it and
to her.

And in doing that, he pushed past the surface and found her truth.

Heat pounded back through him, part blush, part fear, hisand hers, and joy and ddlight and . . . so many
emotions he could not catalogue them al. They flowed in avast river of rainbow colors, with eddies and
shodls, swift currents and places where the water remained amost till. While theriver and itsflow
remained strong, the composition of it shifted.

Barely aware of what he was doing, he lowered the glassto the table. Setting it atop the remaining pile of
sand, hereached past it with ahand. He gestured and she rose, as did he. Jorim came around the table
and took her in hisarms. He brought his mouth to hers and they kissed.

Theingant their lipstouched, dl he had felt through mai intensified. Physica sensation flowed dong the
same routes asthe magica, confirming what he knew. Then it grew as he caught her sensing him through
mai and he opened himsdlf to her, showing her who he was, what he was.

Unaware of moving, but redizing they had moved, Jorim found himself lying down with her on hisbed.
Neither of them wore much, and dipping a couple of knots reieved them of their loincloths. He stretched
out beside her, hisright hand drifting about an inch above her skin. From shoulder, over her breast, past
atight nipple and down the swell, over her flat somach to hip and upraised thigh, he could fed her inthe
mai. Helowered his hand to her flesh, on top of her thigh, and dowly did it back up, inch by inch. The
smooth warmth of her skin, the pulse of blood benegth it, the twitch of muscles, the silky caress of hair,
al of it combined with what he could sense. He caught the thrill running through her both in the mai and
the way shelifted her chin as he stroked her breast. Helet afinger circle her nipple and could fed the
sensations ripple through her body.

Hewanted her intensdy and furioudy. He had aways found her beautiful beyond imagining. Her gentle
teaching, her faith in him, had aways represented a greater sense of who she was. But now, linked to her
through the mai, he could see so much more.

She looked him in the eyes, but said nothing. Then new sensations pulsed through the mai. He closed his
eyes and watched as she opened hersdlf to him. He had been able to read her physically before, then
emoationadly, but he never could have seen who shewasin her mind. He could not have found her secrets
without destroying her.

But what he would never take, she fredly offered. He saw her asachild, born into the caste of the
maicana. She had gone through the lessons she had shared with him. He saw her teachersin the way she
had taught him and learned she had been terribly gifted. As much as | have learned, she learned faster,
and before she was even nine years old.



Hewatched her in other studies as she learned about the end of the calendar cycle. Her teachers warned
her of the horrors of centenco. From them he heard of the promise which was Tetcomchoa sreturn. He
caught her firm conviction that only Tetcomchoa could save them from whatever was coming, and her
resolve to be the best she could to help him.

She spent hours praying to Tetcomchoa. She offered sacrifices. She created prayers and songs. She
rebuffed suitors, not because she did not like them, but because courting, marriage, and family would all
be distractions from what she knew would be her life. She was prepared for Tetcomchoa' s return.

The day of hisarriva floated through her mind. Jorim entered the chamber at the Temple of

Tetcomchod s gpex. The sun backlit him, so al she saw was a silhouette at first. She had expected himto
betdler. Thebraidsin hishair confused her for amoment, then she stepped from the shadows and took
acloser look at him. His robe was decorated with the coiled serpent, the god' s sign.

Then, for thefirg time, she saw hisface. Handsome, in away no Amentzutl man had ever seemed to her.
But it was the expression on hisface—one of wonder and humility, tinged with anxiety and feer—that
told her everything. He was Tetcomchoa, come to save them, ready to undertake al that was necessary,
provided the Amentzutl would return to him the powers he had shared with them.

She had trained her entirelifeto do just that. And now, on the eve of her task’ s beginning, shelearned
one more thing about herself and Tetcomchoa. She learned she had loved the god since before
remembering. She had never pictured himin her mind and yet, he stood before her and could have been
nothing e se. The others might take convincing, but for her there was only knowing.

She knew this was Tetcomchoa.
Nauana caressed hisface. “If it pleasesmy lord.”
He turned his head and kissed her pam. “Y ou please me, Nauana.”

She blushed, then rose on her side and pressed her body to his. Sherolled him onto his back, then rose
above him. She straddled him, accommodating him. “I havelovedyou.. . .”

Jorim nodded. “1 know, Nauana.” He dipped hishand into her hair, grasping the back of her neck, and
drew her mouth down to his. They kissed again—akisstasting of swest fruits and the sea. They lost
themsalvesin that kiss, and in each other.

And thuslogt, created another magic atogether.

Chapter Twenty

5" day, Month of the Dragon, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year since the Cataclysm

Wentokikun, Moriande

Naenyr



Prince Cyron found the two men knedling before him astudy in contrasts, though more for their
demeanor than their physical appearances. Count Donlit Turcol did have the advantage of szeand
muscle over both Cyron and Prince Eiran of Helosunde. Cyron and Eiran shared light brown hair and
blue eyes, though Cyron’ swereicier by far; whereas Turcol had dark brown hair worn in athick braid
and flat grey eyes. Turcol had dways struck Cyron as being predatory, and he meant that on aleve far
above the legends of the count’ swomanizing.

Both of hisvistors adso shared relative youth with the Prince—Eiran was the youngest, and most
new-come to hisresponghilities. Cyron had trained al hislifefor the throne and Turcol had schemed for
the same, eclipsing an older brother to become hisfather’ s heir. That naked ambition, which he made no
effort to clothe with even the most flimsy of artifice, made for the biggest difference between him and
Eiran. Eiran had not yet learned ambition; he had barely learned to aspire.

Cyron frowned. “1 believe | am having adifficult time understanding you, Count Turcol. Y ou were
delivered a copy of the orders sent to your father in Jomir and your father-in-law in Ixun. Y ou havetold
me you will be placed in command of the soldiers my provinceswill supply, in compliance with the order.
Isthisnot dl true?’

Turcol nodded siffly. “Itis, Highness”

“Y ou protest your troops assignment to our northern border.” Cyron opened hisright hand to indicate
Eiran knedling on the other side of the red carpet strip running from throne to audience chamber doors.
“Y ou will bethere to help protect Prince Eiran’ s people. | do not understand your difficulty with this.”

Turcol stirred, his agitation betrayed by the way his hands dowly curled into fists. He had chosen to wear
robes of forest green edged with gold, displaying hisfamily’s crest of asmal dragon coiled for deep. He
clearly meant it to remind Cyron that the Turcol family had once occupied the Dragon Throne.

His hands opened again. “It isamaiter of honor, Highness. Y ou summon usfor your service, then exile
usto the northern hinterlands. At the sametime, in Moriande, you are surrounded by Helosundian
mercenaries. Y ou ward yoursalf against your people as a conqueror would against those he oppresses.”

Eiran bowed his head for amoment, and Cyron nodded to him. “If you please my lord Turcol, Highness,
perhaps | could explain that when | heard of the unit being raised from Jomir and Ixun, | requested they
be stationed among my people.”

Turcal’ seyes narrowed. “What?’
He senses the trap, but cannot avoid it.

The Helosundian Prince continued. “My people have learned much of the Naleni way in our time as your
guests. The Keru who serve as the Prince' s bodyguard do so out of persona devotion to him only. They
acquit adebt to the Naleni nation by warding their beloved leader, much asthe nation guards us. And
Count Vroan has likewise taken aHel osundian bride, honoring us, and we are grateful to him for his part
infighting for us. He even recovered Prince Ardias body from Helosunde.”

Eiran kept his voice soft and his delivery dow. Turcol’ simpatience etched itsdf on hisfacein degpening
lines. Had not six feet of carpet separated them, Cyron was certain the westron lordling would have
dapped Eiran. | would have him dain for hisinsolence.

Turcol’ s nogtrilsflared. “If my lord would cometo his point?’

Eiran, feigning surprise, ducked his head obsequioudy. “Please, forgive me. Owing so much to Count



Vroan, and having heard so much of your valor, wisdom, and courage, | knew having your people
among mine would be exactly what was heeded. Our younger generations only hear bitter stories of what
we have logt. Y ou, my lord, and your men, would remind us of what we can win again.”

The westron frowned. “But the troops on the border now are drawn from your ranks, Prince Eiran.”

Cyron smiled. “1 would not have my brother Prince be forced to utter what must be said. Y ou know,
Count Turcol, that his Highness led an assault on Mdeswin. Histroops took the city, only to be
overwhelmed by the Desal. His sister was taken and forced to marry the Desal tyrant. We have made
much of this”

Turcol nodded. “We have heard even in the interior.”

“Good. What you have not heard is that the Hel osundian troops were broken. Their best generdswere
dain, their armies scattered. The smplefact isthat while the most ite of the Helosundians become my
Keru, the Sate of the other troopsis deplorable. If the Desal knew the quality of troops on that border,
you would be meeting with Prince Pyrugt, not me.”

And he would have your guts for a sash and throw your smirk to street cursto fight over.

Evenif he had made an attempt to hide hisfedings, Cyron doubted the visiting nobleman would have
accomplished much. A light enlivened those grey eyes. Cyron could dmost hear thoughts clicking in the
man’smind, asif hisbrain werea gyanrigot construct of gears, springs, and levers. Turcol was
mesasuring the Dragon Throne for himself, redizing that if the Hel osundian troops were so wesk that they
could not stop the Desel, he might easily lead aforce to the capitd that could begin anew Turcol

dynasty.

“Highness, if the Situation isas dire as you suggest, then thisis even more reason for my troopsto be
brought here to the capital. We are no match for the Keru, thisiswell-known, but we could keep you
safe while the Keru warded their homeland.”

Cyron nodded dowly. “Thiswasthe plan | consdered at first, but then | redlized that such amove would
dert the Desal to the sorry state of affairs among the Helosundians. No, | will move the Helosundians
south, to the Virine border, where they will face no threat and may betrained. | will put your troopsin
their place and raise other companies from the western marchesto help. Pyrust will imagine | am shifting
troops around just to annoy him, and shall not look further than that—even if he were to dream the path
south was open.”

Cyron waited amoment or two, then smiled. “Which, with your troopsin place, my dear Count, will not
betrue”

“Wewould makeit anightmarefor him.”

“Indeed, you would.” Cyron’s smiled broadened. “ Thank you for accepting this mission so prettily.
‘Nightmare.” | shdl remember you said that.”

Turcol stiffened. “But, my lord . . .

“Fear not, Pyrust shall never hear of your brave boast. If he opposesyou, | want him surprised at how
facileyou are”

The westron lord shifted on his knees, but Cyron snapped open asilk fan, hiding hisface. Though he
could seethrough it, dl histwo visitors could behold was the snarling visage of adragon. The audience
had ended, and with it the discussion.



Eiran bowed. “My lord Turcol, | have the maps and provision lists you will desire. Please, come with
m”

“Asthe Dragonwillsit.”

The two men bowed toward the throne, then withdrew, remaining crouched until they reached the door,
and never turning their backs on him. Once they opened the doors and passed through, two tall, blonde
Keru shut them again, and Cyron closed the fan once more. He tucked it down into the little hidey-hole
on the chair’ sright arm, then stood and dipped through a side passage.

He thought he might remain in afoul mood, but the faint hint of jasmine made him smileinvoluntarily. He
hurried aong the passage, loosening the ties of hisformal purple robe. He mounted the circular sairs, and
the scent grew stronger. He imagined he was within steps of catching his quarry, and even thought he
could hear the whisper of dipper on stone step ahead of him. Then he reached the pand leading into his
persond chambers, did it open, and stepped into aroom redolent of jasmine.

Across the blond wooden floor, she knelt at alow table, pouring him acup of golden tea.
Scented with jasmine.

Cyron would have been happy to cast hisrobe into aviolet puddle, scoop her up, and carry her to his
bed, but doing so would desecrate the aura of peace she’ d fostered. In his absence, she had even
rearranged the furnishings. His antechamber had adways been spare, so she would not have needed much
help, and he knew her to be stronger than she appeared. Ultimately it was less what she moved than how
and where she moved it.

He, by preference, had kept table and chair edges parallel to walls and the line of the floorboards. She
twisted them. The sword stand had been moved from beside the bedchamber door back toward the
corner whereachair haf hidit. The low table at which she kndlt preparing tea had moved closer to the
room'’ s center, but not quite there. The furnishings, which before had been positioned with an eyefor
maximum utility, now had becomeidandsin an ocean teased by ajasmine breeze.

And on thetable, in adender vase, was a single branch from ajasmine shrub with three blossoms
remaining on it. The white petals from the other blossoms had been scattered haphazardly from window
to table, asif the branch had floated in dl by itsalf. And while the scattering appeared random, Cyron had
no doubt the Lady of Jet and Jade had placed each peta ddliberately. They were glyphsin alanguage he
would never understand and yet, even like balads sung in didects he did not know, he found it beautiful.

Her slver eyesflicked in hisdirection, then she set the tegpot down and bowed deeply. “Forgive me,
Highness, | did not hear you arrive.”

“You arekind, for my tread on those stairs was as loud as a chariot’ swheels on cobblestones.” He
approached the table and did to hisknees opposite her. As he did so, the jasmine branch lost asingle
petd, which fluttered to the tabletop. He did not know how she had managed that, but he knew she had.
“| gpologizefor surprising you.”

“Totheir regret, there are many who find you surprising, no, my lord?’

Cyron amiled, then lifted the smdl ceramic cup. He let the teal s team caress hisface and fill his nogtrils.
Hedrank and, for the timeit took for the teato warm hisinsides, he pushed the world away. A sense of
peace washed over him and soothed his heart. He exhaled dowly, then drank again before setting his cup
down.



“Y ou were prescient in suggesting how Count Turcol would approach negotiations. He did rdy on his
honor, and Prince Eiran did al | asked of him. Heflattered, then fell sllent, so | was ableto take over. |
offered Turcol the dream gambit, and he replied with the nightmare comment. | thanked him for accepting
the mission, then ended things. He was trapped.” Cyron studied her soft, seamlessface. “Y our reading of
him wasflawless”

The Lady of Jet and Jade shook her head. “It was not my reading of him, for | have never spoken to him.
| only know of him through others.”

“Y ou have never watched him when he has been at the House of Jade Pleasure?’

She did not reply, but instead raised her own cup and drank. Her silver eyesflashed at him over the
cup’'sedge, and her fingertips caressed the gold dragon crest facing him. She lowered the cup dowly,
then smiled. “ The House of Jade Pleasure is discriminating in whom it alowswithin its precincts. Count
Turcol has not been admitted.”

“No?’ Cyron raised an eyebrow. “1 imagine that has pinked his vanity.”
“Y our Highnessis most assuredly correct.” Shefell silent, then poured more tea

Cyron smiled. While the Lady of Jet and Jade presided over the House of Jade Pleasures, her
apprentices were present in al strata of Naleni society. Some of her students became concubines as she
was—and some had even |eft to form their own schools. Other of her students had cometo her covertly,
were trained, and returned to their lives fedling indebted to her. Cyron had no way of knowing how far
her web of influence extended, but given that she had been in Moriande far longer than the Komyr had
been on the throne, it could easily be vast. While he doubted it rivaled the bureaucratic tangles of the
minigtries, he had no doubt it might be more effective in gathering certain types of informetion.

“If | might ask ... .”
“Anything, lord.”
“Have you heard much from the Virine?’

Her eyes hdf closed. “Very little comes from the south these days. Warriors are heading east quietly so
no darm will spread, but the army isbeing mohilized. They seem to be moving so quickly that families
and camp followers cannot keep up. Many have been warned to move west.”

He nodded dowly. “And of the eest?’

She plucked the fallen peta from the table and brushed it against her cheek, then set it back down again.
A sngletear glisened there.

Worse than | could have imagined. Hefdt asudden urgeto tell her what little he knew of the invasion
and his precautions againgt its spread. Given how she had suggested he deal with Count Turcol, she
might well have guessed at some of what was going on. While everything had been kept very qui€t,
soldiers ordered to move south would have bid farewdl| to their loved ones, and doubtless that news had
madeits way back to her.

Helooked at her and hisfingertipstingled with the memory of how soft her flesh was benegth histouch.
He nodded dowly, then smiled.

Shereturned the amile. “My lord?’



“| chooseto trust you.”
“Isthiswise, Highness?’

“Wise and necessary. Y ou have eyes and earswhere | do not, and you have a mind capable of
understanding and communicating subtlety. | need you. Nalenyr needs you.”

“Y ou do me great honor with thistrugt, Highness.”

“And | giveto you agreat burden.” Inlow tones, Cyron explained al he knew about the invasion. She, in
her subtle way, provided him with more information. When he noted that the invaders had reached at
least asfar as Muronek, she gently corrected him. “I believe, your Highness, you meant to say ‘ Talanite.’

Shetook hisrecita of factswell and seemed no more darmed than she would have been if he suggested
it would rain that evening. When hefinished, he looked at her and fell slent. He drained his cup and
returned it to the table.

Sherefilled it. Setting the pot down again, she rested her hands on her thighs and faced south, asif she
could see dl theway to Kelewan.

“TheVirine, Highness, have ever been securein their history asthe Empire’ s capitd province. They have
more people, more crops, more of everything save the spirit which the Naeni possess. For along whilel
resided there, in the Illustrated City, but | moved north seeking the future. Their complacency will betheir
undoing. They may dready have been undone.”

Cyron’s scomach began to tighten. “Then the invasion will take us, too?’

“I am not afortune-teller. Y our precautions are wise. They must be taken in stedlth, lest panic reign.” She
dowly rotated her cup a handful of degrees. “ There will come a point where the newswill spread, and
you must be positioned to respond. Thisisreminiscent of the Turasynd invason: dl must becdled to
sarvice, and you must guarantee that no Cataclysm will follow.”

Heblinked. “Isthat aclam | can make?’

She shook her head. “No, but doesit matter? The Cataclysm may kill, but the invaders will kill. The
dead will not hold you to account, and the survivors will praise your name that things were not worse.”

“For someone who says sheis not afortune-teller, thisis adire prognostication.”

She fixed him with agtare that made him shiver. “ A fortune can beignored. My warning cannot. Accept
that and act accordingly, or the Komyr Dynasty will not live out the year.”

Chapter Twenty-one

6" day, Month of the Dragon, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm



Princes Road Eadt, Erumvirine

When the Soth Gloon and the one-armed boy first sought to join the caravan of refugees my warriors
were shadowing, voices had been raised against them. Their addition did bring the group’s number to
twenty-seven, which should have been seen as auspicious. But those who feared the Gloon said that he
should not be counted and that the boy wasn't even haf aman. Urardsa made hopeful pronouncements,
and he even sounded sincere—though | was not certain if he believed what he was saying or if hewas
trying to command meto make it cometrue.

Moraven had known Pavynti Syolsar before, but her new name, Ranai Ameryne, suited her much better.
Her timeat Serrian Istor had given her adirection and purpose, and Dunos' presence had reinforced it.
He had remembered her, and she distantly recalled him. She had set about training him to be a
swordsman, though along knifewas al he could widld at the moment. Despite that, he’ d done much
damage in the skirmishes we' d fought, and was able to creep about slently enough to be vrilridin.

Swordsmanship’slosswould be again to the art of ns.

The other person I’ d rescued from the hill had immediately prostrated himself before me when helearned
who | was. He'd called himsdlf Deshid Tolo and told others he was a cousin of mine. He begged
forgivenessand | granted it—he was avery skilled swordsman and welcome to the name. When not on
hisbelly, he stood astdl as| did, though hewaslighter. Hislong black hair and grey eyes contributed to
our similarity, and it was easy enough to believe we could be mistaken as cousins or brothers. The crest
he wore, the leopard hunting, and his penchant for the southern diaect, marked him as someone from the
Five Princes.

Given his skill with asword and our needs, | forgave him.

The knot of refugees did find themsalves very lucky. Though they made as much haste asthey could, the
Princes Road was not meant for speed. Most commercid traffic passed up the river because the road
twisted a scenic path between the capital and the coast. The Virine Princestraveled to the coast on it
each year before the monsoon season, so they had beautified it. In places they had hills created,
streambeds shifted, and even forests planted for shade. It had been an ambitious project, which had
killed many of the peasantry inits making, and now waskilling more.

Asfast asthe refugeestried to travel, they could not outpace the enemy. This suited uswell, for we used
them as bait. The enemy would send out scouts to |ocate stragglers—though they attacked them more
out of hunger than any apparent desire to halt word of their advance.

Along the Princes Road, their scouts disappeared.

The three of uswere not aone, and before thefight at the Singing Creek, we actualy outnumbered the
refugees. My scouts gathered the hale and hearty regardless of their combat experience. | did not bother
to learn their names, which saved me the bother of forgetting them when they died, but a couple of our
number were worth the effort.

Asdusk 