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THE YEAR ZERO

 

In the year 1222 by its own reckoning, the city of Qol was sacked by the Zarda.  Later historians took that date to mark the fall of the Qolian Empire also.  In fact the empire had been failing for at least two centuries, rent by war and pestilence, by economic decline and ever-spreading barbarian incursions.

Even after the capital died in four hard days of fire and slaughter, the great imperial corpse continued to twitch throughout a long and bloody sunset.  Warlords chewed chunks out of it to set up independent realms.  City fought with city, province with province.  Racial quarrels buried for generations arose again.  Barbarian hordes settled down to till the soil; starving populations fled their homes to become wandering tribes.  A few areas lived on almost undisturbed, happily pretending that nothing had happened.

At first the people prayed for a Renewer who would rebuild the empire and restore the golden age.  Their prayers were answered bountifully.  Year after year, self-proclaimed emperors rose and fell.  None established a realm that could outlive a good pair of boots.

As generations passed, the vision of empire faded.  The monolithic Qolian Empire became Kuolia, a continent of squabbling kingdoms.

History posts no milestones, but historians require them, and the sack of Qol in 1222 served as a better landmark than any other.  The damage the Zarda had inflicted on the fabric of the city could never be repaired.  The Karithian dynasty had ended when Pantholion led his horde up the Sublime Concourse with the head of the boy emperor Iskith on his spear.  Flames pouring from the Temple of the Twin God were clear evidence that the world had changed for ever.

Even the imperial calendar itself seemed to die in the slaughter.  The old Qolian reckoning by septiles was abandoned in favor of the Zarda system of counting weeks.  People began marking time from the fall, dating events from the sack of Qol.  It was as if 1223 had never happened and 1222 was the Year Zero of a new age.
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In Daling, it began when Tibal Frainith came to Phoenix Street.

Gwin was helping Tob the stableboy replace the wheat sheaf over the door.  She was needed only when a cart came along and threatened to sweep ladder and Tob and wheat sheaf all away together, but her presence discouraged passing urchins from attempting the same feat.  Meanwhile, she could clean off the road with a broom—not just because it made the entrance more appealing, but because it meant less dirt to be tracked inside.  She could have sent a servant to do all that, but then it would have taken twice as long.  She welcomed an excuse just to go outside.  It seemed she did not leave the hostel for weeks at a time nowadays.

Meanwhile, the staff indoors were probably sitting around eating and talking when they should be working.  Morning was busy time.  The last guests had just left.  There was a stable to be shoveled out, water to carry, beds to make, bread to bake, bedding to air, and all the interminable cleaning.  The Flamingo Room needed fumigating again, having still not recovered from the sailors who had infested it with bedbugs the previous week.

Morning sunlight brightened the narrow streets of Daling like a baby's smile.  Stonework shone in the color of beech wood.  The cobbles were polished little islands, each one set off by dark mire in the crevices between them, giving the roadway a texture of coarse cloth, a cobble carpet, dipping here and there into noxious puddles, although even they reflected the sun.  Exterior windows were rare, but a few bronze grilles gleamed joyously; and all the doors were limed to a brilliant white.

Phoenix Street was occupied by pedestrians and horsemen and much idle gossip.  Every few minutes, an ox cart would come clattering and rattling along, usually being chased by small children trying to cadge a ride, being shouted away by the carter.  Strolling hawkers called their wares, stopping to talk with the women at the doorways.

The old wheat sheaf hit the cobbles, disintegrating into a cloud of dust and a mess of rotted straw where Gwin had just swept.  She clucked annoyance, and hastened to pass up the replacement bundle to Tob.  He took it without a word.  Not even his own mother could call him swift.  The only good thing about Tob was that he was too stupid to be dishonest.

She laid into the straw with her broom, spreading it out for hooves and wheels to crumble.  She tried not to remember that self-same sheaf being hung—thirty-six weeks ago, a day as hot as this one promised to be.  She had been helper then, too, but it had not been a half-wit stable boy up the ladder.  It had been Carp himself.  Now Carp was rotting in an unmarked grave somewhere near Tolamin.  Karn and Naln had followed their father.  She was the only one left now—widow, bereaved mother, innkeeper, Gwin Nien Solith.

"Gwin!"

She spun around, blinking into the sun.

The speaker was tall, lean, clean-shaven.  He bore a bulky packsack on his shoulders.  His smock and breeches had never been dyed and now were a nondescript gray.  They were ordinary Kuolian garb, yet of an unfamiliar cut, as if they had traveled far from the loom that birthed them.  He had steady gray eyes, brown tangled hair, worn shorter than was normal for men in Daling.  Bone and sinew lay close under his skin.  Yes, tall.  He was smiling at her as if the two of them were old friends, close friends.  She had never seen him before in her life.

"I don't..."

He started.  "Sorry!  I am Tibal Ambor Frainith."  He bowed.

"Most honored, Tibal Saj.  I am Gwin Nien Solith."

"Yes.  I mean I am honored, Gwin Saj."  He was blushing.

Blushing?

Pause.

The expectant look remained in his eyes.  She could not recall being thrown off-balance like this for years.  She did not forget faces.  He was at least as old as she was, so why were his cheeks flaming red like that?

A stranger in town would seek out a hostelry.  Carp Solith had won a good reputation for the Phoenix Street Hostel; his widow had sustained it so far.  Most of her business came from repeats, established customers—merchants, farmers, ship captains—but first-timers were not rare.

So why was she gazing tongue-tied at this man?  Why was he staring down at her with that blush on his cheeks and that wistful, disbelieving expression in his gray eyes?  There was something strange about his gaze that she could not place.

"The Phoenix Street Hostel," he said in his unfamiliar accent.  "Everyone will...   Everyone told me that it's the best hostelry in the city, Gwin Saj."  He spoke too softly, stood a little too close.

A lead pair of oxen emerged from Sailors' Alley, with another following.

"They spoke no less than the truth, Tibal Saj."

"I need a room, Gwin."  He still seemed mildly amused that she had not recognized him.  He was a little too quick dropping the honorific.

"Rooms are my business, Tibal Saj."  Why else display a wheat sheaf above the door?

Tob was still up the ladder, tying the sheaf to the bracket.  The ox cart was advancing along the road.  Tibal backed into its path, holding up a hand to stop it, all without ever taking his eyes off Gwin.

"You came by way of Tolamin?" she said.  He must have done, to be arriving in the city so early in the day.

He hesitated and then nodded.  The wagoner howled curses at him.

"How is it?" she asked.

Tibal blinked and frowned.  "Much the same," he said vaguely.

What ever did that mean?  The Wesnarians had sacked it in the fall.

The teamster hauled on the traces and brought his rig to a clattering halt with the lead pair's steaming muzzles not an ell from the lanky stranger—who still ignored it all, still stared at Gwin.

Tob came slithering down the ladder, leering with pride at having completed an unfamiliar task.  "All done, Gwin Saj."

"Take the ladder down, Tob."

"Oh.  Yes."  The lout moved the ladder.  Tibal stepped out of the way, so the team could proceed.

"You almost got yourself jellied there," she said.

"What?"  he glanced at the cart and its furious driver as if he had been unaware of their existence until she spoke.  He shrugged.  "No."

There was something definitely odd about Tibal Frainith, but he raised no sense of alarm in her.  Almost the reverse—he seemed to be signaling friendship.  Not asking for it, just assuming it.  Curiously reassuring, somehow... clothes neither rich nor poor... carried his own pack.  Not a rich man, therefore.  Soft spoken.  Not a soldier.  Not a merchant.  A wandering scholar, perhaps?  At least he wasn't proposing marriage yet.  Lately she spent half her days fighting off suitors who wanted to marry a hostel, and she was going to lose the battle.

She opened the door, setting the bell jangling.  "I'll show you the rooms we have available."  They were all available, but she would not admit to that.

He stepped past her.  As she was about to follow him inside, a voice said, It has begun.

Startled, she jumped and looked around.  There was no one there.  Tob was just disappearing into the alley with the ladder, heading around to the back.  The wagon had gone.  The voice had not come from Tibal Frainith.

So who had spoken?  Her nerves must be snapping if she were starting to hear voices.  With a shiver of fear, she followed her guest inside, shutting the door harder than necessary.
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In Tharn Valley, it began with a bad tooth.  Bulion Tharn was no stranger to having teeth pulled.  Any man who lived long enough to outlast his teeth had been blessed by the fates—that was how he liked to look on the matter.  He had been fortunate in having Glothion around.  Glothion was the blacksmith, the largest of his sons, with limbs like an oak.  Old teeth tended to shatter when gripped with pliers, but Glothion could pull them with his bare fingers.  It felt as if he were about to snap the jawbone and the way he steadied his victim's head under his arm would surely crush some unfortunate's skull one day, but nine times out of ten he could yank a tooth cleanly out.

This time had been one of the other times.  Bulion should have stood the pain a week or two longer, perhaps, to let the rotting molar rot some more.  He hadn't.  He'd been in too much of a hurry, and Glothion had pulled the crown off.

That meant real bloodshed.  Wosion had insisted they wait three days, until the fates were propitious, and by then Bulion had been almost out of his mind with the pain.  It had taken Glothion and Brankion and Zanion to hold their father down while Wosion himself tried to cut out the roots with a dagger.

He hadn't found all of them, obviously.  Now, two days later, Bulion's face was swollen like a pumpkin and nigh hot enough to set his beard on fire.  He was running a fever.  The pain was a constant throb of lightning all through his head.

He was very likely going to die of this.

There were surgeons in Daling.  The odds that he could survive the two-day ride there were slim.  The odds that any leech or sawbones could help him now were even slimmer.

It seemed the fates were ready to close the book on Bulion Tharn.
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In Tolamin, it began with a runaway wagon.  Two horses came careering down the narrow street in panic, trying to escape from the terrible racketing monster pursuing them.  Its load of pottery ewers clattered and rolled; every few seconds another would bounce right out to explode on the stones and splatter contents everywhere.  Bystanders leaped for the safety of doorways or pressed back against walls.  There was no sign of the driver.

A child stood directly in the wagon's path, thumb in mouth, an infant clad only in a wisp of cloth, staring blankly at the doom hurtling down upon him.

The boy's mother rushed out to snatch him away to safety, but her foot slipped and the two of them sprawled headlong together, directly under the plunging hooves.  Horses and wagon flashed over them and continued their headlong progress to certain destruction at the river.  The woman scrambled to her feet, clutching her child.  Apparently neither had suffered as much as a bruise.

"There!" Jasbur screeched.  "You see that?"

"Lucky," Ordur muttered.

"Lucky?  You call that lucky?  I say it's impossible.  I say somebody is influencing!"

Ordur scratched his head and thought about it.  He wasn't thinking too clearly these days.  "Suppose it could be."

"Suppose?  Hah!  You're even stupider than you look, you know that?"

"You too!"

"You look like a moron, but you're not that smart.  You don't have the brains of a lettuce."

"You too!"

That was the best Ordur could manage in repartee these days.  He knew he was slow.  It wasn't fair of Jasbur to call him ugly, though.  Maybe he was ugly, but Jasbur was as bad.  He was short and bent, almost a hunchback.  His face was a grayish, swarthy shade as if it had not been washed for years, and gruesomely wrinkled.  The whites of his eyes were yellow; he slavered all the time.  Although the fringe of hair around his head was silver, its roots were dark.  There were patches of shadowy dark stubble on his cheeks and more on his bald pate.  His teeth were nastily prominent, his clothes tattered and filthy.

The wagon had reached the dock.  The horses veered to right and left; trappings broke miraculously to free them.  The wagon sailed on by itself, passing narrowly between two moored barges and vanishing into the water.  Jasbur crowed witlessly at this further evidence of fatalist influence upsetting the normal probabilities of the world.

But talk of lettuce had reminded Ordur that his belly ached.  He peered up the long street, then down it.  There were a lot of people standing around, mostly staring after the wagon.  An excited group had gathered around the woman and her child, babbling about their miraculous escape.

"I'm hungry.  Haven't eaten all day!"

Jasbur shrieked in derision.  "All day?  It's barely dawn!  You mean you didn't eat all day yesterday!"

"And I'm still hungry."

"Who's fault is that?  You're supposed to be a beggar, but you look so bad you give children hysterics.  Women set their dogs on us because of your ugly face."

"You too!"

"Half the people in this town don't eat.  It was your idea to come to Tolamin and it was a stupid idea."

Ordur didn't think it had been his idea, but he wasn't going to argue with Jasbur today.  Maybe tomorrow would be better.  "You eaten today?"

"No, nor yesterday neither!"

"Don't like this town," Ordur announced.  "It smells."

"Curd brain!  It's all the burned buildings.  It was sacked, you numskull."

As if to emphasize the point, a ruined shell of a house farther up the hill collapsed out into the street in a cascade of bricks and charred timbers.  Dust flew up in black clouds.  People screamed.

"There!" Jasbur cackled.  "Months it's been standing, and it falls down now.  I tell you, there's somebody influencing!"

"Who?"

"How should I know?"

Lightning flashed, and thunder cracked almost overhead.  Ordur jumped.  "Oughta get out of here!"

"Naw.  Thunder at this time of day?  How often d'you see that?"

"Don't see thunder, Jasbur.  See lightning.  Hear thunder."

"Bah!  There's an Ogoalscath around here somewhere.  Let's find him."  Jasbur hobbled off down the hill on bandy legs.

Ordur strode after him.  "Why?  How'd yu know he's this way?"

"I don't, but he will be, you'll see."

Surely wise people would go away from an Ogoalscath, not toward him?  But if Jasbur said to go this way, then Ordur would have to.  Jasbur wasn't being very nice to him just now, but he did seem to be the smart one.  He said he was, so it must be true.

Lightning flashed again, thunder rumbled, rain began to fall in grape-sized drops.
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Emerging from the trees at the brow of the hill, Bulion Tharn turned off the path and reined in Thunder, so he could gaze back over the vale.  He was certain he was taking a last look, but he would not admit that, even to himself.  He could feel the others exchanging glances as they rode up to join him, but they would not dare comment—they knew he always did this.  To make his usual inspection was normal, to ride on without it would be an admission of defeat.

Pain hammered hot nails in his jaw.  The morning air was cold on his fevered face.  Some of the men had doffed their smocks already and seemed content enough in their breeches, whereas he was still swathed in a heavy wool cloak and struggling not to let his shivering show.

From here he could see all of Tharn Valley—cattle on the hills, hay, crops, orchards, buildings, stockade.  From this very spot he had seen it the first time, as a child at his father's side.

"This should do," his father had said, and tousled his hair.  "Think you can conquer this place for us, young un?"

The women had laughed, and probably Mogion and Thilion had laughed too, although he could not recall if his brothers had been close enough to hear.  He knew the women's laughter had annoyed him, so he had shouted and gone running ahead down the slope, waving his boy-size spear.  He had been the first Tharn to enter the vale.  Ever since that moment, there had been Tharns in Tharn Valley.  Last night, kept awake by the pain, he had tried to tally them in his head, but had not been able to remember them all.  He knew the total well enough, though.  Including wives and husbands brought in from outside, there were three hundred twenty-six.

Truth be told, he could not see the valley as well now as he could still see it in his memory.  The bright sun of summer trailed cloud shadows over the hills and the unripe grain.  It flashed on the pools of the stream.  But to make out people down there was quite beyond his aging eyes; even the cattle he could not be sure of.

He could call it all to mind, though: the barns, the workshops, the water mill, the neat circles of houses, the few stone buildings still standing, but fitted now with new thatch to replace the fallen tile roofs.  The unfinished fort.

Half a century ago, it had been different.  It had not been Tharn Valley then—just broken fences, stumps of fruit trees, a ruined villa dating from imperial times, a few more recent farm buildings in even worse decay, and the buried remains of a castle dating from before the empire.  Even now, children found rusty swords and armor in the long grass.  War, the curse of Muol, had rolled to and fro over the land, squeezing the people out like juice from a press.  The vale had been lying there for the taking.

So Gamion Tharn had taken it, for himself and his three sons, and now Gamion's great-great-grandchildren were playing down there under their mothers' watchful eyes.  How they would scream and rush away in terror if they could see that long-dead Zardon stalking in upon them!  He had been born in Kuolia, and his father before him too, but they had still been Zarda warriors, and thus on reaching manhood they had mutilated their faces to strike terror into their foes.

Gamion had decided to become civilized, to harness his warhorse to a plow.  He had done so in full measure.  In Tharn Valley he had taken to wearing real clothes instead of an animal skin.  He had forbidden his sons to cut off their noses when they came of age, forbidden them to collect enemies' genitalia as trophies, forbidden them to go raping and pillaging the neighbors.

The last of those sons was now an aging, fat old farmer dying of a bad tooth.  He was the son of a Zardon warrior, and he had never killed a man in his life.  Would the reformed savage have appreciated that as his epitaph?

The fates had collaborated, of course.  All Bulion's life, they had kept war and pestilence and famine away from Tharn Valley.  Their benevolence could not last much longer.  Tolamin had fallen.  Trouble was brewing.  There would never be a good time to die, but this time might be better than most.

The cold was making his eyes water.  He turned to Brankion, sitting patiently at his side, knowing it was Brankion from the color of his horse.  He blinked until he could make out his son's worried face.

"As soon as the hay's in, you must get them working on the fort again.  I know it's hot, but a few hours every morning will keep it growing."

Pause.  Brankion always seemed to count to ten before he spoke.

"We'll be back before the hay's in, Father."

Bulion would not be back, and they both knew it.  "I told you you're not coming.  I told you who is."  Fates, but he couldn't speak above a mumble!  He stared around angrily.  He had detailed fifteen—more than enough, more than he ought to be taking.  At least a dozen others had attached themselves, and they had all brought bedrolls and saddlebags.  If the accursed agony in his jaw had not been driving him crazy, he'd have noticed sooner.  "You think I'm going to sack the city?  Think I need an army?"

"No, Father.  But..."  Brankion wasn't head of the clan yet, and he knew it.  He tried again, his heavy, weather-beaten face screwed up as he struggled to put his thoughts into words.  "Father.  Leave the women!  You'll go faster without them."

There was gray in Brankion's beard and his chest hair was white.  He had always been solid; age was making him torpid.  Even my sons are growing old!  He wasn't head of the clan yet, but he would be in a couple of days—if the others would accept him.  Zanion might rally a lot of support.  Himion thought the position was his by right of seniority—which was why Bulion was taking Himion along on the trip, of course.  Maybe Bulion should nominate a successor before he left, but to do so would be to admit more than he was willing to admit, just because of an accursed tooth.  No!  He'd never chosen an heir, and he wouldn't now.  Only fools made decisions they could not enforce.

But a lesson in tactics...  Not that, either.  If Brankion couldn't see such things for himself, he had brothers and cousins who would soon do his thinking for him.  The reason for taking the women was to make this seem like a normal Tharn Valley excursion to the city, an outing that happened every three or four weeks, but hadn't for a long time because of the star sickness in Daling in the spring—an outing that was therefore long overdue.  Sometimes they drove livestock to the market, sometimes they just went shopping.  Bulion Tharn scurrying off to a surgeon with only a few armed men would start a lot of head scratching in the countryside.  Trouble was coming.  That was certain.  His death might be the spark to set the land ablaze.  He wouldn't admit to thinking of that.  So the women were camouflage.  Besides, he couldn't out-ride a pregnant cow right now; every jerk and jar was a torment.

"Chance for them to buy supplies, of course.  Don't forget to post guards at night."

That was another sign of trouble.  Ever since Tolamin was sacked, there had been reports of marauders loose in the countryside.  A family had been murdered in their beds just outside Wideford less than a month ago.

He glanced around, noting who was within earshot.

His gaze settled on a stringy youth astride a piebald pony two hands too short for him.  He was hatless, his dark hair standing up like young corn.  His fuzzy cheeks glinted in the sun, and his eyes were tortured with hope.  He had brought a blanket and saddlebags—and even a sword.

"Humph!" Bulion said, a twinge of something like amusement cutting through the fire of his jaw.  "Maybe Polion, too."  Should have thought of him.

"Why him?"

"He has a duty to perform."

Brankion grunted with surprise and frowned at his son.  "What duty?"

"Making me more great-grandchildren of course."

Polion blushed scarlet with delight.  The onlookers laughed uproariously.  Bulion tried to smile and pain brought sweat spurting from his skin.

"Need a wife for that one.  He's been getting too accursed cozy with Meilim in the hay.  Inbreeding's bad for the stock; you know that."

Now the onlookers hooted knowingly.  Young Polion shrank, guilt flaming all over him as he glanced in the direction of Zanion, Meilim's father.

"Give him your horse, Sasion," Bulion said.  "He'll end up carrying that one."  More laughter, rather forced.  Time to go.  Brankion again: "Keep those walls growing!"

Brankion's leathery face puckered like a child's.  "I'll have 'em an ell higher by the time you come back, Father," he said harshly.

He might as well promise three ells, or a league.  What did a man say now?  "You're in charge while I'm gone?"  Or, "Be guided by Zanion?"  No.  Anything like that would be a farewell and Bulion Tharn was not going to admit defeat until he was cold.  He turned away from Brankion, taking a last quick glance at the valley.

"I'll hold you to it.  Look for us in a week."

Polion and Sasion were busily exchanging mounts and gear.

Bulion wheeled Thunder and rode off along the trail.
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By the time Jasbur reached the waterfront, rain was falling in barrelfuls, accompanied by sleet, lightning, thunder, and a baby hurricane.  So much for dawn on a summer morning!  All on its own, such freakish weather suggested Ogoalscath influencing.  Combined with the runaway wagon and the collapsing house, it left no doubt at all in his mind.  Ogoalscaths were unnerving.  Anything could happen around a Cursed of Ogoal, for Ogoal was bringer of fortune, good or bad.  There could be danger, therefore.  There could also be opportunity.

Trusting that Ordur had enough wits to stay close to him, although that was by no means certain, Jasbur pushed his way through the rain, wrestling the wind aside by brute force.  Water streamed in his eyes, his teeth were chattering.  The rags he wore were useless; he might as well be bathing naked in ice water.  This was crazy!  This was well beyond the call of duty.  He fought to a standstill as the wind ducked around behind him and tried to hurl him off the wharf, into the cold khaki flood of the Flugoss.  Boats bobbed and rocked at their moorings, ropes groaning.  Visibility was negligible.

Suddenly the wind let go.  Jasbur staggered backward into Ordur.  Ordur failed to catch him.  The wind neatly reversed direction and sent him sprawling headlong in the cold, muddy street.

Ordur blinked in surprise.  "Whatcha doin' down there, Jasbur?"

"Drain-brain!  Moss-wits!  Help me up, you wall-eyed toad!"

"You too!"  Ordur hauled him to his feet.

"Now let's get out of this storm so I can think!"

The storm cooperated, with all the eager friendliness of a yearling bull.  An empty barrel came rumbling out of the curtains of rain.  It bore down purposefully on Ordur and bowled his legs out from under him while he still had hold of Jasbur's arm.  Jasbur was hurled sideways like a stone from a sling.  Suddenly there was no world under his feet.

He dropped about a span, sprawling on a heap of wet straw.  While not exactly soft, it broke his fall more gently than the wooden deck would have done.  The barrel exploded nearby in a shower of staves.

He caught his breath, then raised his head warily to see what impossibility was coming next.  He noted he had just boarded a barge tied up alongside the wharf.  The wind was considerably less violent than it had been up at street level.  In consequence there even seemed to be less rain, although dirty torrents of water were streaming down from the road, much of it falling on him.

River craft were long, ungainly vessels, shaped more like boxes than boats.  Most had a single mast, set well forward, to maintain steerage way when going downriver.  Oxen on a towpath pulled them upstream, so they usually carried their own oxen.  There were none present at the moment, but the state of the deck nearby told him that they had been present recently.  The straw would be for them.

To his left was a rail; to his right a cabin wall, with a door in it.  The woodwork was scrolled and carved, bearing faint traces of the bright colors it had sported in its heyday.  River craft this size were invariably very old, dating from imperial times.  Nobody built them any more.  How sound could its timbers be after all these years?  With an Ogoalscath using influence, no timbers were reliable.  Jasbur heaved himself painfully to his knees, planning to return to dry land as soon as possible.  Surely someone would have heard his arrival and would soon come to investigate.  Then he wondered if there might be something to eat here...

The cabin door opened.  He took one look at the woman standing there, and instantly his desire to disembark became much more urgent.  Discomfiture became open fear.

It was Labranza Lamith herself.  Labranza was an Ogoalscath, which explained why he had been brought here, but she was also president of the council at Raragash, and quite the most intimidating woman he had ever met.  Most of the time she frightened him; the rest of the time she scared him witless.

For a moment he wondered if she could have come to Tolamin to check up on him, but he dismissed the thought at once.  He was not nearly important enough to drag Labranza away from Raragash.  She had sent him here with Ordur, but their mission was far too trivial to involve the president herself.  So his best course of action was to give her a very wide berth and ever afterward deny having seen her.

He knew her, but she could not know him.  The one advantage of being an Awailscath was not being recognized.

"Beg pardon, Saj!" he bleated, struggling to his feet.  "Just fell off the wharf.  I'm going, I'm going!"

Labranza frowned.  She was very large—taller than he was at the moment, and bulky in a very masculine way.  Her age was indeterminate, for there was no gray in the thick black hair neatly coiled on top of her head, but her hard, solid face was wrinkled around the eyes and mouth.  She wore a full-length silvery gown, a Nurthian garment that did not belong here in Da Lam.  It was barely moving, as if the wind did not affect her.

Before she could speak, Ordur peered down from the road and bellowed, "Whatcha doin' down there, Jasbur?"

Labranza raised thick black eyebrows.  "Jasbur?"  She pursed her lips in distaste.  She looked up at Ordur and blinked disbelievingly.  "And I suppose that's Ordur?  My sympathies!  Well, come in here, both of you."  She turned away, never doubting they would obey her.

Thunder roared overhead.

#

The cabin was large and low.  It was also dim, the rows of ports along both sides being covered with glass too grimy to admit more than a vague daylight.  It smelled of mildew, oxen, people, old cooking.  The carpet was scruffy, a row of chests lined each side.  Labranza's carefully coiffured hair almost touched the roof.

Ordur limped in and the wind blew the door shut behind him  Then he just stood in silence close to Jasbur, and they both dripped on the rug.  Ordur was having a very bad transition.  His face was badly lopsided, with lank blond hair plastered over a blue eye on the right side.  On the other side he had a dark eye and tightly curled black hair.  Nothing else matched; his nose was not remotely symmetrical.

Labranza regarded him with more disgust than pity.  "You'll catch your deaths standing there.  There may be towels in one of these boxes, certainly something you can dry yourselves with, probably clothes too.  Get those wet rags off."

The two men glanced at each other uneasily.

"Fates!" Labranza boomed in her most imperious manner.  "You're the last ones who should worry about that!  Do you think I've never seen naked men before?  Don't be ridiculous."  Nevertheless, she stalked over to the river side to rub a clear spot on a port and peer out.

Jasbur stripped with relief.  He advanced cautiously to the nearest chest.  There was no telling what he would find in there with an Ogoalscath at work—a box of deadly snakes would not surprise him.  He threw the lid open and jumped back quickly.

"Food!" Ordur yelled, rushing past him.  The chest was half full of hard biscuit.  The two men fell on their knees and began to eat greedily, their wetness and nudity forgotten.

Thunder rumbled in the distance.  The ovation of rain on the roof slackened abruptly.

"This weather is your doing, Labranza Saj?" Jasbur mumbled with his mouth full.

"Some of it," she said coldly.  "I probably started it, but you flatter me if you think I could do so much without help.  There must be at least one other Ogoalscath out there, probably several.  They sensed my influence at work and reacted with their own."

That was typical of Labranza.  She seemed to have a gift for enlisting other persons' powers to further her own ends—she had demonstrated it many times in Raragash.  Others beside Jasbur had noted that gift, but whether she used mere personality or some sort of fatalist influence was something no one seemed to know.

"Who?" Ordur demanded, crunching noisily.

"A good question!  People you were supposed to find and help."

About to protest the injustice, Jasbur thought better of it.  She was being very unfair, though.  He and Ordur had been given an impossible mission.  There was no way to identify an Ogoalscath.  A Jaulscath, yes.  They were easy.  Ordur was very obviously an Awailscath at the moment, but transitions were usually much less obvious.  Other Cursed could either suppress their powers or use them without revealing their own whereabouts.

"And what are you doing in Tolamin anyway?" she continued.  "You were sent to Daling."

"Daling drove all the survivors out, whether they were Cursed or not.  We thought some of them might have come here.  They must have."

"What's left of it.  Obviously you haven't been eating well.  What happened to all your money?  No, don't bother explaining.  I can guess."  She began exploring the chests, banging lids.  In a few moments she snorted.  "Blankets.  Well, they'll do.  Here, dry yourselves."

She tossed a bundle over to the men and then continued her investigations.  Jasbur decided he had blunted the edge of his hunger and could not eat any more of the sawdusty biscuit without something to drink.  He stood up and began to towel himself.

"Report!" Labranza said.  "How many Cursed have you contacted?"

"Three, Saj.  A Jaulscath, an Ogoalscath, and an Ivielscath."

"None of them had arrived when I left."

It was a long way to Raragash.  The last Jasbur had seen of the Ivielscath, the poor devil had been barely a stone's throw ahead of a killer mob.

"We shall have to forget the rest of the refugees now," Labranza announced, completing her trip along one side of the cabin and crossing to the other.  "There is a more important emergency."

Much as Jasbur would like to be relieved of his mission, that was not good news.  "Yes, Saj?"

"Tibal Frainith.  Do you know him?  Ah, here's some clothes!"

"The Shoolscath?  Tall, lanky?  Middle twenties?"

"That's the one.  He left Raragash about a month ago, without any explanation.  He's been heading this way."  Labranza came over to Jasbur and handed him a smock and breeches.  "These will fit you, I think."

He took them without a word, dropping his blanket.  Then he remembered that he was male at the moment and she was not.  He turned his back hurriedly.

Why was Labranza Lamith pursuing Tibal?  The residents of Raragash were free to come and go as they pleased, or so he had always believed.  She might or might not be willing to explain.

"Saw him," Ordur growled.  He was still drying himself.

"You did?"  The Ogoalscath eyed him intimidatingly.

"Don't believe him, Saj," Jasbur said.  "He's dumb as a dead pig just now."

She turned her glare on him.  "But it would explain why my influence brought you to me.  When?"

Ordur scratched his woolly hair, then pushed the other out of his blue eye.  "Um.  Two days ago?  Maybe three."

"Did you speak to him?"

"Um.  No."

"Why not?"

He recoiled a pace.  "Well, he wouldn't have known me, Labranza Saj!"

She exchanged glances with Jasbur.  "But you could have told him who you were!"

"No, Saj.  He was on a boat."

"Ah!  Going which way?"

Ordur scratched his head again, the blanket dangling from his other hand.  He was quite oblivious of his nudity.  He probably didn't recall what sex he was.  "Don't remember."

Labranza shrugged angrily and went back to the clothes chest.

"Was the boat being towed, Ordur?" Jasbur asked patiently.  "Were there animals pulling it?"

Ordur thought, screwing up his unmatched eyes.  "No."

"It had a sail up?"

"Yes."

It had been going downstream, then, but Labranza was capable of working that out for herself.

"There's nowhere downriver except Daling," she said.  "So that's where he's heading."  She tossed garments to Ordur.  "No shoes here, that I can find.  We go on to Daling.  It is essential that we find Tibal Frainith!"

Perhaps feeling more confident now that he was dry and decently clad, Jasbur took a deep breath and said, "Why, Labranza Saj?"

She gave him a look to melt his bones.  "The Karpana have crossed the Nildu."

That was certainly bad news, but why was it relevant?  Fortunately Ordur, apparently managing to listen and lace up his breeches at the same time, said, "Huh?"

Labranza looked at him with slightly less menace.  Perhaps she was capable of feeling pity after all.  "That means war.  The Karpana are as bad as the Zarda ever were, probably worse, especially to us."

Jasbur shivered.  He had heard of the Karpana's attitude toward the Cursed.  The Zarda had spared Raragash when they overthrew the empire, but the Karpana would not be so well disposed.  But what did that have to do with Tibal Frainith?  "The Nildu's a long way away."

The ports on one side brightened.  The noise of rain had stopped altogether.  Did that mean that the Ogoalscaths had stopped influencing, or was something worse going to replace the storm?

Labranza stalked toward the door.  She stopped when she reached it and turned around.  "We have reason to believe," she said, "that Tibal has foreseen the coming of the Renewer."

Jasbur groaned.  "Balderdash!"  Before he could stop himself, he added, "No one believes in that nonsense any more, surely?"

He had earned another of Labranza's dangerous glares.

"No?" she murmured.

"The empire's been dead for a hundred years!  I mean...  Well... Of course, if it's true, then it's wonderful news!"

"It may be.  Or it may not be.  It certainly means war and upheaval."

She spoke as if Shoolscath prophecies were reliable, which they never could be.  Or could they?  What did she know that he did not?  "What do the other Shoolscaths say?"

"Nothing, of course.  As little as possible."  She smiled a reptilian smile.  "But we are working on them."

Did she mean Jaulscaths?  Again Jasbur shivered.  Labranza was hinting at something very nasty indeed, but she was capable of anything.  It was her ruthlessness that made her so frightening.  Most Ogoalscaths were chary of using influence, for it could harm them almost as easily as it could help their cause.  Ogoalscaths died in bizarre ways—being struck by lightning, or swallowed bodily into cracks in the earth.  All fatalist power was two-edged like that.  Labranza never seemed to hesitate.  She did what she wanted, apparently without a thought to the cost.

She opened the cabin door and peered out.  Her snarl of annoyance brought Jasbur to her shoulder at once.

The sun was shining, the storm had gone as fast as it had come.  The barge had broken loose from its moorings and was drifting sideways down the great river.  Already the burned ruins of Tolamin were disappearing into the early-morning haze.

"I hope we are right in assuming that Tibal Frainith has gone to Daling," she said crossly.  "We seem to be on our way there whether we like it or not."

Obviously that was her own fault.  Only her Ogoalscath influence could have produced this outlandish result.  But even Labranza Lamith could not guarantee good luck, so they might be heading in entirely the wrong direction.  She moved over to the rail to peer around the corner of the cabin.

Jasbur thought unhappily of the long winding river and the desolate countryside that flanked it.  They would reach Daling only if they did not run aground first.  Meanwhile he had a couple of days with the fearsome Labranza to look forward to.  He wondered whose barge this was, and where the crew had gone.

"Jasbur," muttered a sorrowful voice at his ear.  "I'm sorry I'm so stupid."

He winced and turned to put an arm around his confused friend.  "You can't help it, and I shouldn't be so snappy."

"You still love me?"

At the moment Ordur's own mother couldn't love him—and she certainly wouldn't know him—but Jasbur managed to say the words.  "Yes, I still love you.  And one day soon, everything'll be all right again."

Ordur nodded glumly.  "Yes, then it'll be all right."

"Jasbur!" Labranza called.  "You must hoist some sail and make sure we do not run aground.  That is man's work."

"We're not sailors, Labranza Saj.  But we'll try."

"That would be very wise of you."

"Ah, yes."

"Jasbur?" Ordur whispered.  "Why does she want Tibal Frainith?"

"I don't know."  There were many Shoolscaths in the Academy.  Why was Tibal Frainith so important that Labranza herself would leave the sanctuary of Raragash to find him?  Jasbur was certainly not brave enough to ask her.

"Oh."  Ordur shrugged, puzzled.  "Labranza Saj?  Why do you want Tibal?"

There were advantages to being stupid.

She eyed him with the sort of expression emperors must have worn when condemning close relatives to death by torture, but she answered him, which she probably would not have done for Jasbur.  "I strongly suspect that he is on his way to meet the Renewer.  I want to meet him too."
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Sasion's Butterfly was an ill-tempered gelding with half an ear missing and an uncertain temper.  He kept trying to pitch Polion into the undergrowth or rub him off against low branches.  A man who had just been publicly identified as mature and virile had a certain dignity to keep up, so Polion fell back to the end of the string to be rear guard.  There could be no danger so close to Tharn Valley, but he needed an excuse.  It was an hour before Butterfly tired of his tricks and Polion could spare a little attention for the rest of his life and the world in general.

Then he had no one to talk with.  Kathim and Aneim were next ahead of him, jabbering like magpies over the market prospects of Daling.  Everyone else was out of sight in the trees.

He had been to Daling as a kid, years ago.  The thought of visiting it again was exciting enough in itself.  To visit Daling as a man... but those places would demand money, which was something he did not have.  Still, just to visit a big city would be a welcome change from the vale.  The most exciting thing that ever happened there was the swallows coming back in the spring.  Daling was no Zarda shanty town.  Daling was still Qolian, the last remnant of the old empire.

Looking forward to it.  Thrilling!

To be threatened with a wife at the same time was a little much.  A man would need some time to think about that.  Father might want a say in the matter and Mother certainly would, so nothing too final could happen.  There were a couple of girls over at Wideford he had his eye on, and Shei Ignamith, although she'd set her heart on that beefy cousin of hers.  And there was Meilim.

Why a city girl, a Daling girl?  The Old Man was up to his usual tricks, roping a man down as soon as he had hairs on his chin.  Polion Tharn was not quite sure he wanted to be roped down yet.  There was a lot of world outside Tharn Valley.  There were ocean-going ships.  There were wars.  Man could make a fortune in a year or two if the fates were kind.

What was wrong with Meilim, anyway?  Why did the Old Man have such a hatred of cousin matches?  The Ignamiths did it all the time.

Why are we going so slowly?  We'll never get to Daling at this rate.

He was the only bachelor in the group.  Would Jukion loan him some money in Daling?  It would a brotherly sort of thing to do.  Trouble was, Jukion was just bright enough to guess why he'd want it, and too straitlaced to approve.  Now Farion's wife had not long had her third; Thalbinion's was about due—both men must be feeling out of practice.  They would surely slip away from under Aunt Elim's eye at least one night.  Would they take Polion along, now that he was officially one of them?

When will we get out of these accursed trees and their flies?

What sort of wife?  Plump or skinny?  The plump ones tended to get very fat very soon.  The thin ones died young.

A horseman waiting in the trees...

Polion blew a mental raspberry.

Wosion had pulled off the trail and was waiting for someone.  No mystery who that someone was.  Of all his uncles—two of whom were a lot younger than he was—Polion liked Wosion least.  He was not Wosion's favorite nephew, either.

Sure enough, Wosion nudged his gray back onto the trail as Polion drew level.  He had the sourest smile in the family.  "Got your horse under control now?"

"Yes, Uncle."

"Well enough to talk while we ride, I mean?"

"Yes, Uncle."

Wosion was a pinch-faced man with a prominent nose.  He was weedy by the standards of Tharn males, who tended to be built like snowmen—excluding a certain nephew, unfortunately.  Polion was still waiting for a blizzard to hit him, but now it seemed unlikely.  He might be fated to remain an icicle.  The thought that he might be fated to look like Uncle Wosion was extremely unpleasant, but at least he did not have the same pike nose.

As a child, Wosion had been gored by a bull and left with a permanent limp.  The Old Man had sent him off to Wesnar to apprentice, and now he was family pastor.  That made him official custodian of morals, although the Old Man himself was much better at keeping people in line than Wosion could ever be.  Wosion also taught the small fry to read and write—with indifferent success in the case of that same nephew.  His most important job was to keep watch on the stars, calculating days propitious or unpropitious, learning the fates' intent.

Wosion shaved his face every few days, apparently because pastors were expected to.  He was the only man in the valley without a beard.  He never went bare-chested in public like others.  He never cracked jokes.  Polion had learned long ago that the best way to deal with Wosion was to answer all his questions with a simple yes or a no, without comment.

Wosion had learned to ask him the sort of question that could not be answered with a simple yes or no.  Now, for example—

"What were you doing to Meilim in the hay barn?"

Polion's fingers tightened on the reins.  Butterfly flicked his one-and-a-half ears and pranced a couple of steps.  Polion kicked him.  Doing to?  Not doing with?

"Nothing, Unc...  Nothing, Wosion."  A man now.

"You expect me to believe that?"

"Yes, Wosion."

The pastor peered at him distrustfully.  "It was not what your grandfather implied."

"No, Wosion?"

"Ah!  He said, 'hay,' not 'hay barn,' didn't he?  What were you doing to Meilim in the hay?"

Polion tried a cold glare.  The answer was only fingers, but he wouldn't discuss such things, at least not with the pastor.  Ask rather what Meilim had been doing to him!  She was a sadistic tease, that's what she was.  "If you're eager to hear about it, I suggest you ask her, Wosion."

"You realize that you have ruined her honor and reputation?"

"No, Wosion.  If anyone did that, it was Grandfather."

The pastor's face reddened in outrage.  Before he could explode, Polion continued.  "And how did Grandfather know?  From the women, right?  And who told the women?  Not me."

"I expect you were observed."

Polion said, "No, Wosion!" firmly.  It had been black as the ice house.  Both times.  He flapped flies away from his face.  Meilim had been bragging.

Apparently his tone convinced the older man, for he scowled sourly and switched his attack.  "Don't get too heated over that marriage he mentioned."

Polion was tempted to say that he would rather sow wild oats for a while yet anyway, but discretion prevailed.  He might decide to get married.  He might decide to go off and be a mercenary soldier for a while.  A girl of his own, for every night, was certainly an appealing idea, but mercenary soldiers would not lack for women.  Why not? was another possible response to Wosion's curious change of...  Fates!

Butterfly detected his spasm of shock and danced sideways a few steps, heading some low branches.  Polion hauled him into line with a savage yank on the bit and a kick in the ribs.

"You mean...  Grandfather?...  his tooth, you mean!"

The pastor nodded.  "You're a man now, you'd better face reality."

Polion glanced forward.  The trees were thinning out and he could see most of the line ahead.  A Tharn family outing was usually much louder and more raucous than this gloomy parade.  A world without Bulion Tharn?  It was unthinkable!

It could happen.  Joyim, who had been his own age, cutting her hand and dead in a week...

"The signs are propitious, aren't they?" he demanded.  "Iviel... I saw the Healer this morning, bright as the moon!  She was visible almost to full daylight."

Wosion pulled a face.  "Iviel is also giver of sickness, and she is in the House of Sorrows!  His tooth trouble began two weeks ago, when Awail was full, and in the House of Bones.  A tooth is a sort of bone, isn't it?  We may see the new moon tonight at sunset.  If not tonight, then tomorrow.  So we shall have Awail, giver of change, and Poul, bringer of death, together in the House of Men, or the House of the Father, as the Nosavians term it.  Even you must see the significance?"

Polion glanced up at the sun, floating between trees now as the travelers emerged from the woods.  "Poul is giver of life, too!"  He was clutching at soap bubbles.  Wosion had taught him what little he knew of the lore.

"And Awail, as she renews herself every month, can also renew us, granting permanence, or at least continuation.  The portents are never certain, you know that.  Fortunately Awail did not eclipse Poul, which would have made Father's death almost a certainty.  But they stand together in the House of Men, with Iviel in the House of Sorrows!"

A world without Bulion?

"But only the fates themselves know their intent," Wosion said firmly.  "Shool is in the House of Hopes, you know, and that means a lot.  I want you to... I need you to do something."

"Yes, Uncle?"

"First, stay cheerful!  Worry is men's business, and we must not alarm the women.  Secondly, keep those sharp eyes of yours open.  I'm making you rear guard.  Farion can relieve you later.  Times are troubled, Polion.  I don't need the stars to tell me of fighting and bloodshed in our future."

"You don't?"

Wosion sighed, as if all nephews were unutterably obtuse.  "Tolamin has fallen!  Wesnar may go after Daling next, or the Karpana may cross the Nildu at last.  There are vagrants around already.  So keep a hand on your sword."

"Yes, Wosion!  You can count on me."  Polion peered around alertly.

"I know I can, or I wouldn't have asked.  And tonight... Look with me at sunset.  You've got the best eyes in the family, I think."

"Of course I will, Wosion."

"We must search for Avail, but even more for Ogoal, low in the west.  She is due.  If Ogoal comes, then there is still hope for my father."
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Unlike most cities, Daling had escaped looting and sack during the fall of the empire, but it was not the bustling major port it had been.  The great imperial families were no more.  Their mansions had fallen on hard times, becoming tenements, warehouses, or even inns.

The Phoenix Street Hostel had once been some rich man's home, built in Late Imperial style around a large courtyard, with kitchens and stables tucked out of the way at the rear.  It still contained some of the finest frescoes and mosaics in the city.  The central plaza dominated the design completely, and on bad days Gwin thought of mortuaries when she looked over all the statuary and stone furniture and fountains that no longer flowed.  In winter the design was absurdly impractical, but in warm weather it worked well; dining and social life could be handled outdoors.  A covered balcony all the way around provided access to the upper rooms and shaded the downstairs.  She made an effort to keep up the trees and flowers, although this year good gardeners were as hard to find as all other servants.

Tibal settled down at one of the marble tables and ate the repast Gwin sent out to him.  Then he wrote for a while in a book, and read from it for longer.  He seemed to have no urgent business to attend to.  She decided that her guess of wandering scholar was probably correct, and would have thought no more about him had he not remained so obviously interested in her.  She finished arranging the cooks' work and emerged from the kitchens to supervise cleaning of the guest rooms.  While she bustled from room to room, hurrying upstairs and downstairs, Tibal watched her.  Every time she came out of a door, he would be looking that way, as if he had been waiting for her to appear.

His interest began to annoy her.  She doubled through a connecting suite to come out by a door she had not entered—and caught his smile from the far side of the court.  He had even moved his stool to gain a better view past the monkeypuzzle tree.  She had an excellent memory for faces, and she was certain she had never met him before.  She wondered if he might be an Awailscath, a shapechanger.  Anything was possible these days in Daling.

She heard no more ghostly voices, and managed to convince herself that she had merely been daydreaming.

A runner brought roses and a poem from Sint Hailith.  It was a terrible poem, although Hailith himself was one of the least obnoxious of her tormentors.  She dropped the poem in the kitchen stove and told Mai to put the flowers in a vase.  The daily run of swains had begun, evidently.

A little later Nogan Nibith oozed in, fat and greasy and fawning.  Owning a tavern of very unsavory reputation near the docks, he considered himself the ideal man to take over Phoenix Street Hostel and its owner.  He called her Gwin as if they were already fast friends; he rubbed his hands together all the time, smiling at her with fishy eyes and even fishier breath.  Nogan was less easily disposed of than Hailith's poem, although he deserved the same fate.

The hostel was a public place.  She could not lock the pests out.  On the other hand, a hostler was never off duty.  She could plead pressure of work at any time of the day, and dinner invitations were easily refused.

Nogan followed her around as she hurried from room to room.  He ignored her protests that she was too busy to talk.  He lectured her at length about the legal problems.

Gwin knew all about the legal problems.  He was not the first one to perceive the leverage they provided.  She kept her temper and lied blatantly.  "I'm advised that the matter is a trivial formality and will be easily settled, Nogan Saj.  Pray do not worry about it."

Two familiar merchants arrived, demanding their usual rooms.  That provided a slight diversion.  She summoned Golm to carry their bags upstairs.  Then came a country landowner with two servants—the hostel would show a profit tonight.  But Nogan was still at her heels like a lapdog.

She was in the middle of the court, heading for the stairs, when she heard a crash and a scream from the kitchen.  The screamer was Niad.

Her heart stopped as if an icy hand had gripped it.  She started to turn in that direction, and realized that the oily leech was still clinging.  If Nogan ever learned about Niad, Gwin was ruined.  For a moment panic froze her to the tiles.

Then she lost her temper.  She jabbed a finger hard in his paunch.  "Nogan Saj, I have no intention of marrying you.  Ever!  I would not marry you, were you the Renewer himself already crowned.  That is final!  In future will you kindly refrain from lowering the reputation of this hostel with your presence?  Now get out!"

His globular face reddened.  He sputtered like a fry pan.  "In that case, I shall lodge a complaint!"

"Go ahead!  Others have beaten you to it.  Go and stay gone!"

He went, still muttering threats.  Heart pounding, she watched him as far as the door.  Then she turned and raced for the passage, weaving between dry fountains, marble monsters, and potted trees.  The merchants and Tibal Frainith and the two country servants had seen and heard everything.  They were watching her now.

She rushed along the corridor to the kitchen.  After the courtyard, it seemed dark, full of heat and meaty smells and the buzz of flies.  Although it was a huge room, there was hardly room to move between all the tables.  Every wall was hidden behind shelves of dishes, pots, and jars.

Niad was cowering back in the corner by the range, her face white and her childlike eyes wide as gooseberries.  Old Shuma stood guard a pace in front of her, broom raised like a battle ax.  The danger looming before them was Golm the porter.  He was rubbing his head as if it hurt, so the old woman had probably landed one blow already.  Broken crockery lay at their feet.  Mai and Tob and Pauna hung in frozen tableau in the background, watching the drama.

The cook was an aging, rawboned woman, so angular that she might have been nailed together from a collection of old planks.  It took a lot to frighten Shuma, but she was frightened now.

Golm was huge and surly, bald and bushy-whiskered, doubtless capable of seeming very threatening to a young girl, or even an elderly fire-breathing cook, for he had shown signs of an unstable temper in the past.  Able-bodied men were in desperately short supply since the war.  Golm had been the best available.

"What happened?" Gwin roared, although it was obvious.

Everyone tried to speak at once.  She slid around Golm and Shuma to Niad.  Niad fell into her arms, shivering and whimpering.

Gwin glared over the girl's shoulder at Golm.  As if seeing him with Niad's eyes, she suddenly realized just how big he was, and how repulsive.  He was scowling, not understanding.  She had hired him less than a month ago.  He did not know about Niad's Curse.

Mai and Pauna both knew and were white as salt.  Young Tob did not.  He was gaping slack-jawed.  Obviously he had heard the noise and come in from the stable to see.  Tob had even fewer wits than Golm.

"Just a kiss," Golm growled.

"He grabbed her from behind," Shuma snapped.  "Spun her round.  She dropped the plates."

"All right?" Gwin muttered, hugging Niad harder.

The child was panting with dry sobs of terror, but she nodded. "Think so," she mumbled.

Hope so—Golm was still on his feet and breathing.

"Go and wait in the stable," Gwin told him icily.  "I will send Tob out with your wages.  You are dismissed!"

He growled, a coarse bear of a man, pockmarked and flabby.  "Just a quick kiss!  Nothing wrong with that!"

Oaf, you do not know how much there is wrong with that!  "You frightened her.  You broke my dishes.  You are fired!"  Thank God for the broken crockery—"Go!  Now!"

Golm seemed to struggle for words, as if about to argue at this incomprehensible injustice.  Gwin felt Niad stiffen in her arms, and her fear rushed back.

"Go!" she screamed.

He went, shuffling off.  Tob moved out of the way to let him past.

This was turning out to be an interesting day.  She had thrown Nogan out the front and Golm out the back within three minutes.

"Come!"  She urged Niad to the other door.  She barked at Mai and Pauna to get back to work.  Shuma shrugged and began clattering broken crockery with the broom.

Gwin pushed Niad into the counting room and sat her down.

"No harm done!" she said soothingly.

"How can we know that?" Niad whimpered.

"Oh, don't worry!  We're well rid of him.  I wanted an excuse to be rid of him.  I'm sorry you were frightened."  I'm sorry I was, too!  She poured the girl a tot of spirits and told her to drink it.  She considered pouring one for herself also.  Instead she took some coppers from her money chest and headed back into the kitchen.

Having sent Tob out with the coins, having soothed Shuma's feelings and made sure dinner had not been jeopardized by the emergency, she went back to see how Niad fared.  The liquor had brought back some color to her face.  Satisfied, Gwin closed the doors, settled at her desk, and pretended to thumb through some bills.

How long could she shelter the girl?  How long before Mai or Pauna or one of the others let slip a careless word?

Part of the trouble was that Niad was exceptionally pretty—she lacked the confidence and self-awareness to be truly beautiful.  She wore her flaxen hair in two short bunches over her ears, tied with ribbons, which was not a common style in Daling.  She had wide blue eyes and a rosebud mouth.  No cream had ever been smoother than those cheeks.  Even the stark plainness of a domestic's dress could not hide the swell of her ample hips and breasts, the astonishingly tiny waist.  At fifteen, Niad was perfection in miniature, a doll child.  Nor was her appearance pretense; she truly was the sweet, innocent, rather simple maiden she seemed.

The rest of the trouble, and by far the larger part, was that Niad had caught the star sickness in the spring.  The rest of her family had died of it.  Not everyone who survived was Cursed, but Niad had been left an Ivielscath.  She still did not know the limits of her powers or how much control she had over them.  She was not a monster to go around practicing murder, so how could she know?  In her panic, they might have flared out unbidden.

It had been Golm who had been in danger.  He would not have dropped dead at her feet, but he might still be a doomed man, fated to waste away and perish.  Ivielscaths were deadly.

"I must go," Niad whispered.

Gwin turned in her chair.  "Go where?"

"Anywhere!  I can't stay here!  I bring terrible trouble."

"Nonsense!  You have nowhere to go.  We've been through this all before.  Nothing terrible happened.  I am not going to throw you out."

"No need to throw me, Gwin Saj!  I will leave of—"

"No you won't!"

The big blue eyes filled with tears.  "But the law!"

"Flub the law!  Do you think the governor's guards are going to draw their swords on you?  Threaten to fill their guts with worms and they'll run like mice!"

That was true as far as it went, but several people accused of being Ivielscaths had been stoned to death by terrified mobs.  The hostel would probably be burned to the ground at the same time.  Gwin did not mention that gruesome possibility.  "By the Twin God, child, do you think Golm's the worst man out there?  You'd be accosted before you'd gone a league—and where would you be heading for, anyway?  Now finish up that drink, and then go help Shuma with the vegetables!"

She watched the unhappy Niad obey, and recalled that she also had work to do.  She always had work to do.

She took up a slate and walked purposefully out into the court.  Pauna was sweeping the balcony.  Everyone else except Tibal had disappeared.

He had moved to a different table, one better shaded from the afternoon sun.  It also happened to give him a better view of her as she emerged.  He held his book open in his hands, but his attention was on Gwin.  She had gone away through the kitchen passage.  How could he possibly have known she would return through this one door out of a dozen?  He smiled as she approached.  His smile hinted that he was seeing more than he was showing, or knew more than he possibly could, or...  Again she noted the strangeness of his eyes—it was, she decided, as if he were looking through her, instead of at her.  She must be starting to imagine things again.  Her nerves were fraying.

She took a stool opposite him.  "Bureaucracy, Tibal Saj.  The law says I must report all strangers in the city—name, place of origin, the nature of your business."

He shrugged and glanced thoughtfully at the outside door.  "Tibal Frainith.  From Raragash."  He closed his book and dropped it in the pocket of his smock.

Raragash?  She looked up quickly.

Smiling, he shook his head.  "No, I am not a Cursed."

She laughed to cover her embarrassment.  "Sorry.  I didn't mean—"

He was amused.  "It's a natural assumption.  Nowadays Raragash is just another decayed town, a few houses in amongst a lot of ruins, like so many places.  Don't suppose we have any more Cursed there than anywhere else does."

"Probably not as many as Daling just now.  They were all supposed to leave, but I expect a few are still hiding somewhere."  Like Niad.  "I'm afraid I must ask the reason for your visit.  Not my idea, you understand."

"Of course.  I came to meet someone."  He glanced again at the outer door.

"I'll just call it, 'personal business' then."  She wrote.  The slate pencil squeaked, setting her teeth on edge.

"Very quiet day for you?" Tibal asked.

"What?  Oh.  I suppose so."

It was an invitation to stay and chat.  She had much to do before evening, but a few minutes' tattle would not hurt.  Steady her nerves.  Besides, the man intrigued her.

"About average," she said.  "We may get a few more later.  The war hurt us badly, the whole town.  Then the star sickness.  I fear the fates may have worse in store yet."

They could not have very much worse in store for Gwin Solith, could they?  Her husband and then her babies?  There was only the hostel left to lose—and her life, of course.

Fight to the death!

"Fates?" Tibal said.  "You're not Zardan!"

She realized that she had spoken in Zardan, and so had he, although his accent was strange.  She switched back to Qolian.  "Sorry!  If you mean language, everyone in Daling is bilingual.  I didn't think.  If you mean religion, I confess I'm not much of anything.  The empire recognized the fates too, it just put the Twin God in charge of them.  Officially Daling still worships the Two."

He smiled.  "The fates won in the end."

"They did.  I suppose they always will.  We have a lot of people of Zardan descent in and around Daling.  One picks up their ways of talking."

Tibal nodded.  His mood of quiet amusement seemed invariable, although again she caught his attention straying to the door.  Whomever he had come to meet must be due.

"You'll be much busier tomorrow," he remarked confidently.

"Huh?"

"I mean you must have good days and bad days like everyone else?"  The gray eyes twinkled, yet they remained strangely unfocused, as if he were looking through her, or beyond her...

She grinned to acknowledge the hit.  "Sure you're not a Shoolscath?"

He shook his head.  "Just teasing."

"I don't think I'd want to see the future."  She had enjoyed five wonderful years with Carp, but she would not have enjoyed them had she known what was in store for him.

"No.  Well, some of it."

"It would have its good side and its bad side, like all the Curses."

"Yes.  Did you see many Cursed?"

"A few.  Most were chased out of town very—"

The outer door opened.  Liam Gurshith strolled in, followed by two other men, both even larger than he.

God save us!  Gurshith was not Nogan Nibith, to be thrown out with mud in his ear.  Liam Gurshith was very bad trouble indeed, and this time he had brought his goons with him.

"Smile at me," Tibal said sharply.  "Before he sees you.  The best way to deal with his type is to ignore him completely.  Let's talk."

She turned to him in sudden anger and dismay.  Was he in league with Liam?

He was grinning widely, showing white teeth.  "You can trust me, Gwin.  I'm a friend, truly.  Pretend we're having a friendly conversation.  The more friendly you can look, the less that snake will like it."

She forced a sickly leer in response.  "What have you to do with him?"

Tibal thumped his hand on the table as if she had just made a rib-cracking joke.  "Not a thing!  Believe me!  I know him, though.  I don't like him.  You talk.  Talk about the law."

"Law?" she said, tossing her hair merrily.  "My husband died in the war."

"I know.  Go on."

Was Liam watching?  She did not look to see.  Whatever Tibal was up to, it was wonderful to have a comrade at her side in this endless battle of suitors.  "Carp was a hundred-leader in the militia.  Daling has always been an ally of Tolamin.  When the Wesnarians attacked, we sent help.  Before he marched away, he made a will, leaving me the Hostel.  There's no question that the will's valid, and genuine, but there's an old imperial law prohibiting women from owning land, and the building can't be separated from the ground it stands on."

Tibal laughed, heartily and very convincingly.  "How can such a law be valid?  A century after Qol burned?"

She smiled.  "It's never been revoked in Daling."

Tibal beamed.  "And if it's invoked in this case?"

"I lose everything," she said gleefully.  A sideways glance told her Liam was striding in her direction with his two performing bears at his heels.  She hoped Tibal had some more good ideas to try.  This one was not going to work.  She flailed for something else to say.  "If you came all the way from Raragash to meet someone, he must be very important?"  She could pry into his affairs as well as he could in hers.

"Extremely important!" Tibal laughed.  "What you need is a trustworthy male citizen who will take title to the land and leave you alone to earn your living."

"Where real estate is concerned, there isn't such a man in Daling!" she howled.

Tibal looked up.  "Especially this one.  Go away, Liam Saj."

If Liam Gurshith himself had been one of her suitors, Gwin might have managed to accept him.  He was much older than she was, but still a big, striking man.  His face was heavy and arrogant, his black hair well groomed and oiled.  He brought a fragrance of rosewater more appealing than Nogan's fishiness.  Liam spurned the barbarian smock and breeches that had become accepted dress throughout Kuolia, even in this last remnant of empire.  He went around garbed like one of the later emperors, in richly be-gemmed and embroidered tunics.  Today it was scarlet, superbly tailored as always.  Above his jeweled belt it fitted snugly, emphasizing his thick chest and still-flat belly; below it fell in elaborate pleats to his knees.  His furred forearms protruded from slits in sleeves that hung to his ankles.  His boots were decorated with gold.

A man who took so much care over his own attire would have taken thought to his retainers'.  The two hairy monsters behind wore only boots and breeches, to display their scars and bulging muscles.  They were built like castles.  They carried heavy cudgels.

Liam inspected Tibal with distaste.  "I don't know you."

"And we do not wish to know you.  Go."

Gwin kicked Tibal warningly under the table.

Liam snapped his fingers.  One of the thugs lurched forward.  "If that man says one more word, stun him."

The henchman leered and raised his club.  Tibal shrugged.

Liam produced a paper.  "Gwin Solith, this will not do.  You were warned."  He tore the note in half and dropped it.  It was the letter she had written the previous day.

She clasped her hands tightly in her lap and forced herself to meet his cruel eyes.  There was a horrible taste in her mouth.  "I told you, Liam Saj.  Your terms are most generous."  They were, too.  "I would be honored to become a member of your fine family."  That was less true, but in practical terms not very false.  "If you were asking for my hand yourself, then I should accept most gratefully."

And even that was not much of a lie.  His age would not distress her unduly.  Carp had been ten years older than she.  Liam Gurshith was a man of wealth and great power in the city.  His methods were brutal, but that was true of his opponents' methods also.  She could live with them.  She thought she could even live with Liam Gurshith if she had to.

"But I am not available, dear lady.  My son is."

His son was a degenerate horror.

She shivered.  "You have another son!"

Tibal had a sudden attack of coughing.

Liam paid no attention.  "He is fifteen.  A woman eight years his senior would not be an appropriate match.  I have other plans for him, anyway.  You will marry Kolo, or...  Look!"

Gwin turned where he was pointing.  Servants came pouring out of the passageway.  Behind them came more of the thugs, six or seven of them, all just as huge and menacing as his bodyguards.  Where did he trawl such monsters?

"Domestics are hard to find these days, Gwin Solith, yes?"

She looked up at him in disbelief.  Why had she never realized he might turn his violence on her?  He smiled.  Then he stepped forward and slammed a fist into Tibal's face.  Tibal toppled back off the stool and sprawled on the tiles.  The stool clattered down beside him.  The thug guarding him hefted his cudgel and looked hopefully at his master.

Liam licked his knuckles.  "I can have him beaten to death now, you know.  I don't want to spoil the hostel's reputation by roughing up the guests, although I shall do so if you continue to be stubborn.  I will have your answer.  Otherwise I begin by setting my lads on your staff.  Decide."

Doors slammed upstairs as the other guests took refuge.  She stared across the court to where the wolves were herding the sheep into a corner.  It happened to be the brightest corner.  Sunlight glinted on Niad's hair.

This could not be happening!  Her staff beaten up in broad daylight in her own home—murdered, even, or raped before her eyes?  There was an Ivielscath amongst them.  What if Niad retaliated, so that Liam and his toughs all fell ill before sunset?  Even if the hostel were not burned by a crazed mob, the penalties for harboring Cursed would strip her of everything.

She licked her lips.  "You win."

Tibal cleared his throat and sat up cautiously.

Liam Gurshith took her hand and raised it to his lips.  "Very wise, daughter-in-law!  I shall have the engagement proclaimed by the crier.  Kolo will call on you shortly to discuss the wedding—and become better acquainted, I expect.  Come, lads."

He beckoned to the rest of his gang, and headed to the door.

Married to Kolo Liam?  How long would it take him to drink himself to death?  What sort of diseases would he inflict on her?

Tibal rose to his feet, holding a hand over his right eye.  "What a nice man!"

Rousing herself from her attack of shivers, Gwin went to him and took his hand away.  He was going to have a superb shiner.

"Nothing serious!"  He was grinning.

"I'll get some beefsteak."  She wondered if the servants would now desert in a body.  "I am terribly sorry to have involved you—"

Tibal started to laugh.

She looked at him in alarm.

He laughed harder, then suddenly threw his arms around her and hugged her.  "Oh, Gwin Solith!  Stop worrying!  Liam Saj has no idea...  Tomorrow is going to be a wonderful day!"
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Thunder had been fast and was still game, but he had never been a gentle ride.  Now he shattered his owner's jaw with every hoof beat.  Bulion steadied himself by gripping the pommel with one hand and wondered how long he could endure without fainting.  When that happened, the others would take him home, or carry him to the nearest farm.  That would be the end.

Cloak flapping wildly, he sweated and shivered and hung on.  He stayed with the trails, which inevitably led him past all the nearby settlements.  He trotted on by with a wave, not breaking stride.  His followers shouted greetings and stayed close in around him.  The neighbors must be wondering why the Tharns were not stopping to chat a moment, as they usually did.  He ought to stop.  He ought to be offering to invitations to accompany the outing, which was what Tharns usually did, which would be an especially welcome gesture now, with rumors of footpads in the district.  He ought to be recruiting men to go and help Brankion with the fort.  He did not want anyone to see his sickness.  Was that caution, or just an old man's foolish vanity?

Strange fragments of memory tormented him.  He kept recalling Nadim, imagining what she would say.  "Stupid old fool!" likely.  Big, solid Nadim—a strong woman and a great joy in bed.  Seven sons and four daughters she had given him.  Ordim had been prettier, but not as durable.  She had never managed to rule the clan the way Nadim had in her later years, and she had dreaded childbirth.  Ordim had been a reluctant love-maker, even when she was already bearing, as if she had known what the fates had planned for her.  Three sons and two daughters was all she had managed before her final miscarriage.  Well, babies were women's duty and destiny.  Mogion's Nimim had borne fourteen in twenty years and raised ten of them.

Until a few days ago, Bulion had been seriously planning to take a third wife.  He was still a strong man.  He could have bred a few more Tharns for the valley.  And he would yet, if he survived this tooth.  The fates would decide, as always.

He would not complain.  Other peoples tried to bribe their gods.  The Zarda had always accepted what was given them, the good and the bad.  He had been granted more than most men.  Sixteen children, and fourteen still living.  It was a great fortune.

Poul rose higher, drying the dew, hiding the hills in waves of heat haze.  Hawks floated in the blue, once in a while plummeting down to the meadows to sink talons into something.  Poul brought life and also death.

Bulion's cloak fell off and he rode on without stopping.  One of the others would pick it up.  He was spitting blood and pus all the time.  His mouth tasted like a pigpen.  He chose the hill road to avoid the Ignamith place.  If anyone in the district might be tempted to move on the Tharn Valley herds while the master was absent and out of sorts, then it was Alkin Ignamith.  He ought to be the strongest ally, and maybe he would be, when he had thought it through.  There ought to be a dozen sturdy Ignamiths working on the fort at Tharn Valley right now.

The fort.  His father had started the tradition.  Farmer or not, Gamion had been enough of a Zardon to think of defense as soon as he owned anything worth defending.  He had fortified a part of the old villa.  Bulion could remember hauling thorn bushes that first year, lumber the second.  He seemed to have spent half his childhood putting up walls and fences.  No enemies worse than foxes had ever attacked.

Mogion had begun the stockade.  Bulion had completed it, extended it twice.  Again, no foe had ever threatened it.

Now he had the work force to quarry the old ruins, a kiln to make mortar, and need to build a proper fort.  There was war in the air.  Any fool could smell it.  He needed a real stronghold to lock up the harvest.  If an army knew it would have to fight for its supper, it would choose another route or march straight by.  No use locking up the grain if the cattle were loose.  No use locking up the cattle and not guarding the people...

Fools like Brankion muttered that sixty fighting men could not defend a place that size.  They did not see that the problem was not just the Tharns'.  The whole district ought to be involved, the Ignamiths and all the lesser families too.  Bulion had been working on them: Help us build it and we give you refuge when you need it.  They were coming around.  He'd spent a lifetime establishing his reputation as a man of his word.  Slowly, they were coming around.  They hated the idea that the Tharns would then have control of the whole district, but they were coming around.

Oh, this accursed tooth!  Another five years, fates!  I need another five years!

#

"All right, Father?"

Bulion twitched himself back to consciousness and peered at the speaker.  He had been two-thirds asleep, still riding.  A bushel of slugs had died in his mouth.  He could hardly see around the red fire of pain.

It was Elim, his oldest daughter.  A grandmother now, with silver in her hair.  Mother of nine and promising another...  The concern in her face was hateful.

He shook his head, not sure his jaw would move enough for speech.  He winked instead of trying a smile.

"Wosion says it's time to rest the horses, Father."

Now he registered the moorland—they were almost at the pond.  And the sun not quite at the zenith, so they had made good time.  That's what came of not stopping to gossip.  Bulion nodded again, wondering if he would be able to mount after the break.

#

The pond had no name, but it was a popular stopping place.  Trees and a hollow gave shelter when the wind blew.  It was an accursed idiotic place to stop if there was trouble around, Bulion thought.  Anyone could come sneaking up through that undergrowth.  What sort of geese had he raised?  Just because the country had been peaceful all their lives, couldn't any of them think?

He did not try to tell them.  He sat on a heathery tussock and leaned against a boulder, shivering and deathly weary.  He took a long drink of the peaty water when Wosion brought it, but refused offers of food, even the fat grapes Elim thrust at him.  Quite likely he would never eat again.  Everyone else munched busily, jabbering and chattering with forced gaiety.  Wosion was being unusually effusive.  So was young Polion.

Good sprout, that!  He had a spark, quite unlike his father.  He was a rebel born.  He'd been in trouble since the day he could walk.  How did you hold the bright ones?  One day soon that stripling was going to decide that life held more interesting occupations than raising goats and chopping firewood.  The family needed sparkle like his.  Without it, they'd all be cabbages in another generation or two.

Polion glanced his way.  Bulion beckoned and saw the lad flinch.  All his life being summoned had meant about-to-be-punished.  Frogs in the beds, rotten eggs coming in through the window, ropes mysteriously tied around outhouses—any disaster in the vale had started a hunt for Polion.  His mother used to swear he never missed a day, but he had been better lately.  Unfortunately he had trained a generation of younger trouble-makers to follow in his footsteps.

Now he waited a moment before rising and strolling over, earnestly seeming unconcerned.  He squatted down, all bones and tan and fake smile.

"You're face isn't as swollen, Grandfather."

Yes it was, but Bulion could still move his jaw a little.  "You're lying."

Polion's eyes darkened, his smile vanished.

"And I thank you for it."  Bulion fumbled in his pouch.  "I appreciate the effort.  Ready to find yourself a wife in Daling?"

"No.  A girl or two, maybe."

Impudent sprat!  Bulion might have had trouble hiding a smile if his face had been working properly.  "Meilim's a gossip.  Learn to stay away from them."

The boy nodded solemnly.  "I'll know better next time."

"Let's just hope you haven't started any real trouble!  Here."  Bulion passed over a gold coin, a Daling eagle.

The boy took it, fingered it, stared at it, as if he smelled mockery.  "Thanks?  What's this for?"

"An apology for poking fun at you.  It'll buy you a night with the best in the house.  Don't settle for less."

Wild delight glowed through Polion's fuzzy whiskers...  Screwing!  Naked bodies.  A girl on a bed with nothing on her but me!  Sweat!!  The lecherous thoughts rang through the old man's mind like a trumpet blast.  Then another:  Pain!  Hunger!  Fire in his jaw!

The laughter and chatter stopped.  Somebody screamed.

Another volley:  Hunger!  Food there.  Belly cramps.  They're eating.  Want some, want some.  Fire in his jaw.  Aneim on a bed, with her legs spread...

"A Jaulscath!" Farion roared.  He jumped to his feet, drawing his sword.  "Kill it!"

The other men copied him—all except Bulion, who sagged back against the boulder.

Cursed!  Cursed Jaulscath!  The women were shouting or screaming or clapping their hands over their ears, but hands and noise would not muffle the flood of thought:  Cursed of Jaul!  Drive it away.  Kill it.  Hunger.  It'll make us mad.  They have food.  Must be in the trees.  Why don't these stupid bitches shut up so we can hear where it is?  Hunger-pain in my belly.

One solitary whisper that felt like Elim: Oh, the poor wretch!

Some man was intent on bedding Aneim when they got to Daling, and it couldn't be Kilbion, who was home in the vale.  Hearing one another's guilty secrets just made people think of their own.  Petty jealousies burst out like boils, memories of foolish acts or remarks, long-ago unkind thoughts that haunted sleepless nights, slights forgotten by everyone else—every effort to stop thinking of them only made things worse.  Hidden hates and lusts oozed to the surface; fear and shame echoed louder and louder from mind to mind.  Bulion himself was tipping agony and deathbed repentance over everyone.

He tried to open his mouth and realized he could never shout through all this racket.  Over by the pond itself, the horses were kicking and plunging at the noise.  He reached out to grab Polion's skinny leg.  The boy was waving his sword dangerously, but he looked down at those fingers digging into his flesh.  Nothing wrong with Bulion's grip yet.

No need to speak—the very thought came echoing back from the Jaulscath.  He's starving.  Take him some food.  Take that bag.  Ask him to go away.  The Jaulscath's own thoughts were all mixed in with it, telling of days without food, without shelter, of being driven away time and again.  And so were all the other's thoughts: hatred and terror and guilt in insane confusion.  But Polion understood.

His own reply burst forth.  Go into the woods?  With a Jaulscath reading my mind?  Knowing what I'm thinking?  Telling everyone?  Fear.  Doubt.  Not a real man yet.

Bulion: Help me up and I'll do it.  I'm scared too.  We're all scared.

Polion snatched up the sack.  Prove manhood.  Take the bag.  Head up.  Still flaunting his sword in his other hand, he went racing around the panicking mob, legs moving like flails, heading for the trees.  Men started to follow him, thinking: Blood!  Cursed of Jaul!  Cut its lying head off.

Wosion intervened then, spreading his arms to block them.  Despite his size, Wosion had always had good lungs and now he made himself heard over the noise.  "No killing!  That is not for Zarda!"  He advanced.  Swords fell back before him.  "Only Qolians kill the Cursed."

You can be a prissy old woman at times, son, Bulion thought, but I admire your courage.  I always have.  He could not tell if Wosion heard that tribute, or could know who sent it.

Farion tried to go past; Wosion lurched in front of him, risking that naked sword.  How long could the cripple hold the lid on this kettle?  He had his pastor's authority to help, and they were his nephews, his cousins, but they were spiraling into madness.  He must be serious about walking onto their blades, because no one could bluff now.  That was the trouble.  Any society, even a family, was glued together by deceit, and now every soul was naked to the light.

Seventeen Tharns, all trumpeting their own most secret thoughts, squirmed with shame at what they were revealing, with horror at what they were learning, echoing all the resulting anger, envy, lust, and every paltry spite stored up for years.  Their emotional skins were being stripped away, layer after layer.  Stop!  Stop!  Stop!  If they could not get their hands on the Jaulscath, they would fall on one another.

Was that suppurating stream of resentment coming from old Himion?  Which of those married women was so strongly lusting after Polion's youthful slimness?

Polion himself did not seem to have detected that, fortunately; he was plunging through undergrowth, sending vague complaints of thorns and deadfall, together with a much more specific commentary on his own motives.  Can't hurt me.  I've got a sword.  Show them all I'm not scared.  Show I'm a man.  Hope I don't pee my britches.  Show Meilim I'm a man.  Next time she gets it all.  Show the whores in Daling.  Mercenary soldier, not afraid.

The Jaulscath:  He's got a sword.  But he's bringing food.  The old man's in pain.  Knows he's dying.  Yes, dying.  Won't ever get home again.

That did it.  A torrent of shock and sorrow burst from the family, drowning out the Jaulscath and Polion too, except for a sudden, Fates, but you're a skinny one! as the two met.  A boy!  A woman?

Well, that distracted you, didn't it?  Bulion stared back at the ring of dismayed faces.  Of course I think I'm dying, you oafs!  So do you all think I'm dying!  He heard the unwilling agreement under the denials shouted aloud.  I'm lying; you're lying.  We've always lied to one another.  But people have to.  None of us is perfect.  We're all ashamed of ourselves sometimes.  We just have to live with ourselves and with one another.  I'm not dead yet.  I'm deeply moved that you all care so much.  I'm terrified I'm going to weep in front of you all now.  I wish you'd stop shrieking like magpies and get me to a surgeon.

There were no secrets near a Jaulscath.

Polion again:  Did it!  Real man!  Go back now.  He was returning.  Hope they're all properly appreciative.  Family hero.  Stuff that up Wosion's bowels.  He was still whistling unmistakable overtones of lust, too, the horny young devil!  Get a whore tomorrow.  Mercenary soldier.  Oh, offal!  Can they hear that?

Abruptly, the mental tumult ceased.  The madness faded.  The Cursed had moved out of range, taking his loot—no, her loot.  Polion had met a woman.

Half the women were weeping.  Half the men looked ready to murder the first person who spoke.  No one was comforting anyone.  No one was even looking at anyone else.  How permanent was the damage?

Perhaps youth had fewer secrets to worry about, or perhaps Polion had been too busy to take offense, for he seemed quite cheerful as he came swaggering through the middle of the group to report to Bulion.  His eyes were bright with excitement.

"It's a woman!" he shouted.  "I mean she is.  Not very old.  Thin as a rope!"

"From Daling, undoubtedly."  Wosion looked as haggard and shifty-eyed as anyone.  Pastors were human and fallible too.  "They had that outbreak of the star sickness in the spring.  The empire used to drive out the Cursed, so Daling did."  His efforts to speak calmly made him sound even more pompous than usual.

"Who could stand them around?" Elim muttered.

Bulion's voice was a hoarse mumble.  "Will you go back and talk to her?"

Polion licked his lips.  "Go back?"

"Take her another bag.  Ask her to wait here until we return—in a few days.  We'll take her home with us.  We'll take her in, give her food and shelter."

The mutinous outburst of disagreement silenced him.  He could not shout and he was too beat to explain anyway.   He sent Polion a look that said, Do it, lad, please?

The boy glanced around, puffed out his meager chest triumphantly, and marched off toward the copse.  Silence fell as the others watched him go.  The men moved off toward the horses, frowning and whispering.  Perhaps they thought their precious Old Man was delirious.  Well, he wasn't.  And he wasn't going to waste breath telling them.  Let them work it out for themselves.

Meanwhile, he would have to get himself onto Thunder's back again somehow.  He felt better than he had earlier.  Excitement helped.  And there was no need to pretend now.  That helped too.  Moreover, the fates had just reminded him that life was still worth enjoying, even the last few drops.  Never before had he ever met a Jaulscath, or any Cursed.  Not a pleasant experience, but one to think about.  Daling might have driven out many more, and worse than Jaulscaths.

The empire had never tolerated the Cursed very well.  The Zarda had done better, but it was hard to imagine anyone putting up with Jaulscaths, who would quickly make everyone insane, including themselves.  Jaulscaths seemed fated to be hermits.  Yet there were legends of kings and emperors employing them as interrogators or gatekeepers.  No spy or assassin could slip past Jaulscaths undetected.  All you needed was a palace large enough to keep them away from everyone else.  Tharn Valley was plenty big enough.  Build the wretched woman a cottage near the road and she could detect any enemy approaching.  She'd need some way to signal... trumpet, horse, bonfire?  He could work out the details later...  the kid did well... must give him another eagle... support the brothels of Daling... mercenary soldier?...
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Shortly before sunset, Wosion called a halt.  There would be light to see for a while yet, but the horses were dragging badly.  Polion privately approved of his choice, a secluded spot with a small brook and a few spindly trees.  It also commanded a good view of the western sky.  The moors were giving way to settled lands, with far-off glints revealing the great Flugoss river itself.  Much farther and they would find themselves neck-deep in landowners, charging rent for a few ells of ground to camp on.

The Old Man was in desperate shape.  Polion saw Wosion and Farion lift him from the saddle and found it depressingly like watching a corpse being carried off to burial.  The women began building a fire.

Polion took charge of Thunder, to make himself useful.  Thunder was too weary even to snap at Butterfly, whom he disliked just as much as Polion did.  He unsaddled both horses, rubbed them down with the best grass he could find, hobbled them.  They would get oats tomorrow in Daling.

Nothing to what Polion was going to get tomorrow in Daling!  He had spent most of the afternoon fingering the Old Man's two gold eagles and planning the delights they would buy him.  The first had been surprising enough—if that would buy him the best in the house, what could he get with the second?  There had been little else to do, except keep an eye out for trouble that had not materialized.

The family had been in no mood for conversation, riding in black silence like a funeral procession.  Apparently the Jaulscath had brought out some unwelcome truths—Polion had been so busy concentrating on the Jaulscath herself that he had missed most of the fun.  Aneim's obvious efforts to avoid Vardion indicated that their little secret was now not so secret any more.  Who would break the sad news to Kilbion when they got home?  Somebody would, and then Kilbion would break every bone Vardion possessed, in two places.

The sun was disappearing into the mists of the horizon.  Polion chose a vantage point and stretched out with his back against a tree, not looking at the sunset.  He had the best eyes in the family, Wosion said.  The sky was clear.  They should get some good portents tonight.  He yawned, stretched.  Fates, it had been a long day!  He wondered how the old folk had stood it.

A twig snapped.  He glanced around and there was Farion, preparing to hide his blubbery torso inside a smock.

Farion's homely, cheerful face split in a grin.  "How's it going?"

"I've got blisters from my knees to my belly button.  How about you?"

"The fates you have!  You're all whipcord."  The fat man hauled the smock over his head.  When he reappeared he winked.  "Fancy sampling a little nightlife when we get to the big city, mm?"

"Sounds good."

Farion winked again.  "Don't say anything to the girls, mm?  You know how they tattle.  But if we can slip away, I may be able to show you some interesting things."

"Doesn't that cost money, Uncle?"

"Oh, I'll take care of it.  Every hawk's got to make his first kill.  Your brother ought to attend to it, but you know what Jukion's like.  Not tomorrow—got to be fresh, right?  The next night.  See you then, mm?"

"That's very kind of you, Uncle.  I can't wait."

"Big man now, right?"  With another wink, Farion turned and lumbered off.

Very interesting!  That made three.  Polion jingled his pocket thoughtfully.

Elim had not spoken a word to anyone all afternoon.  Just before Wosion had called halt, she had moved her horse close to Butterfly.  Even then, she had ridden in daunting silence for a while, glaring straight ahead, her silvery hair floating in disarray.  Her smock was stained with sweat and road-dust.  Polion had been content to study the way her bosom bounced with the horse's gait and fantasize about what those gigantic breasts might weigh.  She must have been a sizzler when she was young.

"You did well with the Jaulscath, Polion."  She snapped the words out.  What was gnawing her?  Just worry about the Old Man, or had Polion committed some sin without meaning to?  He rarely did that.  He usually meant to.  Trouble was, he tended to get blamed for other peoples' as well as his own.

"It was nothing, Aunt."  Bother!  He'd forgotten he'd been promoted.  "Feeling weary, Elim?"

"Do I look so exhausted?"

"Well, no.  I mean of course not!  Just that in your condition you should take care."

She quirked an eyebrow at him.  "My, we're a man of the world now, aren't we?"

"Hadn't you noticed?" he said flippantly, planning his response when she said no, she hadn't.

But dear plump Aunt Elim turned her face away to examine the moors, study a bird heading home with something in its claws... then she cleared her throat harshly.  "Yes I had.  That's what I came to say.  I owe you an apology."

Polion could not ever recall getting an apology before.  Having his hide tanned until he made one—that was almost an everyday occurrence.  "You, Elim?  What on earth for?"

"Father's remarks about you and Meilim in the hay this morning... they reminded me of my own youth."

"Oh yes?"  This was becoming interesting.

"I'm afraid I wondered...  Well, I know I gave myself away when the Jaulscath..."  Her motherly face was red as the sunset.  Redder, in fact.  He stared at her in astonishment, and then felt his own cheeks flush in sympathy.  Fates!

What in the world did a man answer?  Adulthood was a lot more complicated than he had realized.  Humor...  No, humor would be absolutely the wrong response.

"I don't see why you need apologize.  I didn't notice, but it's very flattering.  And I do that all the time now.  I mean, I can't look at a woman without wondering—any woman!"

She smiled.  "Thank you.  A very courteous reply, Polion!"

"Just now I was admiring your bosom, wondering what you looked like and, ah, felt like, and..."

She gasped.  "I think we had better change the subject!"

"Why?  I wouldn't mind a quick—"

"Polion!"

He shrugged.  She'd started it.

"Listen!" she said quickly.  "Father's not well, as you know.  Otherwise I'm sure he would attend to this himself.  As he's not... well, I thought I'd take care of it for him.  Here."

She thrust a hand over to him and dropped four silver coins into his palm.

"Well, thank you, Aunt Elim!  For me?"

"Yes.  It's a sort of family tradition, the first time a...  What I mean is, you ought to have some spending money in the city.  You might want to buy a gift for Meilim, or something."

He could imagine nothing he would be less likely to waste money on.  He thanked Elim again, and she rode off without offering any more helpful suggestions.  He added the coins to his collection.  He wondered exactly how her mind had been working.  Funny to think of old Aunt Elim having a guilty conscience!  Even funnier to imagine her waylaying him in the hayfield.  He wouldn't mind a lesson or two from a woman with experience, to show him the ropes.

And now Farion!  Very curious!  The whole family seemed to want to help him get rid of his virginity as soon as possible.  Well, he wouldn't struggle.  Maybe when he'd done it, then he'd be able to think about other things once in a while.

The sun had gone—Poul, bringer of life and death, now in the House of Men.  Polion sat up, crossed his legs, and inspected the sky.  There was still too much glare to hope to find Awail's thin crescent yet.  He turned and peered eastward, toward the advancing night—straight at red Muol, the Passionate One, bringer of love and war.  There were not enough stars out to be sure what house she was in, but it was probably still the House of Children.  Muol was in opposition to Poul, which must be important, except that neither passion nor children seemed relevant to Grandfather.

That morning he had seen the dawn star in the House of Sorrows.  That was clearly bad, and one bad portent usually meant that the others should be interpreted as bad also.  Jaul, the Bright One, had been in either Leaders or Lovers, which was always a tricky call.  Jaul as giver of law and truth explained the Jaulscath of course, because she made lies impossible.  Some of Grandfather's tales about the old ways mentioned the Zarda using Jaulscaths to hear evidence and judge disputes.  Law did not seem relevant to the family problem, but Jaul also gave chaos, the opposite of law.  That fitted with the Jaulscath too, throwing the family into disorder.

"Any luck?"  Wosion was limping up the slope to him.

"Not yet.  What house is Jaul in?"

Wosion settled to the ground with a sigh of weariness.  "Leaders."

"Oh!"  Chaos?  Not good news for Grandfather.

"But Jaul is regressing. Retrograde motion means the house sign is reversed."

Polion pondered.  "That could still mean either good or bad news!"

To his astonishment, his uncle chuckled.  "Lad, have you ever considered becoming a pastor?"

"Me?"  He glanced at Wosion's misshapen leg and then looked away again quickly.

"Why not?  You have good eyes and quick wits."

Oh fates!  "Pastors are supposed to make people behave themselves.  My talents run the other way."

Wosion rubbed his long nose.  "It doesn't hurt to know about misbehavior.  I feel lust and envy, too, lad.  I was just as shamed by the Jaulscath today as anyone.  A lot of a pastor's work is keeping people's spirits up and you're good at that.  You drive people to distraction, but you make them laugh at the same time.  That's a valuable talent."

That was all horse droppings!  "The only time I make you laugh, my dear Uncle Wosion, is when you're sentencing me to a week on the wood pile!"

The pastor guffawed.  "You underestimate yourself.  That trick you pulled last year with the grass snakes in the laundry...  I kept waking up in the night laughing about that!  All the men had hysterics over it.  We laughed for months."

"What!" Polion howled.  "You gave me two weeks on the woodpile for that, and you took the skin off my butt with your switch first!"

"Yes, I did.  I had to do my duty.  And you deserved it—you might have caused half a dozen miscarriages.  But we all love you for it."

Polion grunted bitterly.  Strange way of showing affection!

"About your question just now," Wosion said, serious again.  "The others will want to hear the portents tonight.  I shall tell them that the bringer of order is in the House of Leaders, and because she is regressing that becomes the House of Followers.  They will be encouraged.  But?"

"But she can equally well bring chaos!"

"Exactly!"  Wosion sighed.  "The portents can almost always be read two ways.  Usually there is a clue, as you know—a clue to tell us which way they should be read.  But that clue can be very hard to find.  Often a pastor just has to make his own judgement."

"The bringer of sickness in the House of Sorrows must...  There!  Look!  Under that branch!"  A tiny gem glowed in the twilight, low in the fading rays of Poul.

"Where?" Wosion cried, screwing up his eyes.  "I can't see...  Yes!" he shouted.  "You're right!  It is Ogoal!"

The Faint One had returned, the Swift One, the arbiter of fortune.

"Good luck or bad?" Polion demanded excitedly.

"I think good.  She can give either, of course, but she always means the unexpected, especially when she first appears, as she does now.  We must expect the unexpected!"

"Grandfather is going to live, then?  Isn't he, Wosion?"

"I think so, Polion.  I really think so.  That is the clue!  Run and tell the others, so they can all see, and rejoice."
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Gwin Nien Solith had spent the day on what Carp would have called a tiger hunt.  Once, when young, he had let himself be talked into joining a tiger hunt.  When telling the tale afterward, he had insisted that the worst part had been waiting for the beaters to drive the tiger to the hunters.  All sorts of other things had come bursting out of the undergrowth first: rabbits and wild pigs and jungle hens, all making far more racket than the tiger did when it finally came.  He had been killed ten times by rabbits, twenty times by hens, and so on.  The real tiger encounter had been over so fast that he could barely remember it.  The hard part had been all those rabbits.

Gwin had spent the day waiting for her future husband, the odious Kolo Gurshith, and jumping at rabbits.

Soon after dawn, the crier had proclaimed their engagement.  A few neighbors dropped in to congratulate her on so advantageous a match—if any of them knew Kolo, they were too kind to admit it.  The poetic Sint Hailith sent her a letter of heart-broken farewell, which she acknowledged with a note of thanks, but none of her other suitors reacted.  They presumably knew better than to risk the Gurshiths' enmity.

Except for Tibal Frainith, the previous day's guests had all departed promptly after witnessing the unpleasantness.  No others had taken their place that evening, and none had arrived during the day.  She wondered if the Phoenix Street Hostel, now it was included in the Gurshith sphere of influence, had been blacklisted by all his political and business opponents.

She had given the crier a quarter eagle to announce that the hostel required a willing, able-bodied man for the position of porter.  She had interviewed fourteen applicants.  None of them had been acceptable—drunks, cripples, or shifty-eyed convicts with felon brands on their shoulders.  Fortunately there were no horses to tend, so Tob had been temporarily promoted, but the complexities of the work were beyond Tob.  The porter was required to haul the water from the well, escort Mai to and from the market, chop wood for the kitchen range, and do a dozen other menial things.  It took longer to explain a job to Tob than to just do it.

Shuma belatedly mentioned that the butcher had failed to deliver for several days and the meat larder was now empty.

And so on.  Rabbits, all rabbits, but every time the bell on the outer door jangled, Gwin's heart flew over the roof.

The mysterious Tibal wandered in and out all day.  He claimed he was sight-seeing.  If so, then his idea of sight-seeing was to view one notable temple or statue, return to the hostel to make notes in his journal, then go out to view another.  He had refused to elaborate on his cryptic predictions of the previous day—indeed he had looked blank when she mentioned them.  He might be a Shoolscath, because Shool's Curse of prophecy usually drove its victims insane very quickly.  He might just be plain-ordinary insane.  He was pleasant enough, she concluded, but he had lost a few buttons somewhere.

As Poul slid below the roofs and shadows filled the court, she collapsed onto a bench and looked around her empty hostel with something very close to despair.  Business had been bad since the war, but she had thought it was starting to pick up.  Her reserves were dwindling.  At least the odious Kolo represented money, real money, but how long would his father support an unprofitable business?  Liam had promised her that she could continue to operate the hostel, but she could never trust his promises.  Men had died making that mistake.  She suspected that he was only interested in the building itself, planning to turn it back into a private home, his home, as soon as he obtained title.  He made no secret of his nostalgic love for things imperial, and few of the great old mansions were as well preserved as this one.

Here she had lived since her marriage.  Here she had loved her husband and their two babies.  It held all her happy memories.  It held unhappy ones also, of course, especially memories of the plague months.  The day she had found the starry blue rash on Karn had been the worst day of her life.  Naln had followed, inevitably.  The two of them had died within an hour of each other.  Gwin had found escape in work, turning the building into an emergency hospital for the neighborhood.  Even then, the old place had dominated her life.  It was her home.  Without it, she would have nothing left at all.

"Almost time!" proclaimed a voice behind her.

She started violently.  It was only Tibal, just another rabbit.

"Time for what?"

He grinned widely.  "Tigers!  No more rabbits."  He sat down on a stool and stretched out his long shanks.

She gaped at him.   Another of his miracles!  "How can you possibly know—"

The bell on the outer door jangled.  A group of Zardan countryfolk flowed in, nine or ten of them, male and female, young and old, all of them pulling off broad-brimmed hats and clutching them awkwardly as they peered around at the unfamiliar city building.  The men sported bushy beards, the women wore their hair in long braids.  Gwin knew the type well—solid, honest farmers on a visit to the city, bringing herds or crafts to sell in the market.  Then she recognized the portly matron in front and her day brightened at last.  Elim Panank, Bulion Tharn's oldest daughter!  The Tharns were old friends, solid and dependable as the hills.  They had been regulars at the hostel since long before Gwin met Carp.  No tiger, but very welcome rabbits!  She jumped up and hurried to greet them.

Six women and only four men?  There must be more of them to come yet.

"Elim Saj!  How wonderful to see you!"  One glance showed that Elim was going to contribute yet another Panank to the Tharn Clan before winter, although she must be well over forty.  Her smock and riding breeches were travel-stained, there was dust in the wrinkles around her eyes and in her graying hair, but these tough farmers' wives never let pregnancy slow them down.  It was their normal condition.

"Gwin Saj!"  Concern puckered the well-padded face.  "We met Ogmith Saj just now and learned of your terrible loss!  First Carp and now...  Oh, Gwin Solith!"  Elim enveloped Gwin in a rib-creaking embrace.

Gwin fought free, mumbling platitudes.  She detested sympathy.  Her heartbreak was too personal to share with others, even someone as warm and genuine as Elim Panak.

A dip-shouldered cripple came limping in behind her, and Gwin knew him too, although not well.  He lacked a beard like the others, he was small for a Tharn, and he had the longest nose she had ever met outside a stable.  She disliked him, but Carp had maintained that his disagreeable manner hid a shrewd and caring personality.

"Wosion Saj too!  You are indeed welcome!  How many rooms...  Is something wrong?"

Yes, there was something wrong.

This hunt had found two tigers.

#

Out in the street, the missing Tharn men were unfastening a litter they had obviously cobbled together from rope, two saplings, and a couple of cloaks.  Gwin hardly recognized the invalid.  He was unconscious, his face grotesquely deformed, his skin soaked and inflamed by fever.  Even in his coma, he panted like a runner.  Sickness on that scale was mortal.

Doctors, the Tharns blathered, and surgeons, but Gwin knew better.  No physic could treat that.  They knew it too.  Their patriarch would not see another dawn and their eyes were filled with dread because of it.

"Men like him are rain in a desert," Carp had said once, after one of Bulion Tharn's visits.

"I have no porter," Gwin babbled.  "But of course you would rather carry him yourself anyway.  The Peacock Room.  Over here.  This way."

Stout arms lifted the litter from the horses and followed her inside.

Niad?

Niad's powers were as likely to kill the man as help him—Niad had no experience at using them.  Could even an Ivielscath drag the old man back from the gates of death?  To try was to risk betrayal, because there were Tharns all over the hostel already, more than a dozen of them.  If the attempt worked, they would talk.  If it failed, they would certainly talk.  To harbor a Cursed was a major crime.  This was no trivial favor Gwin was considering.  It would put her in grave danger and Niad in worse.

She saw the invalid settled in the Peacock Room, which was the best in the house, bright and spacious.  The huge featherbed stood in the center, allowing clear views of all the magnificent frescoes that gave the room its name.  Leaving Elim and the other women to care for the invalid, she went out to organize more rooms, meals, and horses.  Shuma was having hysterics at the need to prepare so much food at such short notice, but Shuma enjoyed nothing more than a good crisis.

Dare I mention Niad?  Back to the court...  Tibal was relaxing in his favorite seat.  He waved cheerfully to her.  The world was unfolding to his satisfaction, evidently.

"Polion!" Wosion barked.  "The stable hand will need help with the horses."

The boy he was addressing was a lanky adolescent, all legs and arms and a dirty face—no, that was supposed to be a mustache.  He scowled at Tob and muttered something that did not sound like disagreement.

"Gwin Saj," Wosion said, earnestly.  "We want the best doctor in the city.  We have gold.  We will pay, pay anything."  His long nose seemed to twitch like a dog's.  "Father is very dear to all of us.  Will you send a boy at once, please?"

The moment of decision...  Iviel, giver of both health and sickness...  One of the city priests would offer to intercede with God for her, asking God to send Iviel in her healer guise.  But the Zarda walked with no gods, and Gwin suspected she agreed with them.  The fates would blight or bless as they chose, and no god would stop them.

But Gwin was not so callous.  She could not let a man die without at least trying to help.

"Wosion Saj, there is something I must tell you.  I must first ask you to keep it se—"

His eyes seemed to flash in the twilight.  "An Ivielscath?"

"Ah, yes..."

He gripped her arm fiercely.  "We saw Ogoal last night!  It was a sign, a portent.  She told us to expect the unexpected!  Please, please, where is this man?"

She detached his fingers before he broke bones.  She eased back a little.  He was not a prepossessing person, and he reeked of horse.  "Not so fast!  You understand that all the afflicted were ordered out of the city on pain of death?  There are terrible penalties for sheltering them, too."

"We shall not breath a word!  I will tell everyone not to talk.  If you wish, we shall leave the city at dawn.  Anything, Gwin Saj, anything!"

Anything?  There was the answer to Niad's problem!  Of course!

"Aha!  I will hold you to that," she said.  "The Ivielscath needs shelter, and she has nowhere to go."

He laughed shrilly.  "She will be as welcome as springtime in Tharn Valley, lady!  We met another of the Cursed yesterday, a Jaulscath, and Father promised to take that one home and cherish her.  If he would accept a Jaulscath, can you not imagine how he will welcome a healer?  They are precious beyond words."

"But..."

"You are still Qolians here in Daling, Gwin Saj!" Wosion said impatiently.  "Zarda do not exile the Cursed like lepers as the empire did.  We honor the Cursed and called them blessed."

She should have thought of that sooner.  These peaceable farmers were a far cry from their ferocious barbarian forebears who had toppled the empire, but they clung to many of the old ways.  Niad could find refuge with them, perhaps even honor.

"But there is another risk," she protested.  "The girl has had no practice, no experience.  The sickness took all her family.  Only she recovered.  We saw no danger signals until one day the cook cut her hand.  Niad was going to bandage it.  Instead she just held it—and the wound closed."

"Of course it did!"  He was less sure of himself now, though.  "My father is very near to death already.  I do not think he would hesitate to take a risk.  What sort of a woman is this Ivielscath?  Is she bitter, resentful?  Does she rage at the fates for Cursing her?"

"No.  She is...  Well, 'sweet,' sounds terrible, but it's the best word I can think of.  Kind.  Anxious."  Gwin thought of adding, "Grateful," and did not.

"Then I do not believe there is much danger.  There are Ivielscaths who cannot control the direction of their powers, who will afflict when they strive to cure, but they are usually very ill-disposed people."

"You know about the Cursed?"

"I am a pastor.  We still treasure the old lore.  Please, Gwin Saj?  There is no time to waste!"

She nodded agreement.  "I shall go and ask, then.  I cannot promise.  I will not try to force her if she is not willing."

He sniggered mockingly.  "No, you must not antagonize an Ivielscath.  Offer her anything in our power to give."

Gwin turned and headed for the kitchen again.  She noted gratefully that Tibal had appointed himself porter for the moment, in that he was going around lighting the torches.  Candles gleamed through windows as the Zarda settled into their rooms.

The kitchen was bright with lamps, suffocatingly hot, very loud.  Shuma seemed to be all over it, yelling and clattering, and yet somehow controlling another eight people.  Niad was chopping onions on a corner of the butcher block.  Gwin caught her eye and beckoned.  She led the girl out into the evening cool of the court.

"The old man is very sick," Niad said in a small voice.

"You know?"

"Mai told me, Saj."

Mai knew everything, an incredible busybody, but that was not magic.  She had always been like that.

"His name is Bulion Tharn.  I have known him a long time and he is a good man.  If you will try to help him, then these people would be willing to give you refuge.  They are many, but they have much land and I think they live quite well.  You could be safer there, with them, than anywhere."

"And you safer also with me gone, Gwin Saj."

"I did not mean that!"

"But it matters to me," the girl whispered.  "So I will try."  She was shivering.

Gwin put a comforting arm around her and led her toward the Peacock Room.  They passed Tibal, bearing a torch.  He flashed a wink.  Anyone would think he had planned this whole emergency.

At the door they met other family members coming out, being sent away by the pastor.  Only Elim remained at her father's bedside.

"Wosion Saj, this is Niad."

The pastor bowed awkwardly to the housemaid.  "I honor you, Niad Saj.  You bear a great burden."  His efforts to appear gracious were probably well-intended, but they seemed pompous and phony.

"Gwin Solith!" bellowed a voice right behind her.  "Where is my beautiful lovebird, my passion flower, my rich landowning bride?"

She spun around with a gasp of dismay.  It was Kolo, of course—Kolo Gurshith, emerging unsteadily from the shadows like a nightmare.  It was Kolo almost too drunk to stand.  It was Kolo in an elaborate tunic of creamy hue, bedecked with embroidered flowers and butterflies, but also bedraggled and soiled.  His hair was in disarray, he had only one shoe.  He staggered toward her with a vacuous leer on his moon face and flabby arms outstretched.  He was tall, he was obese, he was utterly odious.

The tiger.

The healing?  An Ivielscath?  Kolo Gurshith!  Gwin's mind seemed to explode into fragments.  Why did he have to arrive exactly now?  How could she keep the secret?  How was she going to handle this lout?

The lout handled her.  Before she could speak or move a muscle, he enfolded her in his embrace and a suffocating miasma of wine.  He slobbered a kiss on her lips.  She gagged and twisted her head and struggled to free herself.  They staggered off-balance.  She cried out in disgust.

A young male Tharn—an unusually large one, even for that family of oversized males—detached her assailant with one meaty hand and swung a punch with the other.  The impact must have been audible in the street outside.  Kolo Gurshith rose from the mosaic floor, traveled a short distance backward, and then returned to it—heavily, horizontally, and emphatically.

"Not a friend of yours, I hope?" her rescuer inquired in his rough country voice.  "Oh, I am Jukion Tharn, Gwin Saj—Brankion's eldest."

"Thank you, Jukion Saj.  Not a close friend, no."

"Should I continue his lessons, or just throw him out in the street for you, Saj?"

  Gwin stared down at her prostrate suitor, who was groaning piteously but making no serious effort to sit up.  She could not imagine how she could even start to explain.  Her fiancé?  His touch had sickened her; she felt his unclean odor clinging to her.  Could life with that trash ever be worth living?

Throw him out and good riddance!

She spun around to see who had spoken.

"As you wish," the giant said cheerfully.  "Farion, give me a hand mucking out."

"Who?"  Gwin said.  "I mean—"  Already the two Tharns were towing Kolo away by the ankles.  "Wait!"  But they did not hear her.  She opened her mouth again and then snapped it shut.  So be it!  She had more urgent problems to worry about than Kolo Gurshith.  An hour in the gutter would do him no harm.

"Splendid!" said Tibal from the shadows.

Ah!  Gwin shot him an angry glance.  "Was that you who said to throw him out?"  It had sounded like the mysterious, disembodied voice she had heard the previous morning, just when he arrived.  It was not Tibal's normal voice, but obviously Jukion had heard it as well, so this time she could be sure she had not imagined it.

"No."

Distrusting the look of puzzled innocence on his face, she made a mental note that Tibal Frainith might be a gifted ventriloquist with a very warped sense of humor.  Meanwhile... the healing.  She hurried into the Peacock Room, closing the door behind her.  She would fuss about the Gurshiths tomorrow.

In the soft light of a single lantern, Bulion Tharn lay unmoving, half submerged in the feather bed.  Niad was hunched on a chair at his side, one arm stretched out, her hand against his swollen face.  Elim and Wosion stood behind her, watching intently.  Gwin tiptoed over, fighting to calm her racing heart.  She could see no change.

Niad glanced up at her with a terrified expression; Gwin tried to smile encouragement.

"Nothing?" she whispered.

Elim chewed her lip.

Wosion shook his head.  "Not yet," he whispered.  "But the hurt is very deep.  It may—"

His expression changed.  Gwin looked down at the patient.  Bulion Tharn's eyes had opened.  He uttered a long sigh.
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Polion was very impressed by the stables.  He had never been in a building that big in his life before.  The walls and floor were marble.  He could not tell how high the ceiling was, because the lantern beams would not reach up there.  He hoped Butterfly and his friends appreciated such quarters.

He was not at all impressed by Tob the stableboy, and did most of the work himself to make sure it was done right.

If Daling was typical, he did not think much of cities.  There had been far too many people in the streets, even if everyone else in the family party had kept insisting that there were fewer than usual.  There were too many decaying buildings, lining the streets like giant skulls.  Not enough grass.  The air smelled wrong.

Daling had only one thing he was interested in, and it looked as if that would have to wait until another night.  He was saddle sore, starved like a springtime bear, and reeking of stable.  By the time he had cleaned up and eaten, the vice shops would surely have closed.

Thick Tob showed him the way back to the hostel proper, through the kitchens.  As he emerged into the courtyard, he was astonished to hear a roar of Tharn laughter.  A raucous party was underway at the far end, which must mean that the Old Man was improving.  Had improved!  Considerably!  Everyone was sitting around in torchlight, and eating, drinking wine, celebrating.  His mouth watered painfully.  He couldn't join them until he had cleaned up, obviously, and he wasn't even sure which room was his.

Then his view was blocked as if a barn had moved in front of him.  It was the largest of all Tharns, Big Brother Jukion.

"Hi, there!" Jukion said, a little unsteadily.  "You been out in the stable all this time, Runt?"

"Now that you mention it, yes.  The Old Man's better?"

"The Old Man's all better!  Grandfather's cured!  Prancing like a yearling."  Jukion peered around, and then drew Polion aside with a hand like a ham, cuddling close to a statue.  He dropped his voice to a whisper.  "They had an Ivielscath!"

Polion was not sure which surprised him more—that an Ivielscath should turn up just when they needed one so badly, or that his brother would be so obviously embalmed.  Even his breath was lethal.  Jukion was normally the very soul of discretion.  He had collected all the brawn and all the virtue in the family.  From the day of his birth, Polion had suffered by having Big-big held up to him as an example.

He did not comment on that, though.  "Great news!  Of course, we knew something like that would happen, because of the portents."

Jukion hiccuped discreetly.  "'Spect so.  The other news is that we're heading back home at first light!"

Polion used a word that Jukion probably did not know.

But Jukion chuckled as if he did know it.  "Had some plans in that direction, did you, Runt?"

"Why?  All of us?  I mean, if one man wanted to stay over a couple—"

"All of us!  There may be a bit of trouble brewing."

"What sort of trouble?"

The big oaf squirmed and glanced around uneasily.  "Well, a man got punched up here tonight, and it turns out his daddy's important.  Could be trouble."

"Who punched him?"

"Um.  I did."

Polion clutched the statue for support.  The world was rocking.  Or if it wasn't, it must be about to.  "You did?"  He could not recall Jukion ever doing anything like that.

"Yes."

"Congratulations.  Two weeks on the woodpile!"

"Aw, you know how I enjoy chopping wood, Polion."

Yes, there was that.  The pastor would not take his switch to a grown man, either, and there were none more grown than Jukion.

"Look," the ox said, suddenly earnest.  "You wanna go visit a whorehouse?"

Polion gulped.  Even more epoch-making!  "Would be nice."

"Come on, then.  It'll have to be tonight, and before Aunt Elim gets you under her thumb, too."

Better not to bring Aunt Elim into this.  "I can't go until I've cleaned up!"

"Why not?" Jukion demanded, seizing Polion's shoulder with sudden inspiration.  "Come on, I'll take you."  He headed unsteadily for the corridor.

"But—" Polion said, his feet scrabbling to catch up with the rest of him.  When Jukion said move, one moved.  "But I'm covered with—"

"Don't matter!"  Jukion threw a door aside and swept his brother out into the darkness with him—and onward.  "It's not far.  What you do is ask for the hot tub special."  He set a blistering pace along the black street, apparently steering by instinct, and more or less carrying Polion.  The door slammed in the distance behind them.

"A what?"

"They have big coppers, with fires to keep the water hot.  The girls wash you.  All in the water together.  Scented soap."

"You've done this?"

"Well, I've watched.  I preferred the beds.  It was before I was married, of course!"

Fates!  Polion was always mildly surprised when his damp-eared brother managed to sire children with such astonishing regularity.  To imagine him participating in some sort of orgy in his youth was mind-boggling, a totally new view of Jukion.  It also conjured up visions even more tantalizing than Polion had ever been able to imagine on his own.

Were this anyone else, he might suspect a leg-pull.  People were always picking on him for some reason, making him the butt of stupid practical jokes, but Jukion never would.  All that part of the family talent had gone elsewhere.

"Of course I'll leave you at the door.  I mean, Shupyim might ask, and I couldn't lie to her."

That sounded more like Jukion!  "How many girls?"  Polion demanded breathlessly.  His heart was drumming like a woodpecker already.

"All you can handle."

"What does this hot tub special cost?"

"Don't worry.  The treat's on me.  Father paid for me the first time."

"Father was there?"

"Um.  Better not tell tales.  There!"

They had rounded a corner.  The smell of the river was very strong.  There were lights ahead, and a few people standing in doorways.

Big-big stopped and at last released his death-grip on Polion's shoulder.  There was a faint clinking sound.  "See the door with the two lanterns, one above the other?  That's a pretty good place.  The house across the street is bigger, if you want variety.  Here, take this.  Two eagles ought to be plenty, even for you."

Polion took the money.  It would be unkind to refuse.  He mumbled thanks, too dumbfounded to say more.

Jukion started to turn, then hesitated.  "Be home by first light, now, kiddo!  Think you can find your own way back?"

Was he having second thoughts?  Did he want to be persuaded?  Polion wished he had brought his sword along, or a even a knife.  He was out of his element in a city, and the big oaf would be reassuring company.  No, it would be unkind to talk him into misbehaving.  His conscience would never let him sleep again, and if Shupyim ever found out, she would kill him.

"I'll manage."

Jukion sniggered.  "I'm sure you will.  I'm going back to the party.  Good luck, fellow!  Enjoy yourself."  A staggering thump on Polion's shoulder and he had gone.

Well!  Polion started to float along the street by himself.  All these years he had misjudged Big-big!  Incredible!  Did they serve food in these places?  Drink, yes.  He'd heard about the drink.  No one had ever mentioned hot tub specials though.

He must have about five eagles in his pocket.  Oh, wow!

He paused in the center of the road.  The girl under the two lamps wiggled provocatively.  Wow, wow!

The one on the other side stretched sleepily, arms overhead.  The rest of her flowed into interesting positions.  Wowee!  Her dress was almost transparent, what there was of it.  He went that way, quivering all over.

She smiled.  He smiled back, not really noticing her face.

"Looking for some fun, handsome?"

He nodded eagerly.

"Then come with me."  She stepped into the dark opening and disappeared.

He shot after her.  "Do you do hot tub—"

A sap crashed down on the back of his head and all the stars and planets blazed in the night.
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The hour was late, but the party was still rolling.  Wine was still flowing.  Bulion had no intention of stopping it—he had more to celebrate than anyone.  He would show them that there was life in the old bull yet!  He felt fit enough to drink and dance the lot of them under the table.  The only music came from a fiddle Farion had found somewhere.  It wasn't much music, because Farion wasn't much fiddler, but it was enough.

Once in a while, Bulion found himself fingering his jaw.  There was no pain now, no swelling.  The hole in his gum had healed.  Death's only value is to teach us the sweetness of life... who had said that?

He was gratified to note that no one had slipped away on private adventuring.  He disapproved of infidelity, but some men seemed to require it.  Daling provided a safer outlet for their promiscuity than Tharn Valley did, and of course the unmarried ones always felt that they had rights.  In this case the only bachelor present was young Polion, and Bulion had sent Jukion off to do his brotherly duty and fly the hawk.  Jukion had returned with a knowing wink to say that the matter had been taken care of.

Bulion made a mental note that one of the first things to be done when he got back to the vale would be to find a husband for Meilim.

Meanwhile he could dance with the ladies and drink with the men and relish life and health.  He was deeply touched by the family's obvious joy at his recovery.  He could not expect the fates to be so benevolent the next time.  He was catching his breath back at the table...

"How does it feel?" asked a quiet voice.  Gwin Solith settled on the stool beside him, regarding him with a quizzical smile.

"Being brought back from the dead?"

She nodded as if his answer would be truly important.

"Very good!  And also odd," he admitted.  "Reminds me of a discussion I once had with your husband, Gwin Saj."  He reached for his goblet, wondering if he had blundered onto dangerous ground.

"Please tell me."

"I asked him why he needed a god.  We were discussing the fates, and he agreed that all men—and women too, of course—were bound by them, for good or evil.  The virtuous suffer as much as the wicked.  Both may prosper.  All must die.  I said I could see no evidence that prayer and sacrifice made any difference, so why were gods necessary?"

"I expect Carp told you that he needed someone to be grateful to when things went right."

"Yes.  I didn't understand.  Not then.  Now I think perhaps I do."

She smiled and turned her head to watch the dancers.  She was a fine woman, Gwin Solith.  She'd made a fine wife for Carp and was apparently doing a fine job of running the hostel without him.  She did not fuss or raise her voice, but her staff was under perfect control and every detail of the meal had been perfect.  Bulion had been impressed with her the first time he had met her, five—no, it must be almost six—years back.  She had been little more than a child then, starry-eyed with love for her husband.  He had not changed his mind since.

"Gratitude, all right,"  he said.  "But while you mourn I rejoice, Gwin Solith.  Who do you blame when things go bad?"

"One does not blame.  One picks oneself up and soldiers on."

"If one has the courage."

She looked surprised.  "Courage?  No, not courage.  All it takes is a sort of bloody-mindedness.  Stubbornness!  If we let the fates break us, then they have won another victory.  They will win the game in the end, but until then we must deny them as many points as we can.  To die satisfied with one's life is the closest we may ever come to victory."  She reached out for the bottle and refilled his goblet.  Then she poured a drink for herself in another that someone had discarded.  She raised it.  "To life!"

"To life, long and full!"

A remarkable woman!  She wore the plain white gown of mourning, with no ornamentation.  Her dark hair was short, in Daling fashion, not even covering her ears.  The glow of the torches flattered all the women, but her delicate features did not need flattery.  Her bare arms were slender, yet the swell of her gown over her breasts was quite adequate.

Bulion felt his physical self stir, stimulated by wine and the excitement of his reprieve from death.  He wondered drily what else the Ivielscath might have cured besides his tooth, and he remembered his half-serious intention of taking a third wife.  Gwin Solith, alas, was not in the running.  She was too recently widowed to be interested in remarriage and she had a thriving business in Daling to attend to.  She would never consider a man of his age, anyway.

"I am still worried that Jukion's cavalier gesture may have bred trouble for you, Gwin Saj.  He is not normally a trouble-maker."

She laughed with what seemed to be genuine amusement.  "He made an excellent choice in starting with Kolo Gurshith.  No one deserves it more.  His father began the violence.  Think nothing of it."

"I feel like a naughty boy, running away after breaking a window."  He automatically thought of Polion.

"We have been through all this!" Gwin said sternly.  "It is very unlikely that Kolo will remember anything at all when he comes to.  Even if he does, he can't blame me for what happened.  If you are already gone, then he can't blame anyone."

Bulion wished he believed that.  "You are sure you will not be in danger?

She sighed.  "In no more than I was before.  It would be very flattering to be pursued by so many suitors if I did not know that they saw me as a tract of real estate."

Her predicament angered him.  A woman should not be pestered into marriage so soon after her husband's death.  "I suppose you have considered entering into some sort of token marriage, to discourage these pests?"

She sat for a moment, pondering.  He liked that.  He liked people who thought before they spoke.  He watched the play of light and shadow on her throat, and he wondered if he should offer himself for the part.

"That is not a viable solution," she said at last.  "My token husband would have complete control of the property.  Who could I trust so far?  Suppose he tried to claim his marital rights?  And what would happen if I then met a man I did wish to marry?"

He felt relieved; had she answered otherwise, he would have felt bound to make the offer.  A token marriage was not what he had in mind for himself either.  "Of course!  Foolish of me."

She gave him a long, perceptive stare.  "You owe me nothing, you know.  Your debt, if any, is to Niad, and you will repay that by providing her with safe refuge."

"Repay?  That is no repayment at all, Gwin Saj!  That is no hard field to plow!  Many, many times have I longed for a healer in Tharn Valley.  She will be welcome and honored.  She can sit idle and eat strawberries all day long if she wishes.  We Tharns are not noted for our looks, but she shall have as handsome a husband as we can find, if that is her wish."

Gwin chuckled and took a drink.  "It would be a brave man who married an Ivielscath!  Every time they quarreled, he would be in danger of an attack of boils, or worse."

Bulion reached for his own goblet with a snort.  "That gorgeous little charmer?  There will be men lined up in rows.  I would marry her myself if she would have me!"  He paused with the brim almost at his lips.  "I am seriously thinking of marrying again."  He drank, wondering why he had made that totally unnecessary remark.

Gwin put her head on one side as if inspecting him.  "Why not?  You would be a catch for any woman, Bulion Saj.  But... may I offer some wise feminine advice while there is still time?"

He parried with a smile.  "Remembering my wives, I am sure such advice will be wholesome, but I do not expect it to be welcome."

"Do you judge medicine by its taste?"

"Always!"

"Why, Bulion Tharn!  Shame!  I merely suggest you seek someone a little older than Niad.  Even if your child bride can resist temptation, you will both be aware of that temptation.  However virtuous she may be, you will think of it every time a young man casts a shadow near her.  Curb your ambition a little, Bulion Saj!  Moderation is always the wisest course."

"Nicely put!  I shall remember your words."

He held her gaze a moment, and it was she who suddenly turned her face away.

"Remember mine," he added.

She looked at him again, startled.  And no wonder!  Fates!  The wine was pickling his brains.  "But a token marriage has no more appeal to me than it does to you."  He must be drunk!

He was about to say something more—apologize, perhaps—and then he saw that she was still watching him.  He felt the temperature rise abruptly, as if some smith's apprentice somewhere had just begun working his bellows.

"Bulion?"

"Gwin?"

She hesitated.  "I have received nine offers of marriage so far this quarter, and every one of the suitors was really after my dowry.  I know that the hostel is of no interest to you.  I thank you for reassuring me that I still have some value as a person."

He slammed his goblet back on the table with a thump that splashed wine over his hand.  "Gwin Solith, I mean no disrespect, but I would not take your property as an outright gift.  My place is in Tharn Valley.  As for yourself—nothing in the world would make me happier than to take you back there as my bride.  I do not know exactly how old I am, but I must be over sixty.  Few men manage two score, and I have lasted three.  I cannot have many years left.  If you would share them with me, they are yours.  I believe I can still perform as a man in all ways that matter.  If the time ever comes when I cannot, I should not hold you to a joyless marriage.  As my wife, you would be unofficial mistress of the whole clan, over three hundred of us.  I can imagine no one who would do a better job.  Say you will marry me, and all I have is yours."

They stared at each other as if equally amazed at the unexpected precipice they had reached.  Then she reached out and took his hand.  "You rose to the challenge!  I should have known you would."  She tried to break the tension with a smile, but it seemed forced.  "You may yet regret being so hasty."

"I do not withdraw a single word.  Your attention flatters me immensely.  I feared I was too old to interest anyone except the grateful poor.  Like you, I was thinking of myself as real estate."

She shook her head.  "Women do not consider physical beauty important, Bulion.  Power and wealth... yes, they matter, because they promise protection in a troubled world.  But a man who has gathered power and wealth through his own efforts has proved himself to be a man of merit.  Any woman would find you a worthy suitor."

He sat and listened to the thump of his heart.

Gwin drew a deep breath.  "Let us dream on this, Bulion Tharn.  In the sober light of morning, we may both see life more clearly."

"My proposal will stand, Gwin Solith.  I mean it."

"I know you do, and I am honored by it.  Let us dance on it, at least!"

They rose and he took her hand, but they had barely taken two steps before their path was blocked by a tall shadow against the torchlight.  "Gwin Saj, I am sorry to interrupt."

"Tibal Saj?  Something you need?  You have met Bulion Tharn?"

"Indeed, I have!  I have congratulated him on his miraculous recovery, and I have thanked his grandson for avenging my black eye."

Bulion chuckled politely.  There was something odd about the lanky young Kuolian, something he could not place and certainly did not wish to worry about while he was in the process of wooing Gwin Solith.

"Perhaps your eye can also be treated," she said cautiously.

He moved so the light caught his smile; apart from the swollen and discolored eye, his face was all angles and flat planes.  "It is unimportant.  Do not worry that I shall denounce your secret healer.  Will five eagles cover my tab, hostess?  I regret that I must leave immediately."

"Now?  But it is the middle of the night!"

"I know."

"Bad news?"

He shook his head, still smiling, still holding out the money.  "I should have told you sooner.  Inform Labranza Lamith that I shall see her back in Raragash, will you?"

"Who?"

"A friend who will be arriving shortly.  Not exactly a friend.  If you would give her the message?"

"Certainly.  And two eagles will be plenty, if you are not staying the night."

"Take it all, please.  Use the balance to celebrate."  His smile faded into sadness.

"Celebrate what?"

"Life and happiness.  I wish you both in abundance.  And you also, Bulion Saj.  Now you will excuse me?"

Tibal Frainith bowed, turned on his heel, and stalked away.

"Was that rascal eavesdropping on us?" Bulion growled.

Gwin was staring after the Kuolian with a very puzzled expression.  "No.  He was dancing with Aneim until a moment ago.  He has made other cryptic remarks.  I even wondered if he could be a Shoolscath."

"He wished us happiness.  He did not predict it."

"No," she said.  "He didn't, did he?"
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Jasbur stood on deck and stared morosely at the night.  Since leaving Tolamin, he had seen no signs of humanity except a couple of barges in the distance, being hauled upstream by oxen on the towpath.

Now a sprinkle of lights told him he was within Daling, but the barge had run aground—again.  Twice this had happened.  Labranza must have used influence to free it on both occasions, although she had not deigned to issue any warnings.  Once a sudden squall had blown it clear.  The second time had taken longer.  A million sea gulls had come to swoop around, eventually settling on the rigging and rails and everywhere, even on Labranza herself.  That sort of meaningless freak event was a typical result of Ogoalscaths' powers, but in this case Jasbur had wondered hysterically whether the filthy, noisy flock was going to lift the craft into the air and fly away with it.  It hadn't.  After half an hour or so, the birds had departed.  Later the barge had drifted off the shoal, apparently on its own.

Now it was stuck again.  The docks must lie farther downstream, for he had not seen them.  A wall of houses stood at the water's edge, not three spans away from the bow.  He could make out the darker shapes of windows and a few doors with steps leading down to the river, but they might as well all be a hundred leagues away for all the good they were to him.  He was stuck on the hulk with Labranza and Ordur.

Ordur was better today.  His wits were still as rattled as before, but his appearance had improved.  All his hair was blond now, and both his eyes were blue.  He had grown a finger-length in height and stabilized as a large, rather flabby man.

Jasbur himself, he suspected, had shrunk, although that might just be an illusion induced by the presence of Labranza.  The twist in his spine was no more or less marked, just as painful as before.  His monkey face in the mirror turned his stomach, so perhaps it was just as well Ordur had remained male.  They had both been male when they left Raragash.  They had turned female at the same time and two months later had both gone back to male again.  They were long overdue for a little good fortune.

The cabin door opened.  He heard Ordur's shuffling tread at his back.

"It's dark," Ordur said.

"No it isn't!  It's bright daylight.  You've got your eyes closed, stupid!"

After a moment... "I can't have.  I can see the stars!  What's happening?"

"Nothing."  Long might that continue!

Heavy, manlike steps crossed the deck.  "Well?  No movement?"

"No, Labranza Saj."

"Bah!  We cannot risk being still here in the morning.  You will have to build a raft."

That remark confirmed Jasbur's suspicion that she had no legal title to the barge.  She had probably just taken refuge on it from the rain.  They would all be hanged for piracy.

"I haven't seen any tools anywhere, Saj."

She made a snarling noise that made him think of cats.  "There is rope.  Improvise!"

Ordur spoke up in his halting mumble.  "Labranza Saj, can't you use influence?"

"What do you think I've been doing this last hour?  Nothing happens, so I am probably only making things worse."

A hinge creaked.  Jasbur said, "Sh!"

No light showed, but there was a murmur of voices.  The watchers stared breathlessly into the blank night.  Then something splashed noisily into the river.  The door slammed.

"Putting out the garbage?" Jasbur said hopefully.

"Nonsense!  In the dark?  That was a body.  Rescue him!"

"What?  Why?  It's almost certainly dead.  None of our business."

"It may be.  Quick!  Ordur, rescue that man—see?  He's splashing!"

Jasbur couldn't see any splashing, although he did think he could make out something floating in the black water.

In his present condition, Ordur was ever-willing.  "Yes, Saj!"  He scrambled eagerly up onto the rail.

"Wait!" Jasbur cried.  Ordur was an excellent swimmer.  Ordur as a limber maiden had made magnificently graceful swan dives into Green Lake.

Too late.  Ordur as a large, flabby man, made a magnificently graceful swan dive into the Flugoss.  The water closed, bubbled, turned paler with stirred mud.  Ordur emerged, rubbing his head and totally coated with repulsive ooze.  The river was barely waist deep.

"Here he comes!" Labranza said.  "Catch him!"

The body was floating face-down just a few ells away.  Ordur only had to lurch a couple of strides to take hold of it.  He swung it onto his shoulders with an impressive display of strength.

Jasbur sighed and wished he felt more able to cope.  There was trouble coming.

#

Labranza insisted on lighting a lantern in the cabin to see exactly what their catch was.

It was male, aged about sixteen or so.  He had wispy whiskers, a bleeding lump on the back of his head, and no clothes to hide his excessive skinniness.  Jasbur laid a blanket over him as he sat up, retching and groaning and coughing.  Both the boy and Ordur stank mightily of the sewage-laden Flugoss.

"What happened?  Where am I?  Who are you?"  He coughed and retched some more.

"We pulled you out of the river," Labranza said imperiously.  "You owe your life to us.  Now, your name?"

"Polion."  He shivered and pulled the blanket tight.

"Polion what?"

"Polion Tharn.  Who're you?"  He peered up with unfocused eyes.

"That is not important.  Do you know Tibal Frainith?"

"What?  No.  My money!  I been mugged!"

"Obviously.  I want to know why you are important.  Are you certain you have never met Tibal Frainith?"

The boy shook his head and groaned.  He extricated a ropy arm from the blanket to finger the lump on his skull.  "Gotta get back to the hostel!"  He was less than fully conscious.

"Why?" Labranza demanded.

"Got an Ivielscath.  Fix my head."

"Ah!"  She turned in triumph to Jasbur.  "It worked!"

"It did?"

"Obviously.  Ordur, put on a dry smock.  You will carry me ashore."
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Polion felt sick.  How much of that came from drinking sewage and how much from the bloody thumping in his head, he could not tell or care.  Nausea and a steady blinding throb of pain made thinking impossible.  All he knew was that he was reeling along a dark road in bare feet and borrowed breeches.  He kept stubbing toes on cobblestones.  He staggered a lot and would not have been able to walk at all had he not been supported by the big fair-haired man.

He had lost the boots that had been his birthday gift.  He had lost his clothes, all his money.  Worst of all, he knew he had lost his dignity.  He had gone off to prove his manhood and let himself be suckered like a baby.  The family would never let him forget that.  He could not face the family, not ever again.  He ought to go off and enlist as a mercenary soldier, except no troop would want him, in his condition.  Or with his history.  Pockets chinking, he had walked cock-up into the oldest trap in the world, a dark doorway, fallen for the oldest bait.  Idiot!  Cretin!  Moron!

He could never go home.  He could never face Jukion, Hosion, Merion, Tholion...

"Do you know where you're going?" the little dark man said.

Polion thought he would throw up if he tried to speak, so he didn't try.  No, he didn't know where he was going.  Just walking.  Did these people think he was guiding them?  He'd thought they were taking him somewhere.  He didn't know who they were.  He barely recalled what they'd looked like on the boat.  A pudgy, stupid man.  A little, apelike, ugly man.  A big, domineering woman rather like his childhood nightmares of Grandmother Nadim.

Find Phoenix Street?  The Phoenix Street Hostel.  But he wouldn't recognize Phoenix Street in the dark.  He had come out the back way with Jukion, along another street.  They had turned... one corner?  Two?  And he had been unconscious for the last bit.  No, he had no idea where he was going.  He wondered if these people were going to make him walk all the rest of the night.  Barefoot.

Oh, his head!

Shouldn't have told them about the Ivielscath!  Jukion had whispered when he mentioned the Ivielscath.  Stupid kid goes and blows a secret.  Stupid kid gets thumped on the head.  Stupid kid gets dragged out of the river by strangers.  They probably expected a reward.  They'd be surprised how little he was worth to anyone now—nothing.  Absolutely good for nothing!  Pocket full of gold and couldn't even get himself laid.

Up ahead, a bell jangled, a door flew open, slamming against the wall and releasing a shaft of light.  A man fell down the steps as if he had been thrown at the door and that was why it had opened.  Something metal rang on the ground at his side.  He lay there.  Distant sounds of shouting... banging.

"That looks promising!" the woman exclaimed.  "Come along!"

She began to run, with a clumsy in-toed gait.  Easy for her—she had shoes on.  The big man urged Polion to a stumbling rush.

"Promising!" the little man moaned behind them.  "Promising, she says!"

The man in the doorway pushed himself up his knees.  Then he struggled to his feet, picking up a sword that flashed in the light.  He went stumbling back inside.  Now Polion was close enough to recognize Grandfather's bull roar amid the racket.  He pulled free of his companion and flogged himself into a wildly unsteady gallop.  Every step hurt his feet and sent spurts of pain through his skull too.

The shouting was growing louder.  What was going on?

The big woman had reached the doorway and was peering in.  Her silvery gown showed up in the light.  She stepped aside as Polion arrived, grabbing the jamb for support.  He stared into the courtyard of the Phoenix Street Hostel.

Torches still flamed and smoked all around, as they had when he had caught a glimpse of a party in progress there... how long ago?  There was another sort of party in progress now, a battle, a melee among the statues and the trees and furniture and pillars, a confused brawl of vague shadow people.  Some of the combatants were Tharns.  The rest he did not recognize.  They mostly had their backs to him, advancing with clubs and swords and driving the defenders back.  The Tharns were retreating, dodging around trees and fountains, using stools as weapons, mostly.

Where the fates were all their swords?  In Wosion's room, probably.  The pastor had collected all the weapons at the city gate.  Had anyone gone for the swords?

A statue fell and shattered; the noise hurt Polion's aching eyes and thumped the soles of his feet.  Sore head forgotten, he tottered forward to do his bit.  Take the bastards from the rear!  There were women in the battle too, not just the Tharn women but others who were probably the hostel servants.  That was not right!  Fighting was men's work.  Closest was Aneim, swinging a bottle and yelling.  Polion went that way.

Her opponent was a huge, hairy brute, twice her size.  She swung the bottle.  He caught it, twisting it out contemptuously out of her grip, then grabbing her in a bear hug.  She screamed.  They staggered, steadied.  Polion came up behind the man.  He snatched up a stool and swung it as hard as he could overhead, the way he swung an ax on the woodpile.  It impacted with a sickening noise.  The man went down, taking Aneim with him.  She was cursing blue thunder, so she must be all right.  Wondering if he had just killed someone and deciding to worry about that later, Polion peered around to find another victim.

If everyone would just stop shouting, he might be able to think.  Two men had broken free of the mob and were moving his way, heading for the door, one of them carrying a woman over his shoulder.  She was struggling and yelling, but making no impression on the big brute.  Abduction!  Polion moved to intercept, reeling around a potted tree, then past a table.  He guessed from the white dress that she was Gwin Saj, the owner.  The man in front flashed a sword.  He was very big, too, and this time Polion wasn't sneaking up from behind.

He reversed his stool.  Lowering it before him, he charged like a three-horned bull, howling at the top of his lungs.  The man raised his sword.  Polion extended his arms, still coming.  The stool was shield and weapon in one.  The man tried to dodge, backed into a pillar, parried the stool with a slash of his sword.  Even so, one leg rammed into his belly.  He doubled over and fell on his knees.  The stool shattered, but the impact winded Polion too.  He staggered sideways into a marble table.  His opponent began to straighten.  Polion swung a straight-legged kick.  Just in time he remembered he had no boots on and curled his toes out of the way.  As the man's face came up, a very muddy foot slammed into his chin and cracked his head back, hard against the pillar.  He crumpled over in a heap.

Polion clutched the table behind him, suddenly giddy, seeing everything going up and down like reflections in black water.

The other man went round the other side of the table.  His burden slowed him, but he had a clear run for the door now.  Gwin Saj struggled and shouted, "No!" and pummeled at his back, but there wasn't much else she could do while upside down like that.  Polion pushed free of the table and reeled in pursuit, looking around for a weapon.  His legs buckled and wobbled, he was having more and more trouble ignoring the thumping in his head.  Where was the family?  Where was everybody?  He needed a weapon.

The man was almost at the street door.  Polion lunged forward to grab Gwin Solith and all three of them went down together.  Polion rolled free and banged his head on the tiled floor.  With a great rushing noise, the world tilted up on end and tipped him off.

 


 


 

15

 

Gwin fought free of her assailant and would-be rescuer.  She was hoisted bodily to her feet, and found herself surrounded by a squad of protective Tharns, armed with swords.  Bulion himself was in charge, his face suffused with fury, his white beard bristling.  "Is this the way men behave in this city of yours?"

"The night watch is never around when you need it," she said, as if that was some age-old wisdom.  Idiot!  She was shaking like a frightened child.

The old man spluttered outrage.  "They were trying to kidnap you!"

She had already decided that.  The invaders had made a beeline for her, aiming at her white mourning, probably.  They had tried to carry her off.  Had it been Liam Gurshith's work?  Or Kolo's?  Or someone else's?  Why couldn't the world leave her alone to live her own life?

Now that the Tharns had their weapons, the tide of battle had begun to flow the way it should.  The surviving goons were quickly driven out to the kitchens and then fled out into the night, taking as many of their wounded as could walk.

Gwin soon found herself in command of her own domain again, but surrounded by yattering, hysterical servants.  In amongst them was Niad, her blue eyes wide and her creamy complexion pale in the torchlight.  One of her bunches had come untied, making her absurdly lopsided, like a bird with an injured wing, but she seemed surprisingly calm.  Obviously she did not realize what she had done—or what Gwin suspected she had done, at least.

"All right?"

The girl nodded, and then reached up and pulled the other bow from her hair, shaking it all out equally.  She smiled a wan smile.  "Yes, Saj."

"Good!  Then let's see what we can do to help, shall we?"  Gwin headed back to the doorway, with everyone else following like geese.  They would help screen what was about to happen... what she hoped was about to happen.  Her abductor and rescuer lay sprawled side-by-side.  Polion was groaning, but not conscious.

Elim Tharn was inspecting them.  She rose heavily to her feet, as Gwin arrived—fat, forty, pregnant, and looking infinitely more poised than Gwin felt.  Nevertheless, there was a very odd expression in her eye, as well there should be.

"Polion seems to have banged his head.  From the smell of him, he's been in the river.  The other man... is beyond help, Gwin Saj!"

"Never mind him, then.  We'll deal with friends first.  Niad, this young man rescued me.  Without him, I'd have been carried off.  Will you see if you cure his head?"

"I'll try."  The Ivielscath knelt to attempt her magic.

Gwin ignored Elim's questioning stare.  Elim had observed that the dead man bore no visible wounds.  If she wanted an explanation, she was not going to get one, and she could probably invent as good a theory as any.  Gwin herself had no clear recollection of those few frantic seconds.  The Polion boy had thrown himself on her, trying to haul her free of her kidnapper.  The three of them had gone down together—but she was almost certain that the man had been falling before Polion intervened.  She strongly suspected that he had been dead on his feet.

The Ivielscath had knelt beside the unconscious boy.  Tentatively, she laid a hand on his wet, matted hair.  Gwin held her breath.

Nothing happened.  Niad looked up, frightened.  "It's not working!"

"Don't be so impatient!  Take your time.  Relax!"

"But I'm not doing anything!  I can't feel anything."

"How do you know you're supposed to feel anything?  That's all you did for Bulion Saj, isn't it?  It worked for him."

It worked again.  Polion's eyes opened.  He blinked and then stared hard at the golden-haired girl leaning over him.  His mouth opened and closed a few times in silence.

"All right?" she asked nervously.

He beamed.  "Fine!  I'm Polion Tharn."

"I'm Niad Kodi Bilith."

She took her hand away.  He grabbed it and held it.

"That's a beautiful name!"

Elim uttered a snort of relief.  "He's better!  Get up, Polion!"

Polion sat up without releasing Niad's hand.  "You cured me!  I'm ever so grateful!  You're very beautiful!"

"Polion!" his aunt barked.  "Not now, Polion!"

Niad began to rise.  By the time she had done so, Polion was on his feet also, and he still had not released her hand.

"Excuse us," Gwin said, gently detaching him.  "Niad has some other casualties to attend to."

"She's wonderful!" Polion said, not taking his eyes off her.

Niad smiled back at him, barely seeming to notice Farion Tharn arriving with a gashed arm streaming blood.

"Niad?" Gwin said patiently.  "Can you try another?"

Niad flinched, then laid her hands on the cut.  Her eyes stole back to Polion.  He smiled.  She smiled.  She did not seem to notice that the blood had stopped oozing through her fingers.

"Thank you!" Farion said.

She jumped.  "What?"

"It's stopped hurting.  I think you did it."

"Oh!"  She took her hands away.  Farion wiped his arm and peered at it.  "There's a bit of a scar, I think.  But that doesn't matter.  Thank you!"

Niad blushed, and then stole another glance at Polion.  He told her she was marvelous and she beamed.

Bulion brought in the rest of the wounded: two broken arms, two nasty cuts, a few bruises and scrapes.  Niad was full of confidence now.  She hardly looked at the wounds as she cured them; she seemed to be giving Polion a private demonstration of miracle working.  He put an arm around her.  If she noticed the stench of river in his vicinity, it did not bother her.

Gwin glanced at Elim and they both rolled their eyes.

It was almost morning.  The air had taken on the damp smell of dawn.  Iviel herself shone bright above the eastern roof.  Reaction struck Gwin like a physical blow.  She staggered to a bench and sat down.  The night seemed to have been going on for ever, and it was far from over yet.  There were dead men here.  The authorities were going to be asking questions.  How could the Ivielscath secret be kept now?  And who had sent the marauders?  Liam?  Why?

"All done, Gwin Saj!"  Niad had just cured the last wrenched knee.

"We thank you, Niad Saj!" Bulion growled.  "We are even more in your debt than before."

Niad was not accustomed to such respect.  She blushed in delight.

"She's wonderful!" Polion said assertively.

"Polion!"

The boy tore his eyes away from Niad.  "Grandfather?"

"Whoever these characters are, they've left five behind.  One broken leg, one fractured skull, and a belly wound.  Two are dead.  As far as I can work it out, you cracked the skull when you rescued Aneim."

"Um, yes, Grandfather."

"Then you broke another man's neck with a kick.  I saw that myself.  And you brought down the one carrying off Gwin Saj.  He must have banged his head on the flagstones.  You disabled one man severely and killed two others!"

The boy flinched.  "I did?  Me?"

"Yes, you did.  You out-fought the whole lot of us!  You're a one-man army!  You're a true Zardon!  You are a hero!"

Polion grinned and everyone else roared with laughter.  He disappeared inside a mob of relatives, thumping him on the back and bellowing congratulations.

Niad sighed and looked at Gwin.  "He's wonderful, isn't he?" she said wistfully.

Gwin drew a deep breath and looked around the smirking Tharns and servants.  Then she located Niad's dreamy smile again.  "Ready to start on the enemy wounded?  We can tie them up first."

"Of course, Gwin Saj!"

"Start with that one, then."  Gwin pointed at the man with the broken leg.  He was sitting up, in obvious pain, and guarded by a glowering, sword-bearing Wosion.

"That would not be a good idea!" boomed a resonant voice from the shadows.  A large figure clad in silver loomed forward.

Gwin jumped.  "Who are you?"  And where had she come from?

How much had she seen?

"Labranza Lamith."  She was imposing and oddly masculine, well-dressed, with hair carefully coiled on top of her head.  Her age was somewhere between thirty and twice that.  She did not use the old imperial tradition of giving three names, and she did not sound like a Dalingian.

Gwin rose shakily.  "Oh?  I am Gwin Nien Solith."

Labranza shrugged as if that did not matter.  "Obviously you are not familiar with fatalist powers."

"No.  Are you?"

"Very.  This Ivielscath has received no formal training?"

"Of course not!  Who could provide—"

"Then I suggest she not attempt to heal an enemy.  That requires considerable control."  The woman's tone was abrasive, but her manner carried authority.

"She might injure the man?"

"She would almost certainly kill him."

"Without meaning to, you mean?"

"That is what I implied."

The surrounding Tharns muttered.  Niad moved closer to Polion, and he put an arm around her again.

Labranza?  Why was the name familiar?  Ah!  "You are from Raragash, Labranza Saj?"

The big woman frowned.  Her dark eyebrows were as bushy as a man's.  She nodded.

"I have a message for you.  Tibal Frainith said he will see you back there."

Labranza displayed the small white teeth in her lower jaw.  "When did he leave?"

"I can't say exactly.  Before this riot started.  Is he a Shoolscath?"

"Of course."

So Tibal had lied.  Gwin felt an odd twinge of regret.  "Then he foresaw this and left before—"

"No he didn't.  Don't you understand Shoolscaths?  He isn't here, so he couldn't have foreseen what happened.  He may have foreseen learning of it."  The big women smiled unpleasantly.  "Don't believe anything a Shoolscath tells you, Gwin Saj.  Seers always lie.  They have to.  He did not say when he would meet me, I suppose?"

"No.  Would it matter, if he lies all the time?"

"Probably not.  It is almost dawn.  My companions and I require accommodation."

There were two men behind her—a tall, fair-haired man, and a short, dark, ugly one with a hump.  Where had these three come from at this time of night?

Gwin tried to pull her wits together, but they remained stubbornly disorganized.  The night watch must come along soon on patrol and would certainly investigate the open door.  Then she could turn the problem over to the authorities and perhaps discover who had tried to abduct her.  She could not see what the Gurshiths could have hoped to gain.

"We have one room left.  It contains two large beds."

"I shall take the room.  You will not object if Jasbur and Ordur stretch out on benches?  It is not far off dawn."

The men exchanged glances but did not argue.

Gwin pointed.  "That's the room, there, with the unicorn on the door.  But I do not want your friends lying around.  When the night watch arrive, they would be questioned, and we have enough complications without adding any more.  Either you all disappear from view, or you leave."

Labranza stiffened and glared.

"Decide!" Gwin snapped.

"Well, we shall share the room.  Don't forget what I told you about the healer."

Labranza wheeled around and headed off to her room, the men following without a word.  From their names, they must be Tringians.  So many strangers!  The Ivielscath secret was bound to leak out now.  Gwin might as well have hired the crier to announce it around the city.

Why was there no mark on the second corpse?  A sudden heart attack caused by over-exertion would be a very convenient explanation, too convenient.  Polion was not refusing the credit but he had done nothing except grab hold of Gwin herself.  Perhaps he did not remember the details very clearly.

A moment later the night watch discovered the open door and came in to investigate.

#

Rightly concluding that it was out of its depth, the night watch sent for the city guard.  Then the court filled up with men in shiny helmets and chain mail tunics, men with swords, men unshaven and angry at being routed out of bed.  The questions began, millions of questions: who were the assailants, who were the Tharns, why had attackers been injured and the defenders not, what had been the purpose of the attack, who exactly had killed the three dead ones—and how had the unmarked one died?

Fortunately the troop leader was Oriol Oginith, who had been a friend of Carp's.  He was a crusty, middle-aged man.  Little of his face was visible inside his helmet, other than a worried frown and a thick brown mustache.  He was sympathetic, but he had a duty to do, and Gwin was very grateful for Bulion Tharn's support.  The old man stayed at her side and fielded as many of the queries for her as he could.

The real problems were the unmarked corpse and the Tharns' curious lack of injuries.  If Oriol guessed that there had been an Ivielscath at work, he did not say so.  Niad had been extricated from Polion's attentions and dispatched to bed with the rest of the staff.  In Daling there would have to be very clear evidence that a citizen had committed a major crime before the guard would stoop to questioning mere servants.

"I shall leave guards on the doors," Oriol said at last.  "No one may leave.  There will be more questions in the morning, obviously."

"I'm sure we all just want to go to bed," Gwin retorted wearily.  The night seemed to have lasted for months.

"Do so.  No one will get in, either," he added grimly.

She rose to see him out, and grab a private word.  "Do you know who those men were?"

"Hired thugs.  Their employer?"  The troop leader paused on the threshold.  "I can guess, I think.  I can't tell you that, of course."  He waited expectantly.

"I understand.  Liam Gurshith?"

Oriol shook his head.

"Ran Gosilbaith?"

Another shake.

"Vinal Esoterith?"

Nod.  "I do not deny it.  You have deep trouble, Gwin Saj.  May the fates soon smile on you."  He marched out to give orders to his men.

She closed the door behind him and wandered back to the courtyard.  So the raid had not been revenge by Kolo Gurshith.  Ran and Vinal were two of Liam's rivals, leaders of opposing factions.  The intention had been to abduct her, but why?  Despite young Polion's brave efforts, the attempt would have succeeded had the man carrying her not dropped dead in his tracks.  The Esoteriths had shown no interest in her or the hostel before now; their aim had been to strike a blow at Liam.  She had become a pawn in the fetid turmoil of Dalingian politics.

The court was deserted.  Torches guttered and smoked.  The Tharns had all gone off to bed.  Faint glimmers of candles showed through some of the windows, going out one by one as the occupants settled down to salvage some rest from the wreck of the night.  The eastern sky was tinged with blue already, Iviel shining brightly, heralding dawn, bright enough to dim the stars.

Gwin could feel every bone aching, yet she did not think she would sleep.  Daylight was going to bring more problems, many more.

She sat on a bench and stared around the familiar scene with bitter anger.  It was a beautiful building, perhaps the best preserved example of imperial domestic architecture left anywhere in Kuolia.  It was her home, and yet now it did not feel like home at all.  It had been violated by armed brutes.  She felt raped.  She could not feel safe here now, nor ever again.  Even that was being taken from her.

She leaned back against the table, listening to the silence, looking at the starlit statuary.  Such thoughts seemed unworthy of Carp's memory.  But Carp had gone and could never return.  Her babes had gone.  She had no one she could call on—hotel keepers had little time for socializing, so she and Carp had possessed few close friends.  The war and the star sickness had taken a heavy toll of those few; the Gurshith connection would frighten away more and word of a feud with Vinal Esoterith would finish the matter.

Lonely! she thought.  I am all alone.

A fragment of poetry... something Carp had quoted from time to time: One is all we are given, And one alone is useless.  Quirmoith on Life, probably, as that had been one of Carp's favorites.  Now it made more sense to her than it ever had before: A life should have more purpose than just its own existence.  What was she struggling here for?  Just to possess a building?  A business?  Neither of them would thank her for her efforts.

She thumped a fist on the cold marble surface.  Purpose! she thought.  I need a purpose!

No relatives and almost no friends...

Something moved and she made out a shape standing in the shadows, watching her.  It was Bulion—big, bald, aging, and white-bearded, but rain in a desert.  Perhaps she had a friend after all.  He had been her ally tonight, staunch at her side during the questioning.  He must care.

He had cared enough to wait and make sure she was all right.  He would not mind if she imposed on him a little more on this awful night.

She rose and walked over to him.  He did not speak.  She stepped close and rested her head on his shoulder.  He put his arms around her in silence.  His beard tickled her cheek.

"You must try to get some sleep, Gwin Saj," he rumbled.  "Tomorrow will be another hard day."

He reminded her of her father, long ago.  But Bulion Tharn had offered himself earlier in another role.  She needed his strength and the price would not be unwelcome.

"You did some bragging tonight, old man."

For a long moment he said nothing.  Probably she had shocked his rustic soul to the core and he would despise her for evermore as a loose woman, a city trollop.

"No."

"Will you prove it?  There need be no commitment.  Just tonight."

"Tonight or forever, Gwin Solith, as you please."

With his strong farmer's arm around her, he guided her over to the Peacock Room.  There was no candle, but Iviel glittered on the gold leaf in the frescoes and cast enough light to show the great bed in the center of the room.  He closed the door softly behind them.

She unbuttoned her gown and let it fall.  "Are you right-handed or left-handed?"

He chuckled, sounding embarrassed.  "In a good cause—both."

She slid naked under the cover and moved over to make room for him.  They sank together into the down-filled mattress.  He was large, solid, hairy.  He was warm, man-scented.  The arms that closed around her were heavy and powerful.  He pulled her close.

He held her tight, very tight, not speaking, doing nothing more.  She yielded to the seductive comfort of body contact, feeling herself gradually relax in the bonds of his strength.  A lover's embrace was more security than any building, she decided.  She had been alone long enough.  Too long.  Carp would not have grudged her this.  Eventually she muttered, "If you don't start soon, I shall go to sleep."

"Go to sleep.  I'm old enough to wait."

She moved a thigh inquiringly.  "You weren't bragging."

"No, but it will keep.  This is all you need."

"That's not fair to you," she muttered.

"I am more than content.  Sleep, Nien, sleep."

Oh, he knew that, did he?  "What did your wives call you?" she murmured sleepily.

"Bull."

"Prove it."

"Another time."

She went to sleep in his arms.

 


 


 

16

 

Morning.  Gritty-eyed from lack of sleep, surrounded by an escort of swordsmen in clinking chain mail, Bulion Tharn plodded up a staircase wide enough to take a loaded hay wain.  The governor's palace had been built to impress the citizens of a great empire with the glory of long-dead emperors.  It must certainly impress one aged, fat farmer, mustn't it?

Not much.  The present inhabitants were unworthy of their forebears.  He could see grime in the crevices of the carved marble balustrade.  The faded tapestries on the high walls had been nibbled by moths.  Ropes holding up the great chandeliers were cross-braced to their cleats by cobwebs.  My ancestors sacked better buildings than this.

But he was no barbarian terror.  He was just an old farmer.  Sixteen members of his family were confined in the Phoenix Street Hostel, and were thus potential hostages.  So was Gwin Nien Solith.  She was an unexpected innovation in his life, possibly an important factor.  He had not yet had time to come to terms with all the implications.  Now he had been summoned by the governor.  Why him and not Gwin?  Why so urgent?  What could be so important about one old farmer that the chief magistrate of Daling wanted to meet him soon after dawn?

The stairs went on and on.  The youngsters around him were burdened with masses of steel, but they showed no signs of flagging.  Bulion Tharn, alas, outweighed any of them; he was running sweat.  The worst part of growing old was the injustice.  He did not feel old.  No matter what a mirror told him—he tended to avoid mirrors—he felt he was the same man inside that he had always been.  Only on very rare occasions, like now, was he forced to acknowledge the tally of years on his slate.  He could hear his breath rasping, and undoubtedly his escort could too.  He would be Cursed by all the fates before he would ask them to slow down.

He lived to reach the top.  The squad continued along a wide corridor to a hall glittering with gilt and crystal.  At first glance it seemed almost empty, a vast, echoing plain, but he soon realized that it contained enough furniture to fill his own house a dozen times over.  The floor was bright with mosaic patterns and pictures.  The walls and ceiling had probably been even brighter once, but now were faded and dusty.  One man sat at a desk at the far end, writing.  The troop advanced toward him.

All this just to impress a farmer?

He missed the halt signal, and almost collided with the leader.  Then they stood in silence, still a dozen paces from the desk.  Sweat trickled down his ribs.  Now he would be made to wait, as another lesson in humility.

The wall he faced was a playground of giants, men and boys tesselated in complex dance.  The design made no sense until he remembered that the Qolians had regarded the fates as male.  Then he confirmed that there were fourteen main figures, set against a background of tiny mortal victims and beneficiaries.

Predictably, the composition was dominated by Poul, blazing on his throne as young lord of day, skulking in the night as dark old king of death.  That was reasonable.  Ogoal, the giver of fortune, was a boy showering gold and a man smiting with lightning.  They could be accepted, too, but the rest of the artist's conceits seemed far-fetched.  He had strained mightily to represent the bringer of change as male—man with globe, boy with crescent—but a mother and child would be more appropriate allegories for Awail.  Muol displayed passion as enraged warrior and priapic lover, which Bulion considered obscene.  A venerable sage writing in a book served well for Jaul as dispenser of law and truth but the obnoxious child shattering a city was ridiculous, verging on blasphemous.  Iviel as giver of health was ludicrously over-muscled and in his somber aspect was clearly his own worst victim.  The baby with the hourglass would be Shool and probably he was also the very old man with the crutch, although that corner had suffered from damp and much of the plaster had fallen off.

Bulion was not impressed.  He would not want such a display in his home.  His ancestors would have reached for their tinderboxes.  Not only were the sexes wrong, but the Zarda's contempt for art had applied especially to any depictions of the seven.  Life, change, chance, health, passion, reason, and time ruled the world—what more was needed than that stark and simple creed?  Any attempt to illustrate it merely cheapened it.

The ceiling depicted myths of the Twin God, but Bulion was not going to gawk at the roof just to view that nonsense.  Much good their god had done the Qolians when the Zarda came.  This tiny enclave of Daling was probably the last place in the world where that ambivalent deity was still worshipped.

The governor replaced his quill in the inkwell and looked up inquiringly.  The troop leader saluted.

"The man Bulion Tharn, Excellency."  He stepped aside to reveal the prisoner, if that was what Bulion was.

"Ah."  Imquin Strevith rose.  The governor of Daling was a tall man, only slightly stooped.  Although his sparse hair was silver and his face had the texture of crumbled chalk, his eyes were dark and penetrating, even at that distance.  His antique-style tunic was white, elaborately embroidered and bedecked with honors and orders of a bygone age.  Outside Daling, the world had forgotten such frippery long ago.  He stepped around the corner of his desk and waited expectantly.

Expecting what, exactly?

Holding hard to his cynicism, Bulion walked forward.  When he came within normal speaking distance, he stopped and bowed to the glittering ruler.  He was an aging peasant in a smock and breeches, showing hairy arms and shins.

Imquin extended a limp hand, palm down.  Rings sparkled on his fingers.  Was he expecting to get it kissed?

Bulion advanced two more steps, took the hand firmly and shook it.

"I am honored to meet your Excellency.  A fine morning."

The governor's dark eyes gleamed inscrutably.  "We welcome you, Bulion Saj.  We have heard much about you.  Come, let us be comfortable."  He dismissed the guard with a gesture and led his guest over to a group of low divans flanking a gilt and crystal table.

"Be seated, Saj.  Your visit to our fair city has proved eventful, we hear."  His bland smile belied the threat in his words.

Bulion sat.  The divan was softer than last night's featherbed, which he had not been granted much time to enjoy.  If this interview went on very long, he might fall asleep—and wake up in a dungeon.  He crossed his ankles and tried to appear at ease.  "Moderately exciting, Excellency."

Imquin raised frosty eyebrows and stroked his aquiline aristocratic nose with a long finger.  "You were fortunate not to suffer casualties."

"The fates were kind."

"Especially kind to a man who arrived in a litter."

More threat—but Gwin was the one who had sheltered the Cursed, not Bulion.  Why threaten him and not her?  Granted that a casual friendship had unexpectedly blossomed into something much greater, the transformation had happened only a few hours ago.  Bulion hardly comprehended it himself yet.  The governor's spies were extremely efficient but he could not possibly know of that startling development.

"I was fatigued by the journey."

"Mm?"  Imquin smiled politely, and disbelievingly.  Two footmen approached to place crystal goblets before the two men, then withdraw without having made a sound.

The governor raised his drink in a toast.  "May the fates smile on you and yours."

"And on you also, Excellency."  The wine was sickly sweet, yet had an unidentifiable bite to it.  If it was some precious vintage, then it was wasted on a beer-swilling farmer.  The entire procedure was wasted on the farmer.  Bulion could imagine no reason at all why the autocrat should have summoned him to this audience.

The governor asked politely about the prospects for the harvest.  He inquired whether the Tharns had been troubled by vagrant bands of refugees from Tolamin, or the Cursed driven out from Daling itself.  He confirmed his understanding that there had been no outbreaks of the star sickness in the countryside and without changing his tone added, "I hear that you are building a fortress in your valley."

Ah!  The quarry had broken cover.  Bulion should have foreseen that.

"Hardly a fortress, Excellency.  We are strengthening our defenses."

"Why?"  The dark eyes were intent.

Bulion shrugged.  "We are Zarda.  My father settled the valley and almost the first thing he did was build a stockade.  Call it a warrior's instinct."

"You are no barbarian tribesman, Bulion Saj."

"But I have womenfolk and children to think of.  Livestock, crops.  It never hurts to be prepared.  Times are unsettled, as you realize."  He was talking too much.  The penetrating stare was unsettling him.  He had no need to explain himself to this man... except sixteen or seventeen hostages.  If Imquin Strevith took a whim to throw them all in the dungeons and feed them alive to rats, no one would lift a finger.  Did the governor view the Tharn fort as a threat?

"Do you know just how unsettled?  The Karpana have crossed the Nildu."

"That is a long way off, surely."

"But we are vulnerable now!"

"My geography is hazy, Excellency."

"Then permit me to show you."  Imquin rose with commendable ease.  Bulion struggled up out of the molasses grip of the divan and followed his host as the tall, angular man strode across the hall.

He stopped abruptly and tapped an elegant shoe on the floor.  "We are here."

Obviously.  But he meant that the mosaic had been laid out in the shape of a map.  Bulion needed a moment to orient himself.

"This is very old, of course," the governor said.  "It doesn't extend as far as the Nildu, naturally.  It covers only the old imperial province of Da Lam.  Here is Daling.  The Flugoss River, and Tolamin."  He took a couple of steps.  "This was Excham, a thriving city when this map was made.  There is nothing there now.  Some fishing villages have grown up along the coast, I believe."

"Fascinating, Excellency!  It makes me feel like the sun."

Imquin smiled without showing his teeth.  "Gazing down from heaven and manipulating the destinies of mankind?  This map does not affect me that way, but there is another over there, a detailed plan of the city itself, and I feel exactly like Poul when I study that one.  Your valley would be about here, I think."  He bent over and peered.  "The old name was Byzmhoth."

Left to himself, Bulion would have taken a long time to discover that.  The towns confused him, because there were no such towns any more.  He had never realized how many there had been in the old days.  The rivers were the same, but the moors seemed narrower than he would have expected.  He could judge distance only by the time needed to cover it.

Imquin positioned himself on Daling and folded his arms.  "Do you think strategically, Bulion Saj?  Is that why you build a castle?"

The threat was becoming more obvious.  The fort Bulion had thought of as protection was already placing him in grave danger.

"Not a castle, Excellency, I assure you.  A stockade.  A fortress needs men to defend it, or it becomes a potential prize instead of a deterrent."

"So you do think strategically!  We all live in a stockade, Bulion.  That is what I wished to show you.  See how the fates fortified our little corner of Kuolia, this triangle that was once Da Lam.  The sea, here.  The Carmine Ranges to the east.  The Flugoss River.  It cannot be forded downstream from Tolamin, you know, so it has deflected a hundred armies in its time.  Do you understand why Daling, alone among a thousand cities, survived the fall of the empire?"

"Frankly, Excellency, I have never given it a thought."

"Then do so now!  See, there are only two ways in.  One over here, the coast road, around the end of the Carmines.  That is a treacherous way, rich in ambush potential, steeped in blood.  That was where the Emperor Zargpe destroyed the Illifini in 918.  But ambushes require armies, and we have no army, so that door stands open.  The other way in is Tolamin."

"Was Tolamin?"

Imquin smiled in grim agreement.  "Was Tolamin.  Tolamin held the narrows between the mountains and the river.  This is why Daling and Tolamin have always been allies.  We were their seaport, they were our door to the empire.  The river trade bound us.  Whenever Tolamin was threatened, Daling sent men to help.  Tolamin always prevailed, so Daling was never threatened."

"Until last year, when Wesnar—"

"King Hexzion is a fool!" the governor barked.  A faint flush of anger showed on his milky cheeks.  "His trivial prize cost him dearly.  He will live to regret the strong young men he threw away on a spiteful whim.  But what is done is done.  Tolamin no longer holds the gate.  The Karpana rampage into Kuolia.  With all due respect to your Zarda ancestors, Bulion Saj, the Karpana are like to prove every bit as bloodthirsty."

The Zarda blood ran thin now, chilled by the clammy embrace of civilization.  "You expect them to come south?"

"I expect them to be everywhere!  It does not matter whether they come south or not.  They will drive whole populations before them.  Wesnar may come.  Someone will come!"

Another age of turmoil was dawning.  They were both old men, the governor and he.  They would not live to see Kuolia at peace again—if Kuolia could ever be truly at peace.  "This is my grandsons' war!"

"And their sons' also.  Fortunately, I have no children except my city.  Come."  Imquin turned and strode back to the divans.  "We can no longer rely on Tolamin to defend us.  Now do you see why your castle interests me, Bulion Saj?"

Bulion sank back and crossed his bare shins.  "Frankly... no, Excellency.  I am only a simple farmer."

A spasm of annoyance creased the aristocratic brow.  "I do not believe for one moment that you are the rustic dolt you try to portray, Bulion Saj.  And I am not merely relying on what a couple of the Shoolscaths...  What do your neighbors think of your plans?"

Why mention Shoolscaths?  They always went mad, did they not?  Imquin Strevith was not the sort of man to let slip words he did not want to let slip.  He had hinted about the Ivielscath earlier.  He was probing for something, but Bulion could not guess what it might be.  Why should a crude stone fort two days' ride away concern the governor?  What else could lurk under the surface of his questions?  Bulion wondered if two minds could be separated by some misunderstanding so huge and fundamental that neither could even identify it.

"I get along well with my neighbors, by and large.  They are not enthusiastic about my proposed fort, but I believe I will be able to enlist their support.  Your news about the Karpana may help there.  I have tried to explain that I am planning a common stronghold for the whole countryside, not just for the Tharns."

The governor gazed skeptically at him over the rim of his goblet.  "But with a castle, you will dominate them.  Your descendants may aspire to be counts or dukes."

Of course.  "Then good luck to them!"  Bulion took a hearty swallow of wine.  It was an error, catching in his throat and making him cough.

"What assistance can Daling offer to speed your work on this castle?" the governor inquired.

Bulion blinked his tears away.  Still coughing, he spluttered, "Assistance, Excellency?"

"Am I too subtle for you?  Don't you see?  I am trying to organize a defensive perimeter, an outer line of defense for the city.  Without Tolamin, we cannot hope to hold the whole of Da Lam, or what used to be Da Lam.  The empire couldn't and the population then was ten times what it is now.  Your fort and half a dozen others, located at the main population centers... especially yours, for it will hold the key to the coast road.  If I assign a military advisor to assist with the design, will you heed what he tells you?  If I send you two hundred masons, can you use them?  Feed them, and for how long?  Three hundred?  Will gold help?  And if so how much—"

"To be followed by a garrison, of course?"

The governor showed his teeth for the first time.  They were yellow and scanty.  After a moment he said, "I suppose we should ask you to tolerate a token force.  The taxpayers of Daling can hardly be expected to contribute to the cost of building a castle and then have no say at all in the use to which it will be put."

Old Gamion Tharn had liked to quote a Zarda proverb: Free worms have hooks in them.

"Excellency, you vastly overrate my influence if you think I could ever talk my neighbors into that.  I would unite them, but I would unite them against me, and against you.  It would not work!"  Bulion raised his glass.  "To freedom!"  He swallowed the last mouthful.  The governor's chilling glare made him imagine he could hear the creak of the dungeon door already.

"You spurn my offer of friendship?"

"Your Excellency, I am not Lord of the Eastern Marches!  I am a farmer.  Awail and Poul have blessed me with many children and them with many.  We are the largest family in the district, but that is all we are.  You propose marriage between a mouse and an ox.  And even if I were Duke of This and That, the price would be too high."

"Daling's enmity may cost you more."

"I wish Daling no ill, and could inflict none if I did."

Daling, on the other hand, could destroy Bulion and sixteen members of his family with a word of command.  The governor stared hard at him for a long, uncomfortable minute before he raised his own glass.  "To freedom, then."  He drank without taking his eyes off his visitor.

"I hope I have not given offence, Excellency?"

"I have lived too long to bear grudges, Bulion Tharn."  The old man seemed baffled by something.  "Will you at least do me this favor?  Our military intelligence is sadly thin.  We need to know much more about the present situation in the countryside.  I could send a patrol out to your area to gather information, but that might be interpreted as a hostile move.  The last thing I want to do is antagonize the peasantry.  Pardon me, the inhabitants.  If I detail one man to accompany you, will you grant him hospitality?  Will you introduce him to your neighbors and allow him to gather information?"

It was not a welcome proposal, but to antagonize the governor further would certainly be unwise.  "With pleasure."

Imquin smiled coldly.  "Now tell me about Labranza Lamith."

"Who?"

"Oh, come!  I am not a fool.  A man from Raragash was present at the hostel before you arrived.  The guards' report on the attack last night listed the name of Labranza Lamith among the guests.  What is her interest in you, Bulion Saj?"

"Excellency, I have no idea what you are talking about!  Yes, there is a woman of that name staying there.  She turned up after the attack, but who she is or where she came from or why...  I honestly have no idea!  I have not exchanged one word with the lady, I swear it.  Should I have heard of Labranza Lamith?"

The governor frowned as if Bulion's astonishment almost but not quite convinced him.  "Perhaps not, if you are no more than what you say you are.  She is something of a legend.  As you will...  Beware of her.  When do you plan to return home?"

These sudden swerves in topic were disconcerting.  "I understand that at the moment we are under house arrest."

"You are free to go."

"Then we shall go.  Today."

"Very wise, if I may say so.  You have made a certain powerful citizen seem like a fool, an incompetent defeated by a bunch of rustics.  You are not and he is not, but appearances matter greatly to such men.  I wish you safe journey."

"A warning, Excellency?"

The old man shrugged.  The darkness of his eyes was in strange contrast to his pallid complexion and white raiment.  "I don't think it is necessary, as long as you do not tarry here too long.  My emissary will be ready to accompany you."

Bulion nodded his agreement, wondering now if there was some trap there that he had overlooked, or if the presence of the mysterious emissary was intended to deter malefactors from attacking him.  The governor's mind was as devious as a bag of snakes.  City aristocrat and rustic peasant... perhaps the two of them could never understand each other.  The only clear conclusion was that Imquin had grossly misjudged Bulion's influence in his district.  The proposed emissary—spy—should clarify the situation when he made his report.

"I shall be greatly in your debt," Imquin said.  "Is there anything I can do for you in return?  Feel free to ask—I have enjoyed our little chat."

This interview felt much like swimming in the Tharn Valley mill pond, at the end with the nasty undertow.  But there could be no harm in asking.

"You are gracious, Excellency.  Gwin Solith is an old friend, and recently was tragically bereaved.  I understand that she is being pestered by would-be husbands, seeking to gain title to her property.  Is there any way you can use your influence to discourage this harassment?"

The governor seemed surprised by the choice of topic, perhaps even disappointed.  What else had he expected?  "You ask merely out of friendship?"

"Entirely.  I knew her husband well.  We always stayed at his hostel when we came to Daling.  She believes that the outrageous attack on her last night was provoked by efforts to seize her property, that rival factions—"

The governor raised a narrow, blue-veined hand.  He settled back contendedly.  "As it happens, I intend to take action this afternoon that will certainly put a stop to those efforts, once and for all."

"That is good news," Bulion said cautiously.  He wasn't entirely sure that it was, though.  He distrusted the foxy expression in the old man's dark eyes.

"The situation is quite simple.  Indeed it is much simpler than certain people imagine.  I have enjoyed watching the intrigue, but last night it went too far.  Liam Gurshith dearly covets that building on Phoenix Street, so Vinal Esoterith is utterly determined he shall not have it.  A few others frolic around the edges, seeking advantage.  We have a council meeting scheduled for noon, at which I plan to resolve the matter."

"Then Gwin Saj will be confirmed in safe enjoyment of her property?"

"Alas, no.  It does not belong to her and never did."

Bulion spasmed with shock.  "What!  I do not understand!"

The governor smiled his tight-lipped smile.  "If it makes her feel any better, Liam Gurshith is not going to get it.  It belongs to me."

"You!?...  Excellency?"

"To the city.  A woman cannot own land in Daling.  That is an old law, but still valid."

Fates!  Did Gwin know of that law?  She must.  She was too intelligent not to have learned about it.  She had not revealed the gravity of her situation to Bulion—and why should she?

"You see," Imquin continued, "if she cannot own land, then her husband's bequest was invalid.  She cannot pass on the title by marriage, because she never owned it.  Her suitors are either unaware of that point or believe they can bully their way around the technicalities.  In law, her infant son inherited, but he died of the star sickness a few months later.  As the babe left no male heir, the property reverted by law to the emperor.  In Daling the governor is still the emperor's representative.  You know and I know that there has been no legitimate emperor for a hundred years, but the law does not recognize that fact.  So the land on which the building stands belongs to the city—me."

Bulion was too disgusted at the old man's odious smugness to say a word.

"It will be an interesting session."  Imquin was gloating.  "In the old days, governors were appointed by the emperor.  Most governors pretended to rule with the guidance of a council, but councils were only circuses of tame civic leaders who acted as the people's ears to hear the imperial orders.  When the empire fell, Daling rolled on as before.  The governor of the day was a young man, and a strong one, and he continued to rule until he died.  He had groomed his son as his deputy, and the son slipped into the post unopposed upon his father's death.  The office, in effect, became hereditary.  As I have no children, it dies with me."  He sighed, and added softly, "I did have hopes of my nephew, but the fates seem to have decided otherwise."

Bulion thought of Tharn Valley, and his great-grandchildren at play in the meadows.  He wondered what motivated old Imquin to persist in his political intrigues and even plot the defense of his city against an enemy he might never live to see.  Perhaps kingship became a habit and the exercise of power was an unbreakable addiction.

The governor chuckled.  He barely seemed to be talking to his guest at all now, only to himself.  "Over the years, the council has grown more and more powerful.  A few wealthy families rule the city in all but name.  They control the council, and the council tolerates the governor only because the alternative will be chaos and civil war.  During my reign, I have been whittled down, cut by cut, stroke by stroke, until I am little more than a figurehead.  I preside at their deliberations, and that is about all the authority I am allowed.  When they combine against me, I am powerless.  Ah, but today!  Today I shall have some fun with them!  The law is clear.  The Phoenix Street title is mine, to do with as I please.  It should be a very amusing afternoon!"

It sounded like a battle of scorpions, and Bulion could imagine nothing he would enjoy less.  Everyone to his own taste.

Imquin sighed dramatically.  "I regret the Solith woman's troubles, of course, but they were not my doing.  She has lived rent-free for several months on land that does not belong to her.  That must count for something.  Largely for her sake, I held off acting until she obtained a husband.  Yesterday her engagement to Kolo Gurshith was proclaimed by the crier."

"That engagement was forced upon her!  She agreed to it only to gain time, and in the hope of discouraging the others."

The governor shrugged his thin shoulders.  Jeweled orders flashed on his tunic.  "She may wish to reconsider."

Aghast, Bulion said, "Even if she does, would that Kolo man marry her now, without the property?"

"I really cannot say.  Liam may conclude that the Gurshiths will lose face by withdrawing.  Either way, they are going to be laughed at.  It is an awkward situation.  He is capable of arranged unfortunate accidents to those who embarrass him.  Also, Vinal Esoterith greatly enjoys his grudges."

Struggling to conceal his fury, Bulion said, "I am somewhat shocked that the authorities of Daling cannot ensure the safety of a worthy citizen like Gwin Solith."

The old man rose to his feet and straightened as if his back hurt.  His dark eyes burned coldly.  "These are sad times.  My advice to her would be the same as my advice to you, Bulion Saj—leave town, and soon."

 


 


 

17

 

The first crisis of the day was Bulion's unexpected summons to the governor's palace.  The second was a mutiny.  Excepting only Niad and old Shuma, the servants quit en masse.  The Phoenix Street Hostel had become a dangerous place to live, they said.  Gwin sympathized entirely, for she felt the same way herself.  She paid them a week's wages and bade them good fortune.  The guards on the doors refused to let them depart.

Thereupon Shuma shamed them into resuming their duties, but by that time Elim and the other Tharn women had taken over the kitchens.  Jaul's own chaos followed.

By the time that matter was settled, Gwin discovered that the guards were not even allowing tradesmen to deliver the day's supplies.  She went out and demanded to see the warrant by which she and her guests were to be starved to death.  She won the battle eventually and wandered back inside to wait for the next storm to strike.

Already Poul was warming the courtyard.  The only remaining evidence of the previous night's battle was a notably empty plinth.  Ogoal as joker—it had not been her favorite statue, although Carp had claimed that it was one of the most valuable.  Well, it was a heap of shattered jasper in a corner of the stable now.  Tharns of various sexes and sizes were in evidence—women chattering, most of the men clustered around a table, rolling dice.  The Tharns had always been the easiest of guests.  They did not expect to be waited on, just kept well fed.

"Because you're too stupid to play dice!" said an angry voice overhead.

"You too!"  The unfamiliar accents drifting down from the balcony certainly belonged to no Tharns.

"That's how we lost all our money and had to start begging!"

"That was you, Jasbur."

"Well you were too stupid to stop me."

"I was asleep."

"'Sides, we haven't any money now, so you can't play anyway."

"You too," grumbled the first voice.

Gwin passed out of earshot.

"Worried, Gwin, Saj?"  Plump, silver-haired Elim was sitting in a patch of shade, busily knitting baby clothes.

"Just harassed."  Gwin settled on a stool beside her.  She enjoyed Elim's company.  "Life is more hectic than usual."

Yes, she was worried.  She was worried about Bulion, wondering why he had been singled out and what sort of interrogation he was enduring.  She was worried that officials would arrive any minute to investigate last night's deaths.  She was worried about the Gurshiths, and how she would escape from her promise to marry Kolo.  She dreaded the thought that her Ivielscath was about to be exposed.

She needed Carp—or someone.  Someone to share troubles with.

"I find Daling positively restful!" Elim announced with an expert clicking of needles.  "At home there is always something waiting to be fed, pickled, washed, repaired, smoked, slaughtered, milked, stoked, watered, baked, or house trained."

"You should try running a hostel!"

"I am sure I could do it with one hand behind my back!"

Her eyes twinkled as she spoke, but she was probably right.  Gwin tried to imagine the response Liam Gurshith would get if he tried his tricks on the doughty Elim Panak.

Elim frowned.  "In fact, I am rapidly becoming bored!  I have a million things I need from the market.  If those guards do not take themselves off shortly, I shall borrow a sword from one of the men and fight my way out!"

"I can smuggle you out an attic window if you wish.  You'll have to jump an alley, but it's not excessively wide."

"I think I should prefer the sword."  Elim stared across the court and pursed her lips.  "The Niad girl?  Are you... responsible for her?  Acting mother, I mean?"

Gwin looked.  Niad was seated at one of the stone tables, secluded between two trees.  Young Polion was talking earnestly, holding her hand and gazing into her eyes at very close range.

"Romance blooming?" Gwin asked.

"Something is blooming!"

"Do you suppose her healing powers have bewitched him?  Some sort of side-effect?"

Elim made a skeptical noise.  "I am sure the magic involved is no more than the normal Muol variety.  She's young and female.  Her blue eyes and blond hair and big tits probably make very little difference.  Be warned, Gwin!  That boy has never been broken to the bit."

Niad had been bereft of all her family, been Cursed by Iviel, been imprisoned in the hostel for months—a romance was exactly what she needed to take her mind off her troubles and give her some self-respect.

"She looks happy enough.  He seems a pleasant boy.  He's your family hero, after all.  A true Zardon, your father called him."

"You know what they were famous for!  If I were Niad's mother I would be putting bars on all the windows about now."

"She's not as innocent as she looks," Gwin said.  "She couldn't possibly be!  But I'll pass on your message.  Oho!"

The lovers came out of their trance as Labranza rounded a tree and loomed over them.  She still wore the same silvery gown in which she had arrived.  Her hair was tidily arranged.  She was impressive, fit to attend an imperial reception.  She took a seat on the other side of the table.

Gwin was already on her feet and moving rapidly across the courtyard.  She sat down alongside Labranza, feeling under-dressed by comparison.  Her rational mind told her the older woman was over-dressed for this city, certainly at this time of day, but Labranza's personality drowned out such logic.

The big woman scowled at her.  "I wish to have a word with the girl."

"Speak on."

"In private."

Gwin shook her head.  "You may not be aware of this, Labranza Saj, but the city outlawed all who were afflicted by the star sickness—those who recovered, of course, because the majority died.  By sheltering Niad, I became a felon.  I am therefore an interested party in your discussion."

The big woman shrugged angrily.  "This young man, however, is not."

Polion looked anxiously at Gwin.

"Let him stay," she said.  "I am greatly in his debt.  If he wishes to listen, and Niad has no objection, then I certainly do not mind.  He saved me from being kidnapped."

"He did not.  The man carrying you off was slain by Niad Bilith."

Niad gasped.  Polion paled under his wispy whiskers.

"I did not touch him!" Niad wailed, wide-eyed with horror.  "I was not even close!"

Labranza smiled coldly.  "You did not need to be.  I admit that striking a man dead at a distance is a very unusual exercise of Ivielscath influence, but it is not impossible.  You saw what was happening, did you not?  You wanted it to stop?  You wished you could stop it?"

Niad nodded dumbly.

"That was sufficient.  You have the power to heal and the power to inflict sickness.  They go together.  Anyone who earns your dislike from now on will be in mortal danger."

Polion eased back from Niad, although he was probably not aware that he was doing so.

"Explain," Gwin said.  "Explain how you know such things, Labranza Saj."

"I am from Raragash."

"So?"

"In the days of the empire, anyone who contracted the star sickness was exiled to Raragash—even the mildest cases, as the severity of the disease has no bearing on whether or not Cursing will follow.  Raragash was a sort of leper colony."

"The inmates must have died out years ago."

The big woman folded her thick arms in an oddly masculine gesture.  "The tradition lives on.  Many who are Cursed find their way to Raragash."  She turned to Niad.  "I strongly suggest that you go there as soon as possible, so that you may be taught how to control your powers.  If you don't, then you are going to kill more people.  Whenever anyone falls sick or dies, you will be blamed, whether you are guilty or not.  Sooner or later, you will be denounced as a witch.  Then you will be hunted down and slain."

Niad had shrunk into a frightened child.  Polion put an arm around her, thereby rising several notches in Gwin's estimation.

"Be taught by whom?" he demanded assertively.

"By other Ivielscaths.  Centuries ago, Emperor Losso Lomith established an academy at Raragash to study the star-inflicted.  Inmates who could satisfy the authorities that they had not been Cursed were granted imperial pardons and were free to leave.  The Academy lives on, although not in its original form."

That was surprising information, and very good news.  Gwin thought angrily of the dozens of people who had been evicted from Daling in the spring and should have been told this.  She studied the big, mannish Labranza for a moment.  "Who runs this academy?  Who is in charge of it?"

"I am."

That was not surprising, somehow.

"And what brings you all the way to Daling?"

"Important business."

"Little of the empire has survived outside Daling itself," Gwin said thoughtfully.  "Raragash was not sacked in the troubles?"

Labranza shook her head impatiently.  She was conveying signals that she wished to end the discussion.  "The Zarda respected the Cursed as the Qolians never did.  They bypassed Raragash."

"Not all the wars that followed involved the Zarda."

"No, and the petty kingdoms are unpredictable.  Raragash has learned not to advertise itself.  Whenever we learn of an outbreak of the star sickness, though, we send emissaries to seek out the Cursed.  My two companions came to Daling for that purpose."

So her own purpose there was something else.

Polion said, "On our way here, we met a Jaulscath."

Labranza turned her intimidating gaze on him again.  "The Jaulscaths are particularly to be pitied, for they cannot conceal themselves.  If you will inform Jasbur or Ordur where that person may be found, they will go and find him."

"Her.  A woman.  Grandfather already offered her refuge."

"He is to be commended.  But she should go to Raragash first.  We can help even Jaulscaths."

Niad was staring plaintively at Gwin.  It was impossible to imagine that trusting, friendly child murdering people and yet last night a man had dropped dead in his tracks.  Labranza had merely confirmed Gwin's own fears.

"There need be no immediate hurry," she said.  "None of us can leave this building at the moment anyway.  Even if we could, Niad can hardly set off on such a journey all alone.  She will need an escort."

"Oh?" said Polion.  "How far away is this Raragash place?"  Romantic youth had just scented adventure, obviously.

"The far side of the Cockpit," Labranza said.  "Two weeks on a good horse, even if there is no trouble on the road.  And a war or two will certainly slow you down.  The Karpana have invaded Nimbudia.  The Karpana are reputed to slay Cursed out of hand."

Polion gave Niad a squeeze.  "See?  Things could be worse!"

She sniggered and banged an elbow in his ribs.  Romance seemed to be progressing at a lively pace.

"I'll protect you!" he said, bringing his other arm into play as well.

"If he bothers you," Gwin suggested, "give him belly aches."

"That remark is not funny!" Labranza said sharply.  "You are playing with fire, young man!"  She rose to leave.

Polion glared up at her with instant defiance.  "I like playing with fire!"  He turned to Niad.  "Do I displease you?"

"No, but—"

She was unable to complete the sentence before he put her lips to other uses.  Her eyes opened wide with surprise, then closed and stayed closed.

Gwin decided that events were out of her control and left them to it.  She would have a word with Niad later.  Polion had already been warned.

She caught up with the tall Labranza, who was striding toward the stairs.  "Are you planning on returning to Raragash yourself, Labranza Saj?"

The big woman stopped.  "Probably.  Tell me about Tibal Frainith."

"I know very little.  He arrived early one morning, stayed two days, and left not long before you arrived."

"Did he seek out anyone special while he was here?"  Her air of authority was astonishing.  Gwin resented it, but could not deny it.

"Not that I know of.  I do not ride herd on my guests, Saj."

"Maddening man!  Still, a Shoolscath is not truly responsible for his actions, so I should not condemn him.  Yes, I think the news of the Karpana is reason enough for me to return to Raragash fairly soon."

"I thought all Shoolscaths became gibbering jolt-heads."  The Daling ones had.

"Not if they will be properly counseled.  Do you understand the nature of the Shool curse, Gwin Saj?"  Labranza peered down from her greater height like a schoolmarm.

"They can foretell the future."

"In a limited way.  A Shoolscath's memory only works forwards.  By now Tibal Frainith will have no recollection of you at all, unless he is destined to meet you again sometime.  Did you notice him writing a lot?  Shoolscaths are inveterate diarists.  The past is lost to them, as the future is a mystery to us.  You remember the past—whatever you have experienced or been taught—but they premember the future as they will know it."

"So the future is fixed for them, as unchangeable as our past is to us?"

"Not at all!  A Shoolscath can change the future.  If he foresees spilling boiling water over his foot, he can stay away from the stove."

Liam Gurshith had knocked Tibal Frainith to the ground almost exactly where Gwin was now standing.  If Tibal had known that punch was coming...

The bell jangled as the outer door opened.  A guard entered, identified Gwin, and came marching toward her.  He stamped to a halt and saluted.

"Gwin Saj?"  He was a youngish man she had not seen before.  As much of his face as was visible inside his helmet looked flushed and sweaty.  He was panting.  Chain mail must be incredibly uncomfortable in this weather, and he had probably been hurrying.  "I was sent to find Labranza Lamith."

Gwin gestured.  Labranza folded her arms again.

The youngster eyed her as if she were a problem in siege craft.  She was taller than he was and certainly outweighed him, mail and all.

"His Excellency requests your presence, Saj."

"Indeed?  And if I do not choose to come?"

He smiled hopefully.  "I call for assistance."

"That sort of request?  Well, perhaps I should have a word with Governor Imquin.  Lead on, sonny."

Gwin watched them depart, then surveyed the courtyard again.  The male Tharns at their dice game were all wearing swords, she noted.  They would not be taken unawares a second time.  Still sheltered by trees, Niad and Polion were deep in conversation, holding hands, foreheads almost touching.  A women's gossip session had developed around Elim, at the base of the statue of Shool as Historian.  The fate appeared to be taking notes of what was being said around his shins.

Last night a gang of thugs had invaded this courtyard.  Liam Gurshith wanted the place so much he was willing to marry off his son for it—although Kolo would be worth little in the regular marriage market.  Vinal Esoterith had tried to kidnap Gwin and would have succeeded had he not been so unlucky as to find the place full of Tharns.  He would not be easily discouraged; he would want revenge.

It was a beautiful home, but it was not worth her life.  It was not worth marriage to Kolo Gurshith.  If she had to end her days as a drudge or a beggar or a whore, it would be a better fate than that—married to him, she would be all of those things at once.  Fates take it!  The building was a trap and she should have seen that sooner.  A home should shelter; this one was her worst danger.

You have been imprisoned here too long.

"What?"  She jumped and looked around, although she knew what she would find.

Go out into the world and achieve something.

"Who are you?" she demanded of the empty air.

There was no reply.  This time there could be no question that she was hallucinating, because this time there was no one near her at all.

She flopped down on a marble bench.  No one was hiding under the tables.  It was not ventriloquism.  Tibal Frainith was long gone.  She clasped her hands to stop them shaking.  She was imagining things, going insane.  Except that Jukion Tharn had reacted last night as if he had heard the voice too.  She ought to ask him.

She could imagine how the question would sound.  Forget that!

The voice itself—male or female?  City or country?  She could not tell.  Just a voice.  All in all, it had made good sense:  "It has begun—Throw him out and good riddance—You have been imprisoned here too long—Go out into the world and achieve something..."

If the voice would deign to be interrogated, she might argue that Tibal's arrival had not been a great turning point.  That had come when Liam turned up with his ultimatum a few hours later. But throwing Kolo out had been the smartest thing she had ever done in her life, and now the voice was telling her what she was trying to tell herself—the hostel was a lost cause.

Well, there was still one way out.  She could not own the land, but the legal experts she had consulted had all agreed that she did own the building and its contents.  She could sell those and leave the resulting confusion as a headache for the new owner.  The art work alone was worth a fortune.

She hurried over to her counting room.
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Bulion Tharn stalked back through the streets of Daling in a very black mood indeed.  Now he had no armored escort, but he was accompanied by the governor's emissary, Wraxal Raddaith.  He was young, lanky, and apparently completely indifferent to his companion.  He was dressed as a civilian in smock and breeches—well-cut garments, dyed a dark green that had not known many washings.  They were probably brand new.  His boots and sword resembled the guards', though.  His arms and shins were paler than most men's, so he was probably a soldier, accustomed to wearing mail.  In normal Dalingian style his dark hair covered his ears and he was clean-shaven.  He bore a small packsack.

So Wraxal strode at Bulion's side in silence, and that left Bulion time to consider his own troubles.  They were not inconsiderable.

He hated problems he could not understand.  The governor had treated him like a long-lost brother—why?  He had known about the illegal Ivielscath, or had at least suspected, but he did not seem to care.  He had offered men and gold to fortify Tharn Valley, but not argued when they were refused.  In fact he had almost groveled to Bulion.  It made no sense.

  He had asked about the Labranza woman as if she and Bulion were in some sort of plot.  The riot had been political in-fighting and the Tharns were not being blamed for it, which was good.  But the governor had dropped hints of reprisals and warnings to leave town.  The road home provided a million good sites for an ambush.  Was Wraxal Raddaith part of such a plot, or was he being sent along as security, a human safe-conduct?

Those were worries enough.  The Gwin Solith problem was more immediate, and much worse.  She had not revealed the full extent of her troubles with the hostel.  That was understandable.  It was her business, not Bulion's.  Or was it?  Had her interest in marriage been prompted by the knowledge that she was about to be dispossessed?

He knew he was being illogical.  A young widow needing protection for herself and perhaps small children—that was the sort of bride he had been contemplating.  At his age he could not offer romance, only security and tenderness; some passion, but never as much as a young man would provide.  Someone very much like Gwin Solith, in fact.  They had both joked about being marriageable real estate, and in his case that was much closer to truth than it was in hers... than it had been in hers.

Worse yet, the fates had saddled him with the cruel task of breaking the news to her.  He was going to have to tell her that she had no claim on the hostel at all.  She was a pauper.

So marry me, you have no other choice.

There was his illogicality—he did not want Gwin Solith on those terms.  Romantic old fool, he wanted her to want him for himself.  He wanted to believe what she had said in the night.

How much did she realize?  How much had she lied to him?

What did it matter?  His logical mind told him to take her and be grateful, not to worry whether she was marrying the man or the valley.  She was more than he could have ever hoped for and now he could almost certainly have her.  But he had to break the bad news to her, and how could she ever forgive him for it?  Or perhaps she knew the truth and had been waiting for the blow to fall.  She had accepted Kolo Gurshith, and then an alternative had appeared.  Was Bulion Tharn unrealistic in ranking himself as better than Kolo Gurshith?

He had found no answers when he turned into Phoenix Street with Wraxal at his side.  The bell on the door jangled as they entered the hostel.

The family flocked to him like hens rallying around a rooster, even the women running.  He looked for another face, and registered that there seemed to be no servants around.  Then he saw her in the shadows under a balcony, watching.  She seemed to be displaying just as much relief and pleasure as the others.

"We're leaving!" he told them, and noted the approval.  "Wosion, see to the horses?  Double-check everything—tight girths, stirrups short.  We may have trouble on the way.  This is Wraxal Raddaith.  He will be accompanying us.  Be polite to him.  If he asks a lot of nosy questions, answer them."

No one argued.  Everyone scattered to collect the packs.  Full of apprehension, he walked over to his hostess.  She was smiling happily, ignorant of the thunderbolt he was about to hurl.

"Gwin Saj, may I have a word with you?"

"Of course.  Who is that man?  He looks familiar."

"Wraxal Raddaith."

She shook her head at the name.  She led the way into a small, rather shabby room.  Bulion closed the door behind them with more force than was necessary.  Dust swirled, papers rustled on the desk and table.

She turned to face him.  "Please excuse the mess!  No one is allowed to clean in here but me, so you know who's at fault."

She was still smiling.  She was not a great beauty to raise legends, but she was lovely enough—a fairer woman than either Nadim or Ordim had been.  He wanted her—oh, yes, he wanted her!  She was totally at his mercy.  She had no property, no husband, no prospects.  All she had was enemies.  Now he could explain that she was a pauper and the governor had uttered grave warnings for her to get out of town.  She had no choices but to accept whatever Bulion offered.

But she did not look like a woman backed into a corner.  She looked like a woman who had just received some very good news.  Where did he start?  What did he say first?

"Did you notice the door?" she asked with a grin.

"No."

"We took down the wheat sheaf!  The Phoenix Street Hostel is now closed!"

She did know!  Then why the glee?

"Very soon the crier should be coming around with the news," she said.  "I didn't just get marriage proposals, you see.  I got several offers to buy the place, too.  So this morning I decided to sell.  Offers to be submitted to my agent!  Let them fight over it!  Liam can have it if he wants it—at a fair market price!  Isn't it wonderful?"

Bulion stammered.  She had nothing to sell.  "The hostel is your life!"

"No.  It was Carp's life.  When he died, I swore to continue it for him and for the children.  When they died, I didn't see that the game was ended.  I don't want it, Bulion, honestly.  There is more to life than this."  She turned and snatched up a pile of papers.  "Look at them!  Tradesmen's bills.  Taxes.  Factional politics.  Servant problems.  Memories, yes.  But I can take the memories with me, the good ones, and leave the rest."  She hurled the papers in the air and let them fly.  "Let them all fight over it.  Better still—why don't you just burn it down when we leave, like good Zarda should?"  She laughed.

Then she looked at Bulion, cheeks flushed, eyes bright and expectant.

He twisted the hat he was clutching, struggling for words.  "The governor said that you might be wise to leave town, Gwin."

The smile faded.  "Yes?" she whispered.

He shook his head in disbelief.  "You are more than welcome to accompany us.  In the valley you—"

"Sanctuary?  Last night you offered more than sanctuary."

They stared at each other.

His heart thumped in a frenzy.  She could not possibly be faking this!  She truly believed that she was a rich woman.  He could feel his face turning red.  "There will be lots of time to think about that.  You don't have to decide now."

"I don't want to come as a fugitive, Bulion!  I want you to finish what I started last night."

But why had she so improbably flung herself into his bed?  He turned away to hide his doubts.  "Don't be so hasty.  I'm a fat old man.  I'm a great-grandfather.  Last night was a wonderful dream.  Today is reality."

"I don't want reality.  I want the dream."

"There are lots of younger men who would—"

"I don't want lots of younger men!" she shouted.  "I don't want any younger men."

He looked around at the shock and hurt on her face.  "Woman, you are crazy!"

"You said you wanted me!"

"Wanted you?  Of course I want you, but—"

"One thing I must warn you, though.  I'm not one of your submissive Tharn women who does exactly as she's told!  In Daling women expect their husbands to listen and—"

"Submissive?" Bulion roared.  "You don't know what you're talking about!  A Zarda woman does not argue with her husband in public, no.  Men don't contradict their wives in public, either—that's just good manners.  But believe me, in private they go at each fang and tooth!  If you think my wives obeyed my every whim without opening their mouths, then you are out of your head."

"I'm sorry!  She smiled appealingly.  "Forgive me—I'm a little on edge.  Kiss me?"

How could he kiss her before he had broken the news?

How could he bear that look of hurt and bewilderment—how could he make it so much worse?  Fates!  What did it matter what she knew?  She had withheld information, so why shouldn't he?

"Will you marry me, Nien?" he muttered thickly.

She flew into his arms.
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"Oughta go!" Ordur grumbled, scratching fingernails aimlessly on the stone tabletop.

"Go where, Stupid?"

"Dunno.  When's she comin' back?"

"Told you and told you and told you," Jasbur snarled, "I dunno!  I don't care.  You got'ny coin?"

"No."

"Then we can't eat, Dummy.  There's food here to last for weeks."

They had been sitting in the hostel courtyard for hours.  There was no one else in the building.  Now the sun had come around a tree and was baking them.  If they had any sense, Jasbur knew, they would move to a shady spot.  But that would require energy.  Energy was something he did not have.  All he did have was a throbbin' awful pain in his back, just where the hump was.  He might have damaged it without knowing, or he might be starting another change already.  Changes usually came at the time of the new moon, but they could happen any time.  His skin itched.  It sure felt like a change coming on.

It might be all Labranza's fault.  She'd been throwing so much Ogoal influence around on the barge that she might've destabilized him.  Here at least he had somewhere to sit and plenty to eat and he didn't have to do anything.  Things could be worse.

A bell jingled, a door slammed.

Things were worse.  Labranza had returned.  She came striding across the court toward the two men, and the little flames of anger around her were visible even in sunlight.  Well, almost.

"You're back, Saj," Ordur said, one of his brightest remarks of the day.

She ignored it.  "Where is everyone?"

"Gone," Jasbur said.  "All gone."

This time he was certain that Labranza's eyes flashed.

"Bulion Tharn?"

"The old man?  He went.  Gwin Saj, too.  Gave us the keys and told us to help ourselves."

Labranza muttered something unladylike under her breath.  She was clearly furious about something, which cheered Jasbur up a little.

"How was the governor?"

"Decayed, decadent, devious, degenerate, and excessively long-winded.  He had some very strange ideas about Raragash."

"Told you," Ordur whined.  "Not one of the Cursed was told—"

"I remember."  She looked around in baffled fury.  "You're certain the old man left town?"

"Yup," Jasbur said.  "What's so special about him?"  He jumped, and for a moment forgot even the throb in his belly.  "You don't mean he's the—"

"I don't know!" she snapped.  For Labranza to admit ignorance was epochal.  "But His Eloquence admitted that they'd had some Shoolscaths among their Cursed.  He knows something, or thinks he does, and he's very interested in Bulion Tharn.  That ties in with Tibal Frainith—he got here just before Tharn did."

"Bulion Tharn the Renewer?  But he's old!  It'll take years and years to rebuild the empire.  And he's just a farmer!  Maybe one of his sons or..."

Jasbur tailed off into silence under her glare.

"I did learn one thing," Labranza said.  "The governor says some of the Cursed took refuge at a little fishing village called Bad Cove, east of here.  You two will go and investigate."

Jasbur groaned.  "Not on a horse!"  Even walking would hurt in his present condition.  Just sitting here, he had prickly heat.  He slid a hand inside his smock and scratched his chest.

"Could I trust you with horses?" she demanded.  "When you set out, I gave you enough money to raise an army, and where is it now?"

"Well, we both had a bad spell at the same time.  You know it can happen."

Labranza rolled her eyes.  "It would be nice if at least one of you had a good spell once in a while."

"Yes it would."

She sat down heavily and stared at nothing for a moment, drumming fingers on the table.  "I'm going back north.  I'll try and catch up with Tibal Frainith on the way, but he did say we'd meet at Raragash, so I suppose Raragash it will have to be.  I need to keep an eye on what the Karpana are doing, too."

Jasbur scratched his chin.  "Rape, murder, pillage—"

"Of course.  The question is where.  And which way are they moving?  As soon as you have located the Cursed in Bad Cove, if any are still alive, send them on to Raragash, and you two go to Tharn Valley."

"Where's that?"

"Fates know!  Find out.  Investigate Bulion Tharn.  Everything seems to point to him."

Ordur had not even been trying to follow the conversation.  Suddenly he said, "Huh?" and reached across the table.  He dragged his nails across Jasbur's cheek and then peered closely at them.

Then he grinned.

Jasbur realized that his overall itch was especially bad on his face.  He scratched it, and stubble came away on his fingertips.

So that was what was happening—their luck had changed at last.  He smiled apprehensively at Ordur's predatory leer.
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Eastward from Daling, the old imperial highway was still passable for horses, although it was in sorry disrepair, rutted and potholed.  At first it ran through prosperous farmland, but soon crops began to give way to pasture.  Eventually feral woods crept down from the hills to invade the valleys; crumbling ruins became more and more common.  The city had escaped destruction when the empire fell, but the surrounding countryside had been depopulated and would need a few more centuries yet to recover.

Gwin had not ventured out of sight of the walls for years, but more than the newness of the landscape excited her.  She was still bobbing like a cork, buoyed by an inexplicable sense of deliverance, a feeling of a great adventure beginning.  She wished she could attribute it all to love, but she knew that her feelings toward Bulion had not reached quite that cloud-top level yet.  Perhaps they would soon, but at the moment she knew she was moved more by freedom than romance.

She wanted to ride beside him so that the two of them could talk privately—compare likes and dislikes, explore each other's sense of humor, generally get to know each other.  It would be a very backward procedure for two mature people who had agreed to wed of their own free will, a sort of mutual discovery more appropriate for adolescents whose marriage had been arranged by their parents.

On the highway, she was frustrated by the precautions he insisted on.  Suspecting a possible ambush, Bulion had put men in the van and the rear, with the women grouped in the center.  He led the way, of course, and he set a fast pace.

Gwin found herself paired with Aneim, the wife of Wosion's eldest son, Kilbion, and thus a Tharn by marriage.  Aneim was something of a minx, but her mischief and high spirits were underlain by a very shrewd judgement of people.  She was naturally very curious about this city lady so unexpectedly betrothed to the patriarch.  Curiosity worked both ways, though, and she revealed as much as she learned.  It was Bulion, she said, who had raised the Tharns to be the premier family of the district.  Other families lost sons or daughters when they married, but the Tharns almost never did.  Husbands and wives of Tharns would rather live in the valley than anywhere else.  Its remarkable fertility was a factor, but Bulion's leadership deserved most of the credit.

"And now, Gwin Saj," she said with a speculative twinkle in her eye, "you too have fallen under his spell?  You have thrown up your entire life in Daling out of love for our Old Man?  Is this a sudden blessing from Muol?"

"Yes and no," Gwin admitted with a chuckle.  "I think that to call our feelings for each other 'love' is a little premature.  I admire him greatly, and like him, and have done for a long time.  I believe he feels the same about me.  I find a woman alone cannot defend her own interests and therefore I need a husband.  He wants a wife, so our aims coincide exactly.  We both know what we are doing—we are not exactly lust-filled adolescents!  But we want each other, and that is more than half the battle.  I fully expect to love him and be loved by him.  Falling in love is exciting.  I am looking forward to the experience!  Does that answer your question?"

To her surprise, Aneim sighed.  "I wish that love were always so logical and biddable."

"I know it isn't," Gwin said cautiously.  "Muol's blessings can be two-edged."

"Too true!"  Aneim paused and then laughed feebly.  "And Jaul's certainly are.  When you are admitted to the inner circle of family gossip, Gwin Solith, you will hear some of the dark secrets that emerged when we met the Jaulscath on our way to the city."

Nonplussed, Gwin said, "Oh?"

"Oh indeed!  In Daling, do husbands ever beat their wives?"

Gwin decided that it was time to change the subject.

#

Eventually the expedition turned off the highway onto a narrower track, winding through woodland and so narrow that no more than two could ride abreast.  The tension slackened, for this was a rarely-used detour that no one could have anticipated the Tharns choosing.  Enemies might still come in pursuit, but there would be none waiting in ambush.  Bulion sent Himion ahead with the women and brought up the rear with the rest of the men.

So Gwin still had no chance for a private talk with him.  Worse, she found herself riding alongside Wosion.  She suspected the pastor had contrived that.  She soon discovered that he believed his office gave him the right to ask very personal questions.  Perhaps it did, but she felt that he was sticking his excessively long nose into her private affairs.

"I do not understand you, Gwin Saj.  In Daling you are a wealthy lady, are you not?  You owned a prosperous business, you had servants, you had status in the community.  Granted that my father is our accepted leader, that does not make him a king.  Do you expect to be treated as a queen in the valley?"

"Of course not."

"Do you understand that the other women will expect you to work just as hard as they do?  From dawn until bedtime, your whole life will be cleaning and washing, tending children and livestock, helping with the crops and—"

"I am not afraid of hard work!"

"Your hands are soft, your cheeks are smooth.  The summer sun and winter—"

"I hope I won't have to remove my fancy city shoes when the time comes to trample the grapes?"

He scowled at her sarcasm, but it did not deter him.  Nasty little cripple!  If he refused to grow a beard, he at least ought to shave more often.

"How old are you, Gwin?"

"Just call me Stepmother.  I am twenty-three."

"Jukion is twenty-four."

She was going to have to learn an enormous number of names and faces very quickly, but she would not easily forget Jukion, the big one who had floored Kolo Gurshith.

"So I shall have a grandson older than myself, you mean?"  Gwin laughed.  "Why should that matter?"

"You will have more than seventy grandchildren, seven of them already married.  You will have a dozen great-grandchildren, with more on the way.  My father's fertility is legendary.  If he still retains only a fraction of it, you are going to be bearing again very shortly."

"I welcome the prospect!  I love children.  I loved being a mother.  I still ache for Karn and Naln.  Nothing can ever replace them, but I hope I can have more children and rear them in the healthy countryside instead of the city.  Do not fret about me, Pastor.  I am a grown woman and I know what I am doing."  She was not going to mention that she took advice from disembodied voices.

"If babies are your objective, Gwin Saj—"

"Women who do not marry usually starve, pastor.  Those who do have babies—or does your Zarda lore include some means of escaping the fruits of love?"

"Of course not.  But then why chose a man in his sixties?  Tharn Valley can offer you better gambles than that, and so can Daling."

"You are being offensive!"

"I have your best interests at heart. I also love my father dearly and do not wish to see him hurt."

"If you are implying—"

"No, I am not."  However obnoxious Wosion might be, he was also quick-witted.  "I do not question your morality, nor your good intentions.  It is Father I doubt, not you."

"Then I fail to understand your conversation.  Why not direct your queries to him?"

Still the pastor was not deflected.  "Because I fear that he hopes to recapture his lost youth and is doomed to disappoint both himself and you!"

Gwin's anger boiled over, driving her into an indiscretion she would normally have resisted.  "If you are hinting that he is not man enough to bed me, Wosion Saj, then I assure you that he has already satisfied both of us on that score."

The little man flinched so hard that his horse dropped its ears in alarm.  Gwin had shocked him, but not enough to end his interrogation.

"Mature women," Wosion snapped, "do not throw up riches and status on momentary whims, as you are doing.  It is not a brainstorm of lust, because he is old and unattractive.  Be honest with me, Gwin, I beg you.  More important, be honest with yourself.  Tell me why you are choosing drudgery and pigswill over wealth and comfort?"

She rode on for a moment without replying.  Put that way, his question had no sane answer.  Undoubtedly the proceeds from the sale of the hostel would allow her to live a life of lazy luxury in Daling if that were her choice.  Why should it be?  She could not possibly explain the sense of release, the feeling of adventure that thrilled through her.  Husband, children, and property had all been taken from her, but she had found freedom.  Could a rural pastor understand that?

Could a man who had grown up in a family like the Tharns have any comprehension of loneliness, or what it was like to have no one else who really mattered?  Would he understand that such a life felt totally empty of purpose?  She must trim her sentiments to fit her listener.

"When I was a child," she said, "I read fairy tales of far-off lands where girls grew up to reign as queens.  I had an ambition to be a queen or an empress—I think I would have made a truly bloodthirsty tyrant, if I had had my way.  Later I discovered that women never reign in Kuolia.  I learned that I could never be a queen, or a soldier, or anything really interesting.  Now I see that I cannot even be left alone to run a business.  That leaves children.  Marriage to a truly admirable man is a challenge to be an admirable wife—and mother, of course.  A humble ambition, perhaps, but satisfying."

Wosion nodded, seemingly impressed.  As he should be.

"I have suffered enough," she added.  "I hope the fates will leave me alone from now on.  Let that be my destiny!"

"Do not make fun of destiny!"

"Whatever do you mean?"

"Destiny is decreed by Poul, who gives both life and death.  I distrust the portents—Jaul is in the House of Followers and Muol in the House of Adults, both in opposition to her.  Iviel is in Sorrows, Ogoal in Creation."

Recalling some of Carp's views about portents, Gwin said airily, "Sound highly auspicious to me.  What about Shool and Awail?"

The pastor shot her a look that included equal parts of anger and suspicion.  "Hopes and Abundance."

"Poul must be in Men at this time of year?  So death of men is opposed by passion among adults and hope in age—that's your father, I should think, about as clear as you could ask.  We can expect change in abundance, correct?  Probably means I'll drop twins first go.  Fortune in creation sounds highly promising.  What have I missed?"

"Iviel in Sorrows," Wosion snarled.

"Ah."  She sheathed her rapier.  "I can't explain that one—can you?"

"Normally it would suggest great sickness, an epidemic."

Or great sorrows to be healed?  "Well, I don't think we ought to mention it then.  And perhaps I had better not speak of the rest until I am sure."  She cocked an eyebrow inquiringly.

"No.  I don't think you should."

At that point, deadfall constricted the way.  Wosion went ahead and she followed.  She hoped he had seen the olive branch she had just tendered.  She must not make an enemy of the pastor, but she was not going to let him bully her either—certainly she would not let him cow her with portents.  Portents could always be read two ways.

When the road widened again, Wosion had moved forward to talk with Elim.  Gwin was not sure whether she felt more pleased at being rid of him or annoyed that he had snubbed her.

She glanced behind to see who might have overheard and saw that she need not worry about eavesdroppers.  Niad and Polion were following, but some distance back and clearly oblivious to anything except each other.  Niad seemed to be managing very well, considering that she had never been on a horse before.  Gwin reined in and waited.  They went by without even seeming to notice her.  Wasn't love wonderful?

The next rider, conspicuous in his smart green clothes, was the governor's man, Wraxal Raddaith.  He was slumped awkwardly in the saddle, although he had shown himself earlier to be a competent horseman.  He had his head down as if lost in thought.

She decided that he was behaving very oddly for a spy.  If he had been sent to investigate the Tharn family, then why was he by himself, instead of in a group, making conversation and asking questions?  If he was supposed to be scouting the land itself—and she was convinced that he was a soldier—then why did he not show more interest in the scenery?

She urged her horse into step at his side.  "Pardon my curiosity, Wraxal Saj.  I don't believe we have ever met before today, but I can't help feeling that your face is familiar."

He glanced at her without interest and then looked away.  "Possibly."

"Well?  Where?"

"Do you go to the palace much?"

"Never."

He shrugged, studying his hands on the reins.  "Civic functions?  The thanksgiving service after the sickness, for instance?"

"Yes.  I went to that."

"You probably saw me there."

Perhaps she had, but that did not really answer her question.  She tried another.  "Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why should I have noticed you there, when most of the city was present?"

He paused so long before replying that she thought he was not going to.  "I'm Imquin's nephew."

"What?  Then your name isn't—"

"No, it isn't.  But it will do."

Chief of the guard... "And his heir!"

Wraxal sighed and shook his head.  "No."

Greatly intrigued now, Gwin demanded, "Why?  What is so important about Tharn Valley that His Excellency would send his own nephew to scout it?"

"Very little, I think.  My uncle does not confide in me, but he seems to believe that Bulion Saj will be influential in the near future."

"In what way?"

"That I do not know."

That she did not believe.  Possibly the heir apparent had quarreled with the city autocrat and been dispossessed.  But if he was in disgrace, banished to an insignificant rural exile, why was he not showing more emotion?  She detected no anger, no resentment, not even hopelessness.  There was nothing in his manner except indifference.

Gwin Solith prided herself on being a good judge of people.  She was annoyed to discover that a man could be so inscrutable.  Wraxal Raddaith, she decided, was either one of the slickest liars she had ever met, or he thought she was an idiot.  Or both.

"I expect time will tell," she said sweetly and reined in again to wait for someone more congenial.
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The line of riders stretched over the moors.  No enemies had interfered with their progress so far, and even Bulion now admitted that they were far enough from Daling to relax their guard.  Weary horses plodded up a long slope of heathery scrub; the sun was painting the west red.  Gwin ached from the knees up.

"There is a good spot to camp just over this ridge," he said.  "Why are you laughing?"

She had not been aware that she was laughing.  "Remember what Carp said: You need a god when you want someone to feel grateful to?  I have never ridden as far as this in my life before.  I shall be incredibly grateful to get off this horse."

Bulion smiled sympathetically.  "Perhaps your Ivielscath can cure what ails you."

"I expect she could.  It would not be prudent to ask, though, would it?  I mean, just for a little saddle soreness?"

"No, I suppose not."

"And if your campground will provide some cover, Big Bull, then I don't think it need slow me down too much tonight."

The old man blinked at her, contriving to look both disapproving and delighted at the same time.

Gwin had finally obtained her private chat with him.  They had been talking for hours, and no one else had bothered them.  She could hardly recall a word they had said; she had enjoyed every minute of it.  He was old, he was ugly.  He sat his horse like a giant meal sack.  His face was scarred by more than half a century of weather, even his thick eyebrows were silver, but he was rain in a desert.  Some people, like wine, were immune to the ravages of time.

Unfortunately, she was not one of them.  She felt dried out and macerated by one afternoon in the baking sun.

"I too, Nien," he said softly, "have much to be grateful for.  You really mean that?  Tonight?  In the bushes, like naughty children?  You know we can be married right after we reach the valley."

"Please yourself," she said archly, "but at your age, I do think you ought to grab every chance you can get."

He did not take offense, he guffawed, just as she had known he would.  Already they had slipped into a comfortable familiarity, as if they had been intimate for years.  She knew he still had doubts.  She must reassure him as soon as possible.  That was as good an excuse as any.  Perhaps she was not totally without doubts herself.  Whatever the reason, she was certain that she did not want to wait for the formalities of marriage.  They needed to seal this improbable romance of theirs as soon as possible.

"Talking of naughty children," Bulion remarked, "do you suppose an Ivielscath can cure her own saddle sores?"

Polion and Niad were still together, a population of two, riding side-by-side, engrossed in each other and blind to the rest of the world.

"I don't know whether self-healing is possible.  That sort of pain is not the problem, though, is it?  Emotionally, she is very vulnerable.  If that grandson of yours is as slick as he seems, he's going to get what he wants."

"I'll warn Wosion to keep a sharp eye on him tonight."

"Not too sharp," Gwin said, contemplating the likely relative abilities of Bulion and Polion Tharn at wriggling undetected through bushes.  "We don't want the guards catching the wrong man, do we?"  She rode on for a few minutes.  "What happens after?"

A blank expression appeared under Bulion's hat brim.  "After what?"

"Sorry!  I was thinking about Raragash.  It would be a very good idea to follow Labranza Lamith's advice and send Niad there—and your Jaulscath, also, if she shows up tomorrow."

Bulion said, "Umph!  We don't know that the Lamith woman was telling the truth."

"I don't see why she would have lied.  And a trained healer sounds much safer than an untrained."

"She might never come back."

"Marry her off to Polion.  He'll bring her back."

"He might not come back either.  We have harvest coming on, and the fort to build.  How many men can I spare to accompany them?  That's the problem!"

"Your decision!" she assured him.  "One last thought, though, and then I'll stop nagging.  Defense isn't just walls, is it?"

Bulion's face stiffened into a polite but noncommittal solidity.  She could already recognize the expression; it meant she was straying into territory where she did not belong.  This time his jowls looked as they had been carved out of mahogany and his beard starched.  Fair enough—defense was certainly men's work in Daling and would be everywhere else.  She ought to stick to her own business.  On the other hand, Bulion Tharn was no more a soldier than she was, and every time he mentioned his precious fort she felt more skeptical about the assumptions he was making.  She could hardly go into all that now.  Perhaps he would never accept advice from her.  Any marriage required adjustments on both sides, and he would find adjustment hard at his age.

"Defense is men, and strategy too," she said.  "I was thinking over what Labranza said about the Karpana and possible trouble in the future.  In Daling we are hopelessly ignorant of what is going on in the rest of Kuolia.  Wars happen and we don't hear about them for years.  With all the respect in the world, love, you can't know any more in Tharn Valley.  A band of four or five good men going to Raragash and back might gain a wider view of the world.  They would bring back a lot of valuable information, and experience too."

Bulion nodded.  "That's a good point."  He did not sound very convinced, though.  Bulion Tharn liked to keep his chicks under his wing.

#

The promised campsite was a pleasant dell with a pool and much promising shrubbery.  It was unoccupied.  Gwin dismounted with relief, trying not to let her stiffness show.  The men took charge of the horses.  Since they clearly regarded them as men's work, they would not welcome offers of assistance.  Aneim and Kathim, having produced a fire in magical time, began cooking a meal.  Gwin could not help there, either, because she was unfamiliar with the mysteries of Zarda cooking.  There were no tents to pitch.

Feeling annoyingly useless, she looked around and spotted the mysterious Wraxal sitting by himself, head in hands, still paying no heed to the world.  His presence here was inexplicable.  Under his true name of Wraxal Strevith, he was popular in the city; he had acquitted himself well in the Tolamin disaster.  He was young, well-born, and reasonably good-looking.  Was he a victim of political intrigue like her, or was he playing a devious game?  Here was something she could do better than anyone else in the group—unravel Wraxal.

 She walked over and eased herself down beside him.  "I still do not understand why a man of your importance has been assigned to watch over an aging farmer."

He turned his head and studied her for a moment, with no indication of resentment at her prying, or indeed of any particular interest at all.

His stare disconcerted her.  "I don't know why you are here," she said.

"I don't know why I told you as much as I did."

"I beg your pardon!  I shall—"

"But I don't mind telling you the rest, if you really want to know."

Gwin made an incoherent noise.  Wraxal Raddaith was diabolically unsettling.

"It is quite simple," he went on in the same bland tone.  "I am a political liability to my uncle now.  He needed to get me out of the city and he hoped I might be of some use in dealing with a purely intellectual problem.  I disagreed, but he refused to listen.  I was right, he was wrong.  The last thing I should be doing is telling you about it."

"Then...  I mean, you don't have to tell me anything if you'd rather not."

"I don't care one way or the other."  He frowned, as if vaguely puzzled.  "No, perhaps I would rather tell you than not tell you."

Thoroughly bewildered, Gwin said, "Then please carry on!  I don't know what your trouble can be. If there is anything I can do to help, then I will.  I am still a Dalingian at heart and I have always been loyal to the governor.  As his heir, you may count on my support."

"I am no longer his heir, Gwin Saj.  My chances of succeeding him were never very good.  He is a wily old toad, who has managed to stay on top of the swamp for far more years than anyone could ever have predicted.  The great families conspire against him all the time, but he plays them off, group against group.  Inevitably, they will soon oust him and establish an oligarchy.  There will probably be considerable bloodshed, but do not doubt that my uncle is the last of our line. Yes, he had dreams of passing the scepter to me, but no one else ever believed it would be possible.  I never thought it was, nor that I would be able to hold it for long if he did.  I suppose I would have tried."

"And now?"

He twisted his face in faint surprise. "Can't you tell?  I caught the star sickness."

"Oh, no!"

"Oh, yes!  A mild case, to be sure.  Just a few bluish spots on my thigh.  I almost failed to notice them—I did not even feel unwell."

Remembering the brutality and hardships she had witnessed, she did not even try to conceal her anger.  "And the rules about expulsion did not apply to the governor's nephew, of course?"

"Of course not.  But I discovered I had been Cursed and even the representative of a non-existent emperor can do nothing about that."  The words might have been spoken with irony, but they were not.  Wraxal could as well have been discussing a complete stranger for all the emotion he was displaying.

Gwin was annoyed to discover that she had instinctively edged away from him.  She compensated by laying a hand on his shoulder.  He did not seem to notice.  "Cursed how?"

"By the Passionate One."

"I am very sorry, Wraxal Saj.  I ought to have guessed, of course, but I never met a Muolscath.  I thought..."

"You thought we all killed ourselves?  That is the common belief—Muolscaths commit suicide, just as Shoolscaths go insane, Jaulscaths drive everyone else mad, Ogoalscaths perish in weird accidents, Ivielscaths go around blighting people and hence get mobbed, and Awailscaths just disappear."

"I had heard that, but I don't believe it."  Recalling the Tharns' tale of the Jaulscath and the man who had died in his tracks while carrying her the previous night, she added, "Not all of it, anyway."

"I don't feel suicidal," Wraxal said idly.  "To kill anyone, even oneself, must require a certain passion, mustn't it?  I don't feel anything.  I am not depressed, or resentful, or angry, or hopeless.  Perhaps I shall eventually succumb to boredom, but at the moment I am not even bored."

"I am sorry.  Truly I am!"

"You are fortunate!  But you need not feel sorry for me.  I suppose I could even be envied.  Nothing touches me, Gwin Saj.  I do not suffer.  I feel no fear.  I can recall experiencing such emotions, but not what they were like.  At the moment I am physically weary from the ride, but there is neither sorrow nor satisfaction in that.  I am aware that my belly is empty, so I shall eat when food is available, but whether I eat sautéed larks at my uncle's table or sewage from a gutter is immaterial to me."

The evening seemed to have grown cold very quickly, although the sun had not quite set.

"There are other stories about Muolscaths," Gwin said uneasily.

Wraxal shrugged.  "And I expect they are true also.  I have not bothered to experiment, although my uncle repeatedly urged me to."

"Urged you to?"

He looked at her as if she were being excessively stupid.  "We are reputed to be able to arouse in others the emotions we cannot feel for ourselves.  Is not this what you have heard?"

"Yes!  But why—"

"Because this is a skill he would dearly love to possess.  He does, to some extent, or he did once—they say he was a great orator in his younger days.  When he discovered my Curse, he thought it was the answer to the problem of the succession."

Gwin realized her hand still rested on his shoulder.  She removed it.  "A ruler who feels no emotion would be incorruptible!"

"That was not the factor that most impressed my uncle.  He thought more along the lines of rousing crowds to hysterical patriotism.  He foresaw the council leaping to its feet to acclaim him—or me, after him.  In future, he thought, all votes would be unanimous, and in his favor."

"You could do this?" she asked incredulously.

"So they say.  But why should I?"

Civic duty, family solidarity, idealism...  She thought of several answers and discarded all of them.  She breathed a prayer of thanks to the Twin God.  "I am truly glad that you feel that way, Wraxal Saj!"

He shrugged as if the matter were of no importance.  "I don't feel anything.  You need not pity me.  I certainly do not pity myself."

A whiff of cooking smell drifted over from the fire.  Gwin realized that she was ravenous, and the thought made her feel guilty.  She was hungry, he was Cursed.  A handful of grain would solve her problem, but his life was completely blighted.

"Have you ever heard of Raragash?"

"Yes."

"I was told today that there are still many Cursed living there. I was told that they can often help the newly... people like you."

"I don't much want to be helped, thank you."

"What do you want?" she asked, horrified.

"Nothing."

"Then why are you going to Tharn Valley?"

"Because I was ordered to.  The old habit of obedience still has some power over me—but not much, you see, or I would not be telling you all this.  I still wash and shave and dress out of habit.  I have been told that the habits soon fade."

"You should go to Raragash!"

Wraxal Raddaith shrugged again.  "Why?  I am not suffering."
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This was ridiculous!  Bulion Tharn was more than sixty years old.  He was a great-grandfather.  He should not be creeping around on hands and knees through prickly bushes on a dark night, trying not make a... Crack!

Sh!

Awail's thin crescent was just setting.  She gave no useful light, but she provided easy navigation.  It would not be seemly for the hitherto highly respected patriarch of the Tharn clan to crawl around in a huge circle and then slither up to a sleeping Wosion, say, or Himion—or worse, one of the women! and...  Didn't bear thinking about.

Ouch!  Nothing was very clear in the starlight.  Everything was sharp and brittle and rustly.  Branches kept removing his hat.  The damp, leafy smell was thick in his nostrils.  Sharp things poked in his knees and palms.  Ouch again!  If he put his back out, so that he couldn't move, and then had to call for help...

The things men did for women!  Gwin wanted to make love in the bushes.  Now.  Tonight.  No matter that there would be comfortable beds available tomorrow in the valley—admittedly there would also be six hundred more eyes spying than there were here.  No matter that he disapproved of intercourse outside wedlock.  No matter that there was an excellent chance that the rest of the party knew what he was up to—or that some of them did and would tell the rest in the morning, so that his reputation would be ruined, his sanity thrown in question.

Women!

He would not be doing this if he thought that all she wanted was confirmation that he was still virile.  He had given her reasonable evidence of that last night.

More likely she had motives she had not even worked out herself.  The Tharn's Old Man had a pretty good eye for people.  He thought he knew what her reasons—Ouch!—were.  After the wedding, he would take her to his bed, in his house, in his valley.  Gwin Solith was no blushing maiden, she was not a child bride bought from impoverished peasants struggling to feed double-digit progeny.  Gwin had been an important woman in Daling.  She might or might not know that she was now penniless.  Even if she did, she could not yet have adjusted to the idea of being a pauper.  She wanted their first love-making to be done as equals, on neutral ground.

It wasn't the way of the Zarda, but it wasn't much to ask.  He had not wriggled under bushes like this in forty years, not since Himion became old enough to take over the sheep herding.  He might be going to make a terrible fool of himself.  But he could not deny his excitement.  He was trembling and puffing, and not all of that was from unfamiliar exertion.  A lot of it was anticipation.  Fates!  He was aroused already.

Where the curses was she?  He ought to be at the marker tree by now.  Suppose he went right by her, crawling off into the moors?  He paused to catch his breath and take stock of the stars.

"Psst!" said a whisper close by.

"Gwin?" he whispered back.

A faint snigger...  "No, Elim."

He eased himself under a branch, and his fingers touched blanket.  Leg.  He hauled himself into place beside her.  Twigs crackled, dry leaves rustled.

"You're out of breath," she breathed.

"Anticipation!"

"Good."

Kiss.  Long, wonderful kiss.

Wriggle, adjustment.  Two bodies entwined on a blanket, stars overhead.  Heart thumping.  He had been single far too long.

Faint rustling not far away.  Whispers?

"What's that?"

"I suspect it's Polion," said that soft voice beside him.  "You realize that any minute someone will start a search for those two, and come blundering through here—"

"Don't even think of it!"

Mutual chuckles.  Another kiss.  Hands moving in the darkness...

"Love you, Nien!"

"Love you, Bull!  Fates!" Gwin muttered, fumbling at his waist.  "What sort of knot is this?  Don't you pull those buttons off!  This is exciting."

"Yes."

"You know I haven't been out of Daling since my honeymoon?"

"Your what?"  He grunted and struggled for leverage to remove her boots.  Unromantic things boots.  Riding breeches would be a more worthy challenge.  How did one get a woman out of such a garment?

"An old Qolian custom.  After a wedding, the bride and groom go off by themselves somewhere, a journey.  Dalingians go to the seaside, usually.  Carp took me to Tolamin.  It's a sort of final fling before the bride gets buried in dirty diapers."

Bulion shuddered.  "What a disgusting description!"  But accurate, of course.

She had his smock off already, and he had barely started.  Her cool fingers stroked his chest.  "Don't worry about it.  Exploring Tharn Valley will be honeymoon enough for me.  Us.  You have to show me everything!"

"I'm about to," he said.

She hugged him and chuckled into his beard.
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Low in the south, Muol shone red in the House of Children.  Her retrograde motion made that the House of Adults, though, and passions of all kinds were adult affairs.  So did she not portend that children were about to become adult by experiencing passion?  Polion would have liked to hear Wosion's opinion of that interpretation, but he certainly wasn't going to ask for it.

The men had spread out their blankets on one side of the fire and the women on the other.  Astonishingly, no one had noticed that his was absent, and Niad's also.  Even more astonishingly, no one had missed either of them when they had stolen off into the bushes.  So far no one had raised a hue and cry.  That was really astonishing.

He eased his hand a little higher, so his index finger was just touching her breast.  She had her back to him, and they fitted together perfectly, like two spoons.

"No!" she whispered.  But she did not do anything, so he left his hand where it was, for now.

"Have you ever slept under the stars before?" he asked softly, his lips close to her ear.

"No, never.  It's exciting!"

"Not usually as exciting as this time."

She sniggered.  "It isn't going to get any more exciting!"

No?

He had found a wonderful little hollow for them to lie in, carpeted with dry pine needles.  There were thick branches overhead to keep the dew off, so the stars weren't actually very visible, but that didn't matter.  He'd looked at them earlier, despite his absorption in Niad.  No, because of it.

"Can you read the stars, Polion?"

"Oh, yes.  It's very important to understand the portents.  Wosion wants me to be a pastor because he says I have a talent for it.  That red one is Muol, of course.  She's in the House of Children,  And the bright one is Jaul, in the House of Lovers."  Wosion had said she was still in Leaders, but even Wosion could not have been sure of that.  "So this is a very good time."

"A good time for what?" Niad murmured, snuggling a little closer.

"For learning about love, of course."  Polion slid his hand higher and cupped it over her breast.

"You promised!" she complained, but still she did not resist.

"You're beautiful, Niad.  You're beautiful to look at and beautiful to touch."  Warm, smooth.  Soft and solid at the same time.  Girls were wonderful!  Mysterious, necessary, irresistible.  He'd solved the problem of fat girl or thin girl.  Niad was plump where it mattered and thin where it looked good.  Lovely!

"You promised!"

"Promised what?"

"That you wouldn't make love to me."

"I promised I wouldn't do anything you didn't want, didn't I?  All I'm doing is holding you."

"Then just hold me.  Tighter.  And don't...  Oof!  Not that tight!"

"Why not?" he breathed in her ear.

"You're hurting.  You're so strong!"

He eased the pressure a little.  Not much.  She did not protest again, so she must be enjoying it as much as he was.  The next move was to stroke a thumb over her nipple, but he should wait a minute or two for that.

"They'll hear," Niad murmured.

That sounded like encouragement.  "No they won't."

Actually, Polion could hear something not far away that sounded very much like dry grass or leaves being rustled.  He might not be the only man with a woman in the bushes tonight.  And if there was another couple out here, then it had to be the Old Man and Gwin Saj.  Incredible!  She was too old for Polion himself, of course, but not hard on the eyes at all, whereas Grandfather was old!  What on earth could a woman see in him?

"Polion?"

"Mm?"

"You may call me Kodi if you want."

"I think Niad is a lovely name."

Whoops!  He had said something wrong.  He felt the change even before she reached up and removed his hand.

That was the trouble with girls—they never said quite what they meant.  And men often said things they did not mean.  He knew that.  He knew there was one thing that should never be said unless it was really meant.  It was the worst sort of lie if it was a lie.  He wondered if he was sure enough to say it, and decided that he was.  She had pulled her smock down.

One step back, two forward...

He took a deep breath.  "Niad?  I love you."

There!  He'd said it.  And he meant it, he really did.

"You've told lots of girls that."

"No I haven't!  And I really mean it this time.  I am madly, crazily in love with you."

"How many?"

"None!"

That was true, absolutely.  Meilim had asked him and he's said yes, but he hadn't actually volunteered the word, so that didn't count.  What else could he have said to a direct question?  And perhaps he had even sort-of believed then that he loved Meilim, but what he had felt for her was nothing like what he felt for Niad, so it was all right.  Fates, but he wanted—loved—her!  He had never felt anything like this before as he'd never wanted anything in his life before.  He was bursting.

She whispered: "Polion?"

"Darling?"

"When you were very little, did your mother have a special, secret sort of name for you?  Something she called you that no one else did?"

"Mm?"  Now what?  He tried to move his hand to her boob again but she gripped it and held it where it was.  "Maybe."

"Tell me."

"'Drather not."

"Don't you trust me?"

"Well...  You promise you won't tell anyone?"

"I promise."

"Sometimes she called me... Froggy."  He felt her snigger.  "She said I was all legs!  But if you ever breathe a word—"

"I won't tell.  Kodi's my middle name."

"That's a lovely name too," he said cautiously.  He remembered now that there was something special in Daling about middle names, some old imperial custom.

Niad wriggled without releasing his hand.  "If your friends started calling you Froggy, what would you do?"

"If there wasn't more than four of them, they'd all die."

The noises off in the bushes were clearer now.  Somebody was doing it!  The idea drove him almost frantic.  It was possible!  Concentrate, man!  "Kodi?" he said experimentally.  He felt reaction, a slight relaxing.  "Kodi, darling."

She sighed.  "In Daling, we tell people our mother-name, but no one else ever uses it.  Never!  It's a terrible insult to call anyone by their middle name."

Ah!  Got it!  "You can call me Froggy, Kodi.  I'd like you to call me Froggy."

That was the answer.  She released his hand.  He moved it back where it belonged.  He fingered her nipple.  He felt her shiver of pleasure.

He whispered, "Kodi, Kodi, Kodi!" in her ear.

She squirmed around so they were face to face.  "Froggy?"  Her breath was sweet.  She kissed him.

"Kodi darling.  Love you, love you, love you, Kodi!"  It worked like magic.  She melted, just melted in his arms.  He squeezed, kissed, fondled, kissed.  Stroking, exploring, fingers...   The other noises had stopped now, and he was making more than he should, but he didn't care any more.  This was going to be it!  Together they squirmed, kissing, stroking...  "Not so loud!" he whispered.

"I'll scream!"

"What!?"  He realized that she was not just playing.  Really struggling?  She was saying No, and had been for some time.  She meant it?  He stopped, horrified and frantic at the same time.  "But I love you, Kodi."  They were both gasping for breath.

She rolled over, her back to him.  "You promised!"

He put his arms around her.  She was sobbing.

"I'm sorry, Kodi!  Really sorry.  I went too fast."

After a moment she found her voice again.  "I'm sorry too, Polion.  I should have stopped you sooner.  Good night."

"Kodi!  You mustn't leave me like this.  I'm all hot and ready, Kodi."

There was no answer.

Polion flopped over onto his back and wiped his forehead with his free hand.  Fates!  He was really going to hurt this time!  Could an Ivielscath cure hot crotch?  How could a man even ask her?

In a little while he realized that she had gone to sleep on his arm, pinning him there.  For a long time after that he lay and chewed his lip, sweating out the sick agony in his groin.  Niad slept alongside.  From time to time he caught glimpses of Muol's red glow through the branches and heard a persistent rustling somewhere in the bushes.

 


 


 

24

 

Bulion reined in Thunder at the top of the slope.  The land fell away gently to the woods—scattered oak trees and dense broom, an oasis of deep green within the drab and rocky moor.  Beyond that lay the pond.  He had come in from upwind, so that the horses would not scent the water.  There was no sign of human life, other than his companions.  A cool wind ruffled the scrub and coarse grass around the horses' hooves.

"We'll take a break now," he said, "then find the Jaulscath."  Gwin nodded and slid from her saddle at the same moment he did.  Others copied them as they arrived.

He was not looking forward to the coming encounter, but he was the leader and he must attend to it himself.  The invitation was his to give.  He would go alone, of course.  He was not going to let anyone else listen to his thoughts.  They would include all the wonderful private things that had happened in the night, and worse revelations, like his own miserable, lingering doubts, his sense of being unworthy of a strong young beauty like Gwin, his fear that she had lied to him, his secret knowledge that she was penniless.  There—he had started already!

Gwin had gone to sit on a boulder.  Bulion removed Thunder's saddle and laid it on the scrub.  When he straightened, he saw that Polion was alongside and no one else was within earshot.  The chance to tease was irresistible.

"You're keeping an eye open for trouble, I hope?"

Alarm leaped into the sharp eyes.  "What sort of trouble, Grandfather?"

"Wildlife.  Last night I thought I heard some rustling in the bushes around the camp."

The lad colored, uncertain how to react, but he held his grandfather's gaze steadily.  "I thought I did too."

Impudent brat!  Good for him!  He would never be half Jukion's size, and Nondion was taller already, but Polion was the only one of Brankion's line with any real spark.  Pity about his promiscuity!  Could there be something admirable in such incredible skill, even if it was applied in such a base cause?  Or was that merely an old man's envy speaking?

"Well, we couldn't both be mistaken, could we?"  Bulion said.  "You've been spending a lot of time with Niad Bilith.  Are you engaged yet?"

Polion flinched.  "We haven't known each other very—"

Bulion scowled his fiercest patriarchal glower.  He would not believe that his grandson had confined himself to counting stars with the girl last night.  In the code of the Tharns, a man committed himself when he lay with a woman.  "Some people decide what they want very quickly."

"Um.  I'm not sure she'll have me."

His reluctance was understandable.  He was too young, far too young.  Bulion could remember his own resentment when he had been married off at sixteen.  But his first marriage had been a good one, and he had applied the same treatment to his own children and all the youngsters—tie them down, start them breeding as soon as possible.  Callous, yes, but the family was what mattered and he had made it grow quickly.  Numbers were important, safety in numbers.  There had been surprisingly few failures among those premature bondings.

"She's a fine girl, son, and a real beauty besides.  I doubt you'll ever find a better, and her healing gift will make her precious to all of us.  Gwin and I will be marrying in a day or two.  Why don't you and your lovely bride make a double wedding of it?"

Polion licked his lips, showing panic as the jaws of matrimony opened before him.  "I'll have to ask Niad."

"That's the right answer!  Talk it over with her and let her decide."

Bulion released Thunder to go and roll.  Leaving the rest of the men to finish dealing with the horses, he walked across to join Gwin on the boulder.  He was tired!  He had not enjoyed an unbroken night's sleep in weeks.  The women had settled on the grass, making Gwin look like a queen on her throne, surrounded by her entourage.  A fitting simile!  Elim and Aneim were opening the provender bags and passing out the contents.

"Bulion?"

"Yes, love?"

"Let me go deal with the Jaulscath."  Gwin shook her head as he began to protest.  "A woman should deal with a woman, and she must be from Daling, like me.  I may even know her!  Did anyone get her name?"

He felt a twinge of relief and then guilt because of it.  "Are you quite sure?"  It was an automatic response and she must know that.  He did not think he could hide much from this perceptive, bewitching love of his.

"Quite sure."  Her dark eyes were solemn, but if she was frightened, she was hiding the fact so completely that he could almost believe that she wasn't.

"That's brave of you!  She may not be there, of course.  But if you ride well ahead of the rest of us, you can signal as soon as you get within range.  Then the rest of us will stop and wait."

Gwin accepted a roll and fruit from Kathim.  "Thank you!  I'll take one of the spare horses?"

"Right.  And if she wants to follow us, then leave it for her.  Tether it, of course.  Tell her to make sure she stays well back!  We'll see she has shelter and food and everything—inside the valley, but out of range of the houses.  There's a spring."

"I'll tell her.  And I'll tell her about Raragash, too."

A shadow loomed over them.  "Bulion, why are you meddling with the Jaulscath?"

That aggressive growl could only be Himion's.  More shadows joined the first.  Bulion glanced around and saw that just about all the men had moved in to listen.  Himion wore his usual scowl, but the faces behind him were frowning also.

Bulion eased himself around to face the group, although that put the sun in his eyes.  He was sitting and they were all standing.  He saw that he had a minor mutiny on his hands.

Trouble in the family usually collected around Himion.  That was fortunate, because Himion was slow of wit and not very popular.  He was the oldest after Bulion himself, Mogion's firstborn.  At times he seemed to think that he had a birthright to rule the clan.  If he had possessed more brains and even a trace of charm, he might have managed to convince some of the others.  He had never been able to collect a following, though.  Not so far.

Few Tharns were handsome, but Himion had all the worst family traits in excess—his head was too big, his face was all brows and nose and jaw, his shoulders and chest were too thick.  In his case, his arms were a fraction too long and his legs too short.  Lately his beard had turned white and his mustache stayed black, curving down in points to his jaw like a perpetual pout.

Bulion decided he should have explained more carefully.  "She can be valuable to us.  We'll set her up with a cottage near the trail and she can act as sentry.  No enemy can sneak past a Jaulscath!"

"Why should anyone try?"  Himion snarled.

"Times are troubled.  We've been left in peace ever since we came to the valley, but that isn't going to last much longer."

His nephew's simian brows drooped lower.  "So what can a mind reader do about it?  She'll cause trouble!  You saw what happened here two days ago."

"As long as she's out of range, she won't.  We can go around her, but strangers coming in will—"

Wosion's harsh voice intervened.  "Father, that's nonsense!  If we always go around her, we'll just set up a new trail, and invaders can use that one.  If a large force comes against us, they can sneak in from any direction, over the hills.  If a small group comes, pretending to be peaceful visitors, then the Jaulscath may know otherwise, but they'll sense her just as she senses them—and what do we have to fear from a small band, anyway?  It's nonsense!"

Heads nodded in agreement.

Well!  Argument from Wosion was much more serious than any of Himion's surly objections.  This was real rebellion, and the pastor had made a good case already.

"You're the expert in the old ways," Bulion said, "so you tell us.  The Zarda honored the Cursed.  They used Jaulscaths as judges in disputes, and—"

"What disputes?  We're only a family, not a tribe.  You really want a Jaulscath meddling?  A woman suspects her husband of infidelity and takes him to the mind reader?  We don't need this, Father!"

Bulion's instincts told him he had made an error and should back down quickly.  That was not something he had been required to do very often, but there were times when it was the wisest course.  Now, with his new bride beside him, he felt a surge of stubbornness.

He glanced around the surly faces, noting who could meet his eye and who couldn't.  There was more to this dispute than just the Jaulscath.  Wosion looked very sure of himself.  He and Himion must have simmered this up between them during the ride, while their doddering Old Man had been too engrossed in his courting to notice.

"You sound like the Qolians!  That poor woman has been driven out like a rabid dog.  We Zarda have always honored the Cursed."

Wosion's ferrety face flushed with anger.  "We always recognized that they were dangerous, too!  And it isn't just one Jaulscath.  There's an Ivielscath involved—"

"The girl who saved my life?  Are you suggesting we spurn her also?"

"Let him finish, Uncle!" Himion snarled.  "There's a lot more."

"Oh there is, is there?"  Bulion was tempted to stand up, and then decided that he would be wiser to stay on his rock like a king on a throne.  They were the petitioners.

"Yes there is," Wosion said.  "That Wraxal man is a Muolscath!"

Everyone looked to where Wraxal Raddaith sat alone and apart on a mossy boulder, gazing blankly at the horizon.  His deliberate solitude was inhuman, eerie.

"What makes you think so?"

"I asked him.  He told me.  He also told me that Gwin Solith knows this.  Did she not tell you?"

If she had not told him, then she was untrustworthy.  If she had, then Bulion had not told his son.  That was what was bothering the pastor.  Gwin had turned around also, so that she was facing the same way Bulion  was.  He put an arm around her.

"Yes, she told me."

The onlookers exchanged angry glances.

Wosion's eyes glinted.   "And you did not warn us?  A Muolscath is deadly.  If he wants, he can inspire us with blood lust and set us all to fighting one another!  He could provoke all kinds of trouble."

"Why should he?"  Bulion knew the question was an error as soon as he asked it.

"He happens to be the nephew of the governor of Daling!  If you are looking for enemies in these troubled times of yours, then why invite a Muolscath into the valley?"

"The Zarda—"

"Stop talking about our ancestors!  In those days, our people lived in scattered tribes.  Outbreaks of star sickness were quickly isolated and contained, so the Cursed were very rare.  Daling is a big city.  Hundreds were afflicted, and now we have at least three Cursed to think about.  Who is doing this to us?  Who is behind it?"

A faint stirring in the group warned Bulion that the dispute was now moving onto even more dangerous ground, but he did not know what might be lurking up ahead.  He would be Cursed himself before he would back down in front of Gwin.

"Why do you say 'who?'  The fates themselves determine our destinies."

"The fates may work through human agents."

"And why do you say at least three?"

"Who is the Ivielscath?" the pastor asked quietly.

"Who?"  Bulion searched for Niad Bilith and saw her standing on the edge of the group, watching with big, frightened eyes.  Polion had an arm around her.  Those two would not have been part of this conspiracy.  "What are you implying, Son?"

"Gwin Solith lost her children to the star sickness," Wosion said.  "Hundreds of people were dying, the city was in a panic.  But Gwin Solith set up her hostel as a hospital for the afflicted, and nursed them.  That was a very rash thing to do, wasn't it?"

"She is a brave and compassionate woman."

"Compassionate, yes.  But perhaps she did not need to be brave?  Could it not be that she had contracted the sickness herself, at the same time as her children did, and then recovered, as they did not?"

Bulion felt Gwin stir as if about to speak.  "Wait!" he said.  "Let's see the whole worm before we bite.  What are you implying?"

Wosion turned and beckoned to Niad.  "Come here, child."

She came, walking timorously, with Polion strutting aggressively alongside, keeping his arm tight around her.  Onlookers parted to let them through.  The pastor smiled at her, but it was not the sort of smile to reassure a frightened adolescent.

"When you heal people, do you feel anything, Niad?"

"Feel, Saj?"

"Feel!" he repeatedly brusquely.  "Can you sense your powers at work?"

She shook her head, setting her two golden bunches flapping like huge ears.

"Then how do you know you are an Ivielscath?"

The big, scared blue eyes turned toward Gwin.  It was Polion who answered.

"The cook at the hostel cut her hand, and Niad—"

"I want to hear it from her!" Wosion snapped.  "When you healed that cut, was Gwin Saj present?"

Niad nodded mutely.

"She was present when you cured my father?  And the others hurt in the fight?  Child, have you ever healed anyone when Gwin Solith was not present?"

"Oh, that is ridiculous!" Bulion barked.

His son grimaced at him, and Bulion was astonished to see that the pastor's bluster was hiding real fear.  If Wosion was so disturbed, then what must the others be feeling?

"Is it, Father?  When the man abducting Solith fell dead, who was closest to him?"

Gwin herself, of course.  "But if she is the healer, then..."  No, that was not true.  If Niad was not conscious of working her miracles, there was no reason why Gwin might not be working them instead and be equally unaware of doing so.  Or know it, and be lying to them all.  Bulion would not believe that of her, but these others might.

"May I answer now?" Gwin said quietly.

He glanced sideways at her.  Her expression was grim, but not frightened.  "If you wish.  You don't have to."

She spoke to Himion.  "You want to know if I've been Cursed?"

"Yes!  Did you catch the star sickness?"

"I don't believe so.  I certainly never had the rash.  I felt terrible the night my babies died, but I think that was just grief, and shock."

Himion squirmed, glanced uncomfortably at Wosion in search of support, then sneered.  "You nursed the afflicted when you had never been infected yourself?  That's madness!"

Bulion felt Gwin shudder.  "Yes it was.  I wanted to catch it, you see.  First my husband, then my children.  I was very angry at the fates.  I was daring them to do their worst and take me also."

In the appalled silence that followed, Bulion said, "But you did not catch it?"

She continued to speak to Himion.  "I honestly don't think I did.  I can't prove I didn't, of course.  Star sickness is usually quite obvious—Niad had blue spots from head to toe.  Her whole family died of it.  Many people fled from the city during the epidemic.  Did refugees ever try to enter the valley, Himion Saj?"

"Some," he muttered.

"And what did you do?"

"We sent them away," Wosion said.  "The old rules of hospitality did not apply when there was star sickness about."

"How?  How did you send them away?"  Still she spoke to the older man, and now Bulion guessed why.  She was shrewd, Gwin Solith!

Himion scowled, which was an alarming sight with his face.  "We sent out a band of armed men, held them off, left food and blankets if they needed them.  We warned them to be gone within two days."

"Were you ever one of those armed men?"

"Yes."

"Then you must have been fairly close to some of them.  You might have caught it too."

"Never!" he roared, alarmed.  Several of the others mumbled agreement—those who had ever been part of the expulsion squads, of course.

Unexpectedly, Gwin laughed.  "Oh yes!  If I could have caught it and not known, so could you!  I admit it's highly unlikely.  You would have infected others, and some of those would have displayed the rash.  I'm just showing you where such arguments can lead."

Wosion shouted, "Don't joke about it!"

"I am not joking.  Nor is Himion Saj."

Shrewd, shrewd!  Gwin was insisting on making this Himion's mutiny.  She had already seen that Himion was much less likely to attract support than Wosion was.  She was leaving Wosion the option of dissociating himself from the revolt.

"I suppose it's possible," Bulion said cheerfully.  "I suppose someone could be an Ivielscath and not know it.  When we get home, we can easily find out which one of these fair ladies is our healer."

Wosion was not ready to strike his colors.  He glanced around to see if his supporters were still in agreement.  "But you concede that Gwin Solith may have contracted the star sickness also, and may have been Cursed by Iviel?"

Bulion hugged Gwin closer.  "It is just barely possible."

"But then it is also possible that Niad is the Ivielscath and Solith was Cursed by one of the other fates!"

So that was it—Muolscath!  They thought Gwin was Cursed by the Passionate One.  Their once-honored Old Man was making an idiot of himself over a woman forty years his junior.  Last night he had been fooling around in the bushes and they suspected he had been bewitched.  Was that worse than just being a dotard?  Looking around the circle of frightened faces, he knew that Himion could not have instigated this.  Only Wosion could have worked it all out, and his argument was pretty much unanswerable.

"What are you suggesting, Son?"

"That we have at least three Cursed to worry about, and possibly four.  We are only a big family, Father, not a tribe or nation.  One we might handle.  One we might take in and cherish in the ways of the Zarda.  But four is too many!"

Bulion stood up.  He had had enough.

"You've made some good points, Son.  Perhaps I was hasty in offering the Jaulscath shelter, and I certainly did not know that Wraxal was a Cursed when I agreed to let him accompany us.  Once we get home, we'll see if Niad Bilith can heal that lump in Sojim's breast—when Gwin Solith is not close, I mean.  If she can't, then I'll ask Gwin herself to try, without Niad there.  That's simple enough, isn't it?"

Wosion said, "But—"

"But for now we carry on as I said!  We'll take Niad and Gwin and Wraxal home with us.  We'll let the Jaulscath follow us at a safe distance.  I'm sure you all heard what the Labranza woman said about there being an academy at Raragash.  We'll send Niad and Wraxal and the Jaulscath on to Raragash.  All right?"

Himion growled, "And..." and stopped.

Bulion kept his eyes on Wosion.  He was the focus of the mutiny now.  Himion did not matter any more.

"And Gwin Solith?" Wosion demanded.

The line was drawn.  If Bulion could not quell this rebellion, then he could not hope to retain his leadership when they returned to the valley tomorrow.  He would be no more than a senile old yokel.  Evidently Gwin had come to a similar decision, because she rose to stand beside him.  He put his arm around her again and pulled her close.

"Here's the plan!" he barked.  "I was going to tell you while we ate."  That was a lie—he was just inventing it now.  "Gwin Solith and I are going to be married as soon as the auguries are favorable.  Then we are going to take the Cursed to Raragash.  I hope we can bring at least some of them back with us because—"

Gwin twitched with surprise but did not speak.

"You?" Wosion barked.

"Something wrong?" Bulion demanded.  "Are you telling me I am too old to ride a horse, Son?"

"Well...  No, Father."

"Good.  You may never have heard of a 'honeymoon,' but it's an old Qolian custom, and I see no harm in it.  It's a journey people take right after they are married.  Gwin and I are going to Raragash!  We'll take the three Cursed with us, and a few others.  Then we'll come back.  Do we have your permission?"

Wosion flinched before his father's fury.  "Of course.  No.  I mean, you don't need my—"

"No I don't!" Bulion roared.  "You may think that defense is just a matter of walls, but it's not!  It's also men and strategy and intelligence!  The Karpana have crossed the Nildu and invaded Nimbudia.  Here in Da Lam we don't have a clue what's happening in the rest of Kuolia!  So I'm going to go and find out!  I'm going to take a few of our promising young men along and let them gain some experience in campaigning.  It's time we started rearing warriors as well as farm boys!  Now, do you have any objections—any of you?"

Wosion looked at Himion.  Himion looked at Wosion.  Then everyone avoided everyone's eye, and the mutiny melted away like hoar frost in a spring dawn.  Bulion sat down and took up his lunch.  His heart was beating madly and his hands shook.

"That was what you wanted all along?" he murmured.

At his side, Gwin was gazing around the group and chewing demurely on her rye-bread roll.  "Absolutely!"  She spoke without turning her eyes his way.  "Oh, by the two faces of God, Bulion Tharn, I love you!"

He wanted to purr.  "Well, that's good!" he said.  "Because I love me too."

She choked.  They began to laugh.
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"Those are the cow sheds," Bulion said.  "Workshops over there—kilns, smithy, pottery, and  so on.  We keep them well away from the houses, of course."

They were riding down into Tharn Valley.  It was lush.  Even the surrounding hills seemed fertile enough to replace their forest covering as fast as it was cut down.  The setting sun spread a roseate glow over fields and pasture and a village much larger than Gwin had envisioned.  It made her realize just how big a family of three hundred people really was.  Men, women, and children were running out to meet them already, more and more of them, especially children.  Barking dogs raced ahead and alongside.

But the houses!  She was appalled.  She should have known.  She must have known—why had she refused to think?

Meanwhile Bulion was keeping up his commentary, bursting with pride as he displayed his life's work to his much younger bride.  Oh, Bulion!  She must not—must not—let him view it through her eyes.  He was seeing a sprawling, prosperous settlement where he could remember the empty landscape of long ago.  She was seeing... no, she would not even think it—squalor.

She was weary beyond words.  The day-long ride had exhausted her physically, but the encounter with the Jaulscath had battered her emotions to jelly.  Jojo Kawith, that poor, poor woman!  She had lived on Brook Road, just a couple of streets from the hostel.  She had known people Gwin knew, but they had never met before today.  Jojo had lost all her family in the sickness—husband, children, parents.  She had not spoken to anyone in months, and she had grabbed with frantic gratitude at the pitiful offer Gwin had brought—a doorstep to sleep on, the absolute minimum of human company, just friends in the distance, always to be seen but never approached or spoken to.  All afternoon her tiny, lonely figure had trailed behind the caravan, a constant reminder in the far distance.

Until that meeting, Gwin Solith had not know what loneliness was.

"...original castle even older," Bulion was saying.  "Older than the empire.  It was just a heap of ruins, the stones buried in dirt.  We're digging it out, raising the walls again, making a fort.  Not as big, but bigger than anything else in the district.  Enemies will avoid it and go for easier prey."

Through her mental fog, Gwin wondered if that was right.  A wandering band of professional brigands might see a well-stocked fort manned by farmers as a very desirable refuge for themselves, a prize to seize.  Tomorrow she would ask Wraxal's opinion; he was a soldier.

The vanguard of welcomers was drawing closer now, their shouts of joy already audible.  A few youngsters riding bareback were overtaking the runners, to arrive before them and be first to welcome their leader home, healthy and safe.

They were going to meet some surprises, though.  Not just their patriarch, restored to health.  Not just Gwin herself, an unexpected fiancée, a human scarecrow baked and pummeled by two days' riding in the summer sun.  There was the Cursed Jojo to be explained, and the Cursed Wraxal, and the Cursed Niad.

Gwin must brace for surprises too.  Would any be worse than the houses?  Zarda houses—she should have guessed that the Tharns would live in Zarda houses.  Forty-nine of them, Bulion had said.  When Polion married Niad, everyone would pitch in to build another.

Round houses.  Huts—wooden posts set in a circle, with white-plastered wicker walls and thatch conical roofs.  The floors would be packed dirt, or perhaps flat stones.  That was how the Zarda had always made their houses, one room apiece.  Fifty houses between sixteen-score people worked out to an average of six or seven per house.  Some would hold fewer, some a great many more, and all in one room.

It was three years since his second wife had died.  How many children did he still have at home?  He had probably told her already, so she must not ask.

Why had she not realized that the Tharns lived in huts?  Wosion had tried to warn her and she had not heard.  She was not stupid.  Love could blind, but she did not think she was as insanely in love with Bulion as all that.  Had she known what marriage to him implied, she would probably have made the same decision.  Now that she did know, she was not inclined to back out.  What distressed her was the sense of meddling, the feeling of having been deceived.  Who or what had tricked her—and why?

She hadn't heard any mysterious voices recently, she thought suspiciously.

The riders arrived in a thunder of hooves.  They were all adolescent boys and they paid small heed to Bulion or Gwin.  They ganged around Polion and his blonde companion.  Polion puffed up like a pigeon as he introduced her.

The crowd of runners drew closer and again youths were in the forefront.  They were cheering and laughing, but Gwin was unhappily reminded of the killer mobs of Daling, harrying the Cursed.  The horses were forced to a halt.  Bulion was suggesting she dismount.  The crowd swallowed her.  Introductions and more introductions.  Names, names, names.  Tharns by the score, heavy, solid, dark-haired people.  A leavening of in-laws, of course—most of them Zarda stock also, but a smattering of Kuolians and even blonds.  Explanations.  Smiling faces.  Names.  Familiar faces.  Names.  Strangers' faces.  Names.  Strong arms hugging her.  Horny, farmer hands gripping hers.  Trudging awkwardly in riding boots along the rutted road, borne by a torrent of laughter and congratulations.  Young, old, big men, big women, many carrying babies, and above all children.  She was waist-deep in yelling children.  These were her people now.

#

She was within the compound, within a hodge-podge of circular houses.  She was filthy and sticky and sore, but she must not show weakness—for Bulion's sake and her own pride.  Pigs and chickens scampered underfoot.  Dogs barked hysterically.  Bulion had disappeared, and strangers milled all around her.

Then a comforting Dalingian-sort-of voice said, "We have met before, Gwin Saj."

An individual person solidified out of the fog of people.  She was about Gwin's own age, short and slight, clutching a sleeping baby, steadying a toddler at her side.  Her face was faintly familiar, an oddly round face to go with such a frail physique, but a face with a kindly smile, a gleam of intelligence, a hint of fire.

"We have?  I'm sorry, I—"

"My name was Shupy.  Here they call me Shupyim, and you will be Gwinim very soon, I think.  I used to work at the Phoenix Street Hostel."

Gwin made a huge effort to collect her wits, and failed totally.  "I'm sorry.  I don't remem—"

Shupyim laughed.  "Oh, no!  We never met formally.  It was when Carp Saj was courting you.  I saw you a few times.  You would not have noticed me.  I am very sorry to hear...  but you don't want to be reminded.  Will you honor me by staying at my house tonight?"

Gwin felt like the legendary drowning man clasping the mythical straw.  Here was someone who thought as she did, or who could still think that way when necessary, perhaps.

"But Bulion—"

Shupyim laughed again, adjusting the load of her baby in her arm.  "You are not married yet?  You must not sleep under his roof until then, Gwin Saj.  Oh, how you would shock them!  We do have a guest house, but there is a visitor staying in it now, a man.  You will be very welcome at my house."

The close-packed onlookers were smiling and nodding approval.

"That is very kind of you, Shupyim.  But won't your husband..."

"You have met him, too.  He went to Daling, that wicked place!  It is fortunate that I trust him, yes?"

"You frighten him to death, you mean!" said a man, and everyone laughed.

"I will tell him how you have been pestering me, Konion."

Konion howled in mock terror, and again everyone laughed.  It was all family in-group humor.  In a few years, Gwin would be one of them and would understand the taunts.

"Come!" Shupyim said, turning to lead the way.  "My husband is Jukion Tharn, Gwin Saj.  You know him?"

"Of course I did!  The big one!"

The little woman beamed proudly.  "The biggest Tharn of them all!"

Following her through the throng, Gwin said: "He came to my rescue.  A man accosted me, and Jukion knocked him down!"

Shupyim frowned dangerously.  "He did?"

"I was very grateful!"

"That's all right, then."  Shupyim did not look as if it were all right.  She looked as if she preferred to keep her oversize husband under better control than that.  The adult onlookers were fading away.  Even the dogs sniffing at Gwin's heels were starting to lose interest, but the children still stared.  Her head pounded and her bones ached.  Right around this house, left around that...  why did they have no proper streets?  Smells of cooking, chickens, and children.  In a few years, would Gwin be like this woman?—rough, homespun dress, baby at breast, toddlers at her heel?  It did not sound like Gwin Solith, but in a few days she would become Gwinim Tharn.  Gwinim would be different.

She saw now that there was a sort of order to the houses.  They were grouped in clusters of five or six, doors facing inward to a sort of communal court of muddy turf.  Shupyim headed for one black opening in a rough white plaster wall.  Two benches flanked it.  A stream of terrified chickens came streaming out, cackling loudly.

The house was pleasantly cool, but dim and heavily scented by food and wood smoke and people.  Babies lived here, her nose said, and adults too.  Probably the chickens as well.  Insects buzzed overhead.  There were no windows, but light came in through the doorway and under the eaves, for the walls did not quite reach the roof.  There was an open hearth in the center, a ring of beds around the walls, a loom, no other furniture.  They must sit on the floor to eat.  Pots and pans, bags of spare clothes, nets of vegetables, bundles of herbs, all dangled from the rafters, out of reach of vermin.  It was primitive, and yet its simplicity was oddly appealing.  Life in such a house would be far removed from the convoluted politics of Daling.  Food and sleep and love were all that would matter here.

No, there was one other thing—a bucket of water with a rag draped over it.  It caught her whole attention, more welcome than a seven-course banquet.

"Strip and wash, Gwin Saj," Shupyim said, laying her baby carefully on one of the beds.  "I will find you fresh clothes."

"I brought some, but I don't know where the horses went."  And had anyone remembered Jojo, the Jaulscath?

"They would not be right for here.  Don't worry about the Old Man...  I mean Bulion Saj.  He will find you soon enough.  You must be wearied by your journey."

Ignoring the uncovered doorway and the stares of the two toddlers, Gwin pulled off her dirty, sweaty clothes.  She knelt by the bucket and took up the wash cloth.  The water was cold, but gratifying.  Simple pleasures were immensely satisfying.  Every cool wipe seemed to remove as much care as dust. She bent her head to rinse her hair.  The children watched in attentive silence.  She wondered when Jukion would come home.

Shupyim wielded a long hook to pull a bag down from the rafters.  She began to rummage in it, humming happily to herself.  She chuckled.  "Your courtship seems to have been even briefer than mine was, Gwin Saj."

"Just call me Gwin.  Or Gwinim?  I must get used to that!  Yes, it was surprising."

"So was mine.  He was so big, so handsome—and so innocent!  I think we both decided within a few minutes.  I have never regretted it, Gwin.  I am loved as much as any woman can ever hope for."

"Thank you.  Your words comfort me."

"They are simple people.  If there is good in you, they will make you one of themselves."

An odd expression!  Gwin wondered how one knew if one had good in oneself.  Something in her had brought her here, but was it goodness?

"The life is sometimes hard."  Shupyim dropped smock and skirt beside Gwin and replaced the bag overhead.  "But that makes it satisfying, yes?  To live well and bring forth life, is this not what the fates decree?  To accept what is given and make the best of it."

"You are a philosopher!"  Gwin pulled on the clothes, relishing their rough caress.

Jukion's wife laughed.  "Just a lover and a mother!  I have no time to be more."

"It is enough."

Shupyim looked her visitor up and down thoughtfully.  "For me it is.  I would not have expected you to be satisfied with it.  You need a comb... here, let me."  She began squeezing water from Gwin's hair, and then tried to braid it in Zarda style.  It was too short.  She tutted crossly.

"Thank you.  Why should I want more than you do?"

"I don't know.  You are educated."

"Does that make me less than you?"

"Perhaps in some ways it does.  And greater in other ways, of course.  The light is going.  I will guide you to the Old Man's house, for he will expect you to eat with him."  Shupyim chuckled.  "Do not expect to be unchaperoned, though!"

That sounded ominously like a warning.  The senior sons and nephews would want to vet the newcomer.  If they did not, then their wives certainly would.

"Who keeps house for him?"

"Herim does, since Gaylim married, in the spring.  But she is only fourteen, so she gets help from the neighbors.  Not that she will admit it, of course."

A sigh escaped before Gwin could prevent it.  "And how many others?"

"Two.  Jilion and Nosion.  They are younger."  Shupyim patted Gwin's shoulder comfortingly.  "But Zarda children are very well trained—they know when to be asleep."  That was a clear hint that Gwin must sleep soundly in this house, Jukion's house.  "Come!  I will take you."

"I know the way," said a new voice.  Gwin jumped.  A dark figure stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the twilight.  "I'll guide her," he said cheerfully.

"Tibal Frainith! How did you get here?"

"I walked, I think.  My feet are certainly sore enough."

"But...?"  Gwin peered at Shupyim.  As far as she could make out, her hostess was as surprised as she was.  "What are you doing here?"

"Aha!" said the Shoolscath.  "I came to dance at your wedding, of course."
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Suddenly furious, Gwin strode forward and pushed Tibal backward with both hands, following him out.  There was little enough light even there.  She could discern his bruised eye and an abashed grin.  Otherwise he seemed just the same lanky, lackadaisical young man he had been in Daling, displaying the same infuriating combination of innocence and secret knowledge.

At least a dozen children were watching in the background.  Shupyim was certainly hovering within earshot, and there were probably adult eyes and ears inside the dark doorways of the other houses.  

From now on her life was going to lack any trace of privacy.  She would have to learn to live with that, and this seemed like a good time to begin.

"Labranza Lamith told me about you!"

"They don't like it when they find out."

Don't, not won't?

She said, "I won't tell them!"

"I do.  Come on, let's walk.  We talk on the way."

Not we will talk.  Just we talk.

Reluctantly she fell into step beside him.  "You know the future?"

He sighed and shortened his long stride to match hers.  "As well as you know the past."

"So you knew that Liam was going to punch you in the eye?"

"Who?  Is that what happened?  It fatally well hurts, whoever did it."

She felt her mind shy away from the implications.  She peered up at him, but his face was dark against the fading glow of the sunset.  Awail's thin crescent hung over him.

"How did you manage to get here so quickly if you walked?"

"I have no idea."  He dropped his voice so that it was barely audible over the crunch of their footsteps on the dry grass.  "You know I'm a Shoolscath.  I premember the future.  I know nothing about the past, Gwin.  Just as you probably have a fair idea what's going to happen in the next few minutes, so I know roughly what's just happened.  I know I just came to Jukion's house to meet you.  I'm not sure where I was before that—the guest house, I think.  It fades very quickly."

Shoolscaths went insane.  No wonder.

"And my feet hurt more than my eye does, so I assume I walked from somewhere."

He had very long legs, and he'd had half a day's start.  A good walker was a match for a rider, if the rider had to rely on a single horse.  His tale was believable, if only just.  But he could not have arrived very long ago, and to believe that he did not remember doing so—that was incredible.

"Then tell me about the future."

"I'm taking you to Bulion's house, and you're going to eat with him and some others."

"I had guessed that much myself!"

"That's why I can tell you."

"Huh?"

He stopped suddenly.  She turned to face him.  Now she had a clearer view of his face, light glinting on angular planes of jaw, nose, cheekbone.  It bore a disturbing sadness, unless that was just a trick of the illumination, a reflection of the sky in his eyes.  She really could not see well enough to detect that strange unfocused look of his, yet she was sure it was there.  Now it made sense—a Shoolscath could not view people as others did.  He saw them as they would be; he saw beyond the present.

"I explain all this to you tomorrow, Gwin Solith.  There isn't time now.  I know the future, but I mustn't reveal it."

"Why not?" she demanded angrily.

"That's what I'll be trying to tell you.  You understand eventually.  It doesn't satisfy you now, of course."  He began to walk again, slowly.

"No it doesn't!  What is your interest in me?  Why did you come to Daling?"

"Did I?  Oh, yes, I must have.  You tell me about it sometime."

"What do you mean—'sometime'?"

"You can't always date memories exactly, right?  Same with me, only forward, not backward."

"Then our future association is going to be prolonged?"

He walked several paces in silence, frowning.  Then he said, "Mm.  Yes."

"You're not sure?"

"Not sure it was safe to say so."

This was ridiculous!  He could say anything he liked and there would be no way to confirm any of it.  "Labranza Lamith told me that Shoolscaths lie all the time."

"Some do," Tibal agreed sadly.  "I try not to, but often the alternative is not to speak at all.  I can premember only one time I shall ever lie to you.  But please don't keep asking me questions!  I have no recollection of the past and I daren't speak of the future.  I can say that I'm very pleased to see you, and that's true.  There's no point my saying I'm glad you arrived safely, because I must have known you would arrive safely.  Through here."

He was keeping to the outer walkways, avoiding the little courts with their lighted doors.  She was glad he knew where he was going, because she was thoroughly lost already.  He might be leading her around in circles for all she knew—literally and figuratively both.  But she was convinced now that Tibal Frainith knew a lot of things about her that she would like to know.

Lights were being lit in the houses now, shining out under the eaves.  Children were singing, adults laughing.

"Why, Tibal?  I mean, why are you following me around?  You knew I was coming here?"

"Too many questions.  You will get the answers.  I can promise you that.  You do get the answers."

A dog growled from the shadows.  Tibal paid no attention.  But that meant nothing, she realized—he had not tried to avoid Liam's punch.

"Here we are already," he said softly.  "That's your house.  Will be your house, I mean.  You go eat country cooking and I go have a chat with Wraxal Raddaith.  He's a Muolscath.  Interesting fellow."

"You know him?"

"Not yet."

"Then how do you know you don't know him?'

"Because he doesn't know me, of course.  He introduces himself."  Tibal paused, then added sadly, "You get used to it.  Gwin Solith, I can tell you one thing: your coming here is important.  It does matter.  It matters a lot.  Not just to you.  To many people."

Were seers as ambiguous as portents?  "Matters?  For good or evil?"

"Oh, good of course!"

Impulsively she took his hand and squeezed it.  "Thank you!  Can you tell me why you told me this?"

He retained her hand when she would have released his.  "Because saying it won't make any difference.  You will do what you must do whether you know that or not, so I haven't changed anything except to save you a little worry.  And worry won't deter you."

He raised her fingers to his lips very briefly.

Then he turned and strode away into the night.
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Bad Cove had been well named, Jasbur thought.  It could never have been much of place, just a squalid collection of driftwood shacks set amid windswept sand dunes.  Putrid and half-clogged with reeds, a small stream emptied into the sea there, and an offshore spit provided uncertain shelter for boats.  Any decent storm would sweep the anchorage clean, and there were no boats present now.  There were no trees, no signs of life at all except seaweed stranded on the beach and a few wary white gulls.  Even the sky's milky pallor seemed unhealthy.

Star sickness had broken out in Bad Cove about thirty years ago.  The inhabitants had fled and had never been replaced—until last spring, when some of the Cursed from Daling had moved in.  So Labranza had said, and the inhabitants of the next village had confirmed it.  They did not know how many.  They did not want to know, and they would have nothing at all to do with the refugees.

There would be fresh water, but what did the fugitives find to eat in this waste?  If there had ever been a jetty, it had gone long ago.  No boats, no nets, no livestock.  The shacks were ruins.  Fates have pity!

Labranza had provided horses and a little money, not much.  Now Jasbur was following Ordur, cantering along the water's edge, approaching Bad Cove.  The sea rumbled untiringly on their right, the wind rollicked through the wiry grass of the dunes on their left, and the air was rank with the stench of salt.  A woman was walking out to meet them.

Months ago, Labranza had sent the two of them to Daling to rescue survivors of the star sickness.  They had found three, only three.  Then Labranza herself had arrived and learned in a single morning where the rest had gone.  It was humiliating.  It was quite typical of Labranza.  There might be dozens hiding in those ramshackle huts—except that they had sent a woman out to meet the visitors.  That suggested that there were no male leaders, and therefore the group might be quite small.  It also suggested that Ordur might be able to screw everything up.  Ordur thought he was in charge now, and Ordur at the moment did not have the brains of a barnacle.  A year ago, Ordur had been writing some of the most heart-rending poetry Jasbur had ever read.

Now they were within hailing distance of the woman, who had stopped to wait for them, standing on the wet sand at the end of a long line of her own footprints.  She was tall, solidly built.  Her dark hair was cut short, her arms and legs were thick.  She wore a grayish smock and what looked like a man's breeches, well tattered.  Her feet were bare.

"Go away!" she shouted, waving her arms.  "I am Cursed!"

The horses flinched in alarm at her gesture.  Ordur, thank the fates, had the wit to rein in and dismount.  Jasbur copied him, and they led their horses closer.  When the woman began to retreat, they halted.

"Go away!  The star sickness is here."  If that was not madness in her eyes, it would do as well.  Her age was hard to determine—perhaps as little as middle twenties, perhaps as much as forty.  It would depend how many children she had borne.

"Oh, I expect you're all better by now," Ordur said jovially.  Tall as she was, he was bigger, a blond hunk of beef without a single functioning brain cell.  All he had to think with was flab.  "Came from Daling didn't you?  You and others?"

She eyed him with alarm.  "What do you want?"

"We heard there was Cursed here.  We came to help you."

Give him his due, Jasbur thought grudgingly, he was making sense so far.

"Help us?" she yelled.  "How can you help those whom the fates have Cursed?"

"Quite a lot."  Ordur looked to Jasbur for approval, but then continued on his own.  "We come from Raragash.  There's lots of Cursed at Raragash."

The woman studied him for a moment, and then Jasbur, and seemed to draw some comfort there.  She directed her attention again to Ordur, assuming naturally that he was in charge.  "I don't believe you!  Do you know what I am?  An Awailscath!"

"That's tough,"

"Tough?" she screamed.  "You don't know the half of it! I was a man before this happened!  I had a wife, and sons!  Now look at me!"

"You're not hard to look at," Ordur said happily.  Jasbur wanted to kill him, but said nothing.

The woman bared her teeth.  "Fancy a little rape, do you?"

"Naw.  I know what it's like."

"You can't know what it's like!" she yelled.  "I tell you, I was a man!  Now I'm a woman!  We have a man here called Mandasil, and I find myself...  Never mind.  It's horrible!"

"It's quite natural," Ordur said.  "I'm the same as you."

"You?"

"I've been a woman lots of times.  Haven't I, Jasbur?"

Jasbur nodded.  It was time to intervene.  "Yes," she told the woman.  "And I was a man a few days ago.  My name's Jasbur.  He's Ordur.  We're both Awailscaths like you."

The woman went ashen pale, staring from one to the other.

"You get used to it," Jasbur said.  She edged forward a few steps, still leading her horse as if its presence would somehow make her seem less threatening.  "You'll be a man again sometimes.  Sometimes you're clever, sometimes you're stupid.  Sometimes you're beautiful, sometimes you look like a gargoyle, the way I do now.  Sometimes you want sex, sometimes you don't.  Awailscaths are never the same people for long."

The woman hugged her thick arms around herself protectively.  "You're lying!"

"No, she's not," Ordur said, his bass voice dominating. "What's your name, Sweetie?"

She cringed and shot him a look of hatred.  "If you'd ever been a woman, you wouldn't call me that!"

Jasbur said, "He's not very bright this time, Saj, but he has been a woman, many times.  We're Awailscaths, like you.  I'm Jasbur, he's Ordur.  We're both from Tring, so we got short-changed, only one name apiece."  She smiled, although she knew her smile wasn't very comforting at the moment.

The woman was still doubtful.  "I'm Vaslar Nomith.  Or I was."

"What my friend said was correct, Vaslar.  Sometimes he's a woman, sometimes I'm a man.  Sometimes we're just friends.   We've been together a long time."

The woman eyed Ordur with distaste.  "How can you be friends with the likes of him?"

"Because he's not always what he is now.  Nor am I—it's not just the outside that changes.  You're still locked into your old memories of being always the same person, but that will fade after a few more changes.  Every Awailscath finds a partner eventually.  You build a life together."

"A life?  What sort of a life can an Awailscath have?"

"A varied one.  Ordur and I stick together, even when we're not compatible, because we know that sometime again we will be, and no one else can ever really understand.  We never split up, no matter how bad it gets, because the next time we met, we wouldn't know each other.  At the moment, Ordur's a brainless hunk of beef and all he can think about is—"

"You too!" Ordur shouted.

Jasbur shrugged.  "At the moment he goes on top.  Other times it's my turn.  It can be good either way, or not so good.  We do understand, Vaslar."

The woman's eyes suddenly brimmed with tears and her shoulders slumped.  "You're not just saying this?"

"No.  It's Jaul's own truth.  Ordur, stay out of this."

Jasbur dropped the reins and walked forward to put her arms around Vaslar.  "There is hope."

"My wife?  My children?"

"No.  You can't expect them to understand.  Let them remember you as you were.  But there is hope in Raragash.  Come back with us.  We have people there who can counsel you.  We have other Awailscaths.  You can find a partner, be part of a couple again."

Vaslar rubbed her eyes and glanced over Jasbur's shoulder, at Ordur.  "Always twosomes?"

Jasbur felt a pang of fury.  The muscle-bound lout was probably making eyes at Vaslar behind her back.  "It's best.  Believe me, dear, three is not just a crowd among Awailscaths—it's murder!"  There were other arrangements possible in Raragash, but Vaslar would have time enough to learn about those when she got there.  "Now, who else have you got here?  How many?"  She urged the bigger woman into motion and they began walking toward the hamlet, arms around each other.

Vaslar sniffled.  "Six of us."

Only six!  "What happened to all the rest?"

A splash of hooves on the wet sand said that Ordur was following with the horses.  Clever of him to have thought of that without being told.

"Don't know.  A lot of them killed themselves."  Vaslar frowned down at Jasbur, undoubtedly registering her simian ugliness.  "What are you really?"

"At the moment I'm what you see now.  Three days ago I was a hunchback, and a man.  Next month I shall be what you see then."  She knew that was the hard part to accept, the absence of a predictable future, the inability to plan anything.  That was even worse than the sex changes.

"But originally?"

"Originally I was a child.  I was only ten when I caught the star sickness."

"Boy or girl?"

"What does it matter now?  You think it's hard for you to adjust.  Can you imagine what my adolescence was like?  I went from twelve to nineteen and back again about a dozen times, I think.  Starting a beard one month, having periods the next.  Then a kid again."

Movement caught her attention.  Someone had appeared out of one of the tumbledown huts and was staring toward the group approaching along the beach.  The wind made her eyes water so hard that the figure was little more than a blur.

"Tell me about the other five."

"Mandasil.  He's an Ivielscath.  Two Jaulscaths—Ephi and Kinimim.  They're just kids.  We make them stay away from the rest of us, but they're company for each other.  Our thoughts frighten them more than theirs frighten us, I think."

Jasbur shuddered.  That would certainly be true.  "And who else?"

"Tigon—he's about fifteen.  And Shard.  He's older, in his fifties, and he's taking it very hard.  They're Ogoalscaths.  Weird things happen around them."

Jasbur said, "Don't bother to go into details."  Untrained Ogoalscaths could be catastrophes.

"There was another, but she sickened, and died.  We... I wondered if Mandasil had done that.  He wanted her, and she refused him.  And then she just fell sick."  The big woman was not openly asking a question, but she wanted denial—which Jasbur couldn't give her.

"It might have been coincidence."  But not necessarily.

"And now he comes to me."  Vaslar shivered.  "I daren't refuse.  I was a man!  A father!"

"You'll be a man again.  Actually, being a woman's not all bad, once you get used to it.  It can be quite fun at times."

"I'm too big!"

"But you won't always be big.  Everything changes."

"Nothing wrong with being big!" Ordur said from close behind.  Jasbur toyed with the idea of throttling him.

"Next time I'm a man," Vaslar said, "I'm going to kill that young Mandasil bastard."  Her face had taken on a very un-feminine expression.

"I don't recommend it, if he really is an Ivielscath.  Or rather, I mean, you'd better do it quickly."

"Believe me, I will."

Jasbur considered the overall problem and felt a lurch of dismay.  "How old are the kids?"

"Kinimim's seven, Ephi's twelve.  Tigon's about fifteen."

Fifteen would be all right, but the other two were too young to walk.  Six Cursed.  Only one young man.  One man-woman.  Three children.  None of them in control of their powers yet, all of them emotionally shattered.  An Ivielscath making people sick, Ogoalscaths causing trees to fall down or houses burst into flame, two young Jaulscaths being driven steadily insane by torrents of adult thoughts... How in the world was Jasbur ever going to get such a group to Raragash?  Ordur was virtually useless at the moment.  He might be better next month, but this sad band did not sound as if it could wait that long.

She was going to have to find help somewhere.
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In Daling, betrothal between persons of any consequence was first proclaimed by the town crier.  If property was involved, the marriage required a written contract, registered and approved by the governor.  The wedding itself would be a grand affair, with the two families agonizing for weeks over the guest list.  Eventually, bride and groom would swear oaths to the Twin God at a solemn ceremony in the temple.

Such formalities were not required in the valley.  Already everyone knew about the engagement.  Everyone would attend the party.  Gods would be neither invoked nor invited, for the Tharns clung to the illusion that they lived in the ways of their Zarda ancestors—blissfully unmindful of the contempt they would have provoked in those savage warriors.  A Zarda marriage was merely a solemn commitment made by two people to each other and their families.  The fates would determine in due course whether they prospered or not, and that was that.

Knowing all this, Gwin could not see why she and Bulion should not be married at once.  She was reminded of the need for portents.  While the fates could not be mollified by sacrifice or worship, they usually revealed their intentions to the discerning.  The wedding must wait for an auspicious day.

Wosion set to work the very night she arrived.  By dawn, the entire family was abuzz with his news that a date three days hence would do splendidly.  Poul by then would be leaving the House of Men and entering the House of Creation, a remarkably felicitous location for the bringer of life and death, the ruler of destiny, the senior of all the fates.  Furthermore, Awail would be at the quarter, her disk equally balanced between light and dark, and she would be in the House of Celebration, which was also very fortunate.  As bringer of change, with especial reference to childbirth, Awail was almost as critical as Poul.  Any marriage consummated on a day approved by both sun and moon should be greatly blessed with children, which was what marriage was for.

The only sounds of dissent came from Brankion's sixth child and second son, Polion.  It was universally understood that he would marry Niad Bilith in the same ceremony, although no one had actually heard Polion himself agree to this.  Polion went around muttering dire criticisms of the aspects of Muol, Ogoal, and Jaul.  A date several months hence would be considerably more auspicious, he thought.  Everyone listened politely, smirked behind his back, and paid no further attention.  More than one mother would be relieved to have Polion Tharn chained to his own bed.

So there were only three days available to organize what Bulion insisted must be the greatest feast and celebration the valley had ever seen.  The entire family set to work with joyful enthusiasm.

Tharns did everything in groups, usually comprising four or five adults and at least that many children.  It was late in that first day before Gwin managed to steal a few precious minutes alone with Bulion.  The two of them slipped away from their escort, to the shade of some poplars just outside the village.  They lay side-by-side on a ferny bank to indulge in a little cuddling and some of the inconsequential small talk to be expected of lovers on a lazy, stifling summer afternoon.  Gwin watched the shimmer of leaves against blue sky overhead and marveled at how content she felt.  In the distance she could hear the excited screams of children, clinking of tools from the shops, and a steady thud of axes as the new house was prepared.  City and hostel had already faded into the past and she felt not a single regret.

She was not quite untangled from them yet, though.  She would have to accept an offer and sign papers.  She had told her agent to send the necessary documents to her at Tharn Valley, but she had an uneasy suspicion that she might have to go back to Daling and sign before notaries.  And then she would have to decide what to do with the money.  The Tharns seemed to lack for nothing that it would buy them.

"This honeymoon thing," Bulion muttered, hugging her with one arm and waving his hat at the flies with the other, "how long do you suppose we'll be gone?"

"Labranza said two weeks on a horse, each way.  We may want to stay a while.  We should be back in time for the harvest."

It still seemed incredible that the patriarch was willing to leave his precious valley for so long.  Partly he was repaying his debt to Niad, of course.  That meant he had to send some of his lambs out into the big, wide world, and he would trust no one except himself to see that they all returned safely.  Partly he wanted to prove that he was still a real man, worthy to be leader—prove it to Gwin, to the family, to himself.  But partly he was just trying to please her, and she was both flattered and grateful.

"Six men?" he said.  "Or seven.  Me and of course Polion.  Wosion wants to come.  Zanion for brains, Jukion to scare away the sinful with sheer size.  A couple more youngsters?"

"You're the only one who can choose, love."  She knew that every male older than ten was itching to go.  She knew that one day the clan would need a new leader, and Bulion's decision now might have a great deal of bearing on who would ultimately succeed him.  He could not be unaware of that.

He yawned.  "We'll leave Brankion in the saddle and see who bucks him off."

Gwin chuckled drowsily.  "Sometimes you are a lot more devious than you like to pretend, Big Bull."

"Me?  Devious?  I'm just an old fat bumpkin.  Do you think Wraxal'll come?  Would he even bother to defend himself if there's any trouble?"

"He certainly won't be much use any other time.  All we can do is invite him."

"And when do we start?  That's the other thing."

That was tricky.  Gwin was impatient to set out.  If the expedition was delayed too long, it might just sink into a swamp of procrastination.  But she had not broken free of the hostel yet.  She must...

Go as soon as possible.

Bulion felt her jolt of surprise and flicked alert.  "What's wrong?"

"Er...  A horsefly bit me."  Fates!  Gwin cursed under her breath.  She did not want to lie to him, but she would not admit that she was hearing things.  She had managed to convince herself that the imaginary voice had been nothing more than a sign of worry, of nerves stretched too far, too long.  She had not expected it to follow her here.  Perhaps she just needed more time.  Perhaps when the wedding was over, she would be able to relax and become her sane, solid, level-headed self again.

"I think we should go as soon as possible," she said.  Her ghostly advisor always seemed to offer good counsel.  This time it had merely suggested what would she would have concluded without it, so she could just forget she had heard it.  "As soon as I've settled the sale of the hostel and buried the loot under the bed."

Bulion grunted.  "Mmph.  Gwin, love?"

"Yes, love?"

"I...   Oh, nothing!  Let's go and look at the fort."

#

The fort was located a few minutes' walk up the valley, a bowshot back from the river.  Three walls of massive blocks stood waist high, the fourth side blocked by a hill of dirt, tree stumps, tumbled masonry.  Remains of ancient construction peeked out in places.  A dozen brawny men sweated over shovels, wheelbarrows, and massive building stones.  Bulion led her inside and beamed around proudly.

"That tower was still standing when I was a youngster.  It fell down in the quake of 62.  May have been earthquakes brought the rest down in the first place.  And the trees, too.  It was all jungle here in those days."

She looked around with a forced smile.  The site resembled a sheepfold more than a fort.  Of course it would be more impressive when the walls were higher.  She must make some intelligent comment that would not reveal her doubts.

"How long is this going to take?"

"The way we're going, about two years."

But they would not continue at their present pace when the walls grew higher.  How were they going to manage the scaffolding they would need to lift those monster blocks?  Had they thought about pulleys and derricks yet?

"It must be thousands of years since those stones saw daylight," she said inanely.

Bulion chortled.  "Twice that!  See—we decided not to make it as big as before."

Yes, she saw.  She also saw that some of the new walls had no proper foundations.  She saw that soon the workers would be tearing down old walls to build new ones.  She thought that all this sweat and effort would be much better spent on archery lessons.  A wooden stockade manned by fifty or sixty good bowmen would be a far more dependable stronghold, and a mobile force of archers might even keep an enemy away from the valley altogether.  Alas, the fort was Bulion's joy.  If she criticized it, his feelings would be hurt.  That blank, solid expression would come over his face.

She hunted wildly for some more questions to ask.  "What about water?"

He beamed.  "We uncovered the old well, see?  Over here."

He led her to a corner and pointed to the circle of crumbling masonry.  The dirt inside it was level with the ground.

Brankion dropped his shovel and came wandering across to join them, wiping his hands on breeches that were certainly no cleaner.

"You don't know how deep it is?" Gwin asked.

Brankion arrived.  Brankion was the oldest of her stepsons-to-be, a full twenty years older than she was.  He matched his father in size, bulging over the belt of his breeches.  His beard was grizzled and the fur on his chest was mostly white, although at present he was painted a uniform gray by dust and sweat.  He stood for a moment, smiling out from under his hat brim with Jukion's benevolent grin.

"Hello, Son!" she said.  "I admire your energy on a day like this.  You're doing a great job here."

Pause.  "Um.  Thanks, Mother."  Brankion always paused before he spoke, as if he kept mislaying his voice and had to search for it every time he needed it.  Gwin liked Brankion much better than his brother Wosion.

He beamed shyly.  "Want to thank you more for that fine daughter-in-law you brought us.  She should bring some good-looks into the family, that one!"  His eyes were Polion's eyes.

"Niad is willing?"

Pause.  "Oh, she's willing!  She seems crazy about the lad, although what she sees in him except trouble, his mother and me can't imagine."

"He's a fine boy!" Gwin protested.  "He was the hero of the fight in the hostel.  He's in favor of the wedding, too, I assume?"

Brankion considered the question as if it surprised him.  "Polion will do as he's told," he decided.

Gwin considered protesting and decided not to meddle.  Arranged marriages were an old Zarda tradition.

"Gwin was just asking," Bulion said harshly, "why we haven't dug out the old well yet.  She pointed out that the water may have shifted since the old castle was built, and a fort with no water could not withstand a siege.  She suggested that digging out the well first would make more sense than building the walls and then discovering that we'd made a mistake."

"I did not say all that!" she protested.  "I just...  That may be a good idea, but it wasn't mine!"

Brankion studied the pair of them for a long moment.  Then he took his hat off and wiped mud from his arm onto his bald head.  He replaced his hat.

"You trying to introduce some brains into the family now, Father?"

"Think it may be about time."  Bulion was furious.

"Um.  Better late than never.  I'll get started."  Brankion stalked away to find his shovel.

"I didn't say that!" Gwin shouted after him.

"You're contradicting me in public!" Bulion growled.

"But I didn't say that."

"But you thought it! And I should have—long ago!  Not one of us thought of it!"

"I didn't say it."

"But you should have.  Say it next time, please?  And if I won't listen, whisper 'well!' in my deaf old ear!  Let's go home."

"I love you, Bull."

"I love you, Nien.  Can't think why you want a stupid old man like me."
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One of several dozen new words Gwin had already learned that day was astran.  That was Zardan for a-space-onto-which-several-houses-open.  It must not be confused with ustran, which meant a-space-behind-houses.  An astran should not be entered without a reason; to take a shortcut across one was bad manners.

When she and Bulion returned to his astran, she was surprised to discover it full of people.  She was even more surprised to be greeted by a cheer.  The cheer was not directed at her, though, nor at Bulion, but at Tibal Frainith, who was standing in the center, bowing all around to acknowledge the applause.

Like all the other men in the valley, he was bare-chested, clad only in breeches, but he was also hatless and barefoot at the moment.  He lacked the coverings of beef and body hair that most of the others displayed, too.  In the hard sunlight glaring off the plaster walls, he was a lengthy collection of bones wrapped only in skin.  He was not unlike a younger version of Carp.

All around the perimeter adults were standing, sitting on the benches that flanked all the doorways, or sprawled on the ground.  Everyone seemed to be draped in children and the ground was thick with them.  Some youngsters had scrambled up on the thatch roofs for a clear view of this outlandish, capering stranger.

"What's going on?" Bulion growled.

"Predictions, Grandfather."  Polion had an arm around Niad, inevitably, but there was a nervous glint in his eyes.  "Tibal Saj just predicted that you two would come in through that gap."

"Thank you, thank you, thank you!" Tibal said.  "My next miracle is to inform you that Zanion Tharn will now emerge from that doorway!"  He gestured.

"What the fates is going on out here?" Zanion demanded, coming out of his house.  Another cheer.

What was going on?  Gwin was scanning the crowd.  Amongst the adults she noticed Wraxal Raddaith standing glumly in the background, and Wosion, and even Jukion and Shupyim.

Bulion began to swell like a bullfrog...

"Sh!" she said before he could erupt.  "I think this may be important."  Everyone he had mentioned as a possible member of the Raragash expedition was now present.  Across half the width of the astran, Tibal's eyes met hers.  He smiled a welcome.  Then he addressed his audience again.

"You may have wondered why I am going to call this meeting.  Well, I just wanted to reassure you about the Cursed."

Sudden, uneasy stillness filled the astran, broken only by the pipings of the very small.  Tibal turned around slowly, beaming at everyone.

"You are frightened of us?  Some of the Cursed can be dangerous, yes.  They rarely mean to be, and they're much more dangerous to themselves.  Usually we're just too busy trying to cope with our own problems to have time to make trouble for the Blessed.  That's what we call you in Raragash—the Blessed.  If you're not Cursed, then you're Blessed.  There's the Jaulscath up along the trail, for example.  Jojo Kawith.  You can find out what she's up to just by going to visit her.  You'll soon know exactly what she's thinking.  And she will know what you're thinking, so don't plan any tricks.  But leave her alone, and she'll leave you alone.  She can't come close without you knowing it."

He paused, turning again.  I'll explain tomorrow, he had said.  He had planned this then, or foreseen it.

"And there's Wraxal Saj, over there.  Talk with him if you want to know what it's like to be a Muolscath.  He probably won't bother to tell you.  He doesn't care whether you know or not.  He doesn't care about anything!  There's no passion in his life, no emotion.  No purpose.  Poor Wraxal?  No, not poor Wraxal.  Don't feel sorry for him.  He doesn't care!"

Gwin's eyes sought out Niad again.  She was biting her lip and hugging Polion, waiting to be next.

But Tibal did not mention the Ivielscath.

"And then there's me.  Or will be me.  Or was me.  I'm a Shoolscath.  My memory works forward, not backward like yours does.  You remember this morning, yesterday, last year.  I premember this evening, tomorrow, next year.  Your lives unfold all the time, growing longer.  Mine dwindles.  I don't remember the past at all, just a few minutes.  I don't remember coming here.  I wouldn't know how long I'd been here, or when I arrived—"

"Yesterday!" some boys called out.

"—except I knew you were going to tell me!"  Tibal grinned, winning some nervous snickers from his audience.  Then he straightened and folded his ropy arms.  He frowned.  "But knowing the future isn't a blessing!  All the time, every day, every minute, I'm in terrible danger!  You want to hear why?"

The juniors shouted, "Yes!"

"Well, I'll tell you.  I know I will.  I'll tell you why we Shoolscaths never make prophesies."

Young voices shouted out that he had made prophesies.  He'd prophesied about Gwin Saj and the Old... Grandfather... coming in, and Zanion coming out...

Tibal looked astonished.  "Did I do that?  Really?"  Gwin could not tell whether or not he was faking.

"Yes!  Yes!"

"Well, if I did do that, it was because they were very safe prophesies.  There aren't very many safe prophecies.  I know another one, though.  You want another prophecy?"

"Yes!  Yes!"

"All right!"  He spun around and pointed at a huge woman perched on a bench outside Brankion's house.  "Arthim!  You're going to give birth again!"

The audience exploded in laughter and loud protests that it didn't take a Shoolscath to prophesy that.  Arthim's soft bulk shook with merriment.  She was Brankion's wife, and even larger than he was, a human dough-bag.  Tibal raised a hand for silence.

"Her fourteenth will be a son!"

Cheers.  Arthim beamed.  People shouted congratulations.

"Fourteen children and eleven boys!"  Bulion smiled approvingly.  "That ties her with old Nimim for the family record!"

When the noise had faded a little, Tibal shouted, "And so will her fifteenth—Arthim is going to have twins!"

During the ensuing pandemonium, when even Bulion had gone pushing and shoving over to hug Arthim, Gwin quietly wondered how Tibal knew that, if he truly did.  She guessed that Arthim had at least a season to go.  Would Tibal Frainith still be here in the valley then, or was he destined to return to it later?  Premembrance was a personal thing, wasn't it?  Labranza had said as much.  Now several other women were demanding to know the sex of their unborn, and Tibal was shaking his head and refusing to predict.

"That was an exception!" he said when he had the crowd's attention again.  "Now listen carefully, because this is the hard part.  You may be wondering why I'm telling you all this.  Well, I can't tell you why.  I don't know why!  A Shoolscath doesn't do things for the sort of reasons you do things.  He does them because he knows he's going to do them.  If I have a conversation with someone, I know more or less what he's going to say and what I'm going to say—but I have to say it anyway.  I don't know the exact words in advance, any more than you recall the exact words of a conversation after you finish it.  But I have to take the time to do what I know I'm going to do."

He turned around to face Wosion before the pastor began to speak.

Wosion said, "You're saying that the future is fixed for you?  That every minute of your life is decreed in advance by the fates?"

Tibal shook his head.  "No!  I do know the future as I shall witness it, but it is not fixed for me.  I can change it if I wish.  This black eye of mine—I could have dodged that punch."

He waited a moment to let them think about it.  He did not look at Gwin.

"You, Zanion!  Who taught you to speak?"

Zanion grinned.  "Don't speak much."

"I know that!  That's why I'll enjoy your company.  But who taught you?"

"Arthim, I suppose.  Mother."

"Right.  Your mother taught you your mother tongue.  You know how to speak because you learned as a child.  How can I speak, then?"  Tibal glanced around the silent faces. "You Blessed all remember your childhoods.  You know how to speak, how to behave, how to be people; you recognize your friends and family.  You know all those things because you have memories.  I don't have a memory.  I can't recall my parents at all.  I don't even know their names.  I don't remember the beginning of this meeting!  So how can I speak?  How do I know what words mean, and how they fit together?"

No one spoke.  Even the infants seem to have sensed the sudden chill in the air.

"I depend on my premembrance.  I depend on the future as you depend on the past.  Shoolscaths are often asked if they can foresee their own deaths—but they never can.  The end is lost, just as the beginning is lost.  None of you can remember your birth.  I can't premember my death, because my premembrance grows smaller and smaller, and everything is lost to me.  The last few years just disappear.  You were helpless babies.  Shoolscaths are fated to become helpless imbeciles before they die."

In the squirming hush that followed, Tibal turned and stared across the forest of heads at Gwin.  He kept her eyes on her, although even at a distance he seemed to be staring more through her than at her.

"So now do you see?  I must do nothing that will change the future.  I cannot dodge a punch, I cannot speak any words that will influence anyone else's actions.  If I do, then the future changes and all my premembrance disappears.  I become nothing!  Right away I would be turned into a human pudding."

Gwin nodded to show that she understood.  That was what had happened to the Shoolscaths of Daling, then.  Seeing the future, they had tried to change it, and at once their minds had been emptied.

"I was fortunate," Tibal said.  "I was destined to find counseling in Raragash, so I knew better."

He was still speaking to Gwin.  He knew her future.  It mattered, he had said, but now he was telling her that he could not say why, or how.

"This loss of knowledge?" Wosion demanded.  "Is it permanent, or do you adjust to the new future?"

"Rarely the mind will come back," Tibal said, without looking at him.  "If the Shoolscath has not changed very much, he may recover.  Not often, because even small changes usually snowball into great ones.  I cannot answer questions, even if the answers will be harmless.  Think of this:  Suppose a man asks me if he will live long.  Suppose I know he will and I tell him so.  Then another asks and I answer again.  Then comes one who will die tomorrow and, knowing this, I refuse to speak.  Now he knows what my silence means!  He flees, perhaps, and so escapes his fate.  The future is changed and I lose all knowledge of the world to be.  My only defense is not to answer any of the men at all!"

He smiled sadly at Gwin, ignoring all the others.

"I do what I must do.  You know the past, the good and the bad, but for you the past is forever fixed.  I see the future, good and evil, but I can neither aid the good nor seek to avert the evil.  I must let it all come.  This is the Curse of Shool."
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Wosion was still determined to discover whether Niad or Gwin was the true Ivielscath.  That morning he had taken Niad to visit Sojim, who was Thilion's widow and the only survivor of the original settlers other than Bulion himself.  She had borne thirteen children in her time, of whom four sons and four daughters were still alive.  The old lady was bedridden now, wasting away in terrible pain.

Niad's efforts effected no miracle.  By evening, Sojim had slid into a coma.  Wosion took Gwin went to see her, but Gwin produced no change at all.  The next day it was obvious that Sojim was dying.  If she died before the wedding, then the wedding must be postponed.

Had Niad triggered her sudden decline?  Ivielscaths could blight as well as heal.  On the other hand, unconsciousness was sometimes a blessing.  Niad tried again.  Gwin tried again.  Sojim continued her steady decline.

"Well, perhaps we're both Cursed after all!" Gwin suggested to Bulion.  "We may both be Ivielscaths, and we do better together."  She rounded up Niad and took her along to Sojim's house.  They sat on either side of the bed and held the old woman's hands.

After a while, Sojim seemed to rally.  She smiled, spoke a few words, and even took a little nourishment.  She claimed that the pain was much reduced.

Gwin found this result rather worrying.  She certainly did not like the pastor's smug satisfaction when they met later.

"Now you think I'm a healer too, I suppose?" she demanded, annoyed because she had been the first to suggest such a possibility.  "Both of us?"

"Possibly, possibly."  Wosion smiled mysteriously.  "But there may be another explanation."

"What's that?"

He shook his head with great regret.  "Just something I vaguely recall my teachers mentioning when I was a novice at Veriow.  I don't feel sure enough of my information to draw any firm conclusions, Gwin Saj."

"If I am an Ivielscath," Gwin warned him, "you are in grave danger of bladder stone, hemorrhoids, and belly worms."

Wosion laughed harshly and limped away without another word.
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The wedding celebration was well underway and would undoubtedly go on for hours yet.  Bonfires threw sparks up into the summer night.  Various small groups of Tharns took turns at providing music, while dozens of others leaped around on the threshing floor like performing fleas.  Chairs and benches had been set up in the shadows for those who wanted to catch their breath or take on refreshment.  Long tables were heaped with food: hams, baskets of fruit, piles of rolls, jars of soft butter, cakes and pies, pickles, carp from the fish pond, and many other things that Wraxal Raddaith had not bothered to investigate.

He had found himself a seat in an inconspicuous, apple-scented corner near the cider barrels and was watching the proceedings with weary contempt.  Perhaps there was a little disappointment mixed in with it, although he should have known better than to expect the party to awaken any interest in him.  Nothing did anymore.  He ought to have known that.  His main concern was a mild regret that he had not chosen a more private location, but his dissatisfaction was not strong enough to prompt him to move.  He had been experimenting with the cider, to see if it was any more effective than wine at making him drunk.  It had merely made his head ache.  Intoxication was a form of emotion, and Muolscaths were immune to emotion.  If he drank himself into a stupor, he would gain no pleasure from it.

The bands of screaming children were another nuisance, but he could not even raise enough anger to swat at them as they went by.

Adults coming for drinks were constantly stopping to speak with him—flushed, sweaty, out-of-breath people grinning like apes, urging him to come and join in the fun.  He consistently refused.  If they had any idea how ridiculous they looked out there on the floor, they would not indulge in such antics.  The music neither pleased nor irritated him, although once he had enjoyed music.  Before he caught the star sickness, he had often felt his soul soar to the heavens while listening to music, or had been wounded to the quick whenever a singer hit a note even slightly off key.  He still possessed perfect pitch and knew that most of the notes squawking into the night were only rough approximations of what they were intended to be, but they aroused nothing in him at all.  They were just the noise of wood striking taut cowhide and horsehair scraped over catgut.

He had been a good dancer, too.  How nonsensical such cavorting seemed now!  Women had become equally meaningless.  He had been very successful with women.  His wife and daughter and mistress had all died in the star sickness.  By that time he had been already Cursed, so he had felt no sorrow.  The funerals had bored him.

Now buxom country maidens kept asking him to dance.  Most Tharn women were shaped like oversize ragbags, but some of the younger ones had the sort of physique that would once have interested him greatly.  They had shiny black eyes and soft dark hair.  In their present condition—happy, flushed, excited—they would have ignited the old Wraxal like tinder with one smile.  He told them to go away and find some other idiot.

They would not have wanted him so much if he had allowed them to get close.  He had not shaved for two days, not washed either.  His clothes were starting to smell, even to him.  Why did it matter?  He had been warned that lifelong habits like hygiene would begin to fade, and the process had started.  So what?

His uncle expected a report on these people.  He would not get one.  Perhaps the prophecies were correct, and the long-hoped-for Renewer was going to emerge from this unlikely rustic backwater.  Wraxal Raddaith did not care one way or another.  The empire had died a hundred years ago.  Why waken the dead now?

The only really important question was suicide.  Was there any reason at all to go on living?  He would die eventually, so why postpone the inevitable?  Life seemed like a pointless waste of time.  Pain was unpleasant, but perhaps one short, sharp pain would be preferable to extended suffering.  He was still trying to decide.  One advantage of being a Muolscath was that suicide would be extremely easy.  He had confirmed the truth of that the previous evening.

"Hello!" said a familiar voice.  "Why aren't you out there, joining in the fun?"

It was the second bridegroom, the boy, clutching a couple of tankards, streaming sweat, and grinning from ear to ear.  He was also sufficiently intoxicated to appear slightly blurred in the firelight.

"Because I don't want to."

Polion blinked.  He wiped an arm across his forehead.  His stand-up hair was wet and lank, his face bright red.  "You don't know what you're missing!"

"Yes I do.  I also know what you're looking forward to, and it isn't worth the work involved."

The kid scowled with disgust.  "That's not real-man talk!"

"It's sensible talk.  I take it that you decided not to run away and become a mercenary soldier?"

Polion glanced around uneasily, checking for listeners lurking in the shadows.  "You talked me out of it."

"I just gave you the facts.  You didn't ask me about the alternative.  It's a messy, sweaty, transitory business and you have to give up your whole life to pay for it."

Conflicting expressions flickered across the boy's fuzzy face—doubt, fear, lechery.  "I've never found it so."  Walking carefully, he went off to fill the tankards.

It was curious that Polion Tharn had gained a reputation as a lady-killer.  His rustic relations might be deceived, but Wraxal was not.  He had much a wider experience of lechery than they did, and he viewed the world with the stark, objective insight of a Muolscath.  He had just seen a boy terrified he might fail to consummate his marriage adequately.  The potent cider was certainly not going to improve his chances, and his friends probably knew that, even if he did not.  Once upon a time, that incongruity would have struck Wraxal Raddaith as amusing, although he could not for the life of him now imagine why—nor, indeed, recall exactly what amusement felt like.

"You're Wraxal!" proclaimed another voice.  "Visitor!"

Wraxal did not know this one's name.  He was older than Polion, and much bigger.  He had a badly swollen face and a missing tooth.  He was even drunker.

"So?"

"Ought to join the fun!" the boy opined solemnly.  He weaved away toward the barrels.

"That was your doing, wasn't it?" Tibal Frainith said, sitting down on the end of Wraxal's bench.

Wraxal regarded him warily.  He had not yet come to terms with the concept of a man who knew the future and yet continued to function.  "What was?"

Tibal took a drink from his tankard and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.  "Balion and Philion went for each other last night like mad dogs.  They've never been unfriendly before, and they can't explain why they took such a sudden dislike to each other, but today Balion looks like a meatloaf and Philion can barely walk, even after the Ivielscath did her best for him."

"That was yesterday.  How do you know anything about it?"

"Because in a few minutes Gwin Saj is going to ask my opinion about it.  Go ahead and answer my question—I won't remember what you said."

"Then why ask?"

Tibal sighed.  "Don't ever ask a Shoolscath why he does anything.  You provoked those two to hatred, didn't you?"

"Yes."

The thin man glanced curiously at him.  "You were experimenting, trying to see if you could induce passion in others, as Muolscaths are supposed to be able to?  You inspired them to senseless fury and watched to see what would happen?"

Wraxal shrugged agreement.

"Why?  Did you hope you would manage to feel some of it yourself?"

"I didn't, if you're interested."

Tibal took another drink.  "Do you want to feel emotion again, or are you happier the way you are, a human icicle?"

"Emotion seems an unnecessary complication, a cause of infinite problems.  Why should I want it?"

"But you do.  Well, there's a way, you know.  At Raragash...   There is a way."

Just for a moment, Wraxal felt a strange stirring of interest—just intellectual curiosity, of course.  What more could it be?  "How?"

"Aha!"  Tibal grinned and took another drink.  "Wait and see.  You're contemplating suicide.  That's how Muolscaths kill themselves.  They pick out an armed man and rouse him to murderous fury.  It's tough on the other guy, who has to live with the memory.  Oh, fates!"

"What?"

The Shoolscath shook his head in silence.  He had screwed his face up in an expression that Wraxal recalled as implying distaste, or disgust, or pain.  He wasn't sure which.

A loud hiccup came out of the shadows, followed by Polion, now bearing two full tankards.  "'Lo there, Shoolshkash!"

"Hello, bridegroom."

Cider splashed as Polion came to a halt.  He peered uncertainly at Tibal.  "You going to tell me how many sons I can breed?"

"No."

"Then how—hic!—long I'll be married?"

"I told you I never make prophecies."

Polion scowled and took a drink.  "'Sall fake!" he proclaimed.  He wove away into the dark.

Tibal doubled over with his face in his hands.

"Something troubling you?" Wraxal inquired.

Tibal did not reply.

"Been drinking too much?"

"Be quiet!"  The thin man's voice cracked.

Which merely confirmed that Shoolscaths truly did go insane.  Tibal Frainith was just better at concealing his madness than most, that was all.

After a few minutes Tibal sighed and straightened up.

"Why wouldn't you answer his questions?"  Wraxal asked.

"What questions?  Whose?  Ah!"  Tibal sprang to his feet.

"Wraxal Saj!"  Out of the darkness floated Gwin Tharn.

Gwin favored him with a smile and then peered more closely.

"Have you been weeping?"

Tibal rubbed his eyes.  "Just smoke."

"Oh." In her simple white wedding gown, she bore a striking resemblance to some of the classic frescoes in the Daling palace.  Wraxal wondered if the Zarda had stolen the style from the empire just as they had looted everything tangible.  If so, they had been misinformed, because white had denoted mourning to Qolians.

She held a small basket dangling from one hand.  Her dark hair was set high on her head and decked with white rosebuds.  She radiated a glow of contentment that contrasted strongly with the sweaty excitement he had observed on all the other women.  She was no skinny maiden, but she had not swelled into pillow plumpness as the Tharn women did.  He could recognize beauty just as he could still recognize music, and it moved him as little.  Noting Tibal's worshipful expression, he sensed the effect she would have had on him once.  Now he felt nothing.

Almost nothing.  He noted a certain authority in her that he could not quite place.  She was unofficial queen of the valley perhaps?  Or was it that this was her night, that this raucous celebration was being held in her honor?  Presumably that pleased her and gave her confidence.

 She turned her smile on him.  "Will you come and dance with me?"

"No."

She pouted.  "Are you going dance with me again, Tibal?"

"Indeed I am!  Beautifully!  I only step on your feet once."

She laughed.  "That's a prophecy I won't believe!  You are the finest dancer I have ever met.  And since we have already danced together, we both have happy memories at the moment, don't we?  Wraxal, you are sitting here like a warty toad, souring everyone else's fun.  You obviously aren't enjoying yourself, so you may as well run a small errand for me."

Wraxal did not see why that followed.  He said nothing.

Gwin held out the basket.  "Poor Jojo must be sitting in that tent of hers out in the woods, hearing all this jollity and weeping her heart out.  The least we can do is share the feast.  That's all we can do, I'm afraid, but here's some treats for her."

Incredulous, Wraxal gripped the edge of the bench with both hands.  "You want me to go and call on the Jaulscath?"

She raised her eyebrows archly, but her eyes glinted.  "And why not?  You can't be afraid of her, like the rest of us.  She can't uncover your secret lusts and throw them back at you, because you haven't got any.  If she did, you wouldn't feel shame."

"I don't want to.  Why should I?"

"Because, if you don't," Gwin said sweetly, "I shall ask my husband, my nine sons, and my thirty-something grandsons—not to mention nephews uncountable—to run you out of the valley with whips."  She regarded him thoughtfully, head on one side, as if planning her next threat.  Then she smiled, so she must be using humor.  "You don't have to go close.  As soon as you draw within range, she'll know who you are and why you've come, and you'll know she knows, and then you can just lay the basket down and run like a rabbit."

Wraxal considered the matter.  He did not like it, but he did not know why.  Fear of the Jaulscath?  Anger at being ordered around?  He was immune to such frailties.  To reveal one's innermost thoughts was dangerous, though, and his mind was still capable of being logical.

He noticed that Tibal was grinning broadly, but that was probably just a display of masculine hunger provoked by the proximity of a nubile female.

Wraxal did not have to do what that female wanted.  He was a Muolscath.  Without moving a finger, he could project enough passion into her to make her fly at Tibal Frainith and try to rape him.  He could fill her with terror, so she ran screaming into the woods.  But why bother?  He might as well do as she demanded.

A little exercise might help him sleep.  He rarely slept well now.  He dreamed a lot—cold, passionless images of his youth and childhood and marriage, of the Tolamin war and people he had known before he was Cursed.  The dreams never moved him, and yet he awoke from them lying in puddles of icy sweat.  He did not like that.

He rose and took the basket with a poor grace.  A walk in the woods could not be any less entertaining than the wedding had turned out to be.  He stalked away into the trees.

Then he remembered the Shoolscath predicting that he and Gwin would be discussing him, Wraxal, about now.  He hesitated, wondering if he should sneak back and listen.  But why?  Curiosity was really just another emotion.  He did not care what they said, or thought, or did.  He did not care about anything.

He trudged along the road.  His eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness.  The way was smooth; Awail gave enough light to show the way, although she was close to setting.  Muol's red eye shone bright in the south—the Passionate One, who had Cursed him, but yet had also blessed him, cleansing his life of emotional distractions.  He would feel grateful to her for that, if he could feel anything.

Suicide was the only question that mattered.  Why go on living?  On the other hand, why bother dying?  Looking back on his previous existence, he could see that it had been a constant turmoil of worries—fears, lusts, sorrows, desires, ambitions.  He was free of all those now, thanks to Muol.  There had been joys, of course, although he could not recall exactly what they had been like, and in retrospect they seemed to have been very rare and transitory by comparison.  Life was a guaranteed defeat, long-continued decay followed by death.  What use was it?

He was spending less and less time with other people.  They seemed so erratic and unpredictable.  In some fashion he could not quite analyze, he was slipping away from humanity.  Not bothering to shave was part of it.  Soon, if the reports his uncle had found in the palace library were correct, he would wander off by himself and become a hermit, a hairy, naked ghost haunting the woods.  When hunger became a problem, he would just lurch up to a house and induce pity in the inhabitants so they would throw food to him.  Then he would go away again.  That was the usual pattern, according to the old imperial documents.  Dogs and wild animals were the only hazards a Muolscath need fear.  People could never hurt him.

Who is that?

The thought stopped him in his tracks.  The question had not come from him, had not been directed at him.  He had arrived within range of the Jaulscath.

A man alone?  What can he want?  Rape?  The meaning was strangely distorted.

"I brought some food from the feast," he said aloud, preparing to drop the basket and leave.

Why should one man come here alone?

Wraxal hesitated, puzzled.  Apparently he could hear her thoughts and she could not hear his.  The weird distortion he had detected was emotion—fear.  How very unpleasant!  Well, if he went closer, perhaps she would read his thoughts, or he could just speak to her in words.  He walked forward again.

The thoughts streamed out in a blizzard:  Rape—pain—hurt—naked bodies—degradation—hurt—shame...

Fates!  "I brought you some food!" he bellowed into the night.  "I don't want to hurt you!  Stop being afraid!"

Hatred!  He hates me because I am making him afraid!

Making?  Suddenly Wraxal realized that he was shivering.  Yes, that was fear he was feeling!  Fear!  He could feel it!

He remembered Tibal's cryptic remark: "There is a way."  A Muolscath had no emotions of his own, but of course he could feel those broadcast by a Jaulscath.  How absurdly simple!

It worked both ways—she was reading his icy objectivity, finding it alien, spiraling into panic and taking her with him,  He certainly did not like this gut-wrenching, spine-freezing terror.  It brought back memories of the battle at Tolamin, when so many of his childhood friends had died around him.  The unbearable loneliness was almost worse.  It felt even more familiar, although he did not know why it should.

Don't be frightened!  Stop it!

She was struggling to escape from her blankets and the tent.  She was about to flee out into the woods to escape him, and she would certainly injure herself in the dark.  That would not do.

Wraxal reached deep into her mind, down where the emotions lurked.  As a musician might gently finger a string and adjust the tension until it yielded the note he wanted, so he tested until he found what he sought—calmness, serenity.  He struck that chord.  Her terror stopped, and so did his.

In its place came relief, and wonder.  What?  Who are you?  What have you done to me?

I am Wraxal Omrath Raddaith.  I am a Muolscath.  He walked slowly closer, picking his way through the undergrowth.  He continued to sound that note of peace in her mind, and savor the reflection of it in his own.

This is wonderful!  I am Jojo Halla Kawith.  You have taken away my fear!

He spoke aloud now, seeing the vague shape of her tent before him, but the thoughts themselves were faster.  It was troubling me.  You have nothing to fear from me.  Do you wish me to stop?

No!  No! I am so grateful!  People fear me, and I fear them.  This is wonderful.

Tentatively he changed the note slightly, raising the emotional temperature.  He heard her gasp of surprise and joy.

That is even better!

It did feel good.  Forgotten desires stirred in him—and in her also.

He chuckled, feeling the temptation, knowing that she must feel it also.  That would be a sort of rape!

But not one I should mind.

Are you sure?

I think so.  Try a little more.

How's that?  Better?

Oh, yes!  Wait—come into the tent.  I will light my candle.

Don't!  It will be better this way.  He knelt and fumbled with the flap, his hands shaking wildly as he raised mutual desire to fervor.
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The red eye of Muol shone amid the stars and the Passionate One shed her blessings on the valley.  She began in that lonely tent among the trees.  Later, as the celebration in the village faded, she visited the couples in their houses—and especially in one of the oldest houses of them all, to which Bulion Tharn had led his new bride amid the cheering of his vast family.  Many a wife later remarked wistfully what a wonderful wedding it had been; many a husband then detected an opportunity that should not be passed up.

But in the newest of all the houses, one still scented by the smell of fresh-cut lumber and heaps of flowers, a band of young men had delivered a certain bridegroom and then departed in hoots of laughter.  Polion Tharn, alas, had been persuaded too often to partake of the potent cider, and lay snoring on his bed, oblivious of his duties.  Having discovered, despite her best efforts, that the healing powers of an Ivielscath did not extend to curing a drunken stupor, his new wife went sadly off to sleep at his side.
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The two brides met early the following morning.  Three or four times each day now they called on Sojim, and always together.  Niad was certainly an Ivielscath, because she had demonstrated her powers on Balion and Philion after their fist-fight, but she seemed unable to help Sojim unless Gwin was present also.  The old lady was recovering steadily.  She was alert and free of pain; the lump in her breast had shrunk until it was barely detectable.  To jeopardize her progress with further experiments was unthinkable, and thus Gwin still did not know if she, too, was an Ivielscath or whether her presence merely gave Niad confidence.

Sojim sat like a little bundle of dry twigs, holding her visitors' hands, chattering excitedly, and insisting that their double wedding had been the finest she had ever attended.  Niad sparkled, more like a porcelain doll than ever.  Her long nightmare of fear and captivity had ended; she was in love; marriage obviously agreed with her.

 The wedding celebrations resumed right after the healing session, when Gwin and Bulion went to the new house to offer formal congratulations to Niad and Polion.  They arrived burdened with gifts of tools and a spice chest, imported luxuries that could not be produced within the valley.

Polion was considerably less exuberant than his wife.  The crimson of his eyes did not flatter the greenish pallor of his skin.  He tended to flinch at the crash of falling sunlight.  Possibly marriage did not agree with him, but more likely the problem was just weddings.

Then Gwin and Bulion returned to their own home and sat outside the door to accept gifts from all the other couples.  The astran was head-splitting bright, with sun glaring off the white walls.  It was also cluttered with extra seating and tables of refreshments.  Needless to say, it was awash with excited children.  Although she felt sadly deprived of sleep, Gwin found the staged formalities amusing.  The first visitors to arrive were the other junior couple in the clan, Niad and Polion.

Polion watched in glum silence as Niad presented Gwin with a jar of preserved peaches.  He declined food and drink with a shudder.  He hardly spoke a word until he and his bride were invited to choose a return present from the selection available and Niad blushingly selected a small wooden bowl.  Then he brusquely told her not to be so stupid, she was supposed to take the best.  The two of them departed laden with crockery.

One down, forty-eight to go.  The next household to arrive were Bulion's daughter Gaylim and her husband, very recently wed.  Gaylim undoubtedly gave her father the most pleasing gift of the day when she informed him that he was to become a grandfather yet again.

And so it went.  Soon the couples arriving were accompanied by gaggles of new-washed children.  Eventually the riches Bulion had provided ran out and the visitors began to depart with the minor items that the first-comers had brought, but that had been anticipated.  The whole procedure would end with old Himion and his wife of many years, who might even be stuck with Niad's peach preserve.  It was a calculated redistribution of wealth within the clan.

At one point Bulion observed his wife smothering a yawn.  He frowned.

"All your fault," she muttered, just loud enough to be overheard.  "You should not have consummated your marriage with such astonishing enthusiasm."

Bulion puffed out his considerable chest and frowned no more.

Big Jukion arrived about halfway through the proceedings, accompanied by the diminutive Shupyim, two toddlers, and one baby.  As soon as the congratulations were over, though, he said:

"Father, you have a couple of visitors.  They say their business is urgent."

"So is mine.  Anyone I know, or just peddlers?"

"One you know, Father.  That man Ordur who came to the hostel.  He has a woman with him."

"See they are given hospitality," Bulion said gruffly.  "This matters more."

Gwin was hearing no disembodied voices, but anything concerning Raragash blew bugles now.  "Darling, why don't you have Wosion talk with them and see how urgent 'urgent' is?"

Bulion glowered.  The family was sacred to him.

She raised her eyebrows about as high as they would go.  "Well...?"

He grimaced, which was a horrible sight.  "Oh, all right.  Tell Wosion when you leave, Juk.  We can take a few minutes' break if it's really important."

Jukion and Shupyim departed; Thiswion and his family were next.  As soon as they were gone, though, Wosion ushered the strangers into the astran.  He also brought Tibal, Wraxal, Zanion, Jukion, Polion, Niad, Thiswion, and Ulpion—everyone assigned to the Raragash expedition.

Wraxal Raddaith was a surprise.  Smartly groomed, dressed in clean clothes, he was transformed from the dirty, unshaven disgrace he had been the previous evening.  He looked like a different man altogether.  Gwin did not understand that.

A couple of hours had produced almost as great a change in Polion.  His eyes were bright again; he was affectionately attentive to Niad, so marriage was not the problem, only weddings.

Gwin knew by now that family councils were not a Tharn tradition—the Old Man made the decisions.  Nothing minor would have moved Wosion to assemble this group.  Bulion invoked the Curse of Poul on the lot of them, then took them into the house.

The interior was dim and marginally cooler than the astran.  It would not be truly private, but real privacy was a rarity in the valley.  There was no shortage of seating.  Twelve people easily found seats on the beds around the walls—lots of beds.  Here Bulion Tharn had fathered sixteen children.  Two had died; three still lived at home; eleven he had sent out into the world.  He had retained all their beds.  Gwin assumed that she was now expected to fill them again.

When everyone was settled, he growled, "Strangers, you are welcome, but you interrupt my wedding celebrations.  Pray state your business quickly."

Both newcomers were travel-soiled and haggard, as if they had ridden far.  Gwin knew the man—Ordur, the large, shambling, and lugubrious Tringian who had arrived at the hostel with Labranza Lamith.  He combined notably slow wits with an unpleasant surliness.  His companion was an ugly, swarthy woman of around thirty, who seemed naggingly familiar, although Gwin could not place her.  A face so regrettable ought to be memorable.

Wosion alone remained standing, leaning against the doorpost and smiling disagreeably.  He did not seem worried that he might have interrupted the gift-giving with something trivial.  No one else yet knew what the newcomers' business was—except Tibal Frainith, of course, and his smirk was about as reassuring as a charging bull.

Ordur launched into a confused account of a place called Bad Cove.  Gwin had heard of it, but knew only that it was somewhere on the coast to the south.  None of the Tharns seemed to be aware of it at all.  Apparently several Cursed were in trouble at Bad Cove.  What did that have to do with Tharn Valley?

Then the woman snapped, "Oh, shut up, Ordur!  Let me tell them."

Male Tharns frowned in the gloom.  The big man pouted and fell silent.

She fixed Gwin with a beady stare, the calculating eyes of a crow.  "We met a few days ago, Gwin Saj.  I was a man then.  My name is Jasbur."

The hunchback?  Gwin recoiled in shock and felt Bulion react at her side.  The webbing of every bed creaked simultaneously and several voices said, "Fates!"

The woman seemed to find perverse satisfaction in the effect she had provoked.  "Fates indeed!  Ordur and I are Awailscaths."

"Say what brings you here!"  Wosion's ferrety face was shadowed against the light from the door, but Gwin suspected that his menacing smile was camouflage for fear.  There had never been Cursed in the valley before, and now there were six of them.

Jasbur's voice took on a pathetic whining tone.  "Ordur and I were sent from Raragash to seek out survivors of the star sickness.  We met with scant success until two days ago, when we reached Bad Cove.  There are six Cursed there, and they are in dire difficulties."

"Come to the point," Bulion said.  "Why does this concern us?"

Wrinkles writhed over Jasbur's unsightly face, contorting it into a semblance of a smile.  "You already have an Ivielscath, do you not?  In Daling there was talk of enlisting a Jaulscath also.  And do I not see Tibal Frainith over there?"

"Tibal, do you know these two?"

"I can't remember my own mother, Bulion Saj, and no one can recognize an Awailscath."  The Shoolscath turned to Jasbur.  "Who sits in the seventh seat?"

"Death."

"She's from Raragash," Tibal said.  "Definitely."

Bulion scowled, as he did whenever he met something he could not understand.  "So what are you asking of us?"

Jasbur wrung her hands.  "At the very least, Saj, some food and clothing that we may take back for the children.  I know the Zarda worship no gods, but you do have a tradition of charity to the unfortunate, do you not?"

"We do," Bulion agreed, nodding solemnly.

"Beyond mere survival?  We have found six desolate people.  To be Cursed is a devastation!  It takes months or years to adjust, if one ever can.  These wretches are hungry and friendless.  I always understood that the Zarda revered the Cursed?"

"We do," Bulion said again.

"We got some money," Ordur offered hopefully.

"Oh shut up, you great oaf!" Jasbur snarled.  "Leave this to me.  Bulion Saj, I assume you will be sending your own Cursed to Raragash to be succored.  Is it so very much to ask that you let these unfortunates accompany them?"

A slick performance, Gwin decided.  She caught Tibal's eye and saw in it a reflection of her own cynical amusement.  Everyone waited to hear the patriarch's response.

He said, "Hrrumph!" and ran fingers through his beard.  "Well, it's true my wife and I were thinking of heading that way on our whadjucallit, honeymoon.  Understand it's only a couple of weeks to Raragash on a good horse."

"Oh, if that, Saj!"

"Well, I don't suppose a few more hangers-on would hurt."

Jasbur pulled a hideous smile of relief, and began to gush thanks.

A new and surprising voice intervened.  "Pardon me, Saj," said Wraxal Raddaith, "but a few more may make a lot of difference.  You and your wife and four Cursed—"

"And me!" Polion shouted.

"Making seven.  How many supporters are you thinking of taking?"

"Five."

"For a total of twelve.  Six more from Bad Cove, plus these two Awailscaths, will bring our party up to twenty."

"There's safety in numbers!" Bulion said stubbornly.

Gwin noted some fleeting grins—Bulion Tharn believed very strongly that there was safety in numbers.

Wraxal shrugged.  "But it becomes a major expedition!  Local authorities in Wesnar and Nurz may question a group of that size.  It will include children, who will slow it down.  One or two travelers may be granted a bed and a meal, but a large party must provide for itself.  It must carry its own supplies, or gold to buy them, and may therefore attract the attention of the lawless.  Ordur looks capable of swinging a sword around, but how many of the six are able-bodied men?"

Jasbur was scowling hideously at him.  "Mandasil's a husky young fellow and Vaslar Nomith was a soldier."

"Vaslar?  I know him!  Yes, he's a fighter."

Ordur sniggered.  "He's a woman at the moment!

"Oh, will you be quiet?"Jasbur screamed.

Bulion tugged at his beard with both hands this time.

"If the children travel in a cart," Gwin said, "then there will seem to be eighteen of us.  Five women...  If we wear men's hats, then from a distance we ought to look like men.  Not many troublemakers will dare to meddle with a party of eighteen men!"

For a moment Bulion's face took on its wooden, you-are-meddling look, but then he beamed at her.  "Like I said—safety in numbers!"  He frowned suspiciously at Wraxal.  "You've decided to come then?"

"Jojo Kawith wants to go and I have agreed to escort her."

Aha!  Again Gwin glanced at Tibal.  He winked.  Now the mysterious change in the Muolscath began to make sense.  Gwin herself had sent him to Jojo last night.  How did Jojo feel about whatever had ensued?

"You would defend her in case of danger?" Bulion demanded.

Wraxal considered the question for a moment.  "Probably."

The Jasbur woman had been watching the conversation intently.  Now she leered.  "That's one of the treatments Raragash has learned—Jaulscaths are always paired off with Muolscaths."

In this case the arrangement had happened spontaneously, but if it helped both parties in Raragash, then Jojo was probably benefitting also, and Gwin need not worry too much.  She would have to screw up her courage to visit the Jaulscath, though, and make sure that Wraxal was not molesting her.

Bulion was still pondering.  "How long would it take for you to go back to Bad Cove and fetch them?"

"If you provide the food and clothing we need," Jasbur said quickly, "with horses and a wagon for the children, then we could be back here in three days."

"I don't want any more Cursed in the valley!  We should have to meet you outside and then proceed together.  And I won't trust you with my precious horses.   Zanion, how soon could you organize a rescue for these people—you and a couple of others, plus a cart and spare mounts?"

Zanion was his fourth son, after Brankion, Wosion, and Glothion.  He was not much more than average big, which made him seem small in that family.  He had a reputation as a thinker, although Gwin suspected that he had gained it merely by not talking very much.  Now he scratched at his beard for a while.

"Half an hour," he said at last.

"And by the time you get back, the rest of us could be ready to join you.  We could meet up at Cold Ford, say."

"This is wonderful!" Jasbur cried.  "May the fates smile upon you and yours, Bulion Saj!"

"Just a minute!" Wosion said.  "This isn't any overnight hunting trip we're planning.  We're not just trotting over to Daling to sell a few hides.  We should take supplies for at least three weeks to be on the safe side—plus something for the return, because we don't know what sort of welcome or assistance we'll get in Raragash.  We'll need tents and gold and weapons and victuals and fodder.  Inevitably, we'll discover that we've forgotten something, or that some of the horses aren't up to snuff."

"That's true," his father said.  "What're you thinking?"

"Let's all go.  Let's use Bad Cove as a rehearsal.  By the time we come back this way, we'll know what we're lacking."

Amazingly, Bulion laughed aloud.  "Good idea!"

"Better allow two hours to get ready," Zanion suggested.

Alarms began to ring in Gwin's head.  The Raragash expedition seemed to have taken the bit between its teeth.  She had not expected these deliberate, slow-spoken farmers to initiate such a headlong charge into the unknown.  It must be their Zarda blood showing.  Her disembodied prompter had told her to leave as soon as possible, but she could foresee at least two major objections.  She waited to see if Bulion would think of them on his own.

Bulion, though, had caught the infection of excitement.  He was grinning like a kid, as eager as any of them.  He slapped a massive hand on her knee.  "Well?  Ready to start this honeymoon thing of yours right after the gift-giving?"

"Um, I'm not sure.  What about Sojim?  She's progressing very well, but I don't think Niad and I ought to leave her yet.  She might have a relapse."

Bulion's face fell as if she had asked for a divorce.  Then he brightened.  "But she should be all better in another three days?"

"At the rate she's going, I think she may."

"Well, you and Niad stay here.  We'll send substitutes!  I don't suppose we'll lack for volunteers.  I'm sure Kilbion or someone can ride Thunder in my place too, because I need to go over things with Brankion.  The three of us can join in when the rest come back from Bad Cove."  He peered at her curiously.  "What else?"

"The hostel," Gwin admitted.  "I have to settle the sale of the hostel."

"Oh."  Bulion frowned uneasily.  He glanced around the crowded room.  "We can talk about that later."

He always reacted strangely when she mentioned the hostel.  Did he dislike the idea of his wife being rich in her own right?  She would not have expected that of him.  She had told him she intended to share her wealth with the family.

"That's settled, then," he said.  "Gwin and Niad and I stay here until you return.  The rest of you leave for Bad Cove as soon as you're ready."

He stood up.  Everyone else began to rise...

"Hey!" said Polion.

All around the room, surprise melted into grins.  Somebody snickered.

"You don't want to come after all?" Bulion asked innocently.

Polion's face had turned bright red and his black coxcomb seemed to be standing up straighter than ever.  "I want to come to Raragash!  But you expect me to go to this Bad Cove place and leave my wife behind when we've only been married—"

"Didn't by any chance have too much cider last night, did you, Polion?" asked Thiswion.

"Oh, it's only a couple of nights," Jukion said.  "You'll catch up, Runt."

Snickers became guffaws.  Spluttering incoherently, Polion was swept out of the house in a mob of male relatives, all cheerfully offering advice: "The exercise'll do you a world of good!"  "Perk you up tremendously!"  "Got to go easy at the beginning, you know!"  The comments grew more personal as they dwindled into the distance.

Gwin found herself alone with her husband, who was red-faced and choking with laughter.

"You won't really do that to him, will you, love?"

Bulion caught his breath.  "I won't interfere!  Polion's always been a baneful practical joker and for the last couple of years he's been a girl-eating predator.  Zanion isn't the only one with a score to settle!"  He went out to the astran, still chuckling.

Men!

Gwin saw that there was still one visitor remaining—Tibal was sitting on a bed, staring at the empty doorway with a tragic, pained expression on his bony face.  She realized she had rarely seen him not smiling.

"Tibal?"

He shivered and seemed to drag himself back to the present.  He rose, unfolded himself like a blanket.  "Gwin?"

"You look as if you've seen a ghost!"

"Oh, no!  Nothing!  Just a slight hangover from last night.  Nothing at all."

She eyed him suspiciously.  "Sure?  Well, what was all that about Death in the seventh seat?"

He brightened at once.  "There are seven chairs around the council table in Raragash.  One is always left empty.   There are seven fates, but only six of them Curse in the star sickness, right?"

"I'd wondered about that!  No Poulscaths?"

Tibal grinned and shook his head.  "Wrong!  Poul also Curses.  But Poul is giver of death, as well as giver of life.  The Cursed of Poul are the ones who did not survive.  The empty chair is a reminder to us if we ever start feeling sorry for our lot."
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Horseshoes rang on the cobbles of the yard.  The moon was a silver bubble above the velvet blackness of the trees, its rays gleaming here and there on ancient roofs and crumbling walls.  Although Labranza Lamith had told Polion Tharn that Raragash lay only two weeks' ride from Daling, she had never intended to attempt the feat herself in that time span.  Circumstances had dictated otherwise.  She had been lucky—of course.  The Cockpit was about to live up to its name again, but she had passed in safety through the jaws of war as they were about to close.

She slid heavily from the saddle and grunted as her boots hit the ground.  She ached, she stank.  She hated horses and always had.

Brighter light flared as a door flew open.  Nostor the stable master came hobbling out, waving a lantern.  "Thought it must be you, noble lady!"  He had a cackle like a drunken rooster.  "Someone been making predictions, have they?  Yes, they have!"

"Who's been making predictions?"  She rubbed her eyes.

"Well, I don't suppose they'd tell, now would they?"  The old fool took the reins with a wheezy, garlic-scented snigger.  "No, they wouldn't!"

She untied her bag from the saddle, not commenting.

"Had a good journey, noble lady?  No, you haven't.  You're tired, I can see.  Well is there hot water and food waiting at the house, courtesy of Ching Saj?  Yes, there is!"

"Give me the lantern," Labranza said.  She took it, keeping it well away from the stupid horse, which was rolling eyes and stamping feet already.  "Feed him a load of rocks and maybe it'll make his ride a little softer."  She turned and stalked off while Nostor's fowl laugh still soiled the stillness of the night.  Her legs and seat throbbed from too many days in the saddle.

He had been talking rubbish.  If Ching Chilith had truly made Labranza's house ready for her, then it had not been a Shoolscath who tipped him off that she would be returning tonight.  Shoolscaths rarely passed on any foreknowledge at all, even trivial news like that.  Why should they?  They couldn't hope to earn future favors, because the repayment would itself be a tampering with events.  She did not think her personal popularity was great enough to merit taking such a risk.  Ching's certainly was not.  Just about everyone in Raragash detested him.

His information might have come from the watchers on the pass.  She had told them not to signal her arrival, and she would have seen the flags if they had, but Ching might have bribed someone to warn him.  She had stopped on the way in to pick up some information from normally reliable sources and a messenger could have gotten ahead of her then.  Ching was infinitely sneaky, which was why he was so useful.  The normally reliable sources had reported on some of his activities during her absence.

The most interesting news was just that Ching himself was still alive and at liberty.  Labranza pondered the implications as she strode along the path, setting her feet in the puddle of light from the lantern, flanked by moving patches of vegetation on either hand, green fronds appearing and disappearing in walls of blackness.  She could have found the way blindfold, but the lantern was a help.  The air was heady with tree scent, the familiar air of Raragash.  It was good to be home.

Ching was still alive.  That probably meant that he had failed in the task she had given him before she left, or else he had not even tried it.  She had not really expected him to try.  She would be astonished if he had both succeeded and survived.

She emerged from the wood to the wide expanse of open lawn that surrounded her house.  In the moonlight it was a gray carpet.  Glimmers of light escaping below the eaves, silvery tendrils of smoke coiling upward.

She pushed open the weighted leather drape and peered inside before entering and letting it fall back into place.  Rising on tiptoe, she peeked over the paper and bamboo screen immediately alongside the door, to confirm there was no one and no thing hiding there.  Most Ogoalscaths learned to be very cautious people.  The rest of them died.  One night two years ago, she had found a wild boar under her bed.  There was no previous record of wild boars in Raragash.

The air was thick with eye-biting smoke, which was normal for a Zarda house.  The night was too warm to need a fire, but the big copper bucket on the hearth steamed temptingly.  Flames danced above shiny candlesticks.  Three heavy silver covers on the table told of food waiting, and there was a promising-looking bottle in the pottery cooler.  Wonderful!  She threw the stinking saddlebag down by the door and began stripping off clothes as she headed for the water.  She tested it carefully.  Very hot water was a hazard, but this was just right.  Wonderful!

Good to be back.  As she sponged the road dirt from her skin, she wondered if Ching's preparations could have been provoked by her own Ogoalscath influence.  Might he just have acted on impulse?  No.  He must have lit the fire an hour ago or longer.  She had not been within range then.

She looked around her home with a mixture of fondness and disgust.  Delicate imperial antique furniture stood on thick rugs.  The walls were draped with silk hangings, frail and faded and so old that they must have been beyond price even in the final days of the empire.  Now they were irreplaceable and perhaps unique in all Kuolia.  She ran a count of the porcelain ornaments, the sculptures, the crystal vases—all of them filled with fresh-cut flowers, arranged unmistakably by Ching's own sure hand.  Nothing was missing, nothing had migrated elsewhere during her absence.  Labranza Lamith enjoyed luxury and precious things.  She had borrowed all of these from the Hall of the Academy.

The contents were superb.  The house itself was a sty for animals.  She hated it.  She could have lived in the Hall had she wanted, in a palatial suite of rooms set aside centuries ago for the personal use of the president.  Raragash was prone to earth tremors.  Ogoalscaths were prone to dying under falling ceilings, in flash fires, or from dropping through suddenly rotted floors.  She never went into the Hall unless duty absolutely required her to.

Being wooden, Zarda houses were almost perfectly earthquake-proof.  Their thatch was dangerously flammable and subject to blowing off in freak storms, but she slept right by the door, behind a flimsy screen she could knock down with one finger.  Meanwhile the mice and squirrels came in to nibble at the rugs and hangings; swallows tried to build nests in the beams.  Even bats, sometimes.  She hated the house.

She had dried herself and was giving her hair a final toweling when knuckles rapped on the doorpost.  "Who's there?"

"Secretary Chilith, Madam President."

"Wait."  She wandered over to the antique Tringian cedar chest where she stored her off-duty gowns.  In this stuffy heat she needed nothing warm.  After some thought, she selected a sheer wrap of pale blue Pirainian silk, embroidered with seed pearls in a gardenia pattern.  She knotted the sash loosely, combed out her hair, applied scent, donned silver sandals.  Then she tidied away her soiled riding clothes, the towels and the saddlebag.

After about ten minutes, she said, "Enter."

Ching Chilith entered, clutching a leather folder.  As his name implied, he was of mixed Nurzian and Qolian blood.  His father had bequeathed him high cheekbones and curly hair, but his coloring was lighter than a true Nurzian—a pale hazel monotone, skin and hair alike.  Even the honey shade of his guileless eyes matched the rest of him.  He was slim and slight, and a finger-length shorter than Labranza herself.  Twice she had lost her temper with Ching enough to strike him and both times she had spread him on the floor.  She had first noticed him and his talents ten years ago, when he had been seventeen and she had been twice his age.  Physically, he had not changed.  He could still pass for a boy of seventeen, easily.  She had not done that to him deliberately.  It had just happened.

He was wearing simple smock and breeches of bleached linen.  Those were for her benefit.  When he appeared in public as her spokesman, he dressed like an old-time emperor, sporting jewelry and fine raiment; he rode a white horse whose tack sparkled with rhinestones and silver buckles.

He did not smile, or bow.  He just stood inside the drape and waited to see what role she wanted him to play.

"Pour me a drink."  She wandered over to the divan and sat down heavily.  Her wrap fell open to display most of one leg and she left it like that.

Ching laid his folder carefully on the table and set to work on the wine bottle.  He filled a goblet and brought it over to her.  Then he stood and waited again.  He kept his eyes on her face, ignoring the leg and the expansive view of cleavage.

She sipped.  The wine was tart and pleasantly cool.

"Who told you I would be back tonight?"

"I promised not to say, Madam President."

She waited.

"Gos a'Noig."

A'Noig was a Shoolscath, but an aged cripple who did not get around much.  Astonishingly, Ching was not blushing, as he did whenever he tried to lie to her.  It was not the least valuable of his many talents.  So he really had won a prediction from a Shoolscath!

"Kind of him.  Give him my thanks."  She did not comment on the fire, food, wine, flowers.  Ching knew she expected nothing short of perfect service.  "What news?"

"Wesnar cut off the sea trade from Mokth by sacking Tolamin."  He had a high tenor voice, but he spoke with absolute confidence.  "The king of Mokth is marching south, planning a surprise attack on Wesnar in retaliation."

"I guessed as much.  The king of Wesnar is bringing his army north.  I barely missed his patrols near Veriow.  Hoping to set an ambush, I expect."

Ching nodded, half noting that information, half confirming it.  "Each thinks the other does not know what he is doing.  Both do.  Hexzion is going to meet your price for a Muolscath, but hasn't said so yet.  The king of Pagaid fell off his horse and I dispatched an Ivielscath—"

"On whose authority?"

Ching raised his barely visible eyebrows.  "On yours, of course."

"You forged my signature, I presume?"

"I did.  If Por a'Win dies, his sons will tear the kingdom in shreds.  If he lives, he may—"

"I know all that."  She approved.  It had been an astute decision.  "Go on."  She held out her goblet for a refill.

He took it and continued reporting as he went to the table: a few deaths among the Cursed, crop failure in Hamdish, an outbreak of star sickness in Rurk.  He had sent out a rescue team, again usurping her authority.

That was the secret of her hold over him.  Ching was not Cursed himself, but his father had been an Ogoalscath and a dangerous one, liable to fly into rages and hence cause catastrophes.  When he was twelve, Ching had seen his father struck dead by lightning in bright sunshine.  Perhaps even more significant, his mother had been a Jaulscath.  Children unable to lie to their mothers grew up to be very odd adults.

As the son of a terrifying father, Ching craved power.  He yearned to know secrets as his mother had done.  Having endured an orphan's poverty, he enjoyed flaunting wealth.  Yet he was utterly unassertive, a Nobody.  Some women saw a sort pathetic appeal in him, but he cringed before men.

As personal secretary to the president, he gained both power and wealth.  By reflection he was Somebody.  He knew secrets and relayed orders; he could swagger and bully and oppress.  He would do anything for Labranza.  He needed her authority like air to breathe, and he also needed her protection now, for he had made many enemies in her service.  Without her, he would be a spurned cur.  He was devious, spiteful, meticulous, unscrupulous, and totally unable to lie to her.  She had been very fortunate to find such an assistant—but Ogoalscaths were fortunate by definition.

"That's enough," she said, cutting him off.  "What else did I sign while I was away?"

He listed a dozen other forgeries.  She had been busy!  She could fault none of his decisions, except that he had obviously settled a few personal grudges.  Well, he had earned that.

"What about the other thing I mentioned?"

For the first time, a faint smile touched his juvenile face.  "You gave me no orders that I recall, Madam President."

"No, I didn't."

But she had dropped a hint—an extremely subtle hint that only a mind as sharp and tuned as Ching's would have caught.  What she had suggested had involved both Shoolscaths and Jaulscaths.  Since earliest times, it had been known that a seer within range of a mind reader was in mortal danger of revealing the future.  To trick a Shoolscath into such a meeting was about the most dastardly crime possible in Raragash.  The Shoolscaths were the largest group of Cursed and they would tear the perpetrator to ribbons.  If Labranza were directly implicated, all her authority would not defend her from the consequences.  In a community that included over fifty Jaulscaths, denial would be useless.

She had barely dared hope that even Ching's loyalty would prompt him to take such a risk.  She had not really expected him to survive the attempt if he did.

"I spoke with a certain Shoolscath, Madam President.  He confirmed that the long-awaited Renewer is now due.  A new empire will arise."

Seven curses!  It was true!  Labranza's world crumbled before her eyes.  She drained her goblet in one draft, and prompted a fit of coughing.

Ching took her glass from her and went to refill it again, continuing in his soft voice:  "The Shoolscath was not lying.  He has shown no signs of deterioration so far."

"There was a...  a witness present?"

"I told you he was not lying."

"This was the a'Noig man you mentioned earlier?"

"Yes, Madam President.  He has not many years left, but he is still rational.  He is excited that he will live to see the coming of the new order."

Labranza stared up at him.  He couldn't lie to her!  How could a man of his age not have one single trace of a line on his forehead?  But he was not lying.  "And the, ah, witness is discreet?"  There was the worst danger—Jaulscaths could not keep secrets.  Even with all the training the Academy could give them, they could not keep secrets for long in Raragash.

"I sent her along on the Nimbudia mission, Madam President—on your authority, of course."

Ching had succeeded beyond her wildest hopes.  In the ensuing silence she thought he was gazing oddly at her—almost pleadingly.  If he was hoping for a word of support or praise, he ought to know better by now.

"Did you learn the name of the new emperor?"

"A Zarda name, Madam President.  Bulion Tharn."

It meant nothing to him, of course, but Labranza sagged back on the cushions.  Fatigue and wine together made her head spin.  Now this incredible news about that fat old farmer... the Curse of Poul on him!

She had never ordered an assassination, although she strongly suspected many of her predecessors had.  It was just too temptingly easy.  A freak accident, a sudden sickness, an inexplicable attack by a trusted companion...  who could ever suspect that the Academy was involved?  So very few even knew it existed!  She could think of a dozen Cursed she could send to Tharn Valley to snuff this flame before it burned down her world.  The moment Tharn himself died, Shoolscath a'Noig would lapse into imbecility.  Beautiful!

She would think about it tomorrow.  She wriggled down into the cushions and lifted her legs up on the divan, glancing thoughtfully at Ching.  He blushed under her gaze, pink patches seeping into the dark-honey skin over the prominent cheekbones.  Hair and skin—he was the same color all over, slim and smooth.  His honey eyes were clear as a child's.

He turned away and went to the table.  "Food, Madam President?"

"Maybe later.  That's enough business."

He swallowed and picked up the folder he had never needed to open.  "Goodnight then, Madam President.  Welcome back."  He waited.

"No."

He turned and eyed her warily, making sure he was not mistaking her signals.  "No?"

"You haven't finished."

His expression did not change.  He laid the folder carefully on the table and began to remove his clothes.

Ching made love as diligently and efficiently as he did everything else.  He never babbled romantic nonsense or pretended he was anything more than her servant, even in bed.  Labranza did not care whether he enjoyed himself or not—he was there to please her.  He was good at that.
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Seven days after his wedding, Bulion Tharn prepared to cross the Flugoss and enter Wesnar.  Poul was rising into a clear blue sky, yesterday's rain only a memory.  He hoped that was a good omen.

The expedition had camped on one of the many islands that divided the channel above Tolamin.  A copse of spindly trees provided good cover, but the ground had been damp and his back ached abominably.  Apart from that annoying reminder of his age, though, the journey had amazingly gone well so far.

It was thirty years since he had made his one and only visit to these parts.  Then he had not forded the river.  He had ridden across the bridge at Tolamin.  It had been a scary trip, with makeshift log structures spanning wide gaps in the old Imperial arches, but he had passed over without wetting a hoof.  The world had decayed since those days.

He stood within the trees and stared at the water—broad and shiny, but fortunately at its midsummer low.  He had sent Ulpion and Thiswion ahead to scout the far bank.  They had managed to cross without having to swim their horses, but then they had vanished into the woods and it was past time they reappeared.  If that was merely another island, of course, they would have to confirm that the far channel was also fordable.  There might be several more channels, all of which would have to be investigated.  That must be what was taking so long.

They were both good lads—Thiswion one of Mogion's grandsons, Ulpion one of Thilion's.  Bulion's own brood was the largest of the three and much better endowed with sons.  He had been careful to bring representatives of the other two lines along, because Himion was always finding excuses to grumble about favoritism.  The old scoundrel was probably conspiring against Brankion already.  If the clan continued to grow at its present rate, he might succeed in splitting it apart, and that would be a tragedy.

Thiswion Harbo was twenty, lanky, and father of two girls.  He was also the best archer the family had, and the nearest thing to a redhead.  On both counts he took after his father, Bogir Garbon, who had died before he was thirty, a real loss.  Bulion had never managed to persuade Tilim to remarry—another loss.  Ulpion was as good a horseman as there was in the valley, but at twenty-five he had sired only three children, and two had been miscarriages.  His wife was too highly strung.

They were good lads and their wives were both with child, so there would be no missed conceptions while they were gone.  But why the fates were they taking so long?

In the trees behind Bulion, other members of the expedition were saddling horses, striking tents, preparing to move on.  Already the raw farmers were picking up some military smartness.  Most of the credit, strangely enough, belonged to the big Awailscath woman from Bad Cove, Vaslar Nomith.  Wraxal Raddaith was a far superior soldier, without doubt, but the Muolscath had no interest in training his companions.  Vaslar had made her influence felt even before she arrived at Tharn Valley.  Taking offence at some remark of Jukion's, she had snatched up a stick and told him to draw his sword.  She had disarmed the big ox in seconds and given him a thorough hiding.  Since then, the men had been demanding fencing lessons from her at every available moment.  One or two of them were making real progress—Ulpion and Polion, especially.  She had taught everyone the rudiments of campaigning, from picking campsites to packing horses efficiently.  The family was going to benefit from this excursion.

Gwin's idea, he reminded himself.

The travelers had not spoken to a soul since leaving the valley.  They had given the remains of Tolamin a wide berth the previous day, since the Wesnarians were known to have thrown down the bridge.  Jasbur and Ordur reported that there were still people living in the ruins of the city, but they had also talked of famine and warring gangs there.  Most of the outlying farms and hamlets were deserted, sacked in the war.  The inhabitants, if any, had hidden from the strangers, and the strangers had not lingered to hunt for them.

The west bank should still be prosperous.  Wesnarians were friendly and hospitable, good Zarda stock all of them, or at least they had been thirty years ago.  On the other hand, the lands between the Carmines and the Giants were not known as the Cockpit for nothing.  Mokth, Nurz, and Wesnar met there, and fought there.  The ruling power changed, the names of the kingdoms changed, but the same bloody story had been retold a hundred times—before, during, and after the empire.

Bulion shifted his weight and a spike of pain lanced into his back.  Curses!  He had thought it would pass once he was out of bed and moving around, but instead it was getting worse.  It was a reminder of age, that's what it was—a warning that he was too old to go cavorting around on un-Tharnian escapades like honeymoons.  Rich load of nonsense it was: making love on the ground, washing in cold water, sleeping in damp blankets.  He should take his bride home to a warm bed.  If the others noticed what was ailing him, he was going to hear a lot of sniggering remarks on the subject.

Harness jingled, shrubbery rustled, hooves plodded.  Wosion limped over, leading Star.  He looked up at his father with a quizzical expression, but he made no inane remarks along the lines of, "Taking-a-long-time-aren't-they?"

What he said was, "Been a long time since you and I came this way, hasn't it?"  He smiled wryly.

Bulion eased his back unobtrusively and grunted agreement.  "I was a lot younger then than you are now."

"And I was younger than Polion."  Wosion leaned an arm on Star's saddle, favoring his twisted leg.  "Don't recall I ever thanked you!  It took me a long time to see that you were right, and I'm truly grateful.  Just thought this was a good time to say so."

"No need.  My thanks to you for becoming such a good pastor.  We don't need to say such things."

Bulion turned away to look over the river again.  Thirty years ago he had been dragging a devastated and rebellious adolescent to Veriow for training.  Wosion had been bitter at the fates.  Bulion had told him he could make a pastor even if he couldn't make a farmer.  He had insisted, with much more confidence than he had felt.  He had gone away, abandoning his crippled son among strangers.  It had been years before he could forgive himself for his harshness.  Now was much too late for thanks.  The time to say thanks had long gone, and so had the time for asking forgiveness.  It was over and things had turned out for the best.  Things often did, thank the fates.

"Can we make Veriow today?" he said, for want of a better topic.

"Doubtful.  The cart slows us."

And at least four after that to Raragash?  "How long will you need to check your calendar count?"

Wosion chuckled.  "About two minutes."

What did it matter anyway?  Only Wosion himself cared whether the family's records were exact or not.  If the year 99 had fifty-two weeks and 100 had fifty-three, but they were supposed to be the other way around—what the fates did it matter, except to Wosion and his interminable auguries?  Auguries made poor epitaphs, Gamion had always said.  A pastor could judge a day auspicious or inauspicious as he wanted.

But now was hardly the time to say so.  He had wanted to come along for old times sake.  He was more than welcome, and how could his father have refused him anyway, remembering that other time?

Wosion broke the silence.  "I'm told the Jaulscaths may bring trouble in Nurz."

"What sort of trouble?  That is a stupid question, isn't it?  I mean, why especially in Nurz?"

"Jasbur says it's more populated than Wesnar or Da Lam.  We may not be able to bypass all the towns and villages.  But she also says that Raragash has some sort of understanding with the authorities, so we may be given a special escort.  Nurz knows all about Cursed refugees heading for Raragash, she says—Raragash being technically within its borders."

Mm?  Before Bulion could assimilate that information, Ulpion emerged from the trees on the far bank.  He waved a white cloth.

"There he is!  All clear!"  Bulion moved too quickly, and another jolt of pain made him gasp.

His son gave him a suspicious look, wrinkling his long nose.  "You all right?"

Bulion caught his breath.  "Yes, I'm all right!  Take your party over."

"Perhaps you should talk to one of our Ivielscaths."

"I said I'm all right!"

Wosion shrugged.  "Yes, father."  He turned and beckoned.

Bulion watched Wosion ride across the shingle and into the water, leading the first contingent, starting with the two Ogoalscaths from Bad Cove—the elderly Shard and the youngster, Tigon.  He braced himself for trouble as they passed, but nothing untoward happened.  Last night one of the campfires had suddenly shriveled from roaring blaze to cold ashes.  The night before that, a chorus of bird song had erupted in the trees in pitch darkness.  When Zanion had reached Bad Cove, he had found the supposedly starving Cursed gorging on a pod of whales that had stranded themselves on the beach.  Strange things happened around Ogoalscaths.

Niad and Polion followed.  The girl's golden bunches protruded under the brim of her man's hat, flapping up and down with every step her horse took—absurd, but charming.  Polion grinned excitedly at his grandfather.  He lacked Wosion's long nose, but otherwise he was startlingly reminiscent of that other adolescent of long ago.  That one had not been grinning.  Bulion resisted the temptation to ask if his grandson was enjoying this jaunt more than his excursion to Bad Cove.

Next came the two Awailscaths from Raragash.  They were changing.  The Ordur man was less imbecilic, less flabby.  The woman was slimmer, apparently younger.  Her complexion was smoother, her hair darker and almost lustrous.

Bulion peered up and down the river.  There were some ruined cottages upstream, obviously abandoned long ago, but he could see no signs of present life.  Niad was having trouble with her horse.  Polion was helping her.  She regained control.  Soon the party emerged from the stream and vanished into the trees.  Bulion turned and saw Wraxal watching him.  He nodded, and the soldier came striding over.

"You want to bring up the rear, or scout another route downstream?"

"Water's low.  If it's all right here, it should be all right there."  The Muolscath was as icily objective as always.  Bulion had put him in charge of the three Jaulscaths, he being the only person who could bear to approach them.  What passed between him and the Jojo woman in the night could only be guessed at, but the mind-readers would have been an impossible problem without Wraxal.  They had to be kept at least a hundred paces away from everyone else—especially from Tibal Frainith, who was terrified of them.

Wraxal turned to go and Bulion impulsively said, "Wait!"

The soldier stopped and waited impassively.  He did not seem curious in the slightest.

"My wife mentioned that you helped her out with the sale of the hostel?"

"I did."

Bulion ground his teeth.  He was ashamed to discuss this, but worse shame drove him on.  "How?"

Other men might have shown surprise at the question, but not Wraxal.  "She had told her agent to accept the highest offer and send her the papers to sign.  Normally that would not be adequate—she should have returned to Daling and signed before notaries.  I advised her to draw up her instructions again, and I countersigned them for her.  I am still a senior officer in the guard, so that made the document official.  The money will be held in the temple, pending her instructions."

Fates take Dalingians and their Cursed rigmarole laws!  "Your uncle told me that the hostel might not be hers to sell."

Wraxal shrugged.  "Then the transaction would be invalid.  She seems to think it is, though."  He obviously did not care, one way or another.  He would not care if it was his own fortune that was being discussed.

"How can a man like you judge what people are thinking?"

"My judgement is not clouded by emotion.  At the moment, you are embarrassed and probably ashamed.  This is an illogical reaction to news that your wife's financial situation has been safeguarded.  Obviously you believed my uncle and thought your wife was lying to you.  You may also fear that she will soon tire of you, so you would prefer to keep her poor and have a hold over her."

Bulion moved incautiously and his back exploded again.  Pain restrained him from saying what he had been about to say.  He took a deep breath.  "Thank you."

"For what?"

"Oh...  For telling me.  Why don't you go and get the Jaulscaths across the river?"

"I was going to.  You told me to wait."  Wraxal turned and stalked away.  He was about as likable as week-old fish.

Tibal Frainith was leaning against a tree, thumbing through a book.  He closed it and slid it into a pocket of his smock, smiling unabashedly.  "Yes, I was eavesdropping.  You know how nervous I get where Jaulscaths are concerned."

Was that all he had been listening to?  Why would a Shoolscath ever bother to pry?  He would at once forget whatever he had just learned.  Trying to understand how such a mind worked gave Bulion a headache.

At the moment the baggage train came trotting through between them, guided by Zanion, Jukion, and Vaslar Nomith.  There was something different about the big woman, but she had gone by before Bulion could put his finger on it.  Perhaps she was starting to change like the other two Awailscaths.  If it involved her turning back into a man again, she would be... he would be...  Oh, the heck with it!

Bulion watched as they crossed.  Things were going better than he had dared hope.  He returned his attention to the lanky Shoolscath.

"You came to Daling, then the valley, now back to Raragash.  Who are you following—me or my wife?"

Tibal sighed.  "You know I cannot answer questions, Bulion Saj.  There goes Wraxal."

A couple of hundred paces downstream, the Muolscath was driving the wagon out into the water.  Ephi and Kinimim, who normally rode in it, were following on horses, squealing with excitement.  Jojo Kawith brought up the rear.

"Do they get across safely?"

Tibal hesitated and then said, "The girl almost falls off near the end, but yes, they get across safely."

Bulion peered up at him, feeling an illogical dislike of his certainty.  Why did he always seem to be looking past a man, instead of at him?  "What happens if I call them back now and spoil your future?"

Tibal's eyes narrowed.  "I should make every effort to stop you.  But you don't."

"But I could!"

"They probably wouldn't hear you.  But you could try.  That's why I normally don't answer questions.  Why would you want to destroy me?"

"I don't, I suppose.  Let's go."

Gwin and Mandasil were coming, leading the last of the horses.

Less than a month ago, Bulion Tharn had awakened in the night with a sore tooth.  He had come within an hour of death.  He had found that marvelous woman to love.  He had married her.  Now he was adventuring off into foreign lands on the wildest of goose chases and at the rate they were going, he was not going to be home in time for harvest.  He was a stupid old fool!  So why was he enjoying himself so much?

He smiled at Gwin, accepted Thunder's reins, and then—fates!  The worst yet.  He gasped.

"What's wrong?" she demanded.

"Back's a little stiff."

"Silly man!  Why put up with that?  Mandasil?"

"Oh, it's nothing."  Bulion looked distrustfully at the Ivielscath.  He was a dark-complexioned, thickset young man, who had been a stonemason before he caught the star sickness.  He had not yet forgiven the fates for his misfortune and made no secret of his resentment.  No one liked him much.  Vaslar detested him.

"Don't be foolish," Gwin said sweetly.  "I have a personal interest in the functioning of your back!  It probably just needs more exercise, but Mandasil, you see what you can do for him.  Come on, Tibal, let's leave them to it."

The Shoolscath mounted skillfully, and the two of them clattered hooves down to the water.

Mandasil scowled.  "I haven't had much practice.  Where does it hurt?"

"Here."

"I think I have to touch you, don't I?"

Unwillingly, Bulion turned his back, pulling his breeches down a bit, and his smock up.  The former stonemason rubbed the small of his back with a hand like a rasp.

"Any improvement?"

Ouch!  "Not yet."

"Well, that's all I can do.  Try that little blond piece."  Mandasil clambered into his saddle and kicked his horse with unnecessary violence.

Thunder whinnied plaintively at being deserted.  Left alone on the island, Bulion hoisted his breeches up again.  Mounting took him longer than it should.  It also hurt.  Gwin and Tibal were almost across.

Wiping sweat from his brow, Bulion Tharn rode down into the water, heading for the Cockpit.
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When the horses splashed out of the water and clattered up the shingle Gwin said, "That diary of yours—why do you keep reading it if you'll forget everything in a few minutes?"

Tibal was already smirking.  "But I shall read it tomorrow and the next day and every day.  I premember what I'll read in it then.  My present knowledge of what I shall read in it in future lets me know what has happened in the past."

Trying to work that out could give people nightmares in broad daylight.  "I saw you writing in it when you were sight-seeing in Daling.  You made notes on everything you'd just seen?"

"Not at all.  I wrote down everything I was about to see, just beforehand, while it was clearest in my precollection.  I always wait until events are too imminent for anyone else to get hold of the book and read what I have written."

Gwin groaned.  "How do you manage to make that sound logical?"

They followed a crumpled path through the brush and found the rest of the party in conference, everyone still mounted.  Beyond a thin screen of trees lay another, narrower channel, with ducks swimming on it, another island of shingle and grass, and then what seemed to be the west bank itself.

"What's happening?" Gwin demanded.

Wosion was closest.  He answered wearily, as if he had given the same answer to others.  "There's  a village over there.  We'll have to scout it and make sure it's safe."

That seemed like an unnecessary waste of time.  Why should it not be safe?  She was not surprised to hear a ghostly whisper in her ear:  You must press on as fast as soon as possible or you will be trapped.  That village is deserted.  There is no one there to see you.

Trapped by whom?  She knew better than to question her mysterious guide.  "The place is deserted," she said loudly.  "There is no one there to see us."

The sounds of argument faltered.  Then Zanion said, "She's right!  No boats, no smoke, no cattle.  Those fields have not been planted.  We'd have heard cocks crowing."

Vaslar Nomith barked out a soldiers' oath that ladies did not use.  "Absolutely correct," she added, more discreetly.  "I should have seen that.  Congratulations, Gwin Saj!  The Tolaminians made some counter-raids during the war—I'd forgotten."

"Follow me, my hearties!" Gwin said, and urged Morningstar forward.  The others had no option but to follow.

#

To be counted among the baggage was intended as a compliment—it meant one was regarded as precious.  So Bulion had said at the beginning, when he set out the order of march: four fighting men at the front, then the pack train and the women in the middle, with the rest of the men at the rear.  Wraxal and the Jaulscaths would follow two hundred paces behind in the cart.  To avoid drawing attention to the women, the men would wear their smocks at all times.  Gwin had rather doubted the abilities of the self-styled fighting men to defend her from angry rabbits, but she had refrained from saying so.

In practice, the plan had not worked.  The cart's pace determined the pace of the whole troop.  When it was at the rear, the line tended to grow longer and longer, with much shouting to the leaders to slow down.  No matter where he was told to be, Tibal always put himself as far from the Jaulscaths as possible.  Vaslar insisted on being one of the men, and the Tharns forgot about discipline whenever they wanted to talk with someone in particular.  People mostly just rode in two or threes, moving up and down the line as the fancy took them.  As soon as the sun grew hot, the men removed their smocks.

The one essential was that the cart must remain well away from the riders.  To let it lead was more convenient.  Vaslar and Bulion both grumbled about putting a woman, a twelve-year-old boy, and a girl of seven in the most dangerous location, but in this case the arrangement made good sense.  Any malefactors waiting in ambush would reveal themselves in advance to the Jaulscaths, and would be thrown into panic and confusion by a mental thunderstorm.  Usually, therefore, the wagon led the way and the riders followed.

Having skirted the now obviously abandoned hamlet and located a trail heading in roughly the right direction, the adventurers moved over the river plain.  Hedges and scattered patches of tall brush provided some cover.  The day promised to be hot.  Already a heat haze blurred the Carmine Mountains to the east.  The snow-capped peaks of the Giants ahead were barely visible at all.

Wraxal took up lead position with the cart.  Gwin found herself at the head of the line of riders.  At first she rode in silence, pondering the latest edict from her supernatural guide.  The warning about being trapped was new.  He—or she—was becoming more impatient.  He or she had been right about the village being deserted.  That had been obvious, really, but no one had noticed it before she repeated the information aloud.  She must assume that the voice represented some supernatural entity—but who or what?  She had never heard of the fates speaking to mortals.  To credit herself with having God as personal advisor seemed dangerously arrogant.  She wished there was someone among her companions she could consult.  Wosion was the obvious choice, but he would not even consider the god possibility.  Tibal would certainly refuse to comment.

Another candidate was Jasbur, who might be able to quote Raragashian wisdom on the subject.  By luck or chance, Jasbur was riding alongside, but Gwin was disinclined to trust the Awailscath—not at the moment, anyway.  Perhaps she would be a more reassuring person next week or next month, when it would be too late.

The silence eventually became awkward.  After a few surreptitious glances, Gwin said:  "Pardon my impertinence, but aren't you a little younger than you were?"

Jasbur smiled, and her smile was less repugnant than before.  She adjusted her hat to a more rakish angle.  "Quite possibly.  I think the Ogoalscaths have destabilized us."

"Us?  Are the others changing too?"

This time the smile was suggestive.  "Did you notice Ordur's muscles this morning?"

"Can't say I did," Gwin said hastily.

Jasbur sighed.  "Or his smile?"

"How old are you?"

She shrugged.  "In years?  Thirty-nine.  Almost forty.  Practically, I'm about thirty at the moment, I'd say.  It varies all the time, though.  I'm not always a hag."

"You're not a—"

"Yes I am.  Or I was when I came to the valley.  Couple of months ago, I was the most beautiful, husky young hunk you could possibly imagine.  Sweep you off your feet!"  Jasbur flashed bright jet eyes.  If she continued to improve at her present rate, she would be a good-looking woman in another couple of days.  "I've been bigger than Jukion, prettier than Niad, older than Bulion.  Ordur says that being an Awailscath is like being weather."

"I suppose you get asked this a lot.  Which sex is better?"

Jasbur chuckled.  "Depends what Ordur is."

"You've been lovers a long time?"

"Lovers or friends.  More than twenty years.  At times we detest each other, but we've had a lot of good times, too.  That's why we stick together, I suppose, whoever we are.  We have memories."

Gwin thought about that.  "You say whoever, not whatever?  It isn't just appearance that changes?  The way you think and feel, too?"

"Oh, yes.  Likes, tastes, interests...  There's good evidence that Awailscaths duplicate actual people.  Raragash has historical records of that.  One became the current emperor for a month."

"Fates!  You mean that one day you might meet yourself face to face?"

"In theory.  The odds against it are enormous and it has never been reported happening.  My memory would not be hers, or his, of course.  The one who became the emperor didn't believe he was the emperor—he just looked like him and acted like him.  He must have had some fun around the Academy while it lasted."

Struck dumb, Gwin rode on in silence, trying to comprehend such an unpredictable existence.

"It would be nice to be able to choose who one was going to be, though," Jasbur said wistfully.

There was a farm ahead, a small group of Zarda buildings, circular and thatched.  Trails would always lead to farms or hamlets.  It was still too far off to discern the residents, if there were any, and the nearer fields were still deserted.  Beyond the farm, the land began to rise gently.  Once the travelers reached those hills and gullies, they would be a lot less conspicuous.

"What's this Veriow place we're going to?" Jasbur asked.

"You should ask Wosion."

"Don't like Wosion."

"Oh, he's not so bad under the surface.  He trained to be a pastor at Veriow."  Gwin was no expert on local history, but a Tringian like Jasbur would know even less.  "Wesnar's a Zarda kingdom, probably the purest Zarda of them all.  They even have an elite troop of warriors who practice all the old barbarities of tattoos, mutilation... "  And atrocities.  Many of the stories that had come out of the sack of Tolamin would not bear thinking about.  "After the sack of Qol, the Zarda split up.  Pantholion himself came back east and settled here in Wesnar."  She realized that 'settle' was not an appropriate term for a Zardon.  "He spent his last couple of years in these parts, at any rate.  He made himself overlord.  He never had a fixed capital and even now the king of Wesnar moves his court around a lot, but Veriow was pretty much Pantholion's headquarters.  He's buried there."

"The Zarda were bad enough," Jasbur remarked gloomily, "but do you know why they invaded the empire in the first place?"

"For loot, I suppose.  Or sport?"

"No.  They were fleeing from the Karpana.  The Karpana are even worse."

And now the Karpana themselves had arrived, invading Nimbudia.  The organized might of the empire had collapsed before the Zarda.  The fractious little kingdoms of Kuolia would be easy prey for a barbarian horde.

"Thanks for the good news!"

Jasbur shrugged.  "They may not come south.  They may head for Rurk.  So why are we going to Veriow?"

"Because it's on our way to Raragash.  The Zarda priests set up a college of auguries there.  Wosion wants to compare notes and make sure he hasn't dropped a stitch in his calendar somewhere."

Jasbur sniffed.  "Sound like a pretty weak excuse to me."

"And to me.  I think he really wanted to come along and poke his long nose into Raragash.  Tell me about Raragash."

"Not much to tell."  Jasbur waved a hand at the landscape.  "These fields have been sown!"

That was true, and Gwin was annoyed that she had not seen it for herself.  Crops were ripening on both sides of the track.  The corn was head-high, beans were tidily trained on their strings.  She could see hay she thought should have been cut by now.  The village by the river must have been abandoned during the Tolamin war, but someone had been living near here more recently, although the countryside still looked abandoned and there were no cattle in sight.

She glanced back to see if any of her farmer family were within hailing distance, but Tigon and Shard, the Ogoalscaths, were the next couple.  The closest Tharns were too far off to consult.

"We may meet some locals soon, then.  Tell me about Raragash."

"Really, there isn't much to tell.  In the days of the empire, I think the whole crater was a sort of giant park, but now there's no one to tend it, so the forest has returned.  The great mansions are still there, and people live in those, mostly.  There's no government except the Academy."

She was being deliberately vague.

"What about the Academy, then?"

"The Academy is more of an idea than a fact—a lot of old books and a few people still trying to pass on what they were taught.  That's all.  There's a splendid statue of Emperor Losso Lomith, the founder.  Do you think Wraxal could move that junk faster if we put some of the load on the horses?"

"Apparently not.  What do you all eat?"

"There's farms.  There's trade.  Good fishing in the streams.  Eat a lot of fish."

"Where does the money come from to trade?"

Jasbur pulled a face.  "The hospital brings in money, I suppose.  Why don't you ask Tibal Frainith?"

Gwin had tried, a couple of times.

"Because his lips are even tighter than yours.  Tell me about him."

"I honestly don't know much about Tibal," Jasbur admitted, flashing her improved smile.  "I'd seen him around Raragash, but we'd never spoken.  He's the Shoolscath on the council, which means he's well thought of."

"By whom?"

"By the other Shoolscaths.  That probably means he's the least crazy of the lot of them.  I do know he was Cursed when he was very young.  The young adjust better."

"And why did he come to Daling?"

Jasbur laughed coarsely.  "I wish I knew—and so does Labranza Lamith!  But why doesn't mean much to a Shoolscath.  You and I do things to try and improve the future.  He knows the future and does what he does because to do anything else would be virtual suicide."

"He says it's important—whatever it is."

"I expect it is, and Labranza thinks the same, but she doesn't know why it's important.  If you really want to understand Shoolscaths, Gwin Saj, then ask Tibal this:  A Shoolscath friend of his, Ogiln, foresaw something bad, I don't know what.  Whatever it was, he tried to avert it.  He changed the future, so he lost his wits.  Now, when that happened, did Tibal see the future change, or had he known about it beforehand?"

That was another diversion, of course.  Before Gwin could frame a reply, someone shouted from farther back in the line.  The rear had halted.  People were dismounting.  They were calling for her.  Something was wrong.  She wheeled Morningstar and galloped back to see.
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"What happened?" she shouted, sliding recklessly from the saddle, almost pitching headlong.  She saw Thunder, with Zanion holding the reins.  The crowd parted to let her though to where Bulion lay on the grass, face down and apparently unconscious.  She knelt at his side.  Men and horses crowded around again.

"He just keeled over," Jukion said.  "I caught him as he fell."

"Bulion!" she said.  "Love?"

He moaned faintly.  His face was gray, his skin clammy.  His breath came in rough gasps.

"Where's Niad?" said someone.  "Get the Ivielscath!"

Bulion's smock was spotted with blood and puss, the cloth sticking to his skin as Gwin gently pulled it up to see.  The lower part of his back was a suppurating swamp of blisters, many of them broken and bleeding.  The rash seemed to be spreading even as she watched.

Voices: "The healer!"  "Get the healer."  "Fetch Niad!"

"No!"  Gwin leaped to her feet, shaking with sudden fury.  She located Mandasil.  "You did this!"

With a broad Zarda hat and several days' growth of black stubble, the other Ivielscath was barely recognizable as a Dalingian.  He was a husky youngster, but puny compared to most of the Tharns.  Anger and resentment smoldered in his dark eyes.  He pouted.  "Didn't mean to.  Can't help what happens."

"Oh yes you can!  And you can put it right!"

"No I can't!"  He glanced around warily.  "And you can't make me!  I'm an Ivielscath.  Anyone who touches me—"

Gwin lashed out with a boot at his knee, putting all her weight into the kick.  He screamed and stumbled.

"Do it!" she yelled.

Voices rose in protest, Wosion's loudest of all.  Gwin ignored them.  Realizing she still held her riding crop, she slashed at the stonemason.  He yelled and recoiled, a red welt already visible across his chest.  He reached for his sword.  Jukion and Zanion grabbed his arms before he could draw.

Gwin struck him again.  "Do it!" she screamed.  "Get down there and cure him, or..."  She turned to Polion.  "Give me your sword."

White-faced, Polion began to draw his sword, and then stopped.

"I'll blight you!" Mandasil yelled, squirming in his captor's grip.  "I'll curse you all!"

Gwin raised the crop.  "You will heal Bulion or I'll cut you to ribbons, I swear it."

His face twisted like a child's.  "I can't!  I'm Cursed!  It's not my fault.  I never asked to be made an Ivielscath!"  He struggled vainly.  Shocked but obedient to Gwin, the two Tharns held him helpless.  Tears trickled down his cheeks.  "I'll rot you!"

"No you won't.  Turn him round!" she snapped.  "We'll see what a good thrashing does for him."

She did not know if she was bluffing, but Jukion and Zanion obeyed her, turning their victim to present his back.  Mandasil was a powerful man, and all three staggered as he struggled.

"Last chance!" she said.

"I'll try!  I'll try!"

"Let him go."  She stepped back, wondering if he would reach for his sword, but he stumbled to his knees beside Bulion.

She rapped his shoulders with the handle of the crop.  "Do it!"

Mandasil stared blankly down at the oozing horror of Bulion's back.  He wiped his hands on his thighs.  He was weeping openly now.  "I don't know how!  I may kill him.  It's not my fault.  I'll just make it worse."

Any worse at all, and Bulion was going to die.

"Do it!"  Out of the corner of her eye, Gwin saw that Niad had been dragged forward.  Niad might be able to help Bulion, but Mandasil's threats were serious.  Somehow he must be brought to heel, for everyone's sake.  He had not moved.

She slashed with the whip, as hard as she could, opening a scarlet line across the Ivielscath's back.  He screamed, but he cowered down, not making any move to reach for his blade.  She could sense revulsion and revolution brewing among the family as they recovered from their first paralysing shock.

Wosion said, "Stop!  This is madness!"

"Voice?" she thought.  "What should I do?"

Hit him again.

"Cure it!" she screamed.  Again she swung, sickened by the sound of the impact and what she was doing to him.  Mandasil reached out, spreading his hands on Bulion's vile rash.  He sprawled there, weeping.

"Now think hard, Mandasil.  Think about making it better.  Cure him or die."  Gwin tapped the crop on the nape of his neck.  She glanced around the circle of bare-chested onlookers, the horrified bearded faces under the big hats... the horses behind them.  Sweat trickled into her eyes.  She wondered if she meant what she said.  She wondered if the family would stop her if she tried.  They had backed her up magnificently so far, but surely they would block her before she butchered a man in cold blood?

Unreality spun around her like a whirlwind.

"It's no use!" the Ivielscath moaned.  "I don't know what to do."  He lifted his hands away.  He made a choking noise.  Onlookers gasped.  Where his hands rested on Bulion, the skin was whole again.  Every finger was outlined as clearly as if he had pressed down on wet sand—hale pink flesh amid the red corruption.

"There!" she said hoarsely.  "That wasn't so hard, was it?  Now carry on and do the rest."

She glanced around in triumph.  She expected to see joy and admiration.  All she saw was fear.

Reaction brought a taste of vomit to her mouth.  Her hands shook violently.  "You just have to be firm with them," she said, but she won not a single smile.

Bulion groaned.  She knelt down and wiped his brow.  The rash on his back had faded to a faint inflammation.

"Bulion?"

His eyes opened.  He licked his lips.  "That feels good," he muttered.  "Doesn't hurt."

"You are an old fool!  Why didn't you stop sooner?  Why didn't you tell someone?"

Mandasil removed his hands and sat back on the grass.  "I think it's all done."  He looked at Gwin in bewilderment.  His eyelids were puffy, tears still glinted amid his stubble.  He rubbed his damaged knee, then fingered the blood on his chest.

"So do I.  Thank you."

He started to speak and stuttered into silence, lips quivering.

"It isn't all bad," she said.  "No one would ask to be Cursed, but it isn't all bad.  You can do a lot of good in the world now.  You can probably become rich."

He was about her age or a little younger, but either he had always been immature or the Cursing had unmanned him.  Had he become a stonemason because his father had been a stonemason, or because he was muscle and no brain?

"But don't use it for power, Mandasil.  Use it to help people, not to threaten and bully.  It will turn on you."

He nodded uncertainly.  She wondered where she'd found that trite little sermon.  She wasn't sure she believed it herself, but she thought that Mandasil would be comforted if he did.  It might even be true.

The red streaks on his skin stabbed at her conscience.  "Niad?" she said.  "I hurt him.  Help him, please."

Bulion rolled over with a grunt and sat up.  He looked around the spectators standing over him, then at Gwin.  His eyes widened as he took in Mandasil's injuries.  "What exactly has been going on?"

"You gave us a scare.  All right now?"

He picked up his hat, beat it against his knee and planted it on his pate.  "Fine."  He scratched his beard.  "Wosion?  What happened?"

The pastor glowered angrily at Gwin.  "I wish I knew."

Tibal, peering over shoulders, was smirking.  Of course.

"It was destiny!" said another voice.

Everyone turned to stare at Ordur.  He blinked his pale eyes in alarm.  Gwin stood up, an instant ahead of Bulion.

"Explain that!" she said, striding over to the Tringian.  "What do you mean?"

"Nothing, Gwin Saj!"  He retreated a pace.  She saw what Jasbur had mentioned: Ordur was a harder, firmer man than he had been even the previous day.  His face had more character and less padding.  He was probably not as stupid as he had been, but he was still not a towering intellect.  She thought she could pry information out of Ordur, if everyone else would refrain from interfering.

"I'm sure you're hiding something!  What destiny?  Whose destiny?"

Ordur shuffled his feet and glanced surreptitiously at Bulion.  "Just something Labranza said.  About him."

Wosion said, "He's—"

"Be quiet, Pastor!  What did Labranza say about my husband?"

"Nothing, Saj."

"You're lying!"

Another voice intervened.  "Before or after she spoke with the governor?"  Wraxal had come forward to see what was going on.  Everyone seemed to be there now, except the three Jaulscaths.

"After," Ordur admitted, staring down at the ground and fidgeting like a guilty child.

Gwin turned to face Wraxal.  He was a thousand times smarter than the Tringian, and no one could ever intimidate a Muolscath.  On the other hand, he had no ulterior motives.  His fish-eyed stare was uncanny, but she held it firmly.

"Bulion noticed that your uncle seemed very anxious to be on good terms with him.  You told me you didn't know why.  May we have the truth now?"

He shrugged.  "I suppose so.  A couple of Shoolscaths made some strange prophecies about him."

Bulion had arrived at Gwin's side, looming over her.  "What sort of prophecies?"

She nudged him angrily.

"They were probably insane already," Wraxal said coldly.  "They started gibbering right after."

"Tell us anyway," Gwin said.  "Tell me!"

Wraxal was clever enough to notice the emphasis, even if few others in the group were.  He frowned, hesitated.  Then he said, very deliberately,  "They said Bulion Tharn was to be the Renewer, founder of a new empire."

The tension exploded in bellows of mirth.  Tharns removed their hats and bowed to Bulion.  Ordur grinned witlessly.  Polion, having no hat, knelt and inclined his head.  The horses twitched ears in alarm, shifting their great hooves.  Bulion himself guffawed louder than any.  Men leaned on each other for support in their hilarity.

Tibal Frainith was the only one watching Gwin.  He was keeping his face absolutely wooden, revealing nothing.
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The farm was deserted, but it had not been deserted long.  Chickens still strutted around the yards, a couple of stringy dogs barked hysterically at the intruders.  Tharns engaged in slow, deliberate arguments about the number of eggs in the nest boxes, the state of vegetables hanging in the larders, the age of cattle droppings.

"Whoa!  Whoa!"  Bulion roared eventually.  "Four days or five, it doesn't matter.  It wasn't the war.  Come on, men!  Can't any of you suggest why the people should have all left within the last week?"

"No signs of violence," Zanion said.

"Star sickness?" Wosion suggested nervously.

Silence.

"They heard I was coming and they all ran away in terror."  That was Polion, of course.  His grandfather aimed a slap at him, which he dodged nimbly.

Who or what had struck this place?  Gwin did not like the implications at all.  Her Voice refused to answer.  To rush ahead into unknown danger seemed foolhardy, but what would they do with the Cursed if they went back to the valley?  She could see that everyone else was thinking much the same as she was.  Like her, nobody wanted to be the first to suggest going back—or going forward, either.  In the end, their leader made the decision.  That was what leaders were for.

"So we don't know?" Bulion said.  "We can't stay here all day scratching our heads.  Let's carry on and maybe one day we'll find out."

#

Beyond the farm lay the hills.  They were very gentle, mostly cultivated, but providing welcome cover from prying eyes.  The trails tended to follow the valleys, where trees gave shade, which was even more welcome.  Houses were rare, and all of them were abandoned.

Once, when the road wound over a height of land, Gwin looked out over the Flugoss plains and saw the ruins of Tolamin in the distance.  Five years ago she had spent her honeymoon there.  It had been a vital, bustling city.  Now it was a ruin, and Carp lay in a communal grave somewhere outside the walls.  She whispered a prayer to his god, but it brought her no sense of communication.  Perhaps the Twin God only listened to those who truly believed.

"Voice, do you hear me?"

There was no response, and yet the Voice had answered her question during her battle with Mandasil.  It was oddly inconsistent—usually only she could hear it, yet Jukion had obeyed it once.  Whatever or whoever it was, she believed in the Voice now.  Perhaps it was God.  She turned her face away from the past and urged Morningstar forward.

An hour or so after leaving the abandoned farm, the adventurers came to another village, equally deserted.  Late that afternoon they found a third.  The countryside was as empty as the lands around Tolamin, and yet the war had never come this far.  No one suggested an explanation better than Wosion's theory of star sickness, although Jasbur and Ordur pointed out that there had been no mention of plague in the district when they had been in Tolamin two weeks ago.

Whatever the reason, the absence of people made the journey easier—and possibly safer.

Not long after that, Shard's horse began to limp—it had lost a shoe.  There would have been nothing remarkable in that, except that this was the third time the same thing had happened to Shard since he left Bad Cove, and always at about the same time of day.  The implication was that he was making it happen.  He was almost in tears as he denied it.

Shard was only middle-aged, but he bore himself like a very old man; he walked with a shuffling gait and kept his eyes downcast.  Back in Daling he had a wife and three grown daughters, none of whom he would ever see again.  In the spring, he had been a successful merchant.  Now he was a homeless, penniless outcast.

Ulpion inspected the damage.  "This is crazy!  I looked at these feet not two hours ago!  There was absolutely nothing wrong with the shoe then!"

Gwin appointed herself peacemaker.  "And Shard has not been out of the saddle since, have you?"

"He's an Ogoalscath!" said Thiswion.

"But that isn't his fault is it?  And I personally will be very glad to call it a day.  He may not be aware of doing so, but he chooses very good campsites!"

Bulion, who had been scowling in the background, picked up his cue and agreed that this did look like a good place to stop.  The trail wound through a narrow valley, following a babbling stream.  A grove of silver birches offered shelter, with enough scrubby undergrowth for some privacy, but not enough to be difficult.  The flanking hills were bare of cover, so that no foe could approach unseen.  What more could they ask for?

"This is the last spare shoe!" Ulpion grumbled, and called for Jukion to come and be farrier.

Gwin and Jasbur lit a fire.  The men tended the horses and pitched tents.  Shard wandered away by himself, aware that any offer he made to help would be refused, without thanks.

Later that evening, Ogoalscath influence struck again.  The three youngsters—Niad, Polion, and Tigon—had taken their meals and gone off to sit in the twilight together, doubtless to debate the incomprehensible ways of elderly folk such as Thiswion, who was all of twenty.

Tigon claimed to be fifteen, which was little younger than the other two, but he was short, with freckles and a notably snub nose and the narrow build of a boy.  At his age even a year was eternity.  Bereft of home and family and friends by his misfortune, he had fixed on Polion as his hero.  Polion had a beard, more or less, and a wife.  Polion had killed a man in a battle.  Tigon followed Polion around like a doting puppy, as much as he was allowed to.  Polion tolerated him as a devoted slave.

Niad developed a severe attack of hiccups; Polion caught them almost at once.  Eager to be useful, Tigon set off to find some water for them.  The hiccups stopped.  Tigon returned, and so did the hiccups.  Not everyone would have seen the opportunity for mischief, but Polion was Polion.  He sent Tigon to stand behind Grandfather Bulion, who was pontificating in the main circle around the campfire.

Bulion's sermon was interrupted by a severe attack of hiccups.  Gwin, on his right, was unaffected, but they spread rapidly to Wosion on his left; then to Zanion, Jasbur...  Tigon ran back to Polion.  The hiccups stopped.

Polion then dispatched his secret weapon to the far side of the fire, and the next victims were Tibal, Mandasil, and Ordur.  At that point, other people began to catch on.  Soon half the expedition was hiccuping and the other half was choking with suppressed laughter.  Jukion and Zanion identified Polion as the mastermind, hunted him down, and swore they would rope him and Tigon to a tree, back to back, until he died of hiccups.  They might have done so, had the influence not ended as suddenly as it had begun.  Order was restored, and the meal resumed.

Gwin was weary and the curious absence of Wesnarians bothered her, yet she felt surprisingly content.  She was not alone—the whole company was in good spirits.  The adventure was going well.

All three Awailscaths were obviously in transition.  The Tharns seemed more intrigued than worried, which was an encouraging sign.  They were a practical, common sense lot; they had accepted that the Cursed were people more to pity than fear.  Jasbur and Ordur answered their questions with tolerant good humor.  Had Vaslar not been so touchy about her present sex, there would undoubtedly have been some jokes on that subject.

Wosion asked how much control the Cursed could be taught at the Academy.

"Awailscaths, none," Jasbur said, "but it helps to have company.  Some of the others—quite a lot.  Ogoalscaths can learn to suppress their influence, although never completely."  She glanced around to make sure Shard was out of earshot.  "Especially if they're young."

"And just produce beneficial effects?" Gwin asked.

"Not always.  What will actually happen is never predictable and even Labranza can't be sure that her efforts won't do more harm than good."  Jasbur, having just noticed Vaslar Nomith deep in talk with Ordur, might not realize that she had just let slip an interesting fact about the president of the Academy.

The light failed quickly.  Bulion began dropping unsubtle hints about it being time to turn in.  Jukion chuckled and asked if his back was all better now.  Zanion started detailing sentry duty for the night.  Security should be easy here, Vaslar said.  The woods were full of dry grass and dead leaves, there was no wind, so no one could sneak around without being heard.  One guard would be enough.

Gwin decided to follow up on Jasbur's little revelation about the mysterious Labranza.  She looked around for Tibal.

Tibal had disappeared.  She eventually found him huddled by himself in the darkness, sitting on the ground with his head on his knees.

"Tibal?  You all right?"

He grunted.  "Yes.  I'm all right."

Her heart lurched in alarm.  "Trouble?  Bad things coming?"

"Go away, Gwin.  Please!"  He looked up, his face a pale blur in the dark.  "Don't, don't, don't ask..."  His voice broke.  "Don't ask me questions!"

"Oh, Fates!"  She felt a sudden chill.  She had never known Tibal be upset like this.  Had things been going too well?  She sat down beside him and put an arm around his shoulders.  "Can I comfort you now, and you comfort me tomorrow?"

He took her hand and sat in silence for a while.  His fingers were icy cold.  He was shaking.

"If I could...," he muttered.  "But it would destroy me, and I'm sure it wouldn't help.  It might mean... worse, much worse.  Please go away."

Who?  How many?  The urge to ask questions was almost unbearable.  She must not.

"I can't even jump to conclusions, can I?  If I suggest posting more guards, for example?"

"Then I will have changed the future, even though I did not mean to.  It isn't your fault, Gwin," he muttered.  "It is not your fault!"

Now she remembered that she had once accused the Shoolscath of looking as if he had seen a ghost.  Everyone else had been laughing uproariously.  Then she knew who was destined to die in the night.
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Muol was in the House of Bones.  Bones implied passions of hatred more than desire, although Polion's mind was definitely attuned toward desire.  Tonight was the night!

Zanion... may Iviel rot his guts!  Zanion had given him first watch.  That was probably deliberate spite.  He was still getting back at Polion for Meilim's fairy tales.  The assumption was that Niad would be asleep when Polion came off duty.  Well, Niad had made him promise to waken her if she was.  He had promised.  He had not taken much persuading.

Poul was in the House of Creation.  Babies born in the spring usually thrived.  And Jaul was in Lovers, although her retrograde motion hinted more at madness than reason.  Better to invert the house: chaos to enemies made a good augury.

The wood was dark and utterly still.  Polion could not recall a night with less wind.  The stillness certainly made for easy guard duty; he could hear leaves rustle under blankets every time anyone rolled over in the camp.  He could hear the snoring.  Earlier, he had even heard the children speaking over in the Jaulscath camp.  Nothing else.  Once or twice an owl had hooted, but that was all.  A mouse couldn't sneak up on him unheard.

He leaned against a tree and tried not to get too aroused thinking of Niad.  Tonight was the night.  At last!  He had been married a whole week with nothing to show for it.

Awail would rise soon, just past the full.  She would be in the House of Travel tonight.  That might be significant.  In fact there had been change in travel already.  Crossing the Flugoss had brought them into Wesnar, a mysteriously deserted Wesnar.  The absence of people was eerie, although logically it meant that there could be no enemies around.  It just felt wrong.  When Awail was three fingers above the hill, he could go and waken Jukion to take over.

Then waken Niad, if she was asleep.

A grown man with whiskers and still a virgin!  Married a whole week and still a virgin!  It was disgusting.

The wedding night had been his own fault.  He couldn't blame anyone but himself for drinking too much and passing out.  But then that gang of mud-headed donkeys had decided to carry him off to Bad Cove.  Zanion had gone along with the jest, because of Meilim.  He had let the others tie Polion to a horse, and they hadn't stopped laughing the whole way.  Big, big joke!

And then, when he had been reunited with his wife, she had sadly told him that the time was wrong.  He'd have to wait a few days.  He had seriously considered just going crazy at that point.

He had wondered if he was fated to die a virgin.

A golden glow in the eastern sky heralded moon rise.

Today Niad had said it would be all right tonight, but Zanion had given him first watch.  Well, it was going to be more than all right.  He was going to rustle enough leaves and snap enough twigs to waken the whole camp.  Three times a night from now on!  He was going to have the last laugh on those jokers—he had his wife along with him now and they did not.  He would yawn at them all day and rustle leaves at them all night.  Revenge was going to be very sweet.

Niad was going to be very sweet, and ever so satisfied with her husband.

After all, he was the family hero.  The Old Man had said so—a true Zardon!  Except for Wraxal and Vaslar, he was the only man in the group who had ever actually killed anyone.  He had no reason to doubt his manhood.  Strong hands grabbed his wrists, hauling his arms back and pinning him against the tree.  He opened his mouth to cry out and a cloth was jammed into it.  He felt the icy touch of a knife at his throat.  A pale face glimmered in the darkness before him—empty sockets in place of eyes, a hole where there should be a nose, white teeth—a skull, leering triumphantly at him.  He had not heard a sound.
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The Wesnarian army was camped not far from the village of Veriow.  The king was dallying in his tent—a large, luxurious pavilion of silken walls, comprising several other rooms as well as his bedchamber.  The furniture was rich and tasteful; candles burned in golden holders, illuminating crystal goblets and bright-hued carpets.

Reclining on his cushioned divan, Hexzion Garab resembled sausage in the last stage of preparation, when the pig gut had been stuffed tight with meat and fat and was being tied off.  Invisible strings constricted his wrists, ankles, elbows, and knees.  Everywhere else, he bulged to the uttermost limits of his skin's tensile strength.  He seemed liable to burst out at any moment.

He was watching Arbim dance for him.  She was down to the last shred of gauze.  Sweat glistened on her limbs and torso, her breathing was urgent, she twisted and writhed convulsively.  Alas, she had raised no royal interest so far.

He had lost the manic stamina for which he had been notorious in his youth, but he should be reacting by now.  He would be, were this performance being staged in one of his palaces, with musicians playing behind a screen.  Unfortunately, music coming from the royal tent in the middle of a military campaign would be inappropriate.  Seeing lights still burning there, the troops were expected to believe that their beloved monarch was at work on tactics and strategy.  Music would make it harder for their simple minds to cling to that loyal faith.

Yes, the absence of music detracted from the effect.  Performed in a silence broken only by her own loud panting and footsteps, Arbim's dance might easily be mistaken for an epileptic fit.

Breasts gyrating, abdominal muscles undulating, she oozed out of the last veil.  Still nothing!  Well, Hexzion had seen it all before.  He had spent a long, hard day being driven around in his chariot.  In spite of sunshades and frequent cool drinks, chariots were tiring.

The silent music rose to an inaudible crescendo.  Arbim whirled through her last contortions and collapsed on the floor beside him in an attitude of submission and supplication.  He smiled approvingly at the fervent surging of her breasts as she fought for breath, while noting with disgust the trickle of sweat running down between them.

He popped a sugared morsel between his teeth.  "Well done, my love chick.  Take a breather and then do the fire-cat one.  Pour me some of that wine."

The real problem was not music or dusty roads.  The real problem was that he was expecting a prisoner to be brought in for interrogation.  He could hardly expect to find trivia like Arbim truly interesting when he had a duty like that to look forward to.  The prospect simultaneously nauseated him and thrilled him.  King Hexzion was a devotee of pain as a spectator sport.

Ah!  He heard the guards challenge in the distance.  He heaved his bulk off the divan.  Arbim rushed to fetch his wrap.  He thrust his feet into his sandals as she returned to help him arrange the horrible thing around himself.  A Zarda warrior wore only the hide of an animal he had slain himself.  As a king could sport nothing less than a lion skin, Hexzion had arranged for a suitable legend to explain his.  It was outrageously heavy, scratchy, and smelly.  It did mask his shape, though, giving him an undeniable magnificence.

He paused to examine himself in the full-length mirror—two men had been flogged for that chip missing from the corner.  Yes, magnificence.  He had breadth and depth.  He heaved his sword-belt tighter a notch and raised the mane a little higher to conceal his pendulous breasts.  He peered closer and noted with annoyance that the roots of his beard were showing white again.  He must have that attended to before he emerged in the morning.

He accepted his crown from Arbim—just a modest circlet of gold—and adjusted it to hide the bald spot.  He started to move to the curtain, then paused to reconsider the girl, who was gathering up the remains of her costume from the rugs.

He favored her with a kindly smile.  "Get some sleep.  Possibly I shall require you later."  That was very likely, if this proved to be a good interrogation.

He pushed through the drape and went into the antechamber.  Here the chairs were solid, serviceable oak and the rugs were plainer.  A chart hung against one wall.

Frenzkion was waiting.  He thumped his spear against his shield in salute to his king and returned to rigid immobility again.

Hexzion looked him over with approval.  Frenzkion Zorg was Dreadlord of the Faceless, the elite corps of the Wesnarian army, the only remaining sect of traditional Zarda warriors in all Kuolia.  He was wrapped in a leopard skin to which he was personally entitled, although either the leopard had been on the small side or he spurned more than the bare minimum of covering.  He was entitled to that conceit, for he was a tangle of bronzed muscle.

"Success, Captain?"

"As you commanded, Sire, we have taken a prisoner, a young man."

Hexzion rubbed his fat hands.  "Strong?  Hardy?"

"A wiry youth, Sire.  He appears healthy."

Frenzkion's expression was unreadable, as always.  The Faceless plucked out their beards, mustaches, and eyebrows, and tattooed their faces in white and black to resemble skulls.  They also cut off their own noses to make themselves appear more ferocious to their enemies.  These were traditions that Hexzion had not followed in his own case.  He found pain better to give than to receive.

"And his companions?"

The skull's jaw twisted in what might have been a smile of satisfaction.  "They sleep soundly, unaware that their sentry is missing."

"Excellent!  See that the men responsible are awarded extra time with the women.  Well, bring him in!  Fetch the braziers.  We must learn who these intruders are, mustn't we?"

The real joy in this situation was that the invaders were almost certainly just innocent traders, so there would be no secrets to reveal.  Prisoners who babbled important information too quickly were always a disappointment.  Denial let questioning be prolonged indefinitely.

Hexzion headed for his favorite chair and then realized that the captain had not moved.  "Well?"

"The intruders had camped in two groups, Sire.  You will recall that they were reported traveling in that style—four in the van, then sixteen following at a distance.  They camped that way also, well apart."

The king frowned.  Frenzkion must see some significance in this, but his skull face was unreadable.  "Why?"

"The prisoner has confirmed that the small group are Jaulscaths, Sire."

"Curse of Poul!  Untrained Jaulscaths?"

"I assume so.  The prisoner also claims that there are other Cursed with the party."

"Fates!" Hexzion roared.  He drummed his fingers on the back of the chair while he thought the matter through.  "This could be Raragash business!"

"It is possible."

"They may be on their way to Raragash!"

"They were heading in that direction, Sire."

The Academy would not approve of one of its agents being tortured to death.  How very annoying!  Hexzion felt cheated.  What had he done to annoy the fates like this?  He glared at the captain.

"Have you hurt him yet?"

"Very little, Sire.  He volunteered information readily."

"Lying?" the king asked hopefully.

"I do not think so.  He has a Zarda name but he is no Zardon."

"Well, don't just stand there!  Send for Han a'Lith!  We've got to get to the truth of this."

#

In preparation for questioning, the prisoner had been stripped naked, bound, and gagged.  He was brought in and sat in a chair.  As Frenzkion had said, he was a wiry youth, but to Hexzion's experienced eye, he seemed more likely to die of shock than provide much entertainment.  He just sat and stared at the king with his eyes bulging out of an ashen face.  He did not even look around the tent to admire the furnishings.

Hexzion puttered about, humming to himself as he sharpened knives and chose irons to warm on the braziers.  Then Frenzkion returned, escorting Han a'Lith.  The dumpy old man had obviously been dragged from sleep, and was in a foul mood.  Being awakened by the Faceless would convince anyone that his worst nightmare had become real.  His silvery hair and beard floated in all directions like cobwebs.  His green smock clashed with both his blue breeches and his ruddy complexion.  He had his sandals on the wrong feet.

"Forget the apology!" he snarled.  "I would see through it anyway."  He frowned at the prisoner and then shuffled around to look at his face.

"Thank you, dreadlord," Hexzion said in dismissal.  He trusted his Faceless as far as he trusted anyone, which was about the distance between a wasp's eyebrows.  There was no need to spill state secrets in front of Frenzkion.  It was a'Lith who knew the secrets, of course.  The stringy youth had no answers.  All he was good for was questioning.

The flap steadied.  Now there were just the three of them.

"Ask!" Han a'Lith growled.  He settled into a chair and busied himself changing his sandals to the other feet.

"What's your name, boy?" Hexzion demanded.

The prisoner, being still tightly gagged, merely looked alarmed and waved his eyebrows up and down.

"Polion Tharn," Han a'Lith said, sounding bored.

The prisoner's eyes opened even wider, although that should not have been physically possible.

"Why are you in my country?"

Han a'Lith sat up a little straighter.  "They're on their way to Raragash.  They have Cursed with them."  His voice grew more excited.  "How many, lad?  What Shoolscath said that about him?  Who cured the old woman?  Tibal who?"

The prisoner stared at him in horror, unable to speak a word.

"Hold it!" Hexzion barked.  "I—"

"No you don't!" Han a'Lith said testily.  "Be quiet.  This Ivielscath she whipped?..."

He fired off a dozen more incomprehensible queries, then leaned back in the chair and ran both hands through his hair.  "Well!"  His face had turned even redder than usual.  He looked up at Hexzion with a sly smirk.  "Very interesting!  Very interesting!  You'd better not tamper with that band, Sire!  Oh, no!  Indeed not!"

"Explain!"

Han a'Lith tittered.  "Can't!"

"You are contracted to serve as—"

"But under the terms of the contract I am not required to reveal any of the Academy's own secrets.  No, this is epic!  The boy doesn't know the half of it.  This goes well beyond the business of a petty tyrant like you, Hexzion Garab!"

Hexzion's hand went to his sword.

The old man's eyes narrowed, but he laughed shrilly.  "No you can't!  I know all your nasty secrets, and I can spread them through half the camp in an instant.  And how long do you expect to live if you harm a Raragashian advisor?  Mm?  Not even that long.  You'll have to let these pilgrims through.  No, I insist.  They have two members of the council with them!  I doubt that anything you could do would stop them, anyway—anything at all!"

But those pilgrims were blundering around...

Han a'Lith grunted.  He frowned and fondled his beard.  "Yes, they are, aren't they?  If Mokth throws its army into your trap, they'll be right in the middle of the battlefield!  Well, that won't do.  Send a messenger, then.  Send them around by High Pass.  They can get to Raragash just about as fast that way."

He stood up and waggled a finger at the king.  "Do as I say, or you void my contract!  That goes for the Nogin, too!  We'll both withdraw, and you'll count Raragash among your enemies."

Hexzion wrestled with a fierce desire to draw his sword and slash the old pipsqueak to ribbons.  But without Han a'Lith, how would he know when men began plotting treachery?  Worse, life without a healer at his side would mean going back to having all his food tasted and nightmares of assassination.  He had been negotiating for a Muolscath, also, to brighten his evenings with Arbim and the others.

The Jaulscath smirked.  "Wise of you!  Now you can release this boy..."

The boy knew too much.  Hexzion was going to salvage something from the disaster this night had become, some entertainment.

A'Lith grimaced at the thought and glanced toward the prisoner, whose eyes had just flamed with hope.  "No, we can't let him go, can we?  He's heard too much.  Bother!  I should have watched what I said.  Mm!  Tell me again about that fight in the hostel, lad."

The boy blinked twice.

The old man brightened at whatever he read in the prisoner's mind.  He turned back to the king with a chuckle.

"If I had known what a horror you were, Hexzion, I'd never have taken the contract.  But I'll make a deal with you.  By the old laws of the Zarda, any man who had ever killed another honorably could claim an honorable death, could he not?"

Hexzion nodded suspiciously.

"Thought so.  This boy qualifies.  Yes he does!  So I'll give you someone else to play with, someone who deserves it much more than this one."

"A traitor?"

The little man gestured with both soft hands.  "Almost.  They're not quite ready to plot your demise, but they'll get there soon enough, and then I'll have to report them to you anyway."

"I agree!" Hexzion said hoarsely.  He hated nothing more than traitors—shadowy, faceless cowards plotting in the night.

Han a'Lith pointed at the drape hiding the bedchamber.  "That little Arbim minx of yours has been humping with Captain Olith.  Know him?"

Yes indeed!  A big, arrogant, strong cavalry officer. And Arbim?  Hexzion shivered.  Oh, they would pay!  How he would make them pay!  The two of them together!  Delicious visions floated through his head.

The Jaulscath curled a lip at him.  "You'd better hurry.  She was listening.  She's trying to escape under the back wall of the tent.  Then summon Dreadlord Zorg and give the prisoner to the Faceless."
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It was not yet dawn and thin mist filled the valley, but already a wan light was revealing the chaos in the camp.  Gwin did not know who had awakened first and sounded the alarm; she was concentrating on comforting Niad.  The two of them sat on a fallen tree amid the crushed grass, the litter of tents and packs.  Men blundered around through the birch trees, cursing and shouting.  Bulion was over by the horses, organizing a wider search.  Jasbur was building a fire.

"He promised!" Niad whimpered for the ninth or tenth time.

"I am sure he did not leave of his own free will."  That was Gwin's invariant response, and every time she thought how much better it would be to believe that Polion had run away voluntarily.

Hooves thundered.  She saw Ulpion riding off up the slope to the south, and someone else heading north.  Was that wise?  The enemy who had abducted Polion wanted to remain unseen.  To hunt him out might increase Polion's danger—assuming he was still alive, which seemed unlikely after Tibal's hints the previous night.

A pudgy, dark-haired woman stumped forward with a rolling, flat-footed gait.  "Gwin Saj?"

"Who?"  Gwin stared for a moment.  "Oh, Vaslar!  I didn't recognize you!"

"Nor did I.  I came to ask if you have a mirror."

"'Fraid not.  You've changed!  Quite a lot."

Vaslar was shorter, wider, older.  Her eyes were darker, her hair longer.  Previously she had been large, so that her claim of being really a man had seemed not totally baseless.  Now she looked quite motherly.  She was fingering a prominent mole on her lip.

"Not for the better," the Awailscath sighed.  "I will never be myself again."

"Have you talked with Jasbur about this?"

Vaslar twisted her pudgy face in disgust and turned away.

"Or Ordur?" Gwin said.  "Wait!  No, you won't ever be your old self again, but you have the chance to be a thousand other people.  Life won't ever be boring, as long as you can accept your fate.  Take it as a challenge and make of it what you can."

Vaslar stood in silence for a moment, and then turned to look at her indignantly.  "Courage, you mean?  You're saying I lack courage?"

"Do you?"

"I never did when I was a man."

"Then use it!  No life is worth anything without courage."

"Mm.  Thank you!  What you say makes good sense."  Vaslar squared her shoulders, although they were not very suitable for squaring.

Niad sniveled and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  Bulion came striding over, his face thunderous.  He was another who needed comforting.  He was never going to forgive himself if Polion had come to harm.  Other men drifted toward the gathering group, abandoning the fruitless search.  Among them Gwin noticed Wraxal Raddaith, who must have come from the Jaulscath camp to find out what the tumult was all about.

The blond young man was apparently Ordur.  He, too, had changed dramatically, even since the previous day.  He was glancing alertly around the group as if summing it up; catching her eye, he nodded a respectful greeting and grinned appealingly at her reaction.  Jasbur would be pleased, Gwin decided.

"Quiet!" Bulion roared, although hardly anyone was even whispering.  "Get ready to strike camp.  If Ulpion and Zanion don't find anything, we're going to leave."

Niad wailed.

He glowered at her.  "You think I want to desert him any more than you do?  But he's obviously been carried off by someone.  If he's not dead already, he's being held hostage.  We can't search the whole of north Wesnar.  We daren't split up.  We're going to turn around and head for home.  Perhaps that will be taken as a goodwill gesture by whoever has—"

"It's more likely to be suicide, you big oaf!"

Everyone stared in stunned silence at the dumpy matron who had spoken.

Bulion glowered, his beard bristling.  "Who the fates are you?  And where did you come from?"

"I'm Vaslar Nomith, you rot-brained hayseed!"

"Oh?  Oh!  And what do you know about it, woman?"

"It's quite obvious.  The people who took your grandson are the same people who emptied the farms and villages."

"And I suppose you know who those people are?"

"Of course I do!"  The Awailscath planted chubby fists on her hips and stuck out her flabby jaw.  "People don't leave their homes voluntarily.  Even star sickness would not drive everyone away—a few stubborn souls would stay.  The sick would die and leave corpses.  The absence of any sign of violence shows that the force available was irresistible; the people had no choice.  It could only have been the Wesnarian army, that's who!  If it was the Mokthian army, there would have been refugees and we'd have heard news of the invasion."

It made sense to Gwin.

Bulion's obvious fury suggested that it made sense to him too.  "Why didn't you say all this yesterday?"

She flashed pretty white teeth at him.  "Because you didn't ask me!  I'm not a soldier any more, I'm just a foolish woman, so nobody wants my opinions."

Bulion uttered a bull bellow and gazed around to find Wraxal, the other soldier of the group.  "Do you agree with this?"

The Muolscath had not yet had time to shave, but he was neatly dressed in the same green smock and breeches in which Gwin had first seen him.  Now they had a well-used look, and much of the dye had washed out.  He considered the question with his customary air of tolerant boredom.  "Certainly.  The Wesnarian army has cleared the countryside of eyewitnesses."

"Eyewitnesses?  Eyewitnesses to what?"

"To whatever they're planning, which is probably an attack on Daling or Mokth.  This land isn't called the Cockpit for nothing.  There may be ten thousand men mustering on the far side of that hill."

"And you worked this out yesterday too?"

"I didn't have to work it out.  It was obvious."

Bulion tore off his hat and hurled it on the ground.  "You're not a woman!  So what's your excuse for not telling us, you accursed human statue?"

"Logic and self-preservation," Wraxal said calmly. "Wesnar does not want word of its activities getting out.  We come blundering in but are not molested, so it may be that the Wesnarians have no objection to witnesses heading toward Nurz.  Had we turned around and gone back, we might have provoked retaliation.  It was safest just to proceed.  As that was what you decided to do, there was no need for me to comment."

"And Polion?"

"Has been interrogated and is probably dead."

Niad howled.  Gwin squeezed her.  Men muttered oaths.

"He is," said a new voice.

Gwin did not scream or cry out, but she was almost the only one who did not.  A newcomer stood in the trees at the edge of the camp, only a few feet away.  His face was hidden by a skull mask, his body was that of an athlete in his prime, wrapped in a strip of leopard skin.  He held a tall leather shield, roughly oval but pointed at top and bottom and bearing an emblem of five white skulls.  He had apparently materialized out of the air.

"Stop!" Bulion roared, throwing up his arms.  All the other men had reached for their swords—but the newcomer had already drawn his, in one brief flash of light on steel.

"Idiots!" Bulion bellowed.  "He can take at least four of us before you touch him.  Put them away!"

Wraxal had managed to draw; he sheathed his blade.  Most of the Tharns had barely started.  They released the hilts reluctantly.

"Wise of you," said the stranger quietly.  As slickly as a man might bite a grape, he shot his own sword back into a scabbard hidden by his shield.  "I was counting on six."

"Monster!" screamed a woman's voice.  "You butchered our wounded!"  Vaslar Nomith rushed forward, hands raised like claws, heading for the newcomer.  "You killed my brothers!  Inhuman, verminous—"

With surprising agility, Bulion scooped an arm around her as she went by him.  He hurled her backward.  Wosion and Zanion caught her and held her.  She struggled vainly and then burst into tears.

"Wise again," said the stranger.

Gwin squirmed with sudden horror—the mask was not a mask, and the hole where there should be a nose was a hole.  His hair was bleached white and slicked back.  Only the ears spoiled the illusion of a skull—but a warrior would need good ears.  Had such a monster slain Carp?

The nearer Tharns edged back from apparition.  Bulion pushed his way out of the group and walked forward to inspect the visitor at close range.  Gwin thought she would not have done that for any money.

"I am Bulion Tharn.  You remind me much of my father."

"Rank and sect?"

"Deathleader in the Hearteaters."

That inhuman parody of a face could never show emotion, but some slight movement of the head seemed to indicate surprise.

"I am Frenzkion Zorg, Dreadlord of the Faceless.  The boy Polion?"

"My grandson."

"As custom requires, I return these."  Keeping the dark eyehole cavities steadily directed at Bulion, the warrior produced a black cloth bag, which he must have been holding in his left hand.  He tipped it.  Clothes and a pair of boots fell to the grass.  "I am proud to tell you that he died with honor."

Niad wailed and buried her face in Gwin's neck.  Bulion closed his eyes for a moment, almost as if he were praying.

"Jaul retrograde in the House of Lovers—oaths to enemies."  That grating voice had to be Wosion's.

The eyes within the dark blotches flickered in his direction.  "Muol in Bones: terror from skulls."  The warrior's voice was quieter, almost soft, but it had a curiously flat timbre.  Such a man would rarely need to shout.

Bulion opened his eyes and glared.  "Did he do this of his own free will?"

"That question I will not answer," the dreadlord said angrily.  "And you should know better than to ask it!"

Bulion's shoulders sagged.  "He is a fighter," he muttered.

The skull showed its teeth.  "Of course.  Hear your orders: you will bypass Veriow.  You will head west—"

"We want to go home."

"You will do as instructed.  Go south of Mount Traphz and cross over to Raragash by High Pass."

Bulion straightened stubbornly, but he looked haggard and aged beside the deadly warrior.  The rising sun threw a cruel light on his silver beard and the fringe around his bald pate.  "If I refuse?"

The warrior rapped twice on his shield.  Another just like him emerged from the trees at his back, although Gwin would have sworn that those spindly trunks would not have concealed a squirrel.  He held a spear, the kilt of fur around him had not come from a leopard, and there were only three skulls painted on his shield.  Apart from their trappings and a few scars, the two men looked identical.

"Fearmaster Zilion will escort you," the dreadlord said harshly.  "He has orders to punish disobedience with death."

Bulion sighed.  "You are true Zarda!"

"How would a farmer know?  Which one is Ordur?"

The onlookers had been standing in frozen trance.  Now the fair-haired man strode forward.  He seemed more intrigued than intimidated.

Zorg pulled a small scroll from his belt and handed it over.  Ordur walked away, unrolling it.  For a moment all eyes were on him...

Silent as shadows, the two Zarda had gone.

"Curse of Poul!" Bulion muttered, and wiped his forehead with a hairy arm.

"I saw the Faceless fight at Tolamin," Wraxal said.  "After five minutes or so, I knew the war was lost.  Other Wesnarians are nothing special, but one Faceless is worth ten ordinary men."

"They are not men," Vaslar screamed, "not human.  They are brutes.  Less than brutes!"

"They are pure fighters.  They live to kill.  Do not waste your hate on them, Vaslar Saj.  The crimes done at Tolamin should be blamed on Hexzion Garab.  The war was his idea, and his alone.  God will judge him for it."

Bulion came trudging back through the crackling leaves to where Gwin still comforted Niad.  He hesitated, then stooped and laid an outsize hand on the girl's shoulder.  Speaking very softly, he said: "Polion is not dead."

Niad looked up in disbelief.

"That was a ritual.  When a Zardon enrolled in a warrior sect, he was dead to his family and friends.  That was why his clothes and belongings were returned to them."

"No!"  Niad broke loose from Gwin's arm and jumped up.  "Polion wouldn't!  He loved—"

"He would have had no choice!" Bulion insisted, still keeping his voice low.  "On the face of it, he's at least three years too old, but somehow they knew he had killed a man.  That qualifies him!"

Gwin rose also.  "And the talk of dying honorably?"

"It is a ritual prophecy.  There is no other way for a warrior to die!  You heard when I said he was a fighter?  The dreadlord said, Of course.  Polion is alive!"

"Polion would not do this!" Jukion cried, plunging forward like a distraught bull.  "They must have forced him!  He will escape!  He will—"

His grandfather struck him across the face and said, "Idiot!" through clenched teeth.  Jukion reeled back in amazement.

Then the old man raised his voice, shouting so that the whole camp could hear him.  "This is wonderful news!  Don't you understand?  Polion has been accepted into a noble sect of Zarda warriors!  He is being true to his Zarda blood.  He goes to an honorable death and we are ennobled by it!  We mourn our loss and thank the fates for the glory he brings to the whole family."

Blank looks of disbelief faded one by one as understanding came to his listeners.  They scanned the surrounding trees uneasily.

Blinking, Bulion gave Niad a hug.  Gwin gave him one, sure that he was suffering more than anyone.  He had failed one of his chicks.

He stooped to retrieve the hat he had discarded.  Thumping the dust off it, he set it squarely on his head.  "Saddle up!  Grab some food quickly and we will be on our way."

Ordur had finished reading.  He strolled through the crowd to Tibal Frainith and passed him the message.  Tibal glanced at it and nodded as if recognizing what he must have known he would read.  Then he in turn walked over to the fire and dropped the scroll into the flames.  Not a word had been spoken.  Why had the dreadlord brought a letter to the Cursed?  The Tharns scowled suspiciously.

Dragging Niad with her, Gwin intercepted the lanky Shoolscath as he strode toward the horses.  He regarded her distrustfully.

"Well?" she demanded.  "Can't you give Niad some comfort?  You will not change the future if you can just tell her than her husband will return to her!"  Surely he could tell a lie or two at a time like this?

Tibal shook his head and walked on.

She wheeled around to look at Ordur, that strangely transformed young man.  "Did that letter explain?  What can you tell us?"

Ordur grinned.  Sunlight blazed on his golden hair.  "Just that's it's nice to be back."

 


 


 

41

 

It was a subdued party of travelers that saddled up and rode out of the copse.  Having told Wraxal to follow with the cart and take no nonsense from the horses, Bulion led the way himself with Wosion at his side, heading north.  They had not ridden a hundred paces before an ominous, near-naked figure appeared in their path, spear raised in warning.  He had stepped out of scrub that it did not seem capable of hiding a starling.  He was more sinewy than muscular, perhaps no older than Polion, and his shield bore a single skull emblem.

Thunder shied at the apparition.  Bulion wrestled him back under control.

"We're just looping around the wagon!" he shouted.  "It has Jaulscaths in it.  We want them to follow behind."

The warrior seemed to consider for a moment, then he stepped aside and let the cavalcade pass.  When the first few riders swung around to the west, he walked away as if satisfied, and soon disappeared again.

He could not have gone very far, as Wraxal Raddaith discovered when he drove the cart by that spot a few minutes later, with Jojo and the two children.  The three Jaulscaths erupted in screams of terror.  The Muolscath hastily calmed them—and himself, for he was infected by their fright.  Then, in among their puzzled queries, he heard the gruesome thoughts of the killer, contemplating the sport he could have with the cart's occupants if the fearmaster would only give the signal.

Wraxal had met many violent men in his time, but that lust after destruction for its own sake shocked him.  He remembered Tolamin, and the friends who had fallen around him before the frenzied assault of the Faceless.

Tolamin?  The warrior's thoughts came to him—alien, almost metallic, although part of that sinister amusement came from Wraxal's own calming influence.  He could not aim it in any particular direction.  He was suppressing the warrior's emotions as well as Jojo's and the children's, and even a Faceless was not immune to a Muolscath.  Yet the content of the ideas was unchanged, and the lack of passion made them seem utterly inhuman.

You were in on the fun/exercise/celebration at Tolamin?  We danced death and our enemies sang.  Happy visions of slaughter and rape and barbarism oozed out like pus from a wound.  Wraxal lashed the horses forward and increased his efforts to suppress the horror that threatened to explode again from the passengers.  The mind of a Zarda warrior was a landscape of nightmare: pain, cruelty, mutilation.

In a few minutes it faded out of range.  Wraxal was astonished to discover that he was shaking and sweating.  It was an hour before he could start to relax his hold on his companions' emotions.

#

Gwin rode alongside Niad, keeping a watchful eye on her.  Niad had been stripped of all the progress she had made since Polion had come into her life.  Her husband had deserted her a week after their marriage.  Her self-esteem had collapsed; again the fates had cursed her.  An unhappy Ivielscath might be a very dangerous companion.

The Tharns were brooding over their loss.  The leaders must all be blaming themselves for not setting more guards in the night, although the enemy's uncanny ability to move unseen and unheard would probably have defeated all twenty sets of eyes and ears.

Polion might have been forced into joining the Faceless, or have done so voluntarily.  The whole story could be a lie, with him a prisoner or even already dead.  Whatever the truth, he was obviously lost to the family.  Inevitably they blamed themselves for not appreciating him while he was around.  They groaned at the memory of every harsh word ever spoken, and writhed in guilt over the Bad Cove escapade.  Jukion was in shock, sitting his horse like a corpse.  Bulion was grim and inconsolable.  Gwin cursed herself for ever having suggested this disastrous honeymoon.

Real or ritual, Polion's death was the sharpest pain, but not the only one.  The travelers were being driven westward like cattle.  Tharns were as attached to their home as snails, but now their beloved valley lay on the far side of a hostile army.  How or when could they ever return?  Yesterday's cheerful adventure had become a journey into exile.

Mostly the riders just rode, staying in the same pairings and talking very little.  Soon, though, Gwin noticed that Wosion working his way back down the line, pausing to talk briefly with each couple on the way.  Eventually he moved his horse into position alongside Niad's.  The trail was barely wide enough for three.  No one could tell what lurked now behind hedges, but conversation on the move ought to be safe from the dreadlord's efficient scouts.

"Niad Saj," the pastor said in his rasping voice, "I have spoken with Awailscath Ordur.  He will say very little about that letter.  He won't say who sent it, or why it was addressed to him.  But he assures me that Polion had no choice.  He took the oath with a knife at his throat."

Niad sniffed loudly.  "Then he will escape!  He will find his way home again, or go on to Raragash."

Wosion's eye met Gwin's, asking for her opinion.  She thought she knew what was going to come next.  She saw no advantage in crushing the girl's faith.  She shook her head gently.

"We must all hope so," the pastor said.  His ferrety face twisted into a rueful smile.  "Does that sound strange to you, Stepmother?  Does it sound unworthy of a Zardon?  Do you laugh now at our pretensions?"

Carp had described the crippled pastor as a caring man.  For the first time, Gwin found herself feeling sympathy for him.  The Tharns had always prided themselves on being Zarda.  Now they had met true Zarda and discovered how far civilization had warped their values and culture.  Wosion must be more shattered than any by this revelation.  Barbarian ancestors were romantic.  Cheeky young Polion deprived of his nose was emphatically not.

"No," she said.  "I find your hope neither strange nor amusing.  Daling is decadent; the Faceless are barbaric.  I prefer to believe that there is a nobler middle ground, where people can be tough and self-reliant without oppressing others.  If I did not think that your family was admirable, I should not have sought to join it."

Wosion stared at her strangely, and then nodded in grateful acknowledgement.

A few moments later, though, the trail narrowed.  Gwin contrived to ease her horse back and Wosion joined her, letting Niad go ahead.

"You don't hold out much hope of Polion escaping do you?"

The pastor shook his head grimly.  "None.  From what Father has told me of his father's stories, and what I learned at Veriow...  None.  If Polion has truly been recruited into the sect, then he will be watched night and day for three days.  That was the way it was always done, whether the recruit was willing or not—I suspect that many were not, even in the olden times."

Gwin swallowed a vile taste in her throat.  "And after the three days?"

"Then he will be theirs.  I do not understand this, Gwin, but the tradition is strong.  By the fourth day, he will be loyal to his sect.  He will be one of them.  Why this should happen, I cannot understand.  Apparently he joins his tormentors willingly."

Niad turned and peered back at them.  Gwin smiled encouragingly and waited until the girl was again distracted.

"I don't understand either, but I think I believe you.  I don't see how the sect could hold together unless it can somehow inspire great loyalty."

"Perhaps the recruit feels he has left humanity," Wosion muttered, almost to himself, "and accepts the only companionship open to him."  He shook his head sadly.  "If, by some miracle, Polion does escape, then they will hunt him down.  If they must follow him to the ends of the world, they will catch him, so that he may have an honorable death."

"Which means a violent one, I presume?"

"Oh, yes.  They slay their own wounded.  In this case it means single combat: two men, two blades.  No matter how many men it took, they would kill him.  If we tried to shelter him, they would slay us also.  He is already marked, of course."

The track widened.  "I don't think Niad is ready for all that yet," Gwin said, moving Morningstar forward into the swiftly opening gap.

Neither was she.  Oh, poor Polion!  No wonder Tibal had mourned for him.

#

They were herded.  Whenever Bulion approached a parting in the road, one of the Faceless would be standing there, pointing the way he must go.  Sometimes it would be Fearmaster Zilion himself, distinguishable by his three-skulls emblem.  Sometimes it would one of the others, but how many there were was unknowable.  They all looked the same.  One thing was certain—there would be enough of them to cope if the sheep tried to stray.

The way led through cultivated valleys dense with hedges and orchards and high crops, but also over rolling hills of pasturage that offered no cover at all.  Yet the Faceless continued to appear on cue, one at every crossroads.  If they had horses, they should have been visible.  If they did not, they should have been left behind, for Bulion was pushing the pace as hard as he dared.  They clung like burrs, all day.

#

By afternoon, the first shock had cooled enough for people to want to talk about it.  The groupings shifted and changed.  Gwin let Jasbur relieve her as Niad's comforter, hoping that a fresh point of view would be beneficial.  She rode ahead to speak with Tibal.

Tibal was no help at all.  For one thing, he was smiling his normal cheerful grin.  It wavered as he looked at her.

"I cannot mourn, Gwin.  I know Polion is mentioned in my diary, but I don't remember him.  What's past is past."

"You mourned for him last night.  I tried to comfort you then."

"I don't recall that, either.  I can tell you that we have no more trouble until we reach Raragash.  Does that help?"

It should, and yet it was not enough.

He frowned at her silence.  "Whatever I said last night, it isn't easy being a Shoolscath.  Grant me my forgetfulness.  Would you rather look back in sadness or watch the sorrows coming and be unable to prevent them?  Besides," he added, "do you think there will be no more deaths?  This is not needlework you are playing at, woman!"

Gwin's temper flared.  "I detest needlework, but I should much rather be engaged in needlework than this—whatever this is!"

Tibal seemed surprised by her ignorance.  "Making history."

She replied with a profanity she had never admitted knowing before.

#

By late afternoon, the snowy cone of Mount Traphz loomed large on the horizon, although Jasbur said it was much farther away than it seemed.  The countryside had became inhabited again.  Sheep grazed the hills, and cattle the meadows.  Dogs ran out to bark at the strangers going by.  The travelers saw a few people in the distance, but they were allowed no contact.  Every farm lane they passed was guarded by a grim, motionless figure with spear and shield, every village had to be bypassed.

As the sun sank lower, Gwin began to wonder if Shard's horse would again cast a shoe.  Today it did not.

Bulion called a halt by the side of a nasty slimy stream in a valley of desolation, one that had apparently been swept by a fire within the last couple of years.  Trees were black posts, houses and hedges had been swept away.  The grass was lush enough, but there was no shelter from a chilly wind.  Gwin thought the horses might manage to stagger on a little farther, and few campsites could be less appealing that this.

She was not alone in her doubts.  Before the horses were unsaddled, the menacing figure of Fearmaster Zilion came striding across the landscape.  He was approaching from the west, so he must have been waiting up ahead, and Gwin felt a mean twinge of satisfaction that he had been required to double back on his tracks.

"Move on!" he shouted angrily as soon as he came within range.  "There will be light for two hours yet."  It was the first time he had spoken, and his voice had the same dead, tuneless quality as Zorg's.

Bulion glowered, waiting until he was closer.  "We have a ceremony to perform."

"Ah!  Of course!"  The warrior halted and grounded his spear.  "Then I, too, shall honor a fallen companion."

"I prefer that you do not."

The skull bared its teeth.  "You have no choice."

Bulion growled, but he could not evict the warrior without violence that would risk a massacre of the entire group.

The tents were pitched in silence, and a fire was lit.

As the bringer of life and death turned from white to blood red in the haze of the horizon, the Tharns all sat down in a semicircle to watch the sunset.  Gwin and Niad were unpacking food with Jasbur when Wosion came limping over to fetch them.  They looked up in surprise.

He had removed his hat.  His stubbled face was gray with dust, lined and old.  "Will you join us?" he said sadly.  "This is part of the tradition."

The women rose.  "I think you had better explain," Gwin said.

"A funeral.  Polion is dead.  I know funerals are elaborate affairs in Daling.  To Qolians, death is an escape, yes?  Your god rescues you—moves you from the arena to the stands, preserves you evermore from the workings of the fates.  The Zarda see death as the end.  Whether my nephew still breathes or not, he is dead to us now.  A dead Zardon no longer exists except in the memories of his friends and family.  Now we shall share those memories."

They went with him to join the group, Gwin sitting with Niad on one side and Bulion on the other.  He spared them a wan smile and clasped Gwin's hand in his.

Fearmaster Zilion moved in to listen, standing rigid with spear and shield just outside the semicircle.

Wosion began to speak.  He told of one of Polion's many japes.  When he ended, Bulion spoke briefly of his heroism in the hostel, but then he, too, narrated a personal memory, of finding thistles in his boots one morning.  Jukion tried to follow, although his voice broke so badly that he could not finish.  Then Zanion, and all the rest.  Polion had been the family gadfly.  His tricks had raised everyone's wrath and hand against him, brought him punishment without measure, and now they were what his family remembered best about him, and most fondly.

Gwin thought of Tibal's dread prophecy of more deaths to come.

When the men had finished, only a tiny sliver of Poul's red disk still burned at the shoulder of Mount Psomb.  Everyone looked expectantly at Niad, but Niad was beyond speech.  Gwin decided to speak in her place.  She had a lump in her throat that would not let her sit unheard.  She had liked Polion.  She thought he deserved a better monument than childish pranks.

"I wish I had known the boy you just described," she said.  "I wish much more that I could know the man he would have become and now cannot.  I caught a glimpse of that man when he risked his life to rescue me, a woman he had never met.  I caught another the following morning, when Labranza Lamith told him that he was playing with fire by courting an Ivielscath.  Polion said, 'I like playing with fire!'  He took Niad in his arms and kissed her.  For that alone, I shall honor his memory always."

The last trace of the sun vanished as if an eye had closed.

#

The mourners rose in silence and began to move away.  Something struck Gwin a sharp blow in the back and she spun around indignantly.  The something had been the haft of the fearmaster's spear.  She recoiled from that inhuman mask.

He stepped closer.  "Tell me of that rescue, woman."

Gwin licked her lips and glanced around.  Bulion was heading back to fire with an arm around Niad, speaking softly to her.  One or two of the others had noticed her problem, but they were just watching, reluctant to interfere.  She turned her attention again to the waiting warrior.

She told of the attempt to abduct her.  She had seen very little of Polion's actions herself, but she had heard them described often enough.  As she recounted them, she studied the Zardon and his mutilated parody of a face.  Only a man, she told herself, a man like any other.  She could see the dust and dried sweat on him.  The whiteness was not paint.  Every hair had been removed and the color tattooed in.  It must have been a long and painful process, perhaps worse than the mutilation of the nose.  Even the eyebrows had gone.  As she told how Polion had attacked a swordsman with nothing but a stool, the warrior smiled in approval.  She saw that his front teeth still bore slight serrations on their cutting edges.  He could not be more than twenty-one, therefore, and perhaps little older than Polion.

When she had finished, he smiled again.  "I see the royal blood still runs true!"

"I told you Polion had courage.  He did not even fear an Ivielscath!  Do you, Fearmaster?"

"Watch your tongue, hag, or I shall remove it."

"Easy to bully an unarmed woman!  Disease is a more fitting opponent.  You and your friends have stolen the husband of a Cursed.  I suggest you stay out of range of her powers, or you may truly have a skull for a face before long."

The warrior pursed his tattooed lips.  Then he turned and walked away without another word.  He strode westward and she watched him go, dwindling away into the twilight.

It was a very hollow little victory.

#

The travelers had climbed a long way from the steamy Flugoss plains and the chill wind blew straight from the Giants.  Soon thereafter, the stars came out in swarms and the temperature dropped like a bucket in a well.  Right after the evening meal, everyone voted for tent and blanket.  Few were going to be truly warm.  Jasbur had been staying very close to Ordur all day; those two would likely be even closer in the night.  Possibly Wraxal and Jojo would cuddle together in whatever strange intimacy a Jaulscath and Muolscath found in each other, although Gwin hoped they would take Ephi and little Kinimim inside their bedding with them.

She herself had Bulion.  He was big, furry, and very cozy to cuddle.  She knew he needed her that night.  She probably knew it better than he did.  They snuggled close in each other's arms, but before lovemaking came play, and before play came talk.

"This trip was my idea," she whispered, "and I am truly sorry."

His voice rumbled low in her ear.  "No.  I got us into this, and you were right all along.  Putting up a wall of stones and hiding behind it will not bring safety."

"I never said—"

"Then you should have done.  The fort is a mistake.  The family's best hope of security is to learn how to fight.  We need not become Faceless, but we must train our men.  Archery, I think.  Moving like the Faceless, unseen and silent.  Attackers must be driven away before they reach our homes.  When we get back, I shall see to it.  No more fort!"

She hugged him tighter.  "Wise old Bull!  Jasbur says it will take us another ten days to reach Raragash by High Pass.  It isn't much used.  The north road is easier."

"And I talked with Ordur.  We can return through Nurz and Mokth—take a boat down the Flugoss to Tolamin or Daling."

"Mm."  Gwin adjusted position.  "But I spoke with Vaslar.  She says when you see one army, you can usually find another.  Crossing the Cockpit may not be quite that simple!"

"We'll get home!" Bulion said firmly.  He demonstrated that the serious talk was over, the time for serious kissing had arrived.

"One last question?" Gwin said breathlessly.

He chuckled.  "Always one last question!  What?"

"The fearmaster made an odd comment about royal blood.  What did he mean?"

"Nothing much.  My father belonged to a sect called the Hearteaters.  Every man in the sect was related to the Zarda royal family.  It was how they disposed of surplus princes.  Eventually the Hearteaters were the royal family.  Pantholion himself was dreadlord."

"You mean you're descended from Pantholion himself?"

"I could be, but you can't prove paternity in a warrior sect.  They...  well, never mind.  I could be."

"But that explains it, then."

"Explains what?"  Bulion had lost all interest in conversation and was moving on to other activities.  It was a good sign.  Gwin murmured encouragement.

"How you become the first emperor of a new empire, of course."

"Fates, woman!  If you married me to be an empress, you are going to be sadly disappointed."

"I hoped you wouldn't guess.  But I married you for other reasons, too."

"Such as?"

"Oh... this.  And this..."

And that.
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The next morning the travelers continued on their way, heading for the rugged splendor of the Giants, dominated from that viewpoint by the spectacular snowy cones of Psomb and Traphz.  As before, a warrior stood ready to direct them at every junction.  They made no contact with the inhabitants.

Sleep had blunted the shock and sorrow.  Polion was rarely mentioned, and once in a while people could laugh again.  Life must go on.

The three Awailscaths seemed to have stabilized in their new shapes.  Vaslar was a plump, motherly woman in her forties.  She was obviously trying to follow Gwin's suggestion and make the best of the situation, to play the role the fates had decreed for her at the moment.  She still tended to grumble that she was a soldier and once in a while she would let slip a military obscenity.

Jasbur was a slender dark beauty of around thirty, flashing seductive glances at the men, especially Jukion, who tended to shy like a foal whenever he noticed.  Mostly she stayed very close to Ordur, as if she did not trust him.

The transformation was most noticeable in Ordur.  He was not merely a dashingly handsome young man, he was clearly an extremely clever one.  Several people commented on that.  Everyone was wondering who had sent that mysterious message and why it had been addressed to him, but no one had been able to win any answers from him.  Slippery as a soaped eel, was how Bulion described the Awailscath now.

Eventually Gwin realized that the new Ordur must be avoiding her.  She accepted that as a challenge and contrived to corner him on a narrow part of the trail where thorny hedges closed in and there was barely room for two to ride abreast.  He would not easily escape!

He obviously guessed what she was up to.  He greeted her with a glorious display of white teeth and sparkling blue eyes.  Had she not been a happily married woman it would have turned her head like a windmill.  As it was, she found herself wondering if her hair was on straight and what the sunshine had been doing to her complexion.  Wow!  How could he know he was so good when he had never seen his own face?

"May the fates smile on you, Gwinim Tharn!"

"Your smile will be quite enough for now, Ordur Saj!  I have a question for you."

"This information does not astonish me.  You are a woman who likes to know the rules of the game, aren't you?"  He was playing with her.

"Very much so.  What happened to Polion?"

"The Faceless enjoy practicing their skills.  King Hexzion enjoys interrogating prisoners.  He sent them out to catch him a victim."

Gwin had heard about the king of Wesnar's notorious recreations.  "No!"

"Fortunately, no.  Polion was not tortured—not in that sense, anyway.  The king was going to put him to death.  He was offered a chance to join the Faceless instead.  He elected to join the Faceless.  That's all."

"Seven Curses!  That is not all!  How did Dreadlord Zorg know that Polion had killed a man?"

The gaiety vanished.  Ordur studied the road ahead for a moment.  When he had left Tharn Valley, he had been a stumblebum horseman.  Now he rode with the polished ease of a cavalry veteran.

"I shall tell you a secret," he said, "if you will promise to remember that it is a secret."

"You mean promise never to reveal it?"

"No.  Just to use your discretion in choosing whom you tell it to."

"I would do that anyway, but I promise."

He nodded.  He was hatless, probably to display his bush of shiny golden curls.  His hair was twice the length it had been two days ago.  "That letter that intrigues you all so much...  It was written by an advisor to the king of Wesnar, a man named Han a'Lith—that's a Pagaidian name, of course."

Gwin gulped, started to speak, and then decided to wait.

"Han a'Lith is assigned to the Wesnarian court under a contract between the king and the Academy at Raragash."

"Fates!"

The dice roll and fall still and Ogoal's will is revealed...

"I asked Jasbur where the money came from.  She said she didn't know."

Ordur chuckled faintly.  "She has a fair idea, but she doesn't know everything.  Han a'Lith is not the only such advisor in Wesnar and you can guess that Hexzion is not the only king so favored.  Labranza's tentacles stretch out to every corner of Kuolia."

Gwin weighed the information.  It was meaty.  The horses trotted along the narrow way, harness jingling.

"These advisors are Cursed?  Healers, for example?"

"And others."

"Daling?"

Ordur scowled in sapphire.  "No, the governor of Daling never seemed important enough or rich enough to bother with.  That's a pity, because he would have known to send his Cursed to us.  But just about every other petty chieftain in Kuolia is backed by Labranza's minions.  She provides them with personal security.  They think they use her, but in effect she controls them."

"What has this got to do with Polion's death?"

"Polion Tharn had learned that secret.  That was why he had to die."

"What!"

Ordur shook his head angrily.  "Tragic, isn't it?  He would not have been the first.  Han managed to save Polion's life, after a fashion.  What a Faceless knows does not matter, you see—they speak only to one another.  But I'm not sure death wouldn't be preferable.  When the sects proclaimed a recruit as dead, they weren't being very figurative.  The person we knew as Polion has been slain and his body serves the sect."

Gwin shuddered.  "It's horrible!"

"I agree entirely, and I become a new person every few weeks.  To deliberately—"

He was trying to change the subject.  "You're saying that men are murdered to keep a secret and yet you tell it to me—just like that?"

"You are special.  Very few know all this, even in the Academy itself.  Jasbur has been my friend and lover for twenty years and I have never admitted to her as much as I have just told you."

Gwin asked the obvious: "And who are you?"

Twin sapphires twinkled.  "I am a member of the council, like Tibal.  Not quite the same.  Most council members are elected for life, because its meetings are rare and this gives continuity.  The Awailscaths do things a little differently from the other groups.  We elect our representative each time a meeting is called, because the last one we chose may no longer be competent.  I have been lucky so far.  There has never been a meeting while I was a gibbering idiot as I was recently."

The hostel's statue of Poul as bringer of life had been no more handsome than this Ordur.  He flashed his godlike smile again.  "At the moment I'm thinking unusually well, which may turn out to be useful when we get to Raragash.  I don't need Tibal's talents to foresee trouble."

A stone rolled under Morningstar's hoof.  Gwin grabbed a handful of mane and recovered her balance.  Then she fumbled for her train of thought.

"Why?  We came to escort the Cursed.  We want to scamper back home to Tharn Valley as fast as we possibly can.  Why should there be trouble?"

Ordur regarded her skeptically.  "You really don't know?  As for going back—Mokth and Wesnar have an undeclared war in progress.  You can't just walk through a battlefield.  Labranza could probably arrange safe-conducts for you and provide an escort, but I'll bet my next four incarnations that she won't."

"Is this something to do with that crazy prophecy about Bulion being the Renewer?"

Ordur nodded.

"But that's ridiculous!  He's a farmer and happy to remain one.  He's too old.  In any case, how can you trust a Shoolscath prophecy?  As soon as it's uttered, it changes the future and invalidates itself."

"Not necessarily.  It may only change the speaker's future, not the sweep of history.  If he's lucky, it won't even change his.  I knew one Shool—"

"Ordur!" Gwin said impulsively.  "Stop babbling and listen.  I've been hearing voices."

"Just one voice, I hope?"

"Yes!  Why does that news not surprise you?"

"Why does it still surprise you?  Look, you said you had a question.  I have answered your question, Gwinim Tharn.  It was a complex question with many parts, wasn't it?  Will you do me a favor in return?"

She sensed a snare in her path, but he had been generous with his information so far.  "Gladly.  What?"

"Promise not to ask me any more questions until we reach Raragash!"

"Why not?"

Ordur threw his head back and laughed like a boy.

"Swine!" Gwin said.  "But...  Oh, all right.  You trapped me!"

"I did, I admit it—and I'm not going to tell you why!"  Merriment danced in his eyes.  "I have good reason; and in any case you should be able to work it out by now.  You will be more inclined to believe your own logic than any story I spin for you."

The hedges had ended and the trail led over grassy slopes.  Ordur's mount leaped forward like an arrow, and he went galloping off, his laughter drifting back on the wind.

That man, Gwin thought, was the smoothest charmer she had met in many a year.

At the noontime break, Jasbur accused Vaslar of making eyes at him.  Words led to deeds—the two female Awailscaths flew at each other like fighting cats.  It took four Tharns to pull them apart.  Ordur seemed highly amused, and quite unrepentant.

 


 


 

BOOK FIVE,

the book of

OGOAL,

who is Chance,

the Swift One,

the joker,

spinner of fortune

 

 

 


 

[image: MapFive]

 


 

43

 

Bulion Tharn had come to accept his wife's belief that mountains should be seen and not neared.  The Carmines made a very fair backdrop to many views in the valley, especially at twilight, glowing pink against the darkening east.  The Giants were not visible from the valley floor, but on a clear day both Traphz and Psomb could be made out from the uplands.  He had always assumed that they were only snow-covered cones.  Now he knew that he had never seen more than their summits, which rested on whole ranges of lesser peaks and foothills.  Their true size amazed him and exhausted the horses.  It took days to reach the lower slopes of Traphz, more days to circle around to the west and the entrance to High Pass.  Only then did the expedition enter the Giants proper, heading north to Raragash through a labyrinth of gloomy ravines.

The supplies ran out before that, of course.  He reported the problem to Fearmaster Zilion, who nodded contemptuously.  The Faceless requisitioned what was needed.  When the cavalcade reached the outskirts of the next village, one of the killers stood guard over a heap of grain sacks and other provisions.  Knowing how much hard work those represented, Bulion wanted to pay for them.  The warrior took his money and threw it in a ditch.

The size of the escort was worrying.  By careful observation, Bulion had established that there were at least seven of them—the fearmaster and six killers.  That was a very powerful group, far stronger than he would have considered necessary to intimidate nineteen civilians, three of them children.  Why had so many been detached from an army in the field for such a trivial purpose, and why had a fearmaster been put in charge of it?  There were five ranks in a Zarda warrior sect—killer, monster, fearmaster, deathleader, and dreadlord.  Zilion would normally lead forty-nine men, not a squad of half a dozen.  Bulion Tharn did not know why he and his companions should be thought so important.  It seemed like... well... overkill.

After eleven days of sheep-dogging the travelers, the Faceless disappeared as unobtrusively as they had arrived.  They did not say goodbye, they just failed to show up.  Possibly only Bulion himself noticed, and he did not mention the matter until the noon break.

Despite the potent blaze of the sun, the air had a bitter bite.  Gusts swirled silty ash down the valley.  The bleak landscape bore no trees, and the horses scavenged slim fare amid the stones.  The road was merely a line of old imperial marker stones, set far apart and mostly half-buried.  The way had been climbing steadily for two days, and yet dark hills rose farther still on every hand, with snowy peaks above those, and even more peaks towering in the background, higher yet.  The only signs of life were a few black specks in the blue sky.  Jasbur said they were eagles, but she could not suggest what they found to eat.

Huddled in blankets, the company cowered behind rocks to keep out of the wind, munching on flat bread and cold beans, all tasting gritty.  Nobody spoke very much.  They were drained by the long trek—most of them had been on the road for nearly three weeks.  Bulion was proud of them all.  With a few exceptions, the people could continue indefinitely, but the horses were in pitiful shape.  Ordur and Jasbur had promised that the expedition would reach the crater before dark; Tibal Frainith had nodded agreement.  The disappearance of the Faceless was more confirmation.

That was when Bulion cleared his throat and announced loudly that he thought the escort had departed.

Jukion said, "Good riddance!"  Others agreed with him, and that was that.  No one had much energy for conversation.

Gwin just smiled and went on chewing.

How often had such strange companions made this pilgrimage?  The three Jaulscaths crouched against a ridge in the distance.  Seeing the children looking his way, Bulion waved.  They waved back.  The kids had to ride now.  The cart had long since broken down and been discarded.  He felt sorry for them, but soon their ordeal would end and they would be among others of their kind.

Wraxal Raddaith was off by himself, of course.  The two Ogoalscaths formed another little group.  Shard had trouble breathing at this altitude.  He needed a break more than anyone.  At least he had stopped laming horses—in fact there had been almost no evidence of Ogoalscath influence for the last week.  One of the Awailscaths had gone through another transition, but that might be coincidence.  The last obvious miracle had been the night Thiswion strung his bow for a few practice shots and a velvet-antlered elk blundered out of the bushes in front of him.  Delicious!

The two Ivielscaths...  Mandasil was doing better, being less surly and sorry for himself.  The other men accepted him now.  Gwin thought her bullying and lecturing had helped jolt him out of his self-pity.  She might be right.  She certainly had a gift for handling people, so perhaps that had been what he needed.  Niad...  Polion's abduction had hurt her more than anyone, naturally.  Gwin was wonderful with her, as gentle as she had been brutal to Mandasil.  Niad was young and the young had resilience.  Bulion wondered sometimes if she might yet present him with another great-grandchild.  That wasn't likely on the face of it, but he was confident that Polion had done some rehearsing before the wedding.  At least Niad's bitterness had not resulted in everyone coming down with fever or pox, which could easily have happened, according to Jasbur.

As for the Awailscaths—Jasbur and Ordur had stabilized, but Vaslar Nomith had gone through yet another transformation.  To his great joy, he was now a man again.  He was not much of a man, a hollow-chested runt, but he seemed to find that unimportant.  His nose was misshapen and his teeth were askew.  He also had an infuriating laugh.

When Vaslar had been a woman, Ordur had flirted with her to annoy Jasbur.  Now it was Jasbur's turn, and she missed no opportunity.  The two of them were chuckling and smiling in clear view, with Vaslar's laugh braying out from time to time.  Ordur, in retaliation, had put himself between Gwin and Niad and was being attentive to both.  The previous evening, he had almost come to blows with Vaslar.  It was all very childish and annoying.

A strange crew!  No, the Cursed were only passengers.  The Tharns were the crew, and their patriarch gloried in their stamina, their competence, and the uncomplaining support they had given him.  He had led them into needless danger, destroyed his grandson, stranded them far from home, and not one of them had whimpered.  They had never faltered.  They might not be barbarians, but they were still worthy to call themselves Zarda.

"Ordur?" Gwin said.

"Yes, Oh Pearl of the Morning?"

Bulion fingered a hunk of rough lava and contemplated homicide.  Trouble was, it would make him seem like a testy old fool.  Gwin was quite capable of handling Pretty Boy's attempts at humor.  Pretty Boy was not so pretty as usual.  His childlike eyes were red-rimmed and his hair was as dark as a Tharn's.

"Is Raragash a mountain or a hole in the ground?" she asked.

"Both.  We are on Raragash and by tonight we shall be within it, and your presence will ennoble the entire caldera."

"So isn't it time I asked you a few more questions?"

Ordur's confident smile wavered.  "You must have worked out the answers by now.  I suggest you keep them to yourself."

"What will happen?"

"I'm an Awailscath, not a Shoolscath."

"Stop evading!  What do we do there?  Go and call on Labranza Lamith?"

The Awailscath was openly shifty now.  He glanced uneasily at Bulion, then quickly away.  "You certainly won't escape her notice.  She'll know you've arrived before you reach the crater floor.  She'll also know what the situation is outside—war in Wesnar, probably—and what the Karpana are doing.  Mostly, I suggest you be very careful."  Again he glanced at Bulion.

So did Gwin.  She was passing the knife to him.

He said, "Are you referring to that nonsense about me being the Renewer?"

Ordur turned slightly, excluding Niad from the talk, although Niad did not appear to be listening.  Lowering his voice, he abandoned the banter.  "I don't think Labranza regards it as nonsense, Bulion Saj.  I'm sure your wife has told you what I said about our beloved president.  She is a woman who enjoys power, and she has enormous power.  She is undoubtedly the most powerful person in Kuolia, with the possible exception of whoever currently leads the Karpana horde.  A new emperor will change all that, unless Labranza can somehow contrive to rule the ruler.  It would be much easier to kill you before anything unpleasant happens—unpleasant for her, I mean."

"Pig muck!"

"Maybe.  But you have fulfilled your promise.  You have brought the Cursed to Raragash.  Now the Faceless have left us, why don't you and your brood turn tail and head south again?  You and they will all be safer.  Work your way south to the coast and catch a ship back to Daling."

Bulion glanced over the camp, and the Tharns in particular.  They were road-weary.  They were all black with ash, because they had found no decent water in two days.  For the last few nights the cold had forced them to sleep in heaps.  Was he to ask them to go back through all that again, without a rest?  No.  And was he fool enough to think that the Faceless would not wait around to make sure that they had completed their task?  They were probably watching him even now.

"I have no imperial ambitions whatsoever!  None!"

Ordur's eyes flickered uncertainly to Gwin.  If he was inviting her to comment, she declined.

"Sometimes the fates move us in unexpected directions," he said glibly.  "And the truth may be less important than what is seen as the truth.  You understand me."

Under his glittery exterior, the current Ordur was unnervingly sharp.  Bulion did understand.

"What Labranza thinks matters more than what I think, you mean?"  What King Hexzion Garab of Wesnar thought was that Bulion Tharn required a fearmaster and six killers to keep tabs on him.  "What if Shoolscaths in Daling really did predict that swill about me?  They went mad, didn't they?  Isn't that the story?"

"That's what I heard."

"Then they had changed the future!  Their prophecies invalidated themselves."

Ordur shook his head.  "Tell him, Gwin."

"Mm?"  Gwin poked a finger at a shiny pebble in the dirt.  "He's right, love.  Or you're wrong, I mean.  The soothsayers changed their own futures, but not necessarily with those particular prophecies.  They may have said loads of other things too.  They may not have changed your future at all."  She bit her lip.  "Ordur, what does Tibal think, do you know?"

"He never says."

"But he has a very expressive face, which must be a real drawback to a Shoolscath.  Don't tell me you haven't been prying, because I've watched you."

The Awailscath clasped his forehead melodramatically.  "Women!"

"Answer the question."

"Why?  If I'm right, that might endanger him."

"You know why."

Ordur's eyes narrowed.  He pouted.  "And so do you!  All right.  I suspect I know what Tibal is thinking.  I don't think he sees you as an emperor, Bulion Tharn.  And that is why I think you are going to be in very real danger.  If Labranza has her way, you won't leave Raragash alive.  I'm not sure Tibal and I can stop her."

 


 


 

44

 

When Bulion said it was time to move on, Gwin for one was not inclined to argue.  Danger or not, she longed for respite, for a few days limping around on her own feet instead of bouncing in a saddle.  She never wanted to see or smell another horse in her life.  Ordur had promised abundant hot water in Raragash, and she could imagine nothing finer.

"I suggest you put Wraxal and the Jaulscaths in the lead," he said now.

Bulion glowered suspiciously at him.  "Why?"

"Because Tibal will insist on going last.  There are always watchers at the gap, usually including a Jaulscath.  They must be warned that a Shoolscath is coming."  He smiled disarmingly, teeth startling white in his sooty face.  "It's a very old precaution."

Bulion shrugged and called out to Wraxal.  Gwin headed wearily for Morningstar.  The mare was in much worse shape than she was, and with better reason.  "Last lap, old girl," she said comfortingly.  "Soon be time to put your hooves up and relax."

When the procession set off again along the cindery track, she rode over to join Bulion at the head of the main party.  He gave her a red-eyed smile of welcome and encouragement.  The coating of black dirt actually flattered him a little, in that his beard was no longer silver.  But he was still the patriarch.  Far older than any of them, even Shard, he was the company's inspiration, the unquestioned leader.  With no foolish bravado, he had demonstrated unflagging courage and endurance and good humor throughout the journey.  If their Old Man could do it, they all could.  Where he led, they could follow.  Gwin's admiration for him had risen every day.  She had married a giant.

And now she must test him again.  Two weeks ago, when Ordur had revealed the secret of the Academy's involvement in the politics of Kuolia, she had passed on his information to Bulion right away.  She had never doubted that she must, although she had known how he would grieve when he learned that Polion had been the innocent victim of sordid intrigue.  She had not mentioned her own dark secrets.

Since then she had gnawed at them day and night like a termite, but she could not escape the inevitable conclusion.  The Voice, the strange behavior of the Cursed in her presence... most of all, the memory of the night her children died.  There was the answer, or perhaps it would be truer to say that there was the problem.  She had been quite alone in the hostel, for everyone else had fled from the star sickness.  Just before dawn, she had wrapped the two tiny bodies in clean linen and carried them outside to lie in the street until the plague cart came around, for that was the law.  She had gone back to her room and collapsed on the floor.  When she came to, she had managed to drag herself over to the bed.  She had not been unconscious for long.

After her terrible bereavement, on top of days without rest, she could be excused a minor fainting fit.  So she had always told herself and she had no real evidence to the contrary.  Yet now...  She retained only confused memories of that struggle to the bed.  Had the windows been lighter than before, or darker?  Had she been unconscious for a few minutes, or a whole day and a night?  Coma was one of the symptoms of star sickness.  Weeks ago, Wosion had suggested that she might have been infected—and now she was inclined to agree.

At lunch Ordur had confirmed her fears.  The time had come to share them.  She waited until the last stragglers were on the move and she could have her husband's full attention.

"Dearest," she said, "I have a confession to make."

He glanced at her with a pretense of astonishment.  He began jocularly, "I refuse to believe..."  Then he saw that she was serious.  He smiled sadly.  "Don't worry about it, Nien.  I've known all along.  It doesn't matter."

"You mean he's explained to you, when he wouldn't to me?" she demanded angrily.  "Or was it Tibal?"

Bulion frowned.  "No.  It was Governor Imquin."

She reviewed the conversation so far, while the horses's hooves clattered on the stones, sending up little clouds of ash.  Bulion twisted around in his saddle once more to make sure that everyone was following safely.

She said, "You know, I think we may be rowing different boats, you and I.  Has Ordur been talking about me?"

"Ordur?  No.  Why?"

"I want to talk about Curses.  What did you think I wanted to talk about?"

Bulion took his hat off, balanced it on Thunder's mane, wiped a sooty hand over his pate, and then replaced his hat again.  "The hostel."

"Fates!"  That seemed like a lifetime ago.  "I've just about forgotten the...  What about the hostel?"

"Well, the governor told me you don't really own it.  You can't sell it.  It really doesn't matter, because—"

Gwin began to laugh.  "Bulion Tharn!  Are you accusing me of marrying you for your real estate?"

Even under a full beard and a layer of black dust, he managed to look embarrassed.  "Of course not!  But I thought you might not...   I mean, you may not have been aware..."

She smiled.  "No?"

After a moment he smiled back sheepishly.  "Yes!  Gold digger!"

Poor Bulion!  Had he really suspected her of that?  A lesser man would have denied it.  "I married you for you, you old rogue!  Because I wanted you.  What the governor meant was that I don't own the land!  But I do own the building—or I did.  And all the furniture and the art, which is worth more than the building.  It's a legal nightmare, but I come out on top, whatever happens.  Even if someone else owns the land, they can't set foot on it, can't tear down the hostel, can't use the hostel.  They can't even boost the rent—there's some regulation.  They can keep people out and shut down the business, but that's about all.  Then we have a standoff."

He shook his head sadly, not looking at her.  "Nien, I am ashamed!  I really suspected that you—"

"Never mind.  Forget the hostel.  It doesn't matter to me any more.  The money doesn't matter.  What I have to talk about is much worse.  You would have been better off marrying a gold digger.  I think I'm Cursed."

"Oh no!  That I refuse to believe!  Has Wosion being bullying you?  If he has, I swear I'll larrup him, cripple or not."

"I have spoken with Wosion," she admitted.  "He's been very supportive.  I made him promise not to tell you, because I didn't want to worry you until I was sure.  And now Ordur's confirmed it."

"I wouldn't believe a word that smoothie says!"

Gwin took a deep breath.  "It's what he doesn't say!  Listen.  Ordur tricked me into promising not to ask him any more questions.  Then I remembered Tibal begging me not to ask him questions.  Jasbur doesn't know as much as those two.  She squirms and evades—but she always answers in the end.  I seem to be able to force a Cursed to tell me things."

It sounded incredibly weak, although Ordur had admitted at lunch that he could not refuse to answer her questions.  Bulion just lifted an eyebrow, guessing that there must be more than that.

"Then there's Niad.  Back in the valley, she couldn't help Sojim unless I was present.  Even that night she cured you—nothing happened until I arrived.  She felled a man in his tracks because he was carrying me.  And remember what happened with Mandasil?"

"You think you're an Ivielscath?"

"No.  I think I somehow strengthen their powers, or direct them better.  I think it works with others, too.  It was my idea to send Wraxal to Jojo, the night you and I were married.  He didn't want to go, but he went.  That was lucky for everyone!  You've seen him answer my questions when he won't answer anyone else's.  And since I began to think this through, I've tried a few experiments.  I took Shard aside and told him that he had to stop influencing horseshoes, because he was only prolonging the journey and making things worse.  He protested his innocence, of course, but it hasn't happened since."

"Ogoalscaths are completely unpredictable!  You know that.  That's no evidence."

"Maybe."  Gwin wished she believed it.  "I told Vaslar that if she wanted to be a man again, then she should just concentrate on changing over.  According to Jasbur, that doesn't work—but it did for Vaslar!  Next morning, he... she... was well into another transition!  Jasbur says she's never seen so many in such a short time."

The skeptical old farmer snorted stubbornly.  "Same argument—pure coincidence!  When I snap my fingers, it rains.  It may take a month or two to work, but it never fails."

She chuckled gratefully.

"We're all a bit overwrought, love," he said.  "I think you're jumping at moonbeams and rustlings in the dark."

He tried to say more, but a powerful gust of wind threw dust in their faces and unsettled the horses.  Dark cliffs flanked the trail now.  Blasts wailed along the gloomy ravine, chilling Gwin to the core.  Gripping his hat with his free hand, Bulion twisted around to inspect his followers again.  Satisfied that all was well, he turned back to her.  He had to shout over the gale.

"Gwin, love, you have a gift for handling people.  I don't know what I'd have done without you, these last two weeks, and that goes quadruple for some of the Cursed—Niad, Mandasil...  I'd agree that you give them extra confidence.  Curse it, you give me confidence!  I won't believe there's any more to it than that."

With eyes streaming and a mouth full of grit, she tried to tell him about the Voice.  He wouldn't believe that, either.  He asked when she had last heard it.  Two weeks ago, she admitted—the day they had crossed the Flugoss.

Bulion shrugged scornfully.  "Then you can stop worrying about it.  Hearing voices isn't all that unusual.  You're no Cursed, Gwin!  You say you're not an Ivielscath.  You don't work miracles, you don't see the future or read minds.  You haven't become a man since I've known you!"  He grinned at her, big yellow teeth in a dirt-caked beard.  "And you certainly feel passion!  There isn't anything left!"

She nodded and gave up the effort of talking.

But there was something left—Poulscath.  It seemed very odd that the seven fates were represented by only six types of Curse.  Tibal Frainith had claimed that sufferers Cursed by the Great One just died.

Wosion was not so sure.  He thought that there was a seventh Curse, a very rare one.  It was only a chance remark made by one of his teachers, thirty years ago, he said.  He couldn't remember any details, and he refused to speculate on the matter.

It would make sense.  Poul was disposer of destiny.  The sun ruled the other planets, so a Poulscath, if there was such a Cursed, might well control all others.  In itself, that did not sound worrisome.  To control Cursed might be a considerable advantage, especially in Raragash.  What troubled Gwin was that all the other Curses were two-edged.  Healers could blight.  Mind-readers drove themselves and others into frenzy.  Seers must never reveal what they foresaw.  And so on.  The Curses brought advantages, but not one of them was a pure blessing.

What was the dark side of her Curse, if she had one?  Why would no one discuss it?

#

Gwin had heard the Raragashians mention South Gate, but she had not expected a literal gate there.  It was more than a gate, it was a fortress, a high and beetling edifice of black stone straddling the ravine from side to side.  Arrow slits and battlements and high slate roofs gave it a forbidding aspect that suited its dismal setting.  Raragash, she recalled, had originally been a prison.

Like the fates themselves, this bastion played no favorites.  To invade Raragash would be as hard as to force a way out, for the only entrance on this side was a doorway barely large enough to admit a horse.  The only indication that visitors were either expected or welcome was a makeshift hitching rail of untrimmed lumber.  By this stood four horses, but there were no further signs of Wraxal or the Jaulscaths.

Bulion scowled.  "You'd better hang back and let me take a look at this."

"Look all you want," Gwin said sweetly.  "Jojo has obviously gone through and moved on.  She must be out of range already or we'd sense her, and the kids too.  I shall be fascinated to watch you talk Thunder into going through that tunnel."

Bulion dismounted and made the attempt, but Thunder agreed with Gwin.  He set his hooves stubbornly.  The others were arriving by now, most of them grinning at their patriarch's efforts to tow an unwilling horse.  In the end it was Ulpion who managed to coax his mount into the passage, after he had blindfolded it.  The others followed, more or less willingly.

The corridor was cool and damp.  Clattering hooves rang on the stones.  Gwin sensed gaps in the roof and guessed that these marked places where portcullises or other nasty things could be dropped on unwelcome visitors.

At the end lay a well-like courtyard, whose only attraction was shelter from the wind.  All around it, the looming castle seemed completely deserted.  Wooden doors and staircases hung awry, windows were blank holes opening into darkness.  The ground was heavily littered, but she noticed horse droppings that had not been there since the days of the empire.  The travelers waited uneasily.  Bulion sent Ulpion and Zanion back to fetch the other horses.

Gwin decided to go back and help, but, when she reached the passage, she found it blocked by Tibal Frainith, the rear guard, leading in his mount.  His voice echoed spookily ahead of him.  "Welcome to Raragash!"

"I don't see any bunting!" Gwin said.  "No formal committee to greet us?  Where're the Jaulscaths?"

"They'll have been hurried on ahead.  Untrained Jaulscaths represent a problem, as you know."  He glanced around the court.  "There's never much of a watch on South Gate—it isn't used enough.  Come on, there's no point in hanging around here."

The exit tunnel was as cramped and dark as the first, but the horses made less trouble this time, as if they, too, were eager to leave the desolate fortress.  Outside was sunshine and the wind again.  The valley widened ahead and dropped steeply.  Its walls were coated with green scrub, a promise of better things to come.

Wraxal Raddaith was sitting on a boulder, wearing his customary expression of total indifference.

"Been jilted?" Gwin inquired.

He rose.  "There was no more room in the cart."

Tibal pointed.  In the distance, a wagon was hastening down the hill.

"I see," she said.  Although she knew sentiment was wasted on Wraxal, she felt sorry for him.  It seemed so callous to leave him behind, after all his efforts.  Without him, the three Jaulscaths would never have reached Raragash.

"I expect you'll be able to see Jojo again in a few days, won't he, Tibal?"

Tibal's eyes glinted mischievously.  "Oh, of course.  And there are lots of other female Jaulscaths around.  Any of them would do, wouldn't she, Wraxal?"

The Muolscath shrugged.  "I expect so."  He did not seem to mind being baited, if he even noticed.

Shocked, Gwin looked to the Shoolscath.  He shrugged apologetically.  "You can't judge the Cursed like other people.  Just thought I'd remind you."  He grinned and cupped hands for her to mount.  He was obviously in good spirits, which was a comforting sign.

She hoisted herself into the saddle with a sigh that sounded suspiciously like a groan.  "How much further?"

"About an hour."  He swung limberly onto his horse's back, all arms and legs and boyish grin.  "That still doesn't get us down to the crater floor, you understand.  But it gets us to the hot springs, and food, and comfortable beds!"

"Wonderful!  Is that a promise?"

Tibal laughed.  "That's a prophecy!  Trust me."
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It came to pass in the Springtime of the Year, that the Knight's youngest Son, the boy Losso, was stricken of the Star Sickness but did not Succumb.  Seeing no sign of Affliction on the youth, Lomith went then to his Lord and prayed him, saying, Let my son remain with us.  But his Lord was Mindful of the Law and Refused him, saying...

Labranza sighed and slammed the heavy book shut, releasing a cloud of dust.  She had read all that before, many times.  Losso Lomith, founder of the Third Dynasty... the name was not unlike her own, Lamith, and she liked to think she might be a remote descendant of the great emperor.

The day was muggy, with very little wind.  The sun glared through a misty whiteness, hardly past noon.  She had stripped off her clothes and wore only a thin, sheer wrap, but she still felt uncomfortably sweaty.  It was, she realized, the same wrap she had worn the night she returned and Ching...  She frowned, wondering if that was what she needed.  Two weeks she had been back, and she had been too busy for recreation.  She could summon him to attend her tonight.  She shook her head angrily.  Any woman who let herself need a man finished up being ruled by one.  Ching was nothing but her flunky and he was going to remain so.  Whatever she needed, it was not slippery Ching.

She had brought a chair and table out to the shady lawn by her door, giving strict orders that she not be disturbed.  In summer, this was her favorite spot for wrestling problems.  Three or four goats on long tethers were munching the grass.  Goats were smelly, unpleasant beasts, but they kept down seedlings and suckers from the encircling woods so that she could have an unbroken open space around her dwelling.  The roofs of the Hall showed above the treetops—by long habit she faced that way so she could keep an eye on the poles.  Once this had been a formal garden.  There was still a small temple buried in the trees off to the left, and perhaps other buildings as well.  She kept meaning to explore the woods and see what statuary or other valuable relics could be salvaged.  She just never seemed to have the time.

Especially not at the moment.  History was stirring.  She could sense something that had slept a hundred years was about to waken—the Great Beast of War that the poet Quirmoith described.

Siren screams summon the valiant.

Our good intentions wilt again,

And the grass waits to be fed.

She dropped the book beside the many others that littered the space around her.  She turned to the documents heaped on her table under crystal paperweights.

Reports from Rurk, from Mokth, from Pagaid...  Nothing more from Nimbudia.  There might never be anything more from Nimbudia.  The Karpana had sacked Ashtin.  They had erased the Nimbudian army at Blicorn and then swept everything before them, burning towns like candles to light their way.  Now, apparently, they were veering west, heading for Rurk.  Or they had been when this was written.  By now the tide might have washed Rurk away also.  Who would be next?  Tring or Pagaid?

She knew the text by heart, she had read it so often.  She wondered if the man who had written it was dead.  The Karpana slew Cursed out of hand.

There was the greatest problem.  Throughout all the petty wars that had followed the cataclysmic collapse of the empire, the Academy had survived.  It had subverted monarch after monarch.  When its favorites fell, it courted their successors.  The Karpana would be different.  There would be no contracts with the Karpana—not in her lifetime.  Give civilization three or four generations to rot them as it had rotted the Zarda, and something might be possible.  At least they seemed to be heading west, not south.  Raragash would survive for a while yet, as long as it did nothing to attract attention to itself.  Fatalist powers were no match for a barbarian horde.

She put that report to the back of the pile and read the next.  Trivia!  She discarded that, also.  The next was from Pagaid.  King Por a'Win was restored to health, thanks to Ching's quick thinking.  Por a'Win had rejected Labranza's advances in the past, but now he should be more amenable to a contract.  If the Karpana left his guts inside his belly, that was.

The next was from Han a'Lith, with King Hexzion Garab, somewhere near Veriow.  The fat fool was still waiting for Mokth to blunder into his trap.  The news was two weeks old.

Bulion Tharn, the Renewer... another worry, however improbable.  The old man was probably cutting hay and picking berries somewhere in Da Lam, oblivious of those absurd prophecies.  She could not send an assassin to deal with him until after the Wesnarians and Mokthians settled their border dispute.  A new empire did not seem as unlikely as it would have done even a couple of months ago.  If the Karpana were going to smash everyone else as easily as they had smashed Nimbudia, then a Karpana empire was a definite possibility.  It would have no place in it for Bulion Tharn, any more than for Labranza Lamith.

A goat bleated derisively.  Something that sounded like a sick cat replied.  Twisting around in her chair, Labranza observed a hawk perched on a high, dead branch at the edge of the woods.  It turned its head as if watching her.  It mewed again.

She looked down at the books.  Somewhere in there was the answer to something, she was sure of it.  The Academy library had been one of the best in the empire, and now its rivals were all long gone up in Zarda smoke.  Unfortunately, its custodians had neglected their duties over the years, shoving volumes back higgledy-piggledy, until now it was impossible to find anything.  Labranza would send over a demand for a particular book to look up something or other, and usually nothing happened.  Sometimes she would go over there herself and find whatever she needed just by chance; sometimes she just did without.

Today some decrepit old librarian had stumbled across a box of books in a cellar and noted that its contents included a dozen or so she had asked for over the years.  In most cases she no longer had the slightest idea why she had wanted them, but she could recognize the hand of Ogoal.

She had ordered the entire box brought over.  She had spread more than thirty books out on the grass, most of them works she had never heard of and did not want to.  So far they had proved perversely unhelpful.  Why should she care about a long-dead emperor?

Try again, or wait until Ogoal was visible?  Try again.

She discarded the sheaf of reports, keeping only one page, which she crumpled into a ball.  Then she closed her eyes and concentrated.  She thought of that minute speck of light that would soon show in the twilight, her titular fate.  Ogoal might not be showing yet, but she was in the skies already.  Labranza knew better than to pray to Ogoal.  The fates never listened to mortals.  Nonetheless, she could try to open her mind to the power, to the influence.  After a few minutes she felt an odd tingling, a rising sense of excitement.  That was good!  She rarely achieved that.  Maybe this time it would work.  She let the tingling grow.  It spread through her, growing stronger, until all her muscles seemed to twitch with urgency.  She had rarely known the sensation so strong.  It was localizing, working down into the hand that held the ball of paper.  Her fingers trembled.

Then the hawk mewed again, very loud, as if it were sitting on the roof above her.  Labranza jumped.  Her arm spasmed of its own accord.  The wad of paper shot upward.  She opened her eyes and watched for it to come down again.  Where the fates was it?  There!  It was already resting on a small and very tattered book at the far edge of the display.

She lunged out of her chair to get it, tripped on the edge of a fat tome, and sprawled heavily to her knees.  Angrily she reached for the book she wanted.  She did not even glance at the title.  Closing her eyes, she let it fall open and stabbed a finger at the page.  Then she looked.  The writing was ancient and faded, hard to make out.

 

... but if for any Reason they shall Divide equally, half For and half Against a Matter, then the Lord Presiding shall cast a Second Vote to Thereby Determine the Issue.

 

xxxiv

 

And We Further Decree that in the absence of Their Natural Lord, the Six shall elect a Lord from among Themselves to guide their Deliberations and to Oversee the Fulfilling of their Joint Will as They may have Determined it in counciling together, the said Lord to serve that office until Their Natural Lord returneth or until Death or the Six shall by Voting as heretofore laid forth Appoint a Successor.

 

Incredulously she looked at the cover.  It bore no title.  She opened it at the first page.

 

Our Will

Regarding

the Governance

of Our

Academy Newly Enabled

in Rara Gash

 

In the same writing, it continued:  "Done by Our hand in Our City of Qol this thirty-second day of Poulsept, in the Year of the Empire, seven hundred and two score."

Losso Lomith again!  This was the charter of the Academy, in a version at least a hundred years older than any she had ever seen.  It might very well be the original, perhaps even written by the Founder himself, for his attention to detail had been notorious.  She must check it against known samples of his writing.  The book was priceless and she had not known it existed.  Even from the scrap she had read, it clearly contained discrepancies from the standard version, and who knew when one of those might be turned to advantage in a dispute?

Staggered by this discovery, she heaved herself to her feet and moved back to her chair.  She had bruised her right knee and smeared grass on her wrap.  She trod carefully between the other books, much more considerate of them now that she knew at least one treasure had been hidden in that forgotten box.  There might be others.

As she sat down and marked the place she had found with a letter taken at random from her correspondence, she remembered what had led her to this discovery, what she had been doing.  Three times now she had chosen a book at random and a page at random, and three times she had been led to Losso Lomith.  First, a romanticized account of how he had first raised the flag of rebellion against the tyrannical Emperor Urhin Sophith, then the story of how he had been exiled to Raragash as child—and now this.  She could doubt no longer if she held any faith at all in her Ogoalscath influence—which she would trust with her life.  The answer she sought was Losso Lomith.

Why, for fates' sake?  He had been dead for six centuries.

Well, what exactly was the question?

The hawk mewed shrilly.  She raised her head to shout at it and saw a flag rising on the third pole.  The other two already bore flags, barely moving against the reddening western sky.

She forgot Losso Lomith.

Three tall flagpoles surmounted the roof of the Hall, the end of a signal network.  Similar sets of poles stood at regular intervals all the way from the Hall to the town and from the town out to both North and South Gates.  The system was ancient.  Whatever its original purpose, it was of little use now except to warn Labranza of important visitors.  It also provided employment for sharp-eyed youngsters who might otherwise have been getting into trouble, and whose parents appreciated the income.

All three poles bore flags, but there was not enough wind to see how many.  She drummed angry fingers on the book, then remembered what it was and laid it reverently on the table.  The poles were out of range, so she could not raise a...   Well, perhaps she already had, for a puff of wind stirred the flags briefly.  Four on the first pole, the tallest, two on the middle, one on the last.

Labranza relaxed, and only then realized how tense she had been.  She knew the commonly used codes by heart.  Four-two-one was, "More than six Cursed have entered South Gate."

Good news!  Perhaps these were refugees from Daling starting to trickle in at last.  North Gate would have been a much easier route, but war might have forced a detour.  Jasbur and Ordur might even be with them.  They would certainly bring word of events in the Cockpit.

The flags descended again, pole by pole, and she waited to see if there was anything else to follow.  There was no reason why there should be, except that the boys usually left them up for longer than that.  The Hall was the destination, of course.  The only reason it needed to repeat the signal coming in was as confirmation that it had been received correctly.  She might even have missed an earlier signal, although she doubted that.

Yes, here came another.  A sizable bundle of bunting on the first pole.  And another on the second!  And at least two on the third!  Well!  Whatever the numbers, that was not going to be a code she knew by heart.

Blow, Curse you, blow!

Nothing happened, except that Labranza drummed fingernails on the table and swore under her breath.  The flags hung in an unreadable tangle.  Fates!  She would have to wait until the Hall sent an official report.

Then a shimmer... pause... another... a gust.  Got it!  Five-four-three.  She had not the faintest notion what Five-four-three was.  Where by the Curse of Poul had she put the code book?  She was on her feet in an instant, pushing through the drape into the strangely dim house... Fates, it was hot in there!  She threw open her archive chest and rummaged.  Foiled, she knelt and began a methodical removal of books and ledgers and scrolls, laying them on the floor, until she found the slim notebook she sought.

It was very old, faint and crackly.  She ought to have it recopied before it disintegrated completely.  She turned pages.  Five-four-three: The council member has returned.

With a snort of disgust and relief, Labranza dropped the book back in the chest and began replacing the other records.  Ordur or Tibal Frainith?  She had expected to find Frainith in Raragash when she returned two weeks ago.  He had prophesied that she would see him here, so it was only a matter of time until he showed up.  She had never noticed that there was a code to report a councillor's return.  How often had that ever been used?

Then...  With a cry of annoyance at her own folly, she jumped up and ran back to the doorway.  She was just in time to see the flags being pulled down on the first pole—but the wind was blowing now.  Another message.  Five, five, and five?

Back to the chest, and this time she rummaged wildly, hurling volumes and documents out in mad haste.  It did her little good, for the tiny notebook slipped down in the cracks.  Finally she had it again.

The last code in the book.  Five-five-five: The emperor has arrived.

Shock!

She took it over to the door and pulled the drape aside for better light.  She had not misread.  The emperor?  What the fates did that mean?  It was a mistake.  Some stupid boy had mistaken the numbers.  A correction would be run up in a few minutes.  So why was her heart thundering against her ribs?

Perhaps it meant king.  When the system had been drawn up—perhaps even by Losso Lomith himself—there had been an emperor, but no kings.  Then she saw Five-five-four on the line above.  Originally it had read:  The prince has arrived.  The word prince had been stroked out and king added in a more modern hand.

Perhaps the copy at South Gate had never been changed?

Clutching at straws, Labranza!

She stepped out into the dazzling light again and squinted at the poles.  They were bare.  The arrivals had been described: At least six Cursed, Tibal Frainith—or possibly just Ordur—and someone who could best be matched against the code for emperor.

Bulion Tharn!  The Renewer!  She had mentioned the Daling prophecies to Ordur, so he knew of them.  The Jaulscath in the guard had read them in the visitors' thoughts.  Ordur had brought Bulion Tharn with him!  Or her—one could never tell with Awailscaths.  Just because he had been a blundering, witless male lout the last time she had seen him did not mean that Ordur was not average sensible now.

It seemed incredibly unlikely.  Or did it?  If that old man had a historical destiny to play out, then he would have to get started soon.  Why would he begin by coming here?  Had someone else brought him, not Ordur?  Tibal, perhaps.  The Shoolscath might have gone to Da Lam to fetch the Renewer.  That would not necessarily be a breach of the future; he might have foreseen himself doing it.  Tibal Frainith and Bulion Tharn...

A man came running around the house and slowed to a walk, panting hard—Ching Chilith, of course.  Labranza had left strict orders that she was not to be disturbed.  She was not properly dressed.

Whereas Ching was robed in glory.  The scarlet silk was sticking to him and patched with sweat in places, but his sleeves hung to the ground, he had a gold chain around his neck and osprey plumes in his hat.  He glittered with jewels and ribbons.  Never before had he dared show himself to her in the absurd attire that he paraded before everyone else.  Losso Lomith himself could never have looked grander.

"Saj!  There are messages... Cursed at South Gate."

"Good," she said, turning away.

He gasped a few more breaths, coming closer.  "With a councillor, Saj... Frainith... or perhaps Ordur..."

Shock!  She waited, not looking around lest her face reveal her feelings.

Ching was right behind her now, panting.  "The Jaulscath on South Gate is very reliable... must trust what he sends...  message says emperor...  must mean the Renewer... this Bulion Tharn I warned you of..."

For the first time in her life, Labranza was genuinely speechless.  Ching?  Her flunky?  Her creature!

How dare he!

And then he laid hands on her, took her by the shoulders—touching her without permission...

"It will be all right!" he gasped in her ear.  "Will arrive tomorrow... can put them up in the East Wing, Saj!  Then... you can deal with them!  It will be easy for you, won't it? ...unfortunate accident!"

He had the audacity to intrude on her privacy, to appear before her festooned in all that ludicrous tinsel, to handle her without receiving explicit orders—and then presume to comfort her?

She twisted around, breaking free of his grasp.  She struck him across the face as hard as she could.  "Cur!"

He did not fall over as she had expected.  He leaned away, but hardly moving his feet.  She followed, swinging a fist.  He caught her wrist and jerked her forward with a strength that astonished her.  His other arm locked around her, pulling them together, face to face.  His cheek was flaming red already, where she had struck him, but his hazel eyes burned hotter, with completely unexpected fury.

"I did not deserve that, Labranza!"

Temper?  The lap dog shows its teeth?

She tried to break loose.  He was shorter than she was; she had always assumed that she was the stronger.  Now she discovered that he was—and much stronger.  She had never dreamed...  He held her in his arms and she could not break free.  He hardly seemed to exert himself to resist her efforts.  She had never realized that he was physically her master, that all previous evidence to the contrary had been willing submission.  It was an infuriating and humiliating discovery.  She had never seen him angry.

"You are upset!" he said, snarling at her.  "Just because I bring you bad news, you must not kill the messenger."

"Take your wretched hands off me!"

"Apologize first!"

Apologize?  To Ching Chilith?

Her wrap had fallen open in the tussle.  One of the jewelled orders on his tunic was digging painfully into her breast.  She was helpless in his grasp; his sweaty flush had become arousal.

She relaxed in his arms, closed her eyes, puckered her lips.  At once he eased his grip on her and put his mouth to hers.  She slammed her knee into his groin.

That disposed of Ching Chilith, reduced so easily to a writhing and piteously squeaking heap.  Most satisfying.

Labranza stalked over to the table and took up the Founder's book of rules.  After a moment's thought, she collected her correspondence also.  She went into the house and locked them safely away in a clothes chest.  She changed into more respectable garments.  Then she came out again to inspect her weeping secretary.

He had managed to struggle to his knees, but he was gagging and choking.  His finery was streaked with vomit and his face was as green as the grass.

"Gather these books up," she said, "and pack them neatly in that box.  Then put it in the house.  If you won't be able to carry it loaded, move the box first.  I want your copy of my code book before sunset and if I ever as much as wonder whether you made a second copy, I will have you publicly garotted.  I don't expect I shall lack for volunteers.  Are you listening?"

He retched, but then he nodded, not looking at her—holding his crotch with both hands.

"Did you make keys, or just pick the locks?"

"Keys," he whimpered.

"Bring them.  What else did you steal?"

"Nothing, Saj!"  His voice was a croak.

"Do I have to kick you now to get your attention?"

He doubled over quickly, face to the ground.  "No, no, Saj! Just copied... made a few notes...  I'll bring them, all of them.  Everything."

"Do so."  She turned away, then paused.  "When the visitors arrive, I want them put in the East Wing.  See to it."  Then she headed off to the Hall.
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Gwin could cheerfully have stayed at the guest house for the rest of her life.  The natural hot pools, the soft beds, the delicious meals served by respectful servants—all these had brought home to her the rigors of the journey just past.  Ahead lay the ominous Labranza Lamith and then the long return to Tharn Valley, neither being an appealing prospect.  The house itself was a crude log cabin, rude and primitive, but she could learn to live with that.  The original imperial buildings had collapsed in a heap not long after the empire itself had done the same thing, Tibal Frainith had explained.  Buildings often did in Raragash.

As the travelers assembled in the yard, it became obvious that the horses had enjoyed the facilities too.  They were clean again and must have fed generously on oats, for even Morningstar was frisky.  Hooves clattered and men swore, but the tussles were good-humored on both sides.

Gwin was just about to mount when Jasbur grabbed her arm.

"Ordur has gone!"

"Oh?  When?"

"In the night!  He has taken one of your horses.  I will murder that bastard!"

Gwin barely managed to keep a straight face.  Jasbur was a strikingly attractive woman, but she did not behave like one.  She had the athletic body of a dancer, she had smoldering dark eyes and glossy hair, but she completely lacked the poise that should accompany them.  She could not play the part of a beauty—which was understandable, considering that next week she might be a prize-fighter.

"Has he gone to conspire with Labranza?"

Obviously Jasbur had not thought of that possibility.  She wrinkled her brow in thought.  "I assumed he'd gone in search of another bed."

"I can't imagine why he should want to."

Jasbur brightened.  "Thank you!"  She preened.  "Come to think of it, neither can I, after last night."

"There you are, Gwinim!" said Tibal, leading up his horse.  "May I be your guide to Raragash this fine morning?"

"Of course!"  She trusted the gangly Shoolscath in a way she could never trust Ordur, no matter who he was at the moment.  That was mostly just Tibal himself—carefree and unpretentious—but it was also principle.  Since Shoolscaths dared not change the future, they had nothing to gain by intrigue.

He grinned slyly.  "I have something important to tell you, something you should be aware of!"

"That's welcome news!  What?"

"It will wait.  Now, where is our noble Renewer?"

"If you mean me," Bulion growled in the background, "then I'll knock your teeth down your throat."

Tibal beamed, adjusting his hat to a rakish angle.  "You won't!"

The old man thrust out his beard aggressively.  "Don't count on it!  I can rearrange your future and your face at the same time."  He winked at Gwin.

As they trotted out of the yard, the Shoolscath rode on Gwin's left, chattering cheerfully.  Soon his familiarity came dangerously close to flirting.  She hoped Bulion did not mind—she was enjoying Tibal's attentions almost as much as her fresh clothes and the pleasant surroundings.  She felt like a woman again, instead of a scarecrow.  At their backs, the rest of the party laughed and bantered as they had not done since leaving home.

The sun shone in a sky speckled with artistic little white clouds.  Raragash was beautiful, the air warm and soporific.  The scenery had been breathtaking during the descent yesterday.  Now trees and flowering shrubs pressed in close on either hand, but they wafted rich scents at the passersby.  Although cracked by earth tremors in a few places, the paved imperial road presented no problems and was obviously being maintained.  The contrast with yesterday's bleak terrain was winter to summer.  It lulled, banishing thoughts of lurking danger.  Novelty and Tibal's banter passed the time so readily that the road seemed barely to have reached the crater floor before it divided and Tibal reined in.

"Wraxal Saj!  This is your turn-off.  The Muolscaths' village lies that way.  They haven't sent anyone to welcome you, but that's only to be expected."

The soldier glanced with no apparent interest at the smaller road winding off into the trees.  "How far?"

"About an hour's walk."

Wraxal pulled his feet from the stirrups.

"You don't need to walk!" Bulion roared.  "Take the horse with my thanks.  We are more than grateful to you for all your help."

"Help?  I did nothing for you."  Wraxal looked at Tibal.  "Will I have any need for a horse here?"

"None that I can think of."

"How far to the Jaulscaths?"

Tibal grinned.  "Not very far at all."

"Then keep your horse, Bulion Tharn."  The Muolscath dropped nimbly to the ground, handed the reins to Zanion, who was nearest, and walked away without another word.  He had not even bothered to loosen the saddle girths, and Zanion dismounted to do so.

"Isn't he just the sweetest man?" said a juvenile voice.

Gwin jumped, for it had sounded like Polion's.  It came from Tigon, the young Ogoalscath.  The Tharns muttered agreement, exchanging angry glances.

"He can't help it!" Tibal said cheerfully.  "If you're looking for a fun evening, don't try visiting the Muolscaths.  Their idea of a good time is to stare at a blank wall.  Come along, children!"

As they moved off again, in much the same order as before, Gwin said, "I hadn't realized you kept the groups so separate."

Tibal chuckled.  "It's a zoo here, you mean?  Well, it is!  There's no law, just custom.  The Cursed prefer their own kind, naturally.  Who would want a stone-faced Muolscath around?  They themselves find other people unbearably chattery and irrational.  Jaulscaths aren't welcome anywhere and keep to themselves by choice, too.  How would you like to live in a world where everyone went around shouting his innermost thoughts at the top of his voice?"

Put in those terms, segregation made sense, she supposed, but it still left her uneasy.  "What exactly goes on between people like Wraxal and Jojo?"

"You mean you can't guess?  Muolscaths wither into despair without emotion.  They can raise passion in other people, but not in themselves, nor in other Muolscaths.  They can absorb it from Jaulscaths, though."

"Yes, but what does the Jaulscath get out of this?"

He rolled his eyes.  "Well, it's always nice to feel wanted."

"Ahem!" said Bulion.  "I asked Wraxal that.  Crass of me, I admit."

"And what did he say?"

"Guaranteed success every time."

Tibal laughed.  "Well, there you are!  Instant frenzy!  I knew there had to be some reason."

Bulion frowned.  "I thought you could help Cursed here in Raragash."

"Some we can.  Not Muolscaths.  All we can do for them is pair them up with Jaulscaths, and Wraxal has already found Jojo, thanks to Gwin's lucky inspiration."  Tibal's eyes twinkled as if that remark meant more than it said.  "Jaulscaths, yes.  An untrained Jaulscath hears your thoughts and then shouts them back at you, right?  You hear your own secrets, and his, and snatches from whoever else is around.  They can learn to control that, especially the shouting back part."

Gwin and Bulion exchanged thoughtful looks.

"You mean they just hear?" she said.  "You don't know they're listening?"

Tibal smiled through her in his disconcerting way.  "Absolutely correct, Gwinim Tharn.  Ordur has explained the advisors to you?  King Hexzion Garab, for example, employs a tame Jaulscath to tell him who's plotting treason.  Probably nobody else in his court knows what Han a'Lith is up to.  Healers are in big demand, too.  Where do you think all the money comes from to run this place?"

"What about you, then?  I thought Shoolscaths were frightened of mind readers stealing their secrets?"

Tibal's gaunt face tightened.  "That's why our enclave is as far from theirs as possible."

"But what about this council you mentioned?  You're a member."

He nodded grimly.  "It's a risk for me.  Fortunately, the council meets very rarely and only respected, responsible people are elected to it.  The Jaulscath on council takes an oath never to read the Shoolscath's mind, never to reveal anything he learns from it if he does, not to act on the information, and so on.  I'm not looking forward to the next meeting, though."

"If the Jaulscath is going to betray your confidence, can't you foresee that?"

"No I can't!  It would be me changing my future.  By definition, I can never foresee that."  His angular features brightened again as another turnoff came into view.  He reined in at the junction.  "Awailscaths to the left!  Jasbur, it's been nice knowing you.  Introduce yourself again sometime."

Jasbur scowled at his shout, or at the uncomfortable laughs from the audience.  "I want Ordur!  Where is he?"

"He's busy, and you can sheath your claws, because he's had no time to go romancing other beauties.  Vaslar?"

The former soldier rode forward, his ugly face twisted with emotion.  "At least I know how to give thanks.  Bulion Saj I owe you my life.  You, Gwin Saj, gave me back my sanity.  I shall never forget your kindness."

His voice was close to a whine, his eyes glistened.  Too much gratitude could be almost worse than none.  Bulion became very gruff, contending that Vaslar had more than paid his fare on the journey, and insisting that he keep the horse.  The Awailscath said goodbye to everyone individually, becoming more and more emotional until he was openly weeping.  He had been a lot less demonstrative when he was a woman.  Although the progressive whittling away of the company was beginning to seem almost sinister, everyone sighed with relief when he eventually rode off along the forest road, with Jasbur riding close at his side.  She seemed to be trying to flirt with him again, although Gwin could not imagine why any woman would want to.

She dragged her mind back to the looming problem of dealing with Labranza Lamith, the uncrowned queen of this realm.  Ordur had managed to escape the questions she would now be free to ask him—which, if her suspicions were correct, he would be unable to avoid answering.  To force answers from Tibal Frainith might be close to murder.  Surely, though, he could discuss the present situation in general terms?  While she was framing suitable queries in her mind, he pointed out remains of marble pillars among the trees.  More earthquake damage, he said.

"Looks like a palace!" Bulion remarked.

"Some of them were close to palaces."

"But Raragash was a prison!"

"Officially.  And in the old days, the very old days, that's exactly what it was.  The Cursed were herded in here and left to fend for themselves, with nothing.  No tools or spare clothes, nothing!  They degenerated to mere brutes.  Life here was nasty indeed.  Then a promising lad by the name of Losso came along."

"The emperor?"

"The future emperor."  The Shoolscath turned an amused glance on Gwin.  "I'll read all this in a book one day—in case you're wondering how I know it.  Losso escaped, which probably wasn't too rare, because there are ways up the cliffs.  He was a very distant relative of the imperial family, and only by marriage, but he raised a rebellion and won the throne.  Then he set out to improve conditions in Raragash.  He founded the Academy."

"We could use another like him in Kuolia now."

"But where shall we look for one?" Tibal asked cryptically.

The trees ended, the road emerged into farmland.  The Tharns stared around with professional interest and made envious remarks about the fertility of the soil.  The town was in view ahead.  It had no name.  It was just, "the town."

How many inhabitants, Bulion wanted to know.

A couple of thousand or more in the town itself, Tibal said, and several hundred more Blessed in outlying farms.  With about five hundred Cursed, the crater's total population was well over three thousand.

"Where did they all come from?" Gwin asked.

He answered with his boyish smirk.  "The usual place of course!  Cursed are fertile, my lady!  Awailscaths never make mothers, but even they can be fathers."

Bulion laughed and she turned her face away to hide her sudden blush.  She wondered why Tibal had this strange ability to make her blush.  Other men did not.

"We import Cursed and export their children," he added.  "But many stay.  It must have been much more crowded in the old days.  The Academy was big; all these grand homes would have held a lot of people.  The empire stripped it of young men to fight the Zarda.  After that it was pretty much abandoned for a while."

She faced him again.  "Did the Academy meddle in politics in the days of the empire?"

"That's why you..."  If that was a slip, Tibal recovered quickly.  "That's why I'll be reading that book.  I don't precall that I ever do find the answer.  It would have been a well-kept secret, no question.  There was certainly great wealth in Raragash then, and I'll conclude that there was at least some fatalist healing going on at the hospital.  The Shoolscath turnoff is coming up, but I'll take you on to the Hall.  Labranza and I have a knockdown, tooth-and-nail donnybrook scheduled.  She may not know it, but I do."

"Who wins?"

"She does of course."  Tibal sighed.  "That's not a prophecy, that's an inevitability."

Gwin laughed.  "Then you'd better tell us your news now, before she gets to work on you!"

"Hm?  What news?"

"You said you had something important to tell us."

He stared at her blankly.  "I did?  I don't remember.  I must have told you already."

"Perhaps you did, but you've told us lots of things.  Which one was important?"

"How should I know?  I don't remember any of them."
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It was late afternoon before the Tharns trotted their weary mounts up the long paved avenue to the Hall of the Academy.  Beyond wide lawns of close-cropped grass, angular blue-tiled roofs loomed over a thin screen of trees.  Glimpses of marble façade were already visible.  However reluctantly, Bulion was impressed.

At his side, Tibal Frainith put his thoughts into words a mere farmer could never have found:

"Look at it!  Many great edifices still stand in Daling, Gwin, but they are crowded and hemmed in by an attendant city, correct?  This one rules alone.  Look at that backdrop!"  He gestured at the spectacular green-cloaked cliffs towering unbelievably high.  "See how it enhances, rather than diminishes, the grandeur?  What long-dead genius captured the thought and then had the audacity to make it real?  What arrogance!—deliberate contrast between mortal artistry and natural splendor!  On a human scale the Hall is gigantic.  In this setting, it is tiny.  The mind reels between the two impressions, and the aesthetic conflict induces awe and reverence."

Gwin laughed.  "Why, Tibal!  I didn't know you were an art critic!"

"Oh, I'll read that all somewhere.  It is impressive, though, isn't it?  Ogoal has rattled it around it often enough, but so far it has withstood his—her, I mean—efforts."

Only the Tharns and the Shoolscath were left now.  They had shed their companions in ones and twos during the day.  Tigon and Shard had ridden off to join the other Ogoalscaths.  Niad and Mandasil had been delivered into the care of a motherly Ivielscath.  That had been the hardest parting of all, with Gwin promising over and over that she would come to see Niad soon, would not leave without saying goodbye.  Bulion had promised also, and assured the girl that she would be very welcome to return to the valley.  She bore his name and she had saved his life.  She might even carry his great-grandchild.

Now he was tired, hungry, out of sorts.  He had to make a conscious effort to be civil to Tibal, who continued to sparkle at Gwin.  She obviously enjoyed his company.  They seemed as fresh as when they set out.  Bulion reflected glumly that he was ten years older than the two of them together.  He had little time left to cherish his bride, and when he had gone she would find another man, a man about Tibal Frainith's age—slim, merry, cultured.

He was a jealous old fool.

Yes, he was jealous!  He envied the younger man the years he held in store.  Never mind that Bulion himself had already been granted those years and had spent them—on what, he could barely remember.  They were gone for ever.  The fates never rolled back the sundial.  Shool might Curse by reversing a man's memory, but Tibal would grow old like anyone else.  Poul gave life and death to all, one of each to everyone.  Even an Ivielscath could not cure age.

The secret was to enjoy each day as it came.  Past and future were impostors.

He knew he was not the only grouch in the group.  Gwin was presently distracted by Tibal, but the rest of the group rode in gloomy silence.  The Curseds' departure had reminded the Tharns of another absence.  One who had set out with them would not be returning to the valley.  It was small consolation that the man in question might no longer care.  He had been older than the usual recruit and would have found the conversion harder, but it would be complete by now.  Wherever he was, whatever he was doing, if he still lived, Polion Tharn had become a killer in the Faceless.  His comrades were all his family; he would have no further interest in his blood relatives.

They reined in at the base of a hillside of marble stairs, leading up to monumental pillars.  The scale was overpowering and oppressive.  There was not a living soul in sight, only a monstrous bronze statue on a plinth, pointing one corroded arm at the far side of the crater.  A pigeon stood on his hand and another on his head.  Obviously their ancestors had stood there for generations.

"That's old Losso."  Tibal sprang nimbly from his saddle as if he had not been in it all day.  "Whether he really had muscles like that is debatable.  The scroll signifies knowledge, and the chain the freedom he gave to the Cursed.  Relative freedom, that is."

"Ugly coot," said Gwin, as he helped her dismount.  "Was he really that green color?  And still no formal address of welcome?"

"There should be people around.  There usually will be.  Are, I mean.  Labranza is playing games."  He turned his frown to Bulion.  "You'll want to leave someone to walk the horses?  There's no immediate danger."

Bulion designated Jukion and Ulpion and set off up the stairs with Gwin at his side.  Fates, but he was stiff!  Tibal was setting a fierce pace.  Just like that visit to the governor in Daling—nothing like stairs to separate the old men from the boys.

"Oof!" Gwin said.  "Slow down, you long-legged freak!  I feel as if I've been carrying that cursed horse all day, not the other way round."  She stopped and turned.  "Look, Bull!  You can see the whole crater from here.  Incredible, isn't it?  A secret city, a lost realm of magic!  How did we ever get ourselves into this?"

More to the point, though, how were they going to get out of it?

"Just lucky," Bulion said.  "Love that air!" he added, breathing deeply.  Love you, too.

#

The entrance hall would have held most of Tharn Valley, trees and all.  Archways on every hand revealed vistas of courtyards and colonnades receding into the distance.  The sheer scale of it was astonishing, and yet a second glance registered empty plinths, cracked walls, uneven pavement.

Gwin peered up at the roof and squeaked.  "Do you ever get clouds passing through here?  And what happened to the rest of the cornices?"

"Ask rather what happened to the people standing underneath," Tibal said cheerfully.  "I expect they felt rather crushed.  Good afternoon, Ordur Saj."

"The flags said you were about due."  The Awailscath had risen from a marble bench and strolled forward.  He was the only person present.  His smock and breeches looked as if he had slept in them, but with hair awry, eyes bloodshot, and handsome face glinting golden stubble, he had probably not slept at all.  Gwin looked him over with obvious distrust.

"Jasbur suspects you of terrible misconduct."

"I should have been so lucky."  Ordur glanced around.  Satisfied that the rest of Tharns were engaged in gawking at the architecture, he edged closer, excluding them, including Bulion and Tibal.  "I've been talking with people.  I spent most of the day in the library.  I have not seen Labranza.  Ask your questions, Gwin."

His directness made her blink.  "Is there such a thing as a Poulscath?"

He nodded and ran fingers through his hair.  "Apparently.  There are records of a few persons with fatalist powers that did not match any of the other six Curses.  It's very, very rare—and I can't locate the books!"

"Labranza's work?"

"I hope not.  Probably just lost.  I haven't found anyone who remembers what's in them.  It's like people with eyes of different colors—it can happen, but who cares?  I wish I could be more helpful."

"So do I!  You must have some idea?"

Ordur looked appealingly to Tibal and found no support there.  "I think there's some sort of control involved, power over other Cursed.  I know I feel bloody if I try to evade your questions, Gwin—like someone kicked me in the belly.  Don't even look at me like that!  I'm trying my best!"

"What sort of power?  Just power to squeeze answers out of you?"

"More, much more.  Remember how you flogged Mandasil?  By rights you should have collapsed with a splitting headache at that point, if not worse.  You forced him to cure a rash he'd created himself, and there's no one in Raragash who could do that except perhaps the Muolscaths.  You kept us all healthy when Niad was screaming sick at losing her husband.  An untrained Ivielscath in that sort of mood should have blighted the lot of us.  I'm sure it was your doing that she didn't."

Bulion listened with rising dismay.  He was inclined to think the blond man was telling the truth—except that he himself refused to believe any of this.  "Moonshine!"  If Gwin were Cursed, the consequences would not bear thinking about.

"I told Ordur I'd heard a Voice," Gwin said grimly.  "He wasn't surprised."

"I haven't managed to find out any more about that."  Ordur cringed.  "Stop it, Gwin!  I'm trying!"

If he was acting, he was doing a fabulous job.  There was no slithery banter to him any more.  "I'll keep hunting for the books!"  He turned to Bulion with sick appeal on his face.  "I warned you that you might be in danger, Saj, but I think your wife may be in much worse.  Whatever we do, we must not let Labranza get wind of this!"

Gwin looked far more furious than fearful.  "She may know already?"

Ordur shrugged.  "A sneeze lasts longer than secrets in Raragash.  If the Jaulscath on South Gate caught wind of any of us thinking about Poulscaths, then Labranza certainly knows by now.  That was why I didn't want to talk about it sooner!"

"Control over Cursed doesn't sound bad.  What's the catch?"

"I don't know!  I don't know if anyone knows.  There's never been enough Poulscaths for the Academy to learn much about them.  We have no manual of training for them.  If you are a Poulscath, then you'll have to master your powers by yourself."

Bulion put an arm around her.  "You can do that back in the valley as well as you can here!"

She cuddled into his embrace, but she kept her attention on the Awailscath.  "Poul is giver of life.  The man who died in the hostel... was that me?"

Ordur hesitated, then twisted his face in a wince.  "Could be!  It's very unusual for an Ivielscath to be so deadly, and Poul brings death also."

"I suggest you don't experiment with that part of it, love," Bulion suggested, trying to hide his uneasiness.  Her knack with the Cursed did seem like more than just coincidence, even the Ogoalscaths.  "Let's keep it to ourselves.  I think he's telling the truth."  Wosion had noted the whispered conversation and was limping over to investigate, with Zanion at his heels.

Gwin smiled thinly at Ordur.  She was worried too, and trying not to show it.  "He'd better be!  But I think I agree with you.  I'll stop kicking his breeches for now."

Tibal had been keeping very quiet.  He brightened.  "What did you find out about the war?"

The Awailscath pouted at him.  "Why do you bother asking?"

"Tell me, then," Gwin said.

"Not much!  Labranza gets reports all the time, but she keeps them locked up.  The rumors are that the Karpana have made a new desert in Nimbudia.  Wesnar and Mokth have called off their own squabble until they see what's going to happen—but all of it's only gossip."

Tibal nodded, satisfied.  "And tell them about the council."

Ordur clenched a fist, but he answered.  "Par a'Ciur has been demanding a meeting.  Labranza's refused so far.  She says the wars have nothing to do with Raragash."

Tibal raised his eyebrows expectantly.  Ordur just pouted at him.  Long Pause...  There seemed to be a cue missing.

"Well?" Gwin said, glancing from one to the other.

Then Tibal smiled and looked to Bulion.

"Say it, dear," said Gwin.

"Say what?"

"Whatever you were thinking of saying."

Annoyed, Bulion shrugged.  Cursed bunch of Jaulscaths, picking a man's brains!  "Oh, I was just wondering... If Labranza is going to be difficult...  I was wondering who her opposition might be, thinking we might ought to get together with them."

"I'm so glad somebody suggested that," Tibal murmured.

Ordur rubbed his eyes.  "I should have.  I'm half out on my feet!  Good idea!  Why don't we all go and see the others tomorrow?"  He studied Tibal's angular and unusually inscrutable features for a moment.  "Tonight?"

"Better."

"More?  You expect more?  If you force me to use my brain, you'll be changing the future and the present...  Ah!  Quorum?"

Tibal grinned.  The two men were not especially friendly, but they seemed to be allies in whatever was happening, and they also seemed to be on the Tharns' side, whatever that was.

"How many do you need?" Bulion asked.

"Four.  There's six on the council and Labranza can vote again to break ties."

"I'd rather you left Ziberor out of it," Tibal said.  "She's a lost cause, anyway."

Ordur nodded and covered a yawn with his hand.  "If I go to sleep, you can cast my vote.  'Sides, I'm not sure I can legally vote, anyway.  Midnight?  Where?"

"In the East Wing," said Tibal.  "Get Baslin there if you have to tie him on his horse."

"His horse would talk more sense."  Ordur nodded respectfully to Gwin and stalked away.  He seemed eager to go.

Bulion noticed his wife gazing hard at him.

"I want to go home," she whispered.  "I do!"

"Makes two of us."

"Someone's coming," Wosion muttered.

About time!  The newcomer was short and pudgy, with the dark complexion of a Nurzian.  He was bedecked in an elaborate daffodil-and-cobalt livery that must date back to the empire, for the only time Bulion had ever seen anything like it was in Governor Imquin's palace.  From his stockinged calves to his ruffled color, he was a vision of absurdity.  Whether he was naturally haughty or merely embarrassed at being seen in such an abundance of lace and ribbons, he wore a terribly disdainful expression.

"This is private property!" he proclaimed.  "Do you have business here?"

Tharns glowered down at him menacingly.

Tibal snorted.  "Pay no attention to this popinjay!  I'll show you to the usual guest quarters.  And you, fellow—see to their horses.  You needn't tell Ching that the people he has been waiting for have arrived.  He already knows, of course.  Come along, everyone."

The flunky's brown cheeks turned faintly purple.  "You can't do that!"

"I can and do.  I am Councilor Tibal Frainith, in case you aren't aware.  Run along!  Wonder Boy is waiting for you."

Tibal strode off, leaving him standing.  The Tharns followed the Shoolscath.
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He marched swiftly across the vast hall to one of the high arches and trotted down a few steps to an arcade of marble pillars, flanked on one side by a wall of bas-reliefs and on the other by a courtyard garden.  Engrossed in his problems, Bulion registered only vaguely that many of the sculptured panels were cracked, the grass plots scabby, the flower beds unkempt.

Tibal chuckled, abruptly slackening his pace to a stroll.  "No need to waste energy!  We have to come back this way again."

"I don't think I understand," Wosion said, catching up.  "Why are we so worried about Labranza Saj, Father?"

Bulion sighed.  "It's perfectly simple.  For the last hundred years, dozens of men have tried to persuade people that they are the next emperor, the Renewer."

"So?"

"So I'm the first who has to try and persuade anyone that I'm not."

The pastor laughed harshly.  "Well, I believe you!"

"So do I," Zanion agreed.  "Absolutely!"

"Your faith is very touching, boys."

"We're all behind you, Grandfather," Thiswion agreed.  "Pulling, not pushing, that is."

Gwin joined in, eyes twinkling.  "Will you men stop that?  I can just see myself as empress in a long gown of purple silk, absolutely smothered in jewels, and unbelievably decadent."

Then everyone:

"Me too!"

"And we'd all have to be royal dukes!"

"At least!"

"How about Brankion as Heir Apparent?"

It was nice to be able to count on one's family's support.

Still strolling along in the lead, Tibal Frainith made a strangled noise and stumbled.  Zanion caught him by one arm, and then Bulion by the other.  His knees buckled.  His head went back, his eyes rolled.

"He's fainted!" Wosion shouted.  "Lay him down—"

"No!" Gwin shouted.  "Keep him moving!  Pick him up and run!"

Her tone of authority cracked like a whip, permitting no questions.  Spurred to action, the two men began to haul the dazed Shoolscath along the cloister as fast as they could.  The others followed, with Wosion limping frantically in the rear.  When they flagged, Gwin shouted, "Faster!"  Bulion stumbled; Thiswion edged him aside and took his place.

"That's far enough!" Gwin said from the rear.

Sure enough, Tibal's eyes had begun to focus.  His supporters continued to prop him up, but his legs moved.  He was unsteady, confused.

"What the fates is the matter?" Bulion barked.

Tibal mumbled, drooling and twitching.

Bulion turned to Gwin and was shocked to see her pallor.  "Love?  What's happening?"

She shook her head and moved close, putting an arm around him.  She was trembling.  "I think we must keep walking."

"Well, you seem to know."  Bulion saw his own puzzled worry reflected in the others' faces.  "Tibal?  You all right?"

"Mm?  What happ... happened?"

"We don't know.  You just dropped.  Gwin?"

"I don't know either."

"Then how did...  Never mind."  Bulion sensed another of the Cursed mysteries.  If he could ever get his wife back safely to the valley, he was going to keep every Cursed in Kuolia a week's journey away from her in future.

"Sorry," Tibal mumbled.  He tried to wipe his chin on his shoulder, then pulled his arm free from Thiswion and removed the spittle with the back of his hand.  "Own stupid fault.  Keep walking."  He was still unsteady, but recovering quickly.

"I know!" Gwin said.  "You changed the future!"

He nodded, not looking around.  "Be all right in a moment."

Wosion had caught up with them and heard some of that.  "He said we needn't hurry!"

"That's right!"  Tibal detached himself from Zanion's grip.  "Ought'o know better by now.  We come along here and then have to go back."  He looked sheepishly around at all the worried faces.  "I tried to save a little effort, but I should know better.  You put things back to rights.  I'm on course again.  Thanks."

Back in the valley, he had said that small changes could snowball into great ones.  But how could merely walking along a corridor and back again alter one's whole life?

"It was Gwin!" Wosion said.  "Wasn't it?"

No one answered.

Bulion certainly thought it had been his wife's voice barking those orders, but he looked down at her horrified face and decided not to ask questions.  "Of course it was," he said.  "Well done, love."

She clung to him, saying nothing.

They were almost at the end of the courtyard.  Another corridor led off to the side, out of sight.

"Just about here," Tibal said, sounding more his normal self.

A shout came from the end they had left.  "Frainith!"

"There he is."

They turned.  A man was standing at the bottom of the steps from the entrance hall, staring after them.

Tibal said, "Don't answer.  Make him come to us."

They stood.

"Frainith!  Bring them back here!"  The voice was high-pitched, echoing spookily along the colonnade.

"They want to clean up!" Tibal yelled back.

"You're taking them the wrong way!"

Tibal smirked for his companions' benefit.  "No," he shouted.  "I know the way."

With a faint snarling sound, the newcomer began to walk.  He came slowly.  Taking their cue from the Shoolscath, the others stood their ground and waited for him.

As he approached, Bulion was surprised to see that he was only a boy.  His face was deeply tanned, unless that was its normal color, and his hair was the same light brown shade.  They were set off by the bright green-blue of his crafted tunic.  He was even more grandly dressed than the flunky they had met in the hall, a princeling left over from the great days of the empire.  His slitted sleeves trailed almost to the paving and the hem flared out high on his thighs, but the cloth fitted snugly over his chest and a youth's hollow belly.  From the buckles of his soft boots to his glittering collar, he wore a fortune in gold and jewels.

He had an odd stoop.  He seemed to be limping on both feet.

Tibal watched his slow approach with a sneer.  The others exchanged puzzled glances.

The juvenile grandee stopped when he was just close enough for normal speech.  "You are taking them the wrong way!"

"I know that," Tibal said amiably.  "But it fetched you out of the cesspool, you nasty little turd."

The boy glared.  "Mind your manners!"

"Mind yours.  Kneel before your betters!  Bulion Saj, I haven't shown you our famous boiling mud pits yet.  They are very famous and utterly disgusting.  They stink and belch and fart foul gases all the time, like bowls of hot shit.  They are much nicer than what you see before you now."

The Tharns all jerked in astonishment.

The boy colored, but Tibal had barely started.

"This is Ching Chilith!  Ching Chilith is the sort of muck you scrape off your boot with a shudder.  Ching Chilith is the Voice of God in Raragash.  Ching Chilith is officially Labranza Lamith's secretary, but in fact her Doer of Dirty Work, her Issuer of Orders, her Stabber in Backs.  Ching Chilith is also her lap dog, her gigolo.  He humps her to order and no decent woman would go near him.  Did you notice the way Ching Chilith was walking, friends?  Anyone else with his delicate injury would hurry down to the hospital and ask an Ivielscath to cure him.  But Ching Chilith knows that no Ivielscath in Raragash would want to touch him, let alone try to ease his discomfort.  And he doesn't want anyone to know what ails him.  Ching Chilith is suffering from—"

"Be quiet!" the boy screamed.

"I don't want to be quiet," Tibal insisted, in the same acid tones.  "I want to throw up because I have to look at you."

"You will regret this, Frainith!"

"Oh, you prophesy to a Shoolscath, do you?  Well, I know that I have nothing to fear from you, you immature parasitic worm.  You will observe, friends, that above all Ching Chilith is an abject coward!"  Tibal lunged forward with his hand raised.

The boy leaped backward and doubled over with a whimper of pain.

"Fates, I feel ill," Tibal said, turning away.  "I am ashamed to reveal that this human pus exists in Raragash.  It—"

"I think we understand your point of view," Bulion said harshly.  He had never seen this side of the Shoolscath before.  Gwin looked both shocked and bewildered.  Such a diatribe would not normally carry conviction, but the victim's lack of reaction gave it weight.  Anyone who tried to abuse a Tharn like that would have trouble beginning his second sentence.

"Fortunately I don't have to stay near this stench of corruption," Tibal continued.  "I am going to visit dear Labranza.  I find her quite wholesome by comparison."  He stalked off with his long strides.

Ching bleated in alarm.  "The president is not to be disturbed!"

"Yes she is!" Tibal called over his shoulder, and kept going.

The boy wiped his forehead, then made a belated effort to assert himself.  "I am President Labranza Lamith's personal secretary, and she has asked me to make you welcome to the Hall."

Bulion introduced himself, watching closely to see if his name provoked any reaction.  It did not, so either Ching had not been informed of the spurious prophecies or he was well prepared.  Then Gwin and the others...

Ching nodded haughtily to each of them.  His confidence was returning.  "If you will follow me, I shall find someone to guide you to your quarters in the East Wing.  The president regrets that pressure of business will not permit her to receive you today, but she hopes to make time for you tomorrow."

"I can hardly wait," Bulion growled.  Gwin frowned at him.  Contempt for Ching Chilith was infectious.
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Gwin was not surprised when East Wing proved to be reminiscent of the Phoenix Street Hostel.  Standard imperial design had always included a central courtyard.  The scale was much greater, three stories instead of two, and grander, with balconies and stairways of marble, not wood.  There were pillars everywhere.  The visitors were led to rooms on the top floor—cool, high-ceilinged, and spacious.  It was accommodation fit for royalty.

But...

But her spine tingled.  She did not need fatalist powers to feel uneasy in this place, only eyesight and the brains she had been born with.

Bulion threw his hat on the great bed and then sat on the edge, puffing from the climb.  He looked at her thoughtfully, scratching his beard.  "I have a question."

Of course he had, but there were two problems and one of them was a matter of life and death.

"Yes, dear.  And I want to talk it over—but not just yet."

Far too taut to sit down, she crossed to the exterior windows and found only a spectacular view of the crater.  She glanced briefly at the cracked frescos on the wall.  She ran a finger along one of the four huge carved wood chests that were presumably intended to hold the guests' clothing—two saddlebags' worth.  Then she paced back to the door, studying the slope of the finely polished oak floor.  Out on the balcony again, she leaned gingerly on the balustrade and gazed down at the courtyard.  It was large enough to serve as market square in a moderate town, mostly filled with a jungle riot of trees and tangled shrubbery.  Here and there, forlorn statues protruded from it at odd angles, like bathers in high green surf.  She noted a large fountain in the center, quite dry.

A rock pile at the far side had once been a staircase and two balconies.  No weeds grew on it yet, so it had fallen within the last few years.  Some of the pillars were missing and many others had shifted on their bases.  Sagging roofs and slanted walls were obvious.  The place was a deathtrap!

Voices distracted her.  Jukion and Ulpion came along the balcony, looking awed by their surroundings.

"There you are!"  Zanion emerged from the next door.  He smiled cursorily at them, then at Gwin, as if he had something on his mind.

"Come in here a minute, all of you," she said.  She led the way back into the room.  "Would you mind rising a moment, Your Imperial Majesty?"

"Off with your head!" Bulion rumbled, but he stood up.  "What's on your mind?"

"I see no point in marrying into a family with so much muscle if I can't put it to use once in a while.  Would you strapping lads mind pulling this bed over here for me?  No!  Pull, don't push."

The bed screeched and dug its claws into the boards, but it did not have a chance against massed Tharns.  It moved.

"There!" Gwin said with satisfaction.  "Dust!  And footprints?  How odd to see those under a bed!  What short people they must have here."

Nobody looked in the slightest bit surprised, which was annoying.

"Conclusion?" Zanion asked.  "These rooms were empty until—"

"Until this morning, I expect."

Bulion smiled knowingly.  He wasn't stupid; he had seen what she had seen and let her do the worrying.  "Tibal Frainith said he had something important to tell us."

"He mentioned earthquakes at least three times."

"But if he foresees us dying in an earthquake, he can't warn us away without changing the future."

"No."  She had worked this out earlier, and she thought Bulion had, too.  "But by seeming to warn us, he shows us he's on our side.  I think I'd have come to the same conclusion anyway."

Wosion was standing in the doorway.  "I know I did, and I didn't hear what he said."

"Excuse me," Jukion said.  "I think I'll take a walk, a long walk."

Bulion sat down on the bed again.  "This building has been here for hundreds of years and we shall be gone in a few days."

"I shall be gone in minutes!" Gwin snapped.  Her nerves were taut as fiddle strings.  "Have you forgotten that Labranza is an Ogoalscath?  She doesn't need an earthquake.  She can bring this heap down just by pulling faces at it."

She waited anxiously for his decision.  He was a proud, stubborn man of the soil, not inclined to run from shadows.  He rubbed his beard morosely.  "They said there would be food in a minute.  I'm hungry."

"Let's take what we want and go down to the courtyard.  There's an open space in the middle.  I'll feel much safer eating there."

"And sleep there tonight too?"

"Yes!"

Bulion frowned.

"The servants will gossip," Wosion suggested.  "Which may or may not upset our hostess, but where fatalist phenomena are concerned, Father, I trust my dear step-mother's judgement."

Gwin smiled gratefully.  As Carp had told her long ago, the surly little pastor should not be judged on his appearance.  She had come to like him; he seemed to approve of her now.

Bulion shrugged as if admitting he was beaten, although he had not actually argued at all.  "Oh, very well!  We'll camp out in the courtyard.  Don't blame me if it rains.  Off with you all."  He rose to his feet.

As the men trooped out, he looked inquiringly at Gwin.  They stood and faced each other in silence until the room was empty.  Now for the other problem.  Did she still have a marriage?  He was being stern and patriarchal.

"Tibal?"  She walked over to the window, unable to keep still for a moment.  "You want to talk about Tibal.  I don't know much more than you do."  Voice!  Help me!  Advise me!  No reply.

"Why did you say to keep him moving?  How did you know?"

The moment of truth: "I didn't.  That wasn't me speaking.  That was the Voice.  I didn't say a word."

She turned to see his reaction.  Could he believe her?  If he did, would he reject her?  He would be within his rights, and it would be the wisest course for him by far.  No one needed the sort of trouble she represented now.  He could and should abandon her here at Raragash, just as Niad and the others were to be abandoned, and he should return to the valley.  The crater would have a new colony of Cursed, a colony of one Poulscath with a village all to herself.  Oh, Bulion!  If Gwin had learned anything in the last year, it was that solitude did not work, at least not for her.  Half a couple was much more than one.  Bulion!

He was nodding noncommittally.  "I suspected that.  It sounded like you, yet not quite like you, somehow."

Relief!  Hope!  At least he did not think she was crazy, although that might be the best way out of this.  "Jukion heard it once."

"And we all heard it today."  A slow smile twisted its way out of his beard.  "So you're Cursed?  Doesn't mean you're not loved."  He held out his arms for her.

She rushed to him.  "You don't mind?"

He squeezed her breathless.  "Mind?  Of course I mind!  How would you feel if the person you loved best in the world discovered she was Cursed?  But it could be worse, much worse!  Whatever ails you, Nien, it isn't as bad as any of the others, is it?  You're not going around making people ill, or knocking down this ruin, or—"

"Or turning into a man."  She kissed him before he could laugh.  But being a Poulscath might be worse than those things, there was just no way of telling yet.

They paused for breath.  She asked the question.  "By imperial law, our marriage is now dissolved, so do—"

Bulion made an unusually vulgar suggestion about imperial law.

"And by Zarda law, too, Wosion says."

"Then he's wrong!  When one partner was Cursed, the other had the right to terminate the marriage.  It didn't happen automatically.  It won't happen at all in our case.  I won't let you escape, so it doesn't matter."

Rain in the desert!  Again Bulion Tharn had passed the test.  With him at her side, she could handle anything the fates might send.

"And the Cursed can still bear children."  His eyes gleamed with humor, but she knew what Bulion Tharn wanted more than anything else in the world now was to sire another child.  If the fates offered him one last wish before he died, that would be it—a son by preference, but any other sex would suffice.  Empires he could do without.

She gasped and laughed at the same time.  "I'm entitled to at least another eight months!  I'm always willing to keep trying—but not in here!  You're more likely to bring the building down than Labranza is."
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Labranza Lamith had never murdered anyone.  She had caused people to die, but never deliberately, and the same must be true of anyone who had exercised significant authority for any length of time—kings or officers.  Knowing the risks involved, she had sent out emissaries who had failed to return; she had provided fatalist guidance to men like Hexzion Garab, who relied on it to massacre his opponents in vile ways; she had put the healing powers of the Ivielscaths to use in saving the lives of men who had thereafter committed notable atrocities.  One could argue that some of the guilt for such deaths should be credited to the account of Labranza Lamith, but that was not the same as deliberate killing.  Undoubtedly a few people had perished in unexpected side-effects when she had exercised her own fatalist influence, but that was true of any Ogoalscath.  Even the most skillful could never shut off their influence completely.  She had not asked to be Cursed.  She had never deliberately murdered anyone.

She did not think she was going to start now.

So what was she doing wandering alone in the middle of the night?

Poul had long since set.  The thin crescent of Awail and the tiny lamp of Ogoal had followed soon after, slipping behind the dark wall of the crater.  Now the stars paid court to Muol and Jaul and Shool, and the world slept.  Only the bats piped their eldritch cries.

Tossing and turning, abed alone in her earthquake-proof house, she had found herself quite unable to sleep.  That was a problem other people had, not Labranza Lamith.  Maybe once a year she would have trouble sleeping.  When she did, she usually sent for Ching, but Ching was not fit for that sort of service at the moment.  She could almost regret that, although he had needed the lesson.

She had risen and dressed, and come out to pace the starlit grounds of the Academy.  As long as she stayed out of the trees she could see well enough.  Her Ogoalscath influence would keep her out of trouble—probably.  It might get her into trouble, too, but she had long ago learned to live with that reality.  More than any others of the Cursed, Ogoalscaths learned to be fatalists.

The night was warm and still, but it held no answers.

Too many waves buffeted her.  That foolish argument with Tibal Frainith, for example.  He had demanded that she call the council into session, but he had refused to say why, except to point out obvious things like the war, which was nothing to do with the Academy.  He had very nearly accused her of trying to murder the Tharns by billeting them in the East Wing—without telling her whether anything tragic would happen, of course.  Shoolscaths were impossible.  You simply could not reach any sane conclusions about their actions.  They did not do things for logical reasons.  They were quite capable of behaving against their own interests, simply because that was what they had to do, go through the motions.  Frainith had lost the argument and been thrown out on his ear, and for all she knew that might have been exactly what he wanted to happen.

Too many waves.  The news was bad: The Karpana had turned south.  Most likely they had realized that the richest pickings lay in western Kuolia, so that Rurk would be a dead end for them.  Their quickest road to fortune was through Mokth and Nurz and Hamdish.  They would rumble by like a landslide, as the Zarda had done a century ago, leaving empty lands for later generations to settle.  New kingdoms would arise, green shoots after a fire.

She had decided not to worry about the Karpana.  If they chose to attack Raragash, then there was absolutely nothing she or anyone else could do about it.  If it happened, it happened.  She and the Academy would cease to exist.  One could not live worrying about death all the time.

Ignoring the Karpana, therefore, she must consider what to do about Bulion Tharn, the Renewer.  She had a duty to defend and protect the Academy.  A new empire would seriously restrict its independence or even threaten its existence.  Bulion Tharn represented a danger.  Just because his destiny as the Renewer had been foretold did not mean that it was inevitable.  Those who foresaw the future knew it could be changed.  The fates had delivered him into her hands, so she would be foolish to ignore the opportunity.

That must be why she had installed him and his followers in the rickety East Wing.

All she was doing was challenging the fates: Here he is—do you want him?  Raragash experienced minor tremors every few months.  Most lifetimes would witness a major quake or two, and the next big one would convert the East Wing into a gravel pit.  Even a bad storm might.  If nothing untoward happened, she could always delay his departure for five or ten years, until he was too old to know an empire from an impasse.  Farther than that, she did not intend to go.

So why was she so restless tonight?

Temptation?

There could be no harm in just taking a stroll.  Her feet had brought her past the East Wing without her conscious bidding, but somehow that was not surprising.  Its dark bulk loomed against the sky, a whole sector of stars missing.  Between it and her lay a stretch of open grass, but she was not going to go any closer.  She did not think she would bring down the roof without deliberate effort, although she had never dared enter the East Wing since the last quake had rendered it unsafe.  She did think that she could collapse it if she really tried.  She was not going to try.

If she did, she would be found out.  Her duties required her to meet with Jaulscaths—not often, but sometimes.  When a royal ally wanted a Jaulscath advisor, then someone had to appoint one.  Usually she could conduct such business through Ziberor, who was discreet and also a staunch ally, since she knew the purity of Labranza's motives and her dedication to the welfare of the Academy.  Of course the president of the council had to make unpleasant decisions at times.  Ziberor understood that and kept whatever she might learn of Labranza's secrets to herself, but even Ziberor would not suppress deliberate murder.  Inevitably, anyone who knowingly met a Jaulscath began to think of the things she did not want to think about.  So Labranza must not commit a deliberate act.

If the fates sent a real earthquake that shook the whole crater, then that would not be her fault.  She certainly could not raise that kind of power.

If she had a very good excuse to be close to the wing and then a very good excuse to use influence for some other purpose...  No, Ziberor would see through that.  If Labranza lost her temper then?  Anything might happen if an Ogoalscath lost her temper.  But why should she lose her temper so conveniently?  No, it just would not work.

Murder was out.

No lights showed in the East Wing.  The Tharns would have turned in at sundown like any other bunch of dull farmers.  Labranza Lamith ought to go home to bed, although she had never felt less like sleep in her life.

A faint sound disturbed the stillness.  At first it was too faint to identify, just a vague familiarity—then a sense of wrongness, and at last the recognizable beat of hooves.  Coming this way?  Who could have business here at this hour?  Urgent news would be signaled by flag in the morning.  There were no criminals in Raragash because the Jaulscaths rooted them out.  Even if there were, they would shun the Academy itself.

In a few minutes, three riders emerged from the trees at a slow trot, heading for the entrance to the East Wing.  Who had come to plot with Bulion Tharn at this time of night?  There could be no other reason for anyone to approach the Hall from this side.  There could be no one to plot against except the president of the council.  How dare they?

Fools!  They must think themselves safe enough.  There was not a chance in a million that the president of the council herself would be wandering the grounds alone, without a lantern, and would see them arrive.  There was not a chance in ten million that the president of the council would be able to follow them in and actually approach, undetected, close enough to hear what was to be said.

When the president of the council was an Ogoalscath, any odds were possible.  Labranza Lamith waited until the intruders had dismounted and gone inside, and then she hurried across the grass in pursuit.
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The courtyard must have been very beautiful in its days of glory.  A century of neglect had turned the lawns and flower beds into jungle—a jungle traversed by tunnel-like paved paths and inhabited by carved stone people.  The centerpiece had been a circular pool, where water fountained from three bronze dolphins.  Now it was dry, a circular pit as wide as a Zarda house, carpeted by mossy humus.  The three dolphins had become two dolphins and some spare parts.

Gwin insisted this would be a comfortable enough refuge until the rainy season arrived.  The moss would make good bedding.

Bulion inquired about the spiders, scorpions, and centipedes.

Well, apart from those, she said.

And when the earthquake came? asked young Thiswion.

Buildings did not fall over, she explained, they just fell down.  The courtyard was large enough that the debris would not reach the center.  She told of her grandmother, who had escaped unhurt in the great quake of 62, although she had been standing in the street between two collapsing houses.  The worst to expect, here in the center, was a shower of bouncing tile fragments, and the trees would stop most of that.  Jukion tried wrestling bronze dolphins.  They both seemed quite firm.

After the meal, as the sun drew close to setting, Gwin explained that she had been Cursed, that this must be kept a secret, that she did not yet know what a Poulscath could do, or did do.  Jukion, Ulpion, and Thiswion looked for guidance to Zanion who had brains, to their pastor who was supposed to understand such matters, and to the Old Man himself who made decisions.  When none of them seemed unduly concerned, the youngsters just shrugged awkwardly and said they were sorry to hear the news.  Obviously they thought of her as one of the family now, one of themselves.  Families hung together when there was trouble.  Gwin almost choked on the lump in her throat.

Bulion warned them that there would be an important meeting around midnight, which they were welcome to attend.  Ulpion told Thiswion he could stay up late like the grown-ups then, provoking a friendly tussle.  When darkness fell, Jukion gathered up deadfall and lit a fire in the middle of the pit.  However warm a night might be, a fire made it more friendly.  By its light, the Tharns talked of the journey now completed and what would be happening back at the valley.  Sparks sailed up to join the stars.  No one mentioned the long road home.  No one mentioned Polion.

One of the liveried servants came and expressed concern that the honored guests were not occupying the rooms assigned to them.  Bulion asked if this was where visitors were usually billeted.  The flunky became evasive.  Bulion dismissed him.  It was not his fault.

Tibal Frainith arrived, bending almost double in the tunnels that the undergrowth had made of the paved paths.  He seemed glum, which was a very bad sign, and he had no conversation.  He looked blank when Gwin asked about his meeting with Labranza—that had been hours ago and he had forgotten it.  He could not speak of the past and she dared not ask him about the future.  Mostly he just sat and stared wistfully at her, saying nothing.

Eventually he brightened and turned his attention to another of the canopied pathways.  A few minutes after that, Ordur's blond hair showed in the flickering firelight as he came stooping along it.

He straightened and looked around angrily.  "This is not my idea of hospitality, Bulion Saj!"

"Nor mine.  But it seems preferable to what was offered."

Two more people emerged from the undergrowth and were introduced.

Par a'Ciur was a tiny, frail-seeming, silver-haired woman, who bore herself with authority.  Her eyes were quick; her manner gracious but determined.  She was Ivielscath councillor and also director of the Raragash hospital.  She thanked the Tharns for bringing Niad and Mandasil to the sanctuary, reporting that both were settling in well.  Gwin took an instant liking to her.

Baslin Diblichith was square and thick, assembled from blocks.  He seemed substantial even in the presence of Tharns, more solid than any of them.  He moved without grace or spring; his eyes bore the Muolscath emptiness they had seen on Wraxal Raddaith.  He looked to be around forty-five, but Gwin suspected that he could be either much older or much younger.  Both his face and his scalp were coated with gray-patched stubble, as if he shaved his entire head periodically and did not care what it looked like the rest of the time.  He nodded curtly when the visitors were presented, showing faint interest in Gwin and none in any of the others.

He slumped down to sit on the edge of the pit.  "This procedure is highly unorthodox.  I fail to see what it can achieve, and I attend under protest."

"I don't," said the Ivielscath.  She settled next to Gwin as daintily as a bird lighting on a twig.  "For one thing, I think we must insist that our guests be moved to proper quarters.  To lodge them in a deathtrap like this is quite outrageous.  Do you support the president's actions in this?"

"No," Baslin admitted.

"Reports are coming in from our agents all over eastern Kuolia, but the president refuses to show them to anyone else, even other members of the council.  Do you approve of those actions?"

"Humph!  No, that is clearly improper."

"And these prophecies of the Renewer?  Do you consider that a trivial matter?"

"People have been acclaiming renewers for a hundred years.  Not one of them turned out to be more than a local warlord."

"But I don't believe Shoolscaths ever spoke of them before."  Par a'Ciur turned an intent stare on Tibal.  "Councillor, do you consider the matter important?"

It was shrewdly worded query.  Tibal smiled faintly in the flickering light.  "Extremely."

The watching Tharns exchanged astonished glances.  None of them had ever taken those wild rumors seriously at all.  Gwin realized that she did, and she wondered when she had begun doing so.

"Well then!  Is it not obvious that the council should meet as soon as possible?"  Without waiting for an answer, the old lady turned to Bulion.  "You will forgive my saying so, Saj, but you seem to have found your destiny somewhat late in life?"

"It is not a destiny of my choice!"  Bulion rumbled.  "I have absolutely no ambitions beyond the welfare of my family.  I am certain there has been a mistake."

"Our president obviously does not consider it so, as she seems to be trying to murder you."

"Come now!" Baslin protested, with what must be unusual emphasis for one of his kind.  "You are jumping to conclusions."

"I am jumping at every twig crackling in the fire!  This place may collapse any minute.  And what of the Karpana?  We have long feared that they would follow the Zarda across the Nildu.  The timing must be more than coincidence."

"Coincidences happen all the time," Baslin said flatly.

The little woman bristled.  "Idiot!"

Ordur had been watching the exchange with a pleased smile.  "But the Karpana are hardly a trivial matter, either!  The kings of Kuolia must be persuaded to unite against them."

The big man dismissed the notion with a sniff of contempt.  "As well try to organize a herd of crocodiles to pick strawberries."

"Nevertheless, the effort must be made," the Awailscath snapped.  "The Academy has influence with all of them—all the kings in the east, anyway, and some in the west too, although we cannot expect them to get here in time to do any good.  It is up to us, as the governing body of the Academy, to exert that influence.  The kings must be persuaded to unite before it is too late."

"And put this farmer in charge of their combined armies, I suppose?"

Bulion scowled, which was illogical of him, as he shared that cynicism.  It was the Muolscath's abrasive manner he resented.  Gwin squeezed his hand.  The Tharns grinned uneasily, as if suspecting a joke.  Ordur glanced thoughtfully at Tibal, who was being inscrutable.

"Without committing myself to a prophecy," Tibal remarked with quiet amusement, "I can certainly point out that the kings are as likely to put their armies at the disposal of a farmer as they are to trust them to anyone else."

There was a brief pause as everyone tried to work out what that might mean.

Gwin leaned her lips close to her husband's ear.  "You could have them escort us safely home, hold a big parade in the valley, and then dismiss them."

Bulion whispered, "Sh!" but he was amused.

Little Par a'Ciur raised a frail hand in benediction.  "Let us remember the issue.  We are not trying to solve the problems, we are just trying to bring them forward for discussion.  These matters should be put to a formal meeting of the council, which Labranza steadfastly refuses to convene.  Under the charter, a meeting may be called by either the president or a majority of the other members.  We are four.  If we agree that a meeting must be called, then she will have no option but to call one."

"I don't know that your numbers are correct," Baslin objected.  "The Awailscaths elect a new councillor for each meeting.  Ordur must be confirmed as their representative.  Consequently, we are only three."

She flashed a smile at him, revealing an excellent set of teeth.  "But if there are only five qualified councilors, three is a majority!"

Baslin frowned, and then nodded.  "True."

Gwin had learned from experience with Wraxal Raddaith not to argue with Muolscaths.  They were so logical that they took all the fun out of winning.

The old lady did not seem to mind.  "I warn you that I shall bring up the matter of the chairmanship.  I have lost confidence in Labranza.  It is time for her to step down."

Ordur whistled.  "But who could replace her?  Not me, obviously.  You?  The Jaulscath's usually president, but Ziberor won't accept the post as long as Labranza wants it.  You, Baslin?"

"Never!  I am convinced that any attempt to make the kings unite would be a certain failure.  No one would vote for me, anyway, not even me."

"Tibal?"

Tibal shook his head.  "I shall never be president."

"Par?"

The fiery little woman sighed.  "I do not want it, but I think I could do as good a job as Labranza Lamith is doing."

Something roared in the bushes.  Everyone jumped.  "Oh, you do, do you?" boomed a deep voice.  Undergrowth rustled and cracked.  Labranza herself exploded out of the shrubbery.  Gwin had forgotten how big the woman was.  She loomed over them all.  She was standing outside the pool and everyone else sitting within it.  Firelight and her obvious fury seemed to make her larger than human.  The scratches on her face and twigs in her hair did nothing to lessen her dominance.  Even the Tharns recoiled from the apparition.  She struck unerringly at her opponents' weakest link.

"Baslin Diblichith!  Is this your idea of appropriate behavior for a member of the council—skulking around in the bushes at this time of night, conspiring against legitimate authority?"

The Muolscath pursed his lips.  "No."

Was skulking around spying any more appropriate?

"Don't you think that the decision on whether to convene a meeting should be made by the person who has the responsibility of doing so, who also has the relevant facts?"

"Can't argue with that."

"Then you dissociate yourself from this squalid little intrigue?"

"I do, Labranza Saj."

Triumph flamed in the big woman's eyes.  "Pray come with me and I shall find you suitable quarters for the night."

Baslin rose obediently and stepped up, out of the pool.  Gwin thought: Oh, clever!  There went the majority already—Labranza had gutted the revolution with one deft stroke.  Tibal had his jaw clenched.  Ordur's hung open.

Now! said the Voice inside Gwin's head.

She jumped.  No one else was showing any signs of having heard it.  "Now what?"

It is time to exert your authority.

What authority?  She sprang to her feet.  "Labranza Saj!"  She trusted her Voice, but she had no idea what was going to come next.

Labranza was already turning to follow Baslin.  She paused and glanced back with menace.  "Ah!  Gwin Solith, if I recall?"

"Gwin Tharn now."

"Indeed?  And which of these brawny young lads is the lucky groom?"

That did it.  Oh, did that ever do it!

"If you don't know who my husband is, Lamith, then you are not competent to hold the important office you do.  He wishes to address a meeting of—"

"He will be disappointed."  Labranza turned her back and stooped under the first tangle of branches.

Not his authority, stupid!  Yours.

"Stop!  Come back here!  Labranza Lamith, I wish you to convene a meeting of the council as soon as possible.  Ordur, when is the earliest possible moment?"

Ordur said, "Sunset," in a strangled voice, as if someone had an arm down his throat.

"I demand that you convene a meeting of the council for sunset."  It had worked on Mandasil, but would it work on that formidable woman?

Labranza swayed on her feet, apparently struck speechless.  She seemed to swell ever larger, like a bullfrog.  Her eyes bulged, her mouth moved and yet no sound emerged.  Gwin sensed a battle, but it was not a battle of wills, or at least not her will.  The president was fighting something bigger than both of them.

"Answer me!"

"Very well!" Labranza croaked.  "I agree."  Anything else she tried to say was lost in a great storm of sound as the East Wing began to collapse all around them.
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Bulion Tharn was milking cows.  An infinite barn of cows stretched before him, all clamoring to be milked.  Milk red as blood flowed out from the bucket to lap over his boots.  He was knee-deep in blood and still it poured from the udder, from the bucket, everywhere.  Torrents of blood flowed through the barn, through a universe of cows.  Quite impossible.  He must be dreaming this.

He opened his eyes with a grunt of relief.  The roof was a solid, comforting structure of timber, but rectangular, not properly round, with sunlight pouring in through windows, instead of seeping in under eaves...  but it would do.  He was running sweat, sweltering hot in the soft bed.  Memory came gushing back.  These were the guest quarters, which he had seen only by lantern light.  From the angle of the sunbeams, the hour must be close to noon.  He had not slept this late in his entire life before, which explained why he had been dreaming of milking time.  He reached out an arm and discovered that he was alone.

He sat up quickly, too quickly.  His clothes lay discarded on a chair; Gwin's were missing.  He threw off the covers and scrambled from the bed.

#

The commons was a long room with benches and plank tables set on a flagstone floor.  Swallows nested in the rafters, twittering, swooping in and out through unglazed windows.  The view on one side was of the rambling guest quarters and the other of the back of the Hall.  Today's gravel pile that had replaced yesterday's East Wing was not visible.

Wosion and Tibal Frainith sat together at the far end.  Wosion seemed to be lost in thought; the Shoolscath was reading his diary.  They looked up as Bulion drew close, trying not to appear hurried.

Wosion's ferrety smile would have paralysed a rabbit at two hundred paces.  "Afternoon, Father!  Sleep well?"

"Where's Gwin?"

"Ah.  She went for a walk.  Had some things to think about, she said."

"She'd had a long chat with Par Saj," the Shoolscath explained, amusement evident all over his bony face.

"You let her go?" Bulion roared.  "Alone?"

His son shrugged.  "She said she didn't want company."

"Idiots!  She's in danger here now!"

"Thiswion's keeping an eye on her," Wosion said innocently.

Better!  Bulion sank down on the bench beside him.  "I hope he took his sword, or his bow?"

"He took Jukion!  And Ulpion's scouting ahead of her.  That boy could creep up on a hare and tickle its ears.  So relax!  Not that you've done anything else yet today, have you?  There's some food left here.  Zanion's checking on our livestock."

Feeling singularly old and useless, Bulion inspected the long-dead remains of breakfast with distaste—fruit, bread, ham, cheese, all singularly old and useless.  Flies were feasting on them.  When they had gorged, they flew off unsteadily and were nabbed by alert swallows swooping past.  Wosion took up a pitcher and filled a clay beaker with a frothy fluid that smelled of yeast and hops.  He scooped a couple of insects out with his fingers and passed the beaker to his father.

Bulion tried it.  It was tepid, but not too bad.  "What did she learn from Par a'Ciur?"

The resulting hesitation was not encouraging.

"Gwin'll be back in a minute," Tibal said quietly.  "She'll explain.  Par is a wonderful old lady, and very knowledgeable.  I'm sure she broke the news as gently as it can be broken."

"I don't suppose either of you haystacks could drop me a hint, could you?"

Wosion sighed.  "It confirms what I thought I remembered.  There's an old belief...  A theory, more like..."

"The trouble with Poulscaths," Tibal said, "is that no one knows very much about them.  They're extremely rare and they don't sit around and let you examine them.  Gwin will be the best-documented instance of...  Never mind."

"I am about to become homicidal," Bulion said.  "I thought I ought to warn you both."

Wosion rubbed his nose thoughtfully.  "Pantholion.  Even in his day, there was always gossip that he was a Poulscath."

Bulion's empty beaker hit the table with a thud.  He felt as if his heart had landed on the floor.

"And Losso Lomith was another," Tibal added.  "The first one there's any record of.  No one knew much about fatalism before he set up the Academy, and of course he wasn't about to let the Academy examine him when he was emperor."

"Seven Curses!" Bulion whispered.

"Very apt, Father."  Wosion leered. "Or should I say, 'Your Majesty'?"  He looked inquiringly at Tibal.  "There never was a female emperor, was there?"

"An empress regnant?  No, although one or two of the emperors were commonly regarded as figureheads for their wives.  And Zarda would be even less likely to accept a woman as leader, right?"

Bulion slammed his fist on the boards.  Dishes clattered and his companions jumped.  He leaned across at the Shoolscath and roared.  "Are you prophesying that my wife is going to set me up as a puppet emperor?"  Intolerable!

Tibal swayed back on his bench.  "No, Saj!  I do not prophesy that at all!  I never prophesy, I mean."  His gaunt cheeks had turned chalky.  What could make a Shoolscath react like that?

"You're lying, you accursed backward-thinking, mind-twisting seer!"

"No, Saj!  Here's Gwin now!"

Bulion heaved himself to his feet and almost overbalanced as he turned to greet his wife.  She hugged him and then moved back a pace to regard him critically.

"I see they broke the news!  Not exactly a heart-warming prospect is it?"  She stepped over the bench and sat on it.

"Perhaps we should leave?"  Wosion laid both hands on the table expectantly.  Tibal did not move.

"No, you may as well stay," Gwin said.  "Sit down, love."

Bulion obeyed.  "Pantholion?" he groaned.  "Losso Lomith?"

Gwin nodded.  She was a little paler than usual, but under control.  "I'm in distinguished company, it seems.  One or two others..."  She bit her lip and did not specify.  "You all right, Tibal?"

"What else?" Bulion demanded.

She toyed with a fig, turning it around on itself with one finger.  "Poul is ruler of destiny.  The way Par a'Ciur put it, a Poulscath is a rock in the stream of history.  Everyone else is swept along by the current, like leaves.  A Poulscath stands against the flow, diverting it into a new path."

It should have been obvious, of course.  The absurd prophesies of him as Renewer, the hints that his wife was Cursed by Poul—they could not be unrelated.  One led to the other.

"What Pantholion said," said Wosion, "was, 'I am the trunk and my people are the leaves.  They are raindrops; I am the wind.  They...'"   He smiled nervously at his father and fell silent.

"Do you have any say in this?"  Bulion barely knew his own voice.  "Can you refuse the honor?  Or are you compelled to fulfil your destiny?  Do you now rush out and conquer the Karpana... conquer the whole fucking continent and set me up on a throne?"

Gwin turned the fig the other way in silence.

The other two were watching her intently.  Wosion was not hiding his concern, although he very rarely let his true feelings show.  Tibal Frainith had recovered from his fright and wore his usual worshipful expression that Bulion had come to know, and dislike, and was tempted to remove with a fist.  That long strip of mystery was always following her around, gazing at her with doting mooncalf looks.  Bulion had had about enough of the Shoolscath.

"I imagine I can stop now," Gwin told the fig, "but that may bring the Karpana down on us.  I don't see how we can possibly just ride out of here and get safely home to the valley."

The flies buzzed undisturbed for a moment.  Even the swallows seemed to have fallen silent to listen.  Then Bulion pulled himself together and put an arm around her.  "That's the catch?"

She leaned into his embrace without ceasing her pestering of the fig.  "Probably.  Nobody knows.  Par a'Ciur thinks there have been one or two people tentatively identified as Poulscaths who refused the call.  They would not rise to greatness, was how she put it."

"And what happened to them?"

"They died."  She shivered.  "In unfortunate ways.  That seems to be the catch.  Once you start along the road, you can't turn back."

"Then don't start!"

Gwin rolled the fig over.

"She's already started, Father," Wosion said.  "She started when she left Daling.  Remember how Cursed flocked to her?"

Gwin looked around at Bulion and then away again.  "Or did it start when I asked Niad to cure you?  Or when Tibal came, the day before.  He was the first to arrive.  That was when I first heard my Voice."

"What's his interest in this?"  Bulion glared at the tall man.  Meddling young freak!

"Believe me," Tibal said softly, "if I could say, if I could even hint, I would do so gladly, Bulion Saj.  I foresee misfortune and sadness, of course, but if I try to divert it, then I shall bring disaster on—"

"I know all that claptrap!"

"—on myself, and I may also disable the glory that will be Gwin's."

Glory?  Glory?  What sort of a selfish old fool was he, to be worried about his own comfort, his own self-esteem, when Gwin had a chance for glory?

"Glory?"  He squeezed her tighter.  "Is that what you want?  Glory?"

She did not answer.  He had never seen her subdued like this.  Several swallows swooped in and the nestlings set up a greedy racket.

"The first thing they taught me at Veriow," Wosion remarked, "and the last thing, was that a pastor's paramount duty is to help his flock accept whatever the fates send.  I have never found that advice harder to give than I do now, or seen it as weaker comfort."

Gwin spoke as if she had not heard him.  "No, I don't want glory, love.  I want what you want—to go back to the valley and live in peace.  But that isn't our choice at the moment.  Either I continue to defy Labranza Lamith and try to master her, or we throw ourselves on her mercy.  Which should it be, Bull?  You decide."

He did not know what to say.  Those who threw themselves on that woman's mercy were not likely to have a soft landing.  "I'd sooner shave eggs for a living than trust that one.  I think you have to go on for now, love."

She glanced sideways at him.  "You see how it will be?  One thing leads to another.  Every choice brings you more choices and drags you along a little farther.  You can't dismount from the tiger."

Zanion had come in and was approaching the shocked little group around the table, but nobody paid him any heed.

"This is true," Wosion said.  "Pantholion wanted to save his people from the Karpana.  He led them across the Nildu and petitioned the empire to give them safe grazing somewhere.  He offered fealty.  The empire feared him, refused him, and tried to drive the Zarda back.  Pantholion resisted.  In the end he sacked Qol and smashed the empire, smashed the fragments that rose against him, smashed everyone until there was nothing left."

"And Losso the reverse?" Bulion asked glumly.

Gwin answered.  "Losso the same.  Raragash was a pit of savages.  He discovered that he could be their master.  At first all he wanted was to escape and live in civilization instead of being a beast.  The empire tried to hunt him down, an escaped Cursed.  He was forced to fight back.  In the end he took the throne and his line raised the empire to the greatest glory it ever knew."

"Those two succeeded, love.  Tell me of the ones who failed!  Seems to me that you can only recognize a Poulscath after he's dead."

"Labranza's very words!" Tibal said cheerfully.  "She will convene the council meeting this evening, but she won't let you in, Gwin.  You have to prove that you're a Poulscath, and there is no way you can.  So Labranza says, anyway.  Baslin won't concede without proof, so she'll have the deadlock she needs."

Gwin picked up the fig and bit into it.  "Maybe.  Losso and Pantholion both arose when the times were ripe.  They couldn't look any riper than they do right now.  But which is worse?  To try and raise an army against the Karpana, or hide in these hills and let them waste the kingdoms one by one?  Either way, Kuolia drowns in blood.  Which road leads to the lesser slaughter?"

Bulion recalled his dream of the infinite cows.

"Not even a Shoolscath can ever know that sort of answer," Tibal said.

She frowned at him.  "The council will meet at sunset?"

He swallowed nervously, his Adam's apple jumping.  "Remember I'm like the others, Gwin—I can't refuse to answer your questions.  In this case there's no harm in it, but please don't keep asking."

"Sorry."

"Yes, sunset.  Ordur's gone off to be confirmed by his group.  No risk there—Jasbur's got them all fired up already.  Ziberor has a long way to come."

But what would the council meeting solve?  Labranza only needed two.  She could control the Muolscath, and the Ziberor woman was her strongest supporter.  Others might rally to her side to counter this unknown threat.  Bulion realized that Gwin was looking at him with an odd expression—quizzical?  challenging?

She said, "Poulscath nonsense!  Why don't you take that crazy wife of yours to bed and knock some sense into her?"

"Now?  In the middle of the day?"

She pulled free of his arm and stood up.  "That's where I'm going.  I didn't get much sleep."  She walked away, head proudly high.

He rose and hurried after her.  As he held the door open, he glanced back at the watchers.  Wosion looked shocked.  Zanion was smiling approvingly.  Tibal Frainith had buried his face in his hands.
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Were it possible to knock sense into Gwin in the way she had suggested, Bulion would certainly have succeeded.  He excelled himself.  She enjoyed the attempt while it was in progress, but the fates could not be driven off for long.  She did not slide away into sleep as she had hoped.  When her accomplice had recovered his health, she suggested that they go and visit Niad.  It was only a short walk to the hospital, along a path she had discovered.  He agreed gamely.

Unfair, unfair!  The fates were cruel.  Bulion Tharn had done nothing to deserve this.  No man had ever wanted to be an emperor less than he did, and the thought of being his wife's puppet would be anathema to him.  If she accepted her destiny, it would destroy her husband.  If she refused it, it might well destroy both of them.  Could she ride the tiger just a little way and then dismount safely?

Her Voice was the clue.

"I know nothing of Poulscaths, my dear," Par a'Ciur had said, "except what I have read, which is not much.  No one does.  But I think that Voice you hear is really yourself, your inner self, your destiny struggling to get out.  If we had training for you as we have for other Cursed, then I suspect that the first thing you would learn would be to summon that Voice."

The Voice did not answer her calls as she lay in bed, with Bulion gasping at her side.  It did say one thing as they strolled through the woods to the hospital.  She heard a faint rustle in the undergrowth...

Tharns.  Pretend you haven't noticed.

"What's funny?" Bulion inquired.

"Just people."

Good, honest people.  It felt wrong to laugh.  She was a figure of destiny now, a maker of history, a wader through blood.  Laughter ought to be beneath her dignity.  It seemed disrespectful to the thousands of people she would kill, all those armies she was going to destroy.

Madness!

#

Niad welcomed her visitors with joy, glowing in a Nurzian gown of a cornflower blue that matched her eyes as well as any human craft ever could.  She took the visitors out to sit in an orchard, where Bulion ate an unwise number of peaches.  She told Gwin excitedly about her training so far; it was very simple, she said.  A Jaulscath spoke the instructions right into her mind from another Ivielscath.  She had already been allowed to cure a badly bruised knee.  There was nothing to it.  It was just a matter of frame of mind, of really wanting to help.

Of course it was.  Motivation...

"Gwin Saj?"

Gwin realized that she had been daydreaming, lost in thought.  "Bull, love, do you think we might try to warp one of Labranza's little helpers to our cause?  Ching Chilith for an obvious instance?"

"Tibal doesn't think much of him."

"That's true.  Or seems to be true.  But Ching Chilith obviously knows all the cupboards and skeletons in this place.  He came around this morning while you were... weren't there.  Making sure our quarters were satisfactory, he said.  Spying, I think."

Bulion just grunted.

"His face was screwed up like a prune and he's limping worse than ever."

"Yesterday he looked like he had a hernia."

"Or worse."

Niad's big blue eyes grew even wider.  "You want me to try healing a hernia?"

"No.  I want Mandasil to.  I don't think it's a hernia."

"But he's no more experienced than I am, Gwin Saj!  Less!" Niad added firmly.  "There are lots of wonderful healers here."

Yes there were, but they were not what Gwin had in mind.

"He's doing all right," Niad admitted.  "He cured an old man from Chan San, who'd come here just for that.  He was almost blind.  Mandasil cured his second eye, after an instructor did the first."

"Fetch him," Gwin said.

#

Leaving Bulion to guard the other side of the door from outraged clerks, flunkies, minions, and under-secretaries, Gwin led Mandasil right into Ching Chilith's palatial office.  There was barely room to move between all the tables, statues, candelabra, display cabinets, ornamental screens, painted jars, elaborate imperial divans.  The walls oozed tapestries, the rugs were ankle-deep.  For a kid, he was doing extremely well in the spoils business.  Tibal's slander about him being Labranza's lover seemed far-fetched.  He was more likely her son, the crown prince, whether acknowledged or not.

The only clear space in the room was his great desk.  He frowned angrily from behind it like a ground squirrel peeping out of its hole.  His personal vestments were a vision of multicolored grandiose pretension.  He blustered at the intruders, but so unconvincingly that he must have already learned that Gwin was now the crux of the Tharn matter and the Renewer only a side-effect.  Not that she would ever admit such a thing near Bulion.

"What is the meaning of this?" Ching concluded, which was how he had begun.

"This man is an Ivielscath.  He is going to cure your discomfort."

Ching's hazel-brown cheeks turned the color of ripe pomegranates.  "That will not be necessary!"

Gwin hitched herself up to sit on the edge of the desk.  "Consider it a favor.  I heard what Tibal Frainith hinted yesterday.  I don't know who did that to you, or why, and we don't care, do we, Mandasil?"

Ching said, "There is nothing—"

"I also heard Tibal's nasty gibe that you are so unpopular that you daren't ask the healers to help you.  Well, Mandasil has only just arrived in Raragash.  He had never heard your name until I mentioned it to him a little while ago.  He has an open mind on your character.  Don't you, Mandasil?"

Ching said, "You are trying to bribe me?"

"Told you—do you a favor.  Aren't we, Mandasil?"

The pomegranates faded to lemons.  "An untrained Ivielscath?"

"But a very skilled one.  I have directed his efforts in the past with great success.  Haven't I, Mandasil?"

Ching licked his lips.  "You did what?"  He was not very convincing.

"You must have heard?  I am a Poulscath.  Surely the rumors are about by now?  All Cursed must obey me.  I say, 'cure!' and they cure.  Now, will you let my friend examine you while I turn my back, or do we have to hold you down?"

Mandasil was not tall, but there was a lot of him that his smock and shorts did not hide.  He flexed his stonemason's shoulders and bulged his arms.  His smile was low in intelligence and very high in desire to please Gwin Saj.

Ching capitulated.  "Turn your back," he said.

Gwin studied the tapestries.

Behind her, Mandasil whistled.  "It hurts me just to look at that!  Horse kick you or something?  I'll start with this bruise on your thigh."

A minute or so...  "There!  That's about the size they should be, isn't it?"

Finally a chuckle: "Take it for a test run tonight and see how it stands up.  All done, Gwin Saj."

He came to her side, beaming like a kid.  She headed for the door without looking around.  Mandasil was vastly improved from the embittered churl of three weeks ago.  Purpose, she supposed—now he knew he could heal, his life had purpose again.

Hers had far too much.  Untrained Poulscaths might be worse than untrained Ivielscaths.  They could mar people, but she would blight whole nations.

She had not heard a word from Ching Chilith.  Had he fainted?  Was he too embarrassed to speak?  Too frightened?  Too angry?  She went out, Mandasil followed, and the door closed; still Ching Chilith had not uttered a solitary syllable, not even, "Thanks."
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The Tharns gathered in the commons not long before sunset to await their allies on the council, who were going to join them there so that they could all proceed to the meeting together.  That was the plan.

The plan did not work very well.

The men were wearing their swords.  They had not let Gwin out of their sight all day.  She wondered if this was part of her destiny—to be guarded for the rest of her life.

Par a'Ciur swept in, looking like a miniature empress in a royal blue robe.  The diadem of garnets in her silver hair should have clashed with the blue, but obviously did not dare to.  She peered around the big room and frowned.  "No Ordur?  Tibal?"

"I expect they'll be along in a minute," Gwin said.

The old lady sat down beside her and laid a tiny hand on her arm.   She leaned forward eagerly.  "I have been glancing through Losso Lomith's memoirs again.  I notice that several times he uses expressions like, 'My destiny told me...' and, 'Again I heard the call of destiny!'"

"So he had a Voice, too?"

Par's scrawny neck flapped as she nodded.  "Exactly!"

"Well I wish mine would answer a few questions!"

"Tush, my dear!  I don't think it will ever answer questions.  I think it will just tell you what is needed.  And I suspect all you have to do is accept that it is your destiny."

Motivation?  That might well be the problem.  Gwin did not want a destiny.  She just wanted to go home.

Par began to fidget.  "Now, where do you suppose those accursed Cursed have gotten to?  We'll be late."

Heavy boots sounded outside—many boots.  Metal clashed, moving closer.  Armored men shuffled in at both doors, while others outside darkened the windows.  They all wore plate mail of antique imperial type.  The paint on it had largely flaked or rusted away; the faded plumes on their helmets had been eaten by something.

The Tharns rose to their feet, hands going to sword hilts.

Jukion, though, lifted a bench and hefted it like a staff.  "Just knock 'em down!" he said.  "Get 'em on the floor and they can't move."

Gwin said, "No!  You can't fight the whole crater!"  It would be a bloodbath.  However absurd the soldiers' gear and however many centuries old it was, if a troop of ironclads clashed with a band of farmers in this confined space, then the farmers would be confetti.  The soldiers could win with their eyes shut.

Bulion had seen that too.  He snarled his agreement.  Jukion reluctantly laid down the bench.

An officer clumped in, swaying under the weight of steel he bore.  His visor was up, but he carried his sword ready.  He lumbered over to the group and almost overbalanced as he came to a halt.

"Councillor a'Ciur?  My men will escort you to the meeting."

Par rose and stiffened to her full height, which put her about half way up his rust-spotted breastplate.  "This is outrageous!  Where did you find that historical curiosity?  Where are Councilors Ordur and Frainith?"

"I expect they are waiting for you at the meeting room, Saj."  His eyes shifted uneasily.  "I have my orders."

The Ivielscath made a noise that sounded like, "Pshaw!  And what of my friends here?"

"I am instructed that they are to remain where they are."  His expression suggested that he was squirming inside his armor.  He peered out to locate the most probable leader.  "Bulion Tharn Saj?"

Bulion growled and nodded.

"You may retain your weapons if you will give your word that they will not be drawn."

Gwin glanced around.  There were at least forty men visible now.  "Give him your word, love."

Bulion's face was inflamed with anger.  "Don't have much choice, do we?  You have my word, Corporal."

"Captain!"

"Whatever.  Tell your boss I don't think much of her notions of hospitality."

The unfortunate soldier seemed almost on the point of agreeing.  He nodded with relief—and some difficulty.  "Councillor, please?"

"Pshaw!" Par a'Ciur said again.  She patted Gwin's shoulder.  "This is absurd!  We shall bring this to a vote as the first item of business, my dear, and send for you before anything else is discussed!"  She swept past the captain, heading for the door.

He turned himself around with much clanking and stamping, then swayed slowly forward and began to move after her.  Gwin wondered if he had ever worn armor before.

Gwin sat down.  The men copied her reluctantly.

After a moment, Bulion broke the festering silence.  "How do you rate the little lady's chances?"

"Not good.  It depends on Baslin, and he'll agree to anything that sounds logical.  I think Labranza can talk him around to her way of thinking. The first item of business will be an adjournment."  Labranza had called the meeting under protest; she had not guaranteed that it would achieve anything.  Gwin eyed the guards thoughtfully.  "Do you suppose my influence on Cursed works on Blessed as well?"

"I don't know.  I don't think this is a good time to find out.  A dead Poulscath would not help anyone except the Labranza bitch."

For Bulion to use bad words, he must be epochally upset.  Everyone was looking to her.  When she had faced down Labranza, she had become their leader, for they all knew that the Old Man was out of his depth in this fatalist snare.  They expected Gwin to rescue them from it.  She had gotten them into it, she supposed.  Trouble was, she had been relying on the council.  She had no alternative plan.  Would Labranza throw them all out of Raragash, to take their chances in the war zone?  Or would she lock them in a cell and melt down the key?

"Why do they obey her?" Thiswion said angrily.  "She's not a queen."

Wosion answered.  "She is the legitimate authority.  She controls the money, the power, and the glory.  Hardest thing in the world is to overthrow tyrants, no matter how evil they may be."

"I don't think she's really evil," Gwin said.  "She just has prestige and wants to keep it.  This is her domain.  If she admits I'm entitled to a seat on the council, she'll lose her majority.  Your heard Par a'Ciur last night—she'd propose me for president right away."

"You'd do a better job than I would as emperor."  Bulion probably meant that remark as a joke, but nobody smiled.

Gwin realized that she might not ever see Labranza again.  The president would put a wall of steel between the Poulscath and all the Cursed in Raragash.  Gwin had missed her opportunity in the night, when she had the woman at her mercy.  The fall of the East Wing had distracted her.

The day dwindled outside as the sun dipped behind the cliffs.  Whispers in the corridor... boots shuffled in the doorway.  There was still enough light to see the boy who squeezed past the guards and came hurrying over.  Aha!  Gwin jumped up and went to meet him halfway.

It was Ching Chilith, of course.  He had shed all his finery in favor a very simple smock and breeches, which made him look even younger than usual.  Sixteen?  He must be older than that!  He was clutching a book in both hands.  His manner was both timorous and furtive.  He stopped, and then retreated a step from her, as if he dared not come too close.

"Are you really?" he whispered.

Instinctively Gwin lowered her voice also.  "Really what?"

"A Poulscath?"

"I think so.  Why?"

He glanced around.  The Tharns were openly staring.  So were the guards.  "Labranza will kill me!"

"Not if I have anything to do with it!" Gwin said, madly portraying confidence.  "You're feeling better, I take it?"

He colored.  "Oh yes, Saj!  I am so grateful!  That is why I came."  He peered around again fearfully, as if on the verge of flight.

"What's the book?"

"This?  Oh!"  He laid it reverently on a table.  "This is a miracle, Saj!  I did not know this even existed.  Labranza asked me to confirm the hand, and it is genuine!  I don't know where she got it."

"But what is it?"

The boy's eyes widened.  "It is the original charter of the Academy!  Written by the Founder himself!"  He opened it carefully.  "And see here, Gwin Saj!  Where she had a marker in?"

Starting to feel excited at this manifestation of destiny, or whatever it was, Gwin squinted at the faint and crabby scrawl.  She would need a week to make that out.  It must be six hundred years old!  Her mind boggled.  "The light's not good enough.  Tell me."

"The authentic Rules of Procedure for the council!" Ching whispered, sounding completely awed.

"It is not Death who sits in the seventh chair, is it?"

"No, Saj!  It is you!  I mean it is the Poulscath!  See, the book says... I don't suppose they realized, back then.  They did not know how rare Poulscaths would be.  The Founder wrote that all seven groups will elect a representative, and the Poulscath councillor is their natural lord.  That's what it says—natural lord!"

Gwin's heart was beating much faster than usual.  Her ploy to pervert the president's secretary seemed to have succeeded beyond her wildest dreams.  She could certainly discard the notion that Labranza might be his mother.  "I can be a lord if I have to!  Can you get me there?"

Ching hesitated, fumbling in pocket.  "I have a warrant... I forged her signature, Saj!"

"Oh."  That could be sticky!

He stared plaintively at her, his boyish eyes very wide and innocent and worried.  They were a strange color, like birch wood.  "Will you protect me?  Otherwise, she'll kill me, I know she will!"

Screaming demons of conscience assaulted Gwin from all sides.  This seemed like the solution she needed, but by taking it she might condemn her helper to ruin, if not actual death.  She would leave Raragash, he would remain.  "Voice?  Is this my destiny?  Do I go with him?"

Of course, the Voice said.  It sounded confident, but then it always did.

"Do I return safely?"

Of course.

How infallible was this fatalist guidance?  A destiny must be a very impersonal entity.  It might not realize how easily it could be frustrated, or how vulnerable she was to foul play.  Would it even care about that?

"If I am president, then Labranza cannot be!  So she won't be able to harm you.  And I shall compel her not to, as I compelled her to convene the council."

Ching gasped.  "That was your doing?"

"It was.  Last night, just before the roof fell in and the walls fell down.  She didn't exactly like it, you see."

"I wondered why she had changed her mind."

"Well, that's why!  Now..."  Gwin glanced over at the suspicious glares of the Tharns.  They would not willingly let her go, and of course this might be a trap.  Labranza could well have a hired knife waiting for her as soon as she was removed from her protectors.  That would not be out of character.

On the other hand...

The other hand was empty.  It was this or leave her bones in Raragash.  Or both.

"I swear I'll protect you, Ching Saj.  I look after my friends.  But let's get out of here quick, before my companions realize what we're doing."

"Yes, Saj!" Ching said eagerly.  He pulled out a paper.  "This will get you to the council meeting.  Please don't let Labranza get hold of it!  I must put the book back before she realizes I have taken it."
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Having peered suspiciously at Gwin's warrant for several minutes, the ostiary apparently decided it must be genuine and consented to heave on one of the great double doors.  It creaked open just enough for her to step through, into the innermost sanctum.  It boomed shut again, plunging her into near-darkness.  For a moment she thought she had walked into a trap, a dungeon, or that there had been some mistake.    The air was stale and sour, reeking of lamp oil.  Details swam into focus.  Lanterns hanging on golden chains from an invisible ceiling cast a vague light on the six faces that had turned to see who dared interrupt the council's deliberations.

She knew this was the oldest part of the Hall, predating all the grandeur and imported marble; even so the chamber was surprisingly unimpressive, like a cellar, with dark basalt walls and floor.  It was barely large enough for its single table and seven chairs.  The table was triangular—unoccupied base toward her, three councilors along each side, an empty throne at the apex.  No, not triangular, heart-shaped.  The chamber itself was heart-shaped also, and the furniture as black as the stone.  The Black Heart of Raragash... what perverted mind had conceived that grim humor?

Seeing Labranza on her left, Gwin moved to the right.  She strode swiftly around, passing between the chair backs and the inky blocks of the wall, heading toward that one vacant seat at the point of the heart.  Throne or not, it was by far the largest of the chairs, and that alone was confirmation of what Ching had said.  She was barely conscious of Tibal, sprawling back like a collection of tent poles, next to Labranza, big mouth twisted in a wry grin... of little Par a'Ciur looking so tiny beside him, but beaming as broadly.

"Intruder!"  Labranza barked.  "How did you...  Ostiary!"

Gwin tried to push the big chair back from the table and discovered she had to use all her weight to budge it.  Its feet scraped painfully on the stone.  "I am here by right!"  Her voice did not sound righteous.  She forced it to a lower tone.  "As the only Poulscath in the crater, I appoint myself to this seat on council."

"Rubbish!  Prove it!"  Labranza opened her mouth again to yell for the ostiary.

"The fact that this meeting is in session at all should be proof enough for you."

The big woman scowled at the jab.  "Irrelevant!"

"Then let the council itself pronounce on accreditation matters."  Gwin was projecting all the false confidence she could muster.  Standing in front of the throne, she leaned both fists on smooth black wood of the table.  She wished she had an outfit more suitable for the occasion than a threadbare smock and riding breeches.  The best that could be said for them was that they were clean, whereas Labranza glittered with jewels and silver satin.

A flash of triumph had come and gone on the president's face.  "We have already voted on the matter, but I suppose we can give you a lesson in manners by voting again in front of you."  Her mannish jaw tightened threateningly.  "How did you get here, though?"

"That will be the first item of business when all the representatives are seated.  Tibal, do you vote for me?"

"I'll handle the voting!" Labranza barked.  "Councillor Tibal Frainith?"

Beside her, Tibal winked at Gwin.  "I vote, 'Aye' for Poulscath Tharn."

"Councillor Par a'Ciur?"

"Aye."

"Councillor Ordur?"

"Aye."  Slouched at Gwin's immediate left, Ordur looked worried and also haggard from lack of sleep.

Baslin predictably snapped, "Nay!"

"Aye," said the next, before she was asked.

This must be Ziberor, the Jaulscath, sitting directly across from the president.  Gwin took a proper look at her for the first time.  She was a tall woman, scrawny and ill-shaped, sitting stiffly erect.  Her close-cropped hair was dark, her robe undistinguished, her face saggy, lined, and blotchy.  It was also strangely mobile, continuously twitching as if maggots moved under the skin.  It flickered from one expression to another without pause or meaning.  Jaulscaths reputedly went mad...

The lanterns were swinging slowly on their chains.  There was no draft to explain that.

Into the silence, Labranza barked, "What?"

Ziberor continued to study Gwin, leering, winking, pouting.  "I took an oath not to act on anything I learned from our Shoolscath, Labby.  But that does not stop me prying into your mind.  I vote Aye, and you know I should."

Gwin had forgotten that her thoughts were being read.  A brief image of Bulion as he had appeared in bed that morning... then she put it from her mind.  She had no guilty secrets and no time to worry about them if she did.

Councillor Ziberor smirked and scowled at the same time.

Baslin straightened in his chair and cleared his throat pompously.  "I fear that your remark might itself be construed as a breach of confidentiality, Councillor, but under the circumstances, I believe I shall reverse my earlier—"

"Shut up!" Labranza muttered.  "Unnecessary.  You are accepted, Tharn."

Gwin sat down.  Her knees were shaking.  She did not try to pull her chair up to the table.  The seventh seat... where Death sat.

"Thank you, all of you.  Now, under the Founder's rules, I understand that the Poulscath representative automatically presides over this council."

Baslin said, "I do not recall reading that in the charter."

"Confirm my interpretation, please, Ogoalscath," Gwin said.

Had a skilled sculptor battered a granite boulder into a representation of Muol as Bringer of Hatred, it might have worn an expression much like Labranza did now.  She closed her eyes a moment and grimaced, as if in pain.  Then she glared again, and mumbled, "That is correct."

Ordur said, "Fates!"

Par a'Ciur clapped her little hands gleefully.

Realization of what she had just achieved struck Gwin like a bucket of ice water.  This was magic!  This was the fatalist power of a Cursed!  For the first time, she truly believed.  With no weapon more potent than a steely stare, she had overthrown a tyrant and taken possession of Raragash.  How long could she hold it?

She rallied her wits to meet the massed stares.  Only Tibal and the Muolscath were not showing surprise.

"Thank you.  Does anyone wish to raise objections?  If not, then I assume the chairmanship of this meeting."

Silence.  Labranza's hands lay in full view on the table, clenching and unclenching as if of their own volition.  Gwin longed for Bulion's stolid common sense and support beside her, but she would have to carry this off alone.

"As to how I got here, Councillor Labranza Lamith—that is my business.  I require your solemn undertaking that you will not seek reprisals against anyone who may have aided me."

It was a fair bet that Labranza knew exactly who had aided her.

"Traitors?  You protect traitors?"

"One man's traitor is another man's enlightened reformer.  Your word on this?"

"He who has betrayed one may betray another!"

"My problem.  Swear!"

Labranza shuddered, but this time she did not struggle so hard against the compulsion.  "I so swear."

The tension seemed to fall away.  Ordur yawned.  Others settled back in their chairs.  The preliminaries were over, so now they could get down to business.  It might be a long session.

And what did Gwin do now?  Demand horses and passports through the opposing armies, back to the valley?  Impossible!  All the power of Raragash could not guarantee the Tharns safe journey home.  Home itself might be a deathtrap if the Karpana came south.

Ask for a situation report, said the Voice.

"I think I knew that.  Councillor Lamith, what news of the Karpana?"

The big woman did not soften her stare of hatred, but she spoke readily.  "They have devastated Nimbudia.  They met the Rurkian army at Wirnimin and routed it.  Then they turned back.  As of my latest information, which is about two weeks old, they were moving southeast, apparently heading for Mokth."

She was efficient.  She was still dangerous.

"We don't have a map here?" Gwin said.  "Never mind.  Assume for the moment that Raragash itself is their objective, how long until they arrive?"

One or two of the others muttered unhappily, but Labranza had the answer ready.  "Six or seven weeks.  They are encumbered by their baggage train.  They detach fighting bands to sack towns within a day's ride, but the main body moves slowly."

"I see," Gwin muttered.  Seven weeks at best, to raise an army that could defeat a greater foe than the Zarda who had felled the empire itself?  A few months' experience running the Phoenix Street Hostel was not adequate training for this.  "Can we hope to fortify Raragash?"

Labranza snorted incredulously.

"North Gate collapsed centuries ago," Baslin said.  "Even if you rebuilt it, the gates were meant to keep people in, not out.  This is a very large valley, not a fortress.  There are many—"

Labranza cut off his tuneless drone."The answer is, No!"

That's settled! prompted the Voice.  Now ask about potential allies.

"What are the kings doing?"

Labranza shrugged her heavy shoulder.  "Squabbling, of course.  They have mustered their troops, but that is all.  Every one of them has written to all the others, demanding their support and fealty.  Every one of them wants to be supreme war lord.  None is willing to be subordinate."

"We must find a leader they can all accept."

"Your husband, I suppose?"

Gwin laughed.  "Fates, no!"  She noted the surprised reaction on the six faces—four faces, for Ziberor's restless features conveyed nothing meaningful and Tibal was never surprised.  "Bulion is a farmer, not a soldier.  Well, let's leave the leader for now and identify the force he will lead.  Review the possibilities, please, Councillor Lamith."

Labranza paused a moment, either gathering or thoughts or appraising Gwin.  "There are only three—Nurz, Mokth, and Wesnar."

"Nonsense!" Baslin objected, scratching at his stubble.

"Fact.  Nimbudia no longer exists.  Whether or not Rurk can field another army to replace the one it lost, it is out of reach, on the wrong side of the enemy.  Esran and Da Lam are of no consequence.  Pagaid and Pirain are too far away to get to us in time, and so are all the western kingdoms.  Hamdish has a tradition of garrisoning its walled cities and has always refused to send troops beyond its own borders."  The big woman faced down Baslin and then stared arrogantly at Gwin again.

Gwin was impressed.  If Labranza had refused to consider letting Raragash be involved in the war, it had not been for lack of information and thought.  Perhaps she had reached the correct conclusion.  "That all seems logical enough.  What of the three?"

"The kings or their armies?"

"Both."

"Quilm Urnith is a peaceable man.  He has ruled Mokth for eighteen years, avoiding warfare whenever possible.  Wesnar cut off his sea link by destroying Tolamin, so he has reluctantly raised an army.  He must be very worried now, with Wesnar on one side of him and the Karpana on the other."

"He may be amenable to reason?"

"More amenable than the others, at least.  The Mokthians retain many of the Qolian ways.  They might even support an effort to restore the empire—assuming they can lead it, of course."

"Of course," Gwin agreed.  Had that remark been a sly dig, or was it a sign that Labranza was trying to cooperate?  "How many men do they have?"

"Ten or twelve thousand."

"And Wesnar?"

"About the same, but the Wesnarians are Zarda, and more warlike.  The Faceless alone would be a match for any of the other kingdoms."

"And their king is Hexzion Garab."

"The notorious Hexzion Garab," said Par a'Ciur.

"A human slug, a leech," Labranza agreed.  "Hexzion is a stumbling block.  No one will trust him or cooperate with him."

From the stories she had heard, Gwin would not argue with that.  "And Nurz?"

Labranza considered for a moment, drumming fingers on the black tabletop.  "The Nurzians were never Qolian.  They were reluctant participants in the empire.  Since the fall, they have restored their distinctive culture to a surprising degree.  Their army is larger—fifteen or even twenty thousand men—and Nurzian archers were always feared.  The problem is the king, Wung Tan.  He's dying.  Our healers can do nothing except ease his pain.  His son is still a child, his daughters' husbands are ambitious.  Nurz is ready to erupt in civil war whether the Karpana stand on the doorstep or not."

Gwin waited for the Voice to comment.  When it did not, she said, "So we might hope to field forty or fifty thousand men at best.  How many are the Karpana?"

"About a million."

"No!"

Labranza sneered at her shocked reaction.  "Close.  That includes women and children.  Perhaps a fifth would be fighting men."

Even at best, then, the odds would be about five to one.

"Who is their leader?"

"A council of chiefs."

"Then we have something they don't!"

Baslin scratched his stubbly chin.  "What's that?"

"A Poulscath!" Gwin said, wondering if anyone had less confidence in her than she did.  "Labranza, Saj, I congratulate you on your grasp of the situation."

"Do you find it complex?  It's really quite simple."

Bitch!  "Then let's go on to the complex part.  None of the kings is a suitable generalissimo.  If we must choose a soldier of lesser rank, whom do we pick?"

Baslin and Ordur spoke the name together as Gwin's Voice told her:  Frenzkion Zorg.

"What!  Why?"  She recalled that grim apparition with a shudder.  She had thought of him as a brute killer, not a strategist.

"He is Dreadlord of the Faceless," Labranza said.

"I know that.  I've met him.  Why choose him, though?"

"He is Dreadlord of the Faceless," Labranza repeated.  "That is enough.  If anyone could make a fight of it, it would be Zorg."

"Would Mokth and Nurz accept him?  Will they put their armies under his command?"

Labranza thought for a moment.  "They might possibly trust Zorg himself, if he gave them his warrior's oath.  The situation is bad enough, after all, that even the Wesnarians don't seem so fearsome any more.  But they will never accept him as long as he is loyal to Hexzion."

I think you and I have to have a little chat about Hexzion Garab.  The Voice was persistent now, almost a nuisance.  It was a sign that she had accepted her destiny, she supposed.  As Niad had explained, motivation was what mattered.

"I think I know what you mean," she retorted, "and I don't like it one bit!  Can we persuade Hexzion to release the dreadlord from his service so he could serve the coalition?"

Labranza just shook her head in disgust.  The lamps were swaying even more wildly now.

Tibal Frainith chuckled to attract attention.  "As I precall, the problem there is that friend Hexzion indulged himself a little too far in disposing of potential rivals.  He had killed off all his immediate family before he realized that he had thereby promoted Cousin Zorg to the post of Heir Presumptive.  He's fairly safe—a warrior will never break his oath.  But Hexzion would be crazy to release him from it.  He is crazy, but not that way."

The Voice had known all this.

Ziberor put the thought into words.  "But if Hexzion dies, then Zorg becomes king of Wesnar?"  She winked and twitched at Gwin, as if to hint where she had found that evil notion.

Labranza slammed her fist on the table.  The lamp above her head twisted like a mad bug.  "No!  Hexzion has a contract with us!  If we break our word to him, then none of the kings will trust us ever again.  We lose everything we       have worked on for a hundred years."

Gwin sat for a moment, scanning the six faces in the gloom.  Ordur was almost asleep, and she needed a break.  She ought to adjourn until morning.  She had already collected many things to think about.

"What advisors have we provided to the king of Wesnar?"

"A Jaulscath and an Ivielscath.  He is trying to hire a Muolscath also."

"Why a Muolscath, for fates' sake?"

Baslin grunted.  "Orgying, I expect."

Feeling as if she were edging toward a precipice on a very windy day, Gwin said, "What are the Jaulscath's duties?"

"To interrogate suspected traitors, to warn him of assassins."

"Assassins?  Is that the actual word?"

Labranza's eyes narrowed.  She glanced across at Ziberor.  Then she said, "I believe the contract specifies traitors."

Gwin sighed.  Surely it would not come to that?

It will, you know!  When you are planning a wholesale war, why should one murder bother you?

She ignored the Voice.  "Meeting adjourned.  We shall resume our discussion in the morning.  Thank you."
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With all the patience of a vulture at a seniors' outing, Ching Chilith lounged on a very uncomfortable stone bench in an alcove.  He could watch the doors of the council chamber from there without being close to the disgusting ostiary, who stank of old age and treated him with a signal lack of respect.  The meeting was likely to go on all night, and the mere fact that Gwin Tharn had not been evicted long ago showed that she had won her battle.  There had been a change of leadership.  She truly must be a Poulscath.

From time to time people would wander along the dark corridor.  Most of them carried lanterns.  Most of them wore crude Zardan smocks and breeches, even here in Raragash, but some were better clad—livery, or Nurzian robes, or old-style Qolian tunics.  They usually reacted to Ching with surprise, not at first recognizing him out of official dress.  Then they would walk past without a word, sneering if they dared.  They would probably sneer much more if they knew that his mentor had been dethroned.  Let them!  He sneered best who sneered last.  Ching Chilith was not done for yet.

The doors swung open, creaking on their ancient hinges, catching him by surprise.  He had expected the meeting to go on much longer.  He rose and headed that way, watching the ostiary fumble with lanterns.

Labranza emerged first.  She glanced along and saw him, then turned and grabbed up a lantern.  She stalked off in the other direction, without a word.  He had not expected her to do anything else.

The Ziberor bitch was next.  He concentrated hard on an image of her being roasted alive in a pestilential dungeon.  Probably she could see through that, down to the thoughts he did not want her to know, but he hoped she appreciated the picture.  She followed Labranza.

The Muolscath went alone, too.  Then Ordur and the old woman, pausing to thank the desiccated ostiary for the lanterns, chattering excitedly within their globe of light as it moved away through the shadows.

Finally came the new president with the despicable Shoolscath at her side.  Ching hesitated.  He did not want to endure another bout of abuse from Tibal Frainith, not in front of Gwin Tharn.  One day that elongated prescient bundle of bones was going to suffer drastically for his loutish behavior yesterday.  Shoolscaths could not be outwitted like normal people, but they might be trapped into changing the future.  That disaster they could not foresee.  It would be hard to arrange, but should be possible with the aid of a Jaulscath.  Even if that were not possible, then Tibal's emphatic dislike showed that Ching was going to get the better of him sometime.  In fact, it was almost a promise of success.

Reassured by that thought, Ching approached.

"Oh, fates!" Frainith said.  "I thought I could smell something bad."

Tharn frowned.  "We're all going to have to get along if we hope to pull this off, Tibal."

"I do not understand your dislike of me, Councillor," Ching said sadly.  "I am sure it will be due to a misunderstanding."

"I'm going to throw up.  I see you tomorrow, Gwin."  Without bothering to take the lantern the ostiary was holding out, Frainith went striding away into the dark.

Tharn accepted the light and thanked the stinky old man.  Ching took another and followed her.

"I am the new chairman, as you predicted," she said.

"I am delighted to hear it, Madam President.  The fates have blessed all of us tonight."

"The fates act through people, and I am very grateful for your help.  I shall need all the help I can get, from everyone.  I did not seek to depose Labranza Saj.  I bear her no personal ill-will.  I hope you will consent to act as my secretary, and that you will give me the same detailed and efficient assistance you gave her."

"I shall be honored beyond words, Madam President.  I look forward to serving you to the best of my abilities.  Labranza was not an easy woman to work for."  That ought to qualify for some sort of prize as the understatement of the post-imperial era.  None of this sewage would have fooled Labranza for an instant, but it was working beautifully on the Poulscath.

She smiled.  "I hope I'll be easier.  Don't let me work you too hard!"

"I wish only to serve, Saj.  My every moment is at your command.  I anticipated your success.  This is a resolution confirming your authority, so that you will have no trouble tonight.  Tomorrow we can announce it formally, of course."

She took the scroll with her free hand.  "Is this by any chance signed by my predecessor?"

"It looks that way," he admitted.

"Mm?  Does it?  Ching, until we have had some experience working together, I prefer to do all my own signing, right?"

He could soon cure her of that ambition three or four hundred unnecessary documents a day for a week ought to do it nicely.  Perhaps she was the sort who would respond to humor?

"Of course, Madam President!  I need to practice your handwriting anyway."

She laughed.  Laughed!  Labranza would have stunned him.

They reached the top of the steps and began to cross the Western Atrium.  Stars filled the sky, the Milky Way ending in a jagged line at the lip of the crater.

"I am going to turn in," Tharn said.  "Tomorrow will be a busy day.  I suppose this forgery of yours will remove the guards at the guest house?"

"I already dismissed them, Madam President.  I assured your husband that you were in no danger, but very busy."

"You anticipate my every wish!"

"That is my duty, Madam President."

"Well, here's one you won't have thought of.  It's rather urgent."

"Yes?"

"One of the Cursed who came to Raragash with me was an Awailscath named Vaslar Nomith.  Can you send for him tonight, or must that wait for morning?"

No, he would not have thought of that.  An Awailscath?  Why would anyone want an Awailscath?  You could never count on getting the person you expected.

"With no moon, I hesitate to send a horseman, Saj.  It may not be too late to signal by lantern, although the attendants don't always take their duties seriously enough.  If the message doesn't go through tonight, then we can use flags at dawn.  I can signal to South Gate and they can send a rider to the Awail Village.  The man... you did say 'he?'...  should be here by noon."

"That's wonderful!  I think he may be very useful."

For a moment Ching wondered if she were deliberately torturing him, then remembered that she was not Labranza.  This was a nice woman, and she could not know how he reacted to secrets.

"An Awailscath, Madam President?  I didn't think anyone had ever found a use for Awailscaths!"  Labranza used them as spies, of course.  They could go back time and again to the same place and become familiar with it without being recognized.  Whatever this Poulscath was thinking of did not sound like that.

"I may have."

Lousy slut!  She wasn't going to tell him!

"There she is!" shouted a voice.

Ching swung around with a spasm of panic.  Three men were running forward.  His gut melted.  Not violence!  Please, not violence!  No!  No!

"Tigon!" Tharn said.  "What're you doing here?  Wraxal?  And Vaslar!"

She knew them!  Ching relaxed with a gasp, his heart still hammering like a starving woodpecker.  He had not soiled his breeches, not quite.  He raised his lantern.

The first was just a spotty, snub-nosed boy.  The second was an ugly, weedy man with a broken nose and stick-out ears.  The third displayed the unmistakable empty stare of a Muolscath.

"We came to see how you were doing, Saj!" the boy said eagerly.  "We all met up on the road!  Wasn't that strange!"

"It sounds like your doing, you young rascal!"

"Maybe!"  He grinned.  "No, it couldn't have been.   Wraxal must have started first, and then Vaslar—"

"Well, I am delighted to see you all!" she said.  "Ching, you can forget what I just asked you.  This is Ching Chilith...  Wraxal Raddaith, Vaslar Nomith, Tigon...  I've forgotten your last name, Tigon!  I'm sorry!"

Ching's brain churned, round and round.  If the boy was an Ogoalscath, then the unexpected was the normal, even the Awailscath she wanted turning up on his own.  But a Muolscath?

Apparently that thought had now occurred to Tharn.  She peered at the corpse face.  "What brings you here, Wraxal?"

"Much the same.  I realized I had forgotten to thank you for all your help.  And I was curious to know how you fared."

The world spun madly around Ching.  A Muolscath sorry?  A Muolscath caring about someone else—or anything at all?

"Well, I'm delighted to see you," Tharn said.  "How are things at the Muol Village?"

"They cultivate vegetables."

"Not much else going on?  And how is Jojo?"

There was a pause.  Then the Wraxal man said, "I suppose I should have asked."

"Probably," Tharn said sadly.  "But I can certainly use your military know-how.  And you, Vaslar...  What I want won't be easy.  Tigon, you may be able to help him...  Ching, I know the way from here.  I'll take my friends over to the visitors' quarters.  Forget about sending for Vaslar.  I'll have lots more things for you to do in the morning."

Dismissed!  And she wasn't going to tell him what use an Awailscath was!  To hide his fury, Ching bowed obsequiously.  He was good at that, although he rarely needed to use it.  It didn't work on Labranza, and most other people had to bow to him.

He walked away, teeth clenched.  Why did she want an Awailscath?  How could an Ogoalscath help?  That one couldn't even be trained yet!  In ten years of watching Labranza at work, Ching had never heard of any way to manipulate Awailscaths.

As soon as he judged his lantern was out their sight, he began to run.

The lights were still on in Labranza's house when he arrived.  He rapped on the door post.  He was sweating and gasping for breath, and not all of that was from running.  He waited for her word with a familiar mixture of dread and longing.  With Labranza the question was never whether she would be in a good mood or a bad mood, just how bad.  Tonight, after being deposed by that upstart meddling harlot, she ought to be worse than he could even imagine.  The prospect was terrifying and also exalting.  Tremors of fear and exhilaration squeezed his chest; his hands shook and his crotch ached with anticipation.

"Enter!"

He pushed through the drape eagerly.  She had been washing.  She was wiping her face with a towel, and she was bare from the waist up—taunting him.  That probably meant she was going to send him away unsatisfied.

"It worked!" he said.

Labranza threw down the towel and glared at him.  "You're in?"

"Yes!  Yes!  She bought it!"  He walked closer, although he knew how dangerous that was when she had not told him to approach.  "I didn't believe you, and I was wrong."  He stopped, shivering at the expression on her face.

"So whose little boy are you now, Ching Chilith?"

He slumped to his knees, almost without meaning to.  "Yours, of course!  I despise her!  She is weak, weak, weak!  She is all smiles and please and thank you.  I hate her for what she has done to you.  She's a namby, interfering, fawning toadstool!"

Gripping his forelock, Labranza tilted his head back to study his face.  "You prefer strong women?"

He tried to nod, but her grip on his hair was too tight.  She was twisting it so hard that his eyes were watering already.  "Yes," he whispered.

Labranza smiled.  "Yes what?"

"Yes, please!" Ching said.
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"If you plan to fight a war, you must first decide why.  What do you hope to achieve if you win?  What happens if you don't fight at all?"  Wraxal Raddaith stared unblinkingly across the table at Gwin.  Lit from below in darkness, his face seemed carved out of oak.  "And what happens if you lose?"

Two candle flames danced above the plank table.  Five people had squeezed in along either side.  She was conscious of Bulion's comforting arm around her and the solemn faces opposite: big Jukion very somber, Wosion all nose and cynical smile, living-dead Wraxal, young Tigon wide-eyed and freckled, Vaslar Nomith ugly and crooked and worried.  Insects whirled around the lights; outside in the night, crickets rattled and an owl hooted.

"Stop the Karpana," Gwin said.  "That's our aim.  Push them back into Nimbudia.  They've wasted it already, so they may as well be allowed to keep it.  If we don't fight, then I think we all die."

"They may just go by us," Bulion growled.  "The western states offer better pickings for them."

Wraxal's dead eyes shifted to him.  "Perhaps, but remember the people they displace.  There will be torrents of refugees trying to get out of their path.  Relatively empty lands like Da Lam and Esran will be overrun."

Wosion smiled mirthlessly.  "It will snowball, won't it?  One million Karpana dislodge two or three million Kuolians, who displace more."

When no one else commented, Gwin said, "The Mokthians are next—we can't just watch them be routed and ousted.  As Labranza says, they must be more eager to join a coalition than anyone."

"If I were Quilm Urnith," Wraxal said, "then I would be negotiating with the Karpana already, offering them safe passage through my lands."

"Will that work?"

"Probably not, but it's worth a try."  He paused, then continued with his usual bloodless objectivity.  "If you choose to fight, then you must react quickly, but don't think in terms of a short campaign.  You don't have the strength to roll the Karpana back.  With those numbers, all you can hope to do is slow them, or turn them aside.  If you can meet them in the field and survive, you will have won a remarkable victory.  That will give you the prestige you need to rally the western kingdoms to your cause.  You must trade land for time.  You must use scorched earth tactics, burning crops and abandoning cities, and driving refugees back into the invaders' path.  You must round up all the males between sixteen and sixty, put sticks in their hands, and march most of them to their deaths.  You will spill blood like rain.  When you are strong enough, the Karpana will sue for peace.  They may trample you into the sand first."

"You paint a grim picture," Gwin said.  "I don't question it, but it's all facts, in black and white.  Now I want color!  Men don't choose to fight or run because of facts.  They decide with their hearts, not their heads.  Jukion, you're an honest, peace-loving level-headed farmer.  How do you feel?"

The big man scratched his head.  "Me?  You're asking me?  Zanion, there, 'sgot more brains than—"

"No, I want your opinion."

Jukion was no thinker, but he tried.  He scrunched up his face, tugged his beard, then shrugged.  "Watch my kids die?  Watch Shupyim be raped?  Be driven out of the valley?  Then die anyway?  That's no choice."

"You'll fight?"

He grinned.  "Like a cornered bear."

She glanced along the table.  "Ulpion?"

"To the last drop."

"Thiswion?"

"And then some."

Bulion squeezed her, but did not speak.

"Anyone disagree?"  She waited.  She had wanted purpose in her life, but all she had expected was a peaceful life raising baby Tharns.  Now she had all the purpose she could imagine.  Too much?  Too much to handle?

No.  At least she must try, or she would be for ever a failure in her own eyes.

She loosed the hawk.  "All right, we fight!"

About time!

She ignored the Voice.  "Wraxal, who do we get to lead us?"

"You already told us—Frenzkion Zorg."

"But what do you do about the king?" Wosion demanded.  "What do you do about Hexzion Garab?"

The owl whirred spookily outside.

One thing leads to another.  Step by step, destiny was pushing her down a road she did not want to go.  She looked across at Vaslar Nomith.  When she had first met him, he had been a woman, big and angular.  Then a smaller, older, motherly one.  Now he was a man, but a weedy, unprepossessing one, a very unlikely hero.  He claimed he had been a soldier.  Could he be one again?

"Vaslar, you saw Dreadlord Zorg that morning."

Vaslar nodded and brayed his irritating laugh, but she knew that was just nerves.  "Horrible man!"

"Awailscaths aren't just random collections of parts.  They represent real people.  I want you to turn into Dreadlord Zorg."

Everyone else must have been waiting for this, or else was too shocked to comment, for no one spoke.

Vaslar himself shuddered.  "I wouldn't make a very convincing dreadlord, no matter what I looked like."

"You may be surprised!"

"But the first thing they told me in the village was that I had to learn to live with my Curse.  There's no way I can ever choose who I'll be, they said, so—"

She smiled: reassuringly, confidently, falsely.  "That's true normally, but not when there's a Poulscath involved.  Ogoalscath influence may be part of it, so I want Tigon to share a room with you tonight.  A couple of weeks ago I told you you could turn into a man if you wanted, and you did."  Not much of a man, perhaps...

He's exactly what you need—stupid and willing and gullible.

Gwin ignored that remark also.  "Ordur got his wits back when I needed him.  Now I need a replica of Dreadlord Zorg."

Bulion made a doubtful noise.  "And just what are you planning to do with him when you've got him?"

"Invite Nurz and Mokth to send ambassadors here to sign a treaty.  Have the fake Zorg swear a solemn oath that he will be loyal to the coalition and use their armies only against the Karpana.  Then we'll send the treaty to Zorg and—"

"No," Bulion said, "no, no, no, no!  Zorg wouldn't fall for that.  You can't play tricks like that on a warrior!  He'd probably bring half the Faceless against you for sullying his honor."

I told you that!  Why don't you listen?

A moth vanished in a flash of flame above the candle.  The owl moaned.  There was another way a Zorg replica could be useful, but she must not even think about it.

"Tomorrow," Bulion said, "is going to be another brute of a day.  I suggest we all turn in."

"Good idea."  Gwin smiled at all the solemn faces.  "I'm very grateful for all your help, truly!"

"Don't know what we did," Jukion muttered.

"You talked common sense," she said.  "I need that to keep me sane."
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Gwin Tharn lay awake in the first glimmer of dawn, Bulion snoring sonorously at her side.  The only way to stop the Karpana was to set up a coalition, and she was convinced that that was why her destiny had given her the powers of the Academy, the secret organization built up by Labranza Lamith and her predecessors.  The tree across the road was Hexzion Garab.  The other kings would not trust him and he held a hammerlock on the loyalty of the man they needed, Frenzkion Zorg.  Something must be done about the king of Wesnar.  Yet the thought was nauseating.  Once she had taken that terrible step, there would be no other too contemptible to contemplate.

"Voice?  Who are you?"

I am you.  Your destiny, I suppose.  It sounded amused.  Gwin Tharn as a historical necessity.

"Do I really make Bulion an emperor?"

This time there was a notable pause.  You are a Poulscath, not a Shoolscath.  I can't prophesy.

"What can you do?"

Warn, guide, encourage.

The guidance would not dwell much on ethics, obviously.  How long would she have to put up with this?

The rest of your life.  You heard what Wraxal Raddaith said.

At that price, was victory even worth it?

Of course it is!  The alternative is to die without a struggle.  This way the women and children may survive.  Men will fight for hope.

"Hope?  Where do they get hope?"

From you, of course.

"Why me?  Go and predestine somebody else!"

She did not expect a reply, but she got one.

I have too much invested in you already.  I gave you Ordur when you needed him.  Remember Sojim?  I gave you Mandasil to practice your mastery on; I turned Vaslar Nomith into a man to show you.  I gave you Bulion Tharn.

"Why?  Just to get me here to Raragash?  Is that all he is, a coachman to deliver me to my destiny?"

Not at all.  You are only human.  The Voice sounded regretful about that.  People need someone to love.  One alone is much less than half of two.  There is no point in suffering in order to find happiness for oneself.  Only the happiness of loved ones will justify sacrifice.  Your love for Bulion ties you to humanity.  I chose him well, a man you can trust, the man you needed.

"Needed?  You think I don't need him even more now?"

He serves still.  They all serve.  Everyone moves to your bidding, for you are a Poulscath.  You will use them all.  All of them will be of value.  What more can they want?

"Tibal?" she thought.  "What use is he?  He knows, but he cannot act."

Tibal Frainith has a purpose too.  He knows it and is content.

She wondered if the Voice ever lied to her.  Without Bulion she would not be here and she loved him, but how was he going to behave when his wife was submerged in politics and the tides of war flowed closer to his beloved valley?

The Voice did not comment.

Sojim?  Why had it mentioned Sojim?

Ah!  Dreadlord Zorg was one key, but another was Wung Tan.  If the king of Nurz died now, then so did all hope of a coalition.  He was dying of something Labranza's Ivielscaths could not cure.  That sounded very much like old Sojim.  He needed a Poulscath to help.

The windows were almost light.  Time to rise and fight another battle or two.  The council meeting should be easy—she would merely announce her decision.  Letters to all the kings, and other letters to the Raragashian advisors...  The Zorg problem to solve, one way or the other.  And after that?

"Today I planned to visit all the villages and talk to each group of Cursed."

Good idea, but it will take at least two days.

"And then I shall have to ride to Chan San and heal King Wung?  How long will the journey take?"

At least three.

Perhaps she should send a fast messenger right away to say that help was on its way...

The Voice uttered a disembodied chuckle.  That would guarantee his swift demise.

"Like that is it?"

Very much like that.  A nest of scorpions.  You will take Ching Chilith with you.

She puzzled for a moment.  Why not leave him to run things in Raragash?

A baby scorpion, the Voice explained.  Not to be trusted out of your sight and not much trusted in it.  Labranza cannot oppose you, but he is not Cursed.  Leave Labranza here to run the Academy and take Chilith with you to Chan San.

Why should Ching Chilith want to...

Somebody screamed and a door banged.

Gwin was out of bed and pulling on clothes even before Bulion had sat up.  Voices were raised outside.  She was at the door when he said, "Wait!  If it's urgent, you may be the last person they need at the moment."  He hauled his smock on over his head.  His face emerged in a tangle of beard.

"True!" she admitted, and waited for him to dress.  Then he took up his sword and she let him lead the way.

The voices were quieter now, coming from the commons.  All the men seemed to be there, most in a state of undress, many holding swords.  The view through the doorway was blocked by Jukion, who was a sizable tract of scenery in his own right.

Bulion poked him in the kidneys.  "What's all the excitement?  Who's screaming?"

"Tigon."  Jukion glanced around, saw Gwin, and realized that he had no clothes on.  He moved swiftly to the far side of Wosion.   Others with the same problem sat down at tables.  The movement revealed the cause of the commotion.

"I startled him," said a hard, tuneless voice.  He had to be Vaslar Nomith, of course, but he was a head taller than he had been the previous night, and solid muscle.  His nose had almost disappeared.  The skin of his face was blotched with white patches, giving him a leprous appearance almost worse than that of a true Faceless.  Quite unworried by his nudity, he stood fists-on-hips, returning his audience's stares with amused contempt and the studied arrogance of a Zarda warrior.  "You approve of the transformation?"

Bulion walked all around him, inspecting him as he might inspect a horse at a sale and showing no indication that there was anything unusual happening.  "It's not quite complete yet.  But impressive so far."

Vaslar drew back his lips in a gruesome smile of satisfaction.  "Am I a convincing Frenzkion Zorg?"

Gwin flopped down on a bench.  She knew the voice.  She had heard it at Polion's funeral.

"No."  Bulion tapped the warrior's chest.  "You're Fearmaster Zilion.  I remember that scar on your arm, and there's another coming here."

The warrior scowled.  "I have failed you, Gwin Saj?"

"Go and put some clothes on," she said.

He bristled, but then he spun on his heel and strode back down the corridor.

Bulion walked back to Gwin.  "Disappointed?"  His eyes were full of hurt and suspicion.

"He may still be useful."

He waited.  They all waited.  They were decent men, all of them.  She would not burden them with her guilt.  Not meeting anyone's eye, she stood up.

"I feel I've wandered into the wrong bath house."  She headed for the passage, following Vaslar.

Bulion said, "Gwin!"

"Can't have him terrorizing the whole crater."

"Gwin, wait!"

She kept going.  "Won't be a minute.  Must have a word with him."

Tying the thong on his breeches, the warrior was just emerging from a doorway.  He backed into the room; she entered and closed the door.  Three of the four beds had been slept in.  They were very close together, leaving little room for standing.  She wondered which bed Tigon had used.  Waking up to find a Faceless there would be enough to make anyone scream.  Just being near the man now was disconcerting enough.

"Are you Zilion or Vaslar Nomith?"

He chuckled throatily.  "Vaslar."

He was not yesterday's Vaslar, a weedy, donkey-laughed mediocrity.  Auras of danger flickered in his eyes.

"And where do your loyalties lie?"

"To you.  I told you yesterday I was grateful.  Did you turn me into this?"

Her destiny had.  She ignored the question.  "You lost two brothers at Tolamin."

He made a brutal growling sound and smiled eagerly.  "Now I can avenge them?"

"It will be very dangerous, extremely—"

"Do not worry about that, Gwin Saj!  I have Zilion's nerve now.  Tell me how!"

"I don't know how."

"Kill Zorg?"  He smiled again, and she glimpsed the youthful serrated teeth she had noticed in the genuine Zilion.

"No!  I need Zorg.  The problem is the king.  Remember Wraxal telling you that Hexzion was the one to blame for Tolamin?"

The warrior shivered.  "Then I will gladly kill Hexzion for you!  Joyfully!  How?"

"I told you, I don't know!  But if you were to head over to his camp and take an Ogoalscath with you, then you might get an opportunity.  Vaslar, this is incredibly dangerous..."

"Don't speak to me of danger—it makes me want to hit you.  I will do the world a favor and bring you his heart, Saj!"
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Contemplating the three letters laid out on his bed, Han a'Lith was deeply troubled.  He had received them all at the same time, from more or less the same source, and they disagreed drastically.  He was not accustomed to ambiguity.  In the almost sixty years since he had been stricken with the star sickness, he had been able to read every human mind that ventured within a hundred paces of him.  His life had been paved with certainty.  Documents, unlike people, could lie.

The tent he shared with Nogin Saisith was stifling hot with the flaps closed, but there was a dust storm blowing outside.  Han perched on one of two exceedingly uncomfortable chairs, Paing Non on the other, quaffing a well-earned beer.  His presence was very noticeable, as he had ridden hard for four days.  Young Nogin lay on his bedding with his hands behind his head, staring morosely at the ceiling and thinking torrents of lechery.

They were surrounded by an army of very bored men, whose thoughts buzzed like wasps in the Jaulscath's mind.  The clang of sword practice overlay the obscene barkings of drill instructors in the distance.  The army had been camped here at Wuvilth for two weeks now, and three weeks before that at Veriow, just waiting.

The chances that the Mokthians would invade Wesnar had dropped to zero, but King Hexzion dared not disband or even withdraw back to Udil.  Indeed, he had summoned his reserves to join him.  The Karpana were heading south, driving a wave of refugees before them.  Mokth was already in chaos.  Wesnar must hold the Cockpit all costs.  If that border were ever breached, the invaders would drive the defenders into the sea.  Pantholion had done exactly that, a hundred years ago.

Three letters...

Han turned his attention again to the courier who had brought them.  He was a wiry man of around thirty, looking much more like a Zardon than his Nurzian name implied, but the last time Han had seen him, he had been a stocky Qolian.  There was no doubt that he was who he said he was, though.  He knew the passwords and his thoughts were the thoughts of Paing Non.  People could not lie, only papers.

"Who delivered these into your hands?"

"Secretary Ching Chilith."  Paing's expression did not change, but he thought, Why ask?  What's bothering the fat old frump this time?  He did not know what was in the correspondence, although he had guessed some of it.  Raragash was in ferment over the deposition of Labranza and the accession of the new president, rumored to be a Poulscath.  Every courier had been dispatched when he had, three days ago, and others had been enlisted.  Paing was curious, but at present he was not an especially inquisitive man.

The first letter was the official proclamation of the change of executive, addressed to Han and Nogin, signed by the new president and countersigned by Labranza Lamith.  It seemed to be genuine.  It had been hurriedly written, in an unfamiliar, crabbed hand.  That was understandable if many copies had been required.

"Have you met the new president?"

"Caught a glimpse of her.  Good-looker."  Paing's thoughts jangled briefly with desire, but he did not come close to Nogin's lascivious outpourings.  "Rumor has it that she's a Poulscath!"

Down on the floor, Nogin's attention focussed on reality for a moment.  "I never met a Poulscath.  What can they do?"

"Nobody knows very much about them," Han said.  "Pantholion may have been a Poulscath.  The last confirmed case in this area was that woman who led the peasants' revolt in Rurk in the last days of the empire."

"What happened to her?"

"She trusted a safe conduct from the governor and then lost her head completely."

"Oh."  The Ivielscath's mind wandered away from the topic, and Han blotted him out again.  Nogin's problem was youth and lack of opportunity to exercise it.  In a day or two, when he grew desperate enough, he would visit the regular army women again, but he was basically a decent youngster and those pathetic hags were strictly a last resort.  The only alternatives out in this wilderness were the women of the Faceless; any man who meddled with one of them was likely to wish he had chosen an easier way to die—being roasted over a slow fire, for example.

"This new president," Han inquired.  "Is she married?"

The courier was understandably astonished.  Why does the old goat want to know that?  She wouldn't give him the time of day and he couldn't use it if she did.  "Yes, I think so."  Vague images of a large, elderly man...

That was all.  Han detected no hint that Bulion Tharn had attracted much attention in Raragash.  The Renewer prophecies had not been reported, therefore, or else they had been forgotten in the greater excitement of having a Poulscath appear.  There could be no doubt, of course, that the two Tharns were the people Han himself had detected in the thoughts of the boy Polion, the one who had ended up in the Faceless.  Probably Han had been the first person in Kuolia to know that the fates had sent a Poulscath, inferring it as soon as he learned of an Ivielscath being forced to remove an affliction he had imposed himself.  His report on the affair was still sitting in his kit, waiting on a courier.  Now it was useless.  There was no need to warn the new president of her own impending arrival.

So the first letter was credible.

The second was anything but.

 

From Gwin Nien Tharn, president of the Academy, to Han a'Lith, advisor at the court of King Hexzion Garab: 

 

Greetings.

 

I assume from the letter you sent to Councillor Ordur two weeks ago that the enclosed proclamation will not surprise you.  I accept that you acted in good faith that night.  I shall take no action against you for what happened to Polion Tharn.  Report any news you have of him to me immediately.  If possible, interview him and learn whether he wishes to return to his former life.

 

You may show the proclamation to the king, or withhold the information, whichever you deem advisable.  Strange times require strange deeds and the Academy has decided to play an active role in assembling a coalition against the Karpana.  We are all aware that this is a break with tradition.

 

It was also Poulscath thinking.  Poulscaths were knotholes in the timbers of history.

 

You may best aid our efforts by remaining at your post and fulfilling your duty to guard the king against traitors.  I urge you to follow the very letter of the contract in this regard.  Remember that it was worded to ensure that the Academy's representatives would never become involved in external politics.  What the Academy itself may undertake must not change your responsibilities.

      Signed in Raragash, Muolday 31, 101

      Gwin Nien Tharn,

      President of the council

 

Tendrils of curiosity were starting to unwind from Paing's road-weary mind.  He had noticed Han's worried response to the letters.

"Finished your beer?" Han inquired.  "There's a wallow hole over that way.  It should be relatively clean at this time of day, before the masses get to it."

He wants me out of here, the old bastard.  "Sure," Paing said.  "Good idea."

He departed in a blaze of sunlight, a gust of gritty air.  The reek of man and horse dropped perceptibly.  Han wiped his sweating forehead.

Nogin Saisith broke off his internal reminiscences of carnal adventures.  Apparently he had been paying more attention than Han had noticed.  "So what's so terrible?"

Han passed him the first letter, still undecided whether to share the other two.  He could always claim that they were personal.  As Nogin knew he had no family and Jaulscaths never had friends, the healer would not be deceived.  He might pretend to believe, for he was an easy-going fellow, one who liked to stay out of trouble.

"Interesting!  What else?"  The Ivielscath returned the proclamation.  Han passed him the second without a word.  He read over the third again.

 

Confidential to Han a'Lith.

 

The Academy urgently requires assistance.  A party of not more than thirty-five persons will depart from Chan San within a week or ten days, bound for Jarinfarka.  It will likely include in that number an armed Nurzian escort.  As it will necessarily skirt Wesnarian territory, ask His Majesty for a personal safe conduct, and report his reply to Secretary Chilith.  The party will be distinguished by blue flags, or any other suitable means stipulated.

 

Explain to His Majesty that this Nurzian delegation hopes to persuade Mokth to join in opening a freeway between the two nations so that the Karpana will have clear passage south to attack Wesnar.

 

Already we hear of atrocities being committed by wandering bands of homeless refugees.  Frequently there is a total absence of survivors.

 

As a gesture of goodwill to His Majesty, the new administration is considering reducing its fees for the services of a Muolscath to one third the amount previously requested.  Report promptly by the bearer of this letter.

      By authority.

 

 

Nogin had completed reading the second letter.  Trumpets of alarm brayed in his thoughts.  "But this suggests..."  Murder!  Traitors but not intruders?  Assassination!  Impossible—how could they possibly sneak a killer into this encampment?  "What do you make of it?"

"It suggests," Han said calmly, "that my duty is merely to protect the king from his own subjects.  That has always been the case.  What one monarch essays against another has never concerned Raragash."

"I think I understand," the youngster said.  Mental laughter—It couldn't happen to a nastier bag of shit.

"I think I do, too," Han said.  The second letter was easy.  It was the third that was so shocking.  Again he compared the writing with Labranza's signature on the first.  They matched.  He knew her hand well enough, which was why the missive was unsigned, but the murderous intent behind the words was not her style.  There was a lot of deniability to the document.  It did not exactly say what it so obviously meant.  If Labranza's writing was identified, then the new president could refuse responsibility.

"What's in the other one?" Nogin inquired from the floor.

"Nothing that would interest you in the slightest."

Seven Curses!  More treachery?  "Probably not," the Ivielscath agreed hastily.  The old boy's trying to protect me.  Never seen him so upset.

"I think I shall go and seek audience with His Majesty.  If Paing Non returns, warn him that I shall have messages to go to Chan San."

"Chan San?  You mean he's not going back to Raragash?"

Han swore a silent curse as he stuffed that deadly third letter into his smock.  Paing had not said that, just thought it.  "No, he's heading for Chan San when he leaves here.  President Tharn and Secretary Chilith have gone to Chan San—but I think that information should not be broadcast around here."

"Oh, I agree!" Nogin said.  "Do give my love to the king.  If he has an apoplectic fit while you are talking with him, don't hesitate to send for me fairly soon."

"Next week, you mean?"

"No need to be impetuous."  Nogin closed his eyes and began to contemplate thighs and buttocks.

#

The plain faded away into haze in all directions.  Han wondered if the entire Karpana horde could tiptoe past unseen.

He plodded along the avenue of tents, squinting against the sunshine, blinking at the universal dust.  The grass had been trampled away, freeing the soil to rise in pink clouds at every gust of wind.  A troop of men went clanking by him at the double, thinking black thoughts.  He passed a mule team trailing into the camp, bringing supplies; he saw a punishment squad digging new latrines.  The camp was fading into dispirited shabbiness.  Armies should never be made to stand still and wait.

Should he show Hexzion Garab the letter, or merely tell him about it?  If the fat brute didn't see it, he might not believe in the message.  If he got his hands on it, he would likely hang on to it for use as blackmail in future.

Han wondered who the intended victims really were.  He did not believe the story of a Nurzian-Mokthian conspiracy against Wesnar.  Hexzion might, because that was the sort of treachery he liked to indulge in himself.  Yes, he would probably swallow the bait.  He would be more than happy to do the Academy a favor.  He dearly wanted a Muolscath and the deaths of thirty-five innocent people would not bother him at all.

Whoever had framed that deadly third letter must have a mind like a viper.  It did not ring of Labranza's metal.

The camp was laid out as a hollow square, the rows of tents and dusty roads surrounding the royal compound.  There some grass survived, a small square park with sharply demarcated edges.  In the center of that lawn, well removed from the roil of the commonality, stood a rambling group of pavilions, walls of scarlet silk and roofs of cloth of gold.  Above them trailed bright banners.  All the fabrics were faded now, impregnated with dust like everything else, but if the Wesnarian army existed for any purpose at all, it was to be the armored skull around this soft and precious brain.  Here lodged the king with his hetaerae, catamites, and sycophants.

The entrance being on the far side, Han prepared to walk around the outside of the enclosure.  He could easily have stepped over the low fence of posts and silken ropes, but that shortcut would be fatally inadvisable.  Every three paces along the perimeter stood a man of the Faceless with shield and spear.  They had grass at their heels and bare dirt at their toes.  

From time to time the wind stirred the fringes of their fur kilts, as if to prove that they were not, in fact, carved from stone.  The life of the camp went on around them and they did not move.  In this heat, such duty must be exquisite torment.  Han's eyes smarted with the dust already, and he had only been out in it for a few minutes.  He could wipe sweat, brush off flies, spit out grit.  The sentries were forbidden to do any of those things.

The sight of the killers was a reminder that he was expected to locate Polion Tharn and have a nice chat with him.  How simple that order must have seemed to Gwin Tharn, back in Raragash—easy, civilized Raragash, where it was always afternoon in blossom time.  Firstly, it was very difficult to tell one Faceless from another and there were more than two thousand of them.  Secondly, they rarely condescended to speak to lesser mortals.  And thirdly, few of them were sane in the accepted sense of the word.  The reason Zarda-type warriors were so deadly in battle was that most of them were close to suicidal.  They might not know it, but a Jaulscath did.

Still, while Polion Tharn must be so transformed by now that no one could hope to recognize him by sight, a Jaulscath could identify minds as readily as faces.  To scan a crowd for familiar thoughts was as easy as picking out a familiar face, or easier.  Han must be within range of a hundred of the warriors at the moment.  Although he was always aware of the jabber of the crowd, he could suppress it easily, and normally did so.  Now, bracing himself like a diver about to enter cold water, he opened to it.  The mental rumble became a thunderous roar of anger and frustration.  Amid it all, the thoughts of the Faceless stood out as discordant screams.  Their tortured minds were as mutilated as their faces.

Cringing with distaste, he forced himself to hunt for someone familiar in that riot of madness.  He sensed Dreadlord Zorg and skirted quickly by him.  This was hopeless—he would go mad too.  Wait!...  In among that chorus of waking nightmare, he detected an image of himself.  Someone was thinking about him.  He could even recognize the thinker, although only barely.  The lad must have seen him approach, so he was certainly one of the guards along the near side of the royal enclosure—a coincidence worthy of an Ogoalscath.

Shivering in one of the hottest days he could ever remember, Han a'Lith approached and wandered along the line of human statues like an officer inspecting his troops.  Not a muscle moved, but the dust-reddened eyes within the skull faces registered his passage.  Contempt oozed from their minds: contempt for his age, contempt for his flabbiness, contempt for a civilian.  He was everything a Zarda warrior was not and nothing they prided themselves on being.  Their disdain and resentment were disguised jealousy, of course, although they were not aware of the difference.  How could they not envy a man who had never had to endure what they had endured and must still endure?  The Faceless suppressed such insight lest truth shatter the thin crust of illusion.  They trained themselves to be perfect warriors—superhuman bodies run by subhuman minds.

Only one man in the sect owed his torment directly to Han a'Lith.  The stream of personal loathing had faded away as the thinker lost sight of him; when their eyes met, it intensified abruptly.  Han would not have known the boy had he been forced to rely on his vision.  Already his chest and limbs had thickened—he was bigger, tougher.  Yet he was still a novice—his kilt seemed to have been stitched together from a couple of rabbit skins; his depilation and tattooing were not yet complete.  Parts of his face were raw and festering, painted over with chalk, crawling with flies.  He was caked in a mixture of pink dust and dried sweat, enveloped in a personal galaxy of insects.  His eyes were bloody wounds, almost as gruesome as the hole where his nose had been.

"Hello, Polion."

This was the first time Killer Polion had been allowed to guard the king.  It was a great honor for any of the brothers.  For him it was a sign that his efforts had been recognized, a source of immense pride that he was already thought worthy.  Now this fat old civilian had come up and spoken to him—it was shame beyond belief.  Beyond bearing!  His knuckles whitened on his spear; his mind blazed.

Han choked, appalled at his own stupidity, but more appalled at the sudden blood lust.  He saw his death, held back only by the discipline of immobility—and that was cracking and flaking away before his eyes.  He cried out.  His knees folding of their own accord and he fell to the dust before the boy's bare feet.

Killer Polion did not look down.  For a few moments he was puzzled, like a hound that had lost its quarry; his thoughts quested.  Then came a surge of satisfaction.  It was fitting that the fat old mind-reader should grovel before a warrior like him.  His hand on the haft relaxed slightly.  His brothers three paces away on either hand knew what was happening and would approve.

Han knew all that.  He was still alive, but any sudden movement might change the situation very quickly.  He worked his tongue against his teeth to clear dust off it.  "I just came to congratulate you on being promoted to sentry, Killer Polion."

Satisfaction.

"And you've been a warrior for little more than two weeks!"

Intense satisfaction.

Marveling at the reaction he was gaining, Han tried, "That's wonderful recognition!"

Excitement.  The boy's pleasure was close to sexual arousal—praise must be a rare experience for him.

Han raised himself to his knees, paused there as he detected flickers of anger returning.  Practical Lion Taming for Beginners...  "And I wanted to make sure you are happy in the sect."

Error!

A mental scream of panic almost stunned him.  That was a question that Killer Polion would not consider, must never consider.  That question might lead to doubt, lack of loyalty, cowardice, failure to be worthy of his brothers...  Happy?  How could he not be happy?  His initiation had brought him days and nights of pain, degradation, humiliation.  He had been mutilated, deprived of sleep, dehumanized, brutalized.  But he had been offered acceptance into the band.  The men tormenting him had endured the same ordeal in the past and they wanted him to be one of them.  Then his shame would become pride.  His captors would become his brothers, helping him to be as they were, brave and cruel and strong.  In his weakness, exhaustion, and desperation, Polion Tharn had clutched at the deliverance offered.  Now he must never waver in his faith that he had made the right decision, or all that he had endured would go for nought.  Happy?  Membership in the Faceless was perfection of manhood.  How could he not be happy?

Before that rip of unbearable agony, Han's defenses slammed shut, and he was just a frightened old man groveling before a maniac.

Without moving his lips the boy said, "Louder!"

Han repeated the question.

"Louder!"

Han shouted.  "I wanted to be sure you are happy in the sect."

"Louder!"

He screamed the question at the top of his lungs.

"Louder!"

The boy's mind was a blank.  He could only continue down the path he had chosen.  The game had no end or aim but death.

A shadow appeared beside Han.  "You are speaking while on guard, killer?"

Han cried out in relief and scrambled to his feet.  It was Dreadlord Zorg himself, marked by the five-skull insignia on his shield.

"Yes, Saj!" said the warrior.

"You know the punishment for that, killer?"

"Yes, Saj!"

"Do you know the correct response if anyone tries to distract one of the king's guards?"

"Death, Saj."

"Mm.  But you were aware that this civilian is a friend of the king?"

With the barest hint of hesitation, Polion said, "Yes, Saj!  With respect, Saj, that does not excuse—"

"I will decide what it may excuse or not excuse.  Report to your fearmaster."

The warrior banged spear against shield in salute, spun around, and departed at the double.

Han realized that he was shaking and nauseated, now more with guilt than fear.  He would have done far better to let Hexzion have the boy—at least that agony would have ended in a few hours.

"I just recognized the man, dreadlord, and stopped for a word with him.  I should have realized that he was on guard duty, and that my actions were improper.  I apologize to him and to you..."

"Don't ever do it again."  Zorg turned on his heel.

Han shuffled quickly after him.  "Dreadlord, that man...  He will be punished because of what I did?"

"Of course."

"That is not fair!  It was not his fault!"

Zorg stopped and turned, eyes glinting within the skull.  "He should have killed you.  You volunteer to sit the rail in his stead tomorrow?"

Han shook his head vehemently.  He could resist the temptation to peep into the details of Zorg's mind.  He had done that once and not slept for a week.  Even the petty surface thoughts were bad enough.

"Pity," the dreadlord intoned.  "It would probably do you a world of good.  It would not help him, though.  His comrades would see that he completed the regulation sentence.  He would insist on it himself.  Now, have you any further business here?  His Majesty is busy, if that is where you were heading."

Inspiration hit Han like a flash of light.  Frenzkion Zorg undoubtedly knew of Courier Paing's arrival, for he knew everything.  Moreover, Zorg took care of everything.  Hexzion would certainly turn the problem over to Zorg anyway.

He fumbled inside his smock.  "I was just going to deliver a message to His Majesty.  A very confidential message.  It is also rather urgent, as I am supposed to return the king's response."  This was a very neat shortcut.  Han could deny ever having discussed the matter with the king.  The king could deny ever having heard of it.  If attention ever came to Zorg, he would just announce that someone had been executed for carelessness and that would end the affair.

The dreadlord took the letter and seemed to read it at one glance.  He had no eyebrows to raise, but the blackness around his eyes stretched slightly upward.  He returned the paper.

"A very trivial matter to take to a king!  You may report that it will be taken care of.  The northern patrols will be advised to look out for blue flags and act accordingly."

"That is very kind of you, dreadlord."

"My pleasure, Han Saj."  Zorg bared his teeth in a smile.  He meant that.  He was thinking it would be good experience for the lads.
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"This is laminated!" Thiswion said.  "This is composite!"

It looked to Bulion like a broken hoop, or a fragment of a badly wrecked boat.  He had been caught napping, quite literally—dozing in a garden in the middle of the afternoon like a spent old man.  He was trying not to reveal that, blinking intelligently and searching for something useful to say.

His great-nephew was probably too excited to notice.  "The middle is wood, of course.  Yew.  Heartwood and sapwood both, just like our bows, but then they laminate sinew to the back, see?  And this is horn!  Look at the craftsmanship!  Isn't it gorgeous?"

Thiswion was fairly gorgeous himself.  He knelt on the grass in Nurzian trousers that flowed to his ankles in brilliant patterns of gold, scarlet, and peacock blue.  His open vest was emerald, canary yellow, and a crimson that clashed horribly with the ginger of his beard and chest fuzz.  The bushes behind him were smothered in dazzling purple blossoms.  He wore an orange rose in his hair.  In the glaring sunlight, it was all too much.

Color was part of the trouble with Chan San.  The people dressed like butterflies.  They covered their odd-shaped buildings in tiles and mosaics of every hue imaginable.  Even the carts in the streets were painted marvels.  Color rioted wherever one looked, like a convocation of parrots.  The city also sounded wrong, with the jabbering Nurzian dialect.  It smelled wrong, scented by unfamiliar spices and dishes.  It was far too crowded and busy, packed with the swarming Nurzians themselves.  Individually, Bulion would admit, they seemed pleasant enough people, but the mobs of brownish faces were alien to him.

"Um.  Is it broken?"

"Broken?  No, no, Uncle!  It's meant to be this shape.  It's recurved!  Here, I'll string it.  You don't have to keep it unstrung, either, not like our bows, but it's bad manners to carry it through the streets like this."  Grunt!  "There, see?  Watch as I draw it, it bends back."

Bulion kneaded his eyes and regarded the bow doubtfully.  It still looked deformed.  "Couldn't shoot very far with a little thing like that."

"Uncle!  It's laminated!  And these horns on the end give you extra draw, see?  An arrow from this will go through armor at three hundred paces, easy!  I hit a gold at four hundred!  And Jukion shot almost six hundred!  No wonder even the Zarda feared the Nurzians."

That was close to heresy, but Bulion was not in a mood for argument.  His mouth tasted bad, he felt frowsy from sleeping in the heat.  "When we get back to the valley, you'll have to try making some bows like that."

"Fates!" Thiswion said scornfully.  "I couldn't learn how to make a bow this good in ten years.  But we need them!  And their arrows...  Listen, Uncle!  The prices have gone 'way up with all the war talk, but the bowyers still have them for sale.  I got a price on fifty of them, and five hundred arrowheads, and Wosion argued them down..."  He paused, blue eyes suddenly showing worry.

"How much?"

"Um.  Twelve hundred crowns.  That's about the same as two thousand Daling eagles, maybe a little more."

Bulion looked away.  The perfect cone of Mt. Psomb showed faintly in the hazy distance, above the green and purple rooftops.  He could hear the rumble of carts and bellowing of camels from the street below the terrace.  A bird he didn't know was shrilling in the bushes behind him.

"I suppose you think I carry that around in my pouch in case I get an urge for a snack, do you?"  The family coffers had held two or three hundred when he left.

Thiswion said, "Gwin..."

Gwin had a fortune waiting for her back in the temple at Daling, but she couldn't reach it.  Gwin could probably loot the treasury at Raragash when she went back there, if she went back there.  Bulion could always ask his wife for money, he supposed.  It wasn't a crime to do that.  He shouldn't let his pride get in the way of a sensible thing like buying good bows.  But begging money from a woman?

"There's trouble coming, Uncle.  The fort won't do us much good if the Karpana come, will it?"

"Nothing will do us much good then, lad."

"But supposing the Karpana don't come, then there's refugees to worry about, isn't there?   We could hold off a few hundred if we had bows like this!  You can shoot these from horseback, Uncle!  We could chase them away from the valley."

It was all very true.  The fort was folly and useless, and always had been, and poor Brankion was probably still sweating night and day over it.  If the valley wasn't threatened already, it would be before winter, and Bulion ought to be there, not lying around sleeping and doing nothing in Nurz.

"Where is Wosion?" he asked, for want of anything better to say.

"Down at the butts with the others.  Even Wosion can shoot one of these bows, Uncle."

"I'll come and see how you're doing in a little while."

The gleam in Thiswion's eyes died.  "Yes, Uncle."  Not hiding his disappointment, he rose and stalked away through the rioting color of the bushes.

Bulion released a long sigh of frustration.  He was too old to go adventuring around the world.  It was a week since he'd left Raragash, about three since he'd seen the valley, but it felt like years.  He'd never been away more than six or seven nights at a stretch in his life, and that only rarely.  He was homesick.

He was bored.  This was his fourth day in the Nurzian palace, and he had absolutely nothing to do.  Every meal was a banquet, every day a holiday.  He ate too much of the spicy food, drank too much of the sickly wine.  Servants fawned on him, courtiers sneered at him—behind his back or not.  He slept on silk sheets.  He categorically refused to wear flowers in his hair like everyone else did.  He was the Witch's husband, and a tolerated nobody, too unimportant even to be in danger from the murderous intrigue that ebbed and flowed through the palaces of dying kings.  He worried for Gwin, who had brought hope for Wung Tan's life and therefore put herself in danger from the many factions that plotted in the shadows.

She was off somewhere healing the old fellow at the moment.  There was nothing her husband could do to help.  There was no need for him to be here at all.  What he would like to do would be wander around these incredible palace gardens and take cuttings from all the fruit trees he had noticed: plums, peaches, apples, quinces, cherries, walnuts, apricots.  The orchard could use those.

He wanted to go home.  More than anything else in the world, he wanted to go home to the valley.  He wanted to hear his great-grandchildren laughing, watch the crops grow, ride his horse around the hills and admire the view.  He wanted Gwin there, too.  He would dearly love to see Thiswion shooting his magical bow there, teaching all the other youngsters to be expert archers too.

Between Tharn Valley and Bulion Tharn lay war.  Even the Academy's expert couriers were not getting through the Cockpit, or so the smarmy Ching reported.  Messages were going out and no replies coming back.  Where a solitary rider on a fast horse failed, a party of farmers would be carrion for the crows.  The land was sprouting dangers like weeds.  The Karpana were not here yet; even the refugees fleeing before them had not arrived, but already law was breaking down and trouble oozing up out of the grass.

The world was changing.  He was too old to learn new ways.  He should have known his time had come a month ago, when his tooth had flared up.  Then he could have died content with his life's work.  Now he might live to see it all torn down, the valley razed, his family butchered.  Or worse... he might pine away in a strange land and hear about it happening, when he had not been there to die with a sword in his hand as a Zardon should.

Son of a Zarda warrior, and he had never killed a man—what would his father think of him?  Deathleader Gamion of the Hearteaters, we could use you now, or some like you.  Of all your three hundred descendants, Father, only Polion carries on the tradition.  The way of the warrior is hard, but hard times require hard men.  Imagine young Polion with his shield and spear and his sword...

#

Under a shady canopy on another terrace in the same palace, King Wung Tan leaned back in his wheeled chair, relaxing on scarlet cushions with his eyes closed.  As befitting a monarch's seat, the chair was large and high, almost a throne.  An Ivielscath sat on either side of him, clasping his hand.  Attendants wafted fans over the royal head.  On a stool at his feet, Gwin Tharn was just within range of the breeze.  Guards, doctors, courtiers clustered at a respectful distance and watched with deep suspicion.

Gwin had been surprised at how small Wung was.  Somehow one expected kings to be large men.  He seemed older than his years, with hair and beard prematurely white, his dusky face gaunt and deeply lined from the ravages of his illness.  His silk robe of royal blue lay loosely over a wasted frame.  Nonetheless, he was recovering; every day saw him stronger and the pain diminished.

His sickness had proved surprisingly easy to diagnose, once the president of the Academy had arrived with her entourage of Cursed.  Fortunately, she had included Ziberor in her party.  Several people had left court immediately and had not been heard from since—the king's eldest daughter, her husband, a couple of the royal food tasters, and Nim Thong, the Jaulscath advisor.  Cursed could be bribed like other men.  Nim must certainly have known that poison was being added to the royal diet.  Although Gwin's authority as president of the Academy did not extend to High Justice, she had arbitrarily proclaimed sentence of death on the traitor.  It was an empty gesture; the chances of ever tracking down a fugitive Jaulscath were as good as zero and only Raragashians must know the dread secret, or the Academy's reputation would be ruined for ever.  Labranza would have an apoplexy when she heard the news.

Wung Tan was a little man, but a very shrewd one.  His daughter's departure while he was ill was inexplicably impious.  He must have guessed what had happened, but so far he had taken no action to hunt down the culprits.  Gwin hoped his shrewdness had not led him to consider all possible solutions to the Hexzion Garab problem.  She was a regicide too, or hoped to be one in the near future.

Will you stop brooding about that? said the Voice.  The man is a bloodsucking monster.  He sacked Tolamin.  He slew thousands, including your husband.  He has personally killed hundreds in the vilest ways he can devise.  He deserves much worse than anything Vaslar Nomith will do to him.

She held this conversation several times a day.  "But I shall still be a murderer.  Where is the honor in that?"

You are sure to kill multitudes who deserve it much less than Hexzion Garab does, but you will be striving to save thousands more from the same fate.  You are a Poulscath, a whirlwind, who must do evil to do good—that is part of the Curse.  You cannot, the Voice added thoughtfully, hatch chickens without breaking eggs.

"But suppose Vaslar and Hitham fail?  We should have heard something by now.  They left Raragash when we did."

The Voice made an exasperated sound, although only she could hear it, and even she was not really hearing it.  The worst part of war is the waiting—you know that.  Sooner or later you will learn to be patient.  You may as well make it sooner.

A month ago, she had been a hotelier in Daling.  Now she was a meddler in international politics, a shaper of destiny, a potential assassin.  It was certainly more interesting, but it involved troublesome issues of ethics.

At the king's side, Par a'Ciur eased herself on her chair, as if growing stiff with sitting still too long.  Her seat was much lower than his, and her arm must be tiring.  Despite her age, she had insisted on coming to Chan San.  She had been a welcome addition to the party, for no one knew more of Ivielscath powers than she did.  The whole council had come, except for Labranza.

The healer on the left was Niad.  Although she had barely begun her training, Gwin had brought her along because her success in curing old Sojim showed she responded to Gwin's fatalist authority.  Whether the king was being cured by both Par and Niad together or only one of them did not matter.  Quite likely he could heal on his own now, since the diet of poison had been discontinued.  The important thing was that he was recovering and the kingdom was stable again.

Wung Tan opened his eyes and smiled down at Par.  "We should perhaps take a break now?"

"As Your Majesty wishes."

He chuckled.  "Sick kings have no more majesty than other men, Par Saj.  Steward?"

The healers rose.  Attendants hurried forward with a beaker of fruit juice for the king, doctors raised him higher on his cushions.  Gwin wondered where Bulion was.  Watching the archery practice, most likely.  The Tharn men were all fascinated by the Nurzians' fabled archery.

Wung waved away the Lord Chancellor and his inevitable wad of documents.  "We shall now give thanks to Iviel, as is our custom."  His voice was fittingly small and frail, lilting in the sing-song Nurzian dialect; the formality of his speech depended on the size of his audience.  "Madam President, would you do us the honor of pushing us to the shrine of Morning Star?"

Gwin was surprised by the invitation, but she made the only possible answer.  Scowling courtiers backed out of the way as she went around to the back of the mobile throne.  It rolled more easily than she had expected, although its wheels rumbled discordantly on the tiled pavement.  She set off along a path closely overhung with flowering vines.

"Did you hear the news, Gwin?" asked the king.  Now she realized that his head was level with hers and she had to lean forward to push.  It was a rare opportunity for a confidential chat.  "About the Karpana being turned back at Jad River?"

"It's wonderful!"

"Depends on your point of view," Wung Tan said drily.  "Now they must veer eastward around Lake Osmir.  The Mokthians will not approve."

"But a victory is a victory!"

He sighed.  "So we shall proclaim, of course.  All that really happened was that our garrison held off their forward patrols long enough for us to rip down the bridge.  We lost a thousand men.  Tens of thousands of refugees were left stranded in the Karpana's path.  They would not approve either, I fear."

"You should look on the bright side, Saj.  They might easily have taken the garrison unaware and won the bridge intact."

Wung Tan waved a child-sized brown hand in a dismissive gesture.  "They may yet fill in the river with corpses and walk across, but I think not.  A horde so large needs keep moving lest it starve."

"How long have we got before they come around the lake?"

"Can't say.  I suspect they have let themselves get too spread out.  Now they've met some resistance again, they may take time to pull up their tail, but I'm only guessing."

The conversation was broken off as they reached the bottom of a flight of steps.  An officer and four hefty guardsmen were on hand to carry the chair up.  The palace was originally imperial, of course—nothing on this scale had been built in the last hundred years—but it had been transformed by the Nurzian kings.  In a renaissance of their ancestral culture, they had coated it in brilliant tiles until every surface was a kaleidoscope of dazzling color.

Gwin began to push again.  This level was open to the sun, bright with flowers.  Men with buckets were watering the grass.

"I have made my decision," Wung said.  "If my brother monarchs will agree to united action against the Karpana, then I will join them."

"That is exceedingly good news," Gwin said politely.  It was not unexpected.  The Karpana's efforts to cross the Jad a week ago proved that they intended to head west and must therefore violate either Nurz or Wesnar to get there.  Wung's acceptance was welcome, provided he did not set too many conditions on it.

He continued.  "As you said, Dreadlord Zorg is logical choice as war leader for the coalition.  Given appropriate guarantees, I will accept him—for a strictly limited time.  I have no wish to find my own army deposing me in favor of Hexzion Garab.  Brother Hexzion is a scorpion in a clothes closet.  One never knows where he will turn up."

Gwin would prefer not to discuss Hexzion, or even think about him.  "I hope we can persuade him to join the coalition and release Zorg from his paramount loyalty—for a strictly limited time, of course."

"You have asked him?"

"It seemed premature to do so until we knew whether you and King Quilm Urnith were willing.  Your realms lie between him and the enemy."

She stopped the chair at the top of another staircase.  The same men were standing there as if they had been guarding the spot for hours.  They must have run like maniacs to arrive before she did.  As they turned the chair to lift it, the king was looking toward her.

"We can all hope.  You received a dispatch from Wesnar this morning."  The deep-etched lines on his face twisted into an inquiring smile.

Sly old rogue!  "Your Majesty is well informed."

"That is a necessary prerequisite of survival," Wung Tan said drily,  "and we do not always know everything we should."

At the bottom of the stairs, when they were rolling again and out of earshot of the guards, Gwin said, "Wesnar acknowledged my election as president.  Also... I confess I did not think of this myself, but my secretary is one of those able subordinates who can foresee my needs.  When we sent out the proclamation, he included a request for a safe-conduct, in case we wished to send a delegation to Mokth.  Today we received a promise of safe passage across the Cockpit."

"You have not heard from Quilm yet?"

"Not yet.  As my secretary foresaw, I am now sorely tempted to go and call on him myself."  The Voice was insistent on the need for a journey to Mokth.

"Safe conduct or no, we shall be happy to provide you with an escort."

"That is most kind of you.  Of course I must wait here until you are completely restored to health."

Wung sighed.  "I think you have done all that is needed.  If you would be so kind as to leave your Jaulscath lady to attend me, I believe my convalescence will continue even in your absence."

That was a scarcely-veiled reference to poison.  Gwin protested politely, although she did not truly believe her presence was necessary now.  He cut her off.

"No, you must go.  Time is desperately short.  The battle at Jad River was on Muolday—a week ago.  Who knows where the horde is now?"

They had reached the shrine that was their destination.  The Nurzians had restored worship of the fates, a practice the Qolians had suppressed for centuries.  The city was full of temples to various aspects of Ogoal, Jaul, and the rest; the palace had dozens of little shrines and chapels.  Wosion and Bulion disapproved.  In a corner of this terrace stood an alabaster image of a naked woman, Iviel as Healer.  A low fountain played in a stone basin before her.  Offerings of flowers were heaped at her feet.

The terrace stood little higher than the street; crowd noises drifted in through the balustrade.  An aviary of cockatoos on one side provided a background chorus of strident shrieks.  The fountain tinkled and splashed.

"Now!" Wung said briskly.  "Come around and sit on the edge there, where I can see you."  His sunken eyes were bright as he watched her reactions.  He was sitting up alertly.  "This is the best place in the palace for a private gossip."

Gwin obeyed, smiling.  "I see you are stronger than you choose to reveal."  Wily little spider!

He chuckled.  "Caution is another prerequisite for survival.  There is a matter I wish to discuss.  I think you have overlooked something in your grand strategy.  Do you know what they call you around the palace?"

Gwin settled on the edge of the stone basin.  "The Witch.  It doesn't matter."

Wung waggled a tiny finger at her.  "Yes it does!  Oh, courtiers are sophisticated enough, but peasants have a longstanding fear of the Cursed.  Remember that our regular armies will not suffice.  In the next few weeks, we shall muster every sturdy farm lad we can catch.  You do not seriously hope to destroy the Karpana in a single battle, surely?  After that first engagement, we shall need to raise more men yet, to replace our losses.  Do you expect the men of eastern Kuolia to take up arms because you say so, Gwin Tharn?  Follow a woman into battle?"

"I plan to work behind the scenes, Saj."

"Scenery is transparent to sharp eyes.  And you are a Cursed."

"So was Pantholion."

"Possibly, but he never admitted it!"  The little man quirked his snowy eyebrows at her.  "And he was a warrior.  Nurz was civilized when Qol was a straggle of mud huts.  Six times the empire conquered us.  Five times we drove them out.  In the end, Qol chose to rule here indirectly, letting us keep our own kings.  They were puppets, yes, but Nurz retained its identity as a sovereign state within the empire.  There were few such.  My own family was older than the Karithian dynasty."

Gwin did not see why this mattered, but her curiosity was piqued.  Why had Wung sought out this highly confidential place to deliver a lesson in history?  The macaws and cockatoos screeched mockingly.

This is important! said the Voice.

"Coalitions do not inspire loyalty, Gwin."  The king was watching her reaction carefully.  "Who will spill his blood for a committee?  Who but the Faceless would fight for Frenzkion Zorg?"

She nodded, feeling a tremor of excitement as things fell into place.  "We need a figurehead?"

He nodded.  "Nurz could accept a figurehead emperor.  I should swear allegiance to him as overlord—which is what an emperor is, strictly speaking.  He must swear to respect Nurzian sovereignty in return, of course.  He would have no real authority, but he would be a rallying point, a symbol.  Men will die for symbols."

"That is an incredibly generous offer, Sire!"  She hoped her suspicions were not too obvious.  What ruler ever surrendering his autonomy voluntarily?

"It is a very Nurzian concept.  We have outlasted the Qolians.  We survived the Zarda.  Now we are starting to flower again in our own way.  We may yet bear our own fruit.  I do not wish to see a hundred years of progress shattered by the Karpana.  A token empire would not be so very great a price to pay."

A month ago she had bargained with the miller over the price of flour.  Now she negotiated with dynasties.  "You have someone in mind, Saj?"

Wang smiled.  "Your husband impressed me greatly last night.  He is that rarest of all rarities, an honest man."

Bulion?  What by all the fates would he say to this?

"He is only a farmer!"

"He is a patriarch!  Put a purple robe and a crown on him, seat him on a milk-white horse—men will cheer their lungs out for him.  He is everyman's ideal of what a benevolent emperor should be.  You can work behind the scenes then, Witch Gwin.  You will be the emperor's wife and no one will question your presence."

Now those absurd prophecies made sense.  The emperor need not be a war lord.  He could hire men to lead his armies.

"All those self-proclaimed Renewers..." Gwin said wonderingly.

"They went about it the wrong way!  They tried to elevate themselves for their own glory.  What Kuolia wants is someone worthy of its loyalty, someone willing to serve its needs."

"Why didn't you mention this?" she asked the Voice.

There was no great hurry.  Wung Tan might have resisted the idea.  Now that he has thought of it himself, he has persuaded himself.

"I shall have to broach the matter very carefully, Saj," Gwin said.  "Modesty may be even rarer than honesty, but my husband will not fancy himself in a crown."

"You can talk him around, I am sure," the little man said.  "Take him with you to Mokth and see what Quilm Urnith thinks of him.  Say that I am willing if he is.  Men fight for ideas.  We can oppose the Karpana with the old idea of empire, the return of the Golden Age!"  He leaned back in his chair, looking weary.  "A Zarda empire will appeal... but we can worry about Hexzion Garab when the need arises, yes?"

He suspected—oh yes, he suspected!

Proclaim her husband emperor?  It would not be easy to persuade him.  And even if it were...  "You said you would accept Dreadlord Zorg as war leader for a limited time.  Is that another of my husband's qualifications, Sire?  His age?  He should last long enough to see the war out, but not much longer?"

Wung avoided her eye for a moment.  "That is a consideration," he admitted.

#

Bulion thrust with his spear and another Karpanon fell with a shriek.  He cried out his triumph and heard his companions cheer his success.  They stood shoulder to shoulder in an endless line, brothers-in-arms, advancing together over a litter of corpses.  The evil foes fell like straw before them.  He was strong and tireless, a Zarda warrior in his youthful prime.  Here was Gamion, deathleader in the Hearteaters, weeping tears of pride as his youngest son, his precious boy, proved himself worthy of the ancestral line.  There was Polion, splattered with blood, and laughing joyfully at his grandfather's prowess.  The blood of Pantholion hammered in his arteries...

"Are we going to have a thunderstorm?" Gwin inquired, "or is that just snoring I hear?"

Bulion opened one eye.  She was perched on the edge of the other chair, leaning forward with her hands clasped on her knees.

He grunted.  "I don't hear anything."

She grinned.  "Just my imagination, then.  Are you too sleepy to talk?"

"Sleepy?  I'm not sleepy!  Just thinking."

Her smile grew wistful.  "Thinking of the valley?  I long for it too, love, I really do.  That's what we're fighting for, isn't it?  To make all the Tharn Valleys safe for peace-loving people?"

Maybe.  Bulion still had suspicions that some people wanted to revive the empire and put him in charge of it.  He yawned and stretched.

"I looked for you down at the butts," Gwin said cheerfully.  "The boys are all very excited about those funny-looking Nurzian bows."

"They're extra strong because they're lambasted," Bulion said knowledgeably.

"I promised Wosion I'd ask Wung to give us some to take home."

A farmer's wife on first-name terms with kings!  He gazed wistfully at her smile, her slender arms, the swell of her breasts in her low-cut robe of silver and cobalt.  Her hair was still too short for Zarda, but she wore a coronet of white daisies in it.  She was the perfect woman, strong but gentle, poised by day, passionate by night.  They called her the Witch here in Nurz, but he loved her.  She cured dying kings and—he suspected—conspired to murder healthy ones.  He was frightened of her now, this Cursed of Poul, this wielder of destiny.  His turtledove had become an eagle before his eyes, but he loved her still.  He did not think she would be his much longer.

"How is he today?"

"Wung?  Oh, the old boy's much better!"

"He's ten years younger than me."

She winced.  "Well he doesn't look it!  Listen, love—I have to go and visit Mokth."

"You?"  Bulion heaved himself up in the chair.  "Now you listen to me!  You can't do everything yourself!  You're only one woman—"

"I am the Poulscath, the first in a hundred years."  She shook her head sadly.  "I didn't ask for it, but I've got it.  If Quilm Urnith's scared, I can put some backbone in him with a Muolscath.  If he's making mad plans to fight the Karpana by himself, I can calm him down.  If I go, then I can win him to the cause, I'm sure.  It won't take more than a couple of days."

"If you can find him."

She shrugged.  "There's that.  Let's just hope he's still at Jarinfarka—that's where he was a few weeks ago."

"But if couriers can't get through—"

She smiled triumphantly.  "Wang's promised us an escort.  Ching Chilith got a safe-conduct out of Hexzion Garab.  We leave in the morning.  You don't want to stay here, do you?"

"Of course not."  He wasn't sure what he did want.  "Wosion and the others can come with us?"

"Of course.  As soon as we're safely across the Cockpit, they can head south to the valley.  I'm sure the family is worried about us."  She studied him anxiously.  "You will come with me to Jarinfarka, though, won't you, Bull?"

He sighed and turned away to stare at the shrubbery, not seeing it.  "Nien, if you want to dismount from that tiger, then this is your chance."

He waited, not looking at her, until she spoke again.

"Not yet."

"You'll always be welcome back in the valley."

When she did not answer, he glanced at her again.  Her eyes were shinier than they should be.  She would not fake tears.

"You want me?" he said.  "Why?  I can't help.  I'm just a fat old farmer."

"You're my husband.  You help by being at my side and loving me.  I can't do this alone.  Will you make me choose between you and destiny?  The Karpana will destroy the land, the people, everything.  And you can help!  If you'll come to Quilm's court and—"

"You want a puppet emperor?  Someone the people can cheer and the kings aren't afraid of?  Ride around on a white charger and be everyone's grandfather while you work away unnoticed in my shadow?"

She stared.  "How did you...  Where did you get that idea?"

"It's been obvious ever since you began talking about a coalition."  He just wished she'd come out with it a little sooner.

"I didn't think of it!  It was Wung Tan's idea!"  She left the chair and knelt beside him, gripping his hand.  "Bull, I swear I didn't think of this!  I knew nothing of it until half an hour ago!"

"All right," he said gruffly.  "I believe you."  Did he, though?  "But I won't do it.  I won't be a puppet, Gwin.  I'm too old.  I'm going home."

"Not a puppet!  A symbol of what we're fighting for.  You know why Wung thought of you?  He said you're—"

"I don't care what that desiccated brown monkey said.  I am going home.  I will not play at being an emperor, not even for you.  I love you, Nien.  I will always love you, Cursed or not.  But I will not share you with the rest of the world."

She sank back on her heels and bowed her head.  He wondered if she was talking to her Voice of Destiny.  Then she said, "We have a week before you need to decide.  Promise me you'll think about it?  Promise we can talk about it again?"

"No," he said.  "I have thought about it.  I have decided.  You ride your tiger if you must, but this is where I get off."
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That evening, Gwin held a meeting of her council.  The palatial guest quarters were a vastly more pleasant setting than the gloomy cellar of the Hall in Raragash.  Wide arched windows opened to an orchard terrace, admitting greenish arboreal light and the alien, spicy scents of Chan San.  Parrots shrieked amid the branches.  Color flamed everywhere, outdoors and in—from rugs and cushioned divans and tiled walls, from flowering creepers bedecking every tree.  Even the smallest table was lacquered in scarlet and emerald.  The bright-clad servants hovering in the background would eavesdrop on the conversation and report it to the palace officials, but that was unavoidable.

As she swept in with Bulion, the company rose to its feet.  The only other woman present was little Par a'Ciur, who smiled mischievously and sank into a curtsey.  Responding, Bulion crooked an arm.  Gwin laid a hand on it.  Together they paraded around the room, acknowledging the men's bows with stilted nods like an emperor and empress of olden times.  It was bittersweet fun.  He was telling her what he thought of courtly honors.

These fake formalities gave her a chance to glance over her retinue.  Two members of the council were absent.  Ziberor was skulking somewhere around the royal quarters, seeking signs of further treachery.  In deference to Tibal Frainith, Gwin had brought no other Jaulscath with her from Raragash.  That now seemed like an unfortunate error, since Wung Tan wanted Ziberor to remain as replacement for Nim Thong, the resident who had proved faithless and absconded.  There was no mind reader available for the Mokth expedition.

Labranza Lamith had stayed behind at the Academy.  If her reports told the truth, she was loyally organizing expeditions of Cursed to come and aid the cause when they were needed.

In her absence, the Ogoalscath representative was a rapscallion by the name of Orth Qolith.  His youthful looks were marred by smallpox scars, and currently by faint bruising around one eye, the remains of a serious beating.  The night he arrived, he had foolishly indulged in a game of dice with some palace guards.  Their understandable dislike of his phenomenal good fortune had led them to dismember him—or so Niad claimed.  She and Par had not healed him, she said, they had reassembled him.  He seemed cheerfully unrepentant.

Next to him sat stolid Baslin Diblichith, the Muolscath.  Everyone was wearing many-hued Nurzian costume, but Baslin either had no color sense at all or did not care what he looked like.  He was a sight to make eyes sore.

Ordur, by way of contrast, dazzled in silver and blue that set off his eyes and golden hair perfectly.  He sprawled on a cushioned divan like a prince of the blood.  Ordur seemed to be enjoying palace life more than anyone—he was driving Jasbur half insane with jealousy.

Next to him, Ching Chilith had remained standing, clutching a bundle of papers.  If he was trying to project humility, he had forgotten to dress the part.  Even in this palace, Ching's gaudy purple and chartreuse draperies would have shamed a peacock.

The last was Tibal Frainith, too long for his chair, all bony arms and legs in threadbare Zarda clothing that seemed strangely out of place in that gaudy company.  His presence was a surprise, for he had disappeared on arriving at Chan San, and this was the first time Gwin had seen him since.  She had missed his dry good humor.

"Welcome back, stranger!  Where have you been these last few days?"

Tibal raised his eyes from a moody contemplation of his toes.  He said glumly, "I don't remember," and went back to staring at the floor.

The others exchanged worried glances.  Gwin bit off a question before it emerged.  If Tibal saw trouble ahead, he must not say and she must not ask.  She hoped he was just sulking at being in the same room as Ching Chilith.

"Meeting convened, then!" she said.  "Before we discuss the trip to Jarinfarka, is there anything else to report?  Ching?"

The secretary rustled his papers officiously.  "His Majesty is rumored to have received word from Hamdish, Madam President."  He raised his invisible eyebrows inquiringly.

"News to me."

He smiled faintly, pleased at being able to demonstrate superior snooping.  "The message would have been sent before your letter arrived, of course, Saj.  I gather it says what would be expected—Hamdish is sorry to hear that barbarians are causing trouble in the east and will consider sending forces to aid in joint defense if formally requested to do so."

"Too little and, if at all possible, too late?"

"That would be my assumption."

"Very sensible of them," Baslin remarked.  "Hamdish cities are well fortified.  If the Karpana are anxious to pluck the western kingdoms, they may hurry on through without wasting time on sieges."

That was typical bloodless Muolscath logic—no one commented, although Ordur curled his lip in disgust.

"Hamdish is also rumored to have closed its borders," Ching added.

At Gwin's side, Bulion uttered his familiar growl.  "Which should prevent any request for assistance from even arriving?  Miserable, slime-dwelling cowards, the Hamdishians."

"Ours shall be the glory!" Gwin said brightly.  She was becoming unpleasantly prone to uttering cheerful clichés.  At times she even caught herself thinking that way.  "But I'm sure our Muolscaths can always get couriers through border defenses.  Can't they, Baslin?"

"Certainly, Saj.  Turn the guards into simpering jellies for you."

"I'll speak to Wung Tan, then.  Nurz has no love for Hamdish.  If they're not our friends, they can be our enemies.  We'll send an ultimatum— cooperate now, or we'll send the whole coalition army against them after we've dealt with the Karpana.  That ought to bring them running."

You're learning! the Voice said approvingly.

"Is there anything else?"

"The report from Labranza Saj?" Ching prompted.

"I think everyone here has seen it."

Tibal looked up bleakly.  "I haven't."

Ching gave him the letter and a disagreeable look.

The report was encouraging.  No one knew more about the covert use of fatalist powers than Labranza Lamith.  Gwin had set her to organizing a Cursed Auxiliary—a corps of Ivielscaths to tend wounded, Jaulscaths to gather intelligence, and so on.  The activity seemed to be going well.  This pleased Gwin greatly, because it meant that the Cursed were still displaying the enthusiasm she had aroused in them during her whirlwind trip around the crater villages, therefore her influence did not wear off as soon as she turned her back... that was assuming that Labranza was telling the truth, of course, and thus begging the question.

"One thing you will notice in there, Tibal.  The Shoolscaths have issued a joint proclamation.  They predict an extended campaign, ultimately successful."

Everyone waited for Tibal's reaction.  For the first time, his gloom seemed to lift.  "That isn't news to me," he said wryly.

Even Baslin contrived to look pleased at that response, but Tibal immediately slumped back into despondency, ignoring the smiles he had provoked.

"Very well," Gwin said.  "We leave at dawn.  I understand Om Balk is an easy and safe day's ride from here, and King Wung has promised us an escort from there.  With luck we should be in Jarinfarka in another four days.  My husband and family will leave us as soon as we are over the Flugoss."  Unless she could talk sense into Bulion before then.  "Secretary Chilith will remain here to deal with correspondence.  Par Saj and Jaulscath Ziberor will also stay.  We need another healer, Par."

The little lady nodded.  "Pang is very capable, and has a love of horses I find totally beyond comprehension."

"And all the rest of you?"

They nodded—Ordur, Baslin, Orth...  Tibal continued to stare at the carpet.

"And Jasbur?" Ordur said.

"I'd like to keep the numbers down."  Gwin could see no need for an extra Awailscath.  She could see no need for Ordur either, except that he was loyal and a sharp thinker.

He stuck out his jaw.  "Both or neither, Gwin Saj!  We've been together longer since you went on all fours, or longer.  If we ever part, we may not know each other when we meet again."

"I'm sorry!  I wasn't thinking.  Of course Jasbur can come!"

"Thanks."  He grimaced.  "Frankly, I'll be glad to get her out of the palace.  Have you seen how she flaunts herself around here?  Shameless slut!"

"Unless my eyes deceive me," said Par a'Ciur sharply, "you've been doing a fair bit of flaunting yourself, Councillor Ordur!  That little piece in the red gown last night—or out of the red gown, I should say..."

Merriment flashed in Ordur's blue eyes.  "Ah, well!  We Awailscaths learn to take life as it comes.  No use having a body like this one and not having some fun with it."

Everyone laughed, even Bulion, who disapproved of promiscuity.  Only Baslin retained his normal fishy stare.  Humor was not his forte.

"Tibal?"

Tibal groaned and said, "I come," without looking up.

The listeners twitched nervously.

Without thinking, Gwin said, "What's wrong?"

Tibal shot her a frightened look.  "Gwin!"

"Sorry!  Cancel the question!  If that's what you foresee, then that's what you foresee.  Don't worry about it."

She was going to worry about it, though.  So were the others.  The last time she had seen Tibal so morose had been the night Polion was abducted.

"I am sure you will be safe enough," Ching Chilith said.  "You will have an armed escort from Nurz and a safe conduct from Wesnar."

Bulion said, "Humph!  How can we trust anything that Hexzion man says?"

Ordur frowned.  "Good question!  Let me see this passport."

Ching shuffled papers and frowned in annoyance.  "I don't seem to have brought it, councillor.  It states quite clearly his border guards will let you pass.  Where Wesnar patrols, no brigand preys, I assure you."

Gwin glanced at Bulion, at Ordur, and finally at Tibal's studied despondency.  These three were the smartest men in the room.  None of them seemed cheery at the prospect.

"Yes, but Hexzion himself is worse than any brigand."  She ought not to trust the Wesnarian king at any time, and she had sent assassins to murder him—if they were caught and identified as her agents, then it would not need a Hexzion Garab to rip up the safe conduct.  "Perhaps we ought to take the time to go north of Big Mud."

"That would require weeks, Saj!"  Ching smiled smoothly.  "I took the liberty of including a bribe in my request."

Gwin knew that Ching interpreted his responsibilities very widely.  "What sort of bribe?"

"I said that the Academy would provide the services of a Muolscath as he has been requesting, and would waive all fee for the next five years.  I realize that I exceeded my authority, Madam President, but it seems a small price to pay for the king's friendship at such a time."

"You're right, I suppose, but I prefer to have such decisions made by the council or by myself."  Gwin turned to Bulion.  "What do you think?"

He shrugged.  "Sounds better.  But no charge at all seems absurdly generous."

"I am sure it will be all right," Ching insisted.  "As long as you display the blue flags, so his guards will know you."

"Voice?" Gwin thought.  "What do you think?"

Go ahead, the Voice said.  Everything will work out fine.
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As the sun slid behind the silhouetted Giants, the warrior took up his shield and spear and rose effortlessly to his feet.  It was time to go.

Hitham Kinith looked up at him with despair.  "You're crazy!"

"I'll take that as a compliment," Vaslar said, "and let you live."  He was not entirely joking.  He was sick of his Ogoalscath companion, a civilian—what warriors referred to among themselves as a part-man.  A week of his company was enough to inspire a real man to murder.

"One more day!  Let's try one more day!"

"We've wasted too much time already.  I advise you to head out now and keep going till you drop."

For four days they had bivouacked in this mangy patch of scrub, as near as they dared... as near as was wise... to the Wesnar army.  By night they had crept closer to the camp.  Every waking hour, Hitham had exerted his Ogoalscath influence to bring them good fortune.  His efforts had produced no results whatsoever.  By rights, Hexzion Garab should have ridden by in his chariot, giving Vaslar an easy spear shot, but that had not happened.  Nothing at all had happened, not even a duck stopping off to lay an egg for them.  As a molder of unlikely events, Hitham Kinith was a complete washout.

"You'll never get into the camp," he protested.  "They'll kill you!"

Vaslar stretched out his spear at arm's length so the point was just before his companion's eyes.  Despite the weight of the shaft, he held it steady as a bough on an oak.  He liked that.  "That does not matter!  Don't you understand yet?"

Hitham leaned away cautiously.  "Yes, I understand.  You're not you, you're a warrior."

"And compared to me, you are nothing!  Correct?"

"If you say so...  Yes, that's correct."

To be honest, Hitham had the makings of a man.  On the journey, he had kept up with Vaslar stride for stride until he dropped from exhaustion.  He had not complained at the heat by day or the cold by night.  By ordinary standards, he was remarkable.  He was just not a warrior, so he didn't count.

Vaslar shouldered his spear and walked off into the twilight without another word.  As soon as he was clear of the brush, he began to lope.

#

Ten minutes brought him within sight of the Wesnar camp.  There were more lights than he had expected, more activity.  It looked as if the army might be preparing to move out at first light.

A gibbous moon hung low over the ghostly peaks of the Giants and stars shone in a sky of absolute blackness, absolute transparency.  The icy wind bit at his bare skin, threatening to freeze his ears and toes.  He reveled in the discomfort.  He was no longer Vaslar Nomith, he was Fearmaster Zilion.  His body was incredibly tough and powerful.  As a sergeant in the Dalingian guard, he had prided himself on his fitness, but he had been a sponge compared to this fighting machine he inhabited now.  There was nothing it could not do.  He could not tire it.  He kept wondering how it would perform with a woman.

Dry summer grass crunched beneath his bare feet.  The wood-and-leather shield dragged on his left arm, the pole of his spear was heavy in his hand, his sword thumped against his thigh.  As a last resort, in case he was disarmed before being allowed close to the king, he had concealed a small knife and a sinew strangling cord under his deerskin kilt, but they would be very unsatisfactory means of accomplishing his mission.  The blade of the spear was a steel leaf as large as a man's hand and sharp as a razor.  He longed to slide it into Hexzion Garab's belly.  Then twist it a few times.

The warrior mind was even more splendid than the body.  The nip of rocks against the horny soles of his feet, the pain of the cold in his ears and fingers—he welcomed them as proof of his endurance.  He wanted to kill Hexzion tonight and then go down fighting.  He had never known true blood lust before.  He found it intoxicating.

Was he doing this to avenge his brothers, or because Gwin Tharn had asked him to?  Neither.  He was doing it because he wanted to.  Kings were the finest game of all.

The sentries on the gate were in sight now.  They would be the first test.  After them, there would be guards around the king's compound and perhaps even more inside it.  He would bluff his way in or fight his way in.  Getting out again afterward was another problem altogether, probably an impossible one.

He had Zilion's mind but not his knowledge and memories.  He would have to rely on his appearance and a few scraps of information he had gained while guarding a couple of prisoners taken at Tolamin.  He had heard them talking in their cell.  He had also assisted at their subsequent interrogation, a long, gruesome, and ultimately fruitless exercise.  He could recall some of their talk—"part-man," for example.  "Big Fish" had been their name for Hexzion Garab, and all Faceless had been "brothers" or "real-men".

The guards were ordinary soldiers, part-men.  They would not question a brother.  The worst thing that might go wrong on the way into the camp would be running into the real Fearmaster Zilion.  He would not likely recognize himself from the outside, but if he had brothers with him they might wonder at seeing two of him.  Zilion's superiors were another danger, especially if the genuine version was supposed to be off burning and looting somewhere.  No use worrying about it.  Telling one Faceless from another was hard enough in daylight.

The guards at the gate were watching his approach, but making no move.  He waited for a challenge.  None came.  Spears thumped against shields in salute.  Vaslar-Zilion marched through the gate unquestioned.  It was inconceivable, of course, that any part-man would mutilate himself to impersonate one of the Faceless.

The intruder continued along a dusty, uneven track, flanked by tents on either side.  Yes, too much noise, too much bustle.  The army was about to move, so he had been right to wait no longer.  He turned at the first corner he came to, and began a reconnaissance of the camp.

Soon he saw a group of Faceless approaching, the standard squad of six killers and a monster.  The leader jerked his spear upward in salute and Vaslar returned the same gesture.  Apparently that was satisfactory, because they continued on their way.  He wondered what he should do if he met a superior officer—a deathleader, or even the dreadlord himself.  A few minutes later, two part-men gave him the spear-jerk salute and he decided that full shield-banging must be reserved for formal occasions.

In the event, he did not have to find out.  He circled right around the camp without meeting any Faceless senior to himself.  Apart from confirming his belief that the army was about to strike camp, he had achieved nothing.  He headed for the center, the royal pavilion.  Warriors stood along the perimeter of the compound like posts, one every three or four paces, but they were only for show.  They paid him no head as he marched along before them, looking for the entrance.

There were lights burning in the royal tents.  At this time of night, he had expected everyone to be asleep, including the king.  If there was a conference of some sort going on, then his chances of success shrank from slim to hopeless.  He should have brought the Ogoalscath with him.

The gate was not hard to find.  A thicket of tall torches blazed there to shed light on visitors.  The guards were Faceless, half a dozen of them.  Happily savoring the thump of his heart and the thrill of death, Vaslar marched up to them.  A warrior stepped forward to challenge.  He had no spear, but the three-skull emblem on his shield proclaiming that he, too, was a fearmaster.

"Password?"

"Fearmaster Zilion, just come in off patrol.  I have urgent news for Big Fish."

The skull face could not change expression, but the voice hardened.  "The password!"

"I don't know it, I told you."

"Report to your deathleader."

"I can't find him and this is urgent!"

The genuine fearmaster studied him for a moment.  "See Deathleader Guzion, then."

"I can't find him either!"

Surprisingly, the warrior chuckled.  "Brother, you know what box I'm for if I slide you without the cry?"

Vaslar was fairly certain he was a dead man now, but he was enjoying the contest.  "I can't imagine what they'll do to you if you stop me telling my news to Big Fish right away."

"Mm."  The man tapped a foot on the grass.  "You shade me, brother, say my sixers will shuck you."

Fates!  What was the apt response to that gibberish?

"Goes for me too, brother."

"Cook yours.  Deathly, then, drop your irons and I'll take you in."

Vaslar laid down his spear and shield, unbuckled his sword, added it to the collection.  He could feel the knife at his crotch.  He could feel the power in his arms.  If he came within reach of Hexzion Garab, he would complete his mission even yet.

He strode at the warrior's side across the grass toward the pavilion.  Neither spoke.  The lights indicated that the king must be still awake, and probably Vaslar would not have been allowed this far had it been otherwise.

The entrance was shadowed, and a voice spoke from it.  "State your name and business."

Vaslar's companion stopped.  "Fearmaster Ambozion bringing in a spy."

"Wait there."

Vaslar unclenched his fists and forced himself to breath slowly.  "What sort of a game is this?  You know me, Ambozion."

The resulting chuckle sounded almost friendly.  "I know Zilion.  Zilion's not the smartest around, but he usually recognizes his own deathleader's name.  He would die before he laid his spear on the ground.  You want all the rest?"

Vaslar did not answer.  From where he stood he could see half a hundred bare backs, half a hundred spears.  The ornamental warriors surrounding the compound seemed a much more impressive barrier now than they had from the outside.  There was no escape.  Ambozion had not even bothered to draw his sword.

Failure!  Death was nothing much—even cowards died—but failure was a taste of ashes in this mouth.

"Bring in the spy," said another voice from the shadows.

The room was square, lit by lanterns hanging from the roof poles.  The evenly flattened grass of the floor showed that rugs had lain there and been recently taken up.  The only furniture was a table and chair.  There was a map on the table.

The man in the chair wore a kilt of leopard skin.  His face was a skull.  He stared hard at the newcomers.  Then he flowed to his feet and crossed to them in two easy strides.  He reached up and tilted a lamp so that more light fell on Vaslar's face.

Vaslar endured the inspection.  Hexzion must be in one of the inner rooms.  The problem now was not the fearmaster with the sword.  The problem was to get past Dreadlord Zorg.  Vaslar knew how fast he was.

"Amazing!" Zorg said.  He released the lamp.  He was slightly taller than Zilion.  He had a weeping infection in his right eye.

"He marched right up to the gate and demanded to see King Hexzion Garab, Saj," Ambozion said.  "An assassin, likely."

"Very likely.  Well done, fearmaster.  Dismissed."

Ambozion slapped his hand on his chest and departed.

Zorg went back to his chair.  "You planned to kill King Hexzion?"

"Not at all.  I have an urgent message for him, dreadlord."

"How do you know me?"

"I...  You were pointed out to me at Tolamin."

"And you recognize me after seeing me once, at a distance, almost a year ago?  Me?  I have twenty-four hundred identical brothers.  How did you manage the disguise?  Your face is not tattooed, just bleached somehow.  You are an Awailscath, I presume?"

Vaslar thought for a while.  Then he said, "Yes."

"Were you in the Tharn party?  Of course, that's how you know me.  The woman who threw a tantrum, maybe?  And you saw Zilion.  That's how you duplicated him?  I didn't know Awailscaths could do that."

If he could be kept talking, then he might let his guard down for a moment.  He looked quite relaxed at the moment, but Vaslar knew he could move faster than that leopard whose hide he wore.

"Not normally, Saj, we can't.  It just happened.  I had lost two brothers at Tolamin..."  Wrong thing to say.

Zorg nodded.  "So you did plan to kill the king.  How did you hope to escape afterward?"

Vaslar shrugged.  "I thought I'd worry about it when the time came."

"You don't just look like a warrior—you think like one, too?"

"Yes, dreadlord."

Zorg rubbed his inflamed eye.  "How does it feel for a part-man suddenly to become one of the Faceless?"

"Marvelous."

"I expect it does.  Have you any idea of the death that awaits you now?"

"I'll meet it like a warrior."

"Suppose we keep you chained up until you change back?"

"Please don't.  Let me die now, while I can die well.  I might even turn into a woman again!"

"An even more gruesome possibility!"  Zorg studied him for a while, and something about his posture suggested that he was amused.  Planning the execution, probably.

"Is it Hexzion personally you want to kill, or the king of Wesnar?"

Vaslar puzzled over the question.   It seemed to imply something significant.  "Just Hexzion Garab.  He's a monster!"

"I normally regard that word as a compliment," Zorg said drily, "and I'm sure he did.  Regrettably, he fell out of his chariot yesterday and broke his neck.  I am the new king of Wesnar."

So the Ogoalscath had succeeded!  Hitham had done even better than he had hoped for.  The fat turd was dead!  Vaslar found that news both gratifying and immensely funny.  He roared with laughter.

The dreadlord waited in silence until he had done.  "I take it that I am in no danger from you?"

"No, Saj!  President Gwin wants you to lead the armies against the Karpana."

Zorg sighed.  "I know—I have spies, too.  My messengers are on their way to her already.  But what am I going to do with you?  I don't know what the penalty for impersonating a Faceless is, but it ought to be lingering and fatal.  The same goes for spies and assassins."

"I killed men at Tolamin," Vaslar said hopefully.  "Does that win me an honorable death?"

"Not under the circumstances.  But I can't fault your motives and I admire courage."  Zorg stood up and looked at his prisoner.  His skull face was infinitely menacing.  "Guard!"

Remembering the Faceless he had helped torture at Tolamin, Vaslar vowed to die as they had.  He could do no better.

A warrior appeared at Vaslar's side and saluted the dreadlord.  "Saj?"

"Take this dolt to the gate of the camp.  Strip off that skin he is not entitled to wear.  Point him west.  Then kick him in the butt as hard as you can and let him go."

 


 


 

63

 

The stables at the Om Balk barracks were very much as other stables—wooden doors in stone walls, hay and straw, water-troughs and wheelbarrows, men standing around talking, boys leading animals fifteen times their size, horseshoes clattering on cobbles.

Fragrant.  Do not forget fragrant.

Dispiriting in the clammy pre-dawn light.

In an obscurely shadowed corner, Tibal Frainith leaned against a rain barrel with his arms folded and one ankle crossed over the other.  He was watching the proceedings with evident misery.  Gwin shivered to look at him.  He had no trace of fat on his bones; how could he be warm enough at this hour in just smock and breeches?

Cornet Seep Nung was enthusing to Bulion.  The yard was filling up with horses.  Jukion swore luridly at one that would not lift its feet for him.  Ordur was not in sight yet, but Jasbur was there, flirting with a couple of stable hands.

Perhaps it was Tibal's expression, perhaps it was Cornet Seep's high-pitched warbling, perhaps it was the strongly equine-tinted air, but Gwin felt gravely out of sorts.  Premonition?  Could Tibal's dejection be infectious?

She hoped she was not just affronted by Seep.  He was very young, very enthusiastic, very shrill.  He lacked height, but his helmet plume more than made up for that—he was a red feather with spurs.  His uniform was a wonder of scarlet and blue, to distinguish him from his green-and-gold troopers.  All their mounts were decked out in spangled harness and trappings, very grand.  Seep Nung had his orders, but whatever they said he was not interested in escorting a woman.  He was giving all his attention to Bulion, explaining at length how safe the travelers would be in his care.  He was also trying to discover why he was required to display blue pennants.  Bulion was certainly smart enough not to tell him.  He just nodded attentively, keeping a straight face but stroking his beard rather a lot.

No, it wasn't the cornet's chatter that was upsetting her, nor Tibal's ominous gloom.  Perhaps she had taken a touch of sunstroke on the ride yesterday, although it had been an easy enough jaunt, on a fine imperial road through pleasant country.  The stable stink was getting to her.

Wondering if Tibal had found a fresher place to linger, she left Bulion and the pipsqueak cornet and strolled across to join the Shoolscath.  He greeted her with a blank stare, as if he had suddenly become a Muolscath.

Puzzled, she said, "Are you felling all right?"

"Fine."  He winced.  "No.  I feel lousy, terrible."

"I'm not so chipper myself.  Perhaps the stew last night..."

"No.  It's not that."

She eyed him appraisingly.  Tibal normally showed his feelings openly, as she had once remarked to Ordur.  Today he was obviously making an effort to conceal them, and that was not an encouraging sign.  "You don't have to come if you don't want to."

"What I want never has anything to do with what I do.  You know that.  Wosion has some interesting news for you."

There were times when Tibal Frainith was the most irritating man she had ever met.  His mention of Wosion was obviously meant to stop her asking questions.  At other times, his quiet good humor was balm for troubled souls.  He bore the burden the fates had laid on him with uncomplaining courage.  She must not add to them.

She turned to the little preacher as he limped over, leading his horse.  The glint of excitement in his eyes confirmed Tibal's prediction.  He was in rare spirits... had his hair been so gray just a month ago, when he came to Daling with a dying father?

"Good morning, Mother!"

"Good morning, Son.  Out with it!  What's set fire to your tail feathers today?"

He wrinkled his long nose.  "That's a very undignified image to apply to a respected pastor."

"Not half as undignified as I what I plan to say next."

"Well, in that case...  There's a rumor going around that Hexzion Garab is dead."

Her heart missed a beat or two.  She glanced at Tibal, who cocked an eyebrow and shrugged.

"True?"

He nodded.  She looked to the knowing gleam in Wosion's eyes.  "Any details?"

"No.  Very fortunate for your cause, I'd say, Mother."

"It's not my cause.  It's all our causes.  I mean the cause of all of us's.  You know what I mean."  Of course it might just be coincidence, but she felt nauseated by a sense of lost innocence—not guilt!  She would not waste guilt over that horror.  No need to be jittery.

"It's the cause of justice.  The air of Kuolia will be cleaner without that one."  Wosion bared his teeth.  "A pastor should not say such things, but I hope someone cut him in pieces with a blunt saw, and if I ever meet whoever did it, then I shall embrace him warmly."  He smiled confidently.

"I can't say I mourn myself.  Do you feel the fates have avenged what happened to Polion?"

"Perhaps, perhaps.  If a thousandth part of the stories were true, there were many things to avenge."

Bulion had escaped from Cornet Seep Nung and was checking Thunder's girths.  Had he heard the news?   Whatever Wosion might think, Bulion disapproved of murderers.

The rest of the Cursed had arrived: Baslin, Pang, Orth.  Ordur had dragged Jasbur away from her companions, screaming about his disgraceful behavior with the barmaids last night.  Tibal had gone stalking off without another word.
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In the wilds of the Cockpit, travelers trod discreetly, but within unquestioned Nurzian territory, their attention might wander.  Fearmaster Ozion therefore led his troop almost to the gates of Om Balk.  He was taking a considerable risk, but fortune favored the foolhardy.

He chose his ambush site with care.  He could not have hoped for a better.  Only a very sharp military eye would perceive the opportunity for treachery in what at first sight was empty grassland.  The road dipped slightly—that was all.  There were no trees, no apparent cover, no need for caution.  In fact the hollow was deeper than it seemed, with a central swamp from which men could drink if they must.  The sedge there was more than knee-high and could conceal fifty Faceless easily.  Best of all, it was not thick enough to hide fugitives.  His orders stipulated no survivors.  He was conscientious.

He had been there two nights and a day.  He might have to remain for many more days.  He was patient.

He had a clear view of the approaches both east and west.  The only thing that might upset his plans would be another party passing through the dip at the same time as the quarry, but traffic was so light that this was improbable.  If it happened, he would assume that "no survivors" implied "no witnesses either".  He was thorough.

In the very center, the mud of the slough had spread over the roadbed.  Riders would watch the footing there, so that was where Ozion set his trap.  He placed the seniors far out, to catch anyone making a break, and put the juniors close in.  It was traditional on such outings to give the youngsters a chance to make their first kill—and fates help any rookie who failed to live up to Fearmaster Ozion's standards!  He was merciless.
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Between Chan San and Om Balk, the Nurzian countryside had been a petit point tapestry of orchards and farms.  East of Om Balk, it changed abruptly.  The old imperial road, still passable, rose through wild spurs of the Giants' foothills.  Here and there, turf-covered ruins were a stark reminder that Pantholion had come this way.  The uplands were bare grazing, speckled with brown cattle.  The gullies were densely overgrown with beeches and poplars and gorse—nasty ambush sites, Cornet Seep Nung explained shrilly, but quite safe yet.  Farther from Om Balk, he would take appropriate precautions.

Seep and his twelve troopers seemed more than adequate protection for seven Cursed and six male Tharns, but Gwin was burdened with a guilty conscience.  Assuming the rumors were true and Hexzion was dead, then his successor ought to be the fearsome Zorg.  If he guessed who was responsible for his succession and felt that honor required him to avenge his cousin's death, then she was in grave danger anywhere.  To enter his domain would be virtual suicide.  Again she wished she had brought more Jaulscaths from the Academy.  No one could ambush a Jaulscath.

Seep and Bulion led the procession, followed by four of the Nurzian bowmen, with the first pair displaying the blue pennants.  Ordur and Jasbur rode together, bickering still.  Right behind them went Orth Qolith—who had managed to resist the lure of dice in Om Balk.  The rest of the Tharns followed, Wosion and Zanion arguing over something, Thiswion laughing uproariously at the remarks of Pang Twoo, an Ivielscath.  He was a small man with a very large nose and a bawdy sense of humor.  Having been trained and recommended by Par a'Ciur, he could be assumed to be competent.

Gwin had decided to stay away from Bulion.  Perhaps when he discovered how much he missed her, he would reconsider his mulish refusal to come to Jarinfarka.

To her annoyance, she found herself paired with Baslin, who had less small talk than a patch of lichen.  On the other hand, he might be more use than Cornet Seep in a fight.  His smock was a faded purple, his wide Zardan hat yellow, and his breeches were brown.  This being Jaulday, his jowly face bore a grayish stubble.  Baslin shaved his entire head every Muolday.

She broke the painful silence.  "Suppose a band of brigands leaps out at us?  Could you inspire them with terror, so that they flee in all directions?"

He considered the question carefully, pursing his lips.  "Yes.  But I would influence everyone except myself.  What good would it do to have both sides reduced to screaming idiots?"

"Ah, yes.  I see the problem."

"I should be more inclined to imbue the entire assembly with excessive lethargy, a complacent fraternal somnolence that would render bloodshed inconceivable."

"I think that sounds like a good idea."

"Then the problem would be how to inspire our own side with enough ambition to continue on our journey, without restoring animosity and cupidity to our assailants."

"Well, you could always lecture them," Gwin said faintly.

"Why do you suppose our leaders have halted?"

Seep and Bulion had indeed reined in at the crest of a hill.  The cornet was cheeping at his men to string their bows.  She rose in the stirrups.  A large contingent of riders was approaching up the slope.

Her heart fell out of the stirrups.  The Wesnarian army bent on vengeance?  They were certainly not Faceless, but Wesnar had conventional troops also.  Then she yelled in delight, startling Morningstar.

"Blue and gold banners!  A Mokthian delegation!"

She settled back in her saddle with a deep sense of relief.  Her letters to Quilm Urnith had been received after all, and here came the royal reply.  She had no need to trail all the way to Jarinfarka to meet with the king.  Why had Tibal Frainith not explained that, instead of worrying her so?

#

Crown Prince Quoso Urnith was a heavy-set man in his thirties.  He wore sensible-looking armor.  He had a hooked nose and eyes with enough dark arrogance to congeal sunlight.  When Gwin was at last admitted by his suspicious guards and presented by Bulion, she discovered that the prince had not dismounted.  She was expected to converse with a polished tooled-leather riding boot in a silver stirrup.

"My business, of course, is with His Majesty King Wang Tan of Nurz," the prince said loftily.

"The old boy... I am sure His Majesty will be honored to receive you as befits your station, Your Royal Highness."

"So am I."  The contemptuous eyes drank her in and spat her out.  "You are the new president of the Academy?  Labranza Lamith is an imposing lady."

"A veritable battle-ax!" Gwin said recklessly.  She could feel Bulion about to explode beside her, but she suspected he was more likely to erupt in raucous laughter than defend her dignity from the royal barbs.

The prince disapproved of flippancy.  "Indeed?  Well, your good offices in proposing a treaty are appreciated, although doubtless unnecessary."

"Doubtless.  Rumors abound in Om Balk this morning that Hexzion Garab is dead."

The prince inspected the horizon while he assessed this new factor.  Gwin's neck grew stiff from staring up at him.

"Interesting if true," he concluded.

"I have it on excellent authority that the tale is true."

He deigned to look down at her again.  "What authority?"

"A Shoolscath."

"Shoolscaths do not prophesy."

"They do for me."  She was being petty.  "Your Highness, my friends and I were on our way to call on your honored father.  Your arrival makes our journey unnecessary.  May we have the honor of accompanying you to Chan San?"

The prince's enameled breastplate rose and fell in a shrug.  "If you wish."

"We do—"  Gwin turned to Bulion and saw disaster.

#

The problem was largely Seep Nung.  Were he not there, she might achieve something.

As the Mokthian delegation moved off, the Nurzians remained, standing in the roadway within a herd of gaily emblazoned horses.  The cornet had his orders.  He was to escort a party across the Cockpit.  At the least, this was a gratifying break from barracks routine.  It might well be his first independent command, although Gwin was not foolish enough to ask him.  He wanted to go.  His men wanted to go.  The horses wanted to go.

Bulion wanted to go.

Gwin jerked Thunder's reins from his hand and thrust them at the nearest trooper.  Then she hauled her husband by the arm and led him away from the others, out to the verge.  Grassland swept away before them to meet the sky.  Somewhere beyond that windy emptiness lay his home, his heart.

"Bull, we've done it!" she said.  "Mokth wouldn't have sent the crown prince unless it was desperate for a treaty.  Tibal confirms that Hexzion is dead.  That means Zorg is free to swear an oath.  We have only to tie the ribbons now and we have our coalition!"

Sad and grizzled, he looked down at her with gentle eyes.  "Your coalition.  You may not have set your brand in the history books yet, love, because historians like to write about wild, rough men, but the credit is yours.  If you've done it, then let's go home together."

"Yes, yes!  But I do need a few more days.  Four?  Three!  Just enough to make sure Zorg will cooperate and the others will accept him."  She looked anxiously at her husband.  She saw failure.  A weak man did not become a patriarch.  Bulion had bent as far as he could for her, but she had come to the rocky core.  He could bend no farther.  She would fail.

"Now," he said.  "The troopers will take us safely across the Cockpit now.  I am going home—now.  Come with me.  Now."

"Just a few more days!  You would never leave a job unfinished."

He was always big.  He seemed bigger, or she had shrunk. He was going home to his family, his life's work.

"Nien, it will never be finished.  You can't dismount from the tiger."

"I swear!  Just a few more days to see the treaty signed."

He sighed.  "Come when you're ready, then.  The prince will see you safely to the Flugoss.  You will always be welcome in the valley, Nien.  I will always love you."

"Voice!  Help me!"

You have outgrown him.  You needed him at the beginning.  He has served his purpose.

"No!  No!  Bull, I need you!"

Bulion shook his head.  "Not any more.  I do love you, I always will.  I fear there is more catch to your Curse than just the tiger, my darling."

"What do you mean?"

"Destiny is heady.  Destiny is royal jelly.  Already you are not the woman I married a month ago."

"What do you mean?" she cried again.  "That's absurd!  Of course I'm the same woman."

"Hexzion Garab is dead.  How did he die?"

She hugged him so she need not meet his eyes.  "I don't know.  I really don't."

"Are you surprised?"

The troopers were mounting.

"No," she said.  "All right, I may have helped that happen.  I don't know yet.  I admit I tried.  Do you blame me?  At the very least, Polion is avenged."

"You didn't do it for Polion," Bulion said softly.  "And I'm not so sure that what happened to Polion was altogether a bad thing.  Seems like a lot of the boys are going to be marching off to battle soon.  Polion has a better chance of surviving than any of them will have.  He's carrying on a tradition.  I'm not sorry to have a Zarda warrior in the family again."

She stepped back, shocked.  "Bulion!"

"If I could see him now, I might be real proud of him."

"That's horrible!"

"Is it?  He won't think so.  Bet he's real proud of himself.  Couple of days ago, you swore to launch a war against the Hamdishians if they don't do as you say."

"Oh, that's ridiculous!  That's just an idle threat.  They'll ignore it."

"Wung Tan will not forget.  If it ever becomes feasible, he'll hold you to your promise."

"I won't be there to hold.  I have had enough of destiny.  I've poked them into a treaty and all I'm asking you to do is wait until it's signed."

Bulion smiled and shook his head.  "Go and save the world, Nien!  History will glory in the name of Tharn and I am proud of that.  The fates have called you to greatness, but now your way lies with kings and armies, not with farmers like us.  We helped you get started and I'm glad, but you don't need us any more."

"I need my husband, Bulion Tharn!  Don't worry about being made into a figurehead.  Hide if you want, but just be there when I need a friend, when I need love.  All alone, I can't..."

She was throwing chaff at a mountain.  She hugged him again and laid her head against his shoulder.  "You're right.  I have to choose, don't I?  Well, I choose you.  Really I do!  I'll be home inside a week!"

They stood in embrace, squeezing tight, afraid to part.  When Bulion spoke, she felt the words rumble out through his neck almost as much as she heard them on the wind.

"I'd feel happier if you had good, honest, Tharn bodyguards.  If you're sure it's only a week, I'll leave Jukion and Zanion with you.  They'll see you home safely."

Silence... horses stamping and snorting in the background.

Clever, clever old rogue!

She sighed.  "That wouldn't be fair.  They're anxious to get home to their families."

He pulled out of her arms and gazed at her sadly.  "They won't mind another week."

"Well...  I suppose it might stretch into two...  I'm well defended, love."

"Even two weeks they wouldn't mind," Bulion said stubbornly.

He did not believe her!

"Well, if you're sure they won't mind."  She watched the delight and relief illuminate his ugly face.  "I do mean it, love!  I am coming home, no matter what."

He gave her a crushing hug.  Jukion and Wosion, on being consulted, said quite convincingly that they would be happy to stay on as her personal guards for another week or even two.  Brawn and brain — she could not have asked for more.

The troopers were impatient to be on their way.  Everyone mounted up.  She watched Bulion ride off with Zanion, Ulpion, and Thiswion into a spangly bright blur, amazed at how much of her life he had become already, after barely a month.  She heard him shout from the distance:

"We'll keep a light in the window!"

"Don't waste good tallow!" Jukion bellowed back.  "Tharns don't need candles to find their way home!"
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Tibal Frainith had obviously foreseen Gwin's parting from her husband, but why had that upset him so much?  Was he aware that it was more permanent than she believed?  She could not ask him, because Tibal, acting even more out of character, had whipped his mount and gone galloping madly out in front.  There he slowed to match the others' pace, staying a mile or so ahead, unavailable for questioning.

The Mokthians had better horses and were setting a fierce pace.  Gwin caught a glimpse of their rear guard on the next rise, with the towers of Om Balk in the distance.  Then the road took her into a hollow and she lost sight of them altogether.

"Voice?"

Now what?

"I can dismount from the tiger, can't I?  I can go home whenever I want?

You are a free agent.  All I bring you is opportunity.

Good!  Well that was settled.

So why was she so edgy?  Because of Tibal's outlandish behavior?  I gave Bulion my promise.  I have never broken a promise and I will not break this one.

So there!

"You are troubled, Gwin Saj."

Gwin started out of her angry reverie and saw that she was again riding alongside dead-eyed Baslin Diblichith.

"I'm in love.  You wouldn't understand."

"No.  Is your husband not in love with you?"

"Yes he is, but he has many other responsibilities.  He is going on ahead and I shall join him in a few days."

She thought that had ended the matter, but in a moment the Muolscath began again.  "You will give up your Poulscath destiny for that man?"

"You have put the shaft in the gold.  Very acute of you."

"Is that not dangerous?"

"Dangerous how?  I'll be a lot safer back home than I will be playing world politics.  If you mean I am putting the world in danger, then I don't agree.  I'm not a general.  I know nothing of warfare."

"I mean dangerous for him—your husband.  You are setting him in the path of your destiny, and it may not choose to be denied."

She was startled.  She had never thought of that.  Baslin was emotionally dead and had a face like a pompous pudding, but he might not be as stupid as he seemed.  She recalled that Wraxal Raddaith had been similarly Cursed, but he had retained all his wits.  He had probably had a lot more to start with, of course.

"Voice?  Will you harm Bulion?"

You anthropomorphize me too much.  I am not a person.  I am only your historical expression.

The sun was high now, dazzling and blazing in a cloudless sky.  The wind was hot.  Gwin shivered.  "You are evading the question!"

Presiding genius would be an alternative term, perhaps, the Voice added thoughtfully.

"Preside elsewhere, then!  I am going home to the valley and that is final!  Hurting Bulion will not help you—it will only make me more determined!  As soon as the treaty is signed, I am through!"

Ordur shouted.  They were at the base of a long slope.  Tibal had vanished over the skyline a few minutes ago, but now he was coming back.  Fast, whipping his horse.  There was something wrong in the way he was sitting...  Gwin slammed her heels into Morningstar's ribs.  The mare leaped forward, thundering up the ancient roadway.  A moment later, Ordur went by her, riding like a master.

He was just in time to catch Tibal as he slumped sideways.  The two horses danced madly.  Gwin reined in and jumped down.  She misjudged and pitched headlong, half stunning herself on the paving.  Then the others were there—helping her up, helping Tibal down, jabbering at the tops of their voices.  Little Pang Twoo took the Shoolscath with a surprising show of strength and  lowered him to the grass.

"Tibal!" she cried.  "Tibal, what's wrong?"  She flopped down beside him.  She had twisted her wrist and battered her knees and she could hardly breathe yet.

His eyes stared wildly in a livid face.  His mouth twitched.

"Can't!" he mumbled, slavering.  "Don't care!"

"Don't care what?  What's wrong?"

Pang was holding Tibal's head.  "I can't seem to do any good, Gwin Saj.  I don't understand this."

"Tibal?  Tell us what's wrong."

His voice was almost too slurred to make out.  "Don't... care.  Don't care what happens.  Gotta... gotta warn you, Nien.  Can't do this to you."

Gwin shuddered with a paroxysm of fear.  "Warn me of what, Tibal?"

His eyes rolled, then focussed on her.  "Can't watch you suffer.  Gonna warn...  ambush.  Treachery..."

"Ambush?"  Bulion?  Riding into ambush?

"Fates!" Ordur said.  "He's prophesying!  He's changing his future!"

"Bulion!" Gwin shouted, heaving herself to her feet.  "We must warn Bulion!"  She located Morningstar.  Jasbur was holding the horses.  Gwin lurched forward, hobbling wildly.  She tried to grip the saddle bow with her injured hand.  Bulion in danger...

Calm enveloped her like heavy snow.  Panic and terror drained away.  It would seem that Bulion and the others might be riding into an ambush, and therefore they must be warned.  She was not the logical person to carry the warning—she had hurt herself in her fall.  Moreover, the attack might be directed at her and only the lucky chance of meeting the prince had made her turn back.  For her to head back into danger would be illogical and inappropriate.

This calm determination was not her own reaction.  The Muolscath was doing this to her; Baslin was doing this to her.  She did not approve.  She would tell him to stop it and he would have to obey her.

Baslin was already in the saddle.  "Keep her here!" he said.  "I will warn the others."  He wheeled his horse and took off at a gallop.

Everyone watched his departure calmly until he was about a hundred paces along the road.  Then they jerked awake.  Wosion and Jukion scrambled into their saddles and galloped madly after Baslin.

Ordur threw an arm around Gwin from behind and clapped a hand over her mouth.  She struggled in his grasp, trying to bite, kick, scream.

"Listen to me!" he said in her ear.  "Baslin's the logical one to go.  If he runs into danger, he can't be hurt.  He can carry the warning as well as you can.  If I let go, will you behave yourself?  Promise not to give us orders?"

She squirmed, but he was impossibly strong.  Then she saw Tibal—flat on his back, unconscious.  She forced herself to go limp.

Ordur released her.

"He's gone," Pang said harshly.  "He's still breathing, but I can't bring him round."

She limped over and sank to the ground beside him again.  "Tibal?  Tibal Frainith?"

His eyes had rolled up, unseeing.  His mouth drooled, lips and tongue moved; no sound emerged except a vague cooing.

"He cannot understand," Pang said.  "He cannot talk.  His mind has gone, Gwin Saj.  He has changed his future and lost all his memories.  I cannot heal this."

Tibal!  Oh, Tibal!

"Voice?  What's happened to him?"

The Voice did not reply.

"Changed his future—just with those few words?"

The Ivielscath shrugged.  "A few words can carry much meaning, Madam President.  I have seen this in Raragash.  He must have altered his whole life to be, so he does not know it.  He knows nothing.  His mind has gone."

She grabbed the unconscious man's shoulder as if to shake him.  "Tibal, you idiot!  Why didn't you speak up sooner?  Why wait until the last minute, you... You coward!"

"Saj!"  Pang Twoo was shocked.

"He let Bulion and the others go on, knowing there was danger!" she yelled.  "All of them!"

"But he is a Shoolscath, ma'am!  To change the future is suicide for him."

"One life for six—and the troopers!  He should have spoken sooner!"  She stared around, seeking help and finding only shock and bewilderment to match her own: Orth, Jasbur, Ordur.

Ordur heaved himself into the saddle.  "Two messengers may be safer than one."

"Wait!"  Pang Twoo scrambled to his feet.  "It may be that Tibal Frainith has not yet made a significant change to his own future.  If we put him on his horse and continue back to the city, he may yet recover his wits.  Baslin's absence may not—"

"Go, Ordur!" Gwin yelled.  "Kill that horse if you must, but go!"

With a clatter of hooves, Ordur spurted off after Baslin, who had already disappeared over the rise.

Jasbur screamed, scrambled onto her horse, and took off after Ordur.

Pang reached out to clasp Gwin's throbbing wrist.  Cool relief flowed into it.  The look in the little man's eyes was colder yet, though.

"I think the others will be all right," he said.  "The fact that Tibal did manage to change the future shows that the warning will arrive in time."

"Voice, is that correct?"

No answer.

"Voice!"

Still none.

"Maybe," she said.  "But he may have changed his own future just by turning his horse.  He may not have changed ours."  Bulion's.

Had she destroyed her husband by seeking to revoke her destiny?

Tibal mumbled at the sky.

"He was a brave man to speak at all, ma'am," Twoo said stubbornly.

A book showed in the pocket of Tibal's smock.  Gwin pulled it out.  It would be his diary, of course.  He was never without his diary.  She discovered it was almost filled with writing, very small and neat.  Only a few pages at the end were blank.  She opened it at the first page.

 

Tibal Ambor Frainith,

Raragash

Personal and confidential

 

27 Poulday 96

This is my third volume.  The other two are on the top shelf of my closet.  I am starting this book on my favorite date.  Five years from today I meet Nien for the first time, face to face.  How am I ever going to live through another five years?  Well, I see it's fifteen years since I was Cursed, so I have managed to get through three-quarters of my ordeal.  Have I always felt that life would not begin until I meet her, or is the agony growing worse as the time approaches?

 

Gwin gasped and slammed the book shut.  She looked at Pang's frown, and Orth's more puzzled disapproval.  Then she turned to the back and discovered that there were no entries for the last two days.

Why not?  She knew he never normally missed a day.  What had been so bad that he had made no effort to record it?  Shoolscaths could not foresee themselves changing the future... but perhaps they could tell that they would be tempted to.  Had his thoughts been so terrible?

She thumbed back until she found the date she wanted:

 

27 Poulday 101

This is the day!  In less than an hour I go to the Phoenix Street Hostel and meet her at last.  She will be outside, sweeping the road with a broom, just as I have premembered her all my life.  My diaries are full of her, even more precious now because from now on my time with her grows shorter.  I grudge every forgotten second.  I am shaking like a boy.  I shall make a terrible fool of myself...

 

She slammed the book shut.  "Fool!"  She bent and stuffed it back in the unconscious man's pocket.  "Idiot!"

Ivielscath and Ogoalscath stared at her blankly.

"Saj?" said young Orth.

"He expected me to..."  She shuddered.  Tibal had thought he could take Bulion's place!  He had hinted, a few times.  He had told her they would have a long future together.  He had not dared to tell her openly, of course.  Oh, no!  Knowing that Bulion was destined to die today, Frainith Saj had stayed silent, expecting—eventually—to marry his widow.

"Oh, you fool!" she said.  "You crazy, Cursed fool!  You though I could ever have forgiven that?"

But Tibal had found the courage he needed... not too late?  Please, God, not too late?

He would not be lying there if he had failed, would he?

What had her Voice said of Bulion?  You have outgrown him.

"Voice!" she shouted to the sky.  "I will do it!  Let Bulion go home to the valley.  I won't follow!  I'll give him up."

The men exchanged frightened glances.

The Voice did not answer.

The grass and the road and the sky.

She screamed into the wind:  "Voice!  I submit!  I will serve you, my Destiny!  Just spare Bulion!  I will ride the tiger wherever it goes!"

Pang rose and moved toward her.  "Gwin, Saj—"

"You stay out of this!  Oh, I'm sorry.  I'm upset.  Bulion will be all right, won't he?  The Shoolscaths predicted he would be emperor!  He must be all right.  I mean, how could I live with my guilt if anything happens to him?  Or Wosion and the others?  And Tibal too?  Spare them, Voice!  I submit.  I agree.  Anything.  I will ride the tiger!"
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The sun was painfully hot on the fearmaster's back.  The swamp's putrid stink was bad already, and would grow worse as the heat grew worse.  Things crawled on his skin.  He enjoyed discomfort.  It proved he was alive, and a man.  The dead did not suffer.  The weak did not endure.

He was stretched out on his belly, his chin resting on his two forearms.  The edge of the pavement was only three spans away.  He could see the east road and the west road without moving his head perceptibly.  A tuft of reeds in front of him trembled when he breathed, but even the patient buzzards waiting up there with Poul would not see that.  Immobility was the secret of invisibility, of course.  Every man in the sect could lie still for hours.  They trained on anthills.

There was very little traffic on the highway.  A large contingent of Mokthian soldiers had gone by a little while ago—incompetent part-men, riding right through a troop of Faceless without the slightest idea they were there.  Had Ozion's orders been to kill Mokthians, they would have died without knowing how.  HQ would be interested to hear about that delegation, though.  Tonight he would send a runner back with the news.  He was not short of spare bodies.  Seven sevens were more than plenty to exterminate no more than thirty-five Nurzians.  Given this sort of surprise, two hundred would still be a bloodbath.  At three hundred he might start to worry.

He realized that there was a man lying close by him on his left.  He began to turn his face that way, very slowly.  Complete immobility destroyed men's ability to fight, so he had prescribed the usual exercises.  Every man must report to his immediate superior at least once a day, and once to the fearmaster himself, and so on.  They all knew what would happen to them back in camp if he saw as much as one reed twitch.

He studied the skull face at his side.  He knew this one—the baby of the troop, face not healed yet, although he was actually two or three years older than some of the others.  Promising lad.  Took his medicine well.  Wouldn't hurt to comment.

"Good," Ozion whispered.  "That was very good, killer.  I didn't hear a thing."

The boy knew better than to speak.  He closed his eyes in rapture at the praise.

He opened them again, quickly.  Ozion heard it too—hooves.  His eyes shifted.  A double line of riders coming from the west... pennants, too far off to make out the color.

"Stay!" he breathed.

Blue pennants.

"This is the prey.  You get the honor.  Repeat the drill."  He was annoyed to feel his heartbeat rise.

A red tongue-tip passed over the whitened lips.  "Saj, you say, 'Kill!'  I jump up and throw my spear.  First man this side."

"Correct.  Relax now.  Breath slow."

He could envy the kid.  No man ever forgot his first kill.  There was never anything quite like it again, and being point man would make it even better.  The frozen horror on the victims's faces as death sprang up out of the ground, with the certainty that where that lone one had appeared there must be many more... Ozion savored memories.

A spear was a wonderful weapon.  It could be thrown.  It could jab.  It could out-reach a sword or a quarterstaff.  Swords were kids' stuff compared to spears.

The riders were coming at a fast trot, looming enormously high from this worm's vantage.  Nurzian cavalry, all flashy trappings, dressed up like dowagers.  Didn't even have their bows strung!  Only eighteen or twenty, which was hardly enough for the boys to cut their teeth on.  He'd been hoping for more.  The one in front on the far side was a jackanapes in red, with a rootin' great plume on his hat.  If Ozion only had time to spare, which he didn't, he would enjoy making the popinjay eat that plume before he died.

Some were civilians, all men.  They looked like Zarda farmers, which was a disgusting concept in itself.  The one in front, next to Red-pants, was a gross old white-beard.  Why should a dozen of Nurz's best be escorting peasants and why did the dreadlord want them dead?  Ozion had no interest in either question.  His but to do, theirs but to die.

Here they came...

Feeding time for buzzards.  Now!  He loosed the slaughter.  "Kill!" he said quietly.

Nothing happened.

He turned his eyes.  The kid's jaw hung open.

"Kill!" Ozion said sharply, almost at a full speech level.

Still nothing.

Fates!  He'd have to do it himself.  He gripped his spear.  His muscles tightened.

Then the kid came to life.  He was up and throwing in a flash.  The victims' eyes turned in disbelieving horror toward this death that had risen out of the ground.  His move was the signal.  All around, similar skull-faced warriors sprang up from the sedge and the air was filled with spears.  Horses reared and screamed.  Horses and riders stumbled and pitched.  Men fumbled for sabres, for bowstrings, but not an arrow was notched.  Faceless raced forward with swords out.  A few blades clanged, but the surviving troopers were hopelessly outnumbered.  Hamstrung horses collapsed beneath them and then they were dead like the others.  Blood, lots of blood.  Two men made a break for it, heading back west.  Spears soared and impacted.  A few last shrieks.  One riderless horse disappeared over horizon.

All done.

Not bad—it couldn't have taken as much as a minute.  A babble of excited laughter rose as the tension dissolved.  Men had retrieved their spears and were running around, finishing off horses, repeatedly jabbing the human corpses to make certain they were thoroughly dead.

Fearmaster Ozion strode forward, carrying shield and spear.  The kid had not gone far.  He was wandering around the slaughter, staring down at the corpses—just the civilian corpses, apparently.

"Killer!"

The lad jumped and wheeled around.  "Saj!"

Ozion went close, spoke low.  He hadn't quite decided...."You didn't move when I gave the order."

The boy's lips curled back in fear.

"Well?" Ozion said.  "Any excuse?"

"Er...  Buck fever, Saj."

There was gore on his sword; his limbs and face were well splattered.  Once he'd started, he'd fought hard.

"And you didn't throw at the nearest.  You threw at the officer."

If he denied that—if he said he'd aimed at the peasant—then he was a liar, and a dead one.

The kid's eyes rolled around and stared down at the nearest body.  It was a youngish man, very large, very dead.  They came back to Ozion.

"Near side leader was a civilian, Saj.  I mean, he didn't have a bow.  I was told—"

Fates!  "You override my orders?"  He'd been a good recruit so far.

"No, Saj!"

"That horse blood on your sword?"

The boy looked at his sword.  "No, Saj.  One of the troopers.  Two of them Saj, but one I just wounded, I think."

"You got objections to killing civilians, killer?"

He shook his head quickly.  "No, Saj.  But these ones...  They were...  No, Saj."

Well, it had been a good little killing apart from that.  Pity to waste good material.  Maybe Ozion was getting soft in his old age.  He would let the kid live.  He wouldn't let him forget, though.  "Report for punishment when we get back!"

"Saj!"

Ozion reached for his whistle to signal withdrawal.
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When the fog began to lift from Gwin's mind, she was almost under the gates of Om Balk.  Morningstar paced steadily beneath her; she had been riding in a daze, until now she was had reached the bustle of market stalls and booths outside the city walls.  Townsfolk peered and bargained at displays of pots and baskets and garments.  Farmers were selling produce, haggling over livestock.  Bulion would have enjoyed this...

She reined in and turned to wait for the others.  Jasbur and Orth, the two lightest, were doubled up on the roan.  Pang and Ordur flanked Tibal—the last time she looked, they had been supporting him between them, but now he was sitting up, not holding the reins yet, but clutching the pommel of his saddle with both hands and staring around, still confused.  As she watched, he pointed shakily at the riderless horse Baslin was leading and asked a question.  Ordur replied.

Tibal was recovering; he had not changed the future.

It had been close, so very close.  Had Baslin's horse not gone lame or Ordur's been a little faster, then the warning would have arrived in time.  Ordur had seen the assassins trotting away, too far off to be certainly identified.

Or so he said, but he had specified trotting.   He had described a squad, not a rabble, and a shockingly effective ambush, with every man dropped in his tracks.  All that sounded much more like the Faceless than some anonymous band of vagrants.  They had not looted the bodies, Ordur said, and again that ruled out random brigands.  Had their intent been to murder Gwin Tharn?  She could imagine Bulion's snort of disbelief.  The Faceless did not make mistakes, he would have said; they knew a woman when they saw one.  Massacring Nurzian troops on Nurzian territory was a virtual declaration of war, making future ambushes far more difficult.

The slaughter must have had some other purpose—retaliation for King Hexzion's death, perhaps, if the Wesnarians had some reason to think Nurz had been involved.  If so, then Gwin's efforts to weld together a coalition of the three kingdoms might have brought two of them to open hostilities.  Or had Wesnar believed the predictions of Bulion being the Renewer and taken steps to see that did not happen?

She hardly cared.  Nothing mattered now.  Bulion was gone.  Murdered.  Wosion and Jukion had stayed at the scene to keep the ravens away until help could arrive.  The Cursed had refused to let her go back and see the bodies, and she had lacked the spirit to overrule them.

Reaching her, they reined in.  She scowled at Tibal, not bothering to hide her contempt.  He stared back with a bewildered expression and eyes that seemed to wobble independently.

"How are you?" she asked.

He wiped slobber from his mouth with a bony wrist.  "We're looking for Prince Quoso Urnith aren't you?"

Damnable, despicable Shoolscath!  Why couldn't he have found his courage five minutes sooner?

"He seems to be recovering, Saj," Pang said, "but he's still confused.  I expect events haven't caught up with him yet."

"Silk traders?" Tibal muttered.  "The silk traders bring terrible news.  She doesn't know yet."  He frowned and rubbed his forehead.

Ordur rolled his eyes.  "We must report to the garrison, Gwin.  Have them send out... bring back..."

"You do that, please."

He nodded, glanced at Tibal to make sure he was steady in his saddle, and then eased his horse away.

Bulion was gone.  If she had only talked harder, persuaded him to come back with her for a few more days...  No.  There was no appeal from the fates' decrees.  There was vengeance, though.  There could always be vengeance.  Her Jaulscaths would sniff out the guilty for her.

"Who did it, Tibal?" she demanded.  "Hexzion?  Zorg?"

"No man who dies as Quoso does should look that haughty."

"Labranza?"

The thin man brightened.  "Forges her writing!"

"Ching?  Ching Chilith?"

"Chilith!" said young Orth, the Ogoalscath.  "Yes, Saj, yes!  He's infatuated with Labranza and you deposed her!  He's a slimy dog."

"Did anyone see that safe conduct?" Jasbur asked.  "Anyone at all?"

"He promised Hexzion a Muolscath," Baslin growled.

And Ching was a Blessed, immune to Gwin's Poulscath authority.

Ching!

"I will roast him over a slow fire!" she snarled.  "I will feed him alive to pigs.  Tibal!  Do I get revenge for what happened to Bulion?"

He gazed out over the sunlit plains.  "Wait for silk traders?"

No help there, obviously.  Gwin should go and help Ordur deal with the Nurzian garrison, which would be exploding already at the news.  Then she must arrange for burials before she could return to Chan San and settle with Ching Chilith.  There would be no one to speak for the Tharns except her, and no family to listen...

Just as she was about to nudge Morningstar into motion, Tibal suddenly answered her question:

"Revenge?  No, Saj.  You only get justice."

Justice brought no rain to deserts.
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"Twenty-two thousand and not a man more!" Prince Quoso Urnith roared.  "There are not thirty thousand able-bodied men in my father's kingdom!"

They had been at this for hours.  Gwin felt sick and battered and exhausted, although she had barely spoken a word.  The hall was spacious; it was airy and bright, yet it felt stuffy to her.  It oppressed.

The tables formed a hollow square.  At the head, if there was a head, sat Wung Tan and a dozen of his Nurzians, with brown faces and robes of peacock splendor.  The white-haired king was the smallest man in the room.  For that reason, or because he was host, he had given himself the largest chair.  He looked weary, drained.  He left the negotiating to his ministers.

On his left sat the delegation from Mokth, led by the prince.  Their garb was simpler, but closer to imperial tunics than smocks.  Quoso had done most of the talking.  He had been aloof, condescending, arrogant, tolerant, agreeable, angry, reasonable, blustering, outraged, and gracious by turns.  He had achieved absolutely nothing.

Opposite him, on Wung's right, were three men from Wesnar, just three.  Two of them were elderly—a soldier in uniform and a civilian in simple Zarda garb that would not have offended Bulion.  They did not matter, and so far neither had said a word.  The third was their new king, Frenzkion Zorg.  He had left his shield and spear behind, but he still wore only the strip of leopard skin in which Gwin had seen him before.  He rarely sat down.  He just stood there with his arms crossed.  His mutilated face revealed nothing.  He never raised his voice, but he dominated the hall.  He was savagery personified, symbol of the barbarity that once again shadowed the sunlit lands of Kuolia.

"Thirty," he said.  "Fully armed.  You can strip the cities of their garrisons, for garrisons are useless."

Quoso glowered.  "Twenty-five, then.  My last word."

"And mine."  Zorg gestured to his two companions and turned away.  They rose to follow him.

"Your Majesty!" Wung Tan cried.  "Surely we can resolve these differences?"

Zorg stopped and looked around.  "I have stated my terms.  If you do not like them, I have a better option.  The Karpana will ravage through Mokth and Nurz and head west over Hamdish.  When they have gone, I will pick up the pieces."

"You do not know they will not attack you too!" Quoso bellowed.

"I will take that chance.  I know they will attack you.  Good day to you all."

Now! said the Voice.

Gwin jumped.  Now what?  She had demanded that the Raragashians be admitted to the conference.  To her astonishment, they had not only been admitted, they had been granted equal status with the three participating delegations, the fourth side of the square.  It was an astonishing honor, but what was she to do with it?   She reeled to her feet and leaned fists on the table.  "King Frenzkion!"

Zorg was almost at the door.  He turned again, a skull staring at her across the room.  She thought of death, blood on the ground, hacked bodies in the grass...  Bulion two days dead.  She rallied her wits.

"Your Majesty, would you read out your proposal once more?"

The barbarian shrugged and said something to the elderly civilian.  The old man hurried back to the table alone, unrolling a scroll.  In a weedy voice he proclaimed the hateful Wesnarian terms—ominously specific details of the armies to be raised and placed under Zorg's personal command, the monstrous contributions of gold and supplies, the recognition of Zorg as supreme warlord until the Karpana agreed to withdraw, or for three years, whichever came first, the very vague guarantees that Zorg would give...  It was subjugation.  It was surrender.  It was unthinkable.

When he had done, the hall was silent.

Gwin nudged Baslin's ankle with her foot.  "Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness—the prospect is harsh, but better than destruction at the hands of the Karpana horde!  Will you not consider this proposal again?"

For a moment she felt nothing.  Why was the Muolscath not doing something?

But the Zorg terms were certainly better than the alternative.  And a war leader must be able to count on the full support of his allies.  Zorg was a proven warrior, the acknowledged champion.  Without him they all faced disaster.

"I suppose beggars can't be choosers," Wung Tan said with a royal chuckle.

"If my father skins me, he will at least use a sharper knife than the Karpana would," Quoso agreed.

Gwin sank back into her chair with a sigh of relief.  Zorg stalked back to his place.  He shot Gwin an unreadable glance before addressing the others.  "I do not wish to offend valued allies.  If there are details that particularly disturb you, gentlemen, I could consider amendments—minor amendments."

Oops!  Too much!  Even warriors were not immune to reason when a Muolscath provided it.  She kicked Baslin again.

He misconstrued the signal.  She felt a surge of wrath.

Quoso slammed a fist on the table.  "No!  Let us reserve our energies for fighting the enemy!  We must wipe out these barbarian scum to the last man and drive them back into their wilderness!"

"I agree!" Wung Tan bleated over the rising tumult.  "Give us the draft treaty, Brother Frenzkion, that we may seal it now and send our young men out together, fighting shoulder to shoulder against the common foe, and raising new milestones of courage and civilization here in our beloved..."

His flood of clichés was mercifully drowned out in a roar of excitement as Prince Quoso scrambled up on the table and jumped down inside the square.  Before his feet hit the floor, Zorg vaulted cleanly over his side, and the two men came together in an embrace in the center.  The audience rose to its feet and cheered.  Some began a chant of, "Death to the barbarians!"

And Gwin herself must rally the Cursed of Kuolia to help crush the subhuman vermin...

"You all right, Gwin Saj?" Ordur whispered.

"I need some air.  You're doing fine," she whispered to Baslin.  "Just work on them till they sign."  She rose and smiled at her supporters—Par a'Ciur, Orth, Ziberor, others.  She left them to cope as best they might.  Unnoticed in the patriotic ruckus, she slipped away, leaning on Ordur's arm.

He led her outside, to a grassy nook where she could flop down on a bench stood under an apple tree, screened by flowering hedges.  The air was clean and scented.  The clamor of the city and palace was muted quieter than the chattering birds in the bushes.

"This is idyllic!" she said, and realized that she was alone.  Now where had he gone?  But she was happy to be by herself.  Again she wore the white of mourning—two husbands in less than a year.

Oh, Bulion!  She had asked him for three days.  She had needed only two.  Why could he not have waited?

Your work is not done.  It has barely started.

"Would I really have run away now, back to the farm?"

The Voice did not reply.  The question was hypothetical.  Bulion was dead.  Zanion, Ulpion... all of them.  So was Ching Chilith, but that did not bring the others back.  Wosion and Jukion were already on their way home with the news, escorted by another contingent of Nurzian troopers, bearing another safe conduct — a genuine one this time.

Bulion had deserved better, much better.  "He brought me to Raragash and he wouldn't play emperor, so you just threw him away like a broken pot?"

You gave him an extra month of life and much happiness.

"But he was only the coachman after all?"

He was much more than that.  He was essential.

A bony hand reached over her shoulder, offering a beaker of orange juice.  "Cold citrus fluids, Gwin Saj?"

"Wonderful!  Just what I—"

She knew that hand, that voice.  She was too thirsty to refuse the beverage, though.  As she drank, their owner came around to face her and folded down on the grass.

"I know how much you will enjoy it."  He crossed his long legs and contemplated her wistfully, as a collector might view a precious, fragile antique too pricey for his purse.

To think that she had once thought she liked the man!

"I told you distinctly that I never wanted to set eyes on you again, Frainith Saj."

Tibal swallowed painfully.  "Fortunately, you did not make it an outright order.  This is business.  I have a prophecy for you."

"You can't prophesy!"  Not soon enough to do any good.

He pulled a wry, lop-sided smile.  "I can if I foresee myself prophesying!  In this case I do, and it's important.  Don't ask me why this time is different.  I don't know."

"Zorg gets the treaty he wants?"

"Completely."

"He's a hard trader."

"He has to be!  He knows he certainly can't kill off the Karpana, and probably can't drive them back on their own leavings.  So he'll have to be content to turn them, if he can even do that—but which way does he turn them?  Who gets trampled?  He must gain a completely free hand, or the coalition will fly apart in a week.  He does and it doesn't."

This was a new side of Tibal Frainith—the freely prophesying seer.  Such behavior was so unconscionable for Shoolscaths that she decided he must be lying.  On the other hand, she could not imagine any reason why a Shoolscath ever should.

"Can I ask you questions?"

He cocked an eyebrow.  "Ask."

"Who wins the war?"

"You do.  Eventually.  It's an up and down road to get there.  What I came to tell you is that the first big battle is at Gehmain, Muolday 35."  He grinned briefly.  "Frenzkion Zorg would give his right arm to know that date, you know?  Now you can tell him."

"I think you have better stop," she said uneasily.  "I really don't think I want to know the future."

"Have to tell you some of it!"  Tibal jabbed a thumb over his shoulder.  "Zorg's on his way here to ask you.  He's worried about the Big Mud—which side does he put his army?  Where will the Karpana go when they come around Lake Osmir?"

"Well?"

"West!  They burn Rashtri and head west.  They've slowed down.  He can divide his forces and go up both sides of the Mud.  Lot easier on supply lines."

"Aren't you taking a risk, prophesying like this?"

"Not that.  That's like telling you that Poul will rise tomorrow.  It'll happen and nothing will stop it.  I know the future, Gwin!  All the future."

He stared at her and she felt her face color.  "I know what you think is the future, Frainith Saj, and you are seriously mistaken!   If that's the end of the business agenda, go away!"

He sighed, then he rose to his feet and departed.

A moment later, Frenzkion Zorg strode in through the blossoms.

Gwin could invite the warrior to share her bench, or she could sit and address his leopard-furred loins.  She stood up instead.  Even then, she felt overpowered by his arrogance.  He was raw male meat, close to naked and too close to her.  She tried not to stare at the unsightly hole in his face.

He folded his arms and spoke in the harsh, unpleasant voice she remembered.  "I came to offer my condolences, Widow Tharn."

"It was your men who did it!"

The skull twisted its mouth.  "Your husband did not die by my will.  I was deceived, as was your agent.  If you turn the culprit over to me, you can be confident that he will suffer as much as possible."

She shivered at the look in those eyes.  Oh to have Bulion at her side again!  "I would let you have him if I could.  He died very suddenly as I entered the palace last night."

Not much would startle the dreadlord, but he flinched at that.  "How?"

She shrugged.  "I had come within range.  It is apparently unwise to cross me.  Ching was the second man to discover that."

Zorg appraised her for a moment.  Then he laughed, showing big teeth and unexpected pink gums.  "I shall remember!  Do you bear me a grudge?"

For a moment she considered the aching gap in her life.  "No.  You're a detestable killer, but we need men like you now.  I accept that you were misled by the traitor, so I shall not hold Bulion's death against you."

"So I shall not hold Hexzion's against you."

Her turn to flinch.  Had Hitham Kinith really killed King Hexzion Garab?  She did not know and never would, but she had sent the Ogoalscath to try.  That was guilt enough.  "Quits, then."

"I have rarely met women killers.  You intrigue me."

"You do not interest me."

"Pity.  It would be a novel way to seal our alliance.  If you are ever inclined to experiment, just ask.  Now, Poulscath Saj, what powers do you bring to the cause?  You were granted royal honors at the conference.  How many legions do you deliver?"

"I delivered your treaty."

"So I have got that.  What else will you give me, Witch?"

She did not yet know what use her help might be.  How much could she influence other Cursed?

"I am surprised at your interest, Your Majesty.  I thought the code of a warrior would spurn fatalist interference in fair combat."

"Faugh!  If you thought that, then you are even more of a fool woman than I expected.  The purpose of war is to smash your opponent's forces as fast and completely as possible, using every means available.  You turned this conference into a barnyard—excellent!  You strike men dead—my cousin and your traitor.  Can you smite an army?"

"No.  I know what we can do, but not what our range is."  She hurried on before he could snarl at her again.  "I am not even sure my agents had anything to do with Hexzion's accident... But I can give you a useful prophecy.  You must be wondering whether to lead your army east or west of Big Mud.  Am I right?"

Silence.  Then Zorg unfolded his arms and edged closer.  "Carry on!" he barked.

She swayed back from the animal smell of him.  "The Karpana will come around Lake Osmir and burn Rashtri.  Then they will turn west.  You have time to divide your forces."

"Where do we meet them?"

"That I prefer not—"

"Where?"

"Gehmain."

"Where's that?"

"I don't know.  I..."

The grass moved under her feet.  Light blurred and the chitter of birds faded into a sound like heavy rain.

Tibal stepped around the apple tree and caught her neatly, lowered her to the bench.  She sensed her head being cupped in Par a'Ciur's cool and comforting hands.  The world steadied, cleared.  Bird song and sunlight returned.

Frenzkion Zorg had not moved.  He had folded his arms again, that was all.  He stared down at her contemptuously.  "I take it you wish to postpone this council of war?"

"Fates!" she muttered.  "I don't know what's wrong with me!"

"No?" Par murmured.  "I think I do."

"What?"  Oh no!  Gwin looked at Tibal's face and did not even need to ask.  Oh, Bulion, my love, you did it!  You did it!  And you never knew.

"Fine healthy boy," Tibal said gently.

He must have known that all his life.  Damn him for letting Bulion die!  Damn him!  Damn him!  Damn him!
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If Tibal had been speaking the truth, they had two weeks and three days to make ready.  It was not nearly enough time, but in war, as in life, there was no appeal against Shool.  Gwin took to riding in a coach and soon found she was working in it and sleeping in it also.  She made a hurried visit to Raragash, then headed north after the armies.

When she left Chan San the second time, she was annoyed to discover that her Nurzian postilion had disappeared and her new driver was Tibal Frainith.  She seriously considered giving him a Poulscathian command to get out of her life forever, but somehow the words never came.

Tibal turned out to be a skilled postilion.  Tibal turned out to be skilled at many things.  She rarely wanted for anything before he was supplying it—food, writing paper, maps, a Muolscath, a courier, an Ivielscath, Labranza's latest report, blankets, clean clothes, a Jaulscath, a comforting smile, relief from Frenzkion Zorg's hectoring... food again?  It couldn't possibly be that time already, could it?

More important than all those things, he gave her confidence.  She need not worry about brigands on the road when Tibal Frainith was driving.  From weevils in the bread to the location of the Karpana army, nothing would ever surprise him.  His quiet good humor was almost indestructible, although when it faltered she knew bad trouble was brewing.

Two weeks and three days of frantic experiment and organization...  No one doubted that Cursed could do damage.  Apparently they could do more for a Poulscath, but how much more?  Raragash had only a few hundred Cursed to offer, and they must not be thrown away like arrowheads.

The Academy's scholars had no experience to fall back on, but they could advise on the questions that must be answered.  Did the range increase at a Poulscath's behest and if so by how much and did practice improve it and could a group do better than an individual and must Gwin herself be present and so on and so on.  Jaulscaths could read the enemy's secret plans, Ogoalscaths could send a flood of misfortune to cripple him, Muolscaths could demoralize and unman his troops—but none of those influences would be much help unless they extended well beyond the usual hundred paces.  If a boat-load of Ivielscaths could sit in the middle of Lake Osmir and cripple the Karpana cavalry with an epidemic of hemorrhoids, then the war was as good as won.  Regrettably, such did not prove to be the case.  The range increased, but not enough to let the Cursed operate out of reach of archers and cavalry.  The battles must still be fought with steel.

If there was any spark of good in this awful war, it was that Gwin Tharn had no time to mourn.

Almost before she could draw breath, it seemed, the date was Muolday 35, and she was on the fateful field of Gehmain.

#

A rattle of drums at first light startled her awake, cold and cramped in her blankets.  She stayed very still, knowing what would probably happen if she tried to move.  No one should try to make war and babies at the same time, especially in the morning.

The carriage rocked slightly as the someone climbed on the step.  Oh, no!  Then the door opened and the brightness of the sky behind glinted on Niad's golden hair.

"Gwin Saj?" she whispered breathlessly, reaching out a hand.

Gwin snatched it in one quick grab.  "Bless you!"  It would be all right now.  As long as she could hang on to a healer for the first hour or so, the rest of the day could look after itself.

She sat up, making room for Niad to sit, paying no heed to the girl's excited chatter.  She brushed her hair one-handed, but she could hear noises outside, and she knew that the rest of her toilet would have to wait until the battle was lost or won.  She slung a cloak over her shoulders.  The two of them climbed down to the wet grass.

"What in the name of the fates is that?"  It had been already dark when they arrived in the night.

"That's a windmill," said a male voice.

"Tibal!  I don't need you!"

"Yes you do.  More than you would believe.  Come along.  You begin by inspecting your troops."

At times his foresight could be plain infuriating.  It sounded as if she had no choice.  She didn't, she supposed.  She was just crabby and half asleep.  Somewhere in the distance a drum was thumping a steady beat, reminding her that thousands of men were going to die here today.  A cool wind blustered at her.  There was a feel of rain in it, and the skies showed showery clouds.  Many a battle had been decided by mud and wet bowstrings.

Niad squeezed her hand.  "Look!  Iviel!"

The morning star hung low in the east, already glimmering out in the surge of golden sunrise.

"Good omen!"  Gwin thought briefly of Wosion's endless portents.

All around her were tents, and people bustling about their business.  She let Tibal guide her around, concentrating on being the gracious and confident leader.  The Raragashians occupied the top of a low bluff.  The only soldiers in sight were a few guards, elderly men mostly, all looking very relieved at the soft duty they had drawn.

There was Par a'Ciur, organizing the hospital troop.  Again Gwin stressed her orders that the Ivielscaths must stay with their armed escort and not get too close the fighting.

There was the isolated cluster of Jaulscath tents, with Ziberor in charge.  A battlefield would be excruciating torment for mind readers, and few had agreed to serve.  As scouts, though, they were invaluable.  Zorg was probably better informed about his enemy's plans and dispositions than any general in the history of Kuolia.

There was Wraxal, stoically leading the contingent of Muolscaths.  They needed no encouragement—they were fearless, the least worried men and women at Gehmain.  The sages of Raragash had no record of Muolscaths ever supporting a cause before.

There was Labranza Lamith, leading the Ogoalscaths.  The entire Karpana horde would not have kept the big woman from this.

The Awailscaths' Curse could contribute nothing to a battle, but many of the shapechangers had come along to be helpers, messengers, cooks... to do anything that would help their natural lord, the Poulscath.

Apart from Tibal, there were no Shoolscaths present.  Many had enlisted in the ranks, confident that they could never die in battle, because the degeneration that overtook them in their final years would have already made them incapable of being soldiers.  Yet not a few of them, Tibal had said, knew that they would be fearfully mutilated.

"That's it," he remarked cheerfully as the last of their Cursed trooped away to their stations.  "Now you can come and watch the slaughter begin.  I assume you don't want breakfast.  I know you don't."

Gwin clutched harder at Niad's hand.  "I certainly do not.  What in the name of Poul is that?"

"That's a flag."

"I can see that!  Whose?  A white sunburst on blue?  Wasn't that Pantholion's emblem?"

He smiled, and the first rays of the rising sun made his face glow.  "It is yours now—for a while."

He was baiting her, so she did not ask.  He led the way over the dewy grass to the edge of the bluff, and she looked out for the first time at the field of battle.

"There they are," he said somberly.  "This is the best view of the foe you will ever get.  The Karpana."

Fates!  She would have thought that massed darkness was a forest.  But it was already moving, like a cloud or an ocean, advancing relentlessly.  The size of the multitude shocked her.  She had not imagined a fraction so many.  She felt Niad shiver.  Someone was calling her name...

"Gwin!  Gwin Saj!  Madam President!"  A gaunt woman came running toes-in over the grass.  She was elderly and wrinkled; she was distraught.  Her gray hair blew loose in the wind and her eyes were wild.  "You must help!  You must stop him!"

"Whoa!" Gwin said, recoiling and raising her free hand.  "Calm down!  Stop who?  And who are you?"

"I'm Ordur of course!" the woman yelled.  She was so agitated and had so few teeth that her words were hard to make out.  "He promised he'd stay and help me in the chow tent!  Now he's gone.  Jasbur's gone and taken a sword and he's on his way to join the Nurzians!  He'll be killed, I just know he will!"  She wrung her bony hands.

Ordur?  Gwin's mind flipped.  "Oh!  I hadn't realized you'd changed.  Nor that she... he had.  I don't think I can stop him, can I?"  Thousands of women in Kuolia were feeling that same anxiety, but Ordur had been a friend.  Still was, presumably, if Gwin had any sense of loyalty at all.

Cattily, she turned to Tibal.  "If you insist on hanging around, you may as well be useful.  What happens to Jasbur?"

He shrugged.  "Jasbur comes back safely.  I promise."  He stiffened and closed his eyes.

"Oh!  Oh, thank you, Tibal!  You don't know what this means to me."  Ordur threw her arms around the Shoolscath and kissed him fervently.  Then she wiped away a tear and went striding off, her hair still streaming wildly in the wind.

"Life is never dull," Tibal muttered, rubbing his mouth with the back of his hand.  "Garlic for breakfast?"

"How can you possibly be so cheerful?"

"Because this is a wonderful day!"  He beamed at her.

"Wonderful for you, perhaps."  She looked again at the field spread out below.  The Karpana were visibly closer, now distinguishable as cavalry and men on foot.  Their numbers appalled her.  "Not wonderful for all those boys down there.  Sons, husbands, lovers, fathers, brothers.  How many of them will never see another dawn?"

"Just over thirty-two thousand altogether, thirteen on our side and—"

"How can you be so cold-blooded!"

"I'm a Shoolscath.  We have to be cold-blooded or we go crazy."

She flinched.  Cold-bloodedly letting Bulion go to his death, for instance.

As she looked over the coalition, her heart shrank.  She could see the banners of the three kingdoms waving on a knoll that flanked the highway, dividing the gentle valley into two.  The armies were lined up on that slight elevation, waiting the annihilation marching toward them.

"Tibal!  Is that all?"

"Ah.  Well, that's all the Karpana can see, isn't it?  And many of those are peasants armed with staffs.  They really don't have much of a chance, but they look like—"

"There's more?  There has to be more!"

"I suppose there may be a few more."

"Remember what happened to Ching Chilith?"

Tibal chortled gleefully.  "No, but I'll read about it.  Let's see.  The Karpana divide into four columns.  One tries to storm this bluff, because they assume the flag means something.  But the Jaulscaths are down there in the trees, so that column breaks up in confusion—it's hard to be brave when you know all your buddies are terrified too.

"One column storms the hillock.  They run into the Nurzian archers.  The other two try to flank it on either side.  The Faceless are in a gully off to our right here.  There are Cursed in a copse over on the far side.  Behind another knoll over there is the Mokthian army and the rest of the Wesnarians are at the back—you can't see them from here."

Niad giggled gleefully and squeezed Gwin's wrist.

"Zorg has outwitted them!" Gwin said, awed.

"Zorg wins a stupendous victory!  In some ways, he wins too well."

"What on earth do you mean?"

"The Karpana never get caught like this again.  From now on, they're wary—especially wary of Cursed!  Worse, they break south and east.  Mokth and Daling are overrun, the western kingdoms relax.  They assume the danger's over, which it isn't, not by a cursed long shot.  Even the Nurzians lose their edge after this, and think they've been saved."  He shrugged, peering over her shoulder expectantly.  "But a victory is a victory, and I suppose without it you would never be able to recover from Acher..."

He was stripping history naked, too excited to stay silent.

"Da Lam?  Not Tharn Valley?"

Tibal sighed.  "All of it."

"Then I must warn the Tharns, Tibal!  They are still my family!  For Bulion's sake—"

Alarm flashed in his eyes.  "Later!  There will be time... when it becomes obvious.  If you do it sooner..."

She nodded.  "Later, then."  She must trust him, or destroy him.  The Valley sacked?  Oh, thank the fates that Bulion had not lived to see that day!

Feeling a twitch of alarm from Niad, Gwin turned and saw a pair of Faceless running toward them, naked warriors with spears and shields.  Their bodies were decorated with full war paint, white skeletons.

The leader's shield bore a two-skull emblem.  He saluted, panting.  "Witch, I bring a message from the Supreme Leader."

"I am Gwin Tharn, if that's who you—"

"The Supreme Leader is concerned about the rain showers.  He wants to move the Ogoalscaths over to the Nurzian archers, to keep them dry."

Gwin did not even know where the Ogoalscaths were stationed at the moment.  She had left all such matters to Zorg.  Why should the change need her permission?

"Voice, should I approve this request?"

Yes.

Before she could speak, Tibal handed her a sheet of paper and a stick of charcoal.  She turned Niad around to use her back as a desk, and hastily scribbled, "Labranza, obey this man.  Gwin."

The warrior snatched the sheet from her, barked at his companion, and took off at a run.

But the other grounded his spear and leaned on it.  He was still panting, his painted rib cage heaving.

"Hello, Niad," he said quietly.

Gwin recoiled a pace and felt Tibal put an arm around her.  She pushed it away angrily.

"Polion?" Niad whispered.

The anonymous skull nodded.  "And hello, Grandmother."

"Hello, Polion."  Gwin's stomach began to churn.  He was bigger, stronger.  He had all the menace of the others.  He was not the cheeky carefree boy she had known so briefly, the one that Niad had loved.  She felt wrenchingly ill, and not just from morning sickness.  His nose had gone, of course, and his face was white and black.  What he must have endured!

"You know about Grandfather, of course?" he asked offhandedly.

She nodded.

"It was very quick."

"You were there?"

His skull face twisted.  "I couldn't have saved them."

"No."  She shuddered.  "I'm sure you couldn't."

"A warrior must obey orders."

"Yes."

"Well..."  He shrugged.  "Got a battle to fight."  He lifted his spear and began to turn.

Niad cried out.  "Polion!"

He looked at her.  "Pretty!  You married again, Pretty Girl?"

"No.  I'm still your wife!"

"You're my widow.  You were informed of my death."  He bared his teeth.  "Who knows, today may be the day?"

"I still love you."

He hesitated.  "You couldn't love me."  He seemed uncertain.  Perhaps he wanted to believe her.

"I do love you, Polion.  Can't I still be your wife?"

"You want to be one of our women?  Me and my brothers?"

Gwin tried to speak, and bile rose in her throat.  She clenched her teeth.

Niad said, "Could I be... mostly yours?"

"No.  We share everything.  All equal.  Would you want that, Niad?"

She shook her head.  "No.  Would you?"

The markings on his face shifted unreadably.  "No.  No, I don't... don't think I would like that."  He sounded ashamed.

"I might be able to heal your nose, Polion."

"No!  I am a Faceless and proud to be so!  You think I want to go back to being a farmer?  They babble about being Zarda and they don't know what they're talking about.  Part-men!  Pah!"

"I will always love you."

"I must go."

"I will always love you!"

"Curse of Poul!"  He made a strange sucking noise through the hole in his face.  "Only deathleaders can have private women.  It's going to be a long war...  If I don't die...  You willing to wait for that?"

"Yes!" Niad said.  "Yes!  I'll wait."

He laughed bitterly.  "Small chance.  Many years."

"I'll wait, Polion."

He shrugged.  "I've got nothing to lose.  If it happens... I'll let you know.  I'll come for you."

Niad took a step toward him.  He backed away, began to turn...

"Killer Polion!" Tibal snapped.

"Shoolscath?" the warrior said cautiously.

"I don't usually...  You survive this day.  You make great slaughter.  You get promoted—Monster Polion."

Polion shrieked.  He leaped in the air and took off like a greyhound, waving his spear and yelling with glee.

Gwin and Niad fell into each other's arms.

#

Gwin stood by her coach.  The Karpana filled the landscape like ants, pouring forward and dividing into the four columns Tibal had predicted.  Feet and hooves and drums and war cries blended into a single deep rumble like the sea.  Bugles were sounding on the hillock where the coalition banners waved.  In a few minutes the carnage would start.  The grass of Gehmain would flourish.

Niad had gone off to the dressing stations to wait for the first wounded.  Tibal had an arm around Gwin again, holding her very tight.  She made to pull free and was surprised by his strength.

"Let go!"

He released her.  He could not refuse her.

She watched ripples of movement on the hillock as the Nurzians prepared to resist the onrushing tide of Karpana.  The first blood would flow there.

"You do forgive me, you know," Tibal said at her ear.  "I often wondered about that.  My diaries are full of that question:  How can she ever forgive me when I let her husband go to his death?  I never foresaw what I did that day, and of course I don't remember it now, but it is written that I did try in the end.  I was too late—I know that too.  I think that must be how you manage to forgive me: I did try."

She said nothing.  A bugle sounded down in the valley.  The ground trembled under Karpana feet.

Tibal spoke again.  "I am sure that Bulion Tharn was a fine man, although I do not remember him myself.  I am sure he loved you dearly, but he did have commitments, other causes—his family, his role as patriarch.  To love a Poulscath requires everything a man possesses, body and soul.  I am yours, your armor, your lap dog, your shield, your shadow, your slave.  

From now till death I have no life of my own except as an extension of you, and I would not have it otherwise."

She turned on him then.  "Tibal Frainith!  My husband is barely buried.  Two husbands in less than a year—you think I'm desperate for a third?  Are you proposing or just propositioning?  What sort of woman do you think I am?"

He seemed unworried by her outburst.  "A fortunate one, in that you have used up all your bad luck early in life, and the fates have little but joy left in store for you.  No night lasts for ever, Gwin.  Poul rises again.  Iviel heals flesh but Shool heals souls.  If you do not want me around, you have only to order me to leave.  Or tell me to go kill myself, if my line really narks you, although that would seem a little petty."

She caught herself almost smiling and turned away quickly in case he saw.  She likely would remarry some day.  She was not a solitary person, and Bullion's son would need a father.  But now was much too soon to be thinking such thoughts.

"I can wait," Tibal said.  "I have waited all my life.  Do you want me to tell you the night it happens?  The place?  The color of the bed curtains?  The wine I use to break down your resistance?"

A smoke of arrows rose from the defenders on the knoll.  The van of the Karpana column disintegrated.  Moments later came a strange sound, the crack of innumerable bowstrings loosed simultaneously.  Then a rising surge of noise that could only be men's voices on a vast scale.

"Why should I lie to you?  You can't trust other men, but you can trust a Shoolscath.  When I say I will make you happy, I know exactly what I'm talking about.  We have a long life together, Nien, and I'll always love you.  So many happy memories that I don't know where to start...  Your birthday when the Ogoalscaths make it rain blossoms, and the triumph after Hanfold, the voyage to the Crystal Isles, the children, the day Deathleader Polion comes to claim his bride..."

The first wave of Karpana had fallen back, leaving the slopes littered with dead men and horses.

"Fates, Tibal!  This is not the time to talk of such things!"

"It is the perfect time.  This is the end of an epoch and the dawn of another.  You see all those men down there?  They are the Cursed, Nien, not we!  They are cursed by a war they did not seek.  We are blessed and will be more greatly blessed."  He hesitated.  "Do you remember the day we first met?"

"Yes."

"Did I really make a fool of myself?  I mean, a real lovesick-kid sort of fool?"

"No.  Not at all.  I sensed you were... odd, I suppose.  Not as other men, but you didn't seem foolish at all."  And her Voice had said, It has begun.

He sighed, as if relieved.  "It's out now.  I can tell you now.  I couldn't before, obviously.  You will marry me, Nien—eventually."

"Was that why my husband had to die?"

Ropy muscles moved on his face.  "No.  Your husband had to die because you are a Poulscath and nothing must stand in the way of your destiny.  Only you can save Kuolia."

"I don't believe it."  She turned back to watch the war.

The nearest column had started up the slope below her.  If Tibal was wrong about the trees being full of Jaulscaths, or if the Jaulscaths panicked themselves instead of the Karpana, then all Tibal's predictions were empty air.

He was doing all right so far, though.  On the far side, the Karpana left wing was in obvious trouble.  The cavalry had encountered swamp and the infantry seemed to be breaking formation.  In the center, the invaders had begun a second assault on the hillock.  The sound rising from the valley was the sound of surf—screams, cheers, swords, bowstrings, all blended into one gigantic, steady roar.

"Horrible!  I hate it!"

"Get used to it, " Tibal said, "because this will not be the last, nor the worst.  In some ways this is almost the best."

"Why, though?  Why me?"

"Because the fates decreed.  Because you are the Renewer."

She turned to him in amazement.  "What?  Me?  There was never a female emperor!  The Zarda would never—"

"I did not say you would be empress.  I said you are the Renewer.  You bring about the second empire, Gwin.  Haven't you realized that yet?"  He smiled comfortingly, smiled as much as any sane man could smile in the face of the tragedy unfolding below them.

"Not me?  Then who?  Don't tell me I do all this to make Frenzkion Zorg emperor of Kuolia!"

"Zorg dies next year at Acher—but you aren't involved in that one.  You're off elsewhere, doing other things."

"Then..."

She looked away.  "War!  I don't want it!"

"We can only take what the fates send, Nien."

"Why me?  I don't even know what I'm doing here!"

"You are giving them inspiration.  Not much now, but after Acher—"

"And what do I get out of this?" she yelled.  "What's my inspiration?"

"The next emperor, of course."

He put his arm around her and hugged her tight.  This time she did not resist.

 


 


 

THE YEAR ONE

 

Historians have generally been in agreement as to the date of the founding of the second empire.  The illustrious Gurmil Psarith maintained that the Battle of Gehmain in 101 should be considered the effective moment, but later workers have universally ignored his views, attributing them to a craving for academic notoriety.  Although Gehmain was a notable success for the fledgling coalition that would ultimately form the nucleus of the new world order, whatever was born that day was a sickly infant, which barely survived the crushing disaster of Acher in the spring of 102.

Perversely, it was the magnitude of that defeat, combined with the atrocities of the wasting of Da Lam, that roused the western kingdoms to send support to their eastern brethren.  Early in 103, the rejuvenated coalition struck a major, although not decisive, blow against the Karpana at Hanfold.  It took the genius of Gwin Frainith to provide a rallying point for the cumbersome alliance when, on the eve of that battle, she raised her infant son before the assembled armies and proclaimed him emperor.  In after years his reign was legally reckoned from that day and, for lack of a better marker, history has accepted it as the birth date of the Zarda empire.

At first the boy was only a figurehead that no one took seriously, although the convenient fiction of his descent from Pantholion was widely believed by the masses.  When the victories began to mount, the empire gradually assumed an existence of its own.  As the petty kingdoms toppled, Frainith sent in her agents to establish imperial rule in their stead.

The token regime established its credibility with the Karpana treaty in 110, the submission of the N'sam Confederacy in 113, and the fall of Podmansha in 115.  After that, although its progress was not without setbacks, the empire steadily extended its boundaries through warfare and diplomacy.  The last serious threat to its existence, the Western Assembly, was crushed in 120.

By then, of course, Emperor Bulion Tharn was emerging from his mother's shadow and leading his armies in person.

 


 
    All rights reserved, including without limitation the right to reproduce this ebook or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

  Copyright © 1995 by D.J. Duncan

Cover design by Open Road Integrated Media


  ISBN 978-1-4976-0627-2

    This edition published in 2014 by Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.

      345 Hudson Street

      New York, NY 10014

      www.openroadmedia.com

    [image: Open Road logo]

  

  
 



	[image: logo2]

	Open Road Integrated Media is a digital publisher and multimedia content company. Open Road creates connections between authors and their audiences by marketing its ebooks through a new proprietary online platform, which uses premium video content and social media.

	
		Videos, Archival Documents, and New Releases

		Sign up for the Open Road Media newsletter and get news delivered straight to your inbox.

		Sign up now at

		www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters

	

	FIND OUT MORE AT

	WWW.OPENROADMEDIA.COM

	FOLLOW US:

	@openroadmedia and

	Facebook.com/OpenRoadMedia


 
images/00011.jpeg





images/00002.gif
DALING AND ENVIRONS





images/00003.gif
A

§ /ﬂ\\\%\\ﬁ\ﬁ\/ﬂ‘/\\

//Noﬂ'm/’“\

%"),m
DN

N
%Mw

DA LAM





images/00007.gif
THE KARPANA ADVANCE
o Mulday 35,101





images/00004.gif
NIMBUDIA

PIRAIN

EASTERN

KUOLIA

Intho Your 101





images/00005.gif
N
WESNAR

THE COCKPIT





images/00009.jpeg





images/00006.gif
e

y

RARAGASH





images/00010.jpeg
OPENﬂDROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





images/00001.jpeg
OPEN(‘DROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA

NEW YORK





images/00008.gif
BATTLE of GEHMAIN
Maolday 35,108





