
    

 

Natural Tendencies

It was a scent in the hallway that began the Shift. Kait movedto a dark side passage and sank to the
floor. She felt her bonesgoing liquid in her body, her blood bubbling like sparkling wine. Iwant to run, she
thought. I want to race the wind and hunt. I wantfresh, hot meat, the iron tang of blood.

Her blood pounded in her wrists, in her temples, behind hertightly closed eyes. “I don’t want those
things,”she said. “I want to serve my Family.” Her voice soundedraw, husky, far too deep.

I can hold the other back, she thought. I am in control. I havegiven up everything for this chance. I can be
more than my cursedself.

Kait opened her eyes and looked at her hands. Human hands. Butshe had solved nothing. The Crash
was coming . . .
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Men forge swords of steel and fire;
gods forge swords of flesh and blood and tragedy

Vincalis the Agitator
from The Last Hero of Maestwauld

    

 

Chapter 1

 

For more than a thousand years, the Mirror of Soulswaited for the return of magic that would awaken it
and allow it tofinish its work. It waited in a closed-off room on the side of ahill in a long-abandoned city,
its existence forgotten on acontinent where men had been replaced by the monsters spawned of ahellish
war. It slept, oblivious to the passage of time, obliviousto the change that went on all around it, oblivious
to thedestruction of an old order and to the chaos that followed, and tothe new world that rose on the
ashes of the old. For more than athousand years, the Mirror had waited in vain.

Now, though, it glowed softly, as faint currents of distantmagic began to wash against it, and within the
shimmering depths ofits central well, shadows stirred. That far-off spellcasting —still too weak to rouse
the lost artifact to wakefulness —sufficed to permit it to dream.

Within the reborn stream of magical energy, the Mirror began todream of the past that remained its
present. It dreamed of theghosts of the great men and women held within its memory. Itdreamed of a
world lost and forgotten, of wonders no longerimaginable, of secrets buried in the rubble of a world that
nolonger existed. It dreamed of the task that it had left undone fora thousand years.

Undone. But not forgotten.

The Mirror yearned to waken, and to complete the task for whichit had been created.

*    *    *

“Your job will be to keep her away from the men, Kait. Justuntil after the wedding. You know how
Tippa is — and with theSabirs getting a firm foothold into the Kairn Territories, we needthis alliance.”

She had acknowledged her cousin’s fascination with allthings male, and the senior diplomat had smiled at
her and pattedher shoulder. “This is your chance to prove yourself,”he’d said. “Do well here, and the
Family will place youin a regular diplomatic position. You’ll have otherassignments.”

He hadn’t said, Fail and you’ll go back to yourlife as a decoration in Galweigh House. He hadn’t



neededto. That was a given.

She would be secondary, of course. Tippa would have aprofessional chaperone from the Galweigh
Family, and another fromthe Dokteerak Family; Kait would be a “companion,” as faras anyone outside
the Galweigh diplomatic corps knew. She would actas a fail-safe, nothing more, and while her chances of
failing wereslim, her chances of winning any recognition for competentperformance — and with that
recognition, a chance at a realdiplomatic job — were even slimmer.

But this was her beginning. Her opportunity to serve her Family,and perhaps to win a place in the
diplomatic corps. This was theopportunity she’d thought she would never — couldnever — have. Under
no circumstances would she allow herselfto fail, or even to consider failure. Though she stood in
thebreezeway with her head aching and her eyes throbbing, her painmeant nothing; the fact that her skin
crawled and her gut insistedthat something evil lurked in the party meant only that she neededto focus her
attention, that she needed to work harder. She had herassignment and her chance. She would make it
count.

So Kait Galweigh stood off in one corner at the Dokteerak NamingDay party and scanned the crowd
while she pretended to sip a drink.The Dokteerak Family women in their gauzy net finery
clusteredbeneath the broad palms in the central garden, chatting aboutnothing of consequence. Torchlight
cast an amber gleam on theirsleek skin and pale hair and made the heavy gold at their throatsand wrists
seem to glow. They were decorative — Kait’sFamily had such women, too, and theirs was the fate she
sodesperately wished to escape. The senior diplomats from bothFamilies, Galweigh and Dokteerak,
gathered in the breezeway thatsurrounded the courtyard, leaning along the food-laden tables,nibbling
from finger servings of yearling duck and broiled monkeyand wild pig and papaya-stuffed python, telling
each other amusingstories and watching, watching, their eyes never still. Concubinesflirted and primped,
tempting their way into berths in the beds ofthe high-ranking or the beautiful. Dokteerak guardsmen in
gold andblue propped themselves against doorways, swapping racy stories andtales of bravado with
Galweigh guardsmen in red and black. Outlandprinces and the parats of other Families and their cadet
branchesdrifted from group to group, assessing available women the wayhunting wolves assessed a herd
of deer.

In the salon beside the breezeway, dancing couples moved in andout of Kait’s view. Tippa and her future
father-in-law stampedand swirled among them, performing one of the traditionalbride’s dances, with,
perhaps, a bit more enthusiasm thannecessary. Kait watched the older man and wondered if the
Dokteerakparaglese would be a threat to his future daughter-in-law’svirtue. If he would, he wouldn’t be
a threat on the dancefloor in front of his son and subjects, but Kait wondered at thewisdom of an alliance
with a man who eyed his son’s futurewife with such blatant lust.

Both Tippa’s Galweigh chaperone and her Dokteerak onewatched from the sidelines, and Calmet
Dokteerak, the futurebridegroom, danced with a series of gaudily dressed paratas. Thingsthere remained
under control.

The people she needed to watch were the parats. Like the oneapproaching her at that moment.

“Beautiful parata,” he said, “please dance withme and be my flower of the evening. You are so beautiful,
I cannotcontinue to breathe unless my air has first been kissed byyou.”

Kait had heard variations on the same line half a dozen timesalready. As the night wore on, the
protestations would become morepassionate and more vehement. Also, she mused, more desperate.
Theconcubines flocked to the older men and women — those withwealth and power, who could be
expected to give fine gifts or evenoffer permanent positions in their Houses. The younger men, who
hadless to offer, could only seduce others among the partygoers ifthey hoped to round out their night with



sexual amusements. Kait— young, unmarried, and acceptably attractive — had comein for a complete
range of attempted seductions, and her patiencebegan to wear thin.

“You’ll have to find another flower,” she said.“I’m afraid I’ve promised myself that I would bloomalone
tonight.” She didn’t even waste time on a smile.The parat, who wore the silk of one of the lesser
branches of theDokteerak House, blanched and nodded stiffly and walked away, theanger evident in his
stride and the set of his shoulders.

He wasn’t the sort who would interest her cousin Tippa, butthere were plenty of others roaming the party
who would. Kaitdiscovered that while the parat had distracted her, Tippa had movedout of view. Kait
stepped closer to the arches and almost trippedover the Dokteerak head artist, Kastos Miellen, who
wasdemonstrating the workings of a charming mechanical playhouse to apair of admiring Galweigh
women. Kait apologized, backed away, andcaught sight of Tippa, now dancing with her future husband.

She relaxed, almost amused by her paranoia. From a quiet placeunder the arches, she alternately
watched the artist’s tinymechanical men and women moving across the miniature stage, and hercousin
spinning and leaping on the crowded dance floor.

A plump hand settled on her shoulder and she jumped. She turnedto the sun-browned, grinning man
who’d come up behind her, andfor an instant didn’t recognize him. His scent tipped her offbefore she
placed his face.

“Uncle Dùghall?”

“My Kait-cha. You haven’t forgotten me.”

“It is you!” She hugged him hard and, laughinga little at her own confusion, stepped back to look at
him.“You’ve changed.”

He smiled. “Age and women, Kait. Age and women — thefirst gives you wrinkles and the second makes
you fat. Whereas youare more beautiful than ever.”

“So I’ve been told,” Kait murmured.

“I’m sure you have. The lads are out in drovestonight. But you’re still alone. Haven’t found one youfancy
yet?”

Kait lowered her voice. “Can’t even look. I’mworking.” She grinned then — her uncle was the reason
shehad any diplomatic assignment at all, however minor it might be. Hehad recommended her to the
diplomatic services when she turnedthirteen, and had insisted she be trained by the best teachers inthe
best classes. He had shipped her final two tutors to Calimekkafrom his post on the Imumbarra Isles
himself.

He gave her shoulder a quick squeeze and leaned in close enoughto whisper in her ear, “Then you have
an assignment.”

“Minor,” she said. “But important to me.”She glanced in to be sure that Tippa was still behaving
herself,then turned to her uncle. “What are you doing here? I thoughtyou couldn’t get away from the
islands for this. . . that some holiday interfered.” She tried toremember the name of the holiday her
mother had mentioned whenreading Dùghall’s letter to her, but failed.

“There are advantages to being considered a minor deityback home. I changed the date of the holiday,
boarded a fast ship,and here I am.”



She hugged him again, and started to effuse about how happy shewas to see him. But Kastos Miellen’s
miniature had caught hisattention.

“Impressive toy, isn’t it?” he asked her, noddingat the mechanical stage.

“Ingenious. And everyone seems to like it.”

He held up a finger, the way he always had when he was about toimpart some tidbit of wisdom.
“Dokteerak hasn’t forgottenthe immortal advice of Vincalis.”

Kait raised an eyebrow.

Her uncle grinned at her. “All your studies of diplomacyand you haven’t read Vincalis the Agitator yet?
That’scriminal.”

“I don’t think I’ve even heard of Vincalis,”Kait admitted, hoping that he was one of Dùghall’s
islanddiplomats, or someone obscure, so that she might have an excuse fornot knowing his works.

“One of the Ancients. A troublemaker of the first water, byall accounts, which is probably why you
haven’t been taughthim. I hear you have some talents in the direction of troubleyourself.” Dùghall didn’t
look at her when he spoke— he squinted instead at the artist and his mechanical marvel.“Vincalis said,
and I quote, ‘To the man of wealth whowould be great, remember this — an artist is a betterinvestment
than a diplomat for three reasons: first, an artist,once bought, stays bought; second, you screw the artist
instead ofthe other way round; and third, if you should find it essential topermanently dispose of your
artist, the value of his works willincrease, which no one will say of a diplomat.’” Hepaused for just an
instant, so that he could be sure she had achance to let the words sink in, then guffawed.

Kait laughed with him, but even to her own ears her laughtersounded nervous.

Dùghall studied her face and his smile grew mischievous.“I believe I’ve shocked you.”

“At first, I suppose. But Vincalis wasn’t serious, washe?”

Dùghall shrugged. “My dear, in the best humor lies thedeepest truth, and Vincalis is as true now as he
was more than athousand years ago.” He smiled at her, and then stiffened ashis gaze moved past her and
fixed on something in the courtyard.Suddenly he was as intent as a jaguar who’d spotted a fawn.The
expression vanished as quickly as it had appeared, so quicklythat Kait couldn’t begin to guess what had
caught his eye, butwhen he returned his attention to her again, his smile wasapologetic. “And now, sadly,
I must move on. I see an oldfriend out in the courtyard, and if I don’t hurry, she’ssure to vanish.”

And before she could even give him another hug, or tell him howglad she was to see him, he was gone.

She glanced into the salon to check on Tippa. She didn’tsee either of the chaperones. Tippa’s future
father-in-law hadvanished. Her future husband stood in the center of a circle ofadmiring women, none of
whom was Tippa.

Tippa . . .

Kait felt her stomach knot. This was her chance to prove shecould serve the Family’s interests, and
Tippa was nowhere inthe salon.

Kait looked around the breezeway and out into the courtyard; acluster of men parted, and revealed
Tippa spinning in a circle onthe arm of a tall, handsome young outlander dressed in Gyru-nallefinery,
while two others, similarly dressed, looked on.



The couple stopped spinning and Tippa flung herself down onto aseat beside a fountain in one shadowed
corner of the courtyard. Hercompanion said something too softly for Kait to catch over thecrowd noise,
and Tippa squealed with laughter. She took a tallgoblet from one of the men who’d been watching her
impromptudance with his associate, and swallowed the contents in two hardpulls. At some point she had
opened the outer blouse of her silkdress and pulled it back, revealing the filmy silk underblouse,which
was tugged so low that Kait could see a new-moon sliver ofone rouged nipple peeking over the
scalloped hem. Very stylish. . . but not appropriate for a woman who was to marrywithin the week.
Tippa’s hair had come loose from its nettingand hung around her face in wild tendrils. Her eyes were too
brightand her laughter too loud. All three men clustered around her as ifshe were one of the party
concubines, and not the bride-to-be ofBranard Dokteerak’s second son, Calmet.

And that would be an incident, wouldn’t it? The drunkenbride-to-be and three Gyru “princes” caught
together insome back room or stable stall a week before the wedding? Kait sether goblet on a marble rail
and pushed through the crowd, abruptlyand totally furious.

She caught her cousin just as the girl had begun to run herfingers along the lacings of the tallest man’s
shirt.“Isn’t he lovely?” Tippa asked as Kait’s handclamped around her wrist, and the man, who didn’t
look in theleast drunk, said, “Unless you want to join our party, littleparata, just move on. But don’t be
spoiling our fun.”

The anger that was always in her, anger that sought to breakfree from the tight chains of self-control with
which she bound it,slipped toward the surface. She turned from the Gyrus withdifficulty. “Tippa, we have
to leave early. The Naming newsfrom Calimekka will be arriving soon, and we need to be there forour
devotions. The carriage is waiting.”

It was a lie, but it was at least a plausible lie.

Tippa, oblivious to the scene she was about to cause, leanedforward farther, and whispered in Kait’s ear
loudly enoughthat Kait, the Gyrus, and probably most of the guests could hear,“Then go back without
me, Kait. I’m having a. . . good . . . a good . . . time,and I’ve made some . . . some nice friends.Aren’t
they cute?” Her smile when she leaned back spokeof too much wine as loudly as her whisper.
“They’rePrince . . . um, Ersti, and Prince Keera . . .er, Meerki, and Prince . . . Prince . . . Ican’t
remember. Ah, Prince Latti.” She smiled hazily.“Right?”

“I’m sure they are,” Kait growled. “But youwill have to visit with these . . . royals. . . another time.” How
could Tippa have gotten sodrunk? The chaperones should have prevented that. And where werethey,
anyway? She hated sloppiness, but this suggested more to herthan that.

And a prince’s hand suddenly gripping her shoulder, toorough and insistent to be mistaken for anything
but a threat,screamed to her that the incident had been planned. Somewhere. Bysomeone. The man said,
“Leave her alone. We’re having agood time. Just go back to your Family, where you belong,girl.” He
spit out the word “Family” as if it meant“garbage.”

Kait’s anger broke half of its chains, and she twisted outof the man’s grip and turned to face him, and her
fury (oram I slipping . . . have I lost control?) sent him astep back wearing shock on his pale freckled
face. “Don’tpress me,” she said, so softly that only the three Gyrus couldhear her. She heard in her voice
the dark timbre of that secondself that begged to be set free. Her skin grew hot; it tingled overmuscles
that longed to shift and slip, over bones that yearned forviolent force and violent change. She stood fast,
permitting noflash of teeth, no growl, no tensing of muscle. She forced heranger to whisper, knowing that
she dared not let it shout.

She stared, and all three Gyrus glared back at her. She felt thegrowl starting in the back of her throat,



and the last of thechains weakened. But the men saw something in her, something thatwarned them. All
three backed away.

Furious, Kait turned on her cousin. She pulled Tippa’souter blouse closed, then grabbed her wrist and
yanked her to herfeet.

“But I don’t want . . .” Tippa startedto say, but stopped herself when the edge of Kait’s angerseeped
through the wine haze. Her eyes went round and her mouthclamped shut. She followed, unprotesting, as
Kait pulled her towardthe breezeway that led into the House, and eventually toward thegrounds where
the carriages waited.

Kait glanced back to be sure the Gyrus weren’t followingthem. She didn’t want to cause an incident;
wanted no onedead, no difficult questions, not now when she was finally, finallyon her own and working
as a productive member of the Family. Thethree of them were huddled together, faces flushed and tight
withanger. She tried to listen to what they were saying while stillmoving toward the door, and she told
herself that was the reasonshe ran right into the short young man who stood near the archway.She hit him
hard, but she was the one who staggered back — hewas solid as a tree, and seemed to be as thoroughly
rooted to theearth. She caught her balance. Tippa wasn’t so fortunate; shetripped and went down. Both
Kait and the stranger moved to helpher. Kait took Tippa’s arm but the man planted one hand oneither
side of Tippa’s waist and lifted her to her feet.“I’m so sorry,” he said, loudly enough that anyonewho had
seen the girl go down could hear him. “I wasn’twatching where I was going.”

Kait started to smile at him, appreciative that he’d madean attempt to cover her cousin’s drunkenness to
preserve herreputation, when she became aware of something noticeable only byits absence.

The ache in her head and behind her eyeballs was gone. Thecrawling sensation of her skin was gone.
More, the pervasive senseof stalking evil that Kait had felt all night had been lifted andremoved, like
someone pulling a heavy counterpane off a bed. Shefelt better. Safer. Her volatile emotions, fed by the
aura ofdanger that had surrounded her, calmed. She took a slow breath, andsmiled at the man, and had
the presence of mind to thank him forhelping her cousin.

“Think nothing of it,” he said. He had a pleasantvoice. A nondescript face, an ordinary smile, kind eyes;
when Kaitturned away from him, she was halfway to forgetting himalready.

Then, three or four strides away from the place where she’drun into him, with Tippa dragging along in her
wake, Kait felt thefull brunt of crawling nighttime evil drop onto her shouldersagain. The headache
grabbed her; her skin prickled and sheshuddered involuntarily, and she gasped from the pain. Shewasn’t
prepared. Not prepared at all. The change caught her inthe gut like the kick of a street fighter, and for
just an instantshe almost couldn’t think.

Her first thought when she could breathe again was that thehelpful stranger was the cause of the aura of
evil that filled thenight. Her second and more logical thought was that he was somehowimmune to it — or
somehow protected from it. She stopped,turned slowly, and stared at him. He looked back at her, and
shecould no longer understand why she’d thought him nondescript.She could still see that outer shell of
inoffensiveness, butunderneath she could see a man as complicated and fascinating asthat mechanical
marvel the Dokteerak artist had unveiled for theNaming Day party. Her expression told him something he
didn’tlike, for the “I’m no one of consequence” smile gaveway to an expression of fear in his eyes, and a
look ofunderstanding that unnerved her. The fact that she had looked twiceat him told him something
about her. He knew. She didn’t knowwhat he knew, but she had to find out. If her secrets got out,
theywould kill her.

“Who are you?” she asked.



His eyes tracked from one corner of the courtyard to the other.“No one of importance. Just a guest.”

“Tell me. I’ll find out one way or another.” Shedidn’t mean for that remark to sound like a threat, but
thesecond the words were out of her mouth, she knew it did.

“You probably will.”

She moved back toward him, and seemed to step through a wallwhen she did. On the outside, her
nerves screamed that somethingterrible waited to attack. Inside, the evil vanished as if it hadnever been.
“How do you do that?” She kept her voice low;she sensed that whatever his secret was, it probably
wasn’tone that he wanted bruited about to the world.

That weak smile again, and eyes that darted left, right, left,checking to see if anyone was listening. Or
watching. He saidnothing.

She had to know. She said, “The wall around you. The onethat keeps out the foulness of this place. How
do you doit?”

His face went slack with fear then. A man with a knife held tohis throat by a madman could not have
looked more frightened.“Not here,” he said. “By all the gods, nothere.”

“Your name, then. And where I can find you.” Shenarrowed her eyes. “Don’t lie to me. I can smelllies.”

He nodded. “I have a shop in the west quarter.Hasmal’s Curiosities. It’s near the wall, on
StonecutterStreet.”

“You’re Hasmal?”

“The Third. I work for my father.”

Sons of shopkeepers rarely found themselves invited into theHouses of the Five Families. And if they did,
they would be thereas workers, not guests. Yet Hasmal the son of Hasmal, sipping athis wine, dressed in
his Naming Day finery, certainly looked like aguest.

She tightened her grip on Tippa’s wrist and said,“I’ll be by to talk with you tomorrow.” Then sheturned,
braced herself against the malevolent night, stepped out ofhis circle of sanctuary, and dragged Tippa out
of thecourtyard.

*    *    *

The paraglese of Dokteerak House, Branard Dokteerak, balancedthe tip of his dagger on the corner of
his desk. With his indexfinger pressing against the emerald in the pommel, he rocked itslowly back and
forth, gouging a tiny scar into the wood. Acrossfrom him, standing next to the chairs because Branard
had notbidden him sit, the Sabir messenger stared at the rocking knife asif he were a chick in its nest
watching an approaching snake. Theparaglese was aware of the Sabir’s attention. He kept his owneyes
fixed on the tiny chips of wood that he worked loose from thedesk. He was waiting for the messenger to
fidget, or sigh, or inany way express his impatience, but the man had been well trained.He gave away
nothing. At last, Dokteerak, still watching his kniferocking back and forth, said, “What do you have to
say foryourself?”

The messenger said, “My Family sends off the troops yourequested; they will depart at the first light of
dawn tomorrow,and the pigeon must have time to reach them if you have any lastmessage you will send.
They require any final information that youcan give — anything that has happened that might change
thenumber of troops required, or the route they must take, or thenecessary supplies.”



The paraglese, disgusted, said, “Anything that might changethe number of troops required, eh? Well,
what about this, then? MyHouse is full to the rafters with Galweighs getting ready tocelebrate the
marriage of their damned daughter to my son. As hostof this farce, my place is out there with them, acting
the part ofdoting father and eager ally. Instead I’m in here with you,and you cannot think for a moment
that one of their numberhasn’t noticed that. Further, if you’re seen here andrecognized, all our work will
be for nothing. They’ll call offthe wedding, get their people back to Calimekka, and go on thedefensive.
If they do that, neither your people nor my people northe rest of the countryside combined will rout them
out of thatHouse of theirs, and we will lose this fine opportunity —which the senior members of your
Family and I have been planningfor three years — to take it. Your presence here, andyour demand for
my presence here, could be the tiny breeze thattopples our tower down upon us.”

The Sabir envoy spread his hands wide. “My people requireda final reassurance. My paraglese asks me
to remind you that werisk more than you do, Paraglese Dokteerak — if we fail atthis we risk Galweigh
retaliation more than you do. You don’tshare Calimekka with them, whereas our House lies inside the
samewalls as theirs.”

“Indeed. But when this is over, we will share the city withyou, and I ask you to remind Grasmir that he
and I will get alongbetter if I haven’t lost the best of my fighters and my sonsneedlessly through his
carelessness, or his impatience, or hispointless worrying.” He felt his anger getting the better ofhim. He
shoved harder on the knife, and it dug itself deeply intothe wood — he allowed himself no other display
of temper.“Nothing has changed. Nothing. Now leave before you give usall away.”

The envoy bowed gracefully and said, “Enjoy your party,Paraglese.”

And then he was gone.

The paraglese sat staring at the closed door for a moment, andwondered if that hint of irony he heard in
the Sabir envoy’slast words was in the envoy’s voice or in his own mind.

    

 

Chapter 2

 

The stone walls, rough-hewn and slime-coated, gleamed inthe torchlight. The chill of the place, and the
stink and thedarkness and the skittering sounds of the rats, wore onMarcue’s nerves even when all the
cells were full and the menin them talked and quarreled and wondered about their futures. Nowthe
dungeon was empty except for one prisoner, and that was a girl— a child, really — and she rarely
spoke, but frequentlycried. Her crying was worse than the rats.

She was crying at the moment.

“Your Family will ransom you,” he told her. Hewasn’t supposed to offer comfort to the enemy, but he
had ahard time thinking of a little girl as an enemy, and an equallyhard time understanding how his
employers could justify treatingher as one, to the point of locking her in the lowest dungeon inSabir
House for more than a month.

The girl said nothing for a few moments, but she did sniffle abit and take a few slow, deep breaths, as if
she were trying to getherself under control. Then she moved a little way out of theshadow that hid her
and looked at him. “I thought. . . I thought they w-w-would, too,” she said, andstarted sobbing again.



Marcue winced. Poor girl. She was so young and pretty, and sovery helpless. And she obviously didn’t
understand how thesethings worked. Families didn’t hurt little girls.

He had no compunction about holding warriors and diplomats inthe cells. He didn’t lose sleep when he
had to kill one fortrying to escape, either; the warriors and diplomats of the worldhad chosen to be where
they were, doing what they were doing, andthey knew the risks involved in their work. This girl, though,
hadbeen kidnapped from her bed while she slept, and had been draggedinto this cell in the month of
Brethwan, during the Festival of theFull Circle. And there she had languished while his employers andher
Family bickered over the price of her return.

If I had such a daughter, the guard had thought more than once,I would pay any price for her safe return.
But he had discoveredlong ago that the ways of the rich and powerful were not his ways.From everything
he had heard, her Family was demanding not only hersafe return, but also an exorbitant punitive payment
to reimbursethem for the anguish they had suffered from her kidnapping. Hethought, though he hadn’t
dared to say it aloud, that herFamily didn’t know a damned thing about suffering if theycould leave a
daughter locked in a cell while they screamed forcompensation.

The girl rose and came to the gate. Even dirty and unkempt, withthe tattered blanket she’d been given
wrapped around herdelicate shoulders, she was impossibly beautiful. Dressed still inthe silk pajamas
she’d been wearing when she was kidnapped,she looked so fragile he wondered again how she had
survived amonth in the cold, dank, filthy cell.

“You could release me,” she said to him. Herlittle-girl voice was soft and tentative, and tinged with hope.

Her voice could have broken the heart of a stone, and Marcue wasno stone. He looked at her sadly,
though, and told her, “ThatI cannot do, though if I dared, I’d do it in aninstant.”

She gripped the bars and glared at him. “Why can’t you? You admit your employers have taken
mewrongfully, and that their behavior is shameful.”

He’d said those things to her a few days earlier, and nowwished he hadn’t. He’d meant them; he thought
whathe’d said was completely true; but if she told any of theSabir Family about his indiscretion, his head
would be decorating apost at the west gate of Sabir House.

She leaned closer and her voice dropped to a whisper. “Ifyou helped me, you could have anything you
wanted from theGalweighs.”

He moved toward her, though no closer than the line of theno-pass zone carved into the stone floor. He
kept his voice low andprayed no one was listening. “I know I could, but I stillcan’t release you. Not for
fear of my own life, but for thelives of my parents. Both my mother and my father work in the
Sabirkitchens. If I set you free, whether I stayed on or ran with you,both of my parents would be killed
the moment my betrayal wasdiscovered.” He stopped and reconsidered. “No, thatisn’t true. The Sabirs
would torture them first, then killthem.”

She seemed to sag and shrink in front of his eyes.“That’s it, then. You were my last hope. And you
sayexactly the same thing as the other five guards who have watched me— ‘I’d help you if I could,
butthey would kill my family . . . or my wife. . . or my sister . . .’” Shelooked, for just an instant, furious.
“I’d think, whenthe Sabirs told you what stories to tell your prisoners, that theywould have told you to try
to be a bit original.”

He was startled. She thought he was lying to her? He shook hishead and almost moved across the line to
explain to her, butremembered himself in time and kept back of it. “Girl —” he began.



She cut him off. “Danya. My name is Danya. I want you toremember it, since you won’t help me.
Remember it, so thatwhen they do whatever they’re going to do to me, my face andmy name will haunt
you for the rest of your life.” She flungherself away from the bars, facedown into the straw.

He winced. “Danya,” he said, “you think we wereall told to tell you a story . . . but that isn’tso. How do
you suppose the Families ensure the loyalty of theirguards? Eh? Have you ever thought about that? They
choose onlythose of us who have something to lose . . .someone, actually. And they make sure we
know, from the daywe don these uniforms, that our loved ones are the reason we werechosen to serve
— and that they will be the price we pay if wefail.”

Danya rolled over and sat up. She glared at him and brushedloose tangles of hair back from her face.
“Perhaps that is howthe Sabirs do it — ”

Marcue didn’t let her finish. “Unless you have alsospent time in the Galweigh dungeons, and have spoken
to theGalweigh guards to be sure you know differently, assume the guardwho watched over you was
chosen the same way. Assume that when yourFamily discovered you stolen away, the person he once
loved wasmurdered while he watched, and when she was dead, that he waskilled, too. Loyalty can be
bought and sold, child, and even givenaway for free . . . but fear can make the price of aman’s loyalty
higher than even the richest buyer couldpay.”

The girl stared at him for a moment, horrified. “My Familywould never hurt Quintal. He has guarded me
since I was born. Andhis wife and daughter . . . his daughter was my companionuntil just last year, and
his wife works for our seneschal. Theyare a part of the Family.”

She leaned forward to hide her face against her thighs. Shewrapped her thin arms under her legs and
began to cry again.“No one would hurt them,” he heard her insisting againand again.

“Oh, please,” Marcue whispered. “Don’t dothat. I’m sure you’re right. Your guardsman will be fine,and
his family, too. Meanwhile, Danya, you’re safe here. YourFamily isn’t going to let anything happen to
you. They’llpay to get you out — any day now, someone will come down thesteps to release you.”

She didn’t raise her head. The guard could barely make outher reply, muffled as it was. He thought she
said, “It’sTheramisday.”

And what did the fact that it was Naming Day have to do withanything? He asked her as much.

“Because,” she said, lifting her head, “the Sabirdiplomat who came down and talked to me just after I got
here gaveTheramisday as the last day that my Family could come to anagreement on the terms of my
release. If the Sabirs didn’t getwhat they wanted then, they said they would take it by other means,and
my life would be worth nothing to them.”

The guard tried to smile at her. “They always say thingslike that when they’re dealing with each other. I
can’teven tell you how many threats I’ve heard the Sabirs giving. . . and you have to know the stories
I’ve heard ofthe Galweighs are no better.” He shook his head and his smilegrew more confident. “But all
those threats won’t meananything when it comes to you. What could they gain by hurtingyou?”

She gave him an eerie look, one that seemed to bite withknife-edged teeth straight through his skin and
into his bones.That stare chilled him from the inside out, and made him wish thatthere were more people
in the dungeon than just the two of them.Then she looked away and the awful feeling passed. She
said,“You’d be surprised.”

Perhaps I would after all, he thought, but he said nothing.



From far above, he heard the first soft, rhythmic thuds of bootson the curving stairs that led down into the
dungeon. The hour wasfar too early for his relief to be coming, and too late for someonefrom the kitchen
to be bringing meals for him and the girl. Sothen, who came?

Danya moved into the farthest corner of her cell and pulledherself into a tiny bundle, huddled behind a
little pile of straw.She said, “It’s time for the bad news now. But perhapsyou could still find a way to save
me.”

The child was determined to get him killed. He shook hishead.

She watched him, eyes like those of a fox in a trap —terrified yet cunning, too. “I’d consent to marriage
inmy own right, if that’s what you wanted. Even if you demandedboth marriage and a name in the
Galweigh Family, I could promisethat, and you would have it. I will promise it. I do. Ifyou’ll just get me
away from here.”

Her hand in marriage? He smiled sadly at her and said, “Howold are you, Danya? Not old enough to be
thinking of marriage,I’ll wager.”

She said, “I’m eighteen. Old enough to give legalconsent.”

She was eighteen? He wouldn’t have guessed her age at morethan thirteen, and she wouldn’t have made
a particularly welldeveloped thirteen-year-old. If she was eighteen — and hewasn’t sure he was willing to
believe her about that —she might be in more trouble than he’d guessed. As a legaladult, she couldn’t
count on the safeguards promised tochildren by the Family treaties. As an adult, if her Familywouldn’t
ransom her and she couldn’t offer her ownransom, the Sabirs really might do what they wanted with her.

But they would start a war if they hurt — or killed, butthat was unthinkable — the daughter of a
Galweigh. And none ofthe Families and subfamilies in Calimekka wanted a war.

Did they?

The footsteps grew louder. He thought he could discern threeseparate pairs of feet coming down the
stone stairs.

“Save me. Anything it is within my power to give,you’ll have.”

He felt her fear as if it were a blanket wrapping itself aroundhim, smothering him. “You can’t guarantee
the safety ofmy parents,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry, girl, butI can’t help you.”

She screamed — fear and rage, in equal parts. She rippedhandfuls of straw from the floor and flung them
at him. He drewwell back from the line and steeled his face to impassivity. Abovehim, the pace of feet on
stairsteps quickened. He grew uneasy.Perhaps she had reason to fear. Perhaps. But so did he.

The first man appeared from around the curve of the staircase.His long cloak, which swirled against his
riding boots and billowedbehind him, also effectively hooded his face from view, but Marcueknew him
anyway from the ring on his right hand. A wolf’s-headring, gold, with tourmaline cabochon eyes that
glowed in thetorchlight, with a mouth opened in a vicious snarl. The wearer ofthe ring was Crispin Sabir,
one of the Sabir Wolves.

A wave of queasiness washed over Marcue. The girl had reason tofear. Crispin Sabir was mad. Evil.
Cruel beyond words, beyond humancomprehension. If even one one-hundredth of the stories Marcue
hadheard about him were true, the man kept corpses in his quarters andplanted them in his private
grounds the way gardeners plantedroses. Marcue had seen him torture a man once; that memory
wouldnever leave him. If he had known the girl would end up with theSabir’s Wolves instead of with their



diplomats —

“Why is she screaming?” Crispin asked, and Marcueswallowed and said quickly, “She’s afraid. She
heard youcoming down the stairs and she said something about this beingTheramisday.”

“Theramisday. Gregor said he told her about that. I’mglad she remembered,” Crispin said.

The second man appeared as he said it, and if Marcue had beensick at the sight of Crispin, with the
arrival of Andrew Sabir hisheart sank, weighted with dread. Andrew Sabir. Better a visit fromZagtasht,
god of the underworld. At least Zagtasht was sometimesknown to show mercy. Andrew was a massive
man, twice as broadthrough the shoulders as the leaner, taller Crispin, with a chestlike a beer barrel; he
kept his head shaved in the manner of theSloebene sailors, with a single braid above his left ear; and
hewas ugly as red-eyed evil. He grinned as he caught sight of thegirl, and said, “Do you want me to shut
her up,Crispin?”

“Not at all. Let her sing a bit. I like the sound ofit.”

The third set of footsteps on the stairs approached slowly.Marcue heard a hissing slide, then a thud and a
grunt, then thenormal click of boot heel on stone. A pause. Then the sequencerepeated. Over and over,
louder and louder. And throughout, acurious scraping that he hadn’t heard at all until the othertwo men
were off the stairs.

Marcue shivered, and not from the chill and the damp. He’dheard stories of the creatures the Wolves
kept hidden in theirchambers. He’d heard, too, that they consorted with demons andmonsters. And that
shuffle-step on the stair (what was thatscratching sound?) might just be a kindly old Family
diplomatlimping down to tell the girl her ransom had been met. . . but Marcue didn’t think so.

“We have news for you, little Wolf,” Andrew said.

Crispin glared at him. “Wait until Anwyn gets here. Hedoesn’t want to miss this.”

Andrew laughed, a creepy high tittering giggle that made Marcuewant to retch. “News,” he repeated.
“But maybe Anwynwill want to give it to you himself. We’ll all want to give itto you.” He giggled again.

The girl stood and faced the men. She wasn’t screaming anylonger, and Marcue could see no sign of
tears. She’d drawnstrength from someplace; she’d found a measure of courage fromdeep inside herself;
now her chin went up and her shoulders cameback and her body wrote defiance in the air with her every
move.She glared at Andrew and said, “So what is your news,Wolf?”

Crispin and Andrew both grinned at each other. As they did,Anwyn slouched into the dungeon. Marcue
had thought from his namethat he would be human. Anwyn was a good Parmatian name, likeCrispin . . .
or Marcue, for that matter. The thing thatskulked into the dungeon wasn’t human, though. He might
havebeen one of the Scarred — one of the creatures from thepoisoned lands whose ancestors, stories
said, had once been men. Ifhe was Scarred, however, he was from no realm that had ever tradedin
Calimekka. And if he wasn’t one of the Scarred, then he wasa demon from the lowest pit of Zagtasht’s
darkest hell. Longhorns curled out from his forehead. His scaled brow beetled overeyes so deeply set
they looked more like hollow sockets. His lipsparted in a grin that revealed teeth long as a man’s thumb
andserrated like a shark’s. He hunched forward, and Marcue couldmake out the ridge of huge spines
that ran down the center of hisback beneath his cloak. His hands were talons, thoughfive-fingered, and
while one of his feet fit in a man’s bootand grew from a man-shaped leg, the other was a cloven
hoofattached to a leg that, beneath a man’s breeches, bentbackward at the knee. That leg he dragged
forward as he moved intothe room.



Marcue longed to run. He kept himself where he was only by thefiercest exercise of will, and he knew
that his terror showedplainly on his face.

The girl didn’t flinch. She looked at the monster as if hewere someone she had known and disliked all her
life. Marcuecouldn’t even see fear in her eyes.

Well, he was afraid enough for both of them.

You should have helped her escape, a tiny voice in the back ofhis mind whispered. You are going to
regret the fact that youdidn’t for the rest of your life. The name Danya Galweigh isgoing to ride with you
into the dark halls of nightmare when yousleep, and perch on your shoulders when you wake.

The girl gripped the bars of her cell with slender,long-fingered hands and, in a voice that said without
words thatshe was their superior and beyond anything they might do to her,said, “You’re all here now.
Give me your news.”

The monster Anwyn said, “Dear child, the diplomats stilltalk, and we will let them talk, of course — but
they achievenothing. Your Family is most unwilling to give us what wewant.” He shook his head and
looked from Andrew to Crispin,then back to the girl. “And the work of Theramisday has comeand gone,
and no decision that we will accept has yet beenreached.”

She frowned. “But you said the diplomats are stilltalking.”

Anwyn smiled, and those horrible teeth gleamed. “Well, ofcourse. If we had given your people our actual
deadline, they wouldknow to be watching for our next move. As it is, they thinkwe’re still considering
what they have to say, so theywon’t be prepared for our attack.”

Danya paled, and Marcue, pressed against the wall, ached forher. Her Family still thought they had a
chance to get her backalive, when in fact she had become the trick that would make themvulnerable.

Danya Galweigh didn’t collapse into tears, nor did she begfor mercy. She glanced at Marcue, then back
at the monster, andsaid, “So now I assume you have come to kill me.”

All three visitors to the dungeon laughed. The demon said,“Lovely girl, we wouldn’t dream of killing you.
Yet. Whata stupid waste of valuable resources that would be. Howwould we bring ourselves to kill
someone so young and beautiful, sostrong and full of life? No. We have a place for you among
ournumber.”

“Indeed,” Crispin said, “the central place ofhonor in the circle of the Wolves.”

That meant nothing to Marcue, but it meant something to Danya.Her facade of courage and impassivity
crumbled, and tears filledher eyes. “No,” she whispered. “Please, no. Notthat.”

Andrew tittered again. “Well, not that right away. Afteryou have been the guest of the Wolves, you won’t
be. . . well, you won’t be the same, and we hated theidea of wasting so much prettiness. So for the next
few days,you’ll entertain the three of us. Just us.”

She backed away from the bars. “Don’t touchme.”

Crispin and the demon laughed, and Crispin said, “Well,brother, I don’t think she likes us.”

The demon said, “She’ll probably like you well enough.But I think I shall like her.”

Andrew said, “Guard, give me the key to her cell.”



Marcue shuddered.

I should have helped her. I should have . . . I hadthe time. I could have made an opportunity. I could
have donesomething. Maybe I still can. Maybe I can find a way to get her outand lock the three of them
in there — I can run with her andmy parents before anyone is the wiser. Galweigh House isn’t sofar . . .

“Let me open it for you,” he heard himself saying.“The lock is stiff and tricky, and won’t open if
youhaven’t practiced with it a great deal.” His voice shookwhen he spoke, but he thought anyone’s voice
would shake onbeing confronted for the first time with a demon. And what he saidabout the lock was
true, actually, though he took nearly threetimes as long unlocking it as he would have normally. His
delaycame partly because his hands were shaking from fear, but more thanthat, the whole time he was
scraping the key back and forth, he wasfiguring out how he would get the men and the monster into the
celland the girl safely out. By the time the door screeched open, hethought he had found the way.

“There,” he said, and stepped back, keeping himselfbeside the door and leaving the key in the lock.

“Very good,” Andrew said. “That did look verydifficult.”

Marcue nodded and took another step back. He tried to catch thegirl’s eye, but she was looking at
Andrew, who stepped intothe cell first. Crispin followed, and Marcue wished with all hisheart the second
one in had been the demon. Crispin would have beenso much easier to shove.

He watched both men close on Danya, and backed up another halfstep, hoping to spot the demon, who
had inexplicably vanished. Hefelt his fear in the tightening of his gut and his testicles, inthe pounding of his
heart, and he thought, Come on! Come on! Movein front of me, you bastard, before it’s too late.

Then he felt the point of a needle at his throat.

“It probably would have worked,” the demon said frombehind him. He felt it rest one hand on his belly.
The othertightened around his neck, and the monster picked him up,strangling him and dragging him
backward at the same time. Hekicked and struggled, trying to pull the hand away from his neckand
finding that he might have bent the bars of one of the cellswith his hands more easily. He couldn’t breathe
at all,couldn’t make a sound. The demon took him to the stone walldirectly across from the cell (to the
rows of manacles, why is hetaking me to the manacles?) and released his throat just as theworld was
beginning to turn gray and his pulse was threatening toexplode out the sides of his skull.

Marcue vomited and gasped in air, choking, his throat on fire,and the demon laughed. It grabbed one
wrist and locked it into amanacle, then caught the other one. “You couldn’t havesaved her, but you might
have gotten all three of us into thecell.” The demon smiled at him (horrible smile) and added,“But you
think too loudly, and with your whole body. Not agood survival trait, that.”

Marcue became dimly aware that the girl was screaming. He lookedpast the demon to see her held
between Crispin and Andrew. She wasstaring at him. Screaming for him.

The monster fitted his other wrist into the manacle, closed it.Locked it. Smiled at him.

Terrible, terrible teeth.

Terrible.

The girl, screaming, “Let him go! Let him go!”

“We were just going to take her up to our quarters,”Crispin said from inside the cell. “Just going to go on
ourway and leave you to your job. But, naughty lad, you let yourselfthink of a prisoner as something



besides a prisoner, and you aregoing to have to pay for that.”

“I don’t think,” the demon said, “that heshould leave life without at least a little entertainment, though.Do
you, Crispin?”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Killing him slowly,” the demon said. “Lettinghim watch us with the girl as he dies. So that at least he
diesamused.”

Andrew giggled. “Do it,” he said. “Doit.”

The demon turned to face Marcue and said quietly, “A voicespeaks to each of us in the still silent places
— a voice thattells us to stand, to have courage, to do what is right.” Hesmiled. “And if we’re very, very
clever, we hunt down thesource of that voice, and kill it.”

He dragged one dagger-tipped finger down Marcue’s gut, andthe fabric of his tunic fell away, and the
link mail under itrattled. The demon clicked his tongue, and ripped the link mail inhalf from top to bottom.
Sliced away the padded quilt shirtunderneath. Exposed the bare skin of Marcue’s chest andbelly.

“Such smooth skin,” he said. “Mine looked likethat once. Enough so that I think I would have had to kill
youanyway. I miss my old self.”

“Don’t,” Marcue said. “Don’t hurt me. Ididn’t do anything.”

“You wanted to. Wanting to was enough.”

“You don’t know that. You can’t know what a manthinks.”

“I can. I do.”

“Let me go.”

“We’re going to let you watch. The mating of Wolves— not a sight many men have ever seen.” The
demonlaughed, and dragged its claw down his belly a final time.

white

red

pain agony pain

terror and blood and stink and

the incredible noise of screaming someonescreaming inside his head and he wanted it to stop he called to
thepain to kill him and it didn’t

the weight of something hot and slick and stinking sliding awayfrom him, landing on his feet

faintness, but faintness that abandoned him at the last instantand left him to the cruel ministrations of the
waking world

he kept on living

and a voice that cut through his screaming like that claw hadcut through his belly, and silenced him.



“We can do much, much more to you without killing yououtright,” Crispin Sabir said. “So unless you
want us toprove that, shut your mouth and watch. We’re doing this foryour benefit.”

Marcue opened his eyes. He didn’t look down. He knew whathe would see there, and he couldn’t look.
Couldn’t. Hecouldn’t keep his eyes from the scene in front of him, either.His supply of courage was
gone. He hung in the shackles, his backagainst the wall, and watched, wishing he could die
quickly,wishing he could die right away. He watched the demon and the twomen who were no better
than demons, and he tried not to look at thegirl. He tried not to hear her. Because he lived to know that
theyhad killed him, that he was a breathing dead man, and that wasterrible.

Terrible.

But the things they did to her were worse.

    

 

Chapter 3

 

It was a scent in the hallway that did it, that almostthrew Kait into an uncontrolled Shift; a scent at once
as familiaras family and as alien as the far side of the world. One instantshe was dragging Tippa down the
long, empty side corridor towardthe yard where the driver had parked the carriage. The next, shewas
leaning against a wall feeling her bones going liquid in herbody, feeling her blood bubbling like sparkling
wine, whileexuberance filled her and colors and sounds grew sharper andcleaner and the very air she
breathed became a rich, full-bodied,intoxicating beverage.

Tippa struggled to free her wrist from Kait’s grasp, andbleated, “Kait? Kait? What’s wrong?” in that
timid,frightened voice Kait loathed.

Kait wiped tears of frustration and longing from her eyes withthe back of a hand, checking the
appearance of the hand at the sametime. Normal. Thank the gods, thank all the gods, it wasnormal. If
she could just get herself under control, she mightstill be all right.

I want to run, she thought. I want to fly, to race against thewind; I want to feel my muscles burn from
exertion, I want to hearmy blood pounding in my ears. I want to taste the wind and feel thecut of the tall
grass against my skin. I want to hunt. I wantfresh, hot meat, the iron tang of blood — and she pushed
whatshe wanted away from herself. Far away. Far down in the dark placesinside, her hungers fought
against her and she struggled to lockthem away where they belonged. She said softly, “I don’twant any
of those things. I want to serve my Family and earn myindependence.” Her voice sounded raw, husky,
far too deep.Bad. Very bad. Her vocal cords had already slipped. She turned toTippa, and gripped both
her cousin’s shoulders, and stareddown into her eyes. Tippa swallowed, looking suddenly sober andvery
frightened. “Go to the carriage,” Kait said.“Tell the driver to take you home. Wait with the Family —tell
whoever meets you that I sent you because three Gyru princeswere up to something and your
chaperones had disappeared. I’ll. . . be along when I can.”

Tippa shivered. “Kait, what’s wrong withyou?”

“Nothing that I can’t take care of.” She wishedthat were true. Control, always elusive, now felt as if it
slippedthrough her fingers like quicksilver. “Go,” she snarled.“Run.”



Tippa stared at her an instant longer, then turned and fled.When she disappeared through the archway at
the end of the corridorand thundered down the steps to the carriage, Kait moved to thefirst dark side
passage she could find, hid behind an enormousstatue, and sank to the floor. Her silk skirts rustled, and
thelaced bodice of the damned party dress grew looser, then tighter,then looser, then tighter.

Her blood pounded in her wrists, in her temples, behind hertightly closed eyes — her blood burned in her
veins and fizzedlike the water of a sacred spring. The unbearable desire grewworse. She smelled him, this
stranger — one of her own, anadult male, in the prime of life. Like her, pushed too close to theknife edge
of control; like her, hungry for a hunt. She opened hermouth and wrinkled her nose slightly and inhaled,
and along theback of her palate she tasted the scents of him that were bothwonderfully familiar and
wonderfully strange. That bottledexuberance threatened to burst free, to become the wildexhilaration of
total Shift.

She couldn’t let it take her. She couldn’t let thatother Kait loose. Not in the Dokteerak House, not
surrounded byhundreds of potential enemies. She had to stop herself, andfast.

His scent was like a drug in the air, like incense made ofcaberra spice, which clouded the mind and filled
it full ofvisions; his scent could lead her knowing and almost willing towardher own destruction. First she
needed to block that.

She had perfume. A little bottle, always with her. Stinkingstuff, like all perfume — she hated it because it
ruined thetaste of the air the way spices and sauces ruined the taste ofmeat. But scents had caught her off
guard before, and she’dlearned. She pulled the little bottle of perfume from herwaist-purse, slopped
some of it onto a corner of her skirt, andwiped the reeking stuff across her nostrils and her upper lip.

The effect was jarring. Painful. Like being wakened from themidst of a pleasant dream by being pitched
headfirst into an icyspring. Her eyes watered and she needed to cough and sneeze at thesame time, and
she didn’t dare do either. Her bones hurt. Herblood churned. The thrill of Shift cooled, but not
pleasantly. Herskin became a layer of lead smeared over muscles that ached as ifthey’d taken a hellish
beating.

I can hold the other back. I am in control.

I want to run

The world is cool, blues and greens and icy whites, silent andscented with flowers and spices. My heart
beats slowly; my feetremain firmly on the ground; I seek tranquillity.

the world is red and hot and scented with earth and blood andthe rich raw taste of meat and sex

I have given up everything for this chance to be human. I toldmy parents I could do this, I promised I
could take on theresponsibility, I told them if they wouldn’t give me workwithin my Family I would find
work outside of it where they couldnever be sure I was safe.

you’re a fool

I’m more than you would let me be. I’m more thaninstinct, more than running and hunting and rutting. My
parentssacrificed just to keep me alive to adulthood. They gave me thekeys to be human.

you’re Karnee . . . you’re a freak. . . you’re a Curse-touched monster and in the endyou will never
be more than an animal

Kait opened her eyes and looked at her hands. Human hands. Shesmelled the flowery stink of perfume,
and ignored the salt taste ofher tears on her lips, and the wet heat on her cheeks. She wouldnot give in to



the voice of the hated other. She could be more thanthe Curse-trapped beast she’d been born as. She
would bemore.

The cool smoothness of the polished marble wall felt goodthrough the thin layers of her silk dress. She
pressed back againstthe wall, catching her breath, letting the stone caress the skin atthe nape of her neck.
The crystalline perfection of the world thathad been within her reach had been erased, swathed in the
dull,lifeless tones that characterized everything when she came out ofan attack. She was already drifting
into the Crash phase. She feltthe moodiness setting in. Not too terrible this time — thenear-Shift hadn’t
materialized, and the price she paid for thewild, joyous abandon of Karnee was always proportional. But
theCrash was coming, and with it the ravenous hunger, the lethargy,and the other symptoms. Worse, this
time she would have to pay theprice knowing that she would still have to deal with a pendingepisode . . .
and soon.

This time she had solved nothing. She had simply postponed theproblem. Her body demanded the Shift
once within each forty daysthat passed, no matter how inconvenient or dangerous such a Shiftmight be.
She planned and she accommodated . . . or shegot caught out.

“. . . and in spite of that, you let him in here.Tonight.”

She raised her head and opened her eyes. Voices. From down thehall, hidden behind the closed doors of
one of the rooms.She’d been hearing them for a while, but she’d been toolost in the morass of her own
problems to really be aware ofthem.

“He insisted on seeing you immediately — said thatwhat he had to discuss with you might alter the
Sabirs’plans.”

Sabirs? Kait thought she recognized the first voice asbelonging to Branard Dokteerak. The second she
had no idea about,but if she was right about the first, then what in all thedemon-spawned hells was he
doing talking to Sabirs?Especially with the Dokteerak alliance to the Galweighs pending. . .

“He wanted nothing more than my reassurance that we’dbe ready to move the night of the wedding.
Gave me some vague lineabout his people needing to know if anything had changed, if theywere going to
need more men or if they were going to need to bringthem down by another route — but he didn’t want 
anything real. He didn’t have any genuine reason to speakwith me at all, and less than none tonight of all
nights.”

“Had I been able to force a response from him, Iwouldn’t have let him in to see you, but you said —”

“I haven’t changed my mind, either. Until the Galweighholdings in Calimekka are ours, we do nothing to
anger the Sabirs.That includes using force on their envoys. Once we’re firmlyentrenched within the
House, however, I want the envoy killed.He’s Sabir, even if it is by distant blood, and he
wasdisrespectful to me.”

A pause. “I’ll take care of that, Paraglese.”

“Good. Meanwhile I have left my own party and my guests,and I must give them an appropriate reason
when I return — onethat will stand up to scrutiny. Have any messengersarrived?”

“None.”

“A pity. That would have been the easiest of excuses. Well,then — who among our current list of
houseguests have notattended my party?”

“Castilla and her children . . . your nephewWillim, who has a touch of grippe . . . the paragleseIdrogar



Pendat — ”

“Stop. Idrogar is here and hasn’t shown his face at myparty?”

“Just so. He arrived yesterday and is awaiting a moment ofyour time.”

“He’s been causing me problems in the Territories. Hewants more control over affairs in Old Jirin.”

“I must assume, Paraglese, that his mission this time willonly be to continue with his earlier demands. He
brings manybodyguards, but no gifts.”

Kait heard Dokteerak begin to chuckle. “At last, a benefitfrom this long and expensive night. What
apartment is hein?”

“The Summer Suite, in the North Wing. The best quarters for. . . what I suspect you have in mind.”

“They are indeed. Please make sure my beloved cousinIdrogar’s fatal illness doesn’t inconvenience him
toomuch. Or leave any marks on the body. We’ll have to producethe corpse tomorrow for my story to
hold . . . but whatbetter reason could any man ask to leave his own party, at leastfor a while, than an
urgent visit to the bedside of a beloved anddying relative?” A pause. Then, “Find out exactly what
hecame here for before he dies, Pagos. I don’t want to destroyvaluable information by accident.”

“As you will, Paraglese.” Kait heard the sound ofstone sliding, and recognized it as the same sound that
secretpanels in Galweigh House made. The paraglese’s man Pagosheading off to do his master’s bidding,
no doubt.

She had no time to get out of the hallway; the door at the endopened, and the paraglese came out. She
couldn’t see him fromher position behind the statue, but she could hear his heavyfootsteps and his
labored breathing. He wasn’t an old man, buthe was a sick one.

He went past her without looking either left or right, turneddown the larger corridor toward his party, and
met a few gueststhere. “My dear cousin came suddenly ill . . .”she heard him say, his voice dwindling as
he moved away fromher.

Kait waited another moment to be sure he didn’t come back,then rose and slipped out from behind the
statue, and hurried outtoward the street. She had to get to the embassy to tell her Familywhat she’d
heard. Keeping Tippa out of trouble was nothingcompared to making sure the diplomats discovered the
game BranardDokteerak was playing at, but just as important was deciding whichmember of the Family
to tell. If she chose poorly, she would havethe awkward task of explaining why she was able to crouch
behind astatue at one end of a corridor and hear a conversation that tookplace behind heavy closed
doors at the other end of it — andfor that matter, she might have to explain how she came to behiding
behind the statue in the first place.

And even within her own Family, she suspected that if the truthabout her got out, she would be regarded
as an abomination by mostof her clansmen, and as a dubious asset at best by theremainder.

*    *    *

The evil that seeped into the city of Halles and crawled throughthe streets and the homes had its
beginnings in an ancient roomdeep in the heart of the Sabir Embassy, which sat at the farnorthern edge of
the town. In the subterranean chamber, the SabirWolves moved through flickering light and the curling
smoke ofcaberra incense, raising magic; they approached each other and thenretreated in bewildering
patterns, following the path of a complexdesign carved into the stone floor. Swirl and arabesque,
moveforward, move back, circle clockwise, counterclockwise; and all thewhile they whispered.



In the center of their path, a man branded with the mark of theconvicted felon hung limp and unresisting
against the bonds thatbound him to the carved stone column. At the beginning of hisordeal he had sworn,
he had begged for mercy, he had fought andscreamed and cried — but the beginning of his ordeal was
hoursbehind him, and he had nothing left in him with which to fight. Hehad withered to half his size, had
sunk in on himself as the lifedrained out of him. Now he hung in silence as the Wolves movedaround him.
From time to time he roused himself enough to stare interror at the shapes of ghostly others who trod the
path betweenthe men and women he knew to be there. Sometimes he heard othervoices that emanated
from the air around him. He didn’tunderstand what he was watching, but he didn’t need tounderstand to
know that what they did was killing him quickly.

The Wolves paid little attention to him. Their focus was on thepath, and on their precise placement on the
path; they moved inrelation not only to each other, but to their colleagues leaguesaway in Calimekka,
who followed the footsteps of the path with themand who chanted as they chanted, linking the two
places, raisingmagic.

A handsome young man stepped through the doorway into the room,and two of the Walkers looked up.
He nodded to them. They keptmoving around the path, but signaled to Wolves waiting along thewall, and
as they reached the set point of a particular arabesque,each stepped off the path, to be immediately
replaced by those towhom they had signaled.

The young man slipped out of the room and halfway down thecorridor outside, where he waited. Both
Wolves joined himthere.

“How did it go?” The woman who asked the question,Imogene Sabir, was about fifty, with pale skin and
rich golden hairjust beginning to show some gray. Her eyes were slightly milky, andthough she looked at
the young man — her son — she gavethe impression that she focused on him more by listening. She
wasnearly, but not entirely, blind; the magic that had stolen most ofher eyesight had replaced vision with
second sight, and she wassatisfied with the exchange. And aside from the increasing opacityin her eyes,
her visible Scars were still few enough that sheremained beautiful.

“Dokteerak was furious that I showed up in the middle ofhis party.” Her son, Ry, had her slenderness
combined with hisfather’s height, dark gold hair he’d inherited from bothof them, and a predatory cast to
his features that was entirely hisown. “I wasn’t obvious, but I know at least two of theGalweighs
recognized me.”

His father, Lucien, smiled — a thin, tight-lipped smilethat hid his teeth. “Excellent. Were you overheard?”

“I can’t be certain. I couldn’t hear anyoneoutside the doors. Dokteerak closed them when we went in,
and hehad a man hidden behind a panel who made so much noise breathingand shifting from foot to foot
that I almost couldn’t hide thefact that I knew he was there. It shouldn’t matter. If theGalweighs know I
was in Dokteerak House, they’ll getsuspicious.”

His mother said, “Hid a man behind a secret panel in thesame room, eh?” She laughed. “The Dokteeraks
have no onelike you or me, and do not, I imagine, believe that anyone like uscould still exist in these days.
I’m sure the two of themthought they were being quite circumspect.”

Ry started to agree with her, then stopped himself. He frownedand said, “Now that you mention it, I
should have realizedthat was wrong when I was there.”

“Wrong?” His father’s voice grew sharp.“What was wrong?”

“Mother said they have no Karnee. But I crossed through thegarden behind a guardsman on my way to
find Dokteerak, and I caughtthe scent of one of us.”



His mother said, “You can’t have. None of our Karneewere there, and the Dokteeraks have no Karnee.
I knowthis.”

“One was there. I didn’t have the chance to find her— ”

“Her?”

“Yes. Female, young, a complete stranger. . .” He closed his eyes, remembering for aninstant that
bewitching scent that had caught at him as he movedbetween the milling mass of human sheep in the
garden, and howdifficult he had found it to keep moving, to follow the guard,instead of breaking free and
finding her. Finding her. Gods,he’d almost slipped right then — she’d been at theedge of her control; he
was due and probably overdue; and hernearness to a spontaneous Shift had almost taken him over the
cliffwith her. And wouldn’t that have been a mess?

“She has to be one of the Galweigh Karnee,” his fathersaid.

His mother frowned. “We killed them all.”

“Evidently not.”

“They’ve kept her hidden, then — and if theycould hide one from us, they might have hidden others.”

“Perhaps.” Lucien sighed. “Well, she isn’thidden anymore. They’ve decided she’s strong enough totake
care of herself and they’ve realized how beneficial shecan be to them. We’ll have to kill her — ”

“Of course. But we can do that during the attack —”

Ry looked from his mother to his father, and remembered thatsweet, tantalizing scent, and cut them both
off. “Don’tkill her. I want her.”

Both parents stared at him as if he’d gone mad.

“Be sensible. You couldn’t breed her, Ry.” Hismother rested a hand on his arm and turned her face up to
his.“Every child you had would be stillborn. And how would youkeep her? She’d be forever at your
throat, as dangerous anenemy as you could have.”

“We’ve found half a dozen young women who would serveas mates for you,” his father said. “Choose
one ofthem.”

“They’re sheep. I don’t want a sheep. I wantsomeone like me.”

“Maybe you do, but you don’t expose your throat to anenemy when you sleep. And how could you lead
the Wolves when yourfather steps down, with such a consort as that?”

Ry said, “I’ll take my chances. Besides, you assumeI’ll receive the acclaim of the rest of the Wolves
when Fatherwearies of leadership. But the Trinity already are positioningthemselves to take over
someday.”

Both his parents snarled, and his mother said, “The daythey take over is the day every decent Wolf is
dead.”

Which was basically true. The Trinity — the cousins Anwyn,Crispin, and Andrew — were loathed by
every Wolf who couldcall himself human with a clear conscience. Which didn’t meanRy had any desire to
fight with them for leadership within thecircle of Wolves.



But he had years yet to worry about that. His father was stillhale and quick and powerful. Ry’s immediate
problem wasfinding a mate. He stood thinking about the young women his parentshad presented to him.
Girls who carried the Karnee strain in theirblood in safely small amounts, but who had none of the
Karnee fire.Dull, passive creatures who simpered at him and tittered andgiggled, and who owned not a
single original thought among the lotof them.

He hadn’t seen this Karnee woman at the party — hecould tell she was young from her scent, but he
couldn’t tellwhat she looked like. She might be hideous. That wouldn’tmatter, though. Not if she was
intelligent. Not if she was fiery,tempestuous, spirited . . . and she would be,wouldn’t she? She’d survived.
Her scent had been full ofpassion, full of suppressed rage, full of her curiosity and overtdelight at
everything around her — and even at that moment,well away from her, he could feel her tugging at him as
the moontugged at the sea.

He said, “I’m sure you’re right. Shewouldn’t be suitable.” And he excused himself. Hisparents returned
to the path, and to building the power that theywould have to have in the next week. He was not
permitted to walkthe path — those who walked the path became Scarred by it andhad to hide
themselves away. His work for the Family was still inthe outside world.

And in breeding, of course. He stalked up the steep stairway,glowering. When he’d produced a suitable
number of livingheirs, he’d be pulled from whatever work he was doing out inthe world and placed on
the path with the rest of the wizards, andhis world would narrow down to the research libraries and
theartifacts that those who still went freely outside brought in, andto the making of dark magic.

His future had been determined by others from the time of hisbirth. Now, though, he sensed a different
direction that it mighttake — rather, he sensed a direction in which he might take his future. The
possibility of action and choice bothelated and frightened him.

    

 

Chapter 4

 

Galweigh House covered all of the first peak alongPalmetto Cliff Road, and its balconies, carved from
the livingmarble of the cliff and studded with chalcedony and turquoise andset with glowing mosaics of
colored glass, comprised the whole ofthe cliff face beginning after the soaring stone span of the Avenueof
Triumph and only ending where Palmetto Cliff intersected withthe obsidian-paved Path of Gods.

The Galweighs did not build the House, though they had added toit and decorated it — both the
stained-glass panels along thebalconies and the inlaid semiprecious stones were Galweighconceits. The
House predated its inhabitants by more than athousand years. Once it had been a winter estate for a man
ofunimaginable wealth and power who had in his summers inhabited thecity of St. Marobas, far to the
south. The man and his wealth weredust, and the city of St. Marobas was a perfectly circular patch
ofwater named the St. Marobas Sea down along the eastern coast of thedeadly Veral Territories, but the
House survived. Over the courseof a thousand years, its shining white balconies had lost some oftheir
luster, and from time to time a stonemason had to be calledin to repair a pillar or bearing wall that the
jungle had damagedbefore the Galweighs found the House and claimed it, but thosesmall imperfections
only gave Galweigh House character. It was thefinest known surviving artifact of the Age of Wizards, and
was ofwizardly make and magical nature.

Part of its magic lay in its beauty, which was unsurpassed, andpart in its vast size, which could only be



guessed at. TheGalweighs had not finished mapping the House, though they had livedin it for better than a
hundred years. Some portions of it theyknew well. The ground floor, which was the story that ran along
thetop of the cliff, had been mapped and explored and filled up; itwas the floor that held the grand salons
and the beautifulfountains, the vast baths, the exquisite statuary, the broadpromenades, and the gardens
both public and private. The firstfloor, reached by gorgeous curving staircases from any number ofpoints
on the ground floor, held rooms for business, courtrooms andholding rooms, rooms for private
entertaining, classrooms forchildren, workrooms for adults.

The floor above that held the Family apartments, more gardens,and several aviaries, as well as a fortune
in artworks both ancientand modern and an entire gallery of curiosities from around theknown world. The
Family, and the spouses and concubines of theFamily and their children, and frequently their
children’schildren, all lived there — over a hundred people when theplace was emptiest, with plenty of
room for more. The third floorwas for the servants of the Family (as opposed to House servants,who
lived on the first subfloor), and its apartments were asspacious and graceful and lovely as those the
Family occupied. Itwas commonly known throughout Calimekka that the servants of theGalweigh Family
lived better than the richest of men outside of theFamily.

Two floors lay above the last of the occupied floors, testamentto the grandeur that had been before the
Wizards’ War, and tothe promise, at least in the eyes of the Galweighs, of the grandeurthat would be
again.

The great House was ringed with massive walls of ancient make,high and smooth-sided as if formed of
glass, harder than anythingsave diamond or the unrusting steel of the dead wizards, so thatthe people who
lived within the upper stories of Galweigh Housefeared little, and had little reason to fear.

But the House had a second face and a second character, as somepeople do; a darker side hinted at in
the secret passageways androoms sometimes accidentally happened upon aboveground by a childat
play, or by a servant intent on cleaning who pressed a secretpanel or tripped over a slightly uneven
flagstone. At thosemoments, the maps of Galweigh House grew by inches; and the Familysometimes
acquired another oddity or two for its collections; anddepending on the character of the passageway, and
where it went,and what it disclosed, sometimes the servants acquired a newcleaning headache.
Sometimes, one or more of them quietlydisappeared, along with the news of their discovery, and
storiescirculated for a while among the staff about accidents.

That hint of darkness became more pronounced in the subfloors,which lay below the ground floor. The
first subfloor held kitchensand pantries and servants’ work halls, and seemed ascomfortable and
knowable as the aboveground floors. But below itlay ten more floors. There, the open, breezy beauty of
balconyrooms carved along the edge of the cliff were characterized bytheir vast panoramas of the
beautiful city that lay below, andoccupied by downstairs servants and adventurous guests, by
loudrevelries and late-night explorations of uncounted types. Moving intoward the heart of the great hill,
those rooms gave way quickly tohalls lit only by torches even in broad daylight, and deeper in, tohallways
left unlit, where light never reached and the last feet toleave tracks had become nothing more than dust on
the floor someten centuries earlier.

The secrets of the Galweigh Family resided, as most secrets do,in the darkness and the silence, in the
unventured depths. TheGalweigh Wolves kept themselves contained within the very heart ofthis
darkness, ten levels below the bright and public world of themain Family, where not even the most
curious of children dared toexplore, and where not even the most ardent of young lovers daredtryst.

In the perpetual gloom of windowless rooms, in the stillnessthat was more than silence, the Wolves, who
were their own law, andwho were the secret and hidden power behind the Galweigh Family,kept the
power flowing and kept their enemies at bay and humbled.They worked with ancient books and records,



with instruments oftheir own devising, and with those that had survived a thousandyears and a final war of
unimaginable devastation. They studied theone forbidden science of the world of Matrin — the science
ofmagic — and learned, and put their learning into practice inevery way they could devise. They were the
new wizards, and theunheralded kings, and the unworshiped gods.

Unhampered by the restrictions of society, equally unhampered bythe restraint of conscience, they
pursued every avenue of personalcuriosity, indulging in experiments in every conceivable area ofmagic,
and in doing so touched areas of pure good and pure evil.And like all wizards and all kings and all gods,
they eventuallycame to discover that the pursuit of goodness imposed uncomfortableconfinements, and
the pursuit of evil for evil’s sake becamewearying after a while, and lost its novelty — but that thepursuit
of power never failed to enchant.

*    *    *

Fog blanketed the city of Halles so that the dark houses,shutter-eyes shut against the dark, became
formless cliffs; andtaverns ejected their rowdy customers with a whisper, not a roar;and ghosts welled up
out of the darkness from nowhere and vanishedagain, leaving only the faintest clicks and clanks to mark
theirpassing. Kait moved along a narrow cobblestone street, noting theway the scents grew richer in the
dark and the damp. She could havetracked any of the dozens of people who’d trod the streetsbefore her
by scent alone, and never mind that others had passed bylong after them, and laid new scent trails over
the old.

The moon rode overhead, fat but not full, casting murky lightinto the swirling mists — light that, fighting
through the fogas it did, illuminated nothing. It glowed ahead of Kait and off tothe right like a dull clot of
turned milk viewed throughcheesecloth. Sharply to her right, the rich stink of sewage roiledout of an open
gutter. To her left and just ahead, thewine-and-piss stench pinpointed a drunk curled up beneath
mildewingrags. Somewhere farther ahead, meat . . . but overcooked.Her mouth hungered for the warm
taste of raw meat — the wildKait, the one she preferred to deny, had not been satisfied by thedainty
foods of the Naming Day party, and growleddissatisfaction.

. . . hunting, running, fur and ripped and bleedingflesh torn from its fur-coated package and the
first hard gush ofhot, thick, iron-salt blood . . .

Ahead, three men waited at the mouth of an alley. They discussedtheir night’s take in gloating tones, and
Kait wondered,briefly, if the man under the rags who had smelled so strongly ofwine had fallen there on
his own or if the thieves had robbed him. . . had maybe killed him. She had not heard hisbreathing, she
realized.

Deep inside, the darkness coiled tighter, urging her to confrontthe men, taunting her, naming her caution
cowardice.

She clamped the rage tight. Moving silently, she crossed to theother side of the street; the fog hid her,
and she passed the triowithout any of them suspecting she had been near.

The slimy feel of evil that pervaded the night lay thicker inthe direction she traveled. It became an added
dimension to thefog, and for an instant she wondered about Hasmal son of Hasmal,and how he had kept
the vile grasping tentacles of hatred anddespair at bay.

She did not hold the thought long. The roads of Halles, narrowand twisting, full of dead ends and
maze-like alleys, were at thatlate hour cheek by jowl with thieves, rapists, and other trouble,and required
her full attention. She kept the moon in front of her,though twice she had to double back when she took a
wrong turn. Sheknew by feel where the Galweigh Embassy lay; she simply did notrecall the precise
combination of roads that would take herdirectly to it. This city was not hers; she did not feel it the



wayshe felt the streets of Calimekka. So she walked, patient. Shedidn’t fear the night. She had little to
fear; her eyes andears and nose told her everything she needed to know to stay safe;and if by some
chance she found herself trapped between trouble ontwo sides, she felt certain she could guarantee that
her attackersnever bothered anyone again.

She’d been tried only once, but that once had given her thecourage of experience.

At the age of thirteen, when her parents first moved her intothe Galweigh House from their secluded farm
in the country,she’d been unable to sleep. So in the middle of the night, shegot up to go prowling.
Following her restless urges, and a nagging,tickling sense at the back of her skull that insisted
somethingabout the night was wrong, she’d slipped through theresidential corridors and down a back
staircase. She loved theHouse — loved its grandeur and its endless secrets, itsimmense age and air of
mystery — and she had quickly learnedways from place to place few others knew. Stalking by
impulse,following instinct, she’d traveled downward, using every trickshe shared with the House. She
slipped through a hidden corridor,glided down a banister, skulked behind rows of statues, used thenoise
of the fountains to cover any hint of her approach.

One man down in a dark back corridor carried a lumpy bag overhis shoulder, the bag human-shaped,
human-smelling. Another man,redolent of blood not his own, crept behind him watching theirbacks.
Neither spoke, and Kait could not identify their scents, butthe blood she smelled belonged to her oldest
sister. Kait heard nosound from Dulcie. Fear caught in her throat, and the darkness andthe rage that
always waited inside of her broke free. Sheremembered lunging at the men, her body ablaze with the
Shift,teeth bared, lips curled back, the exultation of the gloriousmadness pulsing in her veins and the scent
of her sister’sblood sour in her nostrils. She remembered the satisfaction ofrending and tearing, claws
digging, teeth sinking in, the singingof her blood in her ears . . .

The sounds of screams alerted the guards. They came running, tofind two men dead with their throats
torn out, and Dulcie Galweighunconscious and bleeding in a bag on the floor. When they lookedfurther,
they found the guards who would have been protecting theFamily lying in a back stairway with their
throats cut. The guardsnever found Dulcie’s avenger. No one knew the meaning of theanimal tracks
smeared in blood across the pristine white floor.Among the House staff, rumors grew that the Galweighs
wereprotected by a terrible ghost, that the spirit of a great wolfhunted the halls of the House seeking to
avenge any hurt that cameto the Family.

Neither Kait nor any of the other Galweighs saw fit to correctthis story.

*    *    *

Dùghall met the carriage at the door. But only Tippa was init, and Tippa wore the terrified expression of
a doe that hadbarely escaped the ravages of a leopard. Dùghall’sstomach twisted. Where was Kait? His
heart thudded, and he felt hisblood drain to his feet. In an instant, Kait in a hundred formsflashed before
his eyes. Tiny Kait-cha with dark eyes and dark hairand flashing white teeth, grinning up at him from the
floor whereshe played in her parents’ country home — seven yearsold, or maybe eight, the first time he’d
met her. Enchantinggirl, like a wild creature all shy and curious, stepping closer bitby bit, ready to escape
should she sense danger. And Kait running,hair flying behind her like pennants, out in the walled yard
with adaisy chain around her waist. Kait at fourteen, astride a horse,urging it over a gate, the two of them
sailing like a single birdthrough the air, then thundering across a meadow. Kait in a tree,calling down to
him. Then Kait, older yet, staring wistfully out awindow, yearning for places she’d never been. Kait
suddenlyangry, running from the room so fast she seemed to blur even inmemory. And Kait at seventeen,
overjoyed when he told her he’dconvinced her parents that she would be a perfect ambassador forthe
Galweighs, that she could begin training.



And now Kait missing. And if anything happened to her, he couldonly blame himself. He should have
pulled her out the instant hesaw the treacherous Sabir stalking through the courtyard. . . but if he had, he
would have blown his own cover,and he hadn’t thought anyone would try anything against anambassador
— even such a junior ambassador — at such apublic party, and on Naming Day.

He forced his mind to stillness. Maybe Tippa had some logicalexplanation for coming home alone.

“Where is she?”

Those bright, terrified eyes stared up at him. “She. . . stayed behind. Something was the matter, but
shewouldn’t say what. She got so fierce. . . . Andthe princes . . . they treated me nice, but Kait
foughtwith them . . . and she made me come home on myown.” Tippa started to cry.

She stank of wine, and the flush in her cheeks and thebrightness of her eyes told him how drunk she was.
Chaperonedclosely, she should never have been allowed to get drunk. And whatprinces had been nice to
her? The Families held little regard forthe pretenders after long-vacant thrones, and in Ibera any
princesshe was likely to meet would have been of that sort. Kait was asensible girl — she’d seen trouble
coming, and had pulledTippa out of the party and sent her home.

Then what? Had she gone back to deal with the princes? A lonegirl in a strange city, in the home of
people who had been herFamily’s sworn enemies for more than a hundred years? Wouldshe do a thing
like that?

No. Kait was a sensible girl. Whatever had happened, ithadn’t been that.

Tippa looked too drunk to be of much use, though for Kait’ssake, Dùghall hoped she would be able to
tell them somethingof value. He’d take her inside, rouse the embassy physick, andmake the man give her
something to sober her up. Meantime,he’d chase down the security staff and send them out
lookingthrough the streets. He couldn’t get into the private parts ofDokteerak House — not without an
army — and at this latehour, and with most if not all of the guests surely gone hewouldn’t even be able to
come up with a convincing excuse forgetting into the public part of the House. But he could send
theGalweighs’ trusted men to look around the outside of itwithout being seen.

What it came down to was that he was severely limited in what hecould do without taking a chance at
giving away the one secret thathe had to keep in spite of everything. Back home in the islands, hecould
have moved the earth searching for the girl without fear ofreprisals. But in Halles, in an embassy that hired
most of itshousehold staff from among the locals, and that had surely acquiredat least one spy, and
probably several, he didn’t dare. Itwasn’t even that he didn’t want to end up with
hisdrawn-and-quartered body hung on display in the city square, thoughof course he didn’t. If his secret
got out, though, he wouldrisk exposing the Falcons, and he would jeopardize the Texts, andhe would fail
his obligations as a Warden.

If only he’d taken the time earlier to divine the locationof a safe room, or, if none existed, to create one.

While he hauled Tippa toward the physick’s quarters, heraged inside at how helpless he was. He would
do everything hecould — and everything he could wouldn’t be enough to dothe girl a single bit of good if
she was in real trouble. From theway his skin crawled, and from the inescapable pounding of foreignWolf
magic in the air, he could only fear the worst.

    

 



Chapter 5

 

Kait recognized the street on which she walked. Twoblocks, maybe three, and she would be at the
embassy. Almost home,almost safe, almost where she could tell the Family about theDokteeraks and the
Sabirs. Perhaps within her room she would beable to leave behind the pounding threat of evil that
hammered ather skull. Perhaps she’d be able to shake the feeling that shewas being followed, that
downwind of her something moved tointersect her. She’d stopped several times, tasting the air,and each
time it brought her only the overripe scents of sewage andthe unwashed bodies of drunks and whores still
ahead of her; eachtime the wind, so often her friend, blew from the direction ofhome, and not the
direction of whoever . . . or whatever. . . she sensed following her. She never heard anythingsuspicious.
She never saw anything out of the ordinary.

But the feeling remained. Eyes watched her through the fog. Eyessaw her that were keener than her own.

Someone ran toward her. Focused on her — she knew this inher gut. Only in her gut. The rest of her
senses were blind. Buther gut told her enough. The running wasn’t random, the feelof the runner’s intent
was, to her, the feel of a boltlaunched from a crossbow, aimed at her heart.

Danger. Betrayal. Death.

She tucked the front hem of her dress into the bodice ties,where it brushed against the hilt of her hidden
dagger, and randown the nearest side street . . . silent, hard, as fastas any man, all of her senses trained
behind her to the one whopursued. Her only goal became the eluding of capture; her attentionnarrowed
to the world of her pumping legs and arms, the placementof her feet in the precarious uneven streets, the
evasion ofobstacles that could slow her flight. Fear sent her blood singingthrough her veins again; Shift
pursued her as swiftly as the runnerwho followed her every twist and turn, and who somehow,
impossibly,kept up with her. Was he a hired assassin? A Galweigh-hater who hadrecognized her leaving
the party, who was seizing anopportunity?

She ran left, right, left, choosing streets at random in thealien city. She toppled a drunk into the gutter in
her haste; hecried out and fell, clinging for the merest instant to her skirtbefore she broke away. He cost
her a step — perhaps a step anda half — in a race she was already losing. Her fear rosehigher. She ran
harder, fought Shift and the betrayal of her bodythat would mean, in such public places, her death. The
fog that hadbeen an ally became an obstacle, making each footstep precarious.She wanted to hide, to
disguise herself as a part of Halles and nota thing apart from it; in the back of her mind, something
whisperedpeople and, frightened and pushed to the limits of her humanbody’s capacity, thinking only of
what was behind her and notof what might lie ahead, she made a mistake.

She smelled people above the fading scent of perfume on herupper lip. Many of them. Men and women,
the back of her mindsaid, that way. She followed the scent to her right, down atwisting street that
narrowed instead of widening.

She prayed that the walls of the buildings on either side of herwould move away from each other again.
That she would smell themovement of air that indicated an opening at the other end of thispassage. She
didn’t. The air lay dead, the passage narrowedstill further, until, if she had stretched her arms out straight
toeither side of her, she could have touched the walls. She heard thepeople ahead of her now. Laughing.
Voices kept low, an edge tothem, a feeling of caution. Man voices, but she smelledwoman-scent, too.
Touches of sex-musk on the air, the iron-metaltang of fresh blood. She lost the moon’s light in the
shadowsof buildings, and only her Karnee eyes let her see well enough tokeep running. Her pursuer
never slowed. She heard him turn inbehind her. How did he pursue her so closely? How did he follow



herso well? She had no time to think of how.

Suddenly the walls to either side of her fell away, and sheburst into the midst of the people she’d sought
out. She wasin a cul-de-sac; she crashed into two men; they caught her arms asthey staggered to keep
their balance; she rasped, “Hideme.”

Behind her the sound of running stopped.

She saw then what she had run into. A woman crouched on kneesand elbows on the paving stones, her
wrists bound, a rag stuffed inher mouth, a man at her head with a knife at her throat, two othersbehind
her. One kneeling; one standing. Her tattered, slashedbodice exposed her breasts, her skirt bunched
around her waist. Shebled freely from a cut down the cheek. A dead man dressed in theheight of Halles
fashion sprawled against the alley wall to the farside of her, his throat a raw patch of darkness against
thebloodless whiteness of his skin. One man who wasn’t takingturns raping the woman robbed the
corpse. Kait heard the sounds ofthe contents of a purse being emptied onto stones; the unmistakabledull
clink of gold, the rattle of jewelry. Six of them in all. Sixmurderers, thieves, rapists . . . and the woman.
Anotherman moved out of the shadows and stepped in front of her, grinning.A young man, handsome,
well-dressed, well-born. Round face, palehair, pale eyes — he had the look of a Dokteerak heir, and
shethought, So this Family entertains itself at the expense of itssubjects, too.

The hands that held her arms tightened. “Look what the godssent to us,” the man to her left said softly,
and the one toher right laughed.

Her blood fizzed, her bones tingled, she tasted metal in hermouth and heard the singing of her heart in her
ears. Fear died,strangled by Karnee rage. Her voice grew husky as vocal cordsslipped toward another
configuration; her other self strained forrelease. With the last of her control, she said, “If you wantto live,
let her go and let me go. You don’t know what Iam.”

Giggles from the men who held her. Raw braying from the men whowere taking their turns at the woman.

The Dokteerak shook his head. “Oh, help, she’s goingto hurt us — ”

“ — a pretty rich girl who ran down the wrong alley— ”

“ — Give us your money and maybe we’ll let you go— ”

“ — maybe we’ll let you live.”

“Not me. I’ll bugger ’er when she’sdead.”

Raw, hating laughter. More giggles.

The highborn bastard slashed her silk bodice open, rippeddownward to her waist — for just an instant
the blade nickedskin, and she smelled her own blood. He moved behind her, wrapped ahand in the coils
of her hair, yanking her head downward andthrowing her to her knees. Grabbed her dagger, pulled her
dressoff, slashed at the ties of her underclothes — lace breastbinder, silk tie-string panties. Cut her again
removing them. . . little cuts, the pain like bee stings, like a goadto the madness that enveloped her. Red
hazed her eyes.

The other Kait sang in exultation at the lightning bolt of purefury that tore into brain and gut. She twisted
like a python in thehands of her captors, tasting in her mind the gush of blood,feeling the delicious crunch
of bone and cartilage between teethbefore she even had a man in reach. The hunt. The hunt. The kill.And
that other Kait grinned, and a growl started low in her throat.Rage drove through all the barriers between
Kait-the-woman andKait-the-wild-thing. The growl in her throat grew louder. Naked inthe embrace of



the night, rational Kait lost herself to theexultant, joyous, buoyant, shivering other who wanted only
tofight, to destroy, to tear and taste and slaughter in the heady,scent-rich darkness. She broke free, and
spun around, and grabbedthe nearest man with a hand that Shifted and re-formed before hereyes — a
hand already covered by the silky, glossy, closeblack coat of Karnee, her fingers grown shorter and
thicker, hertendons standing out, retractable claws stretched forward.

She laughed, and in that laughter nothing human remained. Shegrowled, “You’re mine,” and leaped on
top of him,two hands and two feet Shifted completely into four widespread pawsin midair, spine
stretching and flexing to give her a heavy,flexible tail. Her muscles bunched and burned and flowed under
herskin, and the claw-tipped paws ripped through the rough cloth ofthe would-be rapist’s shirt and she
dug through the flesh ofhis chest as if it were butter, and darted her face down close tohis, smelling on
him the delicious stink of fear, hearing in histhroat the start of a scream. Her grin grew wider as her
muzzlestretched forward. Her teeth were daggers in her mouth. She bitdown, crushing his scream before
it was born, tasting the iron andsalt of his gushing jugular against the middle of her tongue andfeeling the
steady spurts of his pulse against the roof of hermouth for only two bird-fast beats of his heart before she
launchedherself backward and upward in a twisting arc that brought hernose-to-face with the shocked
young lordling.

She tore out his throat in passing, already on the way to hernext meat before her paws hit the ground.
She charged the third manwho had held her. Tore into him. Brought him down.

She’d had the benefit of first surprise, and had taken thethree, but the other four had regained feet and
weapons, and nowthe odds were against her.

All four men moved through the fog to circle her, to surroundher. Their swords pointed in, and she knew
she was in trouble.Outnumbered, overmatched. In the fight between a beast and a manwithout a weapon,
or with only a dagger, the odds lay in favor ofthe beast. Against four men with long blades, with murder
in theireyes — well, there, the odds went to the men. And even as shethought it, one darted in at her and
slashed with his sword, andshe took a deep cut through her right shoulder and along herribs.

She snarled and leaped in low, beneath the upswung blade, andlashed out at him with one paw. She
connected across herattacker’s knee and shin, but not deep enough, for though heshouted, he stayed
standing. And she took another cut, hard intoher left flank, because she had left her flanks unguarded and
oneof the men behind her had seized the advantage.

She twisted, snarled, and snapped but came up with only emptyair as the second attacker stepped back
and brought his sword to adefensive posture. He grinned; she could see his teeth flashing inthe darkness.
He knew they had her. She knew it, too. And she wasafraid. She didn’t want to die.

One of the blades wavered and she charged the man who held it,broke through his guard and dug into
the softness of his belly withher claws, and he went down. But not without cost to her. Sheexposed her
back to the other three, and they charged in at her,and the nightmare bite of sharp metal scored the back
of her neckand her other flank, and sought her vitals, though she twisted awaybefore the blade found its
target.

I’m going to die.

Here. Now.

And then the miracle happened. Something dark and big andterrible burst from the alley. The man who
had his back to itscreamed once, then went down and didn’t rise. A loomingshadow, fast and solid,
ripped his throat when he fell, thenslashed the next closest man. Kait didn’t have time to watchthe
outcome of that second battle; she turned to face her onlyremaining attacker. One man, but that one



remained armed, unhurt,wary. She feinted right, then left, faked a leap high in the airand when her enemy
brought his weapon up, anticipating a guttingstroke, she lunged in low again. He wasn’t as fast as she
was,and she bit through his thigh, and leaped away before his bladecould come down across her spine.
He took her across the back ofthe skull, though, and had the blow carried more force, he mighthave
taken her right there. She was lucky that he struck while offbalance. As it was, she staggered and a
million white lightssparkled behind her eyes and pain half blinded her.

Breathing hard, hurting and bleeding, she braced herself for theman’s attack. But the stranger —

. . . he’s Karnee, he’s the one I smelledin Dokteerak House, he’s the one who was following me. . .

— the stranger charged the last of the criminals frombehind, biting into the back of one leg. The man
screamed and fell.It was over very quickly then.

Kait felt the heat of her Karnee metabolism burning her woundsclosed. The shallow ones wouldn’t even
leave scars by morning;the deep ones probably would, but even those would be gone in a dayor two.
The blessing of her curse, such as it was. She was amonster, but a monster who was damned hard to kill.

“We should leave,” the strange Karnee said.“Guards will have heard the screams.” His voice
shiveredthrough her bones straight to her gut. Hypnotic. Growling,sensuous, full of passion and mystery
— she turned away. Hecould not do to her what he was doing; he wasn’t doinganything but standing
there, bleeding, covered in blood, warningher of danger, and yet his voice was as powerful as a drug to
her,as overwhelming as caberra incense or as his scent had been earlierin the night, in Dokteerak House.
He was impossible, and so sheturned away, and looked at the woman who huddled against the farwall of
the cul-de-sac.

Terrified, clutching the tattered remains of her gown over herbreasts, she stared at Kait and the stranger
as if this night ofhells had just spawned the greatest hell of all. And that was theworst of it. Kait had saved
the woman’s life, but because shewas Karnee, she could expect only fear and hatred — perhapseven
betrayal. Kait wanted to offer comfort, to help the woman to aplace of safety, but she dared not.

So she glared down into the huddled woman’s eyes and curledher lips back in a snarl that exposed every
knife-edged fang. Shegrowled, “I know you. I know where you live, who you praywith, which streets
you walk on. I’ve saved your life tonight,but I know you don’t appreciate that boon from someone
likeme. So I’ll warn you only this once — if you dare speak aword to anyone of what you saw here
tonight, I’ll find you inthe darkness and you’ll never greet another dawn.”

The woman had pulled the rag from her mouth with still-boundhands. She shivered, nodded, croaked,
“What shall I tell them,then?”

“That you saw nothing. That you struggled to escape, thatthose bastards hit you on the head, and that
when you woke, youfound them the way they are now. A word other than that will beyour death — my
promise.”

“I saw nothing,” the woman whispered. Tears gleamed onher face. “I saw nothing . . . saw nothing. . .
they hit me . . . I fell. . .” She whispered to herself, not to Kait.

Kait had other things to do. She dug among the corpses and foundthe remains of her dress and her
underclothes. She located theslippers she’d worn, and the dagger she’d carried. Any ofthose things
would betray her far more immediately than the womancould — the silks were woven by Galweigh
weavers in theGalweigh pattern, the lace was Galweigh Rose-and-Thorn, the shoebuttons bore the
Galweigh ring in gold, the dagger had both rubiesand onyx in the hilt and the Galweigh crest on the
pommel, and hername worked into the vines that decorated the crosspiece.Everything she owned would



be mute betrayal, would bring soldiersand priests and blood-hungry mobs to her and to everyone
sheloved.

She bundled her belongings together as tightly as paws and clawswere able, lifted the bundle in her
mouth, and loped toward thealley. Obstacles remained — people in the streets, finding theembassy,
getting past her own Family’s people and inside. Shehad to clear her mind, to put everything that had just
happened outof her thoughts, or she would not survive.

But the stranger moved beside her, silent and beautiful andbewitching. He picked up his own bundle
halfway down the alley andloped at her side, until they reached a place where the moonlightlay across
him like a kiss. Then he moved in front of her, turned,and stopped. “I’ve spent my life waiting to
findyou,” he said.

He was huge, easily twice her weight, massively boned, sculptedby the hands of an artist who had loved
him. His eyes, pale blueringed around the outside of the irises with black, would berecognizable even
after Shift — neither their exotic color northeir striking pattern would change. His glossy coat,
copperstriped with black, emphasized powerful muscles that bunched acrosshis broad chest and steeply
sloped shoulders and rippled in hishaunches. His powerful jaws spread in a grin; his strong, archingneck
tapered upward to a head as broad-skulled and sleek as anywolf’s or jaguar’s. Small gold hoops pierced
both of hisears and the silver of a shield-shaped medallion gleamed from thepoint where his neck curved
into his chest, suspended by a heavysilver chain. She could make out the crest on the medallionclearly:
twin trees with curved branches intertwined, delicateleaves interspersed with the full curves of ripe fruit.
The SabirFamily crest — a lovely design unless one considered that theSabirs claimed one tree bore
good fruit for the Sabirs and theirfriends, and the other bore poisoned fruit for their enemies.

And Kait was Galweigh, and thus was an enemy with five hundredyears of Family hatred behind her. She
was what she was because ofthe curse some Sabir wizard had put on her Galweigh ancestor; hewas
what he was because that curse, after it poisoned the Galweighbloodlines, had rebounded on the man
who cast it. Five hundredyears of bad blood, and he said he’d been waiting his wholelife to find her.

The worst of it was, the attraction she felt for him was sooverwhelming and so total that she found herself
wanting to believehim, and wanting to tell him what she was thinking — that shewanted him. Which of
course was ridiculous; she couldn’tdesire him in any real way. She didn’t know him, and if shedid, she
would hate him because he was Sabir. Never mind thathe’d saved her life. He didn’t know who she was,
or hewould have been, at that moment, at her throat.

He watched her, waiting for her to make the next move.

She dropped the bundle between her paws, pressing it tightly sothat she could pick it up again. Pretense
would have to get heraway from him. “My thanks,” she said. Formal words, atodds with her
incomprehensible feelings. She knew himsomehow, though she had never seen him before in her life.
Theknowing was more than simple identification; it was the bone-deepknowing of one who has, coming
around the corner of a crowded citystreet, rushed headlong into the arms of the man who is destined
tobe her soul mate.

My enemy. My soul.

Ludicrous. It made her want to laugh — and made hergrateful that she didn’t believe in destiny.

My soul. My enemy.

“Come with me,” he said, and his rich, rumblingsubterranean growl made her own fierce Karnee voice
sound soft andhigh-pitched. “Be with me.”



“I must go home.”

“But I want you.”

“The guards are already coming,” she said.“Can’t you hear them?” She thought she lied, but asshe said
the words, she realized they were true. The rhythmic trampof footsteps — double-time, strides matching
— moved upthrough the streets. And voices, still faint but moving closer.“Break off! Search that alley!
Faster, men, before we losethem!”

For an instant he hesitated. An instant only. Then he said,“Find me. Please. Please find me.” And he
picked up hisown bundle in his teeth and turned, ready to run. She followedsuit, and they raced toward
the mouth of the alley together, clawsdrawn in so that they made no more noise in running than wind
mademoving across the cobblestones. Both cut sharply to the right asthey came out into the street,
moving uphill, away from theoncoming guards. For a short while they ran side by side,
sometimesbrushing each other, sometimes pulling away. Her muscles bunchedand flowed, her spine
arched and stretched, her body sang at thebreeze that caressed her skin, sang with the joy of movement,
andwith the wonder of her nearness — however temporary — tohim. The world was all her senses:
sweet night scent, Karnee musk,the wetness of fog, green growing things far off and the food-scentof city
vermin in the streets nearby; the steady rush of water froma fountain, voices calling from far away, the
soft thrup-thrup of a nightbird hunting overhead; late moonlightfalling like silver through the thickening
curls of fog, thegraceful lace patterns it cast through trees and buildings; thecool smooth roundness of the
cobblestone beneath her feet, the dampfog condensing on her sleek fur, cooling her. The sting of
herhealing wounds, the fire of the air in her lungs, the joy of beingalive. Later, and once again human, she
knew she would feel horrorat the slaughter she’d wrought. The ghosts of the dead menwould haunt her
dreams. Later she would grieve the actions of hermonstrous half. But the Karnee Kait did not grieve. She
feltglorious. Glorious. She was alive, and those who would have rapedand murdered her were dead, and
their deaths filled her withfurious joy.

The strange Karnee turned away from her, left down a side road.She kept to the road she was on; she’d
finally recognizedwhere she was. She had chanced upon the combination of roads thatwould take her
home. One block, one right turn, and she would comeupon the high, spike-topped fence that separated
the embassy fromthe city surrounding it. The Sabir Karnee was already out of sight,fleeing to his own
safety; he would not, then, discover who shewas. Good. She’d live longer that way.

She slowed to a lope, becoming wary. While she was in this form,her own people would be as deadly to
her as any enemy. She darednot let herself be seen. She had to get past the guards, over thefence, up
three stories of stone wall to the window of the suitewhere she stayed. She had neither closed the
shutters nor barredthe window before she left for the party; the Karnee part of herchafed at the smell and
feel of enclosed places, and the more sheneeded the Shift, the worse the feeling became. That was to
herbenefit. Nothing else was.

She crouched in the park across the street and watched theguards moving behind the fence. Regular
movements; a sweep by twomen, a short interval, then two men going across the grounds in theopposite
direction. She’d watched them from above on othersleepless nights. The intervals at this early morning
hour wereshorter than they would normally be — more men were on thegrounds, and they were more
alert. No joking now, no banter aspairs crossed; they were anticipating trouble . . . orher absence in the
carriage that brought Tippa home, and whatevergarbled story of trouble Tippa had managed to convey,
had put theembassy on alert. Kait would have to be quick and precise to getpast the guards. They never
looked up at the walls of the house,though. So she had a second fact to her advantage.

She moved under cover as close to the street and the fence asshe dared. Then she waited. A pair of
guards passed. The fog wouldhelp hide her from sight, but would amplify any noise she made. Theguards



moved as far from her as she dared let them; their oppositepair already worked its way toward her from
around the corner ofthe house, and the next pair of following guards from the firstdirection would not be
far behind.

She raced across the street and bunched herself into the air,teeth clenching down on her bundle. Her
body compacted and thenuncoiled as if she were a spring. Straight up to twice the heightof a tall man she
soared, clear to the top of the fence. All fourpaws found purchase; her back arched high to avoid the
impalingspike over which she swayed; her tail lashed behind her, keepingher balance.

From her left — “Did you hear something?”

“Sounds like . . . like something shook thefence.”

“Yes. Ahead?”

“Can’t tell. The whole damned fence rattled.”

They would stop and check. Maybe work their way back to her. Shecouldn’t meet them, didn’t dare let
them catch sight ofher. She gauged distances, then poured downward, liquid as a cat— though no one
who saw her could ever have mistaken her forany sort of cat — and landed in the clipped grass on the
farside of the hard path. The faintest of rustles when she landed; sheheard it clearly, but the guards
wouldn’t. Their voicescamouflaged the sound. One leap over shrubbery, several lengths ofskulking
behind plantings to bring her to the spot below herwindow, the merest instant to ensure that her bundle
was secure andthat nothing would fall to the ground and draw attention upward toher. A wait, as the next
pair of guards moved past, their attentionon the two men ahead of them, and on the fence. Good.

She climbed up the rough-cut stones to the window that let intoher room, limbs spread wide to improve
her balance, claws hookingaround every projection, body tight to the wall. One moment ofworry,
heart-stopping, as just above the second floor she cameclear of the fog. The moonlight would outline her
clearly to anyonebelow — she was a gleaming black-furred monster on luminouswhite stone. But no one
looked up.

She threw herself through the window and sprawled on the floorof her bedroom; there, finally, the rush of
fear and desperationthat had kept her going guttered out, and the Karnee beast gave wayonce more to
the sense-dulled, guilt-ridden creature who could passas human, but who could never be human.

Kait the woman washed away the blood left by Kait the monster asbest she could in the darkness. She
hid her bloody bundle beneathher bed, and tugged on a dressing gown. Then she fell into her bed,and
into the world of nightmares and terror, where hervictims’ specters hunted and haunted her, where blood
clung tohands, and where a destiny she did not believe in mocked her andwhispered in her ear, Your
soul, your enemy; your enemy, yoursoul.

*    *    *

Dùghall Draclas turned to the captain of the guards andsaid, “I’m going to be useless if I don’t get
somesleep. Wake me the second anyone finds out anything. I’ll bein my quarters.”

The captain nodded. “You think this is like what happenedto Danya, sir? That someone snatched her?”

“I think I don’t know what to think. If this iskidnapping, we’ll get the ransom demand soon. But itdoesn’t
feel like a kidnapping to me. My gut says otherwise.And anything could have happened to her. She
doesn’t know herway around the city; if she tried to walk home, she could havewandered down into a
bad alley and been robbed . . . orworse . . .” He turned away from the captain.“I wish she’d told Tippa



what she thought she’dfound. Or why she was staying behind. Then maybe I’d knowwhere to start
looking.”

His people had already tracked down the princes who had schemedto get Tippa drunk so they could
disgrace her and, through her,shame all of Galweigh House. They’d been part of a small bandof the
Gyru-nalle fanatics who thought a union of the Dokteeraksand the Galweighs would spell the end of
Gyru-nalle independence inthe disputed territories that lay between Dokteerak land andGalweigh land.
All three were going to deny everything. . . until they discovered that they were beingquestioned on the
disappearance of an ambassador and not on theirplan to cause embarrassment to the Family. Had they
been linked tothe kidnapping of any Family ambassador, every Gyru-nalle in theIberal Peninsula would
have been hunted down and slaughtered. TheFamilies maintained their hold on the lesser people of Ibera
withthe iron-clawed grip of eagles, and had no respect for thecrownless royal heads of long-dead
empires.

So the Gyru-nalle princes talked hard and fast — with someencouragement from the embassy torturer —
and Dùghall,after listening to the questioning, was satisfied that none of thethree had anything to do with
Kait’s disappearance.

He walked toward his quarters, the weariness of a night spentanticipating disaster adding weight to every
step he took. Itwasn’t enough that an ambassador was missing. It had to beKait. He had too many
relatives, and most of them he loathed. ButKait was the image of his favorite sister, Grace —
delicate,dark, and beautiful, and with the spirit of a young lioness. Hewould grieve if anything had
happened to her.

His path took him past Kait’s room; on impulse he stoppedoutside her door. Perhaps he should go in
and look through herthings to see if he could find anything that might tell him whathad become of her. He
felt sure the search would be pointless, butthe same gut instinct that insisted she hadn’t been
kidnappedtold him he ought to look.

He glanced up and down the hall to make sure no one waswatching. There in the empty hallway he felt
he had a bit of anadvantage; spies would find it pointless to hide in rooms and spyon hallways most of the
time, since the business that would keepthem in the embassy in the first place would almost always
takeplace behind closed and locked doors. Nevertheless, he’d be afool to betray the Falcons with such a
simple gesture as opening alocked door. The hallway remained empty, though. He decided to takethe
calculated risk. He drew his dagger and made a quick, lightslash across the index finger of his left hand
— just enoughto draw blood, no more. When the dark droplets welled to the edgeof the cut, he
murmured a few words, and a soft, radiant lightcoalesced around his hand. He touched the lock above
Kait’sdoor handle. A thought, a flicker of light from the tip of hisfinger to the smooth metal cylinder, and
her door swung open.

She lay sprawled in her bed, in restless sleep, covers flung tothe floor in a tangle, her nightdress riding up
to reveal severallong, freshly healed scars on the back of her right thigh, andsmears of what looked in the
dim light like blood on her leg, herhand, and her face. She whimpered as she slept and her legsthrashed;
she breathed in short, hard gasps. As if she were runningfrom something.

Dùghall frowned. He closed his eyes for an instant, andstudied the faint glow of her form on the bed that
his second sightrevealed. Odd that in all the time he’d known Kait, he’dnever seen that before. Odder
that he’d never thought to look.The aura of magic lay lightly on her, and seemed to grow dimmer ashe
stood there. It wasn’t Wolf magic, though, and itwasn’t Falcon magic. She was the source of it, and yet
she wasn’t, as well. His frown deepened. Mysteries withinmysteries — that she could get into her room
past guards whowere looking for her, that she had vanished in the first place,that she carried enigmatic
scars, that a faint whisper of magicclung to her in spite of the fact that he knew her to bemagically



unschooled.

These were mysteries he would have to fathom. And quickly. Butnot so quickly that he had to disturb
Kait’s restless sleep.Perhaps he would discover something useful if he just waited.

He settled himself into the chair across from her bed, set ashield around himself that she would disturb the
moment she woke,and let his head drop back. Within minutes, he slept deeply.

*    *    *

Hasmal trailed salt across the surface of the mirror with hisleft hand. It soaked into the line of blood that
he’d drawninto a triangle. He sucked at his right thumb for just an instantto lick away the last traces of his
blood — should he let anystray drops fall onto the mirror when he summoned the Speaker, hewould find
himself devoured. Or worse.

He whispered the final lines of the incantation:

Speaker step within the walls
Of earth and blood and air;
Bound by will and spirit,
You must bide your presence there.
Answer questions with clear truth,
Do only good and then
Return to the realm from whence you came
And don’t come back again.

The salt on the mirror began to burn. The pale blue flamesflickered for an instant, then settled into a
steady glow. And inthe center of the flames, a tiny light burst into life and shapeditself into a perfect
representation of a woman, though one notaller than Hasmal’s longest finger.

She stared up at him, long glowing hair blowing in a breeze thatnever traveled beyond the triangle of fire.
“What do you wantto know?” Her voice was deep and sweet, softer thanHasmal’s whisper, but not
whispered. She spoke fromunimaginably far away, over the incessant sobbing of the wind thatblew
between the worlds, and her words only reached him by themagic of her simulacrum standing on the
glass.

Hasmal cleared his throat and crouched nearer the glass,shielding the light it cast with his body. “I met a
womantonight. She saw through my shields, though she should never havebeen able to do that. I told her
my name, though I didn’tintend to. She frightened me. She’s not what she seems to be.Does she mean
me harm?”

“No, though she will someday bring it to you anyway. Youare a vessel chosen by the Reborn, Hasmal
son of Hasmal; yourdestiny is pain and glory. Your sacrifice will bring the return ofgreatness to the
Falcons, and your name will be revered through alltime.”

“My sacrifice?” Hasmal felt his heart tie itself intoa hard, small knot inside his chest. Having a revered
name soundedgood enough, but the people the Falcons revered tended to be dead,and worse, to have
died badly. “What kind ofsacrifice?”

The woman waved a tiny hand, and in the flames Hasmal saw hisparents being nailed to the Great Gate.
Then he saw himself beingbeaten, tortured, and flayed by men wearing the livery of one ofthe Five
Families; and finally standing skinless in the midst ofthe city of Halles while a crowd jeered and threw
rotted fruit athim, and soldiers tied his limbs to four horses, then sent thehorses galloping in four different



directions.

Hasmal thought he might faint. He’d suspected hewasn’t being asked to sacrifice a pure black goat, or
even abag of gold. But his parents’ lives and his own. . .

The images died away, leaving the tiny woman looking upearnestly at him. “Your deeds will make you
beloved.You’ll live on in the pages of the Secret Texts, and in thehearts of all Falcons forever after.”

Hasmal looked away from her, trying to erase from his mind theimage of his skinless body being ripped
into four pieces by thegalloping horses.

I’ll forgo the glory, he decided. I’d rather live inthe present than on the pages of a book.

He stared down at the Speaker and shivered. “Can I escapethis fate?”

For an instant, he heard only the sound of that otherworldlywind. Then she laughed. “You can always
try.”

“How?” he asked.

But the fire on the glass burned low and all at once gutteredout. The Speaker vanished, leaving the mirror
bare of salt andblood.

He could draw more blood, summon another Speaker, perhaps getthe information he desired. But the
spell had cost him in energy.And worse, it had cost him in time. He might be able to control theenergy of
another spell, but he would never get back the timehe’d lost.

The strange woman had said she would be coming to find him. Hisfate, and his and his parents’
destruction, were linked tocontact with her. He had no guarantee that he could escape theSpeaker’s
images of doom; he’d been given no promise thathe could spare his mother and father, either. But if he
was not inHalles, the woman would not find him, and perhaps he would not besuch a danger to them —
or to himself.

He rose, tucked the mirror back into his case, and stepped outof the storeroom. Before she arrived, he
needed to pack hisbelongings and leave. He dared not say goodbye to his parents— his father would
demand an explanation when his solid,dependable, decidedly unadventurous son suddenly decided to
pack akit and hare off to destinations unknown. And if the old man eversuspected his son was fleeing his
sacred duty to die for theFalcons, he would probably turn Hasmal over to the Dokteeraks, thennail
himself and his wife to the Great Gate in penance. The elderHasmal wouldn’t approve of running away
from destiny —especially not a destiny that furthered the aspirations of hisbeloved Falcons.

Hasmal the younger was neither so dedicated to that ancient,secret order, nor so sanguine about his
portended demise in itsservice. He packed a few necessary belongings, his magic kit, hiscopy of the
Secret Texts, and what little money he had, andwondered not how he could serve, but where he could
hide and how hewould get there.

    

 

Chapter 6

 



In her sleep, Kait heard breathing not her own and felteyes watching her. In spite of her dreams —
dreams of runningand Shifting — she became aware of a stranger who entered herdomain. She fought
against the pull of sleep, knowing that she hadto awaken, feeling that while she lay unprotected someone
wasdiscovering her secret, but she could not break free of thetenacious depths of the Shift-fueled
dreams.

The nightmares gripped her and tore at her. She saw the SabirKarnee coming for her, and she fled, but
he caught up to her. Thistime he did not come to rescue her from rapists and murderers; thistime he came
because he wanted her. He touched her and kissed her,and her mind cried out that her desire was a
betrayal of herFamily, that she should flee before she gave in to him. But she wasweak. She did what she
knew she should not do. She welcomed hisembrace — and her Family died in droves at the hands of
hisFamily while she fed her lust and ignored her duty. Then the dreammetamorphosed, and she ran, wild
and reckless, smelling the richearth and the vibrant growth of jungle and forest and field,floating at
incredible speeds with her feet never quite touchingthe ground. And all the while, something terrible
pursued her. Thescent of her pursuer rose out of the ground and poisoned the airshe breathed.
Honeysuckle. Sweet honeysuckle. It terrified her,though she did not know why. She careened along the
edge of a cliffthat appeared out of nowhere, and discovered in the same instantthat she was running
beside her cousin Danya. The two of them weregirls again, exploring the grounds outside of the House,
and sheknew without knowing how she knew that the two of them had wakenedsomething old and evil
. . . and that the monster thatthey had awakened wanted to destroy them. Then the cliff fell awaybeneath
them, and she and Danya fell silently. As she fell, Kaitstarted to Shift again — terrified that her cousin
would seeher and discover the secret she fought so hard to keep. In spite ofher attempts to control the
Shift, her arms stretched into frontlegs, then thinned into wings . . . but she still fell.She dropped, helpless,
into an abyss, and watched the ground loomcloser and closer.

With a snap, heart racing, mouth dry, she was awake. Shedidn’t move, didn’t open her eyes — because
someonewas in her room. The scent told her that the someone was heruncle Dùghall; the irregular purring
snores told her he sleptin the chair next to the door. When had he arrived, and why had hechosen to wait
for her to wake instead of waking her? And moreimportantly, what had she betrayed of her nature while
sheslept?

Her body ached, and she wished she could forget the disasters ofthe previous night. She wished she
could forget the Sabir son.

She also wished she could get past Dùghall without wakinghim so that she could get something to eat
before she had to answera lot of questions. She was ravenous — her body demanded aprice for its
Shifting, for its rapid healing and tremendousstrength and speed. It demanded food in enormous
quantities; if itdidn’t get what it needed, it would drive her into despair,and then into a deadly,
uncontrollable rage. The longer she waitedto eat, the more out of control her moods would become. But
theinstant she opened one eye to survey the room, Dùghall woke asif he’d been slapped. His snore
became a snort, his eyes flewopen in bewilderment, and he shot upright, gasping.

And there went any hope of breakfast before the interrogationshe was sure to face. She said, “Good
morning, Uncle,”and tried her best to look pleasant.

He required a moment before he remembered where he was and howhe had come to be there. Kait
could see the information filteringout of the dreamworld he’d inhabited and into his eyes, andshe saw
pleasure leave him by degrees, replaced by . . .what? Worry? Fear? Anger? Whatever she saw there
vanished beneaththe diplomat’s mask of calm before she could identify it.

“What happened?” he asked.



How much did she dare tell him? Dùghall wasn’t thesenior ambassador in Halles. He was peripheral to
the embassyitself — he was important, certainly; in the islands where theGalweighs harvested their
meager supplies of caberra, the nativesworshiped Dùghall as a god and wouldn’t deal with anyoneelse.
He had power and prestige, and he represented the Family atthe moment as a respected elder statesman.
But he was not the headof the Halles embassy, and thus he would not be the man who woulddecide what
to do about the Dokteeraks and the Sabirs. If shefollowed protocol, she would tell Dùghall she
couldn’tdiscuss the issue, and she would go upstairs to speak to EldonGalweigh, to whom responsibility
for the decisions would fall. Butto Eldon Galweigh, she was a junior diplomat of no real importance.To
Dùghall Draclas, she was a beloved niece and the youngwoman he’d sponsored into the diplomatic
service. And UncleDùghall would be less inclined, she thought, to pursuedifficult questions. So she said,
“First, I ran intoconspiracy.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The Sabirs and theDokteeraks.”

Kait should have been relieved that the plot had already falleninto the hands of those capable of dealing
with it, but she wasperversely disappointed. She’d hoped that, by telling theFamily what she’d
discovered and by thus saving them frombetrayal and defeat, she could expiate the sin of desiring
theSabir Karnee. She closed her eyes. “You alreadyknew.”

“I recognized one of the Sabirs being led through the midstof the Naming Day party by an irate
houseman. I have no idea whathe was doing there.”

Kait met his eyes and told him. “I know.”

She reeled off the conversation she’d heard between theDokteerak paraglese and his servant.

When she finished, Dùghall sat for a moment staring at her,his face pale and his lips and knuckles white.
At last he said,“Good gods, girl, that’s a nightmare. They plan an attackduring the wedding itself? Actual
battle? I had thought at veryworst the damned Sabirs were attempting to curry favor —perhaps arrange
a marriage of their own to weaken ouralliance.” He looked down at the backs of his hands for thelongest
time. Then, quietly, he said, “If I can verify this,you will have obtained valuable information, Kait-cha. Tell
me, howdid you come by it?”

Kait had given the answer to that question plenty of thought asshe made her way home the night before.
She’d already fixedher lie firmly in her mind. “I felt ill, and sent Tippa to thecarriage ahead of me. I told
her to go ahead home — she wasflirting with three Gyru-nalle princes and somehow had managed toget
herself drunk, and I didn’t see any sign of the chaperoneswho were supposed to be with her. I wanted
her out of the DokteerakHouse before she did something stupid. As it was, I’m afraidit was a near thing.”

“I’ve . . . heard . . . from theprinces already. Last night. Some colleagues of theirs on theDokteerak staff
drugged both chaperones and dragged them off,intending to make both women look like they’d indulged
in toomuch of the Dokteeraks’ wine and had been sporting with someof the concubines that were on
hand for the evening entertainment.They hoped to humiliate our Family.” He waved her on.“We’ve
already dealt with that. Continue.”

She glanced at him sidelong, curious. In Tippa’s conditionthe night before, she would have been able to
tell him little thatwould have been useful; considering that, Kait found herselfwondering if perhaps
Dùghall’s methods of acquiringinformation were as unconventional as her own. How had he known togo
after the three princes? How had he managed to locate them? Sheleaned against the stone wall, pulled
her blankets up around hershoulders, and said, “I went down a side corridor, thinking Imight find a
fountain from which to draw a drink of water. I becamedizzy, and leaned against a statue, and when the
dizziness passed,I realized that I heard voices. I listened to what they weresaying; I moved behind the



statue to hide when I found out whatthey discussed was of interest to us. When the paraglese left, Isaw
him go.” She closed her eyes, remembering the pale, squatman who strode down the corridor past her,
so close that she couldfeel the breeze when he passed. He’d looked remarkably like atoad, she realized.
She glanced at her uncle. “He ordered avisiting paraglese in from the Territories killed to give himselfan
excuse for leaving his party.”

Dùghall frowned, and for a moment she wondered whatshe’d said wrong. But he said, “Damnall. That’s
oneconfirmation of your story. One of our runners came to the embassynot long after Tippa arrived to
inform us that the paragleseIdrogar Pendat from Old Jirin died of a sudden fever last night. Itdoesn’t fill
me with joy to discover his death was. . . convenient.”

“You don’t seem surprised.”

His thin, humorless smile wasn’t comforting. “I’mnot. Pendat assumed that he would be welcomed into
theDokteeraks’ House and kept safe because he was among his ownFamily. But new faces in any House
create opportunities for manysorts of change, and if the visitor isn’t careful, he oftenfinds himself a pawn
in another’s game. Sometimes a deadpawn.”

“But he was Family.” To Kait, Family wassacred.

Dùghall said, “Not all Families are like ours,Kait-cha.”

Kait nodded. She’d known the Sabirs were evil, and shehadn’t liked the Dokteeraks much when she’d
beenintroduced to them. She still found it difficult, though, toreconcile her hazy images of evil with the
reality of a manmurdering one of his own Family to provide a convenient excuse formissing a party. That
gave a face to the word “evil” thatshe would never have imagined on her own.

She tried to block out her hunger by concentrating onDùghall. She knew she needed to stay on her
guard. But theaftereffects of Karnee Shift would not be denied; she wanted food.Food. Dùghall seemed
to blur in front of her eyes and hisvoice came from far away, as if he spoke from the other side of along
field.

“What happened to you on the way home?” he asked.“I couldn’t help but notice the blood on your legs
andhand and face when I came in.”

Her hands flew to her face and she felt herself flushing.“I thought I’d washed it all off.”

He nodded. “So what happened?”

She hadn’t had time to come up with a good lie for that.“I was . . . attacked,” she said. “While Iwalked
home. Thieves.” She shrugged. “I was lucky —I cut one with the dagger I’d hidden in my skirt when
hethreatened me, and just then a stranger came along and chased offthe others. I got a little bloody, but I
was fortunate.”

“You were indeed. The streets of this city are dangerous.You could have had much worse happen.”

She nodded solemnly and said nothing.

“If I can confirm the parts of your information that wehaven’t verified yet, I’ll pass it on to Eldon,” hewas
saying. She continued to nod, thinking more of what she mightfind to eat than of his words. But what he
said next brought herattention back to the present. “Meanwhile, we’ll have tomake an appearance at the
Celebration of Names today. TheDokteeraks have a parade and some sort of festival in the main
citysquare. I want you to come along — you did a fine job ofprotecting Tippa last night, but even more
than that, you managedto be in the right place at the right time to get information thatyour Family



desperately needed. I never attribute opportunities ofthat sort entirely to luck. There is always some skill
involved.Perhaps you’ll be fortunate again today. I’ll see thatyou get a commendation for your work last
night, by the way.”He studied the backs of his hands. “Perhaps even aposting.” He glanced up, noted the
delight in her eyes, andsmiled. “No promises on the posting, though, Kait. You’revery junior.”

“I understand.”

He added, “But about the celebration, be ready to leave byStura. The ceremony begins at Duea, and
we’re to have placesalongside the Dokteerak Family atop their old ruin of atower.”

Kait wondered if she’d heard her uncle correctly.“They’re plotting to kill us all, and we’re going tosit in
their damned tower with them and pretend to enjoytheir festival?”

Dùghall smiled broadly. “Indeed, we are going to goand have a marvelous time. Further, we’re going to
beunderstanding and magnanimous about the unfortunate situation lastnight with Tippa and the princes;
our chaperone failed as badly astheirs at protecting her, after all, and in these days reliablehelp is hard to
find.” His eyes narrowed and something lethalcrept into his smile. “And while we play the fool, our
peoplehere in the embassy will be making sure that their plot against usturns around and bites them
instead.”

He chuckled, shook his head as if the whole thing amused him,then rose to leave. “Don’t wear anything
orange. TheseBaltos think it’s an unlucky color the first month of the newyear. You haven’t eaten yet, of
course.”

“No. Not anything.”

“You’re hungry?”

“Ravenous.”

Dùghall opened her door, then turned again and said,“You’ll need to hurry. No time to go to the
kitchen.I’ll have the staff bring something up for you.”

“If they don’t bring me enough, I’ll devourwhoever carries the food into the room,” she said, and
perhapssome edge of her hunger crept into her voice, for Dùghalllooked at her oddly. “Tell them to bring
me something meaty.And not that spiced meat they love so much here.”

He laughed. “All grown up and you still hate spices?I’ll just tell them to trot a whole lamb up to your
room— you can have that as plain as you’d like.”

Still laughing, Dùghall stepped out the door and closed itbehind him, then poked his head back in. His
face still wore itsmerry smile, and Kait grinned at him. “Forgetsomething?”

“Nothing vital. How did you get into your room lastnight?”

She wasn’t thinking clearly. Hunger had dulled herreactions. Worse, the question took her completely by
surprise andhis tone was so casual that she didn’t sense the danger in it.She glanced at the window
through which she’d climbed beforeshe could stop herself. The logical lie came an instant too late,but she
tried it. “I came in through the front door, ofcourse,” she said, but Dùghall’s smile had vanishedso quickly
and so totally that she realized he’d been actingwhen he asked how she’d come in — that he’d
beenplanning all along to ask that question, and that he had delayedasking her so that she would relax. So
that she would think he hadforgotten that she had come in without being seen or checked in atthe gate.

He ignored her lie; instead, he came back into her room.Strolled to the window. Pushed open the



shutters and leaned out andstared down at the ground. Her room was three stories up, andthough the
stone was unpolished, it offered no visible handholds.She knew what he saw, and she knew that a human
woman could nothave climbed up the wall and in that window. When he pulled theshutters closed and
turned to face her, she couldn’t begin toguess the meaning of the look on his face.

“We’ll talk later, you and I,” he said. No traceof his previous good humor appeared on his face. But he
didn’tlook angry, either. She couldn’t read him at all.“Meanwhile, eat and get ready to accompany me to
theCelebration of Names.”

This time when he left the room, he didn’t return. Shestared at the window, hating the stupidity of her
response andwondering if she had, with that single thoughtless glance,destroyed her chances in the
Galweigh diplomatic corps. . . if she had betrayed herself . . .

Or worse, if she had betrayed her parents and sisters andbrothers.

*    *    *

Dùghall hurried toward his room, lost in thought. Kaitpresented mysteries within mysteries, and he would
have to takewhatever time was required to divine the secrets she kept hidden.The Family couldn’t entrust
its diplomacy to anyone who keptsecrets from it — agents with secrets gave enemies easy toolsfor
blackmail.

Whatever Kait was hiding, however, appeared potentially useful.If all her information about the Sabirs
and the Dokteeraks checkedout, she’d won the gold ball in the spying game, and hewondered how she
had really done it. Mind-magic? Some form ofinvisibility? Access to an artifact that gave her new
talents?Whatever she’d done, she’d be the best diplomat theFamily had ever had if she could do it again.

Maybe she’d learned how to fly. That had been an impossiblebit of wall she’d gone up — and with the
guards doubledand on alert, he thought the invisibility theory gained anotherpoint in its favor, too.

Further, he didn’t believe for a moment her tale of a minorattack by thieves and a rescue by a stranger.
First, she’d hadlong scars on her leg and her hand, and blood all over her; a minorattack would have
done less damage. Second, she hadn’t managedto meet his eyes with confidence while she told him the
story. Ifshe was going to survive as a diplomat, he would have to teach hersome of the finer points of
effective lying.

Kait’s secrets could wait, though, until he made sure thather information was sound. If the business
between the Sabirs andthe Dokteeraks proved to be true, she would be worth any time shetook.

Dùghall went directly from Kait’s room to his own, andonce there made a show of stripping off his
morning clothes andputting on the broad black silk pantaloons and elaborate red silkbrocade robe that
were his official garments as chief Galweighambassador in the Imumbarra Isles. He knew he was being
watched— someone always watched his room from the hidden panel alongthe north wall. He’d
discovered that the first night, and hadpretended to remain oblivious. Knowing for certain that a spy
waswatching was almost as useful as knowing one wasn’t.

Once dressed, he opened one of the half-dozen wig boxes he hadin the room, pulled out an elaborately
braided wig, and settled iton his head. From another box he pulled out the spike-adornedheaddress that
would hold the wig in place. He settled theheaddress in place so that the rib bearing the seven spikes
ranfrom ear to ear, wiggled it a bit to be sure it was firmly on, thendrew out the tuft of beaded feathers
that fit into the tip of eachspike and slipped them into their sockets.

He’d not intended to go so formally attired to what wasbasically a semiformal event, but the wig, the



headdress, and thebrocade robe all had special characteristics about them that suitedhis purposes at the
moment, and the spy would think it odd if hedonned them, then took them back off again before
goinganywhere.

They were the clothes he’d prepared before he left theislands to attend this wedding. The brocade robe
was lined withhidden pockets, and each of those pockets carried in it a packet ofpowders useful for the
casting of spells, or a talisman alreadyspelled for a specific purpose. He slid a hand into what lookedlike
a decorative slit and felt along the beads embroidered justbeneath the edge for a particular pattern. When
he found it, hepulled out the silk bag tucked into the pocket beside it.

He opened the drawstring on the bag and pulled out a charminggold brooch — the design was a playful
fox kit done inintaglio, surrounded by the seven ruby stars that stood for theseven major islands of the
Imumbarra Isles, on a background ofhundreds of tiny incised stars indicating the uncounted lesserislands.
It was a very good copy of an official piece of jewelry,and the spell it bore had cost him a solid week of
work, and morethan a little of his own blood.

He affixed it to the central panel of his robe, and felt thewall of magic he’d created come to life. He
smiled. The spy— sitting on the other side of that cunning peephole —would now see nothing more than
what he’d been seeing and whathe expected to see: a man getting ready to go to an importantfunction.
Dùghall’s double would appear to putter aroundthe room, riffling through documents, perhaps writing one
of theendless correspondences that made up diplomatic life, but doingnothing noteworthy. Dùghall,
meanwhile, went to another wigbox, lifted the wig from the stand it sat on, and took the stand,dumping
the wig back in the box. The stand, a head-shaped bit ofcarved wood, came apart in his hands when he
moved a carefullydisguised slider in the right jaw to expose a hidden recess, andpressed fingers
simultaneously into that recess and against theleft ear.

He’d hidden his divining tools inside: a bowl and stand forcatching blood, a mirror for the flames, two
powder brushes, sulfursticks and warding powders, and a bloodletting kit he’ddesigned himself after
wearying of the pain he got when cuttinghimself with even the best knife. He sat cross-legged on the
floorand set the divining tools up, then fixed one of the hollow thornsinto the glass vial, wrapped a rubber
tourniquet around hisforearm, and plunged the thorn into the first vein that rose to thesurface, wincing as
he did. Still not the most comfortable ofmethods, but infinitely preferable to the knife.

Blood spurted through the thorn into the bowl. When it coveredthe bottom, he marked the first circle of
his blood on the mirror,letting it drip out in a neat, perfectly narrow line from the tipof the thorn. Then he
sprinkled the warding powders into the cup,struck one of the sulfur sticks to make a flame, and lit
thepowders. While they burned, he hurried through his openingincantation with the speed of long
practice.

A sympathetic fire sprang up along the circle of blood, and hedrew a glyph within it that indicated the
past. Then he murmuredthe name of the Dokteerak paraglese, and focused on the last timehe saw the
man at the party the night before. Dùghall drippeda little blood onto the mirror every time the flame began
to burnlow; he watched as the enemy paraglese talked with the Sabiremissary about his Family’s
destruction. He tried to followthe Sabir emissary back through the streets of Halles to whereverhe was
hiding, but magic blocked him from seeing the man once hewas well away from the Dokteerak House.

It didn’t really matter. What mattered was that he’dconfirmed every word of what Kait had told him. The
Dokteeraks andthe Sabirs were in alliance, and the Galweighs were theirtarget.

    

 



Chapter 7

 

Stolen horses made for uncomfortable riding. Hasmalcursed every ill-gaited strike of the beast’s hooves
on thestone road, and every nervous bolt at the sudden eruption of birdsfrom shrubs or children from
hovels. The horse, he had no doubt,belonged to none other than Brethwan, the Iberan god of
celibacyand sex, of pleasure and pain, and of life and death — and wasa harbinger of pain and death,
and probably, if the state of histesticles was any indication, of long-term celibacy. Hasmal’ssores had
sores, and he hurt so much that taking short breaks towalk on the ground and lead the accursed animal
no longer gave himany relief.

Which would teach him to live in a country watched over byIberish gods, instead of the good Hmoth
gods a man knew he coulddepend on. Would Vodor Imrish have permitted him to steal such afoul beast?
No, no, and never.

Hasmal intended to get himself to someplace where the gods had asense of decency about them —
where he didn’t constantlyhave the feeling that they were laughing at him or playing clevertricks at his
expense. He heard the humans who still hung on in theStrithian lands had congenial gods, if amoral . . .
butperhaps gods who approved of thieving and whoring wouldn’tlook with too cold an eye on a Falcon,
even one so far from wherehe belonged. So he would go to Strithia, then — a place enoughlike another
world to suit his needs, yet still within his reach. Ahundred leagues southeast to Costan Selvira, he could
book workingpassage aboard the first ship leaving harbor for Brelst. Once inBrelst, he could sign himself
aboard a riverboat going up theEmjosi River; traveling upriver, the boatmen always needed extrahands.
Had he wanted to travel downriver, he would have had to paypassage, so luck favored his enterprise
already. The less a thingcost, the more dearly Hasmal loved it, and the better he consideredthe omens
regarding it.

And as soon as he was across the border into Strithia, he’dbe safe. The woman who was his doom was
Familied, he would bet hislife. He was betting his life. She was probably Galweigh, ifhe’d read the woven
pattern of her silk dress right, and shecertainly stood well up the ladder of social rank. Shewouldn’t
throw all that away by crossing the Strithian borderto come after him.

Thus engaged in his thoughts, he allowed himself to forget thepain his razor-backed mount caused him;
more importantly, heallowed himself to forget that he rode the Shatalles Forest Road.The former might
have been a blessing, but the latter nearly becamehis death.

He trotted the execrable excuse for a horse around a sharp curvein the road, and suddenly men dropped
out of the trees that tangledtheir branches across the road like a canopy — and the menheld knives and
wore rags and desperate expressions. His horsepanicked and reared. Hasmal, because he was a poor
rider andinexperienced, fell to the road. And just like that, a knife grazedhis throat and all he could do
while his horse galloped back theway it had come was sit very still, trying hard not to breathe toodeeply.

“Your money,” the man with the knife at his throatdemanded.

“I have none,” Hasmal said.

Several of the thieves laughed, and one said, “You ride ahorse, don’t you? Your clothes are new and
very fine,ain’t they?”

And the thief with the knife at his throat said again,“Your money.”

Hasmal swallowed hard, wishing he had taken the time to build ashield of nonseeing around himself



before he left Halles — butthat would have taken hours, and she might have come for himbefore then.
For that matter, he should have made himself apermanent shield talisman long ago . . . but he hadalways
had tomorrow for such luxuries, and too many things to dotoday. So the talisman had gone unmade, and
now he stood in needand helpless.

“I swear,” he said, “I swear on my own soul thatI have no money. Not so much as a dak.” And he
thought of thebit of money he’d had, and of his precious magical suppliesand his book, and his other
clothes, all of it at that momentgalloping away on the back of the damned horse. “I stole thehorse,” he
said in a burst of honesty, then added an inspiredlie. “And the clothes, too.”

The men laughed at him, and the one with the knife at his throatsaid, “He thinks he’s hid it too good for
us. Strip him— we’ll find it soon enough.”

Four thieves held his arms and four his legs, and three morebegan pawing at his clothes. The one with the
knife atHasmal’s throat snarled, “Don’t tear his clothes,you pigs. I want them.” Then he leaned in close to
Hasmal andsaid, “Even if you swallowed your money, I’ll findit.” His smile was evil.

Hasmal sweated and shook. He had no chance of winning free ofthe thieves, no matter how hard he
fought. They held him tightlyand they didn’t relax their guard or assume that because theyoutnumbered
him he wouldn’t fight. They were careful andcagey, and acted with a unison and a precision that spoke of
longpractice at their work. They were going to find out he had nothingon him, and then they were going
to gut him to see if he’dswallowed his gold as some men were said to do before setting outover
dangerous roads. And when they discovered he really did havenothing, the truth would come too late to
benefit him.

One of the thieves finished going through his clothing.“Nothing on him.”

“I reckon I’ll have to gut you, then.” The menwho held Hasmal tightened their grips, and Hasmal stiffened
andsquinched his eyes shut.

“Everything I had in the world took off with that damnedhorse,” he gasped. He expected the sharp fire of
the knife inhis belly at any instant, but nothing happened. He cautiouslyopened one eye and found all the
thieves staring at him.

The one who had been on the point of gutting him said, “Youpiss-brained idiot. Everything you had was
on the horse? Everything? What were you going to do if you werethrown?”

Hasmal said, “I didn’t know the damned things were sohard to ride.”

The thieves guffawed then, and their leader shook his head andsaid, “I almost believe you now . . .
almost. . . ’cause who else would be so stupid that hewouldn’t keep hisself anything in case of he lost his
horse,excepting a man who never had hisself a horse?”

One of the other thieves said, “Look at the raw spots onhis legs. Looks to me like he really ain’t never
rid a horsebefore.”

Hasmal felt a moment of hope. He was naked, he had nothing, butif they didn’t kill him, he might always
find clothes to stealand food to eat and a place to sleep, and, given time and a fewmaterials, he could
spell himself some protection, find work. . .

But his hope died at birth. “Still want to gut him?”another one asked, and the leader said, “For what? To
getblood all over my new clothes? Just hang him and be done.”

“Why hang me?” Hasmal asked. “Just let me go. Youdon’t need to hang me.”



“And let you go and tell a mess of guardsmen where we metyou? Or how many of us they might catch
out, if they came looking?I reckon not. We’ll stretch your neck until you won’ttell anyone anything.
That’ll do for our needs.” Heturned to his men. “Tie him and bring him.”

“Bring me?” Hasmal kept hoping that something mightbreak his way; if they weren’t going to hang him
right away,perhaps he would get a chance to escape.

“If we strung you beside the road,” the leader said ina surprisingly patient voice, “we’d as well as tell
theroadsmen this was where we was. We’ll take you into the woodsa ways and do you there.” His voice
said, No hard feelings;this is just the job.

Hasmal couldn’t find it in himself to be understanding.

They walked a long way, dragging Hasmal between them — atone point, one of them explained without
being asked that they hadto walk so far because if the smell blew out to the road, thatcould sometimes
bring down the authorities, too. He didn’t saythe smell of the corpse, but he didn’t need to.

Hasmal realized that he was a walking dead man. He sagged atlast, and quit hoping for an opportunity to
present itself. Heallowed himself to be dragged forward. He was sure he had ceasedcaring. Then he
heard singing. He thought at first he heard thevoices of the karae, prematurely beginning the dirges
thatwould accompany him into the Darkland; however, the karaeonly sang into the ears of the dead,
never the living, and severalof the thieves had started at the sound.

“Boesels?” someone whispered.

Boesels were supposed to be great hairy man-eating forestcreatures that lured travelers to their deaths by
pretending to behumans. Hasmal wouldn’t swear that no such creatures existed— after all, he had seen
stranger things with his own eyes— but he had never heard of one being taken in civilizedlands. And he’d
never heard of them singing.

“Hunters, I think,” someone else suggested, keepinghis voice down, too.

But the refrain of the song reached them then, and with it thesweet minor-key piping of a stick-flute.

“Khaadamu, khaadamas, merikaas cheddae
Allelola vo saddee.
Emas avesamas betorru faeddro
Komosum khaadamu zhee.”

“It’s not either,” the leader said. He grinnedlike a leopard come upon unguarded goats. “That’s Gyrus,by
’Coz, and the first goddamned bit of luck we’ve hadall day.”

Luck for the thieves — half-luck for Hasmal. The song washaunting, the singer’s voice a rich and vibrant
baritone thatached with pain and loss, but the only way Hasmal could haveregretted hearing it more
would have been had the thieves alreadyhauled him by his neck up into a tree when it started. He knew
atthe same time that he had been granted both a possible reprievefrom death and a likely sentence in hell.

When the thief had said Gyrus, he’d meantGyru-nalles: the notorious Gyru-nalles, members of an entire
racedevoted to thievery of a high and organized order; known from theends of Ibera to beyond as
traders of horses and dogs and stonesand rare metals; reputed as liars and pickpockets who claimed
tohave once been kings of all Ibera; and most importantly, whisperedin the dark of night and behind the
safety of barred doors asstealers of children and young women and handsome boys, as slaverswith no
scruples about where they acquired their human merchandiseand no quibbles about where they sold it, or



for what purpose. Menwho dealt with the Gyru-nalles — unlicensed buyers who wouldbuy unpapered,
untaxed slaves — would do so, Hasmal thought,only because they wanted their slaves disposable.
Hasmal knew worsedeaths existed than hanging, and were he sold into the ungentlecare of the Gyrus, he
thought himself likely to meet one of thosedeaths at firsthand.

Not that he had any choice in the matter. The thieves draggedhim forward again, and at a harder pace
than before, and the leaderbegan to whistle: a long, falling note, two short, sharp risingnotes, and a trill.
He repeated the call three times more as theyhurried forward, and the fourth time added a bit of what
soundedlike birdsong, though Hasmal was city bred and couldn’t beginto guess what bird that call might
have imitated. When the thieffell silent, from the trees around them Hasmal heard movement wherehe had
heard nothing before. A man stepped out from behind anenormous ficus — he was pale-skinned,
blotchily freckled, andlight-eyed. Red hair in hundreds of tight braids hung to his waist,and he wore his
mustache braided, too, and tipped with gold beads.He smiled and gold teeth flashed in the forest gloom.
He was aGyru-nalle for sure. Hasmal would have wept if he hadn’tthought doing so would make things
worse for him. None of the otherGyrus who surrounded them stepped into view, but Hasmal knew
theywere there. And that they had arrows pointed straight at hiskidneys, no doubt.

The Gyru hugged the leader of the thieves and said, “Trametakchme, baverras ama tallarra
ahaava?”

The leader laughed and clapped the Gyru on the back. “Allemu kheetorras sammes faen zeorrae
llosadee, vo emu ave.Haee tahafa khaarramas salleddro.” He tipped his chintoward Hasmal. “Tho
fegrro awomas choto?Hettu!”

Hasmal had caught a fair amount of that exchange — Gyrustraded antiquities, and he’d been hearing
them selling to hisfather since he was old enough to walk. Shombe was not a tongueHasmal ever thought
he would hear while he was the merchandisebeing discussed, but then life was like that. The Gyru had
said,roughly, “Well met, you hoary bastard, and what have youbrought to trade me?” And the thief, in
dreadful pidginShombe, had answered, “My brother, I found the most marvelousslave wandering on the
road, and no one to claim him. So what willyou give me? Come and let’s trade.”

The Gyru sauntered over and stared down at Hasmal, and hiseyebrows rose and his lips pursed. He
walked around Hasmal,studying him from all angles, came back and crouched in front ofhim, snorted
with disgust, and subjected Hasmal to the sort ofconcentrated visual inspection that would have made a
stallionblush. At last he stood and turned to the thief. Still in Shombe,he said, “Well, he isn’t bad, I
suppose. He has somemuscle to him. I can’t sell him to the dowagers, though,because he’s hung like a
gnat, and the boy-market won’tcare much for him, either, for the same reason.” The thievesgiggled and
laughter echoed from the trees where the Gyru’sallies hid. “About the best I can hope for is to sell him as
alaborer, and those don’t go for much.”

The thieves’ leader glanced over at Hasmal. “He sayshe likes you,” he said. “He says if you futter any
women,they will still be virgins afterward. He thinks owning you mightgive him a market in miracle
babies.”

Hasmal didn’t see any reason to let anyone know he knewwhat the Gyru had actually said. In Iberan, he
replied,“Lucky, then, that no one is trying to sell you. I don’timagine dickless eunuchs would be worth
anything to thatmarket.”

The head thief glared at him, though the other thieves —and a few of the Gyrus — laughed. The head
thief turned hisback on Hasmal and said, “Give me eight ros?”

The braid-haired Gyru rolled his eyes and held up two fingers.“I could see my way to give you two.”



“That eats donkey dung. I want seven anyway, for all mytrouble in getting him here.”

The Gyrus laughed again and the one who bargained shook hishead. “You want seven ros for that? 
Phtttt! I’llgive you four, but I’ll be lucky to sell him forthat.”

The thief raised his eyebrows. “Maybe miracle babiesain’t worth much right now,” he said to Hasmal in
Iberan.“He wants you cheap.” Then in Shombe to the Gyru,“I’ll take six ros . . . and you’restealing my
eyes and the food from my mouth to get him for abargain like that.”

The Gyru grinned. “I can’t steal what you don’town. You can be lucky we don’t take the lot of you and
sellyou all — I think that one is more a freeman than any of therest of you. But because I like you and
because we’ve donesome business before, I’ll buy your problem from you. For fourand a half ros. No
more.”

The thief flushed and frowned, and suddenly no one was laughing.He stood there for a moment looking
like a man who wanted to fight,but with all of the Gyru’s men still hidden in the trees, hewould have been
a fool to start anything. At last he shrugged andsaid in Shombe, “Yeah. I’ll take your four and a halfros.”
He added in Pethca, one of the backcountry dialects ofIberan, “And I hope your balls rot off, you
stinkingwhoreson.”

No flash of comprehension showed in the Gyru’s eyes. Heopened a small leather purse that hung at his
waist and with asmile counted out four silver ros and two small coppers. He droppedthe coins into the
leader’s outstretched hand, bowed slightlyto all the thieves, and, still smiling, beckoned Hasmal to
followhim. The thieves who’d dragged him into the woods let himgo.

For only an instant, Hasmal considered running. But in the treesabove him and from the thick underbrush
all around him, he heardthe soft murmurs and faint movements of the Gyru’s friends. Hefelt their stares,
and he could almost feel their arrows piercinghis body as he fled. Better to live, he thought, for tomorrow
maybring freedom — better to live a hard life than to die an easydeath. He stumbled a bit — his hands
bound behind him threwoff his balance, and his nakedness made fighting his way throughthe thorns and
scrub brush and needle-edged palmettos more of anadventure than any man deserved.

He followed, wishing that he were a stronger man, or a faster ora braver one; wishing that he might
suddenly be set free by amiracle or an act of the gods, knowing that he wouldn’t.

He had only one pleasant thought that he could hold on to. Atleast he was well away from the woman
who would have been hisdoom.

    

 

Chapter 8

 

The great square of Halles fluttered with ribbons andpennants and jangled with tambourines and
mamboors and cymbals andgongs. The thronging lower classes danced in long, snaking lines upthe broad
main avenue toward the ancient obsidian tower in whichthe Dokteerak Family — and this year the
members of theGalweigh wedding party who had already arrived in Halles —waited and watched. Kait
thought the tower was interesting; it wascertainly an artifact in that it predated the Dokteeraks and most,if
not all, of the other structures in Halles, but no one wouldmistake it as the work of the Ancients. Where
their structures,built almost entirely of white stone-of-Ancients, soared indelicate arches and pinnacles



and bore no designs on their smooth,translucent surfaces, the Halles tower had been built out of
blackmarble, with each stone dressed to fit perfectly against the restand the topmost stones carved into
fantastically hideous wingedmonsters. Time had marred them and worn some of the detail fromthem, but
the pocks and moss only accented their terrible teeth andthe mad expressions in their eyes. Who had
built the tower? Kaitlooked down at the rabble below and thought their ancestors wereunlikely
candidates.

The crawling sense of blindly seeking evil that had set Kait onedge at the party the night before had, if
anything, grownstronger. The entire city reeked of it. But her senses were dulledand the tension of
pending Shift had been sated, and she was ableto push the awareness of that evil to a dark corner of her
mind,where she could ignore it. Having eaten a huge meal before she leftthe embassy, Kait wanted
nothing more than to sleep; theinescapable weariness that always overcame her after she Shiftedheld her
in its unrelenting grasp. But she had to stay awake;further, she had to be charming when what she wanted
most was torip out the throats of the lying Dokteerak bastards who surroundedher.

The paraglese, Branard Dokteerak, short and fat, with his longhair greased and twisted into beribboned
ropes, walked over andleaned on the balcony next to Kait and didn’t attempt to hidethe fact that he was
looking down the neckline of her dress to seeher breasts. She kept her irritation hidden — after all,
herpurpose in attending the ceremony and wearing the revealing dressand associating with the lying,
double-crossing connivers was toallay suspicion and to give her Family time to come up with asuitable
revenge. Nevertheless, the paraglese was a loathsome toadand had Kait been able to do it without
causing an incident, shewould have hurt him.

“Lovely girl,” he said, smiling up at her.“You’re called Kait-ayarenne, aren’t you? Daughterof Strahan
Galweigh, if I’m not mistaken.”

Kait hoped she appeared sufficiently flattered by his attention.“I am,” she said, “though I must admit
I’msurprised that you heard my name mentioned at all. I’m far toojunior a diplomat to have been brought
to your attention by myFamily.”

“And far too exquisite a creature to have escaped myeye.” His smile stretched, making his resemblance
to a toadstartlingly exact. “I confess that it wasn’t in your roleas diplomat that I heard your name. I saw
you at my party lastnight, and thought that you looked very lovely, and I asked one ofyour people who
you were so that I might come over and make youracquaintance.” His smile vanished, and he shook his
head, eyessuddenly downcast. “Unfortunately, before I could find amutual acquaintance who could
introduce us, I was called away toattend to a dear cousin who was taken ill — ”

“Idrogar Pendat? I heard that he died last night.”

“Sadly, you heard right. His death came unexpectedly —he was a strong man, and in the prime of life,
and though he hadbeen ill, no one realized how terribly near death he was. Myphysick says he had some
weakness in his heart, and that the heatand the dampness of the air here became too much for him.”

“I grieve with you in your time of loss, and commend yourcousin’s spirit to Lodan that she may treat him
withkindness,” Kait said. That was the expected formula; shemanaged to say it as though she really
meant it, however. Shediscovered to her amazement that she was enjoying the interchange;not speaking
to the paraglese as such, because he disgusted her,but knowing the truth behind the lies that he told her
andpretending that she didn’t, and acting a part that made hersomeone other than who she was in order
to deceive him. Unlike herlifelong charade to be human, she shared this charade with everyonearound
her. All of the people atop the tower were pretending —well, with the possible exception of Tippa, but
Tippa was an idiot.Sweet, but an idiot.



For Kait, the conversation with the paraglese was a revelation.The creation of a Kait that did not exist —
the living liethat had made most of her existence a study in guilt — nowserved a purpose. Through the
years of pretense she had learned toact, and acting was part of diplomacy. And through diplomacy
shecould serve her Family and bring honor to the Galweigh name.

The paraglese smiled again, but sadly. “You are as kind asyou are beautiful. Which makes me all the
sadder that when Ireturned to my party, I discovered you had already gone.”

She nodded, and conveyed disappointment of her own. “Theregrets are mine. But I had no choice. A
few of your guests werebothering my cousin Tippa, as you have no doubt heard. I onlyattended the party
as her companion — I had no choice but totake her home.”

For one unguarded instant, she saw shock in his eyes. He hid itquickly with another oily smile. “The three
guests have beenapprehended, and are now in our care. The Gyru-nalles have plottedagainst the Families
for years; this time, however, they werecareless enough to get caught. All three of those so-called
princesare to be executed today as part of our entertainment. The insultto your cousin — my future
daughter — cannot betolerated.” He gave her a long, thoughtful look and added,“But I had no idea you
were the one who took her home. Themen, when we . . . ah, questioned them . . .they mentioned a
terrifying Galleech of a woman who frightened themaway from dear Tippa, but neither I nor anyone else
could recallsuch a woman at the party. And seeing you now, I fail to see anyresemblance to the
Galleech.”

The Galleech was one of the five Furies, goddesses who predatedIberism — she was blue-skinned and
fang-toothed, with rubyeyes that shot fire that consumed her enemies. She strode throughthe myths of
Ibera like a one-woman plague, laying waste to allthat enraged her.

Kait said, “I’d hardly compare myself to the Galleech,though I do have a bit of a temper.”

The paraglese responded with a cocked eyebrow and a half-smile.“Evidently.” He chatted only an instant
more, thenexcused himself to visit with other guests.

Bemused, Kait watched him go. When he found out she was the onewho stood down the three princes,
the musky scent of attraction hehad emanated while talking to her had vanished, replaced by a faintsweat
stink of fear. Interesting. She wondered what the men hadseen and what they had said that would create
such a response inhim.

Down in the square, the tail end of the parade came into view,and the peasants who lined both sides of
the avenue began to cheer.Easily a hundred parnissas in the purple robes that they alonecould wear on
the day after Theramisday marched forward. On theirshoulders the foremost carried a litter, and in the
litter sat awoman wrapped all in cloth of gold. The new carais of Halles, thewoman who had by oracle
and lottery named the city’s new year,waved to the cheering hordes. Kait leaned forward on
thebalustrade, interested in spite of herself. The choices of the godsin picking their caraisi never ceased to
be surprising.

This woman appeared to be tiny and ancient.

Beside Kait, someone chuckled. “Wait until you hear whatshe named the year.”

She turned to find Calmet Dokteerak, who was to be hercousin’s husband within a week, standing at her
shoulder. Hewas as clearly Baltos — with his white hair and ice-blue eyesand flat face and short, stocky
body — as Kait, tallish andslender and dark of hair, and eye, was Zaith. He didn’t yetlook like a toad,
but Kait could see signs that he would one day. Aperfect young copy of his father. Kait tried to imagine
herselfmarried to such a man to seal an alliance, and she had to swallowher revulsion. Thank all the gods



that her branch of the Familylacked the status to make such marriages an issue.

She smiled. “We’re almost Family already. Youwouldn’t keep me in suspense, would you?”

He winked at her. “I think I could be convinced to tell you. . . if you gave me a little kiss. Seeing as we
arealmost Family.”

Like father, like son. The other Kait, the dangerous Kait,stirred in her sleep, dreaming of the slaughter
and destruction ofmen who deserved it. The Kait who had won her place as a diplomat,however, smiled
broadly and said, “I would have given you akiss without the excuse. I think my cousin is a very
luckywoman.” She leaned toward him and gave him a brief butpassionate kiss on the lips.

He flushed an amazing shade of red and rewarded her with a smilethat almost made him likable. Almost,
but not quite. “The newcarais is a pig farmer,” he said, staring down at theprocession that wended its
way ever closer. “And she named theyear My Glorious, Enormously Fat Pig Abramaknar.”

Kait’s laugh was genuine. “Oh, no! A pig year.That’s embarrassing . . .” She flashed a wickedgrin at him
and said, “But we had worse once.”

He had regained his composure. “Do tell.”

“Four years ago a girl of fifteen became our carais. On theday she added her yearname to the lottery,
she’d had a fightwith her brother. Her name was so terrible our family parnissa saidall the parnissas
lobbied the oracle to see if they might discardthe name and draw out another. But of course
theycouldn’t.”

“Really. I’ve never heard of parnissas wanting tochange a name before. What was it?”

“Now we just call the year Miracle Sword, but hisfull name was My Shit-Breathed Brother Gamal’s
Penis, WhichHe Has Named Miracle Sword, and Which I Hope Turns Green and FallsOff Because
Gamal Is an Asshole.”

Calmet giggled and his ears turned red. “I can see wherethey would want to change that — yes.”

“That isn’t the worst of it. The parnissas had aterrible time deciding which god ruled over the year. They
finallyloaded him off on poor Brethwan in his dark aspect, and decided hewas to be an ill-omened year.
We were all glad when he passed, notleast of all the carais. She got tired of being linked ineveryone’s
mind with the omens and Brethwan-Dark and herbrother’s penis. Probably especially that last.”

“I should think so,” Calmet said vehemently. “Atleast with a nice fat pig, you know the omens will
begood.”

Below, the parnissas had finished their instructions to the newcarais. Now the crowd began to chant, first
softly, then louder andlouder. Kait caught what they were saying and winced. They shouted,“Bring them
out! Bring them out!” Traditionally, on theday after Naming Day, the parnissas executed criminals in
public asa symbolic sacrifice of evil, to destroy evil influences for thecoming year. The sacrifices were real
crowd-pleasers, too, as theincreasingly wild calls below demonstrated. Kait hated them, andhad almost
always found reasons to avoid them. But shewouldn’t be able to escape the spectacle this time; if
Calmethadn’t been at her elbow, she might have managed to slip awayunseen. The paraglese’s son,
however, showed no inclination tomove on to other guests.

“We have some excellent sacrifices,” Calmet said.

In the street below, first one horse-drawn cage and then anotherrolled into view. The cheering grew



louder.

“You have a lot of people in there.” Kait could makeout at least ten in the first cage; the first blocked the
second soshe couldn’t see how many it held, but she guessed it wouldcarry roughly as many as the first
— why crowd one cage andnot the other? Her stomach knotted; she’d hated the sacrificesin Calimekka,
but usually only one or two criminals were offered,and they had always done such evil things that Kait
had to admittheir deaths served justice. But twenty people . . . shedidn’t know how she could force
herself to watch twenty peopledie, no matter what evils they had committed.

“This isn’t many at all. Last year we did almost ahundred, most of them by drawing and quartering. The
people wouldbe disappointed by such meager entertainment if we didn’t havesomething really special for
them this year. You talk about goodomens . . .” He shook his head, bemused. “Ididn’t think we would
ever find anything like this again. Andafter the slaughter in the Blamauk Quarter last night. . . but you
wouldn’t have heard anything aboutthat . . .”

He didn’t finish his thought. In the square below, a dozenmounted guardsmen in the blue and gold livery
of the Dokteeraksrode out from their station at the base of the tower; their blackstallions pranced to the
blare of trumpets. The horses wore notsaddles but gleaming black harnesses that looked like they had
beendesigned for drawing the plows of the hells’ damned. To eitherside of the twin line of horsemen
marched armed pikemen in squaresfive wide and five deep. The people in the square cheeredlouder.

Kait thought about feigning a fainting spell; it wouldn’tbe that hard, and she would be able to escape the
gruesomespectacle that was about to play out in front of her. But anyaction of that sort would draw
attention to her — and thewrong sort of attention — and one thing Kait had learned earlyin her life was 
never to draw attention to herself. Shewould stand fast. She would witness the sacrifices. And she
wouldremind herself that the time she stood pretending to be a part ofthe crowd atop the tower was time
that her Family was using to planthe destruction of the traitorous Dokteeraks.

Below, a sudden gust of wind swirled down the street, blowingleaves and trash toward the tower, and
several things happened atonce. The guardsmen’s horses reared and shied. Theirunexpected movement
threw several of the pikemen to the ground,causing localized uproars. And a familiar, terrifying scent,
borneup to the top of the tower by the gust, reached Kait’snostrils. She froze.

“Who are your sacrifices?” she asked quietly, thoughshe already knew — if not by name, then by ties
that randeeper than mere blood.

Calmet grinned at her. “I can’t spoil the surprise. . . but this is going to be marvelous.”

It wasn’t going to be marvelous; it was going to be worsethan anything Kait had anticipated.

The Dokteerak guardsmen had gotten themselves in order and wereawaiting the arrival of the cages.
Conversation atop the tower haddied; the representatives of both Families aligned themselves alongthe
balustrade so that they could watch the proceedings. Theexception was Kait’s uncle Dùghall, who
appeared suddenlyat her left shoulder.

She looked at him hopefully. “We have to leave?” sheasked.

He shook his head. “I thought I would watch theentertainment with my favorite niece.” He smiled when
he saidit, but she sensed, or maybe just smelled, warning in hisdemeanor.

She forced herself to smile back. “You know yourcompanionship always brings me pleasure.” She
glanced over atCalmet and was startled to find him moving away from her. For justa moment, anyway,
she and her uncle were far enough from the otherson top of the tower to have privacy.



He turned and stared down at the crowd, to all appearances asenraptured by the unfolding spectacle as
the rest of the Familyspectators. In a voice so quiet that she could barely hear him withher own
extraordinary ears (a voice which told her more than wordsever could have how severely her secret had
been compromised) hemurmured, “I heard from the elder Dokteerak what this is tobe. And while I don’t
know what I know about you, Kait,I know what I suspect. We can’t leave for any reason;our every
move is being watched. Are you going to get throughthis?”

She followed his lead, pretending to focus on the three princesshe’d pulled Tippa away from the night
before; pikemen werebinding their arms and legs, one limb per horse, to the modifiedharnesses the
stallions wore. She said, “I’ve spent alifetime maintaining appearances. I’ll do whatever I have todo.”

The screams and pleas for mercy from the three men echoed louderin the square than the jeers and
shouts of the delighted crowd. Thehead parnissa stepped up on a dais and gave a signal, and the
crowdfell silent. “Paraglese,” he shouted, and his voicefilled the square and boomed up to the tower, “on
this firsttrue day of the year of My Glorious, Enormously Fat PigAbramaknar, I ask you what you say
to these men.”

The paraglese took a deep breath and shouted down to the crowd,“I say these things. For treason
against the Families ofIbera, conspiracy, plotting to harm Family members, and thebreaking of sacred
trusts with the gods who find favor in the ruleof the Families, I declare guilty by means of confession
theGyru-nalle men who declare themselves princes, and who are namedErstisto Ghost-in-the-Road,
Lataban Too-Long-to-Home, and MeeraklfThree-Tunes-Waiting, and sentence them to death.”

The parnissa shouted back, “Do you offer mercy orpardon?” Kait thought if there was any hope of
mercy orpardon, the men shouldn’t have already been tied to the horses. . . but the crowds, who wanted
their spectacle,didn’t seem bothered by any qualms about the fairness of theproceedings they witnessed.
Immediately they began to shout,“No mercy! No mercy!”

The paraglese raised his hands, and the crowd quieted. “Nomercy!” he shouted. The roar of approval
from the mob coveredthe order that sent all twelve horses lunging in oppositedirections.

Kait clamped her jaws so tight the muscles in her face ached;she stared with outward impassivity as all
three men toreapart.

She became aware of a hand on her wrist, and glanced at heruncle to see her own anger mirrored in his
eyes. Realizing that shewasn’t the only one who did not revel in the public sacrificeslightened a burden in
her that she didn’t even realizeshe’d been carrying. In something, at least, she was notalone.

Servants were cutting loose the pieces of the three Gyru-nalles;the guardsmen, meanwhile, had gone to
the second cage. From it theydrew a lone boy. He was no older than five or six, and he wasbeautiful,
with a sweetness and an innocence that seemed to radiatefrom him. His clothes marked him as a
merchant’s son, andsuggested that his family was well off. His cleanliness and thecare that had been
taken with his grooming suggested, further, thathe was well loved. He twisted toward the people in the
second cage,and Kait could hear his thin, terrified wail of “Maman!Papan!”

She swallowed hard, fighting back the tears that she couldalready taste. Several of the parnissas took the
boy from theguardsmen and dragged him to the center of the dais. The headparnissa drew a great
jeweled dagger from within the folds of hisrobe and shouted, “Paraglese, behold the monster!” Heslashed
the dagger down one side of the child’s face, and ared line gaped open in the blade’s wake. But not for
long. Thechild screamed, and Kait felt his terror as strongly as if it wereher own. And she felt the
response, too — the scream thatbecame a growl, the pain that set free the red-eyed, always-waitingrage,
the sense of power as blood began to sing and bones began toflow and re-form and skin and muscles



leaped to the gloriouspromise of Shift.

Then fingernails dug hard into her wrist, andDùghall’s voice in her ear murmured, “Steady,girl,” and Kait
drew back from a brink she had not even knownshe’d stood upon. Thank one and all the gods that she
hadShifted the night before, or not all the calming voices in theworld could have kept her from betraying
herself. As it was, therage surged through her, refusing to be leashed, as she stared downat the beautiful
little boy who was no longer a little boy. His ownShift had thrown him partway into the four-legged form
the Karneecurse bestowed, but only partway. His captors must have kept himhurt enough and frightened
enough that he would have spent much ofhis time in a state of Shift; by doing so, they exhausted the
fuelthat fed the fire of Shift. He was a small boy, but he would havebeen dangerous for them to handle in
a fully Karnee state.Half-Shifted, unable to go either forward or back, he merely provedto the paraglese
that he was what they said he was. A monster. Abeast.

The crowd rippled with excitement. This was better than pullingthieves apart, more thrilling than
bear-baiting; one of theirrespected neighbors had hidden a monster among them, and themonster had
been revealed, and with it the dirty secrets of afamily that had become criminal. The head parnissa
shouted up tothe paraglese, “The child is Marshalis Silkman’s son, andeach Gaerwanday for his first five
years, another child waspresented in his place to the god Abjan and the parnissas, so thathis monstrous
nature might be hidden. Paraglese, on this first trueday of the year of My Glorious, Enormously Fat
PigAbramaknar, I ask you what you say to the Silkmanfamily.”

“I say these things. For the breaking of oaths and thehiding of monsters in our midst, for the deceiving of
both gods andmen, for the endangerment of the public good, and for conspiracyagainst the Families of
Ibera and the people of Halles, I findguilty by means of physical proof the Silkman family, and
sentenceevery living member of the family, by either birth or marriage, inall generations, to death.”

It was the sentence Kait had dreaded for her own family; not herFamily, for the Galweighs as a whole
were immune to summaryjustice, but her family — father, mother, sisters, andbrothers — because no
single branch of the Family was sovaluable that it could not be cut off if doing so appeased a mob
ormaintained the power of the Family as a whole.

“Do you offer mercy or pardon?”

“The gods themselves have judged this beast and his family.There can be no mercy, and no pardon.”

The boy wept. The family begged the gods to intervene. Theguardsmen bound the boy to the horses. The
mob screamed itsdelight.

The horses leaped forward.

    

 

Chapter 9

 

Half a dozen young men leaned elegantly on pillars ordraped themselves across the white stone benches
that decorated thetavern courtyard. A single barmaid, her face flushed and her eyesworried, brought
them trays of ale in flagons and platters of friedpork strips and fried bread, but her mind obviously wasn’t
onher customers, or on the sizable tip she might reasonably hope for;every time she heard cheering in the
distance, she cringed. Whenshe had delivered the last of the refreshments Ry Sabir hadrequested, she



asked, “Will you be needing me for anythingelse?” She was a typical peasant, her mind on the
religiousfestivities she was missing.

Several of the men laughed coarse laughs, but Ry silenced themwith a wave of his hand. “No. Go. Enjoy
your festival. Give myregards to the gods,” he added as she slipped through thearches of the breezeway
and vanished.

“We could have had fun with her.” The man who spokewore two vertical scars on his cheeks like badges
of honor. Hisshirt, of the sheerest and most expensive red silk, was sotransparent it served only to
emphasize the powerful, lean lines ofthe torso beneath; his leather pants, oiled to a shine, limned therest
of him in equally sharp detail. His black slouch boots andwide-brimmed scarlet velvet hat and the careful
weaving ofcloth-of-gold ribbons through his long blond braids declared him adandy, but only a fool
would mistake him for a weak one. His namewas Yanth, and he was rich, and a member of one of the
cadetbranches of the Sabir Family, and for most of his life he had beenRy’s best friend and closest ally.

Ry shrugged. He was so tired he ached, and was still starved andtesty as he always got after a Shift. If it
hadn’t been forthe festival, he would have spent the day in bed, demanding theservants bring him food.
But the festival gave him the chance tospeak alone to his lieutenants, away from the Sabir Embassy and 
also away from any spies that might listen in a place like thepleasant outer courtyard of this small public
tavern and inn.“True. But then we wouldn’t have been alone.”

“What fun is being alone? You have something better for usthan a pretty girl?”

“I need your help.”

Ry’s five lieutenants glanced at each other withexpressions that ranged from curiosity to surprise to
caution.

“You know you have it without asking,” brown-haired,green-eyed Valard said.

“Not this time. What I want goes against the Family’sorders. You have to decide whether you’ll help me
or not;I’m not going to tell you that you owe me this, because thiscould break me with all of them, and
maybe you, too.”

Now he could tell they were really curious. He’d never goneagainst anything his Family told him to do,
and they knew it.

Yanth stopped leaning against the pillar trying to look likelife bored him, and sat on one of the stone
benches. Just sat;didn’t drape himself, didn’t worry about presenting hisbest profile to the passageway in
case some lovely young thingmight come in. He leaned forward, elbows on thighs, frowning.“I can’t
speak for them, but I’m still with you. Notbecause I owe you, even though I know I do. Because you’re
myfriend.”

Valard nodded. “Same for me. You lead, I’ll follow.Doesn’t matter where or why.”

Broad-faced, pale Trev spoke up. “I suppose I want to knowthat we aren’t talking about an overthrow
first. I can’tput my family at risk with something like that.” Trev had twoyounger sisters for whom he
would have moved the world. And whileRy knew that in all other ways he was as loyal and as devoted
aseither Valard or Yanth, he also knew that Trev would never doanything that would put his sisters into
the slightest disfavor. Hewas of a lesser family, and hoped to see them both marry well.

“Not treason,” Ry said. “But not something thatwill make you beloved in the House, if your role in it
should bediscovered.”



Karyl, Ry’s cousin and older than all the rest of them by afew years, gave Ry a thoughtful look. “If you’re
about todo something stupid, I suppose I ought to be along, if for no otherreason than to pick up the
pieces and return them to your motherwhen the worst happens. So count me in.”

Ry laughed. Leave it to Karyl to maintain the darkest possibleperspective.

He turned to Jaim, who had said nothing so far. That was typicalof Jaim — slow to commit, but even
slower to concede defeatonce he had committed. Ry felt if he could enlist Jaim’sassistance, he would
guarantee his own success. “How aboutyou?”

Jaim smiled his slow smile. “I want to know what we’regoing to do before I say yea or nay.”

Ry chuckled. So typical of Jaim. He was their voice of reason,the one who advised caution, the one who
always saw weaknesses inplans before anyone else, and who usually already knew how to finda solution
before anyone else had defined the problem. Ry wanted Jaim with him.

“I’m going to steal a girl that the Family wantskilled.”

Now the eyebrows did go up. “A girl? Whatever for? TheFamily is always throwing them at you, and
you never want tocatch,” Karyl said.

“This one is special.”

“She’d have to be. You’ve refused most of thebeauties in Calimekka.”

Yanth was grinning. “We do have to wonder what makes her sospecial.”

And that was the question Ry couldn’t honestly answer— not because he couldn’t trust these five friends
withthe truth, but because he didn’t know what the truth was. Howdid he explain to them that the
Galweigh woman he had met the nightbefore had moved into his mind, and that even though she
wasnowhere near him, he could still feel the heat of her body pressedagainst his as they ran together after
the fight; how could headmit that his thoughts were no longer his own? How could he makethem
understand that somehow he sensed where she was if he closedhis eyes and thought about her; that he
could feel her anger atthat moment at some injustice which, in ways he couldn’t quitefathom, was linked
both to her and to him? He sighed.“She’s . . . like me. And she’s Galweigh,which is why they won’t let
me have her. And it’s whythey want her dead.”

Now they were frowning at him, not so amused by the idea of hisrisking his relationship with the Family
over a woman. Yanth said,“Like you in what way? Reckless? Bullheaded?Stubborn?”

“Karnee,” Ry said.

The silence that followed that blunt reply stretched, whileRy’s lieutenants stared at each other. It kept on
stretching,as one by one they turned from each other to look at him.

“Karnee,” Yanth whispered.

The silence fell again.

Finally, Jaim sighed. “It won’t be like catching anormal girl. If we do anything wrong, she’ll destroy us.I’d
hate to stand against you with a dozen armed men; Idon’t imagine she will be much weaker. Considering
thatshe’s survived this long.” He sucked in a breath, thenblew it out. “One moment of carelessness is all it
will take. . .” He looked down at his hands. “AndI’m guessing that you mean to grab her when we take
GalweighHouse.”



Ry nodded. “I thought that in the confusion we would havethe best chance to get her out without anyone
realizing what wewere doing. I can’t steal her before then without risking theFamily’s plan to take the
House, and if I wait and try to findher after, she’s likely to be dead.”

Yanth said, “So we’re going into the House during theinvasion, just as we’d planned, but instead of
rounding up theGalweighs and taking them prisoner, we’re going to searchthrough that whole enormous
place for one woman.”

“Right.”

“One woman who knows the lay of the House, who isn’tgoing to want to come with us, and who just
happens to be one ofthe more efficient killing nightmares we’re ever likely tomeet.”

“Right.”

Yanth nodded. “I only wanted to be sure Iunderstood.”

Jaim sighed. “Well, put that way, I don’t see any waythat I can refuse. Without my planning, none of you
will live pastthe first rush. So I’m in, too.”

Everyone laughed. Laughing came easy, Ry thought, when all thedanger and all the trouble lay in the
future, when the six of themhad nothing to do but drink and eat in the pleasant shade of thepalm trees,
with the sweet scents of jasmine and roses in the air.But all five of his friends had just volunteered to die
for him, ifdying was called for, and he couldn’t allow himself to forgetthat, or to overlook how much it
meant.

“She’s staying at the Galweigh Embassy right now.They’ll move her back to Calimekka before the
wedding, ofcourse, along with all the rest of the noncombatants. Before then,we have to find out who she
is.”

Yanth groaned. “You don’t know her name?”

Jaim sighed. “And if we don’t know her name, how arewe to find her?”

“I’ll show you what she looks like.” Ry wasnervous about doing so — the showing was only a small
magic,and nondestructive, but until now, not even his best friends knewof his involvement with magic.
They knew of his Karnee curse;he’d Shifted in order to save Yanth’s life once, whenboth of them had
been younger, and reckless, and woefullyoutnumbered. The magic, though, he’d kept hidden, afraid
thatthere were some heresies so grave that not even best friends wouldforgive them.

Which only proved to him how mad he had become. He was going tobetray the one secret about himself
that he had kept hidden at allcosts, and he was going to do it to try to save the life of a womanwho had
been born his enemy. Who was still his enemy. A woman hehad every reason to hate.

Why didn’t he hate her?

He wished he knew.

He sprinkled caberra powder on the ground in a circle, and hisfriends all stared, bewildered. He
murmured his incantation, andsliced the palm of his left hand with his dagger, and dripped theblood into a
tiny circle within the circle. He called on the linkhe felt inside of himself, and summoned the only image of
her thathe had — bleeding and half-exhausted and covered with blood,still in her Karnee form. He
closed his eyes and drew the imageclose, recalling as he did her scent, the sound of her voice, andthe
incredible, impossible way her mere presence made him feel. Hedid not call last night’s image into the



circle —instead, he called on the inexplicable bond he felt between the twoof them, and focused on her
as she was at that moment.

He heard a gasp, and opened his eyes, and drank her in. Shestood in the center of the circle he’d cast,
staring atsomething in front of her while she leaned against the parapet ofthe tower in the center of Halles;
the black carved stone monsterglowering just beneath her was unmistakable. Her straight blackhair blew
like a silk pennant behind her. She wore a deep blue silkgown, elegantly cut in the Calimekkan style that
had not yet cometo backwater cities like Halles. She looked the highborn anddelicate daughter of power;
she did not look like a woman who hadkilled an alleyful of murderers and thugs the night before. In
hisfirst glimpse at her in her human form, he fell more completelyunder her spell. He knew he had to have
her, or die trying. She wasexquisite, beautiful . . . forbidden. But not soforbidden as the manner in which
he had conjured her image.

His friends — his lieutenants — seemed frozen in time;silent as ice statues, they stared at the shimmering
image, theireyes huge and shocked. Slowly, one by one, they pulled their gazesaway from the bewitching,
ephemeral, softly glowing image of thewoman and looked to him. Ry looked for their rage or for signs
ofbetrayal, but instead he saw only wonder.

“How . . . ?” Yanth whispered.

For the longest time, none of the other four said a word. ThenJaim added, “I don’t care how. Could you
teachme?”

That broke a dam, and his friends’ words rushed out. Theywanted him to do more magic; they wanted
him to show them how to dowhat he knew; they wanted to be a part of this beautiful, forbiddenworld
that he had revealed to them; and they didn’t care thatthe knowledge he had was knowledge men had
died to rediscover, orthat it had been lost for a very good reason, or that they would beexecuted in the
public square if they were ever caught. Theydidn’t intend to get caught, and in the meantime the wonder
ofit held their imaginations and promised them secrets and a worldbeyond the everyday. They wanted
that world. And they were willingto overlook any sin, any crime, were willing to promise almostanything,
to gain access to the door that would take themthere.

“We’ll help you get the woman,” Yanth said,summing up for all of them. “But promise that you’llteach us
magic in return. As a favor to your loyal friends and yourunquestioning allies, just give us that boon.”

For what they were offering to him — their lives, theirhonor — he had to offer suitable recompense. He
had thought ofland and additional titles . . . but they had the rightto request the favor they wanted most.
And he would not refusethem. He agreed.

*    *    *

“I didn’t think I was going to make it throughthat.” Kait paced from one end of the narrow library to
theother. Numb and sickened and still enraged, she fought the demoninside her that begged for a chance
— just one chance —to destroy the monsters who had ordered that nightmare slaughter ofinnocents.

All through the ceremony, Dùghall had said nothing.He’d stayed by her side and headed off anyone who
seemed towant to talk with her, though he didn’t seem to be doinganything at all; he’d kept her calm and
he’d gotten herand Tippa back to the Galweigh Embassy at the earliest possibleopportunity. When he
brought her to the library alone, though, Kaitknew he wanted to talk. “You did make it through,”Dùghall
said. “Now you have to let it go. You still havea part to play, and the Family needs you to play it
withoutstumbling. Especially . . .” He stepped into herpath and brought her to a standstill, and stared into
her eyes.“Especially since your information checked out exactly.The Dokteeraks and the Sabirs are
plotting against us, exactly asyou told me. You have certain . . . talents, should Isay? . . . Yes, talents . . .



that make youirreplaceable to your Family.”

Kait held her breath, then released it slowly. “You need toknow what I am, Uncle.”

“I’ve figured it out — at least I think I’vefigured out some of the difference in you. Sooner or later,
perhapsa few others of the Family will need to know. But you need notthink your differences make you
anything but an asset to us.You’re a gift, Kait. You’re beautiful, you’reintelligent, you’re charming, you’re
educated. . . and your special talents allow you to do thingsother people can’t.” He patted her arm. “You
were amarvelous child — never afraid of anything. You’rebecoming a magnificent young woman. But
more than that, you canbecome a weapon for the Galweighs unparalleled by anything theother Families
can bring to bear against us.”

Kait raised her eyebrows, thinking of the Sabir Karnee. IfDùghall didn’t know he existed, he didn’t
realizeexactly what the Galweighs were up against. “That’s all Iwant. It’s all I have ever wanted — to
serve my Family. Iwant to do anything I can to protect them from their enemies. Torepay them for
protecting me, and giving me the chance to take aplace among them.” She paused and looked
beseechingly atDùghall. “But maybe I don’t have the right to riskMaman and Papan by staying with the
service,” she said.“Maybe I don’t have the right to serve, because morepeople than I will pay the price if
I fail.”

“Sit.” Dùghall pointed to the high-backed carvedchair nestled into the corner beneath one of the
library’sleaded glass windows. He settled himself into its twin, and onlywhen Kait was seated said, “You
serve the Family; that isduty. You do so without endangering the lives of yourfamily; that is both
obligation and act of love. But the needs ofthe Family must come first, Kait-cha. I have lived by
thisdictum, as you must: ‘You are born to greatness, but greatnessmust be re-earned in every generation.
Your life —’”

Kait cut him off. “‘ — is an extension of thelives of my ancestors, and a bridge to the future, and as such
mylife can never be wholly my own, for my every action reapsyesterday’s fruit and sows tomorrow’s
seeds.’”She quoted Habath solemnly. “I know my duty.”

“Then no more uncertainty about whether you do right toserve. You have been chosen; you must serve.”

“My comment is that I was not chosen by those who knew thetruth about me; I question that I would
have been asked to serve ifthe truth were known.”

“And that you reached adulthood alive so that you could bechosen, what of that? I do not question too
closely the value ofmiracles — the gods guide our feet down mysterious paths; Ichose you, but I think
now that my choice was better than I hadpreviously thought, rather than worse. No matter what anyone
elsemight think. I’ll keep your secret to myself for now; Idon’t trust everyone in the Family to know a
boon when one isgiven.”

Kait laughed at that. “I don’t trust anyone inthe Family to keep me from the horses in the square, to tell
youthe truth. Except my family and you.”

“Nor should you. Remain circumspect, and I’ll makesure that you receive assignments suited to your
peculiartalents.” He leaned back and laced his fingers together.“And speaking of your talents . . . what
are they,exactly? I’ve already figured out that your hearing is betterthan mine, and I know that you can
climb sheer walls that I wouldhave thought impossible to breach without hammers and pitons. Butwhy
can you do these things?”

Kait said, “I’m Karnee.”



Dùghall looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, and letout a slow breath. “I thought that might be it. For
thatreason I warned you of the boy they executed today — I’dheard . . . rumors . . . before we left
theembassy that such a creature had run wild last night and had beenapprehended in the early hours. I
doubt the boy was the cause ofthose deaths in the alley.” He arched a thoughtful eyebrow inher direction.
“So the Family curse has not yetabated.”

“I would seem to be proof that it hasn’t.”

“To what degree are you affected? Improved hearing,improved sight, increased lust and vigor, added
strength?”

Kait’s laugh this time had no humor in it. “All ofthose benign things, and all of the foul ones as well.
I’mfully Karnee, like the child who died in the street today. I Shiftwhen I’m angry or overcome by other
emotion, or when I’vegone too long without Shifting; I’m both woman and monster inone body, and the
part of me that knows joy and pleasure withoutregret is not the woman, but the monster. When I’m
Karnee, myblood sings out for other blood, and for the hunt, and for rutting,and I’m without mercy, and
without remorse.”

“There are times, child, when both mercy and remorse arecurses, too.”

Kait frowned. “Maybe so. But the human part of me carriesthe remorse for both parts — and seems to
carry it in doublemeasure.”

Dùghall nodded and leaned back in the chair, and templedhis fingers in front of him. “‘In order to live
withourselves, we accommodate who we are with who we wish to be. If weare to know happiness in this
short life, we do it without lying toourselves, and we remember to be kind.’ Vincalis again. Ireally must
find you a copy of To Serve Honorably when weget back to the House. It and the Secret Texts will be
essential toyou. Simply essential.”

Kait said, “I’ll read both if they’ll help meserve the Family better.”

“They’ll help. Of course if you really want to servethe Family, find the Mirror of Souls for us.” He
laughed whenhe said it.

Kait didn’t get the joke. “The Mirror of Souls?What’s that?”

“A myth, I think,” Dùghall told her.“We’ve found several references to it now in the oldestbooks we
have, and of course the Secret Texts speak of it.” Hesighed. “Supposedly, it’s the greatest artifact of
theAncients. From the best translations we’ve obtained, it seemsto have been a device that called the
dead back from the grave andreturned them to the world of the living. Imagine being able tobring back to
life all of our dead relatives.” He shook hishead, bemusement clear on his face. “We could overrun
theSabirs and Dokteeraks and Masschankas and Kairns in days and takecontrol of Ibera. And that
would be the end of the wars and theslaughter and the struggle.”

“You sound like you think such a device mightexist.”

“Do I? Forgive an old man’s wistfulness. I wishsuch a device existed — if the Galweighs alone could
obtainit, of course. But in spite of the several references to it in theancient literature, I believe that, had it
ever existed, it haslong since vanished from the face of the earth. And I number myselfamong the cynics,
for I don’t believe it ever existed. Suchmagic would be . . .”

He sat forward and smiled. “Forget my musings, Kait. Howchildish of me to fill your head with the
fancies of the Ancients.You don’t need any such silliness. Concentrate on keepingTippa out of trouble,



and make sure she doesn’t suspect theDokteeraks’ treachery, or she’ll give us all away.She’s a sweet
child, but far too naive.”

“I’ll make sure she thinks everything is still fine.How long will I have to keep up the pretense?”

Dùghall’s grin was predatory. “You and I andTippa will be leaving for Calimekka by airible four days
from now,at predawn.”

“That’s the day of the wedding.”

“Yes.”

“What about everyone else?”

“Most of them will be gone by tomorrow. The last few willleave the day after.”

Kait winced. “The Dokteeraks will notice.”

Dùghall laughed. “That’s the beauty of this. Theairibles have been bringing in a steady stream of
“weddingguests” since we got word home yesterday . . . butthey aren’t truly wedding guests, of course.
They’resoldiers in wedding dress, many of them disguised as women to makeup for the few
swordswomen and female archers we have. And theembassy staff has been traveling back in the
supposedly emptyairibles, disguised as ballast. The three of us can’t leaveuntil the last minute because
Tippa and that rodent Calmet have thesunset purification ritual the night before the wedding, and I haveto
stand witness, and you’re to chaperone again. Butwe’ll have an airible waiting for us when we return to
theembassy, and veiled soldiers will attend the wedding in your stead,and my replacement shall wear a
hood.”

Kait smiled, and for the first time that day the smile feltgenuine. “Then the wedding won’t be what the
Dokteeraksare expecting.”

“Far from it. When it’s over, the Galweighs will bethe only ones celebrating.”

    

 

Chapter 10

 

His horse — well, even in the most liberal terms hecouldn’t truly call it his horse, but it was the horse he
hadstolen — stood in the makeshift paddock with the Gyrus’other beasts, contentedly munching on hay.
He recognized both theanimal’s speckled hide and the curving brand on its rightflank . . . and he thought,
too, that he recognized thevindictive gleam in its eye. Hasmal saw the animal when his guardtook him
down to the stream to wash himself; the Gyrus kept thehorses both downhill and downstream, by which
they showed moreconcern for sanitation than the designers of the city he’dlived in. He didn’t give any
sign to the guard that herecognized the beast; reticence seemed the best course of action tohim. But
inwardly, he was elated. If the Gyrus had found his horse,perhaps his belongings were somewhere in the
camp, too. Perhaps hecould find a way to recover them.

The Gyru camp covered the north slope of the low hill itoccupied, from the long crest down to the stream
that meanderedthrough the trees in the valley. Hasmal guessed more than a hundredof the Gyru wagons
sat there, though he couldn’t be sure,because the forest was thick enough that as he got a clear view



ofsome of the wagons, others disappeared, and the wagons themselves,beautifully painted with scenes of
forests and meadows, had theunnerving tendency to blend in with their surroundings. Still, hehad a rough
count, which was good enough to tell him that the Gyrusoutnumbered him by at barest minimum fifty
adults — so hecould give up any plans of overpowering guards and fleeing.

Too, he knew his strengths, and he knew his weaknesses, and heconsidered himself intelligent enough not
to mistake one for theother. Born a city boy, raised in civilization — where watercame to his home via
the aqueduct and where people cooked foodindoors in fine brick ovens, and where they washed in
public bathsinstead of a river — he did not think for an instant that hewould be able to escape through
the forest, eluding his pursuersand surviving the dangers of the wild. The wilderness was not hisstrength.

Guile and caution were, though, and with guile and caution, hewould get himself out of this mess.

His guard didn’t seem impatient with the time Hasmal wastaking with his bath. He sat on a fallen tree and
grinned, hiscrossbow steady on Hasmal’s chest. The crossbow made Hasmalnervous; nevertheless, the
guard had treated Hasmal well, made surehe got plenty of food, and let him walk around the
thornyunderbrush instead of pushing him through it. Since Hasmal stilldidn’t have any clothes, that last
consideration meant a greatdeal to him.

“Kind of you not to mind my taking the time to getclean,” Hasmal said in Iberan. He and the guard were
playingout an elaborate game, in which the guard pretended not tounderstand a word of Iberan, and he
pretended he’d never runinto Shombe. They pantomimed when they wished to communicate, andspoke
into the air in asides to the gods at other times, eachattempting to get the other to be the first to reveal
secrets.

Hasmal scrubbed with the soap the guard had given him,appreciating the lather on his skin as much as he
appreciated thefeel of running water on all those places yesterday’shorseback ordeal had left aching.
“Those bastards who grabbedme yesterday dragged me through every patch of filth and thicketthey
could find between the road and the place where they met youfolks.”

The guard kept grinning; he made no sign that he understood aword that Hasmal said.

Hasmal relaxed into the water. It wasn’t as clear asaqueduct water, and it was colder, but at the moment
it felt goodenough. “I don’t imagine you have any idea what it feelslike to be sold,” Hasmal continued.
“To be a free manrunning away from omens that spell your death, and to be capturedby thieves, and to
have them decide to hang you because youdon’t have anything to steal, and to have them decide,
whenthe rope is already around your neck, to sell you into slaveryinstead so they can make some profit
off of you.” He shook hishead, ducked completely under the surface of the water long enoughto
thoroughly wet his hair, and came up to begin lathering.“The bastards stole my clothes and left me naked,
too.Didn’t even throw me a few rags so I could cover myself. Still. . . being a naked slave is better than
being a deadfreeman.” He finished lathering, rinsed, and stood.

His guard, still grinning, threw him a towel so coarse and crudethat in the bathhouses of Halles, it would
have been used fornothing more lofty than knocking the dirt off shoes. Hasmalwasn’t sure whether he
was supposed to dry himself off with itor wrap it round his waist, and decided, since his guard
offeredneither suggestion nor pantomime, to do both. The women in the camphad gotten a few giggles
out of his nakedness when he’dparaded by them on his way down to the stream; if he could skip arepeat
of that experience on the way back, he thought he would.

“I’d give anything to get my things back and get outof here,” Hasmal said. The guard pointed up the hill.
Hasmalstarted walking. The rough forest floor hurt his feet, but he feltalmost cheerful after the bath and
with the towel to keep him frombeing completely naked. “You’d probably want me gone,too, if you



knew the sort of trouble I’m likely to become.I’m under a curse — a doom tied to some Galweigh
woman. Iwant to put as much distance as I can between the two of us, beforesomething terrible happens.
It’s sure to happen to me, but theoracle didn’t say there wouldn’t be trouble for anyonearound me.”

The guard led him back to the tent where he’d been kept. Heleft the towel — something good — and
didn’t putHasmal’s hands back into the stocks in which he’d had tosleep. Something else good. He did
still put the metal ring aroundhis neck, and he did attach it to the chain that attached to thestone ball that
rested in the center of the tent. Hasmaldidn’t fight this indignity any more than he had fought anyother. He
let happen what was going to happen, and then he settledin to wait. He was good at waiting.

The sun followed more than half its path across the sky, and thenoises in camp changed in character and
volume. Hasmal heardshouting and the stamping of horses and creak of wagons, and hewished he could
see what was going on. Finally someone came backinto the tent, but she wasn’t his guard. She was a
woman of,he guessed, middle years, though she had aged extraordinarily well.She dressed in loose
leather pants and a gaudy silk shirt, thecostume favored by Gyru women, and she wore a heavy gold
torquearound her neck and rows of gold beads in her braided hair. In heryouth she had been, he had no
doubt, a stunning beauty, and eventhough time had added lines to her face, and streaks of gray to herfiery
hair, it had not been able to erase her loveliness. All ithad done was add character — something he
always found lackingin the faces of women his own age. He smiled at her out of reflex.She was the sort
of woman who would have caught his eye in anycircumstances, and these difficult times made no
exception.

She studied him, thoughtful. He continued to wait, sensing inher presence the shifting of his fate. Finally,
she said,“You’re a strange sort of slave. You haven’t beggedfor your freedom, yet you claim to be a
freeman; you have notthreatened us with doom if we do not release you, yet you claim tobe under a
curse. You haven’t tried to reclaim your horse oryour belongings, yet Ffaunaban says you saw your
horse tetheredamong ours.”

“So Ffaunaban does speak Iberan.”

“As well as you speak Shombe, unless I miss my guess. Wetold him to find out what he could about you.
You were mostobliging. And, I might add, most unlike our usual slaves.”

Hasmal smiled but said nothing. Politeness, gratitude forkindnesses done, and a bit of information
dropped in the right earsat the right time never failed to yield action. He could only hopethat it was the
right sort of action.

The woman waited, too, as if expecting him to say more —perhaps to protest his status as slave, or to
ask if he could havehis belongings back. When he remained silent, she rewarded him witha brilliant smile
of her own and arched an eyebrow.

“Excellent,” she said. “You honor yourself withyour silence.” Then she said something that shocked him
to hiscore. “Katarre kaithe gombrey; hai alluneesh?”

They were the words of greeting used among the Falcons; wordsfrom a language mostly lost in the
destroying tempest of time, butkept alive by the brethren sworn to uphold the secrets of the pastand to
work toward the prophecies that would better all ofhumankind’s lot. His father had taught him that they
meant“The falcon offers its wings; will you fly?”

He responded as his father had taught him. “Allamenches, na gombrey ambi kaitha chamm. I accept,
and for thefalcon’s wings I offer my heart.”

“Well met, brother,” she said. She leaned over him andunlocked the ring that bound him to the stone. Her



heavy braidsbrushed against his naked shoulders, and her sweet, faintly muskyscent filled his nostrils, and
he was suddenly more grateful thanwords could express for the coarse towel still wrapped around
hiswaist. “We have things we must discuss. Please come withme.”

As quickly as that, he found himself a guest of the Gyru-nallesinstead of a slave. She led him out of the
tent, and he saw thatthe wagons were lined up, and that people were tying spare horsesto the backs of
the wagons, and that outriders already moved alongthe enormous train, shouting orders.

She showed him into a beautifully painted wagon which sheidentified as her personal residence. A driver
already sat on thehigh crossplank, reins in hand. She waved to him and shoutedsomething in Shombe,
then ushered Hasmal into her home onwheels.

He was immediately enchanted. He had never seen the inside of aGyru wagon before, and he hadn’t
imagined how delightful sucha tiny space could be. The structure formed a single room, with
astone-polished, close-planked wood floor and a painted wood ceilinghigh enough to permit him to stand
upright easily. A padded benchseat ran along one wall below a genuine glass window, and along theother
wall were a pantry, a built-in floor-to-ceiling bank ofdrawers, and between them another window and an
area for foodpreparation. The front of the cabin was given over to a deep closetwith a ladder that ran up
one side to a loft, which a thick downmattress and several cushions completely filled.

She had everything anyone really needed, he thought, and shetook it with her everywhere she went. For
a moment, he wasenvious.

Then she moved one of the cushions on the long bench seat, andlifted the hinged lid of the compartment
beneath. From the storagespace, she pulled out a pair of worn, dark green leather pants anda dove-gray
silk shirt. She tossed them to him, and he put them on,conscious that she was watching him. They didn’t
fit him toobadly, considering that Gyru men were, on average, tall and lean,and he was short and
muscular. The clothing was very fine —better than what had been stolen from him the day before.

“Whose are these?”

“Yours, now. They once belonged to a . . . friend. . . but he has since moved on.”

“Thank you, then . . .” He paused. Hedidn’t know her name. “. . . Lady.”

“Never a lady,” she said with a chuckle, “thoughalways a woman. You may call me Alarista.”

Which wasn’t her name, he knew. Gyrus never gave anyonetheir real names — they felt possession of
the real name gaveone access to the soul. He nodded. “Alarista. You may call meChobe.” That had been
his nickname as a child, and would notcause him to commit the social error of forcing his real name
onher, thus making her partly responsible for his soul whether shewanted to be or not.

When he’d dressed, she sat him down and offered him a drinkshe called kemish, which she told him was
made from theseeds and fruit of the cocova plant, and from red peppers andground dried fish, and which
tasted bitter and spicy and fishy— it was the most noxious thing he had, in fact, ever beenasked to drink.
His people made confections from ground cocova andhoney that were sweet and smooth and marvelous;
he’d neverimagined anyone would find a way to make cocova taste terrible.Still, he was a guest, and
more importantly, the guest of a fellowFalcon, and as a guest he swallowed the noxious stuff and
smiledand pretended he loved it.

When they’d finished their drinks, she finally got to whatwas on her mind.

“When you told Ffaunaban about the curse you were under, Itold him that was nonsense, and that you



were just trying to tellhim something that would frighten him into letting you escape. ButI couldn’t permit
such an assertion to go unverified.”She smiled at him.

“Of course not.” He waited without adding anythingabout the curse, because she was going somewhere
with this, andanything he added would only take away from the information shegave him.

“I did a divination. What I saw was . . .frightening.”

He kept waiting. Maybe she knew more than he did. Maybe shewould tell him what she’d found.

She sighed. “We can’t keep you with us, as much as Iwould like to; I’ve never had the opportunity to
meet a Falconfrom outside of my own people. But the doom you carry on you will,according to my
divination, swallow us in order to reach you.”She sat looking at him, her hands folded primly in her lap,
herhead held high. “We have always made a point to offersanctuary to those oppressed by the forces in
power. But the forcesthat want you . . .” She shrugged delicately.“Not even I could suggest that my
people stand between you andthe gods.”

He hoped she would say more, perhaps tell him specific detailsof the doom her divination had foretold,
and why it had fallen onhim. But she had taken his route of silence; she watched him, andnow she waited.

“Then you intend to release me? To set me free?”

“In a fashion. We’ve sent pigeons to our agent inCostan Selvira, and passage has been arranged for you
aboard aship. We’re breaking camp now — we’re going to takeyou there, give you back your
belongings, see you aboard the ship,and watch until it leaves the harbor. Once we’re certain thatwe have
sufficient distance between you and us, you may do whateveryou wish; until the time that your ship leaves
harbor, however,either a guard or I will accompany you.”

“Then I’m a prisoner.”

Her laugh was as lovely as her smile. “Well, youaren’t a slave any longer, and I’d rather you
consideredyourself my personal guest, but if you decided to try to. . . ah, escape my hospitality before
you sailed withyour ship” — she shrugged again, a movement that henoticed did interesting things to her
breasts — “mypeople would be forced to shoot you before you ran tensteps.”

“Why? Why not just return my horse and my things to me andlet me leave?”

Her laugh this time was heartier than before, and the corners ofher eyes crinkled with merriment.
“Because — and you willpardon my frankness, please — I don’t think you haveeither the sense or the
skills to get yourself as far away from mypeople as I want you to be. You apparently have neither the
abilityto ride a horse nor the woodsense to know when you’re ridinginto an ambush, and I think, for all
your intelligence and whateverskills you do possess, that you’d end up someone else’scaptive before
you’d gone a furlong.” She leaned forward,and her silk shirt gapped enchantingly over her bosom,
affordinghim a clear view of her right breast and most of the left one.

Hasmal was having a hard time feeling indignant.

“So you are going to make sure I end up a long way fromhere.”

“As far as the sea and the ship will take you.”

“I suppose I can’t complain. I’d planned to dosomething similar; as long as I leave my doom behind, I’ll
becontent.”



She hadn’t moved, and he became aware that he’d beentalking to her chest. He flushed, looked into her
eyes, andrealized that she knew exactly what he’d been looking at. . . and that she seemed amused by his
scrutiny. Hestared down at his hands, feeling like an oaf and an idiot, and tochange the subject, asked,
“What am I to do in themeantime?”

She didn’t answer him. After a moment he looked up to findan enigmatic half-smile on her lips and a
smoldering look in hereyes. Her voice dropped to a low, husky purr, and she said, “Iimagine we can
think of something.”

    

 

Chapter 11

 

Kait walked down Freshspring Street with Tippa at herside and a retinue of soldiers disguised as
servants and minorfunctionaries at her back. They were ostensibly on a mission to buyadditional silks and
glassware for Tippa’s trousseau, but infact were simply out to be seen, to convince the Dokteeraks and
theSabirs that the Galweigh Family suspected nothing and would walkinto the wedding trap when the
bells rang in the station of Somathe next day.

Tippa, poor dim child, still suspected nothing. She’d beentold that her parents and the other notable
members of the Familywould be arriving by airible that night, after the dedicationservice, and that those
who had arrived so far were simply distantrelatives from Goft and the colonies. She accepted the whole
taleas sacred writ, and tried to spend time meeting these“relatives,” much to everyone’s chagrin. So Kait
gotthe twofold job of keeping her out in the public eye and away fromthe newly arrived soldiers, who
needed the time to finish goingover strategy.

Thus this buying expedition, which had resulted in the purchaseof five bales of sapphire-blue silk, and the
order of a hundredruby-red spun-glass goblets at a price Kait couldn’t begin tobelieve, and the
acquisition of a set of silver decanters shapedlike leopard cubs that Tippa declared “precious” and
thatKait found ridiculous. Thus, also, Kait acquired a blindingheadache that came partly from trying to
push away the incessantpounding waves of evil that had grown worse instead of better sincethe night of
the Naming Day party. In part, however, she thoughtthe headache had to be from hunger; she’d had only
a lightmorning meal, and that had been at sunrise. Already the Invocationto Mosst was ringing through the
streets, and the sun, directlyoverhead, beat down on her.

The fragrant smells of meat and bread and pies and a multitudeof other delicacies filled Freshspring Street
from one end to theother; the silk houses and metal changers and craftsmen’sshops shared the narrow
street with bakeries and fish houses andmead brewers — and Kait, smelling the various offerings,thought
that if she didn’t get something to eat soon, shewould go mad.

“Wouldn’t you like a pie?” she asked Tippa, whohad already turned her nose up at python-on-a-stick,
and wholeroasted parrots beautifully braised in their own juices and stuffedwith corn and sweet yams,
and a peccary stew that had smelled likeheaven to Kait.

Now Tippa sighed that pained sigh of hers that indicated shethought herself surrounded by idiots.
“Cousin, don’t yousee? I can’t eat food from these places. I’m to be anadrata in this city, and I may
someday be paraglesa. You shouldknow that I can’t allow myself to eat street food like acommoner.”

Kait, eyeing a beautiful rolled-crust mango pie that sat on thecounter of one of those common cookeries,



was not about to be putoff yet again, and for no better reason than that eating commonfood was below
the station that her cousin wasn’t going toattain anyway. So she said, “One of the things I’velearned in the
diplomatic corps is that if you would be trulybeloved by all the people, you must find ways to make them
believeyou care about them. And what better way to begin showing that youcare than by sharing their
food without shame?”

Tippa frowned down at her feet, and Kait could see her lipsmoving. Finally she looked up. “You’re
certain thateating the street food won’t make us seem . . .base-born?”

Kait schooled her face to sincerity. “I’mpositive.”

A pause. Another sigh. Then, “Very well. We’ll alleat. I was a bit hungry.”

So they waited in line behind the workingmen and the merchantsand the salesgirls, and they bought two
of those beautiful pies,and the soldiers got themselves pastries. Then they visited anothershop, where they
ate stuffed parrots. After that, a meadery, wherethey indulged in strong red mead served in containers
made of theleaves of bassos trees, curled and sealed with wax to form hollowcones. Kait thought the
idea of disposable cups wonderfully clever— it was the first thing she’d seen in all of Halles thathad
genuinely impressed her. Finally, just before they reached thelast silk shop on the street, they stopped at
an icery.

The shopkeeper bowed graciously and asked them what they wouldhave. Ice was even rarer in Halles
than it was in Calimekka,because it had to be brought in not only from the mountains, butoverland as
well, and the prices marked on the man’s boardwere astronomical. Still, the heat of midday made
frozenconfections irresistible to both women — and Kait, in a momentof largesse, bought her cousin and
herself plus all of the mockfunctionaries and mock servants little bowls of shaved ice flavoredwith fruit
juices and honey. They stood against the buildingsavoring these treats and trying to stay out of the sun
when Kaitsuddenly became aware that she was being watched. She stiffenedslightly but managed to
avoid giving any outward sign that she knewwhat was happening — she and Tippa were supposed to be
drawingattention, of course, but this was different.

He was somewhere in the crowd. The other Karnee. The oneshe had met and wanted.

She had been at least slightly aware of him since the momentthey had parted. She could tell through stone
walls when he pacedoutside the embassy, hoping for a glimpse of her. She could feelher heart begin to
race sometimes in the middle of the night inacknowledgment of nothing more than his existence. She felt
herselfdrawn to him, as if he were a lodestone and she were iron;something beyond her reach and her
understanding made her desirehim even though she knew that her desires were a betrayal of herFamily’s
well-being. He was a hunger that she dared notconfess and dared not sate; he was both potion and
poison, and eventhe contemplation of indulging her craving felt as compelling andas unforgivable as Shift.

Now he was close to her — not within smelling distance, orperhaps just downwind — but close enough
that she could feelthis other hunger building inside of her like a madness. Animalpassion, she told herself.
Karnee lust, the weakness of yourinhuman other self. Don’t give in to beast behavior.

The lust raged unabated.

And for the thousandth time since the night of the party, shethought of Hasmal son of Hasmal, and of the
wall of peace that hecarried with him. For the thousandth time, she chafed at thepresence of the
inescapable others; she had never had time duringthe daylight hours to make good on her promise to find
him. Shesuspected her uncle’s design in that fact, and not just badluck — though Dùghall had not asked
her what else hadhappened before she arrived at the embassy and climbed the wallthat night, she thought
he suspected more went on than she’dadmitted. And he seemed determined to have her observed to



ensurethat nothing else happened without his knowledge.

Now, though, with Tippa and the soldiers with her, Kait wonderedif she might suggest a side trip to
Stonecutter Street, toHasmal’s Curiosities, on the excuse that she had heard ofsomething fabulous there
that she wanted to buy for Tippa as agift. She caught the attention of Norlis, who was the embassymaster
sergeant dressed up today as a junior undersecretary. Hecame to her side and in a low voice said, “My
thanks, lady,for the ice. It was very fine.”

She smiled. “A recognition of the . . . ah, thesuffering you have done today.” Tippa would never have
daredspeak to a master sergeant in the same tones she employed on juniorundersecretaries, and Norlis
and his men, so disguised, had foundthemselves the targets of several petty tongue-lashings.
Soldiersattached to Families held high rank and positions of great esteem,and Family members treated
them with the respect any sensibleperson gave to those who, in moments of crisis, stepped in to
saveone’s life. Mere household staff hadn’t earned suchrespect and usually didn’t get it.

Norlis flushed and shrugged. “It’s been a longmorning, and difficult, but . . . all for a goodcause.”

“I have a request. I’ve heard that wonderful giftsmight be found at a little shop on Stonecutter Street.”
Shestared off to one side and frowned, as if struggling to rememberthe name. “Had . . . Har . . .
somethingCuriosities.” She met his eyes and smiled triumphantly.“Hasmal’s Curiosities! That’s it! I’dlike
to go there before we return to the embassy, to buy somethingspecial for Tippa and her new husband.”

Norlis shook his head slowly and stared into her eyes, trying tofigure out what she really wanted. Well, of
course he knew that thewedding present story was a lie, because he knew as well as she didthat there
would be no wedding. But the expression on his face ledher to believe that he would not have been
enthused about herrequest no matter what excuse she had given. He said, “I knowmore or less where
that is . . . but I could never takeyou there. It’s a dangerous part of the city; people dressedas well as we
are go missing there in broad daylight, and the factthat we’re traveling in a group would be noprotection.”

She raised her eyebrows and silently mouthed the words, Butyou’re soldiers.

He pointed to his belt, where only a poniard hung. She realizedhe carried no sword; none of the soldiers
carried a sword. Afterall, what household servant could afford a weapon of war. . . and what could he
hope to do with one if he had it?She felt a wave of pity for the warriors dressed in thefunctionaries’
red-and-black fusses and frills — theymust feel naked without their blades and their own uniforms,
whichwere designed for ease of movement, not to show off the fine curvesof their calves and shoulders.

On Freshspring Street, a block from the embassy and in anexcellent neighborhood, the group had no real
worries. Kait andTippa carried only the smallest amount of actual cash — likethe rest of the well-born,
Tippa purchased the things she wantedwith a letter of credit. Robbery would be a futile gesture, a
facteven the poorest city inhabitants knew well. Kidnapping, though,was always lucrative, and with the
soldiers mimicking functionarieseven to the arms they carried, the group would be easy targets fora gang
looking for such opportunities, if they were to allowthemselves to get too far from home or to wander
down the wrongstreets.

But she had to find Hasmal, to discover his secret for keepingthe evil of the world from touching him.
This was her last chance;when she and Tippa returned to the embassy, they would immediatelybegin to
prepare for the dedication service. They would be underconstant supervision until the moment they
returned once again tothe embassy, which would not be until the station of Telt, when thesky was fully
dark and the Red Hunter joined the White Lady in thesky. And then she and Tippa would be hustled
onto the last airibleleaving Halles, and they would lift into the blackness, and Hasmaland his secret for
peacefulness would be lost to her forever.



She had to find him, and she could not. She knew she could orderNorlis to take her there, and he would
be duty-bound to follow herorders and to protect her with his life . . . but Familydid not recklessly
expend the lives of loyal soldiers. Kait had herduty, too, and it was to accept Norlis’s warning for her
ownsafety and to protect Tippa. Kidnappings forced the Family into aposition of weakness; look at poor
Danya, still not ransomed whilethe Sabirs dithered over sacks of gold and inches of boundarieslike
matrons over fish in a market, and the Galweighs triedeverything they could think of to get the kidnappers
to accept somesort of deal and send her home.

She looked away, toward the western wall of the city, whereHasmal went about whatever it was he did
during the day, and thenshe hung her head. She would have given almost anything she had toget his
secret; she would not, however, chance ransoming herFamily’s strength and honor.

She looked back at Norlis and said, “Then let’s go tothis last silk market for Tippa. She hasn’t managed
to buyeverything in the town yet.”

Norlis said softly, “If there is something in particularyou would like to get, I could go there once I’m off
duty andpurchase it for you.”

“No. I just wanted to look around. But thank you foroffering. You’re very kind.”

Norlis smiled and turned away, and Kait closed her eyes for justan instant, feeling the inescapable evil
that pounded at her skull,and the Sabir spy watching her and lusting after her as she lustedafter him, and
she mentally said good-bye to Hasmal and his secret,and to the possibility that she would ever find the
sort of peaceand self-control he carried with him.

She wondered briefly if he even remembered her. Then she gotback to the business at hand.

*    *    *

Hasmal, finally over the seasickness that had kept him in histiny cabin for days, sat on the aft deck of the
small Rophetianmerchantman. Out of the way of the sailors who scrambled up anddown the riggings, he
enjoyed the pleasant breeze and the clear airand wondered why the ship seemed to be sailing
steadilynortheast.

True to her word, Alarista had put him on the ship with ordersto the crew that if he tried to get off, they
were to kill him.She’d paid one-way passage for him to the Kander Colony on theother side of both the
ocean and the world. The ship was supposedto already be heading there to trade silk and glass and grain
forcaberra spice. Alarista had given him his belongings and a final,passionate kiss, and had told him she
would miss him likeshe’d never missed anyone in her life. And then she had walkedaway without even
looking back, and the ship had sailed, and he haddiscovered that he didn’t have much stomach for the
sea.

Well, maybe he would never make a sailor, but he still had asense of direction, and he knew that the ship
had been heading duesoutheast when they sailed from Costan Selvira. When he tried toask the captain or
the crew why they had changed headings —for he had lost an unknown number of days lying in his
hammock, toosick to move — they made the sign of the viper at him andquickly spit on the deck to ward
off evil. He’d finally givenup asking. He worried about the ship’s change of direction,though, and the fact
that he was the only passenger, and the factthat everyone without exception regarded him with dread. He
knewthat they had found out about his doom — no doubt one of theGyrus had let it slip — and he
wondered if he was to be dumpedinto the sea and left for the sharks and the sea monsters.

The cry of “Land!” brought him out of his reverie. Helooked to the horizon, and to the northwest made
out a low blacksmudge, like a line of clouds rising along the horizon. Hesquinted, and the line stayed a



smudge, but after a while timebrought into focus what his eyes could not. A large point laybefore them,
flat and green, with the land falling back to eitherside; the place had seemed tiny from the distance but
grew as theydrew nearer, until he wondered if he looked at a large island orthe leading edge of a
continent. Three of the soaring white towersthat marked the work of the Ancients stood above the trees;
heimagined that they were used as lighthouses. The merchantman cutsharply east and sailed some
distance off the coast, runningparallel with it. The wind hummed through the ropes and snapped thesails
as the crew lowered the largest of them and raised smallersails instead. The captain shouted his
directions, the sailorsshouted their replies, and everyone acted as if Hasmal didn’texist.

Before long, a town rose into view to Hasmal’s left;plastered houses painted vibrant shades of red and
yellow andpurple, with bougainvillea climbing the walls, sending cascadingblossoms of fuchsia and
lavender and crimson over the curved-tileroofs. Monkeys clambered over the houses and bounded into
the palmsand banyans and swung from the feathery fronds of date palms andshrieked; a flock of parrots
screamed overhead; gulls spun in lazyarcs around the merchantman’s mast and pelicans trawled in
theship’s wake. People thronged the streets, most of them dressedentirely in white, so that they seemed
to glow in the tropical sun.The merchantman heeled over suddenly and headed due north around apoint
that Hasmal hadn’t seen because the long line of coastbehind it hid it, and a mass of tiny islands off to
Hasmal’sright slid into view, while to his left he discovered a beautifulharbor, in which berthed easily fifty
sailing ships of everyimaginable description, their bare masts rising like a denudedforest. Among them,
cockboats and rowboats and lean outriggers andcatamarans slipped from ships to shore and back,
ferryingpassengers and cargo.

The merchantman’s crew furled her sails and dropped heranchor, and the tempo and mood of the ship
changed; it becameslower and darker, and somehow ominous. In that lively, lovelyplace, Hasmal thought
fear should be an obscenity, but he wasafraid.

The captain came back to him and said, “Get your things.You leave us here.”

The look in the man’s eyes didn’t encourage questions,and Hasmal didn’t ask any. He ran below,
grabbed the singlebag that held his artifacts, his clothes, and his few otherbelongings, and scurried back
up the ladder, in time to see four ofthe crewmen hoisting the ship’s longboat over the side. Thecaptain
was waiting for him. He said, “Go with them, anddon’t give them any trouble. You’re lucky I
didn’tdrown you the first night out; the only reason I didn’t wasbecause that band of Gyrus did me a
favor once, and they asked thatyou be treated well. But favor or no favor, your trip with me endshere. I’ll
rot in Tonn’s hell before I’ll drag youand your curse clear across the Bregian Ocean and chance
thesinking of my ship.”

Hasmal didn’t have any money, any place to stay, or evenany clear idea of where he was; he thought
perhaps he might be inthe Fire Islands, or perhaps up along the Lost Souls Coast. But hedidn’t protest.
As much as he would have been happy to findhimself in Kander Colony (which along with being clear
across theworld had the advantage of being settled by Sabirs — surepromise that his trouble wouldn’t
follow him), he would gethimself to land wherever he was and take stock of the twinblessings of being
alive and of being farther from the Galweighwoman than he’d been before.

He got into the longboat, rode in silence across the water tothe shore, and at a sign from one of the crew,
jumped into thewater when it was knee-deep and waded to land. The four men in thelongboat
immediately began rowing back to the ship, and by the timehe’d found a comfortable observation spot on
a stone pier, themerchantman’s sails were already flying again, and it washeaded back out to sea.

He sat watching it until it disappeared around the point again;his sense of loss seemed stupid to him, but
he couldn’t denythe feeling. That ship had been a tie to his old life and his oldself, however tenuous, and
when it sailed away, it left himwondering who he would become, and what he would be.



At last, though, he stood; his leather pants were still damp,and he needed to find fresh water so that he
could clean the saltout of them before they dried and cracked. He needed to makearrangements for a
place to stay, and for some way to earn money.He needed to find a place to eat, too; his stomach, freed
of therolling of the sea, began to announce to him that food had beenscarce of late and would be
appreciated.

And he needed to find out where he had come to ground. That lastwould be the easiest problem to
remedy, if he could find someonewho spoke Iberan and if he was careful how he asked the question.He
didn’t want to start out his new life the way he’dfinished his old one, as a man commonly known to be
under a curse.He thought for a while about innocuous reasons why he might havebeen put ashore with no
money and with no idea of his location— it took him a while, but at last he concocted a story thathe
thought would serve.

Then he located a Rophetian sailor standing by the pier, botharms around a white-dressed girl, and went
up to the man.

“My comrades threw me off my ship,” he said. “Ithought I had sure luck with the bones, and at the last
throw thegoddess deserted me, and I ended up owing more than I had. . .” He sighed and grinned. “And
I’vebeen drunk the last five days, and I don’t know where Iam.”

The sailor laughed, white teeth flashing behind the thick blackbeard. “The bones and the mead have
landed more than one manon strange soil,” he said, “but if you’re an ass, atleast you’re a lucky ass.
You’re a stone’s throwfrom civilization. This here’s Maracada, on Goft.”

“My thanks,” Hasmal said. He managed a smile that hedidn’t feel, and walked away without stumbling,
and looked fora place where he could hide. He fancied he could hear the godslaughing at him; Goft was
a big island — perhaps thirtyleagues in length — but it wasn’t big enough. A narrowstrait separated the
island from the mainland, and on the otherside of that strait lay Ibera, and no more than twenty leagues
fromthere lay Calimekka. The home of the Galweigh Family.

He was closer to disaster than he’d been in Halles. Heneeded to find another ship, and he needed to get
himself to sea,and he needed to do it fast.

    

 

Chapter 12

 

Darkness, the hard cold blackness of the station of Huld,when the presence of light and warmth seems
like a dream that willnever come to pass. Kait stood beside Tippa in the courtyard,watching Dùghall
pace. Tippa kept sobbing, “How can I nothave a wedding? I’m to get married today!” and neitherKait
nor Dùghall had the patience to explain anymore that shewas to have been murdered at her wedding
along with the rest of theFamily. The last airible should have already arrived, should havecome during
Telt, and had not. Something was wrong, and the threeof them were going to be trapped in an enemy city
in the midst ofwar. Kait kept very still, watching the sky, listening for theairible’s engines, for the soft
thudding of the pistons andthe beating of the rotors against the night air, but the beastinside of her already
tasted panic and wanted to flee. To run, togo to ground, to hide.

The Galweigh soldiers responsible for catching theairible’s tethers held their pose, torches lit, waiting
alongthe line of fire that marked the embassy landing field. They wouldcatch the tethers and pull the



airible down to anchor; at least,they would if it ever arrived . . .

Kait fingered the hilt of the longsword at her hip and tried tokeep the monster inside of her still; tried to
figure out what shecould do to keep Tippa and Dùghall safe; tried to think not ofbecoming the Karnee
creature, but of staying human and helping herFamily as a human. But the walls of the invisible cage
constricted,and her heart raced and her senses grew sharp with incipient Shift— and it was only then that
she heard the steady, metallic thupp, thupp, thupp of the airible over the normal noises ofthe night.

“It’s coming,” she said, and a murmur ran throughthe line of soldiers; they heard nothing, and said as
much.

Dùghall turned and stopped pacing and looked at her.“You’re sure?”

“I hear it.”

“Good.” He nodded. Waited a moment, and another, whileto Kait’s ears the noise of the engine became
impossible tooverlook. But only when still another moment had passed, and thesound she heard began to
drown out the background sounds of Halleswith its predawn racket of peddlers and tradesmen rattling
throughthe streets, did the first of the soldiers stare at her and say,“By the gods, I hear it, too.”

Karnee ears. They were their own betrayal. She told herself tobe more careful about her timing in
admitting what she heard. Atanother time, in another place, perhaps revealing her acute hearingmight be
her death.

The noise of the airible grew louder, then yet louder, andsuddenly Kait could make it out against the sky,
its shape a darkerblackness that blotted out the stars. This time she said nothing,uncertain if human eyes
would be able to mark the form so soon, andnot wanting to seem a woman of too many miracles in one
night.

A moment passed, and one of the soldiers said, “There!Against the Shepherds.” He pointed north by
east, to aconstellation high in the night sky. The airible moved across thosestars, blotting them out, and
the rest of the soldiers nodded andbent to the groundlamps that would mark the readiness of thelanding
field. They put their torches to the lamps and, as theflames in the green glass lanterns flickered one by one
to life,doused the open flames of the torches in the buckets that layalongside. The airibles no longer used
gaimthe, the burning gas, tofill their large balloons, but the fuel the engines used wasflammable and
dangerous, and the practice of never permitting openflame around an airible remained.

The field, lit only by the row of green lanterns, looked eerie.The grass of the field seemed leached of
color, and the people init looked like week-old corpses. A chill crawled down Kait’sspine; the
ghastliness of the scene seemed an omen to her, asportentous as the pulsing, unending waves of evil that
rolled overHalles, or the inescapable certainty that the Sabir Karnee wantedher and was coming for her.
She pushed it out of her mind; theairible dropped with surprising speed, and ropes snaked down out
ofthe sky. The soldiers caught them with practiced hands and loopedthem around huge wooden pulleys
anchored deep into the ground, andbegan winding in the rope, straining against the huge cranks.

Within moments the airible hung just above the ground, tuggingat its moorings. In the green light, the red
and the black of theGalweigh crest blended on the garishly green-smeared silk of theairible balloon,
rendering the whole an illegible blob. Men andwomen dropped out of both hatches in the long, enclosed
basket,landing on the ground below with the soft clanks of muffled armor.The pilot appeared in the front
hatch last of all and said,“Quickly, quickly, we must go. From the air I can already seethe leading edge of
dawn in the east.”

The soldiers hoisted Tippa into the hatch, and thenDùghall; Kait refrained from jumping and allowed



herself to beunceremoniously shoved upward. She was grateful that she woresensible traveling clothes —
sturdy boots and heavy leatherpants and a cotton blouse with a wool tunic — instead of thedelicate silk
dress that Tippa had insisted on wearing. Entry intoan airible was never a graceful thing, and even less so
when insuch a hurry. While she still lay on the basket floor, Kait heardthe whine of the rope paying out,
and felt her weight press hertight to the floor; they were rising fast, shooting upward soquickly that her
eardrums felt as if they would burst.

Dùghall said, “Why were you so late?”

Kait sat up. The pilot, a Rophetian named Aouel, didn’tturn from his stopcocks and his rudder wheel.
His back to all ofthem, he said, “We had a foul crosswind in the midsky thatblew us south of course
before I could rise out of it, and when Idid, I found myself in a headwind that I fought all the way in. Ifyou
want the good news with the bad, though, we’ll have thesame east-running wind all the way back, and
this time it willspeed us on our journey.”

“I thought you weren’t coming,” Dùghallsaid.

Aouel glanced quickly at Kait, and as quickly made the look takein the three of them. “I would have
flown through Tonn’shell itself to get to you,” he said.

Which Kait suspected to be true; Aouel was a longtime friend ofhers, since the day when she had
wandered onto the airible field onthe House grounds in Calimekka at the age of thirteen, and he
hadshown her the miracles of airible flight for the first time. Insecret, in the following years, he had taught
her to fly thesmaller of the airships — those, like this one, that could behandled by one person. The two
of them had discussed her dreams andhis, and had remained in each other’s confidence even whenKait
had been sworn into the diplomatic service and her time hadceased to be her own. The Family would
have been horrified; a girlof Galweigh breeding and future high position learning the trade ofa sailor, even
a sailor of the air? A woman who would one daynegotiate the fate of the Family the confidante of a
Rophetiancommoner? Unthinkable.

As Kait was wont to do, she had cherished the friendship andguarded it as she guarded her own dark
secrets and, giving a nod toRophetian theology, had decided the Family could go to Tonn’shell if they
couldn’t understand what Aouel meant to her.

The airible rose higher and the first flat gray light of dawnthat edged the horizon to the east suddenly
illuminated the insideof the cabin. No sight of the sun yet, but it wouldn’t belong. Kait shivered at the
narrowness of the margin of theirescape; below, in the darkness that still blanketed Halles, eyeswatched
the sky, waiting for the first beam from the sun to fallacross the top arch of the stone tower in the city
square. Thatlight would herald the arrival of the station of Soma, and startthe ringing of the single alto bell
that would mark the greeting ofthe new day and launch the “wedding” processions fromDokteerak
House and the Galweigh Embassy into the streets. Andwould culminate in the destruction of the
Dokteerak Family, andperhaps a large part of the Sabir Family as well.

For an instant, staring into that pale light, Kait saw areflection of the lean, hungry face of the Sabir
Karnee, and for aninstant she felt his touch. And in that instant, her traitorousheart hoped that he would
escape destruction.

*    *    *

The first beam of sunlight struck the top arch of the blackTower of Time through cloudless skies, and at
once the bell ringerfilled the air with the single, repeated tolling of the station ofSoma. First station of
morning, the First Friend of the NewDay.



As if the gates of the Galweigh Embassy were linked to the bell,they swung open at the first note, and ten
trumpeters and tendrummers stepped into the street. They were gorgeously dressed inthe Galweigh red
and black, their faces covered from forehead tonose with fringes of gold beads, their instruments poised
at theready. Behind them came ten handbell players, and behind them, tenwood-flautists, and behind
them, fifty dancers.

The bell of Soma rang seven times, and the last note hung in theair, and the musicians waited — still,
poised — until thefinal shivering whispers died away into the morning hush. Then, ata spoken signal from
someone still in the compound, they launchedinto the Wedding Dance. The dancers leaped in the
street,catapulted themselves into the air, and launched into great,rattling flips and clattering spins. The
heavy fringes of beadsrattled like another phalanx of drummers on their metal costumes.The dancers
carried curved swords that they swung at eachother’s legs with blinding speed and jumped over as they
movedforward; they shouted the names of the god of the week, who wasDuria, the spinner, and the god
of the day, Bronir, who was the godof joy — and they never missed their footing. Graceful,glorious —
they presented a grand and noisy spectacle.

The sides of the streets all the way from the embassy to theDokteerak House were already lined with
workingmen and womendressed in their finest clothing, out to see and be seen. Theparaglese of the
Dokteeraks and the city’s parnissas hadalready jointly declared Durial Bronirsday a holiday, and
thecommon people of Halles were determined not to miss an instant ofthe grand wedding parade that had
come to amuse them; freeentertainment came hard in the city, and not often.

Behind the acrobatic sword dancers came the jugglers; oddly, allof them juggled flashing swords, three at
a time. The folk wholined the streets murmured to each other that the trick wasn’tso much — everyone
knew jugglers never used sharpened swords.But everyone agreed that the way light caught the edges of
thefalse weapons made them look sharp.

The concubines followed the jugglers. They flirted with thecrowd as they swayed forward, waggling their
hips, jutting theirbreasts, seeming a bit uncomfortable in the unaccustomed coveringof their wedding
finery.

The people of Halles had hoped for trained tigers next, orperhaps for some of the weird beasts that
inhabited the Scarredlands, but none were forthcoming. Instead, sixteen powerful litterbearers in full
dress uniform brought out the first litter, inwhich sat a handsome man and a rather sturdy-looking woman,
bothoddly dressed in heavy cloaks, with the customary beaded fringescovering their faces from forehead
to upper lip. Behind this firstlitter came a seemingly endless succession of others, each littergaudier than
the last, each couple swathed and veiled in more orless the same manner. Crimson and black, a
sanguinary Galweighriver studded with flashes of gold poured forth from the embassy,and in that
outpouring the breathtaking gleam of gemstones seemedas common as mere stones in the bottom of an
ordinary river.Glittering faceted rubies and cabochon onyx on everything; studdingthe litters, the litter
bearers, the bride’s family. A few ofthe more knowledgeable marked the unending flow of gemstones
asalmost surely glass, but even they had to admit the glitter madefor a gorgeous spectacle.

A choir of male singers accompanied the last litters, those ofthe ambassadors, the Galweigh paraglese,
and finally the bride.They sang the standard selection of wedding songs, dedicating themarriage to
Maraxis, the god of sperm, seed, and fertility, inwhose month the wedding took place, and dedicating the
bride toDrastu, the goddess of womb, eggs, and fertility.

As was customary, the bride was completely veiled; the youngermarried women in the crowd tried to
make out the lines of her facebeneath the swaths of red silk and the gold-beaded fringe (forseeing the
eyes of a bride before her wedding was supposed to be anomen of fertility in the coming year) but had to
content themselveswith responding to the generous waving of her jewel-studded hands.Those gems,



everyone agreed, were real. The Hallesitespassed rumors back and forth about the bride. She was
beautiful andkind, she had taken a meal in the street, eating common food, shehad been generous with
gifts and money to those she’dencountered in the streets. She had good wide hips, excellent forbearing
babies. Breasts big enough that those babies would haveplenty of suckle. She wasn’t clever or witty and
hadn’tseemed terribly ambitious — always a plus in a woman who wouldbe the bride of a second son.

Altogether a fine young woman — that was the commonconsensus. Perhaps too good a girl for their
paraglese’ssecond son, who had the reputation throughout the city for beingspoiled, and something of a
shit.

Another batch of sword jugglers and musicians followed thebride’s litter, but they weren’t any great
surprise. Aswedding parades went, the people decided, this one hadn’t beenbad. A few tigers, less
clothing and more cleavage on theconcubines, and perhaps a couple of fire-eating midgets and itwould
have been perfect.

*    *    *

In the White Hall of the Sabir House in Calimekka, brilliantmorning sunlight slanted in through colored
glass windows, throwingharlequin patterns of tinted light across the carved white marblefloor so that it
looked like a field of jonquillas and rubyheartsand bluebells bursting out from beneath a sudden snow.
The delicatevaulted arches of a vast stone canopy soared over the circularstone room, and the ceiling
curved with them, echoing back everysoft sound born within the room’s confines. In this
beautifulsanctuary, the Sabir Wolves walked the final arabesques of theirpower-building spell, joined by
arrivals just in from Halles —Imogene and Lucien Sabir, the head Wolf and his consort. The
Wolvesmurmured in unison, their voices joined by the ghost-whispers oftheir distant colleagues who
moved — insubstantial and onlyhalf visible — along the path with them . . . andperhaps joined by other,
stranger spirits as well.

The scent of honeysuckle suddenly filled the room from nowhere,and as it did, all whispering and treading
of the path and steadychanting ceased at once, as abruptly and as completely as candlessnuffed out by a
sudden draft. On the path, the Wolves in thechamber and the ghostly images of Wolves that walked with
them fromHalles and Costan Selvira and Waypoint halted as one, feet solidlyplanted on the worn stone
lines, heads turned toward the centralpillar — which was not carved stone, as the pillar in Halleshad
been, but solid gold. The air, tinged with spicy curls ofcaberra incense and with the thickening sweetness
of thehoneysuckle, and with malevolence, shimmered expectantly. A voicespoke clearly into the mind of
each Wolf: “The time has come— let the sacrifice begin.”

Something pattered softly across the room, unseen but felt bythe Wolves nearest it as pressure in the
chest, as icy air thatstirred not one hair on a single head when it moved by; and allbreathed in the cloying
honeysuckle reek that thickened, taintedsuddenly with the underlying stench of something long dead
androtting.

Silence. A sense that more than the Wolves within the roomwaited — that other, older eyes watched,
that other earslistened. The walls of the sanctuary sighed, then murmured on theirown; words in a
long-forgotten tongue that might have been full ofmeaning or might have been the babble of some
long-deadmadness.

Further silence.

A moment passed, and another, and then a third. Then thefaintest of drumbeats rippled through the air.
One, then another,then a third, ghostly, drummed by something that was not and hadnever been human,
pulsing through the air, increasing in speed andstrength as they increased in volume. The sound was the



starting ofsome monstrous heart that gathered resolution and power as it movednearer the source of its
lifeblood: the White Hall and the centerof the Sabir magic. That beat moved nearer, and still
nearer,became louder and more forceful. Quickening as it moved nearer.Nearer.

The Wolves stared straight at the pillar, eyes never waveringtoward the room’s single arched doorway,
through which theroar of that hellish heartbeat now ripped and raced like the pulseof a stag pursued by
wolves.

A girl appeared, hanging in the air, floating in the embrace ofnothingness. Her long black hair had been
braided with elaborateattention to detail and woven full of flowers, so that, as shefloated through the
patterned sunlight, she seemed for an instantto be another flower in that stained-glass garden, an
ephemeralcreation of light and shadow.

She should have been beautiful; her delicate cheekbones, finelips, straight nose, and large, slanting eyes
were perfectlyshaped. Her hands, resting folded in her lap, were works of art.Beneath the gauzy
whiteness of her gown, her small, perfect breastscurved away to a slender rib cage and a tiny waist.

She should have been beautiful. Surely, she had once beenbeautiful.

But the deadness of her expression, the unnatural pallor of herskin, and the faint tint of bruises imperfectly
covered by powdersand creams, and revealed by the sharpness of the morning light,gave her the ghastly
appearance of a corpse animated by somethingother than life.

Three pairs of eyes glanced away from the pillar long enough tostudy the girl — to be sure that the signs
of days and nightsof torture and rape and degradation were sufficiently hidden by themakeup and fine
clothes to ward off censure or punishment. Crispin,Anwyn, and Andrew then looked to each other from
their places onthe path, all of them disturbed that Danya didn’t look asconvincingly pristine as she had
when they’d prepared her intheir quarters. Crispin gave the faintest of nods, though —affirmation that if
her appearance caused a commotion, he would bethe one to deal with it. With no other sign, the three of
themreturned their gazes to the pillar.

The girl floated in the cloud of frigid, honeysuckled air to thecenter of the room, where invisible hands
lowered her to the groundand held her against the golden column with an unbreakable grip.She shivered
with each beat of the phantom drum, but otherwise gaveno sign of life.

The drumming died into silence and the room sighed again, thewalls breathing softly, whispering
unintelligible things. TheWolves beneath did not permit themselves to be distracted by themurmurs; they
immediately set to the task of casting the spell intowhich all the preparation had gone. Years of research,
more yearsto cull the proper spell from Ancient texts and reform it from theold tongues of wizards into
the rich, rolling Iberan language,months of power-building, hundreds of lesser sacrifices, thekidnapping of
a young and powerful enemy Wolf, a delicatediversionary plot and the commitment of all the Sabir
Familyresources, in both material and manpower — all moved at lastto this single time, this single place,
this single irrevocableirretrievable opportunity to annihilate the Family’shereditary enemies, the
Galweighs, from Calimekka. No falteringnow, no going back, no second thoughts. The dead were
inattendance; the living must act.

In unison the Wolves began the chant.

    

 

Chapter 13



 

“Something’s wrong,” Kait said.

Dùghall looked up from patting the sobbing Tippa.“Wrong in what way?”

The feeling of all-pervasive evil had, in the last few moments,grown unendurable. Kait felt it as nausea
and joint pain and apounding headache behind her eyeballs, and as the crawling ofthousands of invisible
spiders up and down her spine.“I’ve felt something evil in Halles since the night ofthe Naming Day party,”
she told him, “but now I feelalmost as if it were going to . . .” She frowned.“As if it were going to burst.”

Dùghall turned to Tippa. “Lie down, child, and breatheas slowly as you can. You’ll feel better soon.” He
waiteduntil she curled up on the velvet-upholstered bench, then came overand sat next to Kait. “You’ve
felt the presence of evil. And you feel it now.” He frowned, but to Kait healso had the scent of
excitement about him.

“Yes.”

“How do you feel it?”

“I don’t know how. I just do.”

“That isn’t what I meant to ask. Describe thesensations by which this evil tells you of its existence.”

Kait nodded, understanding. “First as pressure against myskin. And tingling along the back of my neck.
A sort of. . . of greasiness, I suppose, that seemed tomove around and through me. Now . . . I feel as if
myeyes are about to explode from my head, and I want to vomit, and Ihurt everywhere.”

Dùghall’s eyes were wide. “Yes. Yes. And thesensation of greasiness?”

“I still feel that, but everything else is so much strongerthat it doesn’t bother me as much.”

“Yes. Precisely. Tell me . . . have you haddreams recently?”

“Nightmares. Every night. Monsters chasing me, and deatheverywhere — I haven’t had a good sleep
since we got toHalles.”

“Just so.” Dùghall had begun to grin. The scentof excitement around him intensified. “I’m going to
dosomething. Tell me what you feel.”

Kait waited. Dùghall sat with his hands clasped on hisknees, eyes squeezed tightly closed . . . and
didnothing. And then, suddenly, Kait’s headache was gone, and thenausea and the pain with it. She felt
wonderful — as wonderfulas she had the moment she ran into Hasmal. Perhaps even better,since her
discomfort and anxiety had been so much worse to beginwith.

“It’s all gone,” she said. “All the evil,all the pain.”

“Marvelous,” Dùghall murmured, so low that onlyshe could hear him. “This is simply
marvelous,Kait-cha.”

“Why?” She kept her own voice pitched nearly as lowand soft as his.

“What you sense is magic being worked. I must assume thatno one taught you to do this . . . ?”

“No. Of course not.” Bewildered, Kait stared at heruncle. Magic? She sensed magic being worked? But



no one didmagic — its practice had been forbidden ever since humans hadclimbed out of the rubble left
by the Wizards’ War and setabout rebuilding the world. “Why would you say I feltmagic?”

He took her hand and held it between his own. “Don’tthink that because it is forbidden, magic isn’t
practiced. Oreven that it is solely the tool of evil. If you can sense it, girl,you have the potential to use it.
And you could do good things withit — magic was once one of the paths to enlightenment.”He sighed.
“Even being able to tell when you are around magic,though, will be invaluable to you as a diplomat in
theFamily’s service. We always need to know when our enemies andallies have capabilities that we
don’t.”

Kait considered that for a while. Magic was heresy of the worstsort; doing magic was worse even than
being Karnee. If she couldsense magic, did that mean she was doing magic? Was she guilty ofthis further
heresy in spite of having never sought it out?

She probably was. It didn’t matter. She could only dieonce, and the automatic death sentence she
carried just by beingKarnee couldn’t be made any worse if she added a cartload ofother sins.

Dùghall seemed able to follow the tenor of her thoughts,for he said, “You think about it and discover that
thingscan’t get any worse for you, don’t you?”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

“Well, now I’ll tell you how they can get better. Youmust let me teach you how to tap your talents with
magic. Once youknow how to use the forces all around you, you’ll be able toavoid the pain you feel
when you are close to those who are workingdarsharen, which is the magic of Wolves, and the sort
ofmagic that is making you feel sick. And with farhullen,which is the magic of Falcons and a force for
good, you will beable to overcome — and even prevent — some evils. Yourability to serve the Family
will increase beyond yourimagining.” As he told her this, his face lit up as if he werea boy receiving a
great gift, and he radiated scents of pleasureand excitement.

Kait remained cautious, though his enthusiasm allayed most ofher misgivings. Everything Dùghall had ever
done with Kait hadmade her life better. She trusted him. So she asked, “If thisis so — if magic can be
used for good and not just for evil— why is it forbidden?”

Dùghall made a disgusted face. “Because the parnissaswould rather forbid what they don’t understand
than learn howit might be of value if it were permitted. This is, I think, acharacteristic common to those
who seek public power. Willfulignorance and endless laws become the replacement forself-education
and self-restraint, because ignorance and laws areeasy.”

Kait despised the parnissas. If ever they discovered what shewas, they would demand her death that
same instant. Her parents hadrisked their own lives for five years substituting another childfor her in the
inspections on the Day of Infants. Yet she had donenothing to deserve death; and she could not forgive
the parnissasfor enforcing the laws that demanded it. “Teach me,” shesaid. “I’m quick, and I work hard.
You’ll find me aneager student.”

“We’ll start tomorrow.” He smiled, then lookedover at Tippa. She was sitting again, and sobbing twice
as loudlyas she had been before, and now she was rocking back and forth,too. His smile tightened and
Kait could see strain in his eyes.“Meanwhile, I can see that your cousin feels she’s notgetting the attention
she deserves. Excuse me while I tend to her. . . or else I suspect she’ll resort to tearing herhair and
clothes and wailing like a war mourner.”

He moved to her cousin’s side and left Kait to contemplatemagic and what it meant to her, and to her
world.



*    *    *

“Sacred is the binding of two lives, sacred the bondbetween two families, sacred the promises made this
day.” Theparnissa who presided over the wedding shifted on her dais, and themorning sunlight caught her
hair and spun a silver nimbus aroundher head. She smiled down at the veiled bride and bridegroom
whostood before her on the rise at the north end of the basin. Shesmiled at the representatives of the two
Families, the ranks ofblue and gold filling the stone risers on the west side of theamphitheater, and the
wall of red and black that rose to the eastside. She even deigned to smile briefly at the troops
ofentertainers who crowded all the way around the rim of theamphitheater, though most parnissas would
have not noticed them;the gods had nothing to say to their sort on these occasions.

Norlis, the embassy master sergeant, was playing the part ofMacklin Galweigh, father of the bride. He
watched the swordswomanplaying the bride slide her right hand slowly into the deep foldsof her skirt. He
forced himself not to stiffen and he kept hisbreathing easy in spite of himself, and in spite of knowing
thatthe same anticipation ran through the veins of every other man andwoman in the Galweigh troops.
Almost . . . almost. . .

Jerren Draclas Galweigh, commander of the troops, shifted on thehard stone riser. He sat just to the left
of Norlis; he was,because he was slender and shorter than average, dressed as aFamily woman. Norlis
heard his breathing quicken.

Almost . . . almost . . .

And above, the extra ranks of swordsmen and archers, in theirdisguises as jugglers and concubines,
made ready without beingobvious about it.

The parnissa raised her arms over her head, her hands formingthe symbols of the sun and the earth. “As
the sun feedsMatrin, so the man feeds the woman. As Matrin gives life to theuniverse, so the woman
gives life to the man. You are equal, andfrom this day forth you shall stand together, paired, two made
oneand stronger than any three.”

The battle hunger pounded in Norlis’s veins, tinged withthe sharpness of fear. Inescapable, the fear —
that deathcould be such a familiar face and still be such a stranger, that itwaited for him and for the rest
who sat in the sacred basin —and yet he lived for moments such as these, when he became morealive
than he ever was elsewise. He waited, watching the lemonlizards skittering through the grass below him,
their bright yellowbodies gleaming in the shortening rays of the tropical sun. . . gleaming as bright and
metallic as the tinyglimpses of armor reflected back at him from the Dokteerak side ofthe amphitheater.
He smiled at that. Tradition gave thebride’s family the eastern side of the basin, and traditionthis time
meant that the enemy would have the sun in their eyes atcommencement of the battle, and that their stray
movements nowrevealed their treachery, at the same time that the long shadows onthe east side of the
basin hid the Galweigh readiness to attack ordefend. Norlis smelled the sweat of the men and women all
aroundhim who roasted as he did in battle armor disguised beneath weddingdress. He listened to the
drone of the parnissa, and the murmurs ofthe audience, and he felt the sun on the back of his neck
sendtrickling beads of sweat down his own spine, beneath the scale mailand the padding and his sodden
clothes, to where he couldn’tget at it. So good to be alive and so dear, when all thosesensations could be
snatched away from him in an instant.

“And do you, Tippa Delista Anja na Kita Galweigh, acceptwith honor this man, and pledge your faith, in
the sight of thegods who bless all true unions?”

“My honor on his good faith, now and always,” theimpostor said.

Almost . . . almost . . .



“And do you, Calmet E’kheer na Boulouk Dokteerak,accept with honor this woman, and pledge your
faith, in the sightof the gods who bless all true unions?”

If the Dokteeraks were to go through with their treachery, theyhad to act or be forsworn before the
gods.

And Calmet Dokteerak, who was ready to break his troth tohumankind, evidently didn’t extend his
treachery todouble-crossing the gods. He ripped off his groom veil to reveal ahelmet beneath. “I do not!”
he shouted, and pulled adagger from its hiding place beneath his short cloak at the smallof his back. “Die,
you stupid bitch!”

Tippa’s stand-in had her blade in hand before anyone fromeither side could move, and Calmet’s hand
and the dagger ithad clutched lay on the stones, drenched in blood.

“To arms,” Jerren Galweigh shouted, and suddenly thecircle around the top of the amphitheater was
ringed with red andblack, and a rain of arrows poured from both sides into the westernrisers.

All became chaos, but chaos with direction. The gold and blueDokteeraks, well led, charged up the
western risers to engage thearchers there in close combat; the plan would have been good, butthe
archers fell back and gave way to the ranks of swordsmen whohad been dressed as jugglers — elite
fighters with tremendousskill with their weapons. Meanwhile, the Galweighs in the eastrisers swarmed
down and pinned the enemy between themselves and theother flank of the attack.

The Dokteerak troops, who had expected no more resistance thancould have been mustered by any
wedding crowd, died in heaps andpiles. Outnumbered and unprepared to meet battle-hardened
warriors,shouting for reinforcements that never arrived, they fought well,but not well enough.

The two flanks of the Galweigh army forced the survivors down tothe floor of the amphitheater and back
toward the coweringparnissa, who screamed of heresy and abomination, and who remaineduntouched by
both sides because to kill the sacred hand of the godswould bring down curses on the slayer’s family for
uncountedgenerations. So the bodies piled around her, most of them garbed inblue and gold. But not all,
of course. Not all.

Norlis saw friends fall, and grimaced, and drove harder into thediminished ranks of the Dokteerak
troops. His blade shone as red ashis clothes, the blood runnels full of gore. For Kait, he thought,because
he admired the Galweighs, but he secretly loved Kait. ForKait, because these bastards would have
slaughtered her and all herFamily.

For Kait.

Then there were no more enemies to kill — there were onlysurrendering soldiers begging for their lives.
Jerren Galweighmounted the dais and raised his still-bloody sword over his head.“We triumph!” he
screamed. “To the city, where wewill claim what has become ours.”

The roar of cheers. Norlis shouted with the rest, yelling histhroat raw. Then movement overhead caught
his eye. An airiblesailed slowly over the amphitheater, and faces turned upward towatch it. Odd — he’d
thought all the airibles were backin Calimekka. A second moved into view behind the first.

He frowned. Many of the troops still shouted and cheered on thisunexpected air support, but the airibles
didn’t look right to Norlis. The enormous white envelopes seemed both tooshort and too round
somehow. Their lines were oddly lumpy, theirengines sounded both too loud and too rough, and the
shapes of thegondolas beneath —



The surviving Dokteeraks started grinning.

Faces peered out from the tops of the gondolas, and a suddenchill gripped Norlis. None of the Galweigh
airibles had opengondolas anymore, did they? But the Galweighs were the only Familyin Ibera who had
airibles — or the engines that made themmove. Those were secrets from the ancient past, and guarded
asclosely as the Galweighs guarded their lives.

But the airibles came on, and they were not Galweigh airibles.The watching men overhead waited until
they had drifted closer;then hoses poked over the gondola rims, and in the next instant arain of something
stinking and wet and green and sticky doused himand everyone else in and around the amphitheater.

“Run!” Jerren shouted, but he hadn’t caught onquickly enough. Not quickly enough at all. While the
green rainstill fell, archers from the second gondola began shooting flamingarrows into the crowd, and
into the stinking deluge. The greenliquid caught, and suddenly the sky rained fire, and around
theamphitheater hundreds of men and women blossomed with flames.

The airibles turned sideways. Norlis, not yet burning buttrapped in the center of flames, by all rights
should have thoughtof nothing but his own onrushing oblivion. He did remark theairibles, though, and he
recognized, when it was far too late to dohim or anyone else any good, the crests painted on their
suddenlyvisible sides. Sabir Family. Flashes of forest green and silver,the design twin trees laden with
silver fruit.

The other half of the betrayal — and a betrayal not just ofthe Galweighs, but of the Dokteeraks, who had
considered the Sabirsallies.

All of us burn together — Galweigh and Dokteerak alike,Norlis realized. And the Sabirs, who crossed
us and double-crossedthem, win Halles. And what else? With all of our fighting forceshere, and all of the
Family in Calimekka . . . do theywin Galweigh House as well?

Then flames and smoke and screaming swallowed Norlis.

*    *    *

The long shadows in the courtyard of Galweigh House turned themanicured grass into rough-cut velvet in
the places where themorning sun reached over the wall. Humid air, the temperaturealready rising,
intermittent breeze catching and rattling the palmfronds around the House and bringing distant wind
chimes toinvisible life. A pretty morning that promised to give way later toa hot and possibly stormy day.
The serving girl picked her wayalong the path to the guardhouse at the gate, carrying one tray onher head
and one in her arms, both laden with food.

One of the guards saw her coming and ran out to relieve her ofthe heavier of the two trays.

“Thank you. I’m sorry I took so long.” She smiledup at him. She was attractive — wide smile, even
teeth, eyesthat crinkled at the corners when she grinned. A lot of cleavage— which she had gone to
some trouble to show off.

He laughed. “We were beginning to think Cook wasn’tgoing to feed us this morning.”

The girl shook her head. “You should know I wouldn’tlet you go hungry. When have I ever not gotten
your food toyou?”

“True.” One of the other guards opened the guardhousedoor and sighed. “Truly, Lizal, you are a vision to
a hungryman like me.”



“Of course I am. But not because you lust after me, yougoat. You only love me for my sweet rolls.”

All the men laughed. One said, “You didn’t reallybring sweet rolls, did you?”

“I did. That’s what took me so long. I couldn’tsteal enough for all of you until she left the kitchen for
amoment.”

The man who had helped her carry their meal into the guardhousesaid fervently, “I’d marry you for real if
you’dhave me.”

The woman they called Lizal laughed. “But I wouldn’t.So your virtue and your honor are intact.”

She stood chatting with them while they ate, as she did everymorning, watching them devour the corn
flatbread and pudding andfried plantains, and especially the stolen sweet rolls, withbright, intent eyes.
When they’d finished, she told them ifshe didn’t get back to the kitchen, Cook would have her hide.She
said the same thing every morning, and as they did everymorning, the men laughed and patted her round
rump, and told herthey would marry her if she wanted and tried to tempt her intostaying longer, into going
to bed with one or all of them, and intovarious other indiscretions.

As always, she smiled, made vague promises that she wouldconsider their offers, and left.

She didn’t go back to the kitchen, however. This morningshe walked back down the path toward it, but
ducked behind sometall shrubs the instant she was out of direct sight of theguardhouse. There she
stripped off her Galweigh livery and put on agrubby plain brown smock and patched homespun skirt and
shabbyleather sandals — clothing that made her look almost like apoor peasant. She disarranged her hair
and rubbed dirt into thecreases of her hands and underneath her fingernails, and rubbedmore dirt into her
feet and lower legs. Now she looked exactly likea poor peasant. Disguise completed, she gathered up
two small bags,one that clinked heavily when she moved it, and a larger, lumpierone that did not, and,
with them in hand, moved behind the line ofshrubbery until the guardhouse was once again in sight. From
herscreened vantage point, she watched and waited.

For a short while, she heard only the normal conversationbetween the guards. Then she heard groaning,
and vomiting. Moregroaning. Then, after what seemed like forever, silence.

She rose, walked back to the guardhouse, and looked inside. Theguards all lay on the floor, some across
others where they hadfallen. Their backs arched, their arms pulled straight back attheir sides, rigid as
boards, their necks stretched backward, theireyes bulged out and their tongues protruded.

The poison her Sabir employer had given her certainly lookedeffective. Two sweet rolls each, and not a
one of the men was stillbreathing.

“No mess, no fuss, no bother,” she murmured. Not muchmess, anyway. She did watch where she put
her sandaled feet as sheclambered over the bodies. She pulled the lever that released theweights that
lifted the portcullis gate (struggling a bit, becauseit was surprisingly heavy), and set it into the locked
position.Then she walked out to the gate and to the obsidian-paved Path ofGods, where she bowed to
the first of the men in dark green andsilver who waited. “The guards in the guardhouse are
dead.Everyone else is alive — the Galweighs are too active thismorning, and I was afraid one of them
would come across the bodiesin the kitchen if I poisoned the other kitchen workers.” Shehanded him the
smaller bag. “All the copies of the House keysthat I could get my hands on are in here, as well as the best
copyof a map that I could steal. The majority of the Family is on thesecond floor right now, in their
quarters. A few are still in themain salon on the first floor. None, as far as I know, are on theground
floor.”



“And below?” Ry Sabir asked.

“I don’t know who might be there. If you have to gobelow, you’ll have trouble. There are . . .
thingsdown there that frighten me. You can hear them moving, andsometimes you can smell them . . . but
they’realways in the dark where you can’t see them.”

He nodded, but didn’t look worried. “We’llmanage. You know where to go?”

“I do. My passage has been arranged?”

“Yes. I think you’re too cautious — you couldhave a place in Sabir House if you wanted it. You’ve
served uswell.”

She shook her head. “You aren’t planning on killingall of the Galweighs, and they may come to figure out
who was thespy in their midst. They can be . . . vengeful.”

“As we all can if we’re crossed.” He smiledslyly. “Have a good voyage, then, Wenne.”

As the girl turned away from the cliff and hurried from GalweighHouse, Ry Sabir, with map and keys in
hand, led his lieutenants andhis Family’s troops into the enemy domain. The girl had beenright — the
servants were concentrated on the ground floor,and the showing of swords convinced most of them to
surrenderquietly; the efficient slaughter of the few who dared resistconvinced the rest. From there, Ry
broke the Sabir troops into fivegroups; they rushed both main sets of stairs and the severalservants’
staircases to the first floor simultaneously, andcaught several more servants on the way. In the salon,
almost allof the Galweigh Family waited for news of the battle in Halles. TheGalweighs, caught unarmed
and unprepared, gave no more trouble thanthe servants had — they surrendered in exchange for
thepromise of their lives. As easily as that, the great Housefell.

Ry handed over control of the main troops to his father’schosen commander, and drew his colleagues
aside. “Sheisn’t with them; we’re going to have to search the Housefor her.”

“We could wait for her to come to us.” Jaim,uncharacteristically, was the first to speak.

Ry shook his head. He was both too excited to wait and tooafraid that something might go wrong. His
father’s mendidn’t intend to honor the guarantee they’d given theGalweigh Family; as soon as the cleanup
crews were sure thecaptives were all in one place, the Family — excepting a fewindividuals who could
give useful information — were to be putto the sword. Lucien Sabir wanted no bold rescues mounted by
thebranches of the Galweigh Family in the Imumbarra Isles or Goft, orin the far colony settlements of Icta
Draclas or the North Shore,and he reasoned that none would be if all the Calimekkan branchwere dead.

“We have to find her now,” he said. “Now.It’s desperate.”

Yanth said, “I’ll follow where you lead. . . but where in this vast place will youlead?”

Ry closed his eyes and tried to locate the woman. In the House,her belongings and objects in which she
had invested a part ofherself surrounded him. He felt their faint glows in alldirections, pulling at him. Too,
his own fear and excitementpressured him to act quickly, now that his moment had finally come,before
something could take her from him permanently — andboth fear and excitement clouded his senses.
Adding to thatdifficulty was the overwhelming force of magic gathered and aimedat the Galweighs but not
yet discharged — that seemed tothicken the very air he breathed, and to make him feel as if hewere
running uphill through deep mud. He couldn’t get a clearfix on her. In several places in the House,
however, he felt herpresence most strongly, and at least all of those were in the samedirection.
“Upward,” he said. “She’s got to besomewhere above us.” He ran for the nearest stairs.



*    *    *

The Galweigh Wolves chanted in darkness, building a crushingblow against the Sabir Wolves — one that
would strike themjust as the Galweigh forces in Halles would surely defeat thecombined Dokteerak and
Sabir forces. Drummers at the four cornersof the enormous workroom pounded out four separate
rhythms thatwound over and around and through each other, talking back andforth, moving like smoky
voices in and out of the joined voices ofthe wizards who spun the destruction and death of their
hereditaryenemies out of syllables and will. No fires illuminated thewindowless room, yet there was light
— a soft glow that flowedaround the sacrifices who begged for their lives in their cage inthe center of the
room. And there was, uncharacteristically, thesmell of honeysuckle, at first soft and seductive, and
thenincreasingly strong, and laced with scents of death and decay.

Baird Galweigh, much-Scarred head of the Family’s Wolves,threw his head back and howled the final
words of the spell ofdestruction . . . and as he did, he felt ancient mindsbrush against his, and ancient
ambitions shiver against invisiblebars. Fear curled in his gut, but he had faced more than fear inhis lifetime,
and the promises of his enemies’ destructionsang louder than the warnings his gut gave him. He brought
thespell to its conclusion, supported by the will of the rest of theWolves.

Lightning crackled in the room, running from the floor up thewalls, streaming across the ceiling, heading
toward the Sabircompound, seeking the magical high ground the spell had made of theSabir Wolves. The
Galweigh Wolves braced themselves and turnedtheir attention to their captives, held in the center of the
room— captives meant to handle the rewhah, the equal forceof negative energy that would rebound
from the spell just cast. Anypart of the rewhah that they didn’t absorb, the Wolveswould have to take.
And any magic that the Wolves had to absorbwould Scar them.

The pressure built in the room, and built, and built, and Bairdcrouched lower and lower, mimicking in an
unconscious physicaldisplay the magical preparations his body made to ward off thecoming blow.

Abruptly the lightning reversed course and poured into thecaptives, directed there by the Wolves. The
fierce will of thewizards held the magical backwash on the screaming captives whilethe energy twisted
and mangled their bodies. But suddenly thelightning spread, and burst free of the bounds, and poured
over theWolves, too, twisting them and melting them and reshaping them asif it were fire and they were
wax.

The captives exploded in balls of light, vanished in clouds ofdust.

The lightning kept coming, and the Wolves began to fall to thefloor — writhing, dying. Baird, in a last
moment of clearthought, realized that the Sabir Wolves had chosen to attack theGalweigh Wolves at the
same moment the Galweigh Wolves had attackedthem. He hoped their rewhah was as uncontrollable; he
hopedtheir death toll was as high.

But the last stimulus to touch his dying senses was not a senseof pain and fear in the Sabirs. It was the
reek of honeysuckle, sostrong it seemed a blanket suffocating him to death.

    

 

Chapter 14

 

Energy sang through the White Hall as the attack spellshattered the Galweigh Wolves, and the Sabirs



braced themselvesagainst the return blow. At the central pillar, Danya Galweighscreamed and writhed,
her body absorbing almost all of the magicalbacklash. Her form changed from lovely to hideous as foul
magicpoured through her; she sprouted horns and spines, grew scales andfangs and claws, then shed
them for worse and more hideous things;always she melted and twisted obscenely. But the Sabirs had
guessedher strength and her resilience well, and she buffered them fromthe deadly rewhah energy, while
the Wolves, by spreading outthe slight overflow among themselves, prevented any one of theirnumber
from taking heavy Scars.

What the Sabirs hadn’t figured into their carefulcalculations was a simultaneous attack from the
Galweighs, and whenthat spell hit their sacrifice, the combined forces of it and theirown rewhah broke
free of the confinements of their spellsand the buffer of the girl. Danya Galweigh sizzled for an instant,and
black lightning coalesced around her; the air filled with smokeand the sickening scent of decay; she
screamed so loudly and withsuch terror that her throat sounded like it was tearing itselfapart. Then
thunder crashed inside the White Hall, and the girlvanished utterly. And the combined magic of spell and 
rewhahsmashed down on the Sabir Wolves, unbuffered, undirected, andraw.

Those quickest to understand what was happening — thesenior Wolves and the unholy triad of Andrew,
Anwyn, and Crispin— quickly shifted the brunt of the streaming hell of poweronto the younger, weaker
Wolves. Thus they survived, though eventhey bore fresh Scars. Those who were neither so quick nor
soruthless died horribly, melting into inhuman forms, changing andchanging until the mutations became too
many and too lethal tosurvive, begging as they writhed for rescue, collapsing with theirpleas unanswered.

The walls of the White Hall began to scream — the babble ofa thousand voices, of a hundred long-dead
tongues. Clearly, thesurvivors heard the sound of a door opening, though the White Hallhad no doors.
Light shimmered, laughter echoed amid the thunder andthe lightning, and for an instant the scent of
honeysuckle becameso thick it was suffocating.

The surviving Wolves fell unconscious to the floor, overwhelmedby the force of whatever it was that had
come through thatotherworldly door.

*    *    *

Almost home. Kait watched the great city slide beneath theairible and wondered if she would have time
to visit with hersisters and brothers before she received her next assignment. Shesmiled out the window,
her mind already racing ahead to the visit— Drusa was pregnant and Echo had just had a baby, and
Kait,who would never dare have children of her own, loved to feel themovement of new life in her older
sister’s belly, and loved tofeel her younger sister’s son grip her finger with his tinyhand.

Almost home. Tippa had finally stopped her wailing; Dùghallhad promised her a trip to his islands as
consolation, and herchoice of the best Imumbarran weaving. She napped. Dùghallstretched out on one of
the velvet-upholstered benches,reading.

Below and well to her right, she saw the first glimpse of theHouse. Its ivory walls surrounded emerald
lawn like a ring around ajewel. She sighed. Almost home . . . to sisters andbrothers and endless cousins;
to laughter-spiced meals taken at thelong tables; to talks with her mother as they sat by the fountainsor
walked through the hanging garden in the morning; to eveningdiscussions of city policy and trade and
politics with her fatherand uncles; to familiar books in the library and the familiar smelland feel of her bed,
her sheets, her room.

She anticipated her return, and wondered if she would be sohomesick after every assignment, or if
leaving would get easierwith time.

Her head began to ache again.



She blinked, and rubbed absently at her temples. She closed hereyes.

The pain got worse.

Dùghall groaned. Kait sat up, frowning, and said,“Uncle? My head — ”

The blinding pain took her by surprise. She clutched at herpounding skull and cried out, as wave upon
wave of fire-hot agonydrove sight from her eyes and threw her, helpless, to the airiblefloor.

The pressure doubled, and doubled again, and at last blacknessswallowed her.

*    *    *

Aouel pulled the valve chain that shifted the ballast toward theairible’s nose. Calimekka slid by below;
the starkness of thegridwork of streets and the shadow-outlined pattern of red andbrown tile roofs
contrasted with the rampant jungle greenery thatburst from every tiny square of unwatched earth, and
with thecolorful rush of people and animals filling the avenues and alleys.Already he could see the front
face of Galweigh House carved intothe side of the cliff, and the sleek, translucent curve of thewalls
around it. He loved the calm of the air, the distance fromthe noise and bustle of the city, the feeling of
being part of theworld that hurried below, yet apart from it and superior to it aswell.

He let his concentration drift to thoughts of the newestairible, already under construction on the Galweigh
airfield inGlasmar, and the improvements in lift and speed he’d heardboasted of it; he’d done no more
than install himself asimaginary captain of it, though, before a groan, a thud, and ascream, all in quick
succession, destroyed his fantasy. He grabbedhis dagger and turned, expecting to find Dokteerak
stowaways,perhaps — but he could see no sign of danger. Kait lay on thecabin floor, unmoving. As he
hurried to her he could see that herchest still rose and fell. Sweat beaded her unnaturally pale skin,and
beneath her closed eyelids, her eyes darted from side toside.

“What happened?” he asked Dùghall. But thoughDùghall remained in his seat and his eyes stayed open,
theambassador didn’t answer. Instead, he leaned against thevelvet cushions, his face as pale as Kait’s,
seeming to seeand hear nothing that went on around him. He trembled and pressedhis hands to his ears
as if to block out some unpleasant sound.

Aouel looked to Tippa, who stared back at him. “Whathappened?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She’d just wokenup. Her eyes were red and swollen from all the crying, and
shelooked frightened. Still, she knelt by Kait and checked her pulse,then checked Dùghall’s. Aouel had
always thought herempty-skulled, but perhaps she’d inherited a bit of theFamily’s sense after all. “I was
asleep, and I heard ashout.”

Aouel glanced toward the airible’s controls. It maintainedthe gentle downward spiral that he’d set for it.
He had amoment before he was needed back at the controls. So he tried torouse Dùghall, who appeared
to be less affected by whateverhad happened. He shook his shoulder, then jerked his hand back as,for
just a moment, an eerie faint green light illuminatedDùghall’s body. The light vanished so quickly Aouel
couldhave tried to convince himself that he’d imagined it —but he didn’t think he had.

In any case, Dùghall groaned and clutched his head, andopened his eyes. “All those voices . . .”
hewhispered.

Then his eyes met Aouel’s. “Kait?”

“She hasn’t moved,” Aouel told him.



Dùghall massaged his forehead. “Take Tippa to thefront with you. Land us as quickly as you can.”
Dùghallgave Tippa a hard look. “You, as soon as we land, go insideand find your cousin Tammesin. Tell
him I need help out here.Don’t say a word about what has happened. Not a word. Nothingabout Kait,
nothing about me fainting, only that I needTammesin’s help out here. Do you understand?”

Tippa nodded.

“Go, then.” He turned his attention to Aouel.“Have we much longer until we land?”

“No.”

“Good. Land us, then get me some help for the girl. Makesure that idiot Tippa doesn’t go shouting all
over the Housethat something has happened to Kait. This was . . .”He frowned and lowered his voice.
“It was an enemy attack. Ithas the feel of Sabir work, but there’s more to it than that.Something
dangerous is going on, and until I’ve had the chanceto speak to the paraglese, we need to keep it quiet.”

Aouel felt sick. Sabir work — and it had affected Kaitbadly. He wondered how much danger she was
in. He ran to the frontand took up the controls again — the airible had drifted southof its destination, but
it had not gone badly out of range.He’d have to circle around and come at the landing ground fromthe
north, which would be awkward. Most of the regular landing menwere in Halles with the rest of the
soldiers; an unpracticed crewcomposed primarily of householders would be bringing him in, andthey
wouldn’t be looking for him to come from the north.

On this day, he wasn’t supposed to announce his arrival— the removal of the Galweighs from Halles was
supposed tohave been accomplished with stealth at both ends of the journey.Under other circumstances,
he would have circled overhead until thelanders saw him and came out to bring the airible in. These
werenot normal circumstances, however. He had strict instructions toget on the ground as quickly as he
could.

So he pulled the cord that sent air screaming through the valvesof the airible’s ready alarm. They would
hear that alarminside the House, on the grounds . . . and yes, probablyall the way to the Sabir compound,
two hills away. To Tonn’shell with all of them, and anyone who complained of hisactions.

By the time he’d fought the airible into position, thelander crew was on the ground. He skipped protocols
and brought theairible down as fast as he could, dropping the mooring ropes wellbefore any of the men
could hope to catch them. Some might tangle. . . but enough wouldn’t.

“Be ready to jump the second we touch down,” he toldTippa. For a wonder, she didn’t quibble about
muddying herskirts or skinning her knees. Partly to keep her calm enough thatshe wouldn’t do anything
stupid, and partly to reassurehimself, he said, “I’m sure Kait’ll be fine,”though he wasn’t sure of any such
thing.

“She’d better be,” Tippa said softly. “Sherisked her life for me, standing against some Gyru princes
onNaming Day night. And Uncle told me she’s the one whodiscovered the Dokteeraks’ plan to kill me
today. I’d beonce shamed and once dead without her.”

The landers were slow to the winches and sloppy with the ropes,but Aouel had expected nothing better.
He closed down the throttlethat fed fuel into the airible’s engines and let the landersdo their work, never
mind that they did it poorly. He got down intothe gangway with Tippa, so that he could assist her to the
ground— he couldn’t expect the tyros manning the ropes to knowassisting the Family passengers was
their job, too.

So when the airible stopped descending and he opened the hatch,he wasn’t prepared for the sight that



greeted him — aline of Sabir archers hidden from the air by the overhang of theHouse’s first-floor
balcony, their bows drawn and their arrowsaimed at the landers; two more archers, these not dressed in
theirSabir livery, with their arrows trained on Tippa and him; and ahandful of rough-looking swordsmen
in Sabir livery who came runningtoward the airible gondola.

Aouel didn’t think; he shouted, “Dùghall —Sabirs!” at the same time that Tippa screamed.

The Sabir troops grinned, and the archers drew their bowstighter.

“On the ground,” one man shouted. “Both of you.Now. Or we’ll kill the girl.”

Aouel swallowed. He lowered Tippa to the ground, then jumpeddown himself.

“Who else is aboard?”

“The ambassador. Dùghall.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes,” Aouel lied.

The swordsman turned to Tippa. “That the truth?”

Tippa nodded.

The swordsman glanced at Aouel, his eyes taking in the livery,the braided black hair, the bead-trimmed
beard. “You’rethe pilot of that thing, right?”

Aouel nodded.

“And Rophetian?”

“Yes.”

“Rophetians are all right, and we can use a trained pilot.You’ll find a place with us.” He gestured to two
of theother swordsmen, and they moved to Aouel’s side, efficientlytook his weapons away from him, and
pulled him out of the way ofthe gangway.

The swordsman turned back to Tippa. “And who are you? Thelittle bride-to-be?”

She nodded.

“Another damned Galweigh. We have more of you people thanwe need . . . but I’m sure the men will
find a wayto make your wedding day memorable.” He laughed and grabbedher arm, intending to shove
her toward more of the Sabirsoldiers.

It happened so quickly that Aouel almost missed it. TheSabir’s fingers wrapped around Tippa’s upper
left arm.Her right hand whipped out of the folds of her skirt and her daggerflashed across his throat
before he could raise his hand to blockit. Blood gouted from the wound in a pulsing stream, spattering
thegirl’s face and her hands and her dress. In the same instantthat the swordsman’s fingers began to lose
their grip, twoarrows sprouted from Tippa’s rib cage as if by magic, and shestared down at her chest,
her expression shocked and disbelieving.She turned to look at him, eyes round; she looked so much like
shewanted him to explain, and her mouth opened, and he would havesworn she was going to ask him a
question. Then she sagged, and thelife went out of her eyes, and she fell across the downedswordsman.



Then Dùghall appeared in the gangway, and looked down atthe body of his niece, and dropped heavily
to the ground.“I’ll see that you pay for that,” he told thearchers. They laughed, and one drew back his
bow. But another ofthe swordsmen snarled, “Put that down. He’s the one wewere to get, you ass,” and
the archer relaxed the tension onthe bowstring.

Aouel thought, yes, they would want Dùghall. The ImumbarraIsles were the heart of the Galweigh
caberra trade, and if theSabirs wanted to take that over, they would have to find out whathe knew, and
perhaps work out a deal with him. He was, after all,one of the Imumbarran gods.

And the Sabirs weren’t fools; they would want the spicetrade. So for the time, at least, Dùghall would be
safe.

He avoided looking at the ambassador, afraid that his eyes mightshow too plainly the question he wanted
most to ask: What didyou do with Kait?

He might find out too soon — several of the swordsmen wereclambering aboard to search the gondola.
He stood, forcing his faceto remain impassive, hoping that Dùghall had hidden her,wishing he could sneak
just a quick look at the diplomat but notdaring even the most hurried glimpse.

He prayed for the safety of his friend, and stood sweating inthe hot sun, and finally the Sabir soldiers
came back to thegangway and said, “All clear. Found some mail and some silkand a couple of silver
bottles shaped like cats. Nobody else inthere, though.”

As the soldiers force-marched him and Dùghall toward theHouse, Aouel almost smiled.

    

 

Chapter 15

 

The sound of voices yammering unintelligibly inside hisskull finally brought Ry around. He opened his
eyes, intending todemand silence of the people making all the noise — but onlyone person sat beside
him. That was Yanth, and Yanth dozed on achair, a bandage covering part of his head.

The voices shouted louder — not from another room or fromfar away, but from right inside his head.
Three of them, two menand one woman, argued in the most heated and scathing tones, butwhile he could
make out each syllable of each of their wordsclearly, he couldn’t understand anything they said.
Further,he couldn’t even identify the language they spoke — whichseemed to him both terrible and
strange. As a Sabir, trained frombirth to both diplomacy and magic, the languages of Ibera —both living
and dead — kept few secrets from him. He spokemost of the living languages fluently and could at least
followbasic conversations in the rest. Of the dead languages, he hadsolid knowledge as well; most of the
surviving works on magic werewritten in the five major tongues of ancient Kasree, which had beenIbera
and Strithia and part of Manarkas before the so-calledThousand Years of Darkness.

Yet he recognized nothing of the conversation that went oninside his skull save the tones of rage.

He pressed his fists against his temples and tried to rememberwhat had happened. He and his friends had
been running up thestairs. Something had exploded inside of his head — tremendouspain and noise had
blinded him and driven him to his knees. Theworld had filled with the scent of flowers and rot.

And beyond that . . . nothing. Nothing.



What time was it? Where was he? Where were the rest of hisfriends? How long had he lain insensate?
And what had become of theGalweigh woman in the meantime?

He sat up. The voices fell silent, but he didn’t have thefeeling that they had left him. Only that they waited
forsomething. It was madness to believe he heard voices in his head,except he didn’t believe himself the
sort to go mad.

In a chair next to the cot on which he lay, his best friendslept. Ry said, “Yanth, wake up.”

Yanth stirred, groaned, and opened his eyes. “My head painsme,” he said, then focused on Ry. “Gods,
you’refinally awake . . .” He frowned and rose from thechair in a jerky, almost panicked motion, and
backed away. “Orare you?”

Ry had no patience with nonsense. “Of course I’mawake. What a stupid question.”

“If it were a stupid question, I wouldn’t have a gashin the side of my head, and poor Valard would not be
curled in thenext room with his arm broke in two. We mistook you for awake oncebefore, and you
attacked us.”

Ry winced. Perhaps he was the sort to go mad; heremembered nothing of the incident, but he would not
disbelieveYanth.

“What happened?”

“What do you remember?”

“Going up the stairs in Galweigh House. Some sort ofexplosion, and a terrible smell. Pain. Darkness.
Thennothing.”

Yanth sighed and settled himself back into the chair.“There was no explosion in Galweigh House. No
smell, no noise.You were running ahead of us and suddenly you dropped to the floorand held your head.
Your eyes were open, but you said nothing tous, and no matter what we did, you would give us no sign
that youheard. We tried everything we could think of to wake you, but atlast we realized nothing we
knew to do would help, so we carriedyou down the stairs again. We left your father’s man in chargewith
explicit instructions that if a girl like the one we werelooking for showed up, he was to save her for you.
He said hewould. His men were already killing the nonessentials by then anddragging out the bodies to be
burned, but he said he would watchfor such a girl, and that he would not permit her to be killed. Wetried
to take you home for help . . . but. . .” Here his face clouded, and he fellsilent.

“But what?”

Yanth said, “I wanted one of your Family’s physicks tosee you, but none were available. Something
terrible happened toyour Family.”

Something inside of Ry knotted, and he swallowed. “Whatsort of terrible thing?”

“The physicks don’t know. One of your younger cousinswent to the White Hall. He told the physicks
that something haddrawn him there. He found many of your relatives . . .dead . . . and many more . . .
ah. . . changed, the physick told me, but he would not tellme how.”

“My parents?”

Yanth seemed to shrink. “Your mother is badly injured,though she lives. Your . . .” He sighed deeply,
andsaid, “I’m sorry, Ry. Your father is dead.”



Ry paled. His father had led the Wolves, and through them theentire Sabir Family. If his father was truly
dead, then leadershipof the Family came open. And the new leader would be chosen bymaneuvering
among the strongest of those who survived. Themaneuvering would likely kill as many as the disaster had,
thoughin cleverer ways. “How many others are dead?” he asked.“And who still lives?”

“I don’t know. The physick I spoke to spared me onlythe time he needed to look at you and tell me he
could do nothingfor you, and that further he had others in desperate need of hisservices. I found out
about your parents and the little I did hearwhile he checked your breathing and your heart, and then he
told meto take you away from the House and hide you someplace safe,because he didn’t know what had
happened to your relatives,but he could not promise that it would not happen again. And untilany of the
survivors of the White Hall could wake up and talk, hetold me to assume the worst.”

“Was it some trick of the Galweighs?” Ry mused, but ofcourse it had been some trick of the Galweighs.
They had discoveredthe Sabirs’ true plan for their destruction and had counteredit.

No, that wouldn’t answer it. If the Galweighs were toblame, their corpses wouldn’t be burning in piles on
thegrounds of Galweigh House. The Dokteeraks? No again. They had noWolves among them — the
Sabirs and the Galweighs alone amongthe Five Families knew the old magics, or dared to use them.
Yanthhadn’t said Ry’s relatives had been attacked by magic,but the physick would never have dared
admit that to someone whowasn’t even Family, much less a Wolf. He had told Yanth thosewho survived
the attack had been changed, though — to Ry, whohad seen the Scars wrought by spell rebound,
nothing more needed tobe said. And nothing but magic could have destroyed his father andinjured his
mother in the same attack. Nothing else — he wassure of that.

Not the Galweighs. Not the Dokteeraks. He couldn’t entirelyrule out a play from the inside — he would
have no troublebelieving, for example, that his cousin Andrew and his secondcousins Crispin and Anwyn
would kill off whatever relatives theycould in order to take over leadership of the Family
amongthemselves. The only problem with that theory was that neither theynor any other faction that he
was aware of currently held amajority among the Wolves. No one within the Family would be ableto
muster the sort of magical support it would take to subvert theenergy of a spell against the other Wolves
in the Family — andto attempt a takeover without a majority would be suicide. Crispin,Anwyn, and
Andrew weren’t suicidal. That he was sure of.

So the destruction had come from another player. A powerful player. Who, though? And how? And
what did this otherplayer hope to gain?

*    *    *

They’re dead, Kait. They’re all dead, and you willbe, too, unless you get away from this place.

Stifling air and the stink of alcohol. A soft, heavy weight thatcovered her entirely and pushed her to the
ground. Her headpounded, and her eyes refused to work. The voice inside her headwould not be still;
she wanted to return to the comfort ofdarkness, but some woman she did not know insisted on talking
toher.

They’re all dead — the Sabirs are burning theirbodies now. You could smell the fires if you got up.

She blinked, but what she saw with her eyes open remained thesame as what she saw with them closed
— exactly nothing. Theperfect blackness of blindness swallowed her. Something bad hadhappened.
Something had taken her out of the security of the worldshe had known; something had changed the rules
of the world as sheunderstood it; something dangerous had opened a door and steppedthrough it.

She recalled pain, and a sweet, rotting odor. She closed hereyes and pressed her fingers to her throbbing



skull, and tried torecall as much as she could of those last moments. The feeling ofgrowing evil that had
been so strong at the Dokteerak party, whichhad worsened in the following days, had abruptly
overwhelmed her inthe air above the ground; and for just an instant she had felt theelation of a beast
caged that had at last broken free of its bars;and then she had, impossibly, smelled some sickeningly
sweet smell— and what had it been? The name eluded her, but she wouldrecognize it again if she ran
across it. And then an insane babbleexploded in her skull, as if a thousand madmen began shouting allat
once, each trying to get her attention, and the pain of thatbedlam drove her into the dark escape of
unconsciousness. Andnow?

Airible fuel, she realized. The alcohol smell was airible fuel.She was still on the airible, but no longer in the
passenger partof the gondola; instead she lay in the space just to the fore ofthe fuel chambers, tucked
under folds of emergency cloth kept onhand for en route repairs on the airible’s outer skin.

Someone had hidden her. Had the ship landed safely, Dùghallwould have carried her to a physick — or
taken care of herhimself, knowing what he knew. Instead, she had been carefullyplaced in concealment in
a part of the ship that was easy to reachfrom the passenger section, but intentionally difficult to
find.Further, she’d been hidden within that carefully chosenhiding place, which implied that whoever hid
her expected hostileothers to perform more than a cursory search.

Which they did, the unidentified woman said. She spokeinside of Kait’s head, which made her either a
sign that Kaithad gone mad, or a sign that the world had. Kait, who didn’tconsider herself prone to the
weaknesses embraced by many of thewomen of her class, preferred to assume the latter.

For the time being, she would accept the presence of thestranger in her head. She offered information,
and Kait neededinformation. Once Kait reached safety, she would question the otherwoman’s presence,
and her identity, but at that moment, simplecuriosity was a luxury that Kait couldn’t afford.

“So they searched the ship for me,” she whispered.

For anyone who was left. They got the other three.

“And who are they?”

You already know that.

Yes, she did. “When you woke me up, you said theSabirs.”

Yes.

That made sense. They were the only Family who would dare attackthe Galweighs on their own ground;
they were the only ones so evilor so desperate to expand their power that they would take such arisk.
Apparently they’d succeeded.

So hostile forces held the airible. Kait ran her left hand alongher thigh and felt the comforting shape of the
sword pommel. Armedin human form, she might successfully protect herself without thedangerous
exposure of Shift. She had at least some hope ofvengeance. She listened, and was rewarded with muffled
night soundsand distant but unintelligible voices, and the creak of the airibleas it tugged against the
mooring ropes.

She squirmed out to the edge of the bale and breathed slowly.The stink of the fuel got worse, but the air
instantly becamecooler; a more than even trade. She heard breathing just above thetrapdoor that led into
her hiding place — rapid pantinginterrupted by soft whuffles. “Who’s out there?” shewhispered, and
received a low whine and a moment of soft scratchingat the trapdoor in response.



A friend of yours, the woman said. He jumped into theairible when everyone else was gone, and
has been lying on the doorever since.

Kait’s skin crawled. “Gashta?”

The whining became louder, the pawing at the door moreinsistent.

The old friend was a wolf, a sometimes-comrade of the hills withwhom she had run deer and peccaries
when in her Karnee form. Shehad saved his life once, and he rewarded her with a loyalty shedidn’t think
existed in humans. He was, however, no pet, but afully wild wolf who ran the mountaintops through and
aroundCalimekka, and she could not understand how he came to be aboardthe airible. Either the ship
had come down somewhere outside thewalls surrounding Galweigh House, or the walls themselves had
beenbreached and something had drawn him inside.

Out from under the piles of cloth, her eyes had adjusted to thedim light. She’d been unconscious for a
long time. Night hadfallen; otherwise, light-prisms that ran all along the top of thework areas of the
gondola would have brought in daylight.

What should she do? Attack whoever she found outside the airibleand kill as many as she could before
she died? Try to escape tobring help? Or to raise an army to attempt retaking the House? Orshould she
surrender and die without a fight?

“‘Before action, discern the situation,’”she murmured. Some of Nas Madible’s wisdom — and unlikeher
uncle Dùghall’s beloved Vincalis, the Family as awhole held Madible’s works in high regard. Her tutors
groundhim into her skull from the moment she began diplomatictraining.

Discern the situation. The stranger said the wolf was the onlyone except for Kait aboard the airible. So
she should be safe forthe moment. She brushed her fingertips lightly over the hilt of hersword, seeking
reassurance, then pushed up on the trapdoor. Gashtaresisted only for an instant, then moved off. She slid
the trapdoorout of her way, vaulted into the passenger compartment, and pushedthe door back into
place. While she crouched beside it, Gashtanuzzled her, licked her face, and whined again.

The stranger had been right. No one occupied the compartment.Now, though, she could hear more
clearly the voices on the groundoutside. And she could smell something that the fuel stink hadcompletely
covered: the rich, roasting-pork scent of burning flesh.Human flesh. She’d witnessed the burning of a
Scarred spy inCalimekka’s Punishment Square as part of her diplomatictraining. What she smelled then,
she smelled again.

They’re all dead, the stranger had said. She’d beenright about everything else so far. The Sabirs were out
thereburning the dead bodies of her relatives. So Kait had to entertainthe possibility that she was the last
surviving member of herFamily.

No. She couldn’t think that. Despair was too close, and herchances of survival slim enough even without
it. They’re not all dead, she told herself. If I act well, and quickly,I’ll save some of them.

Before action, discern the situation.

She stood, and Gashta growled.

“Hush,” she whispered, and drew her sword. First shehad to find out where she was.

She crept to the airible’s windows and looked out. And herheart nearly broke. The airible was moored
on the landing field ofGalweigh House, and even from where she watched, she could see thatthe great
gate stood open — that gate which had, in hermemory, never stood open for more than the time needed



to permitpassage of any approved entrant. She could see the gate clearly inthe dancing light of the flames
from a massive pyre that burnedbeside it, and she could see, too, the pyre. And the blacksilhouettes of
the bodies that fueled it. And outside the edge ofthe flames, soldiers. Sabir soldiers, with the twin trees of
theSabir crest clearly outlined on their cloaks.

Galweigh House had fallen.

She swallowed the tears that came, and she and the wolf creptout of the airible and down onto the airible
field. She took hersword and killed the two men who guarded the field — silently,without either warning
or remorse. The House lay under heavy guard,and she knew that no matter how swift or fierce she was,
she wouldnot be able to rescue any survivors alone. She could choose to diewith them, or she could find
help.

Goft lay only twenty leagues to the north and east, and the cityof Maracada held one of the Lesser
Houses of the Galweighs, CherianHouse. The Family in Cherian House traded, and held
tremendousriches, and owned an armada of ships and men by the hundreds whowould be strong and
fierce and able to fight for what the Familyhad lost. She had to reach them.

You haven’t much time, the stranger said.

Kait already knew that.

The airible was the way to reach Goft, of course, but without acrew of men to cast off the mooring ropes
smoothly, she had aproblem. She had to get off the ground and obtain some heightbefore the Sabirs
noticed her. She lay in the dew-damp grass besidethe wolf, watching the men who moved back and forth
in front of theflames tending the fire. She studied the round lines of the airibleas it tugged against the
mooring ropes in the breeze. She testedthe wind. She frowned. Too much of it to loosen the ropes one at
atime; if she did, the airible would swing around and face into thebreeze, or perhaps even unbalance and
hang tail-up — and shewould be discovered.

There was a way, of course. The Galweighs and their researchersand implementers held both the secret
of airible construction andthe secret of the great engines that powered them. According to herfather, a
single Ancient manuscript, which survived through thewhole of the Thousand Years of Darkness, came to
rest at last inthe Family’s hands — full of secrets, that manuscript,many of which it still kept locked within
cryptic comments anddiagrams for machinery whose uses no one in these latter days coulddiscern. But
the House artisans and inventors, moved to a safe,hidden location, had pried out the facts about powered
flight oneby one, and had at last succeeded in giving the Galweighs wings.And for the last ten years, the
Galweighs had guarded those secretsjealously. Should any airible fall into enemy hands, the pilot knewto
release a hidden lever that would break off all the mooringropes simultaneously at the envelope and cast
the ship loose. Itwould still be flyable, though not landable — the pilot wouldhave to survive a crash once
he found a place away from the enemyto bring the ship down — but keeping airibles out of enemyhands
meant more than retrieving a single airship.

Kait knew where that lever was; she had some experience flyingthe ship; she could get herself to Goft.
Getting safely to groundonce there held its own risks, but she would deal with them whenshe got that far.

She ran her fingers along the wolf’s hackles, wondering whyhe’d sought her out, and how he’d found
her. She couldnot take him with her, but she feared to leave him within reach ofthe Sabirs. When she
began to creep back to the airible, though, hesolved her dilemma for her; he licked her nose once, and bit
verygently on her ear. Then he growled, rose, and trotted along thewall toward the gate. She watched
him for just an instant andrealized other wolves waited at the gate for him.

She wondered if she would ever see him again. Then she crawledalong the ground to the gangway of the



airible, launched herself upand into it as if she were wolf herself, and quickly slid her handunder the
polished wood of the control console to the hidden lever.She jerked the lever, heard for a fraction of an
instant the whineof cables slipping, and felt the jolt as the airible leaped upwardin an unpowered,
awkward lift — and then the wolves began tohowl.

Breezes that blew along the clifftop buffeted the airible; Kaitfeared that she would strike the trees or the
wall before she couldrise above them, so swiftly did the airible move across the ground.Miraculously,
though she felt the gondola scrape along the top ofthe wall while the airible shuddered, she lifted free, and
floatedupward into the blackness of the night.

Below her the city blinked and shimmered with the softillumination of countless thousands of candles
glowing forth fromcountless thousands of windows; with the brighter fires in thelamps set by the
lamplighters each night as twilight fell; with thesharper glow of the gas flames in the foundries where, even
afterdark, men toiled and sweated; and . . . with the starkbonfire that sent its greasy coils from the
grounds of GalweighHouse down into the already smoke-scented city below, taking withit much of her
Family.

But not all. Not all. She would not let herself believe thevoice of the stranger in her head, the voice that
said All gone.All gone. She would make the Sabirs pay for the life of eachloved one they took from her.
She swore by all her gods that shewould destroy them, or die in the attempt.

    

 

Chapter 16

 

Dùghall permitted himself the smallest of smileswhen the wolves began to howl. He tightened his fist over
the cutin his palm; the tiny magical spell that had drawn them to the firehadn’t been as difficult or cost as
much as he hadanticipated. His call had been general — to any creature thatwould slip within the walls of
Galweigh House and watch Kait untilshe got safely away, then signal her escape. He’d expected abird
— birds responded well to him. But the wolves answeredfirst, and seemed eager to come, as if they
were familiar with theHouse and its confines . . . or with Kait. He didn’tlet himself worry about the
strangeness of that. The night was fullof magic, even yet, and as a Falcon he knew that all forms of
liferesponded in their own way to it, and for their own reasons —but that those summoned from good
responded with good. Theywouldn’t hurt her.

And their howling let him know that she had somehow managed toget herself to safety outside Galweigh
House’s walls. Whilecurious about how she’d managed it, he wasn’t surprised.That image of the wall
she’d climbed in Halles remained clearin his mind.

With her safe, the time arrived for his next move. He continuedto lie on the floor, feigning sleep; the Sabir
guards had lockedhim and the other “valuable” Galweighs, and suchtechnicians and artists as they’d
found, in a windowless innerchamber on the fourth floor. Two — the House seneschal and abrawny
distant cousin of Dùghall’s — lay dead in acorner from injuries they had sustained in an attempted
escape. Theguards had refused to summon medical help for them while theylived, and had (to Dùghall’s
relief and the rest of hiscompanions’ dismay) refused to remove the corpses when theydied. Their bodies
lay in the corner next to him — he’dbedded down within reach of them by choice.

Dùghall sent cautious mental tendrils out and touched eachof the room’s living inhabitants. Most slept
deeply. A fewdrifted between sleep and wakefulness. Only one other than himselflay awake. Dùghall



repressed a sigh and, with his tiny sparedagger, which had escaped the guards’ careful search —for what
guard would think of checking in the tuck beneath the rollof fat on a middle-aged diplomat’s belly for a
knife no biggerthan a thumb? — he reopened the shallow cut in his palm anddripped his blood onto the
floor, and summoned for the one who layawake and the few who drifted or fought nightmares a
peaceful,restful sleep.

He tried no such trick on the guards who sat outside the door,laughing at each other’s stories of the
women they’draped and the loot they’d stolen that day. First, the Sabirmen wore amulets made by some
Sabir master which protected themfrom minor magics. Second, he wanted the bastards outsidethe door.
It was the best place for them.

When he was sure he alone among the room’s inhabitantsremained awake, he sat up and crawled
between the two corpses. Hereached out and touched their cold bodies, feeling for their hands.When he
found them, he placed both on the floor in front of him,fighting the stiffness that had set in. He would get
no blood fromthem; he would have to make the offering one of flesh. Flesh wouldmake the spell stronger,
but also harder to control. And the taintof wild magic that still pervaded the House and the city gave
himpause. No matter how pure his casting, no matter how entirelydefensive its character, the wild magic
could add an uncontrollabletwist to it that could send it back to attack him and his, and thestrength of
flesh magic could make it deadly. But he could donothing and condemn the few survivors of his Family to
death andworse — or he could make the attempt at their salvation,knowing death and worse might still
be the result.

In his favor, the Sabirs had burned the other Galweigh corpses.And they would have, he felt sure,
removed their own dead to SabirHouse; until the Sabirs could consecrate Galweigh House to theirown
use, any other action would be heretical. An offering of onlytwo corpses would be a meager number for
what he needed, but if anyin the fire lay even partially unburned, they would add strength tothe sacrifice.
And the fact that only a few corpses lay within theHouse’s walls would keep the strength of the spell
withinbounds he might hope to control if it ran amok.

Such a delicate balance — the narrow strait between notenough and too much. He pursed his lips and
began.

First he cut the corpses’ hands across the palm and pressedthe cuts together. He lay his own bloody
palm across the top of thetwo dead hands and whispered:

“By the blood of the living
And the flesh of the dead,
I summon the spirits of Family
Who have gone before.
Without the walls of this room
But within the walls of this House

Enemies have come
And killed,
Have plundered
And pillaged,
Have conquered
And claimed.

Come, spirits of the dead.
All dead flesh within the walls of Galweigh House
I offer as your payment



If you will chase beyond the walls of this House
All alive beyond the walls of this room.
Harm none; draw no living blood;
Inflict no pain.
I ask not vengeance;
I ask only relief.

By my own spirit and my own blood
I offer myself as price to ensure
The safety of every living creature,
Friend and foe,
Now within the House’s walls
Until this spell is done.
So be it.”

A cold voice, distant as the dark realm between the worlds yetclose as death itself, murmured in his ear,
“We accept.”The finger of a spirit traced a line along his cheek, and a tonguethat existed nowhere in the
physical world licked the blood fromhis palm. Something sighed. Something else chuckled. The hair
onthe back of Dùghall’s neck prickled, and icy sweatdripped from his upper lip and his forehead, slid
down the furrowof his spine, and slicked his palms. He had never before summonedthe dead. He hoped
fervently that he never would find the needagain.

Then the corpses began to glow, softly, from the inside, as ifthey were fat-bodied candles with the wicks
burning deep in theirhearts. Soft and red they shone, their light burning brighter asthe bodies became ever
more translucent, and then transparent.Dùghall felt the magic rising, strong as a river. But theforce of the
spell far exceeded what he had anticipated. How manydead had lain within the House’s walls? Had that
current ofwild magic taken hold? He could not find the place where the spelldrew extra strength, but
while he sought for it, desperate tocontrol the wildly growing pulse of energy, the magical river roseto the
flood point, to the place where he might have had any hopeof calling it back, and then beyond.

He closed his eyes and prayed that he had cast his spell withouta trace of hatred, without any secret
desire for the destruction ordeath of his enemies. If he had not, those enemies would surely die— but so
would he and everyone in the room with him.

*    *    *

Hasmal rolled in the berth on the ship, restless, wakened yetagain from nightmare-wracked sleep by the
sound of laughter. Andonce again the laughter hung only in his memory, tinkling andfeminine, never
touching the world he inhabited.

In his dreams the creature who mocked him hovered over him, herhair red as rubies, her wings flashing
and sparkling like gems inbrilliant sunlight, her delicate body no bigger than his hand. Shewas a creature
of the spirit world — the same spirit world hehad invoked in seeking to escape his doom. One of her
kind had toldhim to flee. His later spells and auguries had led him to thisship, to a captain who needed a
man who could work metal and repairthings.

The previous shipwright had arrived in port with too much moneyand too little sense, and had gotten both
drunk and in trouble. Thecaptain, when hiring Hasmal, clearly stated in his terms that hewould not bail his
men out of prison (which was how the job came tobe open in the first place); Hasmal, who didn’t drink
andwhose entire existence at the moment focused on keeping himself outof trouble, saw no problem in
this. He’d been working for thepast few days on getting the ship seaworthy, and the captain hadspent the
time (though so far without success) hunting for a cargo.He assured Hasmal that the Peregrine never



waited long inharbor and that they would surely sail within days.

While not as good as being at sea, that promise seemedsufficient to get Hasmal out of harm’s reach. But
the spiritlaughter rang in his dreams, and interrupted his sleep, and as helay there in the darkness he
wondered if he ought not flee upland,away from people, to hide in the dark wet jungle.

His castings were clear — tossed bones, the cards, and evena solitary late-night check with another of
the blood-conjuredspirits reassured him that he was where he needed to be. No matterhow nervous he
might become, this was his right path. His ship. ThePeregrine was a form of falcon . . . as he was aform
of falcon — and wasn’t that a sign in itself? Onefalcon would fly the other falcon away from danger
anddestruction.

He settled down again in his berth and listened to thecomforting creak of the planks and the lap of water
against thehull. Sweet, soothing sounds that promised imminent escape andglorious freedom. He drifted
to the edge of dreaming, to thetwilight land between waking and sleep. And there the winged spiritsat,
cross-legged in the air, a wicked grin on her face, waving herfingers at him.

Miserable beast. He strengthened his shields, drawing energyfrom the bay beneath him and the currents
of air around him andspinning them into another layer of the wall that kept out evil andmade him seem to
be no one — a man who made no impression,left no mark, captured no one’s fancy — and that gave
himsilence. Blessed silence. The spirit, walled out of his mind,vanished. After a while he slept.

*    *    *

Get up! Get up or you will die!

A man, by turns annoying and angry, shouted at her fromsomewhere in the distance. The girl curled
tighter into a ball andtried to shut his voice out; it was bringing her to wakefulness,and though she could
not remember why, she knew she didn’twant to wake up.

At least move beneath the trees, where you’ll have someshelter! Move! Move, girl! You cannot die
on me now!

Her body hurt, but not in ways she understood. She didn’tfeel attached to the hurts at all. She recognized
pain, but itdidn’t seem to be her pain. It occurred in places that herbody didn’t have. It hurt wrong,
though she could notquite comprehend how that could be. She seemed to have beeninserted into the
body of a stranger, and the stranger’s bodydidn’t feel things the way she felt them, or smell things theway
she smelled them, or hear things the way she heard them.

Vaguely, she knew that she was cold. The air smelled wrong— sterile and empty. All her life, her world
had been scentedby the lush growth of the jungle, the rich dark earth scents, theprofuse perfumes of
flowers, and the thousand colliding odors ofthe city of Calimekka, and now all of that had been erased
andreplaced with nothingness. The cold didn’t bother her as muchas the emptiness of smell . . . and of
sound. She heardwind whistling and moaning, and from time to time a distant, sharpcracking, and nothing
else.

Get up! Please get up! I can’t let you die, girl. Weneed each other, you and I.

Almost nothing else, then. He hadn’t left heryet. Why hadn’t he? He was a stranger. She’d never
heardhis voice before. In fact, she’d never even heard a voice likehis before. He spoke with a faint
accent, but one unlike anythingin her experience. And she thought she’d heard all of them.She opened
one eye.



Whiteness assaulted her. Something had erased the world, leavingher in a place as empty as a sheet of
vellum untouched by thescribe’s pen. Impossible. If she rubbed her eyes, they wouldwork again. She
tried to do just that, but when she moved her arm,a monstrous clawed hand moved into view and
reached for her. Shescreamed and tried to scrabble away, and the white ground gave waybeneath her
and beside her, and turned to powder that blew into hernose and her eyes and her mouth, stinging where
it touched, andmelting, and tasting like . . .

Snow.

She dropped into a deep drift of it, realizing as she did justwhat it was that surrounded her. This was the
snow that merchantsbrought from far in the south and sold by the cupful in the openmarket. She had
never imagined the world being covered in the stuff— in her mind, those merchants had always had to dig
for theprecious delicacy, mining the earth for pockets of it the wayminers dug out opals and emeralds.
Here lay a fortune in snow, sodeep the pocket she stood in reached from her feet to her neck,stretching
away as far as the eye could see in all directions. Sheturned, looking for anything else, and at last circled
around tosee a small copse of trees not too far away. Endless wind had bentthem until they hunched over
like tired old men carrying firewoodon their backs. Their leaves were needle-shaped and short; theywere
green, but the green looked dreary and dark to her eyes.

She could not see the source of the voice that had soinsistently harassed her until she woke; neither could
she see anymonster. In fact, in the whole world she seemed to be the onlyliving creature. She wondered
where the monster had gone, or thespeaker; she wondered if they were one and the same. “Whereare
you?” she shouted, and immediately, as if from inside herhead, the voice she’d heard before whispered, 
Shhhhh!They’ll hear you, and you aren’t ready to face themyet.

She whirled around, but nothing was behind her. Keeping hervoice down because she didn’t like the
sound of“they’ll hear you,” especially not when said withthe frightened tone the stranger used, she said,
“Don’thide from me. Come out and let me see you.”

I . . . can’t come out. And you can’t seeme. I’m trapped in a place where I’ve been kept
prisonersince . . . well, since long before you were born. I canonly send you my voice, but not into
your ears. I speak to yourmind, though I can see things through your eyes, and hear thingsthrough
your ears.

Danya frowned, and lifted a hand to brush blowing snow from herface. And once again saw the hand of
a monstrosity coming towardher face. This time she didn’t scream. Bits and pieces ofmemory were
starting to come back to her — she began to recallbeing in a dungeon for a long time, and then being
kept prisoner inthe rooms of her Sabir torturers. Yes. Those days blurred into anendless pageant of
humiliations and degradations and pain. They hadended, though; she no longer lay chained to the floor.
Somethinghad happened recently — something had taken her from the threeof them, but that something
had been worse than what they had doneto her . . .

Then she had it. The memory returned, and she wanted to scream,but did not. Instead, she stared at the
hand. Her hand. Tiny darkcopper scales covered it like armor, right to the fingertips thatterminated in
hard, black, curving talons. The scales moved up thearm, becoming larger and lighter in color, so that at
the elbowthey were a bright copper, and at the shoulder, where spikes ofbone or horn jutted from above
and below the joint, they were pale,almost tan, but still with the same metal sheen. She moved the
handand its twin to her face, and closed her eyes so that shedidn’t accidentally scratch them out, and she
felt her face.Nothing of the woman she had once been remained. She now found asharp crest of bone
running from the top of her skull down to themuch-widened space between her eyes. Her nose swept
forward, aslong as one hand, part of a lean muzzle. Her teeth felt likedaggers — rows of daggers. More
spikes erupted from the angleof her jaw on either side of her face — a face now entirelycovered by tiny,



pebblelike scales.

Not until her fingers tangled into a heavy braid of long softblack hair did she begin to weep. The hair,
now wet and in someplaces frozen, felt no different than it had before she served assacrifice to the
Sabirs. Before their magic Scarred her. The hairwas still human, though she would never again be.

Ignoring the voice that implored her to move to the relativeshelter of the copse of trees, she dropped to
her knees and coveredher eyes with her hands and sobbed. The invisible stranger kepttelling her if she
didn’t find shelter, she would die. Thatsuited her perfectly. She wanted to die.

Cold tears clung to her face and froze. The bitter wind howledaround her and began to cut into her. In
the distance, so far awaythat it might almost have been another voice of the wind, somethingscreamed.
Her heart howled out its pain and grief for all that shehad lost and all she would never have again. She fell
towardvoluntary oblivion, looked at the darkness of surrender and easydeath, and almost . . . almost . . .
almost letherself tumble in.

Then, slowly, her sobs grew softer, and her tears fewer. Danyalifted her head and stared out at the bleak
expanse of nothing thatlay in all directions. Hellish nothing, empty of all she had onceloved. She had lost
her Family, her world, her friends — andin this twisted body she wore, she had to acknowledge that she
hadlost them forever. She could never go back and be Danya Galweigh,Wolf of the Galweighs, again.
Her Family had not rescued her, hadnot ransomed her, had left her in the hands of enemies, and shecould
not and would not forget that. She had suffered in the handsof her captors, and she had expected to die
many times, and wishedto die many more. She hated the monsters who had tortured her. Shewould
never escape the sounds of their voices, the feel of theirtouch, the bitter vision of their faces.

But she was alive. She was alive, and she was free, and nomatter what the Galweighs had not done, and
no matter what theSabirs had done, she was now in a better position than any of them.Because she was
alive, and they could not know that. And she knewwho they were. And she knew where to find them.

And she would find them, no matter how long it took, no matterwhat it cost, no matter what she had to
do. She would find thepeople who had abandoned her, and those who had tortured her, andthose who
had sacrificed her, and she would make them pay.

She stood, and shook the snow from her body, and lifted herhead. Let them lie in their warm beds, safe
in the comfort of theirignorance. She was coming.

She was coming.

Very good, the voice of her unseen ally whispered in herthoughts. Very good indeed. I thought you
were strong enough tosurvive. If you desire revenge, I will do everything in my power tohelp you
get it. Anything, Danya. But first I suggest we get you toshelter, and perhaps food. Because you
won’t be able to makethem pay if you die here.

“You can get me to shelter?”

I can direct you. I am limited in what I can do — but Ihave ways of finding things.

“Why would you?”

Silence for a moment. Then, Because I know what happened toyou. Because I know what that’s like.
Because Ididn’t survive the things that happened to me. Youwouldn’t be wrong to never trust
anyone again, but I can tellyou that I’ve been where you are now, and I have more reasonthan
you could ever believe to help you get what you want. You canhelp me, Danya — and I can help



you.

Danya considered that. She did not know how the spirit had foundher, or why; she knew nothing of the
person he had been. She didknow, though, that she had no other allies, and was unlikely tosurvive to find
them on her own.

“Lead me,” she said. “I will follow.”

    

 

Chapter 17

 

Once in the sky and safely away from Galweigh House, Kaitconfronted the stranger who looked through
her eyes, listenedthrough her ears, and smelled the damp night air through her nose.The stranger kept
silent, so that only the sense of presence andunfamiliar weight and the stranger’s occasional
restlessshifting inside the recesses of her mind convinced her that thesilent, watchful presence was not a
figment born of imagination andthe day’s burden of grief and horror.

Kait started the engines in midair once she was sure she waswell past the point where any of the Sabirs
might hear them. Shefought the tailwind that kept pushing the airible north more thanwest. And when the
airship was securely en route to Goft, she said,“Now you can stop hiding and tell me who you are. And 
what you are.”

The stranger in her mind sighed. Does it matter? I can helpyou.

“It matters. Are you a demon of the sort which possessespeople and drives them to speak to the air and
foam at the mouth?Or are you a god who wants to require a task of me? Or are yousomething else?”

Nothing so grand as either a demon or a god. My name isAmalee Kehshara Rohannan Draclas.

Kait froze when she placed the name. “You’re mygreat-great-great-great-great-grandmother?” Amalee
Draclas wasa martyr, dead nearly two hundred years, and victim of none otherthan the Sabirs. Her
torture and murder, according to Familyhistory, had been carried out in front of the walls of
GalweighHouse, in full sight of her husband and children.

Yes.

Kait didn’t know what to say.

You doubt me.

“Yes.”

You’d be a foolish girl if you didn’t. I can provewho I am to you, though. And I can help you get
revenge on theSabirs.

That her many-times-great-grandmother would want revenge on theSabirs, Kait could well believe. But
that she should appear as avoice in Kait’s head . . .

Magic released me from the place where I had been imprisonedsince the day the Sabirs murdered
me. I have no body, of course.But I remember who I am, and my life before I was killed. And



whenI was released, I sought out a descendant. You were the one thatsurvived.

“That makes sense, I suppose, though I never truly believedin spirits that visited the living. I always
thought the dead wentbetween the worlds and were reborn into new bodies and newlives.”

Your theory isn’t too far from the mark . . .unless sadistic torturers trap the spirit and cage it. I
wouldsurely have lived again before now, had they not done what they didto me.

Kait recalled the mayhem that had pushed her over the edge ofthe abyss into unconsciousness. Many
voices had fought forher attention. Some of them — no, most of them — had beenfrightening.

I wasn’t the only spirit so trapped, Amalee said.And some of those with whom I’ve spent the last
thou —. . . ah, two hundred years were evil. Trulyevil.

Kait accepted that explanation.“What happened to all thoseothers?”

Amalee didn’t answer.

“Grandmother . . . what happened to all thoseothers?”

The response held an air of weary sadness. I don’t know.They might have gone between. Or . . .
perhapsnot.

Amalee didn’t want to talk after that, and Kait needed toconcentrate. The island of Goft made for a
difficult target on adark, windy night.

And later, as she watched the lights on the Goft coast slidenearer and then drift slightly to her left, that
difficulty becameworse. Her fuel supply was dwindling rapidly, and she needed tocome around into the
wind so she could hold the airible steadywhile she jumped into Maracada’s bay. One engine sputtered
anddied; the airible hadn’t gotten its ground maintenance when itcame in at the House. The other three
engines were starting tochoke and miss, making the sounds they made when the fuel beganrunning out.
She had only gotten to Goft because of the assistanceof the tailwind. Facing a headwind, she would have
been enginelessand adrift long before. Now Maracada’s harbor lay beneath her,but she felt sure she
would only be able to make one pass over itbefore the fuel and her luck ran out. She needed to get out
of theairible quickly.

She frowned and tugged harder at the rudder pull. At the sametime, she shifted the ballast forward and
nosed the ship downtoward the surface of the water. She wanted to bring the airible asclose as she dared
before she brought the nose back up and releasedit to the wind. If she had to, she could crash it into the
bay andsink the airible before she swam away, but Maracada was full ofstrong swimmers and divers and
salvagers, and someone might dredgeup the engines or the envelope and make use of the
Family’ssecrets. Far better for Galweigh interests if she could set theship adrift on the easterly wind and
let it crash into thetrackless expanse of the ocean. No one would find it then.

She edged the rudder over farther and the airible tracked southto southeast. The full reach of
Maracada’s bay spread outbeneath her, crowded with ships, lively still with lights; in spiteof the darkness
crews ferried cargo in to shore or out to theirships in longboats or hurried to or from their liberties on
land.She dropped closer to the surface of the water, and pulled thehatch open. She didn’t want the
airible to strike the masts ofany of the ships that lay in the harbor. To prevent that, she wouldhave to act
quickly. She checked that her dagger and her sword wereboth strapped tightly to her sides; she tightened
the laces on herboots. She had to bring the ship as close as possible to thesurface of the water, then nose
it back up again sharply, and jumpbefore it rose too high. She was a strong swimmer, far strongerthan
any normal human, and the surface of the bay looked calmenough; she didn’t fear that her clothes or her



weapons woulddrag her under. She had quick enough reflexes to get out of theship before it rose too
high. But she was tired and her head hurt,and the pain and grief of the day’s events had caught up
withher. She stared down at the rippled mirror of water below her andwondered how bad it would be to
sink to the bottom of the bay andnever rise.

I’ve heard it’s a painful way to die, Amaleesaid. And while it would solve your problems,
itwouldn’t do anything for your hopes of revenge.

True enough. Kait resented her dead ancestor’s intrusioninto her thoughts, but part of her was perversely
grateful that shehad been forced to face reality. Dead, she could do nothing to helpany survivors, nor
could she avenge the dead. She’d wanted toserve her Family. Now she was more than a very junior
diplomat. Nowher Family needed her desperately.

She set the airible on the course she’d planned, steeledherself against the momentary paralysis of fear,
and jumped as theship began to soar upward. She’d judged her moment well —she fell clear of ships
and dinghies and other obstacles — butshe’d failed to anticipate the effect that dropping from agreat
height onto the surface of the water would have on her. Shesmashed into the bay as if she had hit dry
land; the rock-hardwater slapped her and slammed her and the shock stunned her. Thenthe bay
swallowed her, and she felt herself slipping beneath thesurface. The water closed over her head.

Both her mind and her dead ancestor screamed, Swim, damn you!Swim! but Kait could not. Her body
refused to respond. She wasdrowning and she knew it and she could only sink deeper into theswirling
currents of the bay. Her lungs burned as she breathed inwater.

Her body, even in its stunned state, responded to that threat.It brought out its ultimate weapon. Kait felt a
subdued fire alongthe sides of her neck, and without realizing the moment that ithappened, she found
herself breathing the salt water of the bay.She blinked, and discovered her eyes could make out
shapesunderwater even in the darkness. The Shift was only partial; herlast Shift had been too recent,
perhaps, or the shock of hittingthe water prevented her body from doing more. But the Karnee reflexwas
enough.

She could breathe, and after a while she could move, and afteran even longer while, she managed to
swim to shore. She draggedherself up onto a part of the sandy beach away from light andmotion and
humanity. When the Shift subsided and she knew she couldwalk among people again without drawing
death down upon herself,she got up and brushed as much sand from her clothes as she could,dried both
her sword and dagger on her shirt, and walked throughthe town and up the long hill to Cherian House,
where her Family inMaracada resided.

She had to wait with the guards at the gate of the House whilesomeone who could vouch for her could
be found and brought out. Thesomeone, when he finally came, was a distant cousin of about herage who
had joined her in Galweigh House for a year’s worth ofdiplomatic classes before he returned home and
took up his dutiesas a trader. His name was Fifer, and Kait had always thought himboth homely and dull.
Time hadn’t done much to improvehim.

He stood inside the gate and studied her with sleep-blearedeyes. He didn’t offer a smile or a greeting or
give her anysign that she was welcome. He simply stared; then sighed; thenturned to the night gatemaster
and said, “Yah. She’s mycousin. You can let her in.”

“Hello, Fifer,” she said.

“You have no more sense now than you had before,” hetold her. “This is no hour to disturb a House.
I’ve hadto wake Father so he could greet you. And you lookappalling.”



She didn’t explain to him; she wouldn’t get hissympathy even if she told him what had happened, and
didn’tneed it anyway. She would hope for better treatment from heruncle.

Fifer led her through the House into audience with her uncleShaid, who was paraglese of the Family in
Goft. When he’ddelivered her, he stood by the door, waiting to be released, acourtesy his father
pointedly ignored.

The Goft paraglese seemed unrelated to his youngest son.Handsome, smiling, and affable, he greeted her
in the house librarywith a glass of wine, some corn tortillas, and a bowl of freshfruit one of the servants
was finishing laying out as Kait came in.He appeared undisturbed that he’d been dragged from bed
atsuch a dreadful hour.

“Kait, dear child, you look like death. And why hasn’tmy son taken you to get fresh clothes? I would
have waited to seeyou.”

Kait took the proffered glass of wine and sipped slowly.“I’m fine, Uncle,” she said. “What I have totell
you is more important than a change of clothes or a shower.Those will wait — the news I bring should
not.”

He showed her to the seat nearest the food and settled acrossfrom her. “Then tell me, dear. How did you
end up at my door,and in such a state?”

She told him the entire story, and watched as he grew pale. Whenshe was finished, he leaned back in his
seat and closed his eyes.“Ah, gods. Galweigh fallen, and the Sabirs ascendant inCalimekka.” Tears
glistened at the corners of his tightlyclosed eyes, which he knuckled roughly away. “And of the warin
Halles? Have you word?”

“No word. Dùghall, Tippa, and I left before daybreakof this day just past, before the battle was to begin
— andI’ve already told you of our arrival in Calimekka. I had noway to get news before I escaped.”

He rubbed his temples, sighed, opened his eyes. “Perhaps wehave not lost the day there. Support from
that direction would behelpful.”

Kait thought of the men and women in Halles who had served herFamily so faithfully, and bit her lower
lip. “The Sabirs knewwe would be back in Calimekka with our defensive forces away; theywere ready
for us in the one place. I have to assume they wereready for us in the other.”

“Then we must act as if no help will come from thewest.” He frowned. “A challenge, and atrial. . . . Well,
we shall triumph somehow.”He straightened his shoulders and smiled grimly. “Kait, I mustthink tonight on
how I’ll implement the rescue of anysurvivors, even before I consider the retaking of the House and
thedestruction of the Sabirs. Go shower and rest, have the night staffbring you something from the kitchen
if you’re still hungry,and I’ll be sure you’re sent fresh clothing. Tomorrowwhen you wake, meet with me
and we’ll discuss the layout ofthe House and anything else you can give me that will help us goingin. I
haven’t been to Galweigh in years, and though Fifer has,I’m afraid he hasn’t demonstrated such powers
ofobservation as would make me want to base a battle plan on hisrecommendations.”

He rose, and she rose, and, as she did, she heard a softshuffling behind the wall of books nearest them.
Shaid took nonotice of the sound, and Kait wondered if his ears could hear it.Someone stood behind that
wall, and had been very quiet there forall the time she and the paraglese had spoken, or else had
justarrived. She wondered which.

“Fifer, give her the Ambassador’s Room, please. Thatis well away from the busy parts of the House;
she’ll need agood night’s sleep, and I would not have her disturbed.We’ll have much to do tomorrow,



she and I.”

“Yes, Father.”

Shaid hugged her tightly. “Kait, my condolences on yourlosses. We have all of us lost much tonight, but I
know you’velost more than most. I want you to know that I’ll doeverything in my power to bring the
bastards to justice for whatthey’ve done. Not just for the Family, but for you aswell.”

“Thank you, Uncle,” she said, and bid him good night,and followed Fifer out the door.

It closed behind them, and as it did, Amalee said, Wait. Youhaven’t heard enough yet.

Kait thought fast. She caught Fifer’s sleeve and said,“Hold up, would you? I have something in my boot.
Stay just amoment; I don’t think I can stand to walk another step withoutgetting it out.” She leaned
against the library wall and begantugging at the wet leather . . . but slowly.

Inside the room, she heard the soft groan of a secret doorsliding open. And Shaid’s voice saying, “That
confirmsthe rumors, then.”

“Rather neatly. One survives to tell the tale. What do youintend to do?” The other voice was female; the
accenthighborn, the tone cultured, the attitude coldly amused.

“Wait, of course. See what the Sabirs intend to offer inthe way of prisoner exchanges, see if we can
work out some sort ofdeal with them — and eventually retake the House, of course.Not soon.”

“Which shall make having the girl around uncomfortable, Ishould think. She’s sure to want to mount a
rescueimmediately.”

“I would rather,” Shaid said softly, “let theCalimekka line of the Family die out entirely. With our
bloodlinein primacy, we stand to gain legitimate claim to the Calimekkanestates, and we no longer have
to have approval for our proposedtrade routes. And we can do as we will with the colonies. If evenone
of them survives, of course, their whole line maintainsprimacy.”

Kait tugged the boot free and made a show of feeling aroundinside of it while Fifer fidgeted, deaf to the
conversation behindthe door.

“Then you don’t intend to let the girl worry you abouta rescue.”

“The girl? What girl? She must have died in an airiblecrash, or drowned in the sea, or been waylaid by
bandits, for shecertainly never reached here.”

“Very wise, Shaid. Very wise. Shall I attend to the matterfor you?”

“Personally. The fewer people who might remember her, thebetter. I’ll make sure everyone else who saw
her come in isgiven special assignments until we can be sure the rest of the mainline is dead.”

Kait pretended to find a stone and put it in her pocket. Shestarted putting the boot back on again, and
again made the processlook difficult.

“Now?”

“No. Not until she’s in the room. Fifer will come backand tell us when she arrives. I don’t want any,
ah. . . disturbing noises that might later recallthemselves to someone’s memory. And no one else is
currentlyon the third floor.”



Kait gave the boot a sharp pull and it slid onto her foot. Shehad no idea who the woman in Shaid’s
confidence was. Shethought, since she knew her death had been planned, that she couldprobably protect
herself from that first attack. However, she wouldstill be where she wasn’t wanted, and where she could
not gethelp. She would lose time, and she couldn’t fight off thewhole House if Shaid was determined to
see her dead. UncleDùghall had been right in telling her that outsiders in aHouse offered opportunities,
and need not expect a warmwelcome.

Uncle Dùghall . . .

A tear slid from the corner of her eye and she brushed itroughly away. She would live, and she would
avenge the people sheloved, even if she had to do it alone.

Now, though, she had to do the unexpected. And she thought,since Shaid had been kind enough to hand
over one of his sons toher, the present would be the best time for a surprise.

“I’m ready,” she said. “Would you mindtaking me by the kitchen first? I’m starved, and I’d loveto take
some food up to my room with me.”

Fifer regarded her with blank eyes. “You can call to thekitchen from the room and have something
brought up toyou.”

“I’d rather eat on the way. I haven’t had anyfood since the day before yesterday.”

He sighed. “It’s late and I’m tired.”

“Fi-fer. I had to steal an airible, fly it here,then swim to the House from the bay. I bet I’m tireder thanyou
are. Besides, I’m the one who found you when you got lostin the lower levels of my House. You at least
owe me a fewfavors.” She tried to give him a teasing smile, though afterwhat she’d just heard, all she
could feel was rage.

The stupid eyes regarded her with distaste. He sighed. “Thekitchen.”

“Yes. The kitchen.”

He dragged down one hallway, took a cross-corridor, and trudgeddown a spiraling back stair lit
intermittently by oil lamps,sighing on every other step.

They went down two stories without speaking to each other. Noservants passed them in all that time.
Finally Kait asked,“What floor is the kitchen on?”

“Ground. Of course. We’re almost there.”

Kait casually rested her hand on her dagger. The next momentwould tell a great deal. The archway that
would lead to the kitchenappeared to their left, but it didn’t lead directly into thekitchen. Instead it led
into a hall. A dark, empty hall. Good. Thestairs did not end at the ground floor, but continued
downward.Kait fell half a step behind Fifer and wrapped her left hand overhis mouth. With her right
hand, she pressed the dagger to histhroat. “Listen carefully,” she said, “anddon’t make a noise. I don’t
like you, and I like you evenless now that I know your father intends to have me killed tonight.But I
won’t hurt you if you do as I tell you.” Shetightened her grip to emphasize her Karnee strength, and felt
thestruggle go out of him. “You understand me?”

He nodded. He breathed fast, and she could hear his heartracing. “Where’s your treasury?”

He mumbled something, but of course with her hand over his mouthit didn’t come out clearly. She said,



“Point.”

He pointed down the stairs.

“Take me.”

He went. Funny how he didn’t sigh constantly anymore. Maybehe was no longer sleepy. The stairway
ended in a metal-ribbedstonewood door. The door had no latch and no handle, no keyhole andno
window. She knew of such doors — Galweigh House’streasury had one just like this one. The person
who opened the doorhad to slide fingers into the correct series of holes and push thelatches aside.
Pushing even one wrong latch released the knifemechanism that neatly cut off every one of the fingers just
belowthe knuckle. Very effective at keeping people out, those doors.

“Open it,” Kait said.

“Mmmm mmaaaahhh,” Fifer said, shaking his head.

Kait pressed the edge of the dagger against his neck hard enoughto blanch the skin. “You can’t? Of
course you can. Or, atleast, let’s hope that you can. I can’t let you go oryou’ll make noise or run for
help. If I have to deal with thedoor, I’ll need both my hands free, and I’ll have to killyou first in order to
have them free. Then I’d still have tocut off your hands so I could have something to push into theholes,
because I’m not going to use my own fingers. I wouldrather not kill you — I would rather not have to
kill anyone . . . else. But if it comes down to you or me,cousin, you need not ask which way the bones
will fall.”

She tightened her grip again, and he groaned.

“You going to do what I tell you?”

He nodded.

“Then do it.”

He rested his hands along either side of the door, and slid eachfinger slowly into one of the depressions.
He took his time, andKait didn’t hurry him — while she knew the combination toher father’s treasury
door, she wouldn’t want to have tostick her fingers into it in a hurry, either.

Fifer swallowed so hard his body shook, and pushed the leverssimultaneously, and after an instant Kait
heard a click from insidethe wall. Fifer removed his hands, and the door rolled silentlyinto the left wall.

Kait stepped on the heel of Fifer’s right boot and said,“Pull your foot out of it . . . slowly.”

He wriggled a little, but removed the boot. Kait shoved it intothe opening, right against the groove where
the door would slidewhen it closed. Then she forced her cousin into the treasury.

As soon as they stepped across, the vault door slammed closedbehind them, but it didn’t close all the
way, thanks to theboot. The insides of treasury doors required a differentcombination, and Kait didn’t
want to take her cousin back outof the vault with her. As long as the door remained wedged open,she
wouldn’t have to.

They stood to one side of a wonderland where neatly sortedjewels in glass cases rose from floor to
ceiling, and stacks ofbars of precious metals towered so high and so wide they createdwalls of their own,
and banks of wooden drawers lined one wall,while beautiful embroidered silks and stacks of
Ancients’books and carvings in ebony and amber and ivory sat collecting duston shelves along another.



“This is very easy,” Kait said.“I need money, and not even very much.”

Fifer pointed to the wooden drawers.

“Fine.” She marched him in the opposite direction. Theshelf that housed the embroidered silks had
ceremonial robes foldedto one side — and the ceremonial robes came with belts. Shepushed Fifer to the
floor, drew her sword, sheathed her dagger, andtook a couple of the belts. As soon as he was tied and
gagged, shehurried over to the drawers.

The wealth of a small nation lay within them. Coins of gold andsilver lay in heaps and piles, sorted by
denomination and issuingmint: gleaming hexagonal Dokteerak daks; tree-stamped Sabir
farnes;Masschanka robans; Kairn slaudes; Galweigh preids; and from outsidethe realms of the Five
Families, monies from the Strithian empire,the Manarkan Territories, and places unknown to Kait —
moniesstamped with the visages of the Scarred and their world. Enoughmoney lay in those drawers to let
her raise an army of mercenariesa thousand times over. She would hire from the colonies ifpossible, from
allies if available. From foreigners ifnecessary.

Don’t waste your time trying to find mercenaries,Amalee said. I’m telling you, the Family is dead.
But youcan bring them back.

“From the dead?” Kait blurted.

I know of an Ancient artifact that will let you. . . ah, resurrect them.

“From the dead.” She recalledDùghall’s amused speculation about the existence of suchan artifact — the
Mirror of Souls — and his comment thatits existence was almost certainly a myth.

He was wrong. The Mirror of Souls exists, and it works. Getenough money to hire a ship and a
crew that can sail you north andeast across the ocean, and I will take you to it. You want to
helpour Family, then get the Mirror.

North and east would take her across the Bregian Ocean. Fewships made that crossing, and the lands on
the other side weremostly unexplored.

But if her ancestor was right and she had a chance to bring herFamily back . . .

Her Family. The Family that she’d believed so much betterthan the Sabirs or the Dokteeraks, the Kairns
or the Masschankas.Her Family, with an uncle who had turned on her as quickly as thatDokteerak
paraglese had turned on his relative — and for what?Because she stood in the way of his ascension to
Galweigh House.And more power. And more wealth.

She’d always been told, and had always believed, thatloyalty among Family members came above
everything else — thatit was the very essence of what being Family meant.

She sagged against the wall, for the moment all the fight goneout of her. She felt tears start down her
cheeks; she tasted theirsalt, and remembered her mother’s warm arms around her whenshe’d cut herself.
Remembered the comfort of her father’svoice, calming her down and helping her find her way to
herhumanity when, Shifted into Karnee form, she had to hide away inthe dark places in the House, after
they first moved there fromtheir country home. She’d been so afraid then. Afraid thatsomeone would see
her, discover her secret, kill her as that childin Halles had been killed. But her parents had saved her.
Over andover, they had saved her life. And her brothers and sisters hadhelped her, and she had survived
to earn the chance to repaythem.

Except she was too late.



No way to repay the dead. If she listened to Amalee, she wouldonly be deluding herself. At best, the
Mirror of Souls was athousand years lost, and irretrievable. At worst, it was a myth.The Sabirs and their
treachery were real. The Goft Galweighs andtheir treachery were real, too. And she couldn’t evenget
her revenge on the bastards who’d destroyed everything shehad ever loved in the world, because the
surviving members of herFamily would pay the spawn of evil their own souls to feed theirlust for
Galweigh House and the power it represented, and thetreasure it housed.

All her life, her Family had been everything to her, becauseshe’d been so sure the Galweigh name was
synonymous witheverything which was good, and just, and right in the world.She’d been wrong to
believe. There was, she discovered, Family— which was a political thing and knew no loyalty — and
family, which was a thing of blood ties and love, and forwhich she would gladly have given her life.

And if the only chance you have is a bad chance, is that notstill better than having no chance at all? Is it,
Kait? Think,girl. If the Mirror of Souls is lost forever, you have lost nothingthat you had not already lost.
But if it exists, and if you canfind it, you will regain something you could have in no otherway.

Kait stood straight and brushed her tears from her cheeks withone sleeve. She would have given her life
for any of her family.She would still give her life. For even the slender chancethat she might see her
mother and father alive again, and herbrothers and sisters. . . . If she could hold on tothe hope that her
uncle Dùghall would once again tell her hisbawdy islander jokes and quote his obscure philosophers. . . if
she could even dream that one day belovedGalweigh voices might ring again through the halls of the
House. . . for that, she would sail the almost-unchartedocean, trek across the wastes of Scarred lands.
For the lives ofthose she loved, she would risk everything.

Maybe she couldn’t believe in Family anymore. But she wouldnever stop loving her family.

The muscles of Kait’s jaw clenched so tight they burned. Ifshe wanted the chance, she had to act. Fast.
She started filling asmall leather bag with gold. She attached one bag of gold to thebelt beneath her tunic,
and started on a second.

Good girl. I knew I could count on you. Now, then, once youget your money, steal one of those
books on the shelf — theolder, the better — and flee this place. When you’resafe, and we’ve told
some greedy captain the lie that will getyou berth and allies in finding the Mirror, I’ll give you
theproofs you want about me. Only get to safety first.

She filled and hid the second purse. Then she dumped a handfulof silver coins and a few bronzes into her
pockets — a womanwho showed gold in the wrong places wouldn’t live long.

Finally, she dug through the Ancient books until she found oneso old she couldn’t even recognize the
letter forms.

That one will do.

Kait didn’t know why she would need it, but better to haveand not want than to want and not have, as
Wain Pertrad wrote. Whenshe had what she needed, she mockingly saluted her cousin andfled.

*    *    *

Dùghall’s spell spun itself into life. Down in theblack heart of the silent House, the bodies of the dead
Wolvesglowed, casting light in their secret chamber — a chamberwhich would afterward be undisturbed
by light for long years. Theirradiance cast amorphous, shifting shadows, then dispelled allshadows in a
burst of brilliance that seemed to destroy alldarkness. But the bodies, devoured entirely by the spirits of
thedead, disappeared without a trace of dust or ash, as if they hadnever been. And darkness claimed the



room once more for itsown.

In other rooms in the dark labyrinth between the main House,long-forgotten victims of violence, scattered
suicides, and twosmall children who had wandered too far and never found their wayback to the realm of
daylight before starving cast their own smallshadows before disappearing. Rats and cats and mice and
snakes whohad found dark corners in which to die sparkled like stars for aninstant, then were gone
forever. The meat in the House’s coldroom vanished in like manner, as did food left uneaten that waitedin
the trash bins for disposal. The graves of the dead Galweighs inthe Family boneyard lit up inside, though
no one could see. And outon the grounds proper, the embers of the fire that had burned thedead glowed
more brightly for a moment. And two brilliant lightsout on the landing field where the airible had waited
showed thatit had escaped, before ensuring that the fate of the two men whohad been guarding it would
never be known.

When the last of the lights died away, an instant’s hushfell over Galweigh House. The guards and soldiers
and officerslooked at each other, words lost to them. And in that hush, thespirits of the dead reached out
and touched the living.

*    *    *

Trev leaned against the stone wall in the hallway, staring atthe door his searching had revealed. The
passageway behind it ledinto darkness, a blackness that his lamp refused to illumine. Hisskin twitched as
if touched by a thousand cobwebs, and sweatdripped from his forehead down his nose and beaded on
his upperlip. An instant before, he’d seen the reflection of pale redlight from beyond the point where the
passageway twisted; in theinstant that his eyes had registered it, it had vanished.

Something waited down there. Something bad, that knew heexisted, and that now hid in the darkness,
waiting for him to moveinto reach.

Why go on? Ry’s woman wasn’t in the House anymore— Trev would almost have staked his life on it.
After Ry hadthat seizure, he’d volunteered to stay behind to look for her,but the longer and harder he
looked, the more certain he becamethat she was nowhere in reach. Why keep looking? He couldn’tsay.
Maybe secretly he wanted to earn more of Ry’s admiration,or to take Yanth’s place as his closest
confidant. Maybeunderneath everything, he hoped for advancement as Ry advanced inthe Family.
Though he despised such base motives in others, he hadto admit they compelled him as much as
friendship for Ry. Maybemore.

The darkness ahead of him seemed to deepen, to gain weight andpresence, and Trev swallowed hard.
He wouldn’t live inGalweigh House if the Sabirs made him paraglese of it. The damnedplace felt alive to
him, as if it were watching every step hetook.

You can’t take her home with you even if you do find her,he told himself. You try, and she’ll Shift and
slaughteryou.

The darkness began to whisper.

Sibilant almost-formed words caught at the edge of Trev’shearing. Pattering in the blackness, and dry
squeaks, as if rats,pressed to dust by the weight of the thick dark, came at him toprotest their fate. A
draft of dank air brushed his cheek, and hestepped back, away from the door, caught off guard by the
faint,unpleasant carrion reek it carried.

Wait, the darkness whispered, and he didn’t know ifhe heard the word or only imagined it.

She wouldn’t be in there.



He closed the door and slowly backed away, keeping his back tothe wall so that no one would surprise
him. His lamp cast long anddancing shadows, and he wished that dawn would come and chase
themaway. Whispering began behind him. He spun and squinted into thedark. Saw nothing. Heard the
door he had closed open behind him.Jerked around, sword raised, lantern lifted so that he could
makeout the outline of his enemy.

Saw nothing.

But the carrion smell bore down on him, a moving wall. Nothingin front of him. Nothing behind him.

The cold, damp hands of nothing reached through his clothes tohis skin, stroked him, prodded him. The
long-dead voice of thatnothing murmured, “You belong to me,” and this time hecould not doubt that what
he heard, he heard with his ears and notwith his imagination. What he felt, he felt for real. He flailedout
with his sword, but his blade found no resistance in its arc tothe floor, and steel rang hard on stone, and
the shock of the bladestriking ran through the palm of his hand and up his wrist, and hecried out. Lost his
balance. Dropped the lamp.

It smashed to the floor, and for a moment the oil burnedbrightly in its puddle on the stone, and he leaped
back to escapeits spread. Carrion arms caught him. Held him, while the flamesguttered down to
blackness, and the darkness that was more than theabsence of light descended with full fury. A carrion
body that hecould not touch, could not hurt, though it could touch him, pressedflesh to his flesh, and the
corpse chill of it and the stench of itflowed through him. He believed he would die. Too frightened
tomake a sound, or even to move, he wished that he could faint andfind that the sun would wake him in
the morning, in his own bed,the victim of nothing more than too much wine and a too-vividdream.

“Mine.”

Lips moldy and rotting brushed against the nape of his neck, andfingertips that alternated putrefaction
with bony fleshlessnesscaressed his chest, his belly, his cheek, his back.

“I’ve waited for you for so long . . . forso long . . . for so long . . .”

She wasn’t there. Nothing was there. But he could not breakfree, could not flee, and could not fight, and
his sword droppedfrom nerveless fingers and clattered to the stone. His feet leftthe ground as she lifted
him into the air and bore him off —blinded by the impenetrable blackness that surrounded her, by thefact
that the only noise she made as she moved was a soft rustlethat might almost have been the sound of a
long-vanished silk skirtbrushing the floor. He lost any sense of direction, of place. Hedid not know if she
traveled up with him, or down, or for thatmatter which of those two things would be more frightening. He
wasthe captive of death itself, and he could not think or reason orplan beyond that fact.

From the floors below him he heard screams and the echoes ofscreams. They got closer, became louder;
did he move toward them,or they toward him?

The all-enveloping blinding blanket of darkness, the fetor, thefear, the screams of countless unseen others
— they were thewalls and floor and ceiling of his world, the perimeters of hisexistence beyond which
nothing else was.

Then they were gone.

He lay on a bed of stones, breathing cool, clean air scentedwith morning dew and loam, and the sounds
that surrounded him werethe moans and sobs of others, but also the sounds of a city movingto life in the
time before the break of day. Human shouts,good-natured or angry, and carts and beasts of burden in
thestreets, and farmers bringing livestock into market someplacebelow. In the valley. In the world beyond



Galweigh House.

His eyes cleared, the unnatural darkness erased in an instant.He rolled to his side; sat up; looked around.
He sat in the middleof a graveled road, surrounded on all sides by the Sabir troops whohad taken
Galweigh House, and by the officers who had led them, andby the Family who had come to direct the
taking of the spoils. Theroad and the grassy berm to either side could have been abody-strewn
battlefield, except that none of those who lay stunnedand in shock seemed to be harmed. Before him, the
road twisted intomoonlit jungle. Behind him . . .

He turned, and saw through the frame of palms and many-trunkedstrangler figs the edge of the wall of
Galweigh House, and a partof the gate the Sabirs had paid so much to get opened. It slid shutas he
watched. Leaving him and the rest of the conquerors onceagain locked beyond the impenetrable wall,
and the House in thehands of the dead.

    

 

Chapter 18

 

The woman who walked into the tavern where Ian Draclassat sipping bitter mango beer with three
outrageous liars caughthis attention more for what was wrong about her than what wasright. She strode
to the bartender without bothering to acknowledgethe interested glances she got from the men at the
tables, whichwas odd enough; most of the women in the tavern at that time ofnight wanted the glances,
and the money they could make from themen who gave them. Additionally, this woman looked like
she’dbeen dunked in a well, then dipped in dirt; but nothing about hersaid “poor” or “in hard times.” Her
clothes,entirely wrong for the area and the time of night, were outdoorgarb made for protection from the
elements and for durability. Hestudied them with a practiced eye; they were well made.Absolutely top
quality. As were the sword she wore at one hip andthe dagger at the other.

Her bones were delicate, her hands slender and long-fingered butstrong-looking, her wrists thick enough
with muscle that hesuspected the sword was no decoration conferred by her Familystatus. And she was
lovely, though her beauty hid itself behind hertangled hair and water-damaged clothing. Even the way she
stood andwalked spoke clearly to him of breeding. He would guess shebelonged in the highest echelons
of local society — in theparlors and salons of the Families, dressed in diaphanous silk,sipping nectar. She
no more belonged in a dockside tavern than. . . He smiled inside, considering, and arched aneyebrow.
She no more belonged than he did.

An enigma. He did love an enigma. His smile moved to the outsideas, with a brisk nod, she turned away
from the barkeep, scanned theroom, and looked straight at him. She turned once more to thebarkeep,
said a few words, got a nod in affirmation, and beganworking her way through the tables toward him.

“. . . an’ all three of them were beggingme, but I . . . I . . . wanned ’em hungry. . . if y’ unnerstan’ me . . .
so I. . .”

Ian decided a liar telling his tale of sexual adventuring withthree Manarkan princesses was less compelling
than a dark-eyedenigma. “Later,” he said, and left them. Meeting her in aslight clearing between two
tables, he said, “I saved you thetrouble of presenting yourself at a table full of boors. From thelook of
you, your night has been interesting enoughalready.”

Her half-smile of agreement never reached her eyes.“Captain Draclas?”



“I serve you.”

“I’m given to understand, by some asking about, thatyou not only have a fast ship available for hire, but
that youmight not be averse to a rapid departure . . . andperhaps even, if the incentive were right, to
sailing light.”She kept her voice low and her eyes focused on his face. He foundher intensity unnerving.
Deliciously so.

He nodded quickly, so slightly that only she could see it. Thenhe spread a drunken grin across his face
and said, “Whydin’ you say so, Leeze?” He let his voice sound a littletoo loud, a little drunk. “If you need
a place to sleep for anight or two, I’m . . .” He giggled.“I’m sure we can find you a bed . . . someplace.”
He looked around the room, trying to catch theattention of the men at the tables; they reacted by turning
away,envious, or by hooting encouragement. Ian grinned and swaggered; heslid an arm around her waist,
neatly catching her sword between herthigh and his as he did. Better, should anyone come asking
later,that they not remember that sword. “Outside,” he saidunder his breath.

She slid her own arm around his back, and dragged her fingersfrom the nape of his neck down between
his shoulder blades in anintimate gesture that felt entirely too good. Almost as loudly, andin an accent he
would have sworn was born and bred dockside, shesaid, “Should’na say such things t’ a good girl
likeme, you. I’m na’ that kinda girl.” She managed apredatory smile and a laugh as professional as any in
the room. Shesqueezed his buttock, and they walked out together. The attentionof the room no longer
fixed on either of them, since the nature oftheir association had been classified, in the minds of the
otherpatrons, as business of a personal kind. Nothing worthy of furtherthought.

Outside, the act dissolved like a spun sugar treat in summerrain. The woman pulled gracefully out of his
reach, turned to him,and smiled — this time a genuine smile. “Nicely done. Youthink well under
pressure.”

“Necessary in my line of work.”

“Reassuring to one in my position.”

“And what position might that be?”

Her teeth flashed — the grin broad and dangerous.“There are some powerful people after me for a
manuscript thatI . . . acquired. Bought. From a dealer. These people gothold of information regarding the
contents of the manuscript, andnow they want it — and me with it.”

She was lying. He could see it in her eyes. He knew it as surelyas he knew the sun would rise soon. She
hadn’t gotten hermanuscript from any dealer — she’d stolen it. And whywould a woman who gave every
indication of being Familied steal amanuscript of any sort? Why not buy it? Hells-all, why not
simplycommand that it be given to her, for that matter? If she was ofFamily, she had that right. An enigma
within an enigma — andonly one way he could see to solve the puzzle. Ask. “Sowhat’s in this manuscript
that people want so much thatthey’d come after you?”

Her voice dropped to a whisper and she moved closer to him.“The location of an undiscovered
Ancients’city.”

Taken aback, he laughed. “There’s no place left onthis continent to hide such a city — at least, no place
thatyou or I could reach. Maybe in Strithia, or deep in the heart ofthe Veral Territories . . . but I’ll not go
therefor any treasure.”

“Agreed. But it isn’t on this continent.”



His heart started to pound. “Where, then?Manarkas?”

She smiled. “North Novtierra.”

He took a step back from her and stared, his heart skittering atthe thought of such a treasure. “North
Novtierra?” Virginland — unclaimed, uncharted, ripe for the taking. Hard toreach, hard to explore, vast
beyond all imagining. Three months ofsailing just to get there — and that wouldn’t include anytime
crawling up and down the unexplored coast trying to find hercity. No doubt a hundred undiscovered
Ancients’ cities laywithin the fertile, forested slopes and broad plains of NorthNovtierra. A man could
spend a lifetime trying to find just one,and fail. But if this woman knew the location of such a place. . .

Ah, shang! Such a place would be worth the risk of life,fortune, Family — anything at all — to the finder.
Withthe fortune this woman could make from the spoils of an untouchedAncients’ ruin, she could buy
herself the paraglesiat of oneof her Family’s smaller cities . . . have enoughmoney left over to build a solid
standing army . . . takeany technology she acquired from the site and either develop itherself or use it as
leverage to an even higher position ofpower. . . . One good city could take her intootherwise unreachable
spheres of power. Make her the equal of anyparaglese in Ibera.

Of course, what would be a treasure for her would be a treasurefor anyone else involved, too, including
him. She didn’tstrike him as stupid, so she knew that. He wanted to know whatshe’d done to protect her
interests. “North Novtierra.That’s half a world away, and a hellish dangerous voyage intothe bargain.”

“Yes. But your ship could make the trip. It isn’t acoast-hugger. I checked.”

“You’re right. It isn’t. And it’s seaworthy,and fast. Right up there with the newest caravels in the
Familyfleets. And I’ve crossed the Bregian before — I couldprobably get you there. But what’s to
prevent me from takingthe treasure and stranding you once we arrive . . . or,for that matter, from
dumping you overboard once we’re well atsea and finding and claiming the city for myself?”

She chuckled, and something terrifying crept into the sound. Thehair on the back of his neck stirred, and
his gut twisted.“You wouldn’t want to try stranding or dumping me,Captain. I assure you I can take care
of myself. As for you usingthe manuscript to find the place, you couldn’t unless youhappen to be a Family
translator, and unless you happen tospecialize in the Ancients’ languages, and unless you canspecifically
read Tongata Four in Brasmian script. I’m bettingyou can’t. Further, I’m betting that you won’t
findanyone else besides me who can. As far as I know, I’m the onlyone who has deciphered it.”

He could no more read Tongata Four than he could flap his armsand fly. And wouldn’t know Brasmian
script if someone tattooedit on his nose. Which made her as valuable to him as the cityitself — and
guaranteed her safety at least to the city. Whichshe obviously knew. Beyond that . . . well, he thought
hebelieved her when she said he would make a mistake trying to strandher. Why he believed, he couldn’t
say. Perhaps it wasthe danger in her smile.

Abruptly what she’d told him fitted together, pieces of thepuzzle falling neatly into place; in that moment
he knew notonly how she’d come upon the manuscript, but who she was. Shehadn’t bought the thing, of
course; however, she hadn’tstumbled across it accidentally and stolen it on a whim, either.She was one
of her Family’s lesser daughters, relegated to thedry and dusty translation of Ancient archives, pushed
aside becauseher branch of the Family lacked sufficient pull to get her a goodmarriage or a good post.
She would have been just a link betweenthe will of her Family and the craftsmen and artists who used
hertranslations to re-create Ancient technologies. She’d beengiven a manuscript to translate; had come,
at some point in it, toa mention of the location of a city that she felt would be bothreachable and worth
finding; and because she had ambition and ahunger for a life better than the one she’d landed in,she’d
leaped at the opportunity, snatched the manuscript, andfled into his life.



Which, of course, she would never admit.

He liked her. By all the gods, he liked her. She reminded him ofhimself. Even that dangerous little burr in
her voice when she toldhim that trying to get rid of her would be a bad idea appealed tohim. He decided
that if — no . . . when;after all, why not have faith in his windfall? — he decidedthat when they found the
city, he wouldn’t waste histime trying to dump her or kill her. Why kill a woman worthmarrying?
Marrying power, after all, was more efficient thanearning it.

And she was a good-looking woman. From her height andcoloring and build, of either the Galweigh or
Kairn Families, andsince she was on Goft, he’d bet Galweigh. Galweigh would bevery good, if she could
win her bid for power. Even a moderateposition in that Family was worth a paraglesiat in the
Dokteeraksor the Kairns or the Masschankas. The only other Family equal tothe Galweighs was the
Sabirs. Sabir would have been bad — hehad solid reasons for avoiding them.

He regarded her with proprietary pleasure. His future wife. Hisfuture ticket into wealth, power, luxury.
No sense letting her knowhe’d undertake the trip for free to have the opportunity towin her and through
her claim her city. He needed to let that partunfold slowly. So he gave her his best hard-nosed trader
impressionand said, “What’s in it for me?”

“The transit fee there — you give me a reasonableprice and I’ll pay it. A fair percentage of the cargo we
find— I’ll make it worth your while. My patronage on anyreturn trips. A place in . . .” She
reconsideredwhat she’d been about to say, and smiled and shrugged.“Well, let’s say for now that
anything else I can offerwould be even more speculative than the city and the cargo. But asI said, I’ll
make it worth your while.”

He nodded. “For the transit fee . . .” Hedidn’t want to ask so much that she couldn’t pay it, andhow
much could she possibly have, anyway? But he didn’t wantto ask so little that he raised her suspicions.
“Ten solidlarge. Up front.” It was a lot, but it was also within reasonfor the distance and the danger of the
journey.

She winced.

He waited. If it was too much, he’d see it and lower hisprice a little at a time.

She sighed, stared at her feet, finally nodded. “You have apreference for any one mint?”

“The Dokteeraks cut their gold coins with silver sometimes— don’t pay me in stamped daks. Farnes and
preids spendbest, but gold is gold.”

She nodded. “Done.”

Well enough. She didn’t argue, so he might have gottenmore. Still, if he got the city, what more did he
need? “Sowhat must I know to get us out of the harbor alive?” heasked.

She didn’t waste his time pretending she didn’tunderstand what he meant. “We need to move fast and
we need toleave a false trail. We can’t supply here if you aren’talready stocked. Mentioning what we’re
looking for or wherewe’re looking would probably be fatal.”

He shrugged. “I figured that. Anyone in particular you needto avoid?”

Her laugh was so harsh it startled him. “If you maintainclose associations with the Five Families, don’t
mention me,eh?”

Now he truly was startled. “All five?” Not evenhe had managed to get himself that deeply into trouble.



“To Galweigh, Sabir, and Dokteerak, my life is. . . forfeit. To Masschanka through their associationwith
the Sabirs and the Dokteeraks, probably the same. And Kairn,through their alliance with the Galweighs,
might also take me infor any offered reward. Avoiding all five would be best.”

He felt a measure of admiration at that. He didn’t know anyone who could honestly claim to have made
enemies of all theFive Families. “I’ll do my best.”

“How early can you be ready to leave?”

“Meet me on the beach by the wharf as the bells ringHuld.”

The woman looked at the sky, and he saw her picking out theWhite Lady from the other stars, and
measuring her distance fromthe horizon. The Red Hunter, which would signal the passing of thestation of
Telt and the arrival of Huld, would not join her forsome time.

“Well enough,” the woman said. “That will give metime to do the few things I must do.”

She was already gone when he realized he didn’t even knowher name.

*    *    *

“He believed it.” Kait hurried down to the beach. Shehad nothing she needed to do so much as she
needed to keep out ofsight, and by the wharf near where she had dragged herself ashoreshe’d seen
plenty of cover.

Of course he believed it. Tell anyone an implausible lie andbuild a plausible diversion behind it;
he’ll almost always digthrough the implausible lie to your diversion, think he’sfound the truth, and
fail to look further. Amalee chuckled andchanged the subject. The captain certainly was taken
withyou.

Kait reached the beach and moved to a line of low shrubs andgrasses that lay north of the wharf. “It’s
becauseI’m Karnee. His interest didn’t have anything to do withme.”

Amalee stayed silent while Kait found a comfortable, hiddenvantage point from which to watch the wharf
and settled into it.Once she’d stilled, though, her ancestor said, What do youmean, because you’re
Karnee? You’re lovely. Hecouldn’t have failed to notice that.

“Trust me, it wouldn’t matter. One of the effects ofthe curse is that the Karnee attract members of the
opposite sexand of their own sex by some sort of . . . I’m notsure . . . scent, maybe. Like flowers attract
bees, Isuppose. The bee doesn’t desire the flower, and humansdon’t desire the Karnee — they both just
want the thingthat makes the scent. The effect was well documented four hundredyears ago.” Kait
sighed. “My parents managed to secretlygather copies of everything that was known about my kind.
They hadme read them so that I would understand what I was.”

She didn’t bother to add that they had done so at terribledanger to themselves. Or that they had given
her every advantagethey could to help her survive in the world, risking their ownlives and the lives of all
their other children in the process. Shehad known love in her life; her parents and her surviving
brothersand sisters had loved her, without question or reservation. Shewould simply never be able to find
such love again.

So all men want you.

“Most. And many women. The effect seems to be stronger onmen. Some people seem immune to the
scent. Or drug. Or whatever itis that I give off. Not many, though.”



A long silence. Then, Oh, that would be delightful.

“You think so? Imagine knowing that no one who wanted youactually wanted you. That wherever you
went, men and womenwould approach you, court you, want to bed you . . . andthat if you could get rid
of your scent, and dump it on a dog, theywould abandon you and court the dog. Now think howdelightful
it would be.”

And do you ever bed them?

Kait wondered if the woman had been such a prying nuisance inlife. Could explain why the Sabirs
sacrificed her.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “Another curse ofbeing Karnee is the insatiable appetite. For everything.
Sexincluded. I fight the appetites. Sometimes I lose the fight.”When she did, sex always felt hollow.
Empty. A loveless,passionless exercise, in which she constantly had to guard herselfagainst the excesses
of pleasure that could throw her into Shift.She came away from each encounter with nothing but guilt and
adesire to avoid the next. But like Shift, the sexual hunger ofKarnee could only be held in check for so
long. Longer than Shiftitself most times — that was inexorable as the tide. Butsometimes the beast inside
of her would not be denied.

Kait yawned. Sitting and waiting began to feel like a mistake.How long had it been since she’d slept?
That interlude ofunconsciousness didn’t seem to have helped — she’dwoken from that tired and drained.
Fear and rage and hope had keptthe weariness at bay while she’d tried to find a way to helpher Family,
and then to save her life. Now, however, the exhaustionthat weighted her limbs and dragged at her
eyelids becameunbearable. Sleep beckoned; a god to be embraced, desirable beyondall imagining. She
settled lower in the sand, and discovered thatone of the branches of the shrub directly behind her curved
in anarc that would support her head.

Amalee was oblivious to her weariness. She was nattering onabout being Karnee. How marvelous. An
enormous sexual appetiteand an unending supply of people to fill it. My dear, I wishI’d been born
Karnee. All of that power . . . all ofthat control . . .

Kait felt a moment of sympathy for the long-dead Sabirswho’d sacrificed her ancestor. If the woman
were alive, shethought she might have been tempted to follow the same course ofaction. She yawned
again, and realized that her eyes had fallenshut — she had no idea how long they had been that way.
Sheforced them open. “Can you stay awake if I sleep?”

Child, I haven’t slept in a th — in two hundredyears.

“Can you wake me when we have to leave if I amasleep?”

Yes.

“Good. Then be quiet until the town rings Huld. I’mexhausted.”

Huld. Of course. A pause. And how do they ring thatnow?

Kait sank into welcome darkness.

Kait? How do they ring Huld now?

She fought the embrace of the dark god a moment longer.“The same way they always have.”

The pause she got was not encouraging.



“Three bells. Different tones. You’ll hearthem.”

Odd that her ancestor didn’t remember that. Perhaps nearlytwo hundred years of being dead made you
forget things.

The dark god brushed her cheek with his lips, and she lost thethought in the feathery comfort of sleep.

    

 

Chapter 19

 

The last of the screams had died away not long ago.Silence owned the House for the moment. Dùghall
rose andtapped the airible pilot, Aouel, on the shoulder.“They’ve fled,” he said. “But we’re goingto have
to get outside and close the gate before they return. Canyou kick the door open?”

Aouel, haggard-faced and sleep-drugged, struggled withDùghall’s words. “Fled? The Sabirs? Why? Are
yousure?”

“I don’t know why, and we don’t have time tofigure it out. They all started screaming and ran away;
theyaren’t out there now; we have to get to the gate.”

He could have opened it himself with magic, but he couldn’thave explained to the other survivors how he
got it open— and he didn’t want to do anything that might link himwith the suspicious disappearance of
the two bodies from the room,or the flight of the Sabirs from the House.

On the other hand, the method by which a big, strong young manwould go through a locked door was
understandable by everyone.Nothing suspicious about it. And Aouel used that method. He ran atthe door
and hit it with his shoulder. It shuddered, but held. Hehit it again and again; after six or seven solid
crashes, the framesplintered around the catch and it burst open.

The noise woke the other sleepers. Dùghall told them only,“The Sabirs ran away.” Then he ran out into
the hallwayand trotted toward the stairs that would take him to the groundfloor, and eventually to the
gate, following Aouel, who, beingyounger and in better shape, didn’t have to go slowly to keepfrom
jostling his belly uncomfortably. Behind them, Dùghallcould hear the other survivors coming out,
chattering to each otherabout what could have possibly made the Sabirs leave. Good. Theycould puzzle
out some answer to their miraculous rescue while hewasn’t present.

He followed Aouel, who charged through the House and out ontothe grounds, tore through the gardens
and across the manicuredpaths and the exercise grounds and the airible ground to theguardhouse by the
gate. He managed to keep the younger man insight, though sometimes only barely. He made it past the
shrubs intime to see the gate close.

He smiled, bending over with his hands on his thighs, wheezing.Closed. His left palm hurt like the very
hells. His lungs burned.The world faded in and out of a gray haze filled with tiny pointsof light. His heart
felt ready to explode out of his chest. Itdidn’t matter. None of it mattered. If he’d been missinglegs or
arms, that would have suited him fine, too. The Sabirs wereout. Gone. Beaten again.

Aouel crunched up a graveled path between flower beds andstopped at his side. “You going to die on
me, old man?”He sounded like he was breathing hard, too.



Dùghall raised his head. “Not today, young rooster.Not today.”

“Good. Because there’s something you need toknow.”

Dùghall straightened and looked up into theRophetian’s frowning face. His momentary feeling of
triumphmelted away. “What?”

“She took the airible.”

This made no sense to Dùghall. He had, in the back of hismind, registered the fact that the airible was
gone, but hehadn’t considered what it might mean. Aouel apparently had.“Who . . . who took the
airible?”

“Kait.”

Dùghall snorted. “Nonsense. You have to realize thatshe couldn’t have taken it. Even had she known
how to fly it,she had no ground crew to release the ropes — and where wouldshe hope to take it or land
it? The bastard Sabirs took it, and Ihope it crashes with them and they burn to cinders.”

Aouel didn’t look at all convinced. “Kait tookit,” he insisted.

“How, son? How could she have?”

“Look on the ground over there.” Aouel pointed, andDùghall saw ropes still locked through the
landingwinches.

“They cut the ropes.” He chuckled. “They cut theropes.” He could just see those idiots struggling to get
theairible off the ground, and he smiled. “If the Sabirs cut theairible’s ropes to take off, they’ll
danceBrethwan’s jig getting back to the ground in one pieceagain.”

Aouel was shaking his head. “The ropes weren’t cut.The Sabirs would have done anything to get the ship
safely fromhere to their House. The ground crew would have walked therethrough the city if they had to.
Those ropes were intentionallyreleased, and only Kait would have done that.”

Dùghall crossed his arms and waited for the explanationthat was coming. The explanation he knew he
wasn’t going tolike.

“There’s an emergency lever hidden in the pilot’scabin,” the pilot said. “It releases all the landingropes at
the same time — a feature the crafters built in justin case one of us ever found ourselves overrun by
enemies when welanded.”

Dùghall frowned. “You could have pulled that lever andgotten us all off the ground yesterday . . .”

Aouel shook his head. “Had I been in the cabin, I wouldhave. But Kait had taken ill with that spell,
remember. Tippa and Iwere already in the hatch, ready to run for help for her. And theSabir men
threatened to kill Tippa if I moved anywhere but out ofthe airible.”

Dùghall remembered. “Yes. That seems so long ago, butyou’re right, of course. About that, anyway. As
far as thisnonsense of Kait taking the airible . . .”

Aouel rested a hand on Dùghall’s shoulder and said,“She knew how to fly it, Parat Dùghall. She knew
wherethe hidden lever was, she knew how to operate the lifters and theengines, and she had flown that
particular ship severaltimes.”

Dùghall could do nothing but stare, speechless.



Aouel saw the look and winced. “I taught her myself,”he added.

For the longest time, Dùghall could think of nothing tosay. Finally, however, he managed to croak,
“Why?”

Aouel shrugged. “She wanted to learn. And she was quick,and clever, and . . .”

Dùghall felt his knees sag. “Then she isn’thiding somewhere just outside the gate.”

“No.”

Dùghall had been so sure that at least one of the peoplefrom the Family that he truly loved was safe.
Now he knew nothing.“What emergency features did the crafters build in to land theship, in the event that
you had to release the ropes?”

Aouel pursed his lips. “We weren’t to land it. If weused the emergency release, we were either to get it
to friendlyterritory and crash it within our own grounds, or we were to fly itout to sea and sink it.”

“And there are emergency boats aboard for such aneventuality?”

“We . . . ah . . . were always given tobelieve we would . . . ah . . . go down withit, so to speak.”

“You’re telling me she has no way to get safely to theground.”

“None. At least none that can be assured. The best she canhope for is that she will crash in friendly
territory, and that thecrash won’t hurt her too much. But if the ground crewdidn’t refuel the ship when it
landed — and I cannotimagine that they would — she may not be able to get tofriendly territory.”

Dùghall glared at the pilot, and thought of Kait. She couldhave been an extraordinary diplomat, he
thought. She could havedone wonderful things for the Family. Or beyond the Family. She hadbeen
special. Now he could only assume that she was dead, and thather promise had died with her.

“I should have you hanged,” he told Aouel. “Iwon’t. The Family has lost enough people. But Kait’sdeath
is on your hands, and I will remember. And someday I willhold you accountable.”

*    *    *

The ship no longer rocked gently from side to side; instead, itsurged and plunged, as if climbing one hill,
sliding down the otherside, and climbing the next, over and over. Hasmal’s hammockmoved with a life of
its own. For a moment he puzzled over thechange. Then a contented smile spread across his face as
herealized what it meant. The Peregrine had put out to sea andwas on its way somewhere, and
anywhere would suit Hasmal just finebecause it meant that he had finally escaped.

He pulled on his shoes and dashed up the companionway to themain deck. A low line of islands lay off to
the left, but the Peregrine sailed in a clear sea. The captain leaned against thetiller, eyes squinted into the
low morning sun, a contentedhalf-smile on his face. Several sailors, including the KeshiScarred crew who
hadn’t dared show their faces abovedecks thewhole time the ship lay in Iberan territory, draped
themselves inthe ratlines, enjoying the stiff breeze and the sunshine. Hasmalsensed their joy at being free
again, and understood it well. Heshared it himself.

He walked aft, and nodded to the captain. “So we got ourcargo.”

The captain smiled. “And got you out to sea promptly, justas I promised. You wanted to be at sea
awhile, you said. You shouldbe pleased with our destination.”



“Really?”

“I should think. We’re sailing all the way to NorthNovtierra. I hope you had everything you wanted with
you — wewon’t be doing more than looking at land for a verylong time.”

Hasmal laughed out loud. “Good news,” he said.“Ah, Captain, you cannot know what good news that
is.” Hesettled against a rail and stared down at the rushing water.

“Thought you’d feel that way, even though you neversaid what it was you were . . . avoiding.”

The captain didn’t say “running from” but Hasmalheard the words anyway. He shrugged and told a
half-truth.“Nothing extraordinary. A woman. Expectations. A future Ididn’t fancy.”

Ian Draclas laughed out loud. “I didn’t think when Itook you on that you had the criminal eye, Has. Many
a good man hastaken to the sea to escape a woman. Truth be told, my first voyagewas for that very
reason.”

Hasmal glanced up at him, curious.

“A young girl took a liking to me, and told her ferociousfather that I’d taken her maidenhood, and that
she wanted tomarry me rather than see me hanged in the city square. I. . . ah . . . I thought a girl who
would lielike that to her father would lie like that to her husband, andbesides, I had no wish to settle
down to life as an apprentice to ashopkeeper, no matter how fine his wares or how rich his coffers.So I
found a berth aboard a ship heading north, and I never lookedback.”

Hasmal nodded, thinking of the doom he had finally averted.“There are fates worse than marriage or
death, but those arebad enough.”

The captain laughed.

Hasmal closed his eyes and felt the warmth of the sun on hisface and smelled the richness of the salt air
and realized that hecould breathe for the first time since that night that he’dcloaked himself in magic and
crashed the Dokteerak Naming Daycelebration because he could. Free, free, and free; he’dbroken from
his doom, escaped his unwanted fate, won his battle.And if he was on a ship bound for
gods-knew-where, and if he hatedthe ocean, and if he got sick from the constant motion, no matter.He
would pay the price to be his own man.

Vincalis, the ancient poet, philosopher, and patron sage ofFalcons, had once said, “The Art chooses the
moment and theman, and rides that man like a nag until he bursts his heart anddies; only the fool ventures
within magic’s grasp without goodreason.”

Maybe I’m a coward, but I have no wish to die for theFalcons. I’ll not be magic’s horse again. And
I’llnever again tempt fate for the sake of curiosity, Hasmal toldhimself.

He had convinced himself on Naming Day that he had good reasonto slip unnoticed within the walls of
Dokteerak House; StonecutterStreet, indeed the whole of the Bremish Quarter, was alive withrumors of
preparation for war among the city’s Family, andwith stories of foreign messengers representing not one
but twoenemy Families, and with speculation that the upcoming wedding wasnot all it seemed on the
surface, he thought he did himself and hisfamily a service. And the city itself stank with dark magic. So
hehad invoked Falcon magic in order to observe the byplay of theFamilies — telling himself all the while
thatself-preservation and not idle curiosity impelled him — and bydoing so he had wakened the interest
of the other world in him, andtied himself to those Families and events, and had only narrowlyaverted
binding himself to their doom.



“Don’t play on the gods’ playing fields —you won’t like their games, and in any case, theycheat.”

Vincalis again. Words to live by.

I’ve learned my lesson, Hasmal prayed. Thank you, VodorImrish, for gentle kindness in delivering your
good Hmoth boy fromthe hands of the meddling Iberan gods. I promise I’ll nevermistake prying for
self-preservation again.

*    *    *

Kait had no idea how long she’d slept. She only vaguelyremembered Amalee waking her to get her
aboard the ship she’dhired. She remembered even less of paying the captain, explainingthat she had no
gear, and moving into her cabin. That she hadsucceeded in doing all those things, though, was evident.
She layin a comfortable bunk in a clean, tiny cabin, on top of the coversand still with her boots on. Her
clothes were a wreck. She wishedshe’d had a chance to buy new ones, and to acquire a few
othersupplies while she was at it; she could only hope that CaptainDraclas had women among his crew,
and that one of them might bewilling to sell some of her things to Kait to cover her until theirnext harbor.

Feeling better?

Amalee’s “voice” startled Kait. She jumped, andher long-dead ancestor laughed.

“I’m fine,” Kait muttered. “I wish youwouldn’t do that.”

I’m sure. But you can’t imagine how lonelyI’ve been. It’s wonderful to have someone to talk
toagain, and it’s wonderful to be heard.

Kait stretched, yawned, and sat up. The cabin smelled of oak andcedar, of wood polish and candle wax;
it held an aura of honesthard scrubbing — its soapstoned floor gleamed white as bone,and its worn
sheets and carefully darned blanket were spotless andscented with alaria and lavender.

Don’t you want to talk? I have so many things to tellyou —

“Frankly, no. In the morning, I want to be alone with myown thoughts.”

It’s well after midday, and probably not long beforesundown.

Kait unbraided her hair and wished she had a convenient place towash it. Though no longer damp, it still
had that unpleasant,heavy, gritty feel that came from having soaked in seawater.

“How about this, then? I like being by myself, and Ihave things I want to think about alone. So go away
and don’ttalk to me until I ask you to. Whether it’s morning ornight.”

A gentle tap sounded on the cabin door. Kait froze.

“Parata? Are you awake?”

“I’m awake,” Kait said.

“Do you have company?”

Kait rubbed her hand over her eyes and sighed. “I was— talking to myself. I woke out of sorts.”

“I’m your cabin girl. May I come in?”



“Enter.”

The door opened. Kait wasn’t prepared for the creature whopresented herself for inspection. Of the
Scarred, Kait had onlyseen those who trespassed the borders of Ibera and were executed inCalimekka’s
Grand Square. Always she had seen them from adistance, and more often than not, she had looked
away. She hadnever been within arm’s reach of one; for that matter, hadnever expected to be.

And here stood a creature Scarred beyond anything Kait couldhave imagined, and the creature identified
herself as Kait’scabin girl. In Ibera, the girl would have been criminal by virtueof her existence — which
proved, Kait supposed, that theyweren’t in Ibera.

Matrin’s Scarred came in two varieties — those likeKait whose Scars were hidden, either all or part of
the time, andthose like this girl, who wore theirs for all to see. The girlwould come from an entire tribe of
creatures just like her, a tribethat was only one of an unknown and perhaps unknowable number ofsimilar
tribes. The visibly Scarred were sometimes called theThousand Races of the Damned. They came from
the twisted landssurrounding Wizards’ Circles; ancient magic run amok hadripped the humanity from
those who, a thousand years earlier, hadinhabited those lands. Ancient magic had twisted the survivors
asit had twisted the lands, and in doing so had given birth tonumberless races of monsters. Monsters
barred from Ibera, the lasthome of humanity.

Kait vaguely recalled that captains were by law rulers of theirships and that as long as they and their crew
were aboard thoseships, all aboard ship were subject to no law but thecaptain’s . . . but the fact that an
Iberan captainwould hire on Scarred crew had never even occurred to Kait. She hadthought of
Captain’s Law as simply a matter of maintainingdiscipline over crew, not as truly setting up a foreign
countrywithin tiny wooden confines.

Kait stared because she couldn’t help herself; because shefelt herself confronted with heresy; because
she felt herself ahypocrite for being herself a creature of heresy and still beingshocked; because she didn’t
know what else to do.

The girl, caught under her gaze, lowered her head and whispered,“If you are displeased with me, I can
leave. There are otherswho can take care of you who are not . . . what Iam.”

What you are . . . Kait thought, disgusted withherself. What you are is an honest version of what I am.

“Please come in,” Kait said, making her voice gentle.“And please forgive my rudeness. I have never seen
one of theScarred before — you simply took me by surprise. I did notrealize any of the Scarred could be
so beautiful.”

And though she had managed in her words to smooth over herrudeness, Kait realized she’d spoken
nothing less than thetruth. The girl was beautiful. Her eyes, enormous and purejet-black, gleamed in a
face as shiny and iridescent as thecarapace of a beetle or the body of a hummingbird — in thesunlight
that backlit her, she looked like a gemstone. Though herface shimmered mostly in purples and blues and
greens, she worehighlights of ruby red and gold across her high cheekbones andlong, delicate chin as she
turned to pull the door closed. Once outof the sunlight, most of the iridescence vanished into a black
asrich and pure as that of her eyes. Eyebrows formed of some wispy,delicate white stuff so light the
faintest hint of breeze or evenbreath moved them arched above those bottomless pools of eyes;
theyseemed alive. The girl had braided the outer ends of the eyebrowswhere the hair grew long; the
braids hung on either side of herface down to the angle of her jaw, the ends adorned with tinypolished
beads and wrapped feathers. Her hair had the same almostmagical life as her eyebrows. It was equally
white, and caught upin one thick braid that she’d draped over a slender shoulderand tucked into the belt
at her waist, looping it there like coilsof rope. Hard not to wonder how long that hair would be



unbraided,or to imagine what it might look like unbound. Amazing stuff. Andher ears — Kait had seen
their equal in the does and stagsshe’d hunted in her Karnee form. Same size, same shape,
sameever-mobile nervousness; ears affixed to the sides of a face thatthey dwarfed. The nose was
sharp-tipped, wide of nostril, mobile.The mouth — wide also, with full lips curved upward at thecorners.

The girl’s body, hidden beneath the draping folds of herwhite flax shirt, gray pants, and soft-soled boots,
was impossibleto guess at, other than that the arrangement of parts was more orless like a human’s, and
that there wasn’t much toit.

The girl, for her part, studied Kait with the same intensitythat Kait studied her. They sized each other up
for a long moment.Then the Scarred girl tipped her head at an angle, and frownedslightly, and said, “You
aren’t like the rest ofthem.”

Kait felt her heart pick up its pace at those words.“No?”

The girl smiled, revealing a row of very white, very pointedlittle teeth. “No. You are . . .” She
shruggedand the corners of her mouth twitched, as if she were amused by theenigma presented. “I don’t
know. Somehow you are more ofa predator. Like me. Somehow. Please don’t be offended. Iwould
never say that you were . . . of my kind — Iknow that in your world that would be a deathcrime. But you
havethe smell of the hunter about you. And the mannerisms of the hunterand the hunted.”

Kait nodded. Predators knew each other, and the girl was right.Kait was a predator, and denial on her
part would do more toarouse the Scarred girl’s curiosity than to quell it. “Ioften hunted when I was at
home. Deer, mostly. Sometimes otherthings. Now there are people after me, so I have truly
becomehunted. Your senses are good.”

The girl smiled. Accepted the compliment, and perhaps theexplanation, though something in her eyes
made Kait think sheconsidered it incomplete. Still, politely, she said, “Ithought as much.”

Kait changed the subject. “And you were listening at mydoor.”

“Oh.” Those huge eyes went rounder. “Yes, well.Not really listening at your door — I simply hear very
well,and the captain told me I must take you, when you woke, to the shipstores. He’d stationed me
outside your door with that charge,because when you came aboard you carried no baggage, and he
saidhe’d laid in a few things you might need. Clothes, toiletries,personals — you’re to have your pick of
what we have, andthen I’m to take you to the shower and let you change.I’ll clean the clothes you’re
wearing for you whileyou’re at dinner. I think they aren’t as damaged as youmight believe, though the dye
in your vest will probably have to beredone.” She glanced at Kait’s feet. “And thoseboots . . .”

“Don’t worry about the boots. With some leather oiland some hard wax, I’m sure I can work them back
to somethingrespectable.”

The girl nodded. “I’ll be sure you have what youneed.”

“You’re the one who cleans this room, aren’tyou?”

“Yes.”

“It’s wonderful. If I could ask you one thing, though. . .”

“Anything.”

“In the sheets, the alaria . . .”



A quick smile flashed across the girl’s face.“It’s too sweet for your nose, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“For mine, too. It isn’t a predator scent. It coverstoo much.”

Kait nodded. “I like the lavender, though.”

“As do I. Very clean. Not very concealing. The diaga —but, no, you are diaga, too.” She frowned, a
delicateoperation that set her eyebrows dancing. “Most of yourkind like the alaria. But I won’t use it for
your things. Justthe lavender.”

“Thank you.”

“Are you ready, then? To go get some new things and takeyour shower and go to dinner? You’re to sit
at thecaptain’s table tonight.”

“I’m almost ready. Tell me your name first.”

“The passengers always call me Girlie.”

“But that isn’t your name.”

“No. But my name is hard to say.”

Kait waited.

The girl trilled her tongue, the note going from low to high andending with a soft whisper.

Kait had always been good at imitating sounds, and years ofstudying the other languages of Ibera had
sharpened both her earand her tongue. “Rrru-eeth?” she said.

The girl laughed, and the laugh was as musical as the name.“That’s it exactly. Exactly. Not even Jayti
says it sowell.”

“Jayti?”

“My lover. He’s diaga, but he’s wonderful.You’ll come across him sooner or later; he’s one of
thesailors.”

Kait nodded, thinking that for a human man to have a sexualrelationship with a Scarred woman would be
an immediate sentence ofdeath by torture and mutilation for both Rrru-eeth and Jayti shouldthe fact and
either of the participants ever touch land in Ibera atthe same time. So she wasn’t the only one on the ship
keepingdeadly secrets.

They went to the storeroom. Kait found clothes there that fither — plain working clothes, sturdy enough
for her needs, ifnot of the quality she’d known all her life. Sword oil and awhetstone and cleaning rags.
Personal items. She restocked, andRrru-eeth took her to the tiny shower, and she bathed in littlespurts of
cold water, and washed her hair, and dressed in the newclothing. Both women returned to Kait’s cabin
long enough toput all of her new things in the drawers built into the bottom ofthe bunk and onto the
shelves at the foot of it. Then Rrru-eethtook Kait to the galley, where the captain and the crew
weregathering for dinner.

There Kait discovered that miracles sometimes happened —and better yet, that they sometimes
happened to her. Hasmal son ofHasmal sat at the long trestle between a crew member so ScarredKait



could not tell whether it was male or female, and a lean,hard-eyed woman who had one hand on his
forearm and who seemed tobe regaling him, nonstop, with some story he didn’t wish tohear.

Rrru-eeth caught Kait’s indrawn breath and expression ofdelight, and said, “An old lover?”

“Simply an acquaintance, but one I’d hoped to get toknow better . . . before circumstances changed. I
neverthought I’d see him again. Now . . .” Shecouldn’t hide her smile. “Excuse me for just amoment.”

Hasmal didn’t become aware of her presence until, standingdirectly behind him, she said, “Hasmal son of
Hasmal, if everI thought the gods might like me, that moment is now. Imaginefinding you here, of all the
places in the world.”

He turned, and in the first instant she could see that hedidn’t recognize her. Easy enough to understand;
he’dseen her only briefly, and then she’d been dressed for aparty, and in the company of her younger
and prettier cousin. Shedecided she must not have made much of an impression on him. Then,in the
second instant, the flash of recognition widened his eyesand drained the color from his skin. He said,
“You!” in avoice she would have reserved for a meeting with a walking corpse.His eyeballs rolled up in
their sockets so that she could plainlysee a rim of white underneath each. His muscles sagged, and
heflopped like a child’s rag moppet, and slid under the tablebefore anyone could catch him.

Bewildered, Kait looked at the pale lump of him that lay underthe table, and then up to the crew staring
at her from every otherseat in the galley. The captain had apparently witnessed the entireexchange; his
expression was complex, but the clearest emotion Kaitsaw there was bemusement.

She held out her hands, palms up, and tried to find words. Nonecame.

Ian Draclas came over and pulled Hasmal out from under thetable, and made sure he was breathing.
Then he glanced up at Kait.“I would not have thought that you were the one. Whenwe’ve eaten, please
come with me to my cabin. You and I needto talk.”

Kait nodded, still speechless. She was the one? What one? And why had Hasmal reacted with such
. . .such terror, for certainly she could find no other word. . . to her presence? She had been delighted to
see him.Pleased that there was someone on board that she knew, even thoughshe didn’t know him well.
She had certainly been hopeful thathe could teach her that trick of his for creating a wall of peacearound
himself — the same one that Dùghall had replicatedjust before disaster struck.

She frowned, and while several of the sailors carried Hasmal outof the galley, she took her seat next to
the captain.

Dinner was a hushed affair.

*    *    *

In the long ward, in the cloud-dimmed light of late afternoon,the Wolves who still survived lay separated
by cold white rows ofnarrow, empty beds. Ry stood next to his mother, who still lived,but who now had
no sight at all, and whose Scars would have given ayounger Ry screaming nightmares. Might still give him
nightmares,he acknowledged, though he kept his horror and his revulsion fromhis voice when he spoke to
her.

“Who still lives?” she asked him. “Yourfather?”

“No, Mother. I’m sorry . . . but he did notsurvive. Nor did Audrai,” who had been his older sister.

“Elen?”



“Of course. She’s fine, and if you wish, I’lltell her you’re ready to have her visit you.” Elen, sevenyears
younger than he was, would not even be old enough to trainwith the Wolves for another two years. She
hadn’t been in thecircle that day, and so had been, like him, completely spared.

His mother showed neither pain at the loss of her husband andelder daughter, nor relief at the survival of
the younger. She hadnever pretended deep love for her children or for Lucien, and shedidn’t pretend it at
that moment. Her concerns were withsuccession; with the direction that the Wolves would take now
thatLucien was gone, and that was where she focused her attention.“Who looks to have the best chance
of leading theWolves?”

“That you could accept?” Which wasn’t whatshe’d asked, but Ry wasn’t ready to deal with thequestion
she’d asked just yet. He sighed, looking down thosenearly empty rows. So many dead. Uselessly,
pointlessly dead.“Tomey will be well soon.”

“Tomey is both weak and stupid.”

“Tomey is pliable. Not stupid. With your support, he couldbe encouraged in an agreeable
direction.”“Agreeable,” of course, being defined as what his motherwanted. In all the years that Lucien
held the leadership of theWolves, that had been the definition of the word, and Imogene wouldnot care to
have it changed at this late date in her life.

“Stupid. He’ll never take the leadership.”

And that was probably true. Tomey was not stupid; in fact, hehad a remarkable sense of
self-preservation that would likely keephim far from any power struggles. Ry shrugged. Considered
othershis mother might not object to. “Gizealle is badly Scarred.She’ll live, but her injuries are as deep as
your own.She’s going to need time.”

“She might make a successful bid for power.”

“Eventually. She’s more likely to support herbrother’s bid.”

His mother sucked air through her teeth and hissed, “Andrewlives?”

“The whole of the Trinity lives. Andrew thrives. HisScarring was minimal; he has already returned to his
apartments.Crispin was somehow untouched on the outside, though the physickssay he bears internal
Scarring. Anwyn also lives, though barely. Ofthe survivors, his Scars are worst, though even before the
disasterhe bore more marks than most.”

His mother rested one twisted hand over blind eyes and groaned.Though they might not have had
support for a bid for power whilehis father lived, the Trinity — or, as the three cousins werecalled behind
their backs, the Hellspawn Trinity — wouldlikely be able to coerce a fair amount of backing from
theFamily’s new, weaker configuration. Especially since thosemost established in the topmost ranks of
the Wolves’ circlewere either dead or terribly damaged.

“You’ll have to make your own bid now,” hismother said.

Ry had known the conversation would turn in that direction. Ithad been as inevitable as sunrise, as
summer rain, as death. Beforehe went in to visit her, he’d tried to think of any way hecould stop her
before she started, but there was no way. His fatewas sealed the moment his father died and the Trinity
lived; hismother would either bind him to a course he did not want, or elsehe would defy her and the
Family will and end up shamed. Perhapseven disowned.

“You’re the one who wants to lead,” he saidsoftly. “Your ambition, your heart’sdesire, your skill. Why



not make the bid yourself?”

“I wasn’t born Sabir.”

“You’ve led the Family — in fact, if not in name— for twenty years. You still carry the Sabir name. Most
ofthe Wolves will follow you. The few who don’t you’ll draginto line. Or disown.”

She forced herself into a sitting position, and he cringed. Herdeformities became more clear and more
terrible once the sheetsfell away. “If I were still Unscarred,” she said softly,“with my sight, with my
strength, with my beauty, even thenthey would not follow me. None but a Sabir-born has ever led
theWolves. None but a Sabir-born ever will. This is the truth that Ihave come to know and come to hate
in all of these years — andthat you, too, must accept. I am the only Wolf living who can trulylead the
Family as it needs to be led. But you are the one who muststand before me and appear to lead. They will
accept you, Ry, asthey never will me. Your place is at the head of the Wolves. Yourtime is now.”

He crossed his arms tightly over his chest. “And what ofyour insistence that I father a horde of children
before I stand inthe circle?”

Her face tightened. “Too late for you to take a bride. Ialways told you that you needed to be thinking of
the future. Butno matter. You must have bastards running around all overCalimekka. Claim the most
promising of them, and bring theirmothers into the Family. If the mothers are disgraceful, we’llkeep them
out of sight until we can dispose of them entirely; ifthey’re reasonably acceptable, we’ll make them
paratas.Either way, we’ll legitimize the children and make them yourheirs.”

He smiled, knowing that she couldn’t see his face, butknowing that she would hear the smile in his voice.
“I have nobastards, mother. I have fathered no children, legitimate orotherwise.”

Anger flashed across her face like lightning; there and gone,but threatening to return at any instant. He
didn’t care.“Are you sterile?”

His smile grew broader. “Not that I know of. I’vesimply been careful.”

She knotted the covers in her hands. Her ruined face darkenedwith rage — rage at him, that he had let
her down by failingto plow the fertile fields of the women that had been presentedbefore him, and
probably rage at the universe that had deprived herin one stroke of her beauty, her strength, and her
power.“Then Elen will bear children to carry on the line, and eithershe or they will take your place when
you can no longer hold it. Wehave no time now for you to decide you want the children youdidn’t want
before. The place at the head of the Family isopen, but the fastest and the strongest and the smartest will
fillit. And that will be you.”

“With you behind me.”

“Yes. You don’t have the experience to hold theposition on your own.”

He didn’t have the experience to hold it at all. And hewasn’t his father, to welcome living under his
mother’scontrol for the rest of his life. Even if he had never met theGalweigh woman, he would have
fought being pushed to become thetrue head of the Sabir Family. With her on his mind, though, theentire
thing became unthinkable.

“No,” he said. “I can’t.”

“I didn’t ask you if you could, son. I told you thatyou would. We cannot permit the Trinity to take over
the Wolves,and you at least will have my backing and the heritage of yourfather’s reputation to back you
up.”



“I can’t.” He sighed, and said what he reallymeant. “I won’t.” Then he told her a lie with themerest hint of
truth in it. “The Galweigh Karnee sailednortheast. I’ve heard rumors that she goes to raise an army ofthe
Scarred to bring against the Family. I am leaving to stopher.”

His mother lay back in the bed, and all emotion erased itselffrom her face. “Nothing you can do is as
important to theFamily as taking your father’s place.”

“I wasn’t asking your permission,” he said.“I came to visit you to tell you good-bye. Nothingmore.”

She held herself still and silent, and he wondered how much thatshow of self-control cost her. She never
was a woman who kept herfeelings hidden. He waited, knowing that she would not let himleave unless
she had the final word; he waited, too, because evenif he could not say that he loved her, he still
respected her. Heowed her the show of respect that she had earned by her positionover him, both as his
mother and as the longtime leader of theWolves. He waited, and she let him wait.

At last, however, she said, “You are decided that you willleave?”

“I am.”

“And you are taking your friends with you, nodoubt.”

He lied to her again, in spite of his respect, in spite of thehonor she deserved, in spite of his yearning to
keep his integrity.One lie made the next easier. “My friends were killed in thebattle at Galweigh House. I
travel alone.”

No emotion on her hard face. “They died in the service ofthe Family. Their own families will gain the
honor they won. As foryou . . .”

More silence.

Ry stood, feeling the tension in his shoulders. He’d donethe best he could for his lieutenants; all of them
had insisted ongoing with him in pursuit of his obsession. They would not sharehis shame, nor would their
families suffer his mother’svengeance. But if she could vent her fury only on him for hisdisobedience and
disloyalty, she would punish him all theharder.

She coughed. Cleared her throat. “As for you, if you leave,do not come back. The Sabirs will beat off
any pitiful army of theScarred that girl raises without assistance from you. If you leave,you will become 
barzanne, and all hands of this Family andthe allies of this Family will be turned against you. Your
namewill be removed from the Register of Births and you will cease toexist as a Sabir. Further, I will
curse you, and will carry mycurse to circle, and the curse we will bring to bear on you will bethat of
walking death — we will crush your spirit and stealyour life, but your corpse will never rest. This, my
son, I swear— if you will not stay and take the place of honor you deservewithin this Family, you will
cease to exist.”

Worse than he had feared. Worse than he had imagined. To be madebarzanne was to be declared not
human. He had thought shemight disown him; he had been prepared to some degree for that. Butto
realize that she would take from him his right to existencewithin any part of Ibera — that she would, in
effect, declarehim a target for every assassin and bounty hunter and unscrupulousprofiteer — because he
would not bow to her will, stunned him.He tried to imagine being marked. Being hunted. Or fleeing
outsidethe realm of Ibera, never to return.

To his knowledge, no mother in Ibera’s history had everdeclared her son barzanne. Such a declaration
wasirrevocable. Once it was approved and made public, he would bewalking dead for as long as he



eluded capture — then dead.Then, if Imogene succeeded in the final part of her oath, deadwalking.

He closed his eyes and the girl he sought came within his reachonce more. He could taste salt spray on
his lips and smell sea air.He could feel the warmth of late-day sunshine on his upturned faceand the roll of
a deck beneath his feet. If he listened, he couldhear the rich timbre of her voice, though he could not
make out thewords she said. She moved farther from him with every breath hetook, and his body burned
for her. His mind burned for her.

But . . . barzanne.

He had thought himself brave. He had thought himselfunstoppable.

I was wrong, he realized.

“I’ll stay,” he told Imogene. “I’ll dowhat you want me to do.”

A ship lay in harbor, his friends already waiting on it,supplies laid in. It would not sail, or if it sailed, it
would doso without him.

    

 

Chapter 20

 

The captain’s cabin — small but private,elegantly appointed, furnished in rare and exotic woods inlaid
withbone and semiprecious stones, draped in sheerest silks. Goldgleamed from odd corners: a small cat
idol with jeweled eyes thatperched in a nook of the writing desk; a medallion on an interwovenchain of
heavy links that hung from an ebony hook; three signetrings in a partially open jewel case. Casual signs of
wealth andsuccess, more obvious but less telling than the row of books neatlyshelved above the bunk: a
well-bound edition of Two HundredTales of Kaline sitting next to the translated Philosophiesand
Meditations by Oorpatal, and beside that, lives ofBraliere, Minon Draclas, Hahlen, and Shotokar.

Kait took the room in with a practiced eye, and came to someconclusions that would have discomfited
the captain, had he knownof them. She decided that he was of high, possibly Familied, birth;that he was
well educated but rebellious, perhaps an enemy of theprivileged world that was his birthright, that he was
vain andambitious, that he indulged in piracy when more honest work failedto come his way.

“I can’t permit my shipwright to be distressed,”the captain was saying. He paced the short path in front
of thechair in which he’d bade her seat herself, his hands tuckedbehind his back, fingers interlinked, head
down. “He’svital to us on a long voyage. When we’re out to sea, we haveto be able to make our own
repairs — on the ship and itsfittings, on the crew’s belongings . . .” Heshrugged. “Occasionally we need
to fabricate some new thingfor a special situation. In any case, I can’t afford to haveHasmal threatened or
distressed in any way. I’m not sure whatyour previous relationship was — ”

Kait held up a hand. “A moment, Captain.”

He paused in his pacing and looked at her.

“I cannot even claim to have properly met Hasmal. I knowabout him only these things: that he dealt in
rare and ancientartifacts, that he was at a party I also attended, and that he washelpful to me and my
cousin at that party. I never saw him beforethat night. I never saw him after, until today. I wanted only



tothank him again for his assistance — my cousin became verydrunk and behaved badly, and he helped
me get her out of thebuilding without drawing attention to her condition.” Not thewhole truth, but surely
close enough.

The captain slid his hands into his pockets and leaned againsthis locker. “Then why did he faint when you
spoke to him? Iwas under the impression that you had attempted to coerce him intomarriage. Perhaps
that you had threatened to claim assault on yourmaiden virtue unless he capitulated.”

Kait’s shocked laughter erupted without warning. “Mymaiden virtue? Dear Captain, any assault on that
wasyears in the past and is best left buried there.” She took afew deep breaths, giggled, shook her head
disbelievingly. “Mymaiden virtue, if we’re going to be so . . . polite,was disposed of in a wholly voluntary
and mutually agreeable mannerand has not troubled me since. Nor have I ever felt the need tobother the
disposer of it with threats; I am not yet ready to giveup my autonomy to marriage and its rule by
committee. My freedomwas too hard-won.” The last of her amusement died away,replaced by
puzzlement. “As for why Hasmal fainted. . .” She turned one hand palm up and shruggedslightly. “You
know at least as much as I do.”

They studied each other, looking for cues.

“His reaction worried me,” the captain said.“Worries me.”

“Of course. It shocked me. But I don’t know whatcaused it.”

“Your appearance caused it.”

Kait sighed. “Unless he succumbed to poison at that exactinstant — which seems unlikely — I’m inclined
toagree with you. But I truly don’t know why.”

Draclas frowned suddenly. “That . . . themanuscript you mentioned . . . you say he was a dealer
inantiquities?”

“So he told me at the party.”

“You didn’t by chance . . . buy itfrom him, did you?”

“No.”

“A dealer in antiquities . . .” His frowndeepened. “He demonstrated his smithing to me before I tookhim
on. His skills were excellent. But he claimed previousexperience aboard ship. I had no reason to doubt
him. . .” He stared down at his feet, speaking more tohimself than to her. When he looked up again, it
was to ask her,“Where did you meet him?”

Kait considered her answer for a moment. She didn’t want tobe too open about her past — her
presence in Halles, ifDraclas kept current on events, could help him pinpoint who shereally was. But lies
were hard to control, and lying about whereshe met Hasmal seemed risky, especially since she didn’t
knowwhy he’d reacted the way he did when he saw her. “InHalles,” she said.

“Halles? That’s nowhere near the coast.”

“That’s where I met him. He told me he worked with hisfather acquiring and selling antiquities. That’s all I
knewabout him, except that both he and his father were namedHasmal.”

Draclas settled onto the edge of his bunk and gave her a hardlook. “Halles. Why did you pause so long
before telling methat?”



“I’m not sure how much I want you to know about me. Iwas trying to decide if letting you know I was in
Halles would tellyou too much. I decided that it didn’t.”

He snorted. “That sounds honest enough, anyway.”

“It is.”

“We’re going to have a hard time being friends, youand I, if you don’t trust me.”

Kait arched an eyebrow. “If I don’t trust you? Captain, I suspect you have many more secrets than Ido.”
She glanced around the room, letting her gaze settle onthe various treasures casually displayed. “I think
that fornow, at least, you and I would do well to keep our own confidences;I don’t think you’ll be any
more eager to tell me yourdeepest secrets than I’ll be to tell you mine.”

She smiled when she said that, and he responded with a smile,but she didn’t miss the wariness that crept
into his eyes.Certain she’d hit her mark, she rose. “If we’refinished here . . . ?”

He rose, too. “I’d like to be your friend, Kait. Youseem like you could use a friend.”

“Perhaps I can. But not just yet. We’ll be. . . associates . . .” She tested theweight of the word, and
decided it suited her needs. “Yes.Associates. For a time, at least. We share common goals, andpossibly
a common outlook. Friends, though . . .we’ll see. Friendship takes time.”

He opened the door of his cabin for her, and she stepped out ondeck. She walked to her own cabin, the
pressure of his staretickling along the back of her neck until she let herself into theroom and closed —
and locked — her door.

*    *    *

Hasmal crouched in his room, glaring at the Speaker who had cometo his summons. “She’s here. Here.
You knew thiswould happen. You lied to me.”

From within her wall of blue flames, the Speaker chuckled.“My sister answered your call, and she told
you onlythe truth.”

“She told me that I could escape my doom.”

“No. She told you that you could try.”

“If I had stayed at home, I would have been safe. Instead,because of what she told me, I traveled half the
length of Iberaand ended up trapped on a ship with the woman I tried so hard toavoid.”

“If you had done nothing you would have been safe. But yoursafety is irrelevant to the larger scheme.
While you have beentrying to hide from your destiny, and unintentionally wrappingyourself deeper in it,
whole worlds have stepped into the fray thatis building.”

Hasmal clenched his hands into tight fists, but forced himselfto breathe slowly and to let his anger drain
away. “Why didyour sister mislead me? Why did she lead me to believe I needed toflee?”

“Because you have something to do, Hasmal rann Dorchan,that will change your world, and affect ours,
and perhaps evenothers more deeply embedded within the Veil. If you escape yourfate, these worlds will
be the worse for it. You matter, mortal, ina way that few ever matter — and while no one and no thing
canforce your actions along the right path, my sister could, and did,steer you in a direction that seemed
most beneficial to us at thetime.”



“What am I expected to do?”

“That isn’t the question. Your path is never cast iniron, your future never certain. The question is, ‘What 
may you do?’ And even that I cannot tell you, not becauseI wish to taunt you, but because I do not
know. I only see thebranching paths that mortal lives can take, and the ways they flowtogether and apart.
I can see that you and Kait Galweigh, the womanyou fear, have a powerful future if you are together, and
that thetwo of you may do great good, or great evil, but that you willsucceed at nothing if you are apart.”

“But she’ll doom me and all I love.”

“Your association with her leads to doom, and pain, andgrief. Perhaps to great victory . . . and perhaps
to yourdeath. But all men die, Hasmal,” the spirit said. “Fewever live.”

He sat in silence, watching the spirit disappear back into theVeil from which he had summoned her,
watching as the last traces ofcold flame burning on the surface of the mirror flickered out.

The coldness inside of him spread from his core — fromheart and gut and spirit — out to his fingers and
toes. Hisflesh prickled, and he shivered, though the air in his room wasstuffy and hot. She had quoted
Vincalis at him, in what he was surewas an intentional paraphrase. The original speech had been:

All men die, Antram. All men age and wither and creep at lastinto their dark graves, and from
thence into the flames of Hell orcold oblivion, as their theology dictates. But to only a few men
dothe gods give a task, a burden, a road to greatness that can, ifthey take it, raise them above the
thick clouds of complacency thatblind most eyes and plug most ears. To only a few men do the
godsgive true pain, which removes the bloated cushion of softness andbrings sharp awareness of
the preciousness of life; which raises upheroes and strips cowards naked before the world. You,
Antram, willdo great things. You will see, you will feel, you will breathe andtouch and revel in
each moment you are given. And you will suffergreat pain. And someday, whether soon or late,
you willdie.

But all men die, Antram. Few ever live.

*    *    *

In Calimekka, in the center of Sabir House, in a silent roomthat opened onto a balcony that hung above a
jasmine-scentedgarden, Ry Sabir paced. The room lay in darkness — not even asingle candle burned —
but that mattered little to him; he sawvery well in light so low that normal men would have been
blind.Back and forth along the tall bank of glass-paned doors he stalked,oblivious to the sweet scent of
the night air, oblivious to thegentle breeze that set the gauzy drapes billowing.

He was lost in the prison of his own mind, held to the pilloryof the words he had said and the words he
had left unsaid. And hecould not find peace.

“Wait for me,” he’d told Yanth. “I mustattend my mother, to at least try to make her understand.
Butwhether she gives me her blessing or not we’ll sailtonight.”

And to Trev, who ever feared for his sisters, “I promiseyou that your sisters will in no way be dishonored
by what we go todo. I won’t let that happen.”

To the captain of the Sabir-owned ship, “I’ll pay youdouble your yearly wage, and a gift on top of that, if
you’lltake me and my lieutenants wherever we need to go, and get us theresafely, and not ask questions.
This is Family business, anddangerous; you have my word as Sabir that you will have the honorof the
entire Family for the service you do us.”



And to his mother, “My friends were killed in the battle atGalweigh House. I travel alone.”

And again to his mother, “I’ll stay. I’ll do whatyou want me to do.”

Betrayal, the breaking of his word, the destruction of his honorupon a half-dozen rocky shores — no
matter which way heturned, he would be lying to someone. Trev and Valard and Karyl andJaim and
Yanth had become, by his utterance, dead men, unable toreturn to their city or their homes under their
own names; hismother would honor her word to treat their families well only ifthey were never seen
again. When he’d faced an unknownjourney, when he’d been sure he had the strength to defy her,his lie
had seemed the only way that he could keep his promise tothem not to drag their families into dishonor.
He had intended tocome back in glory, so that all would be forgiven.

And the captain who waited for his arrival at that moment,certain that his future was assured because he
served a Sabir whohad vowed no less . . . what of him? Ry had promised himthe honor of the Sabirs,
and if the man were to tell any of theother Sabirs what he had been waiting for, they would
undoubtedlytreat him as the accomplice of a traitor.

Only wild success in a journey that goes I know not where, andserves I know not what purpose, can
give that man all I promisedhim, Ry realized. I intended to find a way to make good on thepromise. But
now?

What of his own cowardice in the face of a threat he thought hismother would never make? Cowardice
. . . he could call itnothing but that. She had held barzanne over his head, andhe had capitulated; he
could have taken his honor with him intoexile, but instead he had given her his word that he would stay
anduphold his duty as she defined it. His word. What worth did thathave? What value would it ever have
again?

A pity he wasn’t dead. No one maintained expectations ofthe dead, or held them to their word; they
became exempt from everypromise they’d ever made.

A pity he wasn’t dead.

Such a pity.

He stopped pacing and moved to the balcony. Out in thecourtyard, in the beautiful night, only animals
moved. He couldsmell them in the breeze: the mingled scents of cat and dog andpeacock; the faintest
hints of mouse and sparrow and owl; the muskyperfume of the two fawns who would grace the
courtyard until theybecame too large and unruly to live there, and who would then gracea banquet while
replacements brought in from the wilds became thenew living ornaments. Leaves rustled, and the cat
caught a mouse,and Ry listened to the frantic squeaking, quickly silenced, andsmiled slowly.

Better he were dead. Even better were he murdered and his bodynever found. Best of all if evidence
existed that his death hadcome at the hands of the Hellspawn Trinity, for such evidence wouldturn Family
sentiment against the trio’s bid for power harderand faster than anything else could. Murder had always
been a wayto forward one’s cause in the Family, but to be sloppy enoughabout it to get caught at it —
no. The removal of one’sobstacles, if one wished to maintain respect, had to beaccomplished with
finesse. A certain grace. An air of. . . mystery.

He could vanish, Ry realized. He could forward his mother’scause by doing so, or at least become an
embarrassment to herenemies. He could find the woman he sought, and perhaps find thething that she
sought at the same time.

You can do all of those things. But only if you act quickly.Your opportunity will be lost if you wait



until morning.

That pressure in his skull was back, and with it the mentalitch. He stiffened. The stranger’s voice had
returned to hismind. This time it was only one voice, but he did not welcome oneoutsider into the privacy
of his thoughts any more than he welcomedthe babble that had erupted when he first woke after the
SabirFamily’s disastrous attempt to take Galweigh House. He was aWolf, and no Wolf would tolerate
such an intrusion. He began tospin the magic that would force the intruder out, but as he did,the stranger
stopped him with a soft phrase. Careful, littlebrother. You’re clever, but you haven’t seen whatI’ve
seen.

Ry froze. “Identify yourself,” he whispered.

How many dead older brothers do you have?

“I suppose that depends on how many mistresses Father hadthat Mother never found out about, and
how careless their bastardswere.”

Half a dozen that I know of. But I didn’t say halfbrothers.

“You’re Cadell?” He didn’t believe it. Hecouldn’t. That babble of voices in his mind when he first
wokeup after the debacle at Galweigh House had been in some languagehe’d never heard. This voice
spoke clear, unaccented Iberan.And what would his dead brother be doing inside his thoughts?

It would take too long to explain, and we don’t havemuch time.

“We have enough time for you to prove who youare.”

We do. I am — or was — Karnee, like you. We sharedboth a room and a bed until my death. When
I left that last day, Ihad the feeling I might not be coming back, and I left mymedallion, which you
even now wear around your neck, for Mother togive you. And when you were four, I carried you
across Red Bridgeon my shoulders every time we had to cross it because you believeda man with
purple eyes lived underneath it, and every time we gotnear it you insisted he was staring at you.

Ry remembered. Tears started in his eyes, and he closed them.“I’ve missed you.”

And I, you. But if you don’t hurry, you’re going tolose Kait. And you don’t dare lose her. This is
important,little brother. More important than anything you’ve ever done,and maybe more
important than anything you’ll ever doagain.

Ry was puzzled. “Who is Kait?”

Kait Galweigh. A picture formed in Ry’s mind: thecompelling creature he’d first met in the back alley
inHalles, whom he had viewed standing atop the tower there watchingthe executions.

“Fine. You know her name. Tell me, why is it so importantto you that I find her?”

Because she knows where to find the Mirror of Souls. Andshe’s set sail to get it. I’ll tell you why
the Mirror isso important later. For now, suffice it to say that it must not endup with any Family
but the Sabirs.

“I’ve heard a legend about it.”

Not important. Just go. Trust me, little brother. You have nospare time. Do what you have to do
to get away from here. And wecan discuss the importance of all of this when you are at



sea.Agreed?

“Agreed.”

Ry turned his attention to the staging of his own death.Carefully and quietly, he rearranged the furniture,
overturning achair, breaking one of its legs, pulling the covers off the narrowbed and dragging them
partway to the door. He took out pen, ink,paper, and blotter from the desk that sat against the north
walland wrote the beginning of a note:

Esteemed Uncle Grasmir,

I have accepted the burden of my Family responsibility; afterdiscussing the matter with Mother, I
feel as she does that my bidto lead the Wolves will be most beneficial to meeting theFamily’s
needs and goals. Though I do not seek this positiongladly, for I have neither wife nor child and
will be barred fromsuch once I begin to walk the circle, I feel I am the most likelycandidate to
prevent Crispin, Anwyn, and Andrew from takingover.

With that goal in mind, may I ask for your support, asparaglese as well as beloved family
member? I’ll needyour

He let the letter stop in midsentence, blew on it to dry theink, and dropped it down between the wall and
the desk, making surethat an edge with handwriting on it showed clearly. Whoeverdiscovered the blood
and the disarray of the room would bring inthe Family, and Grasmir would insist upon an investigation.
Theletter would point blame or at least suspicion in the direction Rydesired, while the signs he left behind
would make everyone surehe’d been murdered.

He drew his knife, dipped the blade in the wine bottle he’dbeen drinking from — for everyone knew that
a blade soaked inspirits prevented the spirits of sickness from entering the body— and sliced into his
arm. The pain woke the Karnee madness inhim, and he growled as he let his blood pour onto the floor.
Hesmeared it on his hands and grabbed the blankets, then left trailson the floor as if he’d been dragged
by his feet. He soakedthe broken leg of the chair in his blood, getting most of it on thevery end of the leg.
Then he pulled out a few strands of his hairand soaked them in blood and caught them in the splinters.
Hethought that would give anyone enough to go on.

He let himself skirt the edge of Shift. He didn’t need it yet, not in the way he would in another half month,
buthe was in enough pain that the changes came readily. He felt thefire flow into the wound and sighed. It
healed itself as hecrouched there, waiting. Then he pushed himself further and deeperinto the Shift, letting
the hunger build. He stripped off hisclothes as quickly as he could and bundled them tightly together.With
them he bundled his letter of credit (worthless if he were barzanne, equally worthless if he were dead;
but he and theship would be well away from Calimekka before the news of his deathhad a chance to
affect credit), his rings, his purse, and hisdagger and sword. In the little time he had, he made the bundle
astight and neat as he could.

Once he was fully Shifted, he leaped out onto the balcony andclimbed up the wall, digging claws into the
spaces between stones,hanging on to the bundle with his teeth. When he reached the top,he ran along the
roof tiles, compromising between speed and stealthto get himself to the north end of the House. There,
the wall layless than a man’s height from the roof, and the jump down,though not easy, would be more
easily accomplished than elsewhere,and with less chance of his being seen by the guards orservants.

Once he was safely outside the wall, he found a dark, desertedalley, and there he relaxed and calmed
himself until he was able towelcome back his human form. He dressed, strapped on his weapons,and
stepped out into the street again.



A worried Yanth met him on deck. “I thought you’d beenkilled on your way here, or that something had
kept you fromcoming.”

Ry hugged his friend and sighed. “More truth to all of thatthan you’d believe.” He watched the sailors
raising sailswhile the captain stood at the helm. Both tide and a light breezefavored their departure, but
wouldn’t for much longer —if he’d taken any longer to figure out what he had to do, hisdelay might have
cost them half a day, and that half-day might havecost them everything. “But I’m away, and we’re freeto
carry out our voyage.”

“She understood? I’m surprised.”

“She didn’t understand. But there are other ways ofreaching an objective. I chose one of them. The dock
logdidn’t list this voyage in my name, did it?”

“The captain did what you told him — registered out inthe name of C. Pethelley, Merchant, cargo of fruit
and equipmentfor the colonies.”

That was a relief. Sometimes people forgot details when it cametime to act, but Ry had chosen the
captain as much for hisreputation for intelligence under pressure as for his equally solidreputation for
discretion. “Then we sail away happily and findKait.”

“That’s her name?”

“Kait Galweigh.”

Yanth grinned. “Makes her a little less magical, anordinary name like that.”

“Not to me.”

“I suppose not.” He shrugged, and his smile wasunapologetic. “So where is your Kait going?”

“East by northeast right now. We follow.”

Yanth chuckled. “East by northeast. That’s vagueenough to point us at the tip of one continent and the
whole of asecond . . . and the second almost entirely unexplored.Plus all of an ocean, and not a friendly
ocean, either. I hope yournose is working well, or we’ll have a long search ahead ofus.”

“Which will give us enough time for me to teach you thosefew tricks of mine you wanted to learn, and for
you to teach methat dagger move of yours that disarms the opponent; I’ve longenvied that move.”

Yanth’s face was a study of conflicting emotions. “Youwant to start that tonight?”

Ry was tired enough that he thought he would be able to sleepthrough the night and all of the next day as
well, and alreadyravenous from his brief Shift. “Not tonight. Tonightwe’ll sleep. Tomorrow, or maybe the
day after, will be soonenough to be industrious.”

*    *    *

Dùghall frowned over the oracle cast on the table. Had itbeen any less clear, he would have been
tempted to use his ownblood to summon a spirit to confirm its message. He could find noroom for doubt,
though, in the pattern made by the silver coinsspread across the embroidered silk zanda. In the quadrant
ofHouse, the terse message of two coins: Flee and Betrayalby trusted associates. In the quadrant of
Life, the equallyterse Present danger. The quadrants of Spirit and Pleasurelay empty, while the quadrant
of Duty held the complex message Home overlapped partially by Seek new allies andconjuncted with



Keep your own counsel and The godsintervene. Wealth, Health, Goals, Dreams, Past, Present,
andFuture all lay empty, and he could not remember having seen such astrange throw in his entire life.
The coins that should have landedwithin the empty quadrants had, to a one, rolled on their edges tofall
outside the embroidered periphery of the zanda, wherethey gleamed on the black silk, haunting him with
their silence.The gods intervene, indeed.

He’d planned to stay on in Galweigh House, to assist withthe Family’s business until the survivors of the
massacrepulled themselves together and put the House back in order. But ashe stared at the zanda, he
realized that would not serve. Hewould have to pack a small bag, leave without explanation, and putas
much distance as he could between himself and the rest of theFamily. And he would have to do it
immediately.

Betrayal by trusted associates. That distressed him.Which associates? His personal staff, who had
come with him toCalimekka? His aide, who had served at his side for most of hislife? The Family
members whose lives he had saved when he routedthe Sabirs? The pilot? Who would betray him? And
why?

Certainly not all of those in the House with him were traitors— he knew there were those among the
survivors who would helphim, who would do what needed to be done with him. But what hecould not
know was who they were, or who they were not. And themessage on the zanda told him he was not to
try to sort themout. He would leave silently, immediately, as if he had beenspirited away, and both the
guilty and the innocent would remainbehind to wonder what had become of him.

He fixed the placement of the coins on the cloth in his mind,then brought his arms up in front of him and
pressed his palmstogether and pressed the heels of his hands to his forehead. Witheyes closed, he
released the energy he’d drawn around himselfto cloak his activities, murmured his words of thanks to
VodorImrish, patron god of Falcons, and added the subtle plea that thisnewest demand for his services
would spare the lives and honor ofany loyal members of his staff who were left behind.

Then he gathered up such of his belongings as he could carry ina small pack on his back, spun around
himself a guise that said,I am only someone beneath your notice, and someone you expect tobe here,
and he stepped out into the hallway.

He would flee, he would seek new allies, he would keep his owncounsel, and, for the time being at least,
he would head home toJeslan, in the Imumbarra Isles, alone and without questioning theorders that had
sent him there. He had known from the day that hismother initiated him into the Falcons that the gods had
a specialmission for him. He had waited all his life to find out what itwas, and he had begun to believe that
the early oracles had beenwrong, and that he would be only another Keeper of the SecretTexts, and that
in itself had been special. He’d tried toconvince himself that it had been all.

Now . . .

Now . . .

His gut told him that his moment was coming. That the world hadchanged, and that now he was being
called upon to be a sword forthe gods. He had been hardened by tragedy, tempered in blood; fatand old
and slow though he had become, he finally had within himthe clear-burning, ruthless flame that he needed
to be wielded byan eternal hand. Vincalis would have been satisfied with hisqualifications.

In his heart and in his soul, he could hear the bell-clearringing of metal on metal. He had been unsheathed.

He wondered who the true enemy could be.



    

 

Chapter 21

 

Snow-blind, half-starved, freezing, and sick, DanyaGalweigh pushed herself to take one more step
across the unendingtundra. And one more after that. And one more after that. Shedrifted in and out of
awareness; when she was awake, she couldrecognize the voice that urged her on as the voice of her
guardianspirit, assuring her that salvation lay just over the next rise.The voice metamorphosed into
dreadful things when she becameconfused: It became Crispin Sabir coming to torture her again, andit
became the chanting Sabir Wolves in the center of a huge circle;it became the voices of all of those she
had seen suffer but hadnot helped; it became her dead grandmother, and a favorite cousinwho had died
in childhood.

She rose out of the mists in her mind one more time, and intothe temporary clarity, and the voice said, 
Almost to shelter,Danya. Almost to friends, who will help you take care of yourselfand the baby.
Just a little farther. Just a tiny bitfarther.

She said, “Baby?”

Yes. The baby. You knew, didn’t you? She rememberedthe torture. The rape. The brutal laughter, the
cruel stinkingfaces shoved close to hers, grinning while they hurt her,delighting in her humiliation.

“Baby?”

There could be, would be, no baby from that horrid union. Thegods could not be that cruel.

But now that the voice had told her, she could feel, through hermagic, the truth of what he said. The
vomiting, the weakness, thedizziness, the wrongness, were not just symptoms of theScarring, nor were
they entirely signs of her nearness tostarvation; a new life grew inside of her. She reached into herselfwith
what little magic she could summon, and felt that life. Smalland weak as the flame of a single candle in a
drafty room, itpulsed inside of her.

She wanted to hate it, the way she hated whichever of the threemonsters had been its father. She wanted
to hate it, she wanted tofind a way to be able to kill it, yet when she touched it with hermind, something
pure and genuinely good reached back and touchedher. She pulled away from the first tentative touch of
the strangerinside her and stood in the snow, staring down at her feet,sickened. How could anything
good come of so much evil? Shedidn’t want to know, and she didn’t want the child. Butthat tendril of
goodness — and not a little of her ownmomentary weakness — stopped her from twisting the
growinginfant away from its delicate link to her and purging her body ofit.

She sensed satisfaction from the one who watched over her. You have done well, dear child. And you
will continue to do well.Only hurry, now, and I’ll get you to safety.

She hurried, for what little good it did her. The promised safehaven did not lie only a few more steps
ahead of her. She walkedfor another half-day before she finally toppled into a hole in thesnow and found
herself face to face with a Scarred family. Thefamily drew weapons, but she, surrounded by unexpected
andmarvelous warmth, by the rich scents of cooking meat, and by reliefthat someplace existed away from
the endless awful cold and hellishsnow, fainted.



She had no way of knowing how much time had passed when shefinally woke, but she found herself still
in the warmth, lying inthe flickering light near a small open fire. The creature thatcrouched across the fire
from her held a long, bone-tipped spear inone hand. He stared into the flames, narrowed eyes almost
hidden inthe deep fur that covered his face. His flat, glossy gray nose andthe narrow slash of his thin lips
were the only other breaks inthat thick white pelt. His ears, if he had them, were so small theywere
hidden within the thicker ruff of gray-white fur that circledhis face. Danya thought him odd-looking, but
his appearance was notunpleasant. When he saw Danya looking at him, he waved the spear ather in a
warning fashion and said something unintelligible. What hesaid didn’t sound as if he had hostile intentions,
though. Hisvoice held kindness, and reason. And only the gentlest ofwarnings.

She imagined him saying, “Don’t do anything stupid. Iwant to help you, but I can’t if you attack me.”

Close enough, the voice in her head whispered. Giventime, I can make sure you can talk to them.
For now, eat the foodhe’s made for you.

She sat up slowly and held out her hand to show that she carriedno weapons. None other than her claws,
in any case.

The creature said something else, and pointed to the largefired-clay cook pot that hung over the little fire.
Danya reachedforward slowly and took it, carefully trying to look asunthreatening as possible.

He’d cooked some form of stew. She said, “Is this forme?” She didn’t understand his reply, and
shecouldn’t read the expression on his fur-covered face, but histone furthered her belief that he meant her
only good.

She reached into the pot and speared a cube of meat on her claw.She knew she didn’t dare eat too
much or too quickly, butaside from the few hares and snow-pigeons she’d managed tocatch and eat raw,
she had not had food since her last meal, thenight before she became a sacrifice. She ate the meat cube,
wishingshe could lower her muzzle straight into the pot to lap out thecontents in a few quick gulps. She
didn’t want to be sick,though. So she forced herself to take dainty little bites, and tohand the pot back to
her host even before it was empty, because shecould feel uncomfortable pressure in her stomach.

The two of them sat looking at each other across the fire. Sherecalled the others that she’d seen in the
house before, butshe could not hear them or smell them or get any sense that theywere still present.

He made his family leave. They went to one of the other homesin the village until he could be sure
that you weren’tdangerous.

Danya considered that for a moment. Why didn’t he justkill me when I fell into his house? Why take
any chance on me atall?

Among his people, apparently strangers are always taken inand made welcome. I’ve seen similar
things before. . .

But I’m not of his people. I’m a completelydifferent kind of . . . of monster.

A soft chuckle in the back of her mind then. You aren’tin human lands anymore, Danya. Beyond
Ibera, people are usuallyconsidered people no matter what form they take. With a fewexceptions,
the humans are the only ones who refuse to recognizethat.

Danya didn’t respond to that. She couldn’t think ofherself as human anymore, but she had to admit that
on the insideshe was the same person she had been before; at least, if she wasdifferent, she hadn’t
discovered how yet.



You . . . you brought me to these people. How didyou know they were safe?

She felt rather than heard the sigh. First, now that you arefed, and sheltered, and for the time safe,
let me tell you my nameagain. I’ve never cared for being called“You.”

You’ve told me your name before?

Certainly. But it proved an exercise in pointlessness whenyou were in and out of delirium. My
name is Luercas. I am. . . or rather was . . . a Wolf like you. Iwas killed in a situation I’d rather
not discuss now, but forsome reason my body was trapped in the Veil, and I haven’tbeen able to
move forward or back. Until now. Something happenedwhen you were . . . ah . . . sacrificed. . .
that released me from the prison that had held mefor — well, I honestly don’t know how long I
was trapped.But I found myself inside of your mind, looking out of your eyes,and I think perhaps
the reason I was released was because I couldhelp you and no one else could. Luercas fell silent for
amoment. Danya waited.

At last he said, In my current state, I can sense things thatare at a distance. I can feel potentials —
and while Icouldn’t be sure what we would find when we got here, I didsense that in this direction
lay safety for you, and your onechance of survival.

Danya lay back and let her eyes drift closed. The food, thewarmth, and the hardships of the last however
many days allconspired to push her toward sleep. She did ask, Why did mysurvival matter to you? I
can’t understand that.

Because, Luercas said, I can sense potentials. Youhave something important to do. Something vital
and good. Somethingthat is going to change your world. And I am, in some way, a partof that.
And I believe that you must achieve this goal before I amreleased to pass through the Veil to
whatever awaits me beyondit.

Danya nodded. Across from her, the Scarred man ate the stewshe’d left. He contorted his face, but she
couldn’t readthe expression. She tried to respond with a smile, but realized herown facial muscles were
no longer designed for such nuances. Shesighed again, and closed her eyes.

I’m glad you’re helping me, she toldLuercas.

That was her last coherent thought for a long time.

*    *    *

Kait sat in the ship’s parnissery in the darkness beforethe dawning of Embastaru, the Day of Hours, and
listened to thesweet, high voice of the ship’s parnissa reading the oldwords. She had been a month
aboard the Peregrine, and therhythms of ship life had dulled some of the pain of her precipitousexit from
Calimekka.

“The Book of Time, third of the five sacred books ofIber, says, ‘Number neither your days nor your
hours, lestthey pass by you quickly while you count them. Instead, name themas friends, and bid them
tarry awhile, and you will know long lifeand happiness.’ So we greet each station of the day by name,and
with reverence, acknowledging all both as friends returned tovisit and as strangers to be made welcome
— strangers who havecome into our midst briefly, and who will never return.”

The parnissa wore the white robes traditional for the day, andthe candlelight reflecting off the robes and
her pale skin andequally pale golden hair made her look more spirit than flesh. Theship creaked and
rocked, and the sounds and rhythms soothed. Kaitwas close to sleep, but she remembered her duty as



one of theFamilied to uphold Iberism in all places and at all times, and soshe sat on the hard bench in the
candlelit parnissery and fought tokeep her eyes open.

“Morning approaches — blessed morning.”

The parnissa paused, and Kait and the other attendees said inunison, “We honor the Stations of
Morning.”

“We honor Soma,” the parnissa intoned.

Everyone replied, “Soma, who is the bringer of firstlight.”

Kait let the familiar words drift over her. The service was bothwomb and wound, cradling her in its ties to
the past at the sametime that it hurt her with its reminder that the future could neverbe as bright or warm.
In the past days, she’d kept to herself.She’d burned candles for her parents and brothers and sisters,for
her aunts and uncles and cousins; she’d prayed for thesuccess of her journey, while never quite believing
that theartifact she sought could truly exist. She’d tried her best togive herself a measure of peace, but
inner peace eluded her.

The parnissa walked along the edge of the pedestal at the frontof the parnissery, lighting candles. “We
honorStura.”

“Stura, the singer of morning songs, the livelychild.”

“We honor Duea.”

“Duea, fair daughter who dances the sun tomidday.”

Kait recalled sitting in her parents’ parnissery on a dozenoccasions, repeating the same words in the
same sleepy tones,giving half-aware honor to gods neither she nor her family reallybelieved in, comforted
by the presence of her sisters and brotherson the bench beside her. Her father had kept them all quiet
withhard looks, her mother had bribed them with treats afterward.

The same words, the same tones, the scent of beeswax sweetenedwith lavender that the candles gave
off, and this year the hurt inher heart that would not go away.

“And following on the heels of morning,” the parnissacontinued, “the Stations of Aftering.”

“We honor the Stations of Aftering.”

“We honor Mosst.”

“Mosst, master of heat, creator of fire.”

Thought of her Family brought their killers to mind, and chasingthe thought of Sabirs came the thoughts of
one specific Sabir. Hergut knotted, thinking of the Karnee in the alley, and suddenly sherealized she held
him in her mind not because of memory or therandom drift of thoughts from one thing to the next, but
becausesome part of him had already been there.

Waiting. A tantalizing glimpse of a dream fragment flittedthrough her mind and out again before she could
catch hold of it,but she had it long enough in mind to realize that at some point,she’d dreamed of him.

“We honor Nerin.”

“Nerin, whose gift is long light and clearvision.”



She shivered and tried to push him from the place he held in herthoughts; she wanted to find her way
back to the service honoringthe gods of the hours. Instead, she discovered that she could reachout and
touch him with her mind.

He slept. She held so still she almost didn’t breathe, andlet her eyelids drift shut.

He slept aboard a ship. He was some distance from her.

He followed her.

“We honor Paldin.”

“Paldin, who blends the worlds of light and dark, andilluminates the world after the sun has fled.”

He followed her, in a ship filled with his men; he hunted her.She could feel in the lightness of his sleep
some of the edge ofhis determination to catch her. She could feel a sense of loss inhim, though she could
not fathom what he had lost. She felt hishunger, and felt it directed at her. Even in his sleep, he cameafter
her.

“As we honor the times of light, we honor thedarkness.”

“We honor the Stations of Night.”

“We honor Dard.”

“Dard, the first true darkness, who greets the WhiteLady.”

“We honor Telt.”

“Telt, the middle darkness, who conjoins the White Lady andthe Red Hunter.”

The White Lady, who had once been mortal, had fled the RedHunter in life. He had hunted her from the
time she came of age andbecame very beautiful until the day when, weak and weary, she raninto a
passageway between cliffs in a forest she did not know, anddiscovered that the only way out was the
way she’d gone in.Trapped, she prayed to Haledan, the goddess of beauty and truth,asking that she be
spared the fate the hunter planned for her.Haledan came to her, and offered to protect her from the
hunter ifshe would pledge herself into Haledan’s service forever. Thegirl agreed, and Haledan turned her
into the most beautiful star inthe sky, the White Lady, and thus she escaped both the hunter anddeath.

But the hunter called upon his patron god, Stolpan, the god ofcraftsmen and workers, and begged not to
be cheated from the huntwhen he was so close to catching his quarry. Stolpan could not undowhat
Haledan had done, but he could let the hunter continue hishunt. The hunter agreed that he would serve
Stolpan forever, and inexchange, Stolpan made him the Red Hunter, the star that was asdark and
frightening as the White Lady was bright and pure, and inthat guise, he chased her across the sky every
night. He wouldnever catch her, but he would hunt her forever.

Realizing that her enemy, the Sabir Karnee, pursued her, andthat he somehow knew where she was, Kait
felt a sudden kinship withthe White Lady. The only difference was that she didn’t havethe protection of a
goddess — she had no guarantee that theone who hunted her would not catch her.

“We honor Huld.”

“Huld, singer of the last darkness, who waits to embracethe rising of the sun.”

“Wait in silence, for the new day comes, and the new hourwith it. Hold Soma in your heart, and all those



stations thatfollow after. Be blessed, this day and every day, and rejoice ineach moment, for all are
sacred, and none will comeagain.”

“We bless you; we bless each other; we bless ourselves,this day and every day. Desporati sajamis,
tosbe donaska.”

The words of the final benediction, which in the ancientparnissas’ tongue meant, “In our humanity we
unite, bodyand spirit,” signaled the end of the service. The movement ofthe people on either side of her
pulled Kait away from the linkshe’d shared with her hunter. That change, in turn, woke him.She felt him
open his eyes. She could, for just an instant, seethrough them; he occupied a cabin more lush than her
own, andlarger, but he shared it with others. She caught just a glimpse ofa hard-eyed man with a lean
face who sat across from him on theedge of a bunk, and another, pale-haired and almost
sweet-looking,who slept in the bunk above that man. The lean man seemed to lookinto Kait’s eyes. He
frowned and said, “What’s thematter, Ry? You look . . . sick.”

Then she felt the Sabir realize she was there, and instantly thetie that linked them broke, and hurled her
consciousness back intoher own body, into the parnissery. Most of the rest of theworshipers had already
filed out, and the parnissa stood looking ather with a curious expression on her face. Kait rose
quickly,before the woman could come over to ask her if she had somethingshe wished to discuss, and
followed everyone else out onto the deckof the ship. At that moment, the sky, which along the
easternhorizon wore rich veins of deep purple and ruby red above awidening line of pink and yellow,
erupted in gold, and the sunbroke free of the sea that had hidden it.

The alto bell welcoming Soma began to ring, and all theworshipers on deck faced east, dropped to their
knees, and welcomedthe new station and the new day.

“If you’re finished, I need to speak withyou.”

She had knelt with the others; she twisted around and looked up,and found Hasmal standing behind her,
studying her with anexpression that was a curious mix of determination and fear. Hehadn’t been in the
parnissery for the service; she wondered ifhe’d just happened upon her, or if he’d sought herout.

Still shaken by the contact with the Sabir — with Ry, as his companion had called him — she rose
andshrugged. “Maybe later.”

Hasmal smelled afraid, but he lifted his head and stared at her.Without doing anything that she could see,
he surrounded himselfand her with the same wall of peace that had first caught herattention at the party.
In that instant, she felt Amalee protest,then fall silent, cut off in mid-yelp. And a faint weight that
hadtickled in the back of her mind, and that she only noticed by itssudden absence, also vanished. “What
I have to tell youwon’t wait any longer. I’ve put it off much too long asit is, and I’ve . . . er, I’ve been
told. . . that by doing so, I have put us into unnecessarydanger.”

She didn’t want to deal with him right then. Later, but notright then. But he’d managed to intrigue her.
She nodded.“We can talk in my cabin, I suppose. Unless you have someplaceelse . . . ?”

“No. Your cabin will serve.”

She led. He followed.

*    *    *

“You know where she is, then?” Shaid Galweigh sat incool near-darkness in the Cherian House private
meeting room, atthe head of a long cast-bronze table older than memory. The Wolvesof Cherian House,



untouched by the disaster that had wiped out theGalweigh House Wolves, because they had not
participated in it,lined both sides of the table.

The head of the Wolves, a plump, jovial-looking woman namedVeshre, nodded and smiled. “We’re
certain. We’velocated her aboard a private ship currently heading east-northeast,somewhere along the
Devil’s Trail. We think they put in forsupplies at one of the islands about a week ago, and since then
theship has been moving steadily again.”

“Have you divined her destination?”

The Wolves glanced at each other. None were sure how to give theparaglese the news they had
uncovered. Veshre finally shrugged andsaid, “There are some complications, Shaid. We’ve linkeda
number of . . .” She frowned, not liking themelodramatic terms that came first to mind, but unable to
framewhat she had to say in any terms less sensational. “A numberof . . . well, deities, I suppose I’d have
to say,to her movements. One has somehow attached itself to her, otherswatch her, there is some sort of
blocking force that until now hasbeen near her but seemingly unrelated to her, but now that seems tohave
involved itself as well, and just before Soma she disappearedentirely. That blocking force . . . it, ah,
engulfed her. . . and she has not reappeared.”

Shaid rose halfway out of his seat, his face livid, but Veshrewaved him into it. “She’s still aboard the ship.
She hadno place else to go. That last problem is one we can work with. Theinvolvement of unknown
deities is more problematical. She couldhave acquired powerful defenders.”

“Deities.” Shaid shook his head in disgust, leanedback in his seat, and templed his fingers in front of
him.“Deities. Why has a deity attached itself to her?”

“It is a lesser deity,” Veshre emphasized.“They all are. None of them is recognized in the pantheon,none
of them came from anywhere vital.”

“They came from somewhere, didn’t they?” Shaiddid not enjoy the company of Wolves, a fact he usually
kept tohimself. But this morning, his edges showed. “They’veattached themselves to the woman I want
dead. Their presence mustmean something.”

Veshre nodded. “Only one has actually attached itself toher,” she reminded him, “but yes, of course they
meansomething. We feel we’re going to be able to divine theirintentions before too long. Obviously we
have to be subtle —we don’t, after all, want their attention focused on us. Thatcould be . . .” She didn’t
finish the sentence.Bad was such an understatement for the possible consequencesof alerting unknown
deities to the Wolves’ spying presence.Disastrous, on the other hand, would make Shaid less certainof
the control she and her Wolves had of the situation, and at themoment, the power balance in the Family
was unsteady. His lack offaith in her ability to carry out his program could be the decidingfactor in his
seeking outside assistance. The Wolves were alreadyaware of his clandestine courtship of the Sabir
Family. They neededto walk carefully indeed to maintain control of their situation, atleast as long as Shaid
was paraglese. “We’re dealing withthe problem,” she said at last. “It’s unique, andwe’ll let you know as
we make progress. However, if we toldyou that we could kill the girl right now, we’d be lying.We’ll deal
with her as soon as we understand the situationcompletely.”

Shaid didn’t look happy, but he did at last meet her eyes.“Very well. Keep me informed of what you
discover, and come tome before you kill her. I want — ” He smiled slowly andstopped.

Veshre didn’t like the look in his eyes, or hisvulture’s smile, but she rose, gave him the quick, shallow
bowappropriate for one of her rank, and said, “The moment I havenews, you will have it as well.”

The other Wolves rose at her signal, made their obeisance, andfollowed her out the door.



*    *    *

The Veil parted and a final brilliant sphere of pale pink lighterupted from the void. It spiraled down into
the midst of a swarmof similar spheres — perhaps twenty in all. These dancedaround each other within
the confines of an imaginary bubble, theirsubtle movements and shifting colors conveying at incredible
speedsinformation that, had it been in the speech of mortals, would havetranslated into the following
conversation:

We gather in freedom at last. Welcome, brethren of the StarCouncil.

We aren’t all met, Dafril. One of our number has notresponded to the call.

Who is missing? Dafril touched minds with those present,then recoiled. This fills me with
unspeakabledread. . . . What has become of Luercas? Has hissoul suffered annihilation since our
release fromcaptivity?

Nereas answered. We’ve lost him, but he is not lost.Before you arrived, we sought him even as we
sought you. Youconfirmed your approach; he . . . did not. He hideshimself; those of us who sought
him cannot find him, but his soulline has not been extinguished. He has not fallen — thereforewe
must assume that he has . . . strayed.

Then Luercas must be the first item we address. Does heactively oppose us, do you think?

All of us thought he stood with us. Since he expends sucheffort in evading and eluding us, we must
suspect he only pretendedagreement so that he could completely understand our plans
andaspirations, the better to destroy them.

Why? Why would he stand against a new golden age? Why wouldhe resist us?

A pause fell then — in real terms, it lasted no longer thanthe time a single bolt of lightning needed to
flicker from onecloud to another, no longer than half of the blink of an eye, butin the context of those who
participated in the conversation, itseemed to drag on forever.

Finally, one of the spirits of the Star Council offered thepossibility all of them dreaded.

Perhaps he seeks to create for himself an empire on Matrin,with himself as god-emperor. Perhaps
he wants the golden age wedesire, but for himself alone instead of for everyone.

Another pause, pregnant with the distress of all those present.General agreement followed, but became a
confused babble as thosepresent tried to press their recommendations for dealing withLuercas on each
other. Finally, everyone calmed down enough thatDafril could ask for suggestions again.

We should destroy him when we find him, Mellaynesuggested. We should obliterate his soul line.

Werris disagreed. We should force him through the Mirror ofSouls into a mortal body incapable of
responding to him. He will betrapped while he lives, and when he dies, he will be pushed
throughthe Veil. But the death of his soul will not be on ourconsciences.

Vaul found even that excessive. Perhaps banishment would besufficient.

Others offered other suggestions, all of them contradictory,varying in severity and duration. Some only
wanted to find themissing Luercas in order to try to bring him to reason throughdiscussion; others wanted
his soul destroyed without any questionor trial — his absence, they thought, was condemnation enoughof
his motives. None could think that his absence from this firstmeeting of the Star Council in over a



thousand years wasirrelevant. All wanted to take action immediately, but none couldagree on the action
to take. The babble rose again, and threatenedto break into heated argument, and Dafril could tell that
hercolleagues would accomplish nothing further on the issue rightthen. Their hypothetical determination of
punishment for Luercasremained pointless until they found him, in any case. So shechanged the subject.

Have all of us chosen suitable avatars among themortals?

Everyone had.

Excellent. Dafril shared a feeling of delight with hercolleagues. My avatar is on her way to rescue the
Mirror ofSouls from its resting place. Events worked into my hands verynicely — she didn’t
require much pushing at all toundertake the journey.

Sartrig said, Mine follows her, in case she cannot completethe mission. He would follow her
whether I prodded him or not— he is under other compulsions besides mine. But
thesecompulsions, which come from within, are to my benefit. They allowme to remain in the
background, where most of the time he is notaware of my presence. Just as well — he could
banish me fromhis mind if he chose to do so; his magical training has progressedalready to that
point.

Other reports followed in quick order: a paraglese encouraged topursue a path away from the interests of
his Family and toward thebroader interests of the Star Council; a princess of the Gyru-nalleroyal line of
Feelasto led to speak of making an alliance with theFamilies of Ibera; a Dalkan pirate-king just beginning
to think ofsuing for peace with the Iberan Families.

With such encouraging reports to buoy them, the Star Councillorsseparated to return to their avatars,
agreeing before they partedto watch for Luercas and to think until they met again on whatshould be done
about him.

    

 

Chapter 22

 

Hasmal refused the chair Kait offered him; instead, hesat on the floor of her cabin and insisted that she sit
across fromhim. When they were settled, he added to the shield he’d castaround the two of them. He
spun through it the “don’tnotice us” spell he had prepared so carefully in advance. Kaitwatched his finger
tracing through the powder he scattered on herfloor and said nothing. More interestingly, her face gave
awaynothing that she was thinking. He almost smiled then — heryears of training in diplomacy might
serve him almost as well inwhat he needed to do as if she had been brought up from childhoodto be a
Falcon.

When the shields were strengthened and he was sure theactivities in the room would not draw any
attention from anyone onthe ship, he brushed his powders into a neat pile, scooped theminto one hand,
and scattered some on himself and some on her.

Her expression still didn’t change, but when he’dfinished, she did ask in an even, polite tone,
“Religiousritual?”

He shook his head, and now he did smile. “No. Somethingthat would get both of us condemned to death



anywhere in Ibera, andprobably here as well, for all of Captain Draclas’s liberalismin other areas. The
completion of a magical spell.”

He did see a flicker of expression cross her face then, but itnever touched on fear. Instead, in the brief
instant before calmneutrality removed that tiny spark of visible emotion from hereyes, he thought he saw
resignation.

And he thought, Resignation? What a bizarre response.

“It seems that I am born to be a heretic,” she said,and gave him a sad smile that he did not understand.
“Nomatter how pure my motives or how dire my need or how great my loveof Family, every road I
travel takes me further from the TruePath.”

“I don’t understand.”

Now one of her eyebrows arched and the start of a smile quirkedat one corner of her mouth. “You don’t
understand that ifthis wall of peace you build is built with magic, and if I desireto learn how to build it as
well, that doing so will make me aheretic? Please. How long did you live in Ibera? And how did youkeep
from being drawn and quartered in the public square?”

He shook his head. She’d missed his question. “Iunderstand that what I do is . . . heretical. In Ibera,in
most places in the world, to most people. I know that. What Idon’t understand is why you act as if this is
only the latestheresy for you.”

“Ahhh. My heresy.” She glanced around her cabinand shrugged. “The walls listen, Hasmal, and the
keyholeswatch, and I would be doubly damned if my secrets got out. Evenhere.”

“The spell I cast around us protects us. No one will noticeyou; no one will listen. You and I are alone.”

That eyebrow flickered upward again. Then she smiled andshrugged, and said, “Are you a brave man,
Hasmal?”

“No.” He didn’t even have to consider thequestion. “I am the basest of base cowards.”

Her smile grew broad, and hinted at merriment. She leanedforward and rested a slender, long-fingered
hand over his, andsaid, “You are honest, and I can’t remember the last timeI met an honest man. We’re
all cowards, I think. Those whowould deny that are simply liars into the bargain.” Her handsqueezed his.
“I’ll show you my heresy, and that waywe’ll be even. You’ve given me the power to have youhanged
aboard this ship, if I ever wanted to betray you; nowI’ll return the favor, so that you’ll be able to sleep
atnight.”

And then she added, with a final, gentle squeeze, “Iwon’t hurt you. I promise.”

While he still wondered what in the world that enigmaticstatement could mean, a surge of dark, wild
magic erupted from herand her body began to twist. Her smile became a feral beast-grin asher mouth
and nose and jaw stretched forward and tapered into thelean, muscular muzzle of a killing machine. Her
eyes, their richbrown unchanged, moved back in her skull and apart; her foreheadangled backward,
growing deeper as it flattened. Ears stretchedupward, pointing and belling into wolfish erectness, though
thatwas the only part of her face that made him think of a wolf. Herbody altered, too, so that she went
from being two-legged tofour-legged, and the breeches and tunic that had fit her sofetchingly in human
form hung weirdly on her in this other shape,stretched almost to bursting across the rib cage and
haunches,hanging slack at waist and wrists and ankles.

“We all have our secrets, you see,” she said, and shestill spoke in the cultured accents of a woman of



CalimekkanFamily. Her voice, though, was the voice of a creature ofnightmare, one that stalked through
the endless forests ofsleep.

Sweat broke out on Hasmal’s forehead and his upper lip, andwhen he said, “So I see,” his voice broke
on the word see, squeaking as it had when he was fourteen and notsince.

Her reversion to human form took longer, though the process hethought of as melting began the instant
she spoke.

When at last she sat before him as a human again, he said,“What are you?”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “I was born under a curse.We are called Karnee, my kind . . . though I
have metonly one other Karnee in my entire life, and he pursues me evennow.” She shrugged. “I’m a
monster. A heretic. Anevil beast that most times masquerades as a woman. If my parentshadn’t hidden
me and taken another baby in my stead before theparnissas on Gaerwanday, the Day of Infants, I would
have beenslaughtered in an offering to the Iberan gods. As it is, mysurvival was a threat to them every
day that they lived. Had anyoneever discovered what I was, not only I but every member of
myimmediate family and most — if not all — of the householdstaff would have been killed in one of the
public squares ofCalimekka. My existence threatened the lives of every person I everloved, and I didn’t
even have the courage to destroy myself sothat I could know that they would be safe.”

Her smile was bitter. “We’re all cowards in one way oranother.” She shrugged it off. “Now that you and
I havetraded our awful secrets, tell me why you suddenly needed to talkto me, when you’ve been
avoiding me since I came onboard.”

“I’m to teach you. I’m supposed to. . . to initiate you. Into the Falcons. Make you aWarden.”

“Initiate me? You’re supposed to?” Kait lookedintrigued by that news. “Who told you that?”

“I consulted spirits.” He felt his face flushing asher eyebrow twitched upward in almost-concealed
disbelief. “Idid. It’s part of the magic that I must teach you. I have tointroduce you to the Secret Texts,
and train you to Ward, and— ”

She held up a hand. “The Secret Texts ofVincalis?”

His jaw dropped, and for a moment he could find no words.“You’ve read the Secret Texts?” he asked
her atlast.

“My uncle told me he’d give me a copy when we got backto the House. After the wedding. He couldn’t,
because he andmy cousin and the pilot were killed when we landed, and I escaped.He was going to
teach me that wall trick you do, too. . .”

She quickly described the events of that day, finishing with herescape from her uncle’s House.

That explained much. “They’re still coming afteryou,” Hasmal said softly.

“Coming after me? I know.”

Perhaps that shouldn’t have caught him off guard, but itdid. “You knew your uncle and the Wolves of his
House wereafter you? I’m surprised. You were marked by Wolf magic, butit was very subtle. I blocked
their marker with a spell of myown.”

At that, she did look surprised. She shook her head.“No. The Sabirs are following me. Not my Family.”



“The Sabirs? No. I found no sign of that.”

They stared at each other, confusion on both their faces. ThenKait said, “You’re certain my Family is
afterme?”

“I stake my life on it.”

“And I know that a man named Ry Sabir and his men pursue usby ship. I know this as surely as I know I
breathe, or that you andI sit on this floor.”

“Both Sabirs and Galweighs after you. Why? Of whatimportance are you?”

She stared down at her hands. “You must know somethingelse. The spirit of an ancestor of mine came to
me when my Familywas killed. She told me that I could bring them back to life if Iobtained the Mirror of
Souls. So I am going after it.”

Hasmal buried his face in his hands. The Mirror of Souls. TheAncient artifact that the Secret Texts
promised would be linked tothe return of the Reborn. Kait Galweigh, his doom, was on the shipthat had
been intended to take him away from her, and she was amonster, and they were seeking the Mirror of
Souls, and the worldas he had known it would be coming to an end at any moment.

He wondered, if he jumped into the ocean, how far he would haveto swim to find land. Then he
wondered if finding land evenmattered; drowning might be preferable.

“You don’t want to find the Mirror of Souls,” hesaid.

She arched an eyebrow. “I do. I want to have my Familyback.”

Hasmal shook his head. “That isn’t the way it willwork. Listen. You and I are linked together. Spirits told
me thatyou would be a danger to me, and that by being together we wouldsomehow effect the return of
the Reborn, so I did everything Icould to get away from you — thinking that you would be comingfor me
in Halles — and terrible things happened to me but Imanaged to survive, and I thought I was well away
from you on thisship that would sail to the ends of Matrin. Then you show upon this very ship, of all the
places where you could have gone. Andnow I find out that we’re going off to retrieve the singleartifact
mentioned in the Secret Texts in reference to the returnof the Reborn. This has nothing to do with
bringing your Familyback, Kait. The gods have their hand in this, and if we keep going,we’re going to
die.”

Kait tipped her head to one side and stared at him.“You’re actually quite a nervous man, aren’tyou?”

He almost wept. “No. I’m the most sensible man in theworld. I had work I liked. I spent time with my
parents. I knewwhat I wanted; I was going to take over my father’s shop whenhe wearied of the work,
as he did from his father. I was a Falconbecause my father taught me, but I didn’t expect to have to
doanything except pass on the teachings to my son or daughter. I never wanted to be one of the tools
Vodor Imrish used inreturning the Reborn to the world. The tools of the gods end upbroken. And I don’t
want to die, and I don’t want myparents to die, either.”

She patted his leg. It was a condescending little pat. A“don’t worry, silly man” pat. She said,“I’m not
doing anything for the gods, Hasmal. And Idon’t even know who the Reborn is — but I’m notdoing
anything for him, either. So this terrible future you foreseeisn’t going to happen. No death, no destruction,
no horror.I’ll get my Family back, and you’ll go back to your shopand be a shopkeeper like your father
and his father beforehim.” She smiled when she said it.

He gritted his teeth. “I only wish that were true. You keepyour optimism because you don’t know what is



happening. TheReborn,” he said, speaking slowly and clearly, as if he weredealing with a particularly
stupid child, “lived during thetime of Vincalis, more than a thousand years ago. The Reborn was awizard
of tremendous talent and perfect goodness named Solander. Hecreated the Falcons to stand against the
evil wizards commonlyknown as Dragons, who used magic as a weapon and people’slives as fuel. He
did his best to prevent the Wizards’ War,but the Dragons captured him and killed him as a
dissident.Vincalis, who was a prophet for the Falcons as well asSolander’s student and biographer, put
aside the plays andpoems he wrote for his living, and cast oracles for one thousandone hundred days.
Each day, he wrote the future he saw in theSecret Texts. He correctly predicted the
Dragons’self-destruction, and the falling into disfavor of magic. And healso predicted that the Reborn
would return when the Dragons rosefrom their own ashes. And that the Mirror of Souls must be
foundand taken to the Reborn to prevent disaster. And that only afterterrible destruction and a second
Wizards’ War would thegolden age the Reborn had promised come.”

Kait finally looked like she understood the danger. “Butmagic is still forbidden, and forgotten.” She
thought of herdead uncle Dùghall, and his claims of magic, and sighed.“Well, mostly forgotten.”

Hasmal laughed. “You don’t believe that, surely. TheFalcons kept the Reborn’s magic alive for all of the
thousandyears after the Wizards’ War. Your Family’s Wolves andthe Sabirs’ Wolves have been
scouring Ancient cities for thetexts and artifacts of the Dragons for more than four hundredyears. In the
Wolves, the Dragons have risen. And now the horrorsbegin.”

“I’m working for the return of my Family. Not for yourgod and your wizard.”

Hasmal shook his head. “The gods use who they will. Andthey never ask for volunteers.”

“Fine. So you come to me and you tell me that you have tospeak to me, and this is because you want to
commiserate with me,that you and I have been chosen by your god as . . .sacrifices? Is that it? Well,
you’ve told me. Now you’vedone your duty and you can leave. Forgive me if I don’t chooseto go along
with your god’s plan.”

She was an exasperating woman. “I came because I need togive you the Secret Texts to read. You need
to know what we face.And I need to teach you the magic of the Falcons. I need to makeyou a Falcon.”

She snorted. “You didn’t want to have anything to dowith me, and now suddenly you want to be my
mentor? How fortunatefor me.”

“I don’t want to be your mentor. And I don’t wantto have anything to do with this destiny, any more than
you do. Inever fancied myself a hero. I want to teach you so that I’llhave someone who can back me up
if we get into trouble.”

Kait shrugged. “Well, teaching. That’s a differentmatter altogether. I won’t serve your god — I’m
noteven sure who Vodor Imrish is. But learning is never a mistake.Teach me whatever you know.”

*    *    *

Anwyn Sabir rubbed one clawed hand along his horns. They’dgotten longer since the abortive attack on
the Galweighs. Hecrossed his legs and glowered at the twin cloven hooves, flat andbroad as dinner
plates. His human leg — the last thinghe’d had to remind him of the time when he’d been a maninstead of
a monster — had vanished in the backwash of magicand the simultaneous overflow from the Galweigh
attack. He missedthe leg; missed the smooth flesh and the foot that, if he looked atit, reminded him of the
days when he looked into mirrors readilyand with pleasure. Walking was easier, though, with legs
thatmatched and that both bent the same way.



“Aren’t you ready yet?” he growled.

“Quiet, unless you want me to shift the damned rewhah to you. Maybe next time you’ll grow a
tail.”Crispin glared at him. Andrew gripped a girl-child of about fiveunder one arm; Crispin held her hand
over the little fire he’dstarted in the cauldron on the stone table. He slashed across herpalm with his knife
— blood spattered and the girl shriekedand managed to kick Andrew solidly in the shoulder.

Anwyn laughed, but didn’t say anything out loud. He wasstill recovering from the effects of his last
Scarring, anddidn’t want to find himself in the way of any more reboundmagic for a while.

Crispin let go of the child’s hand and focused on the spellhe was casting. It was a tiny spell, really — not
one thatwould require the girl as a sacrifice. Anwyn thought he’dprobably use her as a sacrifice anyway,
both as a precautionarybuffer — they’d all gotten leery of unexpected magicalrebounds since the disaster
— and because he took pleasure inthe suffering of his sacrifices. But if he wasn’t greedy, theymight be
able to get another use or two out of her before shedied.

Crispin finished casting the spell, and Andrew and Anwyn bothlooked into the dancing flames in the
cauldron. At first, nothingappeared.

“Maybe the bitch’s son really is dead,” Andrewsuggested.

Anwyn laughed. “Not even we’re that unlucky. He madeit look like we’d killed him for a reason, and it
wasn’tso someone else could do it and get away with it.”

“Maybe someone else made it look like we’d killedhim.”

“We’ve been over this before — ”

“Silence,” Crispin said.

Images began to form in the flames. A square of white, thenwater . . . these resolved gradually into a
high-prowedRophetian ship moving across open sea.

“A ship?” Andrew frowned and leaned farther forward.“Why would he be on a ship?”

“Silence.” Crispin never looked away from the flames,but the growing exasperation in his voice sounded
clear enough toAnwyn.

They’d suspected from the moment the bloody mess inRy’s room was discovered that he wasn’t dead.
They’dbeen sure of it when the magical pointers and traces had all markedthem as the killers; they knew
they hadn’t killed the littlebastard, though it would have been a good idea. They were at aloss, though, as
to why they would be set up as the killers.Ry couldn’t return to claim leadership of the Wolves
afterfaking his own death; his mother couldn’t hope to benefit fromthe sympathy he’d generated for her
or the hatred his deathhad generated against them, since she was Sabir only by marriage;and for any of
the other Sabir Wolves who might have eyed theposition at the head of the pack, the removal of Ry and
the blamingof the three of them for the death wouldn’t help to securetheir ascension.

So what benefit did anyone gain by the stunt?

The three of them had discussed the matter, carefully secured asacrifice, and after a month of avoiding
any activities that mighthave made them look guilty of what they’d been accused of,they found both the
time and the place to work their divinationwithout drawing any attention to themselves. By the end of
themonth Anwyn was healthy enough to participate, too. The paths werefinally clear for them to discover
what Ry was up to.



Now it looked like he was on a ship, and sailing away fromCalimekka.

And who did that benefit?

“Can you bring in any more detail?” Anwyn asked.

Crispin wore his frustration on his face. “He’s wellshielded, and has shielded the people with him, too. I
can’teven get a look at the captain or the crew. He’s been verycareful.”

“You’re certain he’s aboard that ship?”

“The blood and hair we got from his room would not formlinks to anyone but him. He’s there.”

“Mark the ship, then. Sooner or later, he’ll cease tobe so vigilant. Sooner or later, we’ll be able to see
whathe’s doing, and what he’s hiding.”

Crispin nodded. Andrew dragged the child back to him — thistime she started screaming before he
touched her, and keptscreaming when he nicked the artery in her neck and the blood beganto spurt into
the cauldron. The three of them focused on the spellthey cast, to mark the ship and everything in it
magically, so thatthey could locate it again wherever it might be. Then they bracedfor the rebound, for the
marking spell was bigger and fiercer thanthe divination spell. They funneled the backlash, when it
came,into the dying body of the child. She shimmered and glowed andbegan to melt into a fur-covered,
bat-winged monster, and at thesame time she began to cry — pathetic little mewlings thatgrew weaker
and weaker as her blood spurted into the cauldron tosizzle and hiss and smoke.

Anwyn watched Crispin without seeming to watch him, and saw theweakness there that he saw every
time they sacrificed a girl child.Amused, he looked away to keep from betraying himself to hisbrother.
Handsome, arrogant Crispin had few weaknesses, but the onehe did have was for little girls; he’d had a
bastard daughterby one of the threesome’s toys, and kept her safely hiddenfrom everyone. Anwyn
suspected she was in the hands of a caretakerfamily somewhere in the New Territories, or possibly even
in NewKaspera. But not even he knew.

He did know that she still lived, and thrived, and that Crispin,for all that he thought he hid it well,
remained squeamish aboutthe sacrificing and killing of little girls. Which was a usefulthing to know.
Knowledge was power, and Anwyn had decided long agothat where his older brother was concerned,
he would take any powerhe could get.

The child went limp in his arms, but not before the backlash hadspent itself in her frail body. Anwyn said,
“Here, Crispin,I’ll get rid of that for you.”

Crispin handed the little corpse to him. Andrew giggled, andsaid, “Give it to me to play with first,
won’tyou?”

Both brothers turned to study him with distaste. Anwyn grewwearier daily of his cousin — Andrew’s
perversions hadbeen amusing when first he and Crispin discovered them, and the twoof them had even,
from time to time, participated out of curiosity.But Andrew seemed to be both defined and encompassed
by the luststhat drove him, and Anwyn thought that no matter how deep he andhis brother dug into their
cousin’s soul, they would findnothing but more layers of the same muck and scum beneath thesurface.
Which made Andrew tiresome company.

“Not this time,” he said, and watched Andrew’sface pinch tight. “Crispin’s roses need fertilizer. Ifyou
want a toy, get one of your own.”

Anwyn turned back to Crispin. “What do you want to do aboutRy?”



Crispin brushed the wavy golden hair Anwyn so envied out of hisface and shrugged. “Not much we can
do until we can uncoverhis reasons for leaving, for staging his own murder, and fordestroying his own
chance to ever lead the Wolves. We’ll watchhim. When we can prove he’s alive and on that ship, I
supposewe’ll expose him. Then . . .” He smiled andglanced down at the cauldron. “Then I imagine we’ll
killhim. Without making ourselves to blame for it.”

    

 

Chapter 23

 

The Peregrine slipped past another island in theDevil’s Trail. Smoke curled from a tall cone in the center
ofthe island, and a thick black trail of new rock drove down to theshore between the burned skeletons of
trees that forested eitherside. Kait thought that Joshan, the goddess of the high places, ofsolitude, and of
loneliness, would feel right at home there.

Kait paced the port deck, staring at the island, smelling thethings that still lived there. The Peregrine ran
close in,close enough that Kait could pick out the herd of deer that grazedat the edge of the burn line,
where new growth had already startedto come back. She growled softly and flexed her hands, and
staredat them with hungry yearning.

Forty days since her last full Shift. Forty days — that hadalways been the outside limit between Shifts for
her. Her littledemonstration for Hasmal had given her a tiny reprieve, but sheneeded to be able to let go.
She wanted to run, to hunt, to chase,to kill, and prey was within her reach, and she couldn’t letherself go
after it. She needed to give herself over to the otherfor a full day, and if she jumped over the side and
swam to theisland to hunt, by the time she could excise her demon for anothertwo months the ship would
be eighty leagues to the northeast. Sheturned away from the deer.

She had to Shift. The need burrowed under her skin now, anunceasing and ever-worsening itch. She
couldn’t leave the Peregrine, because she would never be able to rejoin it if shedid. She was terrified to
Shift aboard ship, though. She had nodoubt that if she was found out, the crew would kill her. And
howcould she keep from being found out?

She growled again, as the rich scent of the deer on the islandswirled out to her one final time. Already the
island lay behindthem instead of beside them. Even knowing that she would be trappedif she jumped
overboard, Kait almost couldn’t restrainherself.

The hunt. The chase. The kill.

Her fingernails dug into the palms of her clenched fists, andshe realized that she felt points digging into her
flesh, notcrescents. She stared down at her hands in horror. She had clawsnow, not fingernails, and her
smooth human skin wore the firstfaint down of beast fur. She looked around her, frantic. Perry theCrow,
one of the ship’s lookouts, hung in the rigging at thetop of the mainmast, staring ahead. Ian’s
second-in-command,the dour Rophetian navigator Jhoots, stood at the wheel, also withhis back to her.
A few of the crew checked the coils of lines, orclimbed through the rigging, shifting or tying sails
atJhoots’s command. So far, none of them had paid any attentionto her. Thanks to the moonless
darkness, if she could get off thedeck before she Shifted from two legs to four, perhaps no onewould.

But where could she hide?



Not her room. Rrru-eeth would be by in the morning to clean it.The door had a lock, but Kait didn’t trust
Rrru-eeth’shearing, which she suspected of being keener than her own. TheScarred girl would catch the
change in her Shifted voice, or herbreathing, or gods only knew what else.

Down below, the crew slept. But below them lay storerooms. Andbelow that, the bilge.

Moving casually, so that she would not draw attention toherself, Kait went below. She paused halfway
down the gangway. Mostof the off-duty crew slept in hammocks strung from the crossbraces, hammocks
that swayed with every rise and fall of the ship.Their snores played an interesting counterpoint to the
slapping ofwater outside the hull and the creaks of the ship’s timbers.She would have no trouble at all
getting past the sleepers. Butalong the far bulkhead, close to the doorway that led to thestorerooms and
gave access to the bilge, four people played a gameof hawks and hounds, and one of the players was
Rrru-eeth.

Kait felt her clothing loosening and tightening. She swallowedhard and stared through the forest of posts
and strung hammocks atthe players bent over their game board. She had so little time. Shetried to hold
her fear in check; Rrru-eeth, predator that she was,would notice fear as quickly as Kait would have in a
similarsituation.

Calm, then. Calm.

She dropped the rest of the way down, and stood as straight asshe could. Then she walked through the
swinging hammocks as if shebelonged among them.

She made one reassuring discovery. Rrru-eeth wouldn’t smellher as she passed. As Kait moved farther
away from the gangway, thefresh night air succumbed to the miasma created by more than adozen poorly
washed bodies and their various gases. The cloud ofbelches and farts and sweat and dirt was thick
enough it was almostvisible. Kait thought she could probably herd cows through thecommon room
without anyone being the wiser, if she could just keepthem quiet.

Rrru-eeth’s ears swiveled toward her as she moved nearerthe doorway; Kait kept her steps confident
and steady, and prayedshe would be able to maintain her form human enough to walk on onlytwo legs
until she was out of earshot.

“That’s five to you,” one of the men said, andKait heard the rattle of dice.

“Six. I go again. . . .Nine. . . . Again. Eleven.” “You’vemissed your point three times. Do you want to
stand hounds orhawks?”

Rrru-eeth said, “If it were my play, I’d demand to seethose dice. You haven’t made your point
oncetonight.”

Kait was almost to the door. They were paying her noattention.

A steady voice tinged with annoyance. “Maybe he’s justunlucky tonight.”

Rrru-eeth again. “Maybe. Though I’ve never seen him sounlucky before.”

Kait stepped through the door, and almost breathed a sigh ofrelief, and behind her heard, “I’ll let the
three of yousettle this. I’m for the head.”

Kait’s heart leaped for her throat. The head — whatshe had mistakenly called the water closet until a few
of theamused crew had corrected her — lay at the lowest level of thePeregrine, and all the way aft. The
exact way she’dhoped to go.



The shock of fear pushed her heart faster, and her breath hissedin and out, and she heard the growl
starting in the back of herthroat. Felt the fizzing in her blood, and the red-hot animal rage,and she Shifted
into the beast . . .

. . . darted into the deep shadows as the man camearound the corner . . .

. . . huddled there as he strode past her, closeenough for her to touch . . .

. . . and all the while, in her mind, she felt thefury of the other, that she should hide instead of attacking,
thatshe should cower like prey when she could easily kill the man whoendangered her.

Kait, small and weak in the back of the other’s mind, stillsomehow kept the beast chained until the man
was past. Until shecould slip through the patchy darkness, lit only by two stormlanterns, to the narrow
trapdoor that opened into the bilge. Shedropped down into the bilgewater, ignoring the stink, and let
thetrapdoor drop shut above her. She curled up on a timber brace, andlet the rats come to her, and when
they did, she killed them,snapping their spines with a single toss of her head.

In a day, when the Shift passed, she would have to come up withan excuse for her absence from her
room. For her enormous appetite.In a day, she would have problems, and the crew would wonder
abouther, and Ian would have cause to distrust her. But had she stayed,even if she had been able to keep
everyone from her room, Rrru-eethwould have heard the change in her voice, would have heard
theclicking of her claws on the plank floor, and she would have knownsomething was wrong. She would
have known. This way, as longas she wasn’t found out while she was still in Shift, theworst they could all
do was wonder.

*    *    *

Crispin Sabir strode into the Hall of Inquisitions prepared toface his accusers. He wore his formal
clothing — silk breechesand velvet cutwork tunic both dyed forest green, the finest whiteSonderran lace
at his throat, cloak of cloth-of-silver with anenormous Sabir crest in the center, the two trees worked
across theback in thousands of tiny drilled emeralds. On his right hand thegolden wolf’s-head ring, the
tourmaline eyes glowing in thedim light as if the beast lived. On one hip his sword, on the otherhis dagger,
both bearing his insignia. His soft black bootsgleaming with polish, his silver cloak pin burnished to
asheen.

Andrew and Anwyn had already been questioned. Both had been ableto provide independent alibis for
their whereabouts the night ofRy’s supposed murder. Crispin intended to do more thanthat.

Grasmir Sabir, majestic in simple silk, with the emerald-studdedchain of the paraglese around his neck,
sat ready to condemnCrispin for the murder of his cousin Ry. To either side of theparaglese sat half a
dozen members of the Family, none Wolves. Infact, no other Wolves had been permitted in the room for
anyportion of this trial, not even as observers. This fact pleasedCrispin, and worked in his favor. He
noted the predominance of thetrading branch, who had for years tried to oust the Wolves from
anypositions of power and tried to eliminate their influence in theFamily councils. Today, Crispin intended
to deal their faction acrushing blow. He had his alibi, and his proof, and something else.As he took his
place in the low seat beneath the dais, he smiled atiny, secret smile.

“This inquisition into the murder of Ry Sabir, son ofImogene Valarae Sabir and Lucien Sabir, deceased,
is reconvened.This is an ongoing investigation into the means of his death, andthe guilt, implied by both
the dead man’s letter and physicalevidence within his room, of Crispin Sabir. Before we bring forwardthe
evidence against you, Crispin, have you anything to say foryourself?”

“I have.” Crispin stood, knowing that he looked regal;he was easily a match for the paraglese, and far



outshone the restwho stood against him. He heard the murmurs of approval from theonlookers, all Family
who had few or no dealings with the Wolves.He smiled, this time for everyone to see, and from beneath
hiscloak produced a device of glass and metal — a long spindlyframework of the Ancients’ unrusting
steel built to reveal aglass globe within. The device had several levers and switches onit, and a gear train
running from the switches to the globe.

“May I bring this forward for your inspection?”

“If it has anything to do with this investigation, you may.What is it?”

“My alibi,” Crispin said, and carried the deviceforward and set it on the dais. “If you would switch the
blueswitch at the base to the right, you will see what Imean.”

All of the Board of Inquisitors gave him suspicious stares.

“It’s a device of the Ancients,” Crispin said.“One the Wolves discovered some years ago which we have
madeuse of from time to time.”

The paraglese toggled the blue switch, and a faint light beganto glow within the glass sphere. Nothing else
happened.

“Very pretty,” he said, “and I could see where itmight be useful at night, when I wanted to read at my
desk insteadof by the fire. But I fail to see how it proves your innocence. Oreven suggests it.”

“You have some of Ry’s hair, and some of his blood.Don’t you?”

“You know we do. Both were found where he wasmurdered.”

Crispin nodded. “Take a single hair, and slide it into theslot at the base of the device.”

The paraglese narrowed his eyes and said, “I fail to seethe purpose of this.”

“Please. I promise I’m not wasting yourtime.”

The paraglese called for the evidence box, and put on a pair offine white calfskin gloves, and opened the
small metal casket withcare. He pulled out one of the silver boxes inside of it, and fromthat box withdrew
a hair. Crispin showed him where to put the hair,and when it was in place, said, “Now, in order, and
countingto five in between each switch, toggle the green, yellow, andorange switches to the right.”

The paraglese toggled the green switch. “One. . . two . . . three . . .”

The sphere began to turn a dull blue. The change was visiblethroughout the room, and Crispin heard
scattered gasps.

“. . . four . . . five. . .” The paraglese toggled the yellow switch.“. . . one . . . two . . .”A cloudy dark spot
began to resolve itself within the blue.“. . . three . . . four . . .five . . .” The paraglese toggled over the
finalswitch, and immediately the dark shape in the center of the sphereresolved into a clear image.

The image of Ry Sabir, very clearly alive and moving. He wasspeaking, though the person to whom he
spoke remainedinvisible.

“That’s my alibi,” Crispin said quietly, thoughhis voice carried through the stunned chambers as loudly as
if hehad shouted. “Ry isn’t dead.”

“Where is he?” and “What happened to him?”mingled with “Who is responsible for this?” among



theonlookers and the council. Crispin pressed his lips into a grimline, and in response moved the two
dials that worked the gearswithin the device. The view moved away from Ry so rapidly that noone could
get a clear view of anyone who was with him, though itwas clear he was with many people. Not until
Crispin had a shipfixed cleanly within the glass did he remove his hands from thedials.

“You tell me where he is and who is responsible,” hesaid.

The paraglese leaned forward, and gradually his expressionhardened into cold rage. He looked up from
the glass and then tothe councillors on either side of him. “He’s on aship,” Grasmir said. “One of our
ships. One of our tradeships.” The paraglese looked down at Crispin and said,“It would appear that you,
your brother, and your cousin havebeen the victims of conspiracy between the Traders and your
cousinRy. And perhaps his mother. I revoke the charge and rights of thiscouncil and find you innocent
myself. And I apologize that I cannotask you to sit on the council that will begin investigating
theconspiracy that tried to implicate you in a crime that wasn’teven committed. That your enemies sat on
the council that wouldhave tried you was an unfortunate accident — I cannot, though,knowingly appoint
you to sit in judgment against them. Though theidea strikes me as ultimately fair, I cannot overlook the
bias youwill have against them for what they’ve attempted.” Herested his head in his hands for a moment,
then pushed his fingersthrough his receding and graying hair. “However, if you haveanything that you
would ask of me as paraglese, I will be inclinedto look favorably on your request.”

Crispin nodded. “I do have a favor to ask, one that willcost you very little. The Wolves have been
without a leader sincethe death of our beloved head Wolf, Lucien. Our efforts on behalfof the Family are
weak and scattered. I would, with my brother andmy cousin, lead the Wolves forward for the good of all
the Family.I ask only that you support our bid for leadership, and then onlyif you feel we would be
worthy of that honor.”

Grasmir smiled. “It would seem, from the letter that Rywrote to me before leaving on the trade ship, that
one point ofthis exercise was to prevent the three of you from doing just that.I don’t like conspiracies,
and I don’t appreciate beinglied to or made a fool of. It is my right to override the autonomyof any
branch of the Family if I feel that doing so is in the bestinterests of the Family as a whole. I feel that way
now. Therefore,there will be no bid among the Wolves for leader. I declare youleader of your people,
and your brother Anwyn and your cousinAndrew your assistants. Nor will I brook any disagreement with
mydecision.” He stood. “Go, with my blessing. I dismissthis council. Traders — stay within the walls of
the House.You will answer for your actions on this same day nextweek.”

*    *    *

They had almost torn the ship apart looking for her when shefinally crawled out of the bilge and dragged
herself up toward hercabin. Hasmal found her as she fought her way up the gangway towardthe main
deck. Ian and Rrru-eeth and Jayti were right behind.Hasmal, bless him, had spent the time that he
searched for her inthinking, because the first words out of his mouth were, “Youhad a seizure again,
didn’t you?”

Seizure. The falling sickness. That frightened people, but notto the point where they felt they needed to
kill the victim. Notlike the Karnee curse.

So she nodded. “I think so. I don’t remember. The lastthing I remember, I was in my cabin reading. And
the next, I wokeup in the bilge.”

They helped her up onto the deck, talking about fresh air andsunlight. It didn’t help. She still felt like a
week-drownedcorpse. She stood, having a hard time keeping her feet underher.

Ian stood in front of her, backlit by the setting sun, and hiseyes narrowed thoughtfully. “You have the



fallingsickness.” A statement, not a question.

She nodded.

“How often?”

“Not often. Once every couple months.”

“But often enough that your Family couldn’t hope tomake a good marriage for you?”

“Once would have been often enough to preventthat.”

“Damaged goods.”

“That’s the way it is with Family.” Which wastrue. No one could hope to arrange a marriage for a
woman withfalling sickness — her dowry would be forfeit but she’dbe sent home after the first episode;
everyone knew that thefalling sickness passed from mother to child. So Kait’s storyabout taking the
book gained another layer of realism — anunmarriageable daughter would end up doing something
hideous liketranslating dead languages in a windowless room for the rest of herlife. Further, she had a
rational excuse for her absence, and forany future absences. Thank all the gods for Hasmal. She could
havehugged him. Would, she thought, when she was clean again, and fed.When she’d slept. She’d eaten
rats when the hunger grewtoo great, but even in her beast form she didn’t like rats.They weighed on her
stomach as she stood there.

Ian was nodding, and his eyes bore an empathy that surprisedher. He was silent for a long time. Then he
said softly, “Iknow all about the Families and their damaged goods. I doindeed.”

Hasmal said, “We were afraid you’d fallenoverboard.”

Kait said, “I’m glad I didn’t.”

And Rrru-eeth, standing off to one side, said, “How did youget all the way down in the bilge without
anyone seeingyou?”

Kait shrugged. “I don’t remember. I don’tremember anything.” She wished that were true. She wished
shecould at least forget the rats. Weak from hunger and exhausted fromthe Shift, she staggered, and as
the ship rode over the crest of awave, the deck rose beneath her and she fell.

Suddenly the movement was too much for her. She was wretchedlysick. She crawled to the rail and
threw up into the sea.

That put an effective end to the questioning. When she was donebeing sick, Ian and Hasmal carried her
into her cabin, andRrru-eeth assigned herself to nurse her.

For the next two days, she decided she would do nothing but eatand sleep.

*    *    *

“So what did you do with the bodies?” Crispin stillwore his formal clothing, though he’d gotten rid of the
cloakas soon as he came through the door.

“In the garden, beneath your roses. Of course.” Anwynchuckled. “I trust we didn’t disturb the roots
toomuch.”

Crispin didn’t smile. “I trust you didn’t. I havesome very delicate hybrids taking root out there rightnow.”



Andrew sat playing with the switches of the contraptionthey’d put together to amuse the Inquisitors.
“They likeour toy?”

“The paraglese did. The Traders sitting on the councilthought it was fine until they saw the ship.”

“Making it a Trader ship was a nice touch,” Anwynsaid.

Crispin shrugged. “Doing it that way eliminated two of ourproblems at the same time — Ry’s
disappearance and theTraders’ power.”

Both his brother and his cousin smiled. “Eliminated theproblem,” Anwyn mused.

Andrew giggled.

“Eliminated.” Crispin pulled out a chair and satastride it, facing backward. He draped his arms along the
back andsaid, “I wish you could have been there. It wasbeautiful.”

“If we’d been there, who would have worked the magicto make your pretty pictures?” Andrew was
frowning.

Both Anwyn and Crispin looked at him with annoyance. “Hedidn’t mean it literally,” Anwyn said. He
turned his backon Andrew and said, “Tell me, how beautiful was it?”

“You know how we’d hoped to have Grasmir support ourbid for leadership of the Wolves?”

Anwyn nodded.

“He went one better than that. He declared us leaders.Rather, he declared me leader and the two of you
my assistants. Wedon’t have to win over anyone the pro-Lucien faction mightfield. We’re in charge, and
the rest of the Wolves can’tdo a thing about it.”

Anwyn studied him thoughtfully, too clever to point out rightthen that they had agreed the three of them
would share powerequally. But Crispin could tell he was thinking about it. It wouldcome up later — not
as an argument, because the paraglese hadsaid Crispin would be in charge, and Anwyn wouldn’t be able
toprove his brother had manipulated events to make that happen. Butit would come up.

Meanwhile, however, all Anwyn said was, “Well, things arecertainly going to change now.”

Andrew tittered, evidently already imagining how theywere going to change.

    

 

Chapter 24

 

Three weeks of reading the Secret Texts preparatory tolearning any actual magic. Three weeks —
twenty-seven days— of pondering the history of magic and the future of herworld as told through the
prophecies, aphorisms, and asides of aman who was undoubtedly brilliant, but sometimes perversely
vague.Three weeks of sitting in her cabin from before the sun rose untillong after dark, trying to fit what
she knew of the events of thepast and the present to the complex puzzle Vincalis had left behind— and
Kait had finally reached her limit.



When Ian Draclas knocked on her cabin door, she opened itgladly.

“You haven’t come out of your cabin for anythingexcept meals in so long,” he said, “that poor
Rrru-eethis certain some form of sea-madness has overtaken you and that youare pining away from grief
in there.”

Kait already felt the pressures of Shift growing inside ofherself again, and thought that would make a
convincing enough formof sea-madness for Rrru-eeth when it materialized, but she manageda
sincere-sounding laugh. “I’ve been studying,” shesaid.

“Something fascinating, no doubt.” He leaned a bitpast her so that he could peer around the cabin.

“History,” she said, moving unobtrusively to blockhim. “I want to be very sure of the location of the city
andits treasures.”

“Of course,” he said. “I hadn’t consideredthat you might not have finished translating your book when
you st— I mean, when you . . . bought it. Of course youhadn’t translated all of it. Buying it, how could
youhave?” He flushed.

His awkwardness amused her. She moved closer to him,hypersensitive to his warmth and to his scent,
which was musky,sensual, and very male, with unmistakable overlays of fresh air andsunshine. He was
handsome — she hadn’t permitted herselfto think about that, but now she caught herself smiling up at
himjust to see him smile.

And his return smile disarmed her; in it, she could see surpriseand hope and a faint shadow of her own
growing hunger.

“You seem different tonight,” he said. Shecouldn’t help but note the touch of wariness.

“I feel different. I’m lonely, and tired, and Iwant to enjoy an evening not thinking about lost cities
orAncient artifacts.” She rested a hand on his forearm, andlightly stroked the soft furring of golden hairs.

“Really?” His eyebrows rose; his voice dropped. Hissmile this time was much more overtly sexual.

She brushed past him and pulled her door closed behind herself.“Yes. Somewhere outside of that room.”

She’d managed to push all thoughts of sex out of her mindsince boarding the Peregrine. It made for
complications shedidn’t want to face. But she knew she would never managecelibacy through two
complete Shifts, and she would be better offpicking a partner rationally than in the midst of the raging
fireof Karnee lust. She’d considered Hasmal as her desires gotstronger; he attracted her. She knew there
would even be anadvantage in taking him as her mate — he knew what she was.He, however, was one
of the few men she’d ever encountered whowas not compelled by her accursed Karnee blood to think
he lovedher. In fact, he had clearly stated, when she made a tentativeoverture, that he bore no interest in
her at all.

For all her complaints to Amalee about the men and women whowere drawn to her, and how humiliating
it was to know that theywere not drawn to her at all, but to her curse, Kait foundit even more humiliating
to run across someone who was immune evento the curse. That immunity suggested to her that she had
nothinggenuinely lovable about her; that without her curse, she would havebeen invisible to men.

Ian was not immune, even after his experience with her bout of“falling sickness,” and at the moment she
took comfortfrom that.

He rested fingertips lightly on the small of her back. “Ifyou don’t want to spend any more time in your



cabin, would youenjoy visiting in mine?”

“I would love to.”

Neither of them said anything else until she followed him to thedoor to his cabin and let him usher her
inside.

He lit his lamps, and only when the golden glow bathed both ofthem did he ask her, “Are we going to
reconsider being friendsnow?”

She leaned against his chest and raised up on her toes to kisshim lightly on the lips. “We’re going to be
even betterthan friends, I think.” Her heart pounded and her blood surgedthrough her veins. She’d
wanted this — she’d neededto feel desirable, beautiful, wanted. She could see in Ian’seyes that she was
all of those things. She kissed him again, andloosened her tight control over the passion that boiled inside
ofher; she submerged herself in the touch and taste and scent of him,in the feel of his arms around her and
his hands touching her.

She let herself pretend that he wanted her for herself.

And at the same time, she managed to bury her forbidden hunger;she pushed the enemy Karnee, Ry
Sabir, away from the center of herthoughts, where he had occupied her free moments while she
wasawake, and her dreams while she slept.

*    *    *

Rrru-eeth listened outside the captain’s cabin for a longtime. She’d been listening out there every night for
more thana week, ever since the first time the captain had taken Kait to bedwith him. When she left at
last, she joined Jayti in the littlecorner of one of the storerooms that they had appropriated fortheir trysts.

She complained to him about what she’d heard, finishingwith a bitter snarl. “I can’t believe the captain
sleepswith her. I cannot believe he wants her.”

Jayti, lean and dark and easygoing, pulled her down onto his lapand laughed. “Well, be happy for him.
He’s been alone fora long time.”

“No.” Rrru-eeth snarled as he started unbuttoning herblouse. She pulled back and said, “I’ve told you
before,there is something wrong with her. She isn’t normal.”

“Ruey, how could you of all people possibly care aboutthat? Who’s normal? You and me?”

Rrru-eeth said, “She has things wrong with her. She talksto herself in her room, and she hides things. She
and that Hasmalmeet in her cabin early in the morning, before the watch shifts. Assoon as they go in
there, I can’t hear a word they say, but Ican still feel them talking. It’s . . .unchancy.” She whispered,
“And she has an animal smell toher. I’ve thought that since even before she was sick. . . but since then,
I’ve noticed it evenmore.”

“An animal smell!” Jayti laughed at Rrru-eeth.“You’re jealous of her, aren’t you? Becauseshe’s pretty
and the captain wants her. She treats you betterthan any human woman who’s ever been aboard this
ship, Ruey.I’ve watched her. She never asks extra work of you, and shetalks good to you. Real good.”

He pinched her buttock and Rrru-eeth growled at him.

“Don’t you dare,” he said, still laughing.“You’ve fancied the captain ever since he gave you aplace on this
ship. And now some woman of his own class wants him,and you’ve realized you’ll never be captain’s



lady.Isn’t that it? Hmmm? Isn’t it?”

Rrru-eeth shrugged and nestled against his chest. “You canthink what you want. But I don’t trust her.
And I don’tlike her. She’ll turn the captain. You just watch if shedoesn’t.”

*    *    *

In Kait’s dream, they danced. At first, her partner’sface stayed hidden in shadow as they spun and
floated over anotherwise deserted dance floor. She felt the music but she couldnot hear it. All she could
hear was his breathing, deep and slowand steady. And his hands burned on her bare shoulders.

In Kait’s dream, they danced, and she began to recall thatthey danced this way every night. She looked
around, feeling as ifshe had been trapped by the chains of day and had just regained herfreedom. The
silent music moved quicker, and his breathing grewfaster with it. Yearning, and the pounding of her blood
in herveins; that was the music to which she danced.

Touch me.

His voice made her very soul tremble. She brushed his skin withher fingertips, and discovered that he
was naked. As was she.Magic. This was magic, but not the magic of wizards; this was themagic of man
and woman, of lust and desire. This was the dance ofsex, and the heart-pulse drumbeat quickened yet
again.

Touch me.

In Kait’s dream, they danced skin to skin, floating acrossan open meadow, and the shadows fell away
from his face and hiseyes were a pale, beautiful blue, dark-ringed, and his smile burnedits way into her
heart, and she loved him. Gods help her, she lovedhim. In her dreams she danced with Ry Sabir, whose
Family hadmurdered hers, who might have had a hand in killing her loved oneshimself, and in her
traitorous dreams she welcomed his embrace, andshe opened her heart to him. In her dreams she knew
she loved him— she, who had never loved a man.

In her dreams, they danced, and because he was her enemy, andbecause in her dreams she was too
weak to kill him, she woke.

And found herself in Ian Draclas’s bed.

Disappointment seared her, stung her, cut her until she bled.She bore its sulfur-bitter taste without letting
her emotionsshow.

“Did you sleep well?”

I slept with my enemy. She kissed Ian lightly, playfully, anddid not answer his question. “Time for me to
go, whileit’s still dark.”

“You don’t have to leave. Stay with me.”

She nibbled along the nape of his neck, trailed her fingers downhis spine. “I have to go. For now, I have
to. But if you want,I’ll be back tonight.”

By the return of night, she would have banished Ry Sabir fromher thoughts. She would have convinced
herself that she hated him,that she wanted to see him dead. She would have made herselfbelieve that she
could feel genuine passion for Ian Draclas, and inIan’s bed she would prove to herself that her
dreamsdidn’t matter.



Until she slept.

In her sleep, she could not lie.

    

 

Chapter 25

 

Kait made it back to her cabin just before Hasmalarrived. So far, she’d managed to keep him from
knowing abouther relationship with the captain, just as she’d managed tokeep Ian from finding out about
the time Hasmal spent with her.Another week had passed, and she’d finished her solitary studyof the
Secret Texts, and begun learning basic magic.

He knocked on her door, and she let him in, acting as ifshe’d just woken.

He glanced at her bed, where she’d rumpled the covers andmade it look like she’d just climbed out of it.
He gave her acold look and said, “You didn’t have to mess them on myaccount.”

Kait felt heat flushing her cheeks. “I. . .”

“You need to learn not to lie. Not to your colleagues,anyway. I already knew about you and the captain.
It isn’t asif it were any great secret.”

That was news to her. “When did you hear?”

“Two weeks ago. I probably knew not long after youdid.” His tight smile told her she’d been foolish to
hopeto keep the relationship secret. “How are you doing on yourshielding?”

“The dreams aren’t bothering me as much. Most times Ican wake up from them when the dance starts
now. And I don’thave the feeling that he’s looking over my shoulder during theday — not like I did at
first.”

“You still think he’s following us?”

“Yes.”

Hasmal sighed. “I think you’re right. I wish we couldget rid of him. I’ve thrown zanda half a dozen times
inthe last few days, and I get nothing at all.”

Kait tugged the blankets on her bunk straight, then sat on topof it. “That seems like a good sign.”

“No. ‘You’ve lost him’ would be a good sign.‘He’s still back there’ would be a neutral sign.‘Sorry, I
have no information regarding your question’ isa very bad sign.”

“Why?”

“Because it means he has access to magic powerful enough tomake himself and his whole ship disappear
to the zanda. Icouldn’t do that. I and my father togethercouldn’t.”

“Oh.” Kait knew that only she could feel Ry behindthem, and the feeling connected to her through her
Karnee senses.Hasmal had said that as far as he could tell, no one was followingthem physically, though



he insisted the Galweighs from Goft stilltracked them magically.

“We’ll deal with the problem when it arrives,”Hasmal said. “Now, what has your spirit said about
ourdestination?”

Finally Kait felt that she had good news to give him. “Shetold me that we’ll find a chain of islands
tomorrow. From thatpoint, we only have another two days or so to reach the continent,depending on the
weather.”

“The weather has been good so far.” Hasmal didn’tlook happy, though.

“What’s wrong?”

“Once we reach the continent and find the city, we’llalso find the Mirror of Souls.”

“Exactly. That’s why we’ve come all thisway.”

“As soon as we have the Mirror of Souls, we become a targetboth for the Sabirs who are following us
and for the Galweighs whoare waiting for us to come back to them.”

“Amalee assures me that we’re going to survive this,Hasmal. You’ll see.”

He nodded. “So she says. But I did a divination last night.The Speakers say the Reborn has already been
conceived. Ifthat’s true, your ancestor may be guilty of wishful thinking.Once the Reborn is conceived,
disaster is imminent. So tonightyou’re going to help me with a ritual to see if what they sayis true.”

“I can’t help you with a ritual,” Kait saidsoftly. She glanced around the tiny cabin as if expecting theship’s
parnissa to rush in with a lynching crew. “Ibarely know enough about magic to maintain a shield.”

“Even that will help. With you adding your strength to theshield, I’ll be able to use more of my energy to
seek theReborn. The ritual is dangerous and difficult, but we have toknow.”

Kait didn’t think they needed to know at all.

I promise you the Reborn isn’t going to figure into yourfuture, Kait, Amalee said.

Kait had learned to answer her without speaking. Perhaps not.But I’ll never convince him of that.
The least I can do ishelp him with his ritual so that he can see for himself thathe’s exaggerating
the dangers we face.

“Your ancestor doesn’t like my idea, doesshe?”

“You can hear her?”

“No. But I’ve gotten better at reading yourexpressions. I can always tell now when you’re
discussingsomething with her. You get a faraway look in your eyes, and yourmouth tightens. Tell her I
want your help whether she thinks I needit or not.”

Kait didn’t need to tell her. Amalee heard perfectly well.And responded scathingly. Kait didn’t pass on
her commentsword for word. She just said, “She still doesn’t like theidea, but I don’t care. If you need
me, I’ll helpyou.”

“Then meet me in the aft food storeroom tonight when Teltrings.”

*    *    *



Kait knelt on the hard storeroom floor, behind the bags of yamsand flour and the casks of beer, and
beneath the dried meat thathung, swinging with every movement of the ship, from hooksoverhead. In the
darkness, the silhouettes of those homely thingsloomed like monsters rising from the sea; she could
almost feeltheir hot breath against the back of her neck. With every creak shewas certain that she was
about to be discovered. The sounds of ratsscrittering along the enclosed shelves suddenly unnerved her,
andevery stray step that echoed across the deck above her head set herheart pounding like a war drum.

The darkness had never bothered her. But she discovered that shefeared her pending introduction to real
magic, and as much as that,she feared being discovered.

Across from her, Hasmal cupped a blood-bowl to his chest andclosed his eyes and offered up a quick,
whispered prayer to VodorImrish, that they might not be interrupted as they sought acrossthe leagues for
the Reborn. That done, he lit a tiny candle andcrouched over it, and by its light drew his own blood and
poured itinto the blood-bowl. Kait watched his facility with the tiny knifeand the tourniquet and thought
she would be practicing very littlemagic. She hated the idea of piercing her flesh or drawing her
ownblood. Though Hasmal insisted very little of the farhullenmagic involved bloodletting, Kait felt any
amount was too much.

As soon as Hasmal had a little puddle of blood in the bottom ofhis bowl, he pinched out the tiny flame.
He leaned, shivering,against a bag of yams beside him, breathing hard. “Now webegin the actual spell,”
he said. “Keep your shieldsaround both of us until I tell you to let them drop.”

“You’re sure I have to drop them? The Galweighs andthe Sabirs will be able to see what we’re doing. . .
and where we are.”

“The shield that keeps others out would trap us in.”He shrugged. “You cannot send out a spell while
shielded. Norcan you send a spell through a shield someone else has placed overyou. That fact is part of
what makes magical battles so deadly. Butback to what we were doing. Just be ready when I tellyou.”

Kait already felt queasy, and the idea that she would beexposing herself to those who followed her only
increased the sickfeeling. But she nodded, and focused herself the way Hasmal hadtaught her.

Meanwhile, he shook several packets of powders into theblood-bowl and murmured an incantation that
she recalled reading inone of the later parts of the Secret Texts.

“He’ie abojan treashan skarerePephoran nonie tokal im hwerat . . .”

[I who wait in the long darkness
For the coming of the light,
Seek now the quickening spirit
Of the Reborn; you who were once
Master of the Falcons,
Our teacher, and our guide;
You who were stolen from us before your time
And who promised to return to lead again;
You who taught love and compassion,
Humility and responsibility,
Integrity and honor above all virtues.
I call out to you.
The world needs you, and
Your Falcons have not forgotten.

Kind Solander,



Shall I be blessed to hear your voice?

I offer myself as your protector
While you are weak,
Your teacher while you are young,
Your servant always,
That you may return
To heal the pain of the people
And bring love and the fulfillment of hope
To the hollow shell of the world
You left behind.]

The powders within the mix of blood began to glow. Kaitshuddered. She could be brave in the face of
the most terrifyingphysical dangers, but in the face of magic, she wanted to cower andflee. She could feel
the spell beginning to work; she could feel itin her bones and in her blood, and though she
didn’texperience Hasmal’s magic as being painful or“greasy” the way she had the magic Dùghall
hadidentified in the airible, she still became increasinglyuncomfortable. As if she were standing near a fire
and the firewere growing bigger and hotter. She knew she wasn’t in danger.But she could sense the 
potential for danger.

“Drop the shields now. If the Reborn has truly returned,the blood itself will begin to glow,” Hasmal had
told herbefore they started. Now, in the silence and the darkness,Hasmal’s blood proved the truth of the
message the spirits hadgiven him. It began to glow softly, its white light a radiantnimbus that started as a
thin skin around the bowl, then spread toenvelop his hands, his arms and shoulders, and finally all ofhim.

Then it spread farther, covering Kait in its warm, comfortingcocoon.

Once within the sphere of the light, she felt the tenuousawakening of the Reborn. Far away, the infant
stirred in hismother’s womb and reached out to embrace the feather touch ofmagic. He was full of love;
he was love. Hot tears welled inKait’s eyes and slid down her cheeks, and she embraced thefragile
connection. While his spirit touched hers, her fear ofmagic dissolved, and she felt whole. More, she felt
accepted in away she had never been in her life. Even with her parents, she hadalways known that they
loved her in spite of what was wrong withher. But the Reborn loved her just as she was, and accepted
herbecause in his eyes, she was as perfect as he was.

In the instant that their souls touched, she felt that a painthat had always been inside her had healed. And
when she looked atHasmal, and saw the tears running down his cheeks, she knew thatshe was not alone.
Kait could not believe that she had been soblessed — that she had been chosen to assist the Reborn
whenother, worthier people had lived and died waiting for his arrival,and had never seen their hope
fulfilled.

Peripherally, she sensed that other Falcons like Hasmal had cometo offer their services and fulfill their
oaths, and had come, aswell, to witness the private beginning of the wonder and the joythat was
promised to all people. So many minds, all strange to herand yet all unified in purpose and in love,
brushed against hersand did not pull back in revulsion. She was what she was; they werewhat they were;
gathered around the soul of the Reborn like men whohad been lost in the desert and who had found a
spring at last, allthey could do was love each other and rejoice together.

Kait stretched herself farther, and touched the Reborn’smother — and got a shock. All she could feel
from her was rageand pain and hatred. She sensed that the woman had sufferedhorribly at the hands of
her enemies. The mother seemed blocked offfrom the love her unborn child offered; her pain and anger
lockedher into her own mind and prevented her from being healed in theway that Kait had been healed.



Then Kait received a second shock.Flashes of the other woman’s thoughts and memories reachedKait,
and she discovered that the Reborn’s mother was hercousin Danya.

She wanted to shout, You’re still alive! Someone sheloved had survived the Sabirs’ treachery. But
shecouldn’t make Danya hear her. She wanted to say, Youaren’t alone. I’m here, and I’ll come help
you.But Danya was deaf to her offered comfort, too.

Kait lacked the magical skills to make herself heard. But thatwould change. She would learn whatever
she needed to learn, becausein the moment that Hasmal brought her into his circle, her worldhad changed
for the good. She had so much to live for, and so muchto do. The Reborn was real, and would be the
son of her belovedcousin, who had not died at the hands of the Sabirs. Kait would dowhatever she had
to do to keep them safe, and to help theReborn’s love restore the world.

*    *    *

Rrru-eeth’s diffident tap at the cabin door woke Kait, whohad spent the night alone.

“Come in.” She yawned and stretched. In spite of theincreasing tension caused by her need for Shift, she
felt good.Lighthearted, full of hope, certain for the first time that thefuture would be better than the past.
Danya, mother of the Reborn.She grinned at Rrru-eeth when she peeked her head in the door.

“What shall I do for you today? Do you have any laundry, ordoes anything in your cabin not meet with
yoursatisfaction?”

Kait grinned at her. “Do you have something else you’drather do today? Spend time with Jayti, maybe?”

Rrru-eeth shook her head. “Perry the Crow sighted theislands you described, and until they’ve made
sure wewon’t ground on a reef, Jayti will be on deckworking.”

Perry the Crow was a sociable crewman named Perimus Ahern, whohad a liking for heights and whose
eyesight was as sharp asKait’s. During meals, he told amusing tales of his life beforehe’d joined the 
Peregrine, when he’d been aCalimekkan barrister prosecuting cases of patent theft among thecity’s
inventors. In his last case he’d made the mistakeof winning the case for the actual inventor who had
accused a minormember of a major Family (though he refused to say which one) ofthe theft of his idea.
Perry discovered to his chagrin that heneeded to make both a career and location change the very next
day.He said, though, that he had come to love the sea, and his trialagainst the Family “inventor” had
turned out to be hisluckiest one.

“I’ll be glad to reach land again,” Kait said.“I’m tired of the sea.”

Rrru-eeth’s smile had an edge to it. “The ship can beconfining for even a short time. Imagine spending
your entire lifeon it.”

Kait thought of living in a tiny world built of wood and boundedby nothing but water and sky. She shook
her head. “Ican’t imagine that. But surely you only spend some of yourtime on the ship.”

Rrru-eeth’s dark eyes narrowed, and she said softly,“I wouldn’t think of leaving the decks of the 
Peregrine. As long as I’m on board, I answer only toCaptain Draclas. If I were to leave, well . . . there
arethose in Ibera and the Territories who have reasons to want my neckin a rope.”

Kait sensed the other woman’s pain as a change in herscent, a tensing of her body, a shift in the pattern
of herbreathing. All those things came to her clearly — the Karneesenses were growing more acute as
she neared her next Shift. Sheleaned forward and said, “I can’t believe you earned thatfate.” She shook
her head. “You’re a goodperson.”



Rrru-eeth clasped her hands together and said, “Yet byIberan law, I’ve earned death in any Iberan land.”

“How?”

“It’s not important.”

“If it’s your life, how can it not beimportant?”

Rrru-eeth laughed — a sharp, angry bark. “My life isimportant to me. To Jayti, I suppose. Certainly not
to you —you’re Family.”

Kait shook her head. “Not anymore. My neck is, I’msure, marked for the rope, too.”

Rrru-eeth sighed, and Kait pointed to the chair across from herbunk. “Sit. Talk. We have some time,
surely.”

With obvious reluctance, Rrru-eeth took the offered chair andsaid, “My people were from the mountains
to the southeast ofTarrajanta-Kevalta, what you would maybe know as Lake Jirin inManarkas.”

Kait nodded. The Galweigh Family had holdings in the NewTerritories south of Lake Jirin, which was
one of the lakes theWizards’ War had created.

“I lived there until I was about six, I suppose. Maybe alittle younger. Then diaga came to our town, and
claimed all thepeople in it as their slaves.”

Kait said, “The diaga? That’s humans like. . .” she was going to say me, but at thelast instant, she
changed that to “the captain? AndJayti?”

“Yes. Our people were good fighters, and they stood againstthe diaga, but your people’s weapons were
better. Most of ourfighters died. This left the injured, and the old, and the young,and a few of the women
who were pregnant at the time and not ableto fight. The diaga gathered all of us and took us to the
NewTerritories. We went first to Old Jirin, then to Badaella, then toVanimar, and finally — for me, at
least — to Glasmar. Ateach stop, the diaga sold such of us as they could. No one had muchinterest in a
child as small as I was until we reached Glasmar, andthere, at last, a buyer found me.”

Her voice had grown harsh at those last few words; Kait had theidea that the buyer had not been some
kind family who needed acompanion for their young daughter. She was right.

“A man named Tiroth Andrata bought me. He also bought myyounger sister, who was the only other
member of my family tosurvive, and two other little girls from our village. We’dbeen acquired to be
trained as concubines for those among the upperclasses of Glasmar who had . . . exotic tastes.
TirothAndrata apparently had a thriving business in exotic concubines; hebecame wealthy from his trade,
and met his own needs at the sametime. He trained us all himself, you see. He was very fond of
smallchildren, and perhaps fondest of all of little Jerrpugirls.”

“Jerrpu?”

“My kind of person. As you call yourself human.”

Kait swallowed and nodded to show she understood. “So he. . . trained you . . .”

“Trained. A weak word for what he did.”Rrru-eeth smiled thinly. “Oh, yes. He trained us regularly.
Welearned all sorts of techniques for pleasing those who would oneday be our masters. Bagga, which is
what he had us call him, wasespecially fond of teaching us to take pain and humiliation, whichhe said was



the ultimate form of giving pleasure.” She lookedaway and her eyes narrowed again. “We spent long
years withhim, my sister and I. The other two from our group he sold, and allof those children that he
bought afterward, as well. The two of ushe kept until we were no longer little girls at all — but yousee,
we had become very good at taking pain and humiliation, and hespent a great deal of time and effort
finding new ways to give itout. He told us he kept us because we were stronger than the littlechildren that
he could sell for a better price, and he didn’twant to risk breaking one of them while developing new
trainingwhen he could practice on us.”

Kait closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. She felt sick.She’d taken the existence of servants and
slaves for grantedall her life; they were the silent faces in the hallways, bringingthings or taking them away,
making sure rooms stayed clean and bedshad fresh linen and food came on time and tasted the way it
wassupposed to. They’d never had voices to her before.They’d never seemed entirely real.

Now she thought of the slaves that belonged to her own Family— they were different because in Ibera
they had to be human,of course, not Scarred, but they were still slaves. Among theGalweighs, she could
think of several men who bought child slavesregularly and sold them to their associates when the
childrenreached adolescence. She’d never given much thought to thepurposes those children served, nor
to where they had come from orwhat became of them when they grew up. There were things
Familydidn’t discuss, and how relatives used their slaves was one ofthem.

She looked over at Rrru-eeth and bit her lip. She was ready forthe happy ending, the one in which
Rrru-eeth won her freedom andfound love. “So what happened? How did it all end?”

“During training one day, Bagga hurt my sister more thanshe could take. She died.” Rrru-eeth’s voice
was flat.“I saw him kill her, so I killed him. I hurt him first, usingeverything I had learned from years of
torture. Then I killed himvery slowly. Then I took the children he was training to sell, anddressed them,
and stole as much of Bagga’s money as I couldfind in his house, and marched the children through the
streets ofGlasmar down to the docks. I could find only one captain who wouldtake us aboard without the
children’s papers.” She jerkedher chin in the direction of the ship’s helm. “IanDraclas. He wanted a lot of
money — more than I had. It’srisky transporting slaves if you don’t have a slaver’sseal or slaver’s
papers, and of course neither of us would beable to prove that the children were free, because
theyweren’t. So I offered myself without wages for as long as itwould take to pay for their passage to
safety. He hired someone whomade papers for all of them. And for me. He took them someplacewhere
they could live as free children, and found them families. Ifound my own family here. I found love here,
and freedom from painand humiliation and torture. And as long as I never step on landruled by a Family
again, I should be safe enough.”

Sick, Kait closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands.“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You don’t owe me an apology.”

“I’m sorry you suffered. I’m. . .” How could anyone make restitution for thepain Rrru-eeth had suffered?
How could she be marked for death,when the ones who had deserved death had been the men who
killedher family to take her as a slave, and the men who had sold her,and the man who eventually bought
her? Where was the justice thatwould champion such an outcome?

The Reborn would free the slaves, Kait realized. He would bringpeace, and justice, and he would
remove Rrru-eeth’s pain.

“I’m sorry that someone could do that to you, andleave you to blame.” Kait stood and rested a hand
onRrru-eeth’s shoulder. “That’s all going to change.All of it.”

*    *    *



Ry paced along the deck, forward, then aft, then forward again,in no mood to talk with anyone. She was
out there. Still far aheadof him, getting closer to her goal.

He tasted the salt spray on his lips, and stared out at the sea.Clouds built along the southern horizon, a
line of black thatlooked for the moment like a distant mountain range. The sundropped closer to the
western horizon. A pod of whales had runalongside the Wind Treasure for nearly two days,
untilsometime after midday they had either tired of their game, or lostinterest in the humans and their ship,
or had been lured away byschools of fish; in any case, they had veered off and Ry had seennothing alive
in the ocean the rest of the day.

The captain said the clouds looked like the leading edge oftrouble. He’d set the ship’s course more
directlynorthward and added extra sails. The change might move them towardsafety, but it moved them
away from Kait.

Ry grew impatient. He wearied of the waiting, of the bleaknessof the sea, of wanting her and not having
her. She was a drug, andthe longer she was out of his system, the more he lusted afterher.

In their cabin, Valard and Yanth played querrist, and Jaim wrotea long entry in his journal, and Karyl
played his guitarra andwrote another of those sad love songs he used to lure women intobed with him.
Only Trev had been out on the deck since the eveningmeal, and he kept his distance, watching Ry
without sayinganything.

He stalked forward, then aft. Lately, the visions he saw throughher eyes when he closed his own had
changed. Now, late in thenight, he saw a man — oddly familiar-looking, whose presencein her bed was
somehow more infuriating for that tantalizingfamiliarity. They were lovers, Kait and this stranger.

Ry knew about the Karnee drives. He’d subsumed his own bythe use of magic, but at a fierce cost.
When the lusts were worst,he quenched them with a spell — but when he did, he burnedinside, and
suffered terrible rages, and blinding headaches, andShift came at him harder and faster. Still, he did not
give in tothe lust, which was why, when his mother demanded he serve in hisfather’s stead, she could not
trot forward half a dozen of hislittle bastards for him to legitimize.

Kait showed no signs of knowing Wolf magic. So she couldn’tknow the spell that suppressed the lust.
Her Karnee desires ranunchecked.

Ry didn’t care.

She was his. He’d claimed her, his magic had markedher, she did not belong with another man. And
when he closed hiseyes in the night and saw her touching that stranger, and kissinghim, and bedding him,
he made himself a promise.

When he caught up with Kait and claimed her, Ry intended to ripout that stranger’s heart and crush it in
his hand.

    

 

Chapter 26

 

Danya twisted in her sleep and cried out, and in doing sowoke herself. Another nightmare, another return
to the dungeon andthe Sabirs, to her Family’s abandonment of her, to torture andhorror. Waking was no



better, for as she shook off the nightmare,the reality of unending touching by invisible fingers
becamestronger. Invisible eyes spied on her; invisible strangers reachedinside of her and caressed the
child she carried. Those strangerspromised lies — love and safety and security, concern,compassion,
joy. She fought them off when they tried to smother herwith their false comfort; she was unable to push
them away from thebastard babe.

Their presence had been constant for days. She couldn’tstand it. She wanted to scream, to destroy
things, to hurt someone,but as before, when she had been the Sabirs’ prisoner, she washelpless. She
shivered beneath the fur robe, but not from cold.

Gently, child, Luercas said. Gently. Your fearwon’t help you, and it won’t change anything. Let
themhave their moment, and don’t spend yourself in wastedresistance. Your moment will come.
For now, get up and come withme; I want to show you something wonderful.

“Who keeps touching me?” she asked.

Hush. Not here, not now. Be satisfied that they won’thurt you. We can discuss who they are and
what they want soon.Soon. In the meantime, come. What I have to show you will bring youjoy.

Luercas didn’t understand the sense of violation that thoseconstant touches brought back. He said the
things that had killedhim had been much like what had happened to her, but for him totell her to accept
— to quit fighting — he proved to herthat he didn’t really remember.

Nevertheless, doing something would be better than lying therein the darkness with nothing to think about
but the unendingprobings of the strangers. She rose and let the robe fall to thefloor. She pulled on the fur
chaps her host’s wife, Tayae, hadmade for her, and the modified fur tunic that had been a gift fromthe
women in the next house over — the tunic that made roomfor the spikes erupting from her spine and
joints, and somehowemphasized her hideous deformities — and she tugged on thestraw-insulated fur
boots that kept her feet warm but stillpermitted her claws to project. She listened to Tayae and Goerg
andtheir children sleeping in the loft; she made no noise as shecrawled down the passageway that led
from the main room, where sheslept, to the outdoors. Her hosts woke easily, and though theywould
never question her activities, she would feel obligated togive them some sort of explanation, in her
still-halting Karganese,of where she was going and why.

Outside, the long night of the arctic winter still reigned. Thestars glittered with cold brilliance, close and
malevolent. Thesnow crunched beneath the flat, hard skin soles of her boots, theonly sound other than
the wind whistling across distant drifts.

Set out along the main path. Follow it to the river. When youreach the river, cross and turn right
along the bluffs.

She was coming to know the area well enough. Because shedidn’t know what else to do, she’d offered
her servicesto the villagers — after a few days, and with somenervousness, the Kargan women had
asked her to help them carrystored food from the village’s outlying caches back to theunderground
houses. She’d accepted, and had been on her wayback to the village with them, loaded with food, when
a pack oflorrags attacked.

The lorrags were Scarred monsters that might have started out aswolves or bears, but might as easily
have been rabbits before theWizards’ War twisted them into nightmares. They burrowedbeneath the
snow where they could and, where they could not, movedon top of it on four wide, well-padded feet,
nearly invisible intheir heavy white winter coats. They were terrifying beasts,cannier than wolves though a
bit smaller, lean and fast and tough.The four lorrags that erupted out of their tunnels in the snow hadgiven
no warning of their presence beforehand, and had Danya notbeen there with teeth and claws at the ready



when they struck, oneor more of the Kargan women would have died.

That none had, and that the village had lost none of its food,either, had won Danya both gratitude and
complete acceptance. Noone cared that she bore different Scars than they. She became apart of every
food-carrying expedition; she became an invitedcompanion during hide preparation and sewing sessions,
though herhands were not capable of holding the tiny bone needles or ofthreading the sinews through the
little eyes. She was morephysically suited to hunting, and the Kargan men welcomed her, too,and took
her with them. Her nose was better than theirs and herspeed over short distances allowed her to run
down game that wouldotherwise have escaped. She added to the wealth of the village inmeasurable
ways, and the Kargans showed their appreciation at everyturn. The women gave her gifts; the adults
brought her into theircouncil circles. The village adopted her as one of its own in asmoke-hut ceremony,
and the boys who were too young to hunt and themen who were too old or injured were renovating an
abandoned housefor her as they did for their own children who reached adulthoodand stayed within the
village. Until they finished the renovationsand purified it with ceremonies, she continued to live
withGoerg’s family, and to collect her welcome gifts, and toalternately hunt with the men and work with
the women.

She remained bitter. She did not forgive her Family, she did notforgive the Sabirs, and she could not
forget the Scars that madeher a monster, or the unborn child that had been forced upon her.Acceptance
into the Kargan clan made the sting more bitter, becauseshe could not forget that the Kargans were
monsters like her. Shecould not forget that she could never go home — that she wasoutcast forever from
the society of humans, and that the people whoshould have welcomed her never would again. Yet. . . if
she could somehow make her way through Iberawithout being killed for being an abomination, and if she
couldreach the Galweigh Wolves, they would take her in and set her inthe circle with the rest of their
Scarred to work magic. She wouldhave to hide in the darkness, her only contact with the world shehad
once loved through the eyes of the young Galweigh Wolves whohad not yet been set in circle and who
therefore remained free.

Every human from her past, though, had been taken away from her,and nothing she could do could ever
win even one of them back. Shewas dead to them, and they to her.

Accompanied by such thoughts, she crunched through the darknessover the shell of compressed snow,
breaking through occasionally,and quickly reached the river. The Kargans called it the Sokema,which
meant “Our Blessing.” It cut like a raw woundthrough the rolling white-on-white tundra, a darker line of
blackin the darkness. Wind blew thin curvettes of snow across itsmirror-slick black-ice surface, but the
snow didn’t stick. Shewalked out onto its surface without hesitation, not worried aboutit holding her
weight. She’d helped the village women chop iceto reach the running water beneath — they used the
holes bothto draw up cooking and drinking water and so they could set thelive lines that gave them fresh
fish to supplement the dried fishand smoked meat and the occasional fresh game. She knew from
thatexperience that the frozen surface was thicker than she wastall.

The novelty of ice, like the novelty of snow, had worn offquickly. It became just another obstacle to
contend with — itsslickness offered little purchase to her boots, and would haveoffered even less to her
bare, hard-scaled feet. She scrabbled withclaws splayed out; she kept her arms out for balance; she
wishedonce again that she could master the art of skimming across thesurface on the narrow
carved-bone blades that the Kargans used, buther unwieldy, Scarred body seemed unable to
accommodate itself tothe graceful, flowing movements required.

Reaching the bluffs on the far side took both time and effort,and she was panting by the time she arrived.

She didn’t remember the directions Luercas had given her.“Which way now?”



Turn to your right. Climb the bluffs, but not all the way tothe top. Follow along them just below
the ridge so you won’tshow against the skyline, should anyone decide to look foryou.

Danya wondered why Luercas thought anyone might care to look forher. The villagers’ sense of privacy,
from everything she hadso far seen, was acute. If she went out for a walk, they refrainedfrom asking
anything about her destination or what had happenedwhile she was out; they did not ask her where she
was from; theydid not question who she was. Early on, they had offered her theirown names, but did not
ask for hers. When she eventually told them,they treated her name as a gift. She couldn’t imagine
themlooking for her unless they thought she had come to grief. Shesuggested as much to Luercas.

The surprise I have for you is something the villagers areaware of, though only in a distant way.
None of them has ever seenit; none of them would ever dare. Their superstitions make themfear
this place, though neither they nor their parents nor theirgrandparents nor their
great-grandparents have ventured to testthose superstitions against reality. If they realize you
have goneto In-kanmerea, their name for the place, they will fear for yourlife, and for your soul.
He paused, then added, In-kanmereameans “House of the Devil Ghosts.” I could give you
theirbeliefs about it, I suppose, but they have no basis in fact, so whybother? Better you see the
place for yourself. She felt hisnext pause as a sigh. I don’t know that any of the Karganswould be
brave enough to attempt your rescue if they knew you hadentered . . . but I would not gamble
against that; youseem to have made yourself beloved in a very short time.

She said nothing. She clambered along the bluffs and consideredthe idea of the pragmatic Kargans being
superstitious about anysort of wonderful place. Such an idea seemed to run counter toeverything she’d
seen of them so far. Their fears seemed to beof those things that offered real danger to them, like the
lorrags,or like the sudden ice storms that had already killed one young mansince she arrived. But people
were contradictions. It was theirnature. She assumed the fact would be true even about
almost-peoplelike the Scarred.

Like me.

The bluffs carried her around a bend and out of sight of thevillage. Immediately, Luercas told her, Now
climb up to theridge. Stay along the river — In-kanmerea will be easy to missotherwise.

It was almost easy to miss in spite of her following hisdirections exactly. She almost walked by the
entranceway that layat arm’s length to her left. White on white in the starlight,with the same delicate glitter
as the snow all around it, it couldhave been a large, oddly formed drift. The snow that did drift intothe
corners of the long curve of stairs burrowing into thesnow-glazed tundra furthered the illusion.

Go down. Slowly; the stairs may be icy. A warming spell caston them prevented that once, but if
snowdrifts can accumulate, thespell must have fallen apart.

Danya looked down into the darkness, uneasy. The Kargans fearedthings that were dangerous; they
waited to discover the danger ofthe unknown before fearing it. Had they acted in any other way,
shewould have died when she fell through the roof into Goerg’shouse. At the mouth of the House of the
Devil Ghosts, shehesitated, and presented Luercas with a plausible excuse for herhesitation. “If the spell
ever worked, it should still work.According to the Law of Magical Inertia, spells in force tend toremain in
force unless acted on by an opposite force.”

You quote your teacher well enough. You simply aren’tapplying the rule. Remember the spell that
Scarred you and threwyou all the way from Ibera to here. The energy of that spell sentshock
waves across most of Matrin, if not all of it. When it didso, it stirred any number of latent spells,
and stilled any numberof active ones. I would almost wager that In-kanmerea’s spellswere active



until you arrived. Otherwise, these steps would havecracked and weathered centuries before this.

Still she stood at the top of the stairway. Hesitant.Afraid.

Luercas grew impatient. Hurry, girl. The wonders of an ageawait you.

Did she want to see the wonders of an age? She put one foot onthe first step and stopped. She didn’t
hesitate beyond thatpoint, however. She’d come this far already, and thearchitecture of the stairway and
the smooth white material it wasmade of gave her subtle reassurance; such stairways filled
GalweighHouse. The stairway led down into one of the homes of the Ancients,she guessed. Or perhaps a
public building. In either case, it wouldoffer her an opportunity to surround herself, however briefly,
withthings that reminded her of home.

She descended steadily, allowing her eyes to adjust to theincreasingly impenetrable darkness. By the time
she estimated thatshe’d made three complete turns around the spiral, however, nolight remained, and
even she, with her incredibly sensitive vision,was blind.

“You want me to keep going?”

You’ll find accessible light within. You haven’tmuch farther to go in the darkness, and you’re in
nodanger.

She didn’t know that she believed him, but it didn’treally matter. She trailed a hand along the wall to her
right andheld the other out in front of her face to keep from stepping intoa solid wall, and she felt for each
step below her beforecommitting her weight to it, and in that manner traveled whatseemed to be another
full spiral.

The hand in front of her face proved unnecessary. The soft,slightly hollow sound she made in descending
the stairway changedin both volume and tone as she neared the end, warning her, and shefelt the door in
front of her with hearing and her sensitivity topressure and the movement of wind before she felt it with
herfingertips. “I’m here,” she said.

Yes. Open the door and go in.

“Are there any traps set?”

Intelligent of you to ask. However, no. The door will open asany of the outside doors at your
Family House would open. You mighthave noticed —

She cut him off. “That this is an Ancient place. Yes.I’d noticed.” She ran her fingertips across the front
ofthe door until they reached its midline. From the midline, she letthem slide up to the cold, slick curve of
the latch. She pressedupward on the latch with one hand and rested her palm firmly on thepressure pad
just beneath it.

After a brief hesitation, the door swung inward. She stepped in,and warm, stale air filled her nostrils.
Everything smelled of dustand long-closed spaces. She could feel the immensity of the room inwhich she
stood, but she could not see anything; absolute darknessoffered her no markers by which to guide
herself.

“One step into this and I could lose my waycompletely,” she said. “I could become turned around,could
lose sight of the door, could be trapped in here until I died. . .”

You could, I suppose, if you didn’t activate the lights.You’ll find the pressure pads for them on the
wall to theright of you. Just reach out.



She did. Her hand brushed through something soft that crumbledto dust at her touch, and came to rest on
a series of raised pads.She pressed them, and thousands of warm, shimmering lights sprangto life
overhead and down long corridors that spread away in half adozen directions. The lights reflected
through sparkling prisms asnumerous as the stars, and covered the floor with uncountablerainbows. The
floor was done primarily in a rich, dark blue stonespeckled with gold; inlays of white marble and a stone
as pale asgreen seafoam in the shape of waves turned the entire vast expanseinto an ocean. The reflected
sparkles gave the scene a life thatmade her feel she was walking across water.

She gasped.

“It’s beautiful.”

The Ancients could not have intended In-kanmerea as a privateresidence. Its vast lobby could have held
ten thousand guests atone time, and was designed to direct traffic toward the broadbranching corridors.
Fountains shaped like delicate ships dottedthe immense floor. No water spouted from them, but Danya
expectedthat they worked as the fountains in Galweigh House worked, andthat if she felt along their
bases for hidden panels, she would beable to locate the pressure pads that brought them to life.

She was tempted to do so, but she refrained. Luercas wanted herto see something, and she didn’t think
he would have been soinsistent about bringing her to In-kanmerea to see the prettyfountains. He had
something bigger in mind.

And in fact, he said, Go to the first corridor on your left.You’re going to follow it back until it ends
in a terminalintersection. When you reach the place where you can go eitherright or left, go right.
You want to enter the last door on theright in that corridor. Do hurry — we have much to do.

She would have time to explore the rest of the place in thefuture. For the moment, she did as he asked
her and hurried.

The corridors ran for unbelievable distances. She must havepassed a hundred doors to either side of her
before she reached theend of the first. When she turned to look behind her, she could seenothing but
corridor — no sign at all of the vast lobbyshe’d left behind. And as she looked to the left and the
rightdown the intersecting corridor, she couldn’t see any sign thateither of them ended.

She felt small and young and temporary, overwhelmed by the greatage and vast expanses of the Ancient
place. She picked up her pace,anxious to reach a part of the building that was built to a scaleshe felt
comfortable with. By the time she finally got there, herlope had become a hard trot that had in turn
metamorphosed into adead-out, panicked run. She leaned against the last door on theright, breathing
hard, until Luercas told her to open it. His voiceheld a condescending chuckle that she didn’t like.

She let herself in, and found the pressure panel thatilluminated the room. She looked around. Unlike the
lobby and thecorridors, this room had not been designed for beauty. It waslarge, circular, sunken into the
ground in tiers. In the center ofthe lowest circle a raised dais sported a round stool beneath adome on
pillars. None of the room’s appointments —neither the rows of utilitarian seats in the surrounding tiers,
northe plainness of the central seat and dome, nor the flat,too-bright lights overhead, said anything but
that this was a placewhere people came to work.

What sort of work?

Go down to the dais. Sit outside the edge of the circle, butallow your head to rest beneath the
dome.

Odd instructions. Danya shrugged and carried them out.



The reason for them became immediately and shockingly clear. Thesensation of being touched or spied
on by the unknown, unwelcomewatchers, vanished immediately. She could still feel, though onlyas if from
a great distance, their connection to the child shecarried in her womb, but even that felt impersonal and
notthreatening.

Can you still hear me?

“Yes.”

Good. Don’t move — if you pull the rest of yourbody under the dome, the criminals who have
been spying on you willrealize that they’ve lost their contact with you. As it standsnow, they’re so
tied up with your baby that they don’tnotice you’ve escaped their spying. But if you give away
thefact that you’ve managed to escape them, however temporarily,they’ll move the stars in the
heavens to force their way back.They might already be strong enough that nothing you could do
wouldstop them.

“Who are they?”

A cabal of wizards who have hidden themselves and their goalof world overthrow for over a
thousand years, while waiting for thereturn of the wizard who led them the first time.
They’vefound their leader now, and they’ll do anything they have todo to get to him.

“And what does this have to do with me?”

You’re carrying this wizard in your belly,Danya.

She didn’t want to hear that. Bad enough she was pregnant.Bad enough the horrors by which she had
gotten pregnant. Now a packof rogue Wolves had claimed the bedamned fetus she carried as
theirsavior-to-be-born, and had found a way to control it, and to watchher.

“There are herbs that will end a pregnancy,” shesaid.

There are. But that would be the wrong choice. If you triedto take such herbs, these wizards would
see you as a threat andstop you from taking them. Further, they might wipe your mindentirely —
they don’t need your mind in order for yourbody to bring forth their hero. That is why I had to get
you hereso quickly; you were beginning to make your resentment of theirintrusion too clear, and
you might have done something to fightagainst them before I could safely tell you the danger they
pose toyou. And they would have destroyed you. I won’t let themdestroy you, Danya. Not if I can
stop them.

She felt sick. “Why this baby? Why me, Luercas?Haven’t I been through enough?”

That’s precisely why you. The infant you carry inside ofyou is the product of the mating of a Sabir
Wolf who is alsoKarnee, and a Galweigh Wolf — a mating that would have createdtremendous
magical potential under ordinary circumstances. But thecircumstances of your early pregnancy
were anything but normal. Youwere the channel through which one of the largest focused bursts
ofmagic since the days of the Wizards’ War grounded — themagic that Scarred you also Scarred
the unborn infant. His Scarringmay not show on the outside, but it will make his body the
perfecthouse for the returned spirit of the long-dead leader of thesemonsters who seek to control
you. And the world.

“What do I do, then?”

For now you do nothing. The time will come when you’llbe able to regain complete control of



your body, and perhaps wrestthe baby away from them. You probably have no way to save
thechild, even if you wanted to. But you can save yourself ifyou’re careful. Pretend you don’t
notice them, and inthose times when their presence is so obvious that you can’tpretend you don’t
notice them, pretend you don’t mind— or even that you welcome them.

And never forget they’re dangerous.

Danya closed her eyes. It would be like trying to pretend thatshe hadn’t minded being raped. Would she
be able to do that,even to save her own life?

Luercas broke into her reverie tentatively. There’ssomething else I need to tell you now.

“What?”

I’ll be near you, and I’ll be watching over you,but the only time I’ll be able to speak to you is when
youcome here.

So she was to be robbed of her guardian spirit and protector atthe same time that she submitted to the
invasion of her body andmind. She shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Why?”

Because I can only protect you if my presence remains secret.Once your enemies know of me,
they’ll attack me — andweak as I am, they’ll destroy me.

“They’ll never find out about you from me.”

Then we’ll win against them. Eventually, atleast.

*    *    *

Light split the Veil, and spiraled inward like a galaxy beingunborn, and the Star Council reconvened.

This time, however, the excitement and enthusiasm of the firstmeeting were absent. Dafril brought the
meeting to order withritual greeting, but immediately said, Has anyone foundLuercas?

Above the babble of negatives, one voice said, We would findhim more easily if we could compel our
avatars instead of simplysuggesting.

Patience, Dafril said. My avatar is close to theMirror of Souls, and mere months away from
returning it tocivilization. Sartrig’s avatar pursues, believing himself tobe capturing the Mirror so
that he can re-embody Sartrig, whom hebelieves to be his dead brother. If my avatar falters or
fails,Sartrig’s will take over. We have a larger problem than ourpowerlessness or Luercas’s
continued absence — thatproblem is why I’ve called this meeting.

What could be worse? Werris asked.

Solander has returned.

The councillors greeted that statement with dead silence.

Finally one ventured to ask, Are you certain?

As certain as I am of my own existence. Dafril thoughtthe question stupid and impertinent.



But we destroyed Solander. Banished him to the outerVeil.

Time passes, Dafril said, and he has found his wayhome. The Falcons are not extinct, either, and
have located him,and are beginning to answer his summons. My avatar had contact withhim. He
is not yet born, but he is already embodied.

That horrified silence again. This time no one broke it. SoDafril said, With Solander present, we face
the possibility ofour own demise. Therefore, before we panic about the missingLuercas or worry
about our own weakness, we must find a way todestroy Solander. No other priority must come
before that.

    

 

Chapter 27

 

“I think I could stand beside you for the rest of mylife,” Ian said.

Kait smiled up at him, and reached up to brush a strand of hairfrom his cheek. They stood on the
foredeck of the Peregrine,watching as the ship moved out of the narrow channel between twoislands
and into the clear water beyond. “You’d tire ofme before long,” she said. She kept her voice light
andplayful. “I wear on everyone after a while. Too manyquirks.”

“I haven’t seen any quirks,” Ian said. He slid anarm around her waist and squeezed.

She refused to give in to the sadness of knowing that if he knewwhat she really was, he would be
repulsed. Pretending that he lovedher, or that anyone like him could love her, made such apleasant
fantasy that she wanted to hang on to it as long as shecould. “No,” she agreed. “You haven’t.”Then she
changed the subject. “I’ve never seen anyplaceas beautiful as this.”

She wasn’t exaggerating at all when she said that. Theislands that rose behind and to the sides of the 
Peregrinewere like uncut emeralds rising from a glass-smooth surface ofsapphire. Onyx cliffs and
beaches that glittered like blackdiamonds only emphasized the lushness of the terrain. The islandforests
grew densely at the bases, leaving pillars of stone to jutabove tree lines. In the softer, gentler light of this
latitude, aslight breeze set the leaves of the trees trembling and sparklingso that the trees appeared to be
decorated with silver coins.

“It is lovely,” Ian said, but his brow creased and hefrowned thoughtfully. “But I don’t like the stillness
ofthe water.”

The breeze was enough to keep the Peregrine’s sailsfilled, and to keep her moving steadily. Kait said as
much.

“It isn’t the wind. It’s the islands. And thewater. I’ve seen something similar once . . .”He pulled away
from her and moved to the rail; he looked down atthe water, then back at the islands again. “Crow!”
heshouted.

Perry the Crow answered from his nest in the high riggings.“Cap’n?”

“Are we out of this chain of islands yet?”



“We look to be.”

“Then can you tell which way the chain runs to either sideof us?”

Perry shaded his eyes and turned first left, then right.“The line of the islands curves north-northeast to the
northof us and south-southeast to the south of us.”

Kait noticed that the crewmen all over the ship had grown still;she felt as if they had drawn in a single
simultaneous breath andwere, unaccountably, holding it. “What’s wrong?”

Ian didn’t even look at her. He shouted, “Describe thecurves.”

A pause. Then, “Haw, shit! We’re inside acircle, Cap’n! A big one!”

Ian’s response was immediate. “About! Bring us aboutand get us out of here! Now!” And the crew
moved with similarterrified speed.

In the center of a circle. Two possibilities existed. Thefirst was that the cone of an enormous
submerged volcano laybeneath them, its broken rim rising out of the water to formislands. That was the
harmless possibility. The deadly possibilitywas that they had sailed into an uncharted Wizards’Circle.

Kait yearned in that moment for just one god to whom she couldcry out. But what god would have ears
for the prayers of thecursed? If they were in a Wizards’ Circle . . .

The ship failed to come around. The Peregrine seemed tohave grown a will of her own; she sailed
straight on across theglass-smooth water, heading straight east. “Turn her, damnyou!” Ian screamed.
“Turn her, if you love yourlives!” He bolted for the great wheel, leaving Kait standingalone on the
foredeck, staring down at the water from which a mistnow began to rise. Soft and pale, opalescent,
reflecting colorsfrom soft pink to pale green and blue, gently swirling, it formedalong the surface of the
mirror-smooth ocean in littlecloudlets.

One of the human crewmen was yelling for the parnissa; some ofthe Scarred had prostrated themselves
on the deck and were prayingin their own tongues.

Immune to the labors of the captain and the crew, the Peregrine kept to her course, as if guided
eastward by theinvisible hands of the gods themselves. But Kait knew the guidinghands belonged to
nothing as benign as gods.

The parnissa raced out onto the deck, her hands full of thesacred implements of her calling. While men
and women, both Scarredand human, swarmed around her, she laid out an altar on theship’s deck and
dropped to her knees on the planking. Then, ina trembling, singsong voice, she began to chant
“Lodan’sOffice for the Lost.” Lodan was the month-goddess of love andloss, and her office was one of
grieving for those already dead andbeyond the reach of the living. Kait decided the parnissa was
apessimist.

But their situation, already grave, worsened quickly. The mistsgrew out of the surface of the sea like
ghosts rising from theirgraves, billowing upward and expanding outward into anever-expanding,
ever-thickening sea of prism-tinted white. Thesails fell slack and hung flat and empty, but the
ship’sforward speed increased. And Kait picked up a knife-edged keening,clear at the upper range of
her hearing, and felt her skin prickleand her heart begin to race.

The crew had ceased trying to turn the ship. Some stood on thedeck watching, as she did, too transfixed
by the impending disasterto move. Most knelt and wept, or prayed. Ian stood behind theship’s wheel,
berating the gods in a loud voice, andalternately threatening them and bargaining with them.



A Wizards’ Circle. One of the places where the worst andlargest of the spells cast during the Wizards’
War had fallen.Most likely a city had once stood where the Peregrine nowsailed; a target for the
vengeance of power-hungry madmen. Whereunfathomable ocean lay, humans had once worked and
lived and lovedand hoped, in houses built on hills or plains — solid ground,now gone. And gone with it
the lives of those who had lived there,and everything they held dear.

Humans outside the range of total destruction when the spellsfell had become the Scarred, and the viable
offspring of those poordamned creatures were Scarred still; monsters born of evil not oftheir own
making. Within the hell-charmed circles, land, buildings,and people had vanished. And what had become
of them, no one knew.The circles remained potent. And to Kait’s knowledge, no onewho ever went into
one came out again.

Mist wraiths blotted out the sky and closed the ship in on allsides as if they had packed it in cotton. Kait
heard a series ofsplashes, followed by voices coming through the fog. The magic-borncloud had
thickened to the point where day became night; only ifshe looked straight up could she find any proof that
somewhere thesun still burned and somewhere light still existed. The fog changedthe character of sound,
making everything seem equally distant, orperhaps equally near. The praying crewmen on deck and the
parnissamourning the souls of men and women not yet dead sounded neithernearer nor more distant than
the liquid, gobbling, gurgling criesthat almost formed recognizable words. Because they were
hiddenwithin the embrace of the fog, Kait’s mind created images ofthe owners of those horrible voices:
corpses long gone to rot,their vocal cords shredded and their bloated lungs almost full ofwater. The fear
she’d felt when she faced Hasmal’s magicpaled next to the formless dread that washed over her at
thatmoment.

The mist began to move onto the ship then; light tendrilsdropped down from overhead and crept up onto
the deck from below.In the mist-born darkness, these looked solid, like white vines, orthe tentacles of
the corpse of some sea monster. The gibberingvoices grew louder.

But the mist fingers did not reach out to anyone or touchanyone. As soon as they came within reach of
the ship, they lostall form and condensed into mere drops of water.

Kait watched that happen again and again, and let out a breathshe didn’t realize she’d been holding. She
almostlaughed. Something about the ship kept the horrors at bay. Hasmal,perhaps, working some great
shielding spell from deep within theheart of the ship. Or . . . it didn’t matter. Theship continued to speed
on its course, and the animated mistcontinued to dissolve before it could attack, and soon — soon—
they would have to sail beyond the reaches of theWizards’ Circle.

She watched others realize that the magic of the circle wasimpotent. She listened as the weeping
stopped, as the prayerschanged from terrified pleading to gratitude, as imprecations tothe heavens
became nervous laughter at death narrowly averted. Afew of the crew members embraced.

A light breeze caught the sails and they filled slowly, and theship, already moving quickly, picked up
speed. At that, the Peregrine’s crew sent up a jubilant cheer. All they neededto make their joy complete
was to see the fog lift and the islandson the other side of the circle come over the horizon.

Perry the Crow yelled, “So much for the legends,” anddanced across the deck.

Through a growing puddle of water.

Which rose up to embrace him as he touched it.

Crawled over his body lightning-fast, covering him with abubblelike film.



Inside of the film, he began to dissolve. Liquefy. As he melted,he wept and cried out, his voice
increasingly indistinguishablefrom the voices echoing out of the fog. Several of the crew memberstried to
help him. Tried to dry him off, to free him of the thingthat killed him. As they touched him, the bubble
whipped across thebridge of their arms and coated the would-be rescuers.

They glistened in the darkness — glistened, and screamed.Their anguish and their fear infected everyone,
including Kait.Shift surged through her blood, and in spite of every trick of mindcontrol she’d ever
learned, her body betrayed her and alteredinto its Karnee form.

She looked around for a place to hide, where she could dieunseen, away not just from the danger but
from the crew. Both thehuman and the animal parts of her cowered at this horror that shecould not
understand — mist that hunted, water that devouredits prey. She feared death, and she didn’t want to die
as abeast. More than that, though, she didn’t want anyone to seeher as a beast, to know that she was as
Scarred as any of them, butin ways that made her an outcast wherever she went.

But then Ian shouted, “Off the deck! Get below, everyone,and close the hatches. We’ll seal the doors
with wax.Hurry.” In the stampede that followed, one of the growingpuddles of water enveloped the
parnissa. Ian lunged for her withoutthinking.

Kait was faster. Across the deck in two bounds, she catapultedinto Ian’s chest, preventing him from
touching the dying,dissolving parnissa. She growled and sank her teeth into his upperarm and dragged
him toward the hatch down which the rest of thecrew fled.

“A monster has the captain,” someone screamed, andothers took up the cry.

“Kill it!” Kait heard. “Kill it!” Andinterspersed with those cries, one voice that yelled,“It’s too late to save
him. Just don’t let it inhere.”

One voice cut clearly through the rabble. Rrru-eeth yelled,“She saved the captain! Don’t touch her!”

Kait dragged Ian to the hatch and tried to shove him in, buthands reached up and grabbed both of them
and pulled them down intothe gangway.

Already the crew had gathered the ship’s stores of candlesand wax, and when the hatch closed, men and
women were alreadyshoving tapers lengthwise along the space between door and doorway,and melting
the wax into place with the flames from oil lamps. Kaithad no hands, and so got herself out of the way.
She found a darkcorner and huddled there, miserable, ashamed of what she was andhumiliated to have
been found out.

No one paid her any attention — they all were too busysealing the door and checking belowdecks for
leaks.

She wondered if they would kill her when they finished takingcare of their own safety. The humans
among the crew would surelywant to, and the Scarred were no more likely to want her in theirmidst —
she knew of no people in the world who did not revileskinshifters. The fact that her sort could appear to
be one thingbut in truth be something entirely different made them universallyhated, or so it seemed to
Kait.

The wax in the doorway seemed to work. Nothing came through, noone else screamed or began to
dissolve. Silence reigned belowdecks— everyone listened for some sign that more danger came, orthat,
conversely, the danger had passed and they could return tothe deck and their work. The voices of the
sea still cried out,their anguish muted by the barriers of wood all around thesurvivors. Kait heard them
without difficulty, and knew thatRrru-eeth did, as well. Rrru-eeth took it upon herself to keep therest of



the crew informed that they were still out there — thesounds were apparently too faint for human ears to
pick up over thecreaking of the ship and through the barriers of wood.

Kait fell asleep while still in Karnee form, her head tuckedbeneath her paws, her hind feet along the tip of
her nose, her tailheld close to her belly. She woke in human form, aching from theinhuman posture she’d
retained even after she Shifted back.Ian sat beside her.

“I wanted to thank you for saving my life,” hesaid.

She nodded dully, in no mood for thanks or kindness. Post-Shift,the depression and the hunger
overwhelmed her, and the fear ofattack, now that everyone knew what she was, gnawed at her.
Shewanted to eat, and hide, and sleep. Nothing more. Outside, shecould still hear the lost-soul wailing of
the sea; it had taken onmore ominous tones, and the ship rocked and heaved from side toside, tossed by
the angry water.

“Are you sick?” he asked.

“Hungry. One of the symptoms of my . . .”She paused for thought, then said, “Of my curse. I get
hungry. . . after.”

“Go down to the storeroom and get something to eat.Whatever you want, as much as you want. I’ll be
here when youget back.” As she nodded and rose, he added, “Be careful.If the water can get in
anywhere, it will be down there.”

“I’ll be careful.” She felt dull, slow,dim-witted. She thought if any of the deadly living water hadleaked
aboard the Peregrine, she would be too sluggish andstupid to evade it. But hunger overrode any dim
sense ofself-preservation she could muster; she went past the crew, whostared silently at her, and
climbed down the narrow gangway to thedeck just above the bilge.

She knew her way to the storeroom; that was, after all, whereshe and Hasmal had magically touched the
Reborn. When she thoughtabout the Reborn, her mood lifted a little; that in itself seemedlike a miracle to
her. She considered him and found hope withinherself, even in her worst moment.

She should have realized earlier that she hadn’t seenHasmal. Only when she found him sprawled on the
floor of thestoreroom, bled white, did she realize she hadn’t seen himsince the fog began to build. He’d
been doing magic. Hisimplements lay in disarray on the deck beside him; mirror, emptyblood-bowl,
tourniquet and bleeding knife, and several objects shehadn’t seen before and thus didn’t recognize. At
firstshe thought he was dead. But she saw the faint rise and fall of hischest, and felt the breath barely
moving from his half-openmouth.

She shook him, but he didn’t respond.

“Hasmal! You have to wake up! Hasmal!”

Still he made no sign that he could hear her — no sign thathe was anything but a man one breath away
from death.

She closed her eyes in resignation, gathered his things togetherin his bag, and hid them among the bags of
yams. If the shipescaped the Wizards’ Circle, she would retrieve them for him.She didn’t think she would
have that opportunity;nevertheless, she was not so sure of their demise that she wouldlet anyone else see
what he had so carefully kept hidden. Once hismagical tools were out of the way, she rolled him over on
hisstomach, then worked her way beneath him so that she could line uphis shoulders with hers. She
thought she heard scuffling as she wastrying to get to her feet, but when she held still and kept silent,she



could hear nothing but the creak of the ship and the moaning ofthe ghost-damned sea.

With Hasmal’s head draped over her right shoulder and hisarms pulled like a stole around her neck, she
struggled to her feetand, bent double, half-carried, half-dragged him out of thestoreroom and to the
gangway. She called for help, and severalcrewmen appeared above her.

“I found him in the storeroom. He’s breathing,barely,” she told them, “but I don’t know whathappened to
him. He looks pale to me.”

Without a word, they lifted Hasmal up and carried him away.

Kait didn’t try to follow; she saw no need to attempt tooffer an explanation for what she’d found. She
knew what hadhappened to him — at least in part — but anything shemight say would only further
incriminate her and cause problems forhim, too. She had no reason to know why he was in the
storeroom orwhat had happened to him. Let the crew come to their ownconclusions.

She returned, instead, to the storeroom, and ate. She gorged onsalted pork and dried fruit and beer.
Only when she finally feltfull — and so sleepy that she wondered if she would be able tomake the trip to
the deck above — did she pull out the yamsacks to make sure Hasmal’s belongings were safe.

She moved bags back and forth; at first she’d been surewhich one she’d hidden the little bag behind, but
hercertainty faded as they all began to look alike. She frowned, andbegan from one end of the yams,
working her way methodically to theother. And only when she had moved every single bag did she
allowherself to believe the disaster that had befallen her andHasmal.

Someone had stolen the bag.

*    *    *

Outside, the wind screamed and rain slashed the ship and thewaves tossed it as if it were a child’s toy.
Ry stayed belowthrough the worst of the storm; he discovered, to his dismay, thathe got seasick —
something he had been sure would never happento him — and that only lying still in his bunk kept him
fromfeeling his death was imminent. From time to time either Karyl orYanth, both of whom proved to be
immune to the ship’s heaving,would come in to check on him and Trev and Jaim and Valard, andtell them
how much their course had changed, and offer them food.Ry suspected they offered food out of some
mild impulse towardsadism, since at the very word, the four men in the makeshiftinfirmary turned green.
He hoped he would live long enough to repaythe favor. Sometimes. And sometimes he just hoped he
would diebefore the storm could get any worse.

His one consolation was that his connection to Kait had grownstronger during the storm. She was in the
middle of troubles of herown, and he supposed he could be grateful that his ship had beenforced to sail
north to miss the worst of the weather. They wouldhave a huge amount of distance to make up, but they
would not endup in the middle of a Wizards’ Circle.

The wizard who traveled aboard the ship with her — the onewhose shields had made sensing her
presence and her location such adifficult proposition — had dropped his shields to cast somesort of
immense spell. Ry didn’t know where he’d gottenthe power for it, but he seemed to have singlehandedly
conjured awind that was blowing Kait’s ship through the Wizards’Circle toward the safety of the water
beyond. Ry had felt the otherwizard casting the spell, and he’d been both fascinated andhorrified by the
amount of personal energy the stranger had putinto it. That amount of energy, drawn from his own body,
shouldhave killed him, but though the stranger had drained himself to thepoint that he was near death, Ry
could feel that he still lived. Hewondered what coin the other wizard had paid for the spellhe’d cast.



Something I can discover later, he decided. Not something tolose sleep over now.

The wizard’s secrets were secondary to the artifact Kaithid — the artifact she was crossing the ocean to
find. That he would have to claim at the same time that he caught upwith her; she was his ultimate prize,
but he intended to claim herprize, too. He’d paid a tremendous price to come after her— the price of his
Family, his honor, his own life, and thelives of his friends, which could never afterward be the same
asthey had been. His dead brother Cadell whispered in the back of hismind, in the rare moments when
Ry dropped his shields, that theartifact she sought was worth any amount of effort and any sort
ofsacrifice. Ry believed him. Still, he found himself hungering forsome proof that he had not chosen a
fool’s path, and at thatmoment, knowing he was declared dead at home, he felt certain thatonly a massive
prize would repay him for all that he had lost.

    

 

Chapter 28

 

“We’ve all discussed this, Cap’n, and wewant something done about her.” Rrru-eeth stood at the head
ofthe small cluster of crewmen, all of whom stared at Ian Draclaswith an intensity he found disconcerting.
Gone was the mild,diffident young Scarred woman he’d known for so long, replacedby someone who
resembled a frightened animal. “We don’thave to have one of her kind aboard, and we won’t.”

He understood the fear. In the moment that Kait had changed,he’d felt it himself. The gods had not
intended skinshiftersto live in the midst of men, or they would not have made thecreatures so terrifying.
He thought about the nights she’dslept beside him, and tried to imagine waking to find thatmad-eyed,
long-fanged beast at his throat instead of the woman hefound so compelling. His skin crawled.
Nevertheless, he did notintend to give in to the demands of the crew; they wanted him tolet them unseal
the door and shove Kait out on the deck to act asan offering to whatever demons inhabited the
Wizards’Circle.

“She saved my life,” he said. He didn’t bother tomention that she’d caught his imagination or that just
seeingher set his pulse racing; that wouldn’t help his cause, whichwas keeping her on the ship.

“And when she turns into that monster again and eats one ofthe crew, will you remind us of that again?”
Rrru-eeth had notolerance for anyone who fell outside of her definition of normal.He’d known this for
years, but her prejudices had neverbothered him. Now they became a problem, because the crew liked
herand she would stir them up if she didn’t get what shewanted.

He said, “I’d think you would consider a woman whocarries a death sentence on her head because of an
accident ofbirth an ally, not an enemy.”

Rrru-eeth curled her lip in a disdainful snarl. “You thinkyou can compare us because neither of us would
be welcome in Ibera?You cannot. I am exactly what everyone sees — no more and noless. I have never
masqueraded as a human for the benefits ofprivilege and Family that doing so could give me. She is aliar,
a blood-hungry monster who moved among us pretending to be afriend. And worse, she is in collusion
with Hasmal.”

“You don’t like Hasmal, either?”

“He’s a wizard.”



Ian looked at her to see if she was serious; then he burst outlaughing. “A wizard? He’s a competent
enoughshipwright, and evidently he used to be a shopkeeper of some sort.But a wizard?” He laughed
again, but Rrru-eeth didn’trespond to his merriment with a smile of her own. Instead sheshoved a cloth
bag at him.

He took it and studied it. It was made of fine leather,carefully stitched; inside it were a silver-lined
wooden bowl, amirror, a variety of powders in packets, all labeled in a languageand script he didn’t
recognize, a bloodletting kit, and otheroddities. And a book. The Secret Texts of Vincalis. He’d
neverheard of the book, and didn’t know what to make of the bag andits contents.

“That’s a wizard’s bag,” Rrru-eeth said, andbehind her, glowering Manir the cook nodded.

“Saw one just like it at the executions in Calimekkaonce,” he said. “Had the same things in it, and
theparnissas used it to prove the wizard done ’is magic. Nastybusiness. And now we have a wizard
among us. Or two, p’haps,since that skinshifter hid those things before she brought him tous, so we
wouldn’t know what he was. And we find oursel’sin a Wizards’ Circle, and like enough to die with
ourcrewmates before we get out.”

Murmurs of agreement moved through the quiet cluster of crewlike the rumbling of the earth before a
volcano erupted, and thosemurmurs had much the same feel to them.

“So we say, throw them to the sea,” Rrru-eethsaid.

Neither Kait nor Hasmal was anywhere to be seen. Ian looked athis crew, realized he had a problem that
could turn dangerous, andweighed his options, all in a split instant. He leaned forward andsighed. “I
didn’t want to tell anyone what we were goingafter until we actually found it. But Kait has a manuscript
—in a language I can’t read, so don’t ask me to take themanuscript and throw her to the sea — and her
manuscript tellswhere we will find an Ancient city that hasn’t yet beendiscovered by anyone else.”

The stillness of the crew changed in character. Greed invadedwhere a moment before only hatred and
prejudice had been. He couldsee it in the faces of the men and women before him — in theway their eyes
shifted, in the way their mouths tightened, in theway they suddenly looked at each other, obviously
weighing optionson their own.

He sighed and said, “You would have found out when wearrived, and discovered you were cut in for
your regular shares.But I didn’t want to tell you what we were looking for, incase we never found it.” He
paused, clasped his handstogether, and said, “We have to keep her on the ship, andbecause they’re
friends, we have to keep him, too. Withoutthem, we have no hope of ever finding that city. And I want to
berich as a paraglese. Don’t you?”

They murmured among themselves, and stared thoughtfully at theirfeet. “You’re sure she knows where
such a city is?”Rrru-eeth asked.

“No.” Ian shrugged. “I’m taking a chance,because I think the rewards will be worth it if she does know
thelocation . . . if, of course, we live to find it.I’m taking a risk. You signed on under my command; I
assumedboth the risks and the chance of reward on your behalf. But Ididn’t come this far to throw away
my only chance at thisopportunity when we’re almost there.”

He waited. They looked at each other, and he could almost seetheir thoughts. Wait. We can get rid of
the skinshifter and thewizard once we’ve found the prize.

Rrru-eeth crossed her arms over her thin chest. “So we findthis city and claim it. And then . . . ?”



Ian met her eyes and kept all expression from his face. In aflat voice, he said, “What do you think?”

She saw what she wanted to see. Her arms uncrossed, she noddedwith satisfaction, and said, “Then
we’ll wait.”

*    *    *

In the ship’s infirmary, Kait sat next to Hasmal and held amug of beer to his lips. “Drink,” she said. “It
willdo you good.”

He looked like a corpse. Black circles ringed his sunken eyes.His lips were blue, his skin chalk-white and
waxy. “Idon’t . . . think I can drink . . .anything,” he whispered.

“Drink. You’re going to need your strength.” Shesighed. “Maybe sooner than we could wish.” She slid
onearm under his neck and lifted his head enough that he couldswallow. When he managed a long
swallow, she let him lie back.

“What do you mean, sooner than we could wish?”

Kait wasn’t looking forward to telling him the bad news.“I hid your bag of implements before I took you
out of thestoreroom. Then, as soon as you had help, I went back to get it. Inthe meantime, someone else
had already found it. It’s gone,and your secret is probably now as well-known as mine.”

Hasmal frowned weakly. “Your secret? How?”

He didn’t need to be more specific. Kait said, “I gotscared when the people started dying. The water . . .
itate them. When I saw that happen, I Shifted. I couldn’t stopmyself. Almost everyone saw.”

“Not good. And they found my bag?”

“Yes.”

“Not good.” He groaned. “Though I don’t evenknow why I’m still alive. I . . .” He closedhis eyes and
licked dry lips.

Kait raised his head and gave him more beer. “Don’ttalk. Just drink and get better.”

He pulled his head away from the mug after a moment and said,“I need to tell you this. It’s important,
and Idon’t think I’m going to live.”

“You’re going to live. Don’t talk likethat.”

“Shhh. Just listen.” He let her force another swallowof beer down his throat, then said, “The water
isalive.”

“I saw — ” Kait started to interrupt.

“Alive,” Hasmal said a bit more loudly.

Kait could see that the effort cost him strength, and fellsilent, letting him tell her what he needed to in his
own way.

He looked at her, then nodded faintly. “I did a divinationto find out the danger we faced. A city once
stood here, filledwith more people than I can imagine. It was greater than Calimekka,perhaps ten times
greater. The spell that the Dragons attacked itwith devoured city, people, and land and dropped the edge



of thecontinent into the ocean. And when it did, it trapped the souls ofevery living creature in the basin
that it carved. Water flowed inand the magic that permeated the crater poisoned it. The magicbound up
the souls of the dead in the water, and souls and magiccombined imbued it with life. And memory. The
sea beneath usremembers each of the millions of lives that ended, because each ofthose lives was, in
effect, its life. It has died horribly millionsof times. It wants revenge.”

Kait felt sick.

Hasmal continued. “The Reborn needs at least one of us. Andyou are the braver. And the one more
likely, I thought, to be ableto survive. While I was the one who had the magic to get us tosafety. So I
made a deal with my god, Vodor Imrish. I offered mylife and my soul to him if he would get you safely to
the city andto the Mirror of Souls, and he accepted. I think. He told me heaccepted. Except I’m still
alive, so perhaps hedidn’t.”

Kait held the hand of the man who’d told her he was notbrave and thought about him offering his life in
exchange for hersafety. Brave, she thought, was a relative term. In hereyes, no one could have been
braver. She told him that, but he onlyshrugged.

“I think it takes more courage to live than to diesometimes. I thought I had the better end of the
bargain,considering the trouble the world will see before the Rebornovercomes it.”

Kait could still hear the many voices of the sea crying out.“How will we know if we’re safe?” she asked.

Hasmal looked at her with disbelief. Then he closed his eyes andbegan to laugh softly. “I have no idea,”
he admitted.“I forgot to ask for a clear sign.”

*    *    *

Ian yearned for the comfort of his own cabin, and for thepleasures of fresh air and daylight, and for the
sight of the seathat he loved. But the survivors huddled together belowdecks —captain, crew, and
passenger — leaving the ship to tend toitself, because attempting to sail it while fighting the livingwater of
the Wizards’ Circle would be certain death. So theyhid and prayed that the ship wouldn’t hit a reef or a
cliffand sink, taking them all with her; only that course of actionmight permit them to survive.

A day passed. Then two.

Ian woke on the third day to find sunshine blazing through thedeck prisms, and to hear nothing but the
lapping of water on thesides of the ship. He asked Rrru-eeth if she heard voices outside,and at last, after
two days of gloomy answers in the affirmative,she told him, smiling, that she did not. The crew cheered
her acutehearing and her news. Ian cheered with them.

Then he drew a deep breath. “We have to take the wax fromthe hatch. And we have to go up on deck.
I’ll go first, butI’ll need volunteers to go with me.”

Jayti volunteered, as did Rrru-eeth. Hasmal and Kait bothoffered. Ian accepted all four, and the five of
them began peelingthe wax away from the bottom sill. Everyone else stood well back. Afew crew
members left completely for other parts of the ship. Ianunderstood. His heart felt like it had risen into his
throat andwould choke his breath at any moment. Still, he was as eager to beout of the confinement of
belowdecks as he was terrified of what hewould find when the hatch opened.

Nothing came in between the hatch and the sill; Kait had stoodwith wax and flame at the ready to
stopper the gap again, but shedidn’t need to use it. When the last of the seal came down,Ian said, “I’ll go
first. Then the rest of you, inwhatever order you prefer.”



Kait made a face. “And if something happens to you, whowill get this ship back to Calimekka?”

Ian grinned. “I have one of the best crews sailing. Even ifI’m dead, they’ll get you back home again.” If
hewere dead, they probably wouldn’t, he thought. He was going tohave the hells’ own time convincing
them to take her back withthem as things stood. But they were a superb crew, and they werepeople he’d
known for years. Some of them were even friends.He’d make them understand.

He hadn’t given up his dream of marrying his way into theGalweigh Family through Kait — but he liked
her more than heever thought he would. He thought, in spite of her . . .well, her affliction . . . that he might
even love her.Funny, that. He’d been certain until she walked into his lifethat he was immune to love.

With thoughts of love and possible imminent demise on his mind,he climbed up the gangway and out onto
the deck. Into the sunshine.He looked around, and gasped.

“What?” someone from below asked. The hatch started toswing shut.

“The city,” he said wonderingly. “The city isright ahead of us.”

Below, he heard Hasmal say, “Vodor Imrish did it. Heactually did it.”

“Did what?” Kait asked.

“Gave us wind for the sails and got us all the way to thecity. It was what I . . . ah. What I asked for.
When Iprayed. But I didn’t think he would give us all of that andstill let me live.”

People poured out onto the deck then, and shot up into therigging to get better looks, and leaned against
the rails. IanDraclas stood where he was, staring up at the cliffs ahead of them.Tangled greenery couldn’t
completely hide the lean whitespires of Ancient architecture, or the occasional pillar orbuttress. It lay
there, all right, waiting for him for more than athousand years, like a jewel in a pile of rubbish. Just
waiting,untouched, ripe, and rich. He could feel it. He could feel hisfortune, fame, power — all of it
tucked away behind sealeddoors at the end of long-forgotten streets.

His palms itched, and his mouth went dry. The gods had to lovehim, to deposit him and the Peregrine
safely in thatbeautiful bay, on a sunny day in the month of Drastu. Fitting, hethought. Drastu was goddess
of fertility, of the egg and the womb— and, by correlation, the goddess of the conception and birthof
new work, new ideas, and new wealth.

“You’ll have a shrine from me, Drastu,” hemurmured before he turned to direct the dropping of the
anchor andto select the crew that would first go ashore.

They took two of the Peregrine’s three longboats androwed to the rocky shore.

“This first day, we’ll do a preliminaryexploration,” he said. “Never go anywhere alone, neverlet yourself
out of calling distance of one other group, never putyour weapons down.” He cleared his throat.“
Especially never put your weapons down. We have noidea who, or what, we’ll find here, and we have
to assume thatif we find inhabitants, they’ll be hostile. Be careful. Thingsyou can pick up and carry in one
hand you can bring out today.Bigger things will have to wait. If you find something that is bothgood and
big, mark the spot and we’ll go back to it as soon aswe can.”

“Do we get to keep what we find?” Jayti asked.

“If you find something that you especially want foryourself, mark it. Small things shouldn’t be a
problem.However, we divide the treasure by shares, and the only waywe’ll be able to figure shares is to
sell everything when weget back to Calimekka. Or Wilhene.” He didn’t like theidea of Wilhene, which



was a Sabir city, but the brokerages theresometimes offered better prices than those in Calimekka.

The whole time he was giving them the rules, he was trying tofigure out how he could make sure none of
them walked off withsomething irreplaceable, and at the same time he was wondering howhe could get
more than his share. And he knew that most, if notall, of them were thinking the same thing.

Kait and Hasmal stood together. There, he thought. Right therewas the money crop. Kait knew where
the city was, and presumablyhad an idea of what might be found in it. Hasmal had bargained withhis god
to get them out of trouble and to the city. (Ian needed tofind out more about Vodor Imrish, too, he
decided. A god who wouldget that deeply involved in his worshipers’ lives deserved afew new converts.
He had a few favors he thought he would ask of agod who paid attention.) So when groups paired off,
he appendedhimself to Kait and Hasmal, smiling all the while. “As mypassenger,” he told Kait, “you
deserve the attention ofthe captain.”

“I thought I was more than your passenger,” Kait saidonce the three of them were alone. “Though I can
understandwhy that’s changed.”

“It hasn’t changed,” he told her. “I loveyou, Kait. But I’ve had to work hard to get the crew to agreeto
keep you on board — they wanted to throw you to the seawhen they found out what you were, and they
would question mymotives if I seemed to be still . . .” He shrugged,at a loss for words. “Still infatuated.
I’ve had to makesome concessions for the sake of appearances.”

He knew he sounded weak-willed to be letting his crew influencehis public actions. Intelligent captains,
however, did not invitemutiny by ignoring the legitimate concerns of the men and womenbeneath him.

“I understand. I didn’t expect them to welcome me oncethey knew. For that matter, I was sure you
would want to be donewith me, too.”

“I don’t,” he said. “I won’t ever wantto be done with you.”

Her wan smile told him more than words could have. Shedidn’t believe him. He needed to make her
believe him;his future as he wanted to envision it depended on that belief.

At least he had time on his side.

    

 

Chapter 29

 

Kait stared up the steep cliff, at the tops and sides ofbuildings that peered out from beneath a thousand
years of forestgrowth and a thousand years of detritus. She could make out noroads or signs that there
had ever been roads; no doors or windows;few intact roofs. The remains of the city lay like the
half-buriedbones of an ancient battlefield — one where both sides lostand no one came along to collect
the bodies.

Listening to the wind blowing through the branches, smellingplants and animals unlike any she had ever
known, feeling the sunon her back altered by latitude and season, she felt a combinationof hope and
despair too vast and rich to put into words, even toherself. In that jumble of ruins lay her Family’s
singlefragile magical hope of escape from the deaths it had alreadysuffered. Somewhere, a thousand
years ago, in the midst ofdestruction, the blasting of spells, and the end of the world,someone had left the



Mirror of Souls in this city, in one of thebuildings above her. Somewhere. And she had no idea what
thisMirror looked like, no idea how it worked, no idea how to evenbegin looking for it. From that depth
of ignorance came herdespair.

Hasmal rested a hand on her shoulder and whispered, “Hasshe told you where to find it?”

“No. I don’t think she knows.” Kait frowned; Ianworked on the rocky beach to the north of them, hiding
thelongboats with several of his crew.

Amalee told Kait, I don’t know. Things here are verydifferent than I re — than I thought they
would be. But withyou able to sense magic, perhaps you’ll be able to track itdown that way. She
projected frustration and disgust. If youcan’t, you’ll just have to hunt through the buildings oneat a
time. And I thought the hard part would be getting here. I hadno idea how difficult things could be
when we arrived.

“She isn’t going to be of any help,” Kaitsaid.

I got you here. And I can identify the Mirror when you findit.

Kait ignored that protest.

Hasmal asked, “Then where do we start looking?”

Kait closed her eyes. She had a faint headache, one that feltvery much like the headache she’d had when
she attended theDokteerak party. The headache that Dùghall had lateridentified as being caused by
magic.

Interesting that Hasmal’s use of magic doesn’t give mea headache like that, she thought. Perhaps his
magic is veryweak.

She let the thought drop. With her eyes closed she began to turnin a slow circle, trying to find one
direction that made theheadache worse or better. She found nothing. So she opened her eyesand began
to walk, first along the rocky beach toward Ian and thelongboats, then away. Again, she could sense no
difference in herlevel of pain. Her headaches let her know something magical waitednearby, but weren’t
sensitive enough to guide her toward it.Or, she realized, the entire city could be soaked in magic. Orthere
might be artifacts scattered around evenly enough that nomatter which direction she went in felt the same.

“We’re simply going to have to startlooking.”

Hasmal sighed. “There must be an easier way. The city mightbe larger than it appears to be from here.”

Kait had studied what was known of the cities of the Ancientswith her tutors. Some of them had
evidently been quite large. Andthough this one seemed to fit neatly around the rim of the bay, itmight run
inland. She nodded, and, feeling grim, picked a directionat random.

“If it’s any consolation,” Hasmal said, “thefact that we ended up here together seems to indicate that the
godsthemselves favor our endeavor. So perhaps we’ll just happenupon it.”

“Perhaps. In the meantime, though, try to think of some waythat we can find it without luck or the
intervention of the gods. Iwould like to get home while I’m still a young woman, andwhile I still have hope
of saving the people I love.”

“Since they’re already dead, I don’t see wherespeed is an issue,” Hasmal said.



Kait’s glare sent him hurrying ahead.

*    *    *

Three days and hundreds of filthy, half-buried, ruined buildingslater, Hasmal was willing to concede that
his joke about waitingfor the intervention of the gods had not been his best. The rest ofthe searchers had
found treasure beyond their most feveredimaginings. Plaques and bits of machinery, precious metals,
statuesand jewelry and things impossible to identify that wouldnonetheless draw a nice sum in the market
were rowed out to theship in the longboats and poured into the ship’s holds. Thecrew went through the
city in shifts, with half staying on board torecuperate and keep an eye on the accumulated treasure, while
theother half did their best to outdo the previous shift in adding toit.

Hasmal had never heard of such a trove as the one accumulatingaboard the Peregrine. He thought this
city was the richestever found. A thousand young men could spend long lives combing fortreasures and
do no more than skim the surface. The sheer brutalsize of the place stunned him. Calimekka was the
largest city inthe world. More than a million people had lived within itsboundaries at the last census, and it
grew greater, in numbers andsheer size, every day. Mathematicians were forever estimating howmany
times the roads and streets of Calimekka could circle theworld, if they were laid end to end. But the ruins
of this namelessgraveyard in the forest could have swallowed the great Calimekkaand another dozen like
it, and perhaps more. The buildings aroundthe bay had been only the leading edge of what Hasmal
guessed musthave been one of the largest cities ever to exist.

Kait grew more and more dispirited as they searched. She andHasmal marked their share of sites where
treasure lay, and alreadythey would be richer than all but the Five Families. But theyweren’t searching for
wealth, so while everyone else grewjubilant and talked about the castles they would build and theslaves
they would buy, Hasmal watched Kait draw deeper and deeperinto herself.

Ian had noticed her mood, and had done everything he could tofind out what was causing it. He’d been
solicitous, but Hasmalbelieved the captain suspected he and Kait were searching forsomething specific,
something of tremendous value, and he wanted tobe sure he got his share of it.

Kait remained uncommunicative.

*    *    *

The torches of the night searchers flickered on the beach. Theystood waiting for the remainder of the day
crew to ferry the lastof their finds out to the ship. Kait stood next to Hasmal at thelongboat that would be
last to leave.

“I’m staying,” she said.

Hasmal rubbed his eyes. “Staying? By Vodor’s eyes,Kait — we’ve searched all day. What can you
hope toaccomplish wearing yourself out?”

She stared up at the hills, then returned her attention toHasmal. “I’m not going back to the ship again until
Ifind it. I have this terrible feeling that we’re running outof time. I don’t know why — I don’t know where
thefeeling comes from, or if there’s any truth to it. But I wantto see my mother and father again. My
brothers. My sisters.Dùghall. My cousins. I would do anything — ”

Her voice broke. She swallowed hard, tasting tears. She knew— knew — that if she didn’t find the
Mirrorof Souls within the next day, she would not find it at all. Shefelt the truth of that in her marrow, in
her blood. She had nothingshe could point to that would let her say, Here. This is whyI’m afraid. But
that only made the fear worse. She heldlives in her hand, hundreds of lives, and among them the lives



shevalued more than her own. And if she failed them because shehadn’t tried hard enough, she would not
be able to live withherself.

Better she had died.

“I would do anything to save them,” she said when sheregained control of her voice. “But there are only
so manythings I can do. One thing I can do is search at night.”

“And when will you sleep?”

“Once I’ve found it.” She was Karnee. She coulddrive her body harder than any human if she needed to.
Now sheneeded to. “Go and get some sleep, and I’ll meet you heretomorrow morning. We’ll hunt
together then.”

“I can’t let you do this.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

“Perhaps not. But what about the captain? You know he wantsto stay with us; he wants whatever we’re
lookingfor.”

“I know. So you have to lie for me. Tell him you think Iwent to the ship in an earlier boat. If he tried to
stay with metonight, he would only slow me down.”

Understanding flashed across Hasmal’s face.“You’re going to . . .”

“Shift. Yes. I can cover much more ground that way, and mysenses are better. There’s something we’ve
been missing,and I have to think this will be my chance to discover what itwas.”

Hasmal looked past her shoulder and whispered, “Then gonow. The captain’s dragging something down
the beach;he’ll be here in a moment.”

Kait nodded, and moved toward the trees. “I’ll see youtomorrow. Wish me luck.”

“Luck,” he said.

Kait loped up the hill, unlacing her shirt as she went. She hadnot taken a torch. Even in human form, her
eyes made the most ofavailable light, so that she saw quite clearly. When she Shifted,she would see as
well as if she hunted by daylight.

She wanted to avoid the night teams. Like the other crewmen onthe Peregrine, they didn’t like her; she
didn’ttrust them. No matter what good things she’d done for theirlives by bringing them to this city, she
suspected any of the pairswould try to hurt her if they found her alone.

She stripped out of her clothes, folded them, and left them in abuilding at the top of the cliff. Then she
gave herself over to theinhuman hungers and lusts of Shift, and flowed into the ecstasy ofotherness.

To her keener Shifted senses, the night became a thing ofunutterable beauty. The stars blazed through the
broad leaves ofthe hardwood canopy, carving the trees into statues of liquidsilver and bleaching the
ruined buildings into creations oftranslucent shell. The wind sang in whispers, sweet accompanimentto the
voices of insects and nightbirds and the four-leggedpredators who hunted through the wood. And the
scents. . .

As soon as she Shifted, she’d begun running inland, actingon hunches and some subliminal direction that
she go east. She andHasmal had hunted in that direction during the day, and there hadbeen something . . .



something . . . somethingthat had excited her, but had been too muted and insubstantial forher to identify.
It had tickled the back of her mind during theday, leaving her certain that she headed in the direction
ofsomething vital. Life-changing. Essential.

Now, stopping at the top of a ridge and facing into the wind,she caught the faintest whiff of that same
pulse-stirring scent.Yes, her mind told her. Whatever it is, you’ll find it in thatdirection.

She ran into the wind, pushing herself hard, hoping that thescent would get stronger. It was probably
stupid to be chasing it— after all, what were the odds that the aroma meant anything?She kept running,
though; she had no other ideas to pursue.

She ran far beyond the area she and Hasmal had covered, farenough that she broke free of the cover of
forest onto a rollingplain. Even in the moonlight, she could see the scars that a firehad left on the
remaining stumps of trees. The field had burnedmore than a year ago, and in its wake grasses had grown
inprofusion, and exquisite wildflowers, and the first tiny starts ofwhat would, in twenty or thirty years, be
the new forest.

Life didn’t disappear in the aftermath of disasters, eitherlarge or small, though it did change. Uncounted
small creaturesinhabited the plain. They weren’t alone. She smelled and hearda pack of big animals
moving northeast of her. Her nose identifiedthe blood-scent on them. Predators, then. She was glad to
bedownwind.

That other scent — the one she thought she knew — gotstronger. Sweet. Beautifully sweet, but under
the sweetness, theslightest taint of decay. Where had she smelled that scent before?Floral images flashed
in her mind, but the scent had not come toher in a garden. Not in the jungle. No place ordinary.

The puzzle nagged at her, but she didn’t focus on it. Shekept tracking; when she found whatever it was,
she would mostlikely remember where she had run into it before. She lost thescent, doubled back, and
began quartering north to south and backuntil she picked it up. When she found it again, the
seductivetendrils of that tantalizing perfume led her far onto the plain,through rows of the ribs of buried
buildings, along a stream, andfinally into a declivity.

She came to the head of a small falls. Cliffs dropped down toeither side, sandstone that jutted at sharp
angles from betweentangles of vines and scrub trees. A pond at the bottom of thecliffs swirled away into
a stream that rolled out of sight around acurve. Whatever she’d been tracking was down there. The
scentfilled the valley. Sweetness and decay. Both excited and afraid,she worked her way down the rough
cliffs, sampling the air for anychange that indicated danger. A bird sang beautifully, but fellsilent as she
neared the water. The insect noises stilled, and shefelt the eyes of the darkness watching her, the
frightened andhuddled prey acknowledging her as the predator she was. She tookthe silence as her due,
but did not break it. She, too, could findherself prey — hunted instead of hunter.

At the bottom of the cliffs, she discovered a path. To thatpoint, she had seen nothing that would make
her think humanssurvived anywhere near the city. But while she could not catch anyhuman scent about
the path, it had the look of human work. It wasneat, straight, sharp-edged. And it had been kept up. The
fur alongher spine stood up and an instinctive growl rumbled in the back ofher throat. But the path led
toward the source of the scent. Sheflexed her claws and moved forward, trying to focus on alldirections
at the same time. The path followed the edge of thelittle pond down to the stream that drained it. It
continued toparallel the stream for perhaps two Calimekkan blocks. Then itveered sharply to the right
and uphill into another ravine.

This ravine bore further signs of current inhabitants: theincreasingly broad, neat path edged with flowers;
thorny shrubsplanted to form a barrier hedge along the tops of the cliffs; andfinally, a building in good



repair built into the stone in the samemanner that Galweigh House was built into the cliff.

This building looked small from the outside. The part of it thatKait could see was about as big as the
gatehouse back home. Orperhaps as big as one of the shrines to lesser gods. That thoughtoccurred to
her because in its form, it reminded her of thoseshrines. One doorway, no door, no windows, an
elaborate roof, andwithin the shrine, an altar on a pedestal.

The altar was different, though. It glowed, radiant as a smallsun, its warm golden light illuminating the
inside of the shrine,setting its translucent walls ablaze, and spilling welcoming lightout onto the pathway
and the tumbles of flowers to either side. Andfrom the altar emanated the scent that she’d followed for
sucha distance.

Honeysuckle, she realized. The cloying sweet scent washoneysuckle. And the place she’d smelled it
before had been inthe airible, in the instant before magic had overwhelmed her andDùghall. In the instant
before everything changed.

In the back of her mind, Amalee said, That’s it.That’s the Mirror of Souls.

Where? Kait asked, not speaking out loud.

You called it an altar in your thoughts. The glowingpedestal.

Kait stared at it and groaned. It’s too big. I’llnever be able to take it back by myself.

Then get back to the beach and be waiting when your friendsget here. And do it quickly. Because
that is what you’ve comeall this way to find.

At that moment, the monsters who guarded the shrine chose toattack.

    

 

Chapter 30

 

She’d never smelled them coming, nor heard from themthe faintest sound. The honeysuckle-and-rot
scent had hidden themfrom her. They dropped down from the sides of the cliffs andshambled out of the
shrine; warped and twisted parodies of humans,naked and snarling, carrying hoes and long-handled
trowels andrakes in their knot-jointed hands. Their ancestors had surely beenhuman, but they were not.
They smelled only of leaf mold and dampearth and dark, hidden places, and they whispered as they
movedtoward her, wordless whispering that mimicked the rustle of leaves.They came at Kait from all
sides. In spite of her wariness in herapproach, in spite of her strength and speed, they cut off herroute of
escape, and she discovered how well they had planned theprotection of their shrine.

She had the low ground, and nothing to guard her back. Shecouldn’t seek refuge in the cliffs, nor could
she attemptescape in any direction but the one by which she’d come. Shecounted twelve of them, and
doubted that they’d sent theirfull complement against her in the first wave. She still saw toomany good
hiding places like the ones out of which these attackershad materialized.

They weren’t armed well, and they moved awkwardly, theirbodies poorly designed for speed or fighting.
Those two advantagesshe held. Against the monsters’ advantages of position,numbers, familiarity with
terrain, and surprise, her two strengthswould not, she felt, be sufficient to save her life. She felt fearas a



force that pressed the air from her lungs and sat atop hershoulders and back, pressing her down. Making
her slow. Weak.

So close. She stood so close to success, to triumph. She’dcome from half a world away, and now
crouched less than astone’s throw from the magical device that would restore herbeloved dead to her,
and neither she nor they would have theirchances. Kait howled her rage and her anguish, and attacked
thenearest of the monsters.

Kait.

They shrieked and swung their gardening tools, catching her inthe face and across the shoulders and ribs.
She leaped and slashedwith teeth and claws, and those she attacked fell back. But othersmoved in at her
sides, and more blows fell. She slashed one of themonsters and blood spurted from its belly; at its
screams, more ofthe creatures appeared from above her, behind her, in front of her.All of them carried
tools, or sticks, or clubs.

Kait!

At last she heard Amalee shouting at her, and realized she hadbeen doing so since the monsters first
surrounded her. “Notnow!” she snarled. “Can’t you see I’m busydying?”

You have to be human.

Kait killed one of the creatures, but even more appeared. Sheguessed that more than thirty now
surrounded and attacked her,though she couldn’t be sure — they were all around herand she was too
busy fighting to try for an accurate count. Forevery one she killed, a dozen managed to connect with
theirmakeshift weapons. They wounded her faster than she could heal.They would kill her in pieces,
dragging life from her a little at atime, tearing her into a slow, gruesome death.

You have to be human! Amalee insisted again, shouting itinto Kait’s mind so fiercely that she could no
longer ignoreher dead ancestor.

“Pity I’m not, then, isn’t it?”

Listen. You have to Shift into human shape. They’ll killanything and anyone not in human shape.
They’re the guardiansof the Mirror, and if you’re human, they’ll let you walkon the path safely.
They’ll even let you take the Mirror. Yourarrival is what their kind have waited almost a thousand
years towitness.

“I have no weapons in human form,” she said. “Noclothes. I’ll be completely helpless.”

You have to be human. Or you’ll die. If you’rehuman, they won’t hurt you.

Kait didn’t believe her ancestor. Five of the monsters nowlay dead, and she didn’t believe they would
forgive thatslaughter if she Shifted back to her human form. They would,instead, kill her all the faster, and
with no further loss.

But she was dying. Slowly. She would, in her Karnee form, killmore of them before they completely
overcame her. Nevertheless, shewould still die.

I have to be human, she says.

They won’t kill a human, she says.



She’s a fool, I say.

Well, if I must die today anyway, I’d rather die as a humanthan a beast.

Snarling, fighting, in pain, she struggled to find the stillplace within herself, the place that was all blues and
greens andplacid water and silence. Fear, rage, and anguish buried herhumanity deep. The red-hot
bloodlust nearly drowned it. Years ofeffort to keep herself human in the worst of circumstances rose
toher assistance, though, and she found that place after all. Touchedthe silence in her soul. Felt the battle
hunger die slowly, eventhough the monsters still attacked her, even though she no longerattacked, but
only attempted to ward off the blows that rained onher from all directions.

She Shifted, and felt her blood cool, and her skin grow heavy,and her senses dull.

She stretched and reformed, and all around her the monstersbacked away, mewling, as she rose from
four legs to two, and stoodover their hunched and twisted forms. They dropped their weapons,and some
began to weep, and all of them prostrated themselves ather feet. She stood over them, bleeding from a
hundred burningcuts, dizzy with pain, and slowly she stepped over and around them.Not toward the
Mirror of Souls. Away from it. Back the wayshe’d come. She had to get back to the beach by the time
themorning crew arrived. She had to bring Hasmal and Ian and one ortwo others to help her carry the
Mirror back to the ship. Thejourney, which in Karnee form she could run in one night, wouldtake humans
several days. And time was precious. Time waseverything.

Once out of the ravine and well away from the Mirror’sguardians, she forced herself into Shift again,
though it drainedher body’s resources. Her body devoured itself to complete theShift, and would
consume even more of her own tissue when she hadto become human again upon reaching the beach.
She stopped herheadlong rush several times to kill and devour animals unluckyenough to end up in her
path. They would only keep her fromstarving to death before she reached the ship; she would need
amassive meal when she arrived.

That was a minor detail. Everything else was minordetail. Against all odds, she had found the Mirror of
Souls. HerFamily and the Reborn would triumph.

*    *    *

Ian stepped out of the longboat onto the beach, the mists ofdawn wrapping around him like a cloak. He
met the night crew asthey dragged the last of their finds down to the rocky shore.

“Where’s Kait?” He kept his fury in check, andheld his voice to a semblance of reasonableness intended
to preventthe crew from discovering how completely her betrayal the nightbefore had shaken him.

Everyone he asked shrugged and looked surprised. Their answersvaried from, “Day shift, I thought,” to
“I figuredshe’d run off sooner or later,” but not a single otherperson had seen her.

Hasmal had insisted that she would be on the beach waiting forthe two of them when they arrived. Ian
had accused him of lying,and morning had proved him right.

When the night crew finished loading and rowed back to the ship,and the day crew scattered to find
more treasure, he turned on hisshipwright. “Now you can tell me what the two of you have beenlooking
for all this time. What is it that she’s found? Whatdid the two of you really come here for?”

Hasmal hooked his thumbs into his belt and glared up at Ian.“You’ve been bedding her, Cap’n. You’re
the oneshe’d share her pillow talk with.”

“I didn’t share . . . my . . .pillow talk with . . . anyone,” Kait said. Shestaggered out from the cover of the



forest, and Ian gasped. All hecould recognize of her was her voice, and that wasuncharacteristically
harsh. She was skeletally thin, so that herclothes hung on her like unpitched tents on a tent pole. Scars
invarious stages of healing covered her face and every other piece ofskin he could see. Her hair tangled in
her face, matted with clotsof blood and dirt. Her ashen color and the waxiness of her skinwould have
convinced him, had she not been upright and speaking,that she was already dead.

His anger dissipated, as if it were fog beneath a blazing sun.“Kait? By Brethwan, what’s happened to
you?”

“I . . . I found it,” she said to Hasmal.Then she turned to Ian. And smiled. And sagged.

She managed to catch herself just short of collapse. Shebreathed like she’d been running. “We need
to. . . get started now. I figure . . . the placewhere it’s hidden . . . is . . . aboutthree days’ walk. Plus . . .
three daysback.”

Ian almost couldn’t breathe. “Hasmal, get her into theboat. We’ve got to have the physick look at her.”

Hasmal said, “The physick is out hunting for treasure withthe rest of them. He didn’t want anyone to
question hisshare.”

“Damnall.” He put his head down, thinking. “Thenwe’ll get her out to the ship and ring the bell. By the
timethe physick gets back, we can have something done forher.”

“I’m fine,” Kait said. “But we. . . have to hurry.”

“You aren’t fine!” Ian found himself terrifiedfor her — terrified that she might collapse and die at
anymoment.

Kait gave Hasmal a beseeching look. “Tell him I’m. . . fine, Hasmal.”

“You aren’t fine,” Hasmal said. “You’redamn near dead.”

“I just need . . .” She sagged again, andIan could see she had more difficulty preventing her fall.

He picked her up and kissed her once. She felt like a bird inhis arms, too light and fragile to survive. To
Hasmal he said,“Back to the ship. We’ll figure out what happened to herand what we’re going to do
about it when we getthere.”

Ian’s emotions took him by surprise. He didn’t need her anymore; he had the city that would make him
rich andpowerful beyond measure, and if she were to die from her injuries,he would be able to claim
primary possession of it. But as he andHasmal rowed her out to the Peregrine, he discovered that he
wanted her, and that the wanting went deeper than anyamusement she provided in his bed. He wanted to
argue with heragain about the relative merits of the philosophies of Farellhauand N’stanri. He wanted to
sit in front of a great fire in agreat House with her and recount the adventures that had broughtthem to
that place of wealth and power and happiness. Or, herealized, he would be happy to spend the rest of his
life sailingacross Matrin’s great seas with her at his side. Ian Draclasstared at the gaunt, dying woman in
his arms and discovered to hisdismay that somewhere between deciding to claim her city for thewealth
and determining to marry her for the Family power, he hadfallen irretrievably in love. In doing that, the
wealth and thepower that could undoubtedly be his fell by the wayside, and hisonly concern became her
life.

By the time they reached the ship, she was barely breathing. Iantried to keep her awake and talking,
while Hasmal brought inwater.



“Until the physick gets back, we can try to get some ofthis into her. She looks dehydrated.”

Ian nodded. He cradled her head in one arm and helped herswallow the water Hasmal poured into her
mouth by stroking herthroat. Before long, the two of them noticed an improvement. Shebegan to swallow
without assistance, and finally she opened hereyes and reached for the cup and began drinking on her
own.

When she spoke again, her first word was, “Food.” Andit was her only word for quite some time.
Hasmal brought thingsfrom the storeroom and the galley and Kait devoured them andrequested more.
The food helped faster than Ian could haveimagined. Within two stations, he could see where she had
actuallyput on weight — she went from being skeletal to being merelyfrail. Further, her wounds healed
themselves as he watched. She ateconstantly, not speaking at all except to ask for more. In hisentire life
he had never seen one person consume so much food.

Finally she pushed her plate back. “We have to go after theMirror now,” she said. “We’ll need help.
It’smuch larger than I expected. The two of you, me, maybe two otherpeople. Some sort of travois or
sledge to drag it back on. Suppliesfor three days out and three days back. Probably weapons. I
crossedpaths with predators that would have found me tasty in human form,though.”

Ian said, “We aren’t going after anything. You nearlydied today — ”

She cut him off. “I found the single artifact that I claimas my portion of our treasure. I renounce my claim
to everythingelse.”

Ian froze for just an instant, as greed briefly reasserteditself. Then he shook it off. “Tell me what
youfound.”

It took her a while, but she did.

Finally, he managed to take it all in. “An artifact thatbrings back the dead. And you’re going to revive
theGalweighs. Once you learn how to use the thing, anyway.”

“Yes.”

It sounded like madness to him, but the Ancients knew more abouteverything than anyone had since
rediscovered. Perhaps the reasonthe Wizards hadn’t been worried about destroying the world wasthat
they knew a way to bring everyone back afterward — atleast everyone they liked. He guessed that the
person or people whoknew how to do it must have been killed, though.

He took Kait’s hand in his own. If the Mirror of Souls didwork, then he would gain quite a bit of favor
with his futurein-laws. If it didn’t, he gained the greatest share of thewealth of the city. In either instance,
he won. And he would havedone it without hurting Kait in any way.

“We’ll go after it tonight,” he said.“I’ll help you in every way I can. I’ll even helpyou get it to your House
so that you can revive yourFamily.”

Her brow creased in puzzlement. “You will? Butwhy?”

He stroked the soft skin on the back of her hand, and felt thedelicate bones beneath. She needed to eat
more before they left, hedecided. He wouldn’t risk her running herself to the brink ofdeath again.
“Because I love you,” he told her.

It felt funny to know that was the truth.



*    *    *

“He kissed her,” Rrru-eeth said to Jayti. AtRrru-eeth’s request, the two of them had waited in the
treesabove the beach; Rrru-eeth said she was concerned about thecaptain’s behavior.

Jayti had grown used to her concern. Every day when Ian Draclaswent treasure-hunting with Kait and
Hasmal, Rrru-eeth complainedabout him being in the clutches of the skinshifter and the wizard.She
mentioned at least once each day that she thought she and Jaytiought to get Kait and Hasmal off by
themselves and kill them, sothat the captain would be able to break free from their spell. Shefretted that
he would forget he had promised to leave them behind.Now, spying on them from the cover of the trees,
Rrru-eeth radiatedanger.

“I can’t say I like it,” Jayti said, “but ascaptain, he can do as he pleases.”

Rrru-eeth’s eyebrows rose. “Do you think so? Tell me,do you really?” Her voice was a dangerous
growl, laced withscorn.

As much as Jayti adored Rrru-eeth, his first loyalty was to IanDraclas, who had saved him from hanging
ten years before, whenJayti, at the age of seventeen, had been accused of touching aparaglesa. He’d
been an assistant to the cook in the SabirHouse in Wilhene, and the wife of the paraglese had taken a
fancyto him. She’d specifically requested him to bring a tray ofconfections and a carafe of wine to her
room “for a smallparty.” He’d discovered when he arrived that she intendedthe party to consist of only
the two of them, and she had more inmind than confections for her dessert.

He — thinking the paraglese would have him drawn andquartered if he touched the man’s wife —
refused toparticipate in her party. She — with no appreciation of hiscare for her honor — immediately
called the guards and accusedJayti of accosting her.

Ian Draclas had somehow heard of his plight, and had spiritedhim out of the Sabir House dungeon. Jayti
still had no idea how hehad managed the trick, or why he had. But he never forgot hisrescue, nor the
debt he owed the man who had accomplished it.

If the man found a woman he liked, Jayti thought he deserved tokeep her, for however long he could.

“Rrru-eeth, even if he takes them with us when we sail,he’ll leave both of them in Calimekka. They’ll be
out ofyour life forever in just a few more months.”

“He kissed her. What if he wants her to stay aboardthe ship with him?”

Jayti snorted. “She’s a parata. You can see Family inher very bones. She won’t give up House and
power and richesto tramp around the sea in the Peregrine with him. You markmy words — she’ll vanish
from the captain’s life thesecond we make landfall.”

Rrru-eeth said nothing. But the look in her eyes sent ice downJayti’s spine. He thought he would be wise
to stay close tothe captain for a while.

*    *    *

When the storm finally ended, the Wind Treasure lay farnorth of Kait’s position. Ry Sabir felt her
presence as afixed mark, south and east. Knowledge of Kait’s position meantnothing at that moment,
however. The Wind Treasure’ssails were rags, her hull leaked dangerously from half a dozenplaces, and
she’d lost nearly a third of her crew. The captainsaid the Rophetian ship would be days under repair at
best; he alsosaid Ry could spend his time pacing or he could help with the work,but that if he and his
lieutenants didn’t help, they would beweeks instead of days in the barren northern harbor wherethey’d



come to rest.

Sabir Wolves did not do manual labor. Ever.

So I’m lucky to be declared dead, he thought. Motherwon’t have to die of shame.

Ry put himself to work, discovering when he did that he was lessskilled than the least of the crew. He
knew nothing of theshipwright’s tools, nothing of the builder’s techniques,nothing of the captain’s needs.
He fumbled at the simplesttasks, and at first he irritated the men and women who made theirlivelihood
from ships and the sea. In his favor, he had only histremendous strength and stamina, and his willingness
to learn. Heapplied both to the tasks he was given, determined that he would dowhatever he had to do to
get to Kait. He struggled, he ached, andhe learned.

I’m coming, Kait, he thought as he worked.

You’re mine. You’re mine. You were born to be mine,and you belong to me and me alone.

And I’m coming for you.

    

 

Chapter 31

 

Kait led the party up the walk to the shrine. No sign ofher battle with the guardians remained. The path
was perfectlygroomed again, the trampled flowers replaced, the bodies removed.Even knowing that the
guardians kept watch all around the shrine,and even knowing where they hid, she could not see a single
one ofthem.

Ian and Hasmal, and Jayti and a sailor named Turben — whohad both volunteered to help bring the
Mirror back to the ship— followed her up that perfect path to the shrine. She crossedthe threshold first,
and got the first unobstructed look at theMirror.

It had been made by someone with an eye for beauty. Its sleek,unornamented lines called to her mind
lilies and orchids. It hadboth a “flower” and a “stem.” The“flower” consisted of a ring of five connected
petals ofluminous platinum-white metal, the largest of which bore colorfulincised markings. The base
supporting this ring mimicked the smoothcurve of three long, swordlike leaves, also of that glowing
whitemetal. The “stem” was the most amazing part of the entireartifact — a column of flowing golden light
that began at theground, rose between the three leaves, and spiraled outward in thecenter of the ring to
disappear at last when it touched the petals.Kait stood watching the movement of the light, mesmerized.

Ian came to stand beside her, and rested a hand on her shoulder.“I doubted you when you told me about
this,” he saidsoftly. “I didn’t think such a device could exist. Butwhen I look at this, I can see its value.
It’s worth more thaneverything else we’ve found so far. And it will be worth evenmore than that when it
gives you back your parents and sisters andbrothers.”

She nodded, too full of emotion to even speak. She reached out ahand and touched one of the petals,
and through her fingertips feltthe Mirror humming with a life of its own. She felt that stirringas a promise,
as rich and beautiful in its own way as the loveshe’d felt when her soul touched the Reborn. The
Mirrorpromised to return her world to her, or at least the part of itthat mattered most.



Jayti and his friend Turben put together the travois on whichthey would strap the Mirror. While they were
lacing cord aroundtheir poles and through the sailcloth they’d carried withthem, Jayti pulled the captain
aside. It was clear he didn’tintend for Kait or Hasmal to hear what he said. Hasmalwouldn’t be able to;
Kait, studying the Mirror, pretended shedidn’t.

Voice soft and nervous, he said, “Turben and I came withyou for a reason, Cap’n. I expect trouble when
we get back.Rrru-eeth’s scared of yon Kait and the wizard — she wantsthem left behind, and she thinks
you don’t intend to doit.”

Ian glanced at Kait and Hasmal, then looked past them as if hewere checking out the area. “She’s right,”
he said.“I’m not leaving either of them. I love Kait. And even ifI didn’t, she’s the one who brought us to
this city.Hasmal offered to sacrifice himself while working the spell thatgot us out of the Wizards’ Circle.”
He turned and lookedevenly at Jayti. “I’m not that disloyal. And I don’tthink you are, either.”

Jayti shrugged. “That’s why we’re here.” Hekept lacing the cord, and kept his head down. “They may
needprotection on the way back. Rrru-eeth may intend for them to havean . . . accident. And if she does,
I think she’llbe able to get some of the others to help her.”

“Just some?”

“Most. You know Turben and I aren’t the only ones whoowe you . . . but most everyone is afraid,
Cap’n.Knowing you’re sharing space with skinshifters and magicdon’t let a man sleep easy at night.”

“Even you?”

He shrugged again. “I’m no braver than most. But Ireckon if you think they’re trustworthy, then they
are.You’ve had my life in your hand more than once, and I’mstill drawing air.”

The captain patted him on the shoulder. “I vouch for bothof them with my life, Jayti.”

“That’s more than enough for me.” He finallylooked up from what he was doing. “We’ll get them
backsafe, me and Turben. I swear it.”

Kait’s eyes blurred with tears. That a man would offer hislife in protection of hers out of loyalty to the
captain stunnedher. Ian was a pirate, she knew. She suspected he was barzanne, as well — the son of
Family ejected, disowned,and declared never born for some sin or imagined sin that he’dcommitted. But
he was more than that. Much more.

She wondered if she would ever find out all there was to knowabout him.

When the travois was ready, they faced the dilemma of moving theMirror onto it.

“Can we just pick it up?” the captain asked.

Everyone looked at Kait.

Amalee told her, Don’t touch the light.

Kait passed that information on. It was harder advice to followthan it seemed. Her own hand brushed
very near it when she helpedpick the Mirror up, and when it did, her skin prickled and thehoneysuckle
scent grew stronger. So did the scent of decay. Shepulled back, and gagged.

Ian glanced at her face and frowned. “What’swrong?”

“The smell. It got worse when my hand came too near thelight.”



His puzzled expression intensified. “Smell?”

Now Hasmal looked puzzled. “The smell. From the Mirror ofSouls. Sweet, and a little rotten.”

“It doesn’t smell,” Ian said. Jayti and Turbenagreed.

“This close, the smell is almost overwhelming,” Kaitsaid.

“I can’t smell a thing,” Jayti said. “And Ihave a good nose.”

“I don’t,” Hasmal said, “and I could smellthe damn thing from the top of the ravine.”

“I followed it here by its smell,” Kait said.

They stood looking at each other, all equally puzzled. ThenHasmal smiled slightly. “I know what it is.”

“What?” Kait asked.

“The scent is magical in origin. You and I can smell itbecause of . . .” He winced as he glanced at
theother three. “We’re . . . sensitive to magic.They aren’t, so for them, there is no smell.”

Kait sighed. “That makes sense.”

“Then it isn’t important?” the captain asked.

“Why would it be? It’s just a characteristic of theMirror. It isn’t as if the scent does anything,”
Hasmalsaid, and shrugged.

A little gingerly, they began dragging the Mirror away from theshrine. They passed out of the ravine as
easily as they hadentered, and with no sign that guardians existed there beyond theflower-lined walk and
the carefully tended hedges. Their returntook less than three days, perhaps because they were elated by
themagnitude of their prize. Kait wanted to shout to the sky thatshe’d found what she came for. Except
for a few times inchildhood, and the day that she received her first diplomaticassignment, she could never
remember being so happy.

She would embrace her mother again. She would talk with herfather one more time about his horse
breeding, about his prizestallion and beautiful broodmares. She would hear the voices ofyoung cousins
and nieces and nephews racing through the lowerfloors of the House, playing chase and can’t-find-me.

And when she had done those things, she and Hasmal would takethe Mirror to the Reborn, wherever he
might be. They would give itto him, and then they would witness the birth of an age of love
andenlightenment.

    

 

Chapter 32

 

When they neared the bay, the party became cautious. Kaitdidn’t let on that she knew the crew expected
an attackagainst her and Hasmal. She remained on alert with her sword loosein its scabbard and her
other hand near her dagger. The livelyconversation the five of them had shared during the trip back
diedto silence — a silence unbroken by any human noises atall.



“They’ve either planned an ambush or they’ve donenothing at all and are far afield hunting for treasure,”
Iansaid at last. “I don’t hear anyone.”

Neither do I, Kait thought, and I think I would. She bracedherself for the attack.

They kept moving forward through the forest. At last theyreached the rise that led down to the bay.
Silence. Kait wishedthey could find a clearing, but the thick forest offered no view ofwhat lay ahead.

Her nose picked up an unmistakable scent, though, and no soonerdid she stop and sniff the air than the
rest of the party followedher example. The reek of death and decay blew through the forest,and the buzz
of flies grew very loud as the five of them put theMirror of Souls down and carefully worked their way to
the bay.

Four bloated bodies sprawled on the rocky beach. Ian ran tothem, with his men close behind.

“Daverrs,” Ian called, identifying the firstcorpse.

Turben said, “Seeley and Smith’s Son.”

“Bright,” Jayti said. “All the ones with the mostreason to be loyal to you.”

Kait had been looking at the bodies with the rest of them, butsuddenly her heart thudded painfully in her
breast. She looked outover the water and asked softly, “Ian, where’s theship?”

The five of them stared out at the empty bay, then back down atthe bodies.

Ian looked as dead as the corpses. “Rrru-eeth convincedthem to take my ship. My ship.”

Hasmal paled. “We’re the only humans on thiscontinent?”

Turben and Jayti looked at each other and then at the otherthree. Jayti said, “We have no supplies
besides the little wehave left in our packs.”

Kait stared out at the bay and at the thin line of the oceanthat lay beyond. “It doesn’t matter,” she said.
Shelowered her shields, and instantly she felt Ry Sabir, still huntingher, getting closer. “It truly doesn’t
matter. Ourproblems are bigger than that. Night falls, and the hunters arecoming.”
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