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Cast of Characters

 

Tep’s Town Basin

 

Lord Regapisk: Sandry’s cousin, assigned to Fire Watch

Lord Sandry: Chief of the Fire Watch

Peacevoice Fullerman: Lordsman assigned to Fire Watch

Yangin-Atep: the fire god, now gone mythical

Strafreerit: a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

Wanshig: Lordkin chieftain, “Lord” of Serpent’s Walk, and brother of Whandall Feathersnake

Lord Witness Qirama: a judge

Glegron: Lordkin Fireman killed by fire

Bonwess: Chieftain of the band of Lordkin called Bull Pizzles

Shanda: Sandry’s aunt, First Lady of Lordshills

Roni: Shanda’s daughter

Quintana: Lord Chief Witness of Lordshills, Lord’s Town, and Tep’s Town

Chalker: Sandry’s valet, a retired Peacevoice of the Lordsmen

Younglord Maydreo: an officer cadet

Toronexti: a Lordkin band; formerly tax collectors

Bordermaster (once Master Peacevoice) Waterman: Lordsman

Dibantot: a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk, guardian of the Fire Sale Inn

Lordsman Yiler: spearman

Secklers: a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

Egmatel the Sage: a Wizard hired by the Lords Witness

Wale: apprentice to the Sage Egmatel

Lady Whalani: Lord Sandry’s mother

Henry: a Lordsman guard

 

Bison Tribe and the Wagon Train

Burning Tower of Bison Tribe: daughter of Whandall Feathersnake and Willow

Green Stone: wagonmaster of the lesser Feathersnake Bison Tribe wagon train; younger son of Whandall Feathersnake and Willow; Burning Tower’s older brother

Nothing Was Seen (Lurk): a bandit’s child now adopted into Bison Tribe and a scout in the Feathersnake wagon train

Twisted Cloud of Bison Tribe: wagon train shaman; daughter of Hickamore, deceased, once shaman of the Bison Tribe wagon train

Clever Squirrel (Squirrely): daughter of Twisted Cloud and the god Coyote

Mouse Warrior of Bison Tribe: A wagon train guard officer

Whandall Feathersnake: master trader; born a Lordkin in Tep’s Town, now a merchant prince of Bison Tribe; owner of the wagon train

Willow Feathersnake: born a kinless of Tep’s town, now Whandall’s wife and mother of Green Stone and Burning Tower

 

Avalon

Wheereezz: a mer wizard schoolmaster

Conal: a wizard of Avalon

Morth of Atlantis: Atlantean wizard; refugee, formerly of Tep’s Town and now resident in Carlem Marcle, a sea town far north of Tep’s Town

Coyote: a god

 

The Wagon Expedition

Trebaty, a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

Secklers, a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

YOUNGLORD MAYDREO

YOUNGLORD WHANE

Fallen Wolf: of Bison Tribe

Left-Handed Hummingbird: a god

Spike: a one-horn born as a kinless pony

 

Condigeo

Pergammon: Commodore of Condigeo

Granton: First Captain of Condigeo

Pearl, wife of First Captain Granton

Grandin: wife of Captain Wartin

Lord Witness Qu’yuma: Lady Shanda’s husband and Roni’s father;

ambassador from Lordshills to Condigeo Betting Master Calafi: of Bell’s of Condigeo

Tras Preetror: a teller; onetime friend of Whandall Feathersnake

Arshur the Magnificent: a Northern Barbarian

Spotted Lizard of the High Trail: a guide

Junior Warman Gundrin of the Condigeo Marines: an officer cadet

Lordsman Bane

 

The Angie Queen

Saziff: captain

The Oarmaster

Fethiwong and The Ghost: oarsmen

Raililiee: first mate

 

Crescent City

Zephans Mishagnos: an Atlantean wizard

Buzzard at Play: Mayor of Crescent City; onetime shaman of the Roadrunner wagon train

Fur Slipper: a shaman

Jade Coin: a money changer

Ruser of Low Street: a jeweler

Ern: Wagonmaster of the Road Runner wagon train

Black Stone: proprietor of Black Stone Inn

Laughing Rock: his daughter

 

Sunfall Crater

Great Mistress Hazel Sky: Governor

Captain SAREg: of the Imperial Guard

Regly: Chief of the Office of Imperial Gifts

Thundercloud: Chief of the Office of Rain

Jaravisk: Chief Apprentice in the Office of Rain

Manroot: an Imperial Officer

 

Aztlan

Flensevan the Jeweler: brother and partner of Ruser of Low Street

Archpriests:

Coyote

Road Runner

Jaguar

Priest Many Names

Left-Handed Hummingbird

Bighorn Sheep

Bison Woman

Mammoth

Prairie Dog

 

The Emperor: the Almighty one, Son of the Sun

Lady Annalun: a talented courtesan

Mountain Cat: of Bison Tribe (resident at New Castle, present by sand painting)

Doentivar: the Grandson of the Sun, heir to the Emperor

 

Pink Rabbit: son of Flensevan

Egret: the stronger son of Flensevan





Book One
Terror Birds





Chapter One
Devil Wind

 

The hot wind was rising. Kinless called it a Devil Wind. Lord Regapisk had his doubts about devils, but any devil might have invented that wind. It was hot and dry and gusty and it was whipping fire into a frenzy. A dozen houses had already burned. They were only Bull Pizzle houses, not in the territory Regapisk was guarding, so they weren’t his business. Five houses on the other side of the Darkman’s Cup gorge were part of Serpent’s Walk, but there was no way to save them. Regapisk’s Firemen had tried, but no one would blame him for losing those houses.

They’d been able to loot the occupied houses before the fire got them. Gather, Regapisk thought, grinning. His Lordkin Firemen would call that “gathering.” And if the Lords’ Council asked him, Regapisk would say “salvage,” but it was looting all the same.

Lord Regapisk coughed. The smoke was blowing across the canyon, thicker now, and the wind grew hotter. The fire was coming.

A chariot clattered up the road along the edge of the canyon. Regapisk turned with what he hoped was well disguised contempt. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his second cousin. Sandry was a likable boy. But he was younger than Regapisk, so recently a Younglord that he still answered to the lesser title, and yet he was put in charge here, while Lord Regapisk, fully a Lord for three years now, was assisting his young cousin.

He got lucky, Regapisk thought. I was busy at the Harbor when the Congregation of Lords Witness decided to organize these Lordkin as Firemen. Cousin Sandry was available and I had other work. One day it would be different; the Council would put Lord Regapisk in charge of all the fire brigades. Until then, Lord Regapisk nominally worked for his younger cousin�

“Hail, Cousin.”

“Hail, Lord Regapisk,” Sandry said formally.

His cousin always did that, used formal titles, when their Lordkin Firemen were around. Sometimes it drove Regapisk to distraction. What was the need for all that? But you had to admit, Sandry made a handsome figure, standing tall in his chariot, the reins held so loosely that it looked as if Sandry could guide the big horses by talking to them. Whatever else you thought about Lord Sandry, he knew horses. Loved them more than he did people.

The chariot was one of the larger war chariots, with room for two spearmen and the driver. It held only Sandry and a small kinless boy.

“Hail, Firemen,” Sandry said. He waved to the four Lordkin who worked with Regapisk. The Firemen got to their feet and acknowledged Sandry’s greeting with waves and a few muttered words. Sandry was popular with the Lordkin Firemen of Serpent’s Walk, and this was wild enthusiasm compared with the way Lordkin usually acted around someone they worked for.

With, Lord Regapisk reminded himself. Lordkin worked with you. Even though both you and they knew that they were working for you. Lord Regapisk could understand that.

“I see we lost the houses on the other side of the Cup,” Sandry said. “Too bad the wind came up like that.”

“Yeah, we tried, but there just wasn’t any way,” Regapisk said.

Sandry nodded. “No use crying about it. But we have to stop the fire here,” he said. “At this gorge, before the wind whips up and drives it across this road. We need a firebreak just here, and I can’t spare you any more men.” Sandry dismounted and looked across the canyon to the wall of flames. The wind was blowing it toward them, along with smoke and hot ashes. The fire hadn’t gone down into the canyon yet, but that was a matter of minutes.

Lord Regapisk knew what a firebreak was. Peacevoice Fullerman had explained it when the Council put Regapisk into the fire brigade. It was one of the things fire brigade officers had to learn. “Won’t have time with just four men,” Regapisk said. He pointed to the rising flames. “Once it gets down into the canyon, it will be up here in moments.”

Lord Sandry nodded. “I know, Lord Regapisk. We’ll use a backfire.”

Regapisk frowned. “You sure about that?”

“It’s chancy, but it’s the only thing we can do.” Sandry inspected the gorge, then stooped down and picked up a handful of dust. He released the dust and watched it blow. “With this wind, I’d say about four paces, wouldn’t you?”

“Four paces,” Regapisk said. “Sounds about right.”

“Good. Get torches and go four paces down the canyon. Light fires. When the fire burns here to the road, get through the ashes and go four more paces down and do it again. I doubt you’ll have time to do it again after that, but if you can, do four more paces. I’m pretty sure an eight-pace firebreak will stop that fire, and I know a twelve-pace break will do it.”

“Yeah, twelve paces will do it,” Regapisk said. He looked down into the canyon, then across. The fire would start down into the canyon pretty soon. “This is going to be tricky�”

“Yes, so get started now. You understand�four paces, set fires and let it burn off, then four more. Start the second fire as soon as the first one burns off. And be careful; you don’t want to get trapped between fires. Right?”

“Right.”

“Good. I have to go. We’ve got more fires to the south. They’ll be harder to stop because there’s nothing like the canyon there. We’re tearing down houses to build a firebreak. After this fire season, we’re going to have to plan more firebreaks�”

“Sure.”

“Good luck, then,” Sandry said. He leaped into the chariot and twitched the reins in one motion. The horses turned sharp left, turning the chariot around in its track on the road. “Git,” Sandry said. The chariot clattered off, the kinless apprentice boy hanging on for life, but Sandry stood balanced in the chariot, just swaying with its motion.

He sure can drive, Lord Regapisk thought. He looked up. The fire was already closer to the canyon lip.

 

This was how the land lay:

Fire held the valley. The wind was blowing the fire uphill toward this road. The road was wide; it must have been a mammoth trail once. If the fire jumped the road, it might take a hundred houses before it burned out.

A year ago, fire would not burn indoors. An adobe exterior wouldn’t burn either, then or now. Fighting a fire was easier when houses wouldn’t burn.

But the fire god was dead, was myth, for most of a year now. Lord Regapisk felt he understood fire, fire under the new rules.

“Let’s do it,” Lord Regapisk said.

Lordkin Strafreerit asked, “Why do twice the work? Lord, let’s just go eight paces down and light it off there.”

Lord Regapisk thought about it. Later he remembered the way the other three were grinning. Now he didn’t notice. “Good,” he said.

Strafreerit measured off eight paces … odd paces, stepping long here, shorter here. What was he doing? He’d picked his place and was making his paces match, Lord Regapisk thought, but he didn’t quite have the nerve to speak.

They spread out in a line through the brush. All together, they set off the fires, then stepped back in case the wind changed. But the wind held steady; the fire leaped upward in a great roar. Lord Regapisk waited until the flames died down and then followed the fire up the hill, stepping over the still-burning roots. The stalks and dried grass burned hot, but they burned out quickly�

The fire had jumped the road. Brush was burning on the other side.

Lord Regapisk yelled. “Help! It’s jumped the gap!” He whirled off his cloak and began beating at the flames. Only when he’d clearly lost the battle did he wonder why he had no help.

Then he looked down across a ten-pace gap of black ash and saw his four Lordkin searching where the brush had burned away. They barely looked up at his yells. Then fire swept around them, and that got their attention. They ran.

 

Four houses were burning now. The fifth and sixth were just catching. Where was that misbegotten Lord? Regapisk was supposed to have backfired to make a firebreak! Sandry, moving at a careful run with a bucket in both arms, looked about him through smoke and red-and-yellow light.

Wanshig’s Lordkin Firemen ran with buckets, splashing water all over themselves. One was caught in a sudden gust of flame; he doused himself with the bucket and ran with it still on his head. Good move, Sandry thought. Wanshig was yelling his head off. A few did hear: they converged on the eighth house and hurled their half-bucketsful at the roof.

No sign of Lord Regapisk.

He was torn between rage and fear for the do-nothing Lord and his men. Fire can sweep around and have you surrounded. Fire can take your mind. Fire can burn indoors�

But men did not obey Regapisk. If it was a talent, Regapisk didn’t have it. Or it might be that the Lord expected too little of himself, and men saw that.

The wizard Morth of Atlantis had sunk Yangin-Atep the fire god into the tar. He was myth now, a myth that lived under the Black Pit: children were told to fear the fire god as well as the tar. You’d think Yangin-Atep’s town would have fewer problems with fire!

And the Lordkin were holding it.

Take a moment, savor that: these were Lordkin. You couldn’t make Lordkin work. They wouldn’t be anywhere on time; they wouldn’t get up if they were sleepy; wouldn’t hoe grapes even to get wine, wouldn’t carry anything but loot. But under attack, they’d be awake and sober in an instant.

Never mind that fire had been sacred to them once. Yangin-Atep’s gift was that fires would not burn indoors. Now anything could burn, anytime.

Once thought, the logic was inescapable. Fighting a fire wasn’t like farming or hauling or taking coins for goods and a smile, or any kind of mind-numbing kinless labor. Fire didn’t keep regular hours. Firemen didn’t take a salary; they took gifts from those whose houses they’d saved. Fire was an enemy worth facing. Saving a child from burning was a feat worth bragging about, and remembering in old age.

You could get Lordkin to fight a fire. You could even get Serpent’s Walk Lordkin�Snakefeet�to fight fire in Grey Falcon�Dirty Bird� turf!

And Lordkin wouldn’t kill Lordkin firefighters … unless in a turf war.

Of course these houses belonged to kinless. The eighth house belonged to Artisan, and he ran about screaming orders that didn’t match Wanshig’s until Wanshig’s man clubbed him to the ground. Other kinless watched. Not all. Here came one running with a borrowed armful of empty buckets; maybe they’d make some progress now.

Sandry watched. The Lordkin were wasting effort, wearing themselves out where any officer could have steered them right. But they were learning, and they were winning. Eight houses were lost, collapsing in upon themselves, but the Snakefeet were containing the sparks.

 

A dozen stranger Lordkin ran in from under cover of the smoke. They threw rocks at Sandry’s Firemen. Another band ran into a house and began carrying out goods. “I am possessed of Yangin-Atep!” one shouted. The others laughed. And more came out of the smoke. Some carried clubs. No knives were drawn yet, but any moment now…

This was the pity of it: Lordkin fighting a fire made a fine target for a rival band. There had never been anything stronger than truce between Serpent’s Walk and Bull Pizzle, and usually there wasn’t even that much peace. What would Wanshig do? Sandry raised a hand and waved, but nothing else. Wait for Wanshig… Wanshig was the proud leader of Serpent’s Walk�Lord of Serpent’s Walk in Lordkin parlance when the Lords weren’t listening. He would accept help, but he’d never ask for it, and if help was offered when it wasn’t needed, there could be trouble. Sandry hadn’t been aware of all this when he took the assignment to build a Fire Brigade, but he’d learned.

And Wanshig was special. Wanshig was Burning Tower’s uncle.

Burning Tower! He hadn’t seen her in nearly a year, and still the memory was exciting. Long red-brown hair, deep brown eyes, slim legs dancing on a tightrope, perfect bare feet on the taut hemp line. She wasn’t like any of the girls in Lordshills, not like any girl he’d ever known. And she would be coming back soon…. He shook his head. No time for this.

Wanshig threw his bucket and had his weapon in hand and was screaming warning as he leaped. A Pizzle ducked the bucket but not Wanshig’s knife. Did Wanshig actually need help?

But when he counted thirty more Pizzles, Sandry knew this was a major raid, not just a group of Lordkin pretending this was a Burning, even though some carried torches and shouted of their possession by the fire god. The new chief of Bull Pizzle had to prove himself. This would be the way he did it.

Sandry frowned at the empty leather bow case on his chariot. He hadn’t really expected to fight. There were two throwing spears in their larger quiver. Have to do, he thought. He raised both hands high in signal, then shouted: “The Fire Brigade is under the protection of the Lord’s Witnesses! All not part of the Fire Brigade are ordered to leave this area immediately. This I command. I am Lord Sandry acting under the authority of Lord Chief Witness Quintana and the Lords of this city! Leave now or you will be killed.”

Some of the Pizzles looked up, astonished, and a few turned to run. A dozen others, all shouting to Yangin-Atep, came on, throwing rocks and screaming challenges, and ten more moved into another house to gather.

“Peacevoice Tatters! Forward the guards!” Sandry commanded.

“Aye, My Lord!” The shout came from upwind. There was the clatter of hooves. Five chariots riding abreast came out of the smoke and fog. “Stand ready to throw! Throw!”

Spears arced from the chariots. They weren’t throwing to kill, not yet, but two of the raiders went down. The others scattered.

Armored Lordsmen came from the shadows. Sandry smiled to himself. If those idiot Pizzles had thought to look, they’d have seen where Sandry kept his troopers, and they could have raided elsewhere. But would they? Or was there some crazy point of honor involved? Sandry didn’t know. He knew more of the ways of the Lordkin than most Lords, but they were still a mystery. No one really understood the Lordkin.

The shouts of “Yangin-Atep” and “I am possessed!” quieted as the Pizzles realized they were trapped and defeated. For a moment Sandry thought of his options. If he killed them all, there would be trouble. Bull Pizzle wasn’t as powerful as it used to be, but it was still large and powerful enough to challenge Serpent’s Walk. A real war between Pizzles and Snakefeet would harm everyone. Most of his Fire Brigade would quit to go fight, and many of them would be killed, and he’d have to start all over again.

He raised his voice. “Evidently you did not hear! This area is under the protection of the Lord’s Witnesses! I command you to leave this area at once. Do so now!”

The Pizzles looked at Sandry’s men, then to Wanshig. Wanshig turned away contemptuously and began shouting orders to his Firemen. The bucket lines began to move again.

“Now, if you please!” Sandry shouted. “Troopers! Make ready!”

Spearmen in each chariot raised spears.

“Oh yeah, we didn’t hear you before,” a Pizzle shouted. “We’re leaving!” They gathered their dead and wounded and left in a walk, their heads still high.

Sandry glanced over to Wanshig and got a grin. Good, Sandry thought. Good. Wanshig didn’t really want a war either.

As the Pizzles were leaving, a chariot clattered out of the smoke from the north. Regapisk blocked the retreating Pizzles with his chariot. “Stand! You’re taken!” he shouted. “Lord Sandry, I have them!”

There were three Snakefeet with Lord Regapisk, all clinging to his chariot, all looking blackened and the worse for wear. They’d been in smoke and ashes. And the Pizzles had dropped their dead, carefully set down their wounded. They hadn’t drawn their knives. Not quite.

“Cancel that order!” Sandry shouted. “You are free to go. Now go! Lord Regapisk, a moment of your time, if you please …”





Chapter Two
Congregation of Witness

 

They had rebuilt the Registry Office on Peacegiven Square. The fountain in the center of the square gave out only a trickle of water, but it was working, and you couldn’t see any grass growing up between the paving stones. There were two permanent market tents, each protected by an armed Lordkin who sat quietly without menacing the mostly kinless customers. Give it another year, and Peacegiven Square might be the center of town again, a neutral place for markets and trade and city administration. And that, Sandry thought, was all the doing of Whandall Feathersnake, master trader, Wagonmaster, a great man whose name and sign were known all along the Hemp Road�and once a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk. Brother of Wanshig. Burning Tower’s father.

Inside was cool. They’d done a proper job of rebuilding the Registry Office. Light came from shafts built into the ceiling and reaching through the roof. The hearing room was paneled in redwood, with redwood benches, and a table for the Witnesses. When everyone was inside and seated, a clerk rapped on a connecting door.

Four Witnesses came out and sat in silence. They all wore their robes of office, and tight-fitting caps that hid their hair and ears so that it was impossible to know if they were Lordkin or kinless. A Witness Clerk came out with them. He concealed his ears too, but it was pretty obvious that he was kinless. The clerk looked around the room, then spoke loudly.

“We are ready. This Congregation of Witness is now in session. All those with matters of concern to the Lords Witness of this city draw nigh and you shall be heard! Lord Witness Qirama presiding. All stand.”

Sandry was pleased to see that everyone did, without prodding. Lordkin were unpredictable. Qirama strode into the room at a dignified pace and took his place at the center of the big table.

Lord Witness Qirama was about ten years older than Sandry, a relative who as a Younglord had specialized in law rather than warfare or administration. He wore the cap of a Witness and also a hood, but it was clear enough that he was a Lord, neither Lordkin nor kinless. Sandry knew that two of the junior witnesses attending today were Younglords in training. Most Witnesses were kinless who handled routine business in the city, recording pacts between bandleaders and carrying decrees from Lordshills to the townspeople. Some Lordkin suspected this, but they could never be sure who the Witnesses were, and harming one was always sure death. The Younglords and hired Lordsmen saw to that.

A congregation of five Witnesses was unusual and showed this was an important session. Everything said would be attested to by all five, and no one would ever be able to dispute that record. Get it right, Sandry told himself. Get it right.

The clerk took a pose and spoke facing the crowd. “Lord Witness, we see Wanshig, Leader of Serpent’s Walk, who approaches with a complaint for the Lords Witness. We see also Lords Regapisk and Sandry of Lordshills, who will speak to this matter. We see Bonwess, Chief of Bull Pizzles. Witnesses, the fees are paid.”

All five Witnesses nodded. The clerk said, “Let Wanshig of Serpent’s Walk come forward and speak.”

Wanshig didn’t look nervous. Most Lordkin put on a bluster when testifying to Witnesses. Most people in Tep’s Town believed that Witnesses were wizards and had a way of knowing when you spoke truth and when you didn’t�and that those caught in lies to Witnesses had a way of disappearing.

That last part was true enough. As a Younglord, Sandry had taken his turn in that duty, leading six Lordsmen to track down a Grey Falcon who had lied in an important matter. They’d sold the Dirty Bird to a ship owner, and if the man ever returned, he wasn’t likely to say where he had been, for fear of being sent back.

“Lord Witness, I send this complaint to the Lords,” Wanshig said clearly. “I say that the bad actions of Lord Regapisk have cost me one man dead, and two kinless, and four houses destroyed. I seek payment.” Wanshig paused to allow the clerks to write what he had said. He’d been through this before.

Regapisk hadn’t. He shouted, “Witness! This is not true.”

Lord Witness Qirama regarded Regapisk coldly. “Lord, this is not a trial. We are here to take statements and record them. You will have your turn. Until then, you are requested to hold your peace.”

Sandry shivered at the cold tones. If this story got back to the Council�when this story got back to the Council�cousin Regapisk was going to be in trouble, and there wasn’t anything Sandry could do. He’d had to stop the man, stop him openly before two Lordkin bands, or face a war.

“Continue, Wanshig of Serpent’s Walk,” the Lord Witness said.

“Lord Witness, it was Lord Regapisk who allowed the fire to spread west of Darkman’s Cup Canyon. It is there we lost four houses destroyed and three more damaged. Witnesses, you will hear statements from the kinless who lived in those houses, and the Lordkin who protected them, as to the value of those properties.”

All five Witnesses nodded. “Say why you believe Lord Regapisk was responsible,” Qirama said. “We understand there were Devil Winds that day, and many fires. Surely not all of them were the responsibility of Lord Regapisk.”

“No, Lord Witness, only this one,” Wanshig said. “Lord Regapisk set that fire himself! We have those who saw him do it. And when the fire flashed up, Fireman Glegron was trapped between the fires Lord Regapisk set and the blaze coming across the canyon from the east. Fireman Glegron was burned to death. Fireman Strafreerit was injured.”

“Who saw Lord Regapisk set those fires?”

“Fireman Strafreerit, Witness. He and his brothers set torch to the chaparral on the orders of Lord Regapisk.” The clerks scribbled madly.

“Lord Regapisk, do you dispute this?” the Lord Witness asked.

“Witnesses, I say only truth: I set the fire on orders from Lord Sandry, who was in charge!”

Now it was Sandry’s turn to be regarded with that cold stare from under the black skullcap and hood. It was disconcerting. Of course it was supposed to be.

“Lord Witness, I ordered Lord Regapisk to set a backfire.”

“Explain backfire.”

This had best be very clear, Sandry thought. “Witnesses, to prevent fires from spreading, you must have a firebreak, a line where nothing will burn, wide enough that flames cannot jump across it. The road along the west rim of Darkman’s Cup Canyon is eleven paces wide. This is not enough to stop a large fire coming up the canyon, but if the fire could be slowed below the canyon rim, it might be. If we had twelve paces of cleared land below that canyon rim, the fire could not cross it. Even eight paces would very likely be enough in the wind I observed.”

“You observed that wind yourself?”

“Yes, Lord,” Sandry answered.

“And you base your opinion that eight paces cleared plus the road would be enough on your own expertise?”

“Yes, Lord Witness.”

“Let the records show that Lord Sandry has been chief of the Fire Brigade from shortly after the end of the Time of Yangin-Atep, and no other has a claim to more expertise,” Qirama intoned.

Aha, Sandry thought, and breathed easier. “Lord Regapisk had only four men, and I had no more to assign to him, so there would never have been time to clear that brush, to chop it and haul it away, for eight paces down or even four.

“So I ordered Lord Regapisk to go down the canyon four paces and start fires that would burn up to the road.”

“Four paces,” the Witness said. “But you said that would not be enough.”

“No, but it would be dangerous to go farther before starting the backfire,” Sandry said. “Go farther, the fire burns hotter; it would be moving fast enough to jump across the road. Go four paces down, let the fire burn out, then four more and do it again. But Lord Regapisk set those fires at least ten paces from the road, not the four I ordered. The fire jumped the road.”

“Who says this?” the Witness demanded.

“Strafreerit, Witnesses,” Wanshig said. “He was there and he saw it.”

Strafreerit’s head, neck, and arms were covered with clean gray cloth. Wanshig might have overdone that, covered clean skin, but Sandry saw blisters clearly under the edges. Strafreerit had been glaring hate at Lord Regapisk. He said, “We set the fires where Lord Regapisk told us to. The fire whirled up and caught us while we were still in the brush, held by the fire we’d set! We ran through it. I lived because I knew better than to breathe, but Glegron, he breathed fire.”

Lord Regapisk looked as if he had swallowed a toad. “Strafreerit is the one who told me to start it farther down!” he blurted.

Everyone turned to look at him. Now he’s done it, Sandry thought….

The Lord Witness was startled, then gravely amused. “Lord, were you under this Lordkin’s orders?”

As often before, Regapisk knew he was in trouble, he just didn’t understand what the problem was. “But it made sense! We all knew there wasn’t time to set fires twice. If we set the fires eight paces down, we’d get our backfire. Maybe it wouldn’t jump the road. It was our best chance. As for Glegron and Strafreerit and the others, what were they doing still in the brush? They had time to get out! They had time to help me!”

It was never Reggy’s fault. Sandry felt old rage closing off his throat. He would have helped Reggy if he could. But Reggy had lost control of his troops, his Lordkin, and he didn’t seem to know he’d admitted it. He faced the cold eyes of the Witnesses and waited for a cue.

“Wanshig of Serpent’s Walk, have you more testimony to be heard by this congregation?”

They listened to one of Wanshig’s kinless, a woman now homeless with four children. Two less agile kinless children had died in the flames. They heard the Serpent’s Walk Lordkin who lived among those kinless and enforced Wanshig’s orders against gathering there. They heard Wanshig testify to the value of the artisans who lived in those houses and how he had pledged to protect them from fire and theft to the best of his ability.

Which he did, Sandry thought. Even so, he’ll have lost a little of his reputation over this. And reputation is everything to a Lordkin chief.

They heard of the misunderstanding that led to a Bull Pizzle raid, and how the Pizzles had departed carrying their dead and wounded when they understood that the Lords were present and had granted protection. Qirama was skillful enough to get that and no more on record, but then Regapisk had to say something.

“Lord Sandry took my chariot!”

So that story came out. The Witnesses demanded of Sandry why he had taken Regapisk’s chariot by force. Sandry had no choice: he called Bonwess, the Pizzle boss this past year, and the Pizzle raider who had called for retreat. Both testified that the truce was holding, the misunderstanding had been adequately explained, until Lord Regapisk charged into a situation he knew nothing of, armed with three burned and exhausted Serpent men, five burned-out torches, and an overly sharp spear.

The sun was set before the gathering broke up.





Chapter Three
Aunt Shanda

 

Sandry woke in his own bed in his own house in Lordshills. Since he had become chief of the Fire Brigade, he usually stayed in an inn off Peacegiven Square, but yesterday had exhausted him, and after the Congregation of the Witnesses he’d had his men hitch fresh horses to his chariot and he rode home to bathe and sleep and be pampered by the servants….

The house was quiet, the only sounds some activities in the kitchen. Sandry’s mother was feeling her age and seldom left her suite on the east side of the house. She liked watching the sun come up. Sandry always went in to see her when he was in the house. She always knew who he was, but he didn’t think she knew very many of the others who visited her, even her old friends. She’d been that way since Sandry’s father died in a raging fury over some mistakes by the gardeners. His father had always been that way, in a rage one moment and then calm the next. It was one reason Sandry had learned early on to stay calm.

But a year ago Father had screamed at the gardeners, looked surprised at something, and fallen over. The Lordshills wizard hadn’t been able to revive him. Shortly after that, Sandry’s mother began her rapid decline.

Sandry’s rooms led directly out to the back courtyard and the fountains. He stripped and plunged into the pool. He swam ten laps with rapid strokes, then climbed out to do stretches and exercises. The new Lord’s wizard Tasquatamee had a young wife, Hela, who delighted in torturing people with new ways to sit and stand and twist, but he always felt better for it when he was done.

He heard giggles. “You’re good at that!”

He looked up to see his cousin Roni looking over the wall. Roni was fifteen�no, sixteen�years old. Her father was Mother’s brother. The thoughts came automatically to Sandry and always had. Lords thought about families.

When he was first assigned to build the Fire Brigade, it had shocked Sandry to find that the Lordkin often didn’t know who their fathers were and never talked about family relationships. Sandry knew the exact degree of relationship of everyone in Lordshills.

Roni and he were closely enough related that they could not marry without the consent of the Lord Chief Witness�and that permission would be granted in an instant if requested�and Roni knew that too. They’d talked about it when they were younger.

“Mother says you’re to come to tea this afternoon,” Roni said.

It wasn’t surprising that her mother knew he was at home this morning. Aunt Shanda knew everything. Of course as titular First Lady of Lordshills she was supposed to know everything. And she’d always taken a special interest in Sandry.

Sandry waved and climbed onto the small tower he’d had built by the pool so that he could see over the Lordshills wall. From there he had a good view of Tep’s Town. No smoke other than a few smudges from yesterday’s fires. There was no Devil Wind today, and fog covered the western part of what used to be called the Valley of Smokes before it became Tep’s Town.

“No fires,” Sandry said. “No big wind, so Wanshig can handle anything. Tell Aunt Shanda I’ll be pleased to join her for tea.” He hated to think what might have happened if the Devil Wind had still been blowing. Aunt Shanda didn’t like disobedience.

 

Tea was in the garden, so it was easy to be on time. When Roni was much younger, the gate between the two courtyards had been locked, but it hadn’t been for nearly two years. That thought had excited Sandry up until a year ago. It was a clear invitation. Sleep with Roni (when she’s of age, of course), marry quickly, and be heir to all of Aunt Shanda’s considerable holdings….

“You might say a few words before you wolf down everything in sight,” Aunt Shanda said.

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t eat much yesterday, and I got home too late for a real dinner, and�”

“They’re saying in the guardhall that you were a real hero,” Roni said. She had the usual banter in her voice. Sandry didn’t think she was in love with him�he was sure she was not in love with him�but she still acted possessively, teased him as a young wife might. Practicing, Sandry thought.

That had never bothered him until a year ago, when he had met Burning Tower.

“So what happened at Congregation that they got the Lord Chief Witness out of bed to read it?” Shanda asked.

Aha. Aunt Shanda never missed an opportunity to get him together with Cousin Roni, but she usually had other purposes in mind when she invited him to tea. So here was one thing she didn’t know. Yet. Quintana would tell her in due time. And Aunt Shanda would be pleased if she already knew….

“Regapisk mucked up bad,” Sandry said bluntly.

“You sound irked.”

“Yes, ma’am, irked I am,” Sandry said. “Three dead. Twenty houses burned. My reputation that I don’t quite have yet. Irked.”

“What did he do?”

And now he had to explain firebreaks and backfires, and Aunt Shanda would look at Roni, and Roni would ask questions, until both women understood as much as he did about the subject. Thorough, that’s Aunt Shanda. Thorough. And she’s damned well raised her daughter to be just like her.

Marriage to a girl like that could be frightening, but then all of the girls Sandry might marry seemed a bit intimidating. Burning Tower frightened him too, but she was different….

“And now you know about backfires, because you asked all the right questions,” Sandry said. “You don’t even notice yourselves doing it, do you? But Reggy can’t ever admit he doesn’t know something�” Worse than that, Sandry thought. “Reggy always knows more about it than you do, even if he never heard of it before.”

“So his men got caught in the fire,” Shanda said. “But what were they doing down there in the ravine with a fire coming?”

“Darkman’s Cup, Aunt Shanda,” but she still didn’t understand. “Last year, when Whandall Feathersnake and Morth of Atlantis made myth of Yangin-Atep,” Sandry said, “they had to lure the water sprite up to the Black Pit. It was chasing Morth, to drown him, but it wasn’t strong enough to get there, so they threw raw gold along its path to give it strength. It came up Darkman’s Cup. The gold dust will still be down in there. Reggy’s men burned off the brush so they could look for gold.”

Roni frowned. “Why would gold still be in there?”

“Disputed territory,” Sandry said. “Snakefeet think it’s their turf; the Bull Pizzles claim it too. Going in there to hunt would start a war. Maybe that’s what brought the Pizzle raiders this time, I don’t know. But Reggy’s men would know there might be gold down there, and here was their chance.”

“So it’s not Reggy’s fault?”

Sandry was just too tired to watch his mouth. “It’s every bit his fault. He’s a Lord. If he can’t control four Lordkin, he’s no business pretending he can. If he doesn’t understand a firebreak or a backfire, he can ask me! I was right there! He faked it, and I was harried…. I’m sorry, Aunt. I should have caught it. I know the fool.”

Aunt Shanda was looking grim. “We had to get him away from the docks,” she said.

“Yeah, he spends a lot of time with the mers,” Sandry said. He was bone tired, now that his hunger was abated. Reggy wasn’t any of his favorite people; he only knew what he heard in casual conversation. “I thought he liked it there, but Reggy said he wanted to join the Firemen.”

Shanda nodded, jaw set, eyes distant. Presently she said, “He’s been going to the docks since he was ten, but now he’s a Lord, he acts like he’s in charge, anywhere he goes. He gives orders to the longshoremen and the Water Rats and even the crews in port. Well, he’s a Lord! Sometimes they obey! Then the overseers and captains complain to us. The Lord Harbor Master had a word with Lord Quintana, you know.” Aunt Shanda’s voice deepened, and the consonants were a little sharper: ” ‘If I catch him down here again, I won’t care if he is Lady Shanda’s cousin. I weary of untangling lines he’s fouled. Get him away from me, Quintana, or I swear I’ll feed him to the crabs myself.’ Quintana’s a good mimic. Quintana talking to me, as if it were my fault. He wanted Reggy as far from the harbor as he could get. I said�” Shanda broke off.

“You sent him to Peacegiven Square,” Sandry guessed. “You wished him off on me. Three dead, twenty houses, and when they pay off Serpent’s Walk, we’ll be a thousand shells in the hole.”

Roni was looking at him in something like fear. Aunt Shanda’s jaw was set like a boulder. It began to dawn on Sandry that he’d said too much. But he was so damned tired, and there was still a lot to do. He poured more tea, and then gulped it.

Aunt Shanda looked up with a smile. Change of subject coming, Sandry thought, and he could guess what it was.

“Now that you’re out of the Younglords and have your own command and everything …” Shanda said.

She didn’t need to finish the sentence. It was time for him to think of marriage. He already had a house, now that his father was dead. And no one to manage it but a kinless overseer who had been his nurse.

“I’ve been busy setting up the Fire Brigade,” Sandry protested.

“Yes, dear, but it’s not as if you have to look far,” Shanda said. “Or go to great pains at courtship.”

That’s for damn sure, Sandry thought. Roni was busy watching the cat watching the fishpond, that little half-smile almost hidden. And in a minute Aunt Shanda would send Roni on an errand, and�“I know, Aunt Shanda. But this really is a difficult assignment, and�” Too late.

“And I’ve heard tales,” Aunt Shanda said. “Roni, please go get me a fresh lemon.”

“Yes, Mother.” Roni was gone in an instant.

“Now,” Shanda said. “What’s all this talk I hear of you pining after that half-Lordkin girl?”

For a moment he remembered. Long brown hair streaming behind her as she danced on a high wire. The flashing smile, her cheers during the battle with the Toronexti…. He caught himself. “I’m not pining.”

“No, certainly not,” Shanda said. “Do you think I didn’t see the two of you together when the caravan was here?”

“She’s Whandall Feathersnake’s daughter, and you tell everyone you’re an old friend of Whandall’s,” Sandry protested.

“Yes, she is Whandall’s daughter, and yes, he is an old friend, and you know I have no prejudices, none at all. But her mother is kinless! And her father is Lordkin! And you know as well as I do what that means here in Tep’s Town! How could you command the loyalty of Lordkin in the Fire Brigade if you married a girl with a kinless mother?”

At least, Sandry thought, at least she’s not hinting I ought to just keep her as a mistress. Not that I could. Whandall Feathersnake’s daughter? There wouldn’t be enough money to protect me from her brothers if I did that. I’d never be able to leave Lordshills. “Aunt Shanda, her father is Whandall Feathersnake! Even Wanshig boasts that Whandall’s his brother! Brother, right out loud, and him Lordkin! If I could�if I were fortunate enough to marry Burning Tower, I’d have more power than ever.”

“In Serpent’s Walk, dear. They’d still laugh at you everywhere else. And what of Roni?”

“Well,” he said, too reasonably, “let’s ask Roni.”

She backed off from that. “Well, we’ll see. And there are other girls if you don’t like Roni. It would be a good match for both of you, but I know she can be formidable. We can talk about other girls here in Lordshills. But I’m afraid you’ll have to forget that Feathersnake girl, Sandry. Just stop thinking about her. I remember when I was a little girl, I used to think Whandall might come back for me, but I got over that. You will too.”

Mercifully, Roni came back with lemons before Shanda could say anything else.





Chapter Four
Fear and Foes

 

The inn at Peacegiven Square was beginning to seem like home. Sandry spent enough time there that he took a permanent room for himself and another for Chalker.

Chalker was something between a valet and a tutor. He had been a retired Peacevoice of the Lordsmen as long as Sandry could remember. After he retired he worked as valet to Sandry’s father, but as he got older, he became Sandry’s bodyguard, not that the children of Lords much needed bodyguards. That was an honorable position for a retired soldier.

Chalker had been born in Condigeo, or Blackmouth Bay, or Big Rock, depending on which version of his life story you believed. Certainly he had come to the harbor as a young man, married a local kinless girl, and joined the Lordsmen as a recruit while Sandry’s father was a Younglord. Chalker’s wife was long dead, and his own children were grown, gone to sea and never returned, and it seemed a kindness to let him continue in Sandry’s service. What else would the old man do? Not that he seemed old, except late in the evenings, and not always then.

Breakfast at the Firesale Inn ran to the elaborate. It started as a tearoom the year before when Whandall Feathersnake’s caravan set up market in the square, and then quickly grew to a full-size inn and restaurant, mostly inside but with three tables under a canopy facing on the square itself. Sandry sat at a table there when weather permitted.

The Feathersnake market had been out in the square. Just over to his right, they’d set up the poles for the tightwire, and Burning Tower had climbed up there to dance in a revealing green-and-orange costume made mostly of feathers. Her feet and ankles had been bare.

His reverie was interrupted by breakfast. There was a pretty kinless girl as breakfast waitress, but Chalker insisted on bringing Sandry’s eggs on a toasted muffin, and a cup of dark tea he’d made himself.

Sandry sipped hot tea and smiled. “Thank you, Chalker.”

“Welcome, sir. It’s a good morning.”

Which in fact it was. The sun had been up about two hours, and there was activity on the square. Kinless sweepers. A kinless artisan and his son were tinkering with the central fountain and muttering either curses or invocations when the flow didn’t increase. A clothing shop next door was opening under the protection of a Lordkin guard.

“The Lordkin don’t gather here now,” Chalker said. “Like the old days. Maybe better, some ways.”

Sandry automatically translated gather into steal. “Tell me about the old days.”

“Well, there’s old days and really old days,” Chalker said. “Old days is before that year when they had two Burnings and the whole square and a lot more burned down.”

Sandry nodded. He’d been about ten when that happened, and he’d heard the story often. The Lords had bought dragon bones in a cold iron box. Manna to power rain spells, Aunt Shanda said. And when they opened the box here in Peacegiven Square, the Lordkin went mad. A dozen were possessed of Yangin-Atep, and a dozen more thought they were or pretended to be. Fire and madness everywhere, and when it was done, Peacegiven Square and everything around it was ashes and soot, wooden aqueducts burned, nothing left. It wasn’t safe around here after that. Guardsmen patrolled in threes, foursomes even.

” ‘Fore that, there was stores here, and the Registry Office was twice the size of the new one,” Chalker said. “Heard you were going to expand that?”

Sandry nodded. “You hear more than I do.” Which was true. Peacevoice Hall rang with rumors, and the senior troop leaders always knew what was going on, more than the Lords and Younglords who were their officers. Everyone knew that.

“Maybe,” Chalker admitted. “Hear tell they’ll start just after the caravan comes. If it comes.”

“If it comes?”

“Late, isn’t it, sir? I believe that Feathersnake Wagonmaster said they’d be back before the Devil Winds came.”

True enough, Sandry thought. But they’ll come! She said they would. “How is it better now?”

“Less fighting,” Chalker said. ” ‘Fore we had that Two Burnings year, there was more disputes over who controlled what. Nothing really settled. After everything burned down, nobody cared, of course, but before that, this was valuable territory, and every Lordkin wanted to gather here. Took a lot of guarding to make it safe.” Chalker looked around the Square. “Now, that Wanshig chap has things under control. Nobody gathers here, and the kinless can get on with their work.”

A wagon came across the square. A kinless trash collector. But the two kinless ponies pulling it were larger than Sandry remembered. “Are those things growing?” he asked.

Chalker nodded. “Yes, sir. They tell me it’s the magic coming back.”

“You say that with a straight face.”

“Well, sir, we both know magic works,” Chalker said. “Sometimes.”

“Dangerous, though,” Sandry mused. Dangerous enough that for a long time, there wasn’t any magic in Lordshills. The Lords had paid wizards to cast some kind of spell that used it up, or so Aunt Shanda said. But they hadn’t done that for years.

Magic never came back. It was a basic truth known to wizards and common folk alike: when magic is used up, it’s gone. But magic was coming back to Lordshills. The pond fish were showing wild colors, and Lord Quintana’s big table map now updated itself: it showed tiny changes to match the tides and the water in the rivers, smudges of soot to mark the smoke of fires.

Where was it coming from? Dust blown from other lands? Rain? Certain objects could be made to carry manna; there was a growing trade in such talismans. Maybe new manna rode the fumes that bubbled up from the Black Pit. Anyone who saw the tar pits would know they held magic, evil magic. The pits held a god turned myth.

“And the old, old days?” Sandry asked.

Chalker smiled in a way that older people often did when they remembered times long past. “This place was alive then,” Chalker said. “Big bonfires to Yangin-Atep, and they’d play at a Burning, but about half the time it was a setup, a block of houses used as junkyards for a year or two. Made good stories for the tellers! Matter of fact, that’s what brought me here, the tellers talking about the Burnings. Sounded like fun. Only I couldn’t get in on any of that�only Lordkin allowed. So I joined up with the Lordsmen.”

And you’ve been one ever since, Sandry thought. “Did you like that?”

“Not at first,” Chalker said cheerfully.

“Sit down; have some tea.” Sandry said.

“Thank you, Lord, but I think not.” He grinned faintly. “Wouldn’t do for me to get too friendly. Way it is, them Lordkin see somebody like me takes orders from you, it makes it easier for them to work for you. With you,” Chalker corrected himself. “No, I didn’t like it at first, but the job grows on you. Did on me, anyway. I was Samorty’s batman his last year as a Younglord, and I liked him. Mostly I worked with good officers. Like your father. He didn’t turn out in armor every time it was his watch like Samorty did, and he had a temper, he did, but he was a good man, worried about his men. If he made a mistake when he was mad at you, he’d admit it later, and make amends. I’d have followed him anywhere.” Chalker filled Sandry’s cup with fresh tea. It smelled of sage, with only a tiny hint of hemp. “And you stop worrying about that Lord Regapisk. Nothing you could do, and he didn’t get nothing he didn’t deserve.”

Sandry guessed that both those statements were probably true, but it bothered him anyway. The Council meeting hadn’t seemed like a trial, not at first. Just hours of “Reggy stories,” as Sandry thought of them. Everybody seemed to have one …

“Fish have parasites, see,” the Harbormaster said. Inviting him to testify was Reggy’s doom, right there. “We work a spell to persuade them to crawl out of the fish, and then we wait a few hours … but Younglord Regapisk, he came to get his fish, and he was in a hurry. He just told his men to pile them in his cart, and he went. Lord Warrand, you remember what happened? But it could have been worse.”

“All I know is my cook was screaming. She made me go down to the harbor myself and find you. The cart was crawling with what came out of those fish. See what you mean, though. If Reggy’d got there before the spells were spoke, those worms would have been still in the fish. What would they have done to us?”

Reggy stories. Sandry didn’t tell the one about him and Reggy and the mirror, he didn’t dare, but that was as funny as any he heard. Reggy and the mer people. Then suddenly this wasn’t an informal meeting at all but a Congregation of Lords Witness to Decide in the Matter of Certain Complaints Lodged against Lord Regapisk, and they’d come down hard. Harder than Reggy deserved? It cost Sandry a night’s sleep, and cost Regapisk much more, but there was no help for it. A Lord had obligations.

“Nothing he didn’t deserve,” Chalker repeated. “Here, have some more tea.”

 

“Fear! Fear and foes!”

The shout rang out across the square. “Fear and foes! Alarm!” There was a clatter of hooves. Sandry’s tea splashed over his wrist.

The Lordkin guard who protected the inn looked up, startled. The kinless owners rushed to gather up anything valuable and get it inside.

“Fear and foes! Alarm!” A chariot raced into Peacegiven Square.

“From the north road, Lord Sandry,” Chalker said. “That’s Younglord Maydreo.”

“Right.” Sandry leaped to his feet. “Fullerman! Turn out the guard! Maydreo, stop! Report!”

Maydreo reined in. “Can’t stop, My Lord! The border station has been attacked. Have to warn Lordstown and Lordshills.”

Now Sandry could see that the frothy sweat on the righthand horse in Maydreo’s team had a pink tinge, with some bright red spots. And there was blood trickling down Maydreo’s forehead.

“How many?” Sandry demanded.

“And how armed, Younglord?” Chalker asked from behind him. “Your pardon, Lord Sandry.”

Pardon, hell�I should have thought of it. “And how armed?”

Maydreo was babbling. “Monsters, a dozen of them, monsters. Two-legged, not men, bigger than men. Teeth and spears. Three men down, maybe more. Bordermaster Waterman and his collectors are barricaded inside the tollhouse. I have to go, My Lord. We have to turn out the guard and close the gates to Lordshills.”

“Get hold of yourself, Younglord,” Chalker said. He kept his voice low and calm. “Doesn’t do to let the Lordkin see you’re scared.”

“Right,” Sandry said. “All right, go warn the town. Take it easy on those horses! They won’t last if you run them as fast as you came here. No more than a trot, Younglord, or you will never get there. Do you understand that?”

“Yes�yes, sir.”

“Good. Hold them to a trot all the way to the Black Pit relay station, and get a fresh team there. We’ll see what we can do here. If there’s only a dozen�”

“Only twelve,” Maydreo said. “But they aren’t men.” He managed to keep his voice down. “Bigger than men. Swords grow out of their hands! And watch out�the horses can’t stand them. All our horses panicked.”

“How many chasing you?” Sandry asked.

“Seven, I think. The rest are still up there. After Waterman. And the caravan.”

“Caravan? What caravan?” Sandry demanded.

“Feathersnake caravan. Didn’t I tell you? My Lord, I have to go warn the town.” He flicked the reins, and his chariot clattered off toward Sanvin Street, the horses at a run. After a moment, he halted them, then resumed at a trot.

The Feathersnake caravan! They were here, and would Burning Tower be with them? She said she was coming back. Sandry felt a warm glow over his whole body. Burning Tower. Maybe she was here, right now! “We have to go help Waterman and the caravan,” Sandry said.

“First things first,” Chalker said, “My Lord.”

Chalker was right, of course. This was his territory, his responsibility. To protect it from fire, he thought. Monsters aren’t a fire. But it’s still my territory.

There was commotion in the stables behind, and Sandry knew Peacevoice Fullerman was getting the chariot ready and his men in armor. Only seven enemies coming here, Sandry thought. And he had a chariot and a dozen Lordsmen. How bad can that be? “Chalker, what do you make of that? Swords growing out of their hands?”

“New kind of armor, sir? Big men, good armor? I remember when that Arshur came to the city, a dozen like him in full armor would have panicked me. Maybe that’s it…. What the devil is that?”

Someone was ringing a bell. The Peacegiven Square fire bell, one ring, then three. Dibantot. The Lordkin who lived here to protect the Firesale Inn. He had climbed up onto the platform under the bell and was ringing it. Bong! Pause. Bong! Bong! Bong! Three alarm fire at Station One, which was Peacegiven Square. But there wasn’t any fire here!

But what harm would it do? Sandry thought. Maybe do some good. Couldn’t hurt to have some armed Lordkin, at least ones who’d listen. Better the Fire Brigade than anyone else. When they get here, I can go see about Bordermaster Waterman�he’ll need help. And the caravan…

 

There was a flash of green and orange at the north end of the square. The kinless artisan who’d been working on the fountain looked up the road and screamed in terror. He pushed his boy up onto the fountain. “Climb! Climb to the top!” Then he ran across the square toward Sandry. “My Lord, My Lord, save my son, save me!”

And five monsters burst into the square. Two kinless were in their way. A flash of green, and the monsters didn’t even slow down, the kinless were dead and trampled. The five came on, five abreast, blood dripping from their arms. One monster had a spear in its side, but that didn’t seem to bother it.

And swords grew out of their arms. It was true.

“Yangin’s pizzle! I never saw anything like that!” Peacevoice Fullerman shouted. “Form up, form up! Lock armor, lads! Lord Sandry! What do we do?” He ran up leading Sandry’s chariot. He’d hitched up Blaze and Boots, a stallion and a gelding, both big horses, Sandry’s favorites if there was trouble, but the horses were already rearing at the sight of the monsters and the smell of blood.

“Hold on, good boys,” Sandry said soothingly. He leaped onto the chariot. Chalker jumped in beside him. The kinless artisan was right in the path of the monsters.

Birds! They were birds!

They were feathered birds the size of a big pony, armed with blades where a bird has wings, and a beak big enough to swallow a prize hog. A beak full of teeth. The horses panicked, tried to turn away. Sandry wrestled with the reins, hauled them around by main force, and shouted. “Go! Go, you beauties!”

Training held. The horses darted forward toward the running kinless. Sandry brought the chariot as close to the man as he dared, hoping Chalker could handle the situation. Chalker was old, but he wasn’t weak. And there wasn’t anything else to do. Sandry hauled back on the reins, slowing the horses and causing them to rear.

“Inside, inside, man�get in!” Chalker was shouting.

Sandry felt someone beside him. “Go!” he shouted. They clattered back across the square to the assembled troopers. “Off!”

The kinless man leaped off, shouting thanks and begging them to help his son.

Son.

The boy was high up on the fountain, and the bird monsters weren’t paying him any attention. The boy was safe enough. The birds wanted something else. They wanted Sandry.

Or�

“They’re after the horses!” Sandry shouted. And they could run as fast as horses too. Maybe not quite. These were fresh horses�panicked but fresh. Maybe� “Go!” Sandry shouted. He led the monsters away from the inn, across the square. They followed. At the far edge, Sandry turned, rode north again. The birds followed. I’ll lead them back up the road, back to the border station, Sandry thought. Only he couldn’t. The north road was cluttered with people trying to tend to the fallen. For a moment Sandry cursed them for being in his way, but that was unfair; the wounded needed attention.

He rode straight past the north road to the opposite edge of Peacegiven Square and turned again. The monsters followed, five of them, their beady eyes fixed on the chariot. Now, Sandry thought. He led them down the square and past the formed-up troopers.

“Throw!” Chalker shouted as they rode by.

“Stand ready! Aim! Throw!” Peacevoice Fullerman shouted. Spears arced out toward the monsters. Three penetrated the lead bird, and it stumbled.

“Throw!”

Another barrage of spears, and that would be all of them. Fullerman shouted to the knot of kinless huddled behind the shield wall. “Get me spears! There’s more in the barracks! Steady, lads, don’t break ranks! You, innkeeper�get me spears!”

The pretty kinless waitress was the first to understand. She rushed toward the lean-to Fullerman’s troops used as a barracks.

“Hurry, lass!”

Her hair bounced as she ran. A pretty picture. “We live through this, she’ll make a soldier’s wife!” Chalker shouted.

There wasn’t going to be time. The birds had followed Sandry’s chariot, but when the lead bird stumbled, they turned back toward their tormentors. The Lordsmen drew swords, but without spears they weren’t going to be able to hold that shield wall and still fight. The birds would tear through or around the line and be among the kinless�

Dibantot screamed curses and leaped off the fire bell platform. He ran toward the downed bird, still shouting, and hacked at it with his big Lordkin knife. The monster fell in a shower of blood.

Now the others had seen Dibantot. They turned away from Fullerman’s line and charged. Dibantot looked around, saw there was nowhere to go, and took a fighting stance. He shouted defiance, a Lordkin to the last, but he never had a chance. He hacked at one and then he was down, speared with those great swords the birds wore in place of wings, his body torn by kicks from their clawed feet. They turned toward Fullerman’s group. The pretty waitress and the innkeeper were handing out spears.

“Hold steady, lads! Get behind us, Miss!” Fullerman shouted. “Squad, kneel! Ground your spear butts!”

Training again, Sandry thought. Training. The guardsmen knelt, shields still locked, spear butts to the ground and points held ahead of them. The birds charged. One man screamed in terror and left his post, running away. The others held, and one of the birds impaled itself on a spear. It ran right up the length of the spear to strike down the man who held it. The other three broke past the Lordsmen to pursue the running guard. One leaped onto the man’s back, and he was down, torn apart by kicking feet. The birds turned again.

All of the Lordsmen were busy finishing off the impaled bird. Two more men were down, but they seemed to be moving.

Sandry wheeled the chariot and charged at the birds. “Be ready!”

“Sir!” Chalker said. He hefted a throwing spear. “Ready, sir.”

“Now!”

Sandry wheeled the chariot to the left so that Chalker was facing the birds. “Away!” Chalker shouted.

“Go!” The horses had no problems with that order. “Go, Blaze! Go,

you beauties!”

“Pulling away,” Chalker said. He took another spear from the rack. “One’s not running very well.”

“Need another chariot out here,” Sandry said.

“Firegod’s piss, we need twenty!” Chalker said, but there was a lilt to his voice.

He loves this, Sandry thought. Come to that, so do I! Hoofbeats on the square, wind in my face, and a monster chasing behind. Fighting fires is important work, but I was born for this!

Wheel again. Lead them around the square. Hope Fullerman has the troops formed up and ready again. He could spare a moment to look. The innkeeper and his waitress daughter were carrying the wounded inside. Fullerman had the remaining troops formed and ready. Everything was all right. “We’ll take a run past Fullerman’s troop.”

“Make ready to throw!” Chalker shouted.

“Make ready. Steady lads, hold on. Ready now�throw!” Fullerman ordered.

There was a cheer from the guards, but Sandry couldn’t look back. The horses were flecked with foam now, and they were harder to control. “Steady, Blaze. Steady, Boots.” Horses liked to hear their names, and to hear a calm voice from a human. “Steady, you beauties.”

“Another one down,” Chalker said. “Two left, one’s wounded, and all that running has slowed them a bit.”

“About time,” Sandry said. “Okay, what?”

“Turn up ahead, and slow down. I’ll throw the last spear. When I throw, move again, sir.”

“Right. Good tactics.” Maybe he knows what these things are? “Turning. Slow, slow, you beauties, slow.”

The horses didn’t want to slow to a trot. They wanted to run flat out. It was all Sandry could do to slow them.

“I’m ready�here it goes. Go, sir.”

The horses leaped ahead without waiting for orders. They could sense the urgency in Chalker’s voice.

“Got him!” Chalker shouted. “And here come the Lordkin! They’re on the wounded one! Hacking him up!”

“Where’s the last one?”

“About twenty feet behind us, sir.”

“Get a rope out.”

“Sir?”

“Rope. I’m going to wheel. Try to lasso it.”

“Don’t know how.”

“Blast. Me either,” Sandry said. But I thought you knew everything! He continued to lead the remaining bird in a wide loop. “What are the Lordkin doing?”

“Distracting the bird,” Chalker reported. “You can look back.”

Sandry slowed the horses to a walk and looked behind him. The Lordkin were challenging the bird.

“We need it alive!” Sandry shouted. No one listened. These were Lordkin. Ah. There was Ilthern, some kind of relative to Wanshig, young but clearly a leader. “Ilthern! As a great favor, we need that one alive!” Sandry shouted. “We’ll pay a bonus.”

That got some attention. One Lordkin stripped off his shirt and waved it at the bird.

“It’s confused, I think,” Chalker said. “Too many targets. I don’t think them things are any too smart.”

Maybe it will chase us until it’s exhausted, Sandry thought. He wheeled again and dashed past the bird. The sight of the horses set it off toward them, but faster than before, and Sandry had to let the horses run to pull away from it.

“Sir, I can lay the rope in a loop out behind us. When it steps in, you go. It’s falling behind, it’s not as fast as it was. Tiring out, I think.”

I hope so, Sandry thought, as he watched the buildings of the square flash past. The horses are tired, but they’ve still got some spunk. “Okay. Get ready. Tell me when to stop.”

“Got the rope…. Got a loop…. Okay, sir, anytime.”

“Whoa!”

The horses were startled. Stop? Here? But he hauled on the reins, and they slowed, stopped, quivering.

“Laid out. Move at a walk; I’ll lay out line. Here it comes.”

Sandry wanted to look back, but it was better to look where he was going� He felt Chalker jerk hard on the rope. “Got him! Ride!”

“At a trot,” Sandry called to the horses in as calm a voice as he could manage. “Trot. Go.” He kept light pressure on the reins to keep the horses from pulling too hard.

“It’s down, sir.”

Sandry turned hard left, whipping around in a circle. “Wrap him up.”

“Doing that. Here come the Lordkin.”

“We want it alive!” Sandry shouted. Now he could look. The beast was down.

The Lordkin stood back, then one ran in and threw his shirt over the bird’s head. Another came up to do the same and was slashed by one of those wing-spears. He fell back, cursing.

“There’s Chief Wanshig,” Chalker said carefully. Then he shouted, “Yes, sir!” and leaped out of the chariot with another rope. Chalker ran up to throw the rope over the beast’s neck, then hauled in the direction opposite the chariot. “Chief Wanshig, if some of your laddies could help here?” Chalker shouted.

Wanshig laughed and came over to take hold of the rope. A half dozen others joined him.

The bird was trapped. And now, Sandry thought, all I need is a cage to put it in.





Chapter Five
Wagon Train

 

“Maydreo said seven more coming,” Sandry said. “Only five got here.”

“Yes, sir. Maybe they went back to the border station.”

“Waterman’s in trouble,” Sandry said. “And there’s a caravan. A Feathersnake caravan.”

“Yes, sir,” Chalker said. “I understand, we have to look into all that. But you better let Fullerman change horses first. You’ll need fresh. No point in going until you get them.”

Which was true enough. The sudden spurts of flat out running had tired the horses quickly. Better to have new. “See to that, and load up with spears,” Sandry said. “And have Fullerman choose us a good spearman to ride up with us.”

“Right.” Chalker led the chariot toward the stables behind the inn, where the soldiers were clustered around the innkeeper’s smiling daughter.

“And hurry!”

 

The square was alive with people. Kinless stood in knots, watchfully eyeing the Lordkin, but speaking in agitated tones. When Sandry came near any of them, they cheered. Some were even cheering for the Lordkin Fire Brigade.

The fountain artisan was talking to Wanshig. “Your men, Lord Wanshig�” He glanced hastily at Sandry, who pretended he hadn’t heard. “They saved my boy�I saw them. That man waved his shirt when the beast was running toward the fountain. Ask anything. A new fountain for your meetinghouse? We will build it for you!”

Wanshig looked amused, but he nodded. “Thank you, Master Artisan. We accept.” He turned to acknowledge Sandry. “Lord Sandry.”

“Chief Wanshig. Your men have earned a bonus.”

“Lost four,” Wanshig said. “And two more will be out for months. Lord Sandry, what were those things? I never saw anything like them.”

“Me either,” Sandry said, but then he stopped. Actually, he thought, I have. Burning Tower was wearing a costume made out of feathers like those when she did her high-rope act. The wagon people must know what those things are.

Wagon train. There were seven more of those birds, and the wagon train was in danger. “What’s keeping those fresh horses?” Sandry shouted. “Peacevoice Fullerman, if you please….”

 

The road north to the border was strewn with bodies. The creatures had killed at least a dozen kinless. Further north a kinless woman hugged two children, while a teenage kinless laid a blanket over a body.

“Lordkin,” Chalker said. He pointed to the dead man.

“We’ll have to tell Chief Wanshig,” Sandry said.

“Not one of his,” Chalker said. “Flower Market, I’d say. What you think, Yiler?”

The borrowed spearman sucked his teeth. “Yeah, reckon so from the tattoos, but you don’t expect to see Flower Market Lordkin killed protecting kinless.”

“You reckon he was doing that?” Chalker asked.

“Had to. Why else would that kinless kid be covering him?”

“Is it unusual for Lordkin to protect kinless?” Sandry asked.

“Used to be you never saw that, but lately it happens in Serpent’s Walk,” Yiler said. “But Flower Market is different�”

“Trouble ahead, sir,” Chalker said.

A cluster of Lordkin surrounded a monster. One of its legs was gone at the knee, but the bird seemed able to stand and even to hop forward. Whenever it did, Lordkin would attack it from behind, rushing forward to chop at its remaining leg. Sandry didn’t recognize any of the Lordkin, but they seemed to have the situation in hand.

“That’s the missing two,” Chalker said.

“Two?”

“Yes, sir. One of them Lordkin was standing on a dead one.”

“Oh. All right�if Maydreo counted right, there’s five left.” And, he didn’t say, just us to deal with them. Peacevoice Fullerman would be marching up the road, but only about half of his troopers were effective. Two troopers dead, three wounded. “Let the Lordkin deal with that one, then. How many troops at the border station?” Sandry asked.

Chalker shouted through clenched teeth. It was hard to talk as the chariot jolted over the rutted road. “Standard group if they didn’t send for more when they heard a caravan was coming.”

“Would they?”

“Being it’s Feathersnake, probably not,” Chalker shouted.

Sandry nodded to himself. That made sense. The border post collected taxes, but it was a welcoming committee too, now that there was actually traffic on the old forest road. Before Yangin-Atep went mythical, the forest fought back against traffic, and the Toronexti who’d held the border station were Lordkin. Lordkin had been no more willing to work at keeping the road open than to work at anything else. There hadn’t been real traffic for generations. But the Toronexti were gone, and Master Peacevoice Waterman had become Bordermaster Waterman and would be learning his duties as he went along. Keep the roads open, keep the streams clean and fresh, store plenty of fodder for the beasts. Serve good meals, dishes they wouldn’t have found out on the Hemp Road. Don’t drive the caravans away�we need the business. Don’t gouge on taxes, make this a safe place to stop, and have lots of kinless ready to do any services needed at reasonable prices. Welcome to Tep’s Town and Lordshills.

Beyond the tollhouse was a long, narrow road winding north and west through the forest and out to the main north-south trade route. Sandry remembered that Burning Tower called it the Hemp Road. He could still hear her voice. But that wasn’t quite it. The section here was called the Hemp Road, but that was part of a greater road stretching far to the north and south, farther than Tower or any of the Bison clan had ever traveled.

The road connecting Tep’s Town to the Hemp Road was already known as the Greenway. Between the creepers and the muddy stream crossings nothing traveled fast on the Greenway. Nothing could sneak up on the border post, so there wasn’t any reason to keep a lot of expensive troopers out there. The whole Lordsmen army could come to the tollhouse at need. Otherwise, it was sufficient to have enough troops to keep order, a Younglord messenger, kinless stable hands, and some kinless foresters to keep the road clear of vines.

It had all made sense when his uncle explained it to him. But nobody expected monsters! Sandry’s whole heart wanted to ride like the wind. But racing ahead would mean getting there with tired horses, and those birds were fast. Sandry took a deep breath and tried to look calm, but he couldn’t get rid of the metallic taste of fear in his throat.

 

They rounded a bend in the road, and there was the border station, a brick two-story building with a rail fence corral and brick-walled courtyard, paved road for a couple of hundred feet on each side of the gate. It looked neat and clean, as it was supposed to, but there were signs of a fight: torn bloody clothing near the main entrance, a green-and-orange heap in the center of the courtyard. Dead bird, Sandry thought. Waterman got one.

Someone shouted, and a moment later Waterman came to the upper window opening. His head was bandaged and his left arm was in a sling. Bordermaster Waterman was a decade younger than Chalker, but just now he looked older. “Careful, my Lord Sandry,” Waterman shouted. “There’s a whole bunch of them things left!”

“How many did you kill?”

“One, sir, and the Feathersnake guards got one.”

“Three left, then,” Sandry said. “Assuming there were a dozen to start.”

“Hoo!” Waterman sounded impressed for the first time that Sandry could remember. “You killed seven of them things? Hoo-haw!”

“Not just me,” Sandry said. “The Lordkin got a couple, and I had Fullerman’s troops to help. Where are the monsters now?”

Waterman shrugged. “They was here a few minutes ago. They smell those horses, they’ll be back. Seems like they really have it in for horses.”

“Where’s the caravan?”

“Just ahead, sir, on the road up around the bend. You can’t miss it.”

“How many effectives do you have, Bordermaster?”

“Three, sir. And no more spears.”

Sandry nodded. First things first, then. He wheeled the chariot toward the dead bird. Two spears stuck out of it, and another lay on the ground nearby. Sandry gestured, and Yiler leaped down to gather the spears. As he did, the dead bird convulsed, and its beak fastened onto Yiler’s leg.

Chalker leaped down with a curse and ran a spear through the bird’s neck. The beak opened and the head flopped over. Yiler drew his sword and hacked at it again and again.

“You can stand on that; you ain’t too bad off,” Chalker said. “But I think we let him deliver them spears to the toll house, Lord Sandry. He’s bleeding.”

“Right.” Another lesson learned. Just because the birds looked long dead didn’t mean they were. Take Yiler and the spears back to the tollhouse. Stand ready while they open the barred door and let Yiler in. Do I want another spearman, one of Waterman’s people? Nobody seemed to be volunteering, and Sandry didn’t know any of the troopers except Waterman. “Just you and me again, Chalker.”

Chalker grinned narrowly. “Yes, sir.”

 

They saw the birds before they rounded the bend. All three of them, running back and forth. Then the caravan became visible, a circle of wagons. Big rectangular wagons with high wooden sides and gray tentcloth roofs, drawn into a tight circle with little space between them. Men with slings stood on the wagon seats, and men and women with long spears crouched between the wagon wheels among sturdy wooden boxes that exactly fit the empty spaces. Inside the wagon circle was a circle of hairy beasts, shaggy with big horns. They stood in a solid ring, their horns out. Bison. Sandry had never seen one before the first Feathersnake caravan came to Tep’s Town. He still wasn’t sure he believed they were domesticated animals.

There were horses inside the bison circle. No, Sandry corrected himself, not horses. They’d be kinless ponies if they weren’t so big! And they had horns growing out of their foreheads. Boneheads, one-horns. Some of the seaman traders had stories about one-horns. Could they be true? Everyone said they were true.

“They see us!” Chalker shouted.

The birds were coming.

“It’s the horses,” Sandry said. “They want to kill the horses. Ruby! Steady there!” Ruby and Rose, two mares, not as fast as the stallion and gelding team he’d had in Peacegiven Square. “This is going to be tricky,” Sandry said. “Keep an eye out to the caravan. See if there’s going to be any help there.”

“Looks like they’ve got a gate and people ready to open it,” Chalker said. “We could run inside.”

“And be trapped like they are,” Sandry said. “Maybe when the horses tire. The birds have been running; they can’t be all that fresh�”

“They look fresh enough to me!”

They did. The birds were coming fast now. Sandry wheeled the horses. Lead them up the road, get them close to Waterman’s tollhouse. Lead them to the spears�

“They’ve opened that gate!” Chalker shouted. “Something’s coming out. Something, somebody.”

Sandry didn’t dare look. The road was none too straight, and the birds were getting closer, and the mares were terrified�

“It’s a girl, riding one of them boneheads,” Chalker shouted.

Now Sandry had to look behind. It was Tower, Burning Tower, long hair tied behind her, trousered legs astride a white stallion with a gleaming horn, her perfect feet bare and appealing as always. She was shouting in a language Sandry didn’t know.

And that got their attention! The birds wheeled, abandoning the chase to turn after Tower. Not too bright, easily distracted, Sandry thought. Remember that�they run for the nearest victim. And they were running after Burning Tower!

“Whoa! Turn! Gee! Gee!” Sandry shouted. He wheeled the horses to the right. “After ‘em! Chalker!”

“Ready, My Lord!”

He pushed thoughts of the girl from his mind. Steady, Sandry thought. Steady. He pulled up close to a bird. It started to turn, and Chalker thrust the spear directly into its chest just where the neck came out. The bird leaped and Chalker let go.

“That’s one,” Chalker said with satisfaction.

The bird ran on, squawking horribly, blood gushing out around the spear. Chalker held on with one hand and worried a spear out of the spear pod with the other. “Ready, sir!” Chalker shouted.

Sandry stole a glance. Chalker might be ready, but he was tired, gray, breathing hard, and no wonder. I should have got another spearman from Waterman. I should have.

“Pull up on him,” Chalker said. “Little closer, sir�”

“Heay!” Sandry flicked the reins. “Go!”

A spurt of speed, and Chalker thrust at the bird. The spear went home, and the bird dropped, pulling Chalker out of the chariot and onto the ground. He made a loud thud! as he fell heavily to the ground beside his victim. The bird flopped around, spurred feet kicking, toothed beak opening and closing, and Sandry had to look to his driving.

The last bird was closing on Tower and her mount. She led it directly toward the wagons. At the last moment, she turned the pony and leaped from its back onto the wagons. The one-horn put on more speed …

And the bird crashed against a wagon. As it did, a dozen stones flew. Some hit it. A wagoneer, big, big as a Lordkin, leaped off the wagon. Another, smaller, jumped down waving a blanket. They spread out, taunting the bird. It turned toward the smaller one with the blanket.

Sandry urged the horses forward. They didn’t want to close with the bird. “Can’t blame you,” Sandry said through his teeth. “On! On, ladies!”

The wagoneer threw his blanket. It settled over the bird’s head. The big one�Green Stone, that was his name, Tower’s brother, Sandry remembered. Big, big as a Lordkin. And nearly as strong. He had a big knife, like the Lordkin knives but better made, sharp, and he swung it at the bird just as Sandry’s chariot reached the scene. Sandry hurled a short spear into the bird, but it wasn’t needed. It was down.

He looked back. Chalker was limping, but he was upright, and that bird wasn’t.

Down. All down.

And there was Burning Tower. Here. And she’d been riding a one-horn, and everyone knew what that meant. Sandry was ready to cheer.





Chapter Six
Twisted Cloud

 

Welcome,” Green Stone said. “We have not set up facilities for receiving guests, but we freely share what we do have.”

It sounded like a formal speech. Was that because Green Stone was speaking in the Lordkin dialect of Tep’s Town? He’d have learned that from his father, but it could hardly be the language he used most. There’d be no need for that along the Hemp Road. But there was more to it than that. Someone had told Sandry that hospitality offered was a big deal to the wagon people.

“Come in, come in!” Burning Tower was jumping excitedly, chattering. “It’s good to see you! I told you we’d be back. Did you come to meet us? Did they tell you I was here?”

She was wearing a leather skirt over the leggings she’d worn when she rode. It was tattooed leather, painted over with suns and tents and wagons and exotic birds, all painted in colors, far too fine a garment to be worn fighting. Sandry was certain she couldn’t have been wearing that when he first saw her. Her long brown hair was flowing free now. Brown, but it flashed red in the sun when she turned. She’d had it in a queue when she was riding. She was wearing soft leather slippers, beaded with tiny shells, over her perfect feet.

“You are a gracious host, Wagonmaster,” Sandry said. “We will return your hospitality as soon as feasible, and all is ready for you at Peacegiven Square. Or�well, it’s not my place to invite you, but I’m sure that if you would care to bring your caravan farther toward the harbor, we can find accommodations nearer Lordshills. Tower, it is great to see you!” He knew he was grinning like a fool. “I was hoping you would come, we waited, but then we thought you would not be here this year, the caravan was late. And I didn’t know you were here, I learned that when I learned the monsters were attacking, then I came as quickly as I could, it is great to see you�”

Green Stone looked from Sandry to his sister and back again and sighed. “We were late because this is the fourth attack of terror birds we’ve had to fight off, Younglord Sandry.”

“Lord,” Chalker said carefully. “Your pardon, Wagonmaster. Lord Sandry has been made a Lord since you were here last. He is chief of the Fire Brigades.”

“Oh, good!” Burning Tower said. “Was it the battle with the Toronexti? You were wonderful then!”

“You were too,” Sandry said. She was glad to see him! Really! “You burning the old charter, that’s what won the war.”

“Are the terror birds all defeated?” Green Stone asked.

Sandry nodded. “As far as I know, there were twelve. Eleven are dead and one is in a cage. Do you think there were more?”

“No, that’s more than we counted,” Green Stone said. He ushered them toward a place in the shade, where carpets had been spread to sit on and a fire blazed in a big ceramic bowl. There was a tea kettle on the fire.

The wagoneers clustered around them. They all seemed young, older than Burning Tower but younger than her Wagonmaster brother. Most were dark and short, with a queue hanging down their backs, some to their waist. Sandry was average height for a Lord, but much taller than the wagoneers. Sandry had learned that most people outside the Valley of Smokes looked alike, like these who called themselves the Bison Tribe. There were other tribes, but there was no way to tell them apart except by paint and ornaments and feathers, which Sandry didn’t know how to read. But they were all one kind of people.

Then there were the others who were not. Green Stone, who was as big as any Lordkin but bore the ears of a kinless. Not surprising, given his ancestry, Lordkin father and kinless mother, no kin to the Bison Tribe people at all. But Burning Tower didn’t look much like her brother. She was much shorter and smaller, more kinless than Lordkin, but she could also pass for one of the Bison Tribe. Why not? Sandry thought. Bison Tribes and kinless had to be related, they were both here when the fair-skinned Lordkin giants came following a fire god and wandering southward seeking a land they had been promised but might never find. A land of perpetual green with no winter snow. A land where gathering was good and one never had to work.

Well, we found that for them, Sandry thought. And from the stories, it had been a good life: kinless did the work, Lordkin lived by gathering from kinless, and Lords governed. Lordkin were convinced the kinless wouldn’t work without the Lords, kinless convinced the Lordkin would slaughter them all if the Lords didn’t prevent it. And the funny part was that it was all true, Sandry thought. The Lordkin really would take everything if we didn’t stop them, and then the kinless would just stop making anything and everyone would starve.

“Old charter,” Green Stone said. “The one that gave the Toronexti rights to steal. Burning Tower set fire to it.”

Sandry nodded. “Yes. Magnificent. It was law. Written, witnessed, and sealed.”

“I never understood why that was important,” Green Stone said. “Please to be seated, My Lord. We will have tea served. And your�” Green Stone gestured. Get your armsman seated before he falls over.

“Well, thank you,” Chalker said. He was still gray. “With My Lord’s permission�”

“Please,” Sandry said. You look awful, and I won’t say that.

They sat on the spread carpets, the Bison Tribe men easily, with legs crossed. Sandry sat stiffly, his legs out in front of him. It seemed awkward to sit without furniture. Chalker reclined like a bag of oats, smiling cautiously.

“It is important because without law, there is nothing but chaos,” Sandry said. “If each does just what he wants to do, does what seems right in his own eyes, nothing works. Surely you know that?”

“Maybe, but we don’t write it all down and act like it can’t ever change,” Green Stone said.

“Sometimes we do,” Burning Tower said. “Some things never change, never will change, and they may not be written down, but they might as well be.”

“Like what?” Green Stone demanded.

“Like�like girls having to harness a one-horn before a wedding,” Burning Tower said. Then she blushed.

So it is true, Sandry thought. True, true, it’s all true, and she was riding that one-horn. She wanted me to see her ride it. It’s all true, and it’s wonderful.

“Well,” Green Stone said, “so you’re inviting us to bring the wagon up to Lordshills? Reckon not. Peacegiven Square was good enough for my father; it’ll be good enough for us.”

So, Sandry thought, that old quarrel, and they haven’t forgotten. “Fair enough,” Sandry said. He waited as Tower poured tea. It smelled of sage, with just a twinge of hemp and wild honey. “Terror birds, you called them. You have a name for them. Are they common?”

Burning Tower looked to her brother.

“Didn’t used to be,” Green Stone said. “Used to be you wouldn’t see even one most years.”

“You had a costume�”

“Yes, yes, I still have it. I’m glad you remembered,” Burning Tower said. “It was Mother’s. My father killed that bird on his first trip north with the wagon train. Mother wore it as long as she was performing, then she gave it to me.”

Performing. That was the first time I looked at her, Sandry thought. On a high rope doing somersaults. She’d fallen, and he caught her. He tried to imagine Roni or any other Lordshills girl doing that, and he couldn’t. They might learn how, but they’d never put on a show, and they certainly wouldn’t talk about performing. And I never thought about that sort of thing before.

“But this year we’ve seen more terror birds than I saw all my previous years put together,” Green Stone went on. “Bunches of them, five, ten, a dozen this time, all trying to kill anything that moves.”

“They seemed to be after the horses,” Sandry said. “Do they attack yours?”

Green Stone looked thoughtful.

“We don’t have horses,” Burning Tower blurted out. “No one does. Yours last year were the first horses I’d ever seen.”

“But you can ride!”

“Boneheads,” she said. “They’re rare too, but there are some for sale up and down the Hemp Road. But no horses.”

Green Stone looked as if his tea had gone sour.

His sister grinned. “Rocky doesn’t want me to tell you things like that. He wants to trade for information.”

Sandry frowned. “Like tellers trade stories?”

She grinned again. “See! I told you the Lords don’t do things that way,” she told Green Stone.

“Well, no,” Sandry said. “We don’t have many secrets.”

“Actually, I’m surprised you didn’t know already,” Green Stone said. “But then who would have told you? We were the first real wagon train into Tep’s Town.”

Sandry nodded. Any sea captain might have said something. Maybe one did and no one thought it was important, because what could anyone do about it? They sure couldn’t ship horses out on boats. “So you’ll be buying horses,” Sandry said.

“Maybe. If the price is right,” Green Stone said. “Lord Sandry, here is Twisted Cloud, Shaman of this caravan.”

Sandry stood. Twisted Cloud was dressed in a leather skirt decorated with whirlwinds. Her hair was in two dark braids that hung below her shoulders. Sandry guessed her to be Aunt Shanda’s age, although it was hard to tell, because there was no gray in the stark black hair, and no wrinkles on a face dark as well-tanned leather.

Visiting wizards had described caravan shamans in contemptuous phrases: hedge wizards specializing in minor spells such as food preservation and divinations, in contrast to the real wizards, who could build palaces overnight and create armies of the dead. So they had said, but Sandry had never seen a wizard do these things. There was never enough magic in Lordshills or in all of Tep’s Town. A few wizards had brought fetishes and talismans, a few could heal hurts that weren’t serious�itches, a boil�and one had made rain from early morning fog, but for the most part, the tales of great magic were only stories.

When Sandry bowed, Twisted Cloud caught his hand. She stared at it for a moment, then grinned slightly.

“Wise one, what did you see?” Burning Tower asked eagerly.

“Little,” Twisted Cloud said. “My father read secrets better than I, and my daughter better than Hickamore ever could. But this one has few secrets to read. All his names are known, and his wishes are plain to all. Green Stone, you may forget your fears.”

Sandry felt himself blush. “Only Lordkin have secret names in Tep’s Town,” he said. And that’s silly. They know that�Whandall Feathersnake is Lordkin himself. “Lords have little need for secrets. As I said.” And as they must know, so why bring their wizard to me? And what fears did Green Stone have? Oh�

Green Stone clapped his hands. He seemed much friendlier as he said, “Bring food for our guests. Welcome, Lord Sandry, to the lesser Feathersnake caravan.”

“Thank you,” Sandry said. “But duties call. Bordermaster Waterman may need help.”

Burning Tower smiled. “Why? You’ve won, the terror birds are all dead, and from what I remember of Master Peacevoice Waterman, he can take care of himself.” She glanced significantly at Chalker. “Do rest a while and have some refreshment.”

Sandry glanced up at the sun. Incredibly, it was not yet noon.

Green Stone nodded. “We’ll have plenty of time to pack up and get to Peacegiven Square before dark,” he said. “And even if we hurried, we couldn’t be there in time to set up a market today. Be welcome, Lord Sundry, be welcome.”

Very friendly. He must have really been worried. That we’d rob him? “Thank you, then.” Sandry sat on the carpet again. “Leading a caravan must be hard work.”

“It can be,” Green Stone said. “It’s the details to keep track of. And now these terror birds.”

“No idea where they come from?”

“No.”

“From the south,” Chalker said. “When I was a boy, I had a hat with terror bird feathers, and my father told me he bought it in Condigeo off a merchant from further south. Down the Golden Road,” he said.

“Outside Coyote’s lands, then,” Twisted Cloud said. “I believe that. I can’t think Coyote would be silent if they came from his turf.”

“Coyote�the god, not the animal? He talks to you?” Sandry asked. He tried to keep the skepticism out of his voice.

“To my daughter, to Clever Squirrel,” Twisted Cloud said. “Sometimes to me, since he fathered my child.”

Sandry looked at her in wonder. No one else seemed startled or surprised. These people are strange, Sandry thought, and felt a shiver. Then Burning Tower laughed, and he forgot his fears, and the hour passed too quickly.





Chapter Seven
Chief Wanshig

 

They were packing the wagon train. Boxes of boxes, everything designed to fit into the wagons for moving, or under them as defensive walls, or outside the wagons to form the elaborate nests the wagoneers lived in. A craft of great skill, Sandry thought. It would take a long time to learn all the details of that nomadic life.

But if a Lordkin had learned that, so could a Lord.

And even if� He snorted. Horses, I know. Not bison, and I’m no merchant. And where would I get a wagon? But he kept watching Burning Tower as she helped her brother pack the carpets into the wagon boxes. She knows this life, and I don’t, and�

“The horses are rested, Lord,” Chalker said. “Reckon it’s time we got back to our duties.”

Sandry nodded. “Right.” He turned to Green Stone. “My thanks for your hospitality. We will see that everything is ready for you in Peacegiven Square. Water, hay, kinless to shovel and carry …” Amazing how much water the bison could drink, and how much waste they made.

Green Stone squinted at the sun. “We’ll be there before dark,” he said.

“May I invite you to dinner? At my house. You and your household,” Sandry said.

“Oh, yes, please,” Burning Tower said, but her brother cut her off.

“Not tonight,” Green Stone said. “We’ll be all night setting up the market. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow then,” Burning Tower said eagerly.

Green Stone scowled at her for a moment, then relented. “Oh, all right, dinner in Lordshills tomorrow night, then. If we can get there. That wizard Morth says kinless ponies can’t get up your hill.”

“They can’t,” Sandry said. “But horses can. I’ll have teams and wagons waiting. And of course you’ll stay the night; I’ll have rooms ready for you. How many will come?”

“Just us, I think,” Green Stone said. “Me, Blazes, and Twisted Cloud.”

“And Nothing Was Seen,” Burning Tower said. “I know he’d like to come.”

“Oh. All right,” Green Stone said.

Sandry caught the odd note in Green Stone’s voice. What was that all about? “Wonderful. I’ll have four rooms ready, then. Mother will be pleased to meet you.”

Green Stone and Twisted Cloud exchanged glances.

 

The ride back to Peacegiven Square seemed to take forever. Then there was a fire in the Grey Falcon territory, and Sandry had to go to make sure that the Dirty Birds and Snakefeet didn’t get into a turf war. Wanshig’s Firemen were shorthanded because of the losses to the terror birds, and it took all afternoon before they were sure it was completely out and the kinless cleanup crew could be left to finish the job.

“Bad one,” Wanshig said. “Cold drink?” He indicated the door of the Serpent’s Walk guild hall.

“Thank you, yes.” He followed Wanshig inside. Few Lords had ever seen the inside of any Lordkin building. Of course not many would want to. “Tough one, all right, and it’s going to get worse when the Devil Winds whip up,” Sandry said. “You’re going to need more men.”

Wanshig shrugged. “Yes, Lord, and I can get a few, but…”

He didn’t have to finish the sentence. It wasn’t all that hard to find Lordkin who wanted to be Firemen. The tough part was finding Lordkin who wanted to be Firemen but wouldn’t use the position to steal, and would fight fires outside Serpent’s Walk, and…

“Falcon Chief said he’s got men who want to be Firemen,” Sandry said casually.

Wanshig nodded. “I know.”

“Even says his people would work with yours,” Sandry said.

“I’ll think on it, Lord.”

And so will we, Sandry thought. There were advantages to having Lordkin bands work together, but too much cooperation among the bands might be dangerous too. Reggy would have leapt at the chance, but it’s too big a decision for me.

“A favor, Lord,” Wanshig said suddenly.

“You’ve earned anything within reason.” Not something to say lightly, Sandry thought. He had learned to trust Wanshig as much as you could trust any Lordkin, but that wasn’t very far…

“Secklers. He’s the man who used his shirt to help catch that bird. He’s got a kinless girl pregnant,” Wanshig said. “He still cares about her.” Wanshig said that with a note of disbelief. “I guess he does too, since he asked me to help. But I can’t. Her people will throw her out, and he can’t bring her home either. Maybe you could find her a job in Lordshills?”

Sandry thought about that. It wasn’t an unusual situation, but that was the trouble�it happened often enough that there wasn’t room enough in Lordstown and Lordshills put together to hold all the careless progeny of the Lordkin. But this was an opportunity to have a powerful Lordkin leader in his debt. “Yes, I think that can be arranged,” Sandry said. “It won’t be easy.”

“Thank you, Lord.”

It was impossible to read Wanshig’s expression. Sandry had learned that the Lordkin were good at playing games with the Lords Witness. They even had a term for it: messing with the lordheads.

“Will there be more of those birds, Lord Sandry?”

“I don’t know. The Wagonmaster says there have been more this year than in all his years before. So probably.”

“Could cost us some,” Wanshig said.

Sandry nodded.

“Anyone in the wagon train know what those things are?”

Sandry shook his head. “Not that they told me. But thanks to you and your man�Secklers?�we have a live one. Maybe a wizard can tell us something about it. Or the wagon train shaman, the woman who …” He stalled.

“Lord?”

His mouth had run away with him. “Claimed to have mated with a god.”

Wanshig looked impressed. “Happens, sometimes. Outside.”

And was Wanshig putting him on? The Lordkin looked serious. And he’d been outside the basin, two or three years at sea, before coming back to Tep’s Town, so he knew more about the world than Sandry. Gods didn’t mate with humans in Tep’s Town or Lordshills.

“Not to change the subject, but when do we expect Lord Regapisk back?”

“Never.”

“Ah?”

“The Lord Chief Witness has found other duties for Lord Regapisk,” Sandry said formally.

“Vanished him, did they? And what’s the blood price for a Lord?”

“High, and I didn’t say what assignment they gave him,” Sandry said. “But it’s not likely you’ll ever meet him again.”

Wanshig’s smile grew broader. “Manning an oar, then. His skills may be up to that.”

“Just make sure none of your people try that on me,” Sandry said.

Wanshig looked at him sharply. “Try what? Well, okay, but when the gold fever takes a man�”

“Gold fever be damned,” Sandry said. “There was no magic in that gold. How could there be? Every bit of manna was used up, by Morth to keep up his speed, by the water sprite chasing him, by Yangin-Atep himself! There’s no magic in it. It’s no more than precious dust.” Sandry reached into a bag�two sets of warriors tensed�and pulled out a fist-size ball of scorched glass. “Do you recognize this?”

Wanshig considered; then: “Magicians have been turning up everywhere since Yangin-Atep went myth. One sold me this. Someone gathered it before I could use it. Where did you find it?”

“In the ashes near Glegron’s body. It’s magic, isn’t it?”

“It’s supposed to make gold dust cling to itself, into one glop. Like to like. I never had the chance to try it.”

“It wouldn’t work,” Sandry said. “I don’t know a lot about magic, but I know that much. Once the magic is gone, charms and ornaments and magic tools don’t work.”

Wanshig shrugged.

A year ago, Whandall Feathersnake had drawn maps all over the floor of the big dining hall. Now, Sandry was startled to see something tiny in motion on one of the maps. When he looked directly at the map, nothing happened, but if he looked away and then back again, something had changed.

“The wagon train,” Sandry said. “It’s moving into town. How long has your map been doing that?”

“Always did since Whandall drew it,” Wanshig said. “Or at least since Yangin-Atep’s been gone.”

And I’ll have to talk to the Lordshills wizards about it, Sandry thought. Could this be dangerous? But Lordkin were never wizards. Learning wizardcraft took years of study and hard work, and Lordkin didn’t do either. Not much danger they’d start now.

 

The wagon train came in late afternoon, accompanied by a cloud of chattering kinless and some hulking Lordkin looking for a chance to gather. They were escorted by Younglord Maydreo, and Lord Hargriff, and Peacevoice Fullerman with a fresh squad in newly polished armor.

Sandry watched them from the comfort of his outside table at the inn. Order in confusion. Boxes came off the wagons to form living quarters, storefronts, goods tents. Cookfires were lit, and a cooking pot bubbled with the smell of red meat as they cooked the terror birds. The feathers had already been collected and stored away. Wagon traders wasted nothing.

How long would it take to learn how to be a part of that? Too long. It would never work.

Could she live here? What would Mother say? Nothing�she barely notices if I come or go. But Aunt Shanda!

A flat board from a wagon’s side was laid on a box to become a wide table. Travelers spread it with tiny glass bottles, scores of them, too tiny to be of use, but pretty. Bordered around them, the travelers laid small, burned-looking stones.

 

“May I have some tea, please?”

She had startled him, but Sandry was already grinning when he turned. Before he realized what he was doing, he jumped up and took her hand as if he were first meeting her, and then they were both grinning. But he’d have to let go to clap for tea, and he didn’t want to.

But the kinless waitress had heard and went inside with a knowing smile. Neither Lordkin nor kinless were ever supposed to know anything about the private lives of Lords or even that they had private lives. And Sandry couldn’t make himself care despite what Aunt Shanda would say if she’d seen this.

“Finished setting up?” he asked.

“For a while. My brother wants me to get into costume and do a performance before dark, get the crowds wanting to come to the market tomorrow.”

“No danger they won’t come,” Sandry said. “I don’t think there’s anyone doesn’t know the caravan is here.” He grinned. “But don’t let me stop you. I love to watch you, but I’m scared for you. It looks dangerous.”

She shrugged. “Not as dangerous as it looks. Ropes don’t usually care. I mean they do if you don’t take care of them, but we’re always careful They’re our ropes; my cousins made them.”

Sandry looked at her carefully. She was chattering, just as he had been, but about what? His mind caught up. “You mean the hemp.”

“Yes, the hemp.”

Hemp was harmless in Tep’s Town. But the magic was leaking back into Tep’s Town, with blown dust from other lands, and wild hemp tried to strangle people. Sandry’s folk would need years to get used to a world where everything was like the chaparral, potentially sentient and malevolent….

Tea and cakes arrived.

“You said you have one in a cage,” she said.

“One�oh, you mean the terror bird we captured.”

“Yes! I’ve never seen one that wasn’t trying to kill me. May I see it?”

“It will be halfway to Lordshills by now,” Sandry said. “Lord Quintana sent for it as soon as he heard we had it. He wants our wizards to examine it.”

“Oh.”

“But you can see it tomorrow before dinner.”

“Oh, good. And Twisted Cloud too.”

Sandry nodded. Of course it wasn’t likely that a Hemp Road shaman would learn anything not obvious to a professional wizard. “I’ll arrange it, and I’ll make sure the wagons are here early for you tomorrow.”

“Good. I want to see where you live.”

Burning Tower nibbled a cake, finished her tea, made her excuses, and went. A young kinless stepped out of her way; she smiled at him. No sense of rank. Sandry grinned.

And now he was left with enough bean cakes for two. He brushed one off and ate it in two bites, wolfishly hungry.

The kinless kid seemed frozen, staring at him. Sandry looked back … kinless? “You’re with the caravan,” he said.

The boy started to speak, stopped, then said, “Yes, Lord. We have met before.”

Last year, then. But the boy didn’t seem familiar at all. “Join me. Have a cake. I’m sorry�I don’t seem to remember you.”

The boy grinned. “Few do. My name is Nothing Was Seen. They call me Lurk.” The boy sat. He brushed ants off a cake and ate it.

“I remember now. You were poisoned by the chaparral, and that Atlantean Morth had me chasing antidotes. But you look different now. Hah, that’s a good act. It’s not just the right clothes�you act right. What were you staring at?”

“Ants, Lord.”

Well, they were a nuisance. “Don’t you have ants on the Hemp Road?”

“Not to be seen.” The boy actually shuddered.

“Then why didn’t Burning Tower …” Good manners. She just picked up that cake and ate it. The lady had excellent manners and nerves of pure copper.

Lurk said, “Lord, I think Twisted Cloud could help.”

“With ants?”

“Yes, Lord.”

Practicing, Sandry thought. Practicing the elaborate deference the kinless used. Why would he want to learn how to be kinless? But he certainly couldn’t pass for Lordkin!

“I will find her, Lord. She will not charge much. Have the innkeeper find honey and parchment.”





Chapter Eight
The Caged Bird

 

He hadn’t begun preparations for his dinner party when Roni came into the kitchen from the back garden.

“Hi,” Sandry called. “No time. Unless you want to help�”

She grinned slyly. “Want me to play hostess?”

“Tep’s Teeth! No!”

She giggled. “Your face. Sandry, I’d love to help�it would be good practice�but you don’t have to worry about dinner.”

“What?”

“Mother says she will be pleased to have you and your guests to dinner tonight.”

“But�”

“The Lord Chief Witness has asked her to be hostess,” Roni said. “So it’s a big deal, and you don’t have any choice.”

Not that I would, given that it’s Aunt Shanda. “Tell Lord Chief Witness Quintana there will be four,” Sandry said. “The Wagonmaster, whose name is Green Stone, his sister Burning Tower�”

“Ah-hah.”

“Twisted Cloud, a shaman. And a young man who may look like a kinless and may look like Bison Clan, and I won’t know until we see him.”

“Lurk!”

“You know him?”

“We met last year,” Roni said. “He’s been here to Lordshills before, didn’t you know?”

“No!”

“Well, he has. I don’t know how he got in, but he was here. I didn’t see him then. He told me over tea in Lordstown.”

“That boy gets around,” Sandry said.

She nodded and changed the subject. “Four, then. And we will have Lord Chief Witness Quintana, Lord Qirama, Egmatel the Sage, and two of his assistants. We hoped Father would be back in time, but he’s still in Condigeo.”

“Any progress on that treaty?”

She shrugged. “Nothing in his letters. Mother has me read them to her. Sandry, the wizards keep promising to make her eyes better, but they never do.”

Sandry nodded. “They always give the same reason�not enough manna in Lordshills or even in Tep’s Town. Maybe it’s true. Who’s entertaining, Momus?”

“I wish. There’s no entertainment. Mother requests that the guests tell stories about terror birds, and Egmatel will tell us what he has found in his studies. He’s got his assistants watching the bird full time.”

“No entertainment. A strange dinner party,” Sandry said.

“Will your mother be coming?”

“I’ll ask, but I don’t think so. She’s not doing well today.”

“Oh, Sandry, I’m sorry. Should we have Egmatel look at her?”

“He’s looked.” So had Tasquatamee. And the only thing that came of that was the expense. Not enough manna here, or in town, or anywhere else.

 

Sandry was pretending to read in his library when a servant came in. “Your guests are coming up the hill now.”

“Thanks.” Sandry walked briskly to the main gate. He tried to look calm, but it was all he could do to keep himself from running.

She was waiting at the gates with the others. She wore a short woolen skirt, elaborately embroidered. From the knees down, her legs were bare and tanned before they vanished into ankle-high moccasins with silver and turquoise trim. Some of the symbols matched patterns on her skirt and short jacket. At least one seemed to be her naming symbol, a silver-and-turquoise tower enveloped in red flames. Rubies? Surely not�that would be too costly even for a merchant princess. Carnelian, Sandry thought. His mother liked carnelian.

Her hair was full and brown but shone red when the sun fell on it. Her jacket was decorated with elaborate beadwork, symbols of sun and birds and another name symbol over her left breast. The thin cotton blouse under the jacket was cut into a V that didn’t go nearly far enough down. He realized he was staring and looked up to see her watching him. She smiled. Warmly, he thought. Finally he looked at the others.

Nothing Was Seen dressed like a trader’s porter, but the others wore exotic finery. Some of the jewels on Green Stone’s jacket were definitely rubies, and there was a wealth of malachite stitched onto the garment. It was all a bit out of place here, but no one would say anything. Sandry grinned like an idiot. “Welcome to Lordshills. Peacevoice, these are my guests.”

The four gate guards had held them up for a bit of gossip as they waited for Sandry. Now they swung the gates open and bowed. “Welcome to Lordshills,” the Peacevoice in charge said.

“Smooth,” Green Stone said when they were inside. “You have them well trained.”

Sandry nodded. “Lord Quintana insists on good manners.”

“Even as they put a knife in your ribs. Where’s the bird? I’m curious.”

“Me too,” Burning Tower said. “Is your man all right? He looked gray. I was worried about him.”

“He’s all right,” Sandry said. “I gave him the day off and ordered him to take it. Thank you for asking. The bird is here, behind the guard barracks.”

He led them to a stone house with a barred window in a strong door. A face looked out, then there were the sounds of bolts being withdrawn. They passed into a stone guardroom with four guards all in armor and all alert. There was a boy, perhaps twelve, seated in one corner. He had a waxed tablet board and an iron pen, and unlike the guards, he didn’t stand when Lord Sandry came in.

Sandry recognized the guards, four from Fullerman’s detail, survivors of yesterday’s battle in Peacegiven Square. He acknowledged their courtesies with a wave. “Carry on, lads. Good work yesterday.”

“Thank you, Lord,” the oldest guard said.

An iron barred cage on wheels stood against one wall.

“Cold iron,” Green Stone said. “Good. Magic won’t get them out of that! How’d you happen to have that cage?”

Sandry shrugged. “Henry?”

The oldest guard said, “I think we have always had that Lordkin cage, Lord Sandry. Don’t use it much.”

The caged bird was huddled like a brooding hen. The feathers didn’t seem so bright, but that might have been the light. Guard Henry asked, “Wagonmaster, you’ve fought these too, haven’t you?”

“All year, and yesterday,” Green Stone said.

“Hope we don’t see too many of them,” Henry said. “We lost some good men yesterday.”

“Agreed,” Green Stone said.

Twisted Cloud stood close to the cage, peering in. “Too close,” Green Stone said sharply.

“Mind your own business, child. This is mine,” she said.

Guard Henry asked, “Is it magical?”

The shaman frowned. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But nothing I can detect, anyway. How long do I have, Lord Sandry?”

Sandry said, “I’ve allowed plenty of time. Dinner is after lamplighting.”

The shaman sat on the ground and stared at the bird, her eyes gradually closing, first to slits, then all the way. Finally she stood. “Nothing. Maybe the wizards know something.”

“We’ll find out tonight.” Sandry turned to the boy. “You know anything, Wale?”

The boy grinned slightly. “My Lord, I�”

“Yes, I know�you report only to your master. Well, carry on.”

“Who was he?” Burning Tower asked when they were outside.

“Apprentice to the Sage Egmatel,” Sandry said. “Don’t you have apprentices, Twisted Cloud?”

“Our craft runs mostly in families. My daughter was my apprentice. Now I learn from her. We may as well go to your house, Lord Sandry. I can’t learn any more here.”

 

Burning Tower walked beside Sandry as he led them into the City of Lordshills. She kept glancing at him. He was much taller than she and carried himself so that he seemed even taller. Long brown hair combed neatly back. Plain kilt of good cloth, plain jacket, a gold brooch. One gold ring. Nothing elaborate, everything quietly expensive. His eyes seemed to miss nothing, and he looked at her often.

“It’s not far,” he said.

She looked around eagerly, not trying to hide her interest. So this was how the Lords lived! Like the great merchant princes at Road’s End, or the Captains of Condigeo. Those were the only palaces she had ever seen, although she’d heard of others farther along the Golden Road, at the Great Bay in the northwest, and in the burning hills far to the south of Condigeo.

But I’ve never been to those places, she thought. I’ve seen Condigeo only in sand paintings. And this is wonderful enough. She was aware that others envied her home, New Castle, which Whandall Feathersnake had built not far from Road’s End, but it was unpretentious on the outside, more like a permanent wagon nest than a castle.

The houses stood each in its own grounds, with walls between them. The walls were not very high, certainly not high enough to challenge anyone who wanted to climb over. They seemed pointless, unlike the high walls that surrounded the entire town. All the houses were big, most two stories with a balcony running around the second floor, red tile roofs, and thick white walls. The second-floor balconies provided deep shade for the verandas underneath.

The most wonderful thing was the water. Streams ran through the lots, passing under the walls, filling ponds. Dark shapes swam among flowered plants in the pools, and there were fountains everywhere.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“Yep,” Green Stone answered. “Father said it was like this. I never expected to see the place.”

“Welcome,” Sandry said. “That’s my house just ahead on the right.”

“It’s beautiful!” Burning Tower said. “The garden is wonderful.” Actually. I guess it’s not a lot different from the others, she thought. But all those flowers! But there should be a flower bed over there, and I don’t see rosemary and thyme … “Hummingbirds!”

Sandry looked to the roses. “Yes, we have a lot of them here.”

“They always look so angry!” Tower said. “I’m glad they’re so small. Imagine all that rage in something big enough to hurt you.”

“Like a terror bird?” Sandry asked. “They seem to have plenty of rage.”

Tower nodded, and looked breathlessly around the garden. Lords live well, she thought. Better than Father in New Castle. And Lord Sandry is one fine-looking man, as Mother and my sisters would say. And he can’t keep his eyes off me!

 

Three servants led by Chalker stood in the doorway to welcome them.

“I told you to take the day off!” Sandry said.

Chalker grinned. “I did, My Lord, and much enjoyed it. This is evening. Ladies, may I take your wraps?”

Father does this sometimes, formal parties with servants, but this doesn’t look put on, Burning Tower thought. And Chalker looks like he’s enjoying himself. They all look happy to be here, not like hired servants at Road’s End or even poor relations in New Castle. They look like they want to be here, and I know Chalker doesn’t have to be. How do these Lords do that?

They were ushered into a pleasant room. The far wall wasn’t a wall at all, just some columns leading to a large area paved with flagstones. Chairs with little tables were arranged just inside the room. A young man was already seated in one corner. He wore a black robe with a red trim and a purple sash around his waist. A wizard.

Burning Tower was busily distracted by all the furniture, tapestries, carved ivory on the mantelpiece, but she thought Sandry was surprised to see him. The man rose and bowed, not low … like a man older than he looked, Tower thought.

“The Sage Egmatel,” Sandry said. He made introductions.

Egmatel nodded to each of them, and asked if they had a pleasant journey, but he moved across to be next to Twisted Cloud. “I’ve heard of you,” he said.

“More likely of my daughter,” Twisted Cloud said, but she was smiling eagerly.

“I hoped we could compare notes, Madam Shaman,” Egmatel said. “Did you discern what bespells those birds?”

“No, Sage,” Twisted Cloud said deferentially. More deferential than Burning Tower had ever heard her. “I could sense no magic at all. The shields must be very powerful. Perhaps if I knew what to look for?”

Egmatel smiled thinly. “We have had only a few hours to study this creature, and I want to be very sure before I say anything. I must say I am not surprised that you sensed nothing. The creature’s origins are well shielded indeed.”

Twisted Cloud nodded.

“And with that, My Lord Sandry, I must depart. Lady Shanda has requested my assistance, and I must make preparations. I will see you again this evening.” He bowed perfunctorily.

Sandry nodded. “Elani will show you out, Sage,” he said. He watched as the wizard left, then turned back to them. And he’s got that silly grin every time he looks at me, Burning Tower thought. Good!

Chalker ushered them to chairs and asked about drinks, while Sandry excused himself and went out.

He returned with a frail lady, splendidly dressed. She wore a large necklace of bright gems and polished gold. They all stood as she entered. She walked slowly, clutching Sandry’s arm, but her eyes were sharp as she examined each of them in turn.

“Mother, our guests,” Sandry said. “Wagonmaster Green Stone, Shaman Twisted Cloud. The pretty one is Burning Tower. And this young man has the improbable name of Nothing Was Seen.”

“Colorful,” Lady Whalani said. “An interesting name. Welcome to my home. Is it difficult to be a Wagonmaster?”

“It is not always easy,” Green Stone said.

“No, I wouldn’t have thought so.” She turned and looked closely at Burning Tower. “Shanda keeps telling me about a girl with your name. I can’t imagine that could be anyone but you. Sandry said you were pretty. Yes, definitely, he’s not mistaken there. Lovely, and you don’t use too much paint. How did you get that name?”

Burning Tower blushed slightly at the scrutiny. “My mother had a dream before I was born, My Lady. And thank you.”

Lady Whalani turned to Sandry. “Very pretty. Polite, too. Good manners.” She turned back to Twisted Cloud. “A shaman. That’s like a wizard, isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Twisted Cloud moved to her and took her hand. “May I?”

“Certainly, but you won’t see anything. None of them can.”

Twisted Cloud stared for a moment, then fingered a feathered stone hung round her neck. She stared again at the frail hand, then nodded.

“I haven’t long to live, of course,” Lady Whalani said.

“Longer than you think. You will live to see your son face a great trial.”

“My. Will he be successful?”

Twisted Cloud shook her head. “That is never revealed, not to me and I think not to anyone. But you will be proud of him no matter the outcome.”

“That sounds frightening. But you have told me more than the wizards have.” She smiled thinly. “Of course, it is not startling that a mother would be proud of her son no matter the outcome of his trial.”

Twisted Cloud looked amused.

“Well. I would like to be a wizard. I wouldn’t know how to start, but I think I would be better than the ones we have hired. Of course they don’t let women be wizards here. We’re supposed to be quiet and let the men do everything, until they make such a mess of it that they need us. Sandry, I’m very tired tonight. I hope our guests will excuse me if I don’t join them?”

“Of course, mother.”

“It has been very pleasant meeting you. Burning Tower, you’re very pretty and very young, and I see why Sandry likes you. I think I like you, too. I hope you’re determined enough. You’ll have to be. Now if you will all excuse me.”

Everyone stood as Sandry led her out of the room. Burning Tower felt her knees shaking as she sat again. Determined? I’ll show them determined!

 

Sandry came back alone, looking sad. “I’m sorry Mother can’t stay,” he said. “She’s not very strong.”

“No,” Twisted Cloud said. “But she works hard at overcoming it.”

“Did you see anything in her palm?”

“What I told her. And that she spent the entire afternoon preparing to receive your guests.”

Sandry nodded. “She does that, but of course it tires her.”

“No,” Twisted Cloud said. “Not as you think.”

Sandry looked thoughtful.

“I like her,” Burning Tower said. Now why did I say that?

Sandry smiled.

That’s why.

Sandry said, “I didn’t want to ask in front of her, but did you see any way to help her, shaman?”

“We grow old, if we do everything else right. There’s not enough manna to work a youth spell here. They are difficult to maintain in any event, more so in my lifetime than in my father’s. I fear I can do nothing. Perhaps the Great Wizard.”

“Egmatel? A Great Wizard?”

“He wears the amulet and sash of a great one,” Twisted Cloud said. “Everyone knows their meaning.”

“Oh. He has never said that. So he would believe we know also?”

“Of course. You’re more isolated than I thought.”

“Anyway the Great Wizard has seen my mother,” Sandry said. “I learned no more from him than you, but it cost me.”

Twisted Cloud shrugged. “The great ones have their ways,” she said.

“Yes. Shaman, will that spell rid my house of ants also?”

“Your house and any other, Lord Sandry,” Twisted Cloud said. “It is no great magic.”

“So why hasn’t Egmatel done that for us?”

“It’s like knowing how to make soap. Something to make roadside life easier. Perhaps it is beneath his notice. Much of the small magic of the Hemp Road is not known to the great ones.”

Maybe they’re so busy calling themselves great they don’t have time to learn, Burning Tower thought. But Cloud is really impressed by that wizard….

“Do you have parchment and honey?” Twisted Cloud asked.

“Oh yes,” Sandry said. “Oh yes.”

“Then if you will bring them here�”

“Wait,” Sandry said. “If you please. Until we are in Aunt Shanda’s home.”

Burning Tower noted the sly grin Sandry was wearing. This may be fun, she thought.





Chapter Nine
The Dinner Party

 

A well-dressed girl, no more than twenty, came from the back gardens and entered without knocking. The girl was fair, with light brown hair elaborately waved, and Burning Tower wondered how that yellow linen would look with her own coloring. The girl looked at each of Sandry’s guests, then smiled at Lurk as if greeting an old friend.

Roni, Burning Tower thought. She had seen her only once, a year before, when she accompanied her mother to Peacegiven Square. She looked like a child then. But so did I. Neither one of us looks like a child now.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Roni said.

Sandry stood. “My cousin Roni,” he said. “We grew up together; she lives next door. One of my oldest friends. Some of you met her last year.”

“Hi,” Roni said. She inspected Burning Tower closely. “Well, hello. I don’t think we were able to talk last year.”

“Not that I remember.” Cousin. Are we rivals? Do cousins marry in Lordshills? They do in Tep’s Town. Mother has friends who married cousins. She’s pretty. Fit too. I wonder how she got those calf muscles. “Of course we were busy with the fair, and I had to help Morth.”

“And walk a rope,” Roni said. “Eight feet up.” She grinned. “Sandry saw you too.”

“I take it dinner is ready?” Sandry said.

“Well, dinner isn’t, but Mother says you should come over now.”

Sandry nodded and started toward the back garden.

“No, not that way! Through the front door.”

Sandry eyed Roni with a frown. “All right.”

What was that about? Burning Tower wondered. Something about hospitality rules? But good�I’ll get to see another Lord’s house. It can’t be nicer than this one, though.

 

The door was massive. The servant puffed as he manhandled it aside. Sandry unobtrusively held his guests back until it was fully open.

Tower let Green Stone take the lead while she tried to guess who was whom.

A woman swept toward them with the power and mass of a wagon and team of bison. She moved slowly, for the sake of her elderly companion. Lady Shanda would have been formidable commanding a travel nest. She was formidable now. Her eyes raked the four merchants, judging.

Tower felt herself dismissed, and Lurk too. Shanda extended her hands unerringly to Green Stone. “Welcome to Lord’s Town, Wagonmaster! This is your host, Lord Quintana.”

Her companion didn’t have her strength, though he had certainly been a warrior once.

Green Stone looked like a big Lordkin. He dressed in stiff leathers: armor. “Lady, my brother leads the main caravan this trip. These are Burning Tower, my sister … Twisted Cloud, our shaman … Nothing Was Seen.”

Quintana’s eyebrow went up as his eyes brushed Lurk in his porter’s garb. Quintana introduced Lord Qirama and the wizard Egmatel, but not his two apprentices.

Lady Shanda led them down into a … travel nest, Burning Tower guessed, though it looked very different. A rectangular pit three shallow steps below the main floor. Blankets, cushions and little tables, and a fireplace. A place to relax, talk, eat a variety of interesting little mouthfuls, drink tea, make deals, run civilization.

Tower sipped a tea moderately rich in cannabis. She’d have to watch her tongue, she thought. Green Stone sipped, then proffered a small package. “Lady, Lord, we also brought tea. Would you taste something exotic?”

Lady Shanda made to speak; Lord Quintana caught her eye. Instead she clapped her hands and gave quick whispered orders to the servant who appeared. The servant took Green Stone’s tea away to be prepared.

There was to be no suggestion that a guest might poison his host.

“I hope you like it. I’ve tried it myself, of course,” Green Stone said. “The Spotted Coyotes got it from halfway around the world. I was ordered�no joke, Blazes�ordered to buy it at the price they set, on instructions from Coyote himself.” He grinned at his sister but spoke for his hosts. “The Spotted Coyote tribe�that’s a few hundred people who live twelve to fifteen days north of the Firewoods in a wild place ordained for them by Coyote.”

Lady Shanda asked skeptically, “That’s the god? Not the animal?”

“The god, yes, though he can act through the animal. The Spotted Coyotes sell hospitality to passersby, mainly to caravans. Well, Coyote commanded them to sell us an entire batch of tea that came their way via Carlem Markle, and told them what price we’d pay!”

Lord Quintana asked, “Can they do that?” and didn’t ask, Can we?

“Not often. If the Spotted Coyotes overstep, everyone regrets it. Remember the Toronexti? It would be like that.” Green Stone grinned. “But we paid. We don’t want to offend Coyote, and he doesn’t demand much.”

Of those present, Sandry had met only Burning Tower and Nothing Was Seen. He asked after others he’d met. Some had been killed by wounds inflicted in the battle with the Toronexti. Others had recovered, had retired, or were with the main caravan. Had married…

It was not a subject you could avoid. Roni’s amusement was evident. She asked Green Stone about marriage customs, and Green Stone spoke of dowries.

My brother’s mind is never off money, Burning Tower thought. She said, “The caravans always keep a few bonehead ponies around�”

Lady Shanda and Green Stone tried simultaneously to change the subject but got confused. Into the resulting silence they heard Roni telling Burning Tower, “Sandry isn’t spoken for. Believe me, I’d know. I’d hear it from my mother.”

“I see. What about you?” Tower asked.

Roni named a handful of eligible males. Lady Shanda and Lord Qirama discussed their merits, to Roni’s annoyance, until Sandry praised one man’s behavior during the Pizzles’ attack. An animated discussion of firefighting ensued.

Tea arrived, with a pyramid of honey cakes.

An apprentice whispered to Egmatel. Egmatel said, “Wale is right. The manna is drifting back to Lordshills, one way and another. We know little of Coyote here, but�he could not come while the fire god was in place, but might he visit us now?”

Twisted Cloud smiled. “He is here if he wants to be, Sage.”

Burning Tower caught Egmatel’s sneer, instantly hidden. The man didn’t believe in Coyote, or perhaps in Twisted Cloud.

And he must have seen something in Tower’s face and Green Stone’s. He said, “Spells involving Zoosh protect me from interference from other gods. I’ve wondered sometimes what that has cost me. A god may not consider the welfare of the human being he rides�”

“But he leaves knowledge behind,” Twisted Cloud affirmed. “Whandall Feathersnake carried Coyote the night we conceived Clever Squirrel. He brushed cheeks with death that night, but Whandall can tell tales and lore known only to Coyote.”

For an instant, Egmatel gaped like a boy seeing his first bull roarer. Then his eyes lowered and he was himself again.

The guests and hosts sipped Green Stone’s tea and praised the flavor. Sandry held his peace while several chose honey cakes and brushed off the ants to eat them. Then he said, “Aunt Shanda, why don’t we get rid of these ants?”

Shanda, Quintana, Egmatel and both apprentices, and two servants gaped at Sandry. Sandry smiled, but he caught Green Stone’s glare.

So did Twisted Cloud. “We’re guests, Wagonmaster,” she said reprovingly, “and this is common enough. No great proprietary secret.”

Lady Shanda was holding her peace with some difficulty. Egmatel… what was he thinking? Tower couldn’t tell.

Lord Quintana asked, “You can get rid of ants?”

The shaman said, “Not rid. Can you find me a sheet of parchment? And pass the honey.”

“I’ll get parchment,” Roni said. She stood with conscious grace.

They awaited her return. Then Twisted Cloud mixed honey with crushed charcoal and wrote in tiny letters, extensively. She painted honey around all four edges of the parchment and set it on the hearth, next to the honey cakes and squarely in the path of the ants.

Sandry held any ridicule out of his voice, but Burning Tower sensed his disbelief. “You’re making them a gift?”

“For the queen ant, and sending her a message. Your ants, they’ve been deaf and mute for too many years, while Yangin-Atep was consuming every trace of local magic. They need reminding.”

Roni laughed, “So do we!”

Twisted Cloud looked at her doubtfully, then at the Sage Egmatel, who was holding a perfect poker face. “Well. The god was Logi or Zoosh or Ghuju, depends on who’s speaking. His tribe didn’t like to clean up after themselves. Men tired of the women’s complaints, and leftover bones got too much attention from coyotes and other predators. Logi made a tiny creature to clean up after them, to carry garbage away. But ants are supposed to stay out of sight, and they’re not supposed to swarm over food that’s ready for the evening meal!”

Roni said, “So you send a message. And what if they don’t take the hint?”

“I send a stronger message,” the older woman said grimly.

Sandry asked, “Will you write me another of these ant-messages? For my mother?”

The ants were all over the message, but of course they were still on the food too. The caravaners brushed them off as Sandry did, but those who weren’t annoyed were amused. Burning Tower noted that Lady Shanda was not amused at all. Guests had criticized her hospitality for, of all things, ants!

She’d given some kind of signal. Now servants took away the honey cakes and other delicacies, then brought a cauldron of beef and vegetables cooked with corn. A silence fell while they wandered among the guests, serving them. Caravan folk carried their own bowls, but Shanda’s servants were offering fine, fragile ceramic. The meat dish was unfamiliar, touched with spices Burning Tower couldn’t identify. Caravan cooking would have been different: less bland.

Hunger appeased, the guests relaxed and sipped a wine Green Stone would have sold cheap. Lord Quintana said, “I have not had a chance to visit the market myself. Green Stone, do you carry carpets? And those little bottles?”

“Oh, yes. Here, I brought these. I hope they please you.” He distributed them among those present: tiny bottles of glass blackened by cold iron, the side effects of Morth’s year-old war. “They sold well last year.”

“And you have an interest in horses?”

“If the price is right.”

“Horses are expensive,” Quintana said. A bit defensively he added, “Ask around; you’ll find it’s true.”

“Pity.” Green Stone’s face gave nothing away.

Burning Tower suddenly noticed that Lurk was gone. She tried to catch Green Stone’s eye, gestured with her nose at his empty place, and got a grin. Then Quintana asked, “Wagonmaster, how did you find the Gate facilities at the Deerpiss?”

Green Stone said, “Much changed,” and laughed aloud.

The corners of Quintana’s mouth twitched upward; they were both remembering the battle with the Toronexti, the Lordkin tax collectors Waterman had replaced. Now he asked, “Have you dealt with the Captains at Condigeo?”

Hesitation. “My brother has. He’ll be in conference with them now.”

“The Council of Captains rules Condigeo. They rule the trade routes too, of course; it’s their major interest. They still control whatever reaches Tep’s Town by ship. Before the caravan came here through the firewoods, they owned us. Now they don’t, quite. I’m very serious when I ask you: Do you have any complaints whatever about what you found at the Gate? You’re Waterman’s first real test.”

“Ah. Well, he took out some birds for us. That counts for a lot. His men were badly battered, not up for much, but they had water and fodder for our beasts. Otherwise, we dealt with Lord Sandry and his men, and they gave us some help at Peacegiven Square.”

“Everything all right there?”

“Very nice. Everything was in place yesterday evening. We’ve had a profitable day, sir.”

“Good! Now, I know everyone around Lordshills who raises or keeps horses. Is there anything else you’d like to find? Anything marketable, I mean.”

“I would like to find those cursed birds gone,” Green Stone said.

Sandry grunted agreement.

“I don’t want to be misunderstood, Lord,” Green Stone said. “I know how much effort goes into tending boneheads. Bison aren’t much better. Of course horses will be expensive. If you ask too much, we’ll buy something else. Whatever you’re selling, we’ll take it or buy something else and count our costs at the end of the year and make our decisions.

“But our costs this year include damage done by flocks of terror birds, and four men dead, and a girl. They’ve never come in flocks before. They seem to come from the south and east. We approach Tep’s Town and Condigeo from the north. If the birds are … well, migrating … some of my wagonmasters are thinking of opening new routes further north. We can’t keep losing people to the birds.”

When Quintana didn’t speak, Lady Shanda said, “Qu’yuma is in Condigeo negotiating a new trade agreement. Any such contract would involve wagon as well as sea traffic between us. If the birds make it impossible for wagon traffic�are there birds in Condigeo too? What are they going to tell my husband?”

“It could be even worse there.” Lord Quintana nodded vigorously. “Very well. Forget trade goods for the moment. Let’s talk about monster birds. Egmatel!” The wizard jumped. “Sage, what have you learned?”

Egmatel hesitated. “Nothing,” he said. He observed the shock effect. “Of course that tells us quite a lot. Aren’t we all thinking the same thing? Great massive beasts don’t multiply this suddenly, be they dragons or bison or mammoths or birds. Ants do that, and mice. This is no sudden increase in reproduction. Somewhere there’s a wizard. He’s moving birds by the score, sending them our way.”

Shanda demanded, “Egmatel, do you know this?”

“No, Lady. I surmise. Now two wizards of very different schooling� Twisted Cloud and myself�have studied Lord Sandry’s captured bird. Shaman, you found nothing.” Egmatel waited for her nod. “I found nothing. No trace of wizardry. The spells that sent the monster birds to ravage our land are very well masked.

“What may we conclude? He or she or they�call them the Black Wizards�they hide from us because they already see us as enemies. Negotiation would be pointless. We must fight.”

Lord Quintana asked, “Can you work spells to fight such a thing?”

Egmatel spread his hands helplessly. “I don’t know what I’m fighting. We might try a Warlock’s Wheel on that bird and see if its behavior changes.” He perceived Twisted Cloud’s puzzlement, rightly or wrongly, and said, “A very old spell. It burns all the manna out of its surroundings, renders all spells null, kills any magical beast. We use it seldom.”

“Worth a try,” Twisted Cloud said. “But first I’d like my daughter to see this terror bird. She’s at Avalon.”

Egmatel flinched. “At the Folded Hands Conference?”

“That’s right. She travels with Morth of Atlantis.”

They’d seen his distress. Now they saw his anger. “I wasn’t invited to Folded Hands!”

“I wasn’t either,” Twisted Cloud said. “Sage, Morth is perhaps the last surviving Atlantis wizard, and Clever Squirrel is Coyote’s daughter. Unless there’s a god in your background, she will always have more power than you or me. It’s why we must show her this monster bird, and soon, before the cursed thing sickens and dies.”

Green Stone said, “Yes. I can’t go, but�Shaman? Will you fetch your daughter?”

Twisted Cloud looked at the serious faces about her. “If she’ll come. Folded Hands is supposed to be important.”

“The first Conference on Conserving Manna!” Egmatel snapped.

An antic whim took Burning Tower. She said, “You can’t travel alone, Shaman. It would be unfitting�and dangerous too. Sandry?”

“How long a trip is this?”

Lord Qirama said, “Twenty-six miles across the sea. Boats can be hired. A full-day trip, but you could come back the next day. We pay enough to keep the pirates suppressed around our harbor, and Avalon has its own defenses.” He grinned slightly. “I shouldn’t think wizards need to worry about the weather.”

“Tep’s Town can spare me for a day,” Sandry said. “Very well, Twisted Cloud, allow me to escort you.”

The shaman grinned. “Travel in the company of a handsome young man? Too tempting, Blazes. Unless…” She turned to Burning Tower. “Unless you’d come along?”

Tower struggled to keep the glee out of her voice. “Brother, would that be acceptable?”

Green Stone, smiling, shrugged.

“I’d be delighted,” Burning Tower said.





Chapter Ten
Sea Passage

 

It had been a splendid evening. Green Stone insisted on going back to Peacegiven Square in the night so that he would be there when the market opened. Lurk had vanished. Burning Tower and Twisted Cloud each had a room.

Sandry offered to show Green Stone the accommodations, but Stone hadn’t bothered. That seemed to puzzle Sandry, to Tower’s amusement. The Lords didn’t really understand about one-horns…. That would change, now that the kinless ponies were developing. Burning Tower wanted to explain, but her brother wouldn’t forgive her if she did. Lords were free with information that the Bison Tribe kept as trade goods.

But she was free to dream. Living in this house with Sandry�that made a fine dream, a bit rough at the edges. How would she relate to the other Lords? Would the servants like her?

Or traveling with Sandry on the Hemp Road, an ornate wagon�she could expect that as her dowry and with Sandry’s wealth, they could have horses, not just bison. Their own wagon train, with this house as their winter home…

 

Her room in Sandry’s house was large and airy, with a small washbasin and flowing water that vanished into a stone-lined pool on the floor. The walls had tapestries, and there were drapes to cover the windows, although Burning Tower had no need for them. Servants laid out fruit juices and snacks before she went to bed. When it was time to wake, a girl about Tower’s age came in with hot tea and fresh baked biscuits.

Tower grinned at her image in the large mirror. I could get used to this�Sandry as master of a wagon train. I’d manage it�he doesn’t understand those things�but… She was grinning as she went downstairs to breakfast.

 

A wagon and a chariot waited in the road in front of Sandry’s house, each pulled by a team of horses. Servants were already loading the baggage into the wagon. Chalker held the chariot reins.

Burning Tower was fascinated by the horses. They were more friendly than one-horns. Full-grown one-horns loved young girls, but that wasn’t friendship, it was some magical effect. And they hated married women, and most men. Tower watched as Sandry greeted the horses and gave each a small carrot as a treat. The horses clearly liked him.

“Ladies, chariot or wagon?” Sandry asked.

Twisted Cloud chuckled. “How long is this trip?”

“Half an hour, no more,” Sandry said.

“Thank you. With no place to sit in your chariot, I prefer the wagon.”

“Right,” Chalker said. “I’ll drive the wagon, then.”

“I don’t mind standing in the chariot,” Tower said.

“But you have to stay inside it.” Sandry was laughing. “No more climbing out on the wagon tongue!”

“Oh, all right.” Of course you were supposed to remember I’d done that, Tower thought. Hah! Most men don’t remember things they’re supposed to.

“No showing off,” she said. “I’ve seen you drive, and I know you’re good. And we don’t want Cloud telling Mother it’s not safe.”

“Sure,” Sandry said. He helped her board, although they both knew she didn’t need help. His hand lingered on her forearm after he helped her up.

“It’s beautiful in your town,” Tower said. “Waterfall and flower beds� it must take a lot of work to keep up.”

“Yes, but what else would the gardeners do?”

They passed through the gates with a wave to the Lordsmen guards, and Sandry shook the reins. The horses broke into a trot. The wagon lurched, and she used that as an excuse to grip Sandry’s arm. He didn’t look at her, but she could see his grin.

The road down to the harbor was broad, gently curved, and lined with houses far less splendid than the palaces inside the walls, but considerably nicer than in Tep’s Town proper. At intervals were squares, with shops and pleasant places to sit, and shopkeepers and shoppers sitting in the shade. Not buying much, Tower thought. Maybe the customers with money have gone to our market fair.

Most of the squares had fountains that worked better than the one in Peacegiven Square. We were in Lordshills, and this is Lord’s Town. Now I’ve seen both…. “This is nice,” Tower said.

Sandry nodded.

“Much nicer than Tep’s Town. Why?”

Sandry seemed disturbed by the question. He looked away. Finally he said, “Well, there aren’t any Lordkin gathering here. Just kinless.”

“No Lordkin here at all?”

“Well, we let a few live here. A very few. And there are descendants of Lordkin, but they’re raised by kinless. Mostly these are kinless. Some lookers, a few foreign merchants, but mostly kinless.”

“There are kinless in Tep’s Town.”

“Sure. But they work for the Lordkin. Why work hard for yourself when some Lordkin can gather everything? In these parts, the kinless belong to the Lords.”

“Like slaves?”

Sandry looked uncomfortable. “No, not really. But�actually, I suppose so, at least technically. A long time ago, the Lords and the Lordkin together defeated the kinless and took this land. The kinless surrendered, but they weren’t sold into slavery. They were allowed to go on living here, but they have to support the Lordkin.”

“And the Lords?”

“Yes, of course, but we pay for what we gather. Lordkin don’t.” He looked uncomfortable. “There’s a charter. Most of the kinless live in the Lordkin areas, and the Lordkin gather when they want to, but the charter lets us have this area where only the Lords can gather. Lordkin have to agree to that or they can’t come in here. I guess technically you could call the kinless here slaves to the Lords’ Council, but look at them�they don’t act like slaves! Everyone in Tep’s Town wants to live here! The problem is to keep them out.”

Tower nodded. Her Lordkin father and her kinless mother had wildly different ideas of what life in Tep’s Town had been like. Neither one made it sound like much fun growing up there, and both had nice things to say about Lord’s Town.

“Oh!” she shouted. “That’s the ocean!”

“Yep.”

“It’s big!”

Sandry smiled. “I’d forgotten you never got down to the shore last year.”

“Everything happened so fast. Sandry, it’s beautiful!” Sandry gave the horses their head, and the beach came up fast. Sand and palm trees, big waves crashing onto the sand. Blue skies, blue water. Big white birds soaring along the shore. Dark heads in the water. A family of eight stripped down and ran for the water in a mob. An enormous bird seemed to just fold its wings and fall into the water, to come out with a fish in its huge bill. A big fish rode an enormous wave to the shore. As the wave crashed, the fish leaped up and became a man, a young man with long blond hair and no clothes.

“Did I just see that?” Tower asked.

“Got to me first time I saw it happen,” Sandry said. “Before last year, before Morth and your father drove Yangin-Atep mythical, we’d only see the mer people in fish form. They never came here as humans. Now�”

The young man stretched. The change caught him in the middle of a yawn: he was a great fish balanced on its tail, now toppling, now fallen in a spray of sand.

Swimmers pointed. Sandry stopped the chariot to watch. Children and adults emerged from the waves and began to roll the wriggling fish across the wet sand toward the water. When a wave hit him, he was a man again, just long enough for his legs to carry him out to sea.

Sandry drove away. He said, “Seawater carries manna. So Egmatel tells us, but there’s not enough yet in Tep’s Town. The mers catch fish for us. And here’s the harbor.”

The harbor was small, a patch of water walled off from the sea by big rocks and logs. Waves crashed against the sea walls.

“It’s smaller than I thought,” Tower said. “Condigeo�I’ve seen sand paintings, and the harbor there looks huge.”

Sandry said, “But they have a big enclosed bay. Our harbor is artificial, and the sea wants to tear down the walls. It takes a lot of work to keep even this much protected.”

There was a barge in the harbor. Men stood chest deep in muddy water. They used buckets to scoop out sand and dirt from the bottom, then they emptied the buckets into the barge.

“Like that,” Sandry said. “The harbor fills up if they don’t dredge it out. We keep hoping the wizards will figure out some way to make it less work, but they never do.”

“That looks like hard work for strong men,” Tower said. “Lordkin?”

Sandry laughed, then looked embarrassed again. “Tower, nothing against your father, but Lordkin don’t work! A few of those are experts we hire from Condigeo and Black Rock, but mostly those are kinless from Lord’s Town. They’re well paid too.”

“Is that our ship?” She pointed at a boat drawn up alongside a wooden dock. It was hard to tell how large it was, but it was bigger than any wagon, longer than several wagons put together. The front and back parts of the ship were decked over, and there was a cabin built over the deck on the front end. The middle part was open, with what looked like benches. The mast was tall, many times taller than she was, with ropes from the top down to the decks. Other ropes hung in orderly disarray.

“Angle Queen. That’s her,” Sandry said. “Got in two days ago. They were supposed to sail to Condigeo tomorrow, but the council arranged to hire it for a couple of days to take us over and get Clever Squirrel.”

It didn’t look quite safe, but Tower wasn’t going to say that. She eyed the ship more carefully. At least four times longer than a big cargo wagon, and maybe a wagon length across at its widest point. People were moving about, on the ship and on the docks. Like setting up a market, Tower thought. Everyone knows what to do, so there’s no need for orders and instructions. They just do it.

They watched from Sandry’s chariot. No one paid them any attention at all. Finally the wagon pulled up behind them. Chalker jumped off, bowed in the general direction of Twisted Cloud, and boarded the ship over a long, narrow plank. Twisted Cloud studied the ship without expression, but from time to time she glanced up at the blue skies and wispy clouds. We should have good weather, Tower thought.

Chalker came back down. “All’s ready, My Lord, Ladies. You can go aboard now. I’ll see to the baggage.”

“Thank you, Chalker,” Tower said. “Will you be coming with us?”

“No, more’s the pity,” Chalker said. “Never seen Avalon. Not many in Tep’s Town have.” He grinned. “You’ll take good care of my young master. I’m sure he’d rather have you than me for company!”

“I hope so.”

Chalker grinned.

 

Sandry was too far away to hear what Tower and Chalker were saying to each other, but when they glanced toward him it was pretty certain what the subject was.

And the more I see of her, the more I like her, he thought. Smart. She can be silly, and serious, and she gets along with everyone. And Mother liked her. He smiled softly to himself as he remembered her touch. Her hand was warm when she gripped his arm….

A sailor came up and made a gesture, putting his knuckles to his forehead. Sandry had noticed sailors did that when talking to their superiors. An odd custom. “Welcome aboard.”

Sandry eyed the narrow plank over the sea. No more unstable than a chariot platform, and only water to fall into, so why am I nervous? Tower grinned and skipped across, and he followed, Twisted Cloud behind him.

The sailor led them up to the front end of the ship. “This is called the foredeck,” he said. “That end is the bow, and you go forward when you go in that direction. The other end is the stern, and you go aft when you go that way. Might be useful to remember that.” He paused. “Sir. My Lord. Ladies.” Not used to dealing with passengers. A young man, certainly not older than Sandry, and proud of his abilities.

Sandry nodded. “Thanks. I’ll try to remember.”

There was a small cabin with the door on the back�aft, Sandry remembered�side of the foredeck cabin. Inside were seats for perhaps a dozen at a small table with benches on each side. Other passengers came aboard and were led to a cabin under the stern deck. Sandry frowned. “I thought we chartered this boat,” he said.

Twisted Cloud shrugged. “Doesn’t do us any harm to have other passengers. And we get the little cabin with the seats.”

Sandry nodded agreement. It seemed much too confined inside the cabin, so they stood on the foredeck making conversation while the crew set about making the ship seaworthy. This involved moving an infinity of rope and a lot of shouting. After a while, a group of men came aboard and took seats in the belly of the ship on the benches Sandry had noticed before. Oars were put in place. He couldn’t see what else was happening down there, but there were the sounds of hammering and clinking metal. Everywhere else men moved purposefully. One climbed the mast and did something with the ropes up there.

“They’re very particular about getting things exactly right,” Burning Tower observed. “You’re like that, Sandry.”

Absently, Sandry said, “Well, maybe I am.” Had he forgotten anything? This trip made him nervous. He’d met few magicians in his life. Morth had been a maniac. Egmatel was something of a fraud. What would scores of wizards be like?

Burning Tower said, “The sailors, they’re keeping lists in their heads, aren’t they? Do this, do that, or the boat doesn’t go. It’s like that in the caravan too. Everything has to be just so, or the beasts misbehave, things fall off, a wagon rolls down a hill. What I noticed about the people who serve you in Lordshills …” Burning Tower’s hands moved, reaching for words, concepts. “They’re not following a list. They follow orders. They do what it takes to make you�us�comfortable.

“Sandry, the people who do the work at Road’s End … they don’t travel. Sometimes they resent it, that they don’t have a wagon or a piece of one. Why are your servants so…?”

“A good servant gets to thinking that he runs a household, and that’s what drives him. Her. Aunt Shanda’s chef. Chalker. The others … well, they want us happy,” Sandry said.

“Right! Why?”

Sandry wasn’t used to thinking in these terms. He said, “I guess they don’t want to go back where they came from.”

“And?”

What was she getting at? “I’m tasked with finding a place for a kinless woman who got taken pregnant by a Lordkin lover who cared enough to ask for a favor. Maybe I can … anyway, a lot who serve us are like that. Something drove them away. They don’t always tell us. The rest … if they lose their place in Lordshills … they’re either kinless or Lordkin. If they’re kinless, they’ll be back in the hands of the Lordkin. If they’re Lordkin, that can be bad too. Lordkin women do all the work they can’t lay off on kinless. Lordkin men maim and kill each other. Didn’t your father tell you�”

“Well, I know he left, and he rescued Mother. They don’t talk about it much.”

“And,” Sandry said diffidently, “I don’t really know how they think. We have to guess. Tower, tell me about your half sister.”

Burning Tower laughed. “I’ll let her mother speak for me.”

The Bison Tribe shaman was watching sailors swarm over the decks, but she’d heard. She said, “Clever Squirrel was Bison Tribe’s shaman a year ago, when I couldn’t travel. Early this year, she traveled west with the Pumas to visit Morth. She wants the spell that unravels failed spells. Had to follow him to Avalon to get it.” She looked around. “Squirrely’s powerful. More than me. Much more than me. Why not? She’s Coyote’s daughter.”

“How does that work?”

Reluctantly at first, Twisted Cloud told of the wild night her father Hickamore, the Bison Tribe shaman, led his fifteen-year-old daughter and a twenty-year-old Lordkin into a hillside thick with raw gold. Hickamore died when wild magic renewed long-forgotten spells. Coyote possessed Whandall Placehold. The god dazzled and seduced Hickamore’s daughter. The next morning, Willow claimed Whandall as her man before Bison Tribe.

“She might have thought I was going to claim him,” Twisted Cloud said. “We conceived Squirrely that night. She and Blazes are half sisters because Coyote was riding Whandall.”

“I didn’t hear this story until I was pretty old,” Burning Tower said, “and I didn’t know why Twisted Cloud never claimed the gold in the hill. She’s the only one who knew, barring Father�”

“Hush, child,” said Twisted Cloud.

“Sorry.”

Sandry grinned at them both. “There’s a story here?”

Sails rose aloft and caught the wind. There were shouts from the stern deck. People on the docks did things with ropes, then shouted again.

“Well. Raw gold carries manna, you know, but the magic is uncontrollable,” Twisted Cloud said. “Wizards go crazy at the touch of gold. Spells go crazy. Not many can handle it. Still, even wild manna may heal or rejuvenate or�anyway. What I told Burning Tower, in an incautious moment�”

“We’re off! We’re sailing!” Burning Tower exclaimed. The docks were flowing past them. “Sorry.”

“Please,” Sandry said, “go on.”

Twisted Cloud thought a bit before she spoke. “People give raw gold to a shaman. Payment for spells, services. A shaman uses the manna and leaves refined gold behind. I found out that night that raw gold makes me horny. I always get pregnant when I’m around it. After five children, I knew I didn’t want any more to do with raw gold. The gold stayed put, and my father’s skeleton too, until Whandall needed it twenty years later.

“My oldest child is Clever Squirrel, and she is Coyote’s daughter, sure enough. She’ll find what that cursed bird is hiding if anyone can.”

For a time they enjoyed the view of land sliding past, waves growing larger, the sails belling over them, the to-and-fro surge of a ship cleaving water. Sandry’s belly grew uneasy. He thought he was hiding it until Twisted Cloud laughed and touched his ears with her fingertips, and then it was all right. Hah! Wagons must wobble too.

At midmorning, the sails hung slack and the ship slowed. Shouting wafted up from belowdecks.

“Curse,” Twisted Cloud said quietly.

“What?” Tower asked.

“The oarsmen. They hate. They can’t do anything about it, so I have to feel it.”

Sandry looked into the midships pit where twenty oarsmen were at work. Two rows of men manned the oars: not enough to manage a decent speed. An oarmaster was cracking air over their heads with a lash. “Without them, the ship doesn’t move,” he said. And then he sucked air.

The girls looked at him. Sandry said, “Regapisk.”

Regapisk, no longer Lord, was second on the port side, nearly naked, sitting on a yellow cloak or blanket. A mottled blue bruise marked his face. Regapisk snarled; his muscles bunched. He pulled, then lifted the oar, then pulled. The oar surged, lifted, dropped, surged in tandem with the rest.

Regapisk was better at rowing than Sandry would have guessed.

The women were looking at him. Uncomfortably, Sandry said, “Skip it. Twisted Cloud, what can you tell me about this wizards’ gathering?”

“No magic,” she said. When Tower and Sandry both laughed, she said, “I’m the one who has to remember. The locals are very hard on anyone who uses flagrantly powerful magic.”

“What do they do?”

“I don’t know,” the shaman said. “Nothing esoteric, I’d guess. Drowning, maybe.”

 

The wind picked up an hour later. The ship heeled over at a different angle and seemed to be struggling, and the shelter of the small cabin was welcome. Wind whistled through the small round windows carved into the side of the cabin.

Servants had been setting the table in the forecabin. Now they took out little wooden rails and set them into holes in the table so that the food and drink wouldn’t slide off. “Lunch is served,” a white-coated crewman said. He bowed. “Ladies. Lord Sandry, the captain would like a moment with you back aft, if you please.” He pointed to the rear of the ship.

There was a narrow walkway on either side of the oar pits. The sailor had indicated that Sandry should take the walkway on the right, the high side of the ship as it leaned far over. The oars had been brought into the ship now, and the oarsmen were slumped in place, not looking up. All but Regapisk, who looked around warily. Sandry didn’t think he’d looked up at him.

The captain and two officers were at the back of the ship. There were two more men holding wooden bars thicker than spears. These were attached to posts that went down on each side of the ship.

“Steersman, bring her up, there!” the captain shouted. “Lee steersman, haul in hard!”

“Aye aye.” The man on the low side of the ship was straining. “Maybe need some help here, skipper.”

The captain nodded, and another crewmen went over to help. They strained at pulling on the wooden contraption.

The steersman on the high side of the ship seemed relaxed. “No bite on the windward side,” he shouted.

The captain nodded. “Stand by. Okay, lads, steady as she goes. Ah. Lord Sandry.”

“Captain Saziff. Are we in trouble?”

Saziff grinned. A big man, gold earrings, a bright red shirt of what was probably silk, and a dark wool coat with gold lace on the sleeves.

Sandry nodded to himself. He could understand dressing to impress the men….

“Trouble, My Lord? Not in this little blow. Not trouble, just delay. How bad do you need to get there before dark?”

“Well�we were told we’d be there with plenty of daylight.”

“Wind, My Lord. Not from the usual direction today. We’ll get there, but we’ll have to tack a lot. Be surprised if we’re there before dark.”

“Have we choices?”

The captain nodded. “For four gold, I can hire mers to help us.” He shrugged. “Ordinarily I’d just do it and eat the cost, but we just had a bad run up the coast, and I can’t afford it. I told your harbormaster this is a tricky time of year for the Avalon run. Usually the wind is steady from the west, but it’s backed around southerly now.”

Whatever that means, Sandry thought. “Isn’t this your regular run?”

“Bless you, no, sir. There’s not enough traffic from Tep’s Town to Avalon to support a regular run! I’m headed to Condigeo and Black Warrior and then on further south to Two Capes. May even run right on around and up north on the inside, if I can get cargo. No, we were chartered to take you over and bring you back, and we’ll do that, all right, but we won’t make the harbor tonight without help from the mers.”

“And they charge four gold?”

“Might be less, but once you hire them, you’d better have the money,” Saziff said. “And I don’t have it, My Lord.” He grinned. “Tell you what, though�for four gold I can get you into the harbor ahead of time and we can have a bit of a show for the ladies as well.”

Four gold. Sandry doubted they’d paid more than ten gold for the whole passage. But there was no way to know if the captain was telling the truth or not, and it would cost more than four gold to stay an extra day in Avalon, from everything Sandry had heard. “All right.” He dug into his pouch. “Four it is.”

The captain took the money without expression. “Raililiee, take over,” he said.

One of the officers said, “Aye aye. I relieve you, sir.”

“I’m going forward to negotiate with the mers. Stand by to trim sails.”

“Aye aye, skipper.”

Saziff led the way forward again. Sandry looked down at Regapisk. By both law and custom, they shouldn’t speak or even recognize each other. Sandry remembered, years ago, some older boys were pounding on him. Reggy made them stop and helped him clean up his clothes. There were probably other things Reggy had done for him over the years, but that was the incident Sandry remembered best.

They reached the foredeck. “Ladies,” the captain called. “Come see something you’ve never seen before!”

Tower and Twisted Cloud came out to watch. The captain leaned down over the bow rail. Sandry leaned over too and was surprised to see a big fish swimming there.

A big fish, as big as Sandry, maybe bigger.

The captain shouted something, and the fish stood up on its tail, most of its body out of the water, and skittered alongside the ship.

“Oooh!” Tower shouted.

The captain shouted something else, and then threw a rope over the side. There was a big loop woven into the end of the rope, and the other end was tied to a big post on the deck. The fish made strange noises. Its toothy mouth was grinning widely.

Another of the big fish came up and put its bill into the rope loop. It began to swim, and the boat heeled over even more.

“Trim sail!” the captain shouted.

Crewmen did things to the sails. The boat came more upright. The big fish pulled, and the captain threw more lines off into the water. Other fish put their bills through them and began to pull.

“On course now,” Saziff said. He clapped his hands.

More fish leaped from the water. They would charge at the boat as if they would hit it, then dart off just at the last moment. Others jumped right over the ones pulling the boat. Tower and Twisted Cloud cheered.

“Smart fish!” Tower said.

“Not exactly fish, My Lady,” the skipper said. “They’re mers, of course. Lots of names for them, I guess dolphins is the most common. They breathe air like you and me.”

Twisted Cloud was staring at them. “Magic, lots of magic, but only the ones that are pulling, not the others. The others don’t seem to be magic at all.”

Saziff shrugged. “Don’t know, My Lady. Used to be no one would take ship without a wizard aboard, but last ten, twenty years now, they’re mostly just passengers, nothing for them to do. I never did know much about magic anyway.”





Chapter Eleven
Avalon

 

An hour later, they could see a dark shape looming up out of the water, and gradually it became an island. As they got closer, the wind died out entirely, and they took the sails down. The dolphins pulled them closer, then dropped the ropes. The Oarmaster shouted, and they rowed into a horseshoe-shaped harbor. There were docks built out from the shore, rows of them. A half dozen ships as large or larger than Angie Queen were tied alongside the docks, and there was room for twice that many more.

They came alongside a dock, but the ship stood off from it a good ten feet as the sailors passed lines back and forth. Sandry and the women stood at the rail and looked in fascination at Avalon.

He saw a sandy beach, with children playing, some half-clad, some naked. Sea animals with dark fur and flippers frolicked with the children. Half-grown dolphins played in the waves just off the shore. Here and there, adult humans lounged in hammocks. Blond youths with deep tans and muscles that any Lords officer would be proud of brought the loungers tall colored drinks. Teenage boys and girls played at some kind of game with a large leather ball.

 

Behind the beach was a row of brightly colored shops mostly set as storefronts into buildings that looked like warehouses. There was a warehouse built onto one dock, and the gaudy building on the dock next to it was clearly a restaurant.

“It looks�magic,” Burning Tower said.

“It is magic,” Twisted Cloud said. “The most magical place I’ve ever perceived.”

“And, I’ve been told, the most expensive,” Sandry said. He pointed at the dock. All along it were small stalls selling art objects, hats, clothing. “Prices in gold and silver, not shells.”

Brightly painted shops crowded to left and right on the main street. Beyond those, and above them on the hills, were less gaudy structures: houses. They were charming in their differences, Sandry had thought as he watched them grow larger as the ship neared the docks. But they had certainly not been made by magic. The houses�even the oversize one that must be the hotel�showed all the crudity of human workmanship.

“I’d hoped to see one of the magic castles the wizards are always talking about,” Sandry said.

“Not here,” Twisted Cloud said. There was awe in her voice. “Thank you for sending me, Sandry. I never expected to see this place.”

Burning Tower clapped her hands. “Me either. The Condigeo captains come here, but I don’t think I ever met anyone else who did. But it feels magic even if we don’t see any. Why is that?”

“It’s because you don’t see anything big and magical,” Twisted Cloud said. “Other places, the wizards did their spectacular tricks and used up all the manna. Condigeo. There’s a whole city under silt and mud where their harbor used to be. No one can get to it, not even the mers. Ran out of magic and just settled into the muck. I know of other cities with collapsed castles. But there are places south and east along the Golden Road that still have big magical palaces.”

“How?” Sandry asked.

Twisted Cloud shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never been south or east of Condigeo. But there must be a supply, a way to renew the manna.” She grinned. “And this time I’m not holding information to trade. If I knew I’d tell you. You’ve earned anything I know just for bringing me here!”

“Look up there!” Burning Tower shouted.

Color flashed across the hills. A tremendous bowl was set below the highest hill. Colors played in the rock and spilled out like liquids along the hillside. The bowl looked as if it had been blown like a huge rainbow bubble, then trimmed off like the top of a soft-boiled egg. “Magic shaped that one,” Sandry said.

Twisted Cloud said, “That must be Meetpoint, where they hold the seminars. It’s old.”

 

The sailors hauled on ropes and pulled them to the dock. The crew laid a gangplank, then barred the passengers from reaching it. They waited until another ship tied up to the other side of the dock and a dozen passengers stood at its rail.

Presently a man robed in purple strode aboard, escorted by Captain Saziff. Sandry couldn’t help staring. He must have weighed four hundred pounds. He was not just tall, but billowy, a smooth curve of a man. Within his hood, his face was white rimmed in black, split by a wide, wide grin.

“Orca,” Twisted Cloud whispered.

Sandry nodded. Whale. Clearly those were not the colors of a human being, but of an orca.

He clapped thunderously, waited for silence, and said, “I’m Schoolmaster Wheereezz. If you’re lookers or tellers, welcome to Avalon! We take most forms of money. The exchange is that gray building left of the last dock. If you’re wizards of any kind, welcome also! We only impose one special rule,” the sage said. “Whatever you know of magic, don’t use it here. If you’ve come to learn magic, well and good, but don’t practice it. This island is a refuge for mer folk. Here we can be human, as long as the manna holds out. Magicians also reside here, particularly elderly ones who need rich background manna to survive.”

The captain called, “Be aboard at the third hour tomorrow. We leave when it suits My Lord Sandry, and if you miss the ship, you’ll forfeit your fare and have to make a deal with some other captain less generous than me.” Then the passengers were allowed to spill ashore. They were joined by passengers from the other ship, where Wheereezz had repeated his speech.

When the crowd thinned, Twisted Cloud said, “Let’s get to Meetpoint. I can’t attend the seminars�I’m not an invited guest�but maybe Squirrel’s there.”

“We should book rooms,” Sandry said.

“It’s the same direction. Lord Sandry, these wizards tend to arrange their own housing. Squirrel’s staying at one of the houses. The hotel’s expensive. They’ll have rooms. We can take our time.”

“Shops,” said Tower.

So they walked north toward the bowl. Tower tripped over a loose board. Sandry caught her hand, and they walked that way for the rest of the block. They passed along the warehouses, then along a line of shops.

Goods were arrayed facing the street, unguarded, stealable. Guarded by magic? Sandry wondered. Or was it only that a thief would have to escape the island? And there were no Lordkin guards at all. No one was armed. He could walk the street with a pretty girl wearing expensive jewelry and never worry.

A shop built into a huge conch shell sold kitchenware made of shells or decorated with shells, a thousand kinds of shells. Burning Tower bought two fragile-looking geegaws. Another sold household tools. “Wizardry supplies,” Twisted Cloud said of a shop that sold dolls and doll-making equipment. A produce market… expensive. A bakery. Fish … absolutely fresh, and cheap, prices in shells rather than metal. And another building: buckets hanging on the wall, a large bell in a tower, bored-looking men sitting at a table playing a game.

“Avalon Fire Station,” Sandry read.

“Oh!” Tower said. “Will you talk with them?”

“I don’t know.” How? Introduce myself as the fire chief from Tep’s Town? I might learn something, but I might just make a fool of myself. Learning something could be important, but letting people know that the Lords Witness of Lordshills have fools for officials would be terrible.

A restaurant. Sandry’s stomach rumbled approval, and the ladies agreed. There were plenty of tables, and the waitress led them through the large room to a deck outside. There was a good view of the harbor, but Tower sat across from Sandry, and he kept looking at her, ignoring the flashing water and cavorting dolphins and the bustle along the beach.

They ate deep-fried swordfish (cheap) and slivers of potato (expensive) under a hot sun. It was a good day not to think about Tep’s Town, or terror birds, or Regapisk chained to an oar. A day to think about how good Burning Tower looked wolfing swordfish, then fresh oranges (expensive).

They walked on. Where the shops ran out, they turned uphill toward the bowl.

At the entrance they found a young man, robed, with his hood thrown back to free long blond hair. He looked them over dubiously. “Sigils?”

“We’re looking for my daughter?” Twisted Cloud said with a question in her voice. “Clever Squirrel? She’s attending.”

The man smiled. His teeth came to needle points; there looked to be too many. Either he filed them or he was a mer. “I know her. She wouldn’t be interested in this. It’s Hedjeraa talking about how to walk and talk and dress like they can really do magic.”

“Seriously? But where shall we look?”

“It’s a big island. Let me try a find.” The youth looked at the palm of his outsize hand. “Right. Try uphill, up that path�see it?�then along the ridge. Tell her Borush sent you.”

They climbed.

Looking down into the bowl-shaped gathering place, Sandry saw that Hedjeraa had drawn a good crowd, fifty or sixty. Something above them had attracted their attention: he saw arms pointing up.

The path switchbacked as it rose. Before it reached the crest, it forked. “Curse Borush,” Twisted Cloud said. “Which way?”

Sandry said, “We have to find her before tomorrow. Shaman, could you find the house where’s she’s staying?”

“If that boy can do a find … well, I won’t try it yet. They seem very picky about who does magic. Let’s keep climbing, get a view. Left or right?”

“Right.”

They climbed. Below them, a score of wizards and apprentices were climbing too. That was Morth of Atlantis in the forefront, in the sober robes of a mage. He’d been more flamboyantly dressed when Sandry saw him last. Trailing the rest was a vast purple shape, Schoolmaster Wheereezz.

Twisted Cloud paused at the crest. “Let’s see which way they go,” she said.

“Why? They’re not�”

“I know my daughter.”

At the fork, the wizards straggled into the right branch. Reassured, Twisted Cloud set off again. Tower and Sandry followed. Wherever they were going, they were ahead of the wizards.

 

A young woman looked up, saw them, waved frantically from the bottom of a sheer drop.

They found switchbacks that led down. The Meetpoint gathering place was far below them. When she judged them in earshot, the young woman shouted. “Mother! Blazes! What are you doing here?”

“Clever Squirrel, meet Lord Sandry of the Burning City. We have a mutual problem.”

“Curse it, Mother, I’m here to learn! I’ve already got�oh, well, come on down. Hello, Lord Sandry, pleased to meet you. Aren’t you the one Blazes�right. What do you think of this?”

They had reached the bottom of the cliff. Clever Squirrel waved up, and Sandry saw that a human face had been carved into the face of the cliff.

Burning Tower clapped her hands. “Oh, Squirrely, it’s Father to the life!”

“It’s a little crude yet. Let me�” Clever Squirrel picked up a slender tree branch. She waved the tip over the cliffside. Dust and pebbles flaked off and fell, accenting a lifted eyebrow.

A shrill voice cried, “Stop!” And then a dozen more bellowed down at them.

“What are you�”

“The rules!”

“Young woman, you’ve been told the price of wizardry here!”

“Stop that at once!” A lean old man with good lungs.

“Don’t hurt her!” That last cry came from Morth of Atlantis. It was barely audible; he was trailing now, and fairly winded.

The wizards descended. There wasn’t room for them all in the space below the cliff. They bunched, reluctant to approach. The women were behind Sandry. Sandry hadn’t consciously prepared for battle, but this lot would reach the women only if they got past him.

Now came Schoolmaster Wheereezz, somehow keeping his balance on the narrow path while he forced his way around cliff-hugging lesser acolytes and wizards. Once clear, he pulled back his hood�revealing a smooth bald black-and-white head�and looked up at the cliffside, smiling widely. “Beautiful!” he said. “Clever Squirrel, this would be your work.”

Sandry followed his gaze. Though Squirrelly had dropped her wand, the face of Whandall Feathersnake was still changing, a fall of sand refining its rugged look. A mad delight looked out of the rocky face, an expression Sandry had not seen in Whandall Feathersnake last year.

“We’re told that the god Coyote is your father,” Wheereezz said. “Is this Coyote? And is he improving his portrait?”

“Yes, Sage,” Squirrel said.

“And,” Wheereezz roared, “have you any idea how much power your magic has used?”

“Yes, Sage�”

“Let’s find out.” Wheereezz clambered up the slope toward the vast face. Sandry distinctly saw the eyes in the portrait move. The big man stood just beneath, his robes billowing in the wind.

“This girl is under my protection!” wheezed Morth of Atlantis. He was still edging his way down.

There was a flash of color: the eyes of the god blazed and pinpoints of light played across the robes of the accusing wizard. Sandry thought he heard a laugh.

“Although she may not need it.” Morth spoke quietly, but they all heard him.

“Not much gone,” Wheereezz said. “Not much power gone at all.”

“That’s silly�forgive me, but it’s not plausible,” the lean old man exclaimed. He moved away from the dots of light, but they followed him. He frowned. “Even gods must obey the rules here! This cursed cliff has been ready to fall on Meetpoint for a generation already. Now she’s used up most of the manna in it!”

“If she had, I’d be rolling downhill in fishy form,” Wheereezz said, “and no god would be able to function here at all.” He grinned up at Coyote, then laughed. “Go ahead, Conal. Test it.”

Conal’s jaw set hard. His hands wove a complicated series of passes. Pale rainbow fire spurted from between his fingers, in a spell that had been powerful enough to blind enemy armies a mere hundred years ago.

Conal glared at the apprentices around him. If any were thinking that they now had permission to try a few spells, that stopped them. “The magic’s as strong as it ever was,” the Sage Conal said, biting down on his words. “She’s used almost nothing. Girl, how did you do it?”

In a small, frightened voice, Clever Squirrel said, “But there’s no great magic here. Rock wants to fall. The cliff is already crumbly, can’t you tell? I just tell it where to crumble. You don’t have to be a mighty wizard if you’re making things do what they want to do anyway. Rock sculpture is easy. We in Bison Tribe use it to mark a trail.”

Conal was aghast. “Can all caravan shamans do this?”

“Anyone can mark a crumbly rock, sure, or tell a tree to write a sigil with its branches. Main Man is a better artist than me, but he can’t work this large.”

“Very well,” Wheereezz said. “Can you prepare a lecture on your style of magic? We have a slot open day after tomorrow�”

Before she could answer, Sandry said, “No. I’m sorry, really, but we need Clever Squirrel in Tep’s Town as soon as possible.”

Rage ran across Squirrel’s features, and Sandry suddenly perceived the young woman’s power. “Who do you think you are, Lord Sandry of the Burning City? Remember where you are!”

Burning Tower spoke up. “Squirrel, it’s true. You’re needed. We came all this way to get you.”

“I might have a solution,” said Schoolmaster Wheereezz.





Chapter Twelve
Clever Squirrel

 

Squirrel chattered as they made their way back down the hill. “Morth was already gone when I got to Carlem Marcle. I stayed at Rordray’s Attic for a night while I waited for a ship to Blackhawk Bay and Avalon. I sent Seshmarls to Whandall with messages. No point trying to get you a message in the Burning City!”

“No,” Tower said.

The bird Seshmarls was a magically endowed crow. Magic still ran thin in Tep’s Town.

“But the idea was to meet the caravan in Condigeo, two weeks from now! Blazes, I’ve never seen Condigeo! And the wizards here have invited me to lecture!”

“Well, that worked out,” Twisted Cloud said.

“Oh, yes. They’ll get a better look at roadside shaman technique if you do the talking. You’ve been at it a lot longer, Mother. And they’ll have to give you a sigil and let you attend the other lectures. It all works out very nicely for you. How will you get home?”

“With Morth.”

“Uh-huh. Watch out for raw gold! But I’m missing classes, and Blazes, you never saw Condigeo either. Wouldn’t you jump at the chance?”

Burning Tower shrugged. “Someday.”

“But what’s this all about?”

Sandry didn’t seem ready to speak, so Burning Tower said, “Terror birds.”

“What about them? They’re trouble, but you don’t see them often.”

“We do now.”

“Where?”

“They attacked us just before we got to Tep’s Town. And before that. You went west, we went south,” Tower said, “along the Hemp Road. We were past Last Pines when three birds attacked us.”

“Three?”

“Three, then four, then four. We’d reached the Firewoods by then. You know, it’s lucky we had the practice. We were just through the Firewoods when twelve hit us. We circled for defense and held them off. Some of the birds charged off down the road into Tep’s Town. Sandry killed them all but one, and caged that one.”

“They killed more than thirty people,” Sandry said. “They’re bigger than horses and better armed than most Lordkin. We killed six and captured one alive, Lordkin Firemen and Waterman’s tax squad and my boys all working together. The Bisons got the rest. A couple of our wizards�” He stopped for a moment. Tower too had seen Squirrel’s momentary grimace. “Such as they are,” Sandry said carefully, “they looked the bird over and couldn’t find what’s made them enemies. Twisted Cloud looked�”

“I can’t either,” Cloud said.

“The birds are a threat to Bison Tribe and Tep’s Town both. Now, you know that birds that big won’t hunt together. They’d never get enough to eat,” said Sandry. “It has to be magic, doesn’t it? They’re sent. And if expert wizards can’t find a wizard’s tracks in this matter, then he must be very good at his job, yes? So the thing is, we want you to look this bird over quick, before it dies or escapes on us. We want the best, and that seems to be you.”

 

The inn was on a hill overlooking the harbor. There were a dozen and more rooms, all different. One was a cave. Another was built on a platform at the top of a tower. Three stood side by side off a patio with a view of the harbor. Sandry booked all three. “I’ll take this one,” he said, pointing to the smallest. It was decorated with red lace and red hearts, and its usual purpose was obvious. Tower blushed slightly as Clever Squirrel suppressed a grin.

Dinner was served on the patio. Morth eagerly accepted an invitation to join them. Sandry sat next to Twisted Cloud, across from Burning Tower. He kept looking at her, and seeing that the others were watching him look at her, and feeling the warmth come to his face at the realization. All his life he had been taught to hide his emotions, from the Lordkin especially, but from the servants and kinless and the soldiers too. Lords didn’t have private lives.

But they knew love. Even Aunt Shanda, formidable Aunt Shanda, was in love with her husband. His father had loved his mother, and when he died, part of her had died. We can love….

Before dinner, there were tall drinks, mildly alcoholic, with a trace of hemp.

“Nothing strong, nothing to overwhelm the food.” The proprietor was a thin blond man of indeterminate age. His staff called him Wolf. Sandry wondered if he was a were. “This I learned from Rordray himself; it is the drink served in his Attic,” Wolf said.

“So it is,” Morth agreed.

“You are familiar with Rordray’s Attic!” The proprietor jumped up and down. “I only met him once; I went to Carlem Marcle just to meet him. He was most gracious as a host.”

“And a bit stingy about sharing recipes?” Morth prompted.

“Yes, yes, of course, but I stayed three days and I tasted many of his plainer dishes. I was interested in the most plain because I thought I would learn them more easily. On the third day, Rordray himself joined me at table. ‘Learn to know what you like,’ he said. ‘If you like it and you have good taste, your customers will like it also.’ It was good advice, and now this is all I have left of the cuisine of Rordray’s Attic. But I think you will like what I have.”

“Then I will let you choose my dinner,” Sandry said. “With thanks.”

The others agreed, and Wolf scuttled away happily.

“It’s pleasant here,” Clever Squirrel said.

“Oh, yes,” Tower agreed. “I’d like to stay a long time.” She looked at Sandry when she said it.

Sandry laughed. “I can keep the ship over another night, but not longer. How would we get back?”

“Ride the mers,” Clever Squirrel said.

“You can’t mean that!” Tower laughed. “It would be cold and wet!”

“But what a ride,” Squirrel said.

“There are boats to rent, and mers to hire,” Morth said. “Cheaper than the ships humans use, actually. And faster.”

“How did the mers get to be fish? Or dolphins?” Sandry asked.

Morth of Atlantis shook a head of red hair and laughed.

“Funny? I suppose so,” Sandry said. “You’re looking well, Morth. Much younger than the last time I saw you.” The last time Sandry had seen Morth, the wizard looked to be a hundred years old, and dying of it, hair falling out in patches. Of course he had just done battle with a god and a water elemental and used the one to defeat the other….

“And older than the last time Twisted Cloud saw me,” Morth said. “I have more manna available in Carlem Marcle than they will allow me here.” He shrugged. “So I age a bit here. It’s worth it for what I learn.”

“They’re vicious about manna rationing here,” Twisted Cloud said.

“Yes, well, they have to be,” Morth said. “There’s a small source here on the island. Hot springs. And some comes in currents in the sea. Enough to sustain the mers so long as they are very careful.”

“All this so they can turn into fish!” Tower said.

“No, no,” Morth said. He sipped his drink. “Refreshing indeed. Burning Tower, you have it backward. The mers are dolphins and orcas and swordfish who can turn into human beings. Not the other way around. Without manna they would be animals, not human.”

“So that’s what Wheereezz meant up on the hill,” Tower said.

Morth nodded. “Clever of you to have noticed. Yes, precisely.”

“How do they enforce this?” Sandry said.

Morth laughed. “You grew up in a land without magic, Lord Sandry, so you have never had to face a wizard in his wrath. I assure you, your sword will do you little good against real magic in a land where there is manna.”

“His sword is cold iron,” Burning Tower observed.

“Yes, yes, that will help,” Morth said. “But he is not made of iron.”

“I hope not!”

Clever Squirrel laughed. “Well, well. Have you two come to an understanding, then?”

There was an awkward silence.

“No words have been spoken,” Tower said finally.

“Perhaps none need to be,” Twisted Cloud said. “You’re awfully quiet, Lord Sandry.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Your mother likes Burning Tower,” Twisted Cloud said. “I saw that she did. So did you.”

“And she told me to be determined,” Tower said. “And I will be.”

Sandry looked down at the table.

“Lord Sandry is not entirely his own master,” Morth observed. “I lived among these people since before Sandry was born. Their ways are not the ways of any other people I know.” Morth shrugged. “But I can say this. The magic is coming back to Lordshills and Tep’s Town, and that will change everything. Your old ways are doomed, Sandry.”

“And if we don’t manage to deal with those terror birds, so are ours,” Twisted Cloud said. “Squirrel, you have to go back in the morning and look at that bird. It’s not just for the Lords Witness of Tep’s Town. If we don’t do something about those birds, there won’t be any more wagons on the Golden Road.”





Chapter Thirteen
Oarsmen and Oarmaster

 

The twilight was long and the sunset glorious. A magical place indeed, Sandry thought. He felt Burning Tower near him even after it became too dark to see. Determined, he thought. She said she will be determined! And so will I be. If her people won’t accept me, and mine won’t accept her, the world is a lot bigger than I thought. We only have to be determined.

He paused, startled at his own thoughts. I have decided, he thought. I want to marry this girl. Will she accept? She said she would be determined….

The sky was clear and black and full of stars, the way it sometimes was when the Devil Winds blew hard across Tep’s Town. Morth and the girls had names for some of the stars. “And there’s the Bear,” Burning Tower said. She stood next to Sandry to point to a group of stars. “That’s his tail.” She moved closer so that he felt her warmth next to him. Her hand found his.

“Bears don’t have tails,” Clever Squirrel said. “But still we call that the Bear. Morth?”

“We called it the Bear in Atlantis.” Morth shrugged. “There’s probably a story that goes with that, but I don’t know it.”

A trail of fire streaked across the sky to vanish behind the island. “Close,” Sandry said. He didn’t let go of Tower’s hand but used his left hand to point.

Morth laughed. “A hundred leagues, I would wager,” he said. “But I shouldn’t laugh. I once thought as you do, that falling stars were close. We went looking for them on the plains in Atlantis. Found some, too, always much farther away then we thought. There’s high manna in a falling star, even a small one. The king took half, and the guild took half of what was left, but even so, it was worth finding one. I once had a duel with a chap who thought he could claim a big one even though I reached it first….”

“Did you win?” Clever Squirrel asked.

They sat at the table and Sandry reluctantly let her go.

“I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t,” Morth said. “The loser went to the minemasters.”

“Wizard slaves?” Twisted Cloud asked. “How?”

“There is always wizard work in the mines,” Morth said. “Keeping the shafts open. And losing a duel loses a lot of power.”

“I would think so,” Clever Squirrel said.

“Why?” Burning Tower asked. “Do you�did you do something to him after he lost?”

It was too dark to see Morth’s expression. “No. I didn’t, and neither did the guildmasters. They didn’t sell Sorel to the minemasters; they found him a position there. He was happy to have it, a place where he had others to back him up if he miscast a spell.”

“Then what happened to him?” Tower asked.

“Think about it, Blazes,” Clever Squirrel said. “Suppose you had your doubts about ropewalking. Could you do it if you didn’t think you could?”

“Oh.”

It was thoroughly dark now. “I suppose we ought to turn in,” Morth said. “Squirrel, may I walk you to your boardinghouse?”

“Thank you,” Clever Squirrel said. “Good night. I’ll be down at the docks in the morning.” A porter appeared from nowhere. He carried a small lantern, which he offered to Morth. Twisted Cloud chuckled as she watched them go down the stairs to the streets. “That’s a sight you would see only on Avalon, Coyote’s daughter and an Atlantean wizard using a lantern in a land alive with magic…. I guess it’s time for me to turn in too. Blazes?”

“I guess. Good night, Lord Sandry.” She didn’t move from the table, and they sighed at the same time.

He thought of his gaudily decorated room and blushed slightly, glad that she couldn’t see him. He stood. “Good night, Burning Tower.”

 

It was a bright and glorious morning. When Sandry came out to the patio, Burning Tower was already at breakfast.

He sat next to her. After a moment, their hands touched. “Good morning.”

“It’s a wonderful morning!”

“But you’re alone. Not that I’m sorry.”

Burning Tower grinned. “Aunt Cloudy said they have breakfast at the conference, but I think mostly she couldn’t wait to show off her new sigil.”

There was a long silence. He looked at her, to see her quickly look away. I need to say it, he thought. But not now. It was awkward eating breakfast with one hand, but neither wanted to let go.

Maybe nothing needs to be said, he thought. Not now.

 

Clever Squirrel, a porter, and an astonishing quantity of luggage were waiting on the docks. Everything was stowed away on the Angie Queen, and Sandry paid off the porter. Captain Saziff welcomed them aboard, and if he had any questions about one passenger being replaced by another with mounds of luggage, he kept them to himself.

 

Oarsmen rowed the ferry out of the bay. There a wind met them, blowing straight toward the mainland. Sails went up, and the oarsmen were allowed to put up their oars.

“There’s something I need to do,” Sandry told Tower. “Do you see any stairs down into the oar pit?”

She looked at him oddly. “No. No, I don’t.”

“They must be inside.”

“They don’t let passengers in there.”

“I know. Excuse me.”

 

Sandry approached the nearest sailor and offered him wine.

The man refused. “That’s okay for you passengers. We get caught with that on our breath�”

“Sorry.”

“That’s all right, sir.”

“I’d like to talk to someone about buying one of the oarsmen free,” Sandry said.

The crewmen looked him over. “Tastes differ. Hey, you’re from the Burning City, are you?”

“From Tep’s Town, yes.”

“Uh-huh.” The man looked down into the pit, to pick out who might be this looker’s brother or uncle. “Well. I don’t sell oarsmen mysel’. You wait for shore, then you wait for tomorrow because the office is closed by the time we get in. Then you talk to someone there.”

Sandry nodded. “I’d like to talk to the oarsman first.”

“Why?”

Sandry kept his temper. “He might like it better here.”

The sailor was amused. “Yeah. Right. Come with me.” He turned away, turned back, and said, “Try not to be noticed.” He went to a low door marked with a rune: crew only.

A ladder let them out behind the Oarmaster’s podium. The man jumped, dropped a loaf of bread, and reached for his whip.

Sandry held up his hands, peace, with a refined gold coin in the fingers. “I have the urge to talk to one of your slaves, sir.” He gave the coin to the man who had brought him here. To the Oarmaster he offered two.

The man didn’t take them. He asked, “Now why would you want to do that? They’re not a talkative bunch. Any particular oarsman?”

“Second on the port side.”

“Reggy? Lord Regapisk. He’s talkative. You’d better talk fast, sir. That one’ll be gone when next you look.” He took the coins.

“How so?”

“I don’t like the way he talks. He doesn’t think he’s getting his due. He’s disrupting the oarsmen. I’ll tell the pursers, come next chance we get, he’ll be off across the wide world on another ship. Relative?”

“Not quite,” Sandry said.

“My sympathies. Climb on down, but don’t get too close to anyone. These are bad men.”

Sandry climbed a ladder down into the belly of the ship.

Some of the slaves were sleeping. Some were eating bread and dried fish. Sandry moved quietly between the two rows. Legs and arms didn’t withdraw to let Sandry past, but no man threatened him.

He shook Lord Regapisk’s shoulder. “Reggy,” he whispered. When Regapisk didn’t stir, he tried, “Your Lordship.”

“Too early. Lemme sleep.”

“Too cursed late,” Sandry said.

“Sandry?” Reggy snatched at Sandry’s wrist and sat up, then yelped, “Owoo,” on a rising note.

“What?”

“My back. Sandry, you’ve got to get me out of here.”

Sandry saw pink ridges crisscrossing Reggy’s back.

“Sandry? You testified against me. I saw you.” Regapisk’s whisper broke into a whine, then a whisper again. “What did I ever do to you?”

You cost me kinless houses, Lordkin lives, Lords’ tribute, and my own broken word, Sandry thought. But eyes had opened in the dark, and he just didn’t feel like arguing in front of an audience of slaves. You couldn’t win an argument with Reggy anyway.

“I’ll buy you loose,” he said.

“Good,” said Regapisk. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back when I can.”

“Sure.” Sandry was mentally adding up his funds. On his person: enough for bribes, enough to be taken seriously. What could he sell to actually raise the price of a man?

“As soon as I get home,” said Lord Regapisk. “They barred me from my own home, Sandry. How could they do this to a Lord?” He was still clutching Sandry’s wrist, as if it were his only hope of safety. “Why? It was those cursed Lordkin who let the fire get past. I think I even figured out why.”

Had he really? “Morth’s gold?”

“What? No. They’re practicing, Sandry. They’re planning to burn down Lordshills, and they need to know how to handle fire. Nobody in Tep’s Town is used to fire. Somebody has to tell Lord Witness Qirama. The old man should have seen it himself!”

“Reggy, what were you told, before they put you here?”

“Told?”

“Were you told, ‘Don’t come back’?”

“Curse it, Sandry, they didn’t know! They hadn’t thought it through!”

“There’s a lot of that going around. When I buy you loose, what will you do, Reggy?”

Regapisk hadn’t thought quite that far. Sandry watched him mull it. “I could hide at my father’s house, but that wouldn’t get anything done. I have to see Qirama! Qirama’s men might not let me in if I try to see him at home. At the office, they’d just arrest me. Sandry, if I could stay with you? and you invite him to your home … ?”

“Good-bye, Reggy.” Sandry pulled his arm loose.

“I want to think about this. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

The Oarmaster was asleep on his perch. Sandry knocked, and watched to see the man jerk awake, before he climbed the ladder. He gave the man another gold piece and returned to the passenger spaces.

To release Regapisk now … he’d be crabmeat within days. Sandry sighed. Another broken promise.





Chapter Fourteen
A Natural Host for Gods

 

Chalker was waiting with the chariot and a wagon. “Good to have you back, My Lord.” He gave a warm smile to Burning Tower. “My Lady. And you’ll be the new wizard?” he asked Clever Squirrel. He didn’t say that she looked too young, but it wasn’t hard to guess what he was thinking.

“Yes, but I’m not a wizard,” she said. “Just a caravan shaman.”

Chalker’s fixed grin relaxed a bit. “Good to see you, Lady Shaman. You’d best come quick, though.”

“Why?” Sandry asked.

“Bird’s doing poorly,” Chalker said. “Won’t eat. Getting droopy. Maybe the cold iron cage, but we’ve been a bit nervouslike about letting it out of there!”

“Don’t blame you. We’ll go directly there, then.” Sandry leaped into the chariot and invited Clever Squirrel up beside him.

Burning Tower climbed into the wagon beside Chalker, looking disappointed.

Sandry clucked the horses into motion. Dusk was falling, and he had to pay attention to the road. When he glanced over at his passenger, he could see that Squirrel was studying the houses of Lordstown and missing nothing.

 

“We’re here,” Sandy said. He waved to the guards at the Lordshills gate and the chariot clattered inside to the guardhouse where they kept the bird. “Still alive?” he asked when the door was opened.

“Yes, My Lord. It won’t eat. Don’t think it will drink anything either. We even tried a live rat, but it wouldn’t touch it.”

The room smelled like a chickenhouse. No one had cleaned up the bird’s droppings, but Sandry couldn’t blame them for that.

Clever Squirrel nodded to the guards, and went over to the cage. She squinted, then, as her mother had, she sat in front of the cage with half-closed eyes. Finally she stood. “You’ll have to let it out,” she said.

“Ma’am?” the guard was incredulous. “Ma’am, you know how much trouble we had getting that thing in there?”

“I can appreciate that,” she paused, “Henry son of Eric.” The guard looked startled. “But it’s important that I examine it without the cold iron around it, and before it is dead.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Henry said. “Taric. Lief. We got work to do.”

Whenever one of the guards got close to the cage, the bird would shake itself out of its lethargy and snap at him. Eventually, by working in pairs on opposite sides of the cage, they managed to get a rope around the bird’s feet. They tied it off to hobble the bird, then they passed more ropes in until they had a pair of them over its neck. “Want us to take this show outside?” Henry asked.

Sandry considered it. “If it gets loose, better it just kills us than runs around in the town,” he said.

“Well, yes, sir, but there’s not a lot of room to work here,” Henry protested, but he ran over and took out the toggle holding the cage door shut. The door swung open, and the guards tightened the ropes. The bird looked outside at freedom, stood still for a moment, then darted out. Its jaws snapped on air a foot from Henry’s nose.

“Perks up something wonderful,” Henry said, “My Lord.”

Clever Squirrel gestured. Nothing happened. Sandry looked the question at her. “Calming spell Morth taught me,” she said. “Didn’t work. Let me think.” She gestured again.

That really set it off. The bird pulled, hard, so that Sandry took the rope alongside one of the guards. They held it as it tried to get at Clever Squirrel.

“It hates Coyote,” she said. “It really wants to do something to hurt Coyote.” She gestured again. “And it hates you.”

After a while she nodded. “You can cage it again. Or kill it. There’s nothing else to learn.” She looked puzzled. “There’s just nothing there. Blazes? It reminds me of your father. Most human beings have a natural trace of magic, but Whandall never had anything. Just a blank ready to be filled.”

 

The Congregation was held in the Registry Office at Peacegiven Square. Lord Quintana himself presided over a dozen Lords Witness in their dark robes and tight caps, with more clerks and servants than Sandry had ever seen outside the main courthouse in Lordstown. Five squads of Lordsmen stood guard outside with a dozen chariot-class Lords and Younglords with horses harnessed and ready, spears and spearmen standing next to the chariots.

“Putting on a show to impress my brother?” Tower asked.

Sandry shrugged. “Could be, but we don’t usually do things that way.” And more likely to impress the Lordkin with how seriously we take all this, he thought.

Green Stone spoke first, telling the Lords all he knew of the birds. “They have never been common,” he concluded. “Until this year I had never seen more than one at a time, and never more than one in a year.”

Burning Tower was next. Sandry was proud of her. She was respectful but firm. Her deference could as easily be because of her youth as because of her station. “When Twisted Cloud examined the bird, she found nothing,” Tower concluded.

Lord Quintana nodded. “Thank you, young lady. And we have heard the testimony of the Sage Egmatel to the same end.” He nodded to the clerk.

“Thank you, lady,” the clerk intoned. “We now call the learned sage Clever Squirrel.”

Sandry grinned without showing it as Burning Tower came down to sit next to him. Young lady sounded enough like the proper title for a Lord’s daughter of Tower’s age, and learned sage was impressive. Sandry could hear the absence of capital letters in the clerk’s voice, but none of the kinless and Lordkin present could. They were treating the Bison Tribe leaders as visiting Lords, near enough, and making a show of it at that.

“Welcome, learned one,” Quintana said. “And the thanks of the Lords Witness for your help in this matter. You examined the bird closely?”

“I did, Lord,” Squirrel said.

Tower nudged Sandry. “Never heard her be that respectful before,” she whispered.

Her breath was sweet. He wondered about his own, and grinned slightly at his own concern. “Not much choice,” he whispered. What else could Squirrel do? Which was the point of all this, he supposed. The Lordkin and kinless were watching….

“…and after it was removed from the cold iron cage, I could feel its rage,” Squirrel was saying. “Rage against my father Coyote, rage against the wagon trains, and rage against you, My Lords. That last was harder to determine, but it was there. The birds hate you no less than they hate me.”

“Or that one did,” Lord Quintana observed. He said it carefully�a conclusion, not a contradiction. Clerks wrote furiously.

“I think all of them,” Clever Squirrel said. “I can’t be sure.”

“And their origin?”

She frowned. “Desert. Meat that hides.”

“Surely they are creatures of magic?”

“A fair guess, but again I do not know,” she said. “There is no trace of their origin, no trace of magic about them. Only the hatreds.”

“All gods welcome at the Feathersnake Inn,” Burning Tower whispered. They were sitting close enough to the witness stand that Squirrel heard her.

Clever Squirrel nodded. “My kinswoman repeats a phrase our father sometimes uses. I believe it came originally from Morth of Atlantis.”

The Lords Witnesses looked at each other, then back at Clever Squirrel.

” ‘All gods welcome,’” Squirrel said. “There’s no natural wizardry in the birds. It makes them a natural host for gods. That is the way of our father, whom you knew as Whandall Placehold.”

There was a stir among the Lordkin in the back of the room. Someone muttered something obscene. “Quiet,” Wanshig said sharply.

“As Lordkin were often possessed of Yangin-Atep,” Squirrel continued, “although they are not themselves magical. I believe these birds are possessed of the will of�someone, god or great wizard�but if there is any magic to the birds themselves, no trace of it remains for me to find.” She drew herself up to stand straight and proud. “And my Lords, I tell you, if anyone could find such, it would be me.”





Chapter Fifteen
Girl Talk

 

The hearings were continued to the next day, to the great delight of Green Stone and the Bison Tribe merchants. A full Congregation of Lords Witness and their entourage guaranteed shoppers.

Quintana was thorough. Everyone who had anything to say about the birds either testified to the main hearing or was taken to a smaller room to speak with the clerks. By afternoon, everything anyone knew about the birds had been heard and written down. Then the Lords adjourned. A clerk announced formally that the Lords Witness would take this matter under consideration. The entourage packed up, and in solemn procession the Lords, their clerks, and their soldiers rode back to Lordshills.

 

Burning Tower watched them go with amazement. “That’s it?” she asked her brother. “All that, and�and nothing?”

Green Stone shrugged. “You’ve heard Father say that the Lords are strange.”

“Strange, yes. Idiots, no,” Burning Tower said. “And where’s Sandry?”

“In his chariot,” Clever Squirrel said. “Leading his soldiers.” She pointed to a figure vanishing in the distance.

“Yes, but�”

Clever Squirrel chuckled. “You don’t know much about men, do you?”

“Not as much as you. But I can ride one-horns without yelling at them!”

“Tsk. No need to be angry,” Squirrel said. “What I should have said is that you’ll hear from him soon enough. He’s got some man game to play, and men always take those things seriously, but he hasn’t forgotten you.”

“I don’t care if he does forget me!”

“Sure. Now stop giving Stones false hopes. Not that I blame you much. Very handsome lad, and a lot nicer than any of the boys we know.”

Green Stone growled. “City Lord. What use would he be on the Hemp Road?”

Clever Squirrel grinned. “You don’t know much about girls, do you?”

 

Chalker found her an hour later at her wagon nest. “Lord Sandry’s respects, Lady.” He looked around to be sure they were alone. “The high and mighty ones are going to summon all you wagon folk to a big meeting tomorrow up in Lordshills,” he said. “Lord Sandry was hoping he could see you sort of more privatelike before that, but they want him at their council tonight.”

“What do you think will happen?”

Chalker looked serious. “I don’t know, and that’s the honest truth. Them Lords talk a lot and put on big shows, but they’re taking this as serious as anything I ever saw.”

“What do you think of them?” she asked.

He eyed her carefully.

“I mean�”

“Yes, ma’am, I think I know what you mean. And bein’ honest again, I don’t know if you can fit in with them or not. But they’re a pretty adaptable bunch. We both think a lot of our Lord Sandry.”

“Well, yes!”

“Thing is, so do the high and mighty ones. It may be that what he wants will count for a lot one of these days, and like I say, the Lords are pretty adaptable, all things considered. More so than the Captains of Condigeo, that’s for sure.” He bowed. “And I reckon I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Chalker was barely out of the wagon nest when Squirrel came in from the other room. “Well.”

“You heard?”

“Sure. Told you he hadn’t forgotten you.”

“But what did he really say? Squirrelly, I get so mixed up! I just can’t stop thinking about him.”

“Do you want to?”

“Sometimes yes, sometimes not. I never see you mooning over boys!”

“You won’t, either, but it doesn’t mean I never did it. Or never will again, for that matter.”

“You?”

She shrugged. “You’re the one who keeps pointing out that I have to shout at the one-horns.”

“Yeah�what was that like?”

Squirrel grinned. “Now, now, you’ll find out. Overrated, I’d say, but then I wasn’t really all that in love with�well, with the boy. Maybe it’s different when you’re in love, married, or going to be.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t get crazy ideas,” Squirrel said “Look, I have my place. Like my mother. Five kids and no husband, but she doesn’t need one. Neither do I. Nobody really expects Coyote’s daughter to mate for life. But it’s different for you.” She chuckled. “Hang in there, Blazes. If you really want that boy, you’ll get him.”

“And then what? A Lordkin’s daughter in Lordshills? Or�” She changed her voice to sound like her brother’s. “A city Lord on the Hemp Road.”

Squirrel shrugged. “Whandall Feathersnake was a city Lordkin who did pretty well on the Hemp Road.” She took Burning Tower’s hand in hers and stared at the palm, then shook her head. “Nothing. I’d say it was the low manna, but I never have seen anything. I think our paths are too close. You and me, Sister.”

 

The invitation came later that evening: a parchment written in a neat hand with embellishments and illuminations. The Lords Witness would be pleased if the Wagonmaster would attend the announcement of the findings of the Congregation and the requests and instructions of the Council regarding the matter of the beasts known as terror birds. There was a separate invitation to the Learned Sage Clever Squirrel. They were delivered by Younglord Maydreo, accompanied by Peacevoice Fullerman, and read by a clerk in dark robes.

After the delegation left, Green Stone frowned at the document. “They read it to us. Does this mean they think we can’t read the local language? That might be useful.”

“Notice where they were going,” Burning Tower said. “To the Lordkin lodgehouse. They’ll know Lordkin can’t read no matter what language it’s in. What happens if they read it to them but not us? Might be insulting to the Lordkin.”

“Or an honor they don’t want to give us,” Clever Squirrel observed. “One thing I’ve noticed, these Lords don’t do much by accident.” She grinned. “Think you can live that way, Blazes? You’ve always been pretty spontaneous.”

“I don’t know. But Sandry isn’t that way!”

“Not with you, maybe, but think about it,” Squirrel said. “Every story I’ve heard told about him�all of yours, even�he’s always looking ahead.”

“But that’s good!”

“I can agree there,” Green Stone said. “People who just do things without thinking, they can be dangerous.” He chuckled. “Sometimes it works out, though.”

“Like you with Morth?” Tower asked. “Running off with the wizard, and just barely married at the time!”

“Yes. But it worked well, better than we ever hoped, and I sure couldn’t have planned it. And you! You weren’t supposed to be with my group last year! Stowed away! Good thing too�you wouldn’t have been there to climb that pole to burn the Toronexti contract. Nobody could have planned that!” He sobered. “But usually it’s better to think ahead, and those Lords sure do that.”

“Lordkin don’t plan,” Clever Squirrel said. “But Whandall learned to. Not just as a Hemp Road merchant prince, before he ever left Tep’s Town. So it’s not in their blood to be foolish, and I doubt it’s in the Lords’ blood to be wise. Blood can count�look at me, Coyote’s daughter, but look at you two, half Lordkin and half kinless and not like either.” She grinned. “I wonder what your children will be like?”

Green Stone shook his head. “If we don’t do something about those cursed birds, she won’t have any kids, or any dowry either, for that matter.”

“I don’t think Sandry expects a dowry,” Blazing Tower said.

“Maybe not, but anybody out here will,” Green Stone said. “And given the way them Lords think, it won’t hurt if you have your own means just in case it doesn’t work out, you know.”

“I don’t care about that!”

Clever Squirrel’s voice was affectionate and only half amused. “I know you don’t. Girls in love never do. Most of the girls who want to talk to me before they marry don’t care a bit and they’re angry because their fathers and brothers insist on getting all the contract details right. But nothing makes a marriage last like the husband knowing you own the wagon and team!”

 

In the morning, the Lords sent horses and wagons for Green Stone and Clever Squirrel. Burning Tower wanted to go, but they hadn’t sent anyone she knew well enough to ask, and no one responded to hints. In bitter disappointment, she watched them go, then brooded until they returned in the evening.

“Well?” She demanded.

“One thing at a time,” Green Stone said. “How were sales today? Particularly out of Wagon Six?”

“Six? That’s stuff we bought at First Pines to take to Condigeo. Why?”

Stone grinned. “Because I sold the entire wagon, cargo and all, to the Lords, at a good price too. Sight unseen.”

“What did they want with a wagon full of goods for Condigeo?”

“They don’t want the goods; they want the wagon,” Stone said.

“Brother, I am going to strangle you!”

Stone grinned again. “It will be the traveling quarters for their officers,” he said. “They’re sending an escort, chariots and footsoldiers, and even a couple of Lordkin.”

“Who? Who? It’s Sandry, isn’t it?”

“Yes, little sister. They’re sending the only officer they have who’s ever fought terror birds. Of course.”

“He’s coming!”

“Yep.” Stone looked serious. “You just don’t forget�your job on the road is to take care of the one-horns.”

She made a face at him, and they both laughed. He’s coming!





Book Two
The Hemp Road





Chapter One
Deniable

 

Redwoods stood tall as gods. Chaparral ran round their huge bases like belligerent servitors. Burning Tower knew their danger and tried to instruct the escorts, but mostly Sandry had to learn for himself.

Sandry had brought six Younglords with three chariots, ten Lordsmen with Peacevoice Fullerman, and two of Wanshig’s Lordkin. They seemed lost in that vast forest.

 

“It’s not enough,” Sandry had told Lord Chief Witness Quintana. “Your pardon, sir, but…”

The corners of Quintana’s eyes and mouth wrinkled slightly. “I always encourage the junior Lords to speak their minds,” he said. “Although given your heredity, I am astonished that you need encouragement.” He glanced at Lady Shanda with a slight smile, which she didn’t acknowledge. “But the fact is, we have no more to send. Not and give them proper equipment.”

“I’d rather have troops than equipment,” Sandry said.

“I’m sure you would. But the Lords of Lordshills aren’t going to send any delegation to Condigeo looking like it came out of a poor Lordkin stronghold! This mission must impress the Captain’s Council.”

“We won’t impress them much if we’re all dead,” Sandry protested.

“You have more troops than you needed to defeat twelve of the birds. And capture one alive at that,” Quintana said dryly. “Sandry, I never met an officer who didn’t honestly believe he needed more troops, but I can’t spare any more!”

Sandry nodded. He knew it was true enough. Tension ran wild among the Lordkin bands, the kinless were terrified, and there were no more Burnings to attract the lookers and storytellers. For as long as anyone could remember, the Lords had held the balance between Lordkin and kinless and directed the economy of Tep’s Town. Now everything they had learned in centuries was probably useless.

“Tactics,” Sandry said. “The best way to fight terror birds is to have the Lordsmen lock shields, and use the chariots to draw the cursed birds into range of their throwing spears. But that takes tricky driving. I need a driver and a spearman in each chariot, but if I hold out enough Lordsmen to make a shield wall, there’s nobody to put in the chariots with the Younglord drivers.”

“You’ll think of something,” Aunt Shanda said. And Lord Chief Witness Quintana nodded sagely. “You’ll have to.”

 

So now the Younglords were doubled up two to a chariot, one driving and one as spearman and observer. When they’d found that out the first morning, they’d sent Maydreo to protest, but Sandry cut that short.

“I have twenty volunteer Younglords. I’ve picked you six, but it isn’t too late to change that. You still want to make that protest?” Sandry said.

Maydreo had a very sly grin. “What if I say Younglord Whane wants to protest?”

Sandry snorted. Whane wasn’t popular with his peers. He spent much of his time reading books and lost in his own thoughts. He was also Regapisk’s first cousin, and while Sandry hadn’t actually seen it, he suspected there was a lot of Reggy in Whane. “Not an option,” Sandry said, and left it at that. Anyone could see the fine hand of Aunt Shanda in the decision to send Whane. Surely Maydreo could?

And he did. “Sir, can we request that you assign Whane to your chariot?”

That was the trouble with just being promoted above your classmates, Sandry thought. They knew you too well, thought they could get away with things they’d never think of trying with a more senior officer.

“A tempting offer, but I’m used to working with Masterman Chalker,” Sandry said. And enjoyed the look Maydreo gave him. None of the others had been allowed to bring a valet.

Sandry had had independent command rarely in Tep’s Town and never for more than a few days. Now he was in charge, and that would last for weeks.

Quintana had come to Peacegiven Square just before the expedition was to leave. He had dinner served to him in the Registry Office, then summoned Sandry. Sandry expected to find the whole council, but Quintana was alone, no guards, no one at all. His greeting was perfunctory. Then: “Something’s been on your mind,” Quintana said. “Ever since you came back from Avalon. Want to tell me?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, you will anyway. Spit it out.”

Sandry frowned, then shrugged. “Lord Regapisk was on the boat. As an oarsman. Chained to a bench.”

Quintana nodded. “I knew that�forgot it would be on that boat. He tried to get you to buy him free, of course.”

“Yes, sir, and I promised I’d do it, only�”

“Only what?”

“He started talking about what he’d say to you.”

Quintana nodded.

“So we both know what you’d do to him if he came back,” Sandry said. “And I don’t want him dead.”

“Neither do I,” Quintana said slowly. “Not that it would keep me from feeding him to the crabs. Sandry, when we give an order, it has to mean something. If we say, ‘Don’t come back,’ it means don’t come back, and that has to apply to Lords as much as to Lordkin and kinless. Lordkin put up with our rules because they see them as fair, mostly, and we treat our real kin the same way as Lordkin.”

“At least it has to look that way,” Sandry said.

“Precisely. So you did the right thing. Reggy won’t be on that bench forever. Your Aunt Shanda has made arrangements. They’ll take him a long way off and arrange that he gets paid as long as he stays there. And maybe the trip will teach him something.”

“Yes, sir…”

“And you’re right, that isn’t why I wanted to see you.” Quintana inspected him closely. It was impossible to guess what the Lord Chief Witness was thinking.

“You’re young for this,” Quintana told him. “The council would rather send someone with more experience. You do have connections with the Wagonmaster, and that’s all to the good. But do you know why I’m putting you in charge?”

“I’m the only one who ever captured a terror bird.”

Quintana nodded. “Yes, and that’s the public reason. Now I’ll tell you the council’s real reason. You’re deniable.”

“Sir?”

“Sandry, you’re smart enough to see that we’re in trouble. Yangin-Atep is myth. The Greenway is open. Kinless can leave when they want to, and more and more will want to when they hear how well they can do outside.”

“Can’t blame them, sir.”

“I can’t either, but the Lordkin won’t like it. They’ll try to stop the kinless from running away. And what do we do then?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Neither do I, yet, but I have to decide. One thing is sure, the old balance between kinless and Lordkin is over. Right now everyone’s scared of us. Everybody on the coast wants to hire trained Lordsmen. But Sandry, we don’t have�we can’t afford�a big enough army to fight off the Lordkin if they ever get organized.”

Sandry nodded. “I’ve thought of that.”

“So. Right now we run things because we always have. We have to find better reasons than that if you want to keep that home of yours from being a Lordkin clan house.” Quintana shrugged. “We’ve always been pretty good at trading up and down the coast. Now we have to learn more, learn to be master traders. That girl you’re smitten with could be important to us.”

“Sir? What does that mean?”

“I think you know. If you’re both still interested in each other when you get back, come see me. I’ll handle Shanda.”

It was hard to suppress the foolish grin Sandry felt creeping across his face.

“When you get back,” Quintana said. “But understand, Lord Sandry, if you do get in big trouble and get your command wiped out, we can say, ‘Well, he was young; we sent him to keep the traders happy,’ and maybe, just maybe, we won’t lose so much of our reputation that the whole damn city comes down around our ears.”

“Oh.”

Quintana smiled faintly. “On the other hand, if you do everything just right, we can say that even our junior officers with a few troops can do things nobody else can. One more thing. That was the reasoning of the council. It’s not mine.”

“Sir?”

“It’s not my reasoning. I’m sending you south with everything I can spare because I damned well think you’re the best man I could pick. Dismissed.”





Chapter Two
Bloodberries

 

And now the three chariots rode ahead, partly on watch but always very much in training. Whenever the Greenway ahead was wide enough, the lead chariot would drop a target and the next would charge forward and wheel past it, and the Younglord spearman would throw or thrust his spear into the sack of hay. The last chariot would recover the spear and target and take over as lead. Peacevoice Fullerman rode in the first bison-drawn wagon and kept score.

Sandry and Chalker rode just ahead of the lead wagon. Sandry worried about his elderly valet, but Chalker seemed content enough. He leaned against the chariot side, but that seemed to be the only concession to his age.

Burning Tower rode alongside Sandry’s chariot. She had her bonehead pony, a new one bought from a kinless in Tep’s Town, for more gold than a kinless might see in five years. As they moved up the Greenway away from Tep’s Town, the pony grew larger, changed from gray to white, and the bump on its head became a horn. The growth was noticeable after the first day, more so the next morning.

It also became more noticeably a stallion. She called it Spike, and blushed a little at Spike’s obvious interest in the mares among the horses Sandry had brought. Today Sandry’s chariot was drawn by his favorite team, Blaze and Boots, a stallion and a gelding. Spike ignored the gelding, but his challenge to Blaze was obvious.

Another problem, Sandry thought. But it would be good to learn how horses and one-horns acted toward each other. Tep’s Town had always bred horses, and now that they understood the real nature of the kinless ponies�now that magic was somehow coming back to Tep’s Town�the opportunity was clear. One-horns were in demand all along the Hemp Road. Sandry smiled slightly at the thought. I worried about finding a career. Now I’m a Fireman and troop leader, and I’m learning to be a horse and one-horn breeder.

Sandry had heard of mules, but he’d never seen one, because although donkeys were supposed to be common in the mountains to the east, no one had ever brought one to Tep’s Town. Mules didn’t breed. Horses and kinless ponies never seemed to notice each other before Yangin-Atep went into the tar. What would happen if they interbred? Could they? Would their colts be fertile? There was only one way to find out, and it was clear that Spike was interested in the mares, and they didn’t dislike him either.

There was a shout from the lead wagon. “Well done, Younglord Whane,” Peacevoice Fullerman shouted. There was surprise in his voice. “Well done indeed.”

“He’s learning,” Chalker said. He had a way of saying such things half under his breath, so that Sandry could choose to hear them or not.

“Slowly,” Sandry said.

“Your pardon, My Lord, but I remember another young cadet couldn’t ever get worked up about spear practice.”

“I could drive, though,” Sandry insisted. “Whane won’t ever make a driver.”

“Agree there, My Lord,” Chalker said. “He’s too distracted. Tries to do too many things at once. But he notices things others don’t always see. Knows he’s got limits too, not like his cousin.” Chalker didn’t name Lord Regapisk. He didn’t have to.

Turns out I did the right thing there, Sandry thought. It will be a bad year for Reggy, but he’ll come out all right. Wonder where he’ll end up?

 

Burning Tower couldn’t quite hear what Sandry and Chalker were saying. Men often did that, or at least Sandry and Chalker did. He’s known Chalker a long time. She felt a tinge of jealousy and dismissed it quickly. “Time for more lessons,” she shouted.

Sandry nodded. Chalker blew on a small whistle to get Peacevoice Fullerman’s attention, then signaled with his arms, three circles of his right arm overhead then pointing to Burning Tower. Circle them near her.

Fullerman nodded to his assistant. Horn signals sounded. The Younglords brought their chariots back down the Greenway. Sandry’s men rode uneasily, trying not to touch any plant anywhere. As much as they must hate showing fear to their officer, they were thoroughly intimidated by the god-size trees and the deep shadows they cast.

Tower didn’t want to frighten them further, but they had to know. She pointed: “That’s Lordkin’s-kiss. It can be a vine or a bush, but the leaves are always that five-pointed shape. Sometimes they turn bronze. You don’t touch that! You don’t touch bison after they’ve waded through it either.

“And look there, that patch off in the chaparral. Those bloodberry bushes are poison. They pull you in. Don’t get too close or you’ll be too hungry to resist. Bison can eat them, though.”

“Ponies?” Whane asked. “Can they eat them?”

“Yes. The spell doesn’t seem to work with them,” Burning Tower answered.

“We’d better find out about the horses,” Whane said. “Drive over to that bush and let’s see.”

Today Whane’s driver was Maydreo. Whane tended to get distracted far too often to be the driver on a patrol. Maydreo hesitated. He wasn’t going to take orders from his spearman, particularly not if that spearman was Younglord Whane….

Burning Tower could see the emotions flickering across Maydreo’s face. Curiosity. And the red berries looked inviting, and they couldn’t be poisonous or the bison couldn’t eat them, and … He flicked the reins and sent the horses left toward the cluster of red in the chaparral. Tower turned Spike right around and dashed toward the wagon train. “Clever Squirrel! We’re going to need you, Wise One! Hurry.”

Boneheads hadn’t wanted anything to do with Clever Squirrel for over a year. Tower had wondered who the boy was, but Squirrel wasn’t telling. Green Stone had bought her a large stallion from the Lords’ stables. Lords didn’t ride horses. They weren’t big enough for an armed man to ride. Greyling was a big horse, and he didn’t seem to mind carrying Squirrel. Tower’s bonehead stallion reared and shied away as Squirrel came out of the wagon compound riding Greyling.

“Over there,” Tower shouted, and pointed off to the left of the Greenway. “Steady, Spike. Steady.”

Two chariots were in the thicket of red berry bushes. Four Younglords were stuffing themselves as fast as they could eat. So were four horses. Sandry’s chariot was a good fifty feet from the red berries. Chalker was dismounted, holding the horses by their bridles, as Sandry shouted at his entranced Younglords�who paid him no attention at all.

Clever Squirrel giggled loudly.

Sandry looked up at her in irritation. “It’s not funny!”

She nodded. “If you didn’t have me here, it sure wouldn’t be,” she agreed. “But you do. Chalker, can you hold Greyling? I don’t want him any closer to those berries.”

“Yes, Wise One. Don’t mind saying I’m glad to see you.”

“Me either,” Sandry said. “You can do something?”

“Sure.” Squirrel dismounted and walked slowly toward the red berry patch, her face an impassive mask of concentration. She muttered something, and her hands moved slightly.

Whane looked startled and doubled over in pain.

“Come to me now, Younglord Whane,” Squirrel said.

Whane straightened slightly, then bent over to puke.

Squirrel gestured again. “Come to me now, Younglord Whane.”

Whane lurched toward her. With every step, it seemed easier, until he was running. “Thank you, Wise One,” he shouted as he reached her.

“Go get me the rope from Sandry’s chariot and bring it here,” she said. She hadn’t lost the look of concentration and spoke softly without opening her mouth. “Now.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Whane wobbled toward Sandry’s chariot, still retching.

Squirrel muttered again, then spoke aloud. “Come to me now, Younglord Maydreo.” Maydreo turned slowly and began to move toward her.

“Come to me now, Younglord Qirimby. Maydreo, what’s the other one’s name?”

Maydreo looked up from helpless vomiting. “Bentino.”

“Come to me now, Younglord Bentino.” When all the Younglords were near her and puking, Squirrel turned to Burning Tower. “Do you remember how to resist those?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Take the rope and ride in there, tie it to the bridle of the nearest chariot team, and bring the end to me.”

“Right.” Tower whispered. “Spike.” She pointed. The bonehead walked toward the thicket. When it reached the nearest bush, it looked up at Tower, then tore off a mouthful of berries and ate them.

They looked good! I should try one� A shout from Clever Squirrel woke her to her task. Bridle. Tie the rope to the bridle. There. “Spike, out. Back to the horses…”

The bonehead nickered and walked out again. The pull of the berries weakened, died…

 

She had to go in once more to tie the rope to the second chariot, then they were done, everyone rescued.

 

Sandry’s face was an emotionless mask. “Younglord Maydreo.”

“Sir!”

“And what have you to say, Younglord Maydreo?”

“No excuse, sir!”

“Sir, actually it was my fault,” Whane said. “When Tower said the bison and one-horns weren’t harmed by the berries, I thought we ought to learn what they did to horses, and I suggested it, and�”

“And Maydreo takes orders from his spearman now?” Sandry said.

“Sir. No, sir,” Maydreo said.

Sandry’s face relaxed a bit. “No harm done, and yes, it is a good thing we learned this when there was someone around to help. But did you go there just because Younglord Whane suggested it?”

“Sir, I don’t know. It seemed like a good thing to do. And those berries looked good. I can still taste them. They are good.”

Sandry looked to Burning Tower. “Is it always like this?”

“Yes, a little, but it’s only this strong here in the Greenway, and they weren’t this bad last year, either. Squirrel?”

Clever Squirrel nodded agreement. “Out on the Hemp Road, we’ve pretty well burned out and destroyed the strongest bloodberry thickets, and the bison keep eating them anyway. In here, they’ve been protected for generations. Your fire god would have eaten most of their manna, but now he’s myth.” She shrugged. “They’re powerful, all right. Even I could feel the call.”

“One more thing to worry about,” Sandry said.

“The only ones to worry about are those near the road,” Squirrel said. “Until we get out of the Greenway and back to the Hemp Road, Tower and I will ride ahead to watch out for them.”

Sandry nodded. “But not too far ahead. Don’t forget the terror birds, and there might be bandits. And can you teach us how to resist those berries?”

Squirrel frowned. “Blazes, how long did that take you?”

“I don’t know. I learned on my first trip away from the New Castle, but I never felt any this strong. Sandry, you think about being full, so full you want to puke. At least that’s what I do.”

“It doesn’t hurt to imagine yourself tied up with their vines while they smother you,” Squirrel said. “Or how you’ll smell after a couple of days.”

“Ugh,” Whane said.

“All right, no harm done,” Sandry said. “And we all learned something. Chalker, see that Master Peacevoice Fullerman tells his troopers. And maybe you can have a word with the Lordkin?”

“Yes, sir,” Chalker said. “Reckon I need the morning off tomorrow to help with that.”

“Good idea. Do that,” Sandry said. He squinted up at the sun.

Burning Tower nodded. “Another hour to lunch. I’ll go scout ahead for more bushes.”

 

They made a big circle of the wagons, but they didn’t unhitch the teams or unload the wagons for the lunch break. Bison were fed where they stood. Horses and one-horns were hobbled and turned loose inside the wagon circle. There was one big central cookfire. Soup was served as soon as it was hot.

“You must make this up in advance,” Sandry said. He slurped his soup. “Good stuff.”

“We do. We make big pots of it,” Tower said. “Sometimes Squirrel can keep it hot all day.”

“Easier just to keep it from spoiling,” Squirrel said. “Takes a lot of manna to keep soup hot all day, and there are plenty of bison chips for a fire.”

Tower finished her soup and daintily licked the bowl. Then she stood. “Time to get moving. I’ll scout ahead for bloodberries.”

 

There weren’t any bloodberries near the road. Tower walked Spike alongside Sandry’s chariot. He kept looking around, at the tall trees and malevolent chaparral. The Firewoods held Sandry fascinated. He asked, “How did your parents ever get through this? They were on foot, weren’t they?”

“Father said they gathered a wagon and some boneheads at the wine farm, and Father could still throw fire. Even so, it was difficult, and they had children to take care of. They talk about it sometimes. Mother was afraid the whole time. Lost in this forest with only a Lordkin to protect her!”

Tower looked back at Trebaty and Secklers, the Lordkin Wanshig had given them, and Peacevoice Fullerman, selected by the Lords with Sandry’s enthusiastic seconding. Fullerman usually rode in the lead wagon, his troopers marching along beside. The wagon held their shields and heavy equipment, and frequently Fullerman held drills.

“Alarm! Fear and foes!”

The men scrambled to get their equipment on, shields up and locked. Two boys from the wagon train opened boxes of throwing spears, then stood ready to pass them out.

In addition to throwing spears, there was another kind, heavier, with an odd shape to the spearhead. Tower pointed it out to Maydreo during one of the drills.

“What is that?”

“Sandry’s invention,” Younglord Maydreo said. “He calls it a bird-catcher. See, the first time they fought the birds, one ran right up the spear and killed a trooper. Sandry and Fullerman invented those crossbar things to hold the bird out at the end of the spear.”

“Oh. Will it work?”

Maydreo shrugged. “Let’s try it on a bird.”

And Sandry thought of it! She grinned. And he’ll be surprised I know about this… .

The two Lordkin walked close alongside the lead wagon, careful to avoid plants, dodging them as if they’d been doing it all their lives, although Tower knew they hadn’t known about them until she told them. Her father was like that, learned fast when it interested him.

 

Gradually the redwoods gave way to other trees, and the vines and creepers stopped growing aggressively. The Greenway widened hourly.





Chapter Three
Firewoods Town

 

On the morning of the fourth day, they emerged at Firewoods Town. They stopped and talked to people, showed a little of what they’d collected, traded stories. They left a heap of their cargo to be guarded by the mayor. Maybe they’d return for it; if not, next year’s caravan would.

“They treat you like Lords,” Sandry said.

“Maybe a little.” Burning Tower sipped tea. “I never thought about it. It’s just the way things are�Feathersnake wagons are welcome everywhere.”

Someone scratched at the entrance to the wagon nest. “Yes?” Tower called.

Green Stone came in. “One of your Lordkin tried to rob a merchant.”

Sandry got to his feet.

“It’s all right,” Green Stone said. “No emergency, anyway. I paid, and this close to the Greenway they’re used to Lordkin thinking they can gather anytime they like. They see those tattoos, they watch their merchandise. It’s not like the Lordkin are sneaky about it. Anyway, the mayor gave Lordkin Trebaty the standard lecture. That’s what they do here, reparation, lecture, and another chance.” Green Stone looked serious. “That’s here, Lord Sandry. Farther down, the road it won’t be like that.”

“Make sure all the townsmen know I’ll pay,” Sandry said.

Green Stone shook his head. “It won’t be necessary. Or you can pay me, because Feathersnake always makes good. But it won’t be enough.”

“What’s enough?”

Green Stone shrugged. “Depends on where. Some places will want free labor to forget it. In Meculati, they’ll want blood.”

“I’d better go talk to Trebaty and Secklers.” He paused at the nest door. “Thank you for lunch, Burning Tower.” He bowed.

 

He found Trebaty and Secklers sitting by themselves. Chalker was not far away, and beyond him was Peacevoice Fullerman, trying to be inconspicuous despite his four fully armed troopers. Trebaty was fuming.

“The way he talked to me! Secklers, they’re puny! Twenty Snakefeet and we can burn the place out, teach them some respect.”

“Greetings, Lord Sandry,” Secklers said.

Sandry nodded in acknowledgment. “Understand you had some trouble with a merchant.”

“Yeah, I forgot,” Trebaty said. “I know what Lor�Chief Wanshig told us. I know we’re not supposed to gather out here, but I forgot, and it wasn’t much anyway, just a ring I was going to take back to my old lady.”

Sandry nodded.

“And the next thing I know, the mayor is yelling at me,” Trebaty said. “Him and those lord’s lace guards of his.”

“So you think you could raid this place with twenty of your Serpent’s Walk comrades,” Sandry asked.

“You’re cursed right I could!”

“Do you think you would kill everyone, or would some get away to tell who did it?” Sandry pointed to the serpent tattoos Trebaty and Secklers both wore.

“Hey, we’re not like that! We don’t just kill everyone!”

“So the rest would tell their friends. And then what would happen?” Sandry asked.

“Depends on how many friends they have, I guess. How many would that be?”

Sandry shook his head. “I don’t know either. Probably all the wagon trains, to start with. Maybe the Condigeo Captains? I don’t know. Neither do you, Trebaty, but there could be a lot of them. What will Chief Wanshig do if you get him into a war and you don’t know who you’re at war with or how many you’re fighting?”

“He won’t like that, Treb,” Secklers said. “That’s for sure.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“And then there’s the Lord Chief Witness,” Sandry said. “The Council is trying to promote trade along the Hemp Road. Burning out the towns probably won’t help that a lot.” Sandry shrugged. “You heard what happened to Lord Regapisk?”

“Heard rumors,” Trebaty said.

“I hear the Condigeo Captains are paying well for oarsmen,” Sandry said conversationally. “I expect Chief Wanshig would know.”

Secklers snorted. “So if the High Lords don’t sell you, Lord Wanshig will. I told you, Treb.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Sure I will.”

“No harm done,” Sandry said. “This time. But they tell me the merchants farther down the road aren’t used to Lordkin. You think gathering, they think robbery.”

“Yes.” Trebaty said. “I told you�I forgot.”

Sandry smiled. “I sure hope your memory gets better.”

Secklers laughed. His hands moved in circles: rowing motions.

 

The Hemp Road led east until they were out of the redwood forests, then turned sharply south. Now there were pine trees and chaparral, villages with small farms, green fields with water trenches in the middle of brownlands. The line between green and brown was as sharp as a knife.





Chapter Four
More Terror Birds

 

This part of the road was new to Burning Tower. She had never been south of the Burning City. Green Stone was too busy to play guide, so Tower hung out with Mouse Warrior.

Mouse Warrior was a small man, injured at birth, so that he’d never married. He was small enough to ride a bonehead pony. He’d been to Condigeo four times. He and Tower rode with the Younglords and Lordkin behind the wagons, and Tower listened as he instructed them.

“Water management gets you through alive,” Mouse said. “Never lose your hat.” He had a constant stream of advice, all good.

Tower tuned him out. She’d been hearing this for half her life. The terrain was sparsely forested, richly green valleys separated by dull brown hills, but sometimes the hills had pine forests. There was a sudden storm of small birds and a hawk in their midst. The Lordkin ducked, then laughed at each other.

This was easy travel. Sandry and his men had no trouble adjusting to the caravan style of living: pack everything, every time. To the Lordkin this was almost strange … but not quite. “You’re all like the boss�like Chief Wanshig,” said Secklers. “Is that because he sailed on a ship? A place for everything and everything in its place.”

“That’s the way we live,” Tower assured him.

“It’s a pain.”

“You can live with pain. How did you get that scar?”

Secklers grinned and told a harrowing tale of a raid on Howler turf.

 

The days passed. The Lordkin learned a little, and, hey, you could put up with just two of them. Sandry tried them out as scouts. They were a token, Tower thought, sent to even things out. Peacevoice Fullerman was the Lords’ eyes and ears.

A caravan did more than move. The wagons carried grain to cook, and various kinds of tea, but any variety in diet had to come from the land. The hunting grew better as they moved south, but predators grew more numerous. Tower taught them to see fruits and roots that could be eaten.

On the fifth morning, they passed a terror bird. It left them alone. Later that day, another attacked them. Sandry distracted it, and as it turned to chase him, Maydreo drove up from behind to let Whane drive a spear into its back, just where the neck came out of the torso. It ran a few more paces and fell dead, the battle over before Peacevoice Fullerman could get more men into armor. Trebaty found a clutch of three huge eggs. The bird and its eggs served as their dinner.

“This is odd,” Sandry said to Squirrel. “This one attacked us when we came near her nest. The other stayed clear. Are there two kinds of terror bird?”

Squirrel said nothing.

 

On the eighth day, the road gently turned to southwesterly.

“Aren’t we getting closer to Condigeo?” Burning Tower asked.

Squirrel nodded. “We’ll be in Condigeo by noon tomorrow, earlier if we make good time today. It should be safe enough from here on. Never heard of terror birds this close to the sea.”

Sandry nodded in relief. “I’ll keep scouts out to both sides and ahead just in case,” he said. He waved to the Younglords in their chariots. “Be alert,” he said, but it was hard to stay alert this close to the end of a journey.

An hour later, they topped a low hill. A wide valley stretched out to the east and west, a sluggish stream in its middle. There was a fortified town just south of where the road forked to the west. Guards waved from their watchtowers as the caravan went past without stopping.

There were loud bird cries, and a half dozen seagulls glided over, wheeled to inspect them. This was the first time since leaving Tep’s Town that Sandry had seen gulls. He pointed to one of the graceful sea birds. “I’m surprised we didn’t see more of them. Aren’t we close to the sea?”

“Getting there now,” Clever Squirrel said. “But the Hemp Road stays on the other side of the hills from the ocean. The coast road is dangerous. Pirates in the Fleabottom Creek area. Robbers in the Greyswift Hills. Too many to fight. There’s a big patch of manna in the Greyswift Hills. I’ve never been there, but I’m told there’s a nice town there if you can get to it. But we stay away from the coast until we’re close to Condigeo.”

“Fear! Fear and foes!” The shouts came from Sandry’s scouts to the east. Maydreo, shouting the same words he’d shouted in Peacegiven Square, but with confidence and defiance now, a lot less fear.

“Fear! Fear and foes! Alarm! Make ready!”

Someone in the watchtower in the town behind and to their left sounded a conch shell horn. The guards outside the town gates scrambled inside. The gates slammed shut in haste.

“No help from them,” Peacevoice Fullerman said. “To arms, lads, to arms. Full kit. My Lord, I have four men under arms. It will take a bit to get the rest equipped.”

“Right.” Sandry had been riding in the wagon with Fullerman, his empty chariot tailing the wagon. “My team’s rested. Chalker!”

“Coming,” the old man shouted. He ran up from the second wagon where he had been riding and climbed into Sandry’s chariot.

Sandry gathered throwing and thrusting spears and dropped off the wagon. Clever Squirrel loosed the chariot reins from the wagon as Sandry jumped into the chariot. Sandry looked around for Burning Tower. Nowhere. He waved to Clever Squirrel, and caught the reins as she threw them.

Maydreo was closer now. “Fear and foes! Alarm! Lord Sandry, it’s birds!”

“How many?” Sandry shouted.

“Twenty, I counted,” Maydreo answered.

“Twenty-one,” Whane corrected. “And all bunched up.”

Sandry wheeled the chariot to face east. There they were, a quarter of a mile or less down the valley, birds bigger than horses and coming on fast over the grassy fields. A stock fence slowed them momentarily, then they jumped, a graceful echelon of green and orange.

Beautiful, Sandry thought. Damned deadly, but they’re beautiful. “Maydreo, walk your horses,” Sandry shouted. “Let them rest up a bit; we’ll need all the speed you can get. Fullerman, hurry it up!”

“Fast as we can, My Lord.”

It wouldn’t be fast enough.

“Call in the other outriders.”

“Aye, My Lord.” Fullerman’s trumpets sounded.

“Tep’s balls!” Trebaty and Secklers ran up, their big Lordkin knives ready. They had their woolen ponchos over their left arms as shields. “That’s a lot of them buggers!” Trebaty looked around. “What do you want us to do, Lord Sandry?”

What to do with stray Lordkin? “Please stay with Peacevoice Fullerman,” Sandry said. “Keep him alive so he can direct his men.”

“Right!” Trebaty said. “We’ll do that.”

A pledge. One less thing to worry about, Sandry thought. He flicked the reins and sent his chariot hurtling toward the oncoming green-and-orange wave. “Steady, steady … get ready, Chalker.”

“I been ready!”

“Steady�haw! Haw!” The chariot wheeled to the left, so that Chalker, to Sandry’s right, would have a clear shot. As the chariot wheeled, Chalker threw forward and to the right, forward so that the chariot’s momentum would be added to the strength of his arm�

“Score!” Chalker shouted. “The leader’s not down, but he’s slower. They’re after us, My Lord.”

“Good.” Now if the horses hold out and don’t stumble … “Gee! Gee!” The chariot wheeled to the right. The wounded bird was trailing now, clear of battle. Its plumage flared, gaudy, a rainbow of colors. The rooster? And the rest were hens? The terror bird hens surged after the chariot.

“Are those town watchtowers manned?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’d rather be on the road than in this field.”

“Better slow just a little�they’re wavering.”

“Right.” It was a balancing act, staying far enough ahead of the birds that they couldn’t catch him, not so far that they lost interest. Last year Sandry had done this dance with a wave following him, a water elemental flowing uphill in the wake of his chariot. Birds were nothing. Here was the road now�follow it down toward the town.

“They’re no help,” Chalker shouted. “They’re cheering you, but they ain’t throwing nothing from those towers.”

“Blast.”

A trumpet sounded.

“Fullerman’s ready,” Chalker shouted.

“Right. Here we go.”

Fullerman’s troops stood ready, shields locked, thrusting spears leaned against their shields as they held their throwing spears loosely.

The birds were strung out in a line following Sandry’s chariot. The one Chalker had hit trailed well to the side. The others were in fine shape, and the horses were tiring. “I’ll lead them close,” Sandry shouted.

He guided the chariot on a path parallel to Fullerman’s line and no more than ten feet away. The birds followed.

“Hey, Harpy!” The shout came from the lead wagon. Sandry stole a quick, glance at the wagons. There was a wagoneer with a sling on top of each, half a dozen on the wagon closest to Fullerman. Mouse Warrior was calling. “Hey, Harpy!”

As the birds closed with Fullerman, a shower of stones flew from the wagoneer slings. The lead bird was hit several times, stumbled, another bird crashed into it from behind�

“Throw!” Fullerman ordered. Spears arched out.

Three birds went down. Another flight of stones pelted them. The other birds held up short, looking at these new dangers.

“Thrusting spears!” Fullerman ordered.

The line of troops sprouted a bristle of points. Two of the birds charged into the spearpoints, impaled themselves. One of the guardsmen was thrust backward as the bird pushed onward.

Secklers ran up behind the guardsman and pushed him back into the line. The bird struggled for a moment, then fell in front of the guards.

Now Maydreo charged from behind the wagon line. His chariot brushed past the birds, and Whane thrust his spear, a perfect thrust. Another bird down, and the rest were chasing Maydreo, but the slowest two fell to flying stones from the wagons. Trebaty and Secklers rushed out to slash at the wounded birds, chopping at their necks, then dashed back behind the shield wall. Mouse Warrior shouted in triumph.

Sandry brought his chariot to a halt behind the shield line. Chalker leaped out to brush the foam from the horses’ necks. “Steady there, beauties, steady. Take a rest now, steady …”

And Maydreo led the remaining birds in a big circle, back to where Fullerman’s troopers stood with throwing spears, and the cries of “Hey, Harpy!” sounded from the wagon train.

 

They were all babbling like fools. Twenty-one dead terror birds. One guardsman lightly clawed, and one bruised from where Secklers had shoved him into line with thirty stone of bird held on the end of his spear. No horses harmed, and twenty-one heads to be carried on pikes, feather trophies for the wagons, Green Stone serving up Golden Valley wine…

 

And at noon of the ninth day they saw houses on the high bluff ahead. “Condigeo,” Green Stone said. They went along the valley road to the lowland port area in triumph, knowing that the Captains in their great houses on the bluff above would be watching, noting the heads on pikes and the green and orange feathers flying from each wagon.

“But why?” Sandry asked Clever Squirrel. “Groups of them attack us, hate the horses and bison, go for the wagons. Then there are the others who couldn’t care less about us unless we disturb them. Why?”

Clever Squirrel said, “I don’t like it one bit.”

Heads turned to look at her. She said, “It’s a god.”

“A god?”

“A god can’t pay attention all the time. Coyote doesn’t. When the god’s not there, they’re just empty-headed birds. They defend their nests. If they’re hungry, they find something to kill; otherwise, no. But when the god is in their heads, they do what he tells them.”

“But why is he telling them to fight us?” Tower asked for all of them.

Squirrel said, “The god of terror birds wants more turf. You want reasons? Gods aren’t reasonable. They’re powerful, and they’re crazy.”





Chapter Five
The Welcome

 

The wagon train came down the river valley. Condigeo was spread out ahead of them. A low wall with gates stretched across the valley between them and the city. Where the city was elegant, the wall was crude, made of newly turned earth and stones and green wood. The road they were on was high enough that they could see beyond the wall to the city itself.

The city of Condigeo was built in two parts. There was a cluster of buildings large and small on lowlands around the docks and wharves. Beyond the docks were channels cutting through swamps until they reached the sea. High above the lower city was a line of great houses on a bluff. They all faced west, looking across the lower city and its docks to the ocean. The city and harbor were much larger than Lord’s Town, but what really caught Burning Tower’s eye were the houses on the bluff above.

“They’re grand!” Burning Tower said. “If I hadn’t seen Lordshills I’d think that the grandest sight I’ve ever seen.”

“There’s a couple pretty big even for Lordshills,” Chalker said. “Great view of the sunset too.” He frowned. “They got some kind of troopers up there too. No chariots, but there’s men with spears.”

Clever Squirrel rode up to the lead wagon. “Circle,” she said.

“But we just got here,” Tower protested. “Why?”

“We’ll find out when we need to, my lady,” Chalker said. He looked to Sandry and got a nod, made hand signals to Peacevoice Fullerman. Trumpets sang out.

 

Fallen Wolf gestured for them to sit inside the wagon circle. When they were all there, Green Stone came out. He was wearing his best clothes, buckskins painted with symbols, a great feathered serpent with malachite green eyes dominant on his chest.

He looks splendid! Burning Tower thought. It was the first time she had really thought of her brother as a Feathersnake Wagonmaster.

Green Stone spoke conversationally, his voice audible inside the wagon circle but not beyond. “I called you here because there’s something different ahead,” he said. “Fallen Wolf.”

“I’ve been here many times,” Fallen Wolf said. “And there wasn’t never a wall across the valley there, no gates, no troopers on watch. Every time before, we get this close to Condigeo, there’s wagons with merchants and greeters, maybe one or two armed shoremen, but that would be it. Now they got a wall, and marines�that’s what they call their soldiers�and look up there on the bluff where the Captains live. There’s more of them marines watching us. Not like Condigeo used to be.”

Green Stone nodded grimly. “Feathersnake has property in the city. A warehouse at the docks, and a hospitality office. They know who we are, they know we belong here, but nobody’s come out to welcome us. I’m going in to find out why.”

“Shall I come with you, Wagonmaster?” Sandry asked.

“Thanks, but I think not. I don’t think we’ll need your army to get out of here, but if we do, they’ll sure need you!”

“Stone!” Burning Tower blurted out the name, realized she was babbling, but no one else would ask him. “You can’t mean that�Condigeo turned bandit?”

He wagged his head. “Don’t know, Burning Tower. I don’t know anything except that this isn’t what you call a proper welcome.” He smiled. “I’m sure it will be all right, but if this is the way they welcome us, they can’t blame us for not just rushing in.”

“Let me drive him in, My Lord,” Chalker said. “I’ll use Younglord Maydreo’s chariot and team so you’ll have yours. I can bring in the Wagonmaster in style, so to speak.”

“Good idea,” Sandry said. “If that’s acceptable, Wagonmaster?”

Green Stone looked pleased. “Generous of you, Lord Sandry.”

“Good,” Sandry said. “And with your permission, Wagonmaster� Fullerman, full armor, but polished. I want the troops looking like they’re on parade. Whane, that makes you my spearman until the Wagonmaster gets back.”

Green Stone nodded.

“Chalker, I’ll need my armor too. Maydreo can help me dress. Then I want all the Younglords in armor.”

“Ours won’t be polished,” Whane said, “sir.”

“Mine won’t either,” Sandry said. He turned to Green Stone. “I haven’t had the charioteers in armor because that slows the chariots down, and against birds speed is more important than protection.”

“Against birds,” Green Stone said.

“Yeah. And we’ll want bowcases and arrows too.”

“Bows,” Green Stone said thoughtfully.

Sandry nodded grimly. “Bows aren’t much use against birds. Hard to get through the feathers, and they move too fast to hit them at any range.”

“Against birds. But good against men.”

Burning Tower felt a chill. She’d never seen Sandry this way before. A warrior commander, grim. And all his men looked the same way, determined.

Green Stone frowned. “All right, armor and bows. But all of you listen. They’re acting scared in there. Scared of us, which doesn’t make any sense, but it sure means we don’t give them any reason to be scared of us.” He grinned, tried to seem friendly. “When we get inside, no shortchanging the customers. Don’t promise more than you have. Make them glad they bought from you. And I don’t have to say No gathering.” He came over to Burning Tower. “You’re the family member in charge, then,” he said. “Lord Sandry, if anything happens here, get her home to her father. Lordsman Chalker, if you’re ready, I guess I am.”

 

Burning Tower clambered atop the wagon nearest the Condigeo gates and watched as Chalker drove her brother toward the city. Green and orange feathers fluttered from the spears in the spearcase, and a terror bird head topped the longest spear.

“All those spears,” she said.

Sandry looked up with a grin. “Throwing spears with feathers tied on, thrusting spear with a bird’s head on it. Even an idiot can see this is for show.”

“Oh.”

Sandry nodded. “But an idiot can also see that those are real spears, and that’s not the only war chariot we have.” He touched his bowcase. “And we are the Lords of Lordshills. They’ve heard of us.”

Aha. And Peacevoice Fullerman’s men were in shining armor, but it was armor, and they marched in perfect step, trained men. She watched as the Younglords strained to string their bows. The bows were odd looking, curved the wrong way, nothing like the simple bows Tower had seen among people along the Hemp Road. “Chalker didn’t take a bow,” she said.

“He’s a Lordsman, not a Lord,” Sandry said absently.

“Don’t Lordsmen use bows?”

“No.” Sandry hesitated. “Lords only,” he said. “Chalker’s got spears and a shield. Better at close quarters anyway.”

She nodded in agreement, although she didn’t really understand. And once Rocky gets inside those gates…

The gates swung open. Someone in a bright red jacket came out of a guardhouse to speak with Green Stone. Tower couldn’t hear what he said, but the chariot drove inside. The gates swung closed.

And up on the bluff above them, a dozen armed men looked down on the wagon train. Gulls wheeled overhead.





Chapter Six
CONDIGEO

 

It was two hours past noon when the gates opened again. Chalker and Green Stone rode out. Their chariot was followed by wagons, decorated wagons. Girls perched on the sides of the lead wagon. There was no sign of armed men.

Green Stone was gesturing. Fallen Wolf watched, and turned to Burning Tower. “He’s signaling to move into line and go into town, Mistress. Shall I?”

It looked all right. She turned to Sandry. “What do I do?”

Sandry was watching from the lead wagon. “All’s well. See how Chalker is standing? He’d have a different pose if there was something wrong.”

She nodded to Fallen Wolf.

“Heads up. Move out!”

Sandry turned to Peacevoice Fullerman. “Sound stand down,” he shouted. He grinned at Burning Tower. “So it’s all right after all.”

She answered his smile with her own, glad to be near him.

 

Green Stone rode near her in the lead wagon. “Get ready to put on a show when we get to the Feathersnake office buildings,” he called.

“But what�?”

“No time. Put on Mother’s costume, that’ll wow ‘em. Lead us into town, Lordsman!”

Chalker was grinning like a Lordkin.

Sandry drove his chariot behind Green Stone. The other chariots followed, then Peacevoice Fullerman with his troops in their shining armor. All the wagoneers were grinning. Feathers and bright cloths appeared. Girls rode one-horns bareback. The wagon train became a parade before they reached the gates.

They rode through the gates and down toward the harbor. People came out of their houses to watch them. Whane waved to the crowd, caught a thrown bunch of grapes, and shared them. Some cheered, then more, and before they reached the docks the streets were lined with cheering people. Others fell in behind them to follow the wagon train. Tower dashed into her wagon. She quickly put on her mother’s costume, the one made from terror bird feathers. As soon as they reached Feathersnake Square, she shouted to her assistants. “Get the poles up!”

They set up her tightrope. She climbed to the top and grinned down to Sandry. “Catch.”

“Sure, if you give me a minute to get out of this corselet.” He let Chalker strip off the heavy leather and bronze armor, then moved to be under Burning Tower, to catch her if she fell, and they both remembered another time….

And that drew a bigger crowd. She ran along the tightrope and did somersaults until curiosity overcame her and she spiraled down the standing pole to applause.

Sandry and Green Stone caught up with her inside the Feathersnake offices.

“All right,” she demanded. “All right!”

“Yes, it is,” Green Stone said. “It was the birds.”

“Birds?”

“Yes. This is the first wagon train to get here in weeks. The birds drove the others off. Condigeo has been cut off from inland for more than a month.”

“So why were they suspicious of us?” Tower demanded. “Oh!”

“Yep. They saw all those feathers�they thought maybe we owned the birds,” Green Stone said. “Once we set them straight on that, it was the biggest welcome we ever got.”

“Which settles one question the council had,” Sandry said.

“Sandry?” Tower asked.

“Whether Condigeo was sending the birds,” Sandry said. “Think on it. We’re negotiating trade treaties with the Captains; it was possible they were using the birds to help their trading position.”

Green Stone grinned. “I think your council has a lot to learn about trading,” he said, and chuckled. “Think of the cost! But the birds are coming from the east. I found that much out already.”

 

The Captains of Condigeo met in a large roofed pavilion near the sea. The walls could be removed, and some of them had been, so that there was plenty of light without torches. Thirteen Captains sat on a high dais at a curved table. Parallel and a step below them was another curved table with clerks. Marines in scarlet tunics, shields brightly polished, stood along one wall.

The center of the room was tiled, with a table for those having business with the council. Behind that were seats for the public. Half of Condigeo seemed to be crowded into the building.

There was another pavilion just beyond the council chambers. This one was smaller, roofed, but also open on the sides, filled with long tables. Enticing smells came from a kitchen on the docks behind the banqueting hall.

Twelve of the thirteen Captains stood as Green Stone led a dozen of his wagoneers and guests into the chamber. The thirteenth was hoisted onto the council table by two burly marines. His legs were mere stumps, but it didn’t seem to bother him. “Welcome, Green Stone of Feathersnake!”

“We thank you, Commodore Pergammon,” Green Stone said in fluent Condigeo. “I present my sister, Burning Tower of Feathersnake. Our friend and ally Lord Sandry of Lordshills and Yangin-Atep’s City. The Wise One Clever Squirrel.”

“Welcome all,” Pergammon said. Pergammon was thickly bearded, and his dark eyes darted over them, daring anyone to notice that he was set on the tabletop rather than standing behind it. He gestured toward the banqueting hall. “A feast is being prepared. We trust you will join us.”

“With great pleasure,” Green Stone said. He beckoned, and three wagoneers came in with bundles. “And it is our pleasure to offer you these gifts.”

Bundles of green and orange feathers, including sword-wings from the terror birds. Burning Tower suppressed a smile. That message was clear enough. We have these, and we can get more. We don’t hide behind walls. We go where we choose, and if the birds get in our way, it’s too bad for the birds.

The captains all bowed. Pergammon introduced them in turn, his marine attendants turning him toward each captain as he was introduced, but there were too many for Burning Tower to remember. They were all different, but there was something about them that was the same, a stance and an attitude. They were all stout men, well fed but not fat, and their eyes never rested in the same place for long. Pergammon stood out even among that company. When he spoke, everyone listened.

“Impressive,” Sandry muttered.

Burning Tower nodded. And everyone in the big room had stood when the captains stood. Everyone, including cripples and children, and they were all quiet when any of their leaders spoke.

“We thank you,” Pergammon said. “I don’t mind telling you, those birds had us worried.” He looked to his fellow captains. “We’re masters of the sea, but it’s a long way by water to the inner seas. Protection bets grow more costly with each voyage. Can you open the Golden Road again?”

“We can try,” Green Stone said. “That will be costly.”

Protection bets?

Pergammon fingered his beard. “Indeed. Well, perhaps between us we can afford the cost. We can discuss the details later. For now, there’s a banquet, and Condigeo welcomes you!”

The room exploded in applause and shouts.

 

They seated Burning Tower with the women. Other tables held both men and women, but not the captains. The captains’ table held only men, including Green Stone and Sandry. Peacevoice Fullerman and his men sat with a group of marines, and the Younglords and Lordkin were seated at another table with well-dressed young men and women. Burning Tower found herself next to a richly dressed lady twice her age. She glittered with jewels, and Tower wasn’t surprised when she was introduced as Pearl, wife of First Captain Granton. The First Captain was deputy to Commodore Pergammon. No one was introduced as Pergammon’s wife.

“We’re so glad to see you,” Pearl said. “I was really getting worried when the wagon trains stopped.” She fingered her cheeks. “Wrinkles. I feel them. They don’t show yet, but another few weeks …” She touched her large turquoise earrings. “But there, you’ll get through and I can charge these again, and everything will be fine. Aren’t you going to open your present?”

She indicated an ornate small box on Tower’s plate. It seemed to have a tricky fastening, and the women all watched with wry amusement as Tower tried to puzzle it out.

“The silver stud,” Pearl said. “Press that.”

The stud moved inward at her touch. There was a sensation, warmth and something else, in her thumb. She felt her skin tingle. The box opened, to reveal a small bit of polished stone shaped like a tower. Tiny carnelian flames ringed the stone tower. The tower stone had grain and looked like wood, but it was stone to the touch.

Petrified wood, refined, polished, and, from the sensations she felt, charged with magic. Burning Tower couldn’t imagine the price of such a thing. Her mother had a similar charm box, but not carved to her naming vision. They must have done this quickly. But how?

“It’s wonderful!” Tower said. “Oh, I thank you!”

Pearl looked pleased. “I’m glad you like it. You don’t know about these?”

Tower felt bewildered. “No, Pearl.”

“I’m sorry, I thought you would. It’s magic, of course. Close the box without touching the stud. Don’t touch it again until you’re ready to use it; there’s still enough charge. Next time you use it, be with your man, kiss him while you feel the glow. Not that you need a glamour.”

“Not now,” an older lady said. “I’m Grandin, Captain Wartin’s wife. You don’t need that charm now, but there comes a time when we all do.”

Tower grinned. “You don’t! And I hope this will long be useless before I need it.”

“Oh, it will never be useless,” Grandin said. “You can get it recharged just the way Pearl gets her earrings charged.”

“Oh. We don’t deal much in magic,” Burning Tower said. “But Clever Squirrel will know about these things. She’s Coyote’s daughter.”

“Umm. Impressive,” Grandin said. “Pity they sat her with our Wise Ones. It would be fun to talk with her. Pearl?”

“Well, I thought she’d want to be with them,” Pearl said. “And, well, they can tell us what they learn!”

Tower grinned. “I’m sure they’ll learn something, but Squirrely may learn more than they do.”

Grandin’s eyes wrinkled in laughter. “Coyote’s daughter. I expect so! We had a girl here who was Jaguar’s daughter, but she went south and never came back. We see a little of Coyote, but of course we’re mostly in Cormorant territory.”

“Does Jaguar come here?” Burning Tower asked.

Pearl shrugged. “I’ve never seen him, but I’ve never seen Coyote.”

“I’ve heard they avoid each other,” Grandin said. “Jaguar and Coyote, they don’t fight, but they don’t share either.”

Dinner was all seafood. Fried strips of something delicious that Tower later learned was squid. Three kinds of fish, each in a different sauce, one wrapped in seaweed. Crystal glasses, with three kinds of wine. Tower tried to be careful of how much she drank, but she still felt the glow from the box, and whenever she sipped at any of the wines, someone came up behind her and refilled the glass, so it was impossible to tell how much she was drinking. And it tasted wonderful.

Across the room, Sandry and Green Stone were engaged in earnest conversation with the captains, particularly the legless Pergammon, who sat at the center of the table, his marine guards at rigid attention two paces behind him. Tower wished she could listen. Sandry looked handsome in his dress tunic. From time to time, he looked over at her and smiled when he caught her eye.

Pearl began to tell her about the fish and the mer people who caught them.

“I saw mers at Avalon,” Tower said excitedly.

“Yes, a wonderful place, especially in spring,” Pearl said. “Do you go there often?”

“Just once.”

“Only once! Well, you should do something about that! It’s a wonderful, magical place. And now, of course, it’s going to stay that way.”

“No more magic exports from Avalon,” Grandin said. “None at all. And with those birds blocking us from the east, we’re going to be in real trouble. Or would be. But I’m sure it will be all right now.” She smiled at Tower.

“Morth of Atlantis was at Avalon,” Tower said.

“I was told that you know Morth of Atlantis. Do you really?”

Tower looked up. Lady Hartta, wife of another of the captains, but Tower couldn’t remember which. “Yes, I helped get him to the sea after he drove Yangin-Atep mythical,” Burning Tower said.

“Oh! The last Atlantean magician�he must be very old. How does he look?”

Tower smiled. “Well, just then, he looked his age and then some. But he was gallant even then! He said I should stay with him�there was magic in a young girl’s smile. Then they took him to the sea.”

“But he was at Avalon?”

“Yes, and he looked just fine. Much younger.”

Hartta smiled. “Younger. Burning Tower, when you see Morth of Atlantis again, tell him that the Captains of Condigeo would be more than pleased if he would visit. Or if he wishes a new place to live, we can build him a palace.”

The other ladies at the table nodded enthusiastically.

 

It was nearly midnight when the dinner ended. Torch-bearing marines guided them to the wagon camp in the Feathersnake compound. Burning Tower saw Sandry going into the factor’s office and followed. Green Stone was already there.

“Did you miss me?” Tower asked.

“Of course,” Sandry said.

“Not much,” Green Stone said. “Too much work to do. The captains don’t give much away.”

“What do you mean?”

Stone shrugged. “Well, you know, they keep their trade secrets. But I think we learned some things. The trade with the interior, that’s important to them. Really important. I wish we knew why, but we’ll find out when we go across.”

“But I know why,” Burning Tower said.

“Eh?”

“It’s no secret at all,” she said. She showed her box. “It’s magic. They get magic items from the interior. Their wives use them to stay pretty.”

“Really?” Sandry sounded incredulous.

All right�there won’t ever be a safer time with my brother here … She pressed the stud on the box, held it a moment, then grabbed Sandry and kissed him.

 

“Enough! Stop.” She felt her brother’s hand on her shoulder.

“Wow.”

“Wow, huh,” Green Stone said. “You all right?”

She nodded breathlessly.

Sandry was standing like a stone.

“Is he all right? Sandry?”

Sandry said, “Tower? Was that magic?”

She held up the box.

“And not just you?” Sandry smiled. “Wow. No wonder they were desperate to get the trade going again! Green Stone, can you can give consent for a marriage�”

“Yes!” Tower said.

“No. Not just now,” Green Stone said. “You both know it would be a bad idea. You’re not thinking.”

“Who wants to think?” Tower said.

“Who wants to think? About what?” Clever Squirrel stopped at the door. “Whooo! That’s strong manna!” She looked from Tower to Sandry and back. “Well, no problem guessing what you’re thinking about!” She looked at the box. “May I see?”

Tower reluctantly handed over the box. “If you press the silver stud, it will use up all the manna,” Tower said. “Please don’t.”

“Silver. Manna flows through silver,” Squirrel said.

“I didn’t know that,” Green Stone said.

“Flows, but doesn’t stay. Silver won’t hold magic. Never any reason you should have known it. We don’t get much silver,” Clever Squirrel said. “This box is interesting. Did you see what it’s made of?” She took out an iron knife and used that to press the stud to open the box. “Made of the same thing as what’s inside, but all the manna is drained out of the outside stonewood. Makes a good insulator. Tower, they gave you this?”

“Yes. It’s wonderful.” She looked at Sandry, who was still staring at her. “I mean, really wonderful.”

“I believe you,” Clever Squirrel said. “Now why would they give you something so valuable?”

“That’s obvious,” Burning Tower said.

They were all frowning at her. “Maybe not to me?” Green Stone said.

“Look, it only has maybe one more charge in it,” Tower said. “And I sure want it to have more. So does Sandry. Don’t you?”

“Oh, yeah.”

He looks like a teenage boy, she thought. And I like that. She grinned. “So they made sure I’ll want it. Rocky, if your wife had been along, they’d have given it to her, I think. But Lilac stayed home, so they chose me. They want our help getting more. They want us to want to help.”

“Stonewood,” Clever Squirrel said. “It comes from a long way off, and that’s all I know about it.”

“Me too,” Green Stone said. “Not very common trade goods anyway, and nobody who sells it ever tells where they got it.”

“Well, we know now,” Burning Tower said. “East. At the Inland Sea. That’s where it comes from, and that’s where we have to go.” She caught Sandry’s eye. They both grinned.

And he’d asked her brother to consent to a marriage. It wouldn’t be fair to hold him to that, not after she’d charmed him with the glamour in that box. Would it?





Chapter Seven
The Captains’ Council

 

The Captains’ Council offices were on the third story of a tall building near the docks. Sandry grew impatient as the others got ready for their meeting, and walked ahead to the harbor. The conference room was on the sea side, with a balcony running all around the building. The view across the harbor was perfect. Sandry stood at the balcony rail and watched the activity below.

The harbor was large. There was an inner harbor, then channels through the swamplands, then a larger bay protected by what looked like a narrow sand spit. There were ships at anchor in the bay, some wide�they looked fat to Sandry�with sails and few rowing benches. Others were more narrow, with lots of benches. One of those might have been the Angle Queen. It looked enough like her, two masts, fore and aft cabins, lots of oars, but the ship was too far away to read the name on her stern.

The harbor bustled with activity. Dockhands loaded and unloaded ships at the nearby docks. In the anchored boats, sailors brought cargo up to the decks or carried it below from the decks to the holds. There seemed no pattern to all this activity, but everyone worked purposefully.

He saw half a dozen girls skimming across the water. Mers? When one came closer, Sandry could see she was standing on a board, longer than she was tall but not very wide, and she held a feathered sail. The way she held the sail steered the board. It looked like fun. She was graceful, and clearly having the time of her life.

Another girl swooshed past. Her sail was green and orange, and as she came perilously close to the docks below where Sandry stood, she waved. The sail was definitely made from a terror bird wing. They must have worked all night on it.

Two narrow ships with no masts were patrolling near the harbor entrance. Marines in bright red tunics stood on their foredecks. The oarsmen were all dressed alike, cotton tunics with horizontal stripes, and there was no sign of chains or men with whips. A drummer beat the pace, and in one of the warships the men were singing. The war galleys sailed in a big oval pattern that brought them close under the balcony where Sandry stood.

“Impressive, isn’t it? Of course it’s meant to be. They put this show on for me the first time I came here.”

Sandry turned to see Lord Qu’yuma. Aunt Shanda’s husband, Roni’s father, he thought automatically. A stocky man with no beard. He wore a miniature shield of office on a necklace, and his clothes were radiantly clean and ornately decorated. “Sir. I’d heard you were here,” Sandry said, “but last night at dinner they said you had already left.”

“And so I had,” Qu’yuma said. He stood next to Sandry. “Might be best to keep our voices low,” he said conversationally. “Some of their clerks have very good ears.” He grinned. “They sent a dolphin mer to tell us you’d arrived, and when I heard, I insisted on coming back. Rowed all night.”

“Oh. Well, sir, good to see you …”

Qu’yuma grinned wider. “Now, now. I haven’t come back to steal your triumph! The fact is, we weren’t getting too far with our trade negotiations, and what I heard made me think you’ll get more from them than I did. Only you have to know what to ask for.”

By all accounts, Qu’yuma was the best negotiator in Lordshills. Persuasive. Roni had said once her father could talk you into anything if you listened to him long enough.

“So what are we asking for?” Sandry asked.

He stared back out at the harbor. Gulls wheeled overhead. Huge birds with big yellow bills, looking far too big to be able to fly, soared above the water, then dropped like stones, vanished beneath the water, and came up with fish. Smaller long-necked birds swam, then vanished for longer than Sandry could hold his breath before popping back up a long way from where they had gone under. After a while, he realized Qu’yuma hadn’t answered.

He turned to see the older man still looking out across the harbor. He lowered his voice again. “What do we want?”

Qu’yuma moved closer. “First, a little background. For all our history, we’ve been cut off from the interior. The only trade in Tep’s Town was by sea, and that meant we were pretty well at the mercy of Condigeo.”

“Aren’t there other merchant ships?”

“Some. We even own a couple. But Condigeo controls this coast, and they’re powerful enough to make it tough on anyone going against their wishes. We were pretty well at their mercy until last year when that Morth of Atlantis sank Yangin-Atep in the tar and opened up the Greenway. Now that we can trade with the interior, we’ve got some bargaining power.”

“Good. Okay, so what do we want?”

“Well, a lot of things. The right to have our own merchant ships go anywhere they like, carry any cargo they can find. Protection of our merchants from pirates. Better prices for our hemp ropes and our tar. Better prices for other stuff the kinless make. I got pretty good terms on most of that. Where I didn’t get anywhere at all was getting access to the magic trade.”

“Sir?”

“They don’t like to talk about it. The Captains of Condigeo have a monopoly on trade in magic items,” Qu’yuma said. “Especially now that Avalon has banned export of talismans. Some manna items come in from the north, but not very many, and the pirates at Castle Rock Bay charge so much for protection that we can hardly afford anything from up there.

“Now that Yangin-Atep is myth, we’ve got no god to protect us. We’ve got the best trained army on the coast, and pirates are too scared of the Lordkin to invade the city�”

“With good reason.”

“But without Yangin-Atep, we have no protection against magic at all.”

“Oh! So if an invader comes armed with magic, it might be hard on Lord’s Town.”

“Precisely. It’s no secret that we’re in great need of talismans in Tep’s Town. We’re buying, and Condigeo’s the only one selling, so the prices are steep. Only now they don’t have anything to sell, and they won’t tell us why.” He waved to indicate the war galley approaching them again. “But they care enough to put on that show for you. They want to impress you. From what I’ve heard, you’ve got a way past those birds. I think they need that. I never did put any stock in the idea that Condigeo was sending the birds.”

“No, sir. They’re as afraid of the birds as we are.”

Qu’yuma nodded. “Good. Later you can tell me why you’re sure. And Sandry, I think the magic items they sell come from inland.”

“Yes, sir. So do the Bison Tribe. And after last night we’re pretty sure of it. The trade comes from what they call the Inland Sea, but it comes over land.”

Qu’yuma nodded. “That’s close to what I had deduced,” he said.

“But sir, if they can reach that area by sea, why do they need land travel?”

“Costs, I’d say. It’s a long way.” Qu’yuma pointed southward. “Their charts are secret, but I bought one off a merchant skipper. It’s interesting. There’s a long neck of land they call the Forefinger, not more than forty leagues wide, but it goes five hundred leagues, maybe more, straight south. No wind and no water most of the way down, so the only way around it is to row, only oarsmen need fresh water. If you carry enough water to keep oarsmen alive, there’s not much cargo.” He shrugged. “So it’s a thousand leagues and more by sea to get fifty leagues straight east, and then you have to come back again. Much easier by land.”

“But they’re blocked by the birds,” Sandry said.

“Precisely. And you can deal with those?”

“So far,” Sandry said.

“Is it easy?”

“Well, it’s not simple.”

“Good. Make sure the captains believe it’s very hard to do. No false modesty.” Qu’yuma turned and waved. “Here come the others. Want me to sit in on this conference?”

“I wish you would. Thank you for offering.” And for asking, for that matter, since you can pull rank on me anytime, and we both know it.

“There’s a lot to learn about these captains,” Qu’yuma said. “And not much time. The main thing is dignity. Their leaders think they have earned their positions through hard work.”

“And have they?”

“Sometimes. Usually. They’ve all been successful ship captains, and that’s something. Even so, sometimes it’s influence and bribes. They’ll promote anyone. We put more stock in breeding than they do.”

“And sometimes end up with Regapisk in charge,” Sandry said under his breath.

“Look what happened to him.”

“Uh�sorry, I hadn’t meant you to hear that.”

“I have very good hearing. It is one of the qualifications of a diplomat,” Qu’yuma said. “Condigeo finds us odd. We find them strange. But we are more alike than they believe. Aha. Your people are arriving. And I do believe that must be my daughter’s rival.” He looked down at the street below.

Green Stone and the others arrived in a wagon drawn by bison, but Qu’yuma was watching Burning Tower dismount from Spike and tie the one-horn to a rail in front of the building.

“Rival, sir?”

“Well, her mother put it that way,” Qu’yuma said. “I’ve known for years you were never going to be my son-in-law. Roni’s going to grow up to be like her mother, and it takes a special�well, let’s say that you don’t have the temperament to be married to someone like your Aunt Shanda.”

“Yes, sir. I thought I did, once, but now I’m sure you’re right.”

A horse-drawn wagon arrived. Marines carried Commodore Pergammon into the building. It was time for their meeting.

 

There were only five captains, including Commodore Pergammon and First Captain Granton. Pergammon was placed in a chair at the center of the table. Another man, darker and in wizard’s robes, sat behind Pergammon and between Pergammon’s ever-present marine attendants.

Clerks with parchments and pens sat at each end of the table. The captains sat side by side on both sides of Pergammon. Sandry and Green Stone sat opposite Pergammon, with Burning Cloud and Clever Squirrel to Sandry’s left and Lord Qu’yuma to Green Stone’s right. The two groups eyed each other suspiciously.

“Greetings. It’s not our way to have ladies in our meetings,” Pergammon began bluntly.

“Burning Tower is my sister and one of the owners of the wagon train,” Green Stone said. “And Clever Squirrel is our shaman. It is our way.”

Not really, Sandry thought. They don’t always bring women to their meetings. We do, sometimes, but often as not, the Bison Tribe leave the women at home just as we usually do.

Pergammon shrugged. “As you will. Welcome back, Lord Qu’yuma.”

“Thank you, Commodore. When I heard my nephew had arrived, I thought it best to return.”

“Your nephew,” Pergammon said. “You Lords all seem to be related.”

“Indeed, it is true,” Qu’yuma said. “Difficult to keep track of all my relatives sometimes.” His smile was disarming.

The clerks wrote furiously. Clearly they were recording everything said, but Sandry didn’t think they were as good at this as the Lords Witness clerks were. They certainly didn’t write as much.

“Well. It’s pleasant chatting, but there’s work to be done,” Pergammon said. “Lord Sandry, I have a proposition for you. But do I put it to you or Lord Qu’yuma?”

“Perhaps to both,” Qu’yuma said. “Lord Sandry is a highly competent officer, but perhaps not overly experienced in matters of commerce.”

“All right. To both of you. We want to hire your wagon train to go to the Inland Sea and back.”

“It’s not my wagon train,” Sandry said.

“No, but it’s not much use without your army, is it?” Pergammon demanded. “What we need is to get wagons to the Inland Sea and back. We’ll pay well.”

“Bison Tribe does not usually hire out as carriers,” Green Stone said. “We prefer to be traders. But we often have partners in our adventures.”

“Partners. And what would that be, partnering?”

Green Stone smiled. “We share. Each of us owns half the cargo. Each of us pays half the costs.”

“Half the cargo. And what would that cargo be?”

Green Stone’s smile broadened. “Why, Commodore, you would know far better than I what the most profitable cargoes are! I think I know what I wish to buy at Inland Sea, but for the most part, what I buy here and what I will take there for exchange will duplicate what you send and buy.”

Pergammon snorted. “Qu’yuma, are all your people like this?”

“They’re not my people,” Qu’yuma said. He looked from Burning Tower to Sandry. “At least not quite yet. But yes, I think you will find there are few fools here.”

“What do you think you’ll be buying at the Inland Sea?” Pergammon demanded.

“The ladies of Condigeo gave my sister a wonderful present last night,” Green Stone said. “A magical box. I am sure I could make enormous profits on such a cargo. But perhaps you know of even more profitable items. We would be pleased to learn.”

“You’re doing all the talking,” Pergammon said. “But it’s the Tep’s Town Lords who have to do the fighting. Qu’yuma, what’s your price here?”

“Oh, we’re content to learn. And perhaps, say, a tenth part of the value of the cargo that returns here. Of the whole, of course.”

“A tenth! That’s ruin!” Pergammon said.

“I thought it generous,” Green Stone said. “Without them, there will be nothing at all. I can’t fight the birds. And it’s clear you can’t either.”

“So you’ll give them a tenth of your share if we’ll do the same,” Pergammon said. “We’ll have to confer about that.”

The other captains gathered around Pergammon. There were whispers, but Sandry didn’t understand any of what they said. Finally they took their seats.

“A tenth, then,” Pergammon said.

“Clearly we asked for too little,” Qu’yuma said politely.

“But we pay the protection bets before we divide,” Pergammon added.

“Half,” Qu’yuma said. “Pay half from the undivided profits, then you will pay the rest from your share alone.”

“Robbery,” Pergammon muttered. He glanced at the other captains. Clearly they had anticipated this, because they all nodded. “All right,” Pergammon said. “Now, as to how we do this: much of the best cargo for the Inland Sea is large and heavy, heavier than you will like for your wagon train. We propose to send part of that by ship. It should arrive not long after you get there.”

“And I own half of that cargo too?” Green Stone said.

“If you buy it, you own it, yes,” Pergammon said.

“You buy it. I pay half. When it gets to the Inland Sea, your people divide it, and I choose which half I take,” Green Stone said.

Pergammon conferred with his captains again. “Done.”

Now they tediously dictated every part of the agreement, and each clerk wrote it down. The two accounts were compared and the documents passed around for inspection. Sandry couldn’t read Condigeano, and he didn’t think Green Stone could either, but Qu’yuma examined the parchments and nodded approval.

“It is done. So say I. So say you all?”

The four captains said, “Aye,” in unison.

“It is agreed, Green Stone of Feathersnake?”

“Aye.”

“Qu’yuma and Sandry of Lordshills, is this agreed?”

“It is.”

“Then it is done. Witness Jaguar and Cormorant.”

“And Coyote,” Clever Squirrel said. The look in her eyes that usually appeared when Coyote was present wasn’t there. It was a bluff, Burning Tower thought, but nobody called her on it.





Chapter Eight
Protection Bets

 

First Captain Granton led them down the stairs to the docks. Green Stone dropped back a few steps and, when Sandry and Qu’yuma followed, asked, “What is a protection bet?”

Sandry shook his head.

Qu’yuma said, “I hope to learn a little more about that. My best information is that captains bet against themselves to reduce the risk of a voyage.”

“How does that work?”

Qu’yuma answered with a shrug.

First Captain Granton led them to a teahouse. The sign above the door showed a ship superimposed over a large bell. The ship on the sign looked like one of the wide, fat ones Sandry had noticed that morning. Granton led them inside and up to the second floor.

To their left was a public room. Men and women sat and talked in low tones as they drank tea and ate cakes and dried fish. Captains and merchants, Sandry thought. Mostly. And who are these others?

“Ladies, it is best if you wait here,” Qu’yuma said. He indicated the public room.

Burning Tower started to protest, but her brother’s frown cut her off. Sandry smiled faintly as Tower let Clever Squirrel lead her to a table.

Granton led the men through a doorway to the right. Two burly guards sat just inside. They waved greeting as Granton came in. Qu’yuma, Green Stone, and Sandry were waved in only after Granton said, “We have business here.”

“Certainly, Captain.” A young lady, pretty, expensively dressed, came to greet them. “Will you want your own table?”

“Yes, that will be best,” he said.

The room was about the size of the public room, but with fewer tables. Like the public room, it faced onto the sea, but there was no balcony outside the window, only thick thatched eaves jutting out below the windows. It would be difficult to hear anything said in this room down in the streets below, and when he looked out the window Sandry saw armed marines. No one would be listening down there.

Their table was near the window. A liveried waiter brought a pot of tea and cups. Sandry sipped. Mild tea, no hemp flavor that he could detect. He had seen wine bottles in the public room, but there were none here.

After a moment, a plainly dressed man in his thirties left his own table and came over. “Captain Granton,” he said. “Do we have business?” He bowed.

Granton and Qu’yuma stood, so Sandry and Green Stone did as well. “Betting Master Calafi, I present Wagonmaster Green Stone of Feathersnake and Lord Sandry of Lordshills,” Granton said. “You already know Lord Qu’yuma.”

“Indeed I do. May I join you?” The voice was smooth, educated Condigeano with only the tiniest trace of an accent. Perhaps it is no accent at all, Sandry thought. I haven’t met all that many Condigeanos. But this man has never been a captain�I’m sure of that.

“Please do.” There was already an empty cup at Calafi’s place. Granton filled it from the teapot. The waiter quietly came and retrieved the pot, replacing it with another.

“I understand you killed three score of the monster birds,” Calafi began. He smiled softly at Sandry.

“Not quite so many as that,” Sandry said. “We had good luck.”

“I trust luck had nothing to do with it,” Calafi said. “I don’t believe in luck.” He looked to Green Stone. “So you two will be taking the wagon train to the Inland Sea.”

“Yes.”

“Going yourselves, both ways?”

“Yes,” Green Stone said.

“Good. I always feel better about these bets when the owners are going along. But I understood there is to be a ship as well?”

Captain Granton nodded. “The Angie Queen will sail in the morning. Here’s her manifest.” He took parchments from a pouch he carried.

“And half of this is owned by the captains, half by Feathersnake? Plus, of course, the ship herself.”

“Correct.”

Calafi studied the parchments. “Of course you have no objection to inspection and seals on the cargo.”

“Of course not,” Granton said.

“Good. Let us consummate this simple transaction before we study the matter of the wagon train,” Calafi said. He looked over the sheets again. “Yes, I believe we will have an offer for you. Excuse me.” He stood and carried the parchments to another table, where he was joined by four other men. They all looked alike, plain tunics and trousers, black hair cut straight at shoulder length, dark eyes in almond-colored faces.

“Would someone explain this?” Green Stone demanded.

“Protection bets,” Captain Granton said. “You don’t do this in wagon trade?”

“I doubt it. I don’t know what you’re doing.”

“He will offer to pay the value of the ship and cargo if it does not arrive safely at Inland Sea,” Granton said. “And he’ll name a price paid to him before she sails. In my experience, that will be close to one part in sixteen of the value of the cargo and one in twenty of the value of the ship.”

“I’m not paying for any protection of a ship!” Green Stone said.

“You’ll have to, to get a protection bet on the cargo. But the ship owners will pay part of it too.”

Green Stone frowned. “What’s to keep the ship owners from sailing the ship somewhere and selling it and then claiming it was lost?”

“It would not be wise,” Granton said. “The bets never cover the whole value of the ship. And if the story comes out, the captain and owners would regret their actions. It would not be wise.”

They sipped tea and waited until Calafi came back to their table. “We have an offer for the Angie Queen and her cargo,” he said. “I regret I can make no offer regarding the wagon train and its cargo.”

“None at all?” Granton said frostily. “Yet Bell’s of Condigeo boasts that it will make protection bets on anything.”

“And so we can,” Calafi said. “But it will take time. We have no history of such journeys since the monster birds appeared. Without history, we must make guesses. Such guesses lead to offers that you will not like, for they will be very costly.” He shrugged. “No one of us wants any large part of such a bet. It will require the entire resources of this establishment, and it will take time to assemble all the partners and allocate the risks. I understood you were in a hurry.”

“I need no such protection to begin with,” Green Stone said. “My protection lies with Lord Sandry’s chariots and our Lordsmen allies, and I think that will be protection enough.”

“So be it,” Calafi said. “Here is the offer for the ship.”





Chapter Nine
Preparations

 

Green Stone and Qu’yuma were engaged in inspecting documents. Sandry found this tedious. He took Qu’yuma aside. “The troops will want to be paid extra for this,” he said. “Maybe a lot.”

“I know,” Qu’yuma said. “Make the best deal you can, but be generous rather than stingy. This will make our reputation. It may make our fortunes as well.”

“You see it as that important?”

“To bring the Condigeo Captains a cargo they can’t get for themselves? Sandry!” Qu’yuma said. “Just get there and back. Leave the rest to us.”

“All right.” He turned to the table where Green Stone was still talking to Captain Granton. “Lord Qu’yuma can speak for me. I’ll wait for you with Tower,” he said.

Green Stone nodded without expression. “We should not be much longer.”

Maybe, maybe not, Sandry thought.

Burning Tower and Clever Squirrel were sitting with two men. One was stout and short and moved slowly. When Sandry reached the table, he saw that the man was old but dressed well, and carried a cane of black wood with gold mountings. The other man was a giant. Sandry thought he was at least forty. Up closer, he looked to a dozen years older or younger than that. His hair was blond and his eyes were Lordkin blue. The ears were Lordkin, but he did not act like a Lordkin, and his accent was not of Tep’s Town.

Neither stood as Sandry came to the table.

“Sandry! This is Tras Preetror, the teller. He knows my father. And his companion, Arshur.”

Sandry nodded. “I heard you sing the story of the fall of the Toronexti. Last winter, in Lord’s Town.”

“Indeed I did,” Tras Preetror said. “To an appreciative and generous audience. You and the lady had a prominent part in the song. As her father figures in the story of Tep’s Town. An unfinished story, I think.”

“He was telling us how Father got his tattoo!” Burning Tower said.

Tras shrugged. “It is only a tale. When you tell your father of me, say also that I say it is only a tale, and one well known to many others.”

“Tell them I’m going to be king,” Arshur said. He had a wild look, battered and mad.

Clever Squirrel frowned. “With your permission.” She took Arshur’s hand and studied it. “It may be true, but your reign will not be long. This old scar, this slash, changed the pattern.”

“Long or short, I’m going to be king,” Arshur said. “I have always known it. Even Tras believes it now.”

“I understand you travel east,” Tras Preetror said.

Sandry looked blank.

“Surely it is no secret,” Tras said. “And anyone can follow a trail of bison chips. A long and slow journey, east to the Inland Sea.”

“You’ve been there?” Sandry asked.

“Years ago. I went there by ship, a long passage south and around the Forefinger�dull for the most part, but sometimes there are wonderful things to see. Whales feeding their children. Fish that fly across the water, other fish with swords for beaks, great sea monsters with a hundred arms and eyes like giants. Crocodiles three manlengths long. I came back by wagon train.”

“What was that like?” Burning Tower asked.

“Wilder than the Hemp Road,” Tras said. “Long stretches where there is only wilderness. A day’s passage across blowing sands that rise into hills that walk. Towns in valleys, towns of people who have never gone a league from the place they were birthed, and never will. Wonderful songs in strange languages.” He sighed. “I am minded to go again. Have you room for passengers?”

Sandry shook his head. “It’s not entirely up to me, but I’d vote no.”

“But why?” Burning Tower said. “The stories�and he is an old friend of Father’s.”

“I have not claimed that,” Tras said. “It is true that your father and I have known each other since he was a boy, but our relationship is more complicated than friendship. Tell me, Lord Sandry, why would you not want me on your journey?”

“One more thing to worry about,” Sandry said. “We don’t know what we’re facing. Never been there, and we know we have the birds to fight. That’s enough for me.”

“Birds to fight. You came to town bearing trophies,” Tras said. “Tell me of that fight. Leave nothing out.”

 

He’s good, Burning Tower thought. Tras Preetror is getting more details than Sandry ever told me.

“The trooper was pushed back,” Tras asked. “That would have been serious.”

“Yes, it would, if the bird could get among the troopers. Those things can kick a man to death in seconds. But Secklers saw what was happening and got his shoulder on Manneret’s back and pushed him right back into the line.”

“Ah,” Tras said. He sipped tea. “And you were right there when that happened.”

“Yes, we were resting the horses, while Maydreo led the birds around the circle.”

“Resting the horses�is that important?”

“Sure. Tired horses can’t outrun the birds, not pulling a chariot with two men in it. Everyone knows that.”

“Perhaps not everyone knows as much of horses as you,” Tras Preetror said. “So you were resting the horses. Then what?”

A waiter came to the table. “There is a boy here who wishes to see wagonmaster Green Stone,” he said. “But the Wagonmaster is in the Betting Rooms. I noted you were of his party; perhaps he could wait with you?”

“Certainly,” Burning Tower said. “Bring him here.”

Tras Preetror hid his unhappiness and tried to be interested in the newcomer.

Burning Tower guessed the boy was about twelve. He wore buckskins similar to the travel clothing of the Bison Tribe, but the fetish painted on his chest was a mountain goat. Distant cousins to the Bison Tribe, then. No relation to Feathersnake at all.

The boy stood politely at the table, waiting for someone to speak to him.

Good manners, she thought. “I’m Burning Tower of Feathersnake,” she said. “My brother is Wagonmaster Green Stone. And you are welcome.”

“Thank you. I am Spotted Lizard, of the High Trail. They say that you are going east along the Golden Road.” His speech was slow, breathy Condigeano.

“That story sure gets around fast,” Sandry said.

Tras Preetror nodded. “There are few secrets in Condigeo.”

“And what can we do for you, Spotted Lizard?” Tower asked.

“Take me with you. I fell ill when my father’s wagon left here to go east. That was three moons ago, and no one has heard from him since. I know something of the road. I have been across to the Inland Sea and back three times now. I can help you. And … and … I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

 

Sandry hardly saw Burning Tower for the next two days. She was busy with the details of buying provisions for the wagons and cargo for both the wagons and the ship.

Meanwhile, Sandry was burdened with details of the military expedition. Buying spears, fodder for the horses, leather and bronze for repair of armor. And keeping Secklers and Trebaty out of trouble. For that he employed Nothing Was Seen, to follow them and keep track of anything they might gather, to offer to pay before there could be difficulties.

Surprisingly, there were none. Secklers bought a necklace and some perfumes, and Trebaty bought a dress, paying with the wages they had earned as wagon guards.

“How?” Sandry demanded, when Lurk reported to him that evening. “I didn’t think they were that, well, smart.”

“Sea chanties,” Lurk said. “I learned a rowing song from Tras Preetror, and I sing it whenever they are in a shop.”

“I didn’t see you anywhere around when I had that talk with them,” Sandry protested.

Lurk grinned.

 

“You leave in the morning,” Qu’yuma said.

“Yes. Do you have instructions?” Sandry asked.

“Only that you get there and back�alive, if possible,” Qu’yuma said. “Learn what you can of the conditions at the Inland Sea. You have a right to know, I think, but don’t get accused of being a spy. Things may be different there.”

Sandry frowned.

“Some places keep secrets,” Qu’yuma said. “We don’t usually allow strangers inside the walls of Lordshills.”

“But that’s not to keep secrets,” Sandry said.

“No, merely privacy. And outside those walls, we don’t care. We invite lookers and tellers. But that is�or was�because it was better that people knew how things were in Tep’s Town than if they guessed. That we had no great wealth, and a good army, and fierce Lordkin ready to gather from anyone we considered enemies. And the protection of Yangin-Atep.”

“That wasn’t much protection.”

“More than you know,” Qu’yuma said. “Think. Buildings would not burn unless Yangin-Atep wanted them to burn. Fires would go out. Magic weapons would not work against our army, while swords and spears worked just fine. And now that we don’t have that protection, we have to rethink our policies. Do we want the world to know what things are like in Tep’s Town?” He shrugged. “Condigeo is open. Many towns are. But there are places like Swallow’s Nest in the hills north of here, whence no stranger returns alive, and the only traders are their own and won’t talk.”

“The Inland Sea is different. We have a boy who has been there three times.”

“What does he know of the towns?”

“Little,” Sandry admitted. “He always stayed with the wagons. The town traders came to their wagon camp.”

“And have you met anyone who wandered freely in the Inland Sea towns?”

Sandry shook his head.

“Nor have I.” Qu’yuma shrugged. “Learn what you can. Information is valuable. But be careful. I don’t have to tell you how successful you’ve been already. We already have a better reputation with the captains than we’ve ever had before. And now they’ve seen how useful horses are, they’ll want some. So will the Bison Tribe. Sandry, we don’t know the wagon trade, and we don’t know the sea trade, but we do know horses.”

“Burning Tower knows the wagon trade,” Sandry said.

Qu’yuma grinned. “I’ll be sure to put that in my report to the council and congregation,” he said. “She’s an heiress too.”

“That’s not�”

“Of course not, but it doesn’t hurt, either. We train armies, we train horses. All good, but it won’t hurt us to have the Lords involved in the wagon trains too.”

Sandry nodded, as if in agreement.

“Thing are changing fast,” Qu’yuma said. “We always thought we were adaptable, we Lords, but we never had to face changes like these.”

“Interesting times,” Sandry said. “Wasn’t that an old curse?”

“Yes, from our ancestors,” Qu’yuma said.

Later, alone, Sandry thought about his conversations with Qu’yuma, and with the Lord Chief Witness before he left Tep’s Town. They’re assuming I will always be a Lord of Lordshills, and that anything I do will be for the Lords. That I can’t possibly just go off on my own, be a wagonmaster or a horse trader.

Then he chuckled. Wagonmaster? I think wagonmaster, but I’d be lucky to be a wagon owner, and then it would be Tower’s skill that keeps us from starving. But I do know horses.

And I am a Lord of Lordshills, and these are interesting times.





Book Three
The Golden Road





Chapter One
Departure

 

“We’re all set, then,” Green Stone said. “Everyone ready?” He looked around the circle of men and women standing by their wagons and mounts.

“All ready, Wagonmaster,” Fallen Wolf said.

“Clever Squirrel?” Green Stone asked.

“I have no visions at all,” she said. “But I believe we are ready.”

“Lord Sandry?”

Sandry inspected his troops: Younglords in their chariots, Peacevoice Fullerman with his Lordsmen, looking pleased with themselves. As well they might, Sandry thought. They’re getting a year’s pay for this. Be generous, Qu’yuma said. But it is to be paid in Lord’s Town on their return. No point in letting trained men go find out what they could earn on their own.

There were ten of the Condigeo marines as well, with an officer cadet named Gundrin in command. Gundrin and his men were more or less equipped like Lordsmen, with shields and spears, but they carried good-quality bronze short swords that Peacevoice Fullerman much admired. The captains had insisted that their own guards accompany the wagons, but Sandry knew their real mission was to study tactics. Well, let them. They’d find that horses and chariots were needed too, and they didn’t have those. Condigeo’s marines knew nothing of horses, and less of one-horns.

They didn’t have compound bows, either, and Sandry wasn’t going to show those. No point in giving away more than he had to.

“Junior Warman Gundrin, are you ready?” Sandry said.

“Aye, aye, Lord Sandry.”

Behind the marines were Secklers and Trebaty. The Lordkin weren’t needed, but there was no way to send them home either. And they did make good bodyguards.

“We’re ready, Wagonmaster,” Sandry said.

“Eastward,” Green Stone said. “Let’s do it.”

Sandry waved. Maydreo drove ahead, then the other Younglords in their chariots. Then the first wagon behind the plodding bison, followed by the Lordsmen and the marines. The other wagons followed, and Younglord Qirimby brought up the rear, keeping his chariot well back from the wagons and their trail of bison dung.

As they passed the gates, they saw Commodore Pergammon sitting impassively on the guard platform above the gatehouse. Pergammon waved to them. “Good luck,” he called.

“Thank you,” Green Stone answered.

 

An hour later, they saw a dozen terror birds. The birds divided into two groups and tried to flank the column, and they had to circle the wagons. Sandry gestured to his charioteers, and Fullerman deployed his men, while the wagoneers climbed high to ready their slings.

Sandry was pleased to see that Junior Warman Gundrin was careful to follow Fullerman’s instructions on where to put his men, and Secklers and Trebaty stood behind Fullerman like guards.

Our first test, Sandry thought. We’re organized. He studied the birds as they approached. They seemed more cautious than the last group had been, each group hanging off to the side of the wagon train as if waiting for opportunities. Finally Sandry nodded to Chalker and charged the group approaching from the left side of the wagon train. “Try to get the lead bird, the big gaudy one. I think that’s the rooster.”

“Aye, My Lord.”

Chalker’s throw was good but not perfect. The bird took the spear full in the chest, staggered, then charged toward the wagon train, ignoring Sandry and his chariot and horses. The others followed.

“Never saw them do that before,” Chalker shouted. “But if they’re ignoring you, maybe we can come up behind them.” He hefted a stabbing spear.

“Right. Let’s do it.” Sandry wheeled the chariot and charged. This time Chalker’s thrust was perfect, just where the neck joined the body. The chariot wheeled.

“They’re turning toward us!” Chalker shouted. “They’re chasing us.”

“Right. Let’s lead them to Fullerman.” And that’s the way it should be, he thought.

As he led the birds toward the waiting spearmen, he heard Mouse Warrior’s triumphant shouts from the wagontop. “Hey, Harpy!”

 

The marines cheered. They had killed two of the birds, with one marine clawed badly.

Sandry examined the wounded marine. “I think you’d better go home,” he said. “Maydreo, take him back to the gates and leave him with his comrades. With three in the chariot, walk the horses most of the way there. Trot back.”

“I don’t want to go back,” the marine protested. “I’ll lose my pay.”

“Squirrel?” Sandry said.

She shook her head. “I can keep him alive, but it will take time and magic, and we don’t have either to spare. He’ll be a lot better off back in Condigeo.”

“Right. Maydreo, you and Whane help this trooper home. Sorry, lad, but not much we could do.” He waited for a nod from Gundrin, then waved Maydreo on his way. Sandry waited until the chariot was well away and turned to the others.

“Now. How did he get clawed?”

“Broke ranks to finish a wounded bird,” one of the marines said.

Sandry nodded. “Lesson learned?”

“Sir. Yes, sir!”

“Good. Carry on.” Sandry touched the reins. They rode back to the front of the wagon train. “We can move out now,” he said. “Maydreo shouldn’t have any problem following the trail.”

Green Stone nodded. “You win again,” he said.

“Easy enough fight,” Chalker observed.

Sandry nodded. “Two groups of six are a lot easier to fight than one big group. I wonder why they tried it that way.”

“The god is experimenting,” Clever Squirrel said. “Learning. But we’re learning too! He can only control a few at a time, maybe only one. I don’t know how fast he can shift attention from one bird to another. May depend on how far away he is.”

“Hmmm,” Sandry said. “Maybe that’s it, then. That first column, we charged, and Chalker put a spear in the bird’s chest, but they kept on going toward the wagons. Fullerman was scrambling to get in front of them before they could get at the bison.”

“Bison!” Green Stone said. “If they start attacking bison instead of following the horses, we have problems, I think.”

“Yes. And I think that’s where these were headed,” Sandry said. “But since they were ignoring us, I could come up behind them. Chalker got the last one in line, and the lead one he’d put a spear into stumbled, and then they all charged after me the way they’re supposed to.”

Squirrel looked thoughtful, then nodded.

“What makes you think the god’s not right here?” Burning Tower asked.

“I watched the fight,” Squirrel said. “If you watch close, it’s pretty easy to see what’s happening. If I could have watched from the wagontop and given orders to each bird, I could have won that battle no matter how good Sandry’s men were. At least I think I could. But it didn’t work that way. I think the god can only see through one bird’s eyes at a time. He can jump from one bird to another, but he’s not overhead looking down on the battle, so he’s not close. I think he’s a long way off.”

“Long way?” Sandry asked.

She nodded. “I don’t feel any presence of a god here at all. Not a trace.”

“Well, that’s good,” Sandry said. “I’d hate to fight them if they were all getting orders from someone watching what happens. But Squirrel, usually they chase horses when we get close, even if that’s not smart.”

She nodded again. “That’s their nature. If the god could stop them, he would. He cobbled things here. He could control that one group, but while you were playing with them, Bentino was leading the other group by the nose. So then the god left your group to try to guide the other one, but they were already chasing horses in a circle. That’s why I think he’s far away.”

“So when we get closer, the birds will act smarter?”

Squirrel nodded.

“That’s scary. Anything we can do?”

“A god is making war on us. I’m as scared as you can imagine,” Squirrel said.

 

Maydreo caught up with them in the evening. “They wanted to send a replacement, but I’d have had to wait for them to find him, and I didn’t really fancy trying to catch up with three in a chariot anyway,” he said.

“Good decision,” Sandry said. “We have enough troops. And now we have some extra rations.”

 

In the afternoon, they came to the Great Fork. The north branch was the Hemp Road to Firewoods and farther. The other fork went east: the Golden Road that led to the Inland Sea and beyond. Rumor said it went on from there, south and deep into Jaguar territory. No one of Feathersnake or the Bison Tribe had ever taken the Golden Road east even as far as the Inland Sea, and their only guide was the boy, Spotted Lizard.

The road was easy to follow. It had once been well traveled, with wide ruts in the low areas, rocky ledges carved in the hillsides when the road climbed to cross over hills between the valleys. Streams ran through the valleys, and there were farms everywhere, but few farmhouses. The villages were all walled, not the hastily made walls of Condigeo but older walls, stone and earth as well as timber, with suspicious guards staring out at them as they passed. Men and women worked in the fields, with more armed men standing watch nearby. It was not a peaceful land.

They camped that night in an open field, not cultivated despite a small stream. The sky was clear overhead. The River blazed across the night sky. About midnight someone shouted: a dozen falling stars, one after another, all coming directly at them before they vanished.

It all looked vaguely magical, but Clever Squirrel said nothing.





Chapter Two
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY I

 

A wind was rising. Above the oar pit, Regapisk could glimpse sailors moving at a run. Sails rattled as they rose. The Oarmaster signaled: Stop oars.

Regapisk settled his oar across his lap. To the man across, he asked conversationally, “How long d’you think this’ll last?”

The man’s mad eyes rested on Regapisk, promising murder; then drifted away. He never said anything to anyone.

The man behind Regapisk murmured, “If you don’t stop poking the Ghost, Lord Reg, it isn’t me he’ll remember the day he gets loose.”

Regapisk was tired of hearing Fethiwong abuse the title he’d lost. How would Sandry put an end to that? “One day, Fethiwong,” Regapisk murmured, “the Oarmaster will hear you call me Lord.”

“Naw, he won’t. What was your turf?”

It dawned on Regapisk that Fethiwong thought he was a Lordkin tribal leader.

That was funny. Should he claim Serpent’s Walk? His firefighters had come from there; he’d learned a little, but Fethiwong might know enough to catch him out. Regapisk hadn’t yet placed Fethiwong’s accent.

He waved it away. “That’s all in the past.”

Waves played with the ship. Oarsmen murmured. Above, sailors shouted. When they stopped, Regapisk could make out softer voices. Passengers. You rarely saw passengers; they never looked down into the pit after the first day.

Regapisk liked the quiet, but he didn’t need the rest. The Angie Queen had been in Condigeo for at least eight days. Oarsmen ate well when a ship was in port. They carried cargo under careful supervision�hard work, but a change from rowing.

Eight days? Ten? Regapisk wasn’t sure. He’d started a count on the day he woke, battered and confused, head ringing, to find himself chained to an oar bench. He tried to keep track of the days: a training period, layovers, trips to Avalon and Houseman’s Beach. He’d heard about Sanbarb Island, had always wanted to see it�still did. Seeing a mushroom shape, then bluffs and a beach through an oarlock didn’t count. He’d seen a lot more of Avalon. They actually went ashore and slept on real mats in Avalon. Across to Tep’s Town harbor again, where Sandry had abandoned him despite his promise. Why had he done that?

Afraid of the congregation. Sandry wasn’t afraid of much, you had to give him that, but he was afraid of the council and congregation, as if they’d do anything to Sandry. Sandry’s aunt Shanda was the First Lady of Lordshills! She was only cousin twice removed to Regapisk. That’s why she didn’t help! Sure. But Sandry? He had money; he could have bought him loose. They were right there in the Tep’s Town harbor. But nothing happened. Cargo was put on board, and they were off again.

Then three days to Condigeo, sailing with the wind most of the way. A long layover, and rumors. A barracks to sleep in, plenty to eat, not all that unpleasant at night. Daytimes, they scraped the sides of the ship or of the docks, or swept streets. The Angie Queen’s captain never missed a chance to make a few coppers renting out his crew. Eight days? Ten? That’s where he had almost lost track of the time.

Rumors said that Feathersnake wagons and a Tep’s Town Lordsmen army had beaten the birds and gotten through. Their next move would be to open the wagon trade again. What birds? Fethiwong told him an implausible tale of horse-sized shrieking demons with daggers in then-wings….

But if Tep’s Town had sent Lords here, then Sandry would be with them, and Sandry would use the chance to free him. Regapisk stopped making marks alongside his bench.

Ten days waiting. They’d left Condigeo this morning. Regapisk resumed his count, a mark on the wood next to his head, made with a jagged fingernail. Day One: depart Condigeo.

 

DAY 2: SOUTHBOUND

 

In thirty days or so at sea and in harbor, Regapisk had learned an oarsman’s pace and was earning the strength.

In his youth he had admired the muscles on Lordsmen. He’d hoped to grow up that way. He was getting his wish. His arms and shoulders had never looked this good.

It was all thanks to Lord Sandry.

Regapisk’s mind darted about his skull like a rat in a cage, seeking any escape from what he most wanted to avoid knowing. Sandry’s testimony had put him here. Sandry had promised to buy him free … but the Angle Queen had left Condigeo, hugging the coast, keeping the dawn on the left. Down along the Forefinger, Regapisk thought; but he knew little of that land. In Avalon they’d been housed ashore, and in Condigeo too, but at sea they slept in their chains. There was no chance of escape.

It wasn’t that he liked Sandry. They’d played together, and fought sometimes, and broken rules and been caught sometimes … but they were nearly cousins. You didn’t sell a cousin into slavery; you defended him.

But Sandry wasn’t going to buy him loose.

Two passengers were staring down into the oar pit, talking, laughing.

hookers, Regapisk thought. Two old men, one still brawny, one lean and stooped, maybe not so old. Hard to tell. They were both twisted by old injuries. Fighters, Regapisk would have guessed, but what was their interest in the oar pit?

When foreigners came to Tep’s Town for entertainment, Tep’s Town called them lookers. They used to come to watch the Burning. Tellers were lookers who told tales for a living. Sometimes they traveled great distances. When the Burning didn’t happen on time, lookers were only disappointed, but tellers could end up sleeping on the beach.

There hadn’t been a Burning�a wholesale riot through Tep’s Town, wine aflow, theft and rapine, buildings alight�since the fire god went myth. Tellers had become rare.

Entertainment was in short supply for Angie Queen’s oarsmen. The men about Regapisk had become proficient at guessing about passengers. Of course they had no way to test their guesswork. On the day trip to Avalon, there had been a few Lords, a few kinless, twice that many lookers, and a dozen tellers lured by the Folded Hands gathering. The Angie Queen was more crowded on this trip south; she rode low and sluggish, heavy with cargo and passengers and barrels of fresh water. Regapisk hadn’t seen any Lords, and the only kinless seemed to be lookers’ servants. Several families with children had boarded at Condigeo.

Lookers and kinless looked once into the oar pit, mesmerized, maybe horrified. Thereafter their eyes slid over or past the chained men at their oars. Lookers and kinless didn’t like slavery. Lords and soldiers observed the oar pit as if they bought and sold oarsmen. Oarsmen hated Lords. Children and tellers looked down in frank curiosity….

“Tellers,” Regapisk said.

“Bet. Next bread,” Fethiwong said. “Soldiers.”

“That one’s a teller. That one’s his bodyguard, with scars and no shirt. Next bread?”

“Hah! You knew their faces, you son of a thousand rats!”

Regapisk laughed, because Fethiwong was right. He called, “Tras Preetror!” and braced for the whip.

The Oarmaster had already given up trying to tell Regapisk whatever it was he had done wrong. He just laid on the lash and let it go at that. It was how he had taught Regapisk to row. Regapisk took the line of fire across his back, wriggled a bit, and then grinned up at Tras Preetror and Arshur the northman.

They grinned back, both of them, and walked away.

“They’ll want to talk to me,” Regapisk said. “Next bread, Fethiwong.”

“Hah. When?”

“While we’re still southbound.” He was guessing that the Angie Queen would go south as far as the tip of the Forefinger, and maybe a lot farther. Weeks, maybe moons.

“Done. Next bread.”

Next bread was all you ever had to bet with. You couldn’t bet your cloak, after all. Who needed two cloaks or could keep track of them? And how would you sleep without one? But anyone could eat a little more bread or survive a hungry morning.





Chapter Three
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY 6: SUMMONED

 

Rumor said that there was no fresh water along the barren shore of the Forefinger, and no wind. You rowed all the way. Gods help the oarsmen if a greedy captain stowed extra cargo instead of extra drinking water.

The sails stayed rigged and ready, just in case. Today there had been a long afternoon breeze. Oarsmen could doze. When daylight went and the breezes died, sails came down and oarsmen slept. Regapisk had never slept better before boarding the Angie Queen.

But he woke, on his sixth night since Condigeo, when a lash fell across his shoulders. Not a whipstroke, he realized after that first spasm and gasp, but just the lash sliding along skin.

Still dark. It felt as if he’d just fallen asleep.

“You’re wanted,” the Oarmaster said. “Make one wrong move, and we’ll be one oar short.”

Naw, Regapisk thought as he watched the Oarmaster open his chains. You’d row in my place if you lost me this way. What kind of bribe did they offer? Uncharacteristically, he didn’t say any of that. Up close, dark against starlight, the Oarmaster was scary. His shoulders and arms were huge and ridged with scars. He must have been an oarsman himself.

Regapisk stood, his legs badly cramped, and moved as he was directed.

Up a ladder to the Oarmaster’s perch. Up another ladder to the deck, then into one of the better rooms. The Oarmaster left him there, but Arshur the northman loomed.

The huge old man said nothing. Despite a twisted body and lavish scars, dark mottled scalp, and sparse white hair, the barbarian was still a tower of muscle, an accident waiting to happen. Very clearly he was Tras Preetror’s bodyguard, if Regapisk proved untrustworthy.

Tras Preetror remained seated. “Next bread you’re a Lord,” he said.

“I want half your bet,” Regapisk said. “Have you worked the oars, or do you just listen good?”

“Both,” the teller said. “I have to listen or the tales don’t come to me. Tell me a story. I saw you talking to the oar behind you, and he’s Lordkin.”

“That’s Fethiwong of Dirty Birds. He robbed a clothing shop and had some wonderful luck. He got most of the gowns for Lady Tzarbon’s wedding. Worth a fortune, they were, and he gave a few away to friendly women. All he had to do was not tell stories in dockside. She’s married a captain from Condigeo, you know?”

Tras Preetror chuckled. He patted air: “Sit. Tell me stories.”

Regapisk sat. He nibbled pastry filled with meat paste, as if he weren’t prepared to devour it in a mouthful. Manners. “I know some of your story,” he said. “Where you were when the Toronexti were burned out at the Deerpiss Meadow. How Whandall Feathersnake put you both in a tree so you’d live through it. You must have missed some of the battle, but I’ve heard the rest.”

“What I didn’t see, I got from witnesses.” Tras Preetror dismissed the matter, a tale told too often. “The little girl, Burning Tower, who burned the manuscript of the laws? I saw her in Condigeo.”

“She was on this ship twenty days ago, with my cousin, Lord Sandry.”

“Curse, I’m sorry I missed her! But what I want to know about is the birds. Have they got as far as the Burning City?”

Birds?

A little desperately, Regapisk said, “Big killer birds? I only heard about the birds in Condigeo port. I do know tales a teller wouldn’t hear unless he talks to Lords’ children. And you can tell me about birds. It’s your turn.” Tellers traded tales; everyone knew that.

Tras waved, expansive generosity. “You first. What was it like to be a Lord’s boy?”

So Regapisk told him about Lord Sandry and the mirror.

Mirrors were expensive. Outside Tep’s Town, they might be magical. Regapisk had been twelve, Sandry had been ten, when Regapisk talked Sandry into trying to enter the mirror world. “I told him I’d already been inside,” Regapisk said.

At a walk, Sandry only bumped his nose. At a run, he knocked over Lord Fesk’s mirror and cracked it. He was caught trying to repair it with chicken fat.

And Regapisk got the blame. He’d never understood that.

“Maybe you had a reputation by then,” Tras suggested.

“Nah.”

Tras Preetror told how he’d learned to bet with next bread, in a galleon’s oar pit, after he tried to talk his way into Lordshills with the aid of a Serpent’s Walk boy. “That was Whandall Placehold. A lot of these scars are from when he caught me later.”

“Caught you doing what?”

“Well… yes.” Tras laughed. “Invading his privacy, he said.”

The child Regapisk had hidden on balconies and spied on Lords and their ladies, and learned nothing Lord Regapisk thought interesting. But Tras probed for details: how they dressed, what they ate, how they talked, schooling and schoolmasters, and what children did when they weren’t around….

“Now, the birds,” Regapisk said. “It really is your turn.”

“Lots of them off to the east,” Arshur said. “Not so many up north. In the high north country, we had three in cages until it got too expensive to feed them meat, then we ate the birds. Taste like chicken, but the meat’s red like bison.”

“You never told me any of this,” Tras protested.

“You never asked.”

They talked to each other that way, Tras and Arshur. Regapisk wondered why. But Tras was asking the questions now, so Regapisk need only listen.

“Did the birds up north attack wagon trains? People?”

“Not more than once,” Arshur said. “They were just birds. Took more than one man to kill one, unless it was me. I figured out a way to kill one by myself. Most times you got six or eight guys to surround one with spears and lassoes.”

“One,” Tras said. “The stories we’re hearing are about a dozen and more birds attacking people and wagon trains and towns. They’ve closed down the Golden Road.”

”Never heard of them doing anything like that,” Arshur said.

 

They got Arshur to tell a story of theft and battle in the far north. Lordkin in a land of ice and peaks, Regapisk thought, and was captivated.

Then the Oarmaster was there, wanting his oarsman. Regapisk went without complaint.

“Keep your bread,” he told Fethiwong loftily. “I ate better than that.” Maybe the sails would go up and he could sleep away the morning. He’d been taken away in the middle of a tale. Maybe he’d be summoned back.





Chapter Four
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY 7: SOUTHBOUND ALONG THE FOREFINGER

 

Tras summoned him again the next evening.

Regapisk had heard Lordkin’s tales of thefts and turf wars. He tried to tell of Whandall and the Suitors, but Tras had heard it from Whandall himself, and told it better too.

Regapisk told a tale he’d heard in Serpent’s Walk, of the brothers who could read. Tras knew where one of the brothers had wound up�bookkeeper for the tax collectors.

Tras spoke, like Fethiwong, of huge birds running through Condigeo, leaving a trail of destruction. Tras had followed the monstrous flock until four were killed and the rest escaped into the countryside. Had they reached Tep’s Town? Not that Regapisk knew; but he remembered the caravan girl, Burning Tower, who danced in a costume made from a terror bird’s feathers. Arshur told how he had fought the terror bird single-handedly, strangled it with his bare hands. Watch for the wing daggers; keep pulling the bird off balance so it can’t claw you with a foot….

Regapisk was yawning before the Oarmaster came for him.

 

DAY 8: SOUTHBOUND, WITH THE WIND

 

He’d been summoned three nights running. Regapisk was getting enough to eat, but not enough sleep.

He knew sailors’ stories, but so did Tras. But Regapisk knew stories the mers told. There was a mer who tried to claim his landborn daughter when she’d reached a proper age. The man realized in the nick of time that she was drowning. The magic goes away….

Tras had been in the heart of at least one Burning, and maybe started it. Of course he hadn’t participated. No looker dared be caught gathering property that Lordkin rightly considered their own.

“They never stopped me from gathering,” Arshur said. Both men laughed, and neither answered.

When Regapisk ran out of stories, he talked about himself.

Tras asked about kitchens and cookery. The kitchen in Lord Fesk’s house was huge, and Fro Hassic, the cook, was excessively territorial. Regapisk told them about the Great Race, when he and several other boys ran a route through the old house. When they charged through the kitchen, Fro Hassic tried to chase six of them at once. She caught Orsith, Lord Minder’s son. Regapisk waved a shaker to get her attention, then began to scatter black pepper around. Hassic dropped Orsith. Regapisk charged for the dining room, still on the path�

“Idiot,” Tras laughed.

“But she had Orsith!”

“But you hadn’t done any damage yet!”

“That never stopped Hassic,” Regapisk said.

“Would the cook whip a child?”

“No. She’d just tell Lady Fesk.”

“You didn’t have to stop Hassic. If Hassic has something to tell Lady Fesk, then you get whipped. Like if you wasted black pepper and ruined their dinner! Did you get whipped?”

“We both did. But that was just Hassic. She didn’t catch us, but she knew who we were.”

Regapisk normally liked telling stories about himself. The trouble was, too often Tras would notice something Regapisk hadn’t. He’d see why it was all Regapisk’s fault. Regapisk grew tired of Tras knowing more about himself than he did.

One night he said so.





Chapter Five
On the Golden Road: the Undead

 

Sandry kept his chariot just ahead of the lead wagon. Chalker pretended to watch diligently, but his eyes closed from time to time. Sandry said nothing. He’d chosen Chalker for convenience, and now he’d have to watch for both of them. It was worth it.

Besides, the road was well marked, and despite the cautions of the villagers and farmers, they had seen no dangers since the attack of the birds not far outside Condigeo. Now there were no more farms, just thickets and wildlands.

The next morning Sandry kept his forces together at the wagon train, sending one chariot out ahead to scout. He rode alone in another, shuttling back and forth between the scouts and the wagon train itself, while Chalker kept another chariot ready but with no load. If there were trouble, Sandry could rush back to the wagon train to fresh horses already hitched and ready.

The road led steeply down. There was a thicket ahead. This looked like good land gone wild, once cultivated but now covered with bushy scrub and vines and brambles. Idly he wondered why no one claimed it to build a farm village here. There was certainly enough water to keep all the vines green. He reached the bottom of the valley and crossed a small stream no more than a foot deep.

On the other side of the stream, a small road led off to the right. Signs in some unknown language pointed south down the fork. Sandry found Maydreo and Whane staring at the signs.

“What’s this?” Sandry demanded. “Why stop here?”

“Well, it’s a road fork,” Whane said. “You said to wait at crossroads.”

“Crossroad?” Sandry pointed off to the right. “Doesn’t look like much traffic went that way. It’s clear that this is the main road.”

“Yes, sir, but look.” Maydreo pointed to one of the signs. It depicted a wagon train in a circle, pots of stew in the center, crudely drawn wagoneers wearing crudely drawn smiles.

“So?”

Maydreo asked, “Aren’t you hungry?”

Suddenly, he was. Good food, hot food. The letters on one of the signs seemed to swim and change, and now said “everyone welcome!” Another sign changed from unreadable words to a picture of a rapidly flowing stream, clean fresh water flowing through a field of grain and fodder.

But I just crossed that stream, Sandry thought. And it won’t flow over there where those signs are pointing; that fork goes uphill. There’s no water over there!

“Reminds me of those berries,” Whane said.

Maydreo was getting angry. “Fallen Wolf tells us about hospitality towns along the Hemp Road. We haven’t seen any here. Think this is one? Did we bring enough rations to make it all the way without buying some decent meals once in a while?”

“No idea,” Sandry said. “It might be a hospitality town; it might not be. Wait here. Can you do that? Wait�don’t explore�just wait.”

“Sure,” Maydreo said.

Sandry wheeled the chariot and drove back to the wagon train. “Wise One,” he called, “if you would come with me … and Bentino, you drive my chariot. Take Chalker and follow.”

“What’s the matter?” Burning Tower called from the lead wagon. “I’ll get Spike and come with you.”

“Might be a good idea. And Spotted Lizard, if you’ll come also …”

The chariots weren’t designed for three, and Clever Squirrel had trouble keeping her footing as the small car lurched over the rutted road. Spotted Lizard clung to the chariot sides, his face twisted in fear each time they hit a bump.

Sandry explained what he had seen. “Whane said it reminded him of bloodberries,” Sandry said. “But Maydreo was wondering if this leads to a hospitality village. Spotted Lizard, you know of one here?”

“No. This is an unfriendly stretch,” the boy said. “They tried to set up toll gates here, and the Condigeo marines came and burned out the whole town. My father told me�it was maybe five years ago. That’s why there aren’t any farms here.”

“So what will this be?” Sandry asked.

“I think I know,” Clever Squirrel said. “But let me see first.”

 

Maydreo and Whane were arguing as Sandry drove up.

“He said to wait,” Whane was saying.

“Sure, but we could go have a look … oh. Sir. You’re back.”

“And just in time,” Clever Squirrel said. She examined the signs carefully. “Well, it’s certainly true that everyone is welcome,” she said. She grinned. “A feast, and everyone is invited.”

“So!” Maydreo said. “A feast! I am tired of the rations we brought, I’d love a proper stew.”

“Not from inside, you wouldn’t,” Clever Squirrel said. She gestured, and the letters on the sign swam again, to form new words that Sandry still couldn’t read.

“All right, fine, but what does it say?” Sandry asked.

“Everyone welcome to Vic’s Vampire Feast.”

Spotted Lizard turned pale.

Sandry and the Younglords looked at each other. “What does that mean?” Sandry asked.

“Ah. No undead in Tep’s Town? Not so far, anyway.”

“Undead?” Sandry demanded.

“I’ll explain later. It’s enough to say that your scouts did well not to go have a look.” She looked up at the sun just past overhead. “I don’t know what you’ll find up there in the daytime,” she said. “But I know what you’ll find at night.” She got off the chariot. “And I’m staying here until everyone is past, well past. Just in case. Now, you scouts, go on ahead, keep looking, and if you see anything else like this, come straight back to me.”

“What about the birds?” Maydreo said.

“I would be very surprised to find any terror birds on this part of the trail,” Squirrel said. “Or any other big, meaty creature. Now move along, Younglords. I’ll explain tonight.”

 

Sandry left Chalker and a chariot to wait for Clever Squirrel and rode ahead. He shook his head slowly. Too much to learn, he thought. But Green Stone and Tower don’t seem to know any more than I do about this…





Chapter Six
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY 26: THE NAIL IN SIGHT

 

Regapisk had been eighteen days at his bench. He was well caught up on sleep. Tras hadn’t sent for him�or else the Oarmaster refused. They’d been rowing steadily for the full eighteen days.

But tomorrow some of them would rest. Some would row the little boats. Springs of fresh water were to be found at the southern tip of the Forefinger, the Nail. If he could get some sleep in the afternoon, the Oarmaster might let him see the teller.

He raised the subject when the Oarmaster came for him.

Laughter. “Naw, what gave you that idea? That teller, tonight he wants you. He tips good. He can have you whenever he says. This last week or two, he didn’t. Did you say something he didn’t like, Lord Reg?”

“I was polite.”

“Uh-huh.”

 

“We were trying to get Halfania drunk,” said Regapisk. “I think she was keeping up with us, but you know, she works in a saloon, she’s used to being around wine. That idiot Sej started chasing her around the dining table and while I was trying to talk sense into him, she just ran. So we were alone in the saloon. So I decided to tend bar�”

Tras laughed.

Arshur said, “I’ve done that. Got my arm broke for it, and my tailbone when they threw me out. That hurts. Takes forever before you can sit again.”

“I was just trying to help out. I tried to collect for the drinks, but nobody took me seriously. When the wine tender came back … yeah, he broke some heads.”

“Collect in advance, if that ever happens again,” said Tras. “And keep a big friend with you.”

“Yeah. Your turn.”

Tras told of a teller who didn’t know when to shut up, and another who wanted money not to tell a secret, both fools who came to bad ends. Regapisk told of the Year of Two Burnings and Aunt Shanda’s dragon bone jar. Tras didn’t know about that. He spent half the evening asking for details.

Regapisk found himself remembering things he’d tried to forget, events he’d never linked as cause and effect, telling far more than he had ever wanted known. “The problem is, Tras, I never got any responsibility. I don’t think like a Lord. People I work with like me, but they don’t work for me. I thought working with Lordkin would be perfect, but I couldn’t get them to do anything.”

“Nobody else can either.”

“Sandry can.”

“Tell me about Sandry.”

“He’s younger than me, but they put him in charge of the Fire Brigade.”

“Why did they do that?”

“He’s First Lady Shanda’s nephew, that’s why.”

Tras sucked his teeth. “That the only reason?”

“Well, he was lucky. He’s always been lucky. Like when we raced through the kitchen that time, Sandry hung back until Hassic was chasing the rest of us and just walked through. He won the race, and he never ran!”

“And said something nice to Hassic on the way,” Tras said.

“Yeah. Okay, I see that. So it wasn’t just luck.”

“Your friend Sandry is in charge of the Lordsmen with that wagon train,” Tras said. “You may see him in Crescent City. That’s the Inland Sea harbor we’re going to.”

“Sandry? And he was in Condigeo when the Angle Queen was there?”

“Sure, he owns part of this ship’s cargo. Or the Lords do. Qu’yuma� do you know him?”

“He’s Lady Shanda’s husband.”

“You said she’s First Lady,” Tras said. “But Qu’yuma is only an envoy. He’s not First Lord or whatever you call him.”

“Lord Chief Witness,” Regapisk said. “Qu’yuma is Lord Chief Witness Quintana’s nephew. He doesn’t have any living children. His wife is dead, so Qu’yuma is his heir, and that makes Lady Shanda Lord Quintana’s official hostess.”

Tras laughed. “And that’s simple to you, is it? And Sandry is her nephew?”

“Sure, that’s why they keep promoting him.” Regapisk paused, and said reluctantly, “I guess he’s done all the jobs they give him. But he’s lucky!”

“Luck helps,” Tras said. “Sometimes a lot. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference between luck and magic.”

“Magic? Luck is magic? Magic doesn’t work, not usually.”

Tras nodded. “Where you grew up, there was a fire god sucking up all the manna. Of course magic didn’t work very well.”

“We tried bringing in manna! Lady Shanda bought dragon bones, and we ended up with two Burnings in one year.” Regapisk gave a sudden smile. “We were never very lucky with magic.”

“Good phrase.”

Regapisk grinned wider.

 

When Regapisk recognized the Oarmaster’s footsteps approaching, he said, “Tras, I want to persuade you to buy me loose.”

“I don’t have any reason to do that,” Tras Preetror said.

“I know, Tras. I’ll try to give you one,” Regapisk said. Then the Oarmaster was at the door.





Chapter Seven
On the Golden Road: Deadlands

 

They saw the dark hills from a long way off. First Mouse Warrior called from his perch atop the lead wagon. At the next rise, they all saw them: barren, drifting sands, blowing spiral towers of dust. They lost sight of the deadlands after they crossed the ridge and went down into a valley, but when they climbed the ridge on the other side, they were closer. Brown sand, blowing in complex patterns. Hills of sand that shifted even as they watched.

There were no farmlands here, just low scrub. The plants faded out as they approached the sands.

Clever Squirrel shivered.

“Cold?” Sandry asked. It was a very warm day.

“Not the way you’d be cold,” Squirrel said. “This is a desert.”

“Well, yes,” Burning Tower said, looking at the blowing sand.

“Not just dry,” Squirrel said. “I can’t feel Coyote. I can’t feel anything�it’s like being blind. There’s no manna. Something terrible happened here.”

“When?” Sandry asked. “Ambush?”

“More like a war of gods, long ago,” Squirrel said, “and all the manna eaten, all the gods gone myth. I’ll ask Coyote when I can. But I’m no help to you as long as we’re in this place.”

The road stretched on. They could see green on the other side of the deadlands, and everyone hurried. Even the bison seemed eager to get past that dead place.

The next day, a calf was born. Bison calves born on the trail were a burden, and most were not permitted to live, but this one was a spotted bull, and Green Stone shouted his thanks to the heavens.

“It’s good luck, a sign of fortune,” Burning Tower told Sandry. “Look at the herd; we don’t have a spotted bull. In two years, we will have.”

Sandry nodded as if he understood, but Tower thought he was pretending. In an hour, the calf was on his feet, and he trotted along after his mother. The wagon train moved eastward.





Chapter Eight
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY 27: TAKING ON DRINKING WATER

 

With all her oarsmen rowing for all they were worth, the Angie Queen made anchor before noon. The oarsmen rested and joked and slept while boats put ashore with empty water barrels. Some passengers went ashore to find their land legs and visit the springs and the little village that had grown up there.

The Oarmaster came at sunset for Regapisk.

Tras had set out dinner in the cabin. The old teller looked feeble tonight, and he didn’t get up. He asked Regapisk, “Are you willing to talk to passengers? Tomorrow night?”

“Sure!” Regapisk said.

“I buy my passage aboard ships like this,” Tras said, “and I tell stories and pass the hat. This time was a mistake, maybe. The trip’s too long. Passengers don’t want to run out of money, and all my stories start to sound alike after a while. We’re at anchor now, and they’re ready for something different. Even if it’s one of the oarsmen.”

“I’d love to talk to the passengers,” Regapisk said. It wasn’t just a break in the routine�it was a chance to catch the attention of someone who might buy him free.

“You’ll have to stop stalling,” Tras Preetror said bluntly.

“Stalling?”

“It’s been driving me crazy. I know how to draw out a story,” Tras said. “I also know not to do it too much. I don’t stall. I can lose an audience that way.”

“I haven’t been stalling. I’ve been building suspense,” Regapisk protested.

“You can see the marks want to hear an ending, right? Finish the story. Tell them where it all went. And that means you’ve got their attention, right? So they’ll keep listening as long as you don’t finish. But a good teller always has another story behind that one, so he doesn’t need to stall, and if someone else wants to talk, that’s good. Nobody will listen to you twice if you hog the podium. I’m a teller, Regapisk. Only a teller would put up with your stalling, and it’s only because you actually know things. You buying this?”

“I’m listening.”

“Good. Do more of that. Now, tell me the tale of Sandry and the mirror. I want to see what you leave out.”

 

DAY 28: AT ANCHOR, THE NAIL

 

There was fresh gopher meat at dinner in the main salon. Regapisk was summoned afterward, but Arshur had saved him a bit.

Tras introduced him. He told the tale of the mer’s daughter, then Sandry and the mirror. Then he and Tras talked while the passengers listened. Tras asked questions that led Regapisk into stories he’d already told, and back into Regapisk’s past. Regapisk told of fighting the brush fire, the tale of how he’d ended up an oarsman. Tras broke in from time to time. He knew a little more about fighting fire in other cities, and details of Lords’ jurisprudence. The way it came out, Regapisk had let the fire spread. Regapisk held his temper. This was a new sensation for Regapisk: the audience was listening.





Chapter Nine
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY 41:

NORTHBOUND, SHORE IN SIGHT TO BOTH SIDES; CALM

WATER, NO WIND

 

“There was a ship that went down just outside the harbor, and its cargo was all barrels of wine. You listening, Ghost? The mers all got roaring drunk. They danced on the beach and played pushing games on the sea. Pushing games, that’s two mermen trying to push each other off balance. The girls don’t do that. Come dawn�”

Maybe the Ghost was listening; his mad eyes never left Regapisk’s. Fethiwong certainly listened, and laughed or winced in the right places.

“Lord Reg.” The voice behind him was the Oarmaster. Regapisk flinched, then turned.

The Oarmaster leaned on the rail of his lofty podium. “If I’d known you could tell such tales, I’d have put you on a closer bench.”

Regapisk considered a biting answer, but he said, “I can speak up, Oarmaster.”

“Much obliged. Meanwhile, the wind is dying. Oars up!”

Regapisk rowed and wondered why he hadn’t been summoned.

It might be Tras had got everything he wanted. Not only had he heard every story Regapisk had been able to give him, he had entertained the ship’s company too�and taken the fees.

Regapisk’s dread was that he had run out of stories, or else that they sounded too much alike, or were too long, or too whiny. He had really hoped to find something Tras needed to know more about. Armor and arms, maybe, or the uses of Lord Samorty’s map, or some way a teller could get into Lordshills without getting beaten half dead and sold for an oarsman. Something!

Regapisk was barely aware of rowing. His arms and shoulders and belly were like boulders now. If his legs matched, he’d have thought himself the equal of Arshur. Rowing was automatic. Just a glimpse of water through the oarlock was enough to warn him where to dip the oar to avoid waves and eddies.

Here was a new thought: money. Regapisk had never been trained to conserve money. What he needed, and much of what he took a whim for, had come from his family until recently. His elders moved wealth around in big masses, but he took no part in that. All children are poor. Now his inheritance was next bread and a cloak and a chance to wash out the wastes beneath his bench. Nothing to conserve or lose.

But a teller on a ship must arrive in port with something to buy his next meal and a room. Maybe not even a room, if he knew of someplace to bed down. He’d asked Tras to buy him free because Tras was richer than an oarsman. Maybe he wasn’t rich enough?

In the last rays of sunset, the captain made anchor and the men shipped oars. Regapisk slipped easily into sleep, then jerked awake when the whip draped itself across his back. The Oarmaster liked doing that. It showed his skill.

“Teller wants you,” he said. He followed close behind as Regapisk climbed the ladders, and he asked, “What happened to those mers?”

What? Oh. “Not much. They were the town’s whole fishing industry. What could the mayor do? He got them to clean up some of the mess and the damage, but hey, most mers are like Lordkin. They turned it into games and then drifted back to the beach. Mers can’t stick with anything.” Regapisk suddenly wondered: Is that why they like me? Because I think like them? But there wasn’t anyone to ask.

 

“I wanted to give you time to think up more stories, or remember them, or see new ways to tell them. I know I need that sometimes. And I was sick, Regapisk.”

“Sick how?”

“My guts back up on me. I’m old.” Tras said, “There’s another thing. I’m out of money for bribes.”

His heart sank. “So buying me free isn’t an option?”

“Oh, we could talk about it.”

“That could be depressing.”

“I’ve got some money. I’d have my ship’s fare back maybe five times over, except some of that went to the Oarmaster. But I don’t have the price of an indentured man! So I need to know, have you hidden out anything?”

“What?”

“Did you hide any silver, gold, jewels?”

“How?”

“Well, I don’t know, Lord Reg. Some people swallow gems or small coins, and get it back later�”

“That’s disgusting.”

“I’ve got some jewels sewn into this coat, if a thief lets me keep the coat. I know of a woman who bound up jewels in her hair, and another� anyway, what I’m getting at is this: if we pool our money, I could buy you loose. You’d be my servant for a while, but hey, you could learn to tell stories, and it beats rowing.”

Regapisk’s heart felt like lead. “And all it takes is anything I might have hid on my person?”

Tras shrugged.

It was a scam. Tras had taken his stories, and now he wanted … imaginary loot. Regapisk laughed. “A Lordsman hit me on the head, and when I woke up, I had just this loincloth, a cloak, and tomorrow morning’s bread. And this ripped earlobe where I had an earring.”

“Mph.” Tras closed his eyes. His voice was weak, feeble. “There’s another thing. Arshur.”

Arshur didn’t react. He was out of earshot, half asleep. Regapisk said, “Arshur?”

“Somebody needs to take care of Arshur. He’s been hit on the head too often, or maybe he grew up that way, but he needs someone to bail him out every so often, or just tell him no. I’m a twisted old man, Lord Reg. I can free you both when we get to Crescent City. Will you stick with him?”

“Gods, Tras, I’ll still be at the oars.”

“I’ll make an offer,” Tras said. “If the Oarmaster says you’re worthless, maybe the captain will sell you cheap. Will you take care of Arshur?”

“He won’t say that. I’m better at rowing than at anything I ever tried, unless it’s telling stories.”

“You haven’t answered me.”

Regapisk looked at the barbarian giant. Was that the price of getting free of this ship? Certainly saying so was easy enough. “Yes, I’ll take care of him.”

“Good. I won’t summon you again, Regapisk. I want to save the money. Tell me a story.”

“Do you know about Lord Samorty’s map? Hah! I thought not. It used to be magical….”





Chapter Ten
Aboard the Angie Queen

 

DAY 50:

SMOKE TO STARBOARD MIGHT BE A TOWN

 

It dawned on Regapisk that posing as a Lordkin chief was a bad idea. Wherever he went, he’d be thought a gatherer. He told Fethiwong the tale of Sandry and the mirror, loud enough that the Oarmaster could listen. Maybe he’d be believed, maybe not.

And he told of Tras the teller, proud of the truths he could ferret out the hidden places he’d penetrated, who overreached himself at the Lordshills gate. People need their secrets. A tale that comes as a lie is at least the property of the teller; the truth is not.

Lord Regapisk was a dead man; but Lord Reg the oarsman was learning. Tras had taught him to listen. He’d taught himself to tell the stories he heard. Regapisk the storyteller lay still in the future. Some day he’d be loose from these chains.

 

DAY 61: RUMOR-CRESCENT TOWN IS NEAR; WIND

BLOWS NORTH; SHORE TO THE EAST.

 

The Oarmaster unchained him at sunset. Regapisk went without asking questions.

As on previous evenings, Arshur let him in. Tras, seated at his desk, didn’t even look up. The Oarmaster went away.

“I thought you weren’t going to summon me again,” Regapisk said to Tras Preetror.

“He’s dead,” Arshur said.

Somehow it wasn’t a surprise. Maybe it was the way Tras sat, hunched over, all bones. Regapisk whispered, “He die that way?”

“Yeah, at his desk, making those chicken footprints and little cartoons that’re supposed to tell him how to tell a story.”

Regapisk stepped around to look. Tras Preetror’s writing was readable, but it didn’t say enough about anything. It was just notes, not stories, and the pictograms weren’t in any style Regapisk knew.

“You haven’t told anyone? The Captain?”

“Way I see it,” Arshur said, “I don’t want to turn over what he’s got. The captain or the mate, they’d just take it and say it’s for his heirs. Even if he’s got heirs, I don’t know who they are or how to get to them. There’s not enough to be worth a search.”

Regapisk found a dark amusement in the situation. “You can’t dump him overboard. If they don’t see him when the Angie Queen docks, they’ll want to know you didn’t hit him on the head.”

Arshur mulled that. He said, “Let’s jump ship. Can you swim?”

“Sure. You too?” It was an unusual skill.

“Yeah.”

“Be better if we could steal a boat.”

“Too noisy. Here, get into these.” Clothing. Tras Preetror’s would have been too small by half. Old Arshur’s were loose around the belly but fit him otherwise. These weren’t a Lord’s clothing, but they weren’t cheap, and they had a style. Regapisk suddenly felt much better. He tied soft boots around his neck, knowing they’d be too big.

“What else? We can’t carry too much,” he said.

“He hasn’t got much. Here, take this stuff.” Gold coins. A jeweled box. Regapisk didn’t see what Arshur had packed in a rolled blanket. Something lighter and more valuable, like … “Jewels,” Regapisk remembered aloud. “Sewn in his shirt.”

“I took them. Go!”

 

Arshur dove in silently. Regapisk lost his balance and raised a mighty splash.

The water was startlingly warm. They might drown, but they wouldn’t freeze first. They trod water beneath the swell of the hull until they were sure nobody had heard. Then�the land west was a waterless wilderness. They struck east.

He’d worried that gold coins would weigh him down, but the water was buoyant. It tasted brackish, salty. The shore was a long way off, a shadow along the horizon. They aimed for the nearest point of land. It didn’t come closer for a long time. Regapisk was worn out, and Arshur barely had breath to mock him, before they heard the splash of waves.

But Arshur wasn’t making for shore. And the water that had seemed startlingly warm was getting colder.

Regapisk didn’t have breath to shout. He followed. The chill had his teeth chattering … but a pale hairball was afloat in the nightbound ocean. A minute of staring allowed Regapisk to make out a man’s white hair and beard and a big crooked nose peeping through.

Arshur called cheerily, “Out for a swim?”

“Quiet,” the man croaked.

Arshur’s voice went soft. “Why?”

“You can stand here,” the man said in passable Condigeano.

Regapisk’s toes found bottom. Now his head and shoulders were out of the water. All his tired muscles cried in relief. Arshur asked again, “Who’s listening?”

“That’s my farm,” the man said, waving toward shore. “And those are bandits. We’ll have to wait for them to go away.”

“How many?” Arshur asked.

“There were four. One gave up already. They think I’ve got money, so the rest are still searching. I don’t know why that rumor doesn’t die. If I had money, I’d buy talismans and get myself young again!”

“We’ll take care of it,” Arshur said.

“Hold up a minute.”

Arshur started walking toward shore and was afloat again.

“Curse. That other one went for help,” the old man called. “Can’t you see them? That makes six. You better wait with me.”

“I’m tired of waiting. I’m cold,” Arshur said.

“They went for friends who can swim,” the old man said. “Boys, I’m glad you showed up.”

Arshur was halfway to shore. He shouted, “Come on, Lord Reg. I hope you can fight!”

“Sure,” said Regapisk. He noted that the old man hadn’t come with them. He noted that the two men wading toward him had swords, and he and Arshur didn’t. But the rest were hanging back. These must be the ones who could swim.

The waves were a handsbreadth tall. The water was armpit deep. The bandits hesitated; but Arshur didn’t, and the bandits weren’t inclined to back away. Regapisk tried to stay just behind and left of Arshur, as he’d been trained. He’d wrapped a shirt around his left fist. His right gripped Tras’s tiny eating knife. Maybe he could grab a blade and get in a punch.

Arshur laughed.

One of the bandits stumbled behind a wave. There was a gentle sound like a ship knocking against a dock. Then Arshur had a sword and was splashing toward the remaining swimmer. The bandit lunged away from him, whining, found shallower ground, and turned to fight, waving his sword like a child. Arshur killed him, dipped below the water, came up with the man’s sword, and tossed it to Regapisk.

Regapisk remembered his training … and what he remembered was being knocked down, disarmed, bruised, beaten. Years of that. The Lords trained all their boys to fight, but Regapisk hadn’t been very good at it. He was good at jeering. He called, “Gentlemen! The owner wants to know your business here!”

The bandits shouted obscenities Regapisk had never heard. Arshur seemed familiar with them: he laughed and bellowed back. The four were standing in an arc on the beach, holding Arshur at the focus. Then one cursed and ran at them, sword held high, like a total idiot.

That was the most awesome part of that whole night. Regapisk knew how good a swordsman he wasn’t, but these fought like six-year-olds. The unfamiliar sword felt light as a feather in his hand. He cut at extremities, notching a wrist, above a kneecap, tip of a thumb, then running a man through when he bellowed and charged. The living man he’d left in the ocean crawled out and ran at his back. Regapisk whipped around in an elegant circle and beheaded him and was back in guard before the remaining two could move.

Arshur had killed one, but now he seemed to be just playing around.

The two men dropped to their knees and threw away their swords.

 

“My name is Zephans Mishagnos,” the old man told them, “and I’m a wizard of sorts. This is not a good place to be a wizard, but not a good place to leave either.”

They were in a pointy-topped one-room hut, crowded close around a fire in the center. Regapisk had stopped shivering. He said, “Even at night, this is odd for a farm. Where do you get fresh water?”

“You swam through it.”

“That’s salt.”

“Yes. I’ll show you tomorrow. You want to help me run this farm? It’s coming on toward harvest, such as it is. We’ll eat like kings, at least.” He looked at them. “You’re big men, but we’ll have more than enough.”





Chapter Eleven
The Salt Farm

 

For the first few days, they’d had to make the old man repeat everything. He didn’t speak much Condigeano. Now Regapisk was learning his language; Arshur already knew a little. It was Aztlani, Zeph said.

“I was already an old man when word of the Warlock’s Wheel spread here from Asia. That makes me a hundred and sixty or seventy years old,” Zeph told them. “There’s no manna hereabouts. Not even in Crescent City, barring a market in shielded talismans. If I tried to walk out of here, I’d turn to dust.”

Regapisk and Arshur continued picking squashes and fruit in the twilight. The watermelons were big. Lord Reg was surprised at how light they were. He asked, “Where’s Crescent City?”

The parrot on the old man’s shoulder screeched, “Where’s Crescent City?”

Zeph jumped. Zeph’s deafness seemed to come and go. The parrot helped. Zeph said, “Oh, northwest along the shore by ten leagues or so. That’s by canoe. Further by road, you have to go north a ways to get past the delta. I got here forty years ago, running from Aztlani soldiers, in a wagon I stole from a farmer. Full of seeds, it was. I had this talisman too. They gave up on me when I got into the badlands. I never was good at taking a hint. I used up the manna in the talisman, and that left me as a farmer. Look…”

The irrigation trough ran downhill from a pond that fed the crops. Regapisk hadn’t seen how Zeph kept the pond filled. The old man scooped water from the trough in cupped hands. He offered it to Regapisk.

Regapisk sipped. It was fresh. Regapisk dipped up more in his own hands, sipped and spat. “Salt,” he said. “What’s going on?”

“You tell me.”

“You’re turning brackish water to fresh. It’s the only way you could farm this land. How?”

“There’s currents of manna in the sea,” said Zeph. “You can see ‘em if you’ve got good eyes. The currents are piss-poor here, but there’s enough to make fresh water and get it up here to the reservoir.”

The old man gestured down at the shore. Waves humped a little higher. Waves ran uphill along the main irrigation channel and stopped halfway to the field.

“Curse,” Zeph said without much emphasis. “Can you see the manna, how it streamed in and then out a little too quick for me?”

“No,” said Arshur.

“Just sun-glitter,” said Regapisk.

“Well, there’s manna in sun-glitter,” Zeph said, “but cast your eye north along the strand. See, where it’s just a bit brighter?”

The water of the Inland Sea was mostly brown. A thread of brightness ran through it. “Yeah …”

“Now, south, there’s a pool of it going into the waves, where it’s no use to me. Farther out, the main rivulet�”

“Yeah.”

“Right, then. Shall I summon it?”

“It’s nowhere near the channel,” Regapisk said.

Arshur bellowed, “Hah! You are the match of Tras himself!”

“No, really�”

“But you can fight. ‘Lord Reg,’ they said, but not like they meant it. I wasn’t sure. But Tras could make a man believe anything!”

But Regapisk was sure he could see something. If he wasn’t trying to look, they were there: bright lines in the water, dim patches here and there, and bright current lines. The water was mud colored everywhere, and it flashed with momentary sunlit reflections, but in places there was a pervasive tinge…. “Down the middle, there’s nothing,” he said.

“Down the middle, there’s nothing!” the bird shouted.

“Yes, that is where the Rainbow River runs in. The Rainbow carries some manna, but not much, and it gets used up at Crescent City. People pray in temples and courtrooms and do business in tearooms�you know how it is. Everybody’s a little bit magician. They use up the manna. See where the current is moving past the channel now? See if you can bring it up.”

“What do I do, wave at it?”

“Like this. Can you feel what I’m doing?”

“Nothing. Wait, it’s getting brighter.”

“Getting brighter!”

“Not your arms. Your whole body … mph. Just ‘cause you can see it doesn’t mean you’ve got the talent.”

But the water was pulsing up the channel in little waves, flowing into the pond that fed cabbages, yams, squashes, and a maize patch. Zeph was tangled in the lines of brightness, though he was here and they were way out there….

They didn’t eat like kings. Meat was short. When stoop labor got to be too much, Arshur and Regapisk went hunting for prairie dogs and turkeys and such.

Kings would have better manners than Arshur, Regapisk thought. The old swordsman watched Regapisk using silverware improvised from two sticks, and laughed. “Lord Reg!”

“You should be learning this. Weren’t you bragging that you were going to be a king?”

“I am. That old sorceress said so, and the young Feathersnake shaman, she said so too!”

“Kings don’t eat with their fingers.”

Arshur shrugged, but he began to study the way Reg used his implements. The next day, he made his own.





Chapter Twelve
The Salt Sea

 

There was food and language instructions done with magic and a safe place to sleep, all three in the common room in an arc around the fire. They wore clothing they’d taken off bandits, the dead, and the two they’d set naked on the road to run for their lives.

The house was a cone with a northward-facing entrance. Zeph taught them to enter to the right, depart from the left. The parrot lived outside. Zeph’s people did everything in fours, when they could. Indoors, the hogan itself was one of the four.

Life was good. From time to time, farm wagons came down the road. Regapisk learned to sell produce. What they grew was always bigger and looked better than what the farmers had in their wagons.

 

The old man had some stories to tell. “The Warlock’s Wheel was the great discovery of that age. Manna, the power that makes magic�it doesn’t grow back once it’s used up. The Wheel was a way to use it up fast, leave a sorcerer with no defenses. I can’t even draw a Wheel. The drawing would suck me dry and leave me dust.”

“You could leave here if you could buy a talisman.”

“Yes, a powerful one.”

“Where would you go?”

“Aztlan,” Zeph said promptly. “Manna flows there. It’s in the air, in the river, everywhere. I’d take these crops to Aztlan, and then I’d stay awhile. In Aztlan they pay through the nose for fresh produce. Nothing grows around there. There’s nothing but the talismans and the trade routes. Arshur, how bad do you want to be a king?”

“Who do I have to kill?”

“Well, there’s that. You might have to fight.”

Arshur laughed.

“And nobody’s king in Aztlan very long. On the other hand, there’s more or less interesting places to be a king, and Aztlan is the most interesting of all. We can talk about it in the morning if you like.

“The berries will be ripe in a week. We’ll want to take what we’ve got to Crescent City to sell. You’ll see some Aztlani folk there.” Old Zeph looked hard at his laborers. “Be careful then, boys. They’re wizards, and they’re not always nice people.”





Chapter Thirteen
Lordsman Bane

 

After the deadlands, the road seemed endless. Hills and valleys, small streams, plenty of fodder in abandoned farmlands where patches of wheat and oats grew unattended. The hills were chaparral. There was plenty of forage along the road, a sign that few wagon trains had been here. Even with the new spotted calf slowing his mother, the wagon train made good time through the chaparral and low grass.

Bandits skulked in the dry brush, but none approached the well-armed wagon train. Every few days there was a terror bird or two. None attacked. One bird followed at a distance. It never got close enough to kill, and when chariots were sent after it, the bird ran off into wild country where horses couldn’t follow. This would be a rough place for an ambush, and Sandry got little sleep.

 

A month and more past the deadlands, the road climbed steeply. There was a small river far below as they made their way along a road that became little more than a ledge wide enough for two wagons. On their right, it sloped upward too steeply for wagons, although Sandry could just scramble up it on foot. To their left wasn’t quite a cliff, but no bison-drawn wagon would ever get down it. The road led steeply upward.

For most of the route, the hillsides were too steep and rocky for horses or chariots off the road. Sandry sent Secklers and Trebaty up among the rocks to scout. “Below doesn’t bother me,” he told the two Lordkin, “but I worry about bandits up there, ready to roll boulders down on us. If anyone lives up there, they’ve seen us coming all morning.”

“I never saw bandits here,” Spotted Lizard said. “And this is a big wagon train, with all these soldiers.”

“Never hurts to know what’s ahead,” Secklers said.

An odd thing for a Lordkin to say, Sandry thought. But they aren’t stupid. “If you see anything, signal. Don’t try to fight on your own. I need you tomorrow and the next day, not just this morning.”

Secklers grinned. “Sure. I bought a ring for my woman�I don’t need some bandit woman to get it. Let’s go, Treb.”

 

They were gone half an hour when the boy Nothing Was Seen�Lurk� came to Sandry. One of the Lordsmen troopers followed behind the boy, obviously not happy to be there. Sandry searched for the name. Bane, he called himself. An unusual name. Bane spoke in the dialect used by the Lords of Lordshills, without an accent. That was unusual too.

“We need to see you, Lord Sandry,” Lurk said. “And Burning Tower as well.”

“What’s this?” Sandry asked, but he waved for Burning Tower to join them. They walked together, a few paces from the wagon train, where no one would overhear. “What?” Sandry demanded.

“I caught Lordsman Bane spying on Burning Tower,” Lurk said. “Two nights ago.”

“And you waited until now to tell us?” Sandry said. “In any case, it’s a matter for Peacevoice Fullerman, not me.”

“Maybe not,” Lurk said. “Listen to his story first.”

Sandry inspected Lordsman Bane. “How long have you been a Lordsman?”

“Four years, My Lord. Since I was twenty-three.”

“Where are you from?”

“The records say from Houseman’s Coast.”

“You don’t sound like it.” Sandry noted the copper armbands Bane wore, two on his left arm, one on his right. “Good record, I see. One major and one minor decoration in only four years. All right, trooper, why were you spying on the lady? You weren’t likely to see anything.”

“Wasn’t trying to�nothing like that, sir. Just wanted to see how she lives. How wagon people live.”

“Hmmm. Thinking of joining a wagon train when your hitch is over?”

“Thought of it, sir, but I probably won’t. I belong in Lord’s Town. I grew up in Lordshills.”

Sandry frowned. “You didn’t get a name like that in Lordshills.”

“No, sir. My given name was Firegift. I went to sea when I was sixteen. Sailed up and down the coast. Then I settled in Houseman’s Town for a year, and decided to go home. When I came back to join the Lordsmen, I brought a new name with me.”

“Does Peacevoice Fullerman know you grew up in Lordshills?”

“No, sir. Not officially, anyway.”

“And the officer who let you join up?”

“Don’t know what he knew, sir. He was your father, sir.”

Sandry walked on in silence for a while. It would be easy enough to check the story with Chalker, but there wasn’t any reason to doubt it. “So, Nothing Was Seen, why did you wait this long to tell us?”

“Wanted to wait until the Lordkin wouldn’t hear,” Lurk said.

“You’re kinless, then, Bane?” But of course he had to be kinless, even if he didn’t look it. That would be why the record showed him coming from outside Tep’s Town. Kinless were never recruited directly into the Lordsmen ranks. The Lordkin wouldn’t stand for it. Kinless were slaves, bound to Lords or Lordkin, depending on where they lived, defeated enemies who wore the noose to show their servile status….

“My mother was kinless. My father was a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk. I was conceived during a Burning, My Lord. That’s why the name. There’s lots of kinless in Tep’s Town named Firegift. Mother was lucky. She found work in Lordshills, in Lord Jerreff’s household. You might remember me. When you were about eight, you went on a picnic with Lord Jerreff’s boy. I carried the baskets. You wanted to know how baskets were made, and I tried to tell you. I was named Firegift then.”

“Maybe I do remember,” Sandry said. Half kinless, half Lordkin, officially kinless�but a dangerous combination. There had been more than one attempted kinless revolt led by a kinless with a Lordkin father. Usually halvers lived in Tep’s Town and were a problem only for the Lordkin. Male halvers who managed to be born in the Lords’ territories were generally encouraged to go seek work in other cities. Not many came back.

“But it doesn’t explain why you were spying on Burning Tower.”

“And what does it matter if he was?” Tower demanded. “I don’t mind if people watch me when I’m outside my nest. And he wasn’t inside�I’d have known that!”

“He wasn’t inside,” Nothing Was Seen said.

“All right�he wasn’t inside,” Sandry said. “And the lady doesn’t mind, so I see no reason to disturb Peacevoice Fullerman, but I still don’t see why you’re interested in Burning Tower, other than the obvious reason that she’s the prettiest girl in the world.”

“Why thank you,” Tower said. They both laughed.

“I think you’re my sister,” Bane said.

“W-what?”

“My mother recognized your father last year when the wagon train came in. She made me take her down to Peacegiven Square, and she knew him. Whandall. Told me she hadn’t, that it wasn’t him, and made me swear I’d never tell anyone, but I think she did, the way she acted. She died last winter. Never was very healthy. And maybe you’re my sister, and maybe you aren’t, but I wanted to see, that’s all.”

“So what do you want?” Sandry said.

“Sir? I don’t want anything. I haven’t asked for anything. I just wanted to know. I wouldn’t have told Lurk, only he threatened to tell Peacevoice Fullerman I was spying, and I didn’t want that. And I’m sorry I bothered you, and now I want to get back to my duties.”

“You like being a Lordsman?”

“Sir. Yes, sir. My mother’s kinfolk threw her out. My father’s people don’t admit I exist. I was a pretty good sailor, but I don’t like the sea, and I never fit in at Houseman’s. I fit in just fine at Lord’s Town. Got a nice kinless wife, apprentice cook; we’re looking to have kids.”

And his children would be free to live in Lord’s Town or leave Tep’s Town altogether, as they chose. “Carry on, trooper,” Sandry said. “I won’t talk to Fullerman about this. You don’t talk to the Lordkin.”

“Sir. Yes, sir.”

“Just a moment,” Burning Tower said. “What was your mother’s name?”

“She called herself Lottie in Lordshills, ma’am. I never knew her kinless name.”

“Or any of her kin?”

“No, ma’am. Will that be all?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

 

They walked along in silence for a while. Lurk discreetly vanished.

“Conceived during a Burning,” Tower said. “His mother was raped, in other words. By my father!”

“If it was him,” Sandry said. “It was the Lordkin way. Twenty-eight years ago, your father would have been what, fifteen? It was the Lordkin way.”

“But Mother could still harness the one-horns when they were married,” Tower said. “She’s proud of that, and so is Father. And they met during a Burning.”

“Your father isn’t like most Lordkin,” Sandry said. “From what I have seen, Whandall Feathersnake isn’t like anyone but himself. I’m a little nervous about meeting him again, you know.”

She giggled. “You! Scared of Father?” She lost the giggle and walked along in silence for a while. “Maybe he was different when he was fifteen.”

“Well, he probably was,” Sandry said, remembering. “Boys that age have some, uh, well… have trouble controlling themselves.”

“Did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Well, I notice you can’t get near the one-horn mares.”

“Uh…”

“Who was she? Not all of them, just the first.”

“You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

They walked on for a few steps. “A kinless girl. One of the cook’s daughters. We were both sixteen,” Sandry said. “And I don’t like to talk about it.”

“What happened to her?”

“Zemmy? She’s married to one of Rasatti’s gardeners. Has two kids now, neither mine. She got a big wedding present from my mother.”

“Does your mother know?”

“I don’t think so. She gives wedding presents to all the servant children.”

“I bet she knows. What would have happened if one of the children was yours?”

He made himself look at her.

“Come on, Sandry, it has to happen�a kinless girl gets pregnant by a Lord. What happens to her? And to the child?”

“I don’t know.”

“You must know.”

“I must avoid knowing. You hear stories, rapid weddings between a groom and a household girl, and then there’s an early baby. But I wouldn’t really want to know, and neither would the father.”

“So you’d let your son be property?”

“Kinless aren’t property. At least not in Lordshills they aren’t, except in theory or when we’re talking to the Lordkin. And I never heard of a Lordshills girl being sent into Tep’s Town to have a baby. Never. Why are you asking all this?”

“Well, we have to do something about Bane, or Firegift, whatever his name is.”

“No, we don’t! Everything is all right there,” Sandry said. “He’s satisfied.”

“But if�if he’s really my brother, we have to do something, because Feathersnake always makes things right,” she said. “We have to. It’s the way I was brought up.”

“Tower, you can’t know! His own mother said she didn’t recognize Whandall. And that boy looks nothing like Whandall Feathersnake. Not the same features at all.”

“That doesn’t mean anything, and you know it. All the Lordkin look alike at least a little, and once you look at him that way, you can sure tell he’s Lordkin even if he’s not as big as most of them. I have to find out. Maybe Squirrel can find out.”

“You’re going to make trouble,” Sandry warned.

“So you’re telling me not to try?”

Sandry laughed. “I know better than that. But think: you sure don’t want to get the Lordkin interested in this. They might not see him as any kind of Lordkin at all, just a kinless with weapons, and that really would burn the stew!”

“What would they do?”

“How would I know? I know Lordkin better than most of my relatives do, but that’s not saying much. Maybe they’d challenge him. Then Fullerman and the other Lordsmen would stand up for their comrade, and they’d ask me to take sides too. Or Trebaty might go to Chief Wanshig, and Zoosh only knows what he’d do.”

“But Wanshig’s Whandall’s brother!”

“And Bane’s uncle, if he wants to be. Or an aggrieved Lordkin band chief, if he wants to be that,” Sandry said. “All I know is that I sure don’t want to be part of stirring up a mess between Lords and Lordkin over a half kinless who says he’s satisfied with his life!”

“Oh. Well, I guess you’re right.”

“So you’ll forget all this?”

“Yes,” she said thoughtfully.

Sure you will, Sandry thought. Sure.

 

Secklers and Trebaty returned about two hours before sunset. “Nothing up in those hills at all, nothing we could see,” Secklers said. “Except coyotes. Lots of those.”

“At the pace you’re making,” Trebaty said, “you’ll get to the top with just a little daylight left. There’s a place to camp up there. No water, not much growth. Some dead wagons you can use for firewood.”

“Dead wagons. How long dead?”

Trebaty shrugged. “Weeks. Weathered pretty bad, bones but nothing stinks. Weeks.”

“Any sign of what did them in?”

“Sure�them birds did it. Big teeth marks on some of the wagon boards, and some of the bison bones are cracked wide open, bit clean through,” Secklers said.

“And then something human come through,” Trebaty said, ” ‘cause there’s nothing worth gathering up there. But first they was done in by the birds. Then someone gathered what was left.”

“But it’s a good place to camp,” Secklers said. “If you keep a good watch.”

“We’ll certainly do that,” Sandry said. “Thanks.”





Chapter Fourteen
The Hilltop

 

The place smelled dead. Most of the bodies were mere bones, and those scattered. You wouldn’t have expected them to smell. There must have been pockets of still-rotting flesh wedged in among the rocks, in places inaccessible to the sarcophagus beetles and other scavengers of small dead things. The smell wasn’t everywhere, and it wasn’t so strong that Burning Tower couldn’t get used to it, but it was an unpleasant reminder of their danger.

The trouble was, there was no other place to make camp for the night. The hilltop was reached by a road far too narrow for camping, and far too vulnerable to rocks rolled down from above. Beyond the hilltop, the road wound steeply down into another valley they had not scouted. It would be dark before they got down there.

Sandry and Green Stone conferred. “I don’t like it,” Sandry said.

“And you suggest…?”

Sandry shook his head. “I don’t see any other choice.”

“That’s probably what they thought too,” Green Stone said. He waved expressively at the wreckage surrounding them. The boy Spotted Lizard was moving about, examining the wreckage with a look of dread. Nothing Was Seen followed him silently.

“Which way were they going?” Sandry asked.

Green Stone shook his head. “Can’t tell. There’s dung on the road in both directions. None fresher than this, though.”

“So there’s been no traffic along this road since this happened?” Sandry asked.

Burning Tower noted his frown. Sandry was worried.

Green Stone nodded. “I think they were the last to come here. Whichever way they were going, I’d guess they circled the wagons, but even that isn’t certain, the way things have been thrown about.” He stared for a while and shook his head again. “I’d guess they were hit by birds, a lot of them. Then a bandit gang; birds wouldn’t care about cargo. After that, the coyotes and crows got their chances.”

“Maybe Squirrel can tell what happened,” Burning Tower said.

Sandry shrugged.

“It doesn’t hurt to ask,” Burning Tower said. Sandry had to believe in magic�he’d seen enough of it�but he never thought of using it. Burning Tower beckoned to Clever Squirrel. “Can you tell which way the wagon train was going?” she asked. “Before it was attacked.”

Squirrel said, “Coyote would know, but I can’t seem to find Coyote. This place is pretty dead�I mean magically.”

Sandry said, “So we’re on our own.”

Green Stone frowned. “At least there’s plenty of firewood.”

“Fires will blind your slingers,” Sandry said.

“Sure, but what can we do?”

“Build fires outside the ring as well as inside. As you say, there’s plenty of wood. For one night, anyway. I sure wouldn’t want to stay here two.”

Green Stone nodded agreement again. He caught Spotted Lizard’s attention and beckoned him to come. “Was this your wagon train?” he asked gruffly.

“No, sir. That is, I don’t know. It might have been. I don’t see anything I recognize, but there’s nothing to see!” The boy’s voice rose there at the end.

“All right. Do you remember this place? Did you camp here before?”

“Yes, sir. There used to be a little spring just over there�not enough to water the stock after that long climb up, but enough for people and some stew. And there was, well, not a village, but a couple of hogans and two or three families�maybe ten people, mostly men�who lived up here in summer. They earned a living hauling water up from the stream down in the valley ahead.”

“Hogans?” Sandry asked.

Burning Tower stifled a smile. There was a lot Sandry didn’t know.

Spotted Lizard corrected him: “Hogans,” using the male suffix. “Made of logs standing on end. Over by the spring, but that’s all gone now. Don’t know where the logs are. Burned, I guess. Who’d carry them off?”

“I don’t know what a hogan is,” Sandry said stiffly.

“A house,” Green Stone said. “I’ve never seen one, and what Lizard described isn’t what I was told about. But it’s what the people east of here call a house. They say they’re alive.”

Spotted Lizard said, “A hogan talks to you.”

Burning Tower could read nothing on Clever Squirrel’s face. I wonder if she already knew that. “Do they leave ghosts?” Tower asked.

Spotted Lizard looked startled, almost offended. “No! You don’t leave a hogan alive. You tear a wall open, let out the spirit. Hogans too,” he added, using the female suffix. “There isn’t much left of the two that were here.”

“Show me,” Green Stone said.

They followed the boy across the hilltop to a corner sheltered by boulders. “The spring came out between those rocks,” he said. “The hogans were about here.”

“No ghosts,” Squirrel said. “I don’t feel a thing. There is some running water down below here somewhere. You might get some if you dig in that sand pit there.”

“Looks like a lot of work,” Green Stone said.

Sandry climbed to the top of the boulders and looked over to the other side. “Safe enough here,” he said. “Long climb up these rocks; nobody could do that without some noise. Probably why they put their houses here. Just in case, we’ll put one team on watch here.” He waved to Chalker.

“Sir.”

“Ask Junior Warman Gundrin to join me here, please.”

“Sir. Yes, sir.”

Sandry grinned. Ever since they left Condigeo, Chalker had been trying to outdo the marines in military manners. So had Peacevoice Fullerman.

Junior Warman Gundrin was about twenty, the son of a Condigeo captain, a member of the Captains’ Council. Clearly he was a Younglord under a different title, even if the captains didn’t inherit their positions. More than a chief, not quite an officer. Sandry hadn’t seen much of him on the journey. Gundrin stayed with the Younglords most of the time.

“Gundrin, we’ll want guards in teams of four. Two of yours, two of mine. Two stay awake, two can rest, but I want two of them alert. If they have to stand watch with a spearpoint under their chins, I want two awake.”

“Yes, sir.”

“One team here,” Sandry said. “With a fire, and two fresh torches ready to light. I don’t think anyone can climb up those rocks without us hearing them, but you never know until it happens. This post is a reserve. If anything happens anywhere else, they’re to light a torch and throw it over the boulder here, then look down the other side. If there’s nobody coming and nothing down there, they can join the fight on the other side.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And keep that fire shielded. In this pit will do. Now let’s go see where we’ll put the other guards,” Sandry said. “Green Stone will see to setting up the wagons and cook fires. When he’s got the fireplaces laid, I want to set up some fire sites outside the perimeter. Let’s go see where.” He strode off, still barking instructions, as Gundrin scrambled to keep up with him.

 

Burning Tower sat up, startled by a dream that faded before she could remember it. Coyotes howled in the distance. There was a dull glow from one corner of the camp, but that was all. Sandry had insisted that fires be laid ready to light, but then all fires were put out.

She got up silently and stood to stretch. They hadn’t built a proper travel nest. Instead the nesting boxes were used to fill in gaps between wagons and boulder. Sideboards had been lashed to the wagon wheels to fill in the gaps under the wagons. All the animals were in a rope corral inside the circle, which was more like a rectangle because of the boulders and cliff side that formed one base of the camp. They hadn’t put up any roofing, so Tower’s nest (such as it was) was open to the night sky. The stars were bright, and the River was a gleaming silver stream across the sky. The Hunter blazed in his glory.

Was that the Hunter? She could never be sure which star patterns were which. If you stared at any of them long enough, you could see any picture you wanted to. Stories about heroes and gods in the starry sky were just stories. She went to the nest entrance. That faced inward, of course. She went around the corner toward the outside wall.

“Is all well, My Lady?”

A Lordsman in full kit, sword at his belt and two spears and a shield grounded next to him, was standing at the corner of her nest. There was an opening no more than two fingers wide to the outside, and after turning toward her for a second, he went back to looking out. She thought she recognized the voice and its accent. “Bane?”

“Yes, My Lady. I’m not spying. This is where the Peacevoice stationed me tonight. I’m on watch for another hour.”

She giggled. “I’m not a lady,” she said. “Or at least I’m not ‘My Lady’!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bane said stiffly.

“And don’t get huffy with me. Are you really my big brother?”

She couldn’t see his face in the starlight, and he was turned away from her anyway. There was no expression in his voice as he said, “I might be. I hope not.”

“Why? Would I be so bad as a sister?”

“Ma’am, if you marry Lord Sandry, you will be. What do I do then? What would my wife do? We’ll have to leave Tep’s Town, go somewhere else. So, no, My Lady, you’re not my sister, and you never will be. And I’m on watch.”

“Marry Lord Sandry,” she said. “You think I will?”

“Ma’am, every one of us thinks so!”

She smiled to herself. “I’m going for a walk.”

“Not outside, you’re not!” Bane said.

“No, of course not. I’ll stay inside.”

“Yes, ma’am, but you be careful. Some of the troopers are pretty nervous; one of them might brain you before he figured out who you were. And I can’t come with you. The Peacevoice would have my hide for leaving my post. Ma’am, I can’t tell you what to do, but I’d sure be grateful if you’d go back in your nest and stay there.”

She sighed and went back into her nest. There was a small opening in the wall that faced outside the wagon circle. She removed the cover and stared out. There was nothing to see, just stars and a few clouds scudding across the sky. She stared out for a long time, then lay down again.

“Fear and foes! Alarm!”

Bane, she thought. She looked out but couldn’t see anything.

“Alarm at Post Four!”

The camp was stirring. She heard scuffling on the roof of her wagon. Bandits? But Mouse Warrior slept up there; it had to be him. Didn’t it?

She briskly combed her fingers through her hair; she reached for moccasins�

“Hey, Harpy!”

That would be Green Stone alerting his wagoneers. She had slept in her leggings and jerkin in case of alarm, so she was dressed as soon as she put on her moccasins. Outside her nest was a confusion of activity, but everyone seemed to know what to do. Green Stone’s slingers were climbing atop the wagons. Peacevoice Fullerman and his men were in full armor, already forming up near her nest entrance.

“Lordsman Bane! Report!” Fullerman was shouting.

“Sighted four men outside the perimeter, sir!”

“Mouse Warrior, what do you see?” Fullerman shouted.

“Maybe something was out there,” Mouse Warrior said.

So. That was him on top of her wagon.

Sandry ran up, Chalker just behind him. “Fullerman?”

“Intruders sighted outside the perimeter,” Fullerman said. “No other information, sir.”

“Right. Mouse Warrior, do you see anything?”

“No.”

“Shaman? Anything?” One of the Condigeo marines.

“No gods, no magic,” Clever Squirrel replied from behind her.

Secklers and Trebaty came up yawning. Secklers was carrying a bright torch. Sandry winced, but didn’t say anything. “We’ll have a look,” Secklers said.

Sandry doesn’t like that, Burning Tower thought. But he can’t tell them what to do.

“Open a passage for them,” Sandry said. “Fullerman, four men with spears at that gate before it opens. Secklers, don’t go far. This could be an ambush; it could be a way to get us to open a gate so they can rush us.”

“And it could be a bad dream,” Secklers said. “Anybody seen anything?”

“I did. Four men,” Bane said.

“I mean other than you,” Secklers said.

“You men, back to your posts!” Fullerman was shouting. “Don’t all come look over here! Warman Gundrin, I’d be obliged if you’d check that hogan area for us.”

“Right.” Gundrin ran across the compound to the far wall, where there was a glow from the fire. A moment later he was on top of the boulder wall with a torch, which he threw over.

“Clear below,” he shouted.

“All right,” Sandry said. “Secklers, you want to have a look outside?”

“Yes, Lord. Treb?”

“Yep. Let’s do it.”

They carried their torches to the gate, waited until four Lordsmen faced the entrance with shields and spears, then stamped impatiently until the wagoneers opened a gap. It was dark inside the perimeter without their torches.

“Praster, go relieve Bane,” Fullerman said. “Bane, tell us again what you saw.”

“Four men, Peacevoice. Sneaking. Some kind of headdress, feathers anyway, on two of them. I just saw them for a second�it’s dark out there�but they were on the skyline with the Star River behind them. I could see their outlines.”

“Weapons?”

“Couldn’t say, Peacevoice.”

“Hello inside!”

“Secklers!” Sandry shouted.

“We found something. Nobody out here now, but there was somebody here, all right.”

“What?”

“Bringing it in now. It’s a funny thing, glows�”

“Glows?” Clever Squirrel shouted. “Leave it alone! Stand away from it. How big is it?”

“About the size of a crow,” Secklers shouted.

“Stay away from it! Sandry, if can you bring some men? Lurk, you too, come with me. Tower, get the cook pot.”

“Cook pot?”

“The small iron one. Bring it along. And everyone, keep a good watch. This isn’t over.”

Tower ran over to the kitchen area. The big stewpot was filled with leftovers of last night’s stew. The smaller one was empty, still dirty because there wasn’t enough water to clean it properly. She emptied it onto the ground and ran to join the others.

“All right. Fullerman, four troopers ahead, four behind. Full kits, all,” Sandry was saying. “We ready? Open the gate. Everyone keep a sharp watch.”

They could see the torch a few yards away. Secklers and Trebaty were standing well back from something that glowed.

It looked like a stone bird, smaller than a crow or a chicken. A softly glowing stone terror bird.

Squirrel took the iron pot from Tower. “Lord Sandry, may I borrow your sword? Thank you.” She used the sword blade to push the object into the pot. “Did you bring the lid? No? Too bad. All right, everyone back inside and keep watch.” Squirrel lifted the pot and held it high above her head, the open top to the sky. “Inside, inside�quick, quick,” she was saying. “Tower, run and get the iron lid to the pot. Run, girl.”

Tower sprinted in to find the lid. When she got back to the gate everyone was already inside except Squirrel.

“When I lower this, you put the lid on,” Squirrel said. “Don’t look inside.”

“All right.” As Squirrel brought the pot down to just above eye level, Tower clapped the lid on. “Done.”

“Good.”

Tower used a scrap of rope to tie the lid down. Then they brought it in.

“But what is it?” Sandry demanded.

“I don’t know,” Squirrel admitted. “But if it glows, it’s magic, and if it looks like one of those birds, it’s not our magic. Maybe it summons birds. Maybe it lets the god see through the eyes of anyone who looks at it. Maybe anyone who has already looked at it, but I hope not. Do you feel anything? Any of you?”

Tower thought about it. She had looked at the bird, but only for a moment. “I don’t feel different,” she said.

Secklers laughed. “Me either, but you’re giving me the shivers.”

Squirrel nodded. “I think that’s safe now, but I don’t know.” She looked thoughtful. “Something else not good. We’re fighting something more than birds, more than birds and a god. Bane, you said you saw headdresses?”

“Feathers, ma’am. Like crowns of feathers, but I just got a glimpse� didn’t really see anything.”

Squirrel nodded thoughtfully. “Spotted Lizard, you ever hear of anything like that?”

The boy shook his head.

Squirrel sighed. “I don’t think we’ll get much sleep tonight.”





Chapter Fifteen
The Last Ridge

 

No one wanted to sleep. As soon as there was enough light, they broke camp and loaded the wagons. Lordsmen and marines stood ready and never complained about sleeping in their armor.

The road led steeply down into a green valley. Spotted Lizard studied the way ahead, and said, “I think this is the last valley. That’s Sundusk Ridge ahead. When we get to the top of that, we’ll see Crescent City and the Singwah Sea. I think so, anyway.”

“What’s in this valley?” Sandry asked.

“A village. Fresh water,” Spotted Lizard said. “Stream crossing’s got a toll gate, but they don’t charge much and the water’s good, and they have hot soup. It’s a day’s trip up to the next place to cross; better to pay and cross here.”

Green Stone nodded sourly. There were a lot of places like that. “Nibbled to death,” he said. “Pay and pay and pay and pretty soon, there’s no profits.”

“I’ll be glad to pay for some good soup,” Burning Tower said.

Sandry grinned at her and got a smile in return. “Ours has gotten a little thin lately,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

The road was narrow and twisty. When they rounded a bend, Spotted Lizard stared ahead, then frowned. “I thought this was the last valley,” he said. “But you should be able to see the village from here. And smoke from cookfires�we should be seeing that.”

Sandry ordered, “Maydreo, ride ahead but be careful. First sign of trouble, you turn around and come back at full gallop.”

“Yes, sir. Whane, want to come with me?”

“Sure.” Whane clambered into Maydreo’s chariot. They waved and went ahead at a trot.

An hour later they were back. “There’s no cookfires because there’s no village,” Maydreo said.

Spotted Lizard frowned deeply “I sure remember�”

“You remember right,” Whane said. “There was a village, but it’s gone. Nobody there, house walls knocked down. It’s gone.”

 

There had been ten houses in the village. There were remains, foundations, crumpled logs. Part of a log corral. The road ran through the center of what had been the village, and across the stream. A human skull grinned at them from the streambed. There were bones farther downstream.

Burning Tower took Sandry’s hand and stood close to him. “What happened here?”

Sandry shook his head. “I think they ran. Or some of them did.”

“Houses,” Spotted Lizard said. “They knew they’d have to run, so they knocked out a wall on each hogan. To kill the house before an enemy could use it. They had time for that.”

Sandry felt Burning Tower’s shudder. “Let’s move,” he said.

“Please,” Tower said. “This is an awful place.” She went back to her wagon.

 

Sandry and his troops stood watch as the wagons crossed the stream. The water came up to a standing man’s knees here where the stream broadened. Farther down it narrowed again, and was deeper. As the wagons crossed, Maydreo and Chalker poked among the ruins of one of the houses. Maydreo came out with a bone, a human shinbone with bite marks.

“Terror birds,” Chalker said. “I’ve seen bones gnawed by coyotes. These are different. That murderin’ beak.”

Sandry nodded. “When we get across, fill the water bottles,” he said. He looked ahead. The road ran straight up and over the next ridge. He thought he saw a wisp of smoke far ahead in that direction. The last ridge, Spotted Lizard had said. “I hope so,” Sandry said aloud. Chalker looked at him, puzzled, but he didn’t ask.

When the last wagon was across and the water bottles were filled, Sandry urged his horses into a trot. The road here was easily wide enough to let him pass by and get ahead of the wagon train.

The last ridge lay ahead.

 

They’d crossed the valley by two hours past noon. Sandry waited until the lead elements of the wagon train were approaching the hilltop, then rode ahead to see what was beyond. He topped the ridge.

Ahead was a broad basin, mostly water. A river snaked across the basin to split into scores of mouths emptying into a sea. Not quite a sea, Sandry thought. He could see across to the other side, except to the southeast where the water went on to the horizon. Below, in a crescent shape along the edge of the closest branch of the river delta, was a city, the river, and then the sea along its east side. Sandry counted more than a hundred houses, some large and some small, but all curiously alike, conical, then-doors facing in any of four directions depending on what part of the city they were in. Smoke rose from openings in many of the roofs. A few buildings near the water were different, squares and rectangles alongside the docks. These were larger than the other buildings.

It was a city under siege.

A wall ran around the landward edge of the city. For forty paces around an ornate gate, the wall looked like something Lordsmen might build. To left and right, it was no more than a mound with stakes on the top. Men might have done that with their hands.

A broad road ran from the gate and crossed another broad road in the center of the city. There stood a large round building, taller than any of the others. Next to it, what looked like a staircase rose in a spiral, twenty paces or more, up to nothing at all at its top.

Outside the wall were the remains of houses. They’d been cones, like the ones inside, but each of them had at least one side ripped open. In every case, it looked as if a crew of men in a hurry had torn part of the wall out and left the logs and rubble where they fell.

Bright flashes of green and yellow moved among the ruined walls.

“Terror birds,” he said.

“Aye, My Lord,” Chalker said. “I’ve counted more than fifty and I haven’t gotten started good. Count on near two hundred of them down there.”

Sandry nodded. The birds were running in and among the ruined buildings, along the crudely built wall that held them out of the city, wandering in flocks of twenty or more.

Maydreo brought his chariot alongside Sandry’s. “Tep’s pizzle! That’s a lot of birds!”

“Astute of you to notice, Younglord Maydreo,” Sandry said.

“What do they eat?” Whane asked, as much to himself as anyone else. “What keeps them there? There can’t be enough around here to feed that many,”

“Reckon they get fed,” Chalker said. He pointed.

Four birds were coming from the north down the stream. Two of them carried deer carcasses drooping from their huge beaks. The other two carried something large and unrecognizable between them.

“Never saw any bird do that!” Maydreo said.

“Crows can cooperate,” Whane said. “Sometimes. And birds feed their young�”

“They’ve seen us,” Sandry said quietly. He pointed. Four of the birds had stopped their aimless roving and were staring in their direction. Two more were running toward them. “Maydreo, go alert Peacevoice Fullerman, and get all the chariots ready for battle. I don’t think we have very long. I want all the wagons over the top of the hill. Make them come uphill to get us. Get moving, Younglord Maydreo, and maybe we’ll live until dark…”





Chapter Sixteen
The Battle of Crescent City

 

“I think they’re organizing,” Clever Squirrel said. She stood next to Sandry’s chariot and watched the birds below. Four of them had approached to within fifty yards of them, then dashed away again. Now the birds were milling about down in the valley.

“They know we’re here,” Sandry said. “How smart are they?”

Squirrel shook her head. “I can sense … well, him.”

Suddenly curious, Sandry asked, “Could the terror bird god be female?”

“A hen? A god making war usually goes with the top male�the rooster, the bull… In Rynildissen, the god of bees goes with the queen, they say.”

“If they all come at once, we’ve had it,” Sandry said. “We don’t have enough troops to fight all of them at once. And if we circle the wagons, they can starve us to death right in sight of the city.”

Squirrel nodded. “It looks like the city is safe enough if we can get into it,” she said. “That’s the gate there, and the people sure see us up here. Maybe if we run for it, they’ll let us in.”

“I wouldn’t,” Sandry said. “Open that gate without a proper shield wall, and you might as well not have a gate. And I don’t see any shields down there at all. Spears, swords …”

“All bright and shiny too,” Chalker said.

“Bronze,” Sandry said.

“Expensive,” Whane said.

Sandry nodded, thinking, Now what? We need to get inside that city. To do that we have to make it safe for them to open the gates, safe enough that they know they’re safe. Which means we have to kill a lot of birds.

So how do we do that? Two hundred birds. He turned to Clever Squirrel. “Can you do anything with magic? What about that thing we found at the hilltop?”

“It’s calling the birds,” she said positively. “It would have called them down on us. I’m pretty sure that if you open that pot, they’ll come to it.”

“Fire,” Sandry said. “Can you make fire? Quickly?”

“There has to be something to burn,” Squirrel said. “Wizards can make fire out of nothing, but I never learned how, and besides, well�”

“Besides, there isn’t enough manna,” Sandry said. “I know.” Never enough troops. Never enough provisions. Right.

“There’s some,” Squirrel said. “And I can draw on that love charm they gave Tower, if she’ll let me.”

“Enough to burn up those birds?” Sandry asked.

“No. But I can make fires if you have firewood.”

“Sagebrush? Logs, what’s left of those houses outside the wall?”

“Sure, I can make those burn.”

“I’m getting an idea.” Sandry looked up at the sun. “Four hours of light. It will take us an hour to get down there. That leaves three hours to kill all those birds.”

“You are joking,” Green Stone said.

“I hope not,” Burning Tower said. “You don’t make that kind of joke, do you, Sandry?” She looked at him with wonder in her eyes. Wonder and hope and faith.

“I’m not joking, I just don’t know if I can do it. Green Stone, we need to talk. I hate complicated plans. I’m really going to hate this one, but I don’t know anything else to do. First thing we have to see is what happens if we move closer to them….”

They moved cautiously down the hill. Some of the birds stood watching the wagon train, but the others continued to move around outside the city wall.

“Control,” Clever Squirrel said. “The god is waiting to see what you’ll do. I can’t read its mind, Sandry�I wish I could�but I think he’s a little afraid of you.”

“Of me?”

“Well, of us. He’s got to know that we’re the ones who’ve been killing birds from here to Tep’s Town to Road’s End. He won’t know quite how we do that. Maybe we have big magic. Maybe we have a god on our side.”

“Do we?”

She shook her head. “Coyote’s nowhere. I felt him watching while we were on that hilltop, but he didn’t tell me anything. I think he knows what’s happening here, but if he wants to help us, he sure hasn’t given me any sign. But the bird god might not know that.”

“Would birds be afraid of Coyote?”

She shrugged. “These are big birds. Coyote’s a long way off, and there’s not much manna around here.”

“So he can’t control the birds very well?”

“Not one at a time. He could tell them all to charge, though. Send them into a frenzy. They’d follow the top rooster. Sandry, the easiest magic makes things do what they want to do already. These birds are hungry and they want to kill us and eat us, and eat the horses, and eat the bison, and eat anything they can tear apart.”

“Does it take magic to keep them from attacking us?”

“The closest ones,” Squirrel said. “They want to attack. Others want to go hunting. They’re not doing that.”

Sandry nodded. “Then this just might work. Here we go. Chalker, have the trumpeter sound engage.”

“Yes, sir.” Chalker signaled. Notes sang out in the warm afternoon.

 

Maydreo and the other chariots charged toward the birds. As they came closer, they wheeled. Spearmen threw, and the chariots raced away from the road, across the open fields.

“First test passed,” Sandry said. “They’re following.”

Each chariot was followed by a group of birds. For the moment, the way down to the abandoned hogans was clear. “Green Stone! Now!” Sandry shouted.

“Heeyah!” Green Stone urged the bison forward. At their fastest, they were slower than a man can run, far slower than the birds. Sandry rode ahead, ready to attack any birds that hadn’t followed the charioteers. So far the way was clear.

As the wagons reached the gaps between the ruined hogans, the wagoneers urged their bison through, so that the wagons plugged the gaps. These hogans had been built in nearly converging parallel lines with a street between them. With the wagons filling the gaps between the abandoned houses, the street became an extended wagon camp, irregularly shaped but sturdy.

“This wouldn’t work against an army,” Sandry said. “But maybe with birds. And if we’re fast enough before the horses tire.”

“It’ll work.”

Chalker sounds confident, Sandry thought. I wish I were that confident. And Burning Tower was looking at him with no doubt in her eyes at all. He grinned at her and got a flashing smile in return. She should be scared, he thought. We’re all depending on her. But she thinks it will work, because I told her it would.

His heart pounded. And if I’m wrong? She’ll be dead. We’ll all be dead.

 

Thin notes sounded from far away�Maydreo, signaling that all was well. But the horses would be tiring now.

“Ready!” Green Stone shouted.

Sandry nodded to Chalker. More trumpet notes sounded, signals to the charioteers, and to Burning Tower.

 

Burning Tower sat astride Spike and whispered to the one-horn as the trumpet notes sang in the afternoon. “We can do it,” she whispered. “We can.” She clutched the cookpot against her chest.

The one-horn nickered and tried to turn around to lick her hand. The monster birds made him nervous, and that showed. Around her, the wagoneers worked frantically to fill in the gaps between the houses, unhitch the bison, and get them clear. And now it was too late�it had to work.

Of course it will work, she told herself. Sandry knows what he’s doing! She looked around for him, but he was busy giving signals.

New trumpet notes from both sides. The charioteers were coming. Burning Tower touched Spike’s ear. “It’s time,” she whispered. “Let’s go!”

At a gallop. To the right, there was Maydreo, followed by the birds. The chariot horses were lathered, straining to stay ahead of the birds. Tower urged Spike ahead, toward the oncoming chariots; now, turn, run behind the chariots, between the chariots and the birds. She shouted, “Run, Spike,” and looked back. Most were following her. Most but not all. Was it time?

She slacked the loop of rope that bound the iron pot. She lifted the lid for a long moment, then slapped it down again. She whiffed rotting meat: they’d never had the chance to clean the cookpot. Have to boil it out later.

But the nightmare birds were following her. She led the train of birds across, toward the other chariots, around, opened the pot, averting her eyes from the glow, slapped the lid down. Now for the next, riding at a gallop; no time to be afraid. “What am I doing?” she shouted, and laughed, then galloped toward another group of birds, the pot held ready….

 

“She’s doing it,” Chalker said. His voice was unnaturally calm. “She’s got every bird out there following her. Chariots are all clear.”

Sandry nodded. His men were safe for the moment. Now for Tower. “Sound recall.”

“Sir.” Chalker signaled. More trumpet notes.

“What do you see?” Sandry shouted up to Mouse Warrior on the wagontop.

“Too much dust.”

Dust and confusion. Maydreo trotted past Sandry’s chariot, wheeled, and stood ready, letting the horses rest. On the other side of the corral they’d formed out of wagons and ruined hogans, the other charioteers would be doing the same thing, waiting, resting.

“Here she comes!” Mouse Warrior shouted.

“Ready all!” Sandry called. It was hard to keep his voice clear. Tower! Be safe! There was no point in screaming�screamed orders were never understood�but he wanted to scream just the same.

Hoofbeats. Now he could look up the line between the hogans. Dust, and out of the cloud of dust a white horse�not a horse but Spike, looking huge�with a tiny girl in brown on his back, her hair flying out behind her, her bare feet flashing in the afternoon light. And behind her, gaping beaks and bright feathers. Close. Too close!

But not too close. She galloped past Sandry, to the end of the corral, to the barricade they had built higher than a man, and Spike leaped, an arc against the sky. The birds came on, the lead one made its jump�

And jumped onto a spear point. Another bird tried to jump the fence, and the wagon train blacksmith smashed at its head with his big hammer. The bird fell back into the corral, and two more stumbled over it to crash into the fence.

The birds were in a frenzy trying to reach Burning Tower. Sandry shouted, “Tower, throw …”

Throw the cookpot at the birds! But they’d discussed that, and she remembered. She threw. The lid was still on, curse it! Then the pot bounced into the middle of the corral, and a bird snapped at it and the lid rolled free, and then the glowing stone inside.

And the birds became a seething, shrieking storm of feathers, claws, and beaks. They were ripping each other apart, all trying to reach the glowing stone statue of a bird. Sandry screamed, “Now! Squirrel, now!”

Fire blazed across the fence line, then everywhere in the corral. Wood chips, brush, logs from the ruined hogans, all burst into flame as Squirrel danced on top of the wagons. Green Stone’s slingers shouted in triumph and hurled their stones into the mass of green and orange feathers.

Birds turned, frantic to get out of the corral, but across the end of the corral stood Fullerman and his shield wall, while Gundrin and the marines ran along the sides of the corral to thrust spears at any bird attempting to get out.

The first wave of birds struck the spears and shields. One man was down, but Secklers rushed in to fill his place, the big Lordkin knife swinging murder.

Squirrel danced faster. Flames rose, until there were no more green and orange feathers, only smoking black ruin, and the screams of the birds faded. Mouse Warrior chanted in triumph.

And there was Tower, still mounted on Spike. He couldn’t go to her. The one-horn pranced and reared and wouldn’t let anyone near. But she was there, mounted, tears and laughter mixed. She waved to him.

He ran as close to her as the one-horn would let him. It looked at him, and its rage seemed to turn to something like fear. “Marry me!” he shouted.

Spike reared high, stood on two legs, and danced, fear and rage. “Down, Spike,” she shouted. She was just able to look at Sandry. “Of course!”

And now everyone was rushing to them, Green Stone and the Younglords, everyone shouting in triumph. Green Stone came up to Sandry.

“You heard?” Sandry demanded.

“I have expected this for a year,” Green Stone said. “So has she. I expected it first with dread, but for weeks I have hoped. Welcome, brother found.”

Spike was rearing again, but Burning Tower was able to dismount. She led the one-horn stallion to a wagon and tied his bridle to it, then ran to Sandry. They looked at each other, held hands, and stood at arm’s length for a moment�then she was in his arms. She looked up at her brother, saw his smile, and clung to Sandry.

Chalker came up with two goblets of wine. He handed one to her, one to Sandry.

Sandry’s eyes met hers. He lifted the goblet. Burning Tower was confused for a moment, but Sandry was sure of himself. He sipped from his goblet, then held it out to her. She drank. Then she sipped from her own and held it to his lips. He smiled broadly.

Chalker was grinning like a Lordkin. “Congratulations, My Lord, My Lady. On a good day’s work, and a long life together.”





Chapter Seventeen
Feast and Famine

 

The wagon train rolled along a wall that was no more than rocky earth pushed into place. “Primitive,” Sandry said.

“They used magic first, and craftsmanship too.” Squirrel waved at the gate. It was tall and ornate, made of vertical copper bars. It stood in a long ridge of granite, a civilized stretch of wall until it abruptly became little more than a ridge of earth and stone. “Maybe saved their talismans for something more urgent.”

Tower tried to picture what could be more urgent than keeping terror birds out of a city.

Men, women, and children were crowded up against the bars, looking out through the gate. They spoke in whispers; they sounded like a wind full of ghosts. Now someone was shouting orders. Now the crowd edged away from four tall men in armor polished to a glitter. As Sandry and Green Stone and their entourage reached the gate, the gate swung wide.

Sandry had never seen a besieged city before. He waited for Green Stone to announce himself.

The wagonmaster shouted in Condigeano. “Are you hungry?”

A laugh, then a small, ragged chorus answered.

“There’s fresh-killed bird meat up there!”

A jumble of voices rose. Only a few must have understood Condigeano, but they were translating for the rest, and the wind carried smoke and roasted meat.

What followed then resembled a stampede. Sandry held back his men, and Green Stone his wagons, as a horde of pale brown robes and a few armored, shouting soldiers streamed out and uphill.

What remained were a great many soldiers and a handful of what must be merchants and dignitaries, judging by their dress and elaborately coiffed hair. One, then the rest bowed low. A tall man straightened first. His robe was wonderfully ornate. A garden splashed across the front, worked in colored thread: yellow corn, red peppers, a rainbow of flowers, tall trees in black and green. He announced, in oddly flavored Condigeano, “Gentlemen and ladies, you have broken the siege. We thank you. Crescent City is yours. And I am Mayor Buzzard at Play.”

“You do us much honor. I am Green Stone of the Feathersnake wagons. This is Lord Sandry, who leads our fighters.” Green Stone wondered what would happen if he accepted the gift of the city; he decided against. “We come in trade.”

“Good! Our water source comes from outside the gate but was never contaminated. You will camp along the West Bank, where the other caravans are. And when you can …” The Mayor hesitated, then: “We hope you’ll tell us how to deal with the nightmare birds.”

“They make a formidable enemy, Mayor. Today we had some luck. We hope to hear the tale of what happened here. First we should get the caravan settled, and then�I trust there will still be stewed bird meat. We came hungry.”

 

The streets were filthy with trash and sewage. Feathersnake’s wagons and Sandry’s men hesitated. In that moment, the mayor sighed, then shouted, “Wait here.”

“For what?” Green Stone asked.

“I’d hoped�never mind. Move off the avenue, I beg. Off to the side. Then wait. Gentlemen?” He spoke to the local merchants in alien speech.

Green Stone set to moving the wagons off the filthy street. There was room among the conical houses. Meanwhile Mayor Buzzard at Play and a score of dignitaries�and two lines of soldiers�marched down the avenue to the main square.

The Lordkin jogged to catch up. Spotted Lizard and Burning Tower hesitated, then joined them. The Lordkin grinned, welcoming; they bracketed the woman and child for safety.

Flower gardens partly converted to fruit trees and truck gardens surrounded a palace and a stairway. The palace was big, a cone of vertically mounted logs that glittered like a rainbow … petrified logs, tree trunks turned to stone and garnet and chinked with mud, leaving vertical chinks for windows. It seemed to Burning Tower that the palace had once floated�that the stairs ended where the triangular front entrance would have been. The mayor climbed the broad stairs alone, leaving his little cluster of officials and merchants below.

He stopped, puffing a bit, above a crippling drop. He looked about him.

Now he reached inside his wonderful robe and pulled out a crude metal pot, opened it and set it at his feet. In the garden embroidered across his chest, the trees and the corn whipped in an unseen breeze.

Turning his back on the gate, the Mayor began to dance above nothing, chanting in a language Tower didn’t know. She caught phrases from Squirrel’s secret languages, given in a twisted accent.

Secklers asked, “What’s he doing?”

The merchants had been keeping their distance from the Lordkin, but one answered: “Stand clear. This is well past due.”

Burning Tower saw motion down at the far end of the main avenue.

Garbage and sewage rose in a great stinking wave. It flowed toward the palace and stairs. Burning Tower coughed and then held her breath as it went past. Some of the mud spilled off into the gardens. Most of it kept moving, high and higher yet, up the street toward the gate and Feathersnake caravan. The Bison Tribe merchants and Sandry’s men fell back among the houses as a tidal wave of garbage spilled through the gate and on into the countryside.

The dignitaries applauded. Burning Tower and the Lordkin joined in.

The mayor strode down the stairs. His dignity held for a moment; then he looked at two Lordkin, a child, and a woman, and laughed. He said, “I wanted witnesses! You sent them away!”

Secklers asked, “Mayor, why did you let it get so dirty here?”

The mayor wasn’t angry, only curious. “You’re a Tep’s Town Lordkin? And you ask me that?”

“I’m Secklers, Lord. I follow Chief Wanshig of the Placehold. He wouldn’t have let the streets around the Placehold reach this state.”

Mayor Buzzard at Play spoke above the dignitaries’ angry grumbling. “Well, Secklers, it’s our usual practice to dump our trash outside our homes. Every few days we summon up scavengers to deal with it and then send them away again. Every thirty or forty days, I use the greater spell and send it all out to the farms. And that’s the way it was until the birds came. The nightmare birds come wherever there’s magic! Now what would you have done?”

Secklers grinned into the mayor’s rage. “I’d ask someone smarter.”

“We locked up all the talismans.”

“Good.”

“I was a caravan shaman for half my life before I became mayor. This city runs on the talisman trade. The birds cut me off from my living and the city from its life! Now I can make magic again, and the streets have got to be cleaned for your thank-the-gods caravan, but there’s nobody to see but you and these few friends. My citizens have all gone away.”

Burning Tower had learned a little from her brother. She said, “Follow them.”

Lurk saw no reason to hide his origins from the churning citizenry of Crescent City. He was Nothing Was Seen, a bandit’s child adapted by the Feathersnake wagons, come all this way to return the boy Spotted Lizard to his family. Green Stone had sent him to mingle and to see that the caravan’s gifts weren’t wasted. He was mildly appalled at what he saw.

Gaunt men, women, elders, and children climbed in pursuit of the delicious smells, up the hills and into the makeshift corral where the birds had died. Before they could recover their breath, they were tearing big black sheets of feathers and skin off the birds that were worst burned. They ate what they found underneath, charred or cooked or just warm. A few raked burning timbers to make fires, to further cook the meat they found. Coyotes watched from a distance; buzzards circled; none would challenge the crowd.

Later arrivals brought big pots riding on animals. Nobody made room for them, and there wasn’t any water.

The scavengers wore knee-length robes of hide or wool; children ran naked. Lurk tried talking to some of them. The scavengers understood no language known to Lurk, though they were polite enough, and several men and women hugged or kissed him. Their robes were pale brown, sometimes ornamented with blue thread. A boy, better dressed, offered a thick cut of red terror bird meat, nearly cooked through. Lurk accepted with a smile and a bow.

“Yes, I’m a shaman, and a good one. And yes, I’m hungry,” the boy’s father told Lurk in passable Condigeano. His robe was better than those the rest wore, a faded elegance. “I haven’t worked in a year. The shields hanged my apprentice because he hid a talisman from them. You don’t look like a shaman�”

“I’m not.”

“Warn your shaman. No magic unless you ask permission of the shields. Only … if the birds are gone, maybe that’s over? It’d be nice to have clean streets,” the man said hopefully.

The ones who understood Condigeano had other things in common. Their robes were cleaner and more brightly painted, scarlet and blue decorated with bright weaving. They were the higher ranks, the ones who had brought cook pots.

Things changed when the mayor and a score of dignitaries arrived. Glittering soldiers pushed scores of Crescent City folk aside, more or less gently, to make a place for pots. More were being carried up the hill. One big pot floated on the air, filled to the brim with water. The shaman who had been speaking to Lurk cheered.

Soldiers retrieved an intact bird from under half-stripped corpses. It was barely singed, dead of a single spear thrust. Some of the mayor’s entourage gathered around it to examine their enemy, pulling its beak open, manipulating the wings, ultimately cutting it open to read the entrails.

The mayor was as elegantly dressed as Green Stone at his best. He instructed his soldiers in a booming voice and broad gestures while they continued doing what they were doing. They fired up the pots using half-charred beams that were already burning courtesy of Clever Squirrel’s war. The soldiers emptied heavy pouches into the pots. They tore up carcasses and added them, more and more as more pots appeared.

The mayor used an ornately carved sword to cut a couple of birds apart. Some went to the pots, some to eager hands.

Then the mayor spoke and waved to families wearing coarse brown cloth. They nodded happily and left off eating. Men began collecting firewood while women and children, their first hunger satisfied, scattered into the fields. The fields were covered in crops grown wild, Lurk saw. Some vegetables could be salvaged. Corn, beans, tomatoes, and little bulbs Lurk didn’t recognize were cut up and dumped into the pots. Soldiers were bringing more water. The mayor departed with a diminished escort.

“We were with Prairie Dog caravan,” an aging woman told Lurk. “The birds attacked us. Our wagon was still hitched up, a little slow, and we beat them off while the bison dragged us as far as the wall. We climbed over. The bison were killed and the other wagons are still”�she pointed with her nose, a sweep around her�“here.”

Lurk asked her, “You’re not cut off from the sea, are you?”

“Almost. It’s a cursed long trip to anywhere civilized, and the cost is enormous when there’s a real ship, and there hasn’t been one for moons. There are the little boats that run around in the Inland Sea. They don’t go anywhere, but if it got any worse, I’d have tried that, farmland down the coast, anything. Now there’s a real ship in port, the Angie Queen, she’s called, but I don’t have enough left to buy my way back to Condigeo.” Her face brightened. “Will you have a place for us when you go back? We can work.”

Lurk shook his head. “I don’t know. You’ll have to talk to the wagonmaster.”

It was beginning to smell like a feast.

Now a procession began winding up from the city: Green Stone and his people mingling with … Lurk watched them come. They wore varied clothing, but rich cloth and fine colors. Most of these must be merchants who’d been trapped in Crescent City when the birds came. Some were local dignitaries, by their robes. They were in animated conversation with Green Stone and Clever Squirrel.

Sandry’s men and Crescent City’s glittering soldiers paralleled them in formation. Now that two hundred slaughtered birds were becoming soup and stew, the rest of the politicos were coming to take charge.

 

The caravan was settled. Green Stone was in a fine humor. He’d found caravans in place by the river, but they’d all been there for up to a year. They’d have nothing left to trade.

He looked about for the most efficient-looking cook pot brigade and tried their stew. It wasn’t hot, yet it burned his mouth! And yet�he tried another bite�it was good. Very good. It just burned.

“I was shaman of the Road Runner caravan for twenty-eight years,” Mayor Buzzard at Play told Burning Tower. “We cycled between Condigeo and Aztlan. When I got tired of the trail, Crescent City made me mayor.”

“The chief at Road’s End did that too,” Burning Tower said. “Quit as shaman and made himself chief. Hahhh!”

She was breathing hard. The mayor asked, “Are you all right?”

“What did you put in the stew?”

“Bell peppers, potatoes … chilis. Just don’t bite down on these.” He showed her.

“Thank you, this news comes late…. And then the birds came?”

“I had a year of good times before that. It’s magic that brings them, but why didn’t they come before? Crescent City has traded in talismans and magic since gods walked among us.”

Green Stone said, “That’s what we came for.”

“We do not permit strangers to trade in magical items,” Mayor Buzzard at Play said. He sounded dangerous. “But without you, there would be no trade, and few of our animals are in condition to make the long journey to Condigeo.”

“Some of us may still have talismans to trade,” a lean merchant said cautiously, looking a bit like a predatory bird himself.

Tower said, “We wondered why you didn’t use magic to finish the wall.”

The mayor barked, “Hah! Magic pulls the birds! Spells aimed at the birds fade to nothing. Shaman�Clever Squirrel�haven’t you tried magic on the terror birds?”

“We don’t have the manna,” Squirrel said.

“Lucky. We’re used to magic. We were horrified when we saw nightmare birds gathering around wizards and hogans and any bespelled thing. They grew more powerful, on our magic! We locked all our talismans behind cold iron, and I had to hang two shamans who wouldn’t give theirs up. We finished the wall with plows and our hands! That was before the birds grew so thick, else they would have killed us all. Our shamans dare not so much as heal the sick or bless a hogan. Some of us died of colds last year!

“Manna still leaks a little, not from talismans but from where they were once used. There will be more birds, I think. How can we fight them?”

Sandry said, “We can teach your soldiers, if we’re here long enough. Mayor, we’ll have to go back to Condigeo as soon as Green Stone is done trading.”

“You can’t stay to help us? We’ll make it worth your time,” the mayor said.

“The wagons have to go back,” Sandry said, “and my men to guard them. Perhaps someone can stay to help you.”

“We would be most grateful.” The mayor gestured helplessly. “Our guards are mostly ceremonial or police. We’ve always defended ourselves with magic.”

The hawk-faced merchant leaned over to speak to the mayor. Buzzard at Play nodded. “And more. The Emperor is impatient. We must send our tribute, and soon, but we dare not travel among those birds! I say earnestly, Green Stone and Lord Sandry, we need your help, and we will be generous if you provide it.”

“So none of your men has ever killed a bird with spear and shield?” Sandry asked.

“No, and we don’t have those chariots of yours, either. Our horses are mostly mares; we use them to breed mules.”

“You have donkeys, then?”

“A few.”

“Can mules draw chariots?”

“I never saw that done. Perhaps the Emperor has chariot warriors,” the mayor said.

“That is twice you have mentioned an emperor,” Burning Tower said.

“The Emperor in Aztlan. Very old, very wise. His dominions end east of here, but none trade on the Golden Road without his permission. We don’t ever see him,” the Mayor said. “No one goes to Aztlan without his invitation.”

And that’s fine with you, Sandry speculated. “But you don’t have fighting chariots and horses?”

“No, we use donkeys to carry loads.” He pointed, where what looked like a small gray horse with very long ears was weighted down with a large cook pot, and two more carried bundles of driftwood. “There are few left. We ate most of the animals during the siege. Now that the siege is lifted, more will come in from the South along the Golden Road, enough to pull wagons on the road to Aztlan.”

“I thought no one goes to Aztlan.”

The Mayor nodded. “True. The road goes there, but we never go farther than the trading posts. Those are big enough, one’s nearly a city. Once in a while someone gets an invitation to the island, but I never have.”

“Where do the birds come from?” Sandry asked.

“They’ve always lived here,” the mayor said. “Never many. You had to be careful, of course … guard the children and old ones, carry a stick … When I was a boy, I was taught to go for the eyes. Then, suddenly, they were everywhere, drawn to magic and stronger than magic.”

“A god,” Clever Squirrel said.

“Our wizards thought so. I thought so,” the mayor said. “But what was to be done? Who can fight a god? It was just an excuse to give up.”

Clever Squirrel edged closer to the mayor. She held out a crude bird carved of semiprecious stone, orange and green, which no longer glowed. “Vulture at Play, what do you think of this?”

The mayor took what she was holding. “Nightmare bird,” he said promptly. “It’s dead now, but it must have held power. It’s stonewood, good quality, from the stone forests.”

“Stone forests? Really? Where do we find those?”

While the mayor hesitated, one of the merchants answered. “Aztlan. The Island City of Aztlan. That is where they make such things.”





Chapter Eighteen
Divination

 

Merchants had set up shops along the main road, all the way from the gate to the harbor. They arrayed their wares on blankets in front of conical tents. In one of the shops, Burning Tower bought a congealed droplet of melted sand.

You could see through it. It made things bigger. She’d heard of a lens of far-seeing, somewhere. She showed it to Squirrel and Green Stone. They took it to the Feasting Heights.

They called it that now, the Feasting Heights, the place where they’d killed the birds. It stank, and ants held territory there, but the Heights offered a wonderful view of the harbor.

Green Stone picked out the Angie Queen, a toy on the water. The lens made it larger.

Sandry found them there. Tower showed Sandry the lens. Sandry watched for a bit, then said, “That’s Captain Saziff in the hammock.”

They spent an hour watching the town, the harbor, the Angie Queen. Then the women went wandering while Stone and Sandry walked down to the harbor.

 

The mayor had pointed it out when they passed, a big square building built of stone. He called it a sweatbath house. Tower was intrigued. She and Squirrel went back to see.

The proprietor, Snail Rock, was most pleased to see them. “You’re the wizards who trapped the nightmare birds!”

Snail Rock led them through a locker room with an attendant who handed them handfuls of dried moss … to wipe off sweat, Tower surmised, and dirt and dead skin. There were benches too, and two men asleep on them, naked.

The sweatbath house was already in use. Snail Rock took them in anyway, past half a dozen naked men. The women smiled at them in some embarrassment. The men grinned back and casually covered their private parts with dried moss.

“Your bodies accumulate poisons.” Snail Rock lectured them all. “Every month or so, you should sweat them out. It leaves you feeling completely relaxed. You should nap afterward, or at least rest. Doesn’t anyone practice sweatbathing along the Hemp Road?”

Tower hoped the tour went quickly. It was hot in there!

In truth, there wasn’t much to see, and that was obscured by thick steam. The bath was a single big square room with thick walls and roof. Three walls were solid granite, with benches around them. The fourth was of porous stone. Snail Rock explained that it was tuff, a form of lava. Behind the tuff was an oven. Light the oven, the tuff wall got hot, too hot to touch. A vat of water stood waist high, with several clay dippers. Use the water to wash and to cool off. Snail Rock explained that his clients threw water on the tuff to make it flash to steam, to sweat even more.

They came out dripping wet. “If you’d like to wait,” Snail Rock said, “I can give you the bath for yourselves alone. Women only. Many barbarians flinch from our custom of mixing�”

“No, thank you,” Burning Tower said, while Clever Squirrel was saying, “Yes, that would be delightful.”

 

They came back an hour later. The attendant gave them cotton robes and presently took their clothes and shoes and a few items they’d bought in shops.

They sat on the stone bench, sweating. Burning Tower said, “This didn’t sound like fun even when Snail Rock was raving. Are you chasing something magical?”

“Don’t have to,” Squirrel said. “Extreme states bring visions. This whole town is alive in manna, now that they’ve lifted the restrictions on open talismans. Any vision will be magical.” She stretched out on the bench. “I’m going to sleep if I can. Care to try?”

“No, you go ahead. Squirrel?”

“Yes?”

Tower didn’t answer.

“What’s eating you?” Squirrel asked. “You have not been yourself since the battle.”

Tower felt the heat seeping into her. It wasn’t unpleasant�more like a new state of being. Eyes closed, she asked, “Does it show that much?”

“Not to everyone. To me, sure.” Squirrel grinned. “I can see into the hearts of men and women�”

“No, you can’t!”

“Well, no, but you’d be surprised at how many believe it. So what’s your problem?”

“I don’t know. It’s just… there’s nothing scarier than terror birds, but they were obeying me, going to their deaths. Me and Spike together. And you and Sandry and his men and Condigeo’s and Bison’s, all working like some huge machine. I rode the wind. With Spike to obey me! Squirrel, I never felt so alive!”

“Battles do that.”

“Yes, Father always said so. But he was ashamed.”

“Whandall Feathersnake was ashamed,” Squirrel said. “He never enjoyed killing. But Coyote isn’t ashamed.”

“Coyote’s your father, not mine. But I wasn’t ashamed of anything. I was�it was wonderful, and it may be that I will never do that again.” She paused. “You once told me it was overrated.”

“I don’t have to ask what you’re talking about, do I? I said I thought it was overrated. But I haven’t been in love, and I didn’t mate for life. It will be different for you.”

Tower didn’t answer, and after a while she thought Squirrel had gone to sleep. But presently the shaman said, “Lick yourself.”

Curious, Tower licked sweat off her shoulder. It tasted fresh. She said, “We must have sweated off a lot of salt.”

“Yeah.”

“How much is enough?”

“You heard Snail Rock. When you think you can’t stand any more, throw water on the wall.”

Heat accumulated near the roof. You could avoid it by lying down. Tower felt herself drifting off, then woke with a start. She was melting like wax!

Squirrel seemed deeply asleep.

Fine. Tower picked up a dipperful of water and threw it at the tuff wall. It hissed and was gone. She threw more water, and then she felt the wash of heat. She dipped cool water over her hair, and watched Squirrel.

Squirrel sat upright with a moan.

“Enough?”

“I dreamed,” Squirrel said. “Yes, enough.”

They lay on the benches in the locker room, worn out, as if they’d hiked all day. Squirrel talked in a monotone.

“I can do anything. Men and women serve me their whole lives. Every animal is my prey; nothing can escape my jaws and the daggers in my hands. But something comes down from the northwest. It falls on me, traps me, and I shrink.

“I shrink. Almost I disappear. Death would be better. The time to come would be no more disturbing than a wall across my sight, if it were only death. But I shrink to the size of a man’s thumb, and I don’t die. I live in endless impotent fury. My worshippers are the lowest of the low, and every one of them towers over me like a mountain, for ten thousand years and more.

“I see it coming. I have to stop it.

“I can feel the power as my beak crunches through a bison’s thick bones … Tower, I know its name. The god’s name is Left-Handed Hummingbird.”

“You’re kidding?”

“It might be an old joke. A terror bird is the opposite of a hummingbird, isn’t it? Big instead of small, runs instead of flies, daggers instead of wings, tears animals to pieces for meat instead of sipping flower nectar. Left-Handed Hummingbird sees us coming.”

“I didn’t have any kind of dream,” Tower said. “Could it be that you just went nuts from too much heat?”

“Oh … sure. There are other kinds of divination. Let’s see what I can find.”

 

They were directed to a shaman, a woman who reminded Tower of Twisted Cloud. Her name was Fur Slipper.

Clever Squirrel told the shaman as much as she thought she needed to know of the dream in the sweatbath. “Fur Slipper, what else might we use to see our fate?”

“Augury is my specialty,” Fur Slipper said, “but I know some other work. Have you seen the Cliff Writings?”

 

The Rainbow River split into a thousand streams where it fanned out into the Salty Sea. A few of the streams had names. This stream, bigger than others, was named Messenger.

A tumble of dark rock spilled down to a narrow beach. The slope ran to north and south as far as the eye could see. There were white scrawls on some of the granite blocks.

Three women and Lord Sandry stood on the beach. The women were looking up.

“I only say that you should have taken guards when you went bathing,” Sandry said coldly. “And shopping, and sightseeing. You should be guarded at all times. Curse, woman, if you’re shopping, it’s clear you’ve got money! Bait for gatherers! And if you’re bathing�”

Clever Squirrel seemed hypnotized, her mouth slightly open, her eyes fixed. Burning Tower turned to Fur Slipper and pointed, showing Sandry her back. “These are writings? I can’t make them out.”

“They’re beautiful!” Clever Squirrel said. “All the mountain sheep running, spears flying …”

There were rows of vertical lines and dots. There were straight lines with hooks at both ends, lots of those, and vertical lines each with a small circle at the top. There was cross-hatching. There were sketches of sheep and deer. No dye had been used. Scrape away the weathered black surface, and the exposed rock was white, until it weathered and faded under a dark desert patina. You could tell a drawing’s age at a glance.

“Where do you see spears?” Tower asked.

“Oh, here, let me,” said Fur Slipper. She touched Burning Tower’s eyelids, then Sandry’s.

Now the drawings moved.

Sandry gaped. On a face of black rock, sketchy big-horned sheep ran from sketchy men. The men hurled a kind of hooked stick with a spear caught in the far end. The spears flew fast, thudded deep into flesh. Rams fell, got up, ran again, the men threw again, round and round, while torrents of rain fell and slacked and fell.

Burning Tower was climbing.

“Watch it!” Fur Slipper called. “These rocks roll. You too, Lord Sandry�don’t stand below.”

“What are these?” Sandry climbed toward a faded row of hooked sticks several paces high. When he got close, they swung like whips, somehow hurling ghostly spears. “Wait, I think I see. With the stick in your hand, it’s like your arm is longer. You throw harder. Tower, this is how they killed those birds we found at the last camping ground.”

“Show you something,” Fur Slipper said. “This boulder split under its own weight, and this side slid, and it split a drawing in half.”

On the leftmost fragment, taller than a man, were cross-hatching and stick figures, and most of a set of concentric circles: a target? On the right and lower down�but that wasn’t part of a target. It was horizontal flow lines, but they matched up. “It’s a shooting star,” Sandry said.

Fur Slipper said, “It’s the Sunfall meteor. We see it in dreams, sometimes. It struck east of here, halfway and more to Aztlan. It left a place like a dish, flat, with a circular rim.”





Chapter Nineteen
The Angie Queen

 

Captain Saziff was frantically busy when Green Stone arrived. There were boxes stacked on the dock, and more boxes being carried about by muscular wretches who must be oarsmen. Green Stone watched for a time. Captain Saziff looked to be dressed for a banquet, in gold earrings and a new yellow silk shirt, hair in a thousand braids.

The ship had been quite idle when they watched him from the Feasting Heights. Was Saziff putting on a show?

Sandry called from the dock. “Captain Saziff!” A seaman Sandry remembered as Raililiee led them aft. The harried captain left off his bellowing. “Excuse me, Lords,” he said. “You’d be of the wagon folk? And”�a bit startled�“Lord … Sandry. Of the Burning City.”

“Yes, Captain. My Aunt Shanda had a commission for you.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. The money is with the city moneychanger, Lord Sandry, but that oarsman jumped ship with the teller’s guardsman and left the teller’s corpse behind. Excuse my distraction, Lords.”

Sandry fumbled his way through that. “You don’t have Regapisk?”

“No. Lord Reg is gone. As for the money that was to be his, it’s�”

“With the moneychanger. Good.” Not quite yet, he suspected. If Sandry hadn’t showed up, Regapisk’s funds would have stayed with Captain Saziff. “Was Regapisk involved in murder, then?”

“I would hate to think so. The teller, Tras Preetror�he seems to have just died. At his desk. We buried him at sea. I can get you his last words.”

Green Stone spoke up. “I should have that, I think. My father knew Tras Preetror. He’ll want to know.”

“Yes. Tras was in the habit of summoning Regapisk to hear his stories. He and his servant Arshur seem to have taken everything of Tras’s that they could swim with.”

“Curse.” Sandry noticed Green Stone’s bewilderment. “Aunt Shanda had intended to pay Regapisk a certain sum every moon as long as he picked it up here. She hoped that that would keep him from coming home. But he wasn’t to know any of that until he arrived in Crescent City. Until then, he was an oarsman. Did he drown, do you think, Captain?”

“I would think that if a man jumps ship, it must be that he can swim.”

Sandry thought back to Regapisk and the harbor. “He can swim. He talks to mers.”

“Can he now? Had I known that, I might have employed him differently.” Saziff shrugged. “It was a calm night; it is unlikely he drowned. Might have starved afterward, though. I’m sorry, Lord. If you tried to teach him a lesson, he learned the wrong one.”

“He has that habit. What of Tras Preetror’s last words?”

“Raililiee, it’s on my desk, if you please.”

Raililiee went.

Green Stone said, “The Angie Queen was to carry certain goods for the Captains of Condigeo and Feathersnake caravan.”

“Yes.” The captain waved portside. “Do you see them two piles of goods on the dock? I was to separate them; you are to choose the pile you like.”

The piles were unequal. Blocks of furniture in one; clothing in the other; bags of beans here, shoes there; other inequalities … Green Stone said, “It would help if I had an inventory of what’s in which pile.”

“We haven’t done that. Wagonmaster, wouldn’t you prefer to take inventory yourself?”

“I’ll see to that. It’ll take up more dock space. We’ll have to pull the piles apart to see what’s in the middle.”

Raililiee was back with two sheets of bark.

Sandry said, “I can read.” He took the parchments. ‘“How the Bonehead Got His Horn.’ Preetror was telling a story. It’s all compressed style. Doesn’t make much sense�wait a minute … yes. Coyote stole a sea animal’s horn�narwhale, I think�and had to hide it quick when narwhale turned man and came running after him. He gave it to a deer�I’d have said horse, but he’s underlined deer�and said that it would help him run. So they’ve each got one horn.”

Green Stone laughed. “Raililiee? These were the teller’s last words?”

“These were on his desk, under his hand, and a dried-up quill in it.”

Sandry read the other sheet. ” ‘Mirandee and the Tax Collector.’ You’re too young, Green Stone.” Sandry grinned. ‘“The Emperor’s Hearts.’”

“All stories?”

“Yes, but … ‘In city Aztlan, wall of thousand hearts. Brick, stucco, jars. In jars, hearts. Emperor, heart. King for a year, heart. Felons and enemies, hearts.’ He’s being too concise, but�Aztlan?”

Captain Saziff spoke with apparent reluctance. “Aztlan holds rights to all the magical sources east of here. Sunfall Crater. The wood of stone. They claim title to whatever smells of magic. Caravans run between Crescent City and the trading posts. No one goes to Aztlan.”

“No one?”

“Few, then. Some are invited. Of those, few return. Why would they? The Island City of Aztlan is said to be paved with gold. Warriors cast spears to the four winds, and rainstorms follow the spears. Magic flows everywhere, in the air, down the river. No one is ever hungry or thirsty there.”

“And you believe this?” Green Stone asked.

Saziff shrugged. “Those who have been there say it is so.” A small wave lapped at the sides of the ship. Gulls wheeled above the shallow water.

“Who says it?” Stone demanded.

“The soldiers and traders at their trading posts,” Saziff said. “They live in Aztlan and are always anxious to return. Sometimes a trader has been invited and sent away again, like Ruser of Low Street. Yes, I believe it.”

“So all trade is with the trading posts?” Green Stone asked.

“Yes. Caravans go northeast to the trading stations. They return with stonewood and other talismans, mainly of silver and turquoise. There are also maguey products. Rumor said that huge killer birds had stopped the caravans from Crescent City to Condigeo. I thought to make a fabulous profit. Curse! I never guessed that the birds stopped all caravans, even those from Aztlan.”

“Why would those be spared?” Green Stone asked.

“I thought they would be protected by the Emperor,” Saziff said. “The priests of Left-Handed Hummingbird serve him. He is powerful�he is the Emperor�but it may be that his power doesn’t reach far from Aztlan. That is frightening.”

“Frightening?” Sandry said.

“That something more powerful than the Emperor controls the caravan routes between here and Aztlan.” Captain Saziff looked them in the eyes. “Lord Sandry, Wagonmaster Green Stone, I see I must speak plainly. If the caravans cannot travel to Aztlan and back, Crescent City has little worth trading for. Crescent City goods are useful, but no more so than those made on the coast. No one would come here for Crescent City meats and vegetables. There is willow bark, and there is jewelry, but it is more prized for its magic than its workmanship. Beyond that…” He shrugged. “Unless they have hidden magical items to sell, we are both ruined. These goods”�he waved down at the dock�“there are secrets to the way I divided them, yes, but in normal times either would be worth great wealth. Now�now they are worth more in Condigeo than here! We are both ruined.”

“Speak for yourself,” Green Stone said. “Feathersnake does not need trade with Crescent City to make profits along the Hemp Road.” He looked thoughtful. “Tell me of the reputation of the money changers here.”

Saziff nodded as if comprehending a great secret. “The city money changer, Jade Coin, is well known here and in Condigeo,” he said. “A friend.”

“How much of a friend?” Green Stone asked.

“He takes perhaps one part in twenty for bringing him accounts,” Saziff said. “But he is honest. The city mayor keeps him that way. But they all are, here. It is the pride of Crescent City to have honest money changers.”

Green Stone said, “There is little trade here. They cannot ask much for the use of a warehouse for a year. If I leave the goods in the care of Jade Coin to be held until a new caravan comes from this Aztlan, I think there may be profit enough.”

“You will need a good man to negotiate,” Saziff said.

“I know that. Or I can return,” Green Stone said.

“I have a proposition for you,” Saziff said.

Green Stone smiled. “See if you can describe it.”

Saziff sighed. “We run these piles together. We leave our shares in your warehouse, and when you next come here and return to Condigeo, you divide what you have obtained for the entire heap, and I will choose which pile is mine.”

Green Stone grinned. “There will be expenses. I will divide three ways, and you will choose one.”

“Ruin!” Saziff shouted.

Saziff would choose two piles out of five. Sandry smiled to himself. This bargaining�it is a skill I need to learn…..





Chapter Twenty
The Merchants of Low Street

 

Regapisk, no longer Lord, and Arshur the Outsider rowed north through the Salty Sea. Zephans Mishagnos spent much of his time asleep in the bottom of the hollowed-out log. Just now he might have been dead but for the snoring. The parrot rode the prow, muttering to itself.

It was easier to see the glow of magic at night, whatever Arshur believed. The moon’s glow was a comfort but distracting. Through the mist, Regapisk saw a change in the light.

“Pull hard, Arshur. If I angle us a little left�”

“Yeah, then what?” But Arshur pulled mightily, and Regapisk steered, and a few hundred breaths later Zeph sat up with a start.

“Hah! That feels good.” Zeph looked around him, then down into the water. He grinned. For the age he claimed, Zeph had kept an amazing number of teeth. “Rest for a bit. Regapisk, do you notice anything about this live patch?”

There were rivers in the sea, streams of unformed magic, as Regapisk thought of them, too far to reach, and a darker stream ahead. But the oval patch he’d steered into� “It’s not moving with the water. It’s deep.”

“It’s not moving!” the parrot screeched.

“Shut it, I can hear! Reg, look down.”

Arshur said, “I can’t see anything. Wait… sometimes you see fish that glow.”

The outlines of light weren’t moving, and they weren’t fish. It was all angles and circles. “Cone-shaped buildings,” Regapisk said.

Zeph said, “The sea rose when Atlantis sank. There were quakes. It must have left sunken villages all over the world. These were the Crescent City docks. Avoid that dark stream; it’s the Rainbow River. We must be right on top of Crescent City. This cursed fog is hiding the watch lights.”

“I see something ahead,” Arshur said. “Pointed.”

“The palace. Like this.” Zeph’s hands formed a blunt peak. “The houses all look like that.”

Through thin mist, the vista looked spiky. Two glowing patches shrank to bright points as they rowed near.

“Thirsty, boys?” Zeph dipped a bowl over the side. “Curse! They’ve been dumping their garbage in the water.” He poured out what he had and dipped the bowl more carefully, held it a moment (Regapisk saw a darkening of the manna glow), then passed it around. Fresh, clean water.

 

They pulled up in a row of canoes. Zeph spoke at length to a man on guard. Then he reached toward the quiet water, and Regapisk perceived Zeph entangled with the glowing lines of manna.

Zeph told them, “I made a deal. I clean up the sewage for docking rights. We get the loan of a donkey too.”

They piled half their goods on the donkey. The little beast stood patiently until they put one more load on, then it lay down and refused to budge until they lightened its burden. It got up, ready. Regapisk and Arshur carried the rest of the gear.

They moved onto the main road and followed it away from the dock. Not far from the palace, at the end of a row of tents and blankets arrayed with wares, Zeph directed them to lay out what they had to sell. Dawn was hiding the stars.

Regapisk asked Arshur, “What’s got you chuckling?”

“You didn’t notice? Yeah, I thought not. You never saw it from a dock. We’re parked twenty paces from the Angie Queen. Don’t look back.”

Regapisk couldn’t help it. The docks were a long way below them by now. Seamen were beginning to move. Regapisk couldn’t pick out the ship, but he knew the captain’s gaudy coat.

Arshur said, “Zeph, we have to buy some clothes. We can’t go dressed like oarsmen. Someone will know us.”

“Oh, all right. Six up, that’s Cheprea; she sells clothes. Tell her you’re with me, and ask for trade-in. Here.” Zeph gave them two big yellow melons and some coins. “I’ll be along as soon as I buy a good talisman.”

 

The street looked more like Peacegiven Square than Lord’s Town. Merchants sat at tables, looking up eagerly when anyone came past, then returning to staring glumly at their meager supply of trade goods. No one seemed to be buying anything.

“Gentlemen! Got a headache?”

“Only metaphorically,” Regapisk said, looking into the darkened cone of a booth.

A dark, lean man grinned at them. Face and head, he was shaved clean. Great sheets of pale bark surrounded him. “Willow,” he said. “The secret to surcease of pain, almost beyond price the world over. You’re with the caravan, aren’t you, sirs?”

Regapisk said, “I fear not. We don’t have the headaches and we don’t have the money.”

The merchant lost his smile. The dapper man in the next booth was grinning, though. “A natural mistake,” he said soothingly. “You, at least, look very like the warrior Lord who killed the birds.”

Regapisk felt his belly twist inside him. “Would his name be Sandry?”

The willow merchant said, “Something like that. A relative?”

“No, it’s just that I’ve heard of him. He learned how to kill terror birds around Condigeo.”

“Did he? Well, he saved the city. We’ve been hard put to find our next meal. They brought trade goods too, and I wish they’d find their way here!”

Regapisk said, “I would think that a warrior would need infusions of willow bark pretty often.”

“Yes, it’s excellent for wounds, or a knocked head, or blisters such as an oarsman�”

“We can scarcely buy clothes.”

The willow merchant scowled.

The dapper man in the next booth wore half a dozen silver necklaces with silver and turquoise ornaments bobbing on them. He said, “Haladik’s problem is good news for everyone else. The bark has been growing and thickening on the willow trees, untouched, ever since the nightmare birds came.”

“Where do you find willow?” Regapisk asked.

The dapper man grinned. “Should I tell you? Yes, perhaps I should; it’s not work I care for. In low areas, near water. But everything nearby will be claimed. Ten leagues upriver, it will be different.”

“Not work you care for,” Regapisk said.

“Perhaps Lord Sandry will want to know. They’ll need trade goods. They’re assembling a trading concern, I hear, around Badger Caravan. They’re being almighty picky about it too.”

Regapisk silently wished them joy of it, and a quick departure. “And you, sir? What are you selling?”

“Gems and talismans. Like this, and a good deal more under guard. Some are charged and some depleted.”

“Depleted?”

“Yes, used up by a wizard. They’ll need recharging.”

“You can bring a dead talisman back to life?”

“Well … examine this one.” The jeweler showed Regapisk a big turquoise inside a massy silver frame, without taking it off the chain around his neck. “You just take it to a place rich in manna. Silver conducts manna. Turquoise holds it. Take it into the Stone Forest, or into Sunfall Crater, paying your fees, of course. Wait a bit, then take the turquoise out of the frame�thus�before you leave, or it’ll all drain out through the silver. Are you sure you’re not with the traders?”

“I might join them,” Regapisk said.

The jeweler nodded. “But your interest is in Cheprea, four booths that way. Tell her Ruser sent you, if you like.”

 

The tea and bun shop was on a high platform attached to the south side of a curiously shaped building made of logs laid in a spiral. The door into the building was directly below them, but the platform had its own stairway outside. Tables faced the sea.

The stairway was steep, and Zeph was looking older again. Arshur helped the old wizard up the stairs and to a table where Regapisk was already seated.

Regapisk felt better. He had buckskin trousers and a coat woven from yarn made of some vegetable fiber and dyed a dark blue. It had two shiny buttons. According to the clothing merchant, it had belonged to some elderly merchant dead in the Bird Wars who had threatened to haunt anyone who wore his clothing. Regapisk wasn’t worried about ghosts, and besides, there were plenty of beggars on the streets near the docks. He’d give the coat away if an unsettling ghost really appeared.

He was now dressed like many of the townsmen, except for the heavy bronze sword at his side. The bandit’s weapon wasn’t a very good sword, not well shaped, and it didn’t keep an edge well, but it was a sword. Not many in the town were armed. Regapisk felt very much the gentleman, and sometimes he even dared think of himself as Lord Regapisk.

“You don’t look good,” he told Zeph.

Zeph didn’t react. The parrot screeched, “You don’t look good!”

“Yeah. Can’t buy a talisman,” Zeph said. “I got good money for the melons. This was the right time to sell, gates just open, birds all driven away, people hungry and opening their pocketbooks, but there’s no glow left in the talismans! I have more money than I ever had, and I can’t buy a talisman with a decent charge. That wagonmaster bought everything that was for sale! Curse!”

“Ruser the jeweler spoke of both charged and uncharged talismans,” Regapisk said.

“You know Ruser? I already talked to him. The wagonmaster bought every charged item in his stock. Except this.” He showed a small turquoise set in stonewood dangling from a leather string around his neck. “Keeps me going, but that’s all. He’s got some great items, but none of them charged.”

A waitress came over to take their orders. She winked at Regapisk, but she waggled her hips at Arshur. They ordered terror bird stew. It seemed to be the only meat dish they had. She brought big ornately decorated ceramic bowls, full of meat and hot red bulbs Zeph called peppers. The spoons were ceramic with wooden handles.

Arshur watched as Regapisk dipped stew and ate, then used his spoon the same way.

“So what will you do?” Regapisk asked.

Zeph shrugged. “Go back to my salt farm and wait,” he said. “What choices do I have?”

“Not me,” Arshur said. “I’m going to be a king, and I won’t find that at a salt farm.”

Zeph nodded gravely. “I expected that.”

“What will you do?” Regapisk asked. Something far out in the Inland Sea splashed and blew a plume of spray. Whale, Regapisk thought. Not a mer, though. Mers never came up this side of the Finger. The last mers they’d seen were back at the Nail.

“Feeling responsible for me?” Zeph grinned.

“A little. We saved your life.”

“Maybe. Say you did. I knew you weren’t coming back to the farm with me.” He jingled his coin bag. “I’ll hire me some youngsters to help out until a caravan comes through with live talismans.”

“You trust the locals?”

“Some,” Zeph said. “Ruser the jeweler’s an old friend. He’ll know people who have honest kids.”





Chapter Twenty-one
Willow Bark

 

“There’s nothing to trade for,” Green Stone said. He passed his soup bowl to Burning Tower and watched morosely as she filled it from the big pot. “I weary of terror bird stew, and there’s scarcely a wagonload of magical items in the whole town. Of course there’s twenty times that much in depleted jewelry, with all the power gone.”

“Willow bark,” Nothing Was Seen said. “I’ve listened. It grows wild north of here and hasn’t been harvested in moons, since the birds came.”

Green Stone said, “It will be, soon enough. The townsfolk want our goods, and they have little enough to pay with.”

“How far north?” Sandry asked.

Nothing Was Seen shrugged. “I couldn’t get too close to them. It was a strange group, merchants with nothing to sell, and two men who walk like sailors. I’ve seen one of them before, in Condigeo, I think. Big man, big muscles, some gaudy scars. Looks like a Lordkin.”

“And the other?”

“Looked a little like you,” Lurk said.

“Regapisk,” Sandry said. “Who else could it be?”

“Do you want to find him?” Lurk asked.

“Not just yet,” Sandry said. “Should we gather this willow bark?”

Green Stone nodded. “It will be worth a day.”

Sandry clapped his hands.

Chalker appeared from nowhere. “Sir?”

“We’ll want four chariots ready in the morning, including mine. You’ll come with me. The other three will each have a Younglord driver, a trooper, and one of Green Stone’s wagoneers. We’ll go north and look for this willow bark.”

“Sir. So I’m to pick men who don’t mind getting their hands dirty?”

“Hands and feet.”

“I will have the cooks pack lunches for twelve, then,” Green Stone said.

“Yes, sir. That be all, sir?”

“Yes, thank you.” Chalker went away.

“And that’s something to take back, maybe, if we’re there in time and those people Lurk overheard know what they’re talking about,” Green Stone said. “But we didn’t have to come to Crescent City to find willow swamps! We’re still going to be short of goods.”

“You don’t sound devastated,” Burning Tower said.

“No, little sister, I’m not. I’ve already sold half our cargo at better prices than I expected to. I have enough credit with the moneychangers to buy a full load for next trip even if we come here with empty wagons; I have more goods in the warehouses. We can’t lose!” He rubbed his hands in anticipation. “And I have the one wagonload of charged talismans, the only ones for sale, but think! In Condigeo they’ll be worth a fortune! The first magic in a year. With Sandry’s army to protect us on the way back. Little sister, I am not devastated at all.” He paused. “I am eager to be started, though. Sandry, while you gather willow bark, I will begin preparations to return to Condigeo. There is little to remain here for.”





Chapter Twenty-two
Augury

 

In the morning, Clever Squirrel went back to Fur Slipper, taking Tower with her.

“Crescent City has no llamas,” Fur Slipper said. “We have few animals we did not eat while the birds encircled us.”

Clever Squirrel nodded. “Does it have to be a llama?”

“No. Sheep, goat, calf�”

“Come with us. I know where to find a calf.” She strode toward the Feathersnake wagon camp.

“Squirrel! No!” Tower shouted.

Squirrel didn’t look back.

The wagon camp was a flurry of activity as Green Stone directed the others in setting up a market. Squirrel went up to him, and whatever she said dampened his enthusiasm. When Tower came closer, her brother was saying, “You can’t have him.”

“I can and will,” Squirrel said. Tower had never seen her this way before. “It is needed.”

“It has been years since we had a spotted bull calf,” Stone said. “Wait for another.”

“No. This cannot wait. There is need, and the time is now. Do you question my right at need?”

Stone looked at her intently. “I may question how you know of the need.”

“I know,” Squirrel said.

Stone stared at the ground for a long time. “Then take him. But not until the herd goes out to pasture. I will not have his mother see this.” “So be it,” Squirrel said.

 

The bison herd was led out in the late afternoon. The two-month-old calf was kept behind until the herd was out of sight. Then Squirrel and Fur Slipper led the calf away. Tower followed reluctantly.

Fur Slipper held the calf. It was tame and trusting, and Clever Squirrel cut its throat. When it stopped struggling, she and Fur Slipper split the beast open and wrestled its lungs out of the carcass…

Burning Tower turned away.

Clever Squirrel was fascinated. The two shamans pored over the extended lungs, chattering in low voices.

Squirrel raised her voice. “Tower, the veins in the lungs make a map. We’re going northeast. There’s an island a hundred leagues and more away, right in the middle of this vast land. Left-Handed Hummingbird waits there. Here at this pucker, closer, rewards await us too.”

 

They found the willow swamp before noon. Sandry set his men to gathering the thin bark. It was dull work, and they had surprisingly little to show for their efforts when the sun hung low and Sandry ordered their return. They reached the Feathersnake encampment at dusk, to find Green Stone surly and shouting.

“She had the right,” Burning Tower was saying.

“If she is not the Feathersnake wagon shaman, she has no rights over us at all,” Green Stone said. “She certainly didn’t have the right to slaughter my spotted calf!”

Squirrel said coolly, “It is the patterns in the calf’s lungs that tell me I must not return with you.”

“Why? Are you ill luck for us? The calf was our good luck, and you’ve taken it!”

“What is this to you? We will find you a shaman for the return trip. I know five here who can do the task, and every one of them is willing to go. Every one but the mayor, and you would not want him anyway. Choose your shaman, Green Stone.”

“What’s this?” Sandry asked quietly.

“She says she has to go to Aztlan,” Burning Tower said. “She has a mission there.”

“What mission?” Sandry asked.

“It is not your concern,” Clever Squirrel said. She turned to face them. “Go, you two, and marry, and leave me to my work.”

 

The morning dawned bright, with a cool breeze from the sea. Sandry woke with a grin.

Go and marry. The Bison Tribe shaman was powerful in magic. She must know whereof she spoke.

I have brought the wagon train to Crescent City, I have lifted the siege, and I return in triumph. He stretched and did his morning exercises. A beautiful morning. Go and marry, Squirrel had said. And Green Stone’s look was sour, but he had nodded agreement.

A wonderful morning, of a wonderful day and a glorious year.





Chapter Twenty-three
What Must We Do?

 

Breakfast was plain fare, boiled oats such as they ate on the trail, but Sandry had had enough of terror bird stew. So had they all. They’d eat well enough when they returned to Condigeo.

Condigeo, then north to Lordshills. Should they wed in Lordshills or go on to Feathersnake’s New Castle? He lusted to see that place. Nonetheless … Lordshills, Sandry decided. We will marry in Lordshills and visit Avalon, and go to New Castle afterward.

The Feathersnake wagon encampment was a blur of activity. Green Stone was interrupted half a dozen times by wagon owners with questions.

By contrast, Burning Tower sat staring into her bowl. She didn’t return Sandry’s foolish grin. Something was wrong. But what?

He’d learn soon enough. He always did.

Green Stone, vividly busy organizing cooking gear, wouldn’t look at him either. So, “Wagonmaster, what’s the problem now?”

Green Stone looked around. “Where do terror birds come from?”

“Eggs. No, you mean terror bird brooders. East?”

“How far east? How many more are there? When will they arrive?”

Sandry thought about that.

“And why are they attacking us? We were sent here to find the cause of the terror bird attacks and put a stop to them. We have done neither.” When Sandry began a protest, Stone waved it aside. “We’ve won every battle. We have opened roads to Condigeo, for now. We’ve learned a great deal. We’ll take it all back to Condigeo and Tep’s Town and New Castle. We look good! We’ll make profits from this journey. But tell me, Lord Sandry, who sent the birds? And what will prevent him or her or them from sending more?”

Sandry looked to Burning Tower. She was staring into the cook fire, unnaturally silent.

“What were your instructions?” Green Stone asked him.

“To get here and return with information,” Sandry said.

Tower looked up, finally. “We’ve done that. Or will have when we go home. All that the Lords sent you for, and more.”

“Yes!” Sandry said.

“For how long?” Green Stone asked. “Yes, we seem to have cleared the way from here to Condigeo.”

“The Hemp Road is safe, then,” Burning Tower said. “We have always lived on the Hemp Road. What need do we have of this Golden Road?”

“Aside from the new wealth?” Green Stone said.

“Yes, aside from that,” Burning Tower said. She looked possessively at Sandry. “We have no need of new wealth. We’ll breed horses in Lordshills!”

“And when the birds return to the Hemp Road?”

“Why would they?”

“Why did they go there at all?” Green Stone demanded. “Little sister, we all assumed that if we could only get here, we would know why the birds were attacking. Here we are. What about the birds?”

Sandry asked, “What do you want to do?”

Stone shook his head. “Yesterday morning, I would have said we were done. Go home with what we know and let your council, and my father, decide what to do next. But then Squirrel pissed in the soup.”

“We can ill afford to lose her,” Sandry said. “But I know no way to prevent her from traveling the road to Aztlan.”

“Nor I, and I know her better than you,” Green Stone said. “Even unicorns don’t mess with that girl! But if anyone can learn the secrets of the bird god, that will be Squirrel.” He spread his hands. “Of course it is of no use to anyone if she dies with this knowledge.”

Sandry finally saw what he was driving at. “Why do you think I can keep that madwoman alive?”

“I think one of you may return,” Green Stone said. “Don’t you?”

“That’s a year’s work!” Sandry said. “I had expected to be home and married well before that.”

“We don’t always get what we want. And Tower will wait�”

“I will not,” Burning Tower snapped, glaring at them both. “If you’re going up that road with my sister, with Clever Squirrel, you aren’t going without me!”

“You saw this coming?” Sandry asked her.

“I did.”

The way she’d been behaving … Sandry wasn’t being punished for any crime he’d committed yet. But people grew to know each other well, traveling in a caravan, and Burning Tower’s sister looked too much like Tower and lived too much by her own rules … and neither she nor Sandry could be expected to harness a one-horn. Whatever happened on the road to Aztlan, there would be no way for Tower to know.

And she would brood. Sandry nodded to himself. So would he, in the same circumstances. But for him, there was tattletale Spike.

Sandry said, “I don’t want to risk you. We still can’t guess what danger lies east of us.” He knew at once that Burning Tower would not be persuaded this way. “You’re starting to like that, aren’t you?”

She shrugged.

“Green Stone?”

Green Stone shrugged. He wouldn’t, or couldn’t, force his sister to return with him.

Another year. He looked at Burning Tower and thought of Roni, and sighed. Then he turned to Green Stone. “What must we do?”

Nothing Was Seen returned at lunch time. Green Stone gathered the Feathersnake leaders into the wagonmaster’s nest to hear what he had learned.

Clever Squirrel joined them uninvited.

Green Stone stood in the doorway to block her path. “Do you return to Feathersnake?”

“How could I leave?” Squirrel said. “Your Feathersnake people pulled me out of Avalon. If I’d stayed there, I’d be safe at Road’s End now. I am here at the behest of Feathersnake. My father rode Whandall Feathersnake’s mind the night I was conceived. Whatever drives me to Aztlan is no stranger to Feathersnake. And I believe�no, I know that I was conceived and born for this task.”

“And you need our help,” Green Stone said.

“Eh. My interest is yours,” Clever Squirrel corrected. “But if you seek gratitude, brother, you have it.” She smiled at Tower. “Thank you, sister.” She turned to Sandry. “And brother found.”

Green Stone turned silently from the door and took his place on the east side of the nest.

“Three wagon trains,” Nothing Was Seen said. “They have taken every beast still alive, and those from the trains from the south, and they are sending them all. It makes three trains, but all will be under the mastery of Wagonmaster Ern. Ern leads the Road Runner train.” He paused, clearly waiting for someone to speak.

Green Stone frowned, then nodded. “Mayor Vulture at Play was shaman of that train before he retired to politics.”

“Shaman and then owner,” Nothing Was Seen said. “Now he has partners, but he is owner still.”

“Like Father with Bison Tribe,” Green Stone observed. “Well enough. So it is with the mayor that we must negotiate. Sandry, what will you need to provide protection to that train?”

“From what?”

Green Stone shrugged. “How would I know?”

“Then I don’t either. Every Younglord and Lordsman we have couldn’t protect against a hundred birds at once.”

Clever Squirrel spoke. “Until this year, there were never more than a dozen,” she said. “I think Left-Handed Hummingbird sent all he had to destroy Crescent City. We slew them. Even a god takes time to hatch and grow more birds.”

“He is a god,” Green Stone said. “And there are wild birds aplenty.”

“No,” Burning Tower said. “Brother, think, wild birds do not cooperate any more than wild one-horns. Without the god to restrain them, they fight; they claim wide hunting grounds. Before the god sent these birds, we scarcely saw one a year on the whole Hemp Road! How many can there be on the desert roads to Aztlan?”

“It’s not all desert,” Clever Squirrel said. “But Blazes is right: there can’t be as many wild birds here, and the god will have claimed most of those already.”

“He claimed them; we killed them,” Sandry said. “So. Not so many on the way up. I believe I can teach Mayor Vulture’s troops to use spears rather than rely on magic. Enough so that we can get through to the trading posts. Of course the return may be a different story.”

“Ah,” Green Stone said. “I hadn’t thought of that. Tell me: how many of our people will you take with you? Only they will be your concern on return.”

Sandry frowned.

“We can write an agreement that ends when you reach the trading posts,” Green Stone said. “Indeed, they’ll insist on that. Crescent City wants none of us on the road to Aztlan. They will be expecting us to demand the right to send our own wagon trains north and east. They won’t permit that except at great need. So take only those you need, and only they will be your charges for the return.”

Sandry stood and paced for a moment. “A chariot, four horses. Enough for a spearman, say Younglord Whane and myself. Tower will have Spike.”

“And I have my stallion,” Clever Squirrel said.

“You will want a wagon for the journey,” Green Stone said.

“Two,” Clever Squirrel said. Tower nodded agreement.

“Two wagons, then,” Green Stone said. “I will ask for four and settle for three.”

“Three?”

“We must look to our profits, little sister. If you must have two wagon nests, there must be one wagon for cargo. A thing you easily forget, but I do not.”

“And if we must abandon the wagons?”

“Cargo to Aztlan is bulky,” Green Stone said. “What returns is small. A chariot can hold magical items to buy three wagons twice over.” He sighed. “That is with Burning Tower negotiating the sales. Would I were going, I would double that.”





Chapter Twenty-four
Jade Coin

 

Regapisk, no longer Lord, beamed a smile at the pretty waitress. Her name was Laughing Rock. He’d learned she was the proprietor’s daughter and would sometimes give a free breakfast to a handsome young man down on his luck. Regapisk thought he fitted that description well enough. She’d already brought him flat corn cakes and a hot drink of herbs and sage honey even though he’d made it clear enough that he couldn’t pay. Regapisk sipped at the hot sweet drink and smiled again.

“Lord Reg.” A man’s voice. Behind him.

Regapisk leaped to his feet, his hand on the hilt of the bronze sword. Laughing Rock shrieked.

“Steady, Lord Reg,” Captain Saziff said. He grinned nervously. “I see you have found new clothing.” Saziff spoke in the language of the Tep’s Town kinless dockworkers. No one here would understand that.

Laughing Rock and her father stood at the kitchen entrance, their brows furrowed. Regapisk thought briefly of sending her father for help. He owned this place; he ought to have influence with the local watchmen. But he’d also made it clear that he had his doubts about Regapisk as a suitor. Better to keep this private for the moment. “And I heard you were sailing this morning,” Regapisk said. He looked around for friends but saw no one but the girl and her elderly father. Where’s Arshur when I need him?

“I’d planned that,” Saziff said. “But I have one last errand to perform before I can safely return to Condigeo and Lord’s Town. I have looked for you for the past three days without success.”

Regapisk nodded warily. “I know.” He had seen the Oarmaster and several sailors from Angie Queen going through the town, and they’d asked Ruser the jeweler if he had seen anyone from Lord’s Town. “You’re not armed,” Regapisk said.

Saziff laughed. “No, and I’m alone. I haven’t come to take you back! I couldn’t, you know, even if I wanted to. I’ve had to keep all the rowing crew in chains the whole time we’ve been here. If one of them gets outside the dock area, he’s free. It’s the law here�didn’t you know that?”

“No.”

“Well, it is! You, sir, do you speak Condigeano?”

“Some.” Black Stone kept his arm around his daughter. “What is all this?”

Saziff explained.

The old man nodded. “It is as he says. Crescent City has no slaves and allows no one else but the Emperor to hold slaves beyond the docks. You are safe here. If anyone tried to take you by force, we would send for the watch.” He eyed Regapisk coldly. “I had wondered where you gained those muscular arms.”

Regapisk ignored that and turned to Saziff. “Then why were you looking for me?” He could afford to scowl now, and did.

Saziff chuckled. “Why, man, you’re rich!”

“Rich?” Regapisk and Black Stone spoke together.

“Well, not rich, then, but you won’t starve. Your relatives in Lordshills sent money for you. I gave it to the money changer in your name, but now I have to introduce you to Jade Coin so that you can collect. Come on, man, you’re making me miss the tide!”

 

The money changer’s hogan seemed different from the others. The entrance faced north, and logs formed a kind of anteroom to the main part. Saziff led Regapisk past the armed men who sat at the entrance, but two stopped him to relieve Regapisk of his sword. Then they waved him on.

Jade Coin had almond-shaped eyes, and his coloring was different from that of the citizens of Crescent City. He looked like a Tep’s Town kinless. He listened quietly as Captain Saziff spoke.

“This is Regapisk. I have left money and goods in his name.”

Jade Coin nodded and turned his half-closed eyes on Regapisk. “Do you understand the terms?” he asked. His voice was smooth like old cloth.

Regapisk said, “Only that you have money for me.”

“I do,” Jade Coin said. “Not to be paid all at once, and not to be paid at all when there is a ship in harbor or a wagon train forming to go west.”

“You can pay him for all of me,” Saziff said. “I’d as soon have a loose rattlesnake aboard as a former oarsman for a passenger.”

“I understand. There is also a caravan departing for Condigeo.”

“They’ll never let me on that!” Regapisk protested. “And I sure can use some money. Clothes, food …”

“As to that, I have no problems,” Jade Coin said. He took a small bag of coins from somewhere beneath his table and poured them out. A dozen copper coins and two small gold. “That will be more than enough to buy clothing and food. Come see me when it is exhausted.”

“So how much am I worth?” Regapisk asked.

Jade Coin shrugged. “Over your lifetime, possibly quite a lot. Not all is here. Some was sent in obligations of money changers in Condigeo, to be exchanged another time as I need. But however much, you will never have it all at once. Such are my instructions.”

“I am done here,” Saziff announced. “Lord Reg, it has been my honor to know you. Perhaps we will meet again, but not as shipmates.”

Regapisk considered this. He was rich but he couldn’t claim the money! Who had done this to him? How had Sandry accomplished this? But in any case, now he could do better than charm a silly girl for bread and hot tea. Very nice girl, he added to himself, but silly.

Regapisk bowed. “Good morning, Captain. And a pleasant voyage. Give my regards to the Oarmaster, and …” He paused, then selected four of the copper coins. “And use these to buy extra rations for my bench-mates.”

Saziff regarded the money with a slight smile. “I’ll just do that, Lord Reg. I’m sure they’ll be grateful.” He made an economical bow that took in both Regapisk and Jade Coin, and left.

And with luck, I’ll never see you again, Regapisk thought.

“There is one more matter,” Jade Coin said. He struck a metal rod held in place by small clay supports. It rang with a soft tone, and a girl, almost certainly Jade Coin’s daughter, came in. “That box the captain left with us,” he said softly. “Bring it, please.”

The girl nodded. Minutes later, she returned with two boxes, one long and slender. “I presumed you wanted both.”

“I did. My thanks.” Jade Coin waited until she had left. “This first item you may not have until you have left this establishment. The other is yours immediately.” He pushed the smaller box across the table.

It held treasures. A small mirror. A carved ivory fork and spoon, and a pewter bowl. A salamander brooch of the kind that Lords wore when traveling away from Lord’s Town. A sigil stone cylinder seal, his own, that had been taken from him before he joined the ship. Regapisk quelled a powerful urge to weep.

And a rolled-up letter.

Regapisk opened it carefully. Aunt Shanda’s handwriting leaped out at him.

 

“My dear Reggy,

This is best for all of us. Understand, dear, this is all we could do and all we will ever do. Your exile is witnessed and signed, and if you ever return, the Lord Chief Witness will not even learn of your death until it has been accomplished. I speak bluntly because I know that that is the only way I can get your attention.

I have begged you the privilege of saying that you travel on orders of the Lord Chief Witness. You may send reports to him, but I trust you will send them in my care. You do not wish to annoy Quintana. And do not try to make agreements in his name. He bears you no great ill will. Do not give him reason to regret that.

And do not return. Let me say it again: this is Witnessed and signed.

Grandnephew, I do hope you will make something of yourself. I always thought you were smarter than many of my relatives, and you always worked at proving me wrong. Please change that, my dear. You remain a Lord of Lordshills�at least until you try to come back�and I expect you to conduct yourself as a Lord. You’ve been taught well enough to know how.

“With kindest regards,

“Shanda, First Lady.”

 

Reggy read it through twice. That was Shanda, all right, and she meant it. Witnessed and signed.

He wasn’t ever going home again. It began to sink in. This was no adventure from which he would return. His life as a Lord of Lordshills was over. He wouldn’t be in the army or become a Witness or conduct a business or marry a wealthy girl and manage her estates. He wouldn’t be a leader in the Fire Brigades or return to his duties at the harbor. He would never go home again.

Regapisk, now Lord again, put on the brooch Aunt Shanda had enclosed, and bowed. “My thanks, Jade Coin. I believe we may have further business to conduct.”

“As you say,” Jade Coin said. His smile was unreadable.

Lord Regapisk bowed again and left.





Chapter Twenty-five
Partners

 

The jeweler’s hogan faced east. Master Ruser lived alone, and had invited Regapisk and Arshur to share his quarters�whether out of pity or for companionship, they didn’t know.

It was a bare place. Ruser had sold nearly everything he owned to stay alive during the siege. Now he had barely enough to live on himself, yet he shared with Arshur and Regapisk. He said it was because they had been kind to his old friend Zephans Mishagnos.

Regapisk found Arshur and Ruser at the table in the hogan’s main room.

“Rejoice,” Regapisk said. “We’re rich.”

“Rich,” Arshur said. “How rich?”

“Indeed,” Ruser the jeweler said. “I would never have expected that.”

“Well, I don’t have it all yet,” Regapisk said. “But I’m rich enough to buy us a good dinner, and food for the week. And look, I have a new sword.”

He handed it over to Arshur. It had a tooled leather grip, and the scabbard was thin wood bound in tooled leather. The blade was leaf-shaped.

Arshur hefted it thoughtfully. “Good balance. Nice grip,” Arshur said. “I think I know the kinless who forged it. I like iron better than bronze, but this is good bronze. Should hold an edge.” He swung it experimentally. “Yep, a good one. Where’d you buy it?”

“I didn’t. It was a present from Aunt Shanda,” Regapisk said. “It was on board the Angie Queen all the time.” He explained the arrangement with Jade Coin. “So I have money, but I have to stay here to collect it. Master Ruser, my gratitude for your hospitality, and we can pay our share now.”

“I’m not staying,” Arshur said. “I’m going to Aztlan to be king.”

Ruser nodded. “You are determined, then?”

“I’ve always known I would be a king,” Arshur said. “And I will be.”

“How do you propose to get to Aztlan?” Ruser asked.

“I’ll hire out as a sword for Ern’s caravan! That will get me to the trading posts. From there?” Arshur shrugged. “Leave that to my fate.”

“I know the way to Aztlan,” Ruser said carefully. “I am minded to go again.”

“Yes! You’ve been there,” Regapisk said.

“I have been to the caravansary that stands next to the Palace of War,” Ruser said. “While I was there, a boat arrived. From Atlantis!”

“A long time ago, then,” Arshur said.

“Half a lifetime,” Ruser agreed. “But I was not invited inside the city itself. My brother Flensevan was invited in. I have scarce heard from him since. Is he married? Does he prosper? I would see him again before I die�not to mention that he owes me money. He will not leave Aztlan, but perhaps he will come to the gate to speak with me.”

“Can you take me to that gate?” Arshur demanded.

“Perhaps. If I had any way of going.” He gestured to indicate the empty shelves that should have held his goods. “I have uncharged talismans. If I sell them to buy a wagon, I will have nothing else.”

Regapisk fingered his brooch and touched the cylinder seal sigil now bound to his wrist. I am a Lord of Lordshills. Without assignment, without duties, except to act like a Lord. And what does that mean? Arshur is ready, eager, to go to Aztlan. What will happen to him there, or on the way?

He sighed, remembering a promise he had made. Whatever else Lords did, they kept their obligations and paid their debts. Tras Preetror gave me an obligation, and I accepted it: look out for Arshur. A nearly impossible task. The outlander barbarian does as he wills.

“I’m coming with you,” Regapisk said.

Arshur nodded as if there had never been any doubt about that.

“In what capacity?” Ruser asked with amusement.

“He’s not bad with a good sword,” Arshur said. “Better than any bandits we’ve met around here.”

Regapisk still found that astonishing, but it was true. “I’ll fight if it’s needed,” Regapisk said. “But I had something else in mind. Master Jeweler Ruser, I’d like to be your partner.”

 

Jade Coin was willing enough, provided that the caravan was not going west. He seemed almost enthusiastic when he learned that Ruser of Low Street would be a partner. Regapisk left the details to be negotiated by Ruser. Haggling was not a skill a Lord was expected to know.

Presently, he found they had two wagons for the three of them. “I could have had more,” Ruser told them, as he led them toward the wagon camp. “You have more credit, and Jade Coin decided he would invest his own resources after he saw Arshur.” Ruser shrugged. “He doesn’t know your friend won’t be coming back. But two wagons is just right. My talismans don’t take up much room. We don’t have bulky cargo: my uncharged talismans, and gold from Jade Coin to pay our taxes at Sunfall.”

“So what now?” Arshur demanded.

“You must meet Wagonmaster Ern,” Ruser said. He sighed. “And usually we would buy provisions for the trip, but those will be very dear.”

“Plenty of terror bird jerky,” Arshur said. He spat.

“Better than starvation,” Ruser said. “Yes. And you lads can hunt. We should manage.”

“Hunt better with a chariot,” Regapisk said.

“A chariot. You continue to surprise me. You know how to drive a chariot?”

“I do,” Regapisk said. “Lords are taught these things.”

“A chariot,” Ruser said again. “Would Arshur be your spear man?”

“I know how,” Arshur said.

“There are horses here?” Regapisk asked.

“Mules,” Ruser said. “Not as fast as horses, but horses are very rare here. There are also mares. Perhaps something can be arranged to take mares to Sunfall and return them to foal. The Emperor demands that all stallions be kept in his dominions, and since the terror bird attacks began, no mares have been put to stud. There is a tax for breeding horses, and it must be done there in his domains.”

Regapisk pointed toward the corrals where the wagon train was forming. “Those are horses, and that is a stallion.” He paused. “Oh.”

Ruser looked the question at him.

“It’s Sandry’s team,” Regapisk said. “I suppose that means that Sandry will be going on this wagon train.”

“You have reason to dislike your countryman?” Ruser asked. “I believe you told us once that you did not know him at all.”

Regapisk opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. “He broke a promise to me once. It was a long time ago.”

“I suggest you mend your quarrel with him,” Ruser said. “We will be on that trail for a long time.”

“I’ll do that,” Regapisk said. “Let’s go have a drink while I think how.”





Book Four
AZTLAN





Chapter One
Two Wagon Trains

 

Wagonmaster Ern seemed distracted. Sandry found that understandable. This wagon train was larger than the Feathersnake train commanded by Green Stone, and there was far less organization. Feathersnake’s wagoneers had all traveled the Hemp Road together many times and did what was necessary without being told. This group was different, and every dispute was brought to the wagonmaster for settling.

Two wagoneers bickered over precedence. Ern listened to both, then casually assigned each a place in the order of travel. There was no dispute or quarrel. The wagoneers wanted someone to decide for them. Sandry thought that most of the wagon train disputes were like that, no real substance, but they had to be settled by authority. Eventually the wagoneers were finished, and Ern could turn to Burning Tower, Sandry, and Clever Squirrel. They had waited through much of the afternoon.

“At last,” Ern said. “My apologies.” He was a serious man, stocky, around forty, and wore leather clothing decorated with symbols that Sandry didn’t understand. A painting on his chest depicted a long-legged bird pursuing a snake. His hair hung down his back in a long queue. “Admit no more of them today,” Ern told the guards at the entrance to his nest. He gestured for his guests to sit, then clapped his hands for tea. He served fragrant tea in small cups, and waited until everyone had a sip. Sandry recognized the flavor as one brought with Green Stone’s wagon train.

“So,” Ern said, “it is settled. Lord Sandry, you will command all the wagon guards. Younglord Whane will be your second in command. When there is danger, you will have direct command over all the wagons. When there is no immediate threat, you will come to me first.”

They all nodded. Whane grinned widely.

“Good. And one of your duties will be to instruct the others in how to fight the terror birds.”

“As much as I can,” Sandry said. “It’s not part of my duty to teach chariot warfare. I couldn’t anyway�we don’t have enough chariots or horses.” And no decent bows except mine, he thought, but there was no reason to tell these people about compound bows.

“Yes. But you will fight as needed.”

“Of course,” Sandry said. “I have my armor and weapons, and I am bringing chariot horses.”

Ern sipped tea. “I confess curiosity about your ways of war, how you use those chariots, but there will be time enough to discuss that on the trail when there is little else to talk about,” he said. “For now, let us be sure we are agreed on more important details. Lord Sandry, you will instruct the guards in the use of weapons without magic, and you and Younglord Whane will aid in defense against both bandits and birds.

“Clever Squirrel, you will share the duties of wagon train shaman with Fur Slipper, who will be chief shaman and receive the chief’s shares and privileges. This is agreed?”

Clever Squirrel agreed without enthusiasm.

“So. You may choose your own place in the wagon line. What more is there?” Ern asked.

“Well,” Sandry said, “there will be others. Mouse Warrior believes it is his destiny to travel to Aztlan. He can train your wagoneers in better use of the sling. And Burning Tower has a servant boy who will accompany her.”

Ern nodded. “I am pleased that Mouse Warrior comes with us. I have heard that he killed four birds in the final battles. Of course your lady is welcome, but I was not certain she was to come with us. She brings the one-horn?”

“Of course.”

“We know little of such beasts,” Ern said. “They are said to be difficult.”

“Burning Tower won’t have any trouble with Spike,” Clever Squirrel said. “Sandry, what of the Lordkin?”

Sandry shrugged. “We will know when we leave. They haven’t said, and no one gives them orders.”

“I have mixed feelings,” Ern said. “They are formidable warriors, but I have heard …”

Sandry grinned. “We know.”

“Feathersnake will pay, if payment is needed,” Burning Tower said.

“So I have also heard,” Ern said. “So. We are agreed�”

One of Ern’s sons scratched at the entrance to the wagon nest. The boy was about twelve, and Sandry knew him as Small Condor. The boy was eager to learn about throwing spears and other weapons and often followed Sandry around the wagon camp.

Ern frowned. “Did I not say I was not to be disturbed?”

The boy smiled nervously. “It is Master Ruser of Low Street,” he said. “He wishes to join the wagon train.”

“Can he not meet me another time?”

The boy grinned more widely. “I thought it important that he meet Lord Sandry. He has brought two warriors with him. One is a giant.”

 

When Wagonmaster Ern stood to greet Master Ruser, Sandry got to his feet as well, so he was standing when Ruser’s companions came in. Sandry recognized the giant who had been with the teller Tras Preetror in Lord’s Town and Condigeo. And�

“Hail, Cousin,” Regapisk said. He held out his hand.

Regapisk. Sandry noted the salamander brooch and the tooled leather handle of a quality sword made in Lord’s Town. “Hail, Lord Regapisk,” he said formally. He stepped forward to grasp Reggy’s forearm. “I’m glad to see you in such good circumstances.”

“Thank you. Better than before, thanks to Aunt Shanda.”

Wagonmaster Ern watched curiously, but most of his attention was given to Ruser. “I am told you wish to join our wagon train, Master Jeweler. And you bring these two as guards?”

“Two wagons only,” Ruser said. “And they are both guards and partners.”

“Partners,” Ern said slowly. “Interesting. Will they fight?”

Arshur struck a pose. “Who needs killing?” he demanded.

Regapisk shrugged. “I am a Lord of Lordshills; we are all trained in war crafts,” he said.

Sandry smiled to himself, remembering Reggy in sword practice, Reggy at spear throwing. Reggy’s hopelessness with a bow. He had spoken the truth, but…

“I will also have a chariot with two teams, mules and mares,” Regapisk said. “Arshur will be my spearman.”

Sandry nodded with more enthusiasm. Reggy could drive. As to Arshur, Sandry asked, “Do you have any skill with a spear thrower? They call it an atlatl.”

Reggy looked blank. Arshur frowned slightly. “Yes, if I understand what you mean.”

Sandry made gestures of placing a spear onto a stick, then throwing it.

Arshur laughed. “Assilima, we called them in the north. Sure, but you don’t do it that way! They’re a little tricky, but I can show you.”

“I never saw one,” Reggy said quickly.

“I’ll teach you both,” Arshur said. “But why are you interested in those things? They’re not much good for fighting from a chariot!”

Sandry said. “We’ll only have two chariots, counting yours, and no trained Lordsmen either. I’m sending everyone but Whane back with Green Stone’s wagons to Condigeo. We’ll have to defend ourselves with the help of locals who aren’t too well trained at fighting without magic. I was hoping these spear throwers would make up some of the difference; they look like they’d give you a lot more range.”

“More range, more power,” Arshur agreed. “Not as accurate. You pay by losing accuracy. But at close range, they’d sure help green troops against those birds. Good thinking … I forgot your name.”

“Sandry. Of Lordshills.”

“Sandry. We’ve met before, but I don’t remember.”

“There was a tea room in Condigeo.”

“Yes. Sure was,” Arshur said. “I was with Tras Preetror. Been with Tras for twenty years, more. But he died, you know. On that ship. Tras died, and I’m going to Aztlan to be king.”

Going to be king, Sandry thought. He found it no more likely now than when Arshur had said it in Condigeo, but he noted that neither Ern nor Clever Squirrel laughed or even looked incredulous. “Congratulations,” Sandry said. He must have sounded as if he meant it, because Arshur looked pleased.

 

Younglord Maydreo tried to keep a straight face, but he was having trouble hiding the big grin that kept breaking out.

“You’ve earned the right, but not that grin,” Sandry said.

“Sir?”

“I’m putting you in command because I think you can do it, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying about you,” Sandry said. “Remember the bloodberries?”

“Yes, sir�”

“And Vic’s Vampire Feast?”

“Yes, sir, I understand�be careful about magic.”

“Precisely,” Sandry said. “You’ve had good training with weapons, and you got some good experience fighting birds, not that I expect you to run into very many birds on the way back. But that’s just the point, Acting Lord Maydreo.”

Maydreo suppressed another wide grin.

“Without the birds, the bandits will be more active.”

“Oh. So I should keep the chariot men in armor?”

“You’ll have to decide that yourself,” Sandry said. “Certainly at least one team ought to be armored with bows.”

Maydreo nodded, suddenly sobered. “Bandits. Yes, sir, I’ll be ready for bandits.”

“Bandits, yes. But you’ll have to be alert for what the shaman called undead. And all kinds of horrors we don’t know because we don’t know much about magic,” Sandry said. “The worst of it is that Chalker and Peacevoice Fullerman won’t know much about magic either.”

Maydreo frowned slightly.

“I think you’re smart enough to realize that the real secret of leadership is to listen a lot before you say anything,” Sandry said. “I sure hope you learned that, anyway.”

“Yes, sir�”

“So they can tell you about bandits, but your best people won’t know any more than you do about magic. That leaves Green Stone and the shaman.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll listen to them.”

“Chalker can help you with Trebaty,” Sandry said. “He may or may not be the biggest problem you have.” Sandry stood. “I’m not following my own advice,” he said. “I’m talking too much. You’ll do fine, Acting Lord Maydreo.” He held out his hand to grip Maydreo’s forearm. “You’ll do fine.”

 

The wagon train was formed and ready. Sandry and Burning Tower stood close together as Green Stone stood on his wagon and looked at his charges. He turned to wave at Tower, then turned back. “Whenever you like, Acting Lord Maydreo.”

Maydreo raised his spear to Sandry, then turned to Chalker, who stood as his spearman. “If you please.”

Chalker looked one last plea at Sandry. Sandry turned his eyes away. There was a long pause, then trumpet notes sounded. The wagons began to move. Peacevoice Fullerman shouted, and the troops began their steady march. Lordkin Trebaty ambled behind them. He turned to wave to Secklers, who waved back. Secklers had decided to go with Sandry to the Aztlan trading posts.

The Feathersnake wagon train moved west, down the road through town and out the gates.

Burning Tower looked very serious.

“Worried about them?” Sandry asked.

“I’m more worried about us,” Tower said. “I wish we were going with them.”

“You still can. You can grab all your things and still catch up before they top the last ridge.”

“And leave you here with Squirrel? Never.” She tried to say it as a joke, but it came out serious. “But I do wish we were going home. To be married, to live at Road’s End or Lordshills�I don’t care.” She looked east and shivered.

“Premonition?”

“I don’t have premonitions,” Tower said. “My father has less talent for magic than anyone I ever met, and I don’t have a lot more. But I don’t need premonitions to be scared. Squirrel’s scared, and she has premonitions enough for all of us.”

She turned away to see the boy Spotted Lizard staring after the wagon train. “I thought you would go with them,” she said.

“It was kind of Green Stone to invite me,” the boy said. “But maybe my people are hiding somewhere. They were coming here; I’ll wait for them here.”

“How will you live?”

“I have found work.”

Sandry and Tower left the boy staring after the wagon train.

 

The next day it was their turn. Ern looked up and down the wagon train, asked if anyone needed more time, got no answer, and waved forward. The lead wagons moved out the east gate and up the road through the valley.

Regapisk rode alone in a roughly made chariot drawn by sturdy mares that looked more accustomed to pulling a plow than a chariot. They wouldn’t be fast, Sandry thought. Faster than the mules that trailed behind Ruser’s wagon, but not much, and the chariot was heavy�spokes too thick. It wouldn’t be fast even with good horses. They didn’t make good chariots in Crescent City, and they didn’t seem to know much about using them. Something to remember.

Arshur drove the first of the jeweler’s pair of wagons with Ruser sitting beside him looking relaxed and unworried. Ruser had hired two young men from neighbor families as drivers and helpers, and between them they seemed competent enough in the second wagon.

Burning Tower rode Spike. He was larger now, bigger than any horse, blazing white with a big spiral horn. The big one-horn seemed docile enough so long as Burning Tower was near, and he would follow their wagon if she sat at the tailgate, but if he couldn’t see her, he could be difficult despite the stoutest harness and bit. He clearly disliked Clever Squirrel, but he also seemed afraid of her. Sandry wondered at the wisdom of bringing Spike, but Tower insisted.

 

The road led across the wide valley through green fields. There were crops and pastures on both sides of the road, all well watered by the river that cut through the valley but neglected during the siege of the terror birds. Farmers were cautiously returning to work. It would be harvest time soon enough, and the food was needed. The farmers waved at the wagon train and watched it go by.

Sandry wore his lightest armor. Speed would be more important than armor out here. His chariot was well equipped with weapons, four throwing spears, a thrusting spear, and a light shield, and most important, the bow case held his compound bow and forty arrows. Now that the Younglords were gone west there was not another bow like it. At least he had never seen a good bow outside Lordshills. The Feathersnake and Crescent City bows were simple affairs hewn from springy manzanita, the sort of thing a Lord’s child might use for training. They were not difficult to draw, and the arrow wouldn’t penetrate a shield. Or a terror bird.

Sandry’s bow had taken a dozen years to construct, and cost more than his chariot. It was made of thin layers of wood and horn bound together by sinews and glues. Stringing it took nearly all his strength, but it could send an arrow much farther than a man could throw a spear. Chariotmaster Lords all had such bows, and they were one of the reasons the Lords had held Tep’s Town against invaders and Lordkin revolts. An armored archer in a chariot was formidable, with enough speed to keep away from swordsmen and spearmen, and enough range to hold at risk as many lives as he had arrows. Add the disciplined Lordsmen soldiers and the wild Lordkin, and there had never been an army that could face the Lords of Lordshills.

But bows and armor were nearly useless against terror birds. They moved too fast for multiple shots, and they had few vulnerable spots among their thick hides and layers of feathers. It took the mass of a spear with its heavy bronze blade to stop the birds, and often that wasn’t enough. The bows had stayed in their cases for the entire journey to Crescent City.

Now, with fewer birds, there might be other dangers. Sandry stood tall in the chariot. What was out there?

The river went roughly north. The road angled straight to the northeast, and as they went farther from the river, the green fields thinned out� fewer crops and more pastures, and no trees at all. Hillocks were covered with scrub brush.

They topped the first ridge. The ridge top was nearly bare, flinty soil with chaparral but little grass. From the top Sandry could see far ahead.

The road stretched northeast across a broad flatland. Near the road was mostly tall grass. Countless wagon trains had trampled out the sagebrush for a hundred paces and more to each side of the road. Grass grew there. With no wagon trains to graze it, the grass was tall and lush.

“Good foraging for the horses,” Sandry said aloud. He clucked his horses into a trot and caught up with the Wagonmaster. “How long until camp?” he asked.

Ern looked up with a start, as if he’d been dozing. He stood on the wagon bed to look ahead, then looked to the sun to estimate the remaining daylight. “Another hour, Lord Sandry. There is a small pond and stream, with a corral if the birds didn’t destroy it. There was a small village there, but the villagers are back in Crescent City hoping we’ll find it’s safe for them to go back.”

“I think I’ll ride ahead and have a look,” Sandry said.

Burning Tower rode closer to him. “Premonitions?” she asked.

“No. It’s the obvious place to camp,” Sandry said, “so it’s the obvious place for an ambush.”

“Ambush by what?” Wagonmaster Ern asked. He concealed his smile, but some of the indulgent look came through. “And this close to the city?”

“The day before we reached Crescent City, there was a hilltop camping place,” Sandry said. “And in it was the wreckage of a wagon train. Men able to summon birds were waiting for us to camp there. It never hurts to have a look.”

“I’ll come with you,” Tower said.

Sandry nodded. “Ride with me. Let Spike follow,” he said.

She frowned but dismounted and climbed into the chariot. Spike followed close behind. “I’m glad you like my company.”

“I very much like your company. I also like having you on a fresh mount,” he said.

“Oh.” She stood close to him. Then closer.

He chuckled. “Keep that up and Spike won’t be following us,” he said.

“Squirrel says it’s overrated.”

“What is?”

“You know…”

“Oh. Maybe she’s not doing it right.”

“But I think she’s wrong.” She moved even closer to him. Spike snuffled his lips. Tower giggled. “Did you think it was overrated?”

“I wasn’t in love.”

“That’s what Squirrely says�she wasn’t in love and I am�so it will be different for me.”

He bent over to kiss her. Spike snuffled again. Sandry found it wasn’t easy keeping his eyes on the road and paying attention to Tower at the same time. Finally he straightened. “We don’t have to wait, you know.”

“How’s that?”

“No one is going to make you harness a one-horn if we’re married in Lordshills.”

“Mother will.”

“Your mother? Blazes, you told me yourself, she’s kinless, she was long away from Tep’s Town before she knew anything about one-horns!”

“Yes, but she learned, and she’s very proud that she could harness hers the morning she married Father. And there’s Father, I don’t know what he thinks, but he’s always said marriage is important. It’s not just property, either.”

“Well�but aren’t you even a little impatient?”

She laughed. “As much as you�maybe more�but think, there’s no one else here who can ride Spike or even harness him! What would we do with him?”

“Bugger Spike,” Sandry said, but he mumbled it so that she wouldn’t understand.

“I’m going to have a proper wedding,” Burning Tower said. “Your people can add whatever you do�what do you do for weddings? Lordkin don’t have marriages, and I know what Mother tells me about kinless, but I never heard about Lords.”

“Mostly it’s contracts and witnesses,” Sandry said.

“Contracts. Witnesses. Well, fine, but I’m going to have Bison Woman and Coyote, and a great feast with all my friends, and one-horns. A proper wedding!”

Sandry sighed. “Yes, my love.”

 

The campsite stood in a circle of broken hogans that ringed a small pond of clear water. Fences had been set between the hogans so that the entire pond was encircled. They drove into the village. “No one gathered here,” Sandry said. “They just walked off. Except for the houses.”

One wall had been opened on every house. The village looks dead, Sandry thought, but it would be easy enough to revive. If the birds don’t come back, he added.

A small running stream trickled out of the pond and ran eastward. It grew visibly smaller as it ran through the dry rocky land, but the line of green marking its course continued a long way. The pond had been divided into pools�a small one, then a much larger one down where it flowed into the stream. Wagon trains could water the animals in the large pool without muddying the water in the smaller one upstream.

Tall grass grew all around the campsite. Sandry left Tower with Spike at the pond and drove in a big circle through the tall grass around the campsite, noting that the grass hadn’t been broken down and that the only wheel tracks on the road were his own. There were some confused animal tracks, and one footprint that might have been made by a terror bird running along the dry stony road, but it might have been anything else. The ground wasn’t soft enough to hold tracks.

No tracks, and nothing hiding in the weeds. It looked safe enough. When he was satisfied, he joined Tower at the spring.

“Nothing,” he said.

“I thought I saw…”

“Yes?”

“I’m not sure. I thought I saw a terror bird, far out along the road, almost too far to see.”

“Terror bird. What was it doing?”

“Nothing. It’s gone now. It was so far away, Sandry, that I’m not sure I saw anything at all.”

“And I thought I saw a bird track. But just one. We’ll watch for it, then,” Sandry said. He took a last look around the deserted village. “They left a lot of stuff behind. Secklers may like that.”

Tower grinned. “Not our problem this time. How will he carry it all?”

 

He led Tower back to the wagon train.

“All clear,” he told Ern. “And good grazing all around the spring.”

Ern nodded. “I hardly expected bandits.”

“If you expect them, you probably won’t find them,” Sandry said. “But Tower thought she saw a bird watching us.”

“So did I,” a voice said from behind him. Arshur. “Just when you started to ride out, it was ahead of you. Ran along the road in front of you. Just one,” Arshur said. He grinned. “Lord Reg and I can handle one without bothering anyone else.”

“I’m sure you can,” Sandry said. “But if there’s one, there may be more.” He turned to Wagonmaster Ern. “When you get to the campsite, please let the women set up camp. I want all the men for an hour’s spear practice. Arshur can teach them to use the atlatl.”

Arshur nodded amused agreement. “Soon as I remember how they work. Been a while.”





Chapter Two
The Road to Aztlan

 

The drills continued every evening, two hours in light and another hour in twilight. The men complained, but once they got started, Arshur was an eager teacher and no one wanted to challenge him. Sandry wondered what he would do without the giant acting as a Peacevoice, then shrugged. He had Arshur, and that was enough.

There was another reason to learn quickly. Whenever anyone looked far ahead on the road, they’d see the gaudy bird.

“Rooster,” Clever Squirrel said. “And I’m sure it’s just one.”

“Sure. Why are you sure?” Sandry asked.

“Coyote thinks it’s just one,” Squirrel said.

“Ah. This is his territory, then?”

She shrugged. “Not really. He comes to me seldom. There are other gods here also. Many gods claim this territory, and there will be more as we come closer to the Island City of Aztlan. Sandry, there’s so much power there! Each night I dream of it, a small island that burns bright with manna. Gold, and jewels, food and power, everything you could ever want.” She grinned. “That’s what I see in my dreams. When I wake up, we’re still here.” She indicated the rolling hills covered with sagebrush and grass stretching endlessly in all directions.

At dawn and dusk, they could see jagged shapes in the rising and setting sun, and sometimes they passed great buttes and mesas, but mostly the road led gently uphill through nearly level rocky ground covered with scrub and grass, dotted here and there with springs and small streams that never ran more than a league before vanishing into the rocks at the bottom of the stream bed.

 

Every evening Sandry held drills. Crescent City armor wasn’t very good, but they did have stout shields. Armor was more useful against humans than birds anyway.

Sandry taught them to use shields and stabbing spears together, to stand close together and march with shields held in covering position and stabbing spears thrust forward, throwing spears held in place against the shield. Then they would halt and lean the thrusting spears against the shields as they prepared to use throwing spears.

Arshur taught them to use the atlatl, and Sandry took his place in the ranks for the lesson, motioning Younglord Whane to join him. The atlatl was new to them, but Sandry could see its value, something to teach the Lordsmen guards when he got back home. He was startled to see Regapisk take a place beside him as Arshur began his demonstration.

At first it was awkward to juggle thrusting spear, several throwing spears, shield, and atlatl without dropping one. They learned to stand the thrusting spear and spare throwing spears against their bodies, then bring the shield in to keep them from falling down. Then they would use both hands to load a throwing spear into the atlatl, and be ready to throw and reload.

Sandry analyzed each motion, having them do everything in slow motion until they had it right, then slowly speeding up the pace, making sure that everyone was keeping up. In three weeks they looked good, not as good as Lordsmen under a trained Peacevoice, but better than they’d ever expected to be, and proud of using a weapon of their ancestors, one that was new to this stranger officer from Lordshills.

And among the best was Regapisk. Reggy’s overmuscled arms became supple enough for smooth throwing motions, and now they added strength.

“He’s graceful,” Burning Tower said as she watched Regapisk at atlatl practice. “I think he’s as good with that as you are.”

“Better,” Sandry conceded, and wondered if Reggy could use a bow now that his arms were so strong. He could sure throw a spear…. “Not that either one of us will be doing a lot of atlatl throwing. Comes to a fight, we’re more valuable mounted up. But yes, Reggy’s pretty good with an atlatl. Come to that, so are you.”

She grinned. “Surprised?”

“Yes, actually. I never knew any girls who could use weapons.” “Ever see anyone teach them how?”

“No.”

She grinned again.

 

The road continued northeast, climbing steadily out of the Crescent City valley. Two weeks out, the climb became noticeably steeper, and a week later they reached a high plain. Everywhere along the road there were ruins, the remains of villages and campsites. In the Crescent City valley, the villages had been built of logs, but now they mostly saw rectangular houses of woven brush covered with mud. A few were stone, with flat roofs. Most had been damaged or destroyed, but nearly all had all four walls.

“Not alive, like hogans,” Sandry observed.

Clever Squirrel agreed. “These are not the same people. But I don’t know who they are.”

Survivors who had crept back and lived in fear of the birds occupied a few of the village sites. They spoke little. None had seen any birds for weeks now, and they were slowly rebuilding, but warily, ready to run again, and no one had any food for sale.

As if in compensation, there was good hunting along the road. The grass had grown high enough that their animals could graze with little effort, and not far from the road were rabbits and quail. Springs were frequent. Day followed day.

 

It was the twenty-eighth day. They camped near a village of ruins where a dozen men and women struggled to survive. They needed tools, and Ern gave them some, although the villagers had nothing to trade. “On account,” Ern said. “You can pay when we come back through.”

That night at camp, Ern reminisced about previous travels on this road. “A village every two days, three days at most between them. Hot food. Fodder and forage all gathered and ready for sale, and good prices, because if anyone charged too much, another village would open close by. And it was all peaceful and orderly, patrolled by soldiers.” He shook his head sadly.

Sandry said, “I hear a lot about the Emperor, but he sure hasn’t been able to protect these people.”

“We are not in his lands yet,” Ern said. “Not in the lands he rules directly.”

“When will that be?”

“Ten days,” Ern said. “Understand, the Emperor takes tribute here, and in Crescent City as well. There we have our mayor, and our tribute to the Emperor is light, but tribute there will be. Here there is a king who pays tribute. The king’s soldiers kept order.” Ern shrugged. “Now we see no signs of soldiers or king.”

“And none of the Emperor,” Sandry reminded him.

“No, and I do not know why. Surely he has noticed that all trade to Crescent City has ceased.”

“And that he’s not getting any tribute,” Clever Squirrel observed.

“Surely he knows that!” Sandry said. “Why hasn’t the Emperor sent his army to look into the matter?”

Ern shrugged. “No one knows the ways of the Emperor. He does as he wills. Who can question him?”

 

On the thirty-fifth day, Ern pointed to the horizon. “That large rock, red like blood,” he said.

Sandry frowned at the distant object, staring until his mind realized how far away it was. It was big, and flat on top.

“There will be a village and factory at its base. The Emperor’s lands begin there,” Ern said. “He will have soldiers there, and his people maintain the roads. From there to Aztlan, the wagons should be safe enough. I confess that I am relieved that we have not had to fight terror birds.”

“They were all at Crescent City,” one of the wagoneers said. “None left to devil us here.”

“More than enough,” another said. There were mutters of agreement.

“We’re not there yet,” Sandry said.

“Four days,” Ern said. “Perhaps five.”

 

Clever Squirrel and Fur Slipper sat together, their eyes closed. They sipped strong hemp tea, and rocked back and forth in time to a wordless song. The whole wagon camp fell silent as everyone watched. Presently Fur Slipper opened her eyes. When she did, Clever Squirrel awoke with a start. She stared around without understanding, then saw Burning Tower.

“Ugh. That was vivid,” Squirrel said.

“Did you share a dream?” Tower asked.

“Yes. A strong one. Lord Sandry!” Squirrel called.

“Right here, Wise One.”

“There are bandits near,” Squirrel said. “I recognized them in my dream, but now I don’t know who they are.”

“The survivors of Dust Devil village,” Fur Slipper said. “They had a caravan stop a day’s travel ahead. Then the birds came.”

“Refugees from the birds,” Sandry said. “The birds attacked them and took their living, so they turned bandit?”

“Worse,” Clever Squirrel said. “The birds attacked them, yes, and killed some, but then…” She shuddered.

“I can’t tell. They may have joined with the birds,” Fur Slipper said. “Their village remains. Perhaps they will invite us in for the night, but then they will summon the birds.”

Sandry digested this information and frowned. “Doesn’t every wagon train have a shaman?” he asked. “How would they expect to befool anyone?”

“Perhaps not,” Fur Slipper said. “I would not have seen this vision.”

“And I would not have known its meaning, I think,” Squirrel said.

“Coyote’s daughter,” someone muttered.

“No, Coyote is far away,” Squirrel said. “This is not his land. This land belongs to the birds. I think it has always belonged to their god. This was my vision. Coyote is not here.”

“We heard coyotes last night,” Sandry said. “And I saw three of them today. There are coyotes all around us.”

Squirrel said, “But coyotes are not Coyote. Coyote lives in the spirit world, and here the spirit world belongs to other gods. Coyote has a place here, but it is not so grand.”

“I don’t think I understand,” Sandry said.

Fur Slipper smiled thinly. “I would not expect you to understand,” she said. “But know this: Clever Squirrel and I have shared a vision. There is danger beyond the next ridge at the stream crossing. There will be a village there, and they will smile and smile. And then the birds will come upon us.”

“Did you see them do that? See them bring the birds?” Squirrel asked.

“Plainly.”

“But I did not. In my dream, bandits crept on us at night to cut our throats in our sleep. There were no birds.”

“So this vision wasn’t shared,” Burning Tower said. “Not really.” But she said it in a whisper so that only Sandry heard her.

“Ah, but I saw birds, and people bringing them. Headdresses with feathers. Men carrying talismans.” Fur Slipper signaled for her cup to be filled with water, and drank heartily. “Dreaming is thirsty work. Daughter of Coyote, I saw a little of that dream. You saw more than I. But I saw other wagon trains, and there were birds enough.”

“Have you seen what will be?” Sandry demanded. “How can it be, since we certainly will not sleep in that village?”

“Dreams are but dreams,” Fur Slipper said impatiently.

“So is it certain that Dust Devil has made common cause with the birds?” Ern demanded. “They have been at the crossing as long as I remember. They are said to have power over the wind. Perhaps the rain as well.”

“They served good stew,” one of the drivers said. “Lots of plants in it. Hate to miss that stew.”

Fur Slipper asked, “Would you ignore our warning?”

“We know well enough how to deal with bandits on the Hemp Road,” Burning Tower said impatiently. “How many will there be?”

“Squirrel, how sure are you of this vision?” Sandry asked. “How sure are you that these are enemies?”

Squirrel and Fur Slipper answered in chorus. “Very sure, Lord Sandry.” They looked at each other and smiled thinly.

“The shamans are certain,” Sandry said to Ern. “Why should we let them attack us? Better we attack them.”

“No!” Ern was emphatic. “Although this is outside the lands of the Emperor, it is still within his protection. We may defend against bandits, but if we attack a village, the Emperor will know.”

Sandry said nothing.

“And if the Emperor knows only that we have attacked his village, he will never listen to us. He will send his army, and we will all be killed.”

“He has sent no army to defend the ruined villages behind us,” Sandry said.

“I know,” Ern said. “And I don’t know why. But Lord Sandry, we dare not earn his wrath! His vengeance can be terrible! Those villages”�he waved toward the road they had come up�“are behind us. This is close to his border, and now we go into the heart of his domain! And he will know, Sandry. He knows everything. He will know if we defend ourselves�and he will know if we attack unprovoked.”

“That makes it a bit harder,” Sandry said. Burning Tower looked at him quickly. “Quite a lot harder, actually.”





Chapter Three
The Dust Devils

 

“Will we fight men or birds?” Secklers eyed Sandry’s heavy armor and noted the bow case and quiver in the chariot. Then he fingered his big Lordkin knife. “Looks like you expect men.”

“I do,” Sandry said. “But I don’t know. The shaman said there would likely be birds as well.”

“So the lady can lead them around,” Secklers said. The big Lordkin waved at Burning Tower in her place on Spike. “I’ll stay with the wagons. Lead them to me, Tower!”

When they left Tep’s Town, Spike was a large gray kinless pony. Now he was a white stallion, larger than any horse Sandry had ever seen, and armed with a formidable spiral horn growing out of his forehead. When he was younger he had seemed attracted to Sandry’s mares, but now he paid them no attention, to the enormous relief of the stallion Blaze. At one time Blaze had challenged Spike. Spike was much smaller then, and they were evenly matched until they were separated. Now Blaze avoided the one-horn, and Spike did not deign to notice a mere horse.

It was Sandry that Spike hated now.

“If there are birds,” Sandry said. He shaded his eyes to peer up the long gentle slope to the Dust Devils village two thousand paces ahead. The road ran right through the village, and the soil here was dotted with big chunks of crumbling black rock. Vegetation was sparse except for the high grass in the cleared areas on both sides of the road. It would be bad country for horses to run in, worse for chariots. Birds would have far less trouble.

Next to the village was a large fenced corral, also full of tall fresh grass. Smoke from cook fires rose straight up to the sky in the windless afternoon. There was no breeze to waft smells of stews and soups toward them, but it wasn’t hard to imagine them. A stream ran invitingly along the far edge of the village. The village gates were wide open. A perfect place to stay.

As they drew closer, Sandry saw that the corral and much of the village fence was made of living plants, big broad-leafed plants, leaves as long as a man and nearly as broad at their base growing from a central stalk. Each leaf had a sharp spike at the end.

“Maguey,” Ern said.

“What’s that?” Sandry demanded.

“They make mescal from it,” Fur Slipper said. “A drink fit for the gods, full of manna and strong with fire. A cup of that will make anyone see visions.”

“But there won’t be any here,” Ern said.

The wagon train moved onward toward the town. No one had come out to greet them.

“Why not?” Sandry asked.

“This is the first village outside the Emperor’s land that has been given the right to grow the maguey,” Ern said. “I remember when they earned that right.” He paused. “Another name for the maguey is the fifty-year plant. It produces the pulque only when it blooms, and it blooms every fifty years. Those plants are no more than a dozen years old.”

“How does it grow?” Mouse Warrior asked. “Will it grow anywhere?”

Ern shook his head. “I don’t know. It grows only with permission of the Emperor. How they make it grow after he gives his permission is not anything I would know.”

“Maybe we can find out,” Whane said. “We have excellent gardeners in Lordshills, and the Emperor doesn’t rule there. I’ll see if I can find out.”

“Maguey may not grow without a spell,” Fur Slipper said. “Certainly the mescal will not be the same.”

“Is there manna here?” Sandry asked.

Regapisk had been listening quietly. Now he shaded his eyes and squinted toward the village. “Not much,” he said.

Sandry nodded indulgently and looked to Clever Squirrel. She shrugged. “As he says. No more than along other stretches of the road. Nothing special.”

“The road narrows. There’s no way around their village,” Sandry said.

Ern agreed. “We would have to clear a path. The ground is too stony for wagons.”

And for chariots as well. Sandry thought. “If we’re going to fight, I want to do it here, with the sun behind us.”

“We can’t just attack them,” Ern insisted.

Secklers grinned. “Let me go in and look.”

“And if they kill you?”

“I’ll sure take some with me,” the big Lordkin said.

“I will come,” Arshur said. “How can they kill me? I will be a king.”

Secklers chuckled. “I’ll be glad to have you with me, Majesty. Let’s do it.”

“You won’t speak their language at all,” Ern reminded him.

Secklers shrugged. “I can sure look around. And Arshur here knows some.”

Arshur was already striding ahead of the wagon train. Secklers scrambled to keep up.

Sandry took the big compound bow out if its case and strung it with an effort. He motioned to Whane to join him in his chariot. “Drive,” he said. “At a walk. Stay about fifty paces behind those two. If anything happens, we’ll try to rescue them. Just get to them, let them get aboard, and run for the shield wall. Stay on the road; that’s leg-breaker turf out there.”

“Yes, sir. It looks pretty quiet in the village,” Whane said.

A boy no older than Lurk came out of the gates and waved in welcome. An older man stood in the gateway. He shouted a greeting that Sandry didn’t understand, but Arshur answered and laughed. A puff of wind whisked smells of hot stew toward them.

“Stop short of the gates,” Sandry ordered.

They halted. Moments later, Regapisk plodded by in his heavy chariot pulled by two mules. In the wagon with him were Mouse Warrior and one of the Crescent City youths Regapisk and his partners had hired as drivers. Sandry took in a breath to shout at him, then thought better of it. “Whane, if they try to close those gates, I’ll use my bow to stop them. If I can.”

“I think you’re worried about nothing,” Whane said, “My Lord.”

“We had a warning.”

“Sir. Yes, sir. Two women babbled a lot after drinking hemp tea,” Whane said.

“The shaman was right about the berries,” Sandry said.

“Sir. Yes, sir. And maybe about the undead or whatever she called them. And she was good with the fires in the big battle. But we all felt something was wrong, we all saw what was happening. This is just dreams.” Whane shrugged. “Sir, I dreamed we found a city of gold, and a lot of times I dream I can fly.”

Regapisk was well inside the gates now. His driver began to chatter excitedly with the villagers. There were more villagers now, and they weren’t just women and children and old men. There were young men too, some armed with knives or axes but none of them in armor, and they were all mixed in with the women and children. Sandry frowned. “They sure look glad to see us.”

“Sir. Yes, sir.”

“You can omit the sarcasm,” Sandry said.

“Yes, Lord Sandry. But they do look glad to see us. If they’re trying to fool us, they’ve done a good job on me.”

A pretty girl brought Arshur a bowl of soup. He drank heartily and offered it back to her. She blushed and drank more daintily. Another girl gave Regapisk a flask. Reggy drank deeply and smiled at her.

“And me too,” Sandry said finally. “Let’s go back and get the others.”

 

They camped in the corral area. Sandry inspected the fence: a sturdy palisade of wood between stone pillars, and outside that a thicker fence of the spiky plant Ern called maguey. Each of the plants had more than a dozen leaves that tapered in thickness from as wide as a man’s forearm at the base down to a fingerlength hard thorn at the tip. It wasn’t hard to cut the plant, but nothing large could come through that fence until a passageway had been cut.

For a moment he had visions of being trapped in there and burned the way he’d trapped the birds, but the ground beneath them was hard dirt cleared of the rocks. Nothing to burn there. Bales of fodder had been piled in one corner of the corral, and fountains poured water into basins, one large enough for animals to drink from.

“This is how I remember the Dust Devil village,” Ern said.

“Pleasant,” Sandry said. “Do you trust them?”

“Why should we not?” Ern asked.

“The shamans said�”

“I heard them,” Ern said. “And I always listen to the advice of our shamans, just as I listen to you. But I ask again, why should we not trust them? You see their young men, some armed, some not. Mouse Warrior has stood on the wagontops and searched and sees nothing. What is there to fear?”

Clever Squirrel had come up behind them. “I wish I knew,” she said. “But I agree, all seems well.”

“Do you often have false dreams of warning?” Sandry demanded.

“Seldom, and never shared with another. Such a thing would have to be sent.”

“We’ll keep watch,” Sandry said. “The men will hate it but we’ll do it, anyway.”

 

Supper was excellent. Visitors and villagers ate from the same stew pots and drank from the same pitchers. The stew was goat meat, strongly flavored, and a welcome relief to terror bird jerky. Afterward many of the village men joined them to sip tea and talk. Sandry understood none of the local languages but was surprised to see that Regapisk was conversing with the locals.

“You speak Aztlan, cousin?” Sandry asked.

“I do.” Reggy paused. “I learned from the wizard on the salt farm. I’ve always been good with languages.”

Sandry nodded, remembering. “So what are they saying?”

“We’re the first wagon train from the south in a long time,” Regapisk said. “Several have gone south through here, but none have come back for nearly a year, and that’s unusual. When we told them about the birds, they seemed surprised.”

“Surprised. Of course they’d say that,” Sandry said.

“Yeah, but you know, Sandry, I think they really were surprised. Anyway, they’re glad to see us because there’s been nobody to trade with, and they’re afraid they’ll get behind on their tribute payments. I gather that’s not a good position to be in.”

“But everybody south of us will be behind,” Sandry said.

“Yep.”

“Don’t these people know that not two days south of us the villages are all burned out?”

Regapisk frowned, and turned to one of the village headmen. They talked for a while. Then Reggy said, “Nah, they didn’t know. Their place is here, so here they stay. They paid their taxes, the Office sends rain, and they waited for caravans to come through. Not their job to worry about why they don’t come.”

 

At dusk Mouse Warrior mounted the wagontop to stare into the sunset. He saw nothing, and the night was peaceful. At dawn when he awoke, he shouted. “The bird!”

“Same one?” Sandry asked.

“Think so.”

They had seen the rooster every day since they set out. One huge bird spreading inadequate wings, always at a distance, and always on the road ahead of them.





Chapter Four
The Endless Road

 

Fifty days out from Crescent City, Sandry began to keep a journal.

 

We are climbing steadily now, toward a rim above us that runs across the world as far as I can see in either direction. We should reach the top by noon tomorrow.

Burning Tower and I had a quarrel. It was about nothing, but I’ll have to be careful for a while. We both want to get married! And soon.

Another imperial post today. We are very welcome, and everyone was astonished to hear that birds are attacking wagon trains to the south and west. This post has no clerks and no tax collectors, and only five soldiers. They serve a year here before being allowed to go back to the city, and I don’t know what they are here for. I don’t think they know, unless it’s a punishment detail. They’re all bored. One wanted to come with us to tell the next post about birds attacking wagons, but his officer wouldn’t let him. They asked us to tell the story up the line, and we will.

I’m not impressed by the Emperor’s soldiers. Crude, simple bows, as I expected. No concept of chariot warfare. Good spears and decent shields, but not much discipline even when turned out on parade when they’re supposed to be impressing us. But Ern says they have magic weapons, and all the manna they could want, and the Emperor’s army will have wizards.

I’ve talked to their officers, or Ern and Reggy have anyway, and none of them has ever been in a battle. They don’t have to be. Everyone is afraid of them. Maybe with good reason, but I haven’t seen any reasons.

I’m going to ask Reggy to teach me Aztlan. Maybe Squirrel can help. Surely a wagon train shaman has spells to help learn languages?

Fifty-six days since Crescent City. Burning Tower and I made up after our quarrel. I don’t know what’s worse, fighting with her or having to wait until we’re married. That cursed one-horn of hers wants to fight me.

We have reached the top of the rim. The land east of us seems flat now, with a few jagged rocks rising out of the plains.

As usual we saw that bird out to the east today. We haven’t seen any bandits since we crossed into the Emperor’s lands�not that we saw many before that. We’re at a larger post, bigger village, more civilians. Better buildings too. Important-looking civilians�tax collectors and clerks, I’d guess. Maybe a score of soldiers and two officers. The barracks area looks comfortable, but there’s an air about the place, temporary but fixed up the way troops do when they have to be there for a while.

No one had heard about the birds attacking wagon trains. The officer here said he’d let everyone know up the line. I don’t know how he will do that. No one knows, but Ern tells us they can send messages to the Emperor, fast, if they really want to. They don’t do that much. It’s as if they’re afraid to get his attention, and I guess I can understand that. But the officer here thought it might be important. He’ll tell his superiors up the line, and they’ll tell theirs, and then there are some officials who supervise the soldiers, and they’ll tell someone at the capital, and they’ll tell their bosses, and eventually someone will tell the Emperor. I think that’s how it works.

I am studying the Aztlan language. Reggy is a good teacher, and Squirrel does have some spells that help me learn while I am asleep.

I’d never have thought Reggy would be a good teacher, but he is. He’s pretty good with that atlatl thing too. Better than me, but I have my bow. Reggy can string my bow now, but when he tried to shoot a prairie dog, he missed by a long way. I have to say I like him better now than I did back home. Maybe he learned something from his experience. But he can never go back.

 

The village has a maguey factory. There are hundreds of the maguey plants. Some have been used to make the pulque. When a plant is about to bloom, it sends up a stalk from the center. Before it can flower, they cut the stalk out, and the center of the plant fills with the sap they call pulque. They suck that out and spit it into jars, and I don’t know what they do after that, but it turns into mescal. They gave us some last night. Fur Slipper is right: anyone would see visions after drinking that.

After the plant stops producing pulque they cut all its leaves off and pound on them, and that makes fibers a lot like hemp. They weave those into rope and cloth, but they wouldn’t let us see how they do that. Burning Tower says one of her uncles is a ropewalker and makes rope from hemp, but she won’t tell me much about how he does it. I don’t think she knows. Ropemaking is a big secret in Tep’s Town, and Tower’s family are all Tep’s Town kinless. Maybe it’s a secret everywhere.

Lurk has been collecting little maguey plants. He had some hidden in the wagon. I made him throw them out. We don’t need the Emperor getting mad at us over some plants! If we need to learn how to grow maguey, we can send a wagon train to the Dust Devil village.

 

Squirrel and Fur Slipper had that vision of theirs again, stronger this time, but now it’s about some other village up ahead of us. They’re sure it’s a warning, but I’m not. I was all ready to start a fight at Dust Devil! And that would really have been bad. It would be worse now that we’re in the Emperor’s lands!

Why are they having these visions? And they both have them. They’re confused, but they all point to the same village�Dust Devil before, then another we’ve passed. Nothing happened at either place. Now there’s another one ahead. I feel like a fool getting the men in armor and standing watch every night, but those women are so sure! And I know magic works, sometimes.

 

Sixty-first day since leaving Crescent City. No trouble at that last village. I don’t trust my shamans anymore. Just outside the village, we found a stone head taller than any of us. It looks west, back toward Crescent City. Its face is carved in lines of terror. Clever Squirrel sat before it while we made camp. She says she talked to it. She tells a wild tale. Sometimes I think Clever Squirrel is testing my gullibility.

 

Sixty-second day. We’ve reached another of the Emperor’s posts. This is a small one, four men, a little squared-off house, a little round chamber with a fire pit. Their speech is hard to understand, but I’m learning. They’re all very glad to see us. The old captain tells us that Clever Squirrel’s stone man was next to the fort when he first came, thirty-one years ago. He lives here, and one of the troopers is his son. He says it’s a good life, a little lonesome lately because there haven’t been any wagons from the south. When I told him why, he was shocked, so I guess that last village didn’t pass the word up the line, or not faster than a wagon can travel anyway. He said the Emperor would do something about it. I told him I already did something�I killed the cursed birds.

 

There’s colored sand available. The imperial troopers will sell charged talismans, prices cheap compared to what we’d have to pay in Condigeo or Crescent City. Tomorrow Squirrel will talk to her mother.





Chapter Five
Sand Paintings

 

Clever Squirrel had assembled her working materials the previous evening. At dawn she painted her mother’s portrait by drizzling various shades of sand from her fist. When the painting was done, it had a cartoonish look.

She waited. Regapisk pestered her until she sent him to find more black sand. Warriors and traders of three civilizations came to watch, grew bored, and went away.

Regapisk came back. Squirrel used black sand to outline her mother’s face. From time to time, she added detail to wrinkles around the eyelids or the curve of a lip or a fall of black hair.

Burning Tower brought her corn bread. “Still nothing?”

“Do you imagine you see motion?” Squirrel’s tone was acidic.

“It’s a very good painting of her,” Tower said.

“Thank you. I was taught to paint the essence and leave it at that, but how can one not fiddle? Mother!”

The sand stirred in a fitful breeze.

The lookout post was on the tallest of a cluster of rocks. The kneeling guard was watching Squirrel’s painting, not the world outside. Secklers squatted, waiting with uncharacteristic patience.

Squirrel muttered, “Call at dawn, we said. I haven’t lost track of the days; I checked the stars last night. Today is Coyote’s name day…. Hello, Sandry. Have some bread.”

“Thank you. I grew impatient.”

 

“I’m ready to kick this painting apart. Wait�did you see�Mother!”

Twisted Cloud’s painting twisted in a delighted smile. A voice in the wind said, or perhaps only suggested, “Daughter! You still live!”

“I was worried too. Where have you been?”

“It’s only just past dawn. I can’t paint in the dark,” Twisted Cloud’s image said. The voice was distant but clear.

“It’s well past dawn!”

“Is it? Wait�now I think I understand. ‘The east sinks to reveal the sun,’ my father Hickamore used to say. He taught that the world is a rolling ball. I’m west of you. The world’s shadow�”

“Oh. That explains�Yes, Tower. Mother, Lord Sandry of Tep’s Town has asked Burning Tower to wed. She needs to ask her parents.”

“Excellent news! Hello, Tower!”

“Can you see me?”

“I’ll pour more sand. Tell her I’m at Road’s End, but Willow and Whandall are at home, at New Castle. I will go and tell them. Daughter, we speak again in a moon or so, don’t we? On your birthday?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll visit them then. What other news? How goes your voyage?”

“Green Stone should be arriving in Condigeo even now,” Clever Squirrel said.

“With great wealth! New trade!” Tower shouted.

“And Burning Tower reminds me that we have discovered new items to trade. There is wealth on the Golden Road.”

“Whandall Feathersnake will be pleased. And the birds? But why are you not with Green Stone?”

The images rippled.

“The manna is falling,” Squirrel said. “Mother, we pursue the source of the birds, but we’ve cleared the Hemp Road for at least this next year. We’ve seen two moons of nothing much happening, and one to go before we reach Sunfall Crater.

“That is a place of high manna, and we can talk as long as we like there.”

“And fight a god,” Sandry said.

Squirrel waved him away. The portraits were losing animation; they looked like sand. “Mother, we will magic a wagonload of old talismans at Sunfall and come home rich. We’ve seen more of desert than we care for. There’s water enough, most days, and forage for the bison. We eat mostly prairie dogs. Every so often a terror bird turns up, and then the Crescent City soldiers get some practice and we get soup. I’ve gotten good at finding mustard greens and such.”

“Oh, daughter, you’re seeing territory I never will!”

“Well, yes. Huge piles of sand shaped like crescent moons. Great squared-off mountains of red rock. A rim that stretches across half the world. We climbed it. Wonderful plants, like huge pincushions trying to become trees. The maguey plant that may be more useful than hemp. Things to remember the rest of my life. Oh, and yesterday was interesting�”

“There you are, Tower. Hello, dear! Is Sandry with you? Let me paint him as he was on the boat.”

“Hail, Twisted Cloud! Not green, please!”

“He says, ‘Hail, Twisted Cloud!’ and requests that you don’t turn him green.” Squirrel grinned. “And yesterday, Mother, we found a stone man wading neck deep through the earth. We saw only the head and the churned wake from his passage. I talked to him. He’s running away from two disasters, running very slowly. Fire falling from the sky almost got him, he says, but that had to be thousands of years ago. He’s running away from a god’s rage to come. Given who he is, it might fall any time in the next ten thousand years.”

“Do you know what god?”

“No. Only that the stone man fears him.”

“With good reason,” Sandry muttered, but no one was listening.

Another moon passed.





Chapter Six
Sunfall

 

Sandry wrote:

 

Eighty-four days since we left Crescent City. The days are growing shorter now, and have for a moon, but day is longer than night. Clever Squirrel says day and night will be equal soon, and the day after that will be her birthday. I don’t know if it’s really her birthday. It’s all mixed in with Coyote.

Ern says we near the end of our journey, and Fur Slipper and Clever Squirrel are beside themselves. They feel the manna.

I know the manna grows stronger, because Spike is grown awesomely large and Burning Tower spends more and more time with him. She says she has to, to keep him calm, but I am afraid. I think she loves him as much as she loves me, and soon enough she’s going to have to choose one of us. I think she will choose me! But as the manna grows stronger, her bond with that cursed animal grows as well.

And I�but no, others will read this account. I do not like this.

 

About midmorning, Fur Slipper pointed with the prow of her nose, right of their course and dead east. “There!” She waved her arm to catch Ern’s attention on the lead wagon. The Crescent City wagons began to turn.

Sandry rode up in his chariot. “I don’t see anything,” he said. “Just more desert. The ground rises a little?”

“Yes, but follow the road around. Expect guards.”

“I see a tower. There’s someone in it.”

“There would be,” Fur Slipper said. “I’m blinded. I see a line of light glowing in a sea of nothing.”

Off in the distance, several terror birds watched them. One was the rooster they’d come to know. The birds didn’t approach, but they watched.

“That’s more than we have ever seen on this road,” Sandry said. “Be ready, all!”

“This close to the Fallen Star? Birds will never attack there,” Ern said.

 

They came to a gentle rise of ground gradually curving off to their right. The road the caravan had followed since Crescent City continued around it. A league of following the curve of the road revealed that the tower stood seven or eight manheights, with an armored man on the platform at its top. A little farther and they could see over the rim of the crater.

There were buildings below the tower: blocky squared-off structures, housing for more than a hundred people, Sandry thought, set down into the pit itself.

This must be the Emperor’s main trading post. The main gate and the buildings it served were just below the crest. There was a wall of logs and maguey plants around the post, but the plants were not thickly planted, and the wall in places was lower than a man’s height. This post did not depend on walls for defense.

Above the walled town, and around the part of the crater rim that Sandry could see, there were odd statues, man-high and higher, of grotesque heads stacked one on another. They were made of bright colored�wood? No, it was stone, though it had the texture of wood. The eyes of these monsters were jewels, and they glowed brightly. The statues were set about a hundred paces apart, ringing the trading post, then extending along the crater rim in both directions.

“Protection stones,” Ern said. “You would not wish to pass between those without permission!”

The ground was rocky and dangerous, but Regapisk drove his chariot off the road and over to one of the stones, carefully staying outside the ring they formed. “Ugly!” he shouted.

The road led to a gateway wide enough for wagons bigger than these, and the big double gates stood open. A pair of the ugly protection stone statues faced each other across the gateway opening, multiple carved faces with bulging eyes and protruding tongues staring at each other. And at us? Sandry wondered. The eyes seemed to follow them as they approached. An illusion?

Sandry watched a handful of men assembling: a force of twenty, four groups of four men, and another group of four officers.

They wore bright armor and carried bows. The armor was thin plates of polished bronze over leather. The bows were simple wooden bows and probably couldn’t penetrate that armor. Sandry smiled to himself. His bow would outrange those things by double, perhaps more, and even at long range his arrows would penetrate that feeble armor. With a chariot and fast horses, he could fight all twenty and win. Fifty Lords with chariots and a thousand Lordsmen and Lordkin could defeat any number of such men.

If this was the best of the Emperor’s army, why would anyone fear the Emperor?

 

They followed the road uphill. On the flat, the road continued, but greatly changed. Thenceforth it ran straight as a spear’s flight at a constant width of about nine paces, and a line of logs ran right up the middle.

Fur Slipper shouted, and all heads turned. “Nothing must profane the High Road! Set foot on it only at the invitation of the Emperor! Beasts are not to touch the High Road at all!”

They followed the�low road?�up the gentle rise. Ahead were the main gates into the town itself. There was no more to be seen until they neared the top of the crest.

Then the crater seemed to appear magically out of the desert. It was a bowl hundreds of paces across, tens of manheights deep. It was all rubble, barren of life. To Sandry it looked weird beyond understanding…

“A mountain fell out of the sky.” Clever Squirrel whispered in his ear. “It smashed this hollow into the earth. See here, where rock melted and splashed, where a fiery wind lifted the surface and peeled it back. Pristine magic, never drained by the world’s gods or wizards. Can you feel the power? It’s making me drunk!”

Burning Tower said, “I don’t feel a thing.”

Sandry shook his head.

Regapisk and Arshur rode up. Reggy shielded his eyes from the crater. “It’s bright!” he shouted.

Arshur laughed.

“You can see the manna?” Clever Squirrel asked.

“Sure, can’t you?” He cupped his hands around his face to shade his eyes, then peeped out to examine the crater. “There,” he said. He pointed to discolored rocks near the crater floor. “That’s a really bright spot.”

Arshur laughed again.

“You don’t believe him?” Sandry asked.

Arshur shrugged. “Lord Reg is learning the craft of Tras Preetror, and learning it well,” the giant said. “Since I have known him, he’s seen a lot of things I didn’t.”

Regapisk looked hurt.

“He’s right about that spot,” Clever Squirrel said. “I don’t see it as brighter than the rest, but I can feel the manna flowing.”

And Reggy probably saw where you were looking, Sandry thought.

Ern brought his wagons to a halt. The twenty bowmen blocking their path stepped to left and right. Other men and women waited beyond. Sandry glimpsed a formal garden of amazing extent, but Clever Squirrel exclaimed at sight of a blocky house. “They’ve got sweatbaths!”

 

The governor was a woman named Hazel Sky. Her dress was awkward and beautiful, with a huge and spiky headdress. “Fox,” Squirrel whispered, though the woman didn’t look much like a fox to Sandry. But the burly man next to her was unmistakable in his costume. “Terror bird,” said Squirrel.

Hazel Sky squinted, then smiled thinly. “Greetings, Ern of Crescent City. We have met before. It has been too long since your city brought the Emperor his due.”

“The way was closed, Great Mistress. Our city was besieged and was nearly destroyed. Has it not been long since any wagons came from the west?”

“It has. We have noted this, but my Master has sent no instructions.” She shrugged. “So we have done nothing.”

“Did you tell Emperor no wagons long time?” Sandry asked.

Hazel Sky frowned. The Terror Bird man hid a smile.

“Great Mistress, this is Lord Sandry, of Lordshills,” Ern said. “He comes from lands far to the west of Crescent City, lands that lie on the Great Western Sea. He begs your pardon. He does not know the proper forms of address.”

“Let him learn them,” Terror Bird said. “One does not slight a Great Mistress!”

Sandry bowed.

Hazel Sky nodded in acknowledgment. “I see stallions, and the great one-horn. It has been long since a one-horn was brought to Aztlan! We thank you. And the stallion is splendid. What other gifts have you brought for the Emperor?”

“We have the customary gold, Great Mistress,” Ern said. “And we beg the privilege of provisions, and the customary gifts of manna.”

She nodded. “The Supreme One will be greatly pleased with gifts such as those,” she said, indicating Blaze and Spike with a wave. “Have you counted out the customary tribute?”

“Yes, Great Mistress.”

She smiled. “Then nothing else is needed. Welcome to the place of the Fallen Sun! In the name of the Supreme One, I bid you welcome.”

 

The Great Mistress and the other costumed priests retired. Lesser officials were sent to welcome them. Ern explained his caravan’s needs. Fodder was brought. The wagons were led down a steep road into the crater itself. No water supply was to be seen, but when Regapisk asked about that, there was general laughter.

The women made it clear that they wanted to bathe. “At once, Mistress,” a servant girl said. She was no younger than Burning Tower, but she knelt to her. “At once. I will go to heat the stones myself.”

 

“Best welcome I ever had,” Ern said.

Burning Tower looked to Sandry, with both question and fear. Sandry nodded. “Not the time to talk about it,” he said quietly. She looked unhappy but nodded agreement.

There was plenty of room for visitors. Only about forty people were in the fort.

They spoke the Crescent City tongue with a raspy accent. Twenty were warriors armed with spears or simple bows, led by a Captain Sareg. Six were officials of the Office of the Emperor’s Gifts.

The chief of these was called Regly. Tax man, Sandry thought. Toronexti.

Ern laid out a blanket and covered it with goods. There was some gold, but there were other items, manufactured in Crescent City. Fruits and melons preserved by Fur Slipper’s spells. Pots and dishes. Sandry frowned. Except for the gold, little of this would have brought a decent price in Peacegiven Square, and most would have been worthless in Condigeo. Aztlan was rich! Why did they want crude goods?

Regly examined the items. “Acceptable. When will you deliver the stallion and one-horn?”

“Soon,” Ern said. “All our beasts are needed to draw the wagons and chariots into the pit, and I think you have no one here who can harness the one-horn.”

“That may be true,” Regly admitted. “Good. Your gifts are acceptable.”

Ern explained after Regly left. “There is no trade with the Emperor. We bring gifts, and the Emperor gives gifts in return. His gift is the privilege of using the crater.

“Over there are traders, with goods.” He pointed to a line of stands, like any market. “They buy and sell. There will be stonewood, every kind of stonewood, carved and crude, charged and depleted. There will be jewelry talismans of turquoise and silver. And rain arrows, to make the trip back much faster. With rain arrows, we do not have to follow the streams.”

“Are the arrows expensive?”

“Not very. But each is accounted for, and its use is taxed, and all of that takes time.”

Nine officials and six clerks belonged to the Office of Rain.

Rain was a good deal of the post’s business. Hundreds of rain arrows with turquoise heads were stored, waiting to be used here or carried away to other lands. The luxuriant vegetable garden was testimony to their effectiveness. Rain arrows, charged in the crater, traveled all over the Empire. Each one was accounted for by documents meticulously kept by the clerks.

The Office of Rain was a circular sunken room, a kiva, inside a blocky building that wasn’t much bigger. The head of the Office of Rain was Thundercloud, a burly, powerful man in middle age�he who had been dressed as an archetypal terror bird. He looked more comfortable in black robes.

Ern said to him, “We are ready for water now, Lesser Master.”

Thundercloud stood and summoned a clerk, who produced a document. The clerk asked questions, got answers from Ern, and wrote. Then he asked more and wrote more.

It took most of an hour. Finally the clerk was satisfied.

Thundercloud selected an ornate arrow tipped with turquoise. He brought that to the clerk, who recorded something on the document. Thundercloud took his seal cylinder from his wrist and rolled it in fresh clay dripped at the bottom of the document. The clerk did the same.

“One gold bit,” the clerk said.

Ern produced the gold, not much larger than a speck. The clerk noted that on the document, and dropped the gold bit down through a slot on his desk. “All in order,” the clerk said.

Thundercloud took a bow from the wall and strung it with an effort. Sandry suppressed a grin. It was only a simple bow, and it couldn’t be that difficult. But it was ornately carved.

Thundercloud took the bow and the rain arrow outside. “I will do this myself,” he told Ern.

“We are honored,” Ern said. Thundercloud nodded agreement.

He nocked the arrow and sent it upward, almost straight up, chanting as it rose. Tiny sparkles of lightning followed it up. It rose until it was nearly out of sight, then fell, still trailing brilliant sparks, to just short of where Ern had placed his wagons.

Upslope from the wagons, it began to rain. A junior clerk rushed down the hill to retrieve the arrow. Soggy and dripping now, he brought it back to the first clerk, who examined it and added notations to the document. They went back inside out of the rain.

“We recharge arrows using these.” Thundercloud showed them a line of thumb-size frames of silver. “I won’t demonstrate. I don’t want to get wet.”





Chapter Seven
The Wizard’s Bathhouse

 

There was a line of sweatbaths not far from the Office of Rain, but the servant girl led Burning Tower, Fur Slipper, and Clever Squirrel past those to a smaller area fenced with maguey. Inside the enclosure was a rose garden. Hummingbirds were everywhere. One frantically tried to drive the others away, but there were far too many roses for one bird to defend.

Like the other baths, this one was placed at the crater’s rim. Mats placed outside, for relaxing after the sweatbath, would have a wonderful view. The building was made of petrified logs aglitter with garnet and other semiprecious stones.

Hazel Sky, no longer in robes of office but dressed in a simple gown, joined them. Burning Tower was afraid to speak to her, but Fur Slipper greeted her by name and introduced them to her.

There was no sign of the imperious Great Mistress. Now she was friendly.

“Welcome,” she said. “We have many baths here at Sunfall, but this one is reserved for the enlightened and their guests.”

Burning Tower frowned, and Clever Squirrel suppressed a laugh. “My sister is not favored,” Squirrel said. “But she is certainly my guest.”

Clever Squirrel examined the stonewood walls and looked questioningly at Hazel Sky.

Hazel nodded agreement. “All depleted,” she said. “A place where those burdened with magical talent can relax.”

Burning Tower looked puzzled. Fur Slipper explained, “There’s no manna left in these logs. This building would make a dandy insulator if you wanted to avoid a curse. It’s also a shield from visions. Hazel, did you use the magic in the logs to heat the thing? Easier than getting wood, until it ran out.”

“Likely,” Hazel Sky said. “But that was long before I came.”

The way inside led to a smaller room where they removed their clothes and hung them on pegs. They turned left to another small room, right to yet another, then left into the bathhouse itself. Each room had a stonewood door.

Clever Squirrel smiled at Burning Tower’s look of puzzlement. “As Hazel said. This is a place of refuge from magic. Manna flows in straight lines. By turning those corners, we have escaped all the cares of the world.” Squirrel lay on a bench and sighed. “I think I have never been to a place like this,” she said. “Not even Tep’s Town before Yangin-Atep went mythical was so devoid of manna. So clean.”

“You were there when the god was …” Hazel searched for a word. “Retired?”

“No.”

Hazel took another bench and sprawled out contented. “Your friend has no talent at all?” she asked.

“None,” Tower said. She thought it would be impolite to add that her family had never needed any. “I saw Morth of Atlantis after he sent the god mythical, but I wasn’t there when it happened. No one was, except Morth and my father.”

Heat filled the room. The source was hot rocks along one wall, and a small brazier held a wood fire far too small to have heated all the rocks. Tower moved around restlessly as the talented ones�enlightened, she thought, and sniffed�relaxed on benches with contented smiles.

The brazier sat in a small fireplace. The stone floor had no soot or any other indication that a fire had ever burned there. Tower could feel a mild breeze going up the chimney, which was just big enough that she could have scrambled up it. No light came down it.

Clever Squirrel was watching her with a lazy grin.

“All right,” Tower said. “That fire isn’t big enough to heat this place! And those stones are hot!”

“Of course they’re hot,” Hazel Sky said. “The servants heat them and bring them in for us. The brazier is for scents and powders, not heat.” Hazel laughed. “Do you think we use fire to heat rocks here? With wood so precious and manna so cheap?”

“Ah,” Clever Squirrel said. “So you use magic to heat the stones.”

“Of course. The Supreme One has commanded that guests be treated properly. How could we heat stones enough for all your wagon train to enjoy a bath if we did not use manna? It would take everyone here working full time to bring in enough wood!”

 

There were eight sweat lodges heated, but to Sandry the sweatbath sounded like an exercise in discomfort. He gave orders that the bath kettles be heated at the wagon train. That too would be done with magically heated stones. Wood was precious.

Then he turned to Ern with a frown. “There are no walls here. No protection for the wagons,” Sandry said.

Ern shrugged. “Nor need.”

“We saw birds not a league from here,” Sandry reminded him. “We saw the rooster that has tracked us since Crescent City. Why is there no need to protect ourselves from the birds?”

Ern laughed. “We are in the Emperor’s stronghold! The priesthood is here, in a place of great manna! Protection stones ring the crater and this town as well. This is the safest place I know, safe against any enemy.” He paused. “Any enemy save the Emperor, and there’s nothing we could do if he decided to rob us.”

Quintana would say that we could sell our lives at a price to teach him to leave others alone, Sandry thought. “We saw half a dozen birds, more than we have seen for days,” Sandry said. “How long would it take for them to kill us in our beds? Circle the wagons and put up the barriers.”

Ern glanced at him nervously. “Would you insult our hosts and their protection?”

“If we needed the protection of those soldiers, we’d be in real trouble,” Sandry said.

“The Emperor’s might rests on far stronger shoulders than those soldiers’ .” Ern shrugged. “But as you will. I confess I remain troubled by the visions of our enlightened ones. But Sandry, if they ask why we camp behind barriers, I will say it is your outlandish customs, and I have no choice because your backers own this wagon train!”

Sandry shrugged and signaled to Mouse Warrior. “Circle the wagons.”

The diminutive fighter grinned.

“You expected this?” Sandry asked.

Mouse Warrior grinned again. “I have won a bet with the Lordkin.”

 

Sweatbaths didn’t appeal to Sandry; he wanted a bath.

A water bath required hot stones, and many had been needed for the sweatbaths. While he waited for more stones to be heated, Sandry walked the garden with a few of the soldiers who tended it. He saw edible plants, beans and corn, fruits and nuts. There were great gaudy flowers and plants he didn’t recognize.

One entire garden patch was devoted to maguey, with plants grouped by age. Some were blooming. Some had tried to bloom and now had a large hollow where the central stalk had been. Those were filling with pulque.

They pointed out the garden where the Great Mistress entertained her guests. Sandry saw roses. Hummingbirds swarmed, zealously guarding their territories among the blossoms.

Another garden held fruit trees, including some Sandry had never seen before. He tried new fruits. The center of the garden was a pond; he washed his face there, nosed by big gaudy fish.

Then Sandry persuaded Captain Sareg to escort him up into the tower.

The view was awesome.

The sun was setting behind a glory of orange clouds. North, a scattering of flightless terror birds dipped in and out of flying cloud shadows. One�gaudier than the others, ablaze with rainbow colors when the sunlight struck it, the bird they’d been calling the rooster�gave over displaying his plumage and burst into speed, chasing something small until it ran afoul of one of the hens.

East ran the Emperor’s Road, broad and amazingly straight, never deviating as it crossed hills and dips.

South, the crater itself was an incredible artifact, a bowl big enough to feed all the gods who had ever lived. Far enough below to exercise Sandry’s fear of heights were the cook fire for dinner and the plumes of steam from the sweatbaths.





Chapter Eight
Feast

 

The banquet tables were large slabs of wood held up by stonewood trestles. A feast was laid out, and the room was filled, nearly everyone from the imperial offices and the wagon trains. Servant girls rushed about.

Burning Tower had ceased noticing the rich smell of men who had not bathed in many moons, but she noticed its absence at dinner. She herself felt clean and fresh. There was only water to drink, but a wonderful variety of food. It was as if the company grew drunk on the feast, and on fresh viewpoints.

Sandry was dressed in silk. He had found someone to smooth the wrinkles, and Tower thought him the handsomest man in the room. He stood tall and spoke freely. His Aztlan wasn’t polished, but he didn’t seem to care. Polite but proud, and she was proud of him.

The soldiers laughed at Sandry’s caution in setting up the wagon fortress, but they didn’t seem offended. None had ever seen the sea. They kept after Sandry to tell them more of the Great Ocean, and waves, and mer people.

Whatever story Sandry told, Arshur had another. Arshur was a natural storyteller, though imperial soldiers twitched at his tales of banditry.

“You have been many places,” Captain Sareg said. “So, Arshur the Wanderer, why have you come here?”

“I have come to be king. I am destined to be king,” Arshur said simply.

The room grew quiet. Captain Sareg beamed. “Destined to be king! This is wonderful news. I will tell the Emperor before I sleep tonight,” he said.

Clever Squirrel asked, “How?”

“We have our ways,” the captain said.

Sandry watched all this without understanding. It was clear that they didn’t see Arshur as a threat. Instead, they believed him….

Fur Slipper developed an interest in Thundercloud. The burly rainmaker told her, “We folk worship a number of gods. My mother named me for a storm, and I followed my name to my fate. But I am a priest of Left-Handed Hummingbird in addition to heading the Office of Rain.”

Ern said, “We could have used your help at Crescent City,” a phrasing Sandry considered nicely diplomatic.

“Dry, was it?”

“No, I meant your terror birds have blocked off all trade,” Ern said, “for over a year, until Sandry and his warriors came to rescue us. You could have driven away the birds.”

Captain Sareg said, “That explains why all the wagons stopped coming. The Office of Gifts has been most puzzled. We’re most glad you’ve arrived.”

“So you will tell the Emperor that the birds are attacking the wagon trains?” Sandry asked.

“I will certainly report that,” Captain Sareg said. “My superiors will be interested. And of course the Office of Gifts will demand a full report. I will send a clerk to call on you in the morning; you can give him all the details.”

“But you won’t report that to the Emperor tonight?”

“No, of course not. That is news for the officials, not for the Supreme One.”

But, Sandry thought, you will report that Arshur has come to be a king.

“The birds attack wagon trains all the way to Condigeo,” Sandry said. Sareg looked blank. “Far to the west of Crescent City, all the way to the Great Sea.”

Sareg nodded. “So you fought from the ocean to Crescent City?”

“Yes.” He looked to Thundercloud. “I wondered if you would forbid us to kill terror birds,” Sandry said cautiously.

“Oh, no,” Thundercloud said. “It isn’t birds we worship; it’s the essence, the god, the symbol of the Emperor’s might. Gods don’t take much note of individual worshippers, you know. If the birds have become a nuisance, feel free to discourage them.”

The rest of the company didn’t even seem particularly interested in the conversation. Captain Sareg said, “My officer and I had to kill a terror bird once. It got into the crater and attacked our stocks. I was only a foot soldier then. Two men can generally kill one, or drive it off, but that was scary.”

Regapisk shouted from far down the long table. “Ever been attacked by a dozen?”

“What? No. They stay apart.”

“Not anymore. They’ve been ganging up,” Regapisk continued. “Lord Sandry had to kill two hundred at Crescent City!”

The imperials seemed politely dubious, and Thundercloud actually laughed out loud. Otherwise Regapisk couldn’t have pulled a reluctant Sandry into telling stories. Terror birds attacked in strength? And Sandry knew how to fight back? Crescent City soldiers were growing angry. They knew what they’d seen! Sandry had taught them his techniques, and they’d used them on the way here, cursed right!

Fur Slipper and Thundercloud began discussing magic, cautiously, not eager to reveal secrets. Clever Squirrel got involved. They were a buzz of conversation against a background of men discussing war, until Thundercloud exclaimed, “You were at the Folded Hands Conference?”

“How did you hear about that, this far east?”

“Oh, Red Rock was invited. He’s our high priest in Aztlan, and the Emperor needed him; he couldn’t go. But Clever Squirrel, do I understand right? Threescore wizards gathered at Avalon to find ways to restrict the use of magic?”

“Yes, to conserve what’s left in these days of dwindling manna.”

“I see. Then tell me this, shaman: why are you supporting a trade in talismans, in charged turquoise and petrified wood?”

“Why … I never thought of that.”

“You encourage waste. The days of the great gaudy floating castles are over. Gods are going mythical for lack of manna. What will happen if we keep sending what little we have all over the world? Wizards will live as if there were no end to wealth, until it’s all gone in a day.”

“Well, but talismans aren’t free” Squirrel said. “We learn to conserve magic just to save wealth. Some of us become very good at it. Meanwhile there are civilizations that would die without the trade.”

Fur Slipper found the argument very amusing. “What would you do, Thundercloud? Shut down the trade in talismans? Magic drives the trade routes. Nothing else would be traded either, you know, not even ideas. Every culture would grow in isolation, turn inward, grow mad.”

“And no one would bring gifts to the Emperor,” Ern added softly.





Chapter Nine
Nightmare

 

Burning Tower watched the full moon from her window. Theirs was a tower room on the rim. The same full moon illuminated a ring of wagons deep in the crater, and the barren land around. Squirrel was fast asleep.

Tower saw something coming down the High Road, something like a streamer of mist a-sparkle in the moonlight. Where the row of petrified logs ended, the mist moved up the crater rim and in, purposeful, seeking the guardhouse.

“Locusts,” she told herself.

Crescent City sometimes used locusts for exploration or to carry messages. She’d heard of such practice from other tribes. It couldn’t be more difficult, could it, than persuading ants to keep to their places? Tower lay down and was presently oblivious.

 

Squirrel dreamed.

She knew it was a dream by its clarity, the glare of color and the sharp edges. Manna was strong in the crater.

She stood on a butte, a great spur of rock above a vast flat plain. A manlike shape stood on the ground far below, stood so tall that his vast mismatched face was level with her eyes. Dressed in a feathered robe, he was divided down the middle: one side a living, laughing, well-muscled man; the other a skull, fingers of bone, white ribs showing through decaying feathers.

“The world is endangered,” he said. “Clever Squirrel, you must join us.”

“Who are you, then?”

“We are the conservators. Human beings are natural magic users. There is magic in our very being. With no trace of magic left, who knows what our descendants would be like? They would be no longer human. We must save the magic for generations to follow.”

The intruder was seeing into her mind by a little bit; she was seeing into his.

She asked, “Thundercloud, do you send terror birds to kill for you?” and knew at once that it was not only Thundercloud. She sensed a pair of adversaries, Thundercloud and a more powerful personality, his mentor. She perceived his name: Vucub-Caquix, Seven Macaws.

“We do,” the composite said. Both were speaking the truth as they saw it. “We must, to block the flow of trade. Tell me how you kill the nightmare birds.”

It was pulled from her, what little she knew. Sandry fought without magic, in ways Squirrel didn’t understand, with chariots, atlatls, the many-layered bow, a stone bird gathered from the enemy, and by making patterns with armed men. She sensed her adversary’s disappointment.

“Do you rule the god, or does he rule you?” she wondered, and she knew. Both. The god’s own purpose was to evade its fate. Trade must be stopped because traders were coming to destroy Left-Handed Hummingbird.

She’d learned enough. Now she tried to wake up.

Her adversary said, “Sandry fights the nightmare birds. Who else has learned from him?”

All he had trained, his own Younglords, the Condigeo marines, the Crescent City soldiers, Arshur the wanderer. She gave them all to the half-skull giant, and knew that all must die. She whimpered.

“Sleep,” said her adversary, and velvet blackness took her. She woke in midafternoon, in the midst of battle.





Chapter Ten
The Battle Begins

 

Starting at first light, the merchants began charging their cargos of silver-and-turquoise talismans. Clever Squirrel was still asleep. She would be sorry she’d missed seeing this, Tower thought.

Actually the process looked simple. Ruser’s own collection was typical. Carved turquoise objects, figures and faces of gods known and obscure, were worked into cages of silver. The silver frame was there to charge the blue stone. The stone would hold magic until a spell released it. It had to be dismounted from the silver before it left the crater, or the manna would leak away. Then the charged talismans were put into boxes of magic-depleted stonewood.

So Regapisk and Arshur took loads of Ruser’s talismans into the bottom of the crater and strung them on lines. They’d be left there all day. Ruser supervised. Secklers the Lordkin helped. He seemed to enjoy the work. The others watched him pretty closely. Tower opened her hope chest and removed the birthname talisman the ladies of Condigeo had given her. The central charm was removed and wrapped in silver wire, and Burning Tower herself carried it to the crater. After a moment’s thought, she climbed the central pole that held up the wires the other talismans were strung on, and put her charm at the very top. No one would gather it there unless they could climb like Burning Tower, or fly.

 

Captain Sareg came down to watch. He beamed when he spotted Arshur. Tower heard him; the whole circle of wagons was meant to. “Arshur the Wanderer! You are to be king!”

“What you say?”

“A reply from the Emperor arrived last night. The Emperor has accepted you as king. We’re all very glad: we’ve been without a king for most of a year. You’ll be taken by the High Road to Aztlan as soon as transport arrives.”

“High Road … when? How shall I dress? Act? May I take companions?”

“Soon, I would think. Dress? Your servants will dress you when you arrive. Act as you’ve always acted, it’s worked for you so far. Some of your companions have been invited to the city, but they’ll come by their own path. My congratulations, Majesty.” And he bowed.

 

So it came about that the entire wagon train was busy at hanging jewelry. Sandry and his minions were guarding the jewelry against gatherers, but there didn’t seem to be any of those. The imperials were spending their time watching them, even the man on the guard tower. Nobody was seeing what was outside the crater, except Arshur, who abandoned the lines he’d been stringing and went scampering up the walls of the crater to watch for what was due to arrive on the High Road.

Around midmorning, he began shouting.

Then the man on the guard tower was shouting too. He was using some military jargon. Burning Tower couldn’t understand him, but she saw soldiers scampering up the crater slope. She climbed laboriously uphill to look.

Terror birds surrounded the crater, close up against the rim, just outside the ring of ugly stone statues that surrounded the crater. They were widely separated and behaving like flightless birds, but they wouldn’t find much prey this close to civilization. The gaudy one, the rooster, had placed himself farther back.

Behind her, Mouse Warrior ran among the wagons crying, “Hey, Harpy!”

 

Sandry heard the shouts from the guard tower. “Birds! Terror birds! Alarm! Call the wizards!” the soldier was shouting.

Birds. Alarm! Call the wizards. How many birds?

“Call the wizards!” the guard repeated. Someone on the ground heard, and took up the shout. “Close the gates!” someone else called.

Sandry looked at those gates with contempt. They wouldn’t keep out determined terror birds. Neither would the low walls and broken maguey fences. Enough birds and�

“Terror birds!” the tower guard shouted again.

“How many?” Captain Sareg shouted from below the tower.

“Hundreds!”

Hundreds would be more than enough to overwhelm the imperial soldiers and the wagon train as well. That many birds could be stopped only by magic.

“Wizards! Call the wizards!” Captain Sareg was shouting.

The birds came to the crater rim. They lined up along its lip, held in check for the moment by the stacks of stonewood heads with their glowing eyes. Foolish, Sandry thought. If they rushed us now, we wouldn’t have a chance. “Younglord Whane!”

“Sir!”

“Get everyone you can into armor; turn out with weapons. We’ll make a stand on the road down from the rim.”

“Sir.” Whane ran off, afraid but under control. And the birds gathered at the rim, more and more of them.

“What are they waiting for?” Arshur demanded. “A fair fight?”

“It almost looks that way,” Sandry said. “Or some way through that ring of statues.” The eyes of the guard statues were burning fiercely now, making lines of light wherever dust blew past. The birds would not cross that line, but more gathered behind it.

“The light’s dimming, I think,” Younglord Whane said conversationally. “When it’s gone, will they come through?”

Sandry looked around for Clever Squirrel. No sign of her. Sareg had summoned his own wizards, but not Squirrel. Burning Tower was rushing up toward the rim. Sandry went to her.

“Where is Clever Squirrel?”

“Asleep,” she said.

“Wake her. Run!”

She ran. Sandry smiled to himself, watching her. If they lived through this … “Fur Slipper?”

“Down in the pit. I’ve sent for her.” Ern had put on thick buckskins and brought his spears. “What are those things waiting for?”

“I don’t know, but the longer they wait, the better I like it,” Sandry said. “I want my armor. Gather everyone you can. Arshur, you and Whane get some kind of battle line set up while I get my stuff.”

“I’ll get it!” Wagonmaster Ern’s boy looked eager. “I know where you keep everything! Let me get it.”

“Go,” Sandry said.

“Now what?” Arshur said. “Look.”

A half dozen of the imperial soldiers were running down the hill to them, with Captain Sareg puffing behind them. “Majesty,” Sareg shouted. “We are come to defend you.” The other soldiers laughed nervously.

“Defend me?” Arshur demanded. He whirled his great sword and laughed. “Defend me or stand behind me?”

“If you die, we die,” Sareg said quietly. “I’d rather be killed by a bird than impaled by the Supreme One.”

“Know how to fight those things?” Arshur demanded.

“No, Majesty.”

“Magic? Wizards?” Sandry asked.

“The Great Mistress is trying to ready them,” Sareg said. “She keeps the Ring of Protection strong, but she says something, or someone, is fighting her.”

“An enemy wizard?” Ern demanded.

Sareg shrugged helplessly.

“Can the Great Mistress blast those things?” Arshur demanded.

“No, no�that kind of magic belongs to Thundercloud,” Sareg said. “And no one can find Master Thundercloud. Most of his apprentices are missing too. So are many of the rain arrows, and all his robes of office.”

“What does that mean?” Arshur demanded.

“I don’t know, Majesty.”

“Betrayed,” Arshur said positively.

“So what will the Great Mistress do?” Sandry demanded.

“She’s casting the spells she knows,” Sareg said. “Sleep and calm and fear and nightmares. And she sings songs to the Protection Stones.”

“Is that what’s holding those things back?” Sandry asked.

Sareg shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not a wizard.”

“I think the eyes are getting dimmer,” Younglord Whane said.

 

Squirrel’s sleep was so deep that Burning Tower feared for her health. She didn’t stir when Tower patted her cheeks, or rubbed her hands, or pulled her hair. Tower lifted her by her ankles and dipped her head in a basin of water.

Squirrel stirred. Her eyes vacant, she whispered something under her breath. Then, “You’re strong,” she said.

“You’re little. What’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing now. That crazy wizard put me under a spell of sleep.” Squirrel still seemed dazed. “Tower, I went to Avalon to get a spell from Morth. I ever tell you how my grandfather died?”

“Father did.”

“He walked into a gold field with Mother and Whandall. Wild magic all around him. All the old failed spells he’d made in the past started coming true. If he’d known how to unravel a spell, Grandfather could have saved himself. I asked Morth how to do that. I expect he’ll want a heavy price some day�”

“Good, good. Now what do we do about the birds?”

“What birds?”





Chapter Eleven
The King at War

 

Lord Regapisk was panting as he ran up from the pit. A dozen and more merchants and wagoneers and guards were strung out behind him, all gasping for breath.

“Good to see you,” Arshur shouted.

Arshur stood in a battle line across the access road, imperial guards to either side. He was flanked by the others. Sandry had arrayed every soldier in ranks just below the crater rim. Some had bows. Some carried atlatls and spears. Ern’s boy was just finishing the task of hitching the mules to Regapisk’s chariot. Sandry’s chariot stood ready, but there was no one in it. Regapisk understood. This wasn’t good terrain for chariots. There was no room to maneuver, and the boulder fields on each side of the access road were better than walls. The birds might work around behind Sandry’s roadblock to get to the wagon laager, but it would take them time, and they wouldn’t do it unseen.

Regapisk hadn’t thought this way in years, not since the nearly forgotten lessons taught by the Peacevoice assigned to his military education. It always came hard to Regapisk, as it was easy for Sandry, and it had never seemed important before.

Chariots were no use here, but up on the plain above the rim it would be different. Up there was rough too, better ground for mules than horses. It would take a skilled charioteer to keep his chariot upright. And I’m out of practice. Would that be important? There was no way up there now. The birds were gathered tight against the crater rim, clustered just beyond the flashing-eyed statues. Hundreds, Regapisk thought. They’d number several hundred, maybe a thousand, and more coming from far across the plain. There were frantic shouts from the guard tower.

Sandry was in armor. Whane tightened the last of Sandry’s laces and began struggling into his own. For the first time since they left Crescent City, Regapisk regretted not buying armor, but Arshur wasn’t armored, only wrapped in thick wool leggings and a leather jacket. The merchants weren’t armored either.

Most of the merchants took up arms and joined the ranks. It didn’t look very safe with them. Regapisk drew his Lord’s Town sword and went to join Arshur.

“Regapisk,” Sandry said crisply. “I need an object in Clever Squirrel’s possession. Can you find her room?”

“Sure, the women all bedded down in the same complex. What do you need?”

“There’s an iron pot this big. In it there’s a statuette of a terror bird in petrified wood. The statue is magic. It attracts terror birds. Get it.”

“Why not just ask the shaman?”

Sandry looked at him for a brief moment. There was time, Sandry judged. He said, “Look down. Follow my finger. What do you see?”

Regapisk looked. “That’s Squirrel and Tower.”

“They’re halfway up here. I could wait for them to get here, then send one back for the bird statue, but I want it faster than that, and I want them both here. How much more of my time are you going to waste, Reg? You’re the man I can spare best. Get me the stonewood bird.”

Regapisk ran. It came to him that he should have said something�Sir or Aye, as if Sandry was his superior officer? Or as if the men around him thought he was? Too late. He ran. He noticed that Burning Tower had turned back to the wagon laager. He turned to tell Sandry, shrugged, and ran down the steep path.

 

He passed the shaman on the way. “Clever Squirrel!”

She ignored him. He persisted. “Where’s the statue of the bird? Lord Sandry wants it.”

“Oh, curse, I should have brought it�”

“I’ll get it. You go to Sandry.”

“It’s in my big bag.”

 

Regapisk found a bag. He dumped its contents on the sleeping blankets. Something heavy rolled. He picked up an iron pot, tightly bound. He opened it and found a bird of glittering striated stone.

He picked up the bird and ran.

 

Clever Squirrel arrived puffing. Sandry said, “Shaman, I’m glad you’re up. You would have missed all the excitement.”

“I was ensorcelled. I’ve had dreams!” She was shouting, and heads turned. “I know our enemies now. They’re the priests of Left-Handed Hummingbird, Master Thundercloud among them. They’re trying to stop the trade in magic.”

“They tell me he can cast terrible war spells,” Sandry said. “I’ve never seen a war spell.”

“Me either,” Squirrel said. She squinted up at the statues.

“Worry about war spells when they happen,” Sandry said. “Right now, what we’re fighting is birds. I thought we could use that stonewood bird as a lure. Pull the birds up over the cliff edge, twenty at a time, and shoot them when they’re silhouetted against the sky. How’s it sound?”

“I’m not a warrior, Lord Sandry. I wonder if the bird needs to be recharged.”

“Curse!”

“The manna’s thick as mud here. It should work fine. Sandry, look!”

One of the statues blazed for a moment, then its glowing eyes grew dark. Sandry watched in horror as the great pillar of heads collapsed into dust. A score and more birds spilled over the crater’s edge like a dark wave. Sandry shouted over their screeching. “Ready! Throw!”

 

Terror birds were coming over the rim as Regapisk climbed toward Sandry’s fighting men. A wave of spears and arrows answered them. Birds fell thrashing. Birds behind them came on.

Regapisk called, “Sandry!”

Sandry looked around. “Squirrel, take that.” He went back to directing warriors while Clever Squirrel climbed down toward Regapisk.

She took the stone bird from him. “Where’s the pot?”

“Pot?”

“The iron pot. We need it for shielding.” Her eyes went big and round. “Without that, the birds will all come at once!”

Regapisk absorbed that. I wasn’t told, he thought. It’s not my� Instead of speaking he drew his sword and stepped in front of the shaman.

 

“Arm! Ready!” Sandry bellowed. He waited until a number of the men had put throwing spears onto their atlatls and stood comfortably. The birds thundered forward. “Throw!” Spears flew straight, not in an arc. Plenty of power. A line of birds screamed, and several fell. Others stumbled over the falling bodies.

“Arm! Ready!” But the stone bird was pulling them in, sure enough. Some were getting through the hail of spears and arrows. It would be down to swords too soon.

“Throw! Arm! Ready! Throw! Mouse Warrior, to me!”

The little man scrambled to his side. Sandry said, “Gather twenty warriors and get them to the Office of Rain. Get all their rain arrows. We need them for ammunition. Kill anyone who tries to stop you. Kill anyone who’s wearing terror bird feathers.”

Arshur laughed and used the atlatl to launch another spear. One of Sareg’s troopers had laid down his own weapons and was loading for Arshur. Sandry grinned. Every time Arshur launched a spear, a bird fell, and the only thing slowing the blond giant was loading.

But he’d soon be out of spears. They all would. Spears and arrows, and then it would be swords.

But there was a barrier ahead now. Dead birds, some still twitching. And up above, Hazel’s magic was channeling the birds, keeping them coming through the narrow gap between two of the ugly statues.

Fire blazed high on the lip to the left. A pool of fire washed across the protection stones, spilling over the rim and down, but it died as it fell.

“War spells!” Captain Sareg shouted in Sandry’s ear.

“Doesn’t look effective.”

“Someone hit it with a counterspell,” Sareg said. “The Great Mistress. She’s still fighting.”

“Fighting who?”

“I hate this!” Sareg shouted. “She’s fighting Master Thundercloud!”

More birds leaped down the hill. Arshur’s spear impaled the first one, and two others fell over it. As they struggled to get up, something white flashed past Sandry.

Spike, carrying Burning Tower. The one-horn charged up the hill. It reared high, then brought hooves down on the struggling birds. Tower was carrying a stone axe. Its handle was nearly as long as a spear. She brought the heavy axe head down on a bird to crush its skull.

“Back!” she shouted. Spike reared again and turned and dashed back down the hill, but he wouldn’t get close to Sandry.

“Tower!” Sandry shouted.

Her reply was meaningless, a loud shout of triumph. Arshur took another loaded atlatl from the imperial guardsman and shouted as he hurled the spear. Another bird died.

He turned for another spear and got a helpless gesture. No more spears. Arshur lifted his oversize sword and charged uphill. Regapisk and Secklers whooped and followed. Two or three birds had gotten ahead of the rest. The three men converged on the leader.

 

The flood of birds seemed endless. Sandry had to learn how many were left. He sprinted for the observation tower. A bird saw him and turned toward him, and Arshur wheeled and whacked off both its feet. It came at Sandry anyway, wobbling, thrusting its dagger-tipped wings ahead of it.

Sandry reached the ladder and climbed. Even over the screeching of terror birds, he could hear Arshur’s laughter.

From the top of the tower he looked out into a sea of terror birds. The gaudy one, the “rooster,” was just outside the rim, hidden from everyone but Sandry and the imperial lookout�who had shouted himself hoarse and had nothing left to say.

Sandry could imagine that the rooster was trying to get the other birds into ranks. If he’d brought his bow�no, it was beyond bowshot, even for his compound bow. Did it know how far the Lords’ weapons would shoot? And how?

 

Regapisk was fighting a terror bird, sword to beak. They danced. They looked ridiculous and deadly.

Clever Squirrel lifted the stone bird. The terror bird turned to look, and Regapisk sliced through its thick neck. It fell kicking. He had to dodge the claws.

An idea struck her. “Regapisk!”

“Yeah?”

“Got your breath back?”

“Sure. Hooff!”

“Take this. Take the bird into the sweatbath! The one in the rose garden!”

“Why the�?” Regapisk shook his head. “Close the door on it?”

“Right!”

Regapisk took the bird and ran.

 

Eleven men and Mouse Warrior climbed uphill with armloads of rain arrows. Sandry watched them approach the imperials. Good thinking: they would be familiar with the weapons.

The imperials seemed dubious, but some of them began firing into the mob of birds. Lightning sputtered along the tracks of the arrows.

Burning Tower was riding Spike, and they were in the thick of battle. With magic all around him, Spike was at the peak of his form. Sandry saw Tower ward off a huge stabbing beak as Spike dodged under it and sank his horn deep in feathers and flesh. The bird wrenched loose and ran. Four more converged on it, beaks jabbing.

Tower looked for another target.

She was driving Sandry crazy. He was mightily relieved when Clever Squirrel shouted at her, summoned her back. They gestured and shouted. Then both women shouted at some of the warriors, distracting them.

Burning Tower galloped Spike downhill, away from the battle, toward the sweatbath house. A couple of Sandry’s warriors ran after her, losing ground. Sandry’s impulse was to fume at losing warriors in the midst of battle … but it was too bizarre. It had to be magic, and magic was not Sandry’s business. Meanwhile…

Where the rain arrows fell, birds were attacking each other.

The terror bird rooster was on the rim now, dancing in rage, screeching commands at his minion hens. It did no good. Terror birds attacked magic, even when it was a rain arrow embedded in another terror bird. Now the birds outside the crater seemed to slow, losing interest.

Mouse Warrior looked around him and spotted Sandry on the tower. He shouted an inaudible question.

A bird broke through. Sandry pointed. Mouse saw it. He whirled his sling a breath too slow. Mouse was dead, torn apart, when Secklers slew the bird.

Sandry saw Clever Squirrel climbing the ladder. She pulled herself up and looked about her. She asked, “How goes it?”

“We’d be fine if there was an upper limit to these birds. They’re too many. Squirrel, stop distracting my soldiers.”

“Could you deal with the rest of the birds if I take out the rooster? And the god?”

“And the god?” She just looked at him. He said, “Yes. What have you got in mind?”

She looked east toward the bathhouse.

Burning Tower tied Spike, then jogged into the bathhouse. She came out with Regapisk. Two more soldiers came running up. They talked briefly. Then they tore the door off.

“I hope they get it right,” Squirrel said. She started climbing down.

The terror bird rooster wasn’t dancing in rage. He was looking about him, studying the war. It made Sandry uneasy. The birds were too many. If the rooster organized a charge, they were doomed.





Chapter Twelve
The Wizards’ War

 

It looked like Sandry was holding the birds. Clever Squirrel walked rather than ran, conserving her breath.

Tower and Regapisk and two soldiers were working on the bathhouse, making good progress. They’d enlarged the bathhouse doorway and were fitting in a much bigger block of petrified wood, part of the floor of the cooling-off area, using the same hinges that had served the little door. That setup wouldn’t last the ages, but it didn’t have to.

She looked inside. They’d broken a hole in the tuff wall into the chimney beyond. Of course the bathhouse was stone cold, but Squirrel had wanted to see that for herself. And the hole into the chimney looked big enough.

“We’re ready,” Squirrel said. “Blazes, take the statuette and go.” Burning Tower jogged into the bathhouse and came out with the stone bird. “Regapisk, stay. We need you to bar the door. Lurk, put that inside. The rest of you, back to battle. From here on, it’s just us.”

 

Spike surged uphill like nothing on Earth could stop him. Burning Tower clutched the petrified wood bird hard against her ribs.

A thousand terror birds were running toward her. That number never seemed to decrease! Tower guided Spike up toward the rim�and there, that was the rooster, and now he was in the lead.

Tower turned Spike and fled.

She took a moment to wonder how she would protect Spike. The new, bigger door would admit a one-horn�but then he’d be trapped inside with a terror bird! No, she’d just have to jump off the bonehead and count on the statuette to keep the rooster distracted.

The birds flooded toward her, but, drawn from hundreds of miles around to fight in battle, they were tired. Warriors hacked at the dawdlers, hurled arrows and spears. The rooster was far in the lead.

 

Clever Squirrel waited in the doorway. Doubts riddled her, but she shrugged them off. There was nothing left to do. And here came Spike and Burning Tower. It was far too late to change plans.

She was counting on walls of depleted petrified wood to shield the interior against magic. Putting the bird statuette inside had worked well enough: its influence cut off, the hens had danced in confusion, and the rooster had come closer to take command.

So. Regapisk was on the bathhouse roof, possibly safe, possibly not. Tower jumped off Spike, shouted at the bonehead, and ran for the bathhouse. Spike kept moving. The rooster ran after him.

Tower dashed inside, came back to stand in the doorway. She screamed at the rooster, waving the statuette. The rooster thought it over, then charged the bathhouse.

“Remember, you first,” Squirrel shouted.

Tower nodded. As the bird came up, she ran into the bathhouse. She dropped the stone bird. The hole in the foamed rock wall was just big enough. She scrambled into it, through ankle-deep ash, up the chimney and out. Squirrel followed her through the hole and stopped there.

The bird hadn’t stopped to kill Spike or Regapisk. It shouldered through the enlarged doorway and stopped suddenly in the sweat room. Squirrel heard the big new door slammed shut and barred from outside.

Regapisk had better be back on the roof, before a thousand more birds arrived … and here they were now. Squirrel could hear them thumping against the thick stonewood walls.

Squirrel began to chant.

There was no magic in her words, other than that she was speaking a tongue the gods understood. Magic wouldn’t work here anyway. She was taunting the god, hoping to drive him to blind rage.

The bird’s response was a beak thrust into the chimney. Squirrel leaped up, caught herself, and kept climbing. Up and out of the chimney, with a bird’s beak below her smashing big chips out of a stonewood wall. And Regapisk to lift her free.

Regapisk asked, “What’s happening?”

Squirrel said, “It’s the god’s decision now.”

Regapisk looked blank.

Poor Regapisk, always out of the loop. Squirrel said, “The god is riding the terror bird rooster. The rooster is in the box. It can’t even call for help; see how the birds are milling around? No magic gets in or out. When the walls have absorbed enough manna, the god goes myth.”

“He doesn’t need to call,” Regapisk said. He pointed to a distant figure. Thundercloud, resplendent in his robes of office, surrounded by a host of apprentices, was running toward the bathhouse door.





Chapter Thirteen
Arrows

 

“He’ll break the door down,” Squirrel shouted. “Stop him.”

“How?” Regapisk demanded. “You stop him.”

Squirrel sang. Little happened.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s a slowing spell, but it’s not working,” Squirrel said.

“I knew it would come to this,” Regapisk said. He leaped down off the roof to stand in front of the door. He fingered the salamander brooch. “Tell Aunt Shanda.”

Squirrel looked around for help. “Tower! Get Sandry! Get Arshur! Bring help!”

Burning Tower whistled, twice, and Spike jumped over a bird he had been fighting and ran to stand next to the roof. Tower leaped on his back, and they galloped toward the guard tower.

 

Sandry could see the roof of the bathhouse but not the door. Something was happening there. And now Burning Tower was riding Spike, coming toward him. She needed help.

He signaled to Younglord Whane down on the road below the rim, his arm circling over his head then pointing down to the base of the guard tower: Come here with my chariot. Now.

Whane waved and leaped into the chariot. Good driving, Sandry thought, as Whane wove between two squabbling birds. Squabbling. The birds were fighting each other as well as humans. They weren’t working together at all.

A flash of lightning from near the bathhouse. He caught a glimpse of green and gold robes, a high headdress, a flashing arrow followed by lightning. Thundercloud was coming. Thundercloud the traitor.

“My Lord!” Whane was shouting from below the tower. He looked pleased with himself.

Sandry came down the ladder too fast, knocked his breath out landing, and climbed painfully into the chariot. “To the bathhouse,” he wheezed.

“Sir?”

“Follow the lightning. Ride to the lightning.”

“Sir!”

The chariot wheeled. Here in the compound, the ground was clear enough, nothing for the horses to stumble on. Tower was coming, though, and the horses reared to avoid Spike.

“Sandry,” she shouted. “Squirrel needs you! Over here!”

“I saw.” He was getting his breath back. He took his bow, already strung, from the bow case and selected a stout bone-shafted arrow. A flight arrow, for range.

The chariot clattered between the low buildings of the compound, past the common bathhouses, toward the rose garden. Lightning flashed among the roses, then there were flashes of green and ruby red. Hummingbirds, Sandry thought. Afraid of the lightning.

Lightning. From where? And it was pouring rain now, rain in bucketsful. The bow string wouldn’t last long in this.

Another lightning flash, this time just next to them. The horses reared from the thunderclap. “There!” Whane shouted.

Master Thundercloud, splendid in his robes of office, running toward the bathhouse.

“Stop him!” Squirrel was screaming from the roof.

Burning Tower shouted, and Spike dashed forward and stopped as if he’d hit a wall. The beast screamed in agony. One of Thundercloud’s apprentices was holding up a sigil, and whatever it was, it was more than Spike could bear. The one-horn screamed again, an eerie sound in the driving rain.

Thundercloud ran toward the bathhouse door, bow in hand. Whane whipped the horses forward, but they were confused by the thunder. We’re too far, Sandry thought. We’ll never stop him….

And Regapisk dashed out, sword raised. He waved it in Thundercloud’s face, struck at him clumsily, missed. Another flare of lightning and Regapisk was down. Thundercloud raised his arms in triumph, nocked another arrow.

Sandry’s arrow was already in place. He drew the arrow to his ear, held steady, released…

Thundercloud screamed in pain and outrage. He turned toward Sandry and shouted curses. A wave of pain ran through Sandry’s head and body. Another wave of pain in his arm. His arm was heavy, too heavy to hold the bow.

“You can bear it.” His mother’s voice, speaking in his ear. His mother? Or Squirrel, who was singing in a language Sandry did not know but was at the edge of his understanding, soothing, easing the pains. He gestured for Whane to turn away from Thundercloud, turn away, turn away…

“Away?”

“Go! Now!”

“Sir!” The chariot wheeled. An arrow fell behind them and the horses reared again from the thunder, leaped forward.

“Now stop. Turn,” Sandry said quietly.

“Aye.”

His arms ached, and Squirrel’s song was softer, but he could lift his left arm. Another arrow, bone-shafted, a flint arrowhead, gull feathers. Sandry noted every detail of the arrow as he drew it. Thundercloud laughed and turned away contemptuously, nocked an arrow to fire at the door of the bathhouse.

Slow. Aim. Smooth release. The arrow took forever to fly. It struck Thundercloud in the back. The priest screamed and dropped his bow. Lightning struck, knocking Thundercloud and two apprentices to the ground. Another apprentice turned to run, but now Spike was free of whatever had held him. He ran forward to batter the boy to the ground, and danced on him with sharp hooves.

Whane had already started forward when Sandry’s arrow struck. “Drive!” Sandry shouted. Thundercloud was thrashing on the ground, trying to rise. Spike turned toward the priest, but the apprentice with the sigil managed to get to his feet, and Spike was driven away. Thundercloud shouted another curse. Sandry felt his strength begin to drain. “Drive!”

“You can bear it.”

But I can’t. I can’t stand up�there’s no strength in my legs. His mother’s voice was blended with Squirrel’s wordless song: “You can bear it.”

Thundercloud was shouting. Squirrel’s song rang out above the shouts. Whane was urging the horses forward. Sandry struggled to find the strength to raise his bow. They were close enough now to hear the frantic shrieks from inside the bathhouse, furious pounding on the doors as the rooster god tried to batter his way out.

Thundercloud struggled to get to his feet. Blood poured from wounds in his shoulder and back. “I come, I come.”

“No. You will not.” Tower stood in his path. She raised her war hammer. Sandry felt a rush as his strength returned, and now it was Tower who fell helpless to the ground.

“Enough,” Sandry said. He leaped off the chariot and seized Thundercloud’s arms. “Whane.”

Whane was already there. They held the priest’s arms behind him. Whane stuffed something into the priest’s mouth so that he couldn’t talk. Sandry felt the priest’s struggles dying away.

The clatter inside the bathhouse stopped. There was a long and ominous silence.

“The birds have stopped attacking,” Whane said quietly. “They’re milling around.”

“And running away.” Clever Squirrel had come down from the roof. “Blazes, you all right?”

“Yes,” Tower said weakly. “Whew. What was that?”

“It will pass,” Squirrel said. She listened. “Quiet in there.”

“What does that mean?” Sandry asked. He held Thundercloud tightly, but the priest had ceased to struggle.

“I think the god is myth,” Squirrel said.

Thundercloud spit out the ball of waste that choked him. “He cannot be dead,” he shouted. “He cannot die. But�”

“But what?” Squirrel demanded. She put her hand on Thundercloud’s forehead. “What?”

“Did you not dream it?”

Squirrel looked puzzled. “I dreamed of a transformation, of a god made small and angry.” Suddenly she stood straight and laughed hysterically.

As she did, a hummingbird rose out of the chimney.

It flew straight at Clever Squirrel’s face, then veered off as if abruptly realizing how big she was. It circled once, and then buzzed off toward the garden.

“Left-Handed Hummingbird,” Squirrel said. “Now I know what that means.”

“Is it over?” Regapisk struggled to sit up. He was favoring his right arm. Something wrong there, the shape…

“It’s over,” Squirrel said.

“Welcome back, Cousin,” Sandry said.





Chapter Fourteen
The Red Seeds

 

The station’s visitors lined the crater’s rim to watch the Emperor’s messengers appear.

Regapisk clutched his cloak around him. His arm itched. Ruser the Jeweler eyed him suspiciously. “You fought alongside us,” Regapisk said to Ruser. “Everything’s changed. The Emperor might invite you in.”

“No.”

Regapisk waited. Ruser was troubled. There was a story here…

“No. Even if he did, I wouldn’t dare. I have had enough of Aztlan to last my life. I will send you with signs and sigils that will prove you to be my partner.”

Ruser took a small stonewood box from an inner pocket. He opened it. “Here. Hold this.” Ruser held out a small crude statue a fingerlength tall. It was dressed in a small silver loincloth. Crude as it was, the statue was clearly of a naked male.

“Hold that. Think about women. Think about the last time you had a woman. Think about the most exciting woman you ever had.”

“Why?”

“Just do it. Are you aroused yet?”

“Yes, curse you. She was a mer.”

“Good. Now take that silver off it and put the statue in this box.” He gave Regapisk the stonewood box. “Don’t open that box until you’re with Flensevan in a place with manna. Anywhere in Aztlan will have enough.”

“And then what?”

“Flensevan will know what to do. It won’t work except the first time you open the box. Remember that.”

“All right.”

“So. Ask Flensevan about the boat. We are wealthy, you and I,” the jeweler said. “As is Flensevan, if he wishes to be, which I doubt. With what I can take to Crescent City, we have enough to rebuild our business, even to rescue Zephans Mishagnos from his salt farm. Return when you can.”

“What’s keeping you out of Aztlan? I go with Arshur�he’s demanded it�but I can meet you at the gate. As king’s companion. Or even with an invitation from the king.”

Ruser shook his head. “They come,” he said. He pointed to a rapidly growing dot on the high road. “They come.”

 

Four officials rode in a woven basket that flew just above the High Road along the line of petrified logs. They left the basket at the end of the road, still afloat above the last log. They climbed to the rim through windrows of dead terror birds and dead men. It didn’t shake their dignity.

Regapisk had to depend on rumor for the rest.

They didn’t give names. Tall, narrow-headed, lean, and bony, they seemed to consider themselves as interchangeable, even though they were garbed very differently. “Road Runner, Jaguar, Bighorn Sheep,” Fur Slipper whispered, “by their headdresses. I don’t know the bareheaded one. Maybe he was supposed to be Left-Handed Hummingbird.”

They interviewed Arshur where he reclined in the infirmary. It took over an hour. Regapisk watched with mixed emotions. The old warrior had actually become a king. Was he still under Regapisk’s protection? Could a king ruin himself by not knowing how to use cutlery? Regapisk wondered if he was only jealous.

Barehead and Jaguar spoke to Hazel Sky in the infirmary. She was too exhausted to tell them much. Then Captain Sareg took them into the main building, and only rumor followed.

Rumor came in bits and droplets:

The Office of Rain had numbered nine. All of them were priests of Left-Handed Hummingbird. When the terror birds attacked, the Office of Rain had been found empty but for scattered robes, and those were weirdly changed.

At least half a dozen priests had fled out onto the plain. They must have been sure they could control the birds, and they must have been wrong. Birds tore them apart.

“Jaravisk didn’t run. He was Thundercloud’s chief apprentice. We’ve got him downstairs,” Manroot told them at the noon meal. Manroot was an imperial of no great rank. “The messengers want to interview him, and I’ll be on duty.”

At the evening meal they all found themselves facing Jaravisk, the imperial messengers, and Hazel Sky. “We have seen great changes,” Hazel announced. “It is best we come to terms with them. Jaravisk, tell us what you told the messengers.”

Jaravisk didn’t bear marks of torture, but he wobbled as he walked. Perhaps he’d been chewing coca leaves. Below coca’s induced calm, he seemed scared out of his wits. He didn’t speak until the bareheaded messenger showed him something pinched between two fingers. Then he blurted, “Left-Handed Hummingbird is no longer a terror bird. The god of war has become a h-h-hummingbird.”

The hall rang with amazed laughter.

“A hummingbird,” Jaravisk repeated. He seemed ready to cry. “The feathers of my cloak changed. I was casting ilb’al to learn more�”

“For our visitors,” Hazel suggested.

“What? Ilb’al, the red seeds of the flute tree, what we use for seeing.” Jaravisk blinked about him. “Seeing other times and places. Captain Sareg found me, but I learned a little first. Our god of war is cast out of power for ages to come, ten thousand years or more. I couldn’t learn my own fate, but what I have to tell the Emperor�please, Jaguar, please, Voice of All Gods, don’t bring me to the Emperor. Kill me now.”

“Tell them about trade.”

“What if I laugh at the Emperor? The Emperor’s cloak, symbol of his might, that must have changed too. He’ll be wearing a cloak covered with little teeny feathers.” Jaravisk’s high-pitched giggle ended in a hiccup. “Trade? I followed Thundercloud’s orders and I obeyed my god. What do I know of trade? We sent the birds to attack people and horses on the roads that link the western cities. The god watched and guided them. Now it’s over. We’ll use up our magic or sell it away, and one day our folk will be gone and our city will be blowing dust and roofless ruins to be picked over by lookers. I have seen it in the pattern of red seeds.”





Chapter Fifteen
Sand Paintings

 

A large canopy covered the reception area and courtyard outside the gates to the crater. Where the canopy ended, rain beat down on the High Road. The basket floated above the High Road, bright against shadow, just caught by the rising sun shining in bright skies to the east. The basket was wet, but the rain ended a few hundred feet away. The ground around the gates and down into the crater was frothy pink, but much of the blood had already washed away.

A day and a half had passed since the battle, and Arshur was only now setting off to meet the Emperor. Arshur the Wanderer, now Arshur the King, walked under an umbrella held by a soldier. Another imperial spearman held a large umbrella to cover the other three in the king’s party. Two more soldiers followed behind. Arshur was slow to climb into the great floating basket, and so were his companions.

They were all wounded, the three who boarded the great basket with the Emperor’s Jaguar-headed emissary. Arshur was marked with bloody gouges. The birds had scored him again and again while he twisted, turned, danced, so that claws and beak tips almost missed. The merchant Regapisk, Sandry’s cousin who had once been a Lord and thought himself Lord again, was walking a little crooked, looking uncomfortable and favoring his right arm. Hazel Sky was unmarked save by a strange torpor.

Imperial guards brought them blankets and cloaks and saw to their comfort. When all four had settled themselves in their finery, Jaguar gestured. The basket slid away, slowly at first, but faster with every breath.

 

Burning Tower watched them go, but she was also watching Squirrel work with her meticulous, somewhat exaggerated portraits of colored sand.

The sand grains rippled. Twisted Cloud’s portrait smiled. “Daughter! Happy birthday. Are you well?”

“Mother! I’ve defeated a god!”

Sand rippled; the smile became an O. “Anyone we know?”

“Long story, which I will be pleased to tell at length!” Rain pounded on the leather awnings above the sand paintings. “Have you got Whandall and Willow?”

Two more paintings stirred. Willow’s said, “Squirrel, what have you gotten yourself into?”

“It’s all over, Aunt Willow. Mother, do you know of Left-Handed Hummingbird?”

“Barely. God of big flightless birds?”

“Not anymore! We trapped it�we trapped the bird that was its avatar in a bathhouse devoid of manna. I thought I’d mythed it. But a hummingbird got in from the garden�fated, I guess�and the god took that form. It’s a hummingbird!”

“What if it switches back?”

“No, it’ll be that way for ten thousand years and more! Visions are easy here, Mother.”

Willow’s image asked, “Are you hurt?”

“I’m the only one who isn’t! Sprained every tendon in my body, but that’s nothing. Tower’s that way too, really limping. Arshur’s got scars on his scars. We had to leave Hazel Sky�the governor here, and a wizard� had to leave her in the bathhouse to keep her isolated while we worked healing spells on her. She spent the whole battle blasting back spells from that damn traitor Thundercloud until she fainted. And Regapisk�” Squirrel giggled.

“Who’s Regapisk?”

“Sandry’s cousin. I shouldn’t laugh. He really fought a battle! Killed a dozen terror birds, moved a magic statuette to where it could do some good�that’s how we mythed the god!�and then he went up against Thundercloud with just a sword, poor bastard. Hahahaha!”

Whandall Feathersnake’s image was gaudy. It asked, “Brave or stupid?”

“Brave! Without him, Sandry would have run out of time. And Thundercloud hit him hahahaha! Hit him with a spell, and it ran from his sword right down his arm and torso and both legs and out his sandals, and hahahaha!” Her arm waved in circles while she tried to find her voice. “Left a trail of little green and red feathers winding up his arm and down his chest and both legs, and that’s all I’ve seen.”

Whandall and Willow were looking at each other.

Squirrel prattled on. “And we fought thousands of terror birds, but they’re mostly dead, and the rest fled. We’re making unearthly quantities of soup�can you hear the pelting of the rain? It’s to get us water for the pots as well as to wash the blood away. And we’ll send home feathers for hundreds of cloaks. There’s an empire three hundred leagues east of you, an empire of trade, and we’ve brought their new king!”

Whandall Feathersnake’s image spoke. “May we speak to our daughter?” At New Castle, an image must have moved. “Burning Tower, are you well?”

“Yes, cursed near exhausted, Father, but very well! Spike and I fought birds and a god and won. Sandry�”

“Spike?”

“My bonehead.” Perhaps they saw her face fall. These sand portraits exaggerated any emotion. “The Emperor will take him, and I’ll miss him. Father, Mother, I want to marry Lord Sandry of the Burning City.”

“Hello, Sandry. Will you have my daughter?”

“With all my heart.”

“I remember your courage, Sandry. You’ve mythed your second god now, haven’t you? A dangerous habit.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Our accustomed dowry would be a wagon and a team. Is that acceptable, or are you planning to settle somewhere? We can deal. A house?”

“Who could scorn a Feathersnake wagon?” Sandry asked.

“Will the Lords accept a girl of her ancestry?” Willow asked.

“They have said they will,” Sandry said. “And that is another reason for a wagon and team. I know your people will accept me.”

“Good.” Whandall’s image stirred. “A trade empire. New trade.”

“Yes, sir,” Sandry said. He hesitated. “Father found.”

Whandall’s image smiled.

Tower said, “Locusts arrived from Aztlan while we were setting up the sand paintings. We have an invitation from the Emperor.”

“How big is this empire?”

Sandry: “Ten thousand citizens and a bigger number of slaves, but that’s a wild guess. There are questions they just don’t answer. We haven’t seen anything but the outposts. They’re impressive.”

“They have magic,” Burning Tower said excitedly. “Squirrel says more manna than she has ever seen.”

“I feel that,” Twisted Cloud said.

“A trade empire of magic,” Whandall Feathersnake said. “It makes me wish for youth, for time to explore.”

“Morth of Atlantis knows how to bestow youth,” Tower said. “Father, you could come this far. But few are allowed to go farther.”

“And you?” Whandall asked.

“We’ve been invited into Aztlan itself,” Sandry said carefully. “The core city. A signal honor. Tower and I have been invited to marry there, the Emperor officiating.”

Whandall absorbed that. “I’d thought you’d marry right away. How long must we wait?”

“Another five cursed days. I sense that the Emperor’s suggestion is law.”

Tower said, a bit woodenly, “The Emperor accepts our gift of paired bison and a bonehead. And Sandry’s stallions. That was in the message.”

“Did you offer?”

“No.”

Whandall’s image asked, “You’re to give him Spike?”

“Hand him over personally.”

Neither Whandall nor Willow remarked on their daughter’s continuing proximity to a one-horn. Whandall asked, “Giving up two bison, can you still pull all the wagons?”

“Yes, but Wagonmaster Ern isn’t happy. Those are our spares! Now, only a few of us are invited to Aztlan, so Ern will go back with a fortune in talismans, and some of those are ours.”

“Do you trust your trading partners?” Whandall asked. “With a fortune they will carry without you?”

“Father, they are afraid of the Emperor, and they have good reason to want to be in Sandry’s good graces. Feathersnake’s goods are safe here.”

“Good.”

“They’ll be happy to see those goods in Crescent City, and beyond. Sandry says they need rain arrows in Tep’s Town! You know about Green Stone? He went back�”

“Called us from Three Pines. He’s on his way home.”

“Oh, good!”

“I was pleased to learn of the new route to Crescent City,” Whandall said. “That will require new wagon trains, new crews. Now I must think of this Aztlan as well. Do we need it? Sandry, Blazes, you have all done very well. You trust your partners, but can you not return with your wagons? We can hold the wedding this instant, while the manna is strong. Willow?”

“Indeed I am ready, if our daughter and our new son are willing.”

“I would with all my heart, Father found,” Sandry said. “But we are in the midst of the Emperor’s power. No one dares offend him. They whisper of terrible things he has done in his joy. No one wishes to think of his wrath.”

“I never heard you show fear,” Whandall said. “Even riding against a god!”

“I fear this Emperor more than I ever did the angry god,” Clever Squirrel said. “Even Coyote respects this Emperor.”

There was a pause. “I wish you could just cut and run,” Whandall said. “But I agree it would not be wise. Are you dealing with him, or just some flunkies?”

Sandry said, “I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. We’re facing serious power.”

“Right. Who’s going?”

“We have brought them a king. Do you remember a looker named Arshur? Traveled with�”

“With Tras the teller. Him? But he always said he would be a king.”

“And he will. They are very serious about this,” Burning Tower said. “Their soldiers risked their lives for him.”

“So how will you go?”

“They’ve taken Arshur the King directly on the High Road,” Tower said. “We must travel another way, but they haven’t told us how we will

go”

The colors in the sand began to fade.

“Their manna is failing,” Squirrel said. “The manna here will never fail, but it takes manna at both ends to work these pictures. Say your goodbyes.”

 

At lunchtime they were joined by Captain Sareg. “Rejoice,” he said. “You are summoned to Aztlan, and you will take the High Road.”

“What of our companions?”

“They are free to return to Crescent City and beyond,” Sareg said. “I suggest they take all your property.”

“My chariot and weapons?” Sandry said.

Sareg frowned. “We had thought you might offer those to the Supreme One.”

Sandry recognized the command in that suggestion. “Of course. But for my return?”

Sareg smiled. “You have the favor of the Supreme One. If you need weapons or an escort, you will have them, and he will provide transportation to any place in the known world.”

The rest of the day was spent organizing. The wagon train would return to Crescent City, with Younglord Whane as military commander. “With Mouse Warrior dead, you will be in command of everything,” Sandry told him. “But I doubt you have much to fear. The villages along the road were peaceful before; they will be more so now that they know the Emperor’s aware of their problems.”

“What about your chariot? Your bow?” Whane asked.

“They will be sent along with my horses.” Sandry clapped Whane on the shoulder. “You are in command, Acting Lord Whane. Act like it, and try not to daydream when you are on duty.”

“But as commander�”

“You will always be on duty. Yes. Remember that.” And that sounds pompous, Sandry thought, and Whane knows it, but I had to say it.

And one final expedition to be organized: a caravan to carry the visitors’ gifts to the Emperor. These fit easily into an imperial wagon, all but the animals. Spike and two stallions must go, and two buffalo pulling the wagon. Sareg and two emissaries, No Face and Bighorned Sheep, would go with them.

“And a virgin,” Tower said. “Someone has to lead Spike.”

In due course Sareg introduced her to a fourteen-year-old apprentice baker, and Tower introduced the awestruck girl to Spike. She left them together in the kraal. Her heart was breaking.





Chapter Sixteen
The King of Aztlan

 

With the sun setting behind them, the king and his entourage skimmed through a city that was all squares and circles. The line of logs stopped at the edge of a great winding river. The basket skimmed across the water, brown roiling water with bright ripples and streaks of power. The basket was flying free … not falling … lifting toward a tremendous butte.

The flight had lasted all day. Regapisk, indisputably Lord, had endured, trying not to know how easily death could take him. Lord Regapisk was no coward, but none of his training had prepared him for this. He was flying at unnerving speed, a tall man’s height above the ground, in a wicker-work basket! If he didn’t want wind blasting in his eyes, he could look through the weave, squinting a little, to see land he might one day have to traverse on foot, if his fortunes continued their accustomed wild swings.

Hazel Sky watched him in amusement. Arshur barely noticed him. Jaguar … who could tell what the shaman was thinking behind the slits in his mask? He pointed at the butte and said, “Temple Mesa Fajada. Our major rites are performed on the peak. You’ll compete to be king there.”

Arshur said, “Compete?”

“You’ll kill a terror bird before you go up. It’s one of the rites. Don’t worry, Majesty, the bird will be drugged.”

“Drugged? I forbid it! Am I to cower before a bird?”

For now Regapisk was the king’s companion.

And the king was having a wonderful time! Arshur stood up and braced himself as the basket rose up the wall of stone toward the rim of the butte. Four baskets already in flight converged on them as escorts. Each carried an armored guard.

The king’s basket paused two thirds of the way up the butte. Here an arc of ledge sprouted from the vertical stone, and on it, a single round building, a kiva. A bareheaded man in a kilt watched them set down.

Odd to be seeing it that way, Regapisk thought, when the ledge was actually thick with people. Warriors on alert: four. Cooks tending an arc of hot stone and big haunches of broiling meat: also four. Four women bracketed a heap of clothing in wildly brilliant colors. One man in a mask … a mask of the god Coyote. With a tail, a splendid tail that waved like a part of the man. And beyond him, one ageless man in a wonderfully embroidered kilt.

 

Arshur was first out; he helped Hazel Sky down. Regapisk rolled over the side, hampered by his cramping legs. Jaguar’s priest emerged last. He and Hazel flattened their foreheads against the stone floor as the man in the kilt strolled up. Regapisk prudently did the same.

The man’s belly looked like knotted cables: it bore deep old scars. His face was ageless�certainly not young, but there were none of the wrinkles of age.

“Get up. You are Arshur?” He spoke slowly, spitting his consonants. Regapisk had no trouble understanding his Aztlan speech. “It’s good to have a king again!”

 

“I was to translate,” said Coyote’s priest. He was lanky and blond, with a long waist and short legs and a sharply pointed nose: a little like a coyote, mask or no. He’d taken his mask off to eat, but the tail remained. Regapisk still didn’t know if it was real or a magical bit of costume. It waved from time to time. “We didn’t know you would both speak as we do,” Coyote said. “How did that come about, King’s Companion?”

“Call me Regapisk. There was an old man, a refugee from Aztlan. People don’t leave Aztlan by choice, do they?”

“Why would they, Regapisk? Wait until you see Aztlan in daylight.” He was smiling, though the tail swished angrily. “Tell more about this man.”

“Not much to know,” Regapisk said. And why is Coyote interested in old Zeph? Is it Coyote the god or Coyote’s priest, loyal servant of the Emperor, who wants to know? Best to find out before I say much more, Regapisk thought.

The king and the Emperor were talking. Arshur wasn’t showing any kind of diffidence, and both men were enjoying themselves hugely. Regapisk wasn’t the world’s greatest diplomat, but even he knew better than to interrupt them. Meanwhile the four women were stripping Regapisk of his travel-worn clothing and draping him in finespun, marvelously decorated kilts and robes. They exclaimed at the feathers along his arm and down his legs.

“We saved Zeph from the sea. He taught both of us,” Reg said. “He knew a little wizardry, and he taught me that too, and something about raising crops.”

“Only a little wizardry?”

Reggy shrugged. “More than I’ll ever know, but it didn’t do him a lot of good.”

“Did he know Atlantean magic?”

Regapisk snorted. “I know little of Atlantean magic, but I do know Atlantis was powerful. Zeph was an old man living on vegetables. Tell me, is there a story to go with the Emperor’s scars?”

“There must be, but none knows it. Some great secret is there. We know only that the Emperor has ruled for nearly a thousand years.”

Regapisk carefully didn’t smile. “Do the kings live that long too?”

“No, only the Emperor.” Coyote’s priest picked up an ear of corn. Regapisk took one and gnawed it, imitating the shaman’s technique.

He asked, “Is it easy to become king here?”

Coyote looked to be swallowing a laugh. That was irritating. “Not so difficult,” he said. “Some cannot avoid it.”

“Then why were you so long without?”

“In his third year of rule, the old king choked to death on a chicken bone,” Coyote said. “Nobody had any idea what to do about that. We don’t like to choose a king from ourselves, so we waited for a stranger. No stranger came.”

“Nothing else came either?”

“Hah! Nothing. We knew bad luck would come from the lack of a king, but we never guessed our own priests would revolt! It was the cursed birds, wasn’t it? Blocking off the trade routes.”

“Until Sandry broke the siege.”

“Not Arshur?”

“King Arshur is a mighty warrior, but Lord Sandry is a thinker and fighter. He found a way to kill two hundred birds at Crescent City. We killed more than a thousand at the crater, and we couldn’t have done it without my cousin. Coyote, how could you not know that you were cut off from the world?”

“This is the world. Even so, we knew,” Coyote’s priest said. “But without a king, there was nobody to tell the Emperor.”

“I don’t understand,” Regapisk said, but Coyote’s priest only smiled and went on eating. Baskets rose from below bearing more food, and the women served them exotic dishes, describing what Regapisk found unfamiliar.

Regapisk said, “I know Coyote’s daughter.”

“Is she really?”

“Oh, yes. The story’s famous,” Regapisk said, and he told how Whandall Feathersnake, possessed by Coyote, had loved Twisted Cloud, the shaman’s daughter. “Their child is Clever Squirrel, and she’ll be coming here with Sandry.”

“I’m eager to meet them both, and Burning Tower too. Is she a mighty fighter?”

“Riding her unicorn, she is mighty enough.”

“I yearn to meet her. And Coyote’s daughter. Is she a beauty?”

“Many would say so,” Regapisk said. “But not many think of her in that way.”

Coyote’s priest grinned knowingly.

“Even the one-horns fear her wrath,” Regapisk said.

The grin widened. “Now tell me more of Sandry,” Coyote’s priest said. “And I will tell you how we will cure you. Or try to cure you. You have been afflicted by the curse of a transformed god who has no love for you. A cure will not be easy. But first, tell me more of Sandry. Do you admire him?”

Their quarters were at the base of the canyon walls: a rectangular house with a kiva and several rooms.

Arshur had asked for four virgins to serve them that night. “I wanted seven. Lucky number in Atlantis. Then I thought�”

“Not so young anymore?”

“I thought: everything comes in fours here.”

Three of the girls were young, a bit thrilled, a bit scared. The fourth was a woman in her thirties: an instructor. She wasn’t expecting to be chosen, and none of them were expecting to be seduced.

The older woman’s name was Annalun, and she was the daughter of a king. She sat with Regapisk and poured wine over ice for both of them as she watched her charges tease Arshur.

“The king is more mannerly than we had been given to expect,” Annalun said. “You have known him a long time, King’s Companion?”

“Call me Regapisk. Long enough, and we have shared adventures enough. But not so long that he can’t surprise me.”

“He is not of your land?”

“No, from the north lands somewhere,” Regapisk said. “I’m not sure even he knows how to get back there now.”

She smiled as if Regapisk had made a clever joke.

“I cannot believe someone of your beauty can still saddle a one-horn,” Regapisk said.

She smiled again. “There is a great deal of manna in this place, and with enough manna all things are possible. The girls, now”�she indicated the three, who were making a complicated game of undressing Arshur� “have always been able to ride the one-horns, because we have had no king for a year. They have grown impatient for this night. As my mother was impatient the night I was conceived.” She poured more wine. “Bring your drink, Lord Regapisk, and come with me. I see my ladies have nothing to fear, and we can find more pleasant work than watching them. I doubt we will either of us be missed.”

Regapisk hesitated.

“Your heroism at the crater has been told,” Annalun said. “I will not laugh at the marks of a hero. But the girls will want to see. Come, Feathered Lord.”





Chapter Seventeen
Islands

 

At dawn outside Sunfall Crater, the emissary who wore the mask of a road runner boarded a floating basket. Sandry, Burning Tower, and Clever Squirrel climbed after him, wincing at stiffness and bruises, flinching from the wobble of the basket and the strangeness of what they were doing and what was to come. The emissary, impassive in his mask, watched them settle themselves. Tower could not have said when the basket began to move; but they were drifting down the line of logs, faster and faster. A wind picked up. All ducked their faces beneath the wicker rim, all but Road Runner, protected in his mask, with slits for eyeholes.

The road on both sides of the High Road was very broad. It ran straight as an arrow’s flight. Tower found she could watch the road unreel behind her, wind whipping her hair around her cheeks. For a glimpse ahead, she could brave the wind for a few seconds at a time.

 

Sunfall Crater was hours behind them. As the basket reached the top of an uphill slope, Clever Squirrel told them, “It looks like islands scattered across a sea.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Sandry. “It’s a jumble out there. Wilderness. Plants that reach out and stick you with needles.”

“I can see manna glowing in spots and lines. Flickers of light in a sea of darkness. I can’t make you see it. Fur Slipper had that talent. There�close up�Sandry, do you see twin spires of light?”

What he saw, when they drew closer, was two great petrified trees standing upright. Lesser stone trees began appearing along the High Road, many fallen, many still upright. They glided through a forest of stone. From time to time, armed men showed between the trunks.

“Our priests have dreamed, aided by the ilb’al seeds,” Road Runner said. “Stone men lived in a stone jungle until gods fought a war here. They fled south until doom overtook them. Clever Squirrel, magic once gone doesn’t return. That may be what happened to the stone men, and the trees too. They no longer grow.”

“What do you guard?”

“What the Emperor holds, we guard,” Road Runner said.

Sareg said, “We guard the stone wood from thieves. People who know nothing of magic would steal it for its beauty alone. The Emperor sells it to far lands.”

 

Near day’s end the High Road ran through a canyon. The great road still ran straight as a rain arrow’s flight. Dusk was coming on. Shadows marked out a maze of rectilinear structures. There was a pillar of light ahead, an enormous fluted tower far too large to be made even by wizards. The view of the tower was framed by impressively tall gates leading into the city. This side of the gateway were big, ornate wagons laid out with travel nests, blocky buildings, and a stream running through meadow.

“Aztlan?” asked Sandry, and “Aztlan,” said their guide.

There were sentries on the cliffs. Smoke from signal fires rose in puffs.

“I was expecting a sea,” Sandry said to Road Runner. “Aztlan is thought to be an island.”

The basket slowed, stopped, and settled almost to touch the stonewood log. The Emperor’s emissary said, “Whatever an island may be, this is Aztlan. We may not enter tonight. The Emperor will have ceased his duties for the day. Come, we’ll find meals and blankets below.” He shooed them over the side and followed them down.

 

At that day’s dawn, Regapisk woke to squabbling voices.

The girls had prepared them a meal of potatoes, corn, and flatbread. Arshur was already up and trying to eat, but a dozen men were waiting to talk to him; four guards were keeping them in line. The official talking to Arshur was getting frustrated and trying to hide it. He talked slower and slower, as if dealing with a fool.

Arshur wasn’t having trouble with the language, but the concepts were odd. “But how could you keep such a thing secret! Whole towns are deserted or dead, and nobody’s doing anything about it. Somebody had to tell the Emperor.”

“None would risk his life. None but the king would be safe,” the official said.

“Why not choose a new king, then, or a king for the day?” He noticed Regapisk. “Welcome! How’s your head?”

“Pounding. How’s yours?”

“I did not see why anyone would not want to be king until this moment! Well, Swarm of Hornets, find me a map so that I may know which villages have not paid tribute, so that I may tell the Emperor. Is the army prepared to ride out and deal with these matters?”

Regapisk said, “I need to go out into the city.”

The king grimaced. “Better there than here, friend. What do you need? A chariot?”

“That would be handy. I want to talk to my new partner.”

 

The river that wound through Aztlan was bounded by three-and four-story structures that leaned over the water. The streets were narrow and shadowed.

Reg’s charioteer drove them unerringly to Flensevan’s shop.

Flensevan was small and burly, older than Ruser. He bowed low before the king’s markings on chariot and charioteer. “I am Flensevan and your servant. What would Your Lordship want with me?”

“I bear a letter from your brother and partner, Ruser.” Regapisk gave the man a parchment roll.

Flensevan read. “Ruser lives, then.”

“Healthy and happy and busy, with a new scar healing along here.” Regapisk drew a diagonal along his shoulder and chest. Flensevan’s eyes bugged as he saw the feathers inside Regapisk’s wide sleeve. “I last saw him at Sunfall Crater. He would come no closer to Aztlan.”

“Hardly surprising. I take it you are my new partner, then,” Flensevan said with little enthusiasm.

“Shall we speak inside?”

“Enter.” Flensevan led the way.

“Rejoice!” Regapisk said when he judged they were out of earshot of the charioteer. “Our first business dealings have made us rich! Or will, when Ruser reaches Crescent City.”

“Ruser was too optimistic when I knew him. The letter says he was penniless when you came along.”

“Yes, and I came as a pauper, and he took me into his house, and Arshur too. Arshur the new king,” Regapisk said pointedly. “And I am king’s companion, and we owe Ruser. Partner, you could have done worse.”

He could see the wheels turn in Flensevan’s mind. “What are you to King Arshur?”

“He was placed under my protection by our employer. We’ve fought together since.”

“And how do you know the language of Aztlan? Did Ruser teach you this?”

“Refinements. I learned from an old wizard, Zephan�”

Flensevan cut him off. “I see. Welcome, then. Will you have tea, Regapisk? Or wine?”

“Tea. Don’t threaten me with wine today, Flensevan. The king and I drank half our life’s allotment last night….” Regapisk stared as Flensevan led him through the jewelry shop. Stonewood stood in great slabs; turquoise, jade, and treasure Regapisk couldn’t name was heaped in bins and on shelves. Aisles ran between. He saw wealth on display in a fashion never seen anywhere in Tep’s Town.

A wicker screen covered one wall, and hand weapons were mounted on it: spears and atlatls and swords. He asked, “Do thieves bother you much?”

“Not much,” Flensevan said.

The only man on duty was half-grown and lightly built. His beard was just coming in. His eyes followed Regapisk mistrustfully as Regapisk bent over a bowl of deep purple gems without quite daring to touch them. Flensevan set the young man to closing up shop.

“What’s to stop somebody”�some Lordkin, Regapisk didn’t say� “from just walking off with a handful of this?”

“The Emperor,” Flensevan said.

“Not personally?”

“No, but a thief would lose his heart to the wall.”

The young man was Pink Rabbit, Flensevan’s eldest. He prepared their tea, and then remained in attendance while his father and Regapisk explored each other’s pasts. Regapisk named his home as Tep’s Town and was relieved when Flensevan showed no sign of recognition. He described his financial arrangements with Jade Coin, tacitly admitting that his people didn’t expect him home, ever. Ruser, of course, couldn’t go home either. Regapisk hinted that he would like to know why, but Flensevan did not respond.

 

Regapisk waited until the boy was out of the room before he said, “Ruser told me to ask about the boat.”

Hot tea slopped over Flensevan’s hand. Flensevan’s face did not move. “Boat?”

“Boat. He said not to speak of this until we were alone.”

“Mmm. Rabbit?” He didn’t raise his voice. Pink Rabbit appeared. Flensevan asked, “Where is the charioteer?”

“Guarding the chariot. He hasn’t moved.”

“Were you able to hear us in the kitchen?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Stroll with me, Regapisk. There is a place where we will be harder to hear, even by an Emperor’s servant. But first�” He held out his hand.

Regapisk took the small crude statuette in its box from his pocket and gave it to Flensevan. Flensevan opened the box and held the statuette to Regapisk’s forehead.

The statuette grew an erection. So did Reggy.

Flensevan nodded. “Come with me, partner.”

 

In an inner room, two of Flensevan’s servants joined them. It took them both to lift and move a table, exposing a rug. Then the rug had to be rolled up to expose a wooden floor. Then�not the trapdoor Regapisk was expecting. Four heavy timbers in the floor had to be slid along their length, and then eight steps led down by a man’s height, down to water. Boards bordered a sluggishly moving pool.

Flensevan reached to touch a fist-size blob of jade, raddled with stony intrusions, hanging on a rope. It lit up in garish green. He lowered it into the water. By its light Regapisk could see a boat tapered at bow and stern, nine or ten paces long. The mast lay along the length of the boat, dismounted. There was no room for oarsmen, a thing Regapisk was inclined to notice. The boat was tilted on its side on the mud, and the bottom had windows in it.

“My brother must trust you amazingly,” Flensevan said. “Then again, that may be how he lost the money he was given�”

“No, it was the blockade. Lots of people in Crescent City lost everything. They were starving when we came,” Regapisk said.

“Ah? Good. In any case, the boat is a secret. It’s our means of escape if politics turns nasty. It was Atlantean, of course.”

“It’s very dark,” Regapisk said. “I mean it was dark underwater before you lowered the gem. There’s no manna down there at all, and you’d have to float that thing with manna.”

Flensevan grinned thinly. “You’re a wizard?”

“No. I can see manna. Sometimes.”

“Ah. There’s manna. It’s shielded.”

“Well shielded, then. Good. Is it provisioned? And you’d have to get it to the river.”

“We’re on the river. There are barrels of water. I leave them open, so it’s always fresh river water. If we get time, we could add stores of food, but starvation won’t be our most urgent problem if we need this boat! Let me show you.” Flensevan walked along the boards to what should be the river side of the house, if Reg hadn’t got confused. “Here. Throw all your weight down on this beam, then that one across, then this in the middle. It’s a puzzle, so get the order right. The whole front of the house slides aside, and that’s your access to the river.”

“Then what?”

“Well. Ruser and I began stowing talismans nineteen years ago, and I’ve kept it up. There’s a king’s ransom in the hold, in charged turquoise, silver bars and filigree, jade, some gems. But the first thing we did … mmm. First an Atlantean sold us the sunken boat in return for a getaway. He wanted to leave Aztlan quick.”

“An Atlantean. Zeph?”

Flensevan looked wary. “What do you think?”

“I didn’t think Zephans was any kind of great wizard,” Regapisk said. “But I never heard of anyone better at using tiny fizzings of manna.”

“That’s what the best Atlanteans did. As to Zeph’s powers, he never claimed to be more than a journeyman. But he could see the future well enough to know to get out of Atlantis. And out of Aztlan.”

“Mm-mmph,” Regapisk muttered. “And why was he in such a hurry to leave?”

“You’re king’s companion and you don’t know?”

Regapisk kept his stern face. “Ah. So how did you get him out?”

“So we got him in a basket in a mask that wasn’t his, and he took our secret with him. Then we built the shop over and around the boat. We bought some logs of depleted petrified wood and we sawed them into slats. We surrounded the cargo bay with slats. They’re all tied together with cables, completely surrounding the cargo bay.” Flensevan was leading him around the pool. “Then we could put magically charged talismans in the cargo bay without the boat popping up out of the water. Dismounting the mast, that was a challenge too. I learned how to swim like a fish.”

He whacked a pulley mounted on the wall. “Here, you reel this in and the slats roll up inside the bay. Now the treasure’s exposed and radiating manna. The old spells come alive. The boat pops up as far as the second story, and if the mast was up, you’d break it. You get up this ladder. Look straight up, do you see the ramp from the second story? Cross that and you’re aboard, and so am I, because that’s where I’m waiting.”

Flensevan looked straight into Regapisk’s eyes. “Remember that we can only use it once, and it’s treason.”

“Why do this? What were you expecting?”

“Ruser got away quick and easy, and if he won’t tell you why, neither will I. But they watch me more closely now. What happened to my brother could happen to anyone. Now, Regapisk, I can’t stand it anymore. Tell me how you got feathers.”

 

Regapisk returned to the palace in midafternoon, bringing Flensevan. “You should meet the king,” he told his partner.

They found a mob of officials waiting outside their building. The guards led them past.

A woman was trying to tell Arshur about kitchen supplies gone undelivered for a solid year. Arshur gestured her silent. “Lord Reg! The Emperor wants to see me, but only once a day. I saw him at noon. It’s all bad news, and it’s all months old. He …”�Arshur hesitated, but the guards wouldn’t know Tep’s Town speech, would they? “… raved. He didn’t want to hear any of it. Tomorrow I’ll have three times as much to tell him. I’ve got two secretaries rotating duties. Who’s this?”

“My partner Flensevan.” Flensevan’s forehead was against the rug.

“Greetings, Flensevan. Welcome. Get up. Treat Regapisk nice, he’s simple. Look, Reg, I can’t get loose to meet Lord Sandry and the girls. Greet them and make them welcome.”

“Shall I bring them here?”

“Curse, I don’t know. Let them lodge outside tonight. The Emperor may wish to welcome them outside. He may not.”

“Is he changeable, then?” Regapisk asked.

Arshur shrugged. “Lord Reg, I can make nothing of the man. He is one of the Great Ones, and they live as they will. Greet our friends tonight, and return here.”

“It’s a long journey to the gates and back,” Regapisk said.

Arshur grinned. “And a short one to the wall, Lord Reg. Take what you need. Go to them this evening and see that they are made welcome. Return here tonight.”

“What shall I tell them?”

Arshur looked distracted. “Tell them�” He caught himself. “Tell them they will be invited inside, and they’ll have suitable quarters in the city. If no one tells you different, I can find them a place in this palace; there are more rooms than I’ll ever need. The Emperor has a huge ceremony planned, wedding, something else about my coronation, a big public holiday where he’ll show himself to the people, but it’s not for four days yet. It’ll take that long to bring the beasts. As to when they meet the Almighty One, he didn’t say. Perhaps tomorrow, perhaps another day.”





Chapter Eighteen
The Gates

 

At dusk Regapisk rode through the streets of Aztlan. Stonewood logs ran to his left, separating two lanes of traffic. Flensevan’s wide eyes and white-knuckled grip made it clear that the man had never ridden at the speed a king’s chariot could make with all other traffic scattering to give it room.

Regapisk had hoped to meet Sandry’s basket, but the streets of Aztlan were a puzzle. It was near dark when the great gates appeared before them.

The great gates were not gates in a wall. They stood alone, and if they could be closed, it wasn’t obvious how that could be done. They seemed symbols only.

Regapisk asked, “What’s to stop anyone from just driving around the gates?”

“Guards,” Flensevan said. “You don’t come in without invitation, unless you want your heart cut out and set in the wall. A lot of business gets done outside anyway.”

“You’re going to have to tell me about that wall.”

“North of the shop, under the Great Mesa. You will see it soon enough. But it is ill luck to speak of it.” The chariot lurched as it went through the gates, and Flensevan stopped talking.

There was a city outside the city: a few big blocky buildings, and several circular buildings of the type usually associated with religion�kivas. The wagons were impressive even to a man who had seen the Feathersnake caravans. Regapisk asked, “We’re looking at considerable wealth, aren’t we?”

“Oh, yes,” Flensevan said.

“The High Road is over there,” Regapisk said positively.

“Why, I believe so, but how do you know?” Flensevan braced as the chariot rounded a turn to go south.

“I see it as a bright line,” Regapisk said. “I’m surprised you can’t see this; the power in it blazes even at dusk. And there it is.”

The guards at the High Road terminal saluted the king’s chariot.

“I am king’s companion,” Regapisk said.

“Yes, Lord, how may we serve you?”

“I seek the visitors who arrived today.”

“Certainly, Lord. In the Caravanserai.” The guard pointed. “They will lodge there for the night.”

The Caravanserai would have been a palace in any other city. It was built in a manner Regapisk already thought of as Aztlan public building style: a multistoried building nestled against the cliff face, with a broad, flat patio in front. Inside the city, many of the buildings were faced with tiers of seats for the public, but this one had nothing obscuring the patio’s view of the High Road and the long stretch to the west, flatlands with mesas, lightning storms above high mountains to the northwest.

An elegantly dressed servant led Regapisk and Flensevan to a table on the broad patio. The table was set in a pit, with a bench around the pit’s wall for seating. In the center of the table was a large, shallow, round bowl of red clay. It held a fire that at first looked like burning brush, but the brush blazed away without being consumed. The fire sparkled with magic, and what little smoke it emitted obediently avoided the eyes and noses of everyone around it.

“Visiting Ladies and Lords, the king’s companion and his friend,” the servant announced.

Sandry stood and bowed. Regapisk thought his cousin was doing a good job of hiding a grin. “Hail,” Sandry said. “Please join us.”

“Yes, we have much to discuss,” Regapisk said. “This is Flensevan, my partner.”

“Welcome to Aztlan,” Flensevan said. “No doubt you will receive a more formal welcome tomorrow.” He lowered his voice. “As to discussions, in Aztlan it is well to be careful of what is said. The Emperor’s servants are everywhere.”

 

The bench around the table was surprisingly comfortable. Conversation ran up and down the table with the wine.

The wine was from someplace far south, and it was old. It had to be. No caravan had come near Aztlan in nearly a year. Flensevan spoke rumors of treason by priests who served the nightmare birds. Yes, they were true. What, then, of the rain?

It evolved that the priests of Left-Handed Hummingbird had infiltrated deep into the Office of Rain. The Emperor and his servants would have to separate out those blameless among the apprentices. Weather might be dry in Aztlan until those became proficient in the work.

 

Now Flensevan was urging Regapisk to speak of his past. Reg couldn’t lie in front of Sandry. “I am a Lord of Lordshills and Tep’s Town, sent to explore. I have farmed,” he said, “and trained with weapons and fought terror birds. I know the sea. I can speak to mers, but I don’t suppose there’s call for that here.”

“Mers?” Flensevan asked, and Regapisk laughed and explained, aided by Sandry. The port at Tep’s Town, the tales of Lordkin sent to sea for crimes. Flensevan listened, not quite believing.

“Then here’s to my new partner,” Flensevan said presently, and drained his cup. A servant refilled it, but Flensevan set it down untasted. When the servant retired to his place along the wall, Flensevan said, carefully, “We are outside, but so are the Supreme One’s servants. Wine loosens the tongue, and that can be dangerous.”

“Dangerous how?” Regapisk asked. “Dangerous to the king’s companions?”

Flensevan smiled thinly. “You may know less of that than you believe,” he said.

“Does everyone fear the Emperor?” Burning Tower asked.

“Fear him or love him,” Flensevan said. “The wisest love him in fear.”

“What must we fear?” Clever Squirrel asked.

“You are a shaman. Have you had visions of a long wall?”

Squirrel frowned. “I have dreamed of a wall of stucco, and heard a sound,” she said. “But I don’t know what it means.”

“What sound?” Burning Tower asked.

“Almost like rain. Or a thousand drums. Or a million butterfly wings�”

“A thousand hearts,” Flensevan said.

“Hearts?”

The jeweler said, “The Wall of Hearts lies under the Great Mesa. You will see it tomorrow, or when it pleases the Supreme One to invite you into the city. There are niches in it, bricked up. Each holds a heart. At least a thousand hearts have been placed there.”

“Hearts,” Sandry said with disbelief. “Hearts without bodies, but they still beat?”

Flensevan shrugged. “Your shaman hears them. And I assure you, Lord … Sandry? I assure you they were beating when they went in.”

“Whose hearts?” Burning Tower asked.

Flensevan shrugged. “Mostly enemies of the Emperor, of course. Those who blaspheme against the gods, those who oppose the will of the Supreme One, or the bureau chiefs. Thieves. And a few others, who are sent to the gods for the good of Aztlan.”

“What others?” Clever Squirrel asked. “And to what gods? I know no gods who wish for such gifts!”

“Not gifts,” Flensevan said. “Messengers. Doubtless those who know more of this will explain it all to you.” He shuddered and would say no more.

 

It was well past dark when Regapisk and Flensevan took their leave. Two soldiers carried torches to light their way. Like the cook fire at the table, the torches gave light but no smoke and were not consumed.

More servants with glowing torches led Burning Tower and the others to the large building and up winding stairs through corridors and small rooms. Tower was soon lost.

Their sleeping quarters were three spacious rooms with windows that looked out to the city gates and beyond into the canyon that held Aztlan.

All the beds were in one room.

“Aztlan has different notions of privacy than we,” Sandry said when the servants were gone. “I can move my bed.”

“No,” Squirrel said. “If they expect us all to sleep in one room, we should do that.”

“Three to a room,” Tower said. “Isn’t three bad luck in their world?”

“And this may be an oversight, or it may be an insult,” Squirrel suggested. “Their ways are not our ways, and our only safety now lies in not offending them.”

“Squirrel, are you afraid?”

“Of offending them? Yes,” Clever Squirrel said. “There is power here. The manna is not as … as dense here as it was at Sunfall, but there is more than anywhere else I’ve been, and it is all under control. It is as if I could reach up and seize manna from the air because they have put it there for my use. And if that is so, they can take it away again. Tower, Sandry, this is a place of great magic, and I feel very small.”

“Coyote will protect you,” Burning Tower said.

“Perhaps.” She opened a bag and began to pour sand, building a crude stick figure that might have been anyone of any sex. It came alive. It spoke.

“Squirrel?”

“Greetings, Mountain Cat,” Squirrel said. “Mother said someone would be watching.”

“Yes, but talk fast.”

“I will. Tell Mother that I’ll give as much warning as I can, but the wedding is at the convenience of the Emperor, and he hasn’t told us when. Days, I think. From now on, I’ll try to call in the mornings.”

“All right,” the figure said. “You know what it costs to keep this painting ready? Talismans are expensive!”

“I know,” Squirrel said. “Tell Whandall we’ll bring wealth enough to replace them. Good night.” She swept the black sand into its bag without waiting for a reply.

 

In black moonless night, Clever Squirrel cried out, “It is an island!”

Sandry woke. “What?”

She was at the window. “Sorry. Lord Sandry, it’s an island of magic in a sea of nothing, a big island with a blazing peak. Mesa Fajada? A burning tower. You don’t see it?”

“No. Even when there was light, it was just a city in a desert … impressive enough, though.”

Clever Squirrel said, “It’s not that kind of island, Sandry. Wait for daylight. You’ll see a butte. To me it’s ablaze with manna, with sparks of brighter magic flying around it.”

Sandry took the shaman very seriously, but he didn’t always believe her every word. She’d been fooled once before.





Chapter Nineteen
The Wall of Hearts

 

“Reggy! Wake up, Lord Reg!”

“My head hurts,” Regapisk complained.

“Awake! Now! I need you.” Arshur’s shouts couldn’t be ignored. Regapisk noted that there was no one else on the mat with him. Whatever her name, she’d gotten up before he woke.

“Regapisk!” Arshur’s voice had a snap to it.

“Coming, Majesty,” Regapisk called. He pulled on a gown, hardly noticing the supple fibers and rich colors that would have made the garment worth a fortune in Lordshills. He found Arshur seated at breakfast. A dozen scribes crowded around him.

“Yes, Majesty.”

Arshur grinned. “The Emperor asks a favor.”

“Instantly,” Regapisk said.

Arshur nodded, and Jaguar’s priest said, “The Emperor finds that his duties today are more extensive than he anticipated.”

Arshur laughed. “Everything’s going to hell, and I haven’t finished telling him the half of it! There are situations to deal with to the north as well as the west. We’ll be all day planning this stuff!”

The Jaguar-headed priest nodded and continued, “And thus the Supreme One asks that the king’s companion greet the new guests who arrived last night. I believe you have already seen them yesterday at dinner.”

“I did, priest.”

“They were invited by the Supreme One, and they must be conducted into the city by a suitably important official,” Jaguar said. “Come to the window, if you please, King’s Companion.”

“Sure.”

Jaguar pointed. “You see the Imperial Palace, and the great Temple Mesa Fajada to the north there.”

“Yes.”

“Now look west, across the river, beyond the merchant homes. You see a palace against the cliff there. That is reserved for important visitors. Your friends would be lodged there, and all was made ready for them, but now King Arshur has invited them here. They may choose as they will. The servants expect them.”

“Bring them here, Lord Reg,” Arshur shouted.

“As the king commands, then,” Jaguar said. “Bring them here.” He bowed formally. “The Supreme One requests that you go to the gate and in his name welcome his guests and conduct them into the city. Chariots await you outside.”

 

The roads were clear and the horses�all mares, Regapisk noted�were fresh, but it took over an hour to get to the gate from the king’s palace. He found Sandry, Tower, and Squirrel in the dining area of the Caravanserai.

“You again?” Sandry said.

Regapisk grinned. “Not just me. I am here as king’s companion to welcome you to Aztlan in the name of the Supreme One. Welcome, guests. I am to conduct you inside.”

The effect was startling. Everyone nearby bowed, not head to the ground but low.

 

They passed through the gates. Burning Tower held Sandry’s arm tightly. “Four days, then,” she said. “And then we’ll be married. Finally!”

“I can’t help wishing it were all done and we were headed for home,” Sandry said.

“But think of what we will see! And the stories we will tell,” Tower said. Her eyes darted everywhere. People stopped whatever they were doing, scampered for the road’s edge, and then bowed as the chariots passed. She examined their mode of dress. Their skin color varied, but she thought she could pass as one of them. If she had to.

Her thoughts toyed with notions of escape. Traders on the Hemp Road did not like to be so restricted, and trading partners could turn in an instant.

But mostly she thought of the coming wedding. How would she look? What gowns did they have for her? The Emperor would preside. It would be magnificent.

And then he would claim Spike. She tried not to think of that, to concentrate on Sandry and her wedding day.

 

The way led through the city. Regapisk pointed out the military barracks and training ground, the stables, a hospital. He turned down the river road to show them the jewelry shop in the house by the river. There was a market beyond that.

Squirrel was sniffing the air like a dog, catching scents, no doubt, but manna traces too.

The road led to the Imperial Palace, and the great Temple Mesa. It gleamed in the prenoon sun, tiles of all colors, awnings and shades above the balconies.

“Mesa Fajada,” Regapisk said. “You saw it from the High Road.”

“Impressive,” Tower said. “That may be the most gorgeous thing I have ever seen.”

The road led up the river directly toward the Mesa. Regapisk pointed to his left. “The Imperial Palace.”

The palace faced the temple. There was a huge raised flat plaza backed by an arc of multistoried buildings, rows and rows of narrow windows facing the plaza. The plaza itself faced the Temple Mesa. The walls behind the buildings were bare, no windows or doors at all. All windows faced the plaza, and across it, the Mesa Fajada.

“The Emperor lives there?” Sandry asked.

“I think not, Cousin,” Regapisk said. “The Supreme One lives where he chooses, of course, but I believe he has his apartments up there.” He pointed upward to a great wooden balcony that ringed Mesa Fajada.

“That’s high,” Sandry said. “Twenty manheights?”

“I am told thirty. It felt that high,” Regapisk said. As they came closer to the Mesa, they could see a continual line of baskets flowing up and down along the mesa sides. When they were closer still, Regapisk pointed. “The Wall of Hearts. Slow, driver, that our guests may see.”

It wasn’t that impressive, just a big old stucco wall with a checkerboard pattern, crude compared to the newer structures around it. A more ornate tiled wall rose high at the base of the mesa. A bridge crossed over the wall from the landing platform for baskets to the Imperial Palace itself, actually bridging over the old wall, which wasn’t high enough to be seen from the palace courtyard. The wall was old and dusty, but ornately dressed guards stood post at either end, and the air was full of a fluttering sound just at the edge of Tower’s hearing. Sandry watched the wall with brooding intensity. He did not suggest that they stop.

“Old blood,” Squirrel murmured, “and murder. There’s manna in murder, did you know that? There’s a special name for wizards who get their power that way.”

Their way led past the wall and around the Imperial Palace, which was even larger than Sandry had thought.

 

The sun was still high when they reached the king’s palace. There was time for a sweatbath. Sandry again declined in favor of a pool. He was relaxing in the warm water when a servant came.

“Come,” the man said urgently. “You are requested. The Supreme One himself will greet you. Come!”





Chapter Twenty
The Welcome

 

They dressed hurriedly and were whisked away in large wagons.

Three passengers and a driver in each wagon�they were called by the same word that Aztlan used for chariots, but to Sandry they were far too unwieldy to deserve that noble name�and each drawn by four mares. The driver wore brilliantly polished bronze armor that shone in the sun, and there was a case of spears next to him, but the spears were also polished, with black wooden shafts that gleamed without signs of ever having been held by human hands. There was no bow.

The driver was competent on the paved roads. Sandry wondered how good he’d be in a war formation.

They drove up to the Imperial Palace, and through an arched door into gloom. This part of the palace was a bewildering series of walls and small rooms, not well lighted, with no windows. Statues stood lonely in some of the rooms. Others were empty. They turned a corner to see bright daylight coming down a broad staircase.

They climbed the stairs to what Sandry had thought was the palace roof, but instead it was the immense tiled plaza built high above ground level. The plaza faced the great Mesa Fajada temple and was high enough that from its center they could not see the Wall of Hearts at the mesa’s base. The flat plaza surface was marked by four large circular openings, each ten manheights across. Kivas, Sandry remembered. Ceremonies were carried out in there. Some were secret.

Behind the plaza facing the mesa were tiers of seats built against the multistoried buildings. The seats were just filling with people. People streamed in, some from the kivas, some from other stairs onto the plaza, many from inside the various palace buildings.

They were led to the center of the plaza. There was a great kiva, and they were led down a stairway into it. As they vanished, there were cheers from the crowd behind them.

The kiva was a large circular pit three manheights deep. It was partially roofed over by silk tapestries held up by an elaborate arrangement of spars and hoops projecting from the walls. The tapestries were too thin to provide much shade, but they were brilliantly colored and decorated by drawings and strange complex symbols. Sandry could not make out what they represented.

A bench ran all around the walls, broken only by the entrances. There were two entrances, steep stairways barely wide enough for two abreast to enter or leave.

Down on the floor of the kiva, ornate tables and chairs stood in the bright sun. Servants held umbrellas, and despite the blazing sun, the guests felt cool when they sat at the tables in the shade. More servants brought stone cups of fruit juices.

“Ice,” Clever Squirrel said. “Ice.”

“You sound impressed,” Regapisk said.

“I am impressed. Do you know how much manna is needed to make ice here?”

Regapisk nodded sagely.

Servants came and bowed. A great gong sounded from deep inside the palace. The umbrellas were lowered, and another gong sounded.

The kiva filled with thick white smoke, so thick that Sandry could barely see his drink on the table, but the smoke had no smell and did not sting his eyes. More like fog than smoke, he thought.

Shapes appeared, and as the smoke cleared, the guest saw masked priests. When the cloud was gone, the priests spread their arms high above their heads to the great cheers of the crowd behind them. Sandry wondered just how many of the people could see into the kiva. Enough, he supposed.

“The stairs aren’t wide enough,” Regapisk muttered. It took Sandry a moment to understand. Then he nodded. He counted sixteen priests plus attendants. That many priests could not have come in by the stairs. There hadn’t been enough time. There was another way into the kiva.

A secret entrance, or else magic, Sandry thought.

The priests bowed to their guests, then took places at the tables. When they were all seated, servants brought food.

Clever Squirrel regarded the array of priests and tried to pick them out. Turkey was easily recognized. And Bison Woman, looking very much the same here as back on the Hemp Road. As Squirrel watched, Bison Woman came over to them and bowed to Burning Tower.

“Welcome to Aztlan. You are to be married here. Is this the fortunate man?”

Burning Tower blushed. “Yes.”

“We have our customs and requirements, of course, and anyone married by the Emperor is married indeed throughout all the worlds, but the Supreme One commands that all be done according to your customs as well as ours,” Bison Woman said. “And we have little time. Would you come with me to speak of the necessary details?”

“Of course.” Burning Tower stood.

Bison Woman smiled thinly. “And you as well, Lord Sandry. If you please.”

Clever Squirrel chuckled to herself and regarded the other priests. Road Runner’s priest had escorted them to Aztlan in a flying basket. That gorgeously dressed bareheaded man was another of the four priests who had come to Sunfall Crater; she’d wondered if he was Terror Bird’s priest. That�her heart leapt. The man who stepped to meet them wore Coyote’s mask. She knew it, however unfamiliar. It felt like coming home.

The mask exposed his mouth, and she could see his grin. “I am Coyote’s priest,” he said. Confronting Regapisk and Clever Squirrel, he did not bow.

Regapisk made introductions. Coyote’s priest said, “Coyote’s daughter? Clever Squirrel, I’ve been eager to meet you. Have you seen Coyote yourself?”

“Not seen. Sometimes I feel him in my mind. He was in my father’s mind the night I was conceived.”

“I don’t see him either. I sense him in my thoughts when matters around me become most amusing or most confusing.”

“Such as?”

Regapisk had moved down the table and was eating ribs. Sandry and Tower had been led away. Squirrel was effectively alone with Coyote’s priest. He said, “Things have turned wonderfully active since you people turned up. A dozen priests are all in detention, awaiting the coronation ceremony on Mesa Fajada with no great eagerness. The Emperor is not expected to appear in his formal cloak, the one covered with terror bird feathers. There’s speculation and rumor. Can you tell me�”

Squirrel nodded. “The cloaks at the crater all turned to hummingbird feathers. Enough to cover a small blanket.”

“Then the Emperor’s great cloak must have too!” Coyote’s priest barked laughter. “Try this�it’s rattlesnake. Chili for dipping. What can you tell me about the war against the birds?”

Squirrel described the battle at Sunfall and its end at the sweatbath. “And a hummingbird tried to kill me. It must have been possessed.” It wouldn’t be good if the Emperor’s servants learned too much of Sandry’s tactics, she thought; but what would a shaman know about that? Squirrel could sense a watching presence behind her eyes. Coyote was with her. Was the god with his shaman too?

Coyote’s priest asked, “Have you questions, Clever Squirrel?”

“To ask a question, one must know most of the answer. We just got here.”

“Start somewhere. Ask a bad question.”

“We’re sleeping three in a room. Is that normal?”

“I expect the concierge thought you’d want to guard each other. Besides, three in a room makes a visitor welcome, because four is lucky. Would you prefer your own rooms? Something about your marriage customs?”

“Exactly. Sandry has enough to put up with without that! … Tell me about the priest with no mask.”

“He stands in for all the forgotten gods. You thought he stood in for Left-Handed Hummingbird? No, that one waits with the rest of the bird’s priests. We must have four fours of gods, though, and some entity must be chosen to replace the bird. Ask again.”

“The wall,” she said, “What’s it for?”

For an instant, she glimpsed an answer; and then Coyote’s priest said, “For the hearts of the enemies of the Empire, and certain heroes too. Ask again.”

He’d slipped aside from something important; she knew that. It struck her that she was being invited to display her ignorance. Change directions? “When do you take off your mask?”

He grinned. “Do you really want to know?”

She grinned in return. Then the gongs sounded.

“Follow me,” Coyote’s priest said urgently. “Watch me and be careful.”

“But�”

“Come.”

Everyone rose, quickly, and climbed the stairs to the plaza level, where they stood facing Mesa Fajada. Sandry, Tower, and Buffalo Woman hurried across the plaza to join them. They all stood, waiting, and Squirrel didn’t dare turn to see, but she thought that all those in the stands behind them, hundreds, perhaps thousands, were standing also. The silence was awesome. The sun burned hot, and there was no wind. Squirrel lost track of time. Then the gongs, and now trumpets, sounded from all around them, from in the kiva and from the plaza itself, although there was no sign of musicians or instruments. The gongs and trumpets rose to a crescendo.

Brilliant fire flashed from the top of Mesa Fajada. All looked up. A man stood there, a big man on a tiny balcony jutting out from the big circular balcony. He wore a cloak of fine black fur and a long, wonderfully embroidered kilt. He was bareheaded and shirtless and scarred along chest and belly. She squinted to see him. He was terribly far away.

“Welcome, our guests from afar!” His voice rang; it filled the plaza and the city beyond. It might have filled the whole earth, Squirrel thought, and knew she was being silly. But the Empire threw magic around as if there were no tomorrow. Squirrel remembered an argument out of a dream. The priests of Terror Bird did have a point.

“People of Aztlan, we welcome Lord Sandry of Lordshills and the City of Yangin-Atep. Welcome, Burning Tower, heiress of the House of Feathersnake, a great one of the far lands of the Hemp Road. Welcome, Clever Squirrel, Daughter of Coyote.”

The crowd stirred at that announcement, a short sound that might have been pleasure and might have been amazement, cut off quickly as the great voice continued to boom. “Welcome, Lord Regapisk of Lordshills and companion to our new king, Arshur. Welcome all!”

There was a short pause, then the priests began to cheer. The cheers were taken up by the crowd behind them. “Hail and welcome! We greet you, guests from afar! Welcome to the king and his companion. The king! The king!”

Squirrel looked up. There was another man standing with the Emperor, blond and taller even than the Supreme One. Arshur the Wanderer, at home at last.

“The king!”

“I would come to be among my people this night, but that the king has laid massive obligations on me,” the great voice boomed. “And now we prepare the coronation feast, and other wonders for my people.”

“I can barely see him,” Squirrel whispered. “He’s glowing like the sun in my eyes!”

And suddenly the Emperor was not far away at all. His image grew and grew until he was nearly as large as Mesa Fajada. His presence was immense.

Tower winced. He looked like he’d been gutted like a trout.

Sandry’s look spoke for him: grim, and a little sick. “Those scars!”

The priests looked at Sandry with alarm, and Squirrel felt fear. Her eyes pleaded with Sandry, but he didn’t need the reminder. He fell silent and waited.

There was a long pause as the enormous image showed itself to the people of Aztlan. Then the gongs sounded, the image faded, and the balcony was empty.

 

They were silent as they went down the stairs to the stables under the plaza, and there was little conversation as they returned to the king’s palace. The banqueting hall seemed small and familiar compared with the glaring open plaza and the great mesa above.

“Are you all right?” Burning Tower asked.

Squirrel smiled without warmth. “He was�impressive.”

“Frightening, you mean,” Tower said.

“Very.”

“But very generous,” Tower said.

Squirrel could hear the excitement in her sister’s voice. And why not? She was to be married soon, and unlike Coyote’s daughter, Tower would mate for life, coupling with a man she loved. “Are your wedding plans set?”

“No, we are to meet with Bison Woman again. And Jaguar’s priest, and of course Coyote’s�they’ll all take part.” She turned serious. “I’m going to miss Spike.”

“Nothing you can do about that,” Squirrel said.

“No. I do want to be married. But it will be hard saying good-bye to him.” Her mood brightened. “Bison Woman says we can go anywhere we like in the domains of the Emperor. There are wonderful places here. Maybe we’ll see some of them, but mostly, I want to go home with my new husband.”

Squirrel smiled agreement.

Bison Woman came to collect Burning Tower for another conference. Tower and Bison Woman and Sandry went to a table in the far corner of the room, where they were instantly surrounded by a host of scribes.

Squirrel felt lonely. Then she felt a presence behind her.

“He is awesome,” Coyote’s priest said. “Even to you and me. Think of how he appears to those not blessed with Coyote’s vision.”

 

Night came. The walls glowed with soft light, and the banquet tables were filled again with food. Regapisk sat at one place from the center of the high table, to the right of where Arshur would be, only Arshur wasn’t there.

“Lord Regapisk, may I join you?”

Regapisk grinned. “Certainly, Cousin. And welcome. Has Bison Woman done with you?”

Sandry poured a cup of wine and sipped. “Yes. Her scribes wrote out the contracts, and they’ll be witnessed and signed in multiple copies, so Quintana and Aunt Shanda will be satisfied. They’ll have to be.”

“But not through with Tower,” Regapisk said. He pointed to the corner table where the scribes were writing furiously.

Sandry laughed. “And never will be, I think. She keeps coming up with other details, things she remembers from some other girl’s wedding, or things her mother told her, and she wants it all.”

Regapisk grinned. “The Supreme One can afford it.”

“That he can,” Sandry said. “How’s the king holding up?”

Regapisk laughed. “He’s still Arshur. He likes everything about being king but the work itself.”

“What work is that?”

“The king is the only bearer of bad news,” Regapisk said. “No one else can tell the Emperor anything bad, because he might be blamed, or he might be sent to the gods as a messenger to tell them.”

“Sent to the gods. You mean his heart goes in the wall?”

Regapisk nodded. “So everyone tells things to the king and the king tells the Supreme One. Only there hasn’t been a king for so long that a lot of bad news piled up.” Regapisk shrugged. “So far it’s gone well, though. King Arshur has sent off half a dozen expeditions to deal with minor tax revolts. He said something about asking your advice, maybe asking you to take charge of something.”

Sandry grinned. “I’m getting married, Cousin, and I will have more pleasant things to think about than leading an army to beat up tax delinquents. And then I’m going home.”

Regapisk nodded.

“Sorry. I guess that’s a delicate subject,” Sandry said.

“Yeah. Okay, I figured out why you didn’t buy me loose from the ship. It was because I talked about going back, wasn’t it?”

Sandry nodded.

“I know better now.” Regapisk grinned. “But I’m still a Lord, and I’m rich, I can make my home anywhere I want except Lordshills, and who needs that place anyway?”

“That’s the spirit.”

Regapisk watched Coyote’s priest and Coyote’s daughter. He said, “It looks something like a seduction and something like a duel. Sandry, what do you think?”

“Something like a game of solitaire too,” Sandry said. “They serve the same god, but one serves the Emperor. They may not know themselves what they’re looking for. Ah. They are finished with Tower.” He stood.

Burning Tower came over, her eyes blazing with excitement. “It’s going to be wonderful,” she said. “They are making a wedding robe. I think I’ll look beautiful!”

Sandry smiled. “You will always be beautiful.”

“I hope so.”

“Doubts? Misgivings?”

“No, not really.” She looked around the banquet hall. “Who are the girls?” she asked.

“They serve the king for the evening,” Sandry said.

“You sound wistful.”

“No, my love. Impatient, but not wistful.”

Tower looked again. “Pretty. But eight? Arshur is magnificent, but he’s a bit old.”

Regapisk blushed.

“Oh. They reward both the king and his companion, then.” Tower picked at her dinner. There were a dozen dishes, enough food for a hundred, delicacies that few Lords and no Lordkin or kinless could ever afford to taste, all set out for the visitors and the priests. “All this,” Tower said. “What will happen to it all?”

Regapisk and Sandry looked at each other and smiled. “Servants always dine well,” Regapisk said.

“Oh. Yes, I suppose they do,” Burning Tower said. “We have servants at home at New Castle, of course I knew that. I guess I got used to being on the roads with the wagon trains.”

“It has been pleasant, but I will be glad to go home again,” Sandry said.

“Will we be welcome?”

Sandry smiled thinly. “Lord Quintana was ready to welcome us both if we returned alive from Condigeo. Now�”

“Now,” Regapisk said, “you will stand so high that you can ask any favor you like of the Congregation of Lords Witness.”

“Not any favor,” Sandry said.

Regapisk tried to smile. “No? I bet you could. We can talk another time.”

The chief servant of the king’s palace came to their table and bowed. “The king asks in what rooms you wish your beds.”

“I’ll stay with Clever Squirrel. Put our beds in one room, and Sandry’s in another. I think.” She looked down the table to where Clever Squirrel was still lost in conversation with Coyote’s priest. “We won’t disturb her. Yes, put her bed in a room with mine.”

The majordomo bowed. “When you are ready, I will send a maid with a light to guide you to your rooms. This palace can be confusing.”

“I’ll go now,” Tower said. “It has been a very long day.”

“As you wish, mistress,” the majordomo said. “I will send the maid.”

The servant had one of the ever-burning torches that gave no smoke. Tower stood.

“Good night, love,” Sandry said.

She smiled dreamily. “Good night. Not long now!”

“No.”

She lifted her face to be kissed. Sandry made their good night a lot shorter than he wanted it to be and noted Regapisk’s barely concealed amusement. He wasn’t the only one. Why did people always think it was funny to watch two people before they were married? But they did.

“How’s the arm?” Sandry asked.

Regapisk winced. “The feathers, you mean.”

“Well, yes.” Sandry grinned.

“They itch,” Regapisk said. “And so far, no one has been able to cure them. The Many Gods priest thinks he has cast a spell that will get rid of the damn things if I ever get to a place with no manna. It takes a lot of manna to make feathers grow on a man. Or so they say.”

“So you can take a chariot and go off into the desert for a while,” Sandry said.

“Maybe. King Arshur is talking about sending me off with an army.” Regapisk laughed. “Me. The only guy to flunk out of military class!”

“Well, not the only one,” Sandry said. “But you didn’t last long.”

“And I still know more than anyone else here! They have so much manna that they never learned how to fight. That’s what I think, anyway. They use magic because they can, and they don’t need to know anything else.”

Sandry nodded agreement. “Sounds right to me. But it’s not my problem.”

“No, you can go home again,” Regapisk said. “I can’t, so maybe it is my problem.” He put his hand inside his robe. “Cursed thing wouldn’t be so bad if it didn’t itch. Women find feathers fascinating.”

There were giggles from the other end of the table�Clever Squirrel, amused by something Coyote’s priest had said. She answered, and both of them laughed.





Chapter Twenty-one
The King’s Duties

 

Sandry found Tower at breakfast in the banqueting room. Tower scowled and said, “Clever Squirrel was gone when I woke up around midnight. Any idea what happened to her?”

“I haven’t�Tower? I slept alone.”

“Sorry. Just�pay no attention.”

Squirrel came in while they were piling shells with corn, potatoes, and bird meat. Sandry pointed with his nose. “Shall we ask?”

They didn’t have to ask. Squirrel was bubbling. “There’s a face behind the mask. Good-looking man, with some tattooing that makes him like a coyote�but no name. They all give up their names when they turn arch-priest. The one with no mask, you don’t name him at all. Coyote is Coyote, even in the blankets. A lot like my mother described the god.”

“How?”

“Well … vigorous, of course, but … vain. Playful. He’s playing games, and he knows I know it, and that’s part of the game. Hey, so am I. I learned a lot, Tower, and I think I didn’t give up much, but�Sandry, I don’t understand war, or the kind of bloody games you play, and that’s a good thing. He asked about you a lot. I didn’t have to hide anything…?”

“Right,” said Sandry. She seemed to need reassurance. “What I know can’t be taught with just words anyway. It takes years of practice.”

“I don’t know why he’s so interested in you when he doesn’t give a curse for the terror bird priests we’ve been at war with.”

“What else did you learn?”

“Middle of the night, we broke to take a sweatbath. It was wonderful. Just right. We’ve got to build some sweatbaths when we get home.”

Sandry and Tower exchanged edgy looks.

“He asked about you, Tower. I tried to explain why … approaching you would be a bad idea�”

“I’d kill him,” said Sandry.

“I explained that. Sandry won’t accept excuses, I said. Being Coyote is no excuse; being drunk wouldn’t be either. He might do it anyway. Coyote loves danger.”

Tower was staring.

“What, sister?”

“He was Coyote! And Coyote was your father!”

Squirrel looked serious. “Burning Tower, I have told you before, Coyote’s ways are not meant to be followed by everyone!”

“Well�”

“Think on it,” Squirrel said urgently. “Your father was Lordkin, and as a Lordkin acted in ways that the Bison Tribe would never accept.”

“Bane,” Burning Tower remembered. “Firegift�”

“Bison Tribe, men and women, always acknowledge their children,” Squirrel continued. “Lordkin don’t. They don’t even believe in fatherhood. And the Lords! They are very concerned, but mostly because of inheritances. And in Bison Tribe, hasty marriages are hardly unusual.”

“My mother harnessed the one-horns on her wedding day!” Tower insisted.

“Your mother was kinless, and takes such things even more seriously than ever did the others of Bison Tribe,” Squirrel said. “My mother has children by four men she never married, and it was Whandall Feathersnake that Coyote rode when I was conceived.” Squirrel laughed. “I am Coyote’s daughter and Coyote’s bride, and our ways are not your ways, little sister.”

Sandry frowned. “Nor mine. Make certain Coyote knows that!”

Squirrel grinned. “He knows.”

Tower continued to brood.

Sandry frantically tried to change the subject. “All right,” he said. “What else did you learn?”

“The Emperor knows things have been going wrong. He doesn’t do much about details. That’s up to the bureaus. When everything comes apart, then a whole bureau can be executed in a public ceremony. The bodies are eaten and the hearts go in the wall.”

“It gives me the creeps, that wall. I think we should have looked at it closer. I’ll ask Reggy to take me back,” Sandry said.

“Bad idea,” Squirrel said earnestly. “People who get curious about the wall�something bad can happen to them, particularly outsiders. The wall is one place where the Emperor does look at details. Taking care of the king is another. And when I wanted to know more, Coyote laughed. We’re missing something obvious, something very funny.”

“Something Coyote’s priest thinks is funny?”

“And Coyote too, and he won’t let me know.”

Sandry said, “Ah.”

“What?”

“He doesn’t even hide it!” Sandry gathered them in his arms, Tower’s and Squirrel’s heads against his, his mouth concealed in their hair. “This is not to be told to anyone else. We all saw the Emperor’s belly�”

“It’s awful. Scarred,” said Tower. “But he doesn’t… hide it.”

“But I’ve seen corpses after a battle,” Sandry said. “After we killed the Toronexti, we walked the field, and some of the older soldiers … pointed out … But my point is, there are organs missing inside the Emperor’s torso.”

He released the women. They drew back as if he’d turned into a snake. “I want to see the wall,” he said.

 

The king’s hospitality included the stables, where a dozen of the big four-wheeled chariots were ready at all times. After breakfast that day, their second in Aztlan, they used the chariots to visit Flensevan’s shop. It faced the River Road, away from the Little Rainbow River. Flensevan and his two sons showed them around. Sandry, Tower, and Squirrel all bought gifts, magical items that weren’t for trade. Willow would have a talisman like Tower’s, a tiny carved turquoise tree. Twisted Cloud would have a tiny tornado.

They still had time to visit the wall. Markings on the king’s chariots got them past the guard, but before they could approach the wall, three more ornately dressed guards and an officer appeared. The soldiers did not speak, but they watched.

They walked its length, always aware of the following eyes. The wall was old and often repaired. The Emperor was supposed to be a thousand years old, wasn’t he? And the wall assuredly was, and some of the niches. None of the niches were marked in any way, except that new bricks were obvious and randomly scattered. There were open niches, lots of them, each a little bigger than a man’s two fists. They too were scattered in no apparent pattern.

“I’m no wizard,” Sandry said later, his voice lost in traffic noise, “so I’m asking. Squirrel, if you took out a man’s heart, could you enchant it to make it beat forever? And he’d go on living too, wouldn’t he? Unless someone found where he hid it.”

“I couldn’t do it. No one I know could. But there are old stories like that,” Squirrel said. Old stories of magic were generally true, though many had become impossible in an age of fading manna. “Would we be looking for just a heart?”

“At least the heart. Maybe kidneys and a liver in separate niches. But would it be safe to look?”

“Not to look, not to ask, not even to be curious. Drop it, Lord Sandry.”

“Squirrel, is that you or Coyote speaking?”

“Both. Forget the wall. Never mention it again.”

“Done. I’m glad Reg isn’t with us. He might get the wrong idea.”

 

Arshur went daily to meet the Emperor and came back to plan strategy with Regapisk and the masked priests. At breakfast on the third morning, he and Regapisk found time to ask Sandry’s advice regarding military matters.

“I know too little,” Sandry protested.

“That is easily changed,” Arshur said. He clapped his hands.

Captain Sareg appeared. He bowed to Sandry.

“Your escort,” Arshur said. “High Captain, show Lord Sandry the King’s Guard. Listen when he comments.”

“With pleasure. And with my personal thanks, Lord Sandry.”

“For what?”

“You brought King Arshur to the realm, and because of you, we survived the battle at Sunfall. And from that came my promotion to High Captain in the King’s Guard.” Sareg smiled warmly. “You do not know it, but now my rank is sufficient that I may court a Great Mistress.”

“Aha!” Regapisk said. “Hazel Sky.”

“Of course, Lord Companion,” Sareg said. “I can say now, it was a great strain to be captain of her guard but unable to tell her of my feelings. Nor could she speak of the matter. Not then, and this went on for months! Now, we are together, in Aztlan.”

Arshur grinned. The grin faded when another official came forward with reports of tax delinquencies.

 

Sareg’s chariot, like all the chariots of Aztlan, was too heavy. The increased weight made it more comfortable to ride in, but slow and less maneuverable. Sandry pointed this out on the way to the barracks.

“But how would you fight?” Sareg demanded. “They must be heavy to hold four.”

“I fight with two. Why do you need four?”

“A driver, a shieldsman, a wizard, and his apprentice. Do you not do things that way in…”�he fumbled for the words�“Lordshills?” “Magic is costly,” Sandry said. “We find other means.”

 

He spent the day at the barracks. He worked with the Emperor’s soldiers. He did passably well at mock fights, yucca sword, chariot duel, horseback, and barehanded. He never tried to compete at archery. The Aztlan bows were simple bows crudely made. They’d have little accuracy. Sandry thought of his own bow in its case on his chariot, even now coming to Aztlan with Spike and the other animals. The emperor expected presents, but perhaps he wouldn’t be interested in a bow.

The Emperor’s officers wanted to talk. Sandry tried to trade stories, but the Emperor’s men had few. Their tales of combat were all older than they were, and there were no tales of defeat. For a thousand years, they had kept the Emperor’s peace. The Battle at Sunfall was the greatest battle in their lifetimes, and they made Sandry and High Captain Sareg tell it over and over. Sandry noted that each time the story was told, Sareg made Sandry a greater hero. It was always Arshur and Sandry who had won the battle.

“High Captain Sareg is too modest,” Sandry said. “He stood with Arshur the king and faced the birds without magic. If the birds broke through there, it would have been all over.” Sandry paused. “And that’s the lesson, you know. Battles are not won by a few heroes. When everyone stands together and does his part, then you get victory.” And don’t I sound like an old Lord! He recalled a class. Everyone wanted to laugh at the elderly instructor, but they didn’t dare, not under the watchful gaze of Master Peacevoice Waterman…

They asked other details of the battle. They were curious about the bow he’d used, and how it outranged the Thunder Bows of the Office of Rain, but they never asked how it was made. From what Sandry could see, the Empire didn’t really care about military technology. They had magic.

And each time he told the story, no matter how he tried to minimize his part in it, the officers looked at each other excitedly; then, led by High Captain Sareg, they bowed to Sandry. That was what they did in the presence of Arshur, and the bowing made Sandry uneasy, but he couldn’t have said why.

 

Tower had better luck.

A woman seen with a guard must have wealth. She could go anywhere, and there was more to shop for than gems. She tried on wondrous garments that shaped themselves to her, and had to reject them: she was sure they’d disintegrate where there was no manna. Half sure. Where was Squirrel now that Tower needed her advice?

 

On the fourth day, they walked about the city. Sandry and Tower attempted to dress like natives. Their clothing was too rich for that. They didn’t stand right; they gawked at wonders that must seem commonplace to those around them. They still enjoyed themselves.

Squirrel was off somewhere with Coyote’s priest.

Word reached them that the animals had arrived. Tower and Sandry arrived at a kraal below Mesa Fajada. Sandry’s chariot stood in a thicket of apprentices and cadets. They were cleaning and shining every part. Sandry smiled to himself. Polish wasn’t the secret.

Or was it? Gleaming armor impressed people, and sometimes that was enough, much better than fighting. How much of magic worked that way?

Two stallions, two bison, and Spike: all combed and groomed, all well fed and watered. The Emperor’s minions had been told to treat the animals well, and they knew how. Four young girls attended to Spike, who seemed larger than ever in the manna-rich air of Aztlan. Burning Tower bade a long farewell to the one-horn. Tomorrow she would see him only to give him away.

 

Coyote’s temple was a hole in the ground, a hidden place whose entrance was just inside the city gates. It looked like the entrance to a basement below an inn. Crowds passed it every minute of the day.

Inside … it wasn’t big, but it was magnificent. Daylight came through from somewhere overhead, and a brushfire burned without smoke. On the stone altar stood offerings: two fat prairie dogs in a cage, and a closed urn. Not just a temple, but a lair. Clever Squirrel was in awe.

Two lesser priests attended. They didn’t wear masks; their faces were tattooed with the nose and whiskers of Coyote. Coyote’s priest sent them elsewhere, into the city, and then he and Squirrel were alone in the temple.

“Where?” she asked.

“I’ll throw some blankets on the altar,” he said, “but not yet. Do you know what this is?” He opened the urn.

She knew the smell. “Pulque.”

“Have you ever�”

“Yes, we found some in a village at the edge of the Empire. It’s strong stuff. Dear, I’d better call before you get me drunk.”

“Call?”

“Feathersnake doesn’t know that the ceremony’s tomorrow. May I use the altar? I brought some colored sand.” She moved the cage and the urn to the ground, and then began drizzling sand onto the altar. “This will tell Coyote too.”

Coyote’s priest watched quietly, amused, while Clever Squirrel called Mountain Cat. Afterward, she brushed the sand off onto the floor. She asked, “Now what?”

“Have you eaten prairie dog?”

“Sure. What, do you mean raw?”

“Squirrel,” he said soberly, “this is Coyote’s ceremony before tomorrow’s official proceedings. Other masked priests are holding other ceremonies. You don’t have to participate, but you are Coyote’s daughter.”

She laughed, over a thrill of fear. “What, would you lure another woman down here if I refused you?”

“Sure. They know me at the inn.”

“Well, what kind of weirdness are we talking about?”

“Eat, get drunk, make love on Coyote’s altar.”

“Sounds good. May we cook the animals? You have a fire. Or are you locked into some specific format?”

Coyote’s priest grinned. “I weave my spells just the way my own god has these past ten thousand years. I’m making it up as I go along.”

 

“Squirrel? Clever Squirrel, dearest, please pay attention.”

“Nnn,” Squirrel said. Her mouth was numb. She could barely move. The altar was hard and cold beneath two blankets, but she felt wonderful.

“The pulque is hitting you much harder than I thought it would. I should have known: magic never touches the stuff they make in the border towns, not until it reaches the Crater for blessing. This stuff is blessed up to the eyeballs.” A wild giggle. “I’m used to it and it still knocks me on my ass.”

“Mmm,” she said urgently.

“Marriage, yes, tomorrow. I don’t know any way to sober you up. It would help if you could walk around. Burn it off. Can you stand?”

“Nnn.”

Coyote’s priest started to speak, then stopped. Then the blankets on the altar were suddenly thrown to cover Squirrel. The priest’s voice was muffled as he called, “This place is sacred. Enter at your peril.”

“Peril relieves boredom,” said a voice that rang within her skull.

She heard a wood-on-stone thunk below her. Coyote’s priest had knocked his forehead to the floor, and this was the Emperor. But wild colors flowed in the dark below her blankets, and Squirrel was drifting off into dream.

At the name Sandrv, her attention flew back. Coyote’s priest was hiding a woman’s presence, and he was talking fast.

“Sandry is a mighty warrior. Sareg is in awe of him. Regapisk says so, and Regapisk doesn’t like him very much. I’ve watched King Arshur come to Sandry for advice. He sent Sandry to investigate the readiness of our military, and he accepted what he heard. Sandry is very fit to rule.

“We can send Arshur to the gods now,” said the earthly voice of Coyote. “Sandry is wonderfully qualified to be king. Not only an outlander but also a true hero.”

“I like that,” the Emperor said. “The news they brought made hard hearing. Let them suffer a little of what I suffered. Do you think King Sandry might be distracted by the women of Aztlan? Would Burning Tower seek revenge? With you? Even you would not be safe from the king-Wild cluttering laughter. “Coyote loves danger more than I do….” And Squirrel faded into Coyote’s laughter.





Chapter Twenty-two
The Bird

 

He woke alone. He would not see Burning Tower until he was led to her at the wedding. The king’s servants dressed him in bronze armor copied from his own but inlaid with lapis and jade. It had tooled leather straps, and the breastplate was polished bronze. No iron at all, Sandry thought. It’s probably magical.

He didn’t trust magic.

His iron sword was nowhere to be seen, and there wasn’t a bronze replacement. It didn’t seem worth commenting on. High Captain Sareg led him outside. Arshur waited there, in an imperial chariot. The giant grinned and waved. A kneeling servant offered Arshur a golden goblet, and the king drank heavily.

“He’ll be too drunk to fight that bird,” Sandry said.

Sareg grinned. “The bird will be no more sober.”

Sandry’s chariot had been cleaned and decorated, but it looked small and mean compared with the magnificent royal and imperial chariots. There were spears, all polished, and each spearhead covered in jewels and leather. The bowcase had its own cover, also jeweled. No one said anything, but it was obvious: only those sworn to the Emperor’s service carried weapons anywhere near the Supreme One.

Blaze the stallion and Boots the gelding stood in harness, their tails braided, red ribbons in their manes. Soon to be gifts to the Emperor. There were escorts in the heavier war chariots of the Empire.

Arshur led the way. People came out of their houses to cheer, and many followed in a procession to the palace. The sun was two hours high, still low enough to cast long shadows. The cloudless sky promised a hot day, but for the moment there were cool breezes from the west along the river banks.

“Where does the river go?” Sandry asked.

“Ten leagues west, it joins another river, the Rainbow,” High Captain Sareg said. “And that flows south and west through a most magnificent canyon. I have been there. It is amazing! I am told that it then turns south and flows into the great sea at Crescent City, but I have never been there. The Emperor’s domains end at the canyons.”

The road led along the river. The water seemed fresh and cool. “Do all the rivers lead to the great sea?” Sandry asked.

Sareg shook his head. “We are at the roof of the world. A few leagues into the rising sun, there are other rivers that flow eastward to places no one we know has ever been.”

Sandry smiled thinly.

“You are amused?”

“I am,” Sandry said. “The world is huge even to you. Think how large it is to me. It was only a year ago that I first traveled beyond the borders of Tep’s Town basin!”

 

They came to the base of the temple and drove into a tunnel below the great piazza of the palace. They could hear the cheers of the crowd above. Music swelled, trumpets and drums rising to a climax as the crowd sounds grew more frantic.

“He comes, he comes!”

There was a long hush, then more trumpets and drums. Then for a long moment there was silence, then the scrambling sounds of thousands falling to their knees.

“Rise and rejoice, my people! I bring you a king!” There was no mistaking the sound of that voice, or the joy of the people of Aztlan at hearing it. Thousands cheered. The trumpets and drums began again.

Arshur’s chariot led the way up the ramp to the piazza. A wall of smoke seemed to form ahead of him. Then as his chariot went out onto the piazza, the smoke swirled away and the great voice boomed. “People of Aztlan, Arshur the king!”

The crowd went frantic. While they were yelling, Sandry drove out behind Arshur onto the piazza. Few seemed to notice. All attention was on the king.

“This way,” Sareg said urgently. He directed Sandry toward a high dais. It was flanked by two others not quite so tall. The flanking platforms were filled with costumes and masks and guards, cloaks and wizards and priests, a riot of magic and color. The central high dais held only one man. At Sareg’s urging, Sandry left the chariot and went up the stairs onto the raised dais. At the top, he knelt and touched his head to the floor in deference to the Emperor.

“Get up, Sandry. It’s your wedding day. Stand beside me. Look happy. Rejoice.”

The Emperor wasn’t wearing armor. He was dressed in silken kilts and a bright blue and green silken tunic that hid his scars. He wore a high crown of intricately carved gold, and a cloak of flowers. Thousands of flowers, all tiny, all woven into silk netting. It flashed in the morning sun as he lifted his arms to show himself again to the crowd. Sandry found the cloak was impressive enough, but disappointing compared to what he had been led to expect. The Emperor moved back into the shade of the dais.

The crowds continued to cheer as Arshur rode around the piazza in his great heavy chariot.

“Let them cheer the king,” the Emperor said. “He looks like a king, your giant.”

“Yes, Supreme One.”

The Emperor smiled. “Impatient?”

“I have attempted patience for a year, Supreme One.”

“And it palls,” the Emperor said. “At my age patience is natural, but I can remember youth.”

“You look as if you have never lost it, Supreme One,” Sandry said with sincerity.

The Emperor grinned. “So. It will shortly be your wedding day.”

“Not precisely as I had foreseen it.”

For most of his life, he’d known how it would be. “I’ve been to a hundred weddings, Great One,” he told the Emperor. “I knew a dozen girls who might grow up to marry me. Now I’m with a foreign woman in a land strange to both of us, following customs�”

The Emperor waved dismissively. “Burning Tower told Buffalo Woman the essentials. We’ll follow the woman’s custom. Isn’t that always best? But first, the king must earn his crown. We can’t get animals up to Mesa Fajada,” he said, “so the bird must die down here, and after you’re wedded, we’ll come down again to present the beasts and other gifts.”

Sandry nodded. There was a good view of the long Valley of Aztlan from the dais. Behind him were the wall and the great Temple Mesa Fajada. Baskets rose and dropped constantly between its base and the wooden platform near its summit. His eyes flicked left, right. Left was the river, broad and shallow, somewhat muddy, cleaner than rivers in Tep’s Town or Condigeo. It flowed on to the west and out of sight. Downstream and across the river was the king’s palace. Not far beyond the bridge to the palace was Flensevan’s shop, now hidden by houses.

Downstream and to the right, nestled against the walls of the canyon, was the palace where he and Burning Tower would spend their wedding night. They’d been shown all this before, in what wasn’t quite a rehearsal.

Out on the Great Plaza, Arshur had finished the first of his circuits in his chariot. He was passing by the kraals, carefully separated, but the animals were aware of each other. Spike, alone in his kraal, faced two terror birds. Sandry’s chariot was led over there. The stallion and the gelding stood in harness, but they’d been given food and water and shade. They’d be all right. They seemed very aware of the birds and Spike.

 

The crowds were still cheering. Arshur’s driver looked up to the Emperor, got a sign in the form of a minute wave of the ringed and jeweled right hand, and took another turn around the piazza. As he did, the music rose and swelled. Sandry looked for its source, but it was hidden. Magic? Or artists hidden in the kivas let into the piazza? He couldn’t tell.

The chariot came around to the dais. The Emperor stepped forward again. “People of Aztlan, Arshur the king!” His voice boomed through the piazza and the stands above, through the five hundred rooms of the palace beyond. It wasn’t so much loud as all-pervasive, impossible to ignore, and it seemed to Sandry that it would be heard in Crescent City and Condigeo.

The Emperor gestured, and priests came forward. They wore cloaks of tiny feathers, and long-billed masks. Hummingbirds, Sandry thought. That should be funny, but there was no humor in this. Arshur, urged by his guards, stepped down from his chariot. One of the priests knelt to him and handed him a golden goblet. Arshur took it impatiently and drank.

The other hummingbird priest knelt and held out a great bronze sword. Arshur took it and grinned, balanced it on extended fingertips, swung it in practiced moves. His scarred muscles rippled in the sun. They’d dressed him well, leather and silk kilts, leather harness holding a jeweled breastplate more symbolic than protective, a lot of Arshur’s scars and tattoos showing.

“He’s drunk,” Sandry muttered.

“Well, of course,” the Emperor said. “He drinks more than any king in my memory.” He stepped forward into the sun and raised his arms. The music stopped and the crowd fell silent, an eerie silence across the entire piazza. One of the stallions nickered.

Arshur looked around to see that he was alone. He waved the great bronze sword and shouted something Sandry didn’t understand. Ten manlengths away, a cage door swung open and a terror bird came out blinking into the sunlight.

The bird didn’t look drugged. It looked hungry.

Arshur shouted and waved his sword. He grinned widely, but he no longer looked drunk. The bird approached him warily, and they eyed each other. Then the bird rushed at Arshur.

Arshur pivoted on one foot, turning and leaning just far enough that the bird’s gaping teeth snapped on empty air. Then Arshur laughed and struck at the bird with his sword, hitting it on its back just behind the neck. Feathers flew, and blood. As the bird ran past, Arshur leaped after it, slashing at its leg.

The bird was limping now, and frightened. It looked around the walled piazza. The gates, both those into the kivas and those into the seating stands, were all closed. Men with spears ready stood at the base of each dais. There was no place to run. The bird turned back toward Arshur.

“Interesting,” the Emperor said.

“How, Supreme One?”

“Well, we’ve always had the priests control the birds. This one’s just drugged. Not too well drugged, at that,” the Emperor mused. “Good thing your giant is a warrior.”

Arshur feinted toward the bird. It dodged, then darted forward to snap at the king. Arshur whooped. The bird ran past as Arshur pivoted again, and when the bird ran on to smash into the wall beyond, it no longer had a head. The crowd went mad with cheering.





Chapter Twenty-three
Anticipations

 

Burning Tower was surrounded by priests and girls and attendants, but she felt alone. Butterflies in my stomach, she thought. This is the day. She forced herself to stand still.

She stood on the platform at the top of Mesa Fajada and watched as the Emperor, far below on the piazza, showed himself to his people and proclaimed the new king. Arshur appeared in a cloud of smoke, and then rode his chariot around the piazza.

There was Sandry. She was too high above him to see his face, but his armor twinkled. Everyone was watching Arshur, but Tower kept her gaze on Sandry as he mounted the dais to stand alone with the Emperor. She frowned and turned to Buffalo Woman. “Why Sandry? Why isn’t anyone else with the Supreme One?”

“Who can know the ways of the great?” Buffalo Woman asked. She was older than Burning Tower’s mother, and said to be very wise. Burning Tower hadn’t seen evidence of her wisdom. But she was kind, and the only friend Burning Tower had up here on this high platform among all these strangers.

They were in full view of the huge crowd in the piazza. “Will we look enormous, the way the Supreme One did when he welcomed us from up here?” Tower asked.

“I think so,” Buffalo Woman said. “We haven’t done a wedding from here in a long time. The last time was one of the Emperor’s sons when I was much younger, and yes, they used the vision then.” Buffalo Woman sniffed. “You are being very highly honored.”

“Yes, I know that,” Tower said. And why? But there was no point in asking; she’d only be told not to question her luck. And they’d be huge! She was aware of every flaw, the tiny blemish on her left cheek, the fading bruise from the combat at Sunfall. There were bruises on her thighs too, but no one would see those. No one but Sandry, and that much later….

Everything seemed ready. Tower was dressed in thin white silks, so thin and so light that any breeze lifted her sleeves and cloak like wings. She’d admired herself in the mirrors at the palace. She’d never been so beautiful.

She had been awakened before the sun rose, and in the dark they had come to the Great Plaza. It was just dawn when, under the watchful eyes of Buffalo Woman and her apprentices, Burning Tower had bridled Spike, choking as she realized that she would see him only one more time. Then he would be a present to the Emperor. And after tonight, he would hate her.

It was early morning when they ascended Mesa Fajada in those flying baskets. Now the sun was high, but not yet noon. It was hot up here, despite the wind that blew through the canyon and billowed her white silks.

The platform circled the mesa. It was wide and high, as high as she had ever been in her life. It was large enough to have rooms, each room walled in screens of flowers. They were shaded by another flower screen above them. Everything smelled of blossoms and sage. Music welled up from the piazza. Now it was triumphant.

She couldn’t see Sandry any longer. He was lost in shadows with the Emperor as Arshur rode around the piazza. It was very bright down there, and she looked away.

Here on the platform, just out of the sun, there was a table, a great wooden slab, on short legs so that the top was at knee height. Bags of sand were lined up around it. Her parents would be here through sand paintings. But where was Clever Squirrel? She hadn’t come back to the palace at all, last night or this morning, and neither had Coyote’s priest. They’d left together, and it was obvious what they’d been doing, but Tower was worried. Where were they? But when she asked, she only got knowing smiles.

There was more cheering down on the piazza. Arshur had ridden around the Great Plaza and was stopped in front of the Emperor’s dais. A priest knelt to offer him something, a drink, then a sword. A cage opened, and a bird charged out.

Tower held her breath. The bird was much bigger than Arshur. But the fight didn’t take long, and then the bird was headless, running around the piazza menacing everyone with the great blades that tipped its wings until grooms wrapped its legs with ropes and dragged it away, wings still beating.

And the crowd was cheering wildly again, and she couldn’t see Sandry and the Emperor any longer.

“Soon,” Buffalo Woman said. “They come now.”

 

Clever Squirrel giggled.

She was riding in one of the floating baskets. Coyote’s priest rode with her, and he wore a dreamy, tranquil smile. He’d had as much of that stuff as she had, but he must be used to it.

The basket rose high. She vaguely remembered being brought to the base of Mesa Fajada in a chariot, held up by Coyote’s priest and two of his tattooed assistants.

In the basket ahead, she could make out Sandry, High Captain Sareg, and the priests of Prairie Dog and Mammoth in their elaborate formal masks. It was accompanied by a basket of four guards.

Those two baskets rose together, and above those were three baskets all together. One held Arshur the king with his attendants: Sandry’s cousin Regapisk and the Aztlan jeweler dressed in his finest, and a burly young guard or servant. The king’s basket was flanked by two others, each with four guards. And in the basket above that, the Emperor, blazing with magic, with an older man dressed in kilts, and, greatly favored, the Great Mistress Hazel Sky. Beside Hazel was Jaguar’s priest in a towering headdress. The great mask turned down to her for an instant, and Squirrel felt the oppressive mass of tradition settle on her.

“Great Mistress,” Clever Squirrel giggled. “Does it mean what I think it means?”

Coyote’s priest snorted. “There was a time when Hazel Sky shared the Supreme One’s couch. Then she was sent to govern his most important possession. Now she returns after a glorious victory and the discovery of treason.” He shrugged. “A bright woman, a woman of power. Who is to say where she spent last night? We know where we were!”

Squirrel laughed loud, so loud that others in the rising baskets turned toward her. “Too right.” The memories were warm and delicious. Not overrated at all, she thought. I’ll have to tell Blazes. Not overrated at all.

Baskets traced shadows against the Mesa Fajada. The blazing forenoon sun turned it into a burning tower. Could this be why the Emperor had commanded this wedding be here? Squirrel tried to recall the details of Burning Tower’s naming vision. Her mother had dreamed of those great Burnings in Tep’s Town in the days before Morth of Atlantis drove Yangin-Atep mythical. And Sandry had assisted Morth in that; did the Emperor know?

Sandry was guarded, and there were two baskets of guards for King Arshur. The Emperor had none at all. “Who is the man with the Supreme One?” she asked.

“Doentivar. The Grandson of the Sun.”

“The heir?”

Coyote’s priest looked around warily. “Perhaps. If the Supreme One continues to choose him. You and I are not concerned with such matters, and it is best not even to think of them.”

Why? Squirrel wondered. The giggle bubbled up.

A voice whispered in her head. Coyote? An old memory? “For there to be an heir someone must die. Some detest such thoughts.”

Even the gods?

“Especially the gods. Gods have gone myth. The Supreme One is no god, but there are gods who are wary of him.”

Squirrel’s head was whirling, and the higher they rose, the dizzier she became. Up here everything glowed with manna. Power glared from the valley below, from the cheers of the people�she became aware of the music and the shouting and waves of euphoria from ten thousand and more below.

She could see out onto the piazza now. The crowds in their seats, processions of masked and costumed priests coming from the kivas. Sandry’s chariot standing near a pen where a young girl dressed in bright flowers stood with her arm around the neck of a bridled white one-horn. Spike, stamping in impatience. Another pen held a live terror bird.

There had been death below, and the manna of sudden death mixed with the excitement of the crowd. Near the kraal a crew was dragging what looked like green rags off through a gate. It trailed blood.

“The king’s conquest?” she asked.

Coyote nodded. “I thought it best you stay below.”

He’s too polite to remind me just how drunk I am, she thought, or too embarrassed.

Coyote handed her a flask. She sniffed warily. Pulque was wonderful stuff, but she’d had enough. This was water, and she drank eagerly before realizing that it too was suffused with manna, nearly as intoxicating as pulque. She still felt the ecstasy of the pulque, hours later, with a glow of sex and magic in her, and a knowledge that must have been in Coyote’s priest’s mind: something wonderful was going to happen today, even beyond the marriage of Sandry to Burning Tower. All would be put right. If only she could remember what she’d dreamed.





Chapter Twenty-four
Thunder Cloud

 

Lord Regapisk, king’s companion, held the side of the basket and hoped that Arshur wouldn’t make any more sudden gestures. His last wild swing had almost swept Flensevan’s son Egret out of the basket.

They were rising up the side of Mesa Fajada, the Emperor ahead, Sandry himself behind. It would be Sandry’s wedding, and as his cousin’s only countryman, Regapisk would have a prominent part, but he was more�he was king’s companion. Of course he and Flensevan and Egret weren’t supposed to be in this basket. They were major dignitaries, but there were dozens who outranked them. But Arshur had seen them in their seats in the piazza after the ceremonies and sent the King’s Guards to make way for them to follow him, and when they reached the baskets, Arshur had let them assist him into the basket and pulled them in with him. No one disputed the king’s whim.

Flensevan and his son were bursting with pride, but there was fear beneath that. Everyone in Aztlan felt that way: joy, pride, fear. Regapisk looked down from the rapidly rising basket to see the old wall. The Wall of Hearts, where anyone might be taken at the whim of the scarred Emperor.

Doentivar, Grandson of the Sun in his place beside his father: straight back, blank face, no emotion visible. He’d be the wariest of all.

Lord Chief Witness Quintana might sell you to sea or send you to the crabs for a mistake, but not just for a whim.

The baskets rose higher. Mesa Fajada blazed. The whole valley below blazed with manna. There were bright threads in the river below, silver streaks that wound out past the gates and beyond the Aztlan valley into the far west. Above them the sky was clear and dazzling blue.

The basket halted, and guards drew it onto a wide platform built right around the mesa. The basket was almost steady, but still it hovered a finger’s breadth above the wood. Regapisk and Egret leaped out to assist the king, leaving Flensevan to dismount on his own.

Flowers everywhere. The walls were flowers. And songs and music welled up from the piazza. They do things right here, Regapisk thought, remembering shows and circuses the Lords had put on for Lordkin and kinless. The Emperor was rich and spent money and manna, more than the Lords of Lordshills had ever had to spend on anything. And the day was just beginning…

 

The Emperor had gone first. He was standing at the edge of the platform now, and the crowd was going wild.

And there was Sandry, just catching sight of Burning Tower in her white silk robes. She was beautiful, no question about that, and Regapisk felt a twinge of envy despite last night’s attentions from Annalun and one of her young ladies trying to hide her joy at being with Regapisk rather than Arshur.

Guards ushered them off the landing area as other baskets arrived. Regapisk noticed how many of the Emperor’s guards there were, even up here. They stood in fours, in identical kilts and shoulder capes, carrying identical clubs embedded with chips of obsidian. They were there to protect the king’s companion and partners as much as for the rest of these worthies, but Regapisk remembered the Lordsmen at the docks in Tep’s Town. Those had not liked Younglord Regapisk one bit, even before his fall from grace. He grinned at a knot of soldiers, but there was no response at all.

The part of the platform that faced the Great Plaza far below shone with an unnatural light. The Emperor stood there. Guards gestured Arshur and Regapisk into the light, and when the king was illuminated, the crowd cheered wildly. The light was dazzling, and Reg felt strange. Arshur bowed, then he and the Emperor backed away into the shadows, leaving Regapisk for a moment alone in the bright light. A lesser priest gestured urgently for Regapisk to move back, and when he did, a guard was there. The priest was masked, but there was no mistaking the guard’s unfriendliness.

The priest was watching the Emperor. When no sign came, he gestured the guard away. “Do not again spoil the Supreme One’s exit,” the priest hissed, and then Regapisk remembered how the Emperor’s image had grown enormous on the first day they saw him.

Tower and Sandry were standing together now. She looked radiant Sandry looked terrified.

Clever Squirrel was led in from the landing platform. Two of Coyote’s apprentices were holding her up, and Regapisk thought she needed the help. There was a low table with bags of sand just out of the lighted area of the platform, and she bent over it.

Coyote’s priest took her hand. “Not yet,” he said. “You would not wish the bride’s parents to see what comes next.”

Burning Tower had overheard. “What? What comes next?” she asked.

“Think happy thoughts,” Coyote’s priest said.

Four of the guards dragged out Thundercloud.

The Terror Bird’s priest had been stripped of all his finery. He wore a white loincloth. He was not fighting the guards, but he was not drugged. His eyes fixed on Sandry, Tower, Flensevan, Hazel Sky. No help there, and his eyes kept moving.

In the lighted area, there was a big slab of rock veined like wood. The Many Names Priest came forward. “People of Aztlan! You have heard of the high treason of the former priest of Left-Handed Hummingbird. You have heard of the transformation of this god! The gods show their favor to the Supreme One! See now the fate of the priest who defied the Sun!”

It happened fast. The Emperor strode forward and spread his arms. His four guards laid Thundercloud on the slab and tethered his wrists and ankles.

The maskless Many Names Priest came forward, accompanied by Coyote’s priest and another in the robes and mask of Jaguar, and a fourth with the thin bill and bright colors of a hummingbird. Thundercloud’s whimpering stopped; he stared at that one in fathomless horror.

The hummingbird priest struck Thundercloud’s chest with an obsidian dagger. Blood spurted everywhere. The Emperor himself reached into the chest cavity and drew out the still-beating heart. He held it high, then placed it into a small, floating basket. The basket vanished over the side of the platform, then Thundercloud’s body, still twitching, was rolled off the platform to fall fifty manheights to the dry ground at the wall far below.

The crowd below had stood in silence. When the body hit the ground, they cheered. “Live a million years, Son of the Sun!”





Chapter Twenty-five
Sand Paintings

 

Now,” Coyote’s priest said. Clever Squirrel felt his hands gently guiding her to the low table. His voice was urgent as he said, “The Supreme One is ready.”

The death of Thundercloud felt like a nightmare; she wasn’t sure how much was real. She poured sand with unsteady hands.

The image didn’t look much like Willow. It was all angles and arcs, distortions and shiftings, and the colors were off: she’d misjudged the bags of sand. She touched the sand with her fingertips, moving the patterns.

It wasn’t coming out right. The image wouldn’t come alive. She tried again. Whandall Feathersnake’s picture emerged like Willow’s, like a face slashed in straight lines, ear and eyes and nose jumbled almost at random, a style that wouldn’t be seen again for fourteen thousand years. She heard a laugh quickly suppressed.

She poured fresh sand into the distorted image of Whandall Feathersnake. Lavender sand trickled up the figure’s forearm, upper arm and shoulder, and splashed across his face. Then red, yellow, green, a shape growing clearer, shaping itself: the gaudy image of Whandall’s Atlantean tattoo, a great feathered serpent that wound from his eye down his arm. The serpent’s eye was coincident with Whandall’s, and as she added detail, Whandall’s eyes opened. Then Willow’s opened too.

“Hail!” Whandall said. “Great One, we see only the image of Coyote.”

The Emperor nodded with understanding. “Bid them welcome,” he said.

Coyote’s priest spoke in imperial tones. “Welcome to Aztlan, Willow and Whandall. The House of Feathersnake is known even here, and the Supreme One bids me tell you that you need only appear at the gates to be welcomed into the city.

“And today we have tasks of great joy. The Supreme One himself has consented to marry the lovely daughter of your house of Feathersnake, Burning Tower, sister of the daughter of Coyote, and Lord Sandry of Lordshills, Fire Commander and Great Officer of the City of Yangin-Atep! Rejoice, people of Road’s End and New Castle. Rejoice, people of Aztlan!”





Chapter Twenty-six
The Day of the Sun Dagger

 

Regapisk stood in the shadows, well out of the blazing light at the center of the platform. Over on the rock wall of the mesa itself, a sliver of sunlight approached the shadowed center of a spiral carved into the rock. The Sun Dagger, one of the priests had explained at dinner last night. Today that dagger would touch the center of the spiral, making this a day of great fortune. Jaguar’s priest had explained their great fortune to Sandry and Burning Tower. “It is the Day of the Sun Dagger in the Year of Jaguar.”

“People of Aztlan, witness the bounty of your Emperor,” Jaguar’s priest proclaimed.

“People of Aztlan, the gods are pleased!” The maskless priest bowed to the Emperor, then to the sun.

“Coyote is well pleased.”

“Blessings on this union of an heiress of the Bison Tribe!” Buffalo Woman shouted. “I bear witness: this morning Burning Tower placed a golden bridle on the great stallion one-horn, according to the customs of her tribe.”

One by one, all the priests of all the gods blessed the marriage.

“Hail to a great warrior prince,” Arshur the king shouted. A priest knelt to Arshur and handed him a bronze goblet. It wasn’t large. The king drained it in a gulp, handed it to the priest to be refilled, then handed it to Sandry.

Regapisk smiled thinly. Sandry had no choice but to drain that cup, and when it was given to Tower, she did the same. He glanced at Clever Squirrel, who was trying to stay awake at the sand-painting table, and wondered if they’d get Tower that drunk today. No one seemed to be offering him anything to drink. There wasn’t even food up here. The feast would be down below, in the kivas, he supposed.

The Emperor said something, and there was a laugh from Whandall Feathersnake’s image. Arshur roared with delight.

Then there were contracts, read to Whandall and Willow, signed by Burning Tower and Sandry, witnessed by Regapisk and Clever Squirrel. Squirrel’s signing was a crooked squiggle that would never have been accepted by even a junior Witness Clerk. Regapisk was going to mention that, but Sandry gave him a hard look. This could be corrected another time. Sandry looked as if he wanted to scream, Get on with it! Regapisk gave him a look of sympathy, but Sandry wasn’t watching.

Then Whandall and Willow Feathersnake spoke of the joys and hopes they held for their youngest daughter. Youngest, Regapisk thought. Are they making it clear that she is not the heiress? Lords thought that way. Lordkin never thought of such things at all. He didn’t know the ways of kinless.

And none of it mattered. Sandry is rich; they’re both rich. Wagonloads of charged talismans would be a good way toward Crescent City now, and Green Stone was already on the Hemp Road. Sandry and Tower would never want anything.

I’m rich too, Regapisk thought.

When Whandall’s image spoke glowingly of the wagon and team that was Burning Tower’s dower gift, Sandry smiled. Regapisk nodded. It was clear that Whandall Feathersnake was more Bison Tribe than Lordkin now.

“Squirrel, dear, did your mother give you something for the wedding?” Willow asked.

Clever Squirrel blinked in the sunlight, frowned, and dug into the pouch at her waist. She took out a roll of willow leaves. “Yes, Willow.”

“I gave it to your mother when she left with Burning Tower, in anticipation of a wedding I both hoped for and feared. Give it to the couple now. It is the tears of a mother, shed for her wedding.”

Squirrel held herself in an iron grip, clearly determined not to spoil this moment. Somehow she got across the platform to Burning Tower to deliver Willow’s gift. Tower burst into tears. She held the willow leaves until Sandry gently took them from her and put them inside his breastplate.

 

As Burning Tower took her place in the glaring sunlight of the platform, the walls of flowers on both sides turned to mirrors. She could see herself, gossamer white silks floating in the bright sun. I’m really pretty, she thought.

Her world changed, like a dream. She was enormous, standing on the great piazza below and looking down at the people of Aztlan in their seats, but she was here on this platform, standing beside the man she loved. I do love him. I do. And around her were the priests and Clever Squirrel and that strange cousin of Sandry’s�my cousin now�and in front of her was the Emperor, the Son of the Sun. He looked like a twisted god. To one side was Arshur the king, on a golden throne, looking like a great king. They were all there on the temple platform with her, but they were not in her waking dream. That she shared only with Sandry and the Emperor.

The crowd gasped as her image grew. She could feel herself getting closer to them even though she hadn’t moved from the heights of the Temple Mesa. She stood with Sandry and the Emperor, towering above the crowd.

And they were all looking at her. She felt ten thousand and more eyes on her. The mirrors showed what they saw. The silks billowed. I’ll never look this good again.

Sandry took her hand. She guided his hand to his breastplate. Mother’s tears. I never knew, Tower thought.

Music swelled from below. Voices now, choruses in languages she didn’t quite know, the languages of the gods. We’ve been blessed by all the gods. Witnessed and signed, the Lords say. There has never been a marriage more witnessed than this!

“The Dagger of the Sun!” a priest behind her was shouting. “The Sun Dagger! It is time, it is time!”

The crowd cheered again.

The Emperor stood before her.

“Sandry, Fire Chief of Lordshills and the City of Yangin-Atep, Lord Witness of Lordshills, warrior and advisor to King Arshur, guest of Aztlan, will you have this woman, Burning Tower of the House of Feathersnake and the Bison Tribe, as your wife, according to the laws and customs of the Lords Witness?”

“I will!”

“Lord Regapisk, companion of King Arshur, companion and countryman of Lord Sandry, do you witness this marriage and swear to bear witness to all who shall ask it of you?”

“I shall!”

“Burning Tower of the House of Feathersnake, you stand before the people of Aztlan. Do you choose this man Sandry of Lordshills to marry, according to the laws and customs of the Bison Tribe?”

“I do!”

A gentle wind came up from nowhere, and from the walls of flowers came butterflies of every color. They settled on Tower’s gossamer sleeves and cape and veils, until she was a swirl of living color.

Sandry! His face beamed. He’d never looked at her this way before. Had any man ever looked at a woman that way? Love, astonishment. And the Emperor smiled. Burning Tower felt her heart would burst.

“Burning Tower of the House of Feathersnake, you now know the favor of the Emperor and gods of Aztlan, of all the tribes of gods! At this moment you may choose anything you desire. Is it your wish that you be married to this man, Lord Sandry?”

Far below she heard a familiar nicker. Spike. He could see her. Everyone in Aztlan could see her. And soon she’d have to give Spike to the Emperor, and after tonight, he would have nothing to do with her. Her friend and protector.

And Sandry looked afraid! He was really scared!

And this was cruel. “Son of the Sun, it is my greatest wish to be married to Sandry,” Tower said.

“So be it,” the Emperor intoned. “So be it known to all, in the presence of the gods, in the presence of the people of Aztlan, in the presence of your father and your mother, throughout our domains and throughout the world, you are now married. Join forever, Sandry and Burning Tower.”

The music swelled and filled her heart, as Sandry gathered her to him, gently, fearful of crushing butterflies. Butterflies swirled about them, and the people of Aztlan, ten thousand and more, cheered.





Chapter Twenty-seven
King Sandry

 

Sandry stood with Burning Tower. His vision blurred as they seemed to grow enormous yet stayed in place.

In Lordshills, this would all be over. In Lordshills, the contracts were all that mattered, disposition of land and houses and wealth and servants, what the heirs would have and what would be forfeit if the couple separated, what would pass to sons and what to daughters. When that was settled, all was settled. But Lordshills was a city without gods and magic, and this was a far different world.

Buffalo Woman spoke: Burning Tower had bridled the bonehead. Yesss. That was Sandry’s triumph too, and it had been hard! A year with this girl, a year of wanting her. Now that was over. Thank you, gods! And that too was a strange thought. The Lords believed that the gods existed for others, but they had never had much importance in Tep’s Town.

Tower seemed recovered from the shock and horror of the execution. Sandry frowned. She had hated that, but they’d made her watch. Why today? But Buffalo Woman had said this was an important day, the day the Dagger of the Sun pierced the center of that spiral. Another of the customs of people who had gods, and would such things come to Lordshills now that Yangin-Atep was myth?

Then she grew more beautiful than he had ever seen her, as the butterflies covered her. Her face shone.

“Burning Tower of the House of Feathersnake, you now know the favor of the Emperor and gods of Aztlan, of all the tribes of gods! At this moment you may choose anything you desire. Is it your wish that you be married to this man, Lord Sandry?”

He held his breath. In the silence, he heard the nicker of the one-horn and suppressed a grin of triumph over that rival. But the silence stretched on, and fear clutched his heart. Burning Tower looked at him, lovely and wonderful, and said nothing. That moment stretched forever.

Then she spoke, and the Emperor proclaimed the marriage, and he held her close as the butterflies swirled around them, and the world was wonderful.

The images of Willow and Whandall Feathersnake shouted in joy. Burning Tower stood so that her mother could see her, but suddenly the images faded and were no more than sand. As they did, Clever Squirrel collapsed across the table. Coyote’s priest gently rolled her aside and swept the sand into a bag. “There is no more manna at New Castle,” he said.

Tower looked disappointed, but she was surrounded by jubilant priests.

“Can we go now?” Sandry asked.

Coyote’s priest looked at him with a strange expression. “Not yet.”

They were married, but it would be a long time until the night and until they would be alone. Sandry put on his best military expression and prepared to wait.

 

The Emperor stood in the sunlight. He was joined there by Jaguar’s priest. “People of Aztlan!” the masked priest shouted. “It is the Year of Jaguar and the Day of the Sun Dagger!”

There were no cheers now. The crowd below was still, waiting for something. Two priests led Arshur the king out onto the platform. Arshur swayed unsteadily. A lesser hummingbird priest knelt to Arshur and offered the golden goblet. Arshur took it and drank, and then two other priests urged Sandry out to stand next to the king.

“I show you a great prince, Sandry of Lordshills!” Jaguar shouted. “A great warrior from a far land.”

Behind him he heard Tower. “What is happening?”

And Clever Squirrel stirred behind him, trying to say something he didn’t understand.

The Emperor took the cup from Arshur’s hand and held it out to be filled. He gave it to the hummingbird priest, who turned, knelt, and offered it to Sandry.

Sandry hesitated. That first cup was already dizzying him. He saw disapproval in the Emperor’s eyes. The Emperor’s son was there too, staring intently. Everyone waited.

“My congratulations on your wedding on this day,” the Emperor said. “This is the cup of my blessing.”

And everyone stared. Behind him Squirrel said, “Nnn.”

“Do you refuse the gift of the Supreme One?” Coyote’s priest said. His tone was low and urgent. “The favor of the Great Ones has its dangers, but they are nothing compared to his disapproval! Quickly, Lord Sandry, lest you anger the Son of the Sun.”

Sandry took the cup and drank.

“He accepts!” the Emperor shouted.

The crowd shouted approval.

 

The drink was pulque. Sandry tried to resist its effects. The world swooped around him as Jaguar’s priest raised his arms. “People of Aztlan! This is the Day of the Sun Dagger in the Year of Jaguar, the day when we send the king to plead with the gods for us! And the gods have favored us, they have sent us Arshur the King who came following his fate! And with him they sent a mighty warrior prince.

“More than a year ago, we lost our King Halenon of the Great River, and we have been without a king, and evil has besieged Aztlan. Great wizards have wrought treason against the Son of the Sun! Cities and tribes have sought to rebel, and there was no king to deal with these evils.

“Now we send King Arshur to the gods, and we bring you King Sandry to punish the rebels!

“People of Aztlan! Rejoice! King Arshur goes to the gods!”

And the four guards hustled Arshur out to the great slab of rock. Arshur blinked but didn’t resist. Whatever was in the last drink had overcome him. Listlessly he allowed himself to be spread-eagled over the slab. He looked up, saw the hummingbird priest coming with his obsidian knife, and almost tore loose from the grip of the guards.

The small priest was too fast. Before Arshur’s arms tore free from the soldiers, before Sandry or anyone else could move, in one great slashing stroke the priest plunged the knife into Arshur’s chest and ripped it upward. The Emperor reached into the chest cavity to remove the beating heart. He held it high for the people to see.

“King Arshur bears our messages to the gods!” The Emperor’s voice roared out above the buzz of thousands cheering, and the tiny thread of an agonized scream�Regapisk.

A basket, this one silver and gold, floated to the Emperor’s hand. He put the heart into it. Another basket, large, coffin shaped, covered with flowers, was brought in. The soldiers laid Arshur into it. That too floated free, down the side of the great Mesa Fajada, sinking fast. Arshur dead was still a big man.

And below, the people of Aztlan shouted their welcome to King Sandry.





Chapter Twenty-eight
Hail to the King and Queen

 

His part in the wedding had been small enough, but he thought he had played it well. Regapisk, Lord and king’s companion, stood in the shadows as the butterflies swirled around Sandry and Tower. He was glad of the shade. King Arshur sat on his golden throne in full sunlight.

The king was very drunk. With Arshur, it was hard to tell, but Regapisk had been with the northman long enough to recognize the signs. Drunk and trying to pay attention. In that condition, Arshur could be struck by the whim to do anything, say anything, and Regapisk wasn’t close enough to stop him. He tried to move closer, but guards and lesser priests barred his way.

The wedding was done, and Arshur hadn’t embarrassed himself. Regapisk felt relieved. This would be over soon, and he could turn Arshur over to Annalun and her virgins to let the king sleep it off.

They weren’t done with Sandry. Sandry was pushed out to kneel beside the king. They gave Arshur another drink�big mistake, that�then the Emperor held out a cup to Sandry. “He accepts!” the Emperor shouted. And the crowd screamed approval while Arshur blinked in the bright sun, then seemed to slump down on his throne.

Regapisk didn’t like the pattern he could almost see emerging.

Jaguar’s priest stood in the center of the platform. His voice boomed loudly, but echoes made it hard for Regapisk to understand what he was saying. “The day when we send the king to plead with the gods for us!” What did that mean?

It became all too clear.

“People of Aztlan! Rejoice! King Arshur goes to the gods!”

And they dragged Arshur out to that slab. Regapisk reached for his sword, but he didn’t have one, and the guards stood all around him, watching him, not watching the king.

For a moment Arshur seemed to come alive. Arshur always came through! He was Arshur the Magnificent. No one could�

Regapisk screamed as the black obsidian knife flashed in the sun and the Emperor tore out the king’s heart.

One of the lesser priests put his hand on Regapisk’s shoulder. “It is done,” the priest whispered. “Your friend is with the gods. Rejoice.”

Rejoice. Regapisk stood mute, his knees ready to buckle under him. There was nothing he could do! Nothing! And he knew it was true, but it didn’t seem to help.

 

The crowd was cheering for King Sandry. Burning Tower looked horrified. Well she might, Regapisk thought. He turned to the lesser priest and asked, holding his fury in check, “How�how long before they send King Sandry to the gods?”

“At least four years,” the priest said. “Always in the Year of Jaguar. Perhaps eight. We have known kings who reigned well. Hessinge of Bird City held the throne sixteen years before there were troubles that only the gods could repair. Your Sandry looks to be another such.

“Will you be his companion?”

“If he’ll have me,” Regapisk said.

They led Regapisk out to stand next to Sandry, Burning Tower on one side, Regapisk on the other. The Emperor himself drew back in the shadows.

“Take the king to his throne, King’s Companion,” Jaguar said. “King Sandry, will you have Burning Tower as queen?”

“She’s my wife forever,” Sandry muttered.

“King Sandry proclaims a queen,” Jaguar shouted. “Hail Burning Tower!”

The crowd roared again.

Sandry looked warily around. No way out. He let them lead him over to the throne. Burning Tower sat at his feet, and Regapisk stood to his right behind the throne, where he’d thought he would stand for King Arshur, only they’d pushed him aside.

Eight guards had carried the great stone slab away. All the blood was gone. There were flowers and butterflies everywhere, and the sun shone down from clear blue skies. Joyous music, joyous shouts from the crowds. Great tears rolled down Burning Tower’s cheeks. Regapisk, Lord and king’s companion, felt his own tears come.

“Hail, King Sandry! Hail to the king and queen! People of Aztlan, rejoice!”





Chapter Twenty-nine
The Wedding Chase

 

Sandry sat quietly on the golden throne and tried to ignore the shouts of the crowd and the buzzing in his head. Out on the platform, the Emperor and various priests were making proclamations, but they’d left him here with companion and queen, in open view but with no one nearby. He had time to think.

Burning Tower was crying. Sandry didn’t blame her, but that wasn’t going to help. What could they do?

“You’ll have four years.” Regapisk’s voice was low and urgent. “At least four, maybe eight, and one king lasted sixteen.”

“This happens to every king?”

“I think so.”

“How long have you known this?”

“Less than a breath.” Regapisk sounded hurt. “Do you think I wouldn’t have saved Arshur? Or tried?”

“Sorry, Cousin. I was distracted.”

“They were all over me. Anyway, Arshur always gets away. You know the stories…”

Burning Tower looked up at him in fear. “Sandry, what will we do?”

“For now, nothing,” Sandry said. “Let me think. Shut it, Reg.”

“I have a way out of here,” Regapisk said.

A flash of hope, then reality. Another Reggy story.

I am king. I’ll have soldiers, and I can go out of the city. And they’ve got to have thought of that. This has been going on for hundreds of years; they must have had kings who tried to run away.

“I have a way out,” Regapisk said again.

“Tell me.”

“It’s under Flensevan’s shop. You were there.”

“The Emperor proclaims this a day of rejoicing!” Jaguar was shouting. “And the new king and queen have gifts for the Son of the Sun! We go now to receive them.”

The animals. Sandry had forgotten the animals.

“What is this way out?” Sandry demanded.

“A boat. An Atlantean boat,” Regapisk said.

“A boat. How many can it hold?”

“I don’t know; it’s a big boat.”

A boat, Sandry thought. What had he heard about Atlantean boats? But it ought to be fast, as fast as the river, and that river ran fast. As far as Crescent City! Get us to Crescent City ahead of the Emperor, and we ‘re safe enough�I know the way back to Condigeo. We just need a head start.

The Emperor and his son were leaving the platform, headed toward the baskets. The Emperor would go first. Then the king. That will be me, and Tower, and Regapisk�

“Regapisk. Get Squirrel to that shop.”

“Sure. When?”

“Now. As soon as you can.”

“Sandry, the boat won’t move without us. We can go anytime.”

“Maybe,” Sandry said. “And maybe not. Can you get Squirrel there now?”

“I’ll find out,” Regapisk said. “I’ll have to see to Flensevan and his son. It’s their boat.”

“No one will care what they do,” Sandry said. “Tell them to go home while everyone is watching the next ceremony. You go with them, with Squirrel.”

“Right now?” Reggy whined.

“No better time,” Sandry said. The ghost of a plan formed in his head. “We’ll give you as much time as we can. Now see to Squirrel.”

The Emperor had left the platform, and everyone was waiting. Sandry stood. “My queen.” He kept his voice low so that it wouldn’t be picked up by whatever magic was making them heard throughout the city. “I am concerned for your sister.” Sandry gestured toward Clever Squirrel, who lay babbling in scattered sand on the big table.

“I will see to her, Majesty!” Regapisk said.

“If you please, Companion,” Sandry said. “Bring her now.”

Burning Tower held his arm. “What do we do?” The tears were gone, but she sounded scared.

She should be, Sandry thought. “I may have a plan. It depends on Reggy.”

“It depends on Lord Regapisk?” She sounded more frightened than ever. Sandry nodded grimly.

 

Reggy carried Clever Squirrel like a rag doll. Her head rolled back and forth, and her arms twitched. As he carried her toward the basket, he came close to Flensevan.

“Go home. Now,” Regapisk said. “Take Egret.”

“Lord Reg�”

“No time. Just go. Is Pink Rabbit home?”

“Yes, watching the shop.”

“Get home�stay there. Keep both your sons there,” Regapisk said urgently.

“Poseidon protect us,” Flensevan muttered.

Regapisk followed Sandry and Burning Tower. He had to elbow some of the lesser priests out of the way.

“Do you wish assistance?”

Coyote’s priest, his mask under his arm. He looked concerned. “The king told me to take care of her,” Regapisk said, “so I will.”

“Admirable. You will miss the ceremonies on the plaza.”

“There will be others,” Regapisk said. “I’ll take her to the river. She needs water.”

“Water?” Coyote’s priest sounded puzzled.

“Flowing water. Don’t you know about such things? I’ll explain it all tomorrow,” Regapisk said.

They were at the basket. Two guards leaped in with Sandry and Burning Tower. Two more baskets were filled with guards, then all three were lowered. The next basket was filled with priests, then the next.

Regapisk gestured to Flensevan. “Come.” He turned to the apprentices who controlled the baskets. “I carry the queen’s sister,” Regapisk said. “Give me a basket. I will be accompanied by my friends.”

The apprentices looked around. No one contradicted Regapisk. “Certainly, King’s Companion.”

Squirrel stirred and mumbled. “King. Goes to the gods. Tell Sandry.”

“He knows,” Regapisk said. “Be quiet just for a bit, please, Squirrel….”

The trip down the side of Mesa Fajada took forever. The great Temple Mesa still glowed like a burning tower in the afternoon sun. Omen, Regapisk thought. An omen foreshadowing what?

But below stood the king’s chariot, and next to it, a chariot for the companion. Everyone was following the Emperor and the king up to the Great Plaza, and no one cared when Regapisk claimed the companion’s chariot. Flensevan and Egret held the babbling Clever Squirrel upright as Regapisk drove down toward the river, then, when no one followed, along the deserted streets to Flensevan’s jewel shop.

Flensevan had been silent until they were well out of the palace. Then he asked, “What are we doing?”

“Sandry is going to run for it. In the boat.”

Egret looked startled and almost lost his grip on Clever Squirrel.

“Why am I not astonished?” Flensevan said.

“All right, why not?” Regapisk said.

“It happened before, you know. We used baskets to get Zephans out of the city. I think they have been suspicious of me ever since,” Flensevan said. “So. It is time to go. You say we will have wealth in Crescent City?”

“Fabulous wealth, and welcome in other places.”

“I have always wanted to travel,” Egret said.

“Yes, and I never did!” Flensevan said waspishly. He shrugged with his shoulders, his hands occupied with bracing Clever Squirrel against the side of the heavy chariot. “Seven, then. An auspicious number. You, Sandry, the Queen, my two sons, the shaman, and myself. In Atlantis, seven was lucky. This may be fated.”

“Will they pursue us?”

Flensevan laughed. “Of course. They will seek to keep the king alive, to capture him without harming him. As for the rest of us�” Flensevan shuddered.

The Wall of Hearts, Regapisk thought. I just hope Sandry knows what he’s doing.

And he must be thinking the same about me!

 

Burning Tower held tightly to Sandry’s arm as the basket dropped down the side of Mesa Fajada. She felt crowded by the two expressionless guards. Emperor’s guards, humorless, not the friendly guards who had served King Arshur.

As if that made any difference. All these soldiers served the Emperor no matter what colors they wore. She didn’t understand Aztlan, but she knew that much. When they named the Emperor the Supreme One, it was simple truth.

And Sandry was going to defy him. She didn’t know what he would do, but Sandry would never submit to this.

Would he? She’d overheard enough of the stories, of Arshur and Regapisk and eight virgins, of the accomplished lady Annalun. Was Sandry tempted? He was king now, as well as her husband, and he could do anything he liked. But he’s not like that! He’s still Sandry.

She held that thought as the basket descended. He’s still Sandry.

Four years, Regapisk had said. Four or eight or sixteen. But Sandry wasn’t going to wait. She wished she could talk to him, but the guards stood close by.

Hah! They wouldn’t understand. “My husband,” she said, using a word that a kinless of Tep’s Town would use.

“Yes, my love? Do you think these Lordkin sons of donkeys will understand?”

“They think�”

Sandry sprawled at ease. “They think it’s our wedding night, and they’re right, and that’s what they think we are talking about.” He put his arm around her and peered suggestively at her breasts. Butterflies stirred restively.

“So what will we do, my love?”

“I’ll tell you in this tongue when I know,” Sandry said. “Until then, you are the frightened bride of the king.”

“A part I have no difficulty playing,” she said.

The Wall of Hearts loomed up before them as the basket touched the ground. Burning Tower shuddered.

 

The Emperor and his priests waited impatiently at the stairway to the Great Plaza. Everyone smiled and was pleasant. The only malice in those smiles was the common cruelty of a wedding day, when everyone schemed to keep the newly wed couple from being alone for as long as possible. They treated Sandry as king, but always there were fours of guards, impassive and unsmiling, armed with clubs and leather cords. Though they said nothing disrespectful, it was plain they would never allow a king to leave the city.

“We’ll get this over as quickly as possible,” the Emperor said. He leered at Burning Tower. “The king will be impatient. I don’t suppose you’ll want the services of a Great Mistress tonight, Majesty?”

“I will have more than my share of happiness,” Sandry said.

“Discreet. I trust the ceremony was satisfactory?”

Burning Tower started to speak, but Sandry gripped her hand tightly. He said, “So far, indeed, Supreme One.”

“So far? There is more? What more?” the Emperor demanded.

“It is only a small part,” Sandry said. “We come from far away in a land of hunters and barbarians. Has the Son of the Sun ever heard of Lordkin?”

“No.” The Emperor was impatient.

“The Lords have retained ancient customs that originated among the barbarians,” Sandry said. “You may enjoy this.”

They emerged onto the Great Plaza. The crowds were still in the stands. Vendors moved through the stands with buckets and dippers, and food rolled in corn shucks. From the sounds, the buckets contained intoxicants. Someone shouted a raucous obscenity, and everyone laughed.

Spike stood next to Sandry’s chariot. He eyed the stallion with contempt, but when he saw Sandry he stamped and reared. “He doesn’t like me,” Sandry said.

The Emperor smiled.

“And now the bride mounts her one-horn,” Sandry said.

Burning Tower hesitated only for a second. Two hands and an athlete’s leap put her aboard Spike, settling like a feather. Spike turned to look her in the eye.

“And I stand in my chariot�” Sandry mounted the chariot. A guard jumped in with him.

“Careful of those gifts,” someone said importantly. The Emperor frowned.

“Now, Tower,” Sandry said. He used the kinless language. It sounded like he was chanting. “Ride to the shop, ride to my cousin, ride fast. Ride now!”

Tower shouted. Spike shook himself free of the young girl who had acted as groom, and darted across the plaza, long white veils streaming behind her, and a rainbow cloud of butterflies. The crowd roared.

“And I must capture the bride!” Sandry shouted the language of Aztlan. “I must do this without assistance! Hee-ah!”

Blaze and Boots darted forward at the command. At the same time, Sandry pushed the already unsteady guard. The guard lost his footing and fell off the back of the chariot, and rolled as if he’d practiced it, and came up smiling to watch Sandry drive his war chariot across the Great Plaza of Aztlan in pursuit of Burning Tower on her great white unicorn. It was easy to follow the trail of butterflies.

The people of Aztlan shouted encouragement as first Tower, then Sandry clattered down the steps into the palace stables below, then out through the tunnels to the streets of Aztlan.





Chapter Thirty
Flight

 

She was squiffed, but she was swift: Clever Squirrel ran as if she were flying, upright as long as Regapisk and Flensevan were holding her arms and running alongside, with Egret leading. She fell once, scaring Regapisk and amusing herself, before they reached the chariot. Then Regapisk drove while Egret and Flensevan kept her from falling out. Squirrel was having the time of her life … and then she went to sleep.

She wasn’t heavy. Egret carried her into the shop.

Pink Rabbit was there to greet them.

Flensevan spoke a few words to his sons. Pink Rabbit bleated like a goat facing the butcher. Then all three scurried toward the back of the shop. Reg followed. Squirrel was out like a blown candle.

The boys paused in the main display room. They pulled the wicker weapons display off the wall and rolled it up, a tube with spears and blades inside.

They all streamed down to the pool beneath the shop. Egret began turning the crank in the wall. Regapisk perceived a growing magical glare from the black water.

Squirrel’s eyes opened. “Ooo,” she said.

 

The King’s Guards would never catch Spike. He’d never catch Spike! Sandry swayed as the chariot swung from side to side down the streets of Aztlan. An occasional butterfly showed he was on her trail, and he’d just have to trust that Tower was riding in the right direction. It would be a disaster if she were actually riding for the palace.

As he left the plaza, he saw that Sareg was boarding another chariot. Sandry laughed. Those clumsy excuses for war chariots would never catch him. By the time they got off the piazza, he’d be out of sight, and they wouldn’t even know where he was going. They might assume the wedding palace, or even the king’s palace, and either guess would be wrong.

If they did catch him … Sandry began to arm himself, removing the jeweled covers from spear points. His bow was unstrung, of course, and he’d never be able to string it while riding at a gallop, but it was there, and so was a full quiver of flight arrows. If it came to a fight, it would take only a moment to string that bow, and there wasn’t a weapon in Aztlan that could touch him as long as the arrows lasted.

Not only his arrows, but some others. Dark arrows, the kind Thundercloud had used, dark shafts with turquoise heads. The Emperor must have planned some spectacular for his people, something he was going to do with Sandry’s bow.

Then he had throwing spears and the atlatl. He’d seen no sign of atlatl practice in Aztlan.

Spears, arrows, but there were more guards than he had weapons.

His sword! They’d put his iron sword in its place. He buckled it on, almost falling when the chariot lurched, but he felt better with the familiar weight hanging against his left hip. So. Arrows, spears, then cold iron. He careened into a large public square. To the left was the bridge leading across the river to the king’s palace. There were butterflies straight ahead. She hadn’t taken the wrong turn.

He stuffed the weapons into the largest spear case. Rope. Had they put the lasso in the chariot? He found it and wound it around the weapons and the case so that they made one bundle.

Drive with both hands! How often had Masterman Chalker shouted that at him when he was learning? But he needed one hand to drive and one to bundle the weapons and one to hold on to the chariot. He compromised by laying the reins across the chariot bulkhead and shouting orders. He could do that with these horses, so long as the street was straight.

There was enough leather rope to make a neat bundle of all the weapons. It made a heavy package. Boat? he thought. I’ll never swim, not with armor and all these weapons.

And with all his weapons, there were still too many guards. Would they try to kill him? He didn’t know. Probably they didn’t want to kill him, and that might give him an advantage, except that he didn’t want to kill them either! Curse! And they wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who assisted him, or to hold Tower as hostage.

And of course they could follow butterflies as well as he.

The city was empty, almost abandoned. An old woman was crouching fearfully in a doorway; there were loaves of bread scattered in the road, and two baskets. Hah! Tower had passed. She must be headed for the gem shop. “Hee-ah! Go, you beauties!”

 

Tower tumbled off Spike. Regapisk was in the shop’s doorway; he shied from the beast’s horn. “Come on in,” he said. “Where’s Sandry?”

“The gods know! He told me to come here, and he was following when I left the piazza. If he’s fast enough, he won’t be bringing guards down on us. What have you got? Is there really a way out?” She’d kill him if there wasn’t. Sandry had never trusted his cousin.

“I’ll wait here for Sandry. Go on in.”

The bonehead was glaring at Regapisk. Tower turned him forcefully away. Tower fondled his ears and whispered into them, then stepped back. “Good-bye.” She swatted his flank, and he went. He kept looking back. They’d see him! But there was nothing she could do about that.

“Inside!” Regapisk ordered. “In and down.”

She tried to resent his tone, but he was right�there was no time�and she’d just have to trust him. She darted into the shop.

 

There was a boat down there. A sunken boat, in a pool surrounded on three sides by a stone floor just higher than the water level. The fourth side of the pool, the south side, was separated from the river by a heavy-beamed wooden wall.

The boat glowed faintly down there under the water. Tower gawked. Regapisk, she thought. I might have known. A sunken boat.

Clever Squirrel, cross-legged on the stone floor, watched her with her jaw hanging. Her eyes didn’t follow Tower’s fingertip. She giggled.

Flensevan and Egret were there.

“Does this thing float?” Tower demanded.

“Of course,” Flensevan said. “When we are all here. And this had better be worth it! It’s the second time I’ve been imp-implicated in a king’s escape. Zephans was worse. The Emperor actually put a crown on him! Where’s King Sandry?”

“I left him�”

“You l-left him?”

“He’s a big boy. Who’s Zephans?”

“Zephans Mishagnos was a wizard of Atlantis. He came as a trader, but the Emperor named him king. They must have expected him to run, nearly half of the kings have tried to, but they thought he’d use a boat. Atlantis, right? And he had a boat, only we made it disappear while Zeph played king. Then we got him into a basket and away he w-went off with Ruser. My brother says he got as far as Crescent City. So the Emperor forgot about the boat… gods willing.”

Pink Rabbit appeared on a balcony, his arms loaded with clothing and jewelry. He dropped it all in a heap on a balcony high above the water-lapped stone floor.

“But�but it’s sunk!” Tower said. “Flensevan, how do we get it outside? Does the roof open?”

“It will rise,” Egret said. He indicated the low ceiling. “It will rise above the water, so all this has to go before we can raise it.”

“Above the water.” She remembered, Morth of Atlantis had said something about boats flying above the water, but she hadn’t believed it. “Are we going over land?”

“Oh, the ships of Atlantis prefer water under them. Anyway, what do you want under you when the magic goes away? We’ll go out through”� his hand slapped thick wooden beams�“here.”

Regapisk bellowed through the halls. “I can see him!”

Flensevan and Egret lifted a wooden beam in the south wall. “Give us some help,” Flensevan grunted, and Tower added her strength to theirs. Squirrel was asleep, still sitting on the stone floor.

 

Rolling and bouncing down toward the river road, Sandry saw Spike coming up at him. The bonehead paused to stare down the stallion, then brushed past. Sandry threw up a shield to fend off the horn, and turned, ready to do it again, but Spike was disappearing upslope.

Sandry could hear chariots and horses behind him in the winding roads. He kept riding. He could glimpse a sparkle of water between the houses.

There. Flensevan’s combination house and jewel shop. Butterflies marked its door. Butterflies and Regapisk.

“Sandry! Hurry!” Regapisk was shouting.

“Help me with the weapons!”

Regapisk ran out as Sandry leaped from the chariot. “Tep’s teeth! You have enough weapons here to fight an army!” Regapisk paused, then grinned. “Inside. Inside and down. Go, Your Majesty!”

“You son of a dog,” Sandry said, but he said it under his breath. Reggy was Reggy, and just now he could say anything he liked.

Stairs at the back of the house led down into a dark pit. There were lights down there. Sandry ran to the lights. Regapisk clattered down the stairs behind him.





Chapter Thirty-one
Little Rainbow

 

There was a boat down there, but it was underwater. Everyone was straining at moving beams. It was a nightmarish scene that made no sense at all.

“King Sandry! Lord Regapisk!” Egret was shouting. “Help with this.” He was turning a drum, some kind of winch. A rope led from that up and into the house above. “Help me!”

Regapisk threw his weight onto the winch handles. “Here, Majesty! Help!”

“You call me that again and I kill you,” Sandry said.

Regapisk laughed. “If you don’t help us, you won’t have to�your guards will do it for you.”

Trust Reggy. Sandry took one of the winch handles and threw his weight into it. The winch turned, slowly. The house groaned.

“Heave!” Egret shouted.

Sandry strained. The drum turned, and daylight seeped into the dank basement. More. The ceiling was rising, folding up against the upstairs north wall. Flensevan and Pink Rabbit were hauling on another rope. Suddenly the entire south wall of the house fell away and floated downriver. The afternoon sun blazed into the basement as the ceiling came free to fold against the still-standing north wall.

“Now!” Flensevan shouted. He gripped ropes that led down into the water. Pink Rabbit seized another, and Egret rushed to join them. They pulled. There was a flash of blue light, bright enough that even Sandry could see it. Squirrel was startled awake and mumbled something.

The boat rose. Up through the water, higher, until it was floating above the river, the decks just level with the wooden balcony high above the stone floor. Egret swung a gangplank across to it.

Regapisk didn’t wait. He grabbed Clever Squirrel and carried her up to the balcony, then across to the slippery decks. Water streamed off the decks.

The boat was floating, flying. It was all curves, like Sandry’s bow. There were windows in the bottom, set flush.

“Welcome to Little Rainbow,” Flensevan said. “Quickly. Quickly.”

The river was ten manheights wide here. There were people across the river. They stared and shouted as Sandry and the others scrambled aboard. Flensevan’s sons threw bundles of goods to the deck.

“Cast off,” Flensevan said.

Egret was grinning widely as he loosed the last ties, and let Little Rainbow drift out into the current.

Witnesses were not an issue. The only folk in town were a few servants who had not gone to see the king’s death, resurrection, and wedding, and the dozen guards now pouring through the winding streets toward Flensevan’s shop. Now they halted, staring at a flying boat as it wafted downstream. Now they were scrambling over walls and into houses, dodging a bonehead’s lethal horn.

 

“Seven,” said Regapisk. “It’s an Atlantean boat. It’ll hold seven. The mers all know that the Atlantis numbering system is base seven.”

“And I wouldn’t have left without my sons,” Flensevan said firmly. “Some of us will be sleeping on deck, I suppose. We’re loaded with trade goods, mostly charged talismans. Plenty of manna to keep us afloat. They’ll still be partly charged when we reach Crescent City.”

Tower asked, “Are you a magician?”

“No. I can’t see manna. Ruser picked us a good partner: Regapisk can.”

Tower let that pass. “I don’t see any way to row.”

The Little Rainbow River flowed west below them, and the boat flowed with the water.

“That’s one thing Zeph forgot to tell us,” Flensevan said, “how to move faster. Sails might work if you’re going downwind.” A horde of children was following the boat along the River Road. Flensevan smiled and waved to them. “Keep your husband below. It might help if nobody actually sees him aboard.”

“The guards saw me,” Sandry said, rising through the hatch. “Love, we’ll get little out of your sister. I only had a sip of that stuff, and I can still feel it. She must have been drinking it all night.”

 

The stream flowed faster. Not as fast as a real war chariot, but faster than those wagons the Aztlan troops used. And he’d never taught anyone how to use his chariot.

He looked upriver. “I hope they don’t take it out on Blaze and Boots.”

“I was thinking of Spike,” Tower said. She stood beside him at the stern rail.

“He was raising hell with the guards who were chasing me,” Sandry said, “last I saw. He belongs to the Emperor now; they won’t dare hurt him.”

“Mmm. All right. And we’re married, and there aren’t any boneheads around.” And suddenly she was in his arms. How had that happened? She rubbed her cheek against his beard. He held her, and looked back toward where Spike would be. With this many people aboard a small boat, he thought, you don’t need a bonehead. They stood close together at the stern rail.

Little Rainbow passed the city gates and skimmed past the Caravanserai. Guards stared. Then there were trumpets, and the thunder of drums, and a cloud of locusts flew up the valley toward Mesa Fajada. For a few hundred paces, the river paralleled the High Road. That was frightening, but then the river wound northward and straightened. They drifted fast away from Aztlan and its roads and into wasteland, rocks, and sagebrush.





Chapter Thirty-two
The Last Battle

 

I think we made it!” Regapisk shouted. He was holding the stout tiller attached to the left-hand steering oar, but there didn’t seem to be much work involved. The river ran swift and deep here, no rapids and few turns, and the boat drifted above it, the keel and steering oars just in the water. Regapisk gestured, and Flensevan took his place at the steering oar. “Dinner,” Regapisk said. “I brought food.”

Sandry realized that he was hungry. They hadn’t eaten since an early breakfast. “Good.”

He stood with Burning Tower, looking back through the Aztlan canyon. In the late afternoon sun, Mesa Fajada blazed against a clear blue sky. There were yellow buttons at its top. He watched them grow larger.

“Baskets,” he said regretfully.

She pulled away. “Oh my gods,” she said, but she was looking toward the bow.

Clusters of baskets rushed down on them from Aztlan. They were still too far away and too high for Sandry to make out faces, but he saw the flash of scarlet capes. The King’s Guard. His guards, but they weren’t going to be taking orders from him. He stooped to loosen the lashings on his bundle of weapons and took out his bow, caressing it for a moment before stringing it.

The baskets ahead of them, downriver, seemed to cluster together and hang high above the river.

“See if your sister can move yet,” he said. While Tower went below, Sandry stepped aft to talk with Egret, who was manipulating the boat’s righthand steering oar. Both steering oars had large blades, big enough to catch a wind. Their tips dipped into the water below. Little Rainbow was moving at the speed of the current, and the oar tips and keel left almost no wake.

 

Sandry pointed out the baskets. There were only five in the downstream cluster. The upstream baskets trailed away like a comet tail: at least a dozen, maybe more coming. Both clusters were nearing fast. Both were staying above the river. Was there magic in river water, to hold baskets aloft?

Flensevan scrambled out of the hatch. “What now? Curses! Who are they?”

“Too far to tell about those,” Sandry said, pointing to the downstream cluster. “But that’s the King’s Guard upriver.”

“We’re finished,” Flensevan said.

Sandry ignored him.

Regapisk came on deck carrying an atlatl and a handful of spears. He looked his cousin over. Sandry was wearing the same ornamental armor he’d worn for his marriage. Reg asked, “Flensevan, did you pack anything like armor aboard?”

“No. Am I a warrior? The Emperor doesn’t favor armed merchants. I had a few weapons for fighting off thieves.”

“I feel naked…. All right, cousin, those behind will be the Emperor’s, but who’s chasing us from in front?”

“Sunfall Crater is that way,” Sandry said.

 

Tower did her best. Clever Squirrel would walk, but she wouldn’t climb. Tower and Regapisk had to lift her through the hatch. They settled her on a blanket, and Tower sat next to her.

Then Tower talked to her as if she could hear. Perhaps she was only organizing her own thoughts.

“Those upstream, they’re the King’s Guards. They may want the rest of us dead, but they want the king back. Downstream, those could be more guards, if locusts flew fast enough, or if the Emperor sent sand paintings, or … Squirrel, is there any way he could have sent messages to Sunfall Crater?”

Squirrel shook her head in wide slow arcs. “Flute tree seeds. Ilb’al.”

Tower patted her shoulder. “I’m glad you’re with us, sister. All right, they read the future and saw us coming, saw something coming. They could be more of the Emperor’s people, or�”

The downstream flock of flying baskets had almost reached them. They were small, carrying two men each. Like Tep’s Town chariots, she thought. Tower saw a man stand up in the nearest basket, swing a cloth sling around his head, and let go of one end. Motes drifted.

“Duck!” she yelled. She rolled her half sister into the hatch and followed her down. She heard thumping on deck.

“�or they could be the last of Terror Bird’s priests throwing rocks at us from the sky. Come on, let’s get back up there. You’re our only magical defense.”

 

Of those still on deck, Sandry was the only one wearing armor. That bothered him. Tower, Squirrel, Egret, and Regapisk looked very vulnerable.

More stuff was falling. Not rocks�arrows.

Clever Squirrel stood up. She waved her arms and shouted. High above the boat, arrows exploded into a network of lightning.

Then three upstream baskets confronted the five downstream baskets. Arrows crossed. Lightning flared among the upstream baskets: the King’s Guards. Two fell burning.

Squirrel closed her fists in Tower’s wonderful wedding dress. Butterflies swarmed. “Get me something magical!”

Regapisk used his atlatl. The spear flew farther than imagination and ticked the nearest of the Terror Bird baskets. An arrow flew in response.

Tower went below.

The arrow struck the ship’s bow in a flare of lightning and a flurry of rain.

The next few of the guards’ baskets held back, clustering, unwilling to be ganged up on. One of them�was that Hazel Sky?�waved at a flurry of arrows. They exploded in lightning, short of their targets.

Tower came back up carrying an armful of jewelry. “I hope this is�”

Squirrel took it, a lapful of gems. “I was taught,” she said, “can’t remember. Wait. Yes.” She spoke another language, being abnormally precise with her pronunciation.

“Better. Ow,” she said. Her diction was clearer. She chanted again. With each phrase, her voice was clearer. “Ow! There was magic in that stuff, that pulque, but Morth’s spell unwrites the blessing. So much for divine madness. But it’s still pulque! Ow, my head.” She looked up into a maze of flying baskets and asked, “Who’s with us?”

“None of them, really, but some want to kill us and some just want to take us back and kill Sandry in four years. What can you do?”

“Not kill him. Send him to the gods,” Squirrel said. “I remember now.” She shuddered.

The guards’ baskets were still holding back, gathering into a wall. Then all five Terror Bird baskets dropped toward the boat.

Regapisk hurled a spear with his atlatl. It pierced one of the baskets. One of a pair of priests jerked and yelled. Regapisk hurled again, and the other priest took a spear through the jaw. He fell. The basket fell more slowly.

Sandry selected one of the black rain arrows, nocked it, and sent it into the basket. Nothing happened.

“The cost!” Flensevan wailed. “Do you know what those arrows are worth?”

“I expected rain and lightning!” Sandry shouted.

“Next time,” Squirrel said. “Tell me before you launch it.” She was still lurching drunkenly, but she stood. She chanted; her arms moved in complex curves. Tower couldn’t feel a thing, and nothing much seemed to be happening. Wait, now, another of the baskets was off course, curving down.

Falling.

“I can unwrite the spell that keeps a basket aloft,” Squirrel said with some satisfaction. The basket and its two priests struck the shore.

Regapisk’s target basket thumped hard into the deck. A single priest tumbled out with a spear jutting up into his abdomen. Pink Rabbit popped up from belowdecks to push him overboard, into the raging water.

The remaining three of Left-Handed Hummingbird’s baskets veered away, and then the King’s Guards’ baskets were among them. They were fighting with blades and spears. Sandry watched critically; Tower watched in awe.

“This thing’s myth,” Squirrel said, and dropped a glorious sapphire pectoral. “What have we got with any magic in it?” She swayed and sat down. “Maybe they’ll all kill each other.”

“Maybe we can outrun them,” Regapisk said. He was joking, but the boat was flying through roaring white spume, between rock walls that reached to the sky.

Sandry stared ahead. The current was moving fast now, much faster than a chariot, and Little Rainbow skimmed over the water even more swiftly. Egret was frantically trying to steer, but it didn’t look as if he was doing any good. The boat went where it wanted to go.

“Squirrel! Can you talk to the boat?” Burning Tower asked.

“Uh. I don’t think so.” She looked ahead and pointed unsteadily.

There were canyons ahead. Narrower than the valley of Aztlan, but much higher, spectacular colors to the walls, jagged spires of rock, monstrous shapes everywhere. Little Rainbow dashed down the stream into that maze of rock.

 

The priests of Left-Handed Hummingbird were falling. Three baskets, six priests, and none of them turned to run. They fought and died in the air, and fell into raging waters.

The baskets of the King’s Guard flew lower and came near. Hazel Sky pulled alongside the boat, a pace or two higher than the deck. “Majesty,” she said, “you must return.”

“Hail, Hazel Sky. I thought Sareg would be among you.”

“Sareg fell to a traitor priest, defending you as he should. I will mourn him.”

Sandry nodded. “A good man.”

“I have avenged him,” Hazel Sky said. “We may not harm you, Majesty, but we don’t have to. We only have to rescue you after this boat sinks. Look, the keel is already in the water, and the rudder too, and you go into waters beyond your skills.”

Sandry peered far over the boat’s rim. He could see that she was right. “Squirrel, can you do anything about this?”

“Curse. No.”

Hazel asked, “How would you know how to renew the spell that lifts a boat of Atlantis? You’re none of you Atlanteans. Your treasure trove won’t help you float. You will sink. Can you swim? We’ll pull you from the water before you can drown, Majesty. Then we’ll rescue your bride and her sister and your companion, if there’s time for that and the river allows. We will do all we can.”

Sandry said, “Great Mistress, I can’t sell my rescuer and his sons to the wall.”

“Majesty, nothing can save them. Atlantean boat! They helped the wizard Zephans escape the Emperor’s decree. They’ve been doomed for years, even if we didn’t know precisely where that doom would fall.”

Squirrel asked, “Hazel, can you swim?” She began to chant.

“Stop.” Hazel raised her bow and started to nock an arrow. She stopped when she found herself facing Sandry’s bow. Squirrel continued to chant.

“We need only wait,” Hazel said, and then her basket plunged her into the water. She swam toward shore through a gathering current.

 

The river had widened. Perhaps they had reached the Rainbow River itself. The water had grown rough. It was affecting the boat, throwing it this way and that.

“Let me take the tiller,” Regapisk said to Egret.

“I’m fine,” the burly jeweler said. “You do good with that atlatl.”

“Give me the tiller or we’ll be in the water. You can’t see where the magic flows,” Regapisk said.

Sandry called, “Give it up, Regapisk�” A wave against the hull set him lurching.

Squirrel got to her feet. “Let me! He’s right�” Another wave dropped her sprawling. “We’ve got to follow the manna currents!”

“But�”

“Bet on me, Cousin.” Regapisk took the tiller, and Egret let him. Regapisk swung it hard over. The boat heeled and, a moment later, lifted.

 

The baskets followed them downstream. One came close. They recognized Coyote’s mask. Squirrel began to chant. They heard a plaintive wail, but Squirrel chanted it down into the river. When it touched down, she spoke under her breath, but Sandry heard her. “Good luck. Farewell, my love.”

“Flensevan,” Sandry asked, “What did Zephans do to get himself in such trouble?”

“Foreigner. Wizard. Spent too much time near the wall.” Flensevan pitched his voice so that his sons couldn’t hear. “I always thought he must have figured out which niche was the Emperor’s heart. I never asked.”

Rabbit and Egret ran up a sail. Sandry wondered if a wrong wind could put them on land, but the boat seemed to want to stay above water.

It ran low. This wasn’t all bad: it put the keel and rudder in the water, and then the boat steered much better. Regapisk squinted forward as if he could see things others could not. Arshur had always been sure that Regapisk was improving a tale. Sandry just couldn’t tell.

The last baskets hung back, out of range even of Sandry’s bow. He grinned and selected a black rain arrow. “Squirrel!”

“Right here,” she said unsteadily. “Good plan.” She began to chant in the language of the gods. “Now, Lord Sandry.”

He fired the arrow upstream. It trailed lightning, then a full storm. Rain fell behind them and the last baskets vanished in the storm.





Chapter Thirty-three
Wedding Night

 

The last baskets were gone. The river was wild, but Little Rainbow stayed just above the water.

There, a bright ribbon of manna in a rash of rocks and white water. Reg steered into it. The boat lifted high above the water, and now he could barely steer. The boat drifted toward a dark patch, and Reg threw the tiller hard over to avoid the rocks, never mind the manna current. Too low, too low. If they broke a cursed window, they’d flood and sink.

“Harder than it looks, isn’t it?” Egret said cheerfully.

“You’ll never know,” Regapisk said. “Egret, can you get me some water? Sandry, I can do without you watching me quite so closely. You can see the boat’s still afloat.”

“He’s doing as well as Egret. We’re still up,” said Burning Tower. “And missing rocks is a good thing.”

Sandry said, “And we’re missing our wedding night.”

Regapisk pointed with his nose, to the hatch that led into the boat. “Go below. Send the rest of them up here, and it’s all yours. We can have the deck.”

Sandry looked at Tower. She blushed. “I am as impatient as you, my husband, but you may be needed here. Squirrelly, can’t they find new spells to lift those baskets?”

“They can,” Clever Squirrel said unsteadily.

“It grows dark,” Flensevan said.

“I can see the manna and steer to it,” Regapisk shouted. “But I don’t know how to see rocks at night!”

“Deep water,” Squirrel said. “Make the water deep enough and the rocks won’t matter.”

“How?” Burning Tower said. A look of amazement came to her face. “Oh! Make storms!”

“And that’s the way to stop the baskets,” Sandry shouted. “Get me storm arrows!”

“The cost,” Flensevan moaned. “But yes, it must be. Pink Rabbit, bring arrows.”

Sandry nocked an arrow and aimed high above the stern of the ship. “Ready.”

Clever Squirrel stood beside him. She sang a wild song that suggested storms and lightning in its very rhythms, and as it reached its climax she gestured. Now!

Sandry released the arrow. It flew straight and true, high above the river, then suddenly flashed jagged blue-white. Storm clouds grew in the wake of the arrow. Before it was out of sight, Sandry had nocked another arrow, and Squirrel began her song.

Arrow after arrow flew upriver. Lightning danced.

“Listen!” Regapisk shouted.

A rumbling sound, growing louder. Sandry stared upriver. Something white flashed in the black clouds, something white and low on the water.

“Water stampede!” Burning Tower shouted. “Stampede!”

Sandry almost laughed. Stampede. Animals did that. Not water. But there was a roaring wall of water coming down the river toward them! “Reggy! Look behind you!”

“Can’t,” Regapisk shouted.

Sandry felt the stern of the boat rise. It lifted higher and higher, and he was looking down the boat at a steep angle toward the water ahead of them. Rocks!

Somehow they missed the rocks. Little Rainbow’s bow lifted. The boat wasn’t level, but it wasn’t diving down the wave straight toward the bottom any longer. The roaring waves crashed around them.

Regapisk shouted in triumph. “It’s working!”

Something was working. They were riding that wave, moving faster than Sandry had ever moved in his life. No, he thought, not quite. “As fast as the High Road!” Sandry shouted.

“We’re faster, I think,” Regapisk said. He was staring ahead into the river, paying no attention to anything but the water just ahead, making tiny movements of the steering oar. Little Rainbow skimmed just above the crest of that rushing flood. Regapisk shouted again.

Burning Tower huddled against Sandry in the pitch dark. Canyon walls loomed above them. She couldn’t see the walls, only that there were no stars on either side. Blackness, except for a river of stars directly overhead. The water beside them seemed almost calm, but she knew that was an illusion, that they were racing down the stream at the speed of the flood.

Wedding night, she thought. It wasn’t anything like her dreams. But when other wives told the tales of their wedding nights, she’d win.

Little Rainbow raced onward.





Chapter Thirty-four
The Heart of the Earth

 

Dawn came slowly, light from behind without direct sun. It shone high on the walls that rose above them while they were still in darkness. The sounds of rushing water echoed from the canyon walls. Gradually the light filtered downward as the sun rose.

They were deep in the Earth. Painted walls rose on either side, dark at the bottom near the river, brightly lit above and ahead where the invisible sun fell on them. Up high there were colors, wild colors, jumbled together, here in patches, there in stripes. Odd shapes, pillars of rock with boulders on their tops. Arches. Burning Tower stared in disbelief. Colors everywhere. As the light grew brighter and came lower into the canyon she could see the river ahead. They were just above the water to either side, but if she looked ahead they were, two, no, three manlengths above the river! The water ahead was strewn with boulders, but the flood they rode was higher than any of the rocks, and they stayed just above the top of the wild waves.

There was color everywhere. Patches of color, blotches, stripes. The canyon walls looked layered as if a mad cook had been making an enormous cake. There were other shapes, arches and mounds and hoops and heaps, all in different colors. She had never seen anything more beautiful.

Land on either side rushed past. She had no way to know how fast they were going. Faster than Spike could carry her. As fast as the High Road, perhaps faster. The dawn light was tricky.

Then she gasped and pointed.

“The walls are getting higher!” she shouted. She pointed ahead. “Higher! Or else we’re going deeper. The earth, it’s swallowing us! Sandry, wake up�look!”

Sandry stirred. They had slept fitfully on the deck. Sandry had passed a loop of rope through a deck fitting and around them so they couldn’t be shaken off when, sometimes, Regapisk sent the boat through wild turns and gyrations. Once Tower had wakened from fitful sleep to see Sandry watching over her. He must have fallen asleep finally. Now he was waking.

Flensevan was lying on a blanket on the other side of the deck. He woke at Tower’s shout and looked ahead. “I know of this place,” he said. “Zeph told me of a cut to the heart of the world about halfway to Aztlan from Crescent City.”

“Halfway?” Sandry said wonderingly. “Halfway in a night?”

“An afternoon and a night,” Flensevan said.

“But how far?” Sandry said. “We were moons crossing that wasteland! Now we have come halfway back?”

Tower looked back to see Regapisk still standing at one steering oar. He seemed barely able to stand, and he steered by muttering directions to Egret. “Right a little. Follow that riplet.” Regapisk’s voice was infinitely weary. “Straight now.” He shook his head like a man afraid of sleep.

“How long can he last?” Tower asked Sandry.

“Not much longer, I’d say. Better find your sister,” Sandry said, “my love.”

She tried to smile. “What a night,” she said, “my love.”

 

By noon the walls were shrinking. The river twisted and turned now. Clever Squirrel and Regapisk took turns directing Flensevan’s sons, who acted as steersmen. Sandry strained to see any signs in the water, but there was nothing: whatever Squirrel and Regapisk saw, he could not.

“I can’t see it either,” Burning Tower said. She moved closer.

“I thought Reggy was making it all up,” Sandry said.

The sky overhead was clear. They had left the storm far behind them, and Sandry could see no trace of it.

They were still riding the wave, but it was tamer now, no longer the wild storm-driven stampede. Some of the wave had passed them, so that when he looked ahead, it was down a long slope of water. Far ahead he could see rocks, but the flood engulfed them long before Little Rainbow was in any danger. Behind them the slope of water continued upward.

“Left a little,” Regapisk said. “Sandry, I’m getting hungry.”

“I’m starving,” Burning Tower said. “Didn’t we bring any food?”

Flensevan’s head appeared from the hatch amidships. “No time. I’ve been looking for anything we stashed. Nothing. We had some bread, but it dissolved.”

“Dissolved,” Sandry said. “There’s water down there?”

Flensevan laughed. “One of the windows got smashed by a rock.”

“So what’s keeping us up?” Sandry demanded.

“It’s an Atlantean boat.” Flensevan’s voice took on a tone of infinite patience. “Manna keeps it up. Water magic. Only we don’t have enough of it.”

Regapisk laughed bitterly. “We have chests and chests of magic. Enough talismans to keep us all young for all our lives! And the only thing that keeps us afloat is me, and I’m hungry.”

“Reggy�” Sandry said.

Clever Squirrel looked like a pile of rags at Reggy’s feet. She stirred. “He’s right, Sandry. We have manna, but it’s the wrong kind, and none of us knows how to weave Atlantean magic to renew the floating spell on Little Rainbow.”

“So�”

“So the only ones here who can see the streaks of manna in the water are Lord Reg and I, and he sees them better than me. And the boat knows how to use water magic to stay above the water.”

“But not to steer to it,” Burning Tower said.

Regapisk looked surprised. “No. I don’t know why, but no.”

Clever Squirrel grinned. “Ships that sail themselves don’t need wizards.”

“Reggy’s no wizard,” Sandry insisted.

“Started too late,” Squirrel said. “If he’d had proper training when he was young, he’d have learned.”

“I told them,” Regapisk said. “Right just a little, Rabbit. I told them I shouldn’t be in that school getting beat up in weapons practice. And I never did like iron weapons even after I learned to fight. And I learned to talk to the mers. I could have been a wizard!”

“You’re wizard enough for us right now,” Burning Tower said. “Thank you, Cousin.”

Regapisk tried to grin.

Egret, the stronger of Flensevan’s two sons, had been crouched in the bow with a fishing spear. He shouted in triumph and pulled out a trout the size of his leg. He threw it onto the deck and drew his knife.

By the time Sandry reached the foredeck, Egret had filleted the trout. “It tried to talk to me. You don’t think it could really have granted me two wishes, do you? But I was hungry!” He held up the boneless fillets. “I guess we’ll have to eat him raw.”

“No.” Clever Squirrel looked horrified. “I may not be able to use the manna on the boat, but I sure know how to cook fish!” She looked down at the fish. Its eyes were open but dimming. “Why didn’t you wish for bison steaks?”

 

Evening came. The canyon walls were gone, replaced by steep banks not much higher than the wave they rode. The water behind them was higher still, rising upward as far as Sandry could see.

He pointed upriver. “The storms must still be filling the river.”

Clever Squirrel nodded. “How many storm arrows did we use?”

“I lost count,” Sandry said. “A dozen, maybe.”

“Enough,” Squirrel said. “As long as the water is higher behind us, we’ll move fast, and it’s sure deep enough to cover the rocks.”

“Could Reggy have become a wizard?”

She shrugged. “I never heard of anyone with real talent who couldn’t learn enough magic to be useful,” she said. “Of course, sometimes that’s not very much. Some big wagon trains will have two or three wizard assistants to do routine spells. They never learn much more, but it’s a living. No telling how good Regapisk might have been.”

No telling? Sandry thought. Regapisk won’t see it that way. He’ll know�

“Getting dark,” Squirrel said. “I’d better get some sleep so I can keep Reggy going.”

“You mean take over finding the manna streams?” Burning Tower asked.

“No, little sister. Little married sister. Reggy really is better at seeing water manna than I am. Do you Lords have Atlanteans in your ancestry?”

“I doubt it,” Sandry said. “The Memory Guildmaster has stories about times before we met the Lordkin, but they don’t lead to Atlantis.”

“Well, Atlanteans can find manna when no one else can, and Reggy has a natural talent for seeing dim manna traces. He’s sure better than me. I’m always scared when I pilot this boat.”

“Scared? You?” Sandry was incredulous.

“Scared. Me. So what I do, I use the manna in a talisman to keep Reggy awake and inspired, and I talk to him, and he steers the ship. It works.” Squirrel went back to the steersman deck.

“And you have to sleep,” Burning Tower said. “So you can steer.” She nestled against him. “Will this ever be over?”

“You mean, will we ever be alone?”

“Yes.”

“Soon, I think.”

“South! We’re going south,” Clever Squirrel shouted from back on the steering deck. “The river turned�look at the stars!”

Sandry looked up. It was quite dark now, and the skies were clear. There were no canyons to block the view, and the sky overhead was filled with stars, with only a faint glow of red to mark where the sun had vanished. The stars were thousands of points of varying brightness in the black, except for a mighty river of stars that cut the night sky in half.

Burning Tower was pointing. “There’s the Bear, and the Snake. The Snake’s Eye is north.” She pointed upriver. “So we’ve turned south; we were going west, right into the sunset.”

“South.”

“Sandry, when we went to Aztlan, we went much farther east than north!”

“Oh.” He shook his head in wonder. “I’m not used to traveling this fast.”

“None of us are,” Burning Tower said.

The night closed around them. “Hard right,” Regapisk called. “Hold. Okay, left, straight down the river.”





Chapter Thirty-five
Beached

 

Burning Tower slept fitfully. When it was Sandry’s turn to steer, Burning Tower stood next to him, sharing the warmth of his cloak. Her white wedding dress was soiled and torn in places, and she knew she looked awful, but there were no other clothes on the boat. For now she wore everything she owned, and there wasn’t even a comb to pull the knots out of her hair. With no mirror, she couldn’t see how awful she looked, but she could imagine.

She fingered the hard object in a leather pouch at her waist. A small stonewood box with a silver stud for a latch. At least I have this, she thought. He’ll love me no matter what I look like. Do I need it?

I can still ride Spike. The thought came unbidden and returned whenever she made the effort to banish it. With it came memories. The wild ride across the plains outside Crescent City, herds of terror birds following, Sandry’s men depending on her and her alone to lead the birds away from their chariots before their horses tired.

Spike didn’t get tired!

And the battle at Sunfall, Spike rearing above his enemies, her war hammer smashing birds and rebel priests alike. She’d never been more alive. Warrior princess. Who had called her that? Sareg, the guard captain. Warrior princess. She liked that idea.

Now she was a queen, in Aztlan. What did they do with queens after the king went to the gods? She shuddered.

She’d had no choices in Aztlan. She could have refused to marry, but if she’d avoided marrying Sandry, she would still be prey to someone. Coyote, the Emperor, one of his sons. Spike would go to the Emperor and she would lose him forever no matter what she did. They told her that the accomplished Lady Annalun could harness the one-horns, but Tower had noticed that while Spike didn’t shy away from Annalun, he didn’t like her either. No. They wouldn’t have let her keep Spike in Aztlan. She could be queen or something else, but never a warrior princess. She had no choices there___

“Right! Hard right!” Regapisk called and interrupted her thoughts, part dream, part reverie.

Sandry hauled left on the steering oar. She had been standing so close to him that she nearly fell.

“Sorry, my love,” Sandry said.

Casually, she thought. She knew she was being unfair. Sandry couldn’t be more attentive, usually, and he had to steer the ship, and he resented taking orders from his cousin. And soon, really soon, they would be alone together.

She looked down at the ruins of her dress. The butterflies were long gone. She had never been more beautiful. But that was then, in Aztlan. Now the dress was torn and her hair matted, and her hands and feet were dirty despite washing in river water.

Would he want her, now that she wore rags and looked like grim death? She fingered the box she’d been given in Condigeo. He’ll want me all right. But would he if I didn’t have this?

 

The sky brightened to the east. When the sun rose, they were moving swiftly down a broad river, the crest of their wave almost to the banks. The deck was above the banks; they could see across the plains to either side. The river was a bright ribbon of green through the brown lands.

“There!” Clever Squirrel was jumping up and down. “There! The city! Crescent City ahead!”

The river broadened, and they moved more slowly. Now there were settlements to each side, the familiar hogans that the people of Crescent City built: male, female, young and elder.

“The willow grove,” Sandry said. “We went there to gather willow bark, about ten thousand years ago.” More than a dozen workers were stripping bark from the trees. They stopped their labors and stared as the ship went past. “It was deserted when we went there before.”

“No birds,” Squirrel said.

“That’s for sure. The birds haven’t come back,” Sandry said. “Houses along here now, no walls.”

“And no manna,” Regapisk said.

He spoke calmly, and for a moment, no one reacted. Then Squirrel looked over the side, ahead and behind them. “Curse! They’re drawing all the manna!”

The ship settled deeper into the water.

“Will it float?” Sandry asked.

Flensevan laughed. “It never would have floated, and it sure won’t with the windows knocked out. The hold’s full of water. Of course it won’t float.”

Regapisk stared ahead. “Right. Steer right. Just a little more. There. Steady on�”

“We’ll hit the bank!” Burning Tower shouted.

“I sure hope we make it that far,” Regapisk said. They were headed almost straight across the stream now, moving downriver with the flood but angling toward the bank, going as fast as the water flowed. “Hope the bottom’s strong!” Regapisk shouted.

“It’s ironwood, it’s strong,” Flensevan said. “Hold on!”

“Left! Turn left, hard left!” Regapisk shouted. “Work the rudder! Row with the rudder oar!”

The boat turned downriver, still angled toward the bank. The bow touched ground, carved its way into the muddy river bank. When the boat slowed, it allowed more water to catch up with them. The water behind them was higher and pushed them further inland. They were over what had been dry land, now flooded with the remnants of the rushing storm water.

“Which way?” Sandry shouted.

“Doesn’t matter,” Regapisk said simply.

The manna was gone. Little Rainbow settled onto a greasewood bush and hung there, heeling over slightly to rest on the nearly flat bottom. Water rushed past on both sides, then on the left side only, then receded. The storm waters passed, and Little Rainbow was at rest in what had been dry plains land only minutes before. Furious prairie dogs popped out of holes and shook off water. The river was twenty muddy paces away.

“Welcome to Crescent City,” Regapisk said.

Sandry asked, “Flensevan, are we stable?”

“Looks like.”

Squirrel put a hand on Regapisk’s feathered arm. “You can sleep.”

“Sleep?” Regapisk tasted the thought. “I’m going to fall over now.” She helped him recline on the deck … and he was gone.

“Wedding nights are exhausting,” Sandry said. Burning Tower hugged him, then giggled. Nobody else even noticed.





Chapter Thirty-six
Partners

 

Sandry climbed to the top of the boat rail and stared south. “Looks like about an hour’s walk to the city.”

“Closer if you have a boat,” Egret said.

“One that floats,” Pink Rabbit agreed.

“But we don’t. I’ll walk,” Sandry said.

“We don’t dare leave this unguarded,” Flensevan said.

“You stay here. I’ll be back. Find me something to trade. Or some money.”

“Find Zeph.” Regapisk raised himself on one elbow. “Take a good talisman and find Zeph. He’ll need a good one to get here, but if anyone can float Little Rainbow, it will be Zephans.”

Sandry shrugged. “I don’t know how to find him.”

“I do,” Regapisk said. He tried to get up. “I suppose it can’t wait.”

“It can wait long enough for you to get some rest,” Sandry said. “I’ll hike into town and buy a wagon. Or hire one. Get some sleep, Reggy. Flensevan, find me some trade goods. Tower, you up to walking?”

“Not in these shoes,” she said. She looked down at the shreds of her wedding dress. “Or these rags, for that matter.”

“I’ll go with you,” Clever Squirrel said. “Tower, I can buy you some clothes.”

“Find Jade Coin,” Regapisk said. “Ruser won’t be back yet, but Jade Coin is a partner.”

“Another partner?” Flensevan demanded. “How many share our wealth?”

“Just four, now that Arshur is dead,” Regapisk said. “Jade Coin is a money changer. You, me, Jade Coin, and your brother. We all have shares in Ern’s wagon train too.”

“If the wagon train escapes the Emperor’s wrath,” Flensevan said.

Regapisk laughed heartily despite his weariness.

“The Emperor is amusing?” Flensevan demanded.

“No, but who will tell him the wagon train is escaping?” Regapisk said. “King Sandry?”

“I had not thought this through,” Flensevan said. “I have been in terror all the day, but you are right, there is no king! There is no one to tell the Supreme One that things did not go well in the river battle, and there will be no one to tell him of the escaping wagon train! We are safe for years to come!” He turned to Sandry and gave him a sweeping bow. “Majesty!”

Sandry grinned.

Flensevan became serious. “And there is Zeph,” he said. “He’ll get a share of Little Rainbow and anything in her.”

Now Regapisk looked stern. “I never offered him any shares.”

“This is his boat,” Flensevan reminded him.

“Well, it’s all right,” Regapisk said. “I liked him. Didn’t like the salt farm much.”

“What about us?” Burning Tower demanded.

Flensevan looked sly.

“We never drew up agreements, but Squirrel has a right to the shaman’s shares,” Tower insisted. “And Sandry was the guard commander. He fought too. He gets shares.”

Clever Squirrel was chuckling. “I doubt that the rules of the Bison Tribe on the Hemp Road apply here on the road to Aztlan.”

“Fair is fair,” Burning Tower said. “Tell you what, Flensevan: you choose a champion to fight Sandry, and a wizard to duel Squirrel, and we can settle the matter right now.”

Flensevan leaned forward to stare at her. “You are not serious.”

“Well, I might be.”

“We should charge you for passage,” Egret said. “King Sandry, Queen Burning Tower.”

“We don’t even know what’s left,” Flensevan said. “Whatever it is, it’s all we have. We can never go back. I lived well in Aztlan.”

“So did everyone,” Egret said.

“Everyone whose heart didn’t go into the wall,” Clever Squirrel said. “Are we going to argue until the next storm?”

“We are Feathersnake,” Burning Tower said. “Squirrel, my husband, and I. Feathersnake always makes things right.”

“Why have I heard this name, Feathersnake?” Flensevan asked.

“There were legends,” Pink Rabbit said. “A feathered serpent. The name gives me chills.”

“No need for chills,” Burning Tower said. “We seek only our own.”

“There is treasure in plenty, here and on the wagon train, and we are all safe,” Clever Squirrel said. “And I ask again, will we argue until the next storm comes?”

“I won’t,” Sandry said. “I have more pleasant tasks. Squirrel, choose some trade goods, and a talisman for Zeph.” He looked to see if anyone questioned his right. None did.

 

Sandry and Squirrel reached the city gates at high noon. The guards shouted excitedly. “Sandry!” one called. “Lord Sandry!”

“The same. Let us in.”

“We have sent for the mayor. He will wish to greet you himself.”

Leaving us standing here in the sun, Sandry thought. At Aztlan they had the Caravanserai. And in Lordshills we have the guard rooms.

But the mayor came quickly, with a train of officials. He wore his robes of office, and all of them wore jewelry.

“Greetings, Mayor,” Squirrel said. “I see you no longer fear the birds.”

Mayor Buzzard at Play fingered his pectoral jewels. “Yes, things are back to normal. The birds no longer come when manna is exposed. But there is so little manna here!”

“That will change,” Sandry said. “Ern is coming with a wagon train of charged talismans. And we have many with us as well.”

“You are not with Ern,” the Mayor said. “You left by the east Gate with a wagon train. You return on foot to the River Gate. I believe you have a story to tell.”

“We do,” Sandry said. “A story, and treasure to show, but all that will be later. For now, we need wagons and draft animals.”

“These are scarce,” the mayor said.

“We have goods to trade.”

“And credit with Jade Coin,” Buzzard at Play said. “I am aware.” He stood aside and gestured to the guards to open the gates. “Welcome to Crescent City, Lord Sandry.”





Chapter Thirty-seven
Dreams

 

The inn was called the Black Stone. It faced south, and from a small balcony there was a view of the sea, calm in the afternoon sun. Burning Tower sat alone at a table on the balcony. She wore a new skirt and blouse, buckskin and cotton, nothing like the finery of Aztlan, but it felt good to be dressed properly. A pretty waitress brought her tea. Her name was Laughing Rock. Regapisk had introduced her when he brought Tower and Sandry to this place where he had insisted that they would stay.

“Lord Reg is safe, then?” the girl asked.

“Very.”

The waitress smiled. “I had hoped he would come back.”

Tower nodded absently. Tonight, she thought. Tonight.

“Did he have many adventures?”

“Yes.”

“But he did not marry?”

Burning Tower smiled thinly as she thought of the Lady Annalun and her charges. “No, he did not marry.”

“What happened to his friend?” the girl asked.

“He died.”

“Oh. I guess you don’t want to talk about it.”

“Not now, thanks,” Tower said.

“Of course not now, I am sorry. But I became very fond of Lord Reg,” Laughing Rock said.

“Many have,” Tower said, but she said it under her breath.

The waitress went away. Of course she wasn’t just a waitress�she was the owner’s daughter, and Regapisk had insisted on coming to this inn and restaurant. To repay a kindness, Reggy had said. Sandry had looked startled.

Sandry often looked surprised at Regapisk. There’s so much I don’t know, Tower thought. About my husband, about Regapisk, about the Lords.

“It’s ready.” Clever Squirrel called from below.

For a moment, Burning Tower was startled. “Oh. All right.” She gathered her things and went down the stairs to where Squirrel was waiting.

“You look great,” Squirrel said.

Tower tried to smile. “Not much like a bride. Not in this outfit. Maybe I should have let them buy me a wedding dress. Sandry wanted to.”

“What for?”

“That’s what I thought�what for? I will never look as pretty as I did in Aztlan, and no one will ever have a more lovely gown. Now it’s all in ruins.”

“Are you crying?”

“Maybe a little,” Tower said.

“Over losing your gown?”

“Well, and everything.” She bit her lip. “Will he still love me? Am I really married?”

Squirrel looked serious. “Sister, you are married. May I never meet anyone more married! Before your gods and his, before Aztlan, with the Emperor and Coyote himself as witnesses! Don’t worry about what you wear. Whatever you put on, you won’t be in it long! Not after you use that charm thing of yours.”

“I don’t want to use it.”

“Oh?”

“I’m afraid. Suppose I need it?”

“You don’t need it,” Squirrel said. “You look great! And I never saw a man more obviously in love.”

“He’s not here!”

“He’s not far, and you insisted on shopping and bathing alone!”

They had reached the sweatbath. Squirrel ushered her inside.

 

Tower lay dreamily on the bench and felt the heat of the place. The walls faded, and she was somewhere else. She had never been there before, but she could see every detail. Trees, but all in gemstone hues. Something white flashed through the stone trees.

“Where?”

“Hush.” Squirrel’s voice. “You rode past it on the High Road.”

“Is this your doing?”

“It’s your vision.”

“Why am I having it?”

“Coyote sends it,” Squirrel said.

Nothing seemed to be happening. Just the stone forest, and something white at the edge of her vision. After a while she went to sleep.

 

There was a gorgeous red sunset when they came out of the sweatbath. “Even the skies put on a show for you,” Squirrel said.

Tower laughed nervously.

Squirrel hurried her along the harbor street to the Black Stone Inn. Black Stone himself stood in the doorway. “Exactly on time,” he said. His grin was infectious. “Your Lord awaits you inside.”

Black Stone led them through the main hall of the restaurant. Half the city officials had gathered there. “They hope to hear your tales of Aztlan,” Black Stone said.

“But�”

He grinned. “They can wait.” He showed Tower and Squirrel into a narrow hall. At the end of the hall was a closed door. Squirrel opened the door and pushed Tower inside. The door closed behind her.

Sandry was there. He had taken off his armor and was dressed in new clothes that didn’t fit him very well. Tower thought he had never been so handsome. He stood and opened his arms.

After a while she became aware that she was hungry. A table was set for two, and everything smelled wonderful. Food and wine.

“We’re alone?” she said.

“Alone, and there’s another way out.”

“But the mayor and all his court will want to speak with us. They said so!”

“And they will,” Sandry said. “Tomorrow. There is a feast, and we’ll have to go to it, but it’s in the afternoon. We have the night to ourselves, and we can sleep as late as we want in the morning.”

“Oh.”

“Aren’t you hungry?”

“I thought I was a minute ago.” She fingered the charm box in its leather pouch at her belt. The air in the small dining room seemed heavy. I don’t need this, she thought.

“I guess I should eat.” She sat at the table. Sandry hesitated, then sat across from her.

Bison steaks. Vegetables, including some she didn’t recognize. Honey cakes.

“Plain fare,” Sandry said. “They’re still recovering from the siege. This may be the best meal anyone is having in Crescent City tonight.”

“Oh.” She smiled. “I thought I was hungry. Now I’m not so sure.”

“There will be wine and honey cakes in the room,” Sandry said.

She ate another bite of the steak. “Are we really alone?”

“Reggy will stay at the salt farm tonight. We’ll see him tomorrow.”

She cut off another bite and chewed mechanically. He’s as nervous as I am! she thought. Sandry! Lord Sandry, warrior, king of Aztlan! That made her feel better.

“Only once have you been more beautiful,” Sandry said.

“That was a wonderful gown.”

“Actually, I was remembering you in your costume, on the high wire, the first time I ever saw you,” Sandry said.

“That’s sweet.” She stood abruptly. “Is that the door?”

 

Tower jerked awake with a water stampede roaring darkly through her mind.

It was nearly dawn. Sandry lay sprawled in exhaustion across the bed. Burning Tower rose, careful not to wake him. She pulled on a robe against the chill of the morning and went out to the balcony.

A thick fog rolled in from the sea, so thick she could not see the street below. As she stared into the fog, shapes appeared.

The stone forest. A flash of white. It came closer. Spike, running free in the stone forest. The bonehead looked at her and tossed his head, the great horn lifted high.

Tower thought she heard a soft nicker, not of rage or hatred. Perhaps wistful.

“I love you,” she whispered to the beast.

Sandry stirred, and Tower looked back at her sleeping husband, then at the vision ahead. “I love you, but I won’t miss you at all.” She turned away from the vision.

 

Notes

 

Much of the research for this book was done by Roberta Pournelle, who found most of the primary sources we used to build our version of Aztlan/Aztec culture, as well as the codex exhibit.

The authors did considerable research for this book. We drove the path that would have led our wagon trains to Chaco Canyon, though we didn’t veer around the Salton Sea, as wagons would. We climbed around Chaco Canyon and the Petrified Forest. We skipped Meteor Crater because we’d both roamed through it years ago. With Roberta Pournelle’s help (because Niven was in a wheelchair), we toured a traveling exhibit of Aztec lore at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, a wonderful array of buildings built above the Black Pit. We collected a sizable stack of reference material on Aztecs, and it was there we found Aztec sweatbaths, an overburdened merchant with a parrot, giant stone heads, and many other wonders. The exhibit was put together by the museum, and it brought to one place materials scattered in twenty museums about the world, including a codex from Germany.

Niven was led through petroglyphs inscribed on cliffs in California, by Aleta Jackson and a host of rockhounds. He researched Navajo magic in Salt Lake City. He owes much gratitude to his guides.

As in The Burning City, we took what we found and made what assumptions seemed good to us. We have tried to account for many odd and seemingly contradictory twists in ancient legends, as well as the capricious character of gods like Coyote.

Of course, this book is still fantasy, and not much of it should be taken as history.

Or the reader may ignore this warning and assume that later civilizations are the heirs of magic-using civilizations of fourteen thousand years ago, when the manna was dying, most gods had gone myth, and humankind was learning to live in a magic-depleted world.

For instance: Hogans are well described in Navajo lore. If later Navajos believe that a properly built hogan was a living thing, fourteen thousand years ago it may have been so. So also with locusts used as scouts, and the rule that everything comes in fours.

Terror birds were quite real. They didn’t become extinct until long after humankind was speading through the Americas. Even the skeletons found in the southwest and Mexico are scary as hell.

In Aztec myth, Aztlan is the island origin of the Aztec people. After they left the island city, they roamed for ten thousand years before certain signs allowed them to build a new home. Their war god was a hummingbird�a nasty-tempered, quarrelsome little bird, however pretty. The god was called Left-handed Hummingbird for reasons unknown; we think our explanation is as good as any.

Chaco Canyon, in the middle of the North American continent, is about where Aztlan ought to be. It’s a desert now, but a river once ran through it. It was a mighty trading empire: food had to be imported from scores of miles away, and trees too�they used lumber in building. One problem: Aztlan is certainly not an island.

The Salton Sea was real enough, and it drained into the current Sea of Cortez. The Colorado emptied into it, running not as deep as it does today, but the canyons must already have been impressive.

The Petrified Forest was woefully depleted during the days of the American robber barons, so much so that there’s no telling how extensive it might once have been. The servants of Aztlan’s Emperor might have stripped a far more extensive stone forest.

And the Aztecs worshipped a feathered serpent.

The assumption of this series has been that ancient legends are garbled accounts of true events that happened in a time when magic was still a major force. Magic is fueled by manna, and manna is a very nearly non-renewable resource. Today we use science to accomplish wonders; but, as C. S. Lewis once pointed out, science and magic were born twins.
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