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    If not for the eagle, we might all have died there, hardly more than a day’s ride from my mother’s camp, in a place where the wide steppe stretched out before us and, behind us, the peaks of the great mountains raked toward the vault of the heavens.  
 
    We were riding almost due south along the shore of the lake. To the west, the land folded into long ridges where the roots of the mountains sank into the depths of the earth and, below the earth, into the land of the shades. To the east, the dried stalks of last summer’s reeds rattled in the frozen marshlands that ran out beyond the long lake.  
 
    I would not have said we were riding carelessly, but I did not expect trouble, and everyone else took their cue from me. Geras, though always mindful, was not Ugaro and so did not know how to look at the land. Like Geras, Lalani and Suyet were Lau. Also, they were much concerned with each other, with little thought for possible danger.  
 
    Of those of our party who were Ugaro, Darra inKarano was a woman, not a warrior, and she had never cared to hunt small game as some women do, so she knew hardly more of how to look for danger than a Lau. Elaro, though a man who had traveled a long way and undoubtedly faced many dangers, was a poet, so he did not think to look for enemies who might lie hidden near us.  
 
    Aras, who might have understood the peril we approached by means of his sorcery, was attending to Elaro, who was telling him a tale of the people who live far to the east, beyond the deep canyon that runs through almost the whole width of the winter country and marks the end of the lands ruled by the inKarano. Darra rode beside Elaro as well, on his other side, also listening to the tale he was telling. Elaro understood every way a story may be told so as to hold the attention of those listening.  
 
    I was the only Ugaro warrior in our party, and I was distracted by the effort I was making to put aside annoyance with Elaro. This was not truly annoyance. It was jealousy. I knew that. I was trying to set this feeling aside because nothing he had said or done gave me just cause for that kind of bad feeling. Nevertheless, I was finding the problem difficult and distracting. This distraction led me into inexcusable carelessness. If we had all died in that place, the fault would have been mine. 
 
    The season had turned. Though the earth was still frozen hard beneath the hooves of our horses, one could feel the change in the air. The winds of the high north had become less sharply cold. Soon birds would come in clamorous numbers to nest around the many shallow lakes that would form as the snows melted and the earth thawed. A few had come already, though the marsh was still mostly frozen even during the warmest part of the day. When the dead stalks of the reeds stirred and rattled, I thought nothing of that. I thought of birds, and I was too distracted and stupid to realize that neither the movement nor the sound was exactly like the movement or sound that would be made by birds. 
 
    Then the eagle, drifting in a slow circle far above, suddenly folded his wings and plunged toward the marsh. I had been watching him. Eagles are important birds; they belong to the gods. After everything that had happened in the land of the shades, of course I made careful note of every eagle. Whether this one was moved by the gods I did not know, but though he had plainly meant to stoop upon a bird or a small animal, he changed his mind as he came near the earth, spreading his wings with a harsh cry and wheeling away. Something there had surprised or alarmed him. Many things came together suddenly in my mind—the rattle of the reeds, and the way the land lay here, and the problems I had thought ended when our king sentenced Yaro inTasiyo to death and declared that the inTasiyo no longer existed as a tribe. 
 
    I wheeled my horse, shouting a warning.  
 
    Even before I called out, Aras dropped out of his saddle, putting his horse between himself and any arrows that might come from the direction of the marsh. Geras moved almost as fast, and Suyet half leaped from his horse, grabbing Lalani and pulling her down with him. As soon as they hit the earth, he pushed her down and covered her with his own body.  
 
    I made my horse shoulder against Darra’s, then lunged from my saddle to knock her from her horse. Elaro was not slow, but he was the last man out of his saddle, and the first arrow cut the air directly above him as he flung himself down.  
 
    Two other arrows struck the mare I had been riding. She screamed and leaped forward, then fell, tumbling. If our horses were killed, that would be unfortunate in several different ways, but the other horses were scattering, frightened, much harder targets now. Also, our enemies did not want to kill the horses. They wanted to kill us. The arrows that had struck my mare had been meant for me, only I had made myself an impossible target, so at the last instant our enemies had aimed at her instead. 
 
    Now that we were all lying on the ground, we were difficult targets for bowmen. But our position was not good. The frozen marsh provided much, much better cover than the empty land where we lay. I could not see anyone there, certainly not without getting to my feet, which would be very unwise, but I was almost certain we were seriously outnumbered—especially as three of our number were neither warriors nor soldiers. Unless they were completely stupid, some of our enemies would stay where they were to keep us pinned, unable either to retreat or attack, while others would circle around and then run forward to attack us from the other side. If we stood up to fight, those in the marsh would shoot us, and if we did not, those running forward now—I could hear them clearly, circling as I had expected—would kill us where we lay. 
 
    I was blazingly furious at the thought that any of us might be killed in this way; and far, far more furious at the thought that Aras might die here, like this, after every other terrible thing that had happened. “Aras!” I said, not loudly, thinking his name as much as speaking it aloud. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. He spoke out loud, clearly, in darau, which everyone with us spoke well enough. “In about thirty seconds, our attackers are all going to think they’ve gone blind.”  
 
    I understood at once. This was something Lorellan had done to me, this kind of blindness that was not real blindness. I had thought of some things Aras might do, but I had not thought of that. I did not like this idea; I hated every kind of sorcery. But in another way, at this moment, I did not mind it at all.  
 
    Then Aras went on urgently, now in taksu. “Darra, this decision must be made quickly, but I hope very much you agree.” 
 
    Darra lay still beneath me, permitting me to protect her, but she was tense with anger as much as fear. This request for her opinion made her become still in a different way.  
 
    I said, as calmly as I could, “I do not see anything better to do than this. Our position here is not good.” 
 
    “Decide at once,” Aras ordered, his tone crisp and decisive—the tone of a warleader. “We have no more time to consider.” 
 
    I was certain he would do it no matter what Darra said.  
 
    Darra began, “You swore you would not use forbidden acts against any Ugaro—” 
 
    “Out of time!” Aras snapped. “It’s done!” Even as he spoke, startled, alarmed cries came from many different places around us, some alarmingly close. He ignored that, only said much more calmly, “Nothing is as urgent now. Suyet and I will handle the ones coming in now; Ryo, Geras, take the ones in the marsh. Remember they won’t actually be blind, so be careful.” 
 
    I said sharply, “All you Lau, take those coming here. Elaro and I will take those in the marsh. Elaro?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said at once. 
 
    “Tell me if I ask you to do something you cannot do,” I warned him. 
 
    “Yes,” he said again. “I think I can manage blinded enemies, Ryo.” His tone was completely neutral. He did not like anything about this—but I was almost sure that, like me, he would have liked dying here much less. 
 
    We all rose to our feet. Darra, a knife in her hand, moved to stand beside Lalani, ready to defend her if any enemy got past us. I had not had to order her to do that—even in the rush of events, I had known I did not need to tell her to protect Lalani, that she would do so without any command from me. Nor did she protest the blindness Aras had set upon our enemies. Later she might protest that; probably she would; but she would not do so while danger still surrounded us. 
 
    Six men had come out of the marsh to attack us. These warriors were staggering, astonished and frightened and angry. Two of them had dropped their weapons; of those, one had lost his balance and fallen to his knees. Out in the marsh, two other men had come to their feet. Of those, one had cast aside his bow and drawn his sword. He was standing still, perhaps listening—that would be a good thing for a man to do if he suddenly thought he could not see. The other still held his bow, an arrow to the string. He turned one way and then another, bewildered, but not harmless. 
 
    “Remember, they are not truly blind,” I warned Elaro. “They think they cannot see, but that man with the bow may still aim true if he trusts his hands and his body and his bow. A swordsman confused by this sorcerous blindness may still block your blow and then answer it with a blow of his own, and if he trusts himself to move as he should move, he may strike shrewdly, not as though he cannot see.” 
 
    This must seem very strange to Elaro—it was strange enough to me. Even so, he acknowledged my words with a terse, “Yes,” as a warrior would. He had traveled for years through many unfamiliar lands and the territories of many tribes where he was a stranger. I decided I need not be concerned regarding his understanding. 
 
    We entered the marsh. There was no way to walk silently; the dry stalks of the reeds rattled and cracked when we pushed through them and the layers of ice clinging to the reeds snapped under our feet. The two men heard us, turning toward the sounds we made. 
 
    “Are we going to kill them?” Elaro asked me. “Even while they are blind? Or think they are blind?” His tone made it clear that he did not like this idea. 
 
    I did not like that thought either. “If they throw down their weapons, we can discuss what to do with them,” I answered. “If they will not, then yes, we will kill them. Or I will. I know that is properly a warrior’s task. If these enemies acknowledge defeat, then we can deal with them in a civilized manner, without this kind of sorcery tainting our choices and our actions.” 
 
    “So,” Elaro said, acknowledging my statement. His tone was still deliberately neutral. “Will Aras remove his sorcery from their eyes if you ask?” 
 
    I answered, “I will not need to request this. He would never set this blindness on someone longer than necessary. No one will have to suggest that he cease doing this wrong thing, which he understands very well is wrong.” I gestured to Elaro to move a little distance from me. We were both approaching the man with the bow. If he realized he could still shoot, he would be dangerous. He had not realized that yet—probably it was a difficult thing to understand—but he heard us and turned, bringing up his bow. 
 
    I had intended to call out to him, ordering him to cast down his weapon and kneel, but whatever he understood or did not understand, his aim steadied. I saw he would shoot blind, even if he thought he could not see. He drew his bow, and I threw my knife. He flinched, but did not know why or trust his body to know what to do, so he did not dodge or attack or do anything else useful. My knife took him in the belly, and he staggered and fell, gasping, scrabbling at the knife. He might have lived despite that wound, at least for a time, but he jerked out my knife, and then his blood ran across the fractured ice of the marsh and he sagged, not dead, but dying. 
 
    I turned toward the other one, the man with the sword. 
 
    Aras was suddenly walking beside me. I shied back, startled, but he only said, “Watch out, Ryo; a man is hiding right there.” He pointed to a place not far ahead, a little to the side. I could not see anyone even when I looked, but he would hardly be wrong. I said, “Yes,” and he vanished. 
 
    Because Elaro did not look toward the place, I understood that Aras had not spoken to him in that way. I called out and pointed, warning him, and he checked, watching the place I indicated. 
 
    I called out, “Throw down your weapons and ask for mercy, and perhaps someone will find a reason mercy might be due. You, hiding there, kneel and ask for mercy. Do that now, or stand up and fight.” 
 
    The man with the sword cursed me in offensive and disgraceful terms, slashing with his sword through the air, back and forth. This was the kind of heavier, two-handed sword that is too long to be worn at the hip. Many skilled, aggressive warriors prefer that kind of sword even though the draw is slow when the sword must be worn over the back. One must jerk the sheathed sword free of the hooks that hold it in place, use both hands to unsheathe the sword, and throw the sheath down. This is not good when one must engage an enemy in an instant, but as long as a warrior has time to draw that kind of sword, he will usually have everything as he wishes against enemies armed with lighter, shorter swords.  
 
    This warrior was obviously skilled and aggressive, and obviously he had had all the time he needed to draw that blade. I would not ordinarily have wanted to fight him, but of course because of what Aras had done to him, everything was different now. Despite my words to Elaro, I did not want to fight him because it would not be right to kill a man who thought he was blind. 
 
    The man who had been hidden in the place Aras had indicated got to his feet. His eyes were wide, but he turned his head to one side and then the other, in the way of a man who cannot see—or believes he cannot see. He said, “Keno, be quiet! Do as the inGara says.” Then he knelt, holding up his empty hands as I had commanded.  
 
    “Tewaro—” the other man began, but broke off. But he did not throw down his sword. 
 
    I walked toward these warriors, but not directly toward them. I circled to the west, stepping heavily, making plenty of noise. I gestured to Elaro and he did the same, circling to the east. Cursing again, knowing now he faced at least two enemies, the man with the sword threw down his weapon and knelt, holding up his hands like the other man. At this, I turned and walked directly toward him, making each step loud. I guarded myself carefully. I did not trust these men at all. 
 
    I was right not to trust them. The angry one drew a knife as I came close and lunged back to his feet and toward me. This was disgraceful, but I was not surprised that a man who had been an inTasiyo might try something of the kind. Though he thought he could not see me, he met my attack, but stumbled on the uneven ground and staggered, his balance lost. 
 
    Disgraceful as his behavior had been, I could not kill him. He was too helpless. I set the tip of my sword at the hollow of his throat. “Be quiet,” I ordered. “Have you no pride?” 
 
    He cursed me in the most vile manner, then grabbed the blade of my sword with his hand, meaning to follow the line of my sword so that he might find me and attack me. He was not without courage. When I jerked my sword back hard, the blade severed part of his hand. He did not stop. I had not expected him to; he had known what he did when he seized my sword. He was not slow, but he was clumsy, still thinking he was blind. I stepped back and cut sideways, across his throat, then turned to see how Elaro fared with the other man.  
 
    That one had not moved. He faced straight forward, his sightless eyes wide, his hands still held palm up. He might be so dishonorable that, like the other man, he would pretend to yield and ask for mercy, then attack anyway. I did not trust his surrender. I did not trust anything he did. Elaro had not come close to him, but held back, far out of reach of any attack. That caution had probably been wise. 
 
    I said, “Elaro, this man may have a knife, or even a sword, hidden in the reeds near at hand.”  
 
    “Yes, Ryo, this had occurred to me,” Elaro agreed. “Perhaps you might command this person to lie down and put his hands behind his back.” He sheathed his sword and brought out a bowstring. It was entirely clear what he thought we should do.  
 
    I was annoyed, but he was perfectly right. Perhaps I was annoyed because Elaro was right. Ordinarily one does not bind a man who has surrendered. Ordinarily, a man will have too much pride to try some treachery after that. If he shows that he is proud and honorable, then if the decision goes against him, he may be permitted to take up a knife and die that way, by his own hand if no one will consent to fight him. I doubted both the pride and the honor of this man. 
 
    “Do as Elaro told you,” I ordered the man. “Protest or fight, and you will die exactly where you kneel now.” 
 
    The man obeyed my order, allowing Elaro to bind his hands behind his back and then pull him to his feet. He did have a sword lying on the ground close to where he had knelt, but he did not try to reach it. Even when he suddenly blinked and drew a breath and looked at us, his sight plainly restored, he did not try to fight. 
 
    “Walk,” I ordered him, indicating the direction, and, as steel was far too valuable to abandon, added to Elaro, “Collect the swords and knives of the dead men.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. He went to do that while I took the living man back to the others.  
 
    Only after Elaro had moved to obey me did I realize I should have said, Perhaps you will collect the weapons rather than giving him a direct order. If I did not take more care, I would offend him—unnecessarily and stupidly. This awareness brought my earlier annoyance back to my mind. Even though I knew an apology was due, I could not bring myself to apologize to Elaro when he came to walk beside me, burdened with the weapons of our enemies. I was ashamed of this, but still I did not apologize. 
 
    Then we came back to the others, and I set other thoughts aside. Everything there was finished as well. Four of the men who had circled around to attack us were dead. The other two knelt. Geras had bound their hands with thongs. As with those Elaro and I had faced, one man had pretended to surrender and tried to attack Geras. The Lau often behave far more deceptively than any Ugaro would consider honorable, so there is perhaps no Lau soldier in all the world who would be fooled by such a ruse. Certainly Geras had not been surprised. That man was one of those who had died. 
 
    Suyet and Lalani had gone to gather those of the horses who had run the least distance. Then they would no doubt ride out to bring back the other horses, if the beasts did not come back on their own. All of the animals had galloped away from the marsh, out into the more level country to the south. None of them had run far. A Lau horse whose rider falls or leaps from his back will usually circle and come back. Only the scream of my mare had driven the others to run as far as they had gone. 
 
    If we had other enemies hidden somewhere near this place, then someone else, not Suyet, certainly not Lalani, should go to collect our horses. I looked at Aras. 
 
    He was standing with his back to the rest of us, gazing up into the vault of the heavens. At first I thought he was looking at the eagle, who had resumed drifting in a broad circle, perhaps curious to see what might be happening here upon the earth far below. Then I realized he was looking beyond the eagle, at the Sun. An Ugaro cannot look directly at the Sun, but Lau eyes are different. Aras was certainly gazing directly at the brilliant face of the Sun. The strong light revealed the new lines at the corners of his eyes and his mouth and threw his shadow out stark and black behind him. 
 
    Aras had fifty and four summers now. Lau live a long time, twenty years more than an Ugaro, or twice twenty years, or sometimes more than that. But Lau age slowly with every year that passes, not like Ugaro, who show the passing winters little until we come to our last years. Aras was not an old man. But I thought he looked older now than he had last spring. 
 
    Aras turned suddenly, bringing his gaze down to meet my eyes as he faced me. “There are no more inTasiyo near us,” he told me, answering the question I had not asked. “If I see anyone else, I’ll tell you at once.” 
 
    I nodded. Then I looked at our three captives. They knelt now in a row, facing us. One of them, the one Elaro and I had brought out of the marsh, bowed his head. The other two stared at Aras. 
 
    Whatever they might be thinking or feeling, Aras did not react. He was accustomed to showing little response to anything he saw by means of sorcery. But he said, “I suspect these three will attack if they see a chance. They hate us—you in particular, Ryo—and they’re both angry and frightened.” 
 
    I nodded acknowledgment.  
 
    Darra stood with her arms folded, frowning. She was very beautiful, even when she frowned—perhaps especially when she frowned like this, thoughtful rather than angry. Her face was broad, her gaze direct, her mouth firm. Her hair, as long as mine, had been braided in a more complicated way than a warrior would braid his hair, with two heron feathers and three agate beads. Like every young Ugaro person except Elaro inPorakario, her hair was as black as her eyes, as black as a raven’s wing. Ugaro almost all have hair that is very black until it becomes streaked first with a tawny color and then with white, long before we show our age in other ways. Of all the Ugaro people I had ever seen, only Elaro had hair that was different. His hair was also black, but with a reddish tinge to the color. No doubt that was more common far to the east, in the lands where he had been born.  
 
    Darra would have no tawny color in her hair for many winters yet. She had one fewer winter than I did. But anyone could see Darra was proud and forceful as well as beautiful. Singers are expected to be forceful, and Darra was forceful even for a singer. My heart shifted within my chest whenever I looked at her. My heart shifted in a different way when I looked at or thought of Elaro inPorakario. I was not certain yet whether I could hold to the tentative agreement that both Elaro and I should marry Darra. By the time we came to the border between the winter country and the summer country, I would know that much better. We should all know by that day whether the complicated marriage Darra had suggested could be made to work. Unless any of us or all of us died because of the treacherous actions of nameless people. 
 
    Elaro had moved to the side so that he could watch our prisoners without getting between them and Geras. He had laid down most of the weapons he had collected in the marsh, but he kept a sword in his hand. Geras had collected a bow and several arrows. Though he did not take his attention from our prisoners, Geras now held the bow out to Elaro. Few Lau have the strength to draw Ugaro bows. Elaro gave his sword to Geras, took the bow, nocked an arrow, and stood watchfully, his attention on our prisoners. There was nothing I could criticize in any of that. 
 
    Darra said to me, “These people are warriors, so this is a decision for warriors. They attempted to attack an inGara warrior and guests of inGara. They also attempted to attack me and a guest of inKarano, but as this is inGara land, the insult to inGara was greater. I consider that this is your decision, Ryo.”  
 
    I signed agreement. I said, “The oath Aras swore most recently was to Koro inKarano. As you are Koro’s daughter and a singer, I consider that any decision regarding that oath is your decision.” 
 
    Darra nodded. Sometimes, when a situation is complicated, it may be difficult to tell who should take precedence with regard to a decision, but we both agreed this was not one of those times. That made everything easier in one way. In another way, it did not make anything easier. Darra said, “I should make my decision first. That is my opinion.” 
 
    If she thought she could make this decision immediately, I thought this was very much better than waiting. I made the sign that yields precedence. I could not help but glance at Aras, but I could not tell anything from his face. His mouth was set hard, but everything here was so unpleasant, he would look that way no matter what Darra thought or decided. He faced her. He did not kneel because one does not kneel to a woman. But he said, “I agree that the daughter of Koro inKarano does have the right to make this decision.” 
 
    Darra looked at Aras, not at me. But I knew she must be thinking of me. She would know, she could not fail to understand, that I would not accept certain decisions. Geras was standing so he could watch our captives, but he was also watching Darra. She must know that he would not accept certain decisions either. She was clever as well as forceful. I was certain—almost certain—that she would make a decision that everyone here could accept. 
 
    Aras glanced at me, a brief glance, and then at Geras, the same. Then he returned his attention to Darra. 
 
    She spoke to him in darau, her tone calm, as befits an important woman responsible for making an important decision. “You swore you would not set your will on any Ugaro person; that you would not make any Ugaro act or refrain from acting. That is the most important part of the oath you swore. You have not broken this oath. You made those honorless people believe they were blind. That was not right, but it was not the same as setting your will upon them.” She paused. 
 
    Aras waited. He knew, everyone knew, she was not finished. 
 
    Darra went on. “You also swore you would not use any manner of forbidden arts against any Ugaro person. This part of your oath, you have broken. No one could say otherwise. Anyone would also agree that if you had not done so, we would all have died here, struck down by these nameless people. As they are nameless, these people have no standing to bring a charge against you or against anyone. I have standing to bring a charge. My opinion is that your act was wrong, but that failing to act would have been worse. When I return to my father’s tent, I will tell him exactly how everything happened, but I will not set any charge against you. What Koro inKarano decides to do, if he chooses to take any action, will be his decision. Until I return to my father’s tent, I set the matter aside.” She paused. Then she added in the same calm way. “I think Ryo inGara will accept this decision. I ask Elaro inPorakario whether he accepts it.” 
 
    Elaro was frowning. But he said without hesitation, “I accept it.” 
 
    I acknowledged to myself, not for the first time, that I was entirely stupid where Elaro was concerned and that I should like him far better than I did. 
 
    “Then that is my decision,” Darra said. She added, speaking to Aras again, her tone serious, “I consider that the manner in which you keep or discard your oaths is a matter for the gods to judge. I think you should take great care with your oaths in days to come. That is my personal opinion.” 
 
    Aras inclined his head. He said, “I agree with everything you say, singer of the inKarano.” Then he turned to regard our three nameless prisoners, deliberately showing that he thought the other matter settled. He said to me, “What about these people, Ryo? I acknowledge that the decision is rightfully yours, but I will say, though I don’t like the idea of killing prisoners, it’s every decent man’s duty to put bandits to death when the chance comes. Besides, I thoroughly dislike the idea of leaving dedicated enemies at our backs.” 
 
    I nodded. I said, “I do not know whether these nameless people understand exactly what they have done.” Then, shifting to taksu, I went on, “Koro inKarano forbade the inTasiyo to direct any kind of attack against inGara. For these people to disregard that ruling is bad enough. But their actions were even worse than that. These nameless people have no standing to raid or attack the people of any tribe.” Then I faced the three kneeling captives. They had all been waiting, Tewaro contained and patient, the other two glaring openly. But now all three of them were looking at me in surprise. I asked them all, “Have any of you anything to say that might make your behavior anything other than wholly disgraceful?” 
 
    Tewaro asked at once, “Why do you say nameless people? In what manner can this be a true thing to say?” 
 
    I nodded. I had more than half expected that question. These warriors must have come south along the lake some days ago, after their people had been ruined, but before their name had been taken away. I told them, “Yaro inTasiyo is dead. Because of his actions, Koro inKarano commanded that he should be put to the death of a man who has thrown away his honor. Because the inTasiyo people chose an honorless man as their warleader and followed this man, Koro declared that all those people had also thrown away their honor. He ordered that the tribe cease to exist. He commanded that all the people who thus became nameless must be put to death unless they go into other tribes or leave all the lands where inKarano rules. Perhaps you did not know that all these things had happened.” 
 
    The three men were staring at me. I could see they had not known any of this. 
 
    I asked them, “Do you renounce the inTasiyo name? If you do, that may persuade me to consider this incident in a different way.” 
 
    “Yaro is not dead!” one of them said, speaking forcefully. “You are lying, Ryo inGara, to make us renounce our people.” 
 
    I hardly knew how to answer this. If anyone of any other tribe had set this accusation against me, I would have been very much offended. That a man who had been inTasiyo did so, I took as an admission of his own disgraceful behavior, not as an accusation against me. I had not realized until that moment that an accusation spoken by an honorless person lacks any sharp edge. 
 
    “No,” said Tewaro. “He is speaking the truth.” He hesitated, looking at me. Finally he said, “I am no longer inTasiyo. I do not remember anything of that people. None of us is inTasiyo any longer.” 
 
    “So,” I acknowledged. “I may consider this important, or perhaps otherwise. But however I decide, you cannot speak for anyone but yourself.” 
 
    The man bowed his head to acknowledge the truth of this. “Seno,” he said, in the tone of a man giving an order. “Deroyo.” 
 
    Both the other men glared at me. 
 
    “We can go somewhere else,” Tewaro said to them, much more softly. “A long way away, and then think where else we might go. This is the only course open to us now. Seno, you know I am right to say so. Deroyo, please agree.” 
 
    The other men stared at him, and then glared at me again. But then they nodded, one and then the other. The gesture was slow and sullen from one, less so from the other, but they both nodded and lowered their eyes. 
 
    Tewaro turned back to me, bowing low. “If you will permit this, Ryo inGara, we will go a long way from inGara lands and not return. I know you have spoken the truth. We all know that. If we had known it earlier, we would not have attempted this raid. No harm was done to your people or the guests of your people. I ask you to forgive everything and let us go. I swear before the gods that we will forget every reason for bitterness between our people.” 
 
    I began to say I would have to consider the matter. But Aras shifted his weight, looking up at the Sun, letting out his breath in a long exhalation, and I paused. He brought his gaze down then, meeting my eyes. I returned that gaze for what seemed a long time, though it could not have been longer than a few heartbeats.  
 
    Then I said, “This man is lying to me.” 
 
    It was not a question, but Aras nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry, Ryo. Everything Tewaro said was a lie. That’s so clear even his anger doesn’t hide it from me. I’m not sure how much I should say. But as a guest and a friend of inGara, I think I should say this much: Tewaro inTasiyo wants to hurt you and your people as much as he can. He’s determined to do so. When he asked the other two men to agree, he was really demanding that they join him in lying to you, and they knew that and obeyed his demand.” Aras paused. Then he added, “I’m sorry. I know that isn’t what you would have wanted me to say. I would have preferred otherwise as well.” He looked at our captives and away again. “It’s actually rather difficult to believe. I’ve become accustomed to Ugaro honesty.” 
 
    I found this difficult to believe as well. But I knew everything he said was true. Looking at Darra and then at Elaro, I said, “I would prefer to do this quickly. Does anyone have a different opinion?” 
 
    I did not mean to be persuaded otherwise. The appropriate punishment would be to cut out the tongue that told such disgraceful lies. That was the least of what Tewaro deserved. If I took the actions of these men as a breaking of the ban that had lain between their people and mine, I should cut off their hands and feet as well. But, though they deserved this punishment, I did not think I was obligated to do it. 
 
    Also, the Lau would not like to witness the kind of death these men had earned. Even if I sent everyone else away before I killed these nameless people in that way, Aras would see everything in my mind. I would not want that, but the memory would be too important and too unpleasant for me to set aside. 
 
    “My opinion is the same,” Darra said. “These people are not inTasiyo. They have no standing at all. They are unimportant to inGara and of no concern to inKarano. They should be put to death and forgotten. That is my opinion.” 
 
    Elaro signed agreement at once, as I had known he would. He was not the kind of man who would wish to see anyone put to a hard death. 
 
    Aras said, “I admit, I would be grateful not to witness anything of the kind, even at a considerable remove. Thank you, Ryo.” 
 
    I would not have wanted to do it that way even if he had not been here. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I already know how difficult it is to push you into wanting to do something like that.” Then he added to Geras, “This is Ryo’s duty, but if you’d lend a hand as necessary, Troop Leader, I think we’d all appreciate getting the whole business over as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Pretty sure nobody’ll say anything else, my lord,” Geras agreed. “I sure won’t.” He had already moved to stand behind our captives. Now he said to me, “Go ahead, Ryo.” 
 
    We had all been speaking darau, so the nameless people had not known what we said. When I drew my knife, they knew then what decision had been made. Tewaro jerked his head up and glared at me. But, almost at once, he again took a much more humble manner. Bowing, he began to say something, some manner of protest. I did not wait to listen. I did not care what he said. I stepped forward. He began to get to his feet—all of them tried—but Geras set a foot behind Tewaro’s knee to force him down again, seizing his hair and jerking his head back. As I cut Tewaro’s throat, Geras stepped at once to the second man to do the same. Only the third man made it to his feet, but Elaro was there, his expression set, his mouth turned down, as he forced the man to his knees and held him for the knife. 
 
    After the third, I wiped my knife clean on the man’s shirt and straightened. “We should take their weapons,” I said, keeping my tone level. “Wielded by such dishonorable men, the blades will be unlucky, but metalworkers will know how to clear away the bad luck. We do not need anything else of their possessions.”  
 
    Darra and Elaro both gestured agreement.  
 
    “We just … leave the bodies?” Geras asked. Plainly he did not like this thought. 
 
    “No one would want the heads of these warriors set among those of honorable people,” I answered. “They will have no place within any tomb and therefore no place within the land of the shades. But our own people there, the taiGara, will prevent them from returning through the paths of the dead to cause trouble for our people in the land of the living.” 
 
    Geras looked away, grimacing. Lau would burn the bodies and set the bones into an ossuary in order to confine any shades that would not go to the place where the shades of Lau should go. The bones of criminals might be left for animals to carry away, but perhaps Geras did not like that either. He did not protest as we rode away, leaving the bodies of the disdained dead behind for the foxes and ravens, but even after the horses had been brought back and we rearranged our supplies and mounted again and rode south, he looked back once and then again. I could say nothing to him. Sometimes the customs of one people are uncomfortable for those of another people, but that is as it is and there was nothing to be said.
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    It was a long day’s ride. Everyone wished to travel a long way from the marsh and the dead men before we halted for the evening. We rode at a trot and a walk and a brief, swift canter and then a trot again, until the broad steppe stretched out to either side as well as before us. Behind us, the mountains seemed to grow no more distant at all. We would travel for some days before the mountains loomed less starkly at our backs. 
 
    Snow lay here and there over last summer’s dead grasses, which showed beige and tan and taupe where the snow had blown aside. I saw the green buds of scrub willow and alder, which do not wait for warmth before unfurling new leaves. Such trees, which would grow tall farther south, were here dwarfed by wind and cold into little shrubs no higher than a man’s knee. 
 
    As soon as we rode out from under the shadows of the mountains, we would come to lands where snow lay more deeply. Any snow deeper than half a handsbreadth might be difficult for the Lau horses, who were thin-skinned and did not have feathering to protect their legs against cold and ice. To protect them against that difficulty, we had wrapped their legs with cloth. We had also draped all the horses with blankets beneath their saddles. When we came to warmer weather and the bright green of new grasses, the horses and the Lau would all be happier. 
 
    If snow began to fall, as might well happen in this season, then Darra would ask most earnestly for the gods to send the snow east or west, away from our path. The gods might choose to turn the snow away as she asked or they might choose otherwise, because the gods send snow or clear weather as they please. But no one had wished to delay our journey, especially as the land so far north would soon become too marshy for easy travel. We must hope for clear skies, kind weather, and the favor of the gods. If events came otherwise, we would set our tents, shelter wherever we were, and hope the snow passed away in few days rather than many. 
 
    This day was bright. The skies were high and clear. The Sun stood well up in the vault of the heavens, throwing down his light and his warmth, though of course not nearly so strongly here as he would in the summer country. The constant wind of the steppe came against our faces, from west to east in this season. The Lau wore heavy woolen coats lined on the inside with lynx fur, with hoods lined with wolverine fur so that the moisture of their breath would not freeze on the fur. We Ugaro wore lighter coats and put our hoods back because for us the weather on a bright day like this was pleasantly chilly rather than cold. 
 
    We should have enjoyed the day’s ride. But the dead men we had left behind us darkened everyone’s mood. Also, we had taken time to skin and butcher my mare. Meat can be hard to come by in early spring in the high north, and although we were not short of food, it would have been foolish to choose otherwise. But no one likes to eat the meat from a horse who should be alive. She had been a willing, good-natured mare. I had been fond of her. Now I rode the horse we had intended as a packhorse. He was a good horse too, but his shoulders were a little steep, his gaits not as smooth. I missed the mare with every stride he took. 
 
    Also, now that we had been so forcefully reminded that the land might conceal enemies, we were all much more watchful. The steppe appears level to any swift glance, but this is not so. The land always runs down into a slight hollow here or rises into a small slope there. Nothing out upon the steppe provides such good cover as the frozen marsh we had left behind us, but patient warriors who knew the way we meant to ride could certainly lie unseen almost anywhere along our path. 
 
    After considering this for some time, I finally spoke. “For the rest of today and tomorrow and for some days to come, we will ride a little east of south.” As I spoke, I laid the rein against my horse’s neck to turn him a hand or more to the east. Shifting our path in that way should take us far out of the way of any possible attempt at another ambush. Probably this precaution was not necessary. But I felt better for it.  
 
    No one protested, though slanting our path to the east would add some-many days to our journey. Aras said, speaking quietly, “I don’t argue that caution is unwise. But nothing like that should happen again; I’m watching much more carefully now.” 
 
    Darra glanced at him and away again, her expression unreadable. She said nothing, but obviously she did not like the idea that he listened to the land around us by means of sorcery. No Ugaro could like that. 
 
    I said, “I agree that we are unlikely to encounter any other enemies of that kind. Even so, I think it better to slant our path away from true south. Also, I think we should ride well into the evening today. I would prefer to put distance between the long lake and our camp.” 
 
    No one protested, so we did not halt to make our camp until barely a finger of time remained before dusk, after the Moon and the early stars had stepped into the sky. By this time, the Sun had walked low into the west and stood near the edge of the world. Lalani and Darra prepared food for everyone while the rest of us cared for the horses and set up the hides we had brought as a windbreak for them, and then set up our tents and arranged everything so that our camp would be comfortable.  
 
    Our tents are light and strong, made of thin, stretched hides lined with felt, with frames of birch wands. We carried three: a small one for Darra and another of the same kind for Lalani, and a third tent, larger, for any men who were not invited to share either woman’s tent. Aras ought to have had a tent of his own—both Lau and Ugaro custom agreed that an important man, a lord, should have that luxury—but until the spring had warmed much more, no Lau would want to sleep alone in a tent. 
 
    I assumed that Lalani would invite Suyet to share her tent. She had done so each of the two nights since we had departed from my mother’s camp. The question regarded the choice Darra might make. That was much less easy. She had not yet asked anyone to come to her tent. I thought she did not want to show a preference for me or for Elaro. I also thought she must decide which of us to ask first, or the journey from the high north to the distant borderlands would seem very much longer.  
 
    I was not certain what Elaro thought of the matter. He had taken a place on the other side of the fire from Lalani, not too near me. This might have been chance, but I knew it was not. He set himself at that kind of distance from me at every fire. He did not often look directly at me, and when he did, he glanced away first. He did that now when I looked at him. He had brought out his flute, a long bone flute he had brought all the way from the land of his mother’s people. Two raven feathers fluttered from fine cords bound to the end of that flute. Raven feathers for a poet are like eagle feathers for a warrior: given as awards or signs of esteem. But he was not playing this flute, only turning it over in his hands. 
 
    I had not known him long, but I knew that his nature was not that of a reticent or diffident man. He was trying hard not to quarrel, not to annoy me at all. The annoyance I felt in his presence was no fault of his. I knew—it was obvious—that every kind of difficulty between us was my fault, but I did not yet see any way to correct the problem. I could have asked Aras for advice. But for many reasons, I did not wish to do so. 
 
    Everyone was quiet. I assumed this was because everyone was thinking of the bad things that had happened in the morning, or because everyone was thinking of the different kinds of danger that might wait ahead of us. Or because everyone was tired. The morning had been difficult and the day had been long. 
 
    Lalani was the first to stand up from her place at our fire. She stood for a moment, smiling around at us, beautiful in the graceful way of Lau women, which is very different from the rounded beauty of Ugaro women. She smiled at Suyet. Then she said to Darra, “I think you and I should share a tent tonight. That might not be proper among Ugaro, I’m not sure, but it’s entirely proper among Lau, I promise! I think we ought to have a chance to talk about things important to women without all these men in our way, and I think tonight might be a good time for that.” 
 
    Darra sat back, surprised. I was surprised as well. Because Darra was the daughter of our king, among Ugaro, only a much older woman might have offered that suggestion, and only a woman who was important in her tribe—my mother, or another woman with that kind of standing. Lalani did not have the standing to make that offer. But she had gone into the land of the shades and returned, and she had taken a role in some ways like that of a singer when she helped the Tarashana sorcerer Inhejeriel work her great sorcery there. Also, as Lalani was not Ugaro, Darra did not need to feel offended by anything she suggested. After a moment, Darra inclined her head.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I think this may be a wise suggestion.” She stood up. The top of her head came not quite to Lalani’s shoulder. The two women smiled at each other. They were so very different in every way, but they were both women and understood each other in that way. I knew what they would discuss this evening. They would talk about men. About me, certainly. This was an uncomfortable awareness, but also, anyone could see that obviously Lalani was the right person to advise Darra about everything complicated and difficult that had to do with men and marriage and other things of that kind. Lalani did not have so many more summers than Darra had winters, but she knew much more about some matters. 
 
    Lalani went on, as cheerfully as before. “If Darra and I take her tent, then Lord Gaur can have mine, maybe with Ryo. That way there’ll be plenty of room for Geras and Suyet and Elaro in the bigger tent.” 
 
    Aras said immediately, “If you’d rather, I’ll share with Geras, Ryo.” 
 
    Geras began to say he would not object to this, but I said, “No. The arrangement Lalani suggests seems good to me.” 
 
      
 
    I had had no chance to settle my mind and my thoughts in any useful way, so I was not surprised when Aras faced me as soon as we were alone in the smaller tent. Probably the tent was too dark for him to see me, but of course he did not need to look at me in order to know what I wanted to say to him. Ugaro see better in the dark than Lau; I saw the hard set of his mouth and the tension in his shoulders. 
 
    He said without waiting, “You’re wondering whether I used sorcery to get Geras and Suyet off their horses faster than they might otherwise have moved. You’re thinking that if I didn’t, it’s surprising they both hit the ground faster than you did, especially since Suyet took Lalani down with him. You’re right to wonder. I did exactly that. I’ll point out that the oath I swore to Koro only forbids me to use that manner of sorcery against Ugaro.” Then he drew a breath and added, “Yes, that’s true, of course.” 
 
    I had thought that other oaths, sworn much longer ago, to his king and before the Sun, forbade every act of this kind, whether he did it to Ugaro or Lau. I said, “I think Geras would forgive it. Suyet would certainly forgive it. Your reason was good. Anyone would agree. Certainly I agree. You helped them move as they already wished to move. That does not seem wrong. You did not do the same to Lalani.” I was almost certain he had not.  
 
    “The way they were positioned, it was faster to have Suyet pull her down.” He hesitated. Then he said, “Geras is aware of my act, yes. I don’t believe Suyet even suspects. He was too frightened for Lalani to realize that he moved first without willing his own movement. By the time they hit the ground, his actions were his own.” 
 
    “You were very fast.” 
 
    “It was very easy. I did it without thinking about it first.” 
 
    I had understood this already. In a moment like that, when enemies strike unexpectedly, there is no time for thought. After a little time, I said, “You did not do the same to Elaro or Darra. Or to me.” 
 
    “You didn’t need my help to move fast. That might be why I didn’t do it to—for—you.” Looking at me steadily, he added, “Or perhaps the memory of what I did to you in the land of the shades made me flinch from doing it to you again, even in a moment like that. I’m not certain. Everything happened so fast. I don’t know Darra or Elaro as well as I know everyone else here; that might have prevented me. I’m not—I don’t—” He stopped. 
 
    I said, “You do not know whether your oath to Koro inKarano would stop you in a moment such as that, when everything happens in an instant and there is no time for thought. That is how easy the act is for you now. But if you had been slower at all, then perhaps someone would have been struck by an arrow. When you acted without thinking, very fast, you did it to protect your people and you did it in a way that helped them do what they already wished to do. I think you need not reproach yourself for the act.” 
 
    “This time.”  
 
    “Everyone will eventually make an accounting before the gods. But I think they will judge you kindly, as I do. You have always had good reason for every act of that kind. Even when you did it to me, as everyone agrees.” I hesitated. Then I added, “Even if you do such a thing without thought, I know you will never do it without good reason.” 
 
    I believed this. I did believe it. I was determined not to yield to any kind of mistrust. Mistrust can make a man untrustworthy. Everyone knows a tale in which that kind of mistake is made between friends. All those tales are tragic. 
 
    He said softly, “I know I can’t let myself use that kind of sorcery so impulsively. I know that, Ryo. But I don’t know how to prevent myself from doing it.” 
 
    I said, “Everything new a man sets himself to learn may seem difficult at first. I think you will find a way to rule this impulse that has come to you. Then you will be able to trust yourself, and everyone will be right to trust you.” That was what I had wanted to say to him. I had not entirely realized that until I said it. 
 
    Aras looked at me, his expression serious. “Yes,” he said. “I think that could be true. I’ll try, Ryo.” 
 
    I nodded. I went on. “I think you should ask Geras and Suyet to forgive the act. Perhaps you already intended to do so.” 
 
    Now he was smiling faintly. “I shouldn’t be surprised you’d suggest that—I’m not surprised. You Ugaro set everything out plainly far more often than we Lau. Yes, I think that’s probably something I should do. I’ll do it tomorrow.”  
 
    I nodded again, then looked away and waited a moment to let the subject turn. Then I turned back and said, “We must not ride so blindly into danger a second time. That was inexcusable carelessness.” His mouth tightened, and I added, “My carelessness, not yours. You are neither a warrior nor an Ugaro. The fault was not yours.” 
 
    “I think it was.” 
 
    “Perhaps we may disagree on that matter. But we must both be more careful in coming days. And nights. I think we should set watches. You may take a watch alone, but Geras and Suyet should each watch with me for some nights. I will teach them to listen to the land around us as an Ugaro warrior listens, so that no enemy can come close and surprise us. I will ask Elaro to watch with me one night as well, though I think he probably has little to learn.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “That all seems reasonable to me. You’d prefer to take the first watch tonight? With Suyet. That’s fine with me. Then Elaro with Geras, then I’ll take the last watch, if that seems reasonable to you.” 
 
    All of this was indeed what I had had in my mind. 
 
    “You truly don’t mind sharing a tent with me.” He paused. He could see I did not mind. Perhaps he saw that I had set myself deliberately not to mind. He said, “Thank you, Ryo. I’m aware—” He cut that off. 
 
    I said, “Everything may be difficult and complicated for some time. But we have a long journey before us. I think this difficulty will wear away with the days.” 
 
    He looked away. He did not agree, or he was uncertain whether he agreed, or he thought his actions had been unforgivable, or that I had not truly forgiven them—I did not know exactly what he thought. 
 
    He did not tell me. He said, “Good night, Ryo,” and lay down on his side of the tent. 
 
    I could not think of anything else to say either. I left him, going out of the tent to explain to the others my intention to set watches and guard our camp much more carefully than we had done on previous nights.  
 
      
 
    Of course the night passed without any kind of incident. While I took the watch with Suyet, we heard wolves sing, which is always pleasant and often lucky. These wolves were far away. Other than the wolves, we heard only the sounds of one small animal and another. One had to listen to the little noises that came beneath the sound of the ceaseless wind. I had not thought for a long time of the many nights I had spent out upon the steppe with one of my older brothers or a cousin or an uncle, learning to listen to the darkened land. Often we had watched through the night at the edge of one of the great herds, listening below the wind and also below the constant murmur of the cattle. As I had done on those nights, I let all my thoughts and concerns slide away so that my mind and my heart became part of the immense quiet, and, for the time, all my difficult thoughts and emotions smoothed away. 
 
      
 
    That peace lingered with me through the next day’s travel as we journeyed through the high north toward the lower steppe. The horses were eager, knowing in the way of beasts that they traveled toward warmth and better grazing. Their long, smooth strides carried us swiftly across the land. The walk of a Lau horse is as fast as an Ugaro pony’s trot, and his trot is as fast as a pony’s canter, and his canter both faster than a pony’s gallop and easier to sit. We traveled a long way during that day. 
 
    Elaro in particular was delighted with the swiftness of the Lau horses. “If I had owned two such horses, I could have traveled from the place where I was born to these lands in five years, perhaps six or seven, rather than thirteen,” he said to Aras. “What a pity your horses have such difficulty in the cold!” 
 
    Aras returned Elaro’s smile with no sign of the tension that came to him when in the company of people who feared or hated him. He said, “If a man were truly determined to ride all the way to the western edge of the world in a single lifetime, he might travel through the winter country during the warm season and through the borderlands south of the river during the cold season. Perhaps it would be better for at least two men to ride together: one Ugaro with one Lau. That might make the journey a little less fraught.” 
 
    He had spoken mostly in taksu, but that last word was in darau. This was not a common word and Elaro tilted his head in question. 
 
    “Uncertain and tense,” I said. “But I think two men of different peoples might meet far more suspicion on both sides of the river than Ugaro traveling only in the north or Lau only in the south. I think this might make that kind of journey much more difficult.” 
 
    “This might be so,” Lalani said in taksu, smiling. “I am certain that such travelers would be wisest to ask their wives or sisters or other women to accompany them. That would make everything much easier.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her in surprise, except Suyet, who grinned and said, “Plainly this is entirely correct,” in taksu, and Darra, who added, “Anyone would agree,” in darau. 
 
    I gestured agreement. Plainly this was true. The presence of women as well as men would make people on both sides of the river feel less suspicious of strangers who asked to come among them and pass through their lands. 
 
    “Not many Lau women would wish to travel in that way,” Lalani added, still smiling. “But perhaps one or another might, if the idea were put to her. Probably Ugaro women would be braver.” 
 
    “For a journey that went on and on, for one year and another year and another after that, never turning back toward her own tribe, perhaps not many,” Darra said. Her tone was wistful. “But then, not many men would wish that kind of journey either. One might sometimes send a letter back along one’s path, but to walk away from one’s tribe, expecting never to return … that is hard to think of.”  
 
    She had not looked at Elaro as she spoke, but he gestured emphatic agreement. “This is a difficult thing. I found the prospect easier to contemplate when I was a young man. To see new lands and meet new people and learn new stories, these are things that may draw a young man, especially a poet. But eventually a man may wish to rest from years of travel.” 
 
    I was becoming irritated with him again, for no reason. I stopped myself from saying anything sharp or anything that would cause bad feeling, but this took an effort, and then I could not think of anything to say. 
 
    Aras said, speaking darau now, his tone thoughtful, “You know, I think perhaps Elaro may be the one Ugaro man who has traveled the farthest from east to west along the wide span of the world—and Ryo may be the one Ugaro man who has traveled the farthest from north to south. After Ryo visits Avaras—that’s the summer king’s city, as you may all know—after that journey, I think that’s almost certain to be true. That’s remarkable to consider.” 
 
    Somehow this had made me feel better. I said, “I think you must be the one Lau man who has traveled the farthest from north to south. You have traveled much farther than I ever will. You have traveled into the land where two Suns rise and set. I doubt any of the rest of us will ever see that country. Or perhaps some of your people have gone there with you? Geras?” 
 
    Geras had smiled while I had been speaking, which had made me suddenly think perhaps he had gone there. But he shook his head. “Not right out into the sand, Ryo. Just to look across the Break. That’s not much like the river on this side of the summer lands. The Break’s filled with poisonous air, not water, with fire way down deep, not that anybody smart gets right up to the edge and looks over. Standing way back and looking across at the sand was enough for me.” 
 
    “That country is all sand, I know.” I had read this, but found it difficult to imagine.  
 
    “As far as the eye can see,” agreed Geras. “You think the summer country’s hot, and so it is. Some places are hotter than any place you’ve seen. There’s the Peacock Desert, and that’s well worth seeing, and the salt levels, which are something else again, but the country of sand is different from either, and to be honest, a bit terrifying. One Sun in the sky is enough for me.” 
 
    “You should tell us all something of what that land is like,” I suggested to Aras. I preferred to think about his journey into the land of the Sun and the Son rather than Elaro’s long journey from the far east of the winter country. 
 
    “I can try, but I’m not certain how to even begin. We—my people—call that country the country of sand, or the country of Two Suns, or the fire lands. We have many names for that country. The Lakasha-erra call their country Rananep-sa, which means something like the great land of splendid oases. Or perhaps the noble land of beautiful gardens might be a closer translation.” 
 
    “An oasis is a garden?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly. Well, in a way. An oasis is … hmm. Well, think of the steppe.” Aras gestured around us, indicating the measureless grasslands. “Now think how the steppe would look if it were all golden sand, with neither grasses nor flowers, not in any season. Only sand. Now think how that would look if, rather than lying level all the way to the horizon, all the land had been carved into long, steep hills by the wind. Now, once you’ve thought of that, think how it would be if, in the middle of all that sand, you suddenly came upon a flourishing garden, but as wide as a Lau town. Or you might say an oasis is a garden that is also a town. Casually, the Lakasha call their country the Two Lands, meaning the sands and the oases. They almost all live in these oases, which lie like … like chains of lakes through this country in the spring.” He nodded toward a lake we were passing now. In the spring, the melting snow feeds many-many small lakes and ponds everywhere in the high north. 
 
    Ugaro do not set plants carefully into the soil and then tend them and coax them to grow in the way Lau do, or Tarashana. This was the part of his description that I thought most difficult for an Ugaro to imagine. I said, “A garden is a place where many flowering plants are set, one and then another and then others, arranged in artistic ways, in the way a woman may weave patterns into a rug she is making, so that their flowers may be admired.”  
 
    “How beautiful that land must be,” said Darra. “Beautiful and strange. How can such gardens be made and tended in a country that is all sand?” 
 
    Aras smiled. “By the arts of the Ro-Antalet. The Lakasha aren’t the ones who make those oases. The Ro-Antalet make them. They are the other people of Rananep-sa—the lions with the heads of men. The Two Peoples of the Two Lands that lie beneath the Two Suns—it’s a land of dualities. The Ro-Antalet are certainly most impressive. I’m certain you’ve seen sketches, Ryo.” 
 
    I had. I had not known whether the tales that mentioned the Ro-Antalet were true, though as the Lakasha-erra were exactly as those tales described, I had thought probably the man-headed lions truly existed as well.  
 
    Aras went on, describing these people to everyone else. “The lions of the summer country are a different kind than your lions here. They are larger, though not as large as your white tigers. The Ro-Antalet are big, even bigger than your tigers. But, though they have the bodies of lions, they have the heads of men. Or women, of course. The ruler of that country is a Ro-Antalet queen, Satkutset-ro. I’ve never met her. Soretes’ father did, once or twice, I believe.” 
 
    “The Ro-Antalet are said to have iron teeth,” I said. “Surely this cannot be so?” 
 
    He laughed at that. “No. Tasmakat-an –” He interrupted himself to explain to Elaro. “Tasmakat-an is a woman of the Lakasha-erra; Darra and Ryo have met her. She serves as a liaison between the summer country and the nearest of the great oases, Kanenep. It’s an important post because a considerable volume of trade flows through Kanenep. Tasmakat appears to enjoy the liaison role because it gives her considerable scope to exercise her sense of humor. She enjoys confounding Lau customs, not that she’d put it precisely that way.” Smiling, he went on, returning to the story I had read. “Tasmakat enjoys that tale about the iron teeth and refuses to admit it’s not quite accurate. But that idea is based on a simple cosmetic preference. Some of the Ro-Antalet—and some of the Lakasha—color their teeth pearl-gray. It’s like braiding one’s hair or painting one’s fingernails.” 
 
    Darra raised her eyebrows, but she said, “Naturally an Ugaro cannot have any opinion regarding such a custom.” 
 
    “Naturally not.” Aras smiled. “Anyway, the Ro-Antalet work a kind of magic that’s like some kinds of Lau magic. But for us, magic is generally small. A powerful Lau magician may be able to lift water out of the earth, a quite useful skill; but the magic the Ro-Antalet use is much greater, enormously greater, than anything my people can possibly do. They use that magic to make the oases in the midst of the endless sand. There’s even said to be a river out there somewhere, flowing a long distance through the desert, with oases all along its banks.” 
 
    There was very much to think about in all this. Lalani said, “Of course if you say all this is true, my lord, I believe you, but, I mean, is that all true?” 
 
    Aras made a sign of assent, smiling again. “As far as I know, it is. My time in the country of sand was brief, and I didn’t travel far. I’ve met only one Ro-Antalet: the ruler of Kanenep. His name is Naherotep-ra. An astounding person. After meeting him, I found it easier to believe all the tales of that country.” 
 
    For some time after that we rode in silence. I was certain everyone tried to imagine the country of the Lakasha-erra and the Ro-Antalet, the land of many gardens lying amid endless golden sands, where a lioness with the head of a woman ruled. Certainly I tried to imagine that. I was almost sorry I would never see that country for myself. 
 
      
 
    When the Sun stepped low in the western sky, we made our camp beside a shallow pond where the new green of reeds showed even through the ice at the edge of the water. Those reeds begin to show new growth early, long before the steppe grasses. Our horses could not eat reeds, but that green was good to see, promising spring to come. The Moon had turned her face a little south, toward the summer lands, but though she did not show us her full face, her light would be bright tonight once the Sun had departed the land of the living for the land of the shades. 
 
    We set our three tents a little distance apart, raised up the windbreak, and picketed the horses near the fire, where they could be as warm as possible. Ugaro ponies would not have wished to come close to a fire unless it was much colder than this, but Lau horses are much more trusting and willing to do as they are asked, and also they wanted the warmth too much to be very concerned about the flames, especially as the fire was small. Fuel is too short in the high north to make great fires as we may in the forest. Then we took off their tack and the blankets, rubbed them down, put the blankets back on them, and gave them warm grain cooked with water. They were happy with this attention, though they still crowded close together for warmth.  
 
    While the rest of us arranged our camp and cared for the horses, Darra and Lalani prepared food for us, and a tisane with dried berries and a little sugar. All the talk was quiet, of ordinary things: the land and the sky, the horses and the weather. No one spoke much. 
 
    As the fire burned down to coals, Darra stood up, held out her hands to me, and said, “I hope you will come to my tent tonight, Ryo.” 
 
    I knew I flushed. I stood up, not looking at anyone, especially not looking at Elaro, and took her hands. 
 
      
 
    Very much later, lying beside her, I ran my hand slowly from Darra’s shoulder to cup one heavy breast and then down to her belly and hip, and then up again to her shoulder. I finally asked, as I had wished to ask from the beginning, “Have you often asked Elaro to come to your tent? I know the question is impolite. But I hope you will forgive me and answer.” 
 
    Darra smiled. Turning, she tucked her head below my chin. Then she pushed back a small distance. Enough moonlight came into the tent that I could see her expression. She was resting one hand on my hip in a way that suggested we would both be glad for the long night of the winter country. 
 
    She said, “Perhaps ordinarily that question would be impolite for a man to ask a woman, but I think it is not wrong for you to ask me. Also, Lalani said you would ask that, or if you did not, you would wish to ask it. She said it would not be wrong for me to answer. The answer is no. I did not want to take a child of any man until I was ready to say one man or another was my husband. I was not certain when I would be ready to say that. Everything was hard to think about. I did not know what to do. Then I heard that you had come into the winter country, and I thought I must speak to you first before I made any important decision. I promised myself I would speak to you. I swore before the Dawn Sisters that I would do it. This was as well, because if I had not made that vow, I think I would not have had the courage to do so.” 
 
    “You would have had to speak to me. The moment you understood you wanted us both, the moment you first thought you might ask us both, that was the moment silence became impossible.” 
 
    She tucked her face down against my throat so that when she answered, her voice was muffled against my skin. “Yes, Ryo, you are right. I would have had to speak, no matter how frightened I was. I do not know how I was brave enough to ask you for what I wanted.” 
 
    “No woman in the world is braver than Darra inKarano.” Even though I felt much happier now, I added, “Though perhaps you did not ask him to come to your tent, I know you discussed all this with Elaro long before you spoke to me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I knew already he might agree, but I did not know whether you would. I thought you would probably refuse.” 
 
    I had almost refused. I had thought I would say yes and then I had thought I would say no and then I had thought again I might agree and then again otherwise. If I had not come very near death, I would probably have refused. Only setting one foot within the land of the shades had made me see how stupid that would be. I slid my hand to her back and pulled her against me, and she wrapped her arms and her legs around me and held me hard. She said, her voice still muffled, “I have thought about this. If I ask only you to come to my tent while we travel south, then I can ask Elaro later, after you have gone into the summer country, while we travel north again—” 
 
    I clicked my tongue, and she stopped. I said, “You should ask him soon. How else are we to know whether we can each tolerate the other? We must all be confident of that long before we come to the river.” Tightening my hold, I rolled suddenly so that I was above her, and added, “But do not ask him tomorrow night, nor the night after that.” 
 
    I had no right to make such a demand. I should not even make a request concerning the matter. But I could not help it.  
 
    Darra did not correct me. She said softly, “Not tomorrow night nor the night after that.” Then she rose up against me, and I moved down upon her, and neither of us spoke again for a long time. 
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    Every night passes, even in the winter lands. When dawn comes, a man must rise and take up all the tasks that wait. But sometimes a man may decide that dawn has not come until the Sun has stepped entirely above the eastern edge of the world. This was a morning of that kind. By the time Darra and I came out of her tent, the other two tents had already been taken down and everything made ready for travel. The horses were even bridled and saddled. Everyone else sat around the coals of the small fire, drinking warm tisane and pretending not to pay any attention to us. I could not forbear to look at Elaro. He met my eyes and nodded in greeting, then looked away as though nothing in the morning concerned him. 
 
    Lalani said cheerfully, “There’s cold meat from last night, which isn’t the breakfast I’d choose on such a beautiful morning, but better than those travel sticks of yours, Ryo. Eat something—I’m sure you need to keep your strength up. I’ll make you a proper cake one day, when I’ve got flour and a lot more sugar, but for no reason at all, I happen to have saved back a handful of cakes I made before we left your mother’s camp, with pressed grain and the very last of my raisins, so here, have one.” She held out a packet of hard grain cakes, smiling. 
 
    She was shameless, but I could not prevent myself from laughing. Darra laughed too, and took her share of the cakes, and we sat down by the fire. Suyet nudged me and made the kind of comment Lau make at such times, where the words can be understood in several different ways, and Geras rolled his eyes and told him, “Come on, youngster, help me take down that tent and finish packing.” Suyet grinned and jumped to his feet and the two of them went to do that.  
 
    Elaro smiled and said something entirely inoffensive about the weather, his manner as calm and friendly as ever. I would have liked him better if he were easier to dislike, but this morning I felt more in charity with him than I had ever managed before, so I answered with a civil nod and agreed that the weather would likely hold fine for this day and probably several more days. 
 
    When I finally looked at Aras, he smiled with no trace of hidden meaning and asked, “How many days do you think it will be before the horses can graze, Ryo?” So then I could answer him and pretend nothing had changed for any of us. I felt a vast affection for him swell up at that moment; an affection for all the world; a warmth that was not like anything I had felt before in my life. Even thinking of Elaro did not make this feeling less. Aras stood up and touched my shoulder. Then he walked away, toward the horses, and began to check their tack and their feet. I knew he saw everything, but that did not make the feeling less, either. 
 
    The sense of warmth and contentment lingered all through the morning, while we rode south and farther south. That feeling stayed with me, until, to my dismay, that afternoon, as Geras happened to ride near me as we passed another of the many meltwater lakes, I heard him cough. Of course, sometimes a man may cough, but this sounded different. The satisfaction I had felt with the day fell away from me. 
 
    “Geras,” I called, raising my hand to check everyone and bring us all close together. “I think perhaps you may feel a tightness in the chest,” I said to him. “Does your throat hurt at all? Do not say no if you mean yes.” 
 
    He looked at me in surprise. “I think I may have a little fever, Ryo, but it’s noth—” 
 
    “His throat does hurt,” Aras cut in. “Not much, but enough he shouldn’t say no.” He looked at Geras with obvious concern. “Troop Leader, during all your time in the borderlands, did you ever have the lung sickness?” 
 
    “No, my lord, but—” 
 
    “I think you have it now,” I told him. “I hear a thickness in your voice that was not there even this morning. We will behave as though this is the lung sickness until we are completely certain it is not.” I looked around at everyone. “We will make our camp here. Not as we have done before. We will set up one of the small tents and then lace the other two together into one larger tent around the first. That is the way to make the warmest place possible.” 
 
    Geras began again. “Ryo, I don’t think—” 
 
    “Will you tell me you do not feel the cold too much?” I asked him. 
 
    That made him stop. He looked at Aras, not at me. I looked at Aras too. 
 
    “We’ll make camp,” Aras said. He was frowning. “Suyet, how do you feel? Lalani? Have either of you ever had the lung sickness?” 
 
    They had not. Very soon, before dusk came to the world, it became obvious that all three had it now. The lung sickness is a common ailment that comes upon Ugaro, often in the early spring. Usually that sickness comes upon us when we are children, though it can come again to anyone. Sometimes a child dies of it, or someone who has come to his age. Sometimes, not often, a person who is neither a child nor aged may die of the lung sickness. 
 
    I suspected from the beginning that this illness would be much more dangerous for a Lau. Geras tried to insist that no one should be concerned, but long before dusk of that first day, anyone could see that he was very sick. The fever strengthened, and he struggled to breathe, and though the sharpness had come into his throat, he could not stop himself from coughing. This hurt his throat more and more, until he could not swallow because of the pain.  
 
    Before dawn, Suyet was almost as sick as Geras, and Lalani almost as sick as Suyet. The illness also came upon Aras, though not so fiercely as upon the other Lau. Until now, I had forgotten that he had had the lung sickness long ago, just after he had brought me out of the winter country. I was grateful for that now, because the lung sickness usually comes with more strength the first time. 
 
    The other time, Aras had been able to recover in the warmth of the summer lands, with physicians to attend him and every kind of care. Our position now was much more difficult. We kept the inner tent as warm as we could. We arranged our saddles and packs so that each of the Lau could rest while sitting upright, as much as any of them could rest at all. The tent, generous for two, became uncomfortably crowded now. Lalani tucked herself against Suyet. Geras sat shoulder to shoulder with Aras on the other side of the tent. 
 
    Darra, who knew best what to do for lung sickness, set a brazier in the center of the small tent and simmered water over the brazier to make the air moist and warm. The close, moist heat made the tent uncomfortable for an Ugaro, but one of us stayed there almost all the time, to tend the sick in the many ways necessary. Aras helped care for those on whom the sickness lay more heavily, but he was not strong enough to help in everything. He could lift a bowl, but he could not lift a sick man. 
 
    Darra made broth, pounding dried meat to powder and adding this to the broth to make it more strengthening. She also made willowbark tisane to help bring down the fever, but gathering enough willowbark was difficult because only scrub willow grows in the high north. Elaro rode out to gather whatever willow he could find, but even so, we did not have enough willowbark. Aras refused to drink the tisane, insisting that the other three needed it more. He was right, so though he was sick himself, I did not argue. 
 
    Fever brings thirst, but the pain of their throats made it very difficult for the Lau to swallow. They would hold snow in their mouths, which gives some relief from thirst, but does nothing to bring strength into muscle and bone. For Ugaro, the great threat of the lung sickness is inability to breathe. Thickness comes to the lungs and coughing does not always help enough, so the stricken person dies of that. But for the Lau, though the thickness of the lungs was bad, I quickly came to suspect the greater threat might be starvation. Everyone but Aras was too sick to eat. They had so little flesh to begin, and that melted from their bones with appalling speed. In this as in the rest, Geras was worse than the others. By the dawn of the third day, probably it would have been impossible to make him drink anything, except that Aras made him swallow the willowbark tisane and the broth I gave him. 
 
    I was so deeply concerned, and soon so tired, that it did not occur to me at first that Aras might be using sorcery to force Geras to drink. Once that thought finally came to me, I could see that obviously this was so. In the confusion of the fever, Geras would resist everything I could do, but then Aras would look at him, and even in that confusion, even with the pain like knives in his throat, Geras would take the cup and drink. Also, his hands were too steady in such moments. I might have guessed from that, even if the thought had not come to me before.  
 
    In the moment I finally understood what Aras was doing, I could not prevent myself from looking at him. He was not asleep, but sitting upright with his eyes closed. He did not open his eyes, only turned his face away. If he had not been sick himself, he would not have given himself away in that manner, but his own sickness, the fever and the struggle to breathe and the constant pain, had worn upon him until he could not guard his reactions so closely. 
 
    I said nothing. There seemed nothing to say. I could hardly declare that he was wrong to use sorcery in that way. Obviously he was not wrong to do it. This was exactly like every other time Aras had used sorcery to take someone’s will: he had to do it, or something worse would come of his refusal to commit this forbidden act. Anyone could see this. But I did not say anything to Darra or to Elaro about what I had realized. 
 
    The third day was very hard. 
 
    Near dusk, Elaro came into the tent, and I worked my way through the crowded space, creeping past the Lau and out into the clean air beneath the infinite sky. Once I was outside, I straightened, stiff after a long time in that confined space. I breathed deeply, looking up at the Moon and the early stars. Finally, I went to the fire to sit beside Darra and eat some of the food she had prepared, meat pounded and threaded onto metal skewers and laid over the coals. 
 
    “I think Lalani may live,” I said to Darra. “Aras will certainly live, but I think he was never in great danger.” I did not say that I thought Suyet would probably die, nor that I thought Geras would almost certainly die. I did not want to speak those words aloud, for fear they might draw ill luck.  
 
    Geras and Suyet had faced every kind of danger and difficulty; they had each even come to a brave death and then returned to the land of the living. That they should die a second death now in this stupid, ugly way seemed unendurable to me. 
 
    Even if Aras could make Geras and Suyet eat a little, I thought this was unlikely to be enough. Especially not for Geras. I thought perhaps Aras might bring him through the night and through the coming day, but I was almost sure he could not do more than that. I thought Geras would probably step away from the land of the living during the night after this night.  
 
    Darra had glanced up to acknowledge my words. She was preparing scraped meat and a handful of boiled grain for the Lau. She spoke in the calm way a woman should speak when some great difficulty or hardship comes to her people. “We cannot stay here many more days. We will soon run short of grain for the horses. It is still a long way to the lower steppe where the new grasses will be growing beneath the snow. If Geras dies, we can butcher his horse. That would give us meat for ourselves and more grain for the other horses. That might permit us to stay here long enough for the other Lau to gain strength enough to travel. Perhaps we should butcher the horse now. Or withhold grain from that horse so the other animals may have more. If the horse does not die of hunger, perhaps he might recover, if we can go on soon enough.” 
 
    This is the kind of difficult decision that is proper for women to consider. I had not thought of this and did not like to think of it now, but everything Darra said was true. I said, “Perhaps we may wait one more day before we do that.” 
 
    “One,” Darra agreed. “But perhaps not two.”  
 
    I looked away to show that I did not intend to argue. 
 
    Elaro came out of the tent. The small light of the fire was not enough to show his expression, but the Moon stood high now, holding up her light, facing the winter country directly so that her face was round and bright. By that light, I saw how Elaro frowned. I straightened, waiting for him to say something—perhaps to say that Geras had died. 
 
    He did not say that. Coming to the fire, he told us, “We have no more willow. Is snow good for the Lau, to bring down fever?” 
 
    I had no idea. Darra spread her hands in token of uncertainty. This was not a question any of us had faced before. I said, “Perhaps Aras knows whether that would be good or bad.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elaro said. Then he went on. “Perhaps you should ride out tomorrow, Ryo, and hunt small game and seek willow, while I remain here to tend our sick companions. You are tired because you have been worried for a long time. Riding out on the steppe would be almost as restful as sleep.” 
 
    I almost agreed. I wished to agree. But then I thought, no, Aras would undoubtedly set his will upon Geras again to make him eat, or upon one of the others, and perhaps Elaro would see him do so. I did not think that would be good for anyone. I said, too curtly, “You should ride out.” 
 
    Elaro said nothing, but Darra glanced up at me from the grain she was pounding. She did not say anything either, but I sighed and rubbed my face hard. Then I said to Elaro, “I beg your pardon for my bad temper. You are right that I am tired and worried, but that does not excuse my poor manners. If you wish, I will take your blow for the offense.” 
 
    “The offense was too slight to require notice.” 
 
     “You should not forgive everything,” I told him. “I would prefer to stay here, and I ask you to continue to look for willow, if the request does not displease you. But your suggestion was a good one and kindly meant. Obviously I was wrong to answer so impatiently.” 
 
    Elaro shrugged. “I do not easily take offense. Especially when a man is worried for his friends. Tomorrow I will ride out again. But tonight, perhaps you may trust me to see to the needs of our companions while you sleep.” He walked away, toward the horses. 
 
    I said to Darra, “You do not need to say anything.” 
 
    “I have no opinions regarding anything at all, Ryo,” she answered. 
 
    “He is a man without any manner of fault.” 
 
    She laughed at that, then settled back on her heels, smiling at me. Despite my anger and worry and weariness, I could not help but smile in return, though reluctantly. She said, “I am glad you say Lalani is better. She is a sensible woman. If she lives, that will please me very much, and you think she will live, so this is good.” She wanted me to remember that some griefs did not press so closely. She wanted to remind me that one should not color beads red for a grief that has not yet struck the heart; that one cannot know what the days may bring. She went on, deliberately light. “Shall I tell you what Lalani explained to me, regarding men who are behaving in any kind of ridiculous manner?” 
 
    I answered, my tone rueful. “I think perhaps I do not want to know.” 
 
    “She said that a woman should have no opinions when a man behaves stupidly. She should wait until he behaves more reasonably. Then she should approve of his good sense. I think this was good advice. This trouble with the sickness leaves everyone tired and out of temper. That will pass. You will come to an understanding with Elaro eventually. Then everything will be easier between you.”  
 
    She was probably right. I hoped she was right. I rubbed my face hard again, trying to press away weariness and bad temper. “If he were a warrior, it would be easier.” 
 
    “It would not. That would make everything harder.” She gave me a bowl filled with the soft foods she had prepared and another bowl of broth thickened with meat powder. “Perhaps you should go see to our companions, Ryo. Then perhaps you should come out of that tent, let Elaro take your place there, lie down, and go to sleep.” 
 
    Sighing, I rose to do as she suggested. 
 
    Little daylight filtered through two layers of hide and felt, so the inner tent was dim. But the coals in the brazier glowed dully. Aras was not asleep. I saw his eyes, open, and the light of the coals showed me that he turned his face toward me. He spoke to me, his voice thick, but his words clear enough. “Geras is not going to die here. None of them will die here.” 
 
    I paused. Then I said, “I hope this may be so. Is snow good for Lau, to bring down fever?” 
 
    He looked away, then back again. “I don’t know. I think physicians might use a cool bath to bring down a high fever, but snow is something else.” 
 
    I thought we might have no choice but to try the snow. For the moment, I only said, “Perhaps you will assist Geras to eat a little.” I gave Aras the bowl of broth, watching carefully to be sure he could hold it steady. Then I moved to kneel beside Suyet. His breathing sounded worse to me; more labored and difficult. Lalani’s breathing might sound a little better. I thought of how difficult Lalani would find Suyet’s death. I tried not to think of that, but I could not help it. I did not look toward the other side of the tent. If Aras used sorcery to force Geras to drink the broth, I would say nothing against it, but I preferred not to see him do it. 
 
    Lalani woke when I touched her cheek and took the bowl I gave her, balancing it on her knees. “Ryo,” she said, her voice husky and thick.  
 
    “Do not speak,” I told her. “It hurts you.” I gave her the spoon, and was pleased because she managed to hold that herself and eat a little. She had not been able to do that the previous day. “You are better now than you were,” I said, because I thought perhaps she could not tell. “You should be better every day after this.” I took the bowl and spoon away from her before she could drop them. “Rest,” I said, and shifted toward Suyet, adding simmering water from the bowl set on the brazier to thin the paste to a liquid I hoped he might swallow. 
 
    He had not woken. He did not wake, even when I touched his arm. Only when I gripped him hard, thinking perhaps he had died, he flinched and opened his eyes, looking at me with the bewilderment of fever. Confusion was not good. I feared he was getting worse, not better. I would have to bring snow soon and hope that might be some use. 
 
    Then sense came into his face, and, though I knew my hope was likely to fail, I thought again that perhaps he might recover. This is one of the difficulties that comes with tending the sick: a person will get a little better and then a little worse, and every change is hard on the heart. I knew very well that it is better not to hope too much, but I could not help it. 
 
    Suyet rubbed his face and grimaced, pressing his hand against his forehead. He began to turn his face away from the bowl, then took it instead with sudden decisiveness and drank some of the liquid. I looked away until he set the bowl down, almost dropping it, and leaned back, shutting his eyes. 
 
    Behind me, Aras said, “I don’t think Geras can drink as much of this as he should, Ryo, even if I help him. It isn’t only the pain. His throat is so swollen, he’s almost unable to swallow even water.” 
 
    I turned, frowning. Obviously a man would die very soon if he could not drink water, but I could think of nothing to do regarding that problem. After a moment, I said, “Then drink that yourself.” 
 
    Aras looked at the bowl he held and then at Geras. Then he drank some of the thickened broth, grimacing because even though he was not as sick, this still hurt him. He said, vehement despite the thickness of his speech, “I hate this.” 
 
    I said, a little dry despite my fear for him, for them all, “Of course you do.” No one likes illness, but least of all an important man, a man accustomed to having his own way.  
 
    I made no effort to prevent him from seeing that thought, and he breathed a laugh, husky and barely audible. “I know,” he said. “Not remotely humble.” 
 
    “Certainly not willingly,” I agreed. “Stop speaking. Rest.” 
 
    He ignored me. “If you thin the broth a little more, perhaps Geras may be able to drink enough to do him some good.” 
 
    I hated to look at Geras, who seemed to have lost flesh every time I glanced his way. I thought I might be able to count every bone of his hands through the skin. I could not see how he could possibly live. 
 
    “He’ll live, Ryo. We need a healer.” Aras used the taksu word. 
 
    “I have thought of riding out to find people so that I might ask for a healer to come here,” I admitted. “But the steppe is wide. Perhaps I might find people, but perhaps not for a day, two days, three. And then how long to return?” I looked at Geras again and added, “But perhaps I will ride out like that tomorrow. Tomorrow morning. At dawn.” 
 
    Aras shut his eyes again. “No. Don’t leave so early. Or without speaking to me first.” 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    “Don’t kill a horse yet,” he added. “Don’t starve one either; give them all grain tonight.” 
 
    “I will bring thin broth for Geras,” I said, keeping my tone noncommittal. “Do not allow anyone to knock over the brazier in my absence.” Turning, I made my way out of the tent once more. 
 
      
 
    I permitted Elaro to tend the sick that night. I did not like to, but I was too weary to stay awake. I knew I should trust Elaro to care for them; I knew he would be right to take offense if I showed in any way that I did not trust him to do it, and I was so tired, and troubled by everything. I could not help but think of the orders Aras had given me, though I did not want to think of them.  
 
    I gave all the horses grain that evening, a handful more for each than was truly sensible.  
 
    The next day, late in the morning, a large number of inYoraro people came upon us.
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    The inYoraro lands lie east of inGara, beyond the lands of the inKera. Out of all the wide steppe, it seemed these people had chosen to follow a path close to ours, and then some of their young men, hunting in the evening, had come close enough to see our fire as the daylight faded. When morning came, the inYoraro bent their path even more southerly because they were curious and wished to see who we were. 
 
    Sometimes after the Convocation people of different tribes may encounter one another and come together to travel some distance before parting again. Tribes with few enemies and many allies are more likely to do this. The inYoraro were an easy-tempered people who had few enemies, none to the east. Perhaps that explained why these people came to see who we might be. 
 
    They traveled as people do who live mostly upon the steppe, with wagons, driving cattle and ponies with them. This is a comfortable way to travel, if slow. Our wagons are made to be comfortable, lined with felt in the same way as our tents, with many rugs and cushions, each low table and carved chest set in its own place for travel. We live in our wagons, so they are much more comfortable and pleasing than Lau wagons, as our tents are much more comfortable and pleasing than Lau tents. These inYoraro people drew their wagons to one side and then some few among them came to see who we were. 
 
    After Darra had greeted some of the important inYoraro warriors and some of their wives and the foremost singer, and had offered everyone a bowl of tisane and a place to sit by her fire, she asked the singer, “Is there by chance a healer traveling with you now? The lung sickness has come upon some of our people. I thought one or perhaps two of our companions would surely die, but now I hope this may not be so, if a healer will consent to tend these people.” 
 
    The singer did not answer, but smiled and glanced at one of the warriors who had come to Darra’s fire. This was a man named Usu inYoraro, a big man, old enough that tawny streaks ran through his hair. He wore two swords rather than the long two-handed sword many of the most skilled warriors prefer, and of course a knife as well, but also another knife strapped to each forearm where another man might wear silver armbands. Had I not known he was an inYoraro, I would certainly have taken him for an inVotaro warrior. 
 
    Darra had not said that our companions were Lau or that one of them was a sorcerer, but he knew this, of course. Anyone would have known that as soon as Darra gave her name and my name. I would not have wanted to fight Usu inYoraro, but he said nothing regarding Lau or sorcery, only turned and called out in his deep, booming voice to the rest of his people, who were making a camp near us, “Naua!” Then he said to us, smiling, “My sister’s daughter is a healer. She would tend anyone who has need of her skill, whatever his tribe or his people. She has taken an oath that she will do so.” 
 
    Naua came out from among the other inYoraro and listened gravely to Darra’s explanation of the problem. She was a young woman, but plainly proud and confident. “Lung sickness is often serious for Lau, especially for older men,” she said, her manner brisk. “The swelling in the throat is bad, so they cannot eat anything, even thin broths, and thus weaken quickly as the fever eats their strength. But I have plenty of willowbark and iris root, and some poppy to help them rest. And …” She paused, looking at Darra. Then she raised her chin and said, a hint of defiance in her tone, “In the fall, before the snows began, I took Tasa’s oath. I am a Sun healer.”  
 
    I had almost forgotten that two years ago, an important Lau physician had come into the winter country. Despite a misunderstanding that might have led to serious trouble, one of the foremost inKera healers had chosen to learn the Lau manner of healing from this physician. This healer had married an inYoraro warrior, and I had heard later that she had gone to the inYoraro. I was very glad to remember all this now. 
 
    Darra smiled at this young woman. “Yes, I had heard that the inYoraro have four Sun healers among their number now. That manner of healing is certainly appropriate for our companions. I am perfectly certain no one would consider otherwise.” She rose gracefully, holding out a hand in invitation toward the tent where the Lau rested. She and Naua went together to that tent.  
 
    I looked after them, but healing is a woman’s art. If a healer wishes a man to help her, she will say so. I felt I should go anyway, but every kind of concern was foolish and unnecessary, as I knew very well. When Tasa inKera had stood up before the Sun and all her people and spoken the healer’s oath, I had witnessed that. A person of one tribe may not always trust a healer from another tribe, but that kind of oath would make Sun healers different from other healers. That would be one way in which they were different. I was very certain that Naua inYoraro would do everything she could to help the Lau, even if she knew, as she must, that one was a sorcerer. I stayed where I was.  
 
    Once the women had gone, Usu inYoraro said to me, “Your sorcerer is there, I suppose. I remember clearly enough that he freed me and many of my people after the other sorcerer had taken us into his hand. Our lord said then that it would be wrong to put him to death. I agreed with that opinion at the time, and I also agreed when Koro chose to return his life to him once and then a second time. But I do not like to hear that he has the lung sickness. Perhaps the gods have turned their faces from this sorcerer now.” 
 
    “The sickness did not come upon Aras with any great ferocity,” I answered. “The one who has turned his face toward the land of the shades is the soldier who fought Royova inVotaro.” 
 
    “Ah. I am sorry to hear that. As that is so, I think no one would consider this sickness anything but mischance.” Usu considered for a moment. Then he added. “Or perhaps ill luck came to your companions because they came so near Yaro inTasiyo.” 
 
    I had not thought of this. “Perhaps,” I agreed, and told Usu what had passed those days earlier, when the people of no tribe had tried to ambush and kill us. “We wrapped up their swords and other weapons and brought them along, not wishing to waste the steel,” I concluded. “But perhaps we might have been wiser to throw those blades into the marsh and leave them. If you have a metalworker among you, Usu inYoraro, perhaps he might take all those weapons now. He would know how to carry them safely to a forge where they could be remade so that the bad luck does not come upon anyone else.” 
 
    “We do have a metalworker. I will put the question to him,” said Usu. “I see we are moving your companions to a wagon.” He rose, gesturing permission for me to get to my feet as well and we went together to help the young healer arrange everything as she wished.  
 
      
 
    Very soon after that, the Lau were resting much more comfortably within one of the inYoraro wagons. Extra braziers had been brought to the place, with water heating not only to make tisanes and broth, but enough for washing. We had done as much as we could for that purpose, but of course nothing we had managed would suit a healer. Healers say that uncleanliness draws ill luck, and no doubt they are right to say it, but a healer’s determination sometimes puts everyone else to a great deal of trouble. 
 
    Aras tried to help arrange everything, but Naua told him firmly to lie down and rest. Lalani, she permitted to sit up and observe everything, but Suyet was too sick to care what happened or to whom and leaned against the cushions, his eyes closed and his breath wheezing in and out of his lungs with painful, thick sounds. 
 
    In the good, clear light of the lanterns hanging in this wagon, Geras looked worse than ever, much worse than Suyet. To me, he seemed as though he had already died, except he still breathed. Barely breathed. Every breath came painfully through his swollen throat, with the rattling sound that means the lung sickness is very bad. He was not aware of anything. This is sometimes a kindness of the gods, to take awareness, so that a dying man need not witness his own faltering blood.  
 
    “At noon, I will perform the Sun Invocation,” Naua told Darra. I had come close to listen, but Naua ignored me. “That will be soon. Have you seen this great healing?” 
 
    “I have not,” Darra admitted. “I will be interested to see it. I have read accounts. It is a little like a song, or so I am informed.” 
 
    “A little like, but very different.” Naua moved around the wagon, making everything ready. She spoke as she stirred honey into one bowl of hot water and measured a brown powder into the water in another bowl. Cinnamon. The scent was sweet and strong, familiar from my time in the summer lands. She said to Darra, “This one is for me. I will be very weary after I perform the Sun Invocation. This is not only weariness. It is an affliction of the spirit. But this tisane will help a little. Also, it is warming. All the Lau may have some.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Darra, attending carefully. “They may not be able to drink it.” 
 
    “I think they will. Because they will lie close to this man—” Naua touched Geras lightly on the cheek— “close to Geras, the Sun Invocation may help them as well. Often it happens that way, that the Invocation brings benefit to everyone nearby. Do you know how to use cupping glasses to loosen the thickness in the lungs? No? So, do not trouble yourself. I will do it while the Invocation makes everything beneficial and harmonious. I will ask my cousin to apply the cupping glasses again later, while I sleep, especially to the younger man.” Turning, she came to Suyet and bent to listen to his chest. She laid a hand against his throat as well, frowning. 
 
    Then she said, still speaking to Darra, “My cousin’s name is Asig. I will ask her to come here after the Sun Invocation, while I sleep. I will ask that she brings compresses to heat. Hot compresses applied to the chest are good for this sickness, and such compresses will also help warm these Lau. We will heat enough compresses that they may each have this good kind of warmth all night. Asig will show you how to heat them and how to apply them so they bring the greatest benefit. She will show you everything.” 
 
    Darra listened closely, frowning a little. “Asig is also a healer?” 
 
    Naua smiled, almost for the first time. “No, she does not have the desire to learn healing. But she is accustomed to helping me and she will not be afraid of these Lau.” She went to the entrance of the wagon and spoke to someone there. Then she came back, taking out a cloth bag from which she shook into her hand disks of hammered gold, and then smooth disks made of some red mineral. Then she stood for a long moment, with the attitude of a woman listening carefully to a sound almost too quiet to hear. 
 
    Then she said, “The Sun has stepped into the highest vault of the heavens,” and moved to stand directly by Geras, looking up as though she could see through the felt and hide of the wagon’s covering and directly into the sky. 
 
      
 
    I had seen the Sun Invocation once before, when Tasa inKera performed it. This was much like that, but also different: not as overwhelmingly powerful, but warmer. As soon as the Sun’s strength came into the tent, Lalani turned her face upward, opening her eyes, curling into the light and warmth. Suyet did not open his eyes, but I watched him carefully and thought his breathing might have become easier. 
 
    Aras sat up against his cushions, watching everything as carefully as I did, and I remembered that he did not perceive the Sun Invocation as everyone else perceived it. He saw it only through the minds of other people, not directly. He believed, or he had once believed, that this meant that the Invocation was a kind of sorcery. This was plainly not the case, as Ugaro could perform this Invocation. I was certain this limitation was caused by his curse, that the touch of the gods could not come upon him as upon everyone else.  
 
    Aras looked at me, and I was sorry I had not hidden that thought more carefully. I had not been prepared to hide that thought. But his mouth tucked up in a wry smile. Nothing in my mind was a new thought to him. I moved to sit next to him since no one needed my help right now. 
 
    Naua knelt by Geras, laying her hands against his throat. Then she was still for a little while. Geras came back to himself a little and lifted a hand, perhaps to push Naua away from him—he must have been startled to wake in this strange place, among people he did not know. I jumped up, to go to him and help him be still, but he had already quieted, turning his face up to the sunlight. Naua, unalarmed by his movement, murmured to him, the kinds of things healers say, calm and reassuring. Geras drew a breath, more easily than for many hours. I sat down again. 
 
    Then he coughed. 
 
    I was afraid that was not good, but Naua said in a kind tone, speaking darau, “Yes. That is much better. Drink a little of this broth—no, let me hold the bowl. Your throat is better, yes? Yes, I thought this would be so.” Her manner with Geras was very different from the brisk manner she had shown to Darra. With Geras, Naua was warm and patient and assured.  
 
    She said, still in that kind way, “Drink a little more. Good. Let us try the cupping glasses now and see if that is better still. You will cough. That will hurt you, I know, but not as much, I think. Do not try to stop yourself from coughing. Even though it will still hurt you, coughing is good. Your lungs have taken in an inharmonious nature. Coughing will rid your lungs of this problem.” 
 
    “He will live,” murmured Aras. 
 
    I glanced sideways at him. I did not ask whether he had searched the lands all around us by means of sorcery in order to find these people. I did not ask whether he had made them bend their path toward us, or whether he had made them travel more quickly than people traveling with herds and wagons usually wish to travel. But I did not make any effort to conceal that I thought he might have done these things.  
 
    Aras spoke again, even more quietly. “I did not make anyone do anything. But yes, I found them, and I encouraged them to feel that moving in a certain direction might be good, and also to feel that perhaps they might move along with some urgency.” 
 
    He was not looking at me. He had closed his eyes. He looked tired, and much too thin. And once again he had used sorcery in a way that I could not condemn, that no one reasonable could possibly condemn. I did not know how to feel about the things he did. I did not know how to think about those things. 
 
    “I realize everything is ambiguous,” he said, not opening his eyes. “You’re tired, Ryo, and this is not the place or time to think about any of this. Let it wait.” 
 
    He was right. I watched Geras, listening to his breaths, thinking of the better sound, of how he would probably live. 
 
    A little while later, Naua ended the Invocation, and the pouring sunlight ebbed away as though water drained away through a loosely woven basket. Her cousin had come, a woman even younger than Naua herself, plainly with a much easier temper. Asig smiled at everyone, even the Lau, her manner warm and friendly. She knelt by Naua, offering the tisane of cinnamon, and then helping her lie down, putting cool cloths across her eyes and face. She sang too, not as a singer would, but gently, a lullaby such as mothers sing to very young children. I leaned against a cushion, struggling to stay awake. But after some time, I realized all the Lau had fallen asleep, that all of them, even Aras breathed more easily now than they had before. Much of the worry that had tightened my stomach over the past days had already eased, but now I finally believed that everyone would live. Even Geras would live. I closed my eyes and also slept. 
 
      
 
    Early in the afternoon, most of the inYoraro people went on the way they had been going, with almost all their cattle and most of their wagons. But almost two hands of those people stayed, along with two of their wagons, one for the Lau and whoever stayed there to tend them and one for everyone else who did not choose to sleep in a tent. 
 
    Naua stayed with us, of course, and also Usu. Although he did not say aloud that he did not entirely trust Lau or sorcerers, of course Usu would not leave his niece unguarded. Two other warriors stayed as well, for the same reason. Also Naua’s cousin Asig with her young daughter, a child just toddling, and Asig’s husband Daroya, and Naua’s husband, who was not a warrior, but a metalworker named Ragora. 
 
    That first evening these inYoraro stayed with us, Ragora looked at the swords and other weapons we had taken from the nameless people who had attacked us. He shook his head as Elaro told the tale of that attack. 
 
    “You are right,” he said after he heard that tale. “Many weapons will become unlucky when they are used by such dishonorable men. That may indeed be the reason the lung sickness came upon your companions. I will wrap all these weapons up in cloth woven with the sky design and the Moon design and lay them in a chest with dried yarrow flowers and spruce needles. That should keep their bad luck from coming out until the metal can be reforged. You should remember this if you have cause to handle unlucky weapons again. Yarrow and spruce, and the cloth may be woven with the sky pattern, or perhaps with the yarrow pattern or the pattern for running water, but always with the Moon pattern.” 
 
    “We will certainly remember,” Darra promised, and Ragora took the weapons away to wrap up as he had explained. 
 
    Naua had slept most of the day after performing the Sun Invocation, but now she came to the fire to say that Lalani was well enough to leave the wagon for a short time if she wished. “She may come out to this sheltered place we have made and sit quietly by the fire for a little time. Aras says he is also well enough to do this,” she added with clear exasperation. “He is not, but I cannot make him listen to me. Perhaps he will listen to you, Ryo.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m much better,” Aras told me, the moment I put back the entrance of the wagon and ducked into the living area. “There’s no need for—” 
 
    “It would be unkind to distress Naua,” I told him. This ended the argument before it could begin, as of course I had intended.  
 
    Lalani turned her head away to hide a smile because the Lau consider it impolite for a woman to laugh at men. They do, of course, but only among themselves when no men are present. I touched her shoulder in passing as I made my way to the warmest part of the wagon. Suyet was asleep, far more comfortably now, his breaths coming almost normally. I crouched beside Geras, looking at him carefully. He was painfully thin, but his breathing was much easier. I could hear only a slight rattle when he breathed. 
 
    “He ate a little soft porridge with meat,” Aras told me. “He is resting much more comfortably.” 
 
    I nodded and stood up, crossing the width of the wagon to sit near him. I touched the back of my hand to his cheek and then his forehead. He sighed, but did not protest. I said, “I see that you are better. But perhaps not so much better you should disregard the advice of a healer.” His fever had broken at some time during this day. That was very good. Probably the fever would return, probably not this evening or during the night, but near dawn. Fever often goes and returns and goes again. But every time the fever came now, it should be less. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, irritable. “However, I am not incapable and I am not going to be treated as though I—” 
 
    “Important men are always terrible patients. Healers complain of this frequently. Many tales explain how foolish a man is, to ignore a healer’s advice.” 
 
    “Tales told by healers, I expect.” But his mouth had relaxed. 
 
    “I think you are right about Geras,” I said. “He will surely live.” I did not say I was glad Aras had found the inYoraro and made—or encouraged—them to come to us, but I was glad of that. I was not certain I should be grateful or glad he had done such things, but I thought surely it must be right to be glad Geras would live and not die. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. He had leaned back again.  
 
    “The inYoraro will leave this wagon for us,” I told him. “This will slow us, but not as much as waiting for everyone to be strong enough to ride.” I turned my thoughts toward gratitude for the great kindness of the inYoraro, not permitting myself to wonder for more than an instant whether he might have encouraged that kindness. As soon as that thought came to me, I put it away and wondered instead whether the Lau horses would be able to draw such a wagon. I truly did not know. Ugaro wagons are well made, but heavy, and though the steppe appears flat, this is not truly so. The horses put to draft work are usually heavier beasts than these fine riding animals. 
 
    “Yes, they will, though we’ll have to adapt the harness,” Aras told me. “Our horses aren’t trained for draft work, but they’ll learn quickly. You’re right that we’ll travel more slowly, of course, but I admit I will be grateful indeed to travel more comfortably. I’ll have to arrange to send some appropriate gifts to the inYoraro.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, pleased he had realized this. “Ponies are always good, or steel.” I smiled, thinking of something else that would be appropriate. “Perhaps silk thread and poppy lozenges. I am certain that the inYoraro now trade for silk and poppy, but even so, a Sun healer will probably be glad of that kind of gift, and Usu would be glad of it on her behalf.” 
 
    Aras made a sign of assent. “Yes, that’s a good idea. No doubt I’ll be able to think of a few other suitable gifts as well. You needn’t hover here, Ryo. I know this wagon is too warm for an Ugaro to find it at all comfortable, and I suspect Darra might be looking for you.” 
 
    He hated to be thought to be weak or in need of any kind of help. I had known that already. I said, “I have learned to tolerate warmth,” in a dry tone. But now that I thought of Darra, I was much less willing to sleep in this wagon with the Lau. Of course it had been impossible for her to set up her own tent during these past days. I had been too tired, and far too worried, to think of that until this moment. I certainly thought of it now.  
 
    I said, as firmly as I could, “Do not try your strength too far. The lung sickness will cling if you do not rest.”  
 
    He sighed. “I know,” he said. “I promise you, I will exercise reasonable prudence—oh, very well!” He had seen I was going to comment regarding his view of reasonable prudence. He said instead, “Very well, I give you my word that I will permit myself to be treated as an invalid as long as Naua insists on it. Will that do?” His tone on that last question was sharp, but he sighed then, and gestured apology. “Never mind. Go away, Ryo, and leave me to my bad-tempered convalescence. At least the overflow from the Golden Invocation left you feeling better—or perhaps that’s just the natural resilience of youth. Either way, it’s good to see.” 
 
    I had not realized how much better I felt until he said that. I did not know myself whether this feeling of wellbeing had come upon me when Naua made the Sun Invocation, or whether the weariness and bad temper had fallen away from me because I no longer feared everyone would die. Either way, I certainly felt far more in charity with the world and everyone in it. Especially when I thought of Darra. 
 
    She was sitting outside the wagon, her back against one of the wheels, looking up at the sky, ignoring the quiet talk that was still going on by the fire. Elaro was playing his raven-feather flute; I recognized the pure, sweet sound of the notes. But even this did not irritate me. The Moon stood above, very bright. Her light cast the shadows of people and horses upon the canvas of the windbreak. 
 
    Darra stood up, turning her face toward me. She said, her voice low, “Now that the Lau may sleep in the wagon where it is so much more comfortable, the rest of us may set our tents as we please. We shall certainly all rest more easily tonight. Among other things. I hope you will come to my tent tonight, Ryo.” She walked away, her hips swaying. 
 
    I took two running strides to come up to her, took her hand in mine, and walked beside her the short distance to her tent. 
 
    We did sleep well. Eventually.  
 
      
 
    In the dim light before dawn, while lying on my back with one hand behind my head and my other arm cradling Darra, she rolled suddenly to sit up. I murmured in protest, and she smiled at me, but she also moved to gather her clothing, tucked beneath the furs with us to keep warm through the night. I should have found my clothing as well; I knew dawn was close. But I lay where I was, watching her. She was so very beautiful. 
 
    Then she came back, knelt down beside me, took one of my hands in both of hers, and asked, “If I invite Elaro to come to my tent for the coming night, will you be able to permit that? Without too much bad temper?” 
 
    I jerked my hand from hers, caught myself, realized I had also jolted upright, and made myself lie down again, on my side this time, trying to pretend tension did not tighten all my muscles. 
 
    She said, uncharacteristically tentative, “You said I should ask him soon. You explained that there is no other way to find out whether you can tolerate him.” 
 
    “You are very certain he can tolerate me,” I snapped, caught myself again, and made a gesture of apology. “I did say that. Yes. I was not wrong to say that.” I struggled with it for a little time. Darra waited, saying nothing, wise enough to know that nothing she could say would help at all. Finally, I said, “Ask him. I will look away. I will not permit myself to show bad temper to him or to you.” Despite everything I could do, my tone had become harsh. Even I could hear it. I breathed deeply and said again, “Yes. Ask him.” This time my tone was better. 
 
    “This is too hard. I was wrong to ask you—” 
 
    “It is by no means too hard,” I said sharply. “I am perfectly capable of ruling my temper.” 
 
    Darra met my eyes, not smiling, though unlike Lau women, Ugaro women do not usually hesitate to laugh at a man. I knew I was behaving foolishly, but she certainly did not seem amused. That helped, a little.  
 
    She said, “I will invite him to my tent. If you are mistaken, remember that I am due your anger, but Elaro is not.”  
 
    That made me angry again, but she was not wrong to say it. I answered, “Neither of you is at fault for anything. I will count my breaths all day and all night.” 
 
    She waited another moment, looking down at me. Then she bent, brushed her lips across my cheek, and said in my ear, “I want you in a different way than I want him, Ryo. I have the greatest regard for you. I like your temper. That you try so hard to set that aside for my sake, that you have so much regard for me that you try that hard, this pleases me very much. I would regret very much if I …” She hesitated, searching for words. Then she said, “I would be very sorry if I hurt you, Ryo, and I cannot tell if this hurts you or only moves you to temper.” 
 
    When she put it like that, it was easier for me to understand what I felt. I said, “It is temper more than hurt.” I added, with some force, “I am not so timid that I cannot bear some hurt. You need not consider me fragile.” 
 
    “Everyone is fragile sometimes.” She laid her palm on my cheek, a lover’s gesture. 
 
    I covered her hand with mine, accepting this touch, not arguing with her. Probably she was right. I said, “Ask him,” and this time my tone was certainly better. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and rose, and went out of the tent.  
 
    After a little while, I found my clothing and dressed and went out of the tent, into the brightening morning. 
 
      
 
    That day was difficult in many ways. Or, no. The day was difficult in only one way, but it was difficult in that way all the time.  
 
    Naua had slept in the wagon with the Lau, and now, early in the morning, examined each person carefully, nodding in satisfaction. Geras had woken. He was still weak, but now this was mostly lack of food; his lungs were clear and the fever gone. Naua said he would improve quickly now. She told Lalani that she could get up and do small tasks, that she could help Geras eat, that he should have thick broth every four hands of time and all the tisane he would drink. 
 
    Then Naua told Aras, very firmly, that he could sit up, but that he should not try to stand or work at any kind of task. 
 
    She also examined Suyet and declared that at midday, when the Sun stood at his height, she would perform the Sun Invocation for him. “Perhaps it is not necessary,” she said to me—to everyone. “He is better today. But as you no doubt understand, this is a dangerous sickness for Lau. I do not want to think of leaving this young man and traveling on toward inYoraro lands while perhaps he becomes sick again because I did not do enough.” 
 
    None of her people argued. Usu cast his gaze upward toward the sky, sighing dramatically, but he said to me, “I think your young Lau companion would probably be well enough. Healers! They all have this kind of imagination. But it is best to give a healer her way, or she will worry and complain and there is no peace for anyone. Naua will sleep all afternoon after she does the Sun Invocation, so we will stay here tonight and perhaps leave this camp tomorrow. Come, help us butcher this cow. We will leave you most of the meat. I am certain you wish to travel south as quickly as possible, and your people will be able to travel much more quickly if you need not hunt.” 
 
    I had not realized Usu had intended one of their cows for us. “Everyone knows the inYoraro are a generous people,” I answered. “The inGara already knew this, but we will certainly say so even more loudly after this. Thank you, Usu inYoraro.” 
 
    “So, it will make an interesting tale,” Usu answered, with great good humor. “We will give you some grain as well. Those tall Lau horses eat a great deal of grain.” 
 
    “In this cold, they do,” I agreed. “Thank you.” 
 
    While Darra and Asig and Ragora washed soiled clothing and prepared food for everyone and saw to all those ordinary tasks, Usu and I and the other men butchered the cow and wrapped up the meat to freeze. A wolf, no doubt smelling the blood, came while we were about this work. This was a young female on her own. As wolves do, she had left her family to seek a young male wolf who pleased her, but she had not yet found such a male. She was thin. Early spring is difficult for wolves too, especially wolves on their own. Strong tribes of wolves will not tolerate trespassers, so wolves traveling alone, like this one, must be cautious and clever and lucky. This young wolf wanted meat, but she was timid, not brave enough to come all the way to the wagons. Asig took some of the meat a little distance from our camp and left it for her, and the young wolf took that meat and darted away. 
 
    “That was good luck for her, coming across our camp, and it was good luck for us as well,” Asig said cheerfully, coming back to the fire. 
 
    Everyone gestured agreement, I with the rest, but I could not help but think of Darra. She was not at all timid. 
 
      
 
    Later in the day, after Naua had performed the Invocation and therefore slept, Usu brought out practice swords, which was not at all surprising. A man who carries two swords and three knives and a bow is usually a man inclined to test any young man he may encounter, and as I was my father’s son, of course he would challenge me. He was very certain he would win. He was so much older that of course this outcome was likely, but I was in no mood to lose, so I sparred cautiously, defending more than attacking, trying to make him overconfident so that he might become careless. 
 
    He did not become careless. 
 
    We were each using two swords. Any match where both men use two swords will probably last longer than a different kind of match. Soon Usu began to press me harder, wanting to make me meet him more aggressively. I did as he wished, trying to surprise him with a sudden blaze of aggression. 
 
    He was not surprised at all. 
 
    I had expected him to be more skilled than I, but I had not expected so great a difference. He was also stronger, and his reach and weight were both superior. I was faster, but even so, I could not touch him. His skill was too great. I took one blow to my leg and then another to my foot. Finally I set myself to outlast him, as sometimes a younger man may outlast an older.  
 
    Then he spun one of his swords around both of mine, trapping both for a heartbeat. He stepped to the side at the same moment and drove in a thrust to the left side of my chest. This was not a hard blow. Controlling the strength of a blow like that is often difficult, but he was so skilled, he did not need to hit me hard.  
 
    All the other inYoraro had been watching our match, and of course also Darra. And Elaro. 
 
    I was angry, much angrier than I should have been. I had not expected to win that match, but this was the kind of day in which I was ready to be angry at anything. I took two deep breaths, and then a third, before I could set my swords aside and kneel to acknowledge the defeat. 
 
    Usu, grinning, signed permission for me to rise. “You did well, young warrior,” he told me, his manner expansive. “Very well, for a man your age! I sparred your brother Garoyo once, during a Convocation some-many years ago. He gave me a hard fight. Someday I think perhaps you may surpass him, especially if you mind your footwork. You do not usually fight with two swords.” 
 
    “No,” I said, trying to keep my manner friendly and not show my anger. The compliment had helped, but not as much as it might have on another day. “A sword and a knife, or a sword alone. I prefer the kind of heavy two-handed sword that is too long to wear at the hip.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought so. That kind of sword is a good weapon, an excellent weapon, but two swords offer more flexibility against some kinds of opponents. This is a useful thing for a warrior to learn. You use your second sword a little as though it were a knife. You do not strike as aggressively with your left hand as your right, and when you use that sword, you come in closer than you should because you are not accustomed to the greater reach. Also, you think too much when you attack two targets at once and this slows you a little.” 
 
    This time I had to take three breaths and a fourth before I could say, “Thank you, Usu inYoraro. I will remember your wise advice.” 
 
    He clapped me on the shoulder as though he had no idea I was furious and embarrassed. I knew I had no cause to feel so violently angry with him or with anyone. I knew few warriors would be likely to defeat Usu. Probably Royova inVotaro could do it. Perhaps my father. I could not think of many other warriors who would be as likely to defeat this inYoraro warrior. 
 
    I wanted to challenge Usu again and this time win. I wanted to throw down my swords, take my horse, and ride very fast across the steppe. Everything I wanted was childish and stupid. When I looked at Darra, she was not looking at me, but down at the cowhide she and Asig were preparing so that the hide could be made into good leather at a later time, when someone had the leisure for the task. But I knew she had watched that match and I felt she had turned her gaze to the work of her hands only a heartbeat before I looked at her. 
 
    Elaro had been working with the harness we would need later, lengthening the straps to fit our horses rather than much smaller ponies. He was sitting on the other side of the fire, not beside Darra. I knew he stayed at a distance from her because he was trying not to offend me, and this made me still more furious. I called to him, “Elaro! Perhaps you would wish to spar with me?” 
 
    Darra looked up at that, glancing quickly toward Elaro and then me. Then, without saying a word, she lowered her eyes to the cowhide once more. 
 
    Elaro hesitated for one breath and another breath. Then he set aside the harness, stood up, and came to join us. “I have seldom practiced with two swords,” he said. 
 
    His voice was low, but calm, and he looked me in the face when he spoke. I had never disliked him more, nor been more acutely aware that my dislike was unjust.  
 
    “It is a useful skill,” I said. “Plainly I have not practiced enough with two swords either.” I gestured for him to take up two of the blunted swords and took up the two I had used for my earlier match. “We will move slowly, especially to begin,” I told him. “Usu, perhaps you will correct us?” 
 
    It was not really sparring, this match. Elaro could no more match my skill than I could match Usu’s. He could not come even that close to matching my skill. We both knew it. I was not concerned with defeating him. I wished to demonstrate—not to him nor to Darra, but to myself—that I had not lost my temper. I made myself listen to Usu as he called advice to both of us. I intended to control every stroke completely. I did not care if I took a bruise, but I did not intend to leave any serious bruises on Elaro’s skin.  
 
    Usu had been right; I could feel that at once. I did not trust that my second sword had the length of my first and this made me fight stupidly. I concentrated on using my second sword properly, on everything he had said, on my footwork as well. Usu knew exactly how every movement should be made, and he missed nothing. He corrected me much more often than he corrected Elaro. Twice he stopped us and made me come in against him instead, making me repeat an exchange of blows to correct some fault I had not understood. 
 
    I knew Usu probably did not waste his time instructing a man unless he thought that man could learn to do better. But understanding this did not help my temper very much. The exertion helped much more, and my determination to improve my skill and do everything correctly, because one cannot focus on learning something difficult and at the same time think of anger and resentment. 
 
    “Good,” Usu said at last. “Enough! You have done well, but that is enough. Weariness leads to carelessness and carelessness leads to bad practice. Put up the swords, young warrior, and permit this poet to rest.” He added to Elaro, generously, “You do not fight badly for a poet, but you are wise to think first of ways to avoid fighting.” 
 
    “I am entirely aware of that,” Elaro answered. He was breathing hard, but smiling. “Thank you, Usu. That was most instructive.” He bowed respectfully to Usu and slightly to me. Then he went back to the fire, where he took up his previous place, on the other side of the coals from the women. 
 
    Darra had surely watched us, but when I glanced at her now, her attention appeared to be entirely directed at her work. My anger returned, not as ferocious this time, but low and sullen, as coals burn after a fire has given up its first ferocity. I tried to keep my expression calm, but I also turned and walked away from the fire and from everyone else. Though we did not need meat after butchering the cow, I took up a bow and walked away into the steppe. Hunting is always a good reason to go away alone for a time. 
 
      
 
    I came back to our camp a little before dusk. I brought no meat back with me; I had seen only a few thin marmots and a fox whose coat was already changing from white to gray. Early spring is a terrible time for hunting. I had collected a little willow. Of course Naua had willowbark among the herbs she carried, but every healer can always use more.  
 
    When I came to the camp, I found everyone gathered around a long, low fire. Skewers of meat were cooking over the coals, and Asig was cooking grain for the Lau and the horses, by the scent mostly barley. No one had yet gone to the other wagon or to tents. Elaro was telling a story; I heard the beautiful cadences of his voice. His store of tales was inexhaustible. Darra sat next to him, leaning against his shoulder. His arm was around her. She straightened when she saw me, and Elaro dropped his arm from around her, and at once I was angry again, just as angry as I had been earlier in the day. Angrier than that. I kept my expression smooth and lifted a hand toward everyone in a friendly way to demonstrate that I was not in any way out of temper, but I went the other way, to the Lau wagon. I stepped up the two steps, bent, and entered, unstringing my bow and setting that and the quiver aside in the rack by the door.  
 
    The wagon was bright with the light of three lanterns. The air within was warm and soft because of coals smoldering in three braziers and the bowls of water or tisane simmering over every brazier. There was no smell of sickness, only of Lau cinnamon and cooked barley. At first I thought everyone was asleep. Near me, Suyet and Lalani slept close together, tucked beneath furs, only Suyet’s cheek and the top of Lalani’s head visible. Beyond them, on the other side of the wagon, Geras was entirely hidden by more furs. I could hear them breathing when I listened: steady, clear breaths on both sides of the tent, with nothing of the thickness or the rattle of the lung sickness. 
 
    Aras, beyond Geras, had come up on one elbow. Perhaps the Sun Invocation could not help him, but the warmth, the much improved comfort, and Naua’s herbs and care had plainly provided almost as much benefit as the Lau magic. I thought he too had probably been sleeping, and I had probably woken him myself—not by coming into the wagon, but with the force of my anger. I was sorry for that, but not sorry enough to turn and leave this wagon and go sit by the fire with everyone else. If I saw Darra rise from beside the fire and invite Elaro to her tent, that would be even worse. I crossed the wagon, sat down beside Aras, and began to count my breaths. He did not lie down again, but arranged cushions and leaned against them, his manner relaxed, but his mouth a little tight. 
 
    After I counted forty breaths and forty again, I finally said, keeping my voice low to avoid disturbing anyone else, “Perhaps I should go somewhere else so that you may rest more easily.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t help. You’re actually doing much better than most men manage in every kind of similar situation, I suppose because you Ugaro put so much emphasis on not inflicting your personal feelings on everyone around you.” His mouth crooked. “A laudable custom, I might add. This is only difficult because—” He stopped.  
 
    “Because the tie you hold to me is so deep. Much deeper than any ordinary tie.” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “You must have seen this kind of foolish anger many times. An uncountable number of times.” 
 
    “Well … yes,” he said again, a little apologetically. “Your feelings are quite ordinary. I don’t know whether it helps you to know that … I gather it doesn’t.” He sighed. Then he added, “Some elements of this situation are distinctive, I must admit. Generally, when a young man feels rejected by a lover in favor of his rival, it’s because he has indeed been rejected.”  
 
    He meant to remind me that Darra had not rejected me in favor of Elaro. Reminding myself of that helped a little. Not very much. I looked away from him. After counting forty breaths once more, I turned back and asked him a question that had come to me. “If I asked you to do it, could you take away this anger?” I did not even know whether I wanted him to say yes or no, but my stomach tightened as I waited for his answer. 
 
    For some time, at least forty breaths, he did not answer. Then, finally he said, “The anger you feel now is yours, and perfectly reasonable, however strongly you believe that you should be able, by sheer willpower, to force it to burn lower.” He hesitated. Then he added, “I could blur the edges, Ryo. But emotions are … I’m not certain how to put this. Much deeper and more … more central to a person than thoughts, or even memories. I couldn’t take away your anger, only mask it behind something else, a false placidity. You would know all the time that this placidity was not real. Beneath that, your anger would still be there.” He paused again. Then he added, his tone dry, “Also, if I did anything of the kind, once you recovered from the peace I forced on you, you’d be furious with me. And even more furious with yourself than you are right now.” 
 
    Obviously he was right. I knew everything he said was true. I said, grudgingly, “I suppose I would not want you to do it.” Then, looking at him, meeting his gaze, I asked, “Would you have done it, if I had asked, if I truly wanted you to do it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I hope not. I don’t think it would be right, though if you genuinely wanted me to do it, that would make the oaths I’ve sworn somewhat ambiguous. But you don’t want anything of the kind.” He met my eyes. “This is a difficult situation for you. You have a right to feel as you feel. But I might point out that you’re actually doing quite well at managing your own temper without sorcerous help. You don’t need me to tell you that. You know you’re managing well enough, however strongly you believe you should be able to do still better.” 
 
    Hearing his words helped a little, but not very much. 
 
    After a moment, Aras went on. “Also, this agreement among the three of you will probably become easier to handle with time. Or else harder, I suppose. One or the other, inevitably. I imagine the situation will be clear long before we reach the river. Give yourself time to work everything out in your mind and heart, Ryo. There’s not the least reason to expect yourself to feel settled in your heart tonight.” 
 
    This was all true, but hearing those words did not help either. I thought of all the days—and all the nights—that lay between this place and the river that flowed between the winter country and the summer country, and I could not see how I could tolerate Elaro that long. 
 
    “You would like him, if—” 
 
    “I know that,” I snapped. After another moment, I added, stiffly, “I apologize. I should not show you my bad temper, even though I know you already see everything much more plainly than you wish.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    This might even be true, even if my anger made it difficult for him to rest. He had probably seen so very many young men behave foolishly that he could not be concerned with one more. I drew a deep breath and let it out, trying to breathe out hard temper and stupidity. Then I said, “Your voice sounds better. How is your throat?” 
 
    He smiled at that, relaxing back against the cushions. “I’m truly much better. I can’t tell you how grateful I am that Lord Dedicat Soyauta thought of going into the winter country, or that I agreed when he proposed the notion. Though I doubt Soretes has entirely forgiven me. I don’t believe he dislikes his new personal physician, but I gather the man won’t argue with him, and Soretes does prefer to surround himself with men who will.” 
 
    I signed agreement. “A king who will not permit anyone to argue with him is a fool, and soon he will find himself deserted, his people looking to a different man to lead them.” 
 
    “I think it’s possibly little more complicated for us, but yes.” 
 
    The Lau made many simple things enormously complicated.  
 
    Outside, a woman began to sing. Not Darra. I thought this was probably Asig. Her voice was different, not bad, but much less practiced because she was not a singer. She was singing a lullaby I knew well, about a woman trying many silly things to send her baby to sleep. No doubt Asig was singing to her daughter, but of course any song would have made me think of Darra. I immediately thought of Elaro as well, and set my teeth against a stupid surge of anger and resentment. 
 
    Aras did not sigh, but his mouth tightened. 
 
    I said, “I will take a blanket and leave this camp. Tell me how far I must go so that you will be able to rest. Would four bowshots, six, be enough?” 
 
    He signed No. “You’re tired, Ryo, and it’s too cold out there even for a stubborn Ugaro to rest. Lie down. I’ll see what I can do to help you sleep. I don’t think I’ll need to do very much. I’ll help you remember the peace the fengol brings to the world. That’s a true memory, and I think that will help.” 
 
    I looked at him. He met my eyes. After a breath and another breath, I gestured assent and lay down there, pulling a fur over myself despite the warmth of the wagon, and closed my eyes. 
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    I woke to bright light that was more than lantern light and knew at once that full daylight had come. I had slept a long time. I sat up, rubbing my face and yawning. Aras was asleep, a little distance from me. Geras slept in his place as well, but Suyet and Lalani were gone. I remembered everything about the previous day, but I felt better, and foolish because now I understood that some of my anger the previous evening had probably come because I had been tired. I had worked hard to exhaust myself, thinking that would help, but everyone knows weariness makes for hard tempers. I had been stupid not to realize that. When I thought now about Elaro and Darra, although dislike and resentment returned, neither came with such force. If I sparred Elaro now, I did not think I would need to concentrate so hard to avoid hurting him. Not quite as hard. 
 
    I put back the furs, rose, and poured myself a bowl of the tisane simmering over one of the braziers. This had been made with tart dried berries and spruce needles. The sharp taste cleared the last traces of sleep from my mind. Barley broth with a little cinnamon and honey had been set aside from the brazier. I left that for the Lau, who would like that kind of broth far better than I would. When I had finished my bowl of tisane, I made my way toward the wagon’s entrance, pausing to study Geras in the morning light. His breaths came easily. Already he was a little less thin. That made me feel much better. 
 
    Leaving Geras, I went to the entrance of the wagon and put the entry flap back. 
 
    The Sun stood high, as I had known from the quality of light coming through the covering of the wagon. The sky spread cloudless from one horizon to the other, as is often the way in very early spring. The mountains to the north seemed close, as though we might ride back to my mother’s camp in one easy afternoon, which is how it seems when the air is especially clear. The wind came from the south and east, almost warm against my face. High above and to the south, three eagles drifted in a wide circle. There seemed a favorable omen in that, and in the clarity of the sky, and the soft feeling to the wind. Despite every kind of problem that still might come, my heart lifted. It is difficult to hold onto hard temper or ill feeling on a morning such as that.  
 
    The inYoraro had departed. This wagon was the only one that remained, our tents the only tents, our horses the only animals. No one was in sight, but I could hear voices. In one of the small tents, Darra was singing, not in a serious way, but teaching Lalani a song. A lullaby, about the quiet sounds of a peaceful night: the wind through the grasses, the buzz of crickets, the song of distant wolves. Lalani’s voice was a little rougher than it should have been, but plainly it did not hurt her throat to sing. In the other small tent, Elaro was speaking. From the cadence of his voice, he was obviously telling one of his endless stories. I heard Suyet laugh, and irritation came into my heart. This was jealousy, because Suyet was my friend and I did not like to hear him easy with Elaro. That kind of jealousy is disgraceful, worse than jealousy over a woman. I was hungry, but I sat down where I was, by the entrance of the wagon, and tilted my face up to the sky, to the warmth of the Sun, and watched the eagles until the feeling eased. All three still circled there, a long way to the south and farther now to the west, riding the high winds. 
 
    After some time, Lalani came out of the one tent. She looked around, saw me, and smiled. I stood up to greet her, and she came and took my hands. She was too thin, but her smile held all of her customary friendliness and mischief. She said, “Good morning, Ryo! Darra thinks we should stay here for today and another whole day after this, but I think, with that beautiful wagon, we could easily travel some distance this afternoon, or certainly go on tomorrow. If you agree with me, you should go tell her so. If you agree with her, you can explain why without saying a single word about how fragile Lau are. Just because we picked up a little bit of lung sickness! We’re over that now!” 
 
    “Geras is still very—”  
 
    “He’s much better!” Behind the mischief, Lalani was clearly very much relieved to be able to say so. “He ate porridge and meat this morning, and tried to insist that he didn’t need help to go to the trench.” 
 
    “He—” 
 
    “Lost that argument, don’t worry, Ryo! Elaro helped him. But Geras truly isn’t sick anymore. He just needs food and rest and warmth, and with that wagon, that’s no problem! I’m fine, I can ride right now, and so can Suyet, at least part of the time, and I know Aras is still a little tiny bit sick, but he can stay in the wagon with Geras until he’s well enough to ride in the cold. We’ll all be fine! Go tell Darra so.” She patted my cheek and went past me, ducking low to enter the wagon. 
 
    Obviously Lalani thought I should speak to Darra about more than whether we should go on with our journey so soon. She was right, so after a moment I turned from the wagon, went to the tent, brushed the entry part of the way open, and said, “Darra?” 
 
    “Ryo,” she answered, her voice quiet. “Enter, if you wish.” 
 
    I stooped and went into the tent. 
 
    Darra knelt to one side. She had been making something. Gloves of fine bleached doeskin lined with rabbit fur, probably for Lalani. But she laid her work aside when I entered. She had set a bowl to keep warm by the central brazier, and nodded that way. “If you are hungry, there is food prepared for you,” she said. 
 
    She did not speak tentatively, her manner was not subdued, but it seemed to me she was not certain I would take up that bowl. Coming forward, I nodded my thanks, picked up the bowl, and sat down by the brazier. The meat was beef, of course, simmered for a long time with tart dried berries and then thickened with arrowroot. That is the kind of food one cannot easily make while traveling, because one cannot cook meat for a long time after traveling all day and making a camp only in the evening. I ate every bite of this meat and then set the bowl aside and said, “Lalani believes we should go on tomorrow, if not this afternoon. Perhaps this is a wise idea, or perhaps otherwise.” 
 
    Darra looked up from her work. Then she looked down again. She said, her attention on the gloves she was making, “Aras is not entirely recovered from the sickness, and Geras is not strong enough to ride. But I think perhaps we might travel a little distance tomorrow morning, stop while the Sun stands high, and by this means determine whether traveling is too tiring for either of them. If you consider that this may be a sensible course of action, Ryo.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “That seems sensible to me.” 
 
    Darra nodded. She carefully set several tiny stitches along one finger of the gloves she was making, her attention appearing to be wholly on that task. 
 
    I said, “No one is at fault for anything. If I am stupidly hard-tempered, I hope no one believes they must take notice of this. I know very well it is wrong for one person to bring trouble to a whole camp because he is angry or upset.” I did know that; I had learned that lesson in a difficult way and I did not intend to be required to learn it again, so I spoke with conviction. I added, “It is much worse when that person is angry and upset for stupid reasons.” 
 
    She looked up at me, smiling a little now. “While all this is certainly true, I cannot imagine why you would feel you need to say such a thing. Everyone knows you are too careful and generous a man to behave so stupidly.” 
 
    I could not help but laugh a little at that.  
 
    “I admired your great care while you sparred with Elaro yesterday.” 
 
    I pretended not to know her meaning. “One must take great care when learning from a man such as Usu inYoraro, or the chance to learn will be wasted.” 
 
    “Yes, Ryo, I am certain this is true. You are wise to say so. I have seen him spar Royova inVotaro several times. They spar every time they meet at a Convocation.” 
 
    “Yes?” I looked up, forgetting my bad temper, genuinely interested. “Who wins?” 
 
    “The victory goes one way and then the other. In a serious fight, Royova would probably win. Usu does not like to lose, but he is an easy-tempered man. But if they each considered the victory important, I think a fight might go either way. I think Usu is probably a good teacher.” 
 
    “He is,” I agreed. “He sees every mistake and he also sees how to correct every mistake.” I was relaxing now, my mood improving as I permitted myself to think of other things more important and interesting than my temper. “Two swords are more trouble to carry. Also, if a man carries two swords, everyone thinks he is looking for a challenge and therefore he draws challenges everywhere he goes. But I would have been glad to have two swords when I fought the Saa’arii warriors in the land of the shades.” This was certainly true. I added, “In a serious fight against many enemies, two swords are much, much better than one sword and a knife. Two swords may even be better than one long two-handed sword. When the chance comes to me, I should practice with two swords.” 
 
    Darra nodded seriously. “Usu left four practice swords with us.” 
 
    I stared at her. “That was very generous indeed.” 
 
    “Usu is a generous man, and the inYoraro a generous people. That is one reason they have few enemies and many allies.”  
 
    This was something I knew, but seldom thought of. This is the kind of thing women think of more than men, because women arrange matters of trade between tribes, and also more often leave one tribe to go to another. 
 
    Darra continued. “Perhaps you know that the lord of the inYoraro offered his youngest son as a tuyo to the inKosata in order to end an enmity between their peoples. Those tribes had been enemies for a long time, as you may recall, Ryo. The feeling between the tribes was not especially bitter, but Geroka inYoraro did not like even that mild an enmity. He had been seeking a way to calm this bad feeling, and so came to this decision in the hope that the inKosata would handle the young man gently, according to the new custom.” 
 
    I signed assent with the small lift of one open hand. “My father mentioned this. He explained that the inKosata followed the new custom, and now the feeling between those two tribes has become much easier.” 
 
    “Yes, that is how it happened. My father was pleased to see that enmity settled, and in a way that caused good feeling rather than further trouble. The inKosata also took the chance to settle a quarrel with the inBarako. That became easier for them once they did not need to be concerned about the inYoraro. The inBarako had been causing trouble in several ways, but they have been quieter since that time. This has also pleased my father.” 
 
    I signed agreement. “That is one reason I have not suggested to Aras that he free me. At first, after everything that happened, I did not think of it. Everything that happened made me forget, and I think made him forget as well. Later, the thought came to me. I am very certain he would do it immediately if I asked. But I will not ask, because if he freed me of that bond, then what would happen? The inKera would almost certainly expect my father to release Arayo. Then perhaps the inKosata, perhaps everyone in all the tribes, would think this new custom is not strong enough to be worth anything.” 
 
    “Yes, Ryo, I think perhaps you are right. Though I think Aras should release you—plainly he should do so—I agree that might cause this new custom to falter rather than gaining acceptance among the tribes. That makes everything difficult.” 
 
    “This is not very difficult,” I disagreed. “The tuyo bond does not concern me nearly as much as other things. He knows that.” 
 
    I meant the sorcerous leash. She signed acknowledgement, understanding this. 
 
    “When the chance comes, I will tell my father about Usu inYoraro’s generosity to me. Or if the chance comes for you to mention this, perhaps you will do so.” 
 
    “I will. I will also suggest to your mother that perhaps some inGara healer might like to visit the inYoraro. Perhaps an older woman, someone with deep ties to your people. A young woman would be likely to marry among the inYoraro during such a visit, and while this would not be a bad thing, the inYoraro already have enough Sun healers.” 
 
    This was clearly a good idea. I nodded again.  
 
    Darra finished stitching one finger of the glove and looked up at me. “Perhaps you will come to my tent tonight, Ryo?” 
 
    In all this quiet talk, I had come to a better temper, and even this question did not make me feel as angry and resentful and jealous as I had felt all the previous day. I kept my tone calm with only a little effort. “No. Ask Elaro. If I do not overcome these bad feelings now, then I think perhaps I will never do it.” Aras had said there would be time, and this was not wrong, but I did not want to go through many days feeling as I had the previous day. I added belatedly, “Though I know it is not my place to say whom you should ask. That is only my opinion.” 
 
    She looked at me, a searching look. Then she said, “I will do as you suggest.” 
 
    I nodded. But now I did not want to stay in this tent. I said, “I will go look at the horses and the new harness,” and went out. 
 
      
 
    To my dismay, I found Elaro had had the same thought. I should not have been surprised. He had been the one working to make the harness fit for the tall Lau horses; of course he might be there. 
 
    He glanced at me, nodding in calm greeting. He had tried the harness on the tallest of the Lau horses, a bay gelding who stood patiently while Elaro measured the length of leather that still needed to be spliced into the harness straps so that everything would fit properly. Then he took the harness off the animal again, patting his neck and giving him a small handful of grain. The other horses crowded around him, all wanting the same attention. Ugaro ponies would have laid their ears back, shoving and nipping at one another, each wanting to be first for any treat. Lau horses are too easy tempered to behave in such a manner and waited with much more patience. 
 
    “I will help you adjust the straps, if you wish,” I said, not very graciously.  
 
    “Your help would be welcome,” he said, his tone as friendly as ever. 
 
    I could not help but think of him with Darra, but I put that thought away as forcefully as I could and let Elaro lead the way to the larger tent. The leatherworking tools were laid out there in neat order, along with pieces of leather and the tough cowhide used to make the rigid pieces of the harness. A lantern hung close to the workplace he had made. Elaro laid out part of the harness and sat down there, and I sat down across from him, and we both picked up leather straps and began to splice these into the harness. 
 
    Making and repairing and adjusting harness is properly a task for a craftswoman, a leatherworker who also makes clothing and saddles, packs and boots, all manner of useful things. A man may sometimes take up that craft, but most leatherworkers are women. Any such leatherworker would have made harness that was beautiful as well as useful. But every warrior knows how to work with leather. Few poets know such useful things, but Elaro worked quickly and neatly. I had thought perhaps I would need to check his splices. Now I saw that this would not be necessary. His work was certainly as sound as mine, and if anything more neatly done. This irritated me, of course, though I certainly did not intend to show that irritation to anyone. 
 
    He said suddenly, not looking up from the leather straps he held, “This is difficult for me as well.”  
 
    I stared at him, surprised for two different reasons. At least two. 
 
    He went on, still without looking at me. “I tell you as you may not know. I have been trying very hard not to show anyone the trouble that has come into my mind and my heart, but I think now this may have been a mistake. You may have come to believe that I have everything as I wish it, that only you are upset or angry or troubled in some way. This is not so.” 
 
    I began to say that he should not be afraid of me. 
 
    Before I could speak, he went on. “I am not afraid of you. Even before you showed me yesterday how careful you intend to be, I was not afraid of you. Or not very much. But I do not like knowing that you dislike me so intensely.” 
 
    “I—” I began. 
 
    “You hide it as well as you can, but I do not think I am mistaken, Ryo.” He glanced up, then dropped his gaze again to the work he was doing. “I set no fault against you for anything, but this is very uncomfortable. I feel I must be careful all the time, and then I think this does you less credit than you deserve because I know you will not strike out in unreasonable anger, but I cannot make myself stop taking such care.” 
 
    I was embarrassed now as well as angry. Probably he saw that too.  
 
    He continued, speaking steadily in his beautiful voice. “But more than that, I think all the time of how much easier it would be for Darra if she said she wanted only you. Her people would be well enough pleased, and your people would like that better. No one would protest. You are a warrior, and many people think a king’s daughter should marry a warrior. Your mother is a singer; everyone who thinks a king’s daughter should marry a poet would consider the son of a singer almost as good. Some tribes would not favor an inGara as the husband of the king’s daughter, but now that the inTasiyo have been destroyed, your people have few enemies, fewer still that speak against inGara with great bitterness. If Darra said that only you were her husband and that she was only your wife, everyone would think, so, this foreign poet has traveled a very great distance already; if he does not like a woman’s choice, he will not stay here to make trouble, he will go away and not come back.” His hands had stilled. He looked up at last, meeting my eyes. “And so I would, if she made that choice. That would be more comfortable for me than remaining, and I have always preferred above all that everything be comfortable.”  
 
    His tone held a scornful bite on that last. This was not directed at me. He thought easy temper a fault in himself. I said nothing. I was so astonished by his words that I could think of nothing to say. 
 
    He went on. “If your sorcerer takes his leash from your mind, as you have demanded and as he has agreed to do, then he will probably also release you from every kind of oath and send you back to the winter country. That seems to me very likely to happen. Then Darra will not have any reason to have two husbands. Vasag is suspicious of this idea anyway. Some of the inKarano do not agree with Vasag, but many do. Koro does not dislike his daughter’s idea, but if Darra changed her mind, he would not dislike that either.” 
 
    Vasag was Darra’s aunt, a woman important among the inKarano, especially since Darra’s mother had died years ago, when Darra was a child. Vasag was not a singer, but her opinion would sway many of the inKarano women. Other people would think of the history of the inKarano. They might favor Darra’s suggestion that she might marry us both. Koro would almost certainly favor that idea. He would consider that a child of Darra’s, a child with two fathers, would most likely be widely regarded as a good choice for king, especially as the inGara would like that choice. But certainly if his daughter chose only one husband, that would make everything easier in many ways. He would probably like that almost as well. I could see that everything Elaro said was true. 
 
    He added, still not looking at me, “I could leave now, ride after the inYoraro, stay with them for a little while, then travel west later, when the season has turned—” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    He stopped, waiting. 
 
    I said, “I will be going to the king’s city, far to the south of the borderlands. That is a long journey through unfamiliar country. Who knows what may happen?”  
 
    Now he glanced up. He began to speak, but I held up my hand, checking him, and went on. “Of course every journey carries risk, but that is only a small part of the reason I think you should not do as you suggest. There are two other reasons I think that is not a good idea. The first reason is that, if Aras says I am no longer his tuyo and frees me of that bond, this might weaken the new tuyo custom. I have discussed this with my father and with Darra. We all agree the new custom is a good one and it is better not to take that risk.” 
 
    Elaro was silent, considering my words. Finally, he asked, “And the second reason?” 
 
    “Two years ago, after the death of our enemy, Aras meant to free me from every oath I had ever sworn to him. He intended then to give me leave to go back to my own people. His king forbade him. I think the summer king will almost certainly do so again. I have made myself very useful to Aras and to the people of the borderlands. The king of the summer country knows exactly how useful. I want the sorcerous leash taken out of my mind. That may or may not prove possible. But even if that is done, I think the summer king will forbid Aras to say that I am no longer his tuyo. I do not want Aras to defy his king in that matter. He already intends defiance in a different matter. I will not permit myself to be made into another reason anger comes between them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elaro said, which was not agreement, but acknowledgement. He meant he would consider everything I said. 
 
    I said, “I apologize for my carelessness in allowing my stupid and childish resentment to be so obvious. I will try to behave more properly in days to come.” 
 
    “Ryo—” he began. 
 
    I asked, not letting him finish whatever he had intended to say, “You think it is a fault to want everything to be comfortable and for everyone to be easy with everyone else? That does not seem like a fault to me. You are a poet. An easy temper is a good thing in a poet.” 
 
    Once more, Elaro dropped his gaze to the strips of leather in his hands. After a moment, he continued with the half-finished splice he had begun. He spoke quietly. “Often that can be so. But there have been times when I have wanted to quarrel. I have always walked away instead, even when the quarrel might have been worth pressing. I think the problem with the inTasiyo shows what can come of a reluctance to press a quarrel. Did you know … were you aware that no inTasiyo poet went to any other people? They had four among their number at the Convocation. None of those poets came to Koro to explain that there was this terrible problem. That day when the inTasiyo were destroyed, not one poet walked away or asked to come into a different people.” 
 
    I had not known that. I thought about this for a little time. Finally, I said, “If, on your journey, you had continued west and farther west, you would have come to the lands of the inTasiyo. Perhaps you might have lived for a time among those people. If you had seen their dishonorable actions, surely you would not have looked away and pretended you saw nothing that troubled you.” I could not believe he would have done anything of the kind. Such indifference seemed impossible to me. 
 
    “That would have been a difficult situation,” he said, not looking up. Then he sighed, set down the leather, rested his hands on his thighs, and met my eyes. “I think a man who came among those people and stayed long enough to see how they behaved, I think that if such a man protested, he would not have lived to walk away again. If he did not protest, if his manner remained easy and friendly and he seemed to think nothing he saw worthy of notice, perhaps he might have lived to walk away … but I think not. I think the day he said he intended to continue his journey, that day would have ended with ravens quarreling over his eyes and his flesh.” 
 
    This was an appalling idea. I had not thought of it. Perhaps a man who traveled a very great distance along the length of the world would learn to think of such possibilities. 
 
    Elaro was continuing. “I hope that if I had found myself in such a terrible position, I would have had courage enough to try to escape the snare, cleverness enough to get away, and honor enough to tell someone what I had seen. I hope that would have been so even if I were foreign and had no kin to support me when I brought the charge. But I do not have the courage of a warrior. I think more likely I would not have dared attempt to get away from them. I think I would have stayed among the inTasiyo and pretended I saw nothing amiss, waiting for a better chance and then one better still. If Yaro inTasiyo had demanded I take part in the cruelties by which he bound his people together … I do not know what I might have done. Perhaps I might have tried to persuade some of the inTasiyo to turn away from their warleader, but perhaps I might have obeyed Yaro’s commands no matter what evil he required of me. But,” he added, with the first sharpness I had ever heard in his tone, “when I came with the inTasiyo to the Convocation, I would certainly have found a chance then. Or if not—though I hardly see how this could fail to be possible—then certainly when your younger brother broke the inTasiyo, I would have found that chance.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. I was thinking now of what it might have been like for a traveler who had come unknowing to inTasiyo lands and accepted their hospitality, never suspecting what kind of tribe that was, that they might offer a bowl of tisane with one hand while hiding a knife in the other. A warrior cannot travel as easily and freely as a poet, but sometimes a warrior may enter lands that belong to a tribe not his own, even a tribe he does not know. What would I have done, had I come among the inTasiyo as a stranger to all the lands here and discovered too late what manner of people they were?  
 
    I doubted that I would have thought of smiling and pretending I saw nothing amiss. Probably, should anything of the kind have come to pass, ravens and foxes would indeed be playing with my bones. 
 
    “Perhaps it was different for a man who was not old enough to remember a time before Yaro inTasiyo was warleader,” Elaro added. “But three of the four inTasiyo poets were older than I am. I cannot understand how they could believe it right to support their warleader in everything he did. Had they forgotten every tale they ever learned?” 
 
    He was not speaking loudly, but those last words he spoke with anguished intensity. 
 
    I had not thought of this either, or not the way he had. I said, “Perhaps they made up new stories to tell each other and their people, putting aside ordinary tales everyone knows.” 
 
    He said, far more savagely than I would ever have expected, “Koro should have warned every tribe not to take in those poets. He should have ordered their tongues cut out.” 
 
    “Everyone knows who they are and who they were. No tribe will accept them.” Certainly no tribe whose poets spoke against them half as vehemently as Elaro. 
 
    “And if they leave all the lands where inKarano rules?” he demanded. “If they go so far they come to lands where no tribe knows what happened here, what the inTasiyo permitted themselves to become?” 
 
    Of course he would think of that. He, alone of all Ugaro I had ever met, had come from lands far from of those Koro ruled. I said, “If you have not mentioned this concern to Koro, when you next meet him, you should do so. If you believe he would take that concern lightly—though I do not think this is likely—then speak to Vasag. She will certainly be concerned. The westernmost tribes of these lands sometimes trade with tribes farther west, though trade is difficult because of the lake that separates our lands from those lands. Even so, no matter how seldom we trade, women here will eventually speak to women of those tribes.” 
 
    Elaro sat back, gesturing assent. “Yes, Ryo, that is one solution.”  
 
    “You have done so already?” 
 
    “Yes. But I would greatly prefer their tongues had been cut out. The tales those poets tell must be as venomous as the bite of the serpents one finds sometimes in the borderlands.” 
 
    I thought of the warriors who had attacked us from the marsh and could not disagree. 
 
    Elaro picked up the strips of leather again and finished the splice he had been making. I finished mine. Both of us were quiet. I was thinking about what had been said. No doubt he was doing the same. I was certain we both also wanted to allow the subject to turn to something easier.  
 
    At last I said, “I would like to learn how to fight more skillfully with two swords. Usu inYoraro left four practice blades. Perhaps you would spar with me. Perhaps this afternoon.”  
 
    He glanced up, raising his eyebrows. “You wish to demonstrate your own forbearance as well as your skill? I think we are all amply persuaded of both, Ryo.” 
 
    I looked at him, considering how to respond to this. I asked myself whether my dislike for him might lead me to think him wrong when the mistake was actually mine. But … I did not dislike him that much, not now. At this moment, I did not really dislike him at all. I was almost certain there was not that kind of problem. Finally, I said, “As no one questions either my skill or my forbearance, perhaps I have some other reasons for suggesting this. Aras cannot risk exertion in the cold. Probably many days will pass before he is well enough for that. But I have another reason in my mind. I think that should you encounter, on some day in the future, a moment when you would prefer to quarrel rather than walk away, or fight rather than smile and pretend to agree with something you despise, perhaps you might find it useful to have practiced this skill.” 
 
    He was quiet for a little while. Then he said, “If you will consent to teach me better skill with the sword, or with two swords, I would be pleased to learn. If you believe sparring with a man as little skilled as I will suffice to teach you anything you wish to learn, I would be pleased to assist.” 
 
    “Teaching someone is always a good way to learn.” I laid aside the harness I had been lengthening and rose to my feet. “I wish to be certain our Lau are well enough. Perhaps after that we might practice with the swords.” I added, “I apologize again for permitting you to see that I dislike you. My dislike is much less now. I tell you so that you will not believe I am only trying harder to conceal it.” I wanted to ask, Did you tell me all these things because you knew I could not dislike you as much afterward? But the answer did not matter. I did not doubt that he had shown me true things of his heart. 
 
    I went on. “I have suggested to Darra that she ask you to come to her tent tonight. Please do not hesitate. I have not decided her idea cannot work. I ask you not to make that decision either. There are many days before us as long as we do not find a need to cut those days short. I have not found that kind of need.” I knew I was making the same argument Aras had made to me, and this amused me a little. He had been right, though I had not thought so. 
 
    Elaro, older and more patient and far more forbearing than I, made a gesture of acceptance and picked up another piece of leather. I went out of the tent into the cold air. I was not entirely pleased with everything, but even so, I felt that the day had not been bad to begin and had improved beyond measure.  
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    I did wish to see the Lau and confirm for myself—again—that everyone was much better, especially that Suyet was well enough that it was not unreasonable that he should leave the warmth of the wagon and go into the cold, as he had done this morning. I was by no means confident that this had been wise. I also wanted to look at Geras and see—again—that he had not died. Impulses of that kind are only to be expected when a friend has come as near death as Geras had come, and I did not feel in the least foolish. Or not on that account.  
 
    I found everyone awake. Aras was propped up against cushions, sipping from a bowl of barley broth. He nodded to me. I looked at him carefully, but saw little of the tension and discomfort that had tightened his expression the previous night. I knew that was partly because he was so much less concerned for his people and also less uncomfortable from the sickness himself, but I knew the easing of that tension also came because I felt better now in myself. If the tie between us could be broken, that would be better for him as well as for me. 
 
    I put that thought away at once, looking at the others, filling my eyes with the sight of them. Lalani had brought food to Geras, soft-cooked beef with some grain, and he was sitting up and eating this, holding the bowl himself although Lalani was plainly ready to catch it should that be necessary. She sat close beside him, nibbling a little dried meat herself, though she would probably have liked porridge better. Lalani smiled at me. Geras scowled. Lau soldiers are exactly like Ugaro warriors in how much they hate weakness in themselves. I was glad he was well enough to glower like that and resent his own weakness. 
 
    Suyet sat near them, the bowl beside him empty. He had taken up some of the smaller harness straps and some pieces of leather, adjusting the cheekpieces of the harness and lengthening the reins. He glanced around at me when I entered the wagon, smiling, cheerful. He had not been as sick as Geras and was better recovered now, but even had he been as weak, he would not have frowned. Very little could make Suyet frown.  
 
    Coming to them, I dropped my hand on Suyet’s shoulder and looked at his work. “I did not know you were as skilled as this,” I commented. His work was not as fine as an Ugaro leatherworker’s, but it was better than mine.  
 
    “Oh, well, two of the men of my file came from a family of saddlers. Obviously everyone gives them leather to mend, and obviously they get us all working on it.” He added, his tone a little wistful, “They’ll be teaching someone else now. I doubt the talon commander will send me back to my old file. I mean, of course he won’t. How could he, after a whole year?” 
 
    “Likely you’ll be moved to another division, maybe another talon,” Geras told him. “But likely you’d have been moved up anyway in another year or three. You’ll be fine. Land on your feet one way or another.” His voice was a little hoarse, but I no longer heard the thickness of the lung sickness. 
 
    Suyet looked down at the leather in his hands, then up again. “I’m sure it’ll work out. Ryo, have you eaten? Lalani brought too much for us.” 
 
    I looked at the pot that sat by one of the braziers. “That is not too much. You are all far too thin. You should eat everything she brought. Geras—” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” he ordered irritably. “I’m going to get dead tired of the way everyone keeps trying to stuff food down me, I can tell you that right now.” 
 
    I had to smile. “You are very thin. But plainly you are much better if you can grumble and show so much bad temper.” Crossing the wagon, I sat down beside Aras and poured myself some berry tisane, reclining on one elbow to drink it, leaving all the barley broth for the Lau. I wanted Aras to speak so that I could listen to his voice, so I said, though obviously he already knew it, “I feel better this morning.”  
 
    “I know,” he said. “Elaro did well to speak to you, and you did well to listen. I expected it to take much longer for you to come to understand each other better. You Ugaro are much more inclined to directly address bad feeling and misunderstanding than we Lau.”  
 
    His voice still had a little of the thickness that concerned me, but only a little. But now I was more distracted by his words. I said, “Sometimes, perhaps. Sometimes otherwise. Speaking of bad feelings can make everyone feel worse, not better. Many times, it is better for one person or the other to go away for a while, to live in another camp or perhaps visit another tribe and let the bad feeling wear away with the passing days. But when people cannot do so and must live closely with one another, then yes, it may be better for everyone to speak plainly and in that way perhaps come to a different understanding of the problem. I have sometimes done what Elaro did today.” Perhaps I should have been the first to speak, but that had not occurred to me. All my attention had been on hiding my dislike and resentment. 
 
    I added, “A man’s mother or wife or sister might suggest that it is time for that to happen. Or perhaps a poet, so perhaps it is not surprising that Elaro thought he should do it today.” Now that I thought of the problem that way, as the kind that a poet might try to solve, it bothered me less that Elaro had been the first to speak. Then another thought came to me, not as good. I asked, “Did Elaro decide it was time to speak to me, or did you …” I chose the word he had used regarding the inYoraro. “Did you encourage him to speak to me as he did?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you Ugaro are far more inclined to speak plainly!” Aras was amused, but then he answered seriously. “I did not, Ryo. I didn’t need to. Elaro made that decision entirely on his own.” 
 
    I nodded, relieved. Mostly relieved. 
 
    He was looking at me attentively. After a heartbeat, he added, “That’s the truth. I understand that it’s extremely important that I speak only the truth to you. I understand exactly how it would feel to you, if I deceived you in anything and you discovered that.” 
 
    I had not intended for him to see any trace of doubt in my mind. I set my bowl aside and sat up, looking away, embarrassed. 
 
    “It was a perfectly natural suspicion, Ryo, and no doubt a suspicion that will return on occasion. But, no. I may decline to answer some of your doubts, but not that one. I will never attempt to deceive you.” He hesitated. Then he said, “It’s possible, of course, that Soretes will, as you expect, forbid me to release you from your oath to me, and I think I had better not do so until he’s had a chance to … express himself regarding that and various other issues, shall we say. Following my—our—audience with Soretes, various plausible scenarios might lead to your freedom from every oath you have ever sworn to me, but in that case, I can imagine that he might ask you for a different kind of oath. You have been of great use to me, and you would continue to be of great use to my king. He can hardly mistake that, and he is almost certain to think of different ways to persuade you to be of use to him. Not different ways to coerce you!” he added at once. “That would be an offense against the gods, as I, his nephew, offered you guest right.” 
 
    I settled slowly back to one elbow, picking up my bowl again. Some things he had explained were good to understand. Other things seemed less reassuring. “You expect your uncle to put you to death?” 
 
    A slight pause. Then he said, “He has various less extreme alternatives by which to express his displeasure to me. I don’t believe he’s likely to order my death, however annoyed with me he may be. Various degrees of relegation are much more likely.” 
 
    Relegation was like exile, though not exactly the same.  
 
    “Yes, among other differences, it’s substantially easier for a king to change his mind regarding relegation.” His voice had tightened. 
 
    I said, “Tomorrow, I think we will travel some little distance. Today, you should rest.”  
 
    He relaxed again, but he said, “I’m not tired. I’m perfectly all right.”  
 
    This was obviously untrue. I did not say so. I said, “The wagon will permit us to travel without risking the health of your people.” 
 
    He looked around, opening a hand in assent. “Yes, I’ll always be grateful to the inYoraro. I’d been aware, obviously, that Lord Dedicat Soyauta had retired from every other position and devoted himself solely to teaching Ugaro healers plus his handful of dedicated Lau students. But I’m not certain I understood that your people had made the dedicated practice so much a part of your own customs. Sun healers, indeed.” He used the taksu words, Vasolo surena. “Two years ago, there was exactly one dedicated Ugaro healer. Naua told me there are nineteen now, spread among five tribes. One is a young man, which I gather not everyone favors, but there he is. He was a poet until he went to the inKera to learn the mediciner’s dedicated practice instead.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Who are this young man’s people?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ryo; Naua didn’t say and it didn’t occur to me to ask. She did tell me that there’s a young Lau woman among Lord Dedicat Soyauta’s students. That’s probably more scandalous among my people than a male healer is among yours.” 
 
    “No doubt this is so,” I agreed, with restraint. The Lau thought women should be modest and they defined modesty in many complicated and difficult ways so that a young woman was not permitted to do anything. But as I was not Lau, I made no other comment. 
 
    Aras went on. “If Lord Dedicat Soyauta has already accepted a young woman as an apprentice, that’s because he’s decided it’s the right thing to do, and in that case, he isn’t going to change his mind. He won’t turn away the next young woman even if she’s from a high noble family. That might create certain difficulties.” He was smiling slightly. “Interesting difficulties. That will irritate Soretes, but Sekaran will certainly support the lord dedicat.” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, I recalled that Sekaran was the son of the summer king, and that his people expected that someday he would be king in turn. 
 
    “Yes, exactly. Sekaran is far less reticent than you are regarding various customs. I’ve been trying to imagine how the practice of medicine might change in the winter country over the next twenty years, or the next hundred, and what that might mean for your people. But I suspect the impact of this change may actually be more important for my people than yours, eventually.” 
 
    It had never occurred to me to think so many years ahead of the day in which we stood. But now I said, “Changes have already come. When Tasa inKera made her oath before the Sun, the inKera did not say Sun healer. They said great healer. Saying Sun healer is different. This is a way of saying that the healer is practicing a sacred craft, the way singers practice a sacred craft, but that the craft of healing is sacred to the Sun, not to the Moon.” 
 
    “Interesting. And do you think that’s a good thing or a bad thing, Ryo?” 
 
    “Only the gods can know what the passing days may bring. But this seems good to me.” I could not imagine many warriors would disagree; every warrior knows what it is to be badly injured, or to see a brother or cousin or son badly injured. Women would not disagree either. Every woman knows what it is for a husband or a brother or a son to be injured, or for a child to be sick. I said, with considerable certainty, “The Sun Invocation will be good for everyone. Every tribe led by wise people will want to count a Sun healer among their people.” 
 
    Aras started to say something else, but I said, “The thickness in your voice is growing worse. Stop speaking. I think if Naua were here, she would tell you to rest. I will bring you more barley broth if you wish.” I did not permit him to argue, but rose to my feet, collected his bowl and mine, and went to the brazier to re-fill his.  
 
    “I don’t like to be coddled,” he told me, a little sharply, when I brought the bowl to him. 
 
    “Think how much less you like being sick,” I suggested. I set the bowl down beside him. “Rest. We will travel some distance tomorrow, and if you do not become too tired, perhaps we may travel farther. So rest now.” 
 
    He frowned at me, but he was not truly angry, only annoyed, as a man will be when he is accustomed to having everything his own way and then cannot. He was tired; even though he frowned, he drank only a little of the broth before he leaned back against the cushions and closed his eyes. I picked up a nearby fur, tossed it over him, and then took the nearest lantern with me so that he would have little choice but to rest. 
 
      
 
    Geras was an even more difficult patient than Aras, although not for the same reasons. Of course I knew perfectly well that Geras was ashamed of his weakness. That is always so when a man is accustomed to strength and authority, but it is even more so when a man feels he should be responsible for everything. But I could not tell if this was the only difficulty. I could not tell whether he remembered that Aras had set his will upon him. 
 
    When I came now to speak to Geras and see how he did, Lalani gave me a look over his head, raising her eyebrows. Then she said cheerfully, “I bet Geras will let you help him, Ryo! He ought to drink more barley broth and then go back to sleep, even if he thinks he ought to get up and pretend he was never sick.” 
 
    “I’m not sick now.” Geras was not shouting—he did not often raise his voice, and did not often need to. But he sounded entirely out of temper. 
 
    Lalani ignored him, saying to me, “Anyway I shouldn’t leave all the work to Darra now that I’m better. Especially since she’s making me a beautiful pair of gloves, the kind your women wear, Ryo, with a lot of fancy embroidery on the backs. And Suyet needs to take all those straps and things to Elaro, don’t you, Suyet?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Suyet answered with alacrity. “Absolutely.” He gathered up the leather pieces he had been working with and followed Lalani out of the wagon, leaving me alone with Geras.  
 
    I could not help but be amused. Also, I could not help but think of what Aras had said regarding plain speaking. I picked up the bowl of barley broth and held this out to Geras. When he scowled and did not take it, I said, “You know you are behaving stupidly. You should have recovered better sense now that the fever has broken. Anyone would wonder whether you had ever been sick before in your life, you bear it with such poor grace.” 
 
    He was too much surprised to answer me, so I went on. “You will remind me that I behaved just as stupidly when I had the heat sickness. You do not need to remind me; I remember that perfectly well. But you are much older than I am, so you should do better.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Ryo—” he began. 
 
    “Do not shout at me,” I warned him. “Aras is asleep, and besides, I think your throat still hurts you. I know what you wish to say. You wish to declare that you are not sick now, and you wish to remind me that I am not old enough to correct you for anything. This is all true, as I freely acknowledge. But that does not mean you are not behaving badly. I would offer to take your blow for speaking to you in this way, but as you have less strength than a child hardly old enough to walk, the offer would mean little.” 
 
    He grumbled, not quite under his breath, “It’s not right.” Then he glared at me and said the same thing with more force. “It’s not right, Lord Gaur having to share with everybody. We have the tents. They’re warm enough if we bundle up under all those furs, especially now nobody’s sick anyway except him. Bad enough, him catching this gods-hated sickness at all, but it’s a lot worse, him having to take care of the rest of us.” He was flushing, barely visible beneath his brown skin, but I had become accustomed enough to Lau over the past seasons to see it. 
 
    I was very much surprised. I had understood he was embarrassed by his own weakness; I had wondered whether he might remember Aras taking his will and therefore be offended and upset and afraid. I had not suspected this other problem. I said finally, “You are embarrassed because Aras helped care for you? If sickness came upon my tribe, should the need arise, my father would take care of even the least of our people. I am very certain you would not say Lord Gaur should do less for you than the lord of the inGara would do for one of his people. Refusing to care for a sick companion would be a terrible failing. No one would follow a man who showed such poor character.” 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “Surely if sickness comes upon a small group of people in the summer country, whoever is least ill, no matter his importance, tends his companions. How else could people behave?” 
 
    He was still staring at me. He said finally, “I don’t know as that comes up real often. But if it did, a scepter-holder of the summer king ought to have all kinds of servants and people, not embarrass somebody by acting like a gods-hated physician’s assistant!”  
 
    I shook my head. “You Lau still surprise me, even after so many days and seasons. If you are embarrassed at the memory of Aras aiding you, even though it would have been a terrible failure of his duty to do otherwise, perhaps you will set that in the past. As you have not yet recovered your strength and therefore need help, and as I am not the scepter-holder of the summer king, perhaps you will permit me to help you.” 
 
    He grunted, still very much out of temper.  
 
    I added, “If you will not take care of yourself, then perhaps you will make yourself sick again. Then he will once again need to help take care of—” 
 
    “Ryo, you know what, I don’t want to hear it.” Geras lifted one bony hand to shove at me. 
 
    I stayed where I was, gauging the strength of that push. He had lost far more strength than I liked, but I pretended I was not concerned. “Drink the barley broth,” I told him. “Then I will help you go to the trench. Then you will come back to this wagon and go to sleep. Do not argue with me. You are too old to argue so foolishly.” 
 
    He glowered at me, but he was not strong enough to argue as much as he might have wished. He drank the barley broth when I picked up the bowl and put it into his hands, and then he let me help him stand, though not very graciously. 
 
    Once he was settled again, I looked once more at Aras—he still slept—and then left the wagon to go to Darra and say I agreed we might travel a little distance the next day, but we should probably travel slowly, so that the wagon would remain as comfortable as possible and the Lau could rest. 
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Elaro sparred with me. This was, as I had said, not truly sparring. For the moment, I taught him to defend, and attacked slowly enough that he could do so successfully. This was a good thing for him to learn and I pushed him to learn this skill, but my attention was mostly on myself, on increasing my aggression with my second sword, on using that sword as though it were more important than my first sword. This was much more difficult than I had hoped. 
 
    In all this practice, I thought about swordfighting and the skills involved and thought not at all of the coming evening or that I had suggested to Darra that she invite him rather than me to her tent.  
 
    Later, Darra and Lalani brought all the food they had prepared into the wagon and we all ate this food there, in company, for the first time since the sickness had come upon the Lau. This was good. Even so, when I knew Darra must be thinking of rising to her feet and speaking to Elaro, when I knew she would probably do so soon, I stood up and left the wagon, walking away to pace out the perimeter of our small camp and see that the horses were comfortable. I did not go back to the wagon until I was certain neither of them would be there. Nor did I look toward Darra’s tent as I went to the wagon. 
 
    Yet, even though resentment and dislike had come back into my heart, I could tell that neither was as strong as the night before. Aras looked at me when I came into the wagon. From the ease of his expression and manner, I thought the difference in my heart must be even greater than it seemed to me. 
 
    “I will sleep here tonight,” I said, not to him, but to all the Lau. “If anyone needs any manner of assistance during the night, wake me.” Of course I meant this order for Geras more than for anyone else. I kept my tone as matter-of-fact as possible, and made a place for myself close to him. I was too warm, of course, but this was a discomfort I was accustomed to bearing and I put it out of my mind. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, we harnessed the horses, four of them, leaving the other three animals loose to follow, and finally, after all those difficult days, left the place where we had camped. 
 
    Darra drove the wagon. Women take on that kind of task among both Ugaro and Lau. The horses were unaccustomed to drawing a wagon. We had chosen the four calmest and most trusting horses, and though they were startled at the weight, they were willing to try this new thing as long as Elaro and I walked at their heads and spoke to them kindly. The walking pace of Lau horses was so fast that I feared the wagon would roll and jolt too much, but when I went to the rear of the wagon and stepped up to the entrance and went in to see if the Lau were uncomfortable, I found both Geras and Aras asleep, tucked amid so many furs and blankets that every uneven jolt was cushioned to nothing.  
 
    “We’re fine, Ryo,” Lalani told me, her tone brisk. “I could drive, you know, and Suyet could ride—” 
 
    I interrupted her with a gesture. “Four horses need not work hard to draw this wagon. No. Stay where you are.” 
 
    She cast her gaze upward. “You Ugaro are so stubborn!” 
 
    “We are, so you need not trouble to argue. In a day, two days, three, perhaps you may do as you suggest.” I left the wagon again, whistling to one of the loose horses to come join me. All three came, nudging me for grain, hopeful for attention. Sometimes the easy temper of Lau horses is very welcome. They were not bridled, though they carried their own saddles as well as packs. I pulled myself to the back of the least tall animal, a mare, and sent her ahead, guiding her with my legs. It was good to be on her back, riding south, with no reason to feel that disaster followed close at our heels or traveled with us or waited hidden before us. 
 
    We stopped early, of course, but even though we had come only a little distance, all of us, horses as well as people, were very glad that we had once again resumed our interrupted journey. 
 
    We traveled a little farther every day after that. The mountains did not yet loom less starkly against the sky behind us, but all the same, we gradually found that more snow lay over the winter grasses. The wind shifted from east to south and then to the east again. Anyone could feel that very soon the snow must begin to melt away into the earth. Travel would become more difficult as the snow melted and the soil thawed and became marshy. We would do better to descend from the high north before the season turned that far, but though the weather in the early spring is fickle and untrustworthy, probably the wind would not warm that much for many days. 
 
    Every day, the Lau recovered more of their strength. Two days after we left the place where we had camped, Lalani rode one of the horses for a little while. The day after that, Suyet joined her. When Aras spoke, I no longer heard the thickness in his voice, though I would have set myself against any attempt he made to ride in the cold. Perhaps he knew I would not give way in such an argument, for he did not attempt to argue.  
 
    Geras regained weight and strength, but slowly. He made no attempt to say he should ride. That told me he knew very well he was not strong enough to do anything of the kind. But on the fifth evening, Geras came out of the wagon. He walked shakily to the western edge of our camp and stood there for a little time, gazing at the setting Sun. Then he came back and went back into the wagon. But he had not needed help to walk that far.  
 
    Probably he still thought it wrong and unfitting to share the wagon with the scepter-holder of the summer king, but he did not say so. Aras showed no sign of noticing any kind of discomfort, his own or that of anyone else. 
 
    That night, Darra suggested I should come to her tent. I could not stop myself from looking at Elaro. He was not watching us; he was gazing into the fire, his expression calm. Some days ago, I would have thought he probably found little difficulty in this moment. But now I thought that show of calm unconcern might cost him something—and I thought if I asked him, he would tell me the truth.  
 
    I could not detest him. I could not even dislike him, or not nearly as vehemently as before. I stood up and went with Darra, but I could not forget Elaro, who had not turned his head to see us go to her tent. I lay down with her under the furs and pulled her close to me, but I said, “If you prefer him, say so.”  
 
    She had tucked herself against me, but now she set her palms against my chest and pushed herself back. I loosened my hold, but she did not move away, or only enough to turn on her side so that she could regard me from this very small distance. I could not look at her, and turned instead to lie on my back, gazing up at the roof of the tent. The low light of the fire outside turned that side of the tent a warm, soft color. 
 
    She said, “I prefer you both, Ryo. If I were in my father’s camp and many-many warriors put themselves in my way, I would look only at you. If you were not there, still, I would ignore all those warriors.” 
 
    “And if many-many poets put themselves in your way, only at him, ignoring all other poets.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. “No other poet. No other warrior.” 
 
    I was silent for a time. At last, I said, “So,” accepting this. Then I rolled to put myself above her. She set her palms against my chest again, but not to push me away. 
 
    When dawn came and we rose and dressed and went out of the tent to begin the tasks of the day, I met Elaro coming out of the wagon, having already taken bowls of water there so Lalani could make tisane without coming out into the cold. He said, “Ryo,” in a friendly way, and it was almost not difficult to greet him in return. Darra pretended to pay no attention, going to begin the morning tasks. But the feeling in our camp that morning was not tense, and Elaro and I together harnessed the horses while Suyet and Darra and Lalani took down the tents and made everything ready for the day’s travel. 
 
    That day, we traveled from a little after dawn until almost dusk; the first full day’s travel we had managed since the Lau fell sick.  
 
    That evening, Darra again asked me to come to her tent. The evening after that, Elaro, and it was my task to speak civilly to him the next morning. Darra said to me, later, when the chance came, “I will ask him every fourth evening, Ryo.” 
 
    “You may do as you wish in the matter,” I answered, as firmly as I could. “It is not my place to offer an opinion.”  
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, not smiling, but very serious. “Also, a woman may not wish to ask a man to her tent every night. I think perhaps some nights like that may come soon. But from this place until we come to the river, I will ask you for three nights and then I will ask Elaro.” She walked away. I watched her go. I would not have expected her declaration to make everything seem different to me, but in saying so clearly what she would do, she had taken away much of my lingering bad feelings. I decided I would not ask many close questions regarding her decision or how she had come to it. 
 
    Two days after that, Aras came out of the wagon for a little time, though not long. He watched me spar with Elaro, with two swords. Then he stood up and showed me a different way to trap both of Elaro’s swords with one of mine, not the way Usu had done it to me. “Try that,” he told me in darau. “Superior reach helps, but superior speed will also do. After you learn this, perhaps you can let Elaro try it.” He added to Elaro in taksu, “I will show you both how to counter that move tomorrow, unless Ryo finds the counter tonight.” 
 
    Of course after that I had to find a good counter. I found two, which pleased me and made me feel satisfied with the day just past and the evening now unfolding around us. Especially since I knew that Darra would invite me to her tent later. Soon.  
 
    As indeed she did. 
 
      
 
    The day after that, Geras rode one of the horses during the warmest part of the afternoon, while Suyet and Lalani walked alongside the wagon. They talked and laughed, walking without any kind of care for the country through which we passed. That left only Aras within the wagon, which I knew he could not like. He disliked his own weakness very much, far more than he disliked weakness in other people, but as the Sun invocation granted him no benefit, he could not expect to recover as quickly as the others. 
 
    I went to the wagon, stepped up, and entered, saying, “Today is the first day that we cannot tell that a valley lies between the two mountains. We have come that far. We will come out of the shadow of the mountains soon and descend from the high north to the steppe.” 
 
    Aras had been sitting in his customary place, near the front of the wagon, where the warmth was greatest. A lantern swayed gently over his head as the ground rolled beneath the wheels of the wagon, and a brazier smoldered near him, though of course no bowl of tisane or broth simmered there. The ground here was not especially rough, but far too uneven for that. 
 
    He said, his tone thoughtful, “I hope the snow melts away before we come there. I suppose by the time we’ve come so far, that’s likely.”  
 
    “I think it may be so,” I answered. I knew we had better come to good grass soon, because although the inYoraro had left us grain, we would run short sooner than we wished. 
 
    “Ryo, we could leave the wagon. Everyone has recovered enough to ride now. We don’t actually need the wagon, though I admit, I’ll be sorry to give up the comfort it affords us.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him. “You need not consider doing so yet. Perhaps in three days, or four. Not tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps you’re right,” he conceded.  
 
    “So. But I think we will also once again set watches. We have been careless in that regard—we have had little choice but to be careless—but now that we are able to set watches, I think we should do so. Not Geras. You may take a watch, but you will watch from within this wagon.” 
 
    “Very well, Ryo.” 
 
    “Good,” I said.  
 
    The next day, and the next again, I kept an eye to the grain and considered the mountains and thought of the distance that lay before us. Four days later, we finally left the wagon. I did not like to do it even then, but Geras rode all day on the third day to prove he could do it, and I could see that the grain could not last as long as I would have wished. 
 
    We took the wheels off the wagon so they would not warp from bearing the weight of the wagon in one place too long, packed everything neatly into the chests, rolled up the furs and pillows and blankets and wrapped all these things in tough hide coverings, then pegged the entry tightly shut and raised up a signal pole with a pennant so that anyone passing would find the wagon. Then we rode away. We took away with us all the remaining grain and meat, but little else; only the four practice swords and the rest of the willowbark, and the warmest of the furs, bundled behind Geras’ saddle. 
 
    All that day, we rode at a trot and a canter and then a walk and then a trot again. By the evening of that day, I felt much less concerned about the lack of grain. 
 
      
 
    We descended at last from the high north to the lower steppe only a day after our grain ran out, and by that day, we were already riding over new grasses, spangled everywhere with the scattered blooms of the earliest flowers. When we looked north, the mountains no longer stood against the sky; the Fangs of the North, though clearly visible, lay far behind us now. Twice, snow fell, once almost all through the night so that the grasses and the flowers disappeared into winter again. But most of the snow melted again by evening, as it will in that season, and the flowers, unharmed, lifted their bright heads once more. 
 
    A long distance still lay between this land where we rode now and the northern edge of the great forest, but now everything became easier. The horses were happy with the new grasses. Suyet showed no remaining sign of the illness; Lalani certainly did not. I could hardly see that Geras had been sick. Only when he sparred could I tell that his endurance was much less than it had been. That was improving as well, but slowly. Aras coughed sometimes, but this was not the dangerous kind of cough. He often observed as I sparred Elaro or Geras or Suyet, then showed me something I could do better.  
 
    “How can you possibly have so much skill with the sword?” I demanded one evening, when he had finally picked up two practice swords himself and lost a match against me only because he had not yet recovered his endurance. Everyone had gathered in the largest tent to eat out of the sharpening wind. I went on. “I have long understood that you do possess this skill, but how can you ever have had the time to practice enough to learn this?”  
 
    He shrugged, smiling. “You’ve never had the opportunity to spar Karoles Harana, have you? Of course you haven’t. If you have the chance, you should try that, Ryo.” 
 
    “Talon Commander Harana taught you to fight?” I was surprised, but tried not to show this. 
 
    Geras said unexpectedly, “I saw the talon commander duel once. He’s good. He’d taken against a famous duelist in Avaras, the kind who’d pick a fight for the pleasure of killing some young fool who didn’t know how to get out of a duel.” 
 
    “Paruelan,” murmured Aras. 
 
    “That’s right, my lord. How it was, Ryo, the talon commander pushed this duelist, Paruelan, into issuing a challenge—which wasn’t hard; the man thought he knew just how that fight would go. Some of us were a bit concerned, but when Talon Commander Harana stepped onto the dueling ground, well, it wasn’t what anybody would call a show. He walked off the ground about ten seconds later, with no need for anybody to call a surgeon.” 
 
    I had never guessed Harana had that kind of skill, but I nodded, accepting that this was so. I asked Aras, “But how did Harana come to teach you?” 
 
    Aras smiled, a reminiscent expression. “Karoles commanded the Gaur house guard when I was a boy. I’m afraid I rather tended to follow him about, especially after my father went into the land of the shades. Karoles was the man who first …” He paused, picking up the tongs we used to arrange coals in the brazier and turning this over in his hand. 
 
    He had been accustomed to pick up his scepter that way. He had done it when he was uneasy or when he was thinking. I had not seen him pick up anything in that way for a long time. I said, “If you do not wish to speak of this, then do not.” 
 
    He looked up at me in surprise. Then he laid the tongs down. “No, it’s all right. I was going to say, Karoles was the man who first realized I had the curse. Not merely in some mild form, not a short curse, but true sorcery. But he wasn’t afraid of me. He knew a good deal even then about the various means by which a man may guard his mind from a sorcerer, and he was astoundingly unconcerned that I might …” Despite his earlier words, he paused once more.  
 
    “Become evil, or reveal yourself to be evil,” I suggested. “He knew your nature too well to fear that.”  
 
    “I suppose that’s one way to put it. Anyway, for some years, I spent a good deal of time in his company. He said if I were going to be underfoot, I might as well learn something useful. I didn’t believe I would ever have any serious need to put those skills to use. Especially after my uncle gave me a scepter. But I liked pushing myself to learn something that had nothing whatsoever to do with sorcery, something that left me no attention to spare for the curse.” 
 
    “You still like that,” Elaro said. “Perhaps this is restful. Perhaps you would like to spar tomorrow. You should spar me. The match would not last long, so that would not tax your strength as sparring Ryo might.” 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. Everyone looked at him in surprise, even Aras. 
 
    Then Aras said, smiling, “You’re better than you think, Elaro, but possibly I may try a few exchanges with you.”  
 
    The next day, he sparred neither me nor Elaro, but Geras. Probably that was wise, as neither of them had to hold back his strength as carefully as an Ugaro. A few exchanges of blows, as he had said. That was enough for them both. That became the pattern of our days: rising at dawn and riding all day, with pauses to rest the horses; making camp early every evening.  
 
    Those were comfortable days. I could tell that my skill with two swords was better than it had been, which pleased me. I could also see that Elaro’s skill had improved, both with one sword and with two. I would not have wanted to see him face any respected warrior in a serious fight, but if such a thing ever happened, perhaps he might surprise that warrior. Also, every day, Geras tired less easily, until one could hardly tell he had ever been so sick he had set one foot into the land of the shades. Both he and Aras consented to spar first Elaro and then me, so again that was a clear sign that each had recovered the greater part of his strength. 
 
    For all those days, we saw no other travelers anywhere, only the many birds that nest around the ponds and many small animals, marmots and hares. We saw the steppe foxes that hunt the small game, and occasionally the small, stocky cats of the steppe, hardly larger than the foxes. Eagles drifted overhead, often in pairs in this season. They roost in the mountains, those eagles, or high up in the branches of the tallest trees of the forest, but they think nothing of soaring out a long way into the steppe to hunt and then returning to the mountains in the evening. Small falcons were more common, as they hunt the nesting birds that are everywhere in this season, but the eagles drew my eye. 
 
    Every time I saw an eagle, I thought of Tano. I wondered how he fared. Surely well enough, with Raga for his friend, and Arayo inKera. He would have his younger brother to look after as well, and that will steady a young man. 
 
    Tano had shown his cleverness and determination in all the trouble with the people who had been inTasiyo, and even more important, he had shown proper courage when my father had beaten him after all that trouble was over. That had been very important, and that trial was past, so that was good. I knew—I believed—my father would see to it that Tano did well. 
 
    If Tano and the other young men had made the journey to the heights of Talal Sabero as they had intended, if they had succeeded in gaining that height and made the offering and descended again, that would have made everything better for Tano as well. That is a dangerous journey, but Arayo had good sense, and I was certain Tano would have listened to Arayo and worked hard to help Raga. The other young man, Vayu inKera, had not seemed quarrelsome or foolish. Four would have been a good number for that journey. I was not very worried that those young men would have met any great mischance, and afterward, when they came down from the sacred mountain, everyone would think of them in a different way. 
 
    A man cannot know how everything happens when he is absent. I had no choice but to put those concerns away. 
 
    Though now and again thoughts of that kind came to me during those days, the nights were either very good or tolerable. If my temper still became hard sometimes, that was not as difficult to manage as it had been. I gradually relaxed, no longer bracing myself to struggle against sudden, vivid dislike when Elaro—less careful now—smiled at Darra, or when she smiled back.  
 
    Then, one afternoon, we finally saw a distant shadow before us, and I knew that before the next evening, we would come at last to the northern edge of the great forest. Though we still had many days’ ride before us, suddenly the journey seemed nearly over. 
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    “From here, we might perhaps ride for fifteen days to come to the Little Knife,” I said. “But the horses cannot cross anywhere but at a gap, so we will ride southwest tomorrow, toward the gap the inGeiro share with my people. We will need to pause in every meadow to let the horses graze. Twenty days. More than that. Twenty and four, twenty and eight, thirty days.” 
 
    “But from the Knife, only five days or so to reach the river,” Suyet said. He was happy, relaxed and smiling. He sat beside Lalani, his arm around her shoulders. She leaned against him, also smiling, but I could see she was thoughtful as well as happy. Everything would be very different for her once we crossed the river. 
 
    Perhaps everything would be even more different for Aras. He would be required to make many difficult decisions immediately. One decision must regard those people waiting to be put to death for the crime committed by Kerren Rahavet; the Lau consider that attempting to kill a scepter-holder is the same as attempting to kill their king and put the assassin’s whole family to death. Aras had told me he would not do it, but he had also said that his king would not be pleased at this decision, no matter what lesser penalty he declared. I thought the summer king would be even less pleased regarding some of the other things that had happened here in the winter lands.  
 
    Aras seemed merely thoughtful, not worried or apprehensive, but he picked up a short branch of fir, needles brown and crisp, lying near him and turned the branch over in his hand once and then again. Then he glanced at me and tossed the branch into the fire. The flames leaped, sputtering, as the fire found the dry needles. 
 
    Darra sat beside Elaro on the other side of the fire. She was playing his raven-feather flute, a light, quick melody. Elaro was playing her flute, a smaller instrument, creating a high, sweet harmony around her melody. I could not play any kind of flute. That was not a skill I had ever learned. 
 
    They would not cross the river, or not for long. They would turn north again, riding back into the winter lands. Together. With an effort, I turned my thoughts toward other things. “From the Little Knife, perhaps five days, or six, or perhaps more,” I told Suyet. “Probably not more than eight days.” 
 
    We were sitting around a true fire, a generous fire that burned hot and high. Though the trees were scant and small this far north, there was now enough wood that we need not depend upon dried dung or precious coal to cook our food or heat our tents. This tall fire leaped toward the sky, scattering sparks into the air like tiny stars.  
 
    “It will have been close to a year,” Aras commented. “In some ways, it seems longer.” 
 
    “That’s the truth. A great lot longer, in practically every way,” Geras agreed. He had cut a piece of dead wood from the snag of a dying birch and was absently carving strips of bark from this. His attention was on this task, but after another breath, he glanced up, a barely visible flush rising beneath his brown skin. “I mean, that’s the truth, my lord.” 
 
    Aras made a dismissive gesture. Propriety concerned him less than it concerned Geras.  
 
    Lalani had threaded meat onto long metal skewers, along with pieces of the peeled stems of young cattail shoots we had found growing around the pond that had made us choose this place for our evening camp. Now she began to pass skewers around the fire. She said, smiling, but serious as well, “I certainly do look forward to bread. And pastries! And fresh fruit—apricots are probably in season, and early plums might be ripening in the borderlands. Cakes with honey or pomegranate molasses and clotted cream—” 
 
    Geras threw a wood shaving at her, and she laughed. Then Darra, not laughing, began, her tone serious, “Lalani—” But she stopped. 
 
    Lalani looked at her in surprise. “I meant no offense,” she said in taksu.  
 
    “I am not offended,” Darra said at once, gesturing apology. “I would also like fresh fruit. Perhaps we may find early berries as we travel. I wished to say, perhaps tonight you might share my tent, Lalani.” 
 
    “Oh!” A slight pause, and then Lalani answered warmly, “Of course. I would be very pleased to share your tent.” 
 
    Darra smiled, but briefly.  
 
    I found myself sharing a glance with Elaro, who was not quite frowning, but obviously, like me, wondering if he should be worried. At this moment, I did not dislike him at all; I approved his obvious concern. This was so even though I knew that probably there was no need for concern. Sometimes a woman will wish to speak to another woman, not to men. I looked at Aras, but he gazed into the flames, pretending not to notice my glance.  
 
    That night, I heard the murmur of quiet female voices for a long time. 
 
    The next morning, we turned far west of south, traveling as directly as I could judge toward the gap through the Little Knife. 
 
      
 
    For three days, four, five, we rode through the forest, which quickly became much more dense, the trees taller and more crowded. Every day was warmer than the last. Only a little snow lay where the shade was deepest, and of course the constant winds of the steppe did not blow through the forest. The air now was quiet, with only small breezes that stirred the leaves. No grass grew where the shade of the trees lay heavily upon the earth, so we paused whenever we came to a meadow or glade or any kind of opening where the horses could graze. In these sunny meadows, the Lau undid the laces of their coats and settled in the warmth, turning their faces up to the sky. Though they still wore their warmest coats and burrowed under furs at night, they all became much more cheerful, so that anyone could see how cold and uncomfortable they had been before.  
 
    Darra said little during those days. Her attention had turned inward and her manner had become serious. Sometimes, especially in the evening, her gaze came to me, and I thought perhaps she might speak to me of some matter that troubled her heart. But she always dropped her gaze again and did not say anything. She did not speak much to Elaro either, and though at first I was relieved at that, as the days passed, I came to wish that she would speak to him. That seemed better to me than speaking to no one. But, though she did not draw either of us aside, Darra and Lalani continued to share one of the small tents. That made me feel a little better. At least Darra was speaking to someone, and I trusted Lalani’s good sense and good advice. 
 
    Aras took the other small tent. Geras and Suyet shared the larger. Elaro and I took our blankets and settled by the fire, leaving the tents to the Lau, who wanted so much more warmth at night than we did. We spoke little, but the silence between us was not as uncomfortable as I might have feared many-many days ago, when we began this journey. 
 
    On the fifth night, a little time after we had settled on opposite sides of the fire, he said, “I am concerned for Darra. But perhaps this is foolish. Perhaps sometimes a quiet mood comes upon her.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed. “Though I have never seen such a mood until these past days.” 
 
    A long silence. Then Elaro spoke again. “Sometimes a woman wishes to speak to another woman. There is nothing uncommon in that. Sometimes a woman may grow weary of a man’s company and wish to sleep alone for some nights. That is not uncommon either.” 
 
    “Yes, I have also observed this.” 
 
    “I have asked Darra if a problem has come between us. She says this has not happened. Perhaps you have asked the same question and heard the same answer.” 
 
    I raised myself up on one elbow, looking at him across the coals. “I have not had that much courage,” I admitted. 
 
    Another silence. He lay on his back, his hands beneath his head, gazing up at the sky. The Moon stood above the trees, casting her light down upon the earth. A few streaks of cloud lay across the sky, but not enough to obscure the face of the Moon. Her light was so bright that we could see each other clearly. But he did not look at me, only up toward the heavens. He said after some time, “Perhaps a sorcerer might know if some serious trouble had come into Darra’s heart.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed. Of course Aras must know everything. I said, “He would not speak to me of anything of the kind. Nor to you. If he thought it right, he might speak to Darra. If he thinks it is wrong to show her that he understands what is in her heart, he will pretend he has seen nothing. I have not seen him speak to her. Perhaps you have seen a moment of that kind.” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    Neither of us spoke again after that. I could not tell whether he slept. I lay awake for a long time.  
 
      
 
    The next afternoon, when we came to a large meadow with good, thick grass and a fine stream, we halted. It was early to stop, but the horses could graze for a long time, all the rest of the afternoon and all night, which would be good for them. Fish lived in the deep pools of the stream, big enough to be worth the trouble of catching. Rabbits must also come to this meadow. I thought I would find a rabbit trail and try my skill there, but Aras touched my arm and I turned. His expression was calm, but the set of his mouth revealed tension.  
 
    He said, “Ryo, may I speak to you for a moment?” 
 
    I gestured assent. I thought he might say something to me regarding Darra’s recent silence, and my stomach tightened.  
 
    He led me some distance from the meadow, far enough that no one would hear anything we might say to each other. When he halted, in a quiet place beneath a stand of big firs, and turned to face me, I asked at once, “Do you wish to speak to me regarding a problem that has come upon Darra? Do you think it right to explain this problem to me?” 
 
    He gestured No, then paused. “Actually, yes, I suppose, in a way. She’s fine, Ryo. Possibly a little troubled. I’m sure she’ll tell you soon about this trouble. I have … I’m experiencing … there’s a different problem I may be … I need to ask your help with something, Ryo. You aren’t going to like this. But you’re the only person I think I can ask.” 
 
    He was standing still, his gaze on my face. The shadows of the firs lay across us both. Small dapples of sunlight came down past the high branches, spangling the layer of soft brown needles beneath our feet. It was very plain to me that this problem involved sorcery.  
 
    I said, “Ask.” 
 
    He drew a breath and let it out, slowly. Then he said, “You remember, the day after we met, when you first thought I was a sorcerer. You tried to kill me.” 
 
    Of course I remembered this perfectly. I waited, trying to be patient, but beginning to be alarmed. More alarmed. I tried to set that aside so that I could listen to his words and understand what he was telling me now. 
 
    “I didn’t stop you by taking your will.” 
 
    I signed assent. That had convinced me that he could not be a sorcerer. I had not realized my first fear was right until a long time later.  
 
    But Aras flicked a hand, dismissing his own words. “Actually, that may not be the right incident. I’m not sure I could have stopped you with sorcerous coercion, not then. I didn’t … I had never done it to anyone. I’m not certain I knew how. All right: after we returned from the land of the shades. You hit me. I didn’t use any kind of sorcery to stop you.”  
 
    I signed assent again. I wanted to demand, What have you done? I was certain he had done something. I could not remember any recent moment in which he had taken my will and made me act as he wished, but now I doubted my memory. I could not feel anything wrong in myself, I could not find anything wrong in my memory, but— 
 
    “Not you,” he said quickly. “I don’t think I could hide the traces well enough for you to miss them, and I truly don’t think I could possibly make you forget I’d done it. I mean, I could change the surface of your memory, but underneath, you would know I’d done something to you. You would feel that, and nothing I could do would stop your fury from welling up through every kind of falsity.” He stopped, swallowing. “I haven’t done anything at all to you, Ryo. Truly.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked coldly. 
 
    “Please hear me out. This is a new … problem. I didn’t expect it, I wasn’t watching for it—I didn’t realize I was doing anything to anyone until two evenings ago.” 
 
    “Yes?” I said, even more coldly. 
 
    He was watching me carefully. He said, “Two evenings ago, Darra started to say something to you and I stopped her. Only after that did I understand this had been happening several times a day for five or six days. Ryo, take forty breaths. Please, Ryo.” 
 
    My hand had gone to the hilt of my sword. He was not wearing any sword, not even a knife; I realized that suddenly. We had all been wearing our weapons most of the time, as the easiest manner in which to carry them and in case we might have sudden need of them, unlikely as that seemed. But he had put his weapons aside now. 
 
    Of course, he did not need a sword or a knife. 
 
    When he had asked me for a pause, I had stopped. Now I tried to understand whether this had been my decision. In the land of the shades, I had known very well what he had done to me when he took my will and made me his slave. I could not feel anything like that now. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything to you. I’m almost entirely certain I haven’t. If I did anything to you, to your mind or heart or memory, you would feel it, even if you couldn’t tell exactly what I’d done. Ryo, nothing’s wrong with Darra, except she’s worried you’ll be upset. Probably you will be. But she’s perfectly well, truly.” 
 
    She was perfectly well, but she wished to say something to me that would upset me so much Aras had stopped her from saying it. Of course I knew what she wanted to say. She wanted to tell me she had decided she would marry only Elaro and not me. Traveling so far with us both had made her understand that this was what she wanted. 
 
    Aras winced. “Ryo—” 
 
    I cut him off, my tone even colder this time. “I do not understand why you wished to tell me of this problem. You need not promise me that you will cease interfering in this obviously wrong way. I am perfectly certain you will cease.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not … that isn’t why I asked you to come this far away from the others. I have a request.” He looked at me steadily, but continued to speak in this tentative way that was so unlike him. “I want you to hit me. I want … I have to see whether I can prevent myself from stopping you. I had no idea … I didn’t realize I might put my will on someone so subtly that I wouldn’t even notice. I need to find out—” 
 
    I hit him, hard, across the face. He staggered, throwing out a hand to catch himself against the bole of the nearest tree, and I took a long stride forward and started to hit him again. 
 
    I stopped, straightening and stepping back, dropping my hands to my sides. That was not my decision. I did not stop. He stopped me. He had been right about one thing at least: this was very, very clear. I could not possibly mistake it. 
 
    He let me go immediately.  
 
    I did not move, except to fold my arms and fix him with a hard look. 
 
    Aras leaned against the tree for one breath and another breath. Then he straightened, faced me, and said, “Let’s try that again.” 
 
      
 
    He could not do it.  
 
    My desire to hit him sank to nothing long before Aras was willing to admit that he could not prevent himself from using his sorcery in this wrong way. He tried very hard, but he could not do it. He could not even feel himself give way to the curse. He would frown, his attention inward, setting himself to take a blow. But when I moved sharply toward him, raising my hand, I halted before I could complete the blow. Only then would he realize he had yet again failed to check the impulse to stop me. If he closed his eyes, nothing changed. He did not need his eyes to see me begin to move. Only once, when he had closed his eyes, I made myself think of what he had done to Darra, I made myself so angry that he missed the moment when I moved and I managed to hit him. Probably too hard; I was genuinely angry. But I could not do it again; he stopped me too quickly for me to strike a second blow. 
 
    After some time, I said, “Enough.”  
 
    He shook his head, quietly determined. “Once more.”  
 
    He had said that before. Several times. “No,” I told him. “You are as stubborn as an Ugaro, but no. This is enough. Geras will be worried already. When he sees you, he will be upset. Your cheek is swelling, your mouth. I should not have hit you that way, or that hard.” 
 
    Perhaps he had intended to argue, but now he raised one hand to his face, running fingertips across his cheek, wincing. I did not like that. I had been so angry at first that I wanted to hit him, wanted to hurt him, but I was much less angry now. After the past hand of time, I could not doubt that he hated this impulse in himself, that he despised his own failure to resist the use of sorcery even more than I hated it. I had had more than enough time to remember the incidents he had mentioned, the times he had not defended himself against me by means of sorcery. I could not doubt that he would cease using sorcery in this wrong way if he could. 
 
    I said, “You remember those days when you taught me to conceal my thoughts and memories from you. You remember how that was. No matter how I tried, I could not do it. Again and again, I failed completely. Then I learned how to do it.” 
 
    He had dropped his hand again, but he had also turned his face away. He was upset and trying not to show it. He answered me quietly. “I understand what you’re saying, Ryo, but this is different.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said drily. “Obviously this is very different. You are accustomed to witnessing other people’s failures, not to failing at anything yourself. Other than that, it is probably much the same.”  
 
    That made him look at me again. He said at last, “You may be right. Very well. Every day, then, until I learn this. If you are willing, and if—” He cut that off. After a moment, he said instead, “At least I think I have become much more aware of doing this to someone. Not in time to stop myself from doing it at all, but at least enough to stop after the first moment. That’s something, I suppose. The next time Darra begins to tell you something, she’ll tell you.” 
 
    I could not stop myself from frowning, but I said, “Good. But we will not do this every day. Grant yourself time to see whether the impulse to put your will on other people is less now than it was, or different than it was.” 
 
    He shook his head, but this was not argument. He said, “Perhaps that might be better. Possibly this … this unintentional exercise of sorcery may have moved a step closer to moderately acceptable. A small step, at least. I hope it has.” His tone was weary, and he touched his cheek again. “I’m not going to explain this to Darra. Certainly not yet. If you think you should, I won’t prevent you, of course, but this is something I think ought to wait until we’re on the other side of the river, unless—” He stopped again, as abruptly as before. 
 
    “I have no intention of killing you while you sleep,” I told him, my tone sharp. “Nor of permitting anyone else to do so.” But I could not stop myself from adding, “Even if you cannot stop yourself from putting your will on other people, I am certain that you will never again let such an evil impulse run unchecked.” 
 
    “No. I mean, I certainly hope I won’t.” He pushed away from the fir where he had been leaning and walked past me. As he passed me, I caught his arm to stop him. I had not thought of that first, so he did not prevent me. Nor did he make me let him go. He halted and stood still, not looking at me, but not pulling away.  
 
    I said, “Aras. Perhaps, before you judge yourself harshly, you should take a moment to remember that when Geras fought Royova inVotaro for your sake, the gods set the victory into his hands.” 
 
    He still did not look at me. But after a moment, he nodded, very slightly. I let him go, and he walked away, back toward the meadow and our waiting camp. 
 
      
 
    Bruises show much less on a Lau’s brown skin than on the skin of an Ugaro, but obviously Geras could not miss the subtle signs of those bruises. He had been worried anyway because Aras had been out of his sight, and now, the moment we came back to the camp, he stood up, scowling at Aras and then at me.  
 
    “Ryo—” he began. 
 
    “Stand down, Troop Leader,” Aras ordered, his tone crisp.  
 
    His manner was very much that of the scepter-holder, sharply authoritative in a way that was not like a warleader or even the lord of a tribe. Koro inKarano sometimes showed a similar manner. During all our time in the winter country, Aras had only rarely spoken in a way that recalled his authority. He had never spoken in that way since we had returned from the land of the shades. I had not realized that until this moment. 
 
    Geras actually took a step back, he was so startled. Then, though he still frowned, he said, “If you say so, my lord.” 
 
    Aras nodded to him. “I do, thank you, Troop Leader. There’s no problem, Geras. Or not with Ryo. Amend your manner, if you please.” He came to the fire and sat down there, moving a little stiffly.  
 
    I had hit him harder than I should have. I had been angry, of course I had, but I should have been more careful. Aras did not like to show pain or any kind of weakness; he would not move like that unless I had hurt him— 
 
    “I’m perfectly all right,” he said, once again in that cool, sharp tone. “Let’s discuss something else. Possibly you might draw us a map of the land hereabouts, Ryo, and explain what we’re likely to find before us tomorrow and in the next few days.” 
 
    Geras looked from him to me, still frowning. He stayed on his feet rather than resuming his place by the fire, undoubtedly because he thought he might need to move quickly to protect Aras. Probably he did not really believe this would be necessary, but even so, he stayed on his feet, moving to break up kindling and sort through pieces of gathered wood for the kind he liked to carve, pretending that was why he did not sit down again. No doubt he blamed himself because he had not stopped Aras from going away from the camp with me and now he thought this had been a failure of his duty.  
 
    Suyet looked from one of us to the other. He would not ask anything, not after Aras had so firmly ordered Geras not to ask, but he was worried. 
 
    Lalani’s pretense of unconcern was almost as practiced as an Ugaro’s. She and Darra both pretended they were too much absorbed in preparing meat for the evening meal to have noticed anything out of the ordinary. Elaro leaned on one elbow, watching Darra, his expression so unconcerned that I knew he, too, deliberately took that manner to cover worry. At once, my attention shifted from Aras to Darra. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, also pretending I noticed nothing wrong. I came to the fire and brushed aside fallen needles and twigs and small rocks, making a clear place where I could draw out a map. This was not a bad idea. No one else knew how the land lay here. 
 
    “We will go almost directly west tomorrow and also most of the next day as well,” I explained. “The hills to the south are steep and difficult. We will go west until we come to this lake.” I sketched the lake. “There is a trail there, along the shore of that lake, that will let us go more directly south and then west again. A good place for a camp lies here, near that trail.” I added this to my sketch. “After we have come around the lake, we will turn again and ride south and west.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, studying the map as I brushed out the lake and began to show the trails we would take later.  
 
    “You know this land very well,” Suyet commented. 
 
    I smiled, pretending a better humor than I truly felt. “I raided the inGeiro often when I was a boy, just as inGeiro boys raided us. Young boys do best to practice the skills of warriors against allies, not enemies, but I was not often caught.”  
 
    Three times, once with Keyova and once with two other friends of mine and once when I had been old enough that I should have known better than to make the stupid mistakes that had given me away. The inGeiro warriors who had caught me that time had been kinder to me than I deserved. I said, “I once stole a tiger pelt from the tent of a respected inGeiro warrior. His sons came later that summer and stole it back. I meant to steal it again, but that time I was nearly caught and did not get away with anything but my hair.” 
 
    “Oh, you should tell that story!” Suyet said. “The part where you stole the tiger skin in the first place!” He was trying to make everyone feel easier. Aras gave him an approving nod, and I approved as well, so I told that tale while we ate the evening meal, and then the part where the inGeiro boys stole the pelt back again. I pretended I was perfectly unconcerned about everything, but my stomach was tight and I could not eat much. 
 
    Darra did not look at me. She did not look at Elaro either. She spoke to Lalani, but not about anything important. A man did not have to be a sorcerer to feel the tight constraint that lay upon her—upon the whole camp. Later, when everyone thought of going to the tents or laying blankets by the coals of our fire, Darra finally touched my hand and said softly, “Ryo, will you come aside with me?” Of course I was not at all surprised, but my stomach tightened further and I regretted that I had eaten anything at all. I stood up without a word and went with her as she led me along the stream. 
 
    Once we had come to a small distance, we found a good place where a flat rock offered a place to sit beside the tumbling stream. Darra sat down there. She trailed her hand in the water, which broke and splashed around her fingers, the drops flashing like silver and crystal in the moonlight. She did not look at me, but at the water and the stream.  
 
    I sat down, not too close. I said, pleased at the steadiness of my voice, “Very well. Speak as you wish.” 
 
    Darra looked up at me. She said, her voice low, “I am happy to say this, but I am afraid you may not be entirely happy to hear it.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. I was very certain she would say that she had decided she would marry only Elaro. I set myself to say that I thought this a wise decision. I did think it wise. Obviously everything would be simpler for everyone because she had made this decision. That did not make me wish to hear her say it. 
 
    She said, “I am carrying a child, Ryo.” 
 
    For a long breath, I stared at her, my heart and mind and body utterly still.  
 
    Then her words crashed upon me like the breaking of a storm: intense joy struck my heart, a ferocious joy I had never felt before in my life, but with this joy, also fury and some other emotion, something even more violent, something I did not recognize. I could not speak or think. Leaping up, I strode into the forest.  
 
      
 
    I walked a long way that night. I startled a deer and then another deer, and a fox. A lion followed me for a little time, as lions will when they are curious about something a man does. I showed him that I knew where he stood by pausing to look directly at him. He slipped away after that, but I was still too upset and unsettled to go back to the camp. 
 
    By that time I understood much better what had happened. I wanted that child. I wanted the baby to be only mine. I did not want anyone to say this child had two fathers. I did not want to share this child with Elaro. What I felt at the thought that I must share a child of mine with another man was not only anger. It was grief. 
 
    If the baby were a boy, I wished to be the man who set a little wooden sword into his hands. Or, if he picked up Darra’s flute or learned to mimic the lullabies she sang to him before he learned to speak, I wanted to be the man who taught him all the stories I had ever learned and taught him to understand the meaning of all those tales. 
 
    If this baby were a girl, I wanted to carry her with me and teach her every story. I wanted Darra to teach her to sing, and my mother to teach her this as well, and I wanted to be there, listening to her first baby songs. When she was a little older, I wanted to teach her to shoot the kind of small bow that is right for a girl, teach her to hunt and to understand the land.  
 
    The thought of this child, my child, taking those first uncertain baby steps to catch Elaro’s finger; the thought of Elaro carrying this child on his shoulder, telling this child his stories, tales I had never even heard myself; the thought of people looking at this child and saying Yes, there is Elaro’s child, all this made me sick with jealousy that was partly rage and partly grief and wholly unjust.  
 
    I had not understood that I would feel this way. Aras had understood this. Of course he had. Now I was not at all astonished he might stop Darra from telling me she carried a child. He had not wanted me to endure this storm of feeling at least in part because he had not wanted to endure it himself. I was staying some distance from our camp, four bowshots, six, eight, but probably he still felt the storm that had crashed over me. I doubted very much that he slept deeply tonight. 
 
    That a baby would come was a good thing, very good. Darra was happy. She should be happy. Her father would be very pleased. Everyone would be pleased and glad that a child would soon come. I should be glad of that as well, but this tearing joy was not like happiness and the fury would not die away. I could not stop thinking of how everything would happen. 
 
    Women would study the early signs to see whether this child might be a boy or a girl. Many women would hope for a girl because a singer would be her mother and she would have a poet for one father and the son of a great singer for another father. Everyone would expect a girl child to become a singer. 
 
    Not every daughter born to a singer will be a singer. Someone near this child should tell her that she need not be a singer, that if this were not her path, she would still be cherished and respected. Probably I would not be there to tell her that. Would Elaro think to say this? I did not know, and my heart filled with rage that he would be close to this child when I might not be close to her, when probably I would not be close to her. 
 
    Or the child might be a boy. Men would consider the ways in which a son of Darra’s and mine might eventually shift the precedence of many important tribes, and argue over whether it mattered that this son was also Elaro’s. Poets would remember the story of the woman who took two husbands and by that choice brought together two tribes to give rise to the inKarano. Everyone would recall how our kings had been inKarano since that time. Everyone would pay attention to this boy, wanting to see if he might grow into a king. Would Elaro, easy tempered as he was and not inclined to quarrel, be able to guard a son from too close attention? If he could not, my father could certainly do so, but what if Darra wished to live among the inKarano and would not go to the inGara? 
 
    Every kind of trouble came into my mind and my heart, problems that had not yet come to pass and could not possibly concern anyone for many winters, but I could not set these thoughts aside. I decided that I would tell Darra to marry only Elaro. 
 
    After another heartbeat, I thought no, this was a terrible decision, an impossible decision. I decided I would tell her that she must marry only me. 
 
    A heartbeat later again, I realized that this idea was even worse. I could not make Darra marry only me and even if I could, then if I did not return to the winter country for a long time, my child would have no father anyway, only the tale of a father who lived far away. That would be bad in a different way. That would be bad for the child, not for me. 
 
    I might tell Aras that I did not want to go into the summer country. He would accept this decision—I was very certain he would accept it. But then the tie he held to me would never be removed. I would live for the rest of my life knowing that if he chose to put his will upon me, he could do it. He would never do it. Of course he would not do it. Even if he came back into the winter country himself, which seemed unlikely, or if—and this seemed much more likely—I someday went into the summer country and so came near him that way, still, he would never do it. But I loathed the thought that he could. That had not changed at all. 
 
    But suppose I chose to bear that knowledge all my life. Then, if I did not go with Aras into the summer country, if I did not go with him to Avaras, he would go there alone to explain everything that had happened to his king. Though the shadow of the past trouble lay between us, though that shadow might always lie between us, still, I did not like that thought either. 
 
    Every decision was terrible. I did not know what to do or what to think.  
 
    By this time, the Moon had stepped low in the sky, and the warmer light of the Sun was turning the sky above the eastern horizon pale gold. Yet I did not want to go back to the place we had camped. I did not need to go back. I had drawn that map; everyone knew which direction to go … Aras had suggested that I draw that map. He had known very well that I would probably walk away, that I might not return for some time. He would know that I would find them when I felt calmer. He would probably be well enough pleased if I did not find them until I was calmer. 
 
    Unless enemies came upon them. That did not seem at all likely, not here in inGeiro lands, but if it happened and I was not there, that might be very bad. 
 
    Though Aras could stop any enemies that found them. 
 
    Except, no, that would be just as bad. Indeed, in many ways that would be even worse. Also, a tiger might come upon them. Or a bear. Bears wake hard-tempered in the spring, especially a mother with cubs. Darra and Elaro would know what to do if a bear came upon them, but perhaps the Lau might not know. 
 
    I sighed. Everything was still difficult and uncomfortable. But I thought I had no choice but to go back to the camp anyway. I had been sitting for some time on a rock I had found, where I could lean against a larger rock and look at the Moon, where she stood low in the sky, near the northern horizon. Looking at her made me feel a little better—a very little—but clearly nothing would improve for sitting here a longer time. I rose to my feet and turned my steps toward the camp. 
 
      
 
    I came there with the brightening light of the Sun, who by that time shone through the branches of the trees. The camp had been broken long since, the tents taken down and rolled up, everything packed neatly away. Four of the horses were gone, and all the Lau. But three horses waited, picketed, and the fire had not been put out. Darra and Elaro sat by the fire, not too near each other. A bowl of tisane simmered over the fire, with three smaller bowls set beside it. 
 
    Neither Darra nor Elaro turned to look at me when I came there. They had known I approached; the horses had probably told them this.  
 
    I went to the fire and sat down. Darra still did not look up, but she poured tisane, first for Elaro and then for me and then for herself. We all sat there for a little while, not speaking, sipping the tisane and waiting for the moment to seem right for someone to speak. 
 
    Finally, I set down my bowl. I said to Darra, “I am very, very pleased you are carrying a child. That makes me very happy. Extraordinarily happy. If the child is a boy, that would please me very much. If the child is a girl, that would please me just as well.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Darra, accepting all this. She had seemed calm, but now a truer calm came to her. She did not smile, but she said, “Good.” Then she waited. 
 
    I said to Elaro, “I thought it would be easy for me to say that a child of mine also has a second father. I was wrong. This is very, very difficult for me. Extraordinarily difficult.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said softly. “This is difficult for me as well, Ryo.” 
 
    I nodded. I was not surprised he said this. I felt a little, a very little, better because he said it. I said, “I thought for a long time last night. Nothing seems right to me. But going into the summer country still seems less wrong than everything else. Going to the summer king’s city still seems less wrong. It will certainly be a long time before I return to the winter lands. Perhaps it may happen that I do not return. I think it would probably be better if a daughter of mine has a second father who is there, in the camp of her mother. Probably it would be better that a son of mine has a second father who is there in that camp. That seems better to me than every other way in which matters might be arranged. I think Darra inKarano was wise to decide she would prefer a husband who does not travel such long distances or into such strange places. I hope she is still willing to say that I am also her husband. I hope she has not changed her mind in that regard.” 
 
    She had looked up now, and I met her eyes. I said, “I hurt you last night. I am sorry for that. I apologize for behaving in such a careless way.” 
 
    Darra made the gesture that turns away an apology. “I hurt you first. I did not wish to. You did not wish to hurt me. This is hard for everyone. I think everyone would do best to demonstrate forbearance and patience with everyone else.” 
 
    I bowed my head, accepting this wisdom.  
 
    “I still wish to say you are my husband. Even though everything is hard, I am happy you still wish me to say this, Ryo.” 
 
    I breathed more easily. After a moment, I said, “Good.” Then I looked at Elaro.  
 
    He smiled, a wry expression. “If it should happen that a child of ours is a boy and you are not present in the camp of his mother, if the time comes that this boy decides he will be a warrior and you are not present, then I will ask Sinowa inGara to take on the duty of teaching this boy. I think that might be best for a boy who may be a young warrior.” 
 
    If he had considered all night, he could not have said anything that would have pleased me better. Perhaps he had considered all night. If so, his thoughts had led him to a much more useful place than mine had led me. Because of his words, my heart finally settled at little. I said at last, “If a son of ours should decide to become a poet, that would please me as well. You would know very well how to teach a boy to be a poet. Either way, there is no one I would prefer to say is a second father for my child.” 
 
    He moved from sitting to kneeling and bowed. I did the same. Then we both straightened, picked up our bowls, and sipped the cooling liquid. No one spoke again. Even in so few words, everyone had already said everything important. 
 
    After a time, when all the bowls were empty, we rose. Darra packed away the bowls. I kicked soil over the coals of the fire. Elaro bridled the horses, murmuring to them in apology for making them wait while their companions went on. He was always kind to the horses; I had seen that many times. He was kind and thoughtful to everyone. Though it was still hard to consider, I had spoken the truth when I said I could think of no other man I would prefer as a second father for a child of mine. 
 
    I pulled myself up to the high saddle of my horse, and we all rode away from that place, west.  
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    We came up on our companions around midafternoon. 
 
    They were riding single file, following a path the deer had made. Geras, at the rear, turned to nod to us. I drew my horse in at the tail of his mare. She swiveled an ear back toward us, pleased to have all her familiar companions back again, and we rode on. 
 
    In the evening, when we made our camp, no one spoke much, especially not to me. I laid out my blanket by the fire, not going to a tent—not waiting for Darra to ask me to come to her tent, if she had intended to ask me. She did not ask Elaro either, but, again, Lalani. That did not make me feel better, but at least her decision did not make me feel worse. Their words did not carry to my ears, but I listened to the low murmur of their voices, Darra’s deeper-pitched and measured, Lalani’s light and quick. Eventually, I slept. 
 
    The next day was much the same, except that evening Suyet, who was irrepressible, and Elaro, who was good at pretending his heart was not troubled, told each other stories long into the night. 
 
    The next evening after that, as the Sun made his way down past the edge of the world, Darra stood up from the fire and said to me, “Ryo, if you wish to come to my tent tonight, that would please me very much.” 
 
    I could not prevent myself from looking at Elaro. He met my eyes for a heartbeat. Then he smiled and looked away. I rose to my feet and went to Darra.  
 
    Even though I studied her carefully, I could see no signs that she carried a baby. After we had come together and then parted again, she lay on her back, one hand on my arm, and I lay on my side, up on one elbow, my other hand resting on her stomach.  
 
    “It will be many days before the baby quickens,” she told me, her tone apologetic. 
 
    I nodded, but I did not move my hand.  
 
    “If no mischance comes, the baby will be born close to midwinter. That is a lucky time for a child to be born, especially a girl.” 
 
    I nodded again. The Dawn Sisters linger longest in the sky of the winter country at midwinter. It is always lucky for a girl baby to be born when the Dawn Sisters are in the sky. My younger sister carried that kind of luck. I would like a daughter of mine to share that luck with Etta. 
 
    As though she had followed my thought, Darra said, “If this child is a girl, I think Etta might be a good name for her, if you approve, Ryo.” 
 
    I stilled. Then I put my hands on Darra’s hips and picked her up, rolling to lower her gently onto my stomach. “A boy baby would please me very much,” I murmured. “But I would cherish a girl baby.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and shifted her hips, and moved down upon me.  
 
      
 
    The evening after that, Aras asked me to go away from the camp with him. When I faced him in the place we found, a rocky glade some distance from the meadow where we had made our camp, he said first, “It’s hard to tell whether the impulse is less than it was. No one is trying to do or say anything that’s likely to make trouble in our camp.” 
 
    I thought it was probably impossible for anything to strike my heart as hard as Darra’s words to me that earlier evening. 
 
    He gestured wry agreement. “That’s probably true, yes. That makes it difficult for me to tell whether I’ve learned better control over such impulses. So, if you don’t mind, Ryo.” And he braced himself to take a blow. 
 
    I stepped forward. 
 
    He stopped me. 
 
    He did no better this time than the first. He was furious and frustrated with himself—not that he said so, but I saw the grim set of his mouth, the tightness of his face. Even if I had seen nothing, I would have known how hard this failure struck his heart.  
 
    He glared at me when I thought that, snapping at me, “I thought I had this under control! I should have it under control!” 
 
    He was accustomed to ordering everything as he wished. 
 
    “I am accustomed to ruling my own mind!” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. This time I was not angry. I did not want to hurt him. I said, as gently as I could, “Everyone is accustomed to that, until a sorcerer comes upon them. I think you are attempting to treat your curse like that, like an enemy that has come upon you, but for you, this is different. I think you should look for ways to work with the curse, not throw all your will against it. Of course your will is not enough. The curse is part of you. It must draw upon your will as much as any other intention or desire you may set against it.” 
 
    He stared at me. “I would never have expected any Ugaro, even you, to say anything like that.” 
 
    “I have thought about this.” 
 
    “Well, apparently I’ve been too distracted to notice.” He looked away from me, breathing out sharply. Then he said, still looking away, into the forest, “You’re right that I’ve always worked with the curse. I haven’t generally considered it a true curse. I have never understood why other sorcerers should be … the way they are. I thought it was a problem of bad teaching in childhood or a problem of bad character, not a problem with sorcery itself. I have never had to fight against using sorcery this way. I hate this. I don’t want to work with this part of the curse. Coercion is revolting. I want to crush it beneath my heel and be rid of it.” 
 
    I wanted that too. I was silent for long enough to let his words stand in the air so that the gods might make note of them. Finally, I said, “I am glad you feel that way. But there are some things in this I do not understand. Had you never before in your life been compelled to set your will on someone in order to save him, as you have done several times now for Geras and Suyet?” 
 
    He snorted, a trace of humor coming into his manner as he turned back to face me. “Ryo, I’ve always had people for that. If someone is sick or injured, I don’t need sorcery to bring a physician hurrying to tend him; I just send a courier. If some of my soldiers get into a tight spot and need help, I send a lot more soldiers to help them. No, I have never before set my will on anyone. Not until I did it to you. And now I can’t stop.” 
 
    “You will learn that.” 
 
    “I will. I have to. I know that.” He ran a hand distractedly through his hair. “Well, this is my problem, Ryo. I’ll find a way to deal with it. Thank you for your assistance—and your advice.” He glanced around, then shook his head and walked away, toward the camp.  
 
    I followed, but slowly, thinking of the soft dusk and the sky, the scent of the spruce trees, the feel of the dry needles and rocky soil beneath my feet.  
 
    Beneath all these thoughts, I thought of the curse. Of coercion, and what it could become. Of how other sorcerers put their will on those about them. Of how Lorellan had enjoyed the cruelty of his acts. I knew, everyone knew, that it was the nature of sorcerers to be cruel. Except for Aras.  
 
    His nature had not changed. Not yet. But obviously the curse had changed. Only the gods know what the coming days will bring, but I could see some very difficult things the coming days might hold. 
 
    All of these thoughts were uncomfortable. I did not know whether Aras saw those thoughts in my mind below the easier thoughts of the moment. I thought of Darra and the coming child. That should make it difficult for Aras to see anything else in my mind. I thought of teaching a young boy to climb a tree and shoot a bow and hold a sword, to be brave and clever. Of telling a small girl stories I had learned among the Lau, stories that no other Ugaro knew, not even Elaro. I held those thoughts in my mind when I came back to the camp. I accepted the meat Darra gave me, and smiled at the tale she was telling Lalani, which was a woman’s story, told in a way different from the way a man would tell it.  
 
    That night, after Aras slept—after I was certain he slept—I opened a certain saddlebag, unwrapped many cushioning furs, and looked at the two flasks cradled there, the flasks that held the Tarashana medicine that would make a man sleep for some hands of time.  
 
    They were there, exactly as they should be. I settled them again in their place, rose, and went back to my place by the fire. I lay awake for a long time. I was very certain, perfectly certain, that I had indeed looked upon those flasks. This memory had no unusual clarity, no distinct boundaries. That had really happened. Those flasks were tucked away where they should be. 
 
    The next day, I thought about many things, but I did not think about sorcery. The effort of thinking about everything else became more difficult as the day passed. I might have made myself upset and angry—I might have done that with embarrassing ease, as recent days had shown me. I did not want to do that, so instead, that evening, I brought out two practice swords and tossed them to Elaro. 
 
    He sighed—he had been sitting comfortably beside the fire, watching Darra show Lalani how to make an herb stuffing for fish we had caught. But he stood up and came to face me. 
 
    We had not practiced like this for some days. I had almost forgotten how much I enjoyed the tight focus, the warm awareness of muscle and bone, the pleasure of feeling my body flow from one balanced movement into the next. I would have liked to spar Usu inYoraro again now. Probably I would not have won, but I would not have minded nearly as much now as I had minded it then—and I knew I would have shown him better skill. Elaro was not aggressive enough to be a satisfying opponent. 
 
    Also, he was doing something wrong somewhere in the patterns when we engaged and then disengaged. I could not see the mistake he was making, only feel the need to break away from pressing my attack so that I would not hurt him. Elaro felt the problem too—he could hardly miss it—and backed up, grounding the tips of his practice swords, breathing hard.  
 
    Aras had been sitting a little distance from us, watching, his manner relaxed. I had no doubt that he, too, had been glad to put aside difficult thoughts and concentrate on something else, something easier. Now, when Elaro and I turned to him, Aras got to his feet and came forward.  
 
    “You are not moving correctly,” he said to Elaro. “Your base is not broad enough and therefore you lack the support to defend yourself against a forceful attack. When Ryo attacks any high target, you try to parry with only the strength of your arms, not your hips. Even for an Ugaro, that is not a good idea. Let me have those swords and watch me—watch my feet and hips.” Then he nodded to me. “The same again, please, Ryo.” 
 
    I certainly felt the difference. Aras did not have the strength to meet my attack the way an Ugaro would, but he had an assurance that Elaro did not have at all. I tried to watch his feet and hips, but my attention necessarily remained mostly on his chest and arms and swords. I could not see what he did that was different, though I felt it. 
 
    “Enough,” he said to me, and then to Elaro, “Did you see the difference in how I moved compared to how you moved?” 
 
    “I watched you carefully,” Elaro answered, his tone rueful. “I did not learn anything useful. I think I cannot tell how I am moving. I know my eye is not well enough trained to see how you are moving. I think you should keep those practice swords. My skill is not improving at all. I will never be the kind of opponent who can press Ryo to improve his skill in any way.” 
 
    “That’s an unnecessarily harsh view,” Aras said, at the same moment that I protested, “Your skill has certainly improved!”  
 
    Aras laughed, and I realized he was much more relaxed now than he had been for a long time. I should have realized his thoughts and fears must haunt him even more than mine haunted me—and of course he must be troubled by my fears and thoughts as well as his own. 
 
    I put that thought away as quickly as I could. 
 
    Aras did not seem to have noticed any uncomfortable thoughts. Still smiling, he said to Elaro, “Ryo is right; your skill has improved. You have not seen this yourself because his skill has improved more than yours. Against a different opponent, you would not so readily mistake your own skill. You can learn this, Elaro.” 
 
    Elaro turned a hand in a gesture of denial. “You are always courteous, but I think that is most unlikely—” he began. 
 
    Aras asked suddenly, “Would you permit me to show you?” 
 
    I looked at him sharply. A little distance away, Geras straightened, his attention caught, and came toward us. Suyet noticed that and stood up, and so of course Lalani stood up as well, and then Darra, and they all came to see what was happening.  
 
    Elaro had not yet understood; he was saying, “You have shown me, more than once—” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t mean that way,” Aras said. “I mean directly. If you wish. Only if you wish. I give you my word I would only guide you through the correct movements so that you feel how you should hold your body and how you should move. Once you feel the correct stance and movements in your body, I think your muscles will remember what you have learned.”  
 
    “Aras—” I began. 
 
    “I know,” he said, a trifle impatiently, in darau. “This wouldn’t hurt anyone.” He glanced from me to Darra and then returned his attention to me. “I don’t think this would violate my oath to Koro. I’m not suggesting coercion, exactly. This would be a demonstration and a training aid, that’s all. The Lakasha do something like this. Not quite the same; they do it with shared memory, not anything related to coercion; but I think this should be very much like that. I intend it to be like that; nothing dangerous or uncomfortable.” 
 
    Though by this day Elaro understood and spoke darau almost as well as the rest of us, Aras shifted back to taksu as he went on. “Elaro, obviously I will not do it if you prefer not.” 
 
    I knew Aras meant that, but I felt certain that a year ago, he would not have suggested anything of this kind. Suddenly I doubted him, and myself. I doubted everything. I looked at Darra and found her looking at me. She was frowning. So was I. So was Geras.  
 
    Aras turned to me. “Ryo, I honestly don’t think this can do any harm. This is a tightly restricted use of coercion. But I understand—” 
 
    “You may do this,” Elaro told him. 
 
    Everyone stared at Elaro, surprised for one reason or another. 
 
    “I am curious to see what this is like,” he said, a little apologetic. “I have heard very many tales regarding sorcery. I doubt I will ever again travel with a sorcerer who uses the curse in such kind ways. I think this is very unlikely to happen.” He met my eyes, his manner serious. “I understand you have reason to hate and fear sorcery, Ryo, but I think we have all seen that Aras does not use sorcery in wrong ways. Do you consider that he might suggest this if it would hurt me? I think that is most unlikely.” He added, now speaking to Aras, his tone calm but stubborn. “You may do this.” 
 
    Now everyone looked at me. A pause came upon us. I did not want to say either yes or no. I looked again at Darra. Still frowning, she made a gesture that turned the decision back to me. This both pleased and dismayed me. I had known that no one else realized that Aras had found this trouble in himself, this urge to put his will upon someone, an urge that came on him so swiftly he did not realize it himself until he had done it. But I had not realized this might set me in a place like this one, where everyone trusted me to advise them, yet there were so many things I did not want to discuss with anyone.  
 
    I was very certain no one else understood that the suggestion Aras had made to Elaro might have come from this wrong kind of urge.  
 
    Except that Aras knew all these things.  
 
    I said to him, “Tell me again that you do not consider that this would break your oath to Koro inKarano. Then tell me again that you consider taking a man’s will into your hand merely an efficient means of teaching him something he has difficulty learning in other ways.” 
 
    He frowned, dropping his gaze. Yet this did not seem an expression of guilt. He seemed thoughtful rather than ashamed. He stood that way for a little time, his arms folded, his head bowed, his eyes on the earth, his attention turned inward. I was certain he was carefully considering the idea he had proposed, just as I had asked. That he was thinking of how it felt in his mind and heart.  
 
    Finally, he looked up again, meeting my eyes. He said in darau, “I think—I believe—that is my motivation. I do have another reason I’d like to do this, one which I think is important enough to justify pressing the boundaries of my various oaths. I’ll discuss that with you later, Ryo, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that reason either. I’m certain nothing I’ve suggested will cause harm; may the gods destroy me if any harm comes to Elaro because of anything I suggest. Even so, I won’t do it if you think it’s wrong. Not even if Elaro would like me to do it.” 
 
    He knew very well I thought it wrong. I answered in darau, “I think this is a decision you will be making many, many times in days to come. I think you should make this decision now.” 
 
    That caused a different kind of pause. I suspected he had not known that I was going to say such a thing. I was upset and angry and thinking many hard thoughts, and I had not considered what I meant to say. But now that I had set those words into the air, I knew I had been right to say it. If no one else could compel him to take action or refrain from action, then he had no choice but to make every decision himself, and weigh in his own heart every choice he made. 
 
    Aras said finally, “Forty breaths seems too little for something this important. Let us wait for two days. If Elaro considers my suggestion for two days and still agrees, if I’m still certain what I suggest will be safe for us both, if everyone else still agrees the decision should be ours, then I’ll do this. I think it would be a useful exercise in several different ways. But if the decision goes the other way, then that is as it is and I won’t suggest this again.”  
 
    Elaro signed agreement at once, and as the decision seemed most rightfully his, everyone else did the same, though I, at least, did not think I would approve in two days or four or any number. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, when we camped, though no one had looked at Elaro or said a word regarding the suggestion Aras had made, as soon as Elaro finished with his part of the small tasks necessary for making the camp, he looked around at all of us—at me—and said, his tone wry, “I am certain no one wishes to wait and wait, so I will speak now.” Then he faced Aras. “My opinion has not changed. I would like to try this kind of sorcerous teaching. I would like to know what this is like, so I hope no one thinks this is wrong.” 
 
    Aras was smiling. “I greatly appreciate your confidence. I promise you, Elaro, I won’t shake your opinion of me in the slightest.” He glanced around at the rest of us. But obviously if Elaro did not object, if he wanted to do it, if Aras was this certain that this kind of sorcery would do no harm—at least, no harm to Elaro—I sighed. Nothing could make me like this. But I went to bring out the practice swords. 
 
    When I faced Elaro, I could see plainly that he was pleased and only a little nervous. As everyone else moved aside to watch, he lifted his practice swords and faced me, taking the guarding stance I had taught him, both swords held to the left of his body so that he could guard one with the other and answer any attack I made quickly and forcefully. 
 
    I was not nearly as pleased as he was, and probably much more nervous. But I tried to narrow my attention. When one fights with two swords, that is not a time to think of a thousand different things. That is not a time to think at all. I could not put everything that had happened out of my mind, but I pushed my fears aside and attacked in the same pattern as before.  
 
    This time Elaro answered me with confidence. I had expected something of the kind, but even so I was startled, even shocked, by the difference. This was not like sparring Elaro at all. This was exactly like sparring Aras, except an Aras who possessed all the strength and power of an Ugaro man—and Elaro was older and stronger than I was. 
 
    If this had been a real fight, he would have won very quickly; I was far too surprised to meet him properly. But Aras did just as he had promised: he performed the exact defense that had given Elaro such difficulty. This time Aras—Elaro—both of them together—performed that defense perfectly. Then they, he, Aras stopped, drawing back, though still with far better balance. He said, and this was Aras himself, speaking from his place to the side, “Again, Ryo, and this time guard yourself because I’m going to show Elaro how to move from that defense to attack.” 
 
    I could hardly say that was a bad idea. It was a very good idea. I had intended to teach Elaro that myself, once he had learned to move through a properly balanced defense. I nodded, and said to Elaro, “Again.” 
 
    That time, I expected both the strength and the confidence, so I did not do so badly. We practiced the same exchange eight more times after that. Each time, Aras—Elaro—Aras pressed the attack harder. Always with the same moves. It was a good attack, difficult to answer, especially if a man did not expect his opponent to attack at all. I did not have time to think during any of this.  
 
    At last Elaro—Aras—stepped back, grounding his swords to signal that the match was finished. Almost at once, I saw that Aras had released Elaro. This was much more obvious than I had expected; I could see it in the way Elaro stood, which was like himself and not like Aras. I had never realized how one may recognize a man so easily merely by the way he stands and holds himself. 
 
    Aras was looking intently at Elaro. Darra was also looking at Elaro, her expression calm, but I could see she was anxious. But Elaro was smiling. Clearly nothing Aras had done had upset him. He said, “How very interesting. A most extraordinary experience. I did not know that I could move like that. Indeed, that was most extraordinary.” Then he said to me, “May we try that again, Ryo? I would like to see if I do better this time.” 
 
    I also wanted to know that. I raised my swords again. 
 
    This time he defended very well. Not perfectly. But he did well, and then pressed forward in attack. I had expected that he might do so and met him properly, giving way partly because he was stronger but mostly in order to encourage this new forcefulness. I returned an attack of my own just as carefully, wanting to encourage a return to good defense, not a retreat.  
 
    He had improved immeasurably. He had learned not only how that defense felt, but how it felt to press an attack with force and determination. These were very, very good things for him to have learned. He knew it. When he drew back, he was smiling, almost laughing. “That was all much better!” he said, not waiting for my judgment. 
 
    “It was,” I agreed. “We will practice this again tomorrow to set the memory more deeply into your muscles, but I think you will always do better now.” I looked at Aras. “The Lakasha-erra use this manner of instruction?” 
 
    “It’s not exactly the same,” he answered at once. “It’s fairly different, in fact. A Lakasha can share a memory of himself performing some action, and that is a good way to teach something physical. But this is always a memory of someone else’s experience in someone else’s body. This was much more direct.” Obviously very pleased, he smiled at Elaro. “I greatly appreciate your willingness to try that. I expect Darra may have one or two things she’d like to say to Elaro, and Ryo, I’d like to take the chance to speak to you privately, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “My lord—” Geras began. 
 
    “I know,” Aras said. “Forgive me, Geras, but I hope this won’t take long. Don’t follow us. That’s an order. Ryo?” He strode away. 
 
    Darra raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I know you may have some things you would like to say to me as well. Perhaps later.” Then I told Geras, “I think I know what this may be. I think it may be a good thing. I hope there is little reason for concern.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s very reassuring,” he muttered. But when I walked into the forest the way Aras had gone, he did not follow me. No one followed. 
 
      
 
    I found Aras quickly. He had paused in just the kind of place I had expected, a small open place beneath the trees, far enough from the camp that no one would see or hear us. He was not standing still, but pacing, impatient. 
 
    He turned to me at once when I came to the place. “Ryo, I don’t think you—” he began. Then he paused. “No, you do understand. You’d think I’d be used to it by this time, but I’m still occasionally surprised by how quickly you put pieces together.” 
 
    I said, “I can think of only one thing that would please you so much. You hoped using sorcery in that way might make it easier for you to refuse to use it in other ways, but you were not certain. Now you think it has worked as you hoped.” 
 
    He laughed, not only pleased and happy, but also deeply relieved. Anyone could have seen it. Certainly I could not fail to see it. “Yes, exactly! Thinking back over everything I’ve done and over the way this problem has felt to me, the way the impulsivity has changed and shifted, grown and diminished and grown again, yes, I hoped for exactly this result. I’m almost certain it’s worked—it feels to me that it has. Hit me, Ryo. Don’t—” 
 
    I hit him. Twice, in the belly and then the side. Then, as he fell to one knee, again, driving a blow against his lower back. I was careful, but I was so furious that he had used Elaro in this way that I hit him harder than I might have. He did not stop me, and past the fury, along with the fury, I was greatly relieved that he might have come up with a means of preventing these wrong impulses in himself. No doubt this tangle of emotions made my intentions harder to see than otherwise, but on every previous evening, that would not have prevented him from stopping me. He did not stop me this time. I stopped myself. 
 
    He did not try to get up, but stayed where he was, gasping for breath. By that time, my anger had become much less. I took his arm to help him stand. “I am sorry,” I told him. “I am not as angry as I was, so perhaps you can see that I am sorry. Not that I hit you, but—” I opened a hand in a gesture that meant I did not know how to explain. 
 
    “I know. It’s that sort of situation.” He let me lift him to his feet. He was still obviously very happy with himself, with everything that had happened, but even so, he still stood for a long moment, breathing and pressing one hand against his side. 
 
    “I did not break your ribs?” I would be very much embarrassed if I had been that careless. 
 
    But he waved this away. “No, no. I don’t think so. Probably not. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to move well enough to hide everything from Geras.” 
 
    I thought Geras would know very well what had happened. He might even guess something about the reason, though more likely he would think I was angry on Elaro’s behalf. As I was, even now.  
 
    “Yes, Ryo, you’re right about everything,” Aras said. His tone was wry, amused. He sounded very much as he had before trouble of any kind had come between us. A tension I had hardly realized I carried eased as I realized that. Only at that moment did I understand how tense I had been, and for how long. 
 
    Aras said, “I hope we may both be able to relax a little now. You’re far less angry. That’s excellent, because I’d like to ask you for something. I don’t think this is something you’ll dislike as much.” 
 
    He had let me hit him. He had trusted me with this terrible problem. He had not tried to deny this problem or conceal anything from me. I was almost certain he had not.  
 
    “I haven’t,” he promised. “That’s actually close to what I’d like to request. I want to put a false memory in your mind. Nothing that will hurt you, of course—this wouldn’t even be false, exactly. A memory of something that might have happened, that actually does happen, in a way, but only in your mind. I want both of us to have this double assurance: That I will never set a false memory into your mind to deceive you, but that if I tried, I would fail because you would spot the falsity almost at once. Will you permit me to do this?” 
 
    I had not realized that he had seen the doubts that had sometimes of late come into my mind. 
 
    “I don’t blame you, Ryo. I value your caution for your sake, but also for mine. It’s a check against certain problems that might plausibly arise.” 
 
    “Nothing of the kind will happen.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I think you’re right. Nevertheless, I would like to reinforce our certainty that you can easily spot falsity and lies. This wouldn’t be a memory you’d dislike. In fact, I’d ask you to think it over carefully after you realized the falsity, in order to set the important part into your mind as a true memory, not a false one. I think you would want that.” 
 
    Now I was curious. I could not mistrust him. I was certain—almost certain—that this was my choice and my decision, nothing he had put into my mind. He wanted to do this so that I could be more certain still. I understood that. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You do understand. That’s exactly right.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said aloud. “You may do this.”  
 
    He smiled. “Thank you, Ryo. Let’s sit here for just a moment longer, however; I’m not certain I’m up to walking back just yet.” He was sitting on the soft needles beneath the trees, leaning against the bole of the tree, his face turned up to the sky. Despite the late hour, the Sun had not yet stepped down below the edge of the earth; warm dapples of sunlight fell across his face, the bole of the tree, the earth where he sat. I was a little surprised at how many shafts and flickers of sunlight made their way through the branches above us, but I was not surprised that Aras, like any Lau, sought the sunniest place below these trees. 
 
    After a moment, I sat down as well, studying him, seeing a subtle relaxation in his face, in his manner. Only then did I entirely understand how much tension he had carried as well. I had known it, of course I had known it. But now that he had found this solution, a great deal of that tension had eased.  
 
    His expression had become wry. “Yes,” he agreed. “I’m so very glad that seems to have worked as I’d hoped. Considering everything I’ve done and felt over the past months, I can see that every time I’ve exercised coercion, no matter the reason, the impulse to use sorcery in this wrong way has become … not stronger. But faster, more difficult to check. Yet at the same time, it seemed to me that my control over the impulse improves every time I deliberately exercise coercion in some sort of extended fashion, not fighting it or forcing myself to stop. I hoped very much that what I suggested to Elaro might have a beneficial effect on the impulsivity. But I wasn’t at all certain.” 
 
    He had taken very broad action considering that he had not been certain. 
 
    “Yes,” he said again. “But, Ryo, truly, I was quite sure that nothing I did would hurt Elaro, even if it didn’t help me.” 
 
    “I think this is true, or true enough,” I admitted. “I understand why you are so pleased. Of course you are very pleased to find a way in which you may use this terrible kind of sorcery in a way that does not hurt anyone. Even though I cannot approve, I admit I am pleased as well. If the curse presses you again, this is something you will do again. But to whom? Elaro will not remain near you for many more days.” Aras would never do this to me. I was wholly resolved upon that. 
 
    “No, no, definitely not to you. Nor is this something I could order one of my people to permit. Nor even ask them to permit; a request from me carries so much weight, anything like that couldn’t be right. I do have one or two ideas about that, however. In fact, I think I may be able to use this to solve two problems at once.” He gave me a searching look. Then he said, “But either way, this is my problem, not yours.” 
 
    “This difficulty with the curse could become everyone’s problem. You will not permit anything of the kind to happen. You will never permit that.” 
 
    “No, I won’t,” he said fervently. “But if something like that does begin to happen, I think you’ll realize it, Ryo.” 
 
    I met his eyes. If I thought such a thing might be happening, I might tell him so. Or I might ask him to drink some of the Tarashana wine I had carried so carefully all this way. 
 
    “If you do, I will,” he promised me. “If you’d be so kind as to help me up, perhaps we’d better go back to the others and let Geras assure himself that you haven’t killed me and I haven’t done anything deeply nefarious to you.”  
 
    “Only a little nefarious,” I said drily. 
 
    He laughed. “I wasn’t certain you’d know that word, but of course you do.”  
 
    We walked back toward the camp together through the cool shadows of the forest twilight. If I still did not like the changes that had come to him and did not approve everything he had done and was doing to manage those changes, still, I felt in better amity with him now than I had in many days. 
 
    Perhaps he had done that to me. 
 
    “Nothing at all to your emotions, I promise you. Only a little tweak to your memory. You’ll see it soon, I expect.” 
 
    I thought I believed this. I did believe it. I could hear the familiar voices of our companions and smell the smoke of the fire, the scent of cooking meat, but we had not come within sight of the camp yet. I wanted to find this false memory before we came there. Of course I was considering all my recent memories, but nothing seemed false to me. But that is how it is when a sorcerer sets a false memory into a man’s mind. Nothing does seem false. Everything seems real and true, until one notices— 
 
    I caught his arm, halting and pulling him around to face me. I said, “We did not have that conversation! That is false! Everything from when you asked me for permission to do this to the time you said you thought I might not know the meaning of nefarious!” 
 
    He smiled at me, obviously pleased. “That was fast. Excellent. The conversation actually was real, in a sense—I set my part into your mind, then built your answers into the memory based on your actual responses. That’s a technique that allows a sorcerer to speak to someone at a distance. It ought to have been quite persuasive, since everything we said to each other was fundamentally real. But I’m not surprised you could tell the … the circumstances were false. What gave it away?” 
 
    I frowned at him. I was not certain I understood how everything we had said could be real if the conversation had not happened, yet he was right that, though I could see everything had been false, the things we had said to each other still seemed true. Finally, I said, “The sunlight was wrong.” Now that I knew this memory was false, I could not understand how I had not seen it at once. “There was too much sunlight in that place, from a Sun standing much higher in the sky than was possible. Also, the sunlight was not as warm as real sunlight should be. Once I realized that, I saw other things. You did not sit down. You were just sitting. We did not stand up and begin to walk back toward the camp. We were just walking.” 
 
    “It’s astoundingly difficult to make the boundaries around a false memory persuasive enough,” he said, his tone wry. “It’s not a matter of strength, but finesse. A sorcerer would have to be both powerful and brilliant to do it. I don’t believe any sorcerer has ever existed anywhere in the world who could create perfect false memories. Fortunately.” He gestured ahead, the way we had been going, and started walking again.  
 
    I fell in beside him. “The Lakasha?” 
 
    “They’re all sorcerers, of course, so it doesn’t arise. They share memories, certainly, and create memories, much as I just created the one between us. But there’s no question of one Lakasha deceiving another.” 
 
    We had come back to the camp now. I said, raising my voice a little, “Ten days from this place to the Little Knife. Perhaps twelve. Probably not more than twelve.” 
 
    Aras nodded gravely, pretending not to notice that Geras had pivoted to look at us, that even Darra and Elaro had glanced our way. “I gather you don’t expect to meet anyone there. Do none of your people overwinter in the forest, Ryo?” 
 
    “Some, certainly. The winter is the time to hunt for furs, so some people stay for that reason. In very early spring, some people make sugar. Those people will be traveling now, north, to meet kin they have not seen all winter and trade furs and sugar for rugs and wool. But they need not cross the Little Knife at the gap. They will not have ponies with them, but dogs.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I recall. Dogs are better in deep snow.” 
 
    “Yes, especially in the forest where there is little grass. Dogs are easy to feed unless the hunting is very bad for a long time. That is never so in winter.” 
 
    “Of course, yes. I hadn’t considered that. Even after all this time, I still have a great deal to learn about your people, Ryo.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, deliberately wry. “I have often had the same thought regarding your people. Sit down by the fire. I will bring you something to eat so that Darra need not trouble herself, as we have come here late.” 
 
    Darra signed assent. She had settled shoulder-to-shoulder with Elaro, which I was pretending I had not noticed and did not mind at all. I truly did not mind it very much. Less, if I took care to turn my thoughts away from certain things.  
 
    Aras had settled by the fire as I had suggested. He moved almost smoothly, but of course Geras was watching so closely he would have seen even the slightest sign of pain or stiffness. He did see that. He glanced from Aras to me, but he did not say anything. I brought Aras some of the fish Darra had prepared, gave him the bowl, sat down beside him with my own bowl, and said to Geras, “There is no trouble. Certain problems are less now than they were.” 
 
    “Huh,” he said, unconvinced. But of course he could see that neither Aras nor I intended to answer any questions about what had passed between us, so after a moment he said instead, “Twelve days to the Little Knife? Practically seems like we ought to be able to see the river if we just climb one of these trees and look south.” 
 
    “It does!” Lalani agreed, laughing at the thought. “I’m looking forward to making chicken with preserved lemon and olives, with good bread to soak up the sauce. I miss lemons.” 
 
    This moved the talk to safe things, easy things, as no doubt Lalani had intended. 
 
    Later, when Darra invited Elaro to her tent, I pretended firmly that I was not in the least troubled by anything. I did not permit myself to glance toward her tent when I laid out my blanket by the coals of the fire. Suyet went with Lalani to the other small tent, so Aras would share the larger tent with Geras. I preferred the air and the sky. 
 
    I lay on my back with my hands behind my head, looking up at the stars where they spread their lights across the vault of the heavens and thinking of the days of this journey. Considering all my memories of the long days since we had set the mountains at our backs and ridden away from my mother’s camp, south into the steppe. 
 
    All my memories ran smoothly, back and back from this night. Some of the things I remembered had been uncomfortable or unpleasant or disgraceful or frightening. I did not turn away from those memories. That can be a way a sorcerer prevents someone from looking too closely at a lie that he has put into that person’s mind: setting anger or shame into the false memory so that the person does not want to look at it. I thought of everything, deliberately. 
 
    I found nothing that seemed wrong or false, or suspiciously clear and certain. Nothing that felt wrong, like a lie laid over some important truth. The false memory that Aras had put into my mind this evening was the only lie I could find.  
 
    How strange, to be glad of a false memory. But he was right. When I examined the one false memory, when I compared that with ordinary memories, I could be much more certain everything else was real and true. 
 
    After a long time, I closed my eyes and slept. 
 
      
 
    Twice more over the next days, Aras asked Elaro to permit him to use his sorcery in the way he had discovered. Each time, Elaro agreed. Several things came of this. Elaro’s skill with one sword or two was much better now; that was one thing. Aras was much happier and more comfortable in himself; that was another thing. I could not be comfortable with any manner of sorcery by which Aras took a man’s will into his hand, not for any reason nor with any result, but I had to agree that this was a much, much better use of that curse than anything accidental or anything involuntary. 
 
    On the tenth day, we came to the Little Knife. We rode between the steep, sharp-edged cliffs at midday, with the Sun striking fire from the translucent edges of the black stone. The hooves of our horses rang like bells, and our voices echoed back and forth until Darra raised her voice in a song. Then everyone else was silent, listening to that song sound and resound, the cliffs throwing her voice back and back again. The song was one that women sing when they are carrying a baby. It is a song that asks for luck for the birth and luck for the baby and luck for the child the baby will become. I had heard this song many times. But not like this, from Darra inKarano, from a singer carrying a child of mine, riding between the shining black cliffs of the Little Knife. For a long time afterward, I could not speak. 
 
    That evening Elaro told a story of the Little Knife in the way the people east of the great canyon, beyond the lands inKarano rules, tell it. The next evening, he told a different story of the Knife the way people even farther east tell it, his mother’s people, where he had been born. That far to the east, the Little Knife rises and falls, sometimes as high as a hill and sometimes as high as a tree and sometimes as high as a man, but never so high as it stands here in the lands inKarano rules. I had not known that. 
 
    The evening after that, Elaro told a third story, also regarding the Little Knife, as he had heard the tale from his grandfather, who had been born so far to the east that it was impossible to imagine the distance. There, the Little Knife rises only hip high, in some places less than that, and is so narrow that in places it has been broken down to the level of the earth. People there make arrowheads and spearheads from the black stone, and in that land they say that weapons made with stone chipped from the Little Knife will not strike an unjust blow. 
 
    I had always believed the Little Knife cut through the whole world, but it seemed now that somewhere, eventually, it must come to an end. 
 
    All those nights, Darra invited me to come to her tent. “Soon you will cross the river,” she said once. Her arms were tight around me, her head bowed, tucked beneath my chin. “I hope you will come to my tent every night until then.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, my voice low. 
 
    The next evening, she told a tale of the Little Knife the way women tell that story, which is not exactly the way men tell it. 
 
    The day after that, at midmorning, we came out of the forest and saw the river curving before us, a long silver ribbon stretching away from one hand to the other as far to the east and the west as the eye could see, dividing all the world. Today I felt, when I looked at the shining curve of the river, that it also divided the past year from the year to come. That it divided all the past from all the future.
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    We came to the river close to midday in the winter lands, though only late morning in the summer country. On both sides of the river, the Moon had long since stepped below the edge of the world. The sky was high and bright, with only wisps of cloud here and there. 
 
    “Dusk would be a good time to marry,” Darra said. “I think the skies will stay clear.” She gazed at the sky to the north and east where the Moon would rise, not looking at Elaro or at me. But she added, “If you both consider that this would be good.” 
 
    Her tone was calm, but I could hear the effort behind that calm. Now that we had come to this moment, she was not certain. I knew it was not her own heart she doubted, nor Elaro’s heart, but mine. I turned my head, meeting Elaro’s gaze.  
 
    He inclined his head. “I consider that dusk would be an appropriate time. Everything we have discussed still seems well enough to me.” 
 
    “My opinion is the same,” I said, making sure that my voice was as calm and level as his. “I am certain my opinion will not change between this moment and that moment.” After all this long journey, I would be very much ashamed if I could not rule my own heart. I did not disapprove of Elaro or dislike him. I would not permit a foolish resentment I had already rejected to push me away from the woman I regarded so highly. Certainly not from the child she carried. Looking at Darra, I said, “I am perfectly certain.” 
 
    Darra breathed out, a slow breath. Then she said “Good.” 
 
    “Very good! Dusk it shall be!” Aras said. He had been watching us all, not smiling, but with the little crinkle at the corners of his eyes that meant he was pleased or amused. He went on. “Darra inKarano, daughter of the winter king, until dusk, please come into the summer country as my guest. Elaro inPorakario, I hope you will also accept my hospitality as my guest. Please permit me to welcome you both to the summer lands.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darra said. Her tone was grave, but she smiled. “I think we would both be pleased to accept your hospitality, Aras Eren Samaura.” 
 
    Elaro added, “Even though I have traveled all my life, I have never set foot in the summer country. I would be most pleased to do so now.” 
 
    “Very good!” Aras said again. Then, turning to Geras, he continued. “Geras, please ride ahead and set everything in proper motion. I don’t want any great fuss, but I do want to see the senior talon commander, whoever that may be. I hope my orders regarding the Rahavet family were carried out. If everything has been arranged as I ordered, ask the senior talon commander present to issue orders immediately to take whatever steps he considers advisable to ensure that no one of that family is permitted to kill himself, particularly not Kerren Rahavet.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Geras acknowledged. He set his horse to a canter, heading for the bridge. 
 
    Aras went on, now to Suyet. “Suyet, please ride ahead as well. Go straight to my house and tell my head of household that I shall be following on shortly, with guests, and that I intend to announce a celebratory event to take place this evening. He’ll take everything in hand from there, but do mention that I trust my secretaries have been keeping my correspondence in order; I’ll want to see any letters from our king as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord!” Suyet said cheerfully. “Lalani, race you to the bridge!” He put his horse to a gallop before he even spoke the last word and was away. Lalani, whooping with laugher, followed immediately.  
 
    I could not help but smile. They were all very happy to come back to their own country. Of course they were. My own feelings were far more ambiguous, but of course that must be so. 
 
    “I fear I must take a more decorous pace lest I shock all my people,” Aras said, a little regretfully. “Besides, even after they’ve been ordered to refrain from any show of welcome, some small display is inevitable, and it would be unkind to arrive before everyone is ready.” He nudged his horse into a walk, holding her back when she wanted to follow the other animals into a gallop. All the horses danced and pressed against the bits. They knew very well that their own country lay just there, hardly any distance before them. They permitted themselves to be drawn back to a walk, but they tossed their heads and took high, mincing steps.  
 
      
 
    By the time we came to the bridge, the Lau had indeed prepared a welcome. Some of the soldiers had come to the southern bank of the river and stood now in strict lines. The men at the front corners of their lines held banners in the colors of Gaur, brown and blue. Townspeople had come as well, in their best clothing, with far less embroidery than Ugaro clothing, but all the cloth dyed in far brighter colors. They did not stand in lines, but in loose groups, murmuring to one another.  
 
    The hooves of our horses clattered on the stone of the base and then thudded dully on the wood of the middle section. There, in the middle of the river, we passed suddenly, all at once, from the clear warmth of the winter lands into the sultry heat of the summer country. Beside me, Elaro caught his breath. I smiled, knowing very well the physical surprise of that moment. I had crossed the river many times, but even for me, even though I knew it would happen, that moment always struck me in much the same way. 
 
    We crossed the second stone part of the bridge, Aras riding at the front. When the hooves of his horse touched the cobbles laid down in a wide area at the southern side, the soldiers all shouted, a few words all at the same time, and the townsfolk cheered, and the low, mellow notes of horns sounded above all the rest in three long rising notes.  
 
    I was so surprised that my fingers tightened on the reins, but my horse thought I was foolish and did not check his stride. He arched his neck, his ears hard forward, and took short, high steps, the way a horse will when he wishes to show off. This made me want to laugh, especially after I saw that Aras was not in the least troubled by the shouting. I had not understood the words of those shouts, but now I saw Talon Commander Harana at the forefront of the soldiers and knew that Aras was right not to be concerned. I relaxed, deliberately showing lack of concern in my posture and my hands so that Darra and Elaro would see there was no need to be uneasy. 
 
    As soon as we had all crossed the bridge, Aras drew his horse to a halt. The soldiers stood straight and still, the townspeople nudged one another and murmured, and the headwoman of the village came out to greet us. She brought with her the scepter that Aras had laid aside when he entered the winter lands. She did not carry the scepter in her hands, but laid across a flat cushion made of gold silk. She came forward, her manner grave, and offered his scepter to Aras, bowing her head. She spoke softly, but clearly. “Aras Eren Samaura, Lord Gaur, Regat Imsutar, welcome home!” 
 
    “Headwoman Irasani Kostasanan,” Aras answered her, speaking in the same clear tone. “I thank you for your gracious welcome and for your service to the throne.” He bent a little from his horse to lift his scepter from the cushion. The morning sunlight caught the gold spiraling around the ebony scepter, sparking the bright metal to sudden brilliance. Aras paused like that for a moment, on his horse, the scepter in his hand, his face turned up to the sky, and everyone cheered again, the soldiers shouting again—this time I thought I heard them shout Lord Gaur, Regat Imsutar! This was not a title I recognized, though anyone would understand it must be similar to Regat Sul, a title of the summer king. 
 
    When quiet came again, Aras raised his voice, calling out, “In the far north, a great victory was won by our Tarashana and Ugaro allies against dangerous and powerful enemies whom our own people will, because of the courage of our allies, probably never meet. In honor of this victory, and also in honor of my Ugaro guests, the daughter of the winter king and a famous poet who has traveled from the land of the rising Sun very, very far to the east, cakes, ale, and wine will be distributed from the courtyard of my house beginning at moonrise!” 
 
    All the townsfolk cheered again, and the soldiers made the gesture of the Lau salute, their hands to their hearts. Many of the townsfolk began to disperse, though some lingered, too interested in their scepter-holder to withdraw. I leaned toward Aras and said, “A victory won by the Tarashana and the Ugaro?” 
 
    He smiled at me. “They will assume it was really my victory, Ryo. Even after I publish a writ of commendation for Inhejeriel and for you and your people, they’ll assume that any great victory must be credited to me.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “This will not be wrong. That victory belongs to Inhejeriel and to you far more than to anyone else.” 
 
    “It belongs to us all,” he said firmly, and turned toward his soldiers before I could answer, saying warmly, “Karoles! I’m delighted to see you here!” 
 
    “You’re delighted?” the talon commander returned. “You have no idea the trouble you’ve put me to, disappearing like that, and for nearly an entire year! Good thing you’re back now; I wouldn’t have wanted to go right around with Soretes again and I was beginning to think I’d likely have to!” He came forward, his smile broadening to a grin as he gripped Aras’ wrist hard. “I thank the gods you’ve returned safe! Sounds like you’ve got a tale, some of which I suppose I might believe! What kind of dangerous and powerful enemies? Whatever or whoever they were, don’t try to tell me you stepped right back and let anybody else face them! I won’t believe that, and neither will anybody else!” His gaze came to me. “I expect Ryo will tell me the truth!” 
 
    “I would be pleased to explain some part of what happened, Talon Commander,” I answered. I studied him, thinking of the things Aras had said: that this man had taught him to fight properly, that he had not been afraid of a boy he knew was a powerful sorcerer. Perhaps I might tell him everything that had happened. I said, “You are right to doubt that Aras would step back from any problem. As we could not have won the victory had he not stepped forward, perhaps this is as well.” 
 
    “I’m not a bit surprised to hear it!” Harana declared. He looked at me with keen attention and then said to Aras, “Say something to the men, and I’ll dismiss them and walk up to the house with you.” 
 
    “Very good,” Aras said, smiling. “Everyone who has no crucial duty today may be at liberty.” He touched Harana on the shoulder, a rare gesture from a Lau and rarer still from Aras. Then he straightened in the saddle and rode forward a little to face the lines of soldiers, who had not moved when the townspeople had begun to disperse. He spoke in a clear, loud voice so that everyone could hear. “I thank you all for your loyalty and your service to me and to the king. I have always known the value of your oaths to me, but now that I have passed nearly a year unable to call upon my company when I needed you most, I’m even more keenly aware of your value. If I had gone alone into the winter country as I first intended, with none of my courageous and loyal soldiers to accompany me, I would be dead and our enemies victorious. Now that I have returned, I’m sure I’ll have tasks for you all, and I have no doubt that you will unfailingly surmount whatever challenge I may set you.” 
 
    The men called out one more time. Once the echoes of that shout had died away, Karoles Harana called the dismissal and the formal lines broke as the soldiers relaxed. 
 
    After that, we finally began to move away from the river, into the town, toward the house Aras had ordered built here in Tavas Sen. Darra and Elaro drew their horses in beside mine. I did not speak to them. I was listening to Harana, who was walking beside Aras’ horse, speaking rapidly. 
 
    “All right,” Harana was saying, his tone brisk. “First thing, Lady Gaur and your family aren’t here, as you might’ve expected, or maybe not, but as you haven’t been here, they didn’t come even after your house was finished. They’re fine, everyone’s fine, but they’re in Gaur. That’s the first bit of news you may not like.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said, plainly unsurprised. “I expect I’ll soon be traveling south, and Gaur is nearly on the way. Send a courier, please, with the news that a real letter—more than one—will be arriving shortly and I hope I won’t be far behind.” 
 
    “Yes, that courier’s already away, since anybody could tell you’d give that order. Your uncle’s certainly going to want to see you—I know that for a fact—so you’ll be heading south all right, practically as fast as a fresh horse can be saddled.” 
 
    Aras slanted a glance down at him. “Not quite that fast, I trust, but I gather I won’t like the next bit of news either. Do I have prisoners to deal with, or did Soretes step in front of me on that one? You had an argument with him, you say—over that question, perhaps?” 
 
    Harana snorted. “Of course over that question! He thought it’d set a bad precedent to put it off, which I suppose might be arguable; and he thought it was his business to see to it, which would definitely have been arguable; but he also thought it’d be easier on you, which I told him was dead wrong. Judging by the looks I got afterward, the whole palace probably heard us shouting, but in the end he gave you a year to get the business taken care of.” 
 
    “Ah.” Aras breathed out, and I saw how his shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, Karoles; I’m in your debt. I’m glad I’ve come back in time.” 
 
    “Cut it gods-hated close, though I’d have tried to get him to grant an extension if necessary.” Harana glowered up at Aras. “A short extension. If we hadn’t seen you before the snows began to fall in the winter country, I’d have assumed you were dead—and so would he, though I doubt he’d have passed your title to Lucas right off.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Aras gently. “I’m sorry I worried you. By the time I might have sent word, it was quicker simply to bring it myself.” 
 
    “No doubt, and no matter. I’ll tell you what, though, you’ve got a stack of letters waiting for you. Another one’s arrived every month or so, and I bet you’ll find your uncle’s sounding fairly testy in most of ’em.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true. You’ve been returning acknowledgments on my behalf? Of course. Thank you. I greatly appreciate your putting yourself to so much trouble. Particularly with regard to the Rahavet problem.” 
 
    Another snort. “Oh, Soretes wasn’t going to string my guts on a skewer for disrespect. He did order me out of Avaras, though by that time, I can tell you, I was glad enough to go! I wanted to send a letter or two north, see if I could pry an answer out of Ryo’s people, but you know how it is, when you want an Ugaro to stick his nose across the river, they’re in short supply.” He glanced at me. “No offense, Ryo.” 
 
    “I take no offense,” I answered in a civil tone. I had come to know Talon Commander Harana and no longer took much notice of his manner, but I added, “Though perhaps one might wish to remember that this woman is a singer and the daughter of the king of the winter country. She speaks excellent darau, but I am certain that for my sake she will decline to consider your speech careless, Talon Commander.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, but nodded to Darra and said briskly, in bad but understandable taksu, “I mean no offense, singer.” 
 
    Darra did not smile—she was not certain she approved of the talon commander, as I had not been certain I approved of him at first. But she said, “I take no offense. I understand Lau manners are different from Ugaro manners. People travel less in midwinter, but I am surprised that no one came here to trade furs for Lau goods.” 
 
    “Oh, they did, I heard all about the quality of the furs, but I hadn’t come here yet and I missed ’em.” He went on, speaking again to Aras. “I headed this way once the snows started melting north of the river. I wanted to be here, or someplace not too far out of reach, in case you turned up after all. If I know you, in and around defeating mysterious enemies, you’ve probably spent the last year turning over all sorts of ideas for getting the whole Rahavet family, or at least some big chunk of it, out of the way of that gods-hated decree. Whatever notion you’ve got, I’ll help you with it as best I can, you know that. But I’ll tell you now, there’s a stake set up, one every mile, right along the roads from Tavas Sen almost all the way to Avaras. Four hundred and twelve altogether, every one of them with a name burned into it and the charge set out below the name.”  
 
    “Ah.” Aras turned the scepter over in his hand, running his thumb along the gold inlay. “Indeed. That’s … something of a statement.”  
 
    “And meant to be.” Harana paused, looking up at Aras, setting a hand on the bridle of his horse to bring him to a halt. I drew up as well, and the others, as Harana said in a quieter voice, “I knew what you’d want, and I pushed Soretes hard to get it, and he let me push, so here we are. But I don’t know. Maybe he was right. If he’d stepped in and done the job himself, it’d be done and you wouldn’t be looking at it.” 
 
    “No,” Aras said, softly. “I’m exceedingly grateful to you for persuading him to leave this to me. I’ll need to discuss certain aspects of this problem with you later, Karoles.” He started his horse walking again. “What else do I urgently need to know?” 
 
    Karoles strode along beside his horse, not trying to check him a second time. “I don’t know that I’d call anything else urgent. A bunch of little crises that might’ve had your name on ’em if you’d been here, but we dealt with them, or somebody else did. No problems with a sorcerer, or not anyone powerful enough to cause dire trouble, and I thank the gods for that because we’d have been in a tight spot. Great stacks of reports, but nothing that can’t wait other than the letters from your uncle. After that—” He shrugged. “What d’you want, and how fast?” 
 
    Aras nodded, not smiling. “The correspondence from Soretes first, yes. Then I’ll see Kerren Rahavet.” He glanced at the sky. “Noon today.” 
 
    “What, today?”  
 
    Aras glanced at Harana, then again up at the Sun. He sighed sharply. “Fine. Dawn tomorrow.” And, as Harana visibly stopped himself from another protest, “Very well! Tomorrow noon, with the sentencing set for noon the following day. I hope that will do, Karoles?” 
 
    “Better than noon today,” Harana muttered. But he added more gently, “You don’t need to speak to him personally, you know.” 
 
    “No; there you’re mistaken. I do need to speak to him personally. Above all, do not permit the young man to kill himself, even if you have to sit on him all night yourself.” 
 
    Harana grunted. “Orders already went up: close guard on the whole lot of them, with somebody’s skin to get nailed to the wall if any of ’em are let to commit suicide or strangle their children or anything like that. I’ve given sharp orders not to hint around, but the prisoners have heard plenty about you, my lord, and I won’t say some of them won’t be hoping pretty hard. That ought to help prevent that sort of thing too.” 
 
    “As long as no one offers assurances they’ve no right to give. Good. Now …” By this time, we were coming to the house. Turning in the saddle, Aras said formally to Darra, “Singer of the inKarano, I would be pleased and honored if you will accept the hospitality of my house, as my personal guest. Poet, you as well, if you would do me the honor.”  
 
    “I would be pleased to accept your hospitality, Aras Eren Samaura,” Darra murmured, and of course Elaro agreed with alacrity, interested, as any poet would be, by this opportunity.  
 
    “Very good. Then, at moonrise, if you would permit me to escort you back across the river, singer? I would be honored to witness your oaths, if this is not improper.” He smiled in genuine pleasure as Darra gestured assent. “Very good.” He shifted back to darau and went on, once again addressing Harana. “Everything from Soretes first, then I’ll be engaged for the rest of the day. I gather Ugaro marriages are not formally codified, but this will still be an occasion, so that will take my attention this evening.” 
 
    “A marriage, is it?” Harana glanced from Darra to Elaro, settled on Elaro, as a Lau would, and said in his bad taksu, “Very good; I am happy to hear this.” 
 
    Elaro smiled in his friendly way and answered in darau that was much better than Harana’s taksu, “Thank you, Talon Commander. You may speak to Ryo inGara as well, as Darra inKarano will say we are both her husbands.” 
 
    He pronounced the title without hesitation. He had heard me say it; of course he had made note of that. I thought again of how far he had traveled, how often he must have gone among unfamiliar people.  
 
    Talon Commander Harana’s eyebrows had gone up. He looked at me sharply, then at Aras, then from me to Elaro. He avoided looking at Darra, as Lau men avoid looking at or speaking to women. 
 
    “A happy occasion of this exact nature is uncommon among Ugaro too,” Aras said. His tone was serious, but the corners of his eyes had crinkled a little more. “I suppose twice as many cakes would probably be appropriate. I’ll have to give Harau advance notice that I’ll want a second round of cakes in a few days.” 
 
    “Ah, will you? Got another happy occasion in mind, do you?” 
 
    “The sentencing will be difficult no matter how it goes, but yes, I have something else in mind that ought to help put a better taste in everyone’s mouth. Geras Karenasen saved my life, you know. Or you don’t, of course, but he certainly did. More than once. Trooper Suyet did well too, and for that matter Lalani, but Geras was extraordinary.” 
 
    “Ah!” Harana nodded, plainly pleased. “I knew you should’ve taken a lot more men, but as long as you took the one man you needed, fine! You’re right; that will take the bitter taste off the tongue, especially for our men. The past year’s been tough for everyone.” 
 
    “Indeed. And after that, I expect I’ll most likely be riding south.” 
 
    “I expect you will! Me and mine as well? Say yes, my lord; I’m not having you take that road alone.” 
 
    “Or they’ll hear us shouting at each other right over on the other side of town? No need, Karoles. I’d hardly be alone, but yes, I expect I will ask you to accompany me.” 
 
    Harana snorted. “Like you’d shout. But that’s fine, then. Glad you’ve got some sense.” 
 
    Aras turned his scepter over in his hand. He was still smiling, but his gaze had become distant. 
 
      
 
    The house Aras had commanded to be built in Tavas Sen had not been finished at the time we had gone into the winter country. It was finished now. The house was like many of the houses Lau build in the borderlands, made of stone and timber, very large and perfectly square, set exactly according to the compass directions. The house was two rooms deep, with all the outer rooms meant for men and for public business of every kind, and all the inner rooms meant for the women of the family. At the center, the house enclosed a large inner courtyard, with a pool surrounded by a garden. 
 
    Now the house had taken on an appearance of finished solidity. Trees and flowers had been planted all around the house, with cobbled courtyards to the east and the west. All the shutters and doors and the timber of the upper story had been painted blue and brown. Also, two soldiers stood attentively outside each door, which had not been the case when I had last come to this house. They stood straight and looked directly ahead, which is the manner of Lau soldiers when they take up such a duty.  
 
    We came to the eastern door, which for Lau is always the main entrance, and dismounted, giving our horses to men who came to take them. The soldiers did not look at us, not even at Aras, but set their hands to their hearts when he approached. One of them opened the door and we all went in. A handful of Lau met us, one of whom I recognized—a man named Harau. He was the head of household here, a post that I did not understand completely, but this meant that he was an important man, responsible for many tasks. Stepping forward, he said in a clear, loud voice, “Lord Gaur, welcome home! We’re so glad you’ve returned at last, my lord, if I may say so, and we hope you will find everything comfortable and arranged to your satisfaction. Your personal suite is prepared in just the way you prefer, my lord, and a selection of suites opened for your guests so that they may choose which arrangement they prefer.”  
 
    “Harau,” Aras said, smiling. “Thank you. I’m happy to be back, though I fear I won’t be staying long. I’m not certain whether my guests will be staying with me tonight or otherwise, but they will marry at moonrise, so the eastern suite would be appropriate. I’m certain they would appreciate an opportunity to make themselves ready for the event.” 
 
    “Ah! Thank you, my lord. I shall inform the cooks and send boys to inform the town bakers.” Turning to Darra—not Elaro—Harau said in careful taksu, “I hope the rooms we have made ready will please you, ah, daughter of, ah, the winter king.”  
 
    Harau had not known any taksu a year ago, but his accent was not bad. He spoke taksu better than Talon Commander Harana. I wondered how many other people here had learned a little taksu. I was surprised and pleased they had made this effort. 
 
    Harau went on in darau, “I hope I may be permitted to offer my good wishes on this important occasion.” 
 
    Darra inclined her head. She answered in darau, “I thank you for your kindness. Perhaps we may stay here in this house tonight and perhaps otherwise, but either way, we thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    “Very good!” said Aras. “Singer, poet, I need to speak to Ryo, but please permit Harau to show you the eastern suite. I know you will find the accoutrements unfamiliar in many ways, but I hope you will also find the suite comfortable. I’m sure Harau issued orders not to light fires, and he may well have provided iced drinks that I hope you may like.” He glanced at Harau. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the man assured him. “We’ve a good store of ice that we hope will last well into the summer, which we hope will please Ugaro visitors. Ice will be available for your guests at any hour.” 
 
    “Excellent. Thank you. Darra, Elaro, Ryo will come up to join you shortly. If anything in your suite doesn’t please you, ask Harau to correct the matter. If at any time you wish to speak to me, simply say so to any of my people and someone will inform me. Should you wish to go about the house, you may certainly do so, but if you wish to go into the town, please permit my soldiers to accompany you. They will answer your questions and provide assistance in any way possible. If you decide you would prefer to cross the river, again, please permit my soldiers to escort you. Are these arrangements acceptable?” 
 
    Everything about this must seem strange to Darra, but nothing except calm acceptance showed on her face. Elaro smiled and said in darau, “I am certain we will find everything entirely comfortable in your beautiful and interesting house.” 
 
    Aras answered in taksu, smiling in return, “I hope that may be so!” Then, shifting back to darau, he went on. “Very good, and I will see you shortly. Ryo, Karoles—” As Harau came forward to lead Darra and Elaro in one direction and the other Lau scattered in various other directions, Aras gestured toward the nearby stairs and led us that way.  
 
    We went up the stairs and then all the way around the house to a large room on the western side, a room with shelves along two walls to hold books and scrolls and papers. There were three windows, so there was plenty of light at every hour, though more later in the day when the rich sunlight of afternoon came through all these windows. The room was warm now, a fire burning in a fireplace built into one wall, but it would be much warmer then—though a Lau would not find any weather in the borderlands over-warm at any time of day, nor in any season. 
 
    A long table of carved and polished wood stood in front of the windows, many papers arranged in neat order upon it. One small bundle of papers had been bound up with a gold ribbon. A chair stood behind the table. Aras settled there with a sigh, laid his scepter on the table, and leaned back, closing his eyes and drawing a slow breath. Talon Commander Harana pulled a different chair around and dropped into it. I leaned my hip on the table and folded my arms, in no hurry to accommodate myself to Lau chairs.  
 
    Aras opened his eyes, sat forward, and undid the gold ribbon around that bundle of papers, spreading them out with a quick gesture. “Earliest to latest, I see,” he said to Harana. “You said you expect me to ride south with all due speed. I assume you know for a fact that a summons is in here somewhere. Or has he rescinded his order that I remain in the borderlands? Either would be convenient.” 
 
    Harana shrugged. “Read the first one first. I think you’ll find a summons there. He might have changed his mind and I might not know, but I doubt it, because if he did, he ought to’ve informed me.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Aras took up a knife lying ready for the purpose and slit open the first of the letters. He scanned this quickly and nodded. “He was certainly irate when he wrote this one. He’d probably just lost his argument with you, Karoles.” 
 
    Harana grunted. “Could be. If the last one’s a bit less irate, I expect that’d be good.” 
 
    “Yes, it would. Particularly since I’m going to irritate him again shortly. How many prisoners have I here, altogether? Four hundred and twelve, did you say?” 
 
    “Yep, though that’s barring a handful Sigaur didn’t manage to sweep up. Twenty-odd got wind of what was coming, dropped everything, and ran. Eight got clear out of the net.” 
 
    Aras winced. “I hardly know what’s worse: being imprisoned here in the borderlands for nearly a year waiting for the prescribed penalty to be applied, or abandoning everything, taking a false name, and living in terror for the rest of your life. Perhaps those eight will turn themselves in later, when they learn the sentence has been commuted.” 
 
    “You do mean to commute it, then. You’ve got some notion how to handle that so your uncle will approve it.” 
 
    “I think so. Approve may be a strong term, but I do hope he’ll permit my decree to stand.” He lifted the letter a fingerbreadth. “You know that he’s commanded me to carry out the prescribed punishment in exact detail within the year—that’s a year from the time he wrote this, of course—or impose a lesser penalty and then surrender myself to him for judgment.” 
 
    Harana grunted again, flicking a hand to say that yes, he knew that. He did not seem concerned, but I asked, “Does your king mean this as a threat? Or as a warning that he will set some severe judgment against you if you refuse to put all these people to death?” 
 
    Aras faced me at once. “No, not exactly, though I can see why you might hear this in that way. You might say that … hmm. All right, let me put it this way: offering me this choice is a way of granting permission for me to try to find some lesser penalty. Soretes means me to understand that there will be legal consequences to doing so, but that he will not personally censure me for making the choice. I had, well, not precisely expected that response, but I did hope to see something much like this. Let’s see what tone he’s taken in the last of these … hmm.” He had opened the most recent letter, and now handed this to Harana. He was not frowning, but the set of his mouth had hardened.  
 
    Harana skimmed the letter and set it down on the table. “Well, at least he’s taking a more civil tone. Plus, if he needs you as badly as this suggests, he isn’t going to want to bring down too big a hammer, so there’s that.” 
 
    “Yes, though that’s surprisingly little comfort.” Aras added to me, “There’s some trouble along our other border. It’s not unusual for the Lakasha-erra to see just how far they can flout our laws. Generally, a show of force suffices to moderate that sort of ordinary intransigence—though sometimes a rather extensive show. The Lakasha are an arrogant people, but not militarily inclined, so we rarely need to go beyond rattling spears. But it seems Lakasha-erra have recently been coming across the Break in unusual numbers, settling in the borderlands on our side. If one takes a rigorous view of the various treaties between our peoples, this could be taken as a breach of several of those treaties. Lakasha needn’t ask leave to cross the Break, but they’re supposed to apply for permission to settle. They aren’t following that procedure, and they’re not explaining why, and that’s making people nervous. No one wants trouble with the Lakasha-erra.” 
 
    I nodded, but I asked, “This is so even though your people do not respect the soldiers of that people?”  
 
    Aras smiled. “Yes, I doubt your warriors would think much of Lakasha soldiers, Ryo. But remember, they’re all sorcerers, and though coercion isn’t among their skills, their sorcery still makes them difficult opponents. Also, the Ro-Antalet are much more powerful magicians than any of my people. So, no, we prefer to respect our treaties with the Lakasha-erra—and for them to respect those treaties from their side as well. Inatet-sa left Avaras earlier this year, it seems, and has not returned any comment regarding this problem when various court officials have attempted to communicate with him.” He had already been frowning, but now that frown deepened. 
 
    I asked, “You do not approve of this person?” 
 
    “Well …” His mouth crooked up. “I don’t exactly disapprove of Inatet-sa. Let’s say that I find him high-handed, arrogant, condescending, and thoroughly irritating, but he’s also generally punctilious in performing his duty. As Tasmakat-an serves as the liaison between my country and the oasis of Kanenep, so Inatet-sa serves as the primary liaison between his queen and Soretes, or perhaps I should say, between the rather peculiar court of the Two Lands and the royal court of the summer country. Given that, yes, I do find his disappearance a bit worrisome. So does Soretes. Tasmakat-an evidently professes not to know anything about whatever might be going on; or rather, she doesn’t appear inclined to admit that anything out of the ordinary is going on.” Folding up the letter, Aras tapped the edge of the stiff paper against his palm, his expression thoughtful. 
 
    Finally, he said, “Perhaps nothing is going on. Or nothing uncommonly dramatic. I’d be somewhat surprised if Tasmakat deliberately misled my uncle about something important. But I do see why Soretes wants me there. I’ll just take a quick look at the rest of these.” 
 
    He opened each letter in order, methodically. There were eight altogether, each long enough to require some time to consider. At the end, he stacked them all together, the most recent at the top, and said to both Harana and to me, “He hasn’t rescinded that order for me to present myself to him. That’s certainly convenient, as I badly need to do that. Tomorrow, I’ll speak to Kerren Rahavet. The day after, I’ll pronounce sentence upon him and upon his family. The day after that, I’ll deal with a handful of kinder matters. That same day, or possibly the day after that, I’d like to be on the road south. Though I don’t want to delay unnecessarily, we’ll swing east through Gaur. I also want to bend our path into the Peacock Desert. Both will add some days to the journey, but I imagine we can be in Avaras in roughly thirty days.” Turning to me, he waited. 
 
    After a moment, I realized what he wanted. I said, “I have no opinion regarding our route. I do not protest a pause in Gaur. That is your home. I know you have not been there for three years now. Of course you wish to go there. Thirty days, thirty days and ten, twice thirty days, all seem equally good to me.” 
 
    Harana raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. 
 
    Aras nodded, ignoring the talon commander. “You have some other concern?” 
 
    I had been wondering how to say so. Of course I had not needed to say so. I said, “When you speak to Kerren Rahavet, I would like to be there. I feel I have a responsibility.”  
 
    I did not know how to explain exactly why I felt this, but I did not need to explain it. Aras said at once, “Yes, of course you do. That’s fine. I’d actually like you there, Ryo. Karoles, you as well.”  
 
    He did not explain why, but then I had not explained either. I might have tried to understand his reasons, but I thought instead of the eastern suite of this house, of Darra waiting there. 
 
    Aras said to me, “If you’d like to go up to the eastern suite, Ryo, I imagine Darra and Elaro might be glad of your company. I’m sure you have preparations to make for this evening. Ask the staff of this house for anything you need and they’ll do their utmost to fulfill your requests. I’ll be busy here for some time, but I’ll see you this evening. Or send to me at any hour if you have any sort of concern.” 
 
    I said, “I will endeavor to have no concerns of any kind. But yes, I hope you will come across the river for moonrise. One prefers to have friends present at such a moment.” 
 
    His smile was swift and sudden. “Thank you, Ryo.” 
 
    I nodded, and said to Talon Commander Harana, “If you wish to cross the river as well, that would please me.” 
 
    “I’d be honored,” he said at once. He added, in his bad taksu, “I would be pleased.” 
 
    “Good,” I said to them both. “A little before moonrise.” I went out, to go around the house to the eastern side, where I would find the woman who would be my wife, and the man who would be her other husband. 
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    The Lau are always best pleased to build in squares and rectangles. They build their towns according to that pattern, and then their great houses in the same way, and then suites within the great house in the same way again. In the eastern suite, two long, narrow rectangular rooms and two short, square rooms had been built around a sunken area where a great round basin of water stood, with a small bubbling fountain in the center of the basin. Flowering plants grew in rectangular and square planters set around this basin, with a round skylight—panels of glass built into the ceiling—above the low place. Sunlight poured down through the skylight, so this suite would be far too warm during the afternoon, but it was not yet uncomfortable. All the inner walls were absent, or else low half-walls, so that the light and warmth of the atrium came into all the rooms of the suite.  
 
    One entered this suite through one of the square rooms. I might have turned either left, toward the inner room, or right, toward the outer, or I might have gone down two shallow steps to the atrium with the plants. 
 
    The outer room, to the east, looked out upon the town through four windows. Everything there, chairs and couches and tables, was made of carved and polished wood, with cushions of brown and blue silk on the couches. Two of the couches were the kind that would become beds. All the furniture was arranged around the walls; only in the center of the room was the floor softened by a rug. This was a rug in the Lau style: rectangular, brown, with a simple design of blue and darker brown around the edge. A fireplace had been built into each of the short walls, with decorative terracotta chimneys to lead the smoke away. Though wood had been laid ready in these fireplaces, no fires had been lit, so the warmth was not too oppressive.  
 
    The inner room, to the west, looked out through two wide windows into the central courtyard. In this room, Ugaro blankets had been thrown across the chairs and couches and Ugaro rugs softened the floor, so that the room blazed with color, mostly blue and green, but also pink and red and rich purple. A low Ugaro table stood in the middle of the floor, not against one wall. Darra and Elaro sat by that table, on flat cushions, eating a confection of sweetened ice. I settled there as well, accepting the dish that Elaro passed to me. Lemons and sugar and ice, with also a kind of red berry I did not recognize. The flavor was strong and shockingly sharp, but not unpleasantly so after the first taste. 
 
    “We will stay here until a little before moonrise,” Darra said. “Certainly we will show our appreciation in every way. This ice is pleasant. The woman who brought it spoke a little taksu. There is a basin of water in that room.” She nodded toward the doorway that led to the other square room at the far end of the suite, screened from the rest of the suite by the tall fronds of some of the plants. “A very large basin. Soap has been provided. Clothing. Ugaro clothing. These are considerate people. Of course that clothing is not appropriate for tonight, but that was still a kindly thought.” 
 
    I signed assent. We had all brought the right kind of clothing and the other things we would need, tucked away at the bottom of packs and saddlebags. Perhaps we might not have decided as we had decided, but we had prepared as though we were all certain.  
 
    Elaro said quietly, “Among my mother’s people, it is considered right for a woman to go aside from the man she will marry. All that day, her sisters and female cousins and female friends help her to make herself ready. For a man, that is less important, but again, a man will go aside from the woman he will marry. Perhaps the custom is different among the inKarano and the tribes ruled by the inKarano.” 
 
    “It is the same,” Darra said. “But of course I understand—” 
 
    There was a tap at the outer door of the suite, and quick, light footsteps. Lalani stepped into the doorway, mischief in her eyes and a large, covered basket balanced against her hip. “The suite adjoining this one is for men,” she announced. “Ryo, Elaro, Suyet’s waiting for you there. Go away, and we’ll see you on the other side of the river at dusk!” 
 
    Elaro and I looked at each other. Smiling, he rose, and held out his hand to me. 
 
    After a breath, I took his hand and permitted him to help me stand. 
 
      
 
    At dusk, beneath the light of the Moon and the early stars, the river shone like silver. The water broke into splashes of light around the stonework of the arches that supported the bridge. 
 
    The Moon had turned her face mostly toward the summer lands tonight, so she was round and nearly full on both sides of the river. Four tall torches had been set into the earth, one to each compass direction—the Lau always think of directions. To an Ugaro, the evening was fair and bright, but Lau do not see as well at night as Ugaro, so there were these torches. 
 
    In the center of the space, close to the foot of the bridge, stones had been laid in a ring, with wood laid there, ready for the fire. The wood was willow for flexibility, birch for kindness, cedar for endurance, maple for luck. Three sticks of sugar had been laid among the wood to bring sweetness to the marriage, and three green spruce twigs dipped in the water of the river, to carry the smoke into the vault of the heavens. 
 
    At three places around the fire, a blanket lay upon the cleared earth, each blanket woven with the right colors and patterns for luck. I knew most of those designs, but not all of them. I knew the river design, the sky design, the Moon design, some others. Women are the ones who know every pattern; women choose which ones to combine and decide what colors are best.  
 
    Beside one of the blankets waited a single bowl, deeper than an ordinary bowl. This bowl contained rosehips and dried berries, fresh berries and the earliest of the wild plums, crushed mint and crystallized honey. Beside that waited three smaller bowls, each holding clear water.  
 
    Several baskets rested beside each blanket, each covered. The baskets should have been woven with the sky pattern, but these were Lau baskets and therefore plain. But so many other things were right; we had all agreed that the baskets were a small thing. 
 
    Darra and Elaro and I stood outside the light of the torches. I felt tense and happy and anxious all at the same time, but I did not feel uncertain or angry. Those feelings had gone with the passing of the days. 
 
    Darra wore a beautiful dress of the finest, softest doeskin, bleached almost white, with ermine stitched into the sleeves and along the hem. The dress had been embroidered in blue and white and green, with many beads of silver and undyed bone stitched down the front and the sides and the back. The dress was sleeveless, so everyone could see the silver armbands that I had given her, wide and ornate as befits a warrior; and the narrower ones that Elaro had given her, set with white and gray stones as befits a poet. She wore five armbands on her right arm and four on her left. 
 
    Most of her hair, shining and perfectly straight, fell loose down her back, but she had braided many strands of beads into thin braids: undyed bone and also bone dyed pale green and pale blue. She had finished each braid with the slate-colored feather of a heron. She wore three necklaces: one of beads of undyed bone, and one of beads made of the stone of the great northern mountains, and one with beads of a pale green stone separated with tiny beads of gold. That last was not an Ugaro necklace. But beads and feathers are given to a woman by her female relatives and her female friends. A Lau, almost certainly Lalani, had given that necklace to Darra. 
 
    She had never looked more beautiful.  
 
    I wore clothing my mother and sisters had made for me the year I became a man. Like Darra’s dress, this was of soft doeskin bleached almost white, but all the embroidery was red and there were no beads. The belt was wide, of leather first bleached and then dyed red, stitched with beads of bone and amber and silver. I wore only one armband, having given all the others to Darra. 
 
    Like Darra, I wore my hair mostly loose, but with strands of beads braided into thin braids. As befits a man, mine were agate and amber, and the feathers that finished each braid were the feathers of an eagle. I had braided a single white stone into one short braid. That was a stone I had been given in the starlit country which glimmered with its own light. I wore three necklaces: one of beads made of undyed bone, one of stone from the mountains, and one of obsidian and beads of gold filigree. That one had been given to me by Suyet.  
 
    Elaro wore clothing that at first seemed plain. Then one saw the fineness of the leather and the elaborate embroidery, the thread undyed so the embroidered patterns were subtle rather than obvious. This was the custom of his mother’s people. His hair was braided in a different way, also according to the custom of his mother’s people, and the beads were made of gray stone and blue clay, not exactly the same as my people thought appropriate for poets, but not wrong. His braids were finished with the feathers of ravens. That was the same as among my people. 
 
    Elaro and I stood together, waiting. The Lau stood aside, outside the light of the torches, smiling, occasionally murmuring to one another in low voices—Lau find silence difficult. Lalani and two other young women, her friends, had moved to one side and the men to the other side. Geras had come, of course, and also Suyet, and also some of the men of his file—his previous file—and some other men I knew well, Laraut and some others from Esau’s file. I missed Esau. I wished at least that I knew where he was and that he was well. 
 
    Aras stood a little apart from the others, with Talon Commander Harana and also Talon Commander Sharet. But he stood on the stone footing at this end of the bridge. He had promised Koro inKarano that he would not set his foot again on the earth of the winter country, not without leave from Koro himself as well as the tribe whose land he wished to enter. He kept that promise now. That was why the fire had been made here, so close to the river. 
 
    Darra had been looking at the sky, at the Moon. When Elaro and I had come across the bridge, she had looked briefly at us, her expression serious, and then turned her face upward again. I did not know what she might look for, what she might hope to see. Perhaps she hoped for certain stars to hold up their lights, or for clouds to come across certain parts of the sky. Singers know what omens are best for a wedding. Elaro and I waited. No one spoke. No one needed to say anything, not yet.  
 
    After a little, when she felt the moment was right, Darra took up a spruce twig and lit it from one of the torches. Then, guarding the twig against the wind with her hand, she came forward to the place where the wood had been laid out for our fire. She knelt there, on a blanket woven with the sky pattern and the cloud pattern and the rain pattern, and set the twig amid the kindling laid there. I held my breath. It is bad luck for the fire not to catch and very, very bad luck if the fire catches and blazes up and then goes out. The people who lay the wood for the fire take great care, and the woman must then take care as she carries the flame to the fire and lights the kindling. This time there was no difficulty. A heartbeat and another heartbeat and the flames leaped up, strong and clear in the dusk, with a scent of woodsmoke and burning sugar.  
 
    I let out my breath. Beside me, I heard Elaro do the same and that made me smile. I glanced at him sidelong and found him returning my glance. He was smiling too. The last of the dislike I had carried so long burned suddenly away to ash, like the kindling within the fire. I could not tell whether the sudden ease would last forever, but I was glad of it now. I could feel my shoulders relax and my weight settle as tension I had not realized I carried passed away. 
 
    Darra lifted her gaze, looking at me and at Elaro from the other side of the fire. She was not smiling, but very serious. She said, her voice low and clear, “Ryo inGara, will you come and sit at my fire? Elaro inPorakario, will you come and sit with me at my fire?” 
 
    We walked forward together, separating at the last moment, each of us settling on one of the blankets. Mine was blue and purple, woven with the Moon design and the river design and some other designs I did not know. Elaro’s blanket was red and orange and green and white. Like mine, his was woven with the Moon pattern, but with the mountain pattern rather than the river pattern, and also with some other designs. 
 
    Darra took up one of the bowls of water and handed this to me, reaching through the smoke of the fire. I reached into the smoke to take it. The heat of the flames came against my hands and arms. The smoke rose up past my fingers and past the bowl, up into the sky. Neither of us spilled any of the water. Taking up a second bowl, Darra handed this one to Elaro in the same way. He took it carefully. Spilling even a drop of the water is bad luck. Spilling so much that the fire goes out means that the marriage cannot be right; the woman should look elsewhere for a husband and the man should look elsewhere for a wife. This time, none of the water spilled from the bowl. 
 
    Darra took up the deeper bowl, the one with the rosehips and berries and honey. She set this carefully over the fire, in the place that had been made for it to rest among the maple branches. Then she took the third smaller bowl of water and poured the water into this larger bowl. I did the same, and after me Elaro. No one spilled any water. Then we each set our empty bowls aside and looked at one another through the smoke of the fire.  
 
    I found myself smiling again, and this time Darra smiled in return. She took up a basket set beside her blanket and said softly, “Perhaps this gift will please you, Ryo. If you agree that you are my husband, I will make cakes for you and they will always be as sweet as these.” She gave me the basket, reaching across the fire again to do so. I took it.  
 
    Opening the basket, I lifted out one of the cakes. The cake was the size of my palm, a fingerwidth thick, sticky with maple sugar, wrapped in a maple leaf. I ate it slowly, letting the sweetness fill my mouth. I tossed the leaf into the fire, where it flickered at once into flames and then ash. 
 
    Then I took up a basket ready beside my blanket and held it out above the fire. “Perhaps this gift will please you,” I said to Darra. “I am a skilled and fearless hunter. If you agree you are my wife, I will bring meat to your fire and your children will never go hungry.” 
 
    Smiling at me, Darra took the basket. It was filled with the cooked, shredded meat of a wild rabbit, seasoned only with salt, each portion wrapped in a leaf. Any wild meat will do, but rabbit meat is good luck for a woman who is bearing, so I had gone out during the afternoon to catch one. Darra opened one of the leaves and ate the meat, tossing the leaf into the fire, where it hissed and then blazed up.  
 
    After that, Darra gave a second basket of cakes to Elaro in the same way she had given one to me, with the same words. He took it as he had taken the bowl of water, with great care, as though he feared to handle the basket roughly lest the cakes break into pieces. This is not really necessary. If a woman wraps the cakes properly, they will not break. Elaro’s cake was not broken. He ate it without looking at it. He looked only at Darra. When he had eaten the cake, he took up a basket by his blanket and offered this to her across the fire. He said, his voice husky, “I hope this gift will please you, Darra. I own fat cattle. If you agree you are my wife, I will bring milk to your fire and your children will never go hungry.”  
 
    I had not realized he owned cattle. I did, certainly, because I was inGara. Elaro had no family here. Someone—probably Koro inKarano—had wanted him to stay among the inKarano enough to give him cattle. That had been a very generous gift. This now enabled him to give an appropriate gift to Darra, the kind a man will give when he is not skilled at hunting. His basket contained balls of butter and cheese, each wrapped in a leaf. Smiling at him, Darra ate one of the balls of cheese and tossed the leaf into the fire.  
 
    Then Darra took up the bowl of tisane, steaming now, and sipped some of the liquid. She passed the bowl to me and I drank. The tisane tasted complex, sharp and sweet at once. I passed the bowl back to her and she sipped again. After that, she offered the bowl to Elaro, and he drank some of the tisane and gave it back to her.  
 
    After that we could all relax a little and smile at one another. The flames were dying down, the coals growing hotter, but that was as it should be. Everything had happened as it should. All the omens had been good. Everything now should be easier.  
 
    As before, it was the woman’s place to begin the next part. Darra took up another basket resting beside her blanket. Opening this, she took out a knife. This was like any knife, but she had made a cord from strands of her hair and used this to bind the bright red feather of a summer tanager to the hilt of the knife. She offered this to me across the fire. “Ryo inGara, you are my husband,” she said to me. “I fear neither enemies nor wild beasts because I know my husband is a warrior who will always defend me and my children.”  
 
    I had heard a woman say those words to a man many, many times across a fire exactly like this one. I had not expected those words to sound different when Darra said them to me. But they sounded very different. I was no longer smiling when I accepted that knife from her hand. I said, “Darra inKarano, you are my wife. I will always defend you and your children. My wife never needs to fear enemies or wild beasts.” Then I added, “Even though you are not coming into the inGara, should trouble come, if I am not by your side, every inGara warrior will protect and defend you and your children.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darra said softly. She waited a long moment, ten breaths, twenty, her eyes on mine. Then, finally, she turned and took up the other basket. From this, she took a drum, no larger than her hand but very fine, covered with tight-stretched calfskin so thin one could almost see through it. A cord made from strands of her hair looped around the rim of the drum, with two raven feathers braided into the cord. She held this out to Elaro. “Elaro inPorakario, you are my husband. You are older than I am, and you have traveled a long way and learned many things. When I am puzzled and do not know what would be right to do, I know my husband who is a poet will offer me wise advice.” 
 
    Elaro took the drum, running the ball of his thumb lightly over the skin. He tapped it lightly, smiling at the resonant sound. He said, “Darra inKarano, you are my wife. I will always offer you the wisest counsel I know.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and folded her hands in her lap. 
 
    From another basket beside my blanket, not the last one, I took out a flute as long as my hand. This was made of polished wood, pale maple. I had made a cord from strands of my hair and bound this cord around the flute, braiding into the cord the feather of a white owl. For any woman, the feathers of a heron are lucky, but for a singer, the feathers of the white owl are best. I said, “You are a singer. You stand at the heart of the tribe and the people. When you sing, the gods bend close to the world to listen. You will teach my children to revere the gods and behave as people should behave.” 
 
    Darra stretched out her hand across the fire and took the flute. “I will,” she said seriously. Then her lips curved and she added, “I think perhaps your mother may tell me if she thinks I am making a mistake. If she says so, I promise I will listen.” 
 
    I smiled in turn. Sometimes a man’s wife will not deal well with his mother; sometimes his mother will not deal well with his wife. But Darra and my mother liked one another and dealt well together. Darra was not afraid of anyone, but she respected my mother. My mother was the wisest singer of all the tribes, far too wise to offend Darra carelessly.  
 
    Darra turned to Elaro. He gave her not a second wooden flute, as I had thought perhaps he might—that is what a man gives a singer when he marries her—but a different kind of flute, one I did not recognize. It was made of metal, as long as a man’s forearm, with complicated fingerholes and a mouthpiece to the side, not at the end. “A Lau flute,” he told her. “I hope you will enjoy learning how to play it. Perhaps you will teach our children to play it as well.”  
 
    These were not the traditional words. I had said those words already and he would not put himself in my way by repeating them. But these were not the words of a man who intended to step back out of sight either. I met his eyes, nodding to show I understood this and accepted it. I said, “Ordinarily a man gives his wife a gift and takes a gift from her hand and that is enough. But I thought that perhaps that would not be enough tonight. I have another gift. This one is for the man who is also married to my wife.” 
 
    “A good thought,” Darra murmured. 
 
    “I hope it may be.” I began to draw my knife, then stopped, slid it back into its sheath, and drew instead the knife Darra had given me, with the black cord made of her hair and the red feather. It was a good knife, of course, and very sharp. It had undoubtedly been made by the best of the inKarano metalworkers and then, rather than put to use for any task, set aside to wait for this day. I nicked the base of my left thumb with this, not truly a cut, barely through the skin, but enough for blood to follow the blade. Then I offered the knife to Elaro, hilt first, across my forearm.  
 
    He took it, slowly. I had not been certain he knew the custom; his mother’s people might have had different ways. I would have explained if he had not known what to do. But he made the same kind of cut at the base of his thumb and held the knife out to me, not as I had given it to him, but gripping the hilt with his left hand, the blade pointed at the sky. That was right. That was how this should be done. I wrapped my left hand over his on the hilt of the knife and met his eyes. “Elaro inPorakario,” I said. “Elaro inGara. You are my brother. You need never again say you have no people in the lands here. You have two names now. You belong to two peoples. Perhaps you may come to a day when you ask to come into the inKarano. Should such a day come, that will not make you less an inGara.” 
 
    He bowed his head and then lifted it again. “Yes,” he said. “Thank you, Ryo. The inGara are a strong people, wise and generous. I am very much honored that you should bring me into the inGara in this way. Should you ever come to the lands of my mother’s people, unlikely as that seems, you may say that you are my brother and belong to the inPorakario. That is an honorable people, though not as strong among the tribes there as the inGara are among the tribes here.” He opened his hand, letting me take back the knife. 
 
    I signed acknowledgment of everything he had said and sheathed the knife. Before I looked up again from this small task, he said, “I have a gift for you that I hope may please you.” I had not expected that and turned to him again in surprise. He took a cloth-wrapped object out of a basket and gave it to me. 
 
    The cloth showed the Moon pattern and a star design. I unwrapped this cloth and set it aside, and found that I held a book, one handlength by two, bound in stiff leather as the Lau bind important books, with a design of the Moon and the Dawn Sisters and the Sun stamped into the cover. I opened this book and looked at the first pages. Written there, in tiny precise letters, in Lau letters but in taksu, Elaro had set out the story of the Tarashana woman Inhejeriel, beginning with the moment she had seen my brother Garoyo and his warriors and had realized, after she had all but given up, that perhaps she might yet defeat the Saa’arii and restore her people whom they had destroyed. I had no hope, read the first words. The dark tide had drowned all my hope. Then the Moon rose in the starlit lands and I had hope again. 
 
    On the facing page, he had sketched Inhejeriel herself. This was a very fine drawing. She was just as I remembered her, fine boned and delicate, with dots and spirals across the right side of her face and down her left arm and on the back of her left hand. In this drawing, Inhejeriel was seated on a flat stone, the mountains raking up behind her. Her face was tilted toward the sky. The Moon stood there, her light held high. Tears ran down Inhejeriel’s face, tears of grief but also of hope. 
 
    I looked at Elaro in astonishment. He must have written the words of this story and drawn the illustrations over many evenings, almost certainly while I went to Darra’s tent and he did not. 
 
    I took a breath and let it out. Then I said to Elaro, “This is very good. Her story should be remembered. I am glad Aras told you all that happened.” 
 
    “He showed me some of it,” Elaro told me. “But only to show me Inhejeriel, so that I could draw her properly. She was … the Tarashana are a strange people and hard to understand. But I think I have come to understand her a little. I think I understand her story enough to tell it in a way that echoes the way that it happened.” 
 
    “I am very pleased,” I told him. I was. Inhejeriel had been a great and courageous woman and it was right that her tale should be remembered. I tucked the book away carefully in its basket. 
 
    “I have not seen it,” Darra murmured. “Perhaps I may read that story someday, but the gift was for you. I would like to read it, but perhaps not tonight. Will you come to my tent, Ryo?” 
 
    I rose, but I hesitated, looking at Elaro.  
 
    He smiled. “This is difficult for me,” he said. “But not very difficult. We agreed you would have precedence, Ryo.”  
 
    He did not say that soon he would travel alone with Darra for many days. He was too kind to say that. We all knew it, but he was right that I did not want to think of that now. Darra had held her hand out to me over the fire.  
 
    Turning, I took her hand. I had gone to her tent many times during this journey just past. But this felt different to me. Simpler, yet more important. Stepping over the fire, I went with her, up the slope and then beneath the trees to the place she had set her tent, in a glade where the moonlight came down in dapples of silver light past the branches of the fir trees. Far away, wolves sang. Their song lifted my heart. Neither of us looked back toward the fire or the river. 
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    At noon of the next day, Aras finally sent for Kerren Rahavet to be brought to him.  
 
    When I came there, perhaps half a hand of time before midday, he put aside everything he had been doing, smiled, and said, “I’m told it’s appropriate to offer felicitations and good wishes to a man the day after he has married. I offer both. Despite every complication, I believe you have every chance for happiness.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and added, “You were right to tell me to wait and not make a decision too quickly.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s always easy to give good advice to someone else, isn’t it? Thank you for inviting me to witness the event. I know I didn’t understand all of the symbolism, but some of it was obvious. I particularly appreciated your kindness to Elaro. I’m aware that when you say he’s your brother, that makes it true.” 
 
    Of course he had approved of that. Everything kind and generous pleased him. His nature had not changed at all. I said, “You showed him many memories of Inhejeriel. I think that was not wrong. She was a great woman of her people and should be remembered.” 
 
    He smiled again, more wry than amused. “Yes, I certainly agree. If you’d like to offer a generous gesture to my people, you might permit Prince Sekaran to take a look at that book—he’d particularly appreciate a chance to have it copied. He’s an important patron of the University of Avaras, and Elaro is a talented artist as well as a poet.” 
 
    “I will remember your words,” I promised. “Yes, Elaro has many skills and will bring honor to the inGara.”  
 
    “The inGara among other tribes, I gather. I didn’t realize a man could belong to more than one tribe at the same time.” 
 
    I nodded. “If a man asks to come into one tribe, that means he leaves behind his previous tribe. What I did is different. It does not happen very often.” 
 
    “Then that was a particularly generous gesture, just as I would have expected of you, Ryo; very good! I do have a question, which I don’t think will be offensive.” I signed that he should ask, and he went on. “Among Lau, a woman leaves her father’s family and comes into her husband’s family. I know it can happen the other way around for Ugaro, but I admit I’m puzzled regarding how it might work for you and Darra.” 
 
    “That is not offensive at all,” I assured him. “We will both keep our own names. You are right that sometimes among Ugaro, a woman may go to her husband’s people, and at other times, not as often, a man may go to his wife’s people. But sometimes both keep their own names. They will live with one tribe and then with the other, so this decision may draw their two tribes closer together, especially if they are both important people.” I added, “The daughter of a king is unlikely to go to a different tribe no matter whom she marries. That is one reason everyone has an opinion regarding her marriage: her husband’s tribe will almost certainly rise in precedence, especially if he keeps his name.” 
 
    “Not the second, nor the third, but perhaps the fourth and not less than the fifth?” 
 
    I had to think for a moment before I remembered that my mother had said that to him regarding the precedence of inGara among the tribes. “Yes, that was true then,” I agreed. “My people have been close to inKarano for a long time, especially since my mother was an inKarano woman before she married my father. Now inGara will step higher again, especially if Darra bears a healthy child. That is a sign that the gods approve of the marriage. In a year, perhaps two, unless some mischance comes to us, probably inGara will be the second tribe, perhaps the third, not less than the fourth.” I added, to be fair, “The inVotaro do not set themselves in that order. That tribe is almost part of inKarano, but different.” 
 
    “I see. Well, it’s plain that congratulations are even more in order than for an ordinary marriage, so permit me to offer my most sincere congratulations,” Aras said, smiling. “Among Lau, it’s customary for a man’s friends to offer gifts at the time he’s married. I have something for you that I hope you will like, but seldom need.” Rising, he went aside, to a long shelf, one of three along one wall. Taking a long, cloth-wrapped bundle from this shelf, he brought it to me. “I’m told all sorts of symbolic patterns are woven into your blankets and cloth, Ryo, which is something else I hadn’t realized. This is only ordinary cloth, but I assure you that I offer this gift with all possible wishes for good luck now and in days to come.” 
 
    I took the bundle. I already knew this must be a sword; few other objects are that size or shape. But the weight surprised me, and when I folded back the cloth, I found two swords, not one. These were not the heavier swords meant to be wielded with two hands, but the kind Usu inYoraro had used, meant to be wielded together, one in each hand. They had been bound together with ribbons of blue and gold and red. I drew one of the swords partway from its sheath. The ripples of fine workmanship ran down the length of the blade. 
 
    Aras said, watching my face, “Ugaro-style, though made by a Lau metalworker. It’s not always legal for a man to carry two swords in a city, but I’ve published a writ that waives that sort of law in your case. You’ll want to carry a copy of that writ so you’ll have it in the somewhat unlikely event you need to show it to someone … Ryo?” 
 
    I had been thinking that for all my previous time in the summer country, I had never been permitted to carry a sword. A knife, yes, once I had sworn to obey Aras. But not a sword. I met his eyes. “Thank you. They are beautiful. I assume I am forbidden to kill anyone.” 
 
    “I trust you will refrain from unnecessary mayhem, but if you find it necessary to fight someone in earnest, that’s permitted. Few Lau will be able to match you in a serious fight, so the choice of how to end a quarrel will probably be yours. I’m certain that you’ll show keen and careful judgment no matter the exigency.” 
 
    “Ah.” After another moment, I said, “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Call me by my name,” he said at once. “I don’t consider that I hold you under my authority, Ryo. Not any longer. Not since the starlit lands.” He knew I did not want to speak of anything to do with that time and turned away, adding, “Sit down, if you like. Or, no, of course you prefer to stand. Or sit on the windowsill, if you prefer.”  
 
    I moved to lean against one of the windowsills. Then I slid the sheaths of both swords free of the ribbons and considered the harness, which was a familiar kind, but nothing I had ever worn myself. This was the kind of harness one wears to carry both swords over the back, where they will be out of the way when walking through dense forest or dismounting from a horse or anything of that kind. Usually I preferred the faster draw from the hip, but with two swords, I had to acknowledge that this other way of carrying them would be sensible. I had the knife Darra had given me at my hip, and my ordinary knife in a forearm sheath. Anyone of my own people would take me for an inVotaro warrior if they saw me now. 
 
    “Possibly, but Lau will just think you’re a very dangerous opponent,” Aras said, smiling. “They’ll be right.” 
 
    I put on the sword harness and practiced drawing the swords. With this kind of harness, one must first pull the hilt of one sword down and around to an angle that permits one to draw it; then bring the hilt of the other sword down and around in a different way to draw that one. Doing all this smoothly is awkward until one practices the necessary movements. Then I practiced sheathing both swords without looking. That was even more awkward, as the hooks must be engaged without looking. I would have to practice all this assiduously or no one would take me for anything but overproud and badly taught.  
 
    Aras had gone back to the table and now picked up a small leather envelope, the kind that holds one or a few folded leaves of paper. He held this out to me. “Keep this safe, Ryo. Any magistrate or lord will be able to look up the published version, but it’s always best to keep a personal copy of an important writ.” 
 
    I took the envelope and tucked it away in the pocket inside my shirt. Then I leaned my hip against the windowsill and folded my arms over my chest, watching Aras. He had already picked up a stack of different papers and now stood frowning at them. He had enjoyed giving me this extravagant gift—and I knew very well that it was extravagant; not only the swords, but the writ. Also, most of all, his trust that I would exercise good judgment in a fight and not cause trouble that would redound against him. But now that his attention had gone back to his own work, he seemed tired, as though he had slept little and badly. 
 
    Perhaps he, too, missed the quiet of the winter lands. I could imagine that this close-crowded town might be difficult for him. Some of the Lau here would be afraid of Aras and some would not, but everyone would expect him to put all the people of the Rahavet family to death. Those people would see their deaths approaching. They were not here, in this town; they had been held some distance upriver, but they would be so many and so frightened that perhaps Aras heard them despite the distance. Or perhaps, as he had already determined he would not carry out that decree, he was more afraid of his uncle’s anger than he wanted anyone to know. I did not know everything that might trouble him. I did not ask.  
 
    Talon Commander Harana came in then, not bothering to knock. “Just about noon,” he said, which of course both of us knew. But he went on at once. “Ryo, felicitations!” He looked me up and down. “You planning to pick fights? Don’t pick any with my men, hear me? Or if you do, don’t kill anybody. Aras, you’ve got some notion regarding Kerren Rahavet, obviously; something that doesn’t involve hanging him upside down with his guts spilling out, and following on with the whole lot of the rest of them. You ready to lay that out for me yet?” 
 
    “Almost. Patience, please, Karoles.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine anything your uncle—” 
 
    “Karoles.” 
 
    Harana cast his gaze upward, but he threw himself into a chair and sat there, drumming the fingers of one hand on the arm of the chair. I was also certainly curious regarding what Aras would say to and do with the young man who had tried to murder him. I was so curious that I found it almost easy not to think of other things. 
 
    After a time, not long, Aras glanced up again and set down the papers he had been reading, and then I heard steps in the hallway outside, and then soldiers came in. With them, at last, Kerren Rahavet. 
 
    I remembered him very well—his youth, his thin face, his desperation when he had begged me to kill him, his hopeless rage when Aras had forced him to think of his family and he had known they would all be put to death for his act. He had been coated with dust and sweat, streaked with blood, exhausted, desperate. 
 
    He had changed a great deal since that day. He came into the room quietly, not bound, not struggling. He was clean, neatly dressed, the cloth undyed but of good quality. He was still thin, even for a Lau, but his bones were not as stark as I remembered. His eyes went to Aras as though no one else were in the room, and he paused for a heartbeat and another heartbeat. But then he came forward to the center of the room and went to his knees in the Lau manner, very upright. 
 
    He held out his hands in the gesture that asks for mercy, looked Aras in the face, and spoke in a steady, quiet voice. “Lord Gaur. For a year, everyone has been telling me that I was a fool, that you are nothing like Lord Lorellan, that you are wise and kind and despise cruelty. I beg you to prove that now. Find some solution that is wise and kind and not cruel. Please. Don’t put anyone to death but me. Spare the children, at least. Or the women. Or everyone related to me only to the third degree. Please, lord.” 
 
    Aras rose, picked up his scepter, and came around the table. He stood looking at Kerren, but he did yet not answer him. Instead, he said to the soldiers, “Wait in the hall. Shut the door on your way out.”  
 
    Then he turned back to Kerren, who had waited without lowering his gaze or dropping his hands to his sides. He held exactly the same manner: kneeling upright with his hands turned palm upward. As soon as Aras faced him, he met his eyes again. I could not read his thoughts from his face, but no one would need sorcery to guess something of those thoughts. 
 
    “Kerren Avera Rahavet,” Aras said, speaking softly. “You’re managing very well. That was nicely phrased. I would like you to make that request of me again, in public, tomorrow. I want something from you. Agree, and I will grant your request, sparing all their lives. Refuse, and that will become substantially more difficult. Karoles, please don’t interrupt.” 
 
    Harana settled back again, grimacing, but flipping a hand up in a gesture that meant he would obey that order. 
 
    Kerren’s eyes had widened. Plainly he had not expected anything of the kind. Of course he had not. I had not expected it either. I had no idea what Aras would demand. But Kerren said at once, as any man would have, “Whatever you would have of me, I agree, lord.” 
 
    “I think you will. This will be difficult, but I hope you’ll be able to bring yourself to do as I ask. I know you don’t lack courage. Nor determination.” He turned his scepter over in his hands, then looked down at it suddenly, as though surprised to find himself holding such a thing. With a sharp movement, he set it aside on the table. 
 
    Then he faced Kerren again, this time with his hands empty at his sides. He said, “Kerren, all my life, I have tried very hard to ask for permission before permitting myself any intrusion of sorcery into anyone’s mind or heart. Until events in the winter country forced me to it, I had never intruded on anyone’s will. Now I have. Since that time, I’ve begun experiencing some difficulty with the curse. This has proven manageable. Exercising coercion in careful, measured ways, never to cause harm, has so far been sufficient to prevent the …” He hesitated briefly. Then he said bluntly, “To prevent the madness from progressing. I need someone upon whom I can exercise sorcerous influence and coercion without painstakingly asking permission every time. If you agree, I will declare that death of the will substitutes for death of the body. Legal precedents exist that are arguably equivalent … take your time.” 
 
    Kerren was staring at him. So was Harana, who for once did not seem irritated or impatient, but horrified. But Harana did not leap to his feet or shout. He stayed where he was, though his grip had tightened on the arms of his chair. After a moment, Kerren drew a breath, bowed his head, breathed again, and began, his voice trembling, “I don’t know if I—” His voice failed completely, and he broke off. 
 
    “Ryo,” said Aras. 
 
    Of course I knew what he wanted. I said, “Kerren.” It took the young man a moment, but he looked at me eventually. Or, he turned his face toward me. He did not really look at me. His eyes were wide. Stunned. Going to him, I set a hand against his cheek to help him hear me. When he blinked and his gaze focused, I moved back, but only one step. I said, “Aras is not like Lorellan. Everyone has told you this. They were right to say so, and I am right now when I say it again. Twice, Aras has forced his will upon a man in a way that did harm. He did it to me.” 
 
    I heard Talon Commander Harana take a quick, sharp breath, but I did not glance at him. I waited, and after a heartbeat, Kerren looked at me a different way. “Yes,” I said to Kerren. “He did it to me during a battle because there was no other way to defeat our enemies. I knew that, but I wanted to kill him for what he did to me. I wanted to die.” I glanced at Aras. He had turned his head aside, and now turned back deliberately, the line of his mouth hard. 
 
    I went on, still speaking to Kerren. “As you see, I killed neither Aras nor myself. I forgave the act because the victory in that battle was important enough to justify what he had done to me. But he would have let me kill him.” I added, my tone wry, “I know you probably find that difficult to believe. I would set no fault against you if you said you did not believe this could be so.” 
 
    He did not answer at once. His eyes searched mine. After a little time, not long, he said, his voice husky, “Everyone told me about you. I know what Lorellan did to you. And what you did to him.” Another pause, longer this time. Then he said, very softly, “You fooled Lorellan. You defeated him.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “Only with the favor of the gods. I do not like to think of it. But I would tell you how it happened if you wished to hear the tale. Perhaps you will believe me when I say I understand some things about sorcery and about sorcerers.”  
 
    “I …” he began, but then he stopped. He said, “I think …” But then he stopped again. 
 
    “This is very difficult,” I said. “I will tell you something else. Since the moment when I did not kill him, Aras has put his will upon one person and another. He does it gently, to help rather than to harm. I swear before the gods that this is true.” 
 
    Kerren shook his head a little. He might not have known he did it.  
 
    I said softly, “For a year, everyone told you that he despises cruelty. They were right to say so. I witnessed all the events of the past year, and I say he still despises cruelty. That has not changed. Perhaps you may wonder whether he wishes to take vengeance upon you because you tried to kill him. Some other man might wish that, but he does not. Nothing of the kind has occurred to him at all.” 
 
    Kerren stared at me and then looked, flinching, at Aras. For his part, Aras was gazing at me in blank surprise. He said, “I didn’t realize I should say that.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “Sometimes you make this kind of mistake.” 
 
    “Do I? I probably do.” Turning back to Kerren, he said, “Ryo is right, of course. I wasn’t happy to lose a man to your arrow, but I set the fault largely against Tasaras. Even if that weren’t true, I still wouldn’t want that sort of vengeance.” 
 
    “That is the truth,” I told Kerren. “That will not change. I think …” I looked deliberately at Aras, meeting his eyes. “I think Aras would die before allowing the curse to change his nature in such a terrible way.” 
 
    “I hope it won’t come to that,” Aras said, his tone wry. “I don’t intend for it to come to that, and I don’t care to strike any sort of overly dramatic pose. But thank you, Ryo, that’s more or less what I wanted you to say.”  
 
    “I know,” I said. I went on, speaking again to Kerren. “I think this is a wrong thing for Aras to ask of anyone. But perhaps it may not be as wrong for him to ask it of you. I think it is probably not as wrong as putting so many people to death. But in your place, I do not know whether I could agree. If I thought he were a sorcerer in any way similar to Lorellan, I could not do it.” 
 
    “Of course you could.” Aras sounded mildly exasperated. “You did. I doubt very much you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    “That was not the same.” 
 
    “No, of course not, not precisely the same, but the great difference is that you were well acquainted with me before you ever met Lorellan, and for Kerren it’s the exact opposite.” Turning to Kerren, he went on. “You have until midday tomorrow to think about this. But when I make this offer again during the sentencing, if you can’t bring yourself to agree, I don’t believe I’ll be able to justify proposing the same bargain to anyone else. The case would certainly be much more difficult to argue, and it’s going to be difficult enough regardless. I don’t want Soretes to overturn this decision or the set of associated decrees I have in mind. I don’t want him putting those four hundred and twelve stakes to the intended use, and I most particularly don’t want him to do that after I’ve promised your people that they’re safe in my hand.” 
 
    “No!” Kerren said, almost violently. Then his eyes widened again and he said, “I’m not saying no! I mean, no, lord, please, I don’t want that either. But—I—” 
 
    “May the gods be merciful!” snapped Harana, breaking his long silence. “This whole business is as bad as it comes, and I want to hear the whole gods-hated story as quick as you can lay it out for me, but how can the boy decide when you haven’t told him what you intend for the whole gods-hated lot of them? Safe in your hand is well and good, but don’t stop there!” 
 
    Aras sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Yes, very well.” Dropping his hand again, he said, to Kerren, “Whatever your decision, I’ll pronounce the sentence tomorrow at noon. Agree to set yourself into my hand as—” he made a slight face, “—essentially, my thrall, and I’ll spare all their lives. I’ll bind them to the service of Gaur—” 
 
    “Aras!” Harana half shouted, surging to his feet. “Your uncle will never—” 
 
    “If I pronounce a sentence, it’s exactly the same as if he did it himself. Given the choice of overruling my decision or letting it stand, he’ll probably let it stand—if I provide the right sort of codicil.” Aras paused, but then, as Harana seemed to swell with fury, added, “I imagine he’ll be somewhat incensed, yes. You’ve no need to point that out to me, Karoles.” 
 
    “I bet you also don’t need me to point out that it’d be dead simple to just carry out the gods-hated sentence!” 
 
    Aras raised his eyebrows. “Certainly, yes, that would be simple. Are you volunteering to pick up the hammer and the knife? How many of them are children, Karoles?” 
 
    Harana glowered at him. “Seventy-one have fourteen summers or fewer. Throw in the ones between fifteen and eighteen and it’s eighty-three.” 
 
    Aras said, much more gently, “You know precisely. Of course you do. You wouldn’t pick up that knife if I ordered you to do it.” 
 
    “Not that you’d give that gods-hated order; you think I don’t know that?” 
 
    “I would certainly be reluctant. I don’t want to do it myself; I’m not capable of doing it myself. I wouldn’t permit you to do it either. I don’t want any of my soldiers put to that kind of task, and I’m no more afraid of an argument with my uncle than you are.” 
 
    “You’re not—you’re a—it’s not—” Harana sputtered, threw his hands up, dropped back into his chair, and snapped instead, “Fine! That had better be a gods-hated wonderful codicil.” He glared at Kerren. “They’d be fine in Gaur’s hands, Kerren, you can write that down in gold ink! I know Aras and I know his heir and you’ve no need to worry on that score. Set your decision on that foundation. And make it quick: I’ve got things to do, unless I drop dead from sheer nerves right here.” 
 
    I thought Kerren would agree. Though he tried not to show it, I had seen his shock when Talon Commander Harana argued with Aras. I was very, very certain that none of Lorellan’s people had ever dared shout at him. Probably they could not even have wanted to shout at him. Once, a long time ago, I had decided Aras could not be a sorcerer at all because of the manner in which his people argued with him. Now, I was almost certain, Kerren had found reason to hope for the same reason. 
 
    Kerren drew a breath. 
 
    Aras jerked back suddenly, reaching out for his scepter, bringing it up and across his body in a sharp, defensive gesture. Kerren flinched, Talon Commander Harana shoved himself to his feet, and I pivoted to face the door, drawing one of my new swords, and yes, this means of drawing a sword was certainly something I would need to practice. But I had no time to consider that, as someone struck the door, one sharp blow, not precisely a knock, flung it open without waiting, and lunged through the doorway. 
 
    To my astonishment, I knew him. This was Esau, who had been one of my guards when I had first come into the summer lands; who had been foremost among my guards after Geras had stepped away to take on other duties; who had not come into the winter country when Aras and I and the others had crossed the river a year ago; and whom I had missed sorely. 
 
    Ordinarily, Esau showed a calm manner. Nothing concerned him. When any other man might become excited, Esau only became calmer, even disinterested—even bored. But at this moment, he was obviously very much upset. Out in the hallway I could see one of the soldiers bracing himself against the opposite wall, plainly unable to straighten. He was gasping for breath, and his sword, which he had drawn, was lying on the floor some distance away. The other soldier was scrambling to his feet, cursing in a way no soldier would when his lord stood close enough to hear him.  
 
    This was all extraordinary, but Aras had recovered by this time. He flung up a hand when the one soldier, recovering, threw himself into the room after Esau. “Stop!” Aras snapped, forbidding him. When the man recoiled in shock, he went on, much more gently, “Thank you, Trooper. I appreciate your willingness, but that’s not necessary.” He raised his voice slightly. “Trooper Tamias, are you all right?” 
 
    Esau said, his voice rough, “He will be.” He had gone to his knees a short distance from the doorway, his hands raised, not in the gesture that asks for mercy, but open and empty. His gaze had flicked to Harana and to me and to Kerren, but now his attention was all on Aras. He said, “I’m sorry, my lord, but I had to see you and it couldn’t wait. I don’t even know what the charge might be, but I’ll put myself up for it, only—” 
 
    “Enough,” Aras said.  
 
    He had not spoken forcefully, but Esau stopped almost mid-word. 
 
    Aras said, “Tamias?” 
 
    “Fine, my lord,” the man answered, gasping a little. He had pushed away from the wall. One arm was pressed against his side—Esau had hit him hard in the kidney. Catching his breath, the soldier said, “I apologize, my lord. I don’t know what the charge would be either, except we—I—ought to have been paying better attention. I’m—” 
 
    “My fault,” Esau cut in. 
 
    “Yes, plainly,” Aras agreed, a little impatiently. He said to the soldiers, “I’ll handle this. Shut the door.” As the mortified soldiers moved to obey, I sheathed my sword, as plainly this was not the time for a fight. 
 
    Aras said to Kerren, “Take some time.” Then he laid aside his scepter and went to Esau, laying one hand upon his shoulder and setting his other hand against his cheek. 
 
    A little of Esau’s tension eased when Aras made this gesture, but obviously he was still upset. He began, “My lord, I’m very sorry to break in like this. But it—” 
 
    “Couldn’t wait, yes.” Aras lifted his hands and stepped back, continuing in a brisk tone. “Lay it out for me, Troop Leader. I expect we’ll be able to sort this problem out, no matter how dire it may be.” 
 
    Esau drew a breath. Then he said, speaking rapidly, “Thank you very much, my lord, and I hope so, but I don’t know. I don’t know if you’ve got the report, likely there hasn’t been time.” His gaze flicked to Kerren before returning to Aras. He went on. “You’ve had lots of other things to deal with, obviously. But the first thing is, I’ve deserted my post in the middle of an assignment. Among a lot of other charges that might’ve gone up.” Now he looked at Harana. “I wrote up a request for leave, sir, but I didn’t exactly wait for an answer.” 
 
    “Not the first time you’ve been a trifle precipitous,” Harana said, his tone dry. “But when I eventually find that request on my desk, I’ll approve it. Retroactively. For whatever that’s worth. Dropped your assignment, did you? Gave the whole game away?” 
 
    “Dropped it flat, yes, sir, but I hope I didn’t give anything much away. I tried not to. But I don’t know for sure.” Esau took a breath. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Well, I expect we’ll manage to pick up the pieces one way or another. My lord?” Harana made an elaborate gesture, plainly setting the matter back at the feet of the scepter-holder. 
 
    “Very well,” Aras said. “Given that your talon commander seems unconcerned, I think we may dispense with a charge of desertion, or even out of position. Your greater concern, Troop Leader Esau?” 
 
    Esau drew a breath. “It’s my wife, my lord. We got word you were back—we’ve been up in Sokanaspa, so word came in late last night. Keraunani—for all she’s a woman, my wife feels she has a responsibility, that’s what it is. She’s wanted to see him.” His eyes flicked to Kerren again, just for a heartbeat, then returned to Aras. “You know she’s a cousin, lord, though distant enough she doesn’t fall under the decree. She’s wanted to see him for a good while, which I knew, and suddenly the days seemed to have shortened to nothing. She cut away from Sokanaspa in a hurry, and she’s been half a step in front of me the whole way. I don’t know where she is right now, and that’s the truth.” 
 
    Kerren’s head had jerked up when Esau said the name of his wife. Of course. I had not thought of this at once, but of course this young woman had once invited Kerren Rahavet to her tent. Her home. To come to her, however the Lau might phrase such things. She had caught a child, and because of the decree that lay across all Kerren’s family, this had set her in great danger. Or the child; or both of them. I did not remember all the details of the harsh Lau customs involved. But I certainly remembered that Esau had said he would marry this woman so that neither she nor the child would fall under the decree.  
 
    He had done so. She was his wife. No one could be in any way astonished that Kerren reacted sharply to his words. 
 
    Aras said only, “I see, yes.” 
 
    “She’s got good sense as a rule, my lord, but this waiting has been hard on her. She wouldn’t do anything stupid, I’ve no notion she would actually do anything, but—” 
 
    “I understand your concern. You ordered her to stay away, I suspect.” 
 
    “And a gods-hated idiotic thing to do that was, you don’t have to say it.” Esau was not quite as tense now, but he was obviously disgusted with himself. “I should’ve known she couldn’t obey that order—anybody could’ve figured that out. Gods-hated sure I should have, but the notion of her witnessing the execution, there’s no way I’d want that, my lord. I took after her as quick as I could, but she’s as sharp as they come and I couldn’t catch up to her. If I’ve let her get into trouble she can’t get out of, I’ll nev—” 
 
    Aras held up a hand, cutting Esau off mid-word. “I’m sure nothing like that has happened, Troop Leader. I’m entirely certain. Let me see.” He was quiet for some moments, his gaze abstracted. Then he nodded once and spoke again, this time to Harana. “She’s made her way to Kerren’s cell. Please go to her personally, Karoles, and ask her to attend me here.” 
 
    Talon Commander Harana shook his head, not in disagreement or refusal but in something much more like wry wonder. “Fine. I’ll be just a moment.” He went to the door, opened it, and went out. We heard him say, his tone sharp, “I’ll have a word or two with the pair of you later, but he won’t uphold a charge, so it’ll—” Then the door closed, so we could not hear the rest of what he said. 
 
    Aras sighed. Then he said to Kerren, “You’re upset, of course. Anyone would be, for a thousand excellent reasons. But if you’re concerned for the woman in question, there’s no need. I don’t suppose anyone had informed you—” He paused, looking at Esau. Kerren was staring at Esau too: an intent, searching gaze. 
 
    Esau pretended to ignore Kerren. He still had not risen to his feet, but he seemed better settled now, less worried and upset. He spoke to Aras almost in his customary manner, “No correspondence allowed, my lord, so of course Keraunani couldn’t write. Somebody might have slipped a note under his door a good while ago, but a couple words in a row doesn’t exactly count as a letter and anyway, it wasn’t my wife as set ink on paper.” 
 
    Aras flicked a hand, dismissing this. “Whoever may have done so, I see no reason to concern myself with any trivial malfeasance that might have occurred months ago. Ah.” He turned his head toward the door. Everyone followed his gaze, and after a breath and another breath and a third breath, Talon Commander Harana rapped sharply, opened the door, and escorted a woman into the room with a brisk gesture for her and an ironic nod for Aras. 
 
    I would have thought this woman a talon wife from her manner and her dress and her copper bangles, but she wore a gemstone set into an earring, the kind I had learned meant that she was a jewel wife, a permanent wife. This was a sapphire rather than a topaz or one of the other more common stones. I did not know what that kind of jewel might signify, but this certainly was not a moment in which to ask. 
 
    This woman carried a baby in a sling over her shoulder. The age of Lau infants could be difficult for me to judge; I had not seen many; but I thought this one had perhaps been born at the beginning of winter. He was awake and alert, solemn, looking at everything in the way babies do. His mother was upset and angry, anyone could see it, but she was pretending to be calm, as a woman should when any manner of trouble comes. Her gaze swept across the room, paused for a heartbeat when she saw Esau kneeling a little way inside the door, then came to Kerren, still on his knees, but turned now so that he could look at her. Her attention checked. She stopped where she was, staring at him. 
 
    Kerren drew a slow breath, his gaze moving from the woman’s face to the baby. Except for that, he was still, but all his muscles had tightened. 
 
    Then the woman looked away from Kerren, came forward the small distance necessary, and knelt beside Esau. She said sharply, “It wasn’t his fault. Nothing was Esau’s fault.” 
 
    I had been prepared to dislike her, as she had plainly put Esau to a great deal of trouble and upset him very much, though I did not entirely understand the nature of this trouble. But I could hardly dislike her after that and looked at her in a different way, ready to approve of her. 
 
    Aras stood in front of the table, lit by the sunlight coming in through the three windows at his back, his expression hard to make out, his scepter in his hand.  
 
    Esau began, “Keraunani, you—” 
 
    “Quiet!” Aras ordered them both. “Recriminations are neither useful nor, I hope, necessary. Keraunani Taset Karuma, look at me.” 
 
    She did. At that sharp command, everyone looked at Aras. The woman’s eyes were narrowed. I could not see fear in her, though perhaps she was afraid. I thought she was more angry than afraid, but whether she was angry with Aras or Esau or herself, I could not tell. 
 
    Aras asked, his tone still sharp, “Keraunani, did you intend—no. Have you actually taken any action to step between my hand and Kerren Avera Rahavet?” 
 
    “I have not,” the woman snapped. Her arm tightened around the baby. “I haven’t, I wouldn’t, and I didn’t intend to. That would be truly stupid.” She added, though obviously reluctant, “My lord.” 
 
    “It would certainly be thoroughly unfortunate, so I’m glad to see that’s the truth. Very well, I have no other questions, as I see no need to complicate any of our lives with unimportant details. Esau Karuma, Keraunani Taset Karuma, I pardon you both for anything you may have done or failed to do, though I hope you’ve caused no excessive disruption to the peace and order of the summer country. I don’t intend to ask for details regarding anything of the kind, but I do suggest you take the time and trouble to make restitution for any minor mayhem you may have recently committed. That should help prevent anything of the sort coming to my attention. You may both rise. Troop Leader Esau, as I had no opportunity to do so previously, I now offer you my sincere approval on the successful completion of your mission for me, as well as felicitations upon your marriage and the birth of … a son, I believe?”  
 
    Esau took a breath, let it out, got to his feet and took his wife’s hand to help her up as well. He moved a hand to touch the baby’s cheek with a fingertip, smiling as the baby reached for his finger. He nodded to Aras. “A son, yes, my lord, thank you. Born just at the beginning of the long rains. A good, sturdy babe. Looks just like his mam; everyone says so.” He was relaxing now, the tension easing out of his shoulders and back. He added, “I’ve another boy as well, a smart youngster with a few more summers behind him. Took him up last year, had him written in under my name.” 
 
    Aras smiled. “Very good, Troop Leader. You will, I hope, have the opportunity to present your elder son to me at some time in the future. I’m very pleased to hear of all these happy events. I congratulate you as well on retaining your rank. A full year, or nearly: well done!” 
 
    Esau touched his badge. “Thank you, my lord. If Talon Commander Harana doesn’t knock me right back for today’s nonsense, that’s more than I deserve.” 
 
    “Oh, I hardly think your talon commander need trouble himself with any trifling disturbance you might have caused today. Karoles?”  
 
    Talon Commander Harana shrugged impatiently, but with an edge of amusement to his manner as well. “I’ve got enough on my plate without fussing about trifling disturbances, so that’s fine with me, my lord. Troop Leader Esau’s been tackling one independent mission after another for me this past year, so the rank’s been useful often enough I’d hate to put him back to ordinary trooper.” He gave Esau a severe look. “I’ll want a clear report about any messy details you might’ve left out of place behind you, Troop Leader.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I hope neither too many nor too messy, sir.” 
 
    “So do I, but we’ve got other scarves to toss in the air right this minute.”  
 
    Aras raised his scepter just enough to draw everyone’s attention. “Very well; then that’s settled. Have you any other urgent concerns, Troop Leader? I believe there may still be something you’d like me to address?” 
 
    Esau faced him again. “Well, yes, my lord, if you don’t mind. My wife’s had a pretty uncomfortable doubt hanging over her this past year, my lord, and as you weren’t here, Talon Commander Harana just set that in abeyance to wait until you could—” 
 
    “She’s not a sorcerer. A short curse; nothing out of the ordinary. I’ll have time to file that judgment tonight, I believe.” 
 
    Esau drew a breath, let it out, and nodded. “Thank you, my lord. Thank you very much. That notion’s been a touch bothersome from time to time. I’m glad to put it to rest.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to do it.” Aras paused, his gaze on Keraunani, his expression unreadable. Then he glanced at Kerren. Finally, he said to Esau, “Troop Leader Esau, no doubt you’re aware I’ll take up the assassination charge and pronounce the sentence tomorrow. As you are here, I will expect you to attend. Your wife may attend as well. I think she should; I don’t believe you should attempt to prevent her from witnessing the event. Particularly as she is determined to do so. After the sentence has been formally laid out, you may take up the question of your position with your talon commander.” 
 
    Esau met his eyes, a searching gaze. Then he nodded. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Have you any other concerns?” 
 
    “Not on my account, my lord.” Esau looked at his wife.  
 
    She was not looking at him. She had been staring at Kerren Rahavet, her mouth tight, her eyes narrow and fierce. He had not moved except to lower his hands to his sides, but he was breathing slowly and deeply, his gaze on the baby at her hip. Another long moment passed, neither of them moving.  
 
    Then Esau cleared his throat and touched his wife’s hand. Keraunani blinked, looked at him, transferred her fierce gaze to Aras, and said, her voice low and tight, “I suppose I should be grateful. Very well, I’m grateful.” 
 
    “I neither expect nor require your gratitude,” Aras said, his tone mild. “Dismissed, Troop Leader.” 
 
    Esau touched his hand to his heart. “Thank you, my lord.” He gave Kerren a swift, unreadable glance. Then he nodded to me, indicated the baby with a little gesture, and said, “His name’s Soeren, but we’re calling him Ren for now.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said politely. “A good name.” 
 
    “It’s a Rahavet name, but I like it. Good to see you, Ryo. I haven’t heard much so far, but from the general chatter, it sure sounds like you lot had a fine time in the winter country. I’m sorry I missed it. Sorry in some ways, at least. I’ll find you later if I get a chance, and we’ll catch up.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I would like to hear your tale as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, some bits you’d probably enjoy.” Esau nodded once more to Aras, saluted again, and went out, taking his wife with him. He did not touch her to lead her out. He did not even look at her. Despite this, they somehow seemed clearly together in some essential way that seldom seemed the case for a Lau man and a Lau woman. 
 
    I looked at Aras. I did not ask anything, as I hardly knew what I should ask. I said, “She seems as fierce as an Ugaro woman.” 
 
    Aras was smiling, a little distantly. His expression was remote. I thought he was thinking of many other things—or listening to many things I could not hear. He said, his tone absent, “Yes, but she’ll be able to tolerate me if she decides she must. A most determined young woman. Commuting the sentence should help, presuming I do commute it, though she’ll still have good reason to resent and hate me even then.” 
 
    Kerren asked, softly, “Will she?” 
 
    Everyone’s attention snapped to him at once. His shoulders tightened. But he looked only at Aras. He said, in the same quiet way, “Surely she would have far better reason to resent and hate me than you. If you commute the sentence as you say you will. If you …” His voice trailed off. Then he took a breath and said firmly, “If you mean what you say. If you’ll do what you said, I’ll agree. To anything.” 
 
    Aras gave him a searching look.  
 
    Kerren met that look with a stubborn set to his jaw, not flinching. “You can do anything to me that you want. Any kind of sorcery. You don’t need to ask permission, but if you do, whatever you ask of me, Lord Gaur, no matter what you ask, I’ll always say yes.” He stopped, drawing a shaky breath, and added with an edge of stubborn defiance, “That’s what you want, isn’t it? That’s enough? You’ll spare everyone else. You won’t twist what you said and do terrible things to them—to her—to—to—” 
 
    “No,” Aras said, speaking with quiet authority. “You needn’t fear that. I’m not attempting to deceive you; may the gods destroy me if I intend any such thing. I will deal with your family as kindly as I can, and with you as kindly as I’m able. Can you trust my word enough to hold to your resolve through the night and then through tomorrow’s proceedings? You’ll need to step forward and state your agreement for the record. I won’t put my will on you to force you to do that. You’ll have to have the courage to do it yourself. I think you do. I think you will.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kerren said, his voice low, but almost as steady as in the first moments.  
 
    “Yes,” Aras repeated. He drew a long breath, turned, and picked up his scepter. “Stand up, Kerren. You may kneel to me tomorrow—everyone will have to kneel for the sentencing, of course—but never again after that, I hope.” 
 
    He did not offer Kerren a hand to help him to his feet—almost certainly Kerren would have recoiled, but felt constrained to accept it. Aras would have felt all this. As he could not do it, I came forward and offered the young man my hand. He did not flinch from me, but looked me in the face and then accepted my help. He stood then, looking uncertain and lost. Then he looked at Aras again and his jaw firmed. He said, “Lord.” 
 
    “My lord,” Aras told him. “This is irregular, but you certainly come under my personal authority. Talon Commander Harana will take you back to your cell. You’re frightened. That’s perfectly natural, but try … Kerren, please try to believe that you’ve made a good decision. I pray you’ll hold to it. Consider this a vigil night, with an important oath to follow. This will be similar, or I hope it will. Ask Harana any questions that occur to you. Karoles, please don’t hesitate to answer any questions Kerren may ask.” 
 
    Harana scowled at him. “Don’t think I don’t know what that means! Oh, very well! But I trust you’ll make time to tell me the whole story later. This about the gods-hated curse progressing, I want to hear about that. That’s my business if it’s anyone’s.” 
 
    Aras opened a hand in acknowledgment. 
 
    Harana, still scowling, growled, “Let’s go,” to Kerren, and guided him out, picking up the waiting soldiers and striding away down the hallway. 
 
    “He will do it,” I said to Aras. “He will not change his mind. You think this is right for you, even if it is wrong for him?” 
 
    Aras went back around the table and settled into the chair, laying his scepter down. He said, “It’s hardly right for anyone, but I think this is the best solution I’m going to find. And yes, I do think Kerren will indeed come up to the mark.” He paused, sighing. “That young man suffered enormous harm when Lorellan held him. He’s certainly doing better now than he was a year ago, but there’s only so much an ordinary physician could do to sort out that degree of damage. Plus the knowledge that by his actions, he’s ruined his whole family … no physician, no matter his skill or expertise, could do anything for that. I should be able to do far better, particularly as he stops guarding himself against me with such determination.” He picked up his scepter again, tracing the gold inlay with a fingertip.  
 
    “Ah.” After a moment, I added, “I should have realized you meant to help him by means of sorcery. Of course you do.” 
 
    He made a small gesture with his scepter. “Yes, well, by the time we’ve traveled as far as Avaras, we’ll all know much better whether I still deserve your good opinion. I’ll want to discuss that with you later, once Kerren has kept to his decision. I certainly hope he does, for any number of reasons. If he doesn’t—can’t—I still won’t order all those people hung up with their bellies slit, but it would probably become much more difficult to persuade my uncle to permit my ruling to stand.” 
 
    “He will be angry with you either way. Talon Commander Harana seems very certain.” 
 
    “He’ll be absolutely furious. His great-grandfather and grandfather put themselves to an immense amount of trouble stamping out the practice of bound service, which I’m now going to resurrect. This is the harshest punishment I can think of that doesn’t involve killing all those people; it may plausibly act as something close to the same deterrent. That’s why my uncle may permit my decision to hold. Nevertheless, he will be infuriated. I’d prefer to argue from the most solid ground possible.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said, to show I was listening. “Perhaps when you come to your uncle, you will kneel to him, however seldom Lau make this gesture. Esau knelt to you. Perhaps this is meant for serious trouble.” 
 
    “So he did. Yes, it is. Kneeling in that way is an admission of guilt of a capital crime.” 
 
    That surprised me in a different way.  
 
    He saw that, and smiled. “Well, yes. You already know sorcery is illegal here. The kind of sorcery I used so extensively against Lorellan definitely fell within the category of capital crimes, though I would have been quite surprised if Soretes had carried that charge through to the end. Esau didn’t expect me to carry a capital charge all the way to execution either, but desertion certainly can carry that kind of penalty. He was much more worried that his wife might have done something a good deal more serious. So was I, judging purely from his view of her. He thought she might try something daring and clever and exceedingly risky. As she might, had she less to risk.” 
 
    “The baby.”  
 
    “Indeed; and the other boy; and Esau.” 
 
    “She is not a sorcerer.” 
 
    Aras gestured dismissively. “In a minor sense that your people wouldn’t like at all, but it’s nothing to signify. Fairly powerful coercion, but not enough to substantially influence any reasonably alert person. Not a trace of the madness. That would be quite unmistakable.” He set his scepter down again, and added, his tone now brisk, “She suits Esau unexpectedly well. That was nowhere in my intentions when I sent him to Pitasosa, but I’m certainly pleased. Please don’t seek him out tonight, Ryo. I’m aware the desire to exchange stories would be difficult to resist, and I don’t care to tempt the gods by presuming everything will come off until we come to the moment. Wait until tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I will find Darra. You will not want me here tonight.” 
 
    “No, no.” His expression was abstracted; he was paying attention to other things. But then his gaze sharpened and he smiled. “Yes, go find your wife, by all means. I definitely won’t expect to see you until noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I think we will all come there. Darra will want very much to see how everything happens. I am certain Elaro will want to see this as well, but certainly Darra.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure she will. I doubt Koro inKarano will ever find it necessary to comment, but he may as well have a clear understanding of all this, so that’s fine.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, and went to the door. But I turned back. Aras had already picked up a stylus, but I said, as firmly as I could, “Kerren will do this. He will not fail. If he thinks he cannot do it, he will look at all his family and then he will find the courage.” 
 
    “I think he will,” Aras agreed. “I hope he does.” He sighed, sitting back in his chair, turning the stylus over in his fingers. “Tomorrow will be difficult. Not only for Kerren. But no one can turn back the days.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “That is something no man can do.” Then I went out, leaving him there alone. 
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    The Lau count the passing of their days and their nights in hours; they carefully mark off these hours with the ringing of bells and the chiming of clocks. From dusk to dawn, they measure short hours. The hours of their days are longer than those of the night, and the hours of sunrise and noon and sunset are longest of all. In the summer lands, noon does not come swiftly, but then that hour lingers for a long time. The Lau consider dawn or noon the best times for difficult endeavors and important oaths, and like Ugaro, they prefer that anything of the kind take place on a clear day and beneath the open sky. 
 
    The town of Tavas Sen had been built around a central square. This was a large open space, but now so many people had come here that the place seemed much smaller. Soldiers lined two sides of the square, in close ranks. Townspeople clustered on the other two sides, women to the north and men to the south. More townspeople looked out of the windows of the buildings and sat or stood on many of the rooftops. A platform, shoulder high, had been raised up to the eastern side of the square because the Lau consider that east is the direction that shows highest precedence and honor. The platform was draped with cloth, vivid yellow, calling to mind sunlight and gold and therefore power and justice.  
 
    Lord Aras stood there, alone. He wore black, with complicated patterns of gold thread worked into his coat and the tops of his boots. He held his scepter in one hand, also black and gold. His manner was assured, authoritative, implacable; he had taken on the manner of the king’s scepter-holder. 
 
    I stood to one side of the platform, beside Talon Commander Harana, with Elaro beside me. Darra stood with the women, on a different side of the square, not near us. Esau stood nearby, just behind Elaro; he had no place within any file or company here and had therefore taken a place near me, perhaps by habit, as he had been one of my guards for a long time. I saw his wife Keraunani among the women. From this distance, I could not see her expression. Esau glanced at her now and again, frowning, but he stayed where he was, beside me.  
 
    Then the many people of the Rahavet family began to come out into the empty place at the center of the town square, making their way forward. 
 
    I could not easily count them, though I knew how many had come here. A hundred was twenty, five times, and this was that many four times, and twelve more. When I thought of it like that, I could see better how many people this must be. This was not nearly as many as a large tribe, but there were more people here than would ordinarily live in one camp. 
 
    The women wore no bangles or earrings. The men wore no earrings either. All their clothing was plain. But other things surprised me much more than those details. Here, for the first time, I saw little of the division Lau set between men and women. I saw more than one man walking with his arm around a woman, more than one man carrying a child. I saw a young woman helping an elderly man and a young man carrying a very elderly woman. 
 
    “There at the front,” Esau murmured to me. “That’s Hoeren Sotetas Rahavet. He’s Kerren’s father. He was head of the family … still is, I guess, for about the next hour.” Esau was silent for a breath. Then he added, “Nothing to be done,” in a tired way.  
 
    I almost said, Aras will not put them to death. It will not happen. But even now I did not know this with perfect certainty. I said nothing, only looked at the man Esau had pointed out. I saw how he put himself before the others, moving so that he would face Lord Aras directly. I guessed that this man held something of the responsibility the lord of a tribe takes up. Probably he intended to put himself forward with some argument or plea. 
 
    Once all of those people had come into the square, they all knelt, not all at once, but some more quickly than others. Hoeren Rahavet knelt among the first and then waited, not looking around, but keeping his head up and his face turned toward Lord Aras. Here and there, a young man helped an elder to kneel, or a woman helped a child. I saw several infants too young to kneel; their mothers laid those babies down on the cobbles and then knelt beside them. 
 
    Kerren Rahavet had not come out with the others. Two soldiers brought him out once everyone else had knelt. As soon as he appeared, a great quiet came upon all this gathering. Of course here and there one baby or another fussed or cried, or someone coughed. But a hard tension lay upon the square. I had never before witnessed so many Lau waiting so quietly. 
 
    The soldiers led Kerren forward. He walked with his head bowed and his gaze lowered, but he did not pause until he stood directly before the platform. He knelt then, holding up his hands, so that I saw his hands were chained in front of his body. I understood suddenly, all at once, that Aras was trying to make Kerren into a sacrifice in a way that was a little like a tuyo. That was a new thought. I was not certain how to think about this. 
 
    Lord Aras spoke, not loudly, but clearly, so everyone close could hear him. Farther away, I heard people speak in clear voices, repeating what he said so that other people would know; and beyond them, the murmur of others doing the same. That seemed a good custom; that would be useful in any great gathering. I thought Darra would probably describe this custom to her father. But I only thought of this for a brief moment because I was also listening to Aras.  
 
    He said, “Kerren Avera Rahavet, for attempting assassination against a scepter-holder of the summer king, the penalty is death, for yourself and for your family to the third degree. However, I have considered the matter and I believe several mitigating circumstances may apply.” 
 
    A breath seemed to go through the kneeling people. Many of them swayed a little as though a hard wind had come upon them. 
 
    Lord Aras did not appear to notice. He only continued, speaking steadily. “First, of course, you did not strike at the king’s person, but at me. Ample precedent indicates that this does not mitigate the sentence, but I make note of it. Second, you did not succeed in your aim. This does not mitigate the sentence, but again, I make note of it. Third, your sole motivation was to rid the world of a powerful sorcerer.” This time, the murmur was a little louder. Again, Lord Aras did not show any sign that he noticed. He merely went on. “No similar precedent having been noted in the history of the summer country, this is a unique circumstance in your crime and I therefore make note of it as a possible mitigating factor. In your attempt, you struck down a man in my service. This compounds the offense. No other associated offense has been committed. Do you understand all this? Have you anything to say?” 
 
    Kerren spoke softly but clearly. “I understand, Lord Gaur. Please, be merciful. I thought you were …” He stopped, swallowing. Then he said, “I thought you were like Serat Aneka Tasaras, then Lord Lorellan. Everyone said you were different, but I didn’t believe them. I thought killing you would show everyone what you were. Everyone would come out of your power and see what you were.” He stopped again. Finally, he said, “If you are different from Serat Aneka Tasaras, then please, show that difference now. Please, Lord Gaur, be merciful to those who knew nothing and are not to blame. I acted alone. No one helped me. My family didn’t help me.” 
 
    Again, other people picked up and repeated his words, and people beyond them, so that everyone would know what he said.  
 
    Lord Aras inclined his head. He said, “The extension of the penalty to the family of the guilty man has nothing to do with their degree of complicity. The law is quite clear on that point. Still, I make note that you considered me a sorcerer similar to Serat Aneka Tasaras. Ample evidence—conclusive evidence—has established the madness of cruelty and ambition that gripped Tasaras, and has additionally established the dire threat he posed to the king and to the stability of the summer country. A man who had close personal experience with Tasaras might well presume that another powerful sorcerer must present an equally dire threat. Your unfortunately close experience with Tasaras may constitute a mitigating factor. I make note of it. Furthermore, though your actions and choices were your own at the time you chose to act against me, because of the vicious acts performed against you by Senet Aneka Tasaras, the integrity of your mind and heart were badly disturbed at that time. This is not an assertion or a presumption. This is a clear and unmistakable fact, directly perceptible to me. I note this fact as an additional possible mitigating factor.” 
 
    He paused. It seemed the world paused with him, every breeze dying away. 
 
    He said, no more loudly, “As the attempt was made against me, I would ordinarily have the right to submit a statement to the higher court that heard this charge, either pressing for the full penalty or requesting clemency. I have, in my own name, as Aras Eren Samaura, submitted a statement requesting the greatest degree of clemency that may be permitted within the law.” 
 
    A soft murmur, almost a sigh, swept outward through the gathering as those words were repeated and repeated again. Lord Aras waited until silence returned. Then he went on. “As Lord Gaur, Regat Imsutar, I have added this statement to the record of deliberation appended to the record of this proceeding, with a note that the law does not permit clemency in this case.”  
 
    Another murmur, this one a little louder. Raising his head, Lord Aras swept a long, slow gaze across the whole of the gathering. He said, his words steady and precise, “I therefore declare, Kerren Avera Rahavet, that your life is forfeit and the lives of all your family are forfeit. However, given the various mitigating factors that apply, if you place yourself wholly in my hand at this time, I shall then consider that the death of the will constitutes an adequate representation of the death of the body. I shall also consider an alternate penalty for all these others who have been swept up in your crime. You may refuse this offer of clemency. The penalty described by the law shall then apply. You may speak now.” 
 
    The pause was very brief. To me, it seemed much longer than it was. Then Kerren said in a low voice, “Anything you would have of me, Lord Gaur, I beg you will take into your hand. I have no will other than your will.” 
 
    This time, though a reaction passed again through and across the gathering, Lord Aras spoke over this murmur. “I take your life and your will. I take all the lives set here before me.” He lifted his scepter, indicating the whole gathering of kneeling people with a small, swift gesture. Then he lowered the scepter and spoke directly to these people. “Your lives are mine. I will not spend these lives in the way prescribed by the law, but take them according to an older precedent. I declare now that the labor of your hands and your minds is not your own; all that you grow or build or create belongs to me. Your desires are not your own; I will tell you what I wish and you will make my desires your own. Your children, born or unborn or yet to be conceived, are not your own; as you belong to me, they belong to me. As the blow was aimed at me, so I, as the lord of Gaur, bind you and your descendants to the service of Gaur.” 
 
    This time the murmur was not like a breath or a sigh: it was like a distant storm, something one hears far away but knows is rapidly coming closer, filled with violence. The townspeople surrounding the square had all swayed back and now leaned forward, speaking to one another in low voices that were becoming louder. The soldiers were quiet, but this had become a quiet that braced against a coming storm. 
 
    Lord Aras raised his voice, speaking clearly and coldly, driving back the threatening storm of reaction with his words. “For one hundred years, this binding will hold. In one hundred years, those of you who live, those of your children who live, those of your children’s children who belong to Gaur, may petition my heir for release from this binding; a freedom that, however, he is not required to grant. Should he refuse, the petition may be renewed every year thereafter.” 
 
    There was a silence. Lord Aras had made this silence deliberately; I knew that. He had pulled everyone’s thoughts and feelings one way and then a different way and then a different way again, and then he had said these last words as he might have brought down a sword, cutting sharply across the things he had made everyone believe he meant to do, doing something else instead. 
 
    Into that quiet, he added, “Your life, Kerren Avera Rahavet, I will never relinquish. During my lifetime, you will never be free. The day you refuse any command of mine is the day the full penalty will come down upon you and your people. Do you understand?” 
 
    At once a much sharper silence fell. Obviously everyone wanted to say many things and argue for many days about this ruling, but more than that, everyone wanted to know how Kerren Rahavet would respond. 
 
    In that quiet, Kerren raised his head, met Lord Aras’ steady regard, and said, “Thank you, my lord, for this great mercy. I know the law forbids clemency. You have extended clemency nevertheless. I will never refuse any command you give me.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll both take good care you never do,” Lord Aras said softly. “You may stand.” Turning, he said to Talon Commander Harana, “Call the dismissal,” and to his head of household, Harau, “As you encounter difficulties, pass requests to my talon commanders. I realize difficulties are inevitable in something like this.” Then he turned and descended the steps that had been set behind the platform and moved into the clear space behind it, out of my view. All around the great square, a murmur began, rapidly growing louder. But this was the sound of many people trying to decide what they thought, not the sound of many people who had already decided they would not accept a ruling. 
 
    Behind me, Esau said, his tone wry, “Well, that’ll sure drop a mongoose or three in among the chickens. You knew it was coming, didn’t you?” He eyed me thoughtfully. “Under orders not to chat about it, I suppose.”  
 
    “He asked me to say nothing. He was not perfectly certain it would happen in this way.” 
 
    Esau accepted this with a short nod. “Right. Well … if he wanted to throw a lot of feathers every which way, he’s sure done it. Glad it’s not my job to settle everybody down.” 
 
    Beside me, Elaro commented, “I am glad I have learned enough darau to understand most of what was said. I will remember all that happened here. Perhaps someday I will understand some of the many stories that led to this day and some of the many stories that will spread outward from this day. All I understand now is that many of these stories are difficult.”  
 
    He was not looking out at the gathering, but at Kerren Rahavet. 
 
    Kerren stood alone, his gaze fixed not on the sky where the Sun stood high above nor at the people of his family, but on the cobbles at his feet. His chains had been removed and no soldiers stood near him now, but he did not look as though he felt free or unconstrained. To me, he looked very near despair. He made me think of the day when I had understood I would come back to face Aras, the day after I had realized he was a sorcerer, must be a sorcerer, yet I must return and put myself back into his hands.  
 
    I had known many tales of evil sorcerers. But I had also known, or at least I had believed, at least I had hoped, that Aras was not that kind of sorcerer. For Kerren, this moment must be the same in important ways, yet also different. A young man who had belonged to Lorellan for two years, a young man who did not know Aras, only what other people said of him … obviously this was very, very difficult.  
 
    Of course he had had to yield everything in the way Aras had demanded. Obviously he had had to do it. Even so, I could hardly believe he had done it. 
 
    Aras had come out into public view. He was speaking to Talon Commander Harana and others of his people. He was not looking at Kerren. That was undoubtedly a deliberate kindness: he meant to leave Kerren alone for a little time so he could recover sense and courage and move forward into the next moment, and the moment after that, and the day to come. But I thought, looking at Kerren now, that he might not have enough strength to hold to his pride. 
 
    He stood completely alone. No one moved to help him in the way a friend should help a young man in such a moment. Most of his own people still knelt, shocked or confused. Hoeren Rahavet was on his feet, moving among the others, speaking to one and another, helping one person and another to stand. He also looked now and again at his son. His gaze when he glanced that way was intent, hopeful, anxious. But soldiers were beginning to direct those people away from the square, and though he hesitated, Hoeren did not go to his son. He moved instead to obey the soldiers and to assist others of his people to obey. 
 
    I said to Esau, “Perhaps I will find you again at a later time. That would please me. But I wish to speak to the young man.”  
 
    Esau glanced from me to Kerren and said, his tone relaxed and a little bored, “Right. Could be somebody should. I’ll catch up to you later. Or, you know what, maybe you ought to find me. Bring him with you, maybe. I wouldn’t mind that. Keraunani and him used to be friendly, you know.”  
 
    I said, “Of course I have no opinion regarding the Lau custom that forbids men to speak to another man’s jewel wife.”  
 
    Esau grinned at that, a swift flash of white teeth. “Yeah, I don’t have an opinion about that one either, Ryo. Bring him by if you want. Likely a whole peck of people’ll be busy all day and into tonight, but it’s not my job to get that lot organized and on the road toward Gaur, for which I thank the gods. Lot of civilians with no notion how to step out; they’ll take twice as long to get moving as they ought to, and three times as long to get to Gaur. Anyway, come along to the barracks in a bit and I’ll see if I can shake myself loose. Ask anybody where you can find me and they’ll point you along.” Lifting a hand in casual farewell, he walked away. 
 
    I did not watch him go, but glanced at Aras. He was not looking my way, but he lifted his scepter a fingerwidth in acknowledgment and, I thought, approval. I had not intended to ask for his permission or approval, but I was glad to have it. I was certain now that he was only pretending to ignore Kerren; that he was very much aware of him, of his terror and hard-held dignity. That he realized if he turned his attention to Kerren at this moment, if he moved toward him or raised his voice in a command to come to him, anything of that kind, anything at all, this might be too much for the young man to bear. 
 
    Crossing the empty square to Kerren, I stood close to him so that he would look at me. This took one breath and another breath and a third breath. But finally it came to him that I stood there. He looked up quickly then, flinching a little but catching himself before he stepped back. “Yes?” he said, defensive, but struggling to sound unconcerned. He could not manage that as well as Esau, but almost. I thought he had probably practiced that manner for a long time. 
 
    I said, “You are very frightened. Anyone would be. I would be. I have been, more than once. On the day I first met Lord Aras, I thought he would put me to death, perhaps very slowly. Later, on a different day, when I realized he was a sorcerer and yet I must put myself into his hands, I thought he might do worse to me than that. For you, this is even worse than either of those days. All your experience with sorcery has been entirely evil. How can you possibly believe this will be different?” 
 
    He did not try to answer me. Perhaps he could not have answered, or perhaps he did not trust that he could speak steadily. But his mouth twisted. 
 
    I went on. “You have come past the worst. You do not know yet that this is so; how could you? But it is so. Take ten breaths, or twenty, or forty. When you have gathered your courage, go to him and present yourself in whatever way is right for Lau.” I nodded toward the other side of the courtyard. “Some of your people are still watching. Your father is watching you. Show him that you have the strength to endure anything you must endure.” 
 
    For a little time, he stood still. Perhaps ten breaths. Not twenty. He did not answer me. But at last he lifted his chin, straightened his shoulders, turned, and crossed the small distance to Aras. When Aras turned to meet him, Kerren knelt again, but he did not hold out his hands in the gesture that asks for mercy. He said, softly but clearly, “Thank you, lord. For sparing all their lives, for setting a limit on … on their servitude. Whatever you require, lord. Anything you wish to do to me. Any use you mean to make of me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “Very good. Let’s talk about that. Ryo, thank you, and please come with me now. No, Karoles, kindly see to everything here. I’ll speak with you later.” 
 
      
 
    One fingerwidth of time later, Aras shut the door of his study behind me, crossed the room, laid his scepter down on the table, gestured me toward a chair, faced Kerren, and said to him, “You’re doing very well, but you’re desperately frightened. Let’s see if we can do something about that. First, you needn’t fear you’ll disobey a command of mine. I’ve long been in the habit of giving few commands, but when I do order you to do anything, I won’t give you a choice about obeying that order. Should I make a mistake, you’ll remember that statement and obey me. Should we both forget, I imagine the moment of forgetfulness will extend itself to cover any unfortunate incident that may result.” He paused.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Kerren whispered.  
 
    “Truly, I won’t permit anything of the kind to occur.” Aras studied him. “You’re frightened for your people. You don’t need to be. I, or my castellan, will find out what their skills are and set them to appropriate tasks; nothing unusually onerous or unpleasant. I haven’t the slightest inclination to work bound servants to death according to the unfortunate tradition. Your people won’t be paid for their labor, of course, but there’s nothing illegal about giving bound servants a beneficence, which will go some way toward reducing that sort of intolerable dependence. You needn’t be concerned for the future, either. Lucas—my heir—is not a stingy or unkind man. He’s going to be appalled at the handful of thorns and razors I’ve presented him with. I promise you, he’ll handle your people gently and answer any eventual petition exactly as you would wish.” 
 
    I was relaxing. This was very much the manner I would have expected Aras to take toward Kerren.  
 
    Aras drew a breath, nodded, and said, “That’s better. A little better. Good. Very well, let’s see if we can’t handle this a little more efficiently. Kerren, what is it you most fear I’ll do to you? Answer aloud if you can, or show me in your thoughts if speaking aloud is too difficult.” 
 
    There was a long pause. Kerren sank to his knees, not trying to answer aloud. His breaths came hard; his hands trembled. I had moved aside, leaning against the back of the heaviest chair. 
 
    “No,” Aras said softly. “I give you my word, I will never use you to humiliate or torment your father. There are no imaginable circumstances under which I would do anything remotely similar. Look at me, Kerren.” 
 
    The young man raised his gaze with an obvious effort, looking Aras in the face.  
 
    Aras said softly, but with absolute conviction, “It won’t happen. May the gods destroy me if I do anything of the kind.” 
 
    Kerren answered, his voice shaking, “I believe you, my lord.” 
 
    “I understand it’s difficult. Think of the first time he did that to you, Kerren. That was a long time ago. The shock of it was as bad as the rest, wasn’t it? Yes. And the horror of knowing what it did to your father. The knowledge that he could do it again, that he would do it again, whenever he chose, and you could do nothing to stop him.” He stopped speaking, looking intently at Kerren. 
 
    Kerren blinked, blinked again, raised a shaking hand to press against his eyes, then dropped his hand again, staring at Aras. “What … what did you … what is that?” 
 
     “A memory of the winter country. Snow and silence; peace lying across all the world, silencing all struggle. There’s no fear or pain in that memory, only quiet. What do you think? Does that help?” 
 
    “I—” Kerren pressed a hand against his eyes again. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell, isn’t it? But I think it does. If I set false memories across your true ones so that they hid the truth, I don’t think that would be useful. You’d fight to recover the truth and recoil from recovering the truth, both at once, and I’m afraid the instability might be dangerous. I’m going to see whether I can smother the fear and shame below this memory of peace without actually pretending that you didn’t suffer. I think that may help.” Aras paused. Then he said. “You don’t believe I’ll be kind; you don’t believe I can be kind. That’s perfectly natural, but it’s fairly uncomfortable, isn’t it? I’m going to try to help with that. Does this help?” 
 
    Another pause, longer than the first. Kerren said eventually, “Yes. Yes, that … what is that? Not the same.” Then he flinched, lowering his head, his muscles tightening. “Forgive me for questioning you, my lord. I didn’t mean—I—” 
 
    “Ask whatever questions you wish. You may always ask. This is something I’ve never actually tried before. It’s related to pull. Charisma. I’ve seen other sorcerers do this, some with more success than others. Generally they’re trying to make people believe lies. I’m trying to help you believe the truth. Time will give you a much more solid certainty, but I hope this will help in the short term. Is that better?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kerren whispered. “I—yes.” 
 
    “Yes, I think it is. Good. All right. What else do you fear most? There’s so much,” he added apologetically. “This is unpleasant, I understand that, but much faster than if I tried to sort through it all myself. What else do you most fear I’ll do to you? … Ah.” The line of his jaw had hardened. “Given that I am in fact a powerful sorcerer, I’m seldom forced to such exigencies. But should that eventuality arise, I have soldiers to handle that sort of thing. Some of them are willing to take on such tasks; few would be as horrified as you would be. I haven’t the least need to force you to pick up a knife. Far less … let’s not think about that in quite so much detail, please. Let me try blocking that memory completely; it’s certainly terrible enough to justify a more radical technique.” He paused. Then he asked, “Does that help?” 
 
    “You … I remember … but then it stops. And there’s nothing. I can’t—there’s snow. And nothing.” Kerren drew a slow breath, looking at Aras in a different way. “Yes. Yes, that’s … can you do that to everything?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to try this only with the worst memories. At least until we see whether the method causes too much confusion and distress. It’s probably less potentially harmful to handle everything possible in the other way. But I hope that if you see the beginning of a terrible memory and then a clear discontinuity, your mind is less likely to try to fight through the false memory. He didn’t force you to do that very often, did he? No.” Aras touched fingertips to his forehead, grimacing. “But the occasions were unfortunately memorable. I’ll give that some thought. For the moment, I’m sorry to keep pressing you, but what else do you most fear I might do to you?” 
 
    Kerren shook his head. “Nothing. I don’t think … there’s nothing else as bad.” 
 
    Aras insisted quietly, “No, there’s definitely something else. Possibly not as terrible, but certainly bad enough. What is it? Ah.” He picked up his scepter, turned it over in his hands, and set it down again. “You know,” he said, his tone weary now, “I really didn’t think I could despise Lorellan more intensely, yet here we are. No, you may put that fear aside, for yourself as well as your sisters. Generally I prefer women, and specifically, I prefer my wife.” 
 
    Kerren flinched, dropping his gaze, ashamed.  
 
    “No,” Aras said softly. “There’s no need for that. Kerren Avera Rahavet, you are not at fault for anything Lorellan did to you, nor for anything he made you do to other people, nor for anything he made you feel or believe. You held yourself together for a long time under extremely difficult circumstances. You were his for more than two years. Of course you found the experience shattering.” 
 
    Kerren had bowed his head, but he was listening intently. 
 
    Aras went on. “It’s unfortunate that you retained enough determination and competence to try to assassinate me, but I think we’ve managed to step past the worst possibilities. Now that determination is going to be helpful, I believe.” 
 
    “I—” Kerren began, but broke off. He tried again. “My lord—” 
 
    “I know. Listen to me. Your family is safe. Your people are safe. I’m going to help you believe that. You’re doing well. I’m going to help you believe that, too. It’s all true, which should help.” 
 
    “Yes. All right.” A quick, hard breath. “You can do anything—” 
 
    “By the terms of your surrender to me, yes. However, by the terms of various oaths that long predate your surrender, no. We’ll both be much more comfortable if you’re much less afraid. Time is the best solution, but by definition not the fastest. I don’t intend for either of us to have to endure months of your fear, rage, despair, and hatred.” Aras sighed, picking up his scepter again, tracing the gold inlay. “It’s a long way to Avaras from here. We’ll work on this. Don’t worry about that now. How do you feel? Better?” 
 
    Kerren drew a slow breath, let it out, and forced himself to look up. “You know I … I feel … you know how I feel, lord. My lord.” 
 
    “Yes, and that is better, though far from as comfortable as either of us would like. So many memories. Of course this will take time.” He made a small gesture, both acceptance and resignation. “For now … you do feel better. Not only for the beginning I’ve made here. The shock is beginning to pass off as well. That’s good. I’m going to show you to your room. I’ll send for you when I want you. I’m sending you away now. I want you to think about how this feels. This is the kind of coercion I’m going to use. I’ll probably use it frequently; every day or very nearly. But this is the sort of coercion you can expect. Not worse than this. Not coercion that forces you into acts you hate and despise.” 
 
    Kerren had listened to this quietly, without protesting or asking any questions. Now he stood up, turned, and left the study, shutting the door quietly behind him. It did not occur to me until he was through the door that nothing of that had been his decision; that he was not the person who moved his body through those actions.  
 
    “Well, that’s more or less the point of the exercise,” Aras said. His voice was tired. He had lowered his gaze to his hands, folded on the table. After a moment, he went on. “Or one point of the exercise. An important one.” He met my eyes. “Very well, Ryo. What do you think?”
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    I was not surprised he asked me that. At some time during that difficult interview, I had understood why he wanted me here, though everything that passed between him and Kerren would have been properly held close between them. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “That’s part of it. I don’t believe you’re at all likely to make excuses for anything I do. You’re less likely to do that than anyone else I can think of, with the possible exception of Soretes.” He went around the table and lowered himself into the chair, laying his scepter aside once more and resting his elbows on the table, his chin propped on his folded hands, his gaze meeting mine. “Well?” 
 
    “You know I do not think anything you did today was evil.” 
 
    “I can see you either believe that without reservation or else you’re doing a good job of hiding your doubts from me. I’m not certain which it is. I don’t want to be certain which it is. You understand why.” 
 
    I sighed. I had not intended for him to see that understanding. Going to the windows behind him, I leaned on the windowsill. The warm breeze made me feel better, and the view of the cliffs beyond the town to the south. I could think of the breeze and the cliffs and the doves fluttering on lower rooftops beyond this house. I could think of nothing but that. But unless I went a long distance, twenty bowshots, twenty and ten, twice twenty, he would probably be able to see my thoughts, and I could not think only of the breeze and the doves for one day upon another. 
 
    “I’m trying not to pay attention or look closely, but yes, that would be difficult. You might make a habit of riding out to a considerable distance every day or two. That way, I shouldn’t be able to tell whether you’re just riding out as always or whether you have some hard thinking to do. If you surround yourself with people who feel strongly about something else, that will also help. Also, of course, if I’m asleep—” 
 
    “Yes, I understand all this,” I said sharply. 
 
    He paused slightly. “I didn’t see you were going to snap at me. Well done. Do you want to put this into words, or should I?” 
 
    I said, my tone still sharp, “If the madness overcomes you, if your nature begins to change, you want me to kill you.” 
 
    He dropped his hands to rest on the table. He was pretending he was not troubled, but if he were as calm as he wished to appear, he would have leaned back in his chair. And the set of his mouth would be different. 
 
    He leaned back, his mouth relaxing. 
 
    I was amused despite myself, but I shook my head. “It could never happen. You despise every cruel thing Lorellan did to Kerren. You hate cruelty as much now as you did before, and you will help him as much as you can. You will never use your sorcery to hurt him. That is the truth.” 
 
    “Yes,” he conceded, sitting forward again. “It’s the truth—now. But I never imagined the curse could press me hard enough to make me do what I’m doing to him now, however determined I am to make certain he doesn’t suffer for it. Only the gods know what the days may bring; I don’t and neither do you. You understand, though there may be a handful of other men who might be able to hide their thoughts and intentions from me as well as you can, I could never ask another Lau to do it.” 
 
    “After today, I could hardly misunderstand that. Yet a man without family—” 
 
    “Everyone has family, Ryo. Certainly everyone whose opinion I’d trust. Karoles has daughters and granddaughters. Cousins, with families of their own. He couldn’t possibly do it. However, should you find yourself in that position, he could protect you. And would. Though if you remind civil authorities that you’re married to the daughter of the winter king, I imagine that would certainly throw a good deal of cold water over the flames as well.” 
 
    I did not like anything he was saying. I thought he should break his own scepter if he felt so much concern regarding the matter. 
 
    “I can’t. If I weren’t a scepter-holder, that would make what I did with the Rahavet family exceedingly illegal instead of merely highly questionable. My uncle may break my scepter; that’s not unlikely. Whether he does so is up to him, as it always has been and always will be. If he does, I hope he’ll confirm that ruling first. I think he will. I’ll certainly argue that he should, vehemently.” He sighed, looking at me. “I’m keenly aware that it’s unfair of me to lay this burden on you. Especially after—” 
 
    I cut him off with an impatient gesture. “No. The burden exists. I have already taken it up. I had done so before this moment. You will not permit this burden to become heavy. The madness will not come upon you.” 
 
    He had dropped his gaze, not his usual manner at all. Now he said quietly, “I hope you’re right.” Then he looked at me again and went on, his tone once again brisk. “Nevertheless, I’m issuing standing orders to my people that you’re permitted to come into my presence at any time, at any hour of the day or night, without being announced. If you come to my door or my tent, you can simply step past any guard and come right in. That should clear your way, if—” 
 
    “It will never be necessary.” I spoke firmly. I was certain I was right. I was very, very certain. I felt no doubt at all. I did not intend to permit myself to think of doubts until I was much farther away from Aras, or until I was surrounded by many people thinking about many other things, or until I knew that he was asleep. I added, “I would prefer to go into the winter country to sleep tonight. Tomorrow, Darra and Elaro will probably ride north.” I thought of that. These were thoughts that brought a clamor of emotion and feeling, all of which I could use to prevent myself from thinking of other things, so I stayed with those thoughts, picturing how it would be. They would ride north side by side, all the long, long way until they came to the inKarano. 
 
    “Of course,” he answered at once. “Go wherever you like.” He looked at me carefully. “You’re certain you don’t want to just …” He opened his hands. “Just go with them? That’s still possible. I haven’t the least right to make my problem into your problem, as I know perfectly—” He cut that off, holding up a hand. “Never mind, then. I’m grateful you’re so adamant. Thank you. But you surely understand that I no longer consider you bound to me as a tuyo, Ryo. I realize you’ve had various reasons you haven’t asked me for your freedom, but however your people may view the situation, as far as I’m concerned, that ended long ago. I would free you formally of that bond at any moment; you’ve only to request it. Or you needn’t actually ask; simply decide that you would prefer it.” 
 
    I signed assent. I had known that for a long time. 
 
    “I don’t necessarily agree with all your reasons. It’s truly not your responsibility in any way to put yourself between me and Soretes.” 
 
    I thought that, as I could put myself between them, I did have a responsibility to do so. But I set that thought aside and spoke firmly. “That is not the only reason I do not ask.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Very well. As long as that remains true.” He sighed, leaning back in his chair, again. “You’re not Lau and not a subject of my king. I don’t actually hold much authority over you at all. I still do consider you my guest, Ryo. But that’s not a bond that requires obedience. Deference in some circumstances, yes. But that’s not the same.” He paused. Then he went on. “This situation is difficult, of course. But it’s much better than all sorts of alternatives. I’m glad you’re happy with how things have worked out between you and Darra … mostly happy. I’m glad you’ve come to a better feeling with Elaro.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I did not want to speak of anything to do with that. I said instead, “I hope we need not linger here for day after day. I would rather ride south. Perhaps you must see to a great many tasks before we may take the road toward Avaras.” 
 
    “No,” he promised. “I mean, a good deal of correspondence, of course, but just one more task. You’ll like this one.” 
 
    That took me a moment. Then I smiled. “Yes, I remember. Geras.” 
 
    He smiled as well, his manner easing. “Exactly. I’m very much looking forward to it. Wait here a moment, please.” Rising, he went to the door, opened it, and spoke to someone waiting in the hallway. Then he came back and began to sort through the papers and scrolls on the table, setting almost everything aside, on shelves or within chests. He spoke to me as he moved about this task. “I’m quite pleased Geras is so punctilious as to put himself up on charges. After today, a much kinder public spectacle is exactly what I want.” 
 
    “Yes, you said this to Talon Commander Harana.” 
 
    “Did I? Well it was true. I want everyone here to feel confident that I haven’t done anything quite as terrible as it seems. That’s difficult, as my decisions today were in fact quite terrible.” 
 
    “Not so terrible as putting all those people to death. I saw four infants among them.” 
 
    “Exactly. But the decree was something people understood. What I did was unexpected and therefore more alarming.” Aras laid various scrolls out on the table, four and then three more. Other than these scrolls, he had cleared the table entirely. No stacks of correspondence, no clean leaves of paper in their box, no jars of ink. Only the scrolls and his scepter. I had not previously realized the intricacy of the carving along the edge of the table, nor the fine delicacy of the inlay; the table had never before been cleared so entirely that these details became evident.  
 
    He smiled when I thought that. “Yes, and you’re not likely to see any worktable of mine ever so cleared again. The inlay is fine, isn’t it? Local work. I should purchase a sideboard from the same artisan; I’d be more likely to be able to admire that. Ah, here we are! Good. Thank you for attending me, Lalani.” 
 
    I had turned when his attention shifted toward the door, and now I stood up from the windowsill, smiling. “Lalani! I did not see you among the women.” 
 
    “I was there, but not close to the front,” she said, returning my smile. “My lord, I don’t know that I understood exactly what that sentence meant, but I was so glad you didn’t order all those people put to death! I don’t think I knew how many there were. How terrible that would have been. All the women are so happy you didn’t order the sentence carried out.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” Aras was plainly genuinely pleased. “I wasn’t certain how that sentence would be received.” 
 
    “Weren’t you?” Now Lalani was not teasing, but serious. “We’re all in service to Gaur anyway, and that doesn’t seem especially terrible to us.” 
 
    “Binding people into servitude isn’t quite the same. But I hope that in practice, it won’t be too difficult.” Aras did not gesture Lalani toward a chair; a woman would not sit in the presence of a man, certainly not an important man. Nevertheless, Aras looked directly at her, and she looked him in the face rather than bowing her head. That much remained of the easy manner that had grown between them while we journeyed into the winter country and back again. He went on, smiling. “This, on the other hand, is much easier. This might have some impact on various decisions you’re currently considering, so it’s as well not to delay further.” He indicated the four scrolls set together. One was bound with a narrow white ribbon, one with a narrow red ribbon, one with a narrow gold ribbon, and the last with another gold ribbon, but this one wide, with red circles on the gold ground.  
 
    Lalani bounced on her toes. “I wrote my family the first night after we came back across the river—I guess I’ll have to write again!” 
 
    “I imagine you probably will,” Aras agreed, his smile warm. He handed her the first of the three scrolls, the one bound with the white ribbon. “I cannot, of course, give you the sort of bonus that would be due a trooper after the successful conclusion of an important, extremely extended, independent mission. However, I can provide you with a dowry sufficient for you to marry as far up as you please, though I realize you already have an understanding with a young man of decent but not especially high degree. Regardless of any dowry, I suspect you may feel this young man might suit you better than a man of much higher birth.” 
 
    “I think so!” Lalani agreed, accepting the scroll. “Thank you, my lord!” 
 
    “This is entirely my pleasure, I assure you. However, a dowry is not the property of a woman, but of her eventual husband, and therefore not the equivalent of a bonus. I cannot, of course, give a woman any sort of financial bonus directly. Therefore—” Aras handed her the scroll with the red ribbon. “This is information regarding an account listed with the central bank of Gaur, in my name. Should you desire to draw from this account, simply present the bank draft to me and I shall sign it. Should I for any reason be unavailable, Talon Commanders Samaura, Harana, Sharet, and Talat also have the right to draw upon this account. Should remarkable events cause all these men to become unavailable, my castellan also has access. Each of these men has been instructed that he is to draw upon this account only at your request, and that he is to turn the resultant funds over to you in the form of coin or jewelry, whichever you prefer, without query or comment regarding your intentions. Although I suspect you might not have any particular difficulty finding a man to handle direct purchases for you, should your sense of decorum encompass the prospect of handling coin yourself, I think you should find the funds adequate for any reasonable purpose that might occur to you, even at the exorbitant prices merchants and tradesmen charge a woman.” 
 
    I did not follow everything in this, but I had no doubt Lalani understood everything. She had become much more sober as she listened to Aras explain the meaning of that scroll, and when he had finished, she touched it with her fingertips and hesitated a moment before she accepted it. “Thank you,” she said, in a tone different from her earlier tone. 
 
    “I have no doubt you’ll manage the funds here with admirable acuity if you choose to do so. Now.” Aras touched the third and fourth scrolls, the one with the narrow gold ribbon and the one with the wider ribbon of red and gold. Gold was the royal color, which meant he granted these scrolls as the summer king’s scepter-holder, not merely in his own right as Lord Gaur. This was as though the scrolls had been granted by the king himself. I waited with interest to discover what sign of favor they might each contain. 
 
    “This is a writ of commendation,” Aras explained, nudging the scroll with the narrow ribbon. “This writ will be published here in Tavas Sen, in Gaur, and in Avaras. You may find it useful under a wide variety of circumstances. This one—” he touched the one with the wide ribbon— “is not as likely to be useful, but should you ever have need of it, here it will be. This is a writ of appeal. You understand what this writ entails?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lalani answered, her tone even more sober. “Thank you, my lord.” She lifted that scroll with even more care than the others. 
 
    “Your actions in the winter country, and particularly in the land of the shades, were crucially important to our efforts there. So, less officially, let me add that you have my personal gratitude for those actions. Should you have some need that none of this answers, though that’s somewhat difficult to imagine, don’t hesitate to approach me. That won’t require a writ of appeal; simply ask for an interview. That will always be granted, whether you remain associated with any of my talons or otherwise.” Aras paused, looking at her carefully. Then he added, “I also intend to send your father a small financial bonus in consideration of your service to me, along with a personal note. If you give me a letter by tomorrow morning, I’ll send that along with my own courier.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Lalani. I had never seen her like this: neither cheerful nor worried nor sad, but solemn. She nodded. “I’ll have a letter ready, my lord. And … well, thank you. I mean … thank you.” She ran her finger along the ribbons of the scrolls, one after the other. Then she nodded again, smiled at me, and went out. 
 
    “A writ of commendation?” I asked, when she was gone. “A writ of appeal?” 
 
    “Yes, those are more useful than coin, in some ways. A writ of commendation from me is worth a fairly substantial amount of coin, in fact; a bank will take that as readily as a bank draft. But it’s worth more than coin. I have no doubt that Lalani’s position will shortly improve one way or another, but if she marries Suyet, as I believe she will, her degree would otherwise remain relatively low, even when she receives a jewel as a token of her husband’s regard. That writ will, as the saying goes, lift her above her birth. A talon wife may marry up, and should that happen, she’ll probably gain considerable respectability as the years pass. But that writ confers immediate respectability. Suyet’s family wouldn’t have approved of a talon wife with no dowry. They’ll certainly approve of Lalani now. It’s entirely up to her whether she accepts and reciprocates the gestures of hospitality and friendship that are undoubtedly going to come her way. No doubt she will; she’s a friendly woman and likes everyone around her to be friendly as well.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. That was true, but there were many things I did not understand about this explanation. I thought I would like to ask Lalani herself about all these things if the chance came to me, but for the moment I asked only, “And the other one?” 
 
    “Ah, now, that one is more unusual. If she’s ever charged with any sort of crime or malfeasance, that writ will permit her to appeal the matter directly to Soretes, over the head of any magistrate, lord magistrate, petty noble, or high noble. In practice, the possession of that writ means almost anyone would simply dismiss any but the gravest charge. It’s a sign of royal trust and favor, so holding that sort of writ opens a good many doors in broader society that otherwise tend to remain stubbornly shut.” 
 
    Aras leaned back in his chair, smiling a little. “I believe that may be the first such writ granted to a woman in the past century. Possibly longer. It’s undoubtedly the first one granted to a woman of such low degree.” He added, his tone becoming reflective, “There was a period in our history, about three hundred years ago, when writs of that kind were dispensed to practically everyone of the high nobility, much as a man may throw handfuls of clipped copper coins to the crowds. It was a corrupt time, and that was not the least of the ways in which the corruption was expressed. It didn’t end well. Or at least, it didn’t end peacefully. Soretes has far better sense, not to mention substantially more integrity. I’ve granted perhaps a dozen writs of that sort, always to persons of relatively low degree, most of whom will never use them. High nobles, as a rule, don’t need something like that to get a hearing—yes?” 
 
    One of his secretaries had stepped quietly through the door. Now he touched his hand to his heart, and said, “Begging your pardon for the interruption, but Trooper Suyet asks permission to speak to you, my lord.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Very good. I’ll see him now.” 
 
    The man went out again, and soon Suyet came in. He nodded to me, but he faced Aras. He saluted in the customary manner, but to me his manner seemed a little stiffer than usual. He glanced at the scrolls, then looked at Aras and said, not very happily, “My lord.” 
 
    “Yes, Trooper? I gather you have some concern?” 
 
    “Well,” said Suyet, and hesitated. Then, straightening his shoulders, he said in a firm way that was not at all his customary manner, “I got the notice of the bonus, my lord, and I’m grateful, but I don’t think I can accept it. I mean, I don’t—I can’t—that is—” He stopped, took a breath, and said firmly, “It’s too much by a lot, my lord.” Looking at the scrolls on the table, he added, “And anything else would be far too much, if I may say so.” 
 
    “I know,” Aras said. “You feel you showed poor conduct. As the man whose view of events is most directly informed, I must contradict that opinion.” He met Suyet’s eyes. “You actually did rather well in extremely difficult circumstances. While still suffering the aftereffects of severe sorcerous shock, you did your best to defend our people against enemies that considerably outmatched us, and, in fact, threw yourself in front of me, thereby taking the wounds that killed you.” 
 
    Suyet was staring at him. “I … did I do that, my lord? I don’t remember that at all.” 
 
    “I know you don’t. A common reaction to sudden violence and injury. Though you may not clearly recall the incident, I would be ashamed to forget it. You did well, Trooper Suyet, whether you feel so yourself or otherwise. Thus, the bonus, which I require you to accept, along with my judgment of the action. I fear I’m also going to insist that you accept both the writ of commendation and the writ of appeal. If you find that uncomfortable, I’m sorry for that, but I expect you to permit me to render judgment as I see fit.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Suyet said. “But … I don’t mean to argue, my lord …” 
 
    “Then don’t argue. I fully realize that you’re unlikely to find yourself with any dire need for a writ of appeal, but only the gods know what the coming years will bring. Should you discover a need for such a writ, you will have it.” 
 
    Suyet looked Aras in the face—not a soldier’s formal manner, but he did it. He said, his tone even firmer this time, “No matter what I remember or don’t remember, Geras is the one who deserves this. I mean, Troop Leader Geras. And Lalani. They both did a lot more than I did, my lord, I know that.” 
 
    Aras smiled. “In fact, Lalani Tasananet has also received various bonuses, which were significantly more trouble to arrange. Plus nearly identical writs, which she accepted with considerably less protest. A woman both intelligent and practical.” 
 
    “She is, my lord.” Suyet had forgotten himself enough to smile. “She deserves those writs! And I have to admit, I do look forward to my father reading the notices.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, and so you should. I believe the understanding remains?” 
 
    “Yes, I—that is, I know she could marry much farther up, my lord, but she doesn’t seem to want to do that.” 
 
    “With those writs, you could marry up,” Aras pointed out. 
 
    Suyet laughed, sounding much more like himself. “Oh, not me, my lord! I don’t want a noblewoman for a wife, and I doubt a noblewoman would want me, writs or no writs, and anyway, I wouldn’t at all want to stand up in a family like that. I like Lalani, and my sisters will love her. As soon as I have the rank to marry—if she’ll wait—” 
 
    “Yes, as you’re here, let’s take care of that. While you may not have realized this—you were not, of course, supposed to realize this—Talon Commander Sharet has actually had his eye on you for some time. You will, we believe, do well as an adjutant. That assignment will require a promotion to commander, which I now confer. You will be working with Talon Commander Sharet’s current adjutant for the present,” he added. “By the time you take the full weight of the duty, I’m quite certain you’ll be equal to the tasks involved. Your excellent grasp of taksu, and that of your wife, will be of great use to your talon commander, whom I shall be leaving on duty in the borderlands for some considerable time. I felicitate you on your promotion, Commander Irekos, and on your coming marriage, and wish you all the best for the days and years to come.” 
 
    Suyet had obviously been surprised by some of this, perhaps by all of it, but Aras had drawn that out long enough to give him time to recover something of his ordinary manner. Now Suyet said, finally, “Well, my lord, thank you. For your felicitations, as well as all this. I’ll be very happy to take that position if you and Talon Commander Sharet think I’m suited. As for the rest … I still think it’s too much, but—” 
 
    “I understand your concern, but I disagree, so please cease arguing.” Aras picked up his scepter, but set it down again at once. He said, “I have no doubt you will do well, Commander Irekos. Dismissed.”  
 
    Suyet saluted and took a step back, then paused. “I do thank you, but permission to speak regarding a different matter, my lord?” 
 
    “Granted, but unnecessary. You’re still concerned that Troop Leader Geras should be recognized as he deserves. As Talon Commander Sharet’s adjutant, you’ll have an excellent view of tomorrow morning’s discipline parade. I expect you will enjoy that. Dismissed, Commander Irekos.” 
 
    Now Suyet was grinning, forgetting his formal manner. “All right. Good. Does he—never mind, sorry, my lord.” Saluting once more, he pivoted and went out. 
 
    I had moved to resume my place on the windowsill. Aras was smiling, more purely pleased with himself than I could ever remember seeing him. He had enjoyed making Lalani and then Suyet accept all the prizes they had earned, and whatever he had planned for Geras, he looked forward to that as well. All this was very clear to me. I thought he was also deliberately putting his thoughts on these good things rather than permitting himself to think too far ahead to more difficult things, but I set that thought aside. I, too, preferred to let all difficult things wait. 
 
    I said, “Perhaps I have no place at the discipline parade. But I would like to see how it happens.” 
 
    “Of course, Ryo. I wouldn’t expect you to miss it. In fact, everyone will be there—townspeople may attend if they wish, which I expect they will, and all my soldiers currently in residence are required to attend. That’s always the case when the charges are this serious.” He caught my reaction and smiled again. “I’ve seldom had any man of mine come up before me for such serious charges. You needn’t worry; Geras knows perfectly well that I will strenuously resist upholding any charges. He may not anticipate quite everything. I hope he doesn’t. You’re quite right: I don’t often have an opportunity like this, and I do intend to enjoy it.” 
 
    I nodded, pleased for two reasons. At least two.  
 
    “After that, I believe we’ll finally be able to ride south. Probably we’ll be on the road by midmorning tomorrow.” He sighed, looking at the clean surface of the table. “Or possibly the day after that. I suppose I’d better get everything out again. There’s no reason you should hover here any longer, however. Thank you for attending today’s various uncomfortable events and interviews, but by all means, take the rest of the day for yourself. Go where you like, do whatever you like.” Then he glanced at me. “Ah. Well, if you think that might be beneficial, by all means. I would be pleased. You may say so, if you decide that might be helpful.” He picked up a stack of papers. 
 
    I left the door open behind me, and went to find Kerren. I did not know which room he had been given, but of course everyone in the house knew. I asked the first person I encountered and he told me immediately, “The northeast corner room, uh, sir—Ryo. Sir. Lord.”  
 
    “Ryo,” I told him, and strode down the hallway to the corner he had indicated. 
 
      
 
    The corner rooms were large and square, without the outer and inner structure of the other rooms and the suites. The one at the northeast was comfortably appointed. It was not a prison. The door was not barred. Indeed, at this moment, the door was standing open. I was not surprised. A man who has been imprisoned for almost a year might very well wish to see an open door. Even if he is still a prisoner in a different way. Especially if he is still a prisoner in a different way. 
 
    Kerren Rahavet lay on the bed, on his back, his hands beneath his head. His eyes were open, but he did not turn his head to look at me. Then he did. His expression was calm, but I felt the tension in him. His heart was anything but calm.  
 
    I said, “Kerren, they will take your people to Gaur. They are arranging that now. They will leave today. I think you should speak to your father before they go. Get up and come with me, and I will take you to the place.” 
 
    He had come up to one elbow while I spoke. The tension showed much more when he moved. He asked, his voice tight with strong emotion, perhaps hope or terror, “Would that be allowed?” Then, his tone very different, “No. No! What good would that do? What do you think I could possibly say to him?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you should say,” I told him. “If you can think of nothing to say when you face him, then perhaps you may listen while he speaks to you. What would be better? Silence? What if the chance is lost and does not come again?” 
 
    For a heartbeat, he looked desperate, every muscle taut. But he did not surge to his feet or shout at me. He said, his voice low and hopeless, “I can’t.” He lay back down. This time he shut his eyes.  
 
    I strode to him, gripped his arm, hauled him to his feet, and shoved him toward the open door. He was too surprised to fight me in the first instant. Then we were through the door and at the top of the corner stairway. He braced himself then, in stark refusal. I could have forced him down the stairs, but I let him stop. He stood still, gripping my wrist with one hand, his other hand braced against the plaster of the wall. He was breathing in short, hard gasps, as though he had been running or fighting. He said, “I ruined them. What can I possibly say?” 
 
    I had no idea what he could say. But I had seen the way his father looked at him during the sentencing and afterward, and I had surmised too much about the manner in which Lorellan had used him against his father. I felt very strongly that he should face his father, that he must face him, that if he refused to do it, that might break something in him that had never yet broken.  
 
    I said, “When I first believed Aras was a sorcerer, I tried to kill him. If I had succeeded, his soldiers would have been very, very angry. They would probably have made every possible effort to destroy my people in vengeance for my act. I knew that. I still tried.” When he did not answer at once, I added, “Of course that was not the same. That was different in many ways.” 
 
    “I—” Kerren began, but stopped. 
 
    “Go down the stairs,” I told him. “Or if you will not, then go back to your room. But if you come with me, I will make the soldiers permit you to speak to your father. I think you should come. I am certain you should do so.” Letting him go, I waited. 
 
    Some time passed. At least a finger of time. Someone came along the hallway, meaning to go down the stairs. He saw us and stopped, then turned and went the other way, to go down some other stairway.  
 
    Finally Kerren breathed out. He said, not looking at me, “You’re stubborn, aren’t you?” Then he said, “You’re sure this is allowed?” 
 
    “I am very certain,” I told him. “If this is a mistake, it is my mistake, not yours, and Lord Aras will know that. But it is not a mistake. Go down the stairs.” 
 
    He took one step. Then another. Then he went down the stairs. I went down behind him, crowding him a little to be certain he did not change his mind and try to go back up. He stopped again once we had gone outside. He stood for a little time, not long, looking up at the sky and around at the town, breathing deeply. Finally he looked at me.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “This way.” I showed him the direction, and he bowed his head, following me, no longer hesitating, as though he had given up resisting my orders. I thought he might think again and try to turn back. But he only walked beside me, not protesting, to the place where Talon Commander Talat’s soldiers were organizing everything for the journey they faced. 
 
    Anyone could see that the Rahavet people were almost as many as the soldiers of the talon. But plainly no one expected any kind of difficulty. The soldiers making ready to depart almost all showed a cheerful manner. At first, I wondered at this. Then I realized they had thought they might have to take up the duty to put all these people to death. Someone would have had to do it. I could hardly imagine that many of them would have wished to hear that command. When I thought of that, I understood very well why they were cheerful.  
 
    The people of the Rahavet family were quieter than the soldiers. They went about many tasks as the soldiers directed them, making up bundles and loading wagons. I did not see anyone protest or argue. Some of them had gone already, and others were going now, walking beside other wagons, women to one side and men to the other. Soldiers rode before them and behind them, but they did not carry their spears as though they expected to use them. I saw one soldier had taken up a child, letting the child ride before him on his horse. Then I saw that two others had done the same.  
 
    Kerren had stopped. He leaned forward, tense, his gaze searching the people there. I did not see Hoeren Rahavet, but many of the Lau men there looked much the same to me, so I was not certain. A soldier came to see what I wanted. He was not someone I recognized, but of course he knew me. He knew Kerren as well, and glanced at him sidelong, but pretended he was not interested and said only, “Ryo, yes? Are you looking for Talat?” 
 
    “No,” I told him. “For Hoeren Sotetas Rahavet. Please see if he is here, not too far, and if he is nearby, let him come here to speak to us.” 
 
    The soldier considered me. Then he said, “I’ll pass that request up the chain. It’ll just be a minute, I’m sure.” He went away. 
 
    “You’re sure this is allowed?” Kerren asked me again. His hands were shaking. He had closed them into fists to try to hide that. 
 
    I pretended not to notice. I said again, as I had before, “I am very certain.” Then, as he might not understand, I said, “You belong to Lord Aras. It is for him to say what is permitted and what is forbidden, not for a soldier, not even for a talon commander. That soldier knows this, or if he does not, then his troop leader knows it, and his commander, and his talon commander. This will not take a long time.” 
 
    “All right,” Kerren said, his voice low. “But …” His words trailed off. 
 
    “He knows where we are and what we are doing. You are upset, and that will have drawn his attention. We are not that far away from him now. Perhaps five bowshots, perhaps six. He can see my thoughts from a much greater distance than this. Yours, perhaps not yet, but from this far, yes. He would have sent someone if he did not approve.” 
 
    Or he might have put his will on Kerren and made him return to the house that way. But I did not say that. I did not want to think it. I studied the activity along the road instead. More wagons were going now, with people walking to either side and soldiers riding behind the wagons. An elderly man and two women of about the same age rode in one of the wagons, and I saw that another soldier had taken up a child, a boy, perhaps five summers, or six, or seven. The boy was talking, laughing, pointing ahead the way they rode. The soldier answered, the tone plainly cheerful, and let the boy try to hold his spear, which of course so small a child could not do, but the man steadied it for him. 
 
    “Some of his men were kind,” Kerren said abruptly. He had been watching that too. “Not to me, he wouldn’t have liked that, but they weren’t all …” His voice trailed off again. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I am pleased to know of that. I did not meet any of that kind. Or if I did, I did not know it.” I added, “I remember Markas.” 
 
    “Him.” Kerren looked at me sidelong. “You killed him. I heard that.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “I was glad of it. It wasn’t …” he stopped, as before, but this time he took a breath and went on. “It wasn’t his fault, what he became, what Lorellan made him into, but …” Again a pause and a breath. Then, finally, he said in a low voice, “It was a mercy stroke. He would have been grateful for it. The man he was, I mean, before … before. He wouldn’t have wanted to live. Not after Lorellan made him into the kind of man he became. Thank you for killing him.” 
 
    I realized I was staring at him and made myself look away. It had never occurred to me that the man I had killed might have once been different. That Lorellan might have forced a decent man, a proud man, to do so many terrible things that he became the man I remembered. 
 
    I should have thought of that. I had known what Lorellan did. 
 
    I had not known that nearly as well as Kerren knew it.  
 
    Beside me, Kerren stiffened. I followed the direction of his gaze, unsurprised to see a soldier coming toward us, escorting Hoeren Rahavet. 
 
    He was not young; there was some gray in his hair, at the temples. But what I saw more than that was the searching look in his eyes as he came toward his son. I took a step back, moving aside, gesturing to the soldier to come away with me.  
 
    Hoeren strode straight to his son, gripped his shoulders, and looked at him from that small distance. They both said, at exactly the same time, “I’m so sorry—” and both stopped.  
 
    I beckoned to the soldier and quickened my step. Even so, I heard Hoeren Rahavet say to his son, his tone incredulous, “You’re sorry? I couldn’t stop him, I couldn’t protect you! I should have found a way—I should have sent a message straight to the king, I know that, but I hesitated too long and then it was too late, he’d forbidden it, and I couldn’t make myself do it, even though I knew what he was doing to you—to us all—” 
 
    “No!” Kerren sounded as incredulous as his father. “You obeyed him at first for my sake, and later you couldn’t refuse. Of course you couldn’t! He was so strong, do you think I don’t know how strong he was?” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t?” 
 
    That was all I heard. We had come far enough away that only Hoeren Rahavet’s fierce tone was clear, not his words. I looked at the soldier. 
 
    He returned my gaze, shrugging. “A thousand times worse than a rabid dog. I’ve heard way too many stories from that lot. Rough year for the lot of us. Worse for them, of course. You got Lord Gaur to figure out a way to lighten the sentence? I heard that might’ve been how it worked out.” 
 
    “I suggested he might think of different ways to avoid following this law in the way he was expected to follow it,” I admitted. “I would never have thought to suggest the way he found.” 
 
    “Yeah, who would, but we sure hoped he might come up with something. Everyone figures that’s why he walked off into the winter country for a year, no matter what he said about why he did it. Trouble with the Tarashana!” He snorted. “Sure, that’s likely. They never make trouble and if they did, what difference would it make to us?” The soldier glanced over his shoulder, at the bustle of more people making ready to depart. “They’ve had a rough enough time. Kerren worst of all, poor kid.” 
 
    Perhaps he saw my surprise, because he added, “Well, you know, if he’d actually shot Lord Gaur, that’d be different. Nobody was a bit happy he shot Terau, but—” he shrugged uncomfortably. “Enthrallment shock makes people do the most gods-hated stupid things. He sure knew how stupid he’d been. If I’d been him, I wouldn’t have wanted to live, not knowing what I’d done.” He met my eyes. “You were right to bring him down here quick, before we got the last of this lot on the road.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said “I hoped this might be a good thing to do. I was not certain, but I saw his father’s face earlier, after the sentence was set. I know some of the things Lorellan did. I thought this might be right.”  
 
    The soldier nodded, and then we both stood for a little while, watching Kerren and his father. Hoeren was speaking with swift intensity. Kerren tried to answer, but his father cut him off with an impatient gesture and said something else. At this distance, I could not hear the words, but his tone was still fierce. He turned and gestured toward the road, where the last of the wagons were beginning to move. Whatever Kerren said then was much too quiet to hear anything, but his manner was subdued. His father turned back and took his arms in a hard grip, speaking just as quietly, but vehemently. 
 
    “Telling him a hundred years isn’t forever,” the soldier said. He shrugged when I looked at him. “That’s what I’d be saying. It’s a long time, sure, but I’d rather see my people in service to Gaur than hanging one to a stake with their bellies slit open, I can tell you that. Anyway, their children will be free about the time they come to their age, and I expect plenty of the grandchildren’ll just step right into decent places without hardly even remembering they were born in bound service. Talon Commander Samaura isn’t going to drag his heels in the dust when it comes down to the hour and the minute. Lord Gaur’s already published a writ of succession, so it doesn’t even matter what kind of men might marry his daughters.” 
 
    I nodded, though I did not understand all this perfectly. 
 
    The man was silent for a little while. Hoeren Rahavet and Kerren walked away a little. Then they came back. Then they paced away again. After a little more time, the soldier said, his tone apologetic, “Those wagons are getting pretty far ahead, Ryo. Though I guess we can catch up no matter how far up the road they get.” 
 
    “Go,” I told him. “I thank you for your kindness. I know this delay has probably made trouble for you.” 
 
    “Oh, well, not so’s I’ll notice. Not a problem.” He jogged away, beckoning to Hoeren, who looked up, then at his son. Hoeren said one more thing, even more fiercely than he had spoken before. He gripped his son’s wrists hard again, in the way that for Lau is like an embrace. After a heartbeat, Kerren returned the gesture, though more tentatively.  
 
    Then Kerren stepped back, and Hoeren turned and walked away, lengthening his stride to come up to the soldier. The two of them went on together, following the last of the wagons. Kerren stood where he was, watching them go. I waited where I was. After a little time, he turned away, slowly, and walked across to join me.  
 
    “Come,” I told him, and headed away, through the town. Kerren bowed his head and came with me, asking nothing. For some moments, he did not seem to know where he went. Then, finally, he looked up, blinking. “This isn’t—we’re not going back to the house?” 
 
    “Lord Aras knows where we are,” I reminded him. “If he wanted me to come to him, he would send someone to say so. If he wanted you to come to him, perhaps he would set his will upon you.” He flinched at that, and I asked, “Does it hurt you when he does that? Has anything he has done to you hurt you?” 
 
    He did not answer at once. But after a little time, he said, his voice low, “No. Not …”  
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said, his voice low. “I shouldn’t be so afraid. I know that. Everyone … you … I believe you. But I can’t …”  
 
    I continued to wait. 
 
    He went on, even more softly, “Everything Lorellan did hurt. Everything.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I remember. We are coming to the barracks where Talon Commander Harana’s men will be staying. Do you want to go in? Esau suggested that you might wish to come here. You know the man I mean?” I could see from the way he looked at me that he did. I said, “Perhaps this is too hard, or perhaps this is too many hard things one after another. Do you want to go back to the house?” 
 
    He did not answer me. Perhaps he did not hear me. He was looking at the barracks. Finally, he drew a breath, slow and deep. He started walking again. Toward the barracks. I had to jog to come up with him and then almost jog to stay with him because, like any Lau, he had a much longer stride than I did. When I came up beside him, he asked, not turning to look at me, “You know him? Esau Karuma?” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed. “He was one of my guards for a long time. Also a friend for a long time. An honorable man for a Lau, though one who shows much less than he thinks.”  
 
    Kerren did look at me then. 
 
    “He showed more yesterday than he usually would,” I agreed. “He was very upset.” 
 
    Kerren laughed at that, not happily, but not bitterly either. I took his arm to stop him, making him look at me. “Was I right to bring you here? Is this a good place for you to have come?” 
 
    He said, “Let go of me.” 
 
    We looked at each other for a little time. Then I opened my hand. He turned at once and went on, straight toward the nearest barracks entrance. Once inside, he caught a man’s eye and said, “Esau Karuma.” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” the man demanded. Then he looked past Kerren and saw me. “Oh. First floor, northwest corner.” 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness,” I said. Kerren was already gone, moving with long strides. 
 
    “Was that—” began the soldier, looking after him and then at me. 
 
    “Yes. I will be certain there is no trouble.” 
 
    The man snorted. “If there’s trouble, I expect Esau will settle it.”  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, but hastily, following Kerren. I had not expected him to hurry ahead of me like this. I did not know him at all well—I was remembering this now—and so I could not easily guess what he might do, or try to do. I came to the northwest corner, but Kerren had come there so much before me that the door was already standing open and he was inside. 
 
    The room was big in the way of corner rooms. Most often troop leaders who were married took this kind of room. That was so here, obviously. There was a table with papers stacked on it, and jars with four colors of ink were lined up in a precise row. To one side, several chairs and a low couch made a place for people to sit; to the other, a screen of cloth panels masked the place where people would sleep. 
 
    Esau stood behind the table, obviously having risen hastily to his feet. Brown ink streaked the paper in front of him; he had dropped the stylus. His swordbelt hung over the back of the chair, but he had not reached for a weapon. He was standing still, his gaze on Kerren, not indifferent or bored, but expressionless.  
 
    Kerren paid no attention to Esau. He was staring at Keraunani. She was seated on the couch. Her eyes were wide with surprise, but I saw no sign of alarm. The baby lay on the couch near her, kicking his legs in the air, one tiny fist clenched on the feather of a quill his mother had been holding above him. Keraunani did not look at Esau. She spoke to Kerren, her voice soft. “Would you like to hold him?” 
 
    Kerren breathed out, a sharp exhalation, as though someone had struck him. His gaze went to the baby and stayed there. He said, after a long time—it seemed long to me— “No.” Then, after another long pause, “He looks happy.”  
 
    “He’s been an easy baby from the start.” Keraunani’s lips curled upward. “Well, almost from the start.” 
 
    “Has he? That’s good. That’s … good.” Kerren was barely listening to her. He was still looking at the baby, who had lost hold of the feather and was trying, his small face screwed up, to catch it again. 
 
    Keraunani moved it gently, teasing the baby and then letting him grab it again. Her expression was quiet now. Somber. She watched Kerren steadily, not speaking. 
 
    He turned to her with unexpected ferocity. “You shouldn’t have come here! What if—”  
 
    “Lord Gaur wouldn’t have done that,” Keraunani said swiftly. “Not after going to so much trouble. You had the note, I knew you knew he was safe, but I wanted you to see him. I knew you’d want that.” She added, with very slight emphasis, “For my sake, because he’s my son.” 
 
    After a heartbeat, Kerren said, “Yes, of course.” He gazed at her for a little time, three breaths, four, eight. Then he turned at last to face Esau, bracing himself as though he expected a blow. “I’m intruding. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No,” Esau said. And after a heartbeat, “If someone intruded, I’d throw him out. You’re fine. You’re my wife’s cousin. Distantly, of course. But still, a cousin.” 
 
    A long silence. Then Kerren said, “Yes.” 
 
    “So it’s fine, you coming here, talking to her. Nobody’ll say a word about it, not that it’s anybody’s business but mine.” He paused. Then he added, “She was real worried about you. The way any cousin would be.”  
 
    “Yes,” Kerren said again. 
 
    “You could stay for a bit, if you wanted. Have a chat with your cousin, get caught up. Plenty happened over the past year. Ryo and me could go someplace, get caught up ourselves … maybe not this afternoon, I guess.”  
 
    “No,” Kerren said. He had closed his eyes. He said, “Thank you.” Then he took a breath, opened his eyes, and said again, in a different tone, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Now Esau sounded like himself: not very interested, a little bored. “Ryo, pretty sure Kerren can find the way back to the house on his own. Why don’t you stay here for a bit and let him go on?” 
 
    I hesitated. Then I realized this was stupid. Kerren could not run away, as I had once done; he could not make any kind of serious trouble. Aras would almost certainly know and stop him. Also, for exactly the same reason, no one would trouble him. I was still worried, but my concern was stupid. I said, “Yes.” 
 
    Kerren had been looking at me. But at this, he immediately turned and went out. Not running. But, as before, walking fast. 
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    “He’ll be all right,” Esau said. He was not speaking to me, but to his wife. Keraunani looked at him, then at the baby. Her mouth had pulled down. She was unhappy, and unlike most Lau women, she was not trying to hide this. 
 
    There was too much here. I knew some of it, but now I felt the sharp edges of everything I did not know. Obviously I could not ask any questions. I said, “Esau, I am pleased to know of your marriage and of the birth of your son. A fine boy. I am certain his father will teach him everything a boy should know. Perhaps you know that I am also married now, and that my wife carries a child.” 
 
    That brought his attention back to me, and the attention of his wife. Keraunani pressed a hand over her eyes for a heartbeat. Then, though she said nothing, she lowered her hand, took up the baby and settled him on her lap, and smiled at me. If I had not known she was unhappy, I would not have guessed it from her manner now. 
 
    Esau moved close to her and dropped a hand on her shoulder. He looked me up and down, not smiling, but humor lit his expression. “I might’ve heard something about your getting married, Ryo. Sounded a little bit complicated for a man who never exactly got the idea about talon wives.” 
 
    I had to laugh. “Perhaps I understand this custom better now than I did, or perhaps it still seems strange to me. Either way, I would be pleased for you to meet my wife and my … my friend who is also my wife’s husband and my brother. Come across the river with me, Esau. Keraunani, I ask you to come as well. I think Darra would be pleased to meet you, and perhaps you might be pleased to meet her.” I glanced from one of them to the other. “Do you have time? They will go in the morning.” 
 
    Esau was smiling. “I’d like to, Ryo, and I bet Keraunani would like that. My older boy too, if that’s all right. He’ll get a kick out of it.” 
 
    “Of course! I would be pleased to meet this boy. Everything has changed very much for you. I would like to hear how everything happened. All you wish to tell me.” I glanced around, thinking of how the town lay. “I should find Suyet also. He would surely like to come as well. I wish Geras could, but I understand this is not possible.” 
 
    “I hear he’s got plenty of company,” Esau told me. “Nobody’s fool enough to take those charges too seriously, so they’ve left his door open. I’ve been over there myself. All kinds of people coming and going. Practically everybody in both Harana’s talon and Sharet’s is going to want to drop by, so likely that’ll keep up all night.” 
 
    That made me feel better. Of course Geras would have many friends who would want to hear the tale of everything that had happened in the winter country and who would be glad to tell him everything that had happened here. 
 
    “For us, if we’re going to slide on across the river, Keraunani can bring a basket of cakes—they’re making lots, I hear. I guess somebody slipped somebody a tip that Lord Gaur might want a lot of cakes tomorrow.” 
 
    “I think that could be so,” I agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, I bet.” Esau extended a hand to his wife. 
 
    Keraunani rose, shifting the baby to her hip, settling the sling over her shoulder. She was not smiling now. She said to me, “I understand you’re close to Lord Gaur.” 
 
    We went out of the room and began to move down the corridor while I thought about how to answer this. Finally, I said, “In one way, perhaps that might be so. In other ways, he is …” I thought further about how I might explain this. “Very reserved,” I said at last. “Extraordinarily reserved.” 
 
    “I—” Keraunani began, but at that moment, a boy ran up to us. Lau children run all the time. They are as neat-footed as fawns and run nearly as fast. They are tall, of course, with long legs, and though an infant may have some heft to him, a child rapidly becomes slender. Even after so long I could not easily guess the age of a Lau child. I thought this boy might have five summers, or six, or seven, but it might have been more than that. 
 
    “Pir!” Esau said, not sharply, but with authority.  
 
    The boy stopped, neatly, not running into me, not having to put a hand against the wall to steady himself. He stared at me, his eyes wide and astonished. Then he suddenly moved toward Keraunani instead and took her free hand, tucking himself against her side. A Lau child might do that when he saw me because he was afraid of an Ugaro warrior, but to me it seemed that this boy went to Keraunani not because he was afraid, but because he knew she was unhappy. She looked down at him, cupping a hand over the back of his head, her smile softening, and he leaned against her. 
 
    “This’s Ryo inGara. He’s Lord Gaur’s Ugaro, plus he’s the son of the lord of the inGara tribe, so mind your manners,” Esau told the boy. “Looks to me like you’ve got plenty of vim, so run over to Sharet’s office and ask for Suyet Irekos—that’s Commander Irekos to you, brat. Tell him some of us are going over the bridge for supper and why doesn’t he come along.” 
 
    I was not surprised he already knew that Aras had made Suyet a commander and given him this position with Talon Commander Sharet. Esau always knew everything that happened. I said to the boy, “Go to the women’s courtyard and tell Lalani as well. She will wish to come.”  
 
    Esau glanced at Keraunani and then nodded to me. “Right, that’s a fine idea in all kinds of ways.” He said to the boy. “You do that, just the way Ryo said. Commander Irekos over at Sharet’s barracks, and then their women’s courtyard, Lalani Tasananet. Scoot, Pir.” 
 
    As the boy ran off, another thought struck me and I added, “While everyone goes here and there, if you agree, Esau, and if Keraunani agrees, I will find Kerren. I will tell him he may come across the river as well. I will say I think he should come.” 
 
    They both looked at me. 
 
    “I think he should,” I repeated. I tried to think how to explain. Finally, I said, “This is a young man who has lost everything, but not in a way that he had prepared himself to endure. He is very frightened, but again, not in a way that he had prepared himself to endure. In some ways I do not understand him at all well, but in other ways I think I do understand him. I think he should come because he will learn many things he should know from the stories we tell of this past year. Also, I think he should come because he has been imprisoned for a long time and should learn to go again among people, and who else will ask him to come to their fire? Perhaps there are other reasons he should be asked to come.” I turned to Keraunani. “But if you do not agree, then say so. We are going into the winter country, and so it is for women to decide whom they will invite to sit beside their fire. My wife will not have any opinion in this matter, so she will agree with your opinion.” 
 
    Keraunani looked at me, her expression blandly unreadable. Then she looked at Esau. She said nothing, but he said, his tone brisk, “Sure, Ryo, invite him. I can think of a couple ways that might be a good idea, and if it turns out that oops, it’s a real bad idea, I guess we can probably cope with that too. Not like most of us haven’t handled the occasional touchy situation now and then.”  
 
    Keraunani lowered her eyes, breathing slowly. Then she looked at me again. “Thank you … Ryo.” She pronounced my name carefully, after a slight hesitation. But then she said more decisively, “Thank you for inviting us. I’d like to meet the daughter of the Ugaro king.” She dropped her voice a little. “And thank you for thinking of Kerren.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I was not at all certain that I liked the young man, or that I ever would. But I still felt I had a responsibility to him. I did not say that. I said, “My wife will be pleased that you decided to come to her fire tonight.” I thought she would be. She would probably be interested to talk to a woman who had recently become a mother. There are many matters women like to speak of with other women, not with men, and though she hid it well enough, I thought that beneath her quiet, Keraunani might be as fierce as an Ugaro woman, and Darra might also like her for that reason.  
 
      
 
    As I had half expected, Kerren Rahavet had returned to Aras’ house. In one way, this seemed reasonable. Where else would he go? All his people had departed. In another way, this surprised me. After long imprisonment, he might have wished to walk down to the river or into the town. But perhaps he could not bear the pretense of freedom, or did not want to meet anyone or be looked at by the townspeople he might encounter. Or perhaps he felt a duty to return to the house so that he would be close if Aras wanted him. Or perhaps he was weary, or disheartened, or wished to be quiet and think. 
 
    Or perhaps none of that was so and I was mistaken in everything. What I had said to Keraunani and Esau was true: in some ways I thought I understood this young man well, but in other ways I did not understand him at all. 
 
    As before, his door stood open. As before, he was lying on the bed, on his back, his hands beneath his head, staring up at the ceiling. He did not turn his head to look at me. I began, “Kerren, if you wish—” 
 
    He did not turn his head, but cut in, speaking in a flat voice. “He says I should go with you.” Then he moved, rolling to come to his feet. Then he paused, blinking. He spoke again, his tone this time different. Wary. “He says you don’t need to worry. He says he promises he will eat something soon and that he won’t work through the night.” 
 
    I said, “Good.” Then I asked, “He told you these things by means of sorcery? How does that happen?” 
 
    He looked at me, his expression scornful. I pretended not to notice. After a breath, he dropped his gaze. I still waited. After what seemed a long time, he looked up again. “He doesn’t speak to you that way?” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “I would like to know how it happens when he does it to you.” 
 
    He made a small, tired gesture, lifting a hand and then dropping it again. “You want to know if it hurt? It didn’t hurt. I just saw him there, in that room, and he told me what he wanted, and then he wasn’t there anymore.” He hesitated, looking at me. Then he added, “He made me see fog and blowing snow. Then the other room, and he spoke to me. Then fog and snow. Then I saw—” he lifted a hand to indicate this room where we stood. “It’s entirely clear what part didn’t really happen.” 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledged. I could imagine how Lorellan must have done it. He would not have been concerned whether a man knew what was real and what was false. I could imagine the confusion when a man could not tell, could never tell, whether anything he remembered had truly happened. 
 
    “False memories are more distinct than real memories,” Kerren said. “You learn to tell. It doesn’t always help.” He had been watching me. His mouth twisted when I nodded. “You know that, do you?” 
 
    I said, “Yes.” Then I stepped to one side, indicating the doorway, and led the way out and down the stairs.  
 
    “We’ll stop by the kitchens,” Kerren told me, taking the lead once we had gone down to the lower floor. He knew exactly where to go. The kitchens were three linked rooms, each with a door that led out into the women’s courtyard. Many women were here, working quickly to make small round cakes and rectangular pastries and long braided loaves of bread; all foods that the Lau make in great quantities for every kind of celebration. They were cooking lentils too, with chicken and cracked wheat and cream. Kerren took a basket set aside ready. The basket held a ceramic pot of the lentils and ordinary round loaves of bread, but with pastries folded into a cloth as well. 
 
    The women neither looked at him nor spoke to him; they pretended they did not notice him at all. That is how Lau women behave when a man comes into a place that is theirs, but often a woman will smile and perhaps say something to another woman to show that she is not unhappy that a man has come there. No one smiled that way this time, though one woman and another looked at me directly, nodding to me, and one woman rapidly piled fragile cakes into a second, smaller basket and handed this to me, murmuring, “May your evening be sweet, Ryo!” This is something people say to a person who has recently married. Normally a woman does not say that to a man, but this was a woman who knew me and who knew that I did not much regard all the Lau customs that separated men and women.  
 
    “Thank you, Tanalithi,” I answered, smiling in return. “I will tell my wife you wished this.” 
 
    She laughed and set another cloth-wrapped packet of cakes into my basket. “Carry that gently!” she warned me. “A woman likes a man with a gentle manner. If you give her only crumbs, she isn’t likely to be impressed.” 
 
    I assured her gravely that I would carry the basket with the utmost care and then led the way out of the kitchens and around toward the door of the house that was closest to the river. Kerren followed me in silence. 
 
    Once we were outside, he came up to walk beside me, looking at me sidelong but still not speaking. But as we neared the bridge that spanned the river, he said abruptly, “Esau Karuma will be there.” 
 
    I was very certain that was not the question he wished to ask. I said, “Yes, Esau and Keraunani and their sons. Also a friend of mine, close to your age and mine, named Suyet, with another woman, Lalani. She was Esau’s talon wife, but soon she will probably marry Suyet.” 
 
    He looked at me and then away again, saying nothing.  
 
    “We have known one another a long time,” I said. Then I added ruefully, “Or it seems long to me. Two years and some seasons more. But many things happened in these years.” He only nodded, and after a moment, I went on. “I will tell you something you may wish to know. My people take little notice of Lau customs that say women and men should not sit at the same fire or eat together. We are crossing into the winter country now.” 
 
    We were; we had just come to the wooden part of the bridge, the highest part that spanned the true border between the summer lands and the winter lands. Stone cannot be used to make that part of a bridge; stone will crack and break when the cold of the winter lands meet the warmth of the summer country. Wood lasts better than stone and is easier to replace. The wooden span here had been replaced recently and rose smoothly to the apex of the curve.  
 
    I finished, “We will follow Ugaro customs this evening, disregarding Lau customs that my people find …” I could hardly say ridiculous or offensive. I said instead, “Unnecessarily constraining. There is my wife’s fire.” 
 
      
 
    Sunset would not come to the summer lands for another hand of time or more. But here, the Sun had already stepped down below the edge of the world, though his light still streaked the western skies with translucent carmine and gold. Across the river, his light was rich and heavy, and so there was plenty of light where we had settled, just within the edge of the great forest, where heavy trees stretched out their long branches above us. 
 
    By the time full night had come to the winter country and dusk to the summer lands, everyone had already told many stories of the past year. This was the kind of evening when everyone seemed to tell someone else’s story, all the parts out of order, which pained Elaro, though he showed that little. Lalani began to tell Esau about Tano, but leaped ahead to the end to explain what had happened to the inTasiyo later. Suyet was happy to describe the high north and the starlit lands. No one wanted to explain exactly what had happened in the land of the shades. Certainly I did not want to explain that. Lalani tried to describe what Inhejeriel had done, but stumbled over this, so Elaro took up that part of the tale, telling the tale much more smoothly even though he had not been there. He passed lightly over everything difficult, but Suyet told Esau how Geras had fought Royova inVotaro and how he had won that duel and so prevented the winter king from putting Aras to death. 
 
    “I should’ve been there,” Esau muttered. “Not that Geras didn’t handle it, I guess. But, well, anyway, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for that part.” 
 
    “Who knows whether the gods would have set their favor upon you as upon Geras?” Darra objected. “His courage drew the attention of the gods and gave them a way to make their opinion plain.” 
 
    Esau shrugged. “Yeah, I guess, but still.” 
 
    Suyet said earnestly, “Royova inVotaro could make mincemeat of practically anybody I’ve ever seen pick up a sword. You’re good, sure, but I wouldn’t have wanted to watch you square off against him.” 
 
    Esau only shrugged again. “I’m sure he’s tough. Not like I doubt that he’s tough.” 
 
    “It was terrifying,” Lalani said warmly. “I think that might’ve been one of the most completely terrifying things I’ve ever seen in my life. Although, you know, not right at the top. I’m glad I wasn’t watching when Ryo and Aras fought off all the Saa’arii shadow warriors in the whole world.” She was holding Keraunani’s baby—all the women had taken him in turns, and also Esau briefly, and Elaro once. Kerren had not. He sat a little to one side, not as close to the fire, not speaking, only watching and listening. But his gaze went often to the baby.  
 
    The older boy, Pirau, ran around the open land that sloped down toward the river, trying to catch the little insects that come in the warm season, flashing with the cool light of the Moon as they fly. Children catch them and make a wish and let them go. This boy was taller and more graceful and much faster than an Ugaro child, so he had made many wishes this evening. But now he came back, panting, and dropped down beside Keraunani. She put a hand on his shoulder and he leaned against her, but only briefly. Then he leaped up and went to Lalani, took the baby from her, and went to settle beside Esau, leaning against him instead. Esau smiled down at them both, setting his hand on the back of the boy’s head and then touching the baby’s cheek lightly before picking up a stick to poke the fire. 
 
    Kerren watched that too, but he said nothing. He had not said anything all evening, only listened. Once or twice he had lifted a disbelieving eyebrow. But then he would glance at me and grow thoughtful instead of skeptical. 
 
    Esau began to tell the rest of us his stories of the past year. He made the tale in which he brought Keraunani out of the county of Lorellan into a long story filled with humor and excitement. I knew, obviously everyone knew, that some things in that tale must have been uncomfortable and dangerous, but the tale was good the way he told it. He did not explain why he had gone to Pitasosa, only said that since he had known a great blow would soon strike the Rahavet family, he had decided to take Keraunani out of that house and bring her to Gaur and marry her. He did not say he had met her long before that day and therefore come to this decision, but he did not say anything that would make anyone believe otherwise. 
 
    Keraunani leaned back on one elbow, saying nothing. She might tell that story a different way later, to Lalani and to Darra. Women tell every story differently from the way men tell it.  
 
    Kerren slowly broke a stick into pieces in his hands, tossing each piece into the fire, looking at nothing but the fire. I could not guess what he knew of the truth. 
 
    A little time after that, as true night spread across the summer country, Lalani and Keraunani packed the things they would take back across the bridge and walked away together, murmuring in low tones. Esau carried the baby, asleep now in his sling, while Pirau ran out before him and then back again. Suyet lingered, an eye on Kerren, until Kerren snapped that he did not need an escort or a nursemaid and walked away by himself, his head down, not looking at anyone. Suyet raised his eyebrows, but he only tapped Elaro on the arm, tipped his head toward the river, and they followed the others. 
 
    Plainly they had arranged that. I had not realized this at all. I found myself smiling, not exactly at Darra, but at the night, at the sky, at the world. Every concern and difficulty fell away. 
 
    I had turned away from the fire, and now Darra came up behind me, set her hands against my back, slid her hands around until her palms lay against my stomach, and said, “Come to me tonight, Ryo.” 
 
    I went to her.  
 
      
 
    Dawn came too early. Not our dawn, not yet, but though the Sun had not yet stepped above the eastern horizon even across the river, the softly luminous gold and rose of the summer country streaked the sky to the south and east, some of the color bleeding into our sky as well.  
 
    Because the night had been warm and pleasant, we had been lying beneath the open sky, on blankets spread over the grass and the soft spruce needles of past years. Now Darra pushed herself up, set her lips against my throat, traced a line down my chest, straightened, and said, her tone teasing, “We should get up, Ryo. Especially you. This Lau ceremony will not wait for our dawn.” 
 
    Beneath the teasing, I heard regret. Perhaps even sadness. This had been our last night together, perhaps for a very long time. Today, Darra would turn her face to the north. I knew that she would ride away from the river and the summer country and not look back once.  
 
    Elaro would ride beside her. He would probably look back. But soon there would be nothing for him to see in any direction except the immensity of the forest.  
 
    Tonight, she would ask him to come to her. 
 
    I set that thought aside. Then I deliberately brought it back to the front of my mind again. I thought of the bowls of water we had all poured together to make one tisane. Of the gift he had given me, chosen so carefully to please a man who was a warrior but who might have been a poet.  
 
    He was a good man. Not as proud as a warrior. Proud in a different way. I could not like the thought that he was also Darra’s husband. But I did not dislike that thought nearly as vehemently as I had in the spring. I would far rather know she invited Elaro to come to her than wonder what other man, of the inKarano or some other tribe, might catch her eye one evening. 
 
    Darra’s baby would be born at midwinter. I turned on my side, studying her where she knelt. Despite her words, she had not yet risen to her feet or begun to dress. She stayed where she was, watching me, letting me look at her. Perhaps there might be a slight roundness to her belly. Perhaps I only thought so because I knew she was carrying. She was very beautiful already, but she would become more beautiful still as she began to show more clearly.  
 
    If the baby came at night, if she were a girl, I hoped the skies would be clear, so that she could be held up and shown to the Dawn Sisters as well as the Moon. That would bring her luck all her life. It is luckiest of all if the Sun and the Moon and the Dawn Sisters all stand in the sky at the time a baby is presented to the gods. But that is rare. Even at midwinter, the Dawn Sisters do not linger once the Sun steps above the horizon and holds up his light. 
 
    Elaro would be present when this child was born. This thought was a grief to me, but I did not feel it as an offense. I did not like that thought, but I liked much less the thought that this baby might have had no father near her. It brings better luck to a baby when her father is the one who first carries her out into the open air and holds her up to show her to the gods. 
 
    “I think perhaps we should make ourselves ready,” Darra said softly. 
 
    I glanced across the river. The first edge of the Sun showed above the horizon, too bright for me to look at directly. She was right. I sighed, and rose, and offered her a hand to lift her to her feet. Though she did not need my help, she took my hand and permitted me to assist her.  
 
    Dressing took only a moment, rolling up the blankets only another moment. Then we walked down from the edge of the forest toward the river and the bridge and the strengthening dawn of the summer country. 
 
    “Your Lord Aras will not punish Geras for anything,” Darra said. She did not ask this as a question, but she did not say Aras either. She was already thinking of him not as the companion of a long journey, but as an important lord of the summer lands. She was right to think of him differently now that he had returned to his own country.  
 
    I said, “No. There is not the slightest possibility he would do such a thing.” 
 
    “Yet Geras must ask for punishment, and all the Lau must pretend that Lord Aras might punish him. They are a puzzling people.” 
 
    “There we certainly agree.” 
 
    “Though I can think of moments when I have found our own people almost as puzzling.” 
 
    “Perhaps one and another moment may come to my mind as well.” 
 
    She laughed. But, almost at once, grave again, she said, “I do not like the thought that you will go far south. I do not like the thought that you will go in company with Aras. I think he is your friend—now. I think he wishes very much to do what is right—now. I am less confident of what the days may bring.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. I had been aware of her doubts. They were also mine. Even though Aras must be distracted by many other concerns, I set those doubts aside as firmly as I could. I thought instead of Kerren. He had seen Lorellan do so many terrible things, he would surely be frightened and upset this morning, no matter how many people had promised him that Aras would not do anything of the kind. 
 
    As though she had followed my thoughts, Darra said, “I do not like that you will travel in close company with this young man, Kerren Rahavet. I do not trust his good sense or his pride or his honor. I wonder whether you are thinking of this young man as though he is like Tano. But Tano tried hard to trust you and obey you. I do not think this young man is like Tano. I think Kerren is like a dog who has been handled cruelly for a long time: ready, should a better man finally reach out to him, to bite even the kindest hand.” 
 
    I waited long enough to show that I had considered her words. Then I said, “I agree with everything you say. I agree this young man is not like Tano.” I thought a little more. Then I said, “Yet I think, like a dog who has been handled cruelly, he will learn he need not try to bite a man who shows him steady kindness and will not flinch from his anger.” I added, more drily, “Also, although he may show me his teeth, he is not likely to be able to bite. He is a Lau, after all, and not even a soldier.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are correct in everything,” Darra said, meaning she did not agree. After another breath, she added, “He has heard many tales regarding Lord Aras and also many tales regarding you, Ryo. That may help him. Especially if Lord Aras handles him kindly for one day and another day and another day again.”  
 
    This time, she meant she did not trust that this would be the case. The things Aras had said to me privately, I held to be private. But I said, “Aras is himself concerned regarding this matter. He will not permit the madness to come upon him.” 
 
    “Or not in a worse manner than it has already come upon him,” she murmured.  
 
    “We have come to the bridge,” I said pointedly. “We are crossing now into the summer lands.” We were. We had by this time come to the wooden span in the middle of the bridge.  
 
    “So,” Darra conceded. “It is true I do not think anything of the kind will happen today. I am not afraid to come near Lord Aras today. It is days to come that concern me, Ryo.” She drew me to a halt, turning to look at me directly, her hands tight on my hands. “Write to me,” she said. “When you ride south. Of course you will write when you come to the city of the summer king. But do not wait for that day before you take up ink and paper. Write to me or to your mother or to your younger sister, one or another of us, every hand of days. Describe the wonders you encounter; we will all be very interested. But also, tell us that you are well—and that Aras is well. All through the warm season, all through the long cold, people will come to this town to see whether there are letters waiting. Will you do this, Ryo?” 
 
    I thought this was a very, very good idea. “Yes,” I agreed. “And you should write to me. You should write, and my mother, and my sister. If nothing important happens, tell me of small things. I would be pleased to hear of unimportant things.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. She took my hand, and I put my arm around her shoulder, and we walked on together, down the shallow arch of the bridge, not hurrying. The Sun had stepped almost fully into the land of the living now, but still we walked slowly, side by side. I could not bring myself to hurry through this moment. 
 
    As we stepped from the bridge onto the cobbles of the town, the Sun set his foot on the edge of the world and stepped fully into the sky. The night had ended, and we had come into a new day. 
 
      
 
    Despite everything Aras or anyone else had said to me, I was still surprised to see the great number of people assembled around the town square. Two talons is very many soldiers, which I had known, but I had seldom seen them assembled in this way, all of them together, neat ranks drawn up in a square. Other people were here as well, townsfolk, but this was different from the previous day. This time, soldiers stood in ranks along all four sides of the square, with townspeople clustered at the corners. How the Lau might decide such matters, I had no idea. Of course townswomen occupied two of the corners and men the other two corners. 
 
    I stood, with Darra and Elaro, to one side of the platform, where we could see everything. Kerren stood near us, but behind us, out of the way of curious stares from the townspeople. He had not spoken to us, and the closed reserve of his manner certainly did not invite anyone to speak to him. I thought of frightened dogs and pretended not to notice the hostility, greeting him with a brief nod as though he were a friend. 
 
    Suyet sat at a small table upon the platform where important people stood, with a book open before him, and quills, and the different colors of ink the Lau consider necessary for formal records. Six scrolls had been set to his right hand, each bound with a red ribbon or a blue ribbon or a gold ribbon. 
 
    Lord Aras occupied the only other chair, a much heavier and more ornate chair set to the other side of the platform. He held his scepter across his knees. The gold inlaid along its length gleamed dully in the light. Talon Commander Sharet stood at the central place because Geras belonged to his talon.  
 
    After a little time, not long, Suyet stood up and called out, “Troop Leader Geras Lan Karenasen!” Then he sat down again. 
 
    Almost at once, Geras came out from among the assembled soldiers and walked across the whole width of the square to face the platform. The way he walked was uncomfortable, his arms in front of his body rather than at his sides, and almost at once I realized that his wrists had been chained together. But he walked with his shoulders straight and his head up, all the long way across the empty square, until he came close to the platform. He did not face Aras. He faced Talon Commander Sharet. In the strong, clear sunlight of this bright morning, I saw for the first time that a little gray had come into Geras’ hair, at the temples. That had not been there when we had gone into the winter country, a year ago now. I did not know how many summers Geras might have. I had never asked him. 
 
    The talon commander gazed down at him. Talon Commander Leonas Sharet was a man of calm temper and good judgment. I liked him, I knew the soldiers of his talon trusted him, but he looked stern now. He said, “Troop Leader Geras, these are serious charges. Five counts of direct disobedience of the scepter-holder’s orders, once during action. Ten counts of disrespect to the scepter-holder. This is very serious, particularly for a man of your age and rank.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Geras answered, speaking in a clear, toneless voice that was the manner of a Lau soldier acknowledging a serious fault. 
 
    “Have you any mitigating circumstances to set alongside these charges?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Very well,” Sharet began. But Lord Aras stood up. Talon Commander Sharet could not have been surprised, but he did not indicate that he had expected this, only turned, his manner questioning. 
 
    Aras said, “As these charges all regard offenses against me, I’ll answer them myself.” 
 
    Sharet at once inclined his head and stepped back, lifting a hand palm up, which among Lau indicated that he ceded the central place.  
 
    Aras moved to take that place. He stood for a moment, looking down at Geras. He was not smiling, but his eyes had crinkled a little at the corners. He asked, “Did you disobey my orders five times? I remember only three. I grant, your disobedience during action was certainly memorable.” 
 
    Geras had tilted his head back to look up at Lord Aras. He spoke clearly, but more quietly now, and not exactly in the same toneless voice with which he had answered the talon commander. “Pretty sure it was at least four, my lord. I thought I’d put in five, to be sure I didn’t miss any.”  
 
    “I see. Well, that’s certainly conscientious of you, Troop Leader Geras. But ten counts of disrespect?” 
 
    “Seven for sure, my lord. At least seven. Even discounting anything that happened when I had that fever.” 
 
    “I certainly think we can discount everything that happened at that time, yes. Very well. At least seven, so you put yourself up for ten, to guarantee you didn’t miss any. I commend your meticulous regard for regulations and correct behavior.” Aras turned to Suyet. “Adjutant, strike every charge—” 
 
    “No, my lord,” Geras said firmly. When Aras turned back to him, his eyebrows rising, Geras said, “I don’t apologize for disobeying your orders. I’d do it again, every one of those times. But those are still serious charges and you shouldn’t just let them go like that. Plus I shouldn’t have spoken to you that way, not any of those times. I apologize for that. Twice I called you by name, at least twice, which there’s no excuse for, my lord.” 
 
    “I see. Well, I acknowledge that you do have a point. I certainly wouldn’t want to permit a troop leader to set a poor example for the men.” The corners of Aras’ eyes had crinkled a little more. He said to Suyet, “I don’t think we need to regard charges that might or might not have occurred, however. Strike two charges of disobedience and three of disrespect.” 
 
    Suyet wrote this down in the book, in the formal words the Lau use to record such matters. 
 
    Aras was going on. “Now, the remaining charges. Troop Leader Geras, I acknowledge that you disobeyed my direct orders three times. Those are indeed serious charges. No doubt you’re quite correct that I shouldn’t entirely disregard them. Adjutant, reduce each of those charges to twenty. Hold the entire punishment.” 
 
    Suyet, grinning, wrote that down.  
 
    Geras began, “My lord—” 
 
    Lord Aras lifted his scepter, an authoritative gesture that checked any possible protest. He continued in the same bland tone. “Having dispensed with the charges of disobedience, let’s consider the seven charges of disrespect. As I recall, you had several forceful things to say to me on more than one occasion. Gods-hated stupidity was the phrase, I believe. I agree that can’t be let go entirely. And calling me by name! Obviously we mustn’t ignore that.” He nodded to Suyet. “Adjutant, reduce each of those charges to ten. Hold the entire punishment.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Suyet answered, still grinning, and wrote this down as well. 
 
    Lord Aras said, his tone firm, “Troop Leader Geras, I hope that will satisfy your keen sense of the fitness of things, as I am immovably determined to set the penalties exactly as I have set them. Now, let us move on, if you will permit me, to the remainder of this morning’s proceedings. Ah, but first—” He turned to Sharet. “Talon Commander, please have the chains struck at once. Troop Leader Geras will probably need full use of his hands in order to carry various items.”  
 
    He waited, everyone waited, while a soldier came out from among the others and unfastened the chains that bound Geras. The man, another troop leader, a friend of his, was not quite grinning openly, as Suyet was. But he nudged Geras’ shoulder and murmured something before he stepped back again. 
 
    “Yes,” Lord Aras said, surveying Geras with satisfaction. “That’s better. Now, let me see.” Stepping to the side, he gathered up the scrolls lying on the table, then returned to the front of the platform. “Approach, please,” he ordered.  
 
    Geras looked at him for a moment. Then he sighed and stepped forward, close to the platform. In a low voice, too quiet for anyone more than a few steps away to hear, he murmured, “You’re deliberately making this into a show, my lord.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Aras answered in the same way. “I did warn you I would. I recollect the moment clearly. That was the first time you disobeyed my orders, I believe.” 
 
    “The second, my lord,” Geras said. His mouth had tugged a little upward. He might have sincerely considered his behavior disgraceful in some ways, but he was not displeased to be singled out for public honor either. The Lau are different from Ugaro, but not that different.  
 
    “I’m unable to recall a moment prior to that one, but I won’t dispute your recollection, Troop Leader.” Aras raised his voice again. “Troop Leader Geras Lan Karenasen, by your unfailing courage, steady loyalty, and quick wit, you saved my life at least three times. Possibly four. Conceivably five. But I’m certain of three.” He paused, smiling. Geras did not smile in return, but stood straight, in the attentive, respectful posture of a Lau soldier. 
 
    Aras went on. “When you disobeyed my orders during action, preserving my life at great risk of your own, at that moment you also won the final victory against our enemies. If I had died at that time, everything we strove to achieve would have come to nothing. My order was perhaps not entirely stupid, but, as later events proved, it was definitely ill-advised. I commend you for your courage and dedication. I don’t believe I’m setting anything but an excellent precedent in reducing and holding every possible penalty for the charges detailed here, nor in commending your actions in the strongest terms. If every man in every one of my talons were to demonstrate similar courage and dedication at such moments, I would be very pleased, whatever disrespect might attend their actions.” He paused. 
 
    I had never seen Geras flush before. Such things are difficult to see in Lau because their skin is so dark. But today I was watching so closely that I saw the warmer color rising up his throat and cheeks. He said, “My lord—” 
 
    Aras held up a hand, checking him. He went on. “Arguing the warleader of the inGara out of killing me took nerve, as well as good sense. You appealed to Ugaro honor in exactly the right way. That was well done and demonstrates that you had gained a valuable understanding of our important allies. If anything, your quick thinking later in challenging Royova inVotaro to a duel, and your cool execution of the plan that allowed you to win that duel, was even more admirable than courage in the heat of action. That’s the third time I’m certain you saved my life. Therefore,” he paused, his smile deepening, and held up the first of the scrolls.  
 
    Then he went on, handing the first scroll to Geras. “Title to a townhouse in Sigaranra.” I had heard the name and knew this was the most important town in the county of Gaur. Then Lord Aras handed a second scroll to Geras, and the next after that, and the next again. Each time, he briefly explained what the scroll meant. “A bonus over and above the customary bonus for an extended independent mission. A writ of commendation, which of course confers the customary financial and other benefits. A dowry for your daughter, over and above every bonus awarded to you personally, and in good time, similar dowries for your granddaughters. A writ of preferment for your sons, which I hope they will find useful, and which is extensible for one generation should they have sons of their own. And, finally,” Aras held up the final scroll, showing that some of the words had been written in gold ink instead of black or brown or red. “This is a writ of the right of appeal and review, which, in this case, is both extensible and renewable. You’ll find the olivewood scepter in your quarters, I believe.” 
 
    Geras had taken each scroll as Aras handed it to him. His expression was different now. He had understood his lord would show him preference and award him honors; everyone had known that. But anyone could see he had not expected every honor Aras had given him. Certainly I could see it, even though I had less understanding than the Lau of what some of those writs meant.  
 
    He spoke in a different tone, quiet and much more serious. “My lord, I grant I expected something over the ordinary bonus. But this is too much.” 
 
    Aras, not smiling now, shook his head. “Geras, if not for your courage, we would have failed in everything we tried to do. Many, perhaps all, of the Tarashana would have been lost, and the Saa’arii would have taken a large part, perhaps all, of the starlit lands for their own, with potentially dangerous consequences for the winter country and possibly for the summer country as well. Also, though not as broadly important, you did literally sacrifice your own life in order to save mine. You were prepared to do so more than once, which would certainly have been a distinction of sorts, though I’m very glad it didn’t quite come to that. Regardless, this is not too much.” He held up one hand. “I’m quite certain you wouldn’t have protested any punishment I set. I don’t intend to hear any protest regarding any of this, either. Also, a troop leader should set a good example for the men, so you probably shouldn’t remonstrate with me.” 
 
    Geras had taken a breath to argue. Now he let that go, looking down at the pile of scrolls he held. After a pause, he looked up again and nodded. “I still think it’s too much, but, well … as you put it like that. All right, my lord. Thank you.”  
 
    “You earned this. More than this, but this is what seems suitable and practical at the moment. I don’t know whether you’ll chose to remain a troop leader in my service, Geras. I would hate to lose you, but your options have obviously expanded and you should give that some thought. However, please keep in mind that regardless of any other course of action you may now consider, I must and do ask you to accompany me to Avaras. I’m certain our king will wish to speak with you regarding recent events.” 
 
    Geras nodded. That, he had expected. He said, “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Very good.” Aras straightened and stepped back. He said in a different way, louder and very clear, “Because I have no wish to follow preferment with punishment, let all charges currently set against any of my soldiers be held in their entirety. Let every charge set against townspeople be held as well. I declare today a holiday for my talons and for Tavas Sen. My household will provide beef, bread, cakes, and ale for everyone, all day. Talons dismissed!”  
 
    The great number of people gathered cheered—from the sound, I realized that something like this announcement must have been expected—and the lines of soldiers broke out of their neat order. Many, many people came to congratulate Geras. Suyet plainly wanted to jump off the platform and join everyone else, but he stayed where he was, gathering up the book and the jars of ink, looking to Talon Commander Sharet to see what else he should do. 
 
    “It won’t be a rest day for any of us, unfortunately,” Aras was saying to his talon commanders. “I’ll see you all in my office in twenty minutes. I’ll want to get on the road south as soon as practicable—early this afternoon if possible, though I won’t be surprised if it’s tomorrow. You’ve all done an excellent job of getting everything arranged, but I’ve no doubt a good many details still need to be addressed.” He saw me looking at him, or perhaps he felt my regard, because he turned and added, “Nothing about our preparations concerns you in any way, Ryo. Go anywhere you wish, do anything you wish—go into the winter country if you like—but come to my house around noon, if you would. Avoid the front courtyard; there will be a press there long into the night.” 
 
      
 
    Although Aras had given me leave to go into the winter country, that seemed harder to me than a quicker, sharper parting. I accompanied Darra and Elaro across the bridge, this time with the four ponies that Rakasa and Bara had brought here a year ago. Ponies could not travel as quickly as Lau horses, but the season was good and the weather fair and there was no need for haste. Darra and Elaro would travel at whatever pace they found comfortable and be welcome to stay for a time with any people they encountered. 
 
    “Will you go north, or north and east?” I asked Darra. If north, that meant she intended to visit my mother’s camp before turning toward inKarano lands; if east, she might visit Lutra inGeiro’s camp and meet my sister Etta before going on toward the lands of her own people. 
 
    “North and east,” she answered. “But I will write to your mother at once, Ryo, and send a letter to her with any inGara people we may meet along the way. I will write to you as well. If your sister has married, I will tell you of that; if she has not yet married, perhaps we may stay with the inGeiro for some time. I know just what I would like to give Etta as a gift, should it happen that I am present when she marries.” She touched the necklace Lalani had given her, the pale green beads. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. My throat had tightened. “I hope you are there in that camp when she marries. I hope you will tell Etta everything that is in my heart for her on that day.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darra said, very softly. She did not need to ask to know everything that would be in my heart when my sister married. She did not need to ask to know everything that was in my heart now. She leaned down from her pony to brush her lips across mine. Then she straightened in the saddle and reined her pony back one step and another step. 
 
    I faced Elaro. He met my eyes, his expression somber. He said, “May you walk in many astounding lands and see many marvels, Ryo. I hope you will write to me of the wonders you see. But I hope you return to the winter country before too many seasons have come upon the world and passed away. If you are not present when our baby is born, I will hope I may soon set our child into your hands.” 
 
    Now my throat had tightened too much for me to speak at all. I signed assent. I took a deep breath and another breath and another after that. Finally, I said, making certain my voice was steady, “I can think of no other man to whom I would rather entrust our child. If I am not there when the baby comes, write to me and tell me of the omens that came into the sky on the day you presented our daughter or our son to the gods.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Then they turned their ponies and rode away. Darra did not look back, as I had known she would not. Just before they rode into the shade of the great forest, Elaro turned and lifted a hand to me, as I had known he would. I lifted my hand in return. Then he faced forward again, they rode into the forest and disappeared, and I dropped my hand to my side. 
 
    I stood there beside the bridge for some time, though there was nothing to see or hear. A falcon called, high and sharp. Behind me, a distant bell rang out the hour, one mellow note after another. I turned and walked back across the bridge, into the summer country, to ride the other way: south, with Aras.
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    We left Tavas Sen a little after midday. All afternoon, as the Sun strode along his slow course from the high vault of the heavens toward the western horizon, we rode south. 
 
    The borderlands here had become almost as familiar to me as my own country. That was a surprising thought, but it was true. In the year following Lorellan’s death, Lord Aras had ridden from one borderlands town to another, partly to put an end to every kind of dishonorable behavior and stupidity he found, partly to settle problems between his people and Ugaro people, but mostly to seek out the people Lorellan had hurt in his mad ambition to rule, helping those people come to a better balance in their minds and hearts.  
 
    He had not found Kerren Rahavet.  
 
    Kerren rode near Aras, but not too near. He and I, Geras and Esau, and a handful of others rode toward the front of the column, but no one rode close to Aras except for Talon Commander Harana. They were talking, Harana gesturing impatiently, Aras smiling a little, listening more than he spoke. I thought Aras was glad to leave the town, pleased to be surrounded by his own people, who trusted him and were not afraid of him. He might perhaps have some difficulty tolerating Kerren near him, but if so, that was not apparent. 
 
    Kerren rode with his eyes lowered, the reins lying loose on the neck of his horse. The animal, an easy-tempered mare, understood she should stay in her place in the long line of horses and strode along steadily. Even so, Geras nudged his gelding to come up a little closer to Kerren and said, “Wake up, boy, and let your horse know she’s carrying a man and not a sack of wheat. All you need is the wrong bit of trash blowing across the road and she could shy and off you’d go. Break your neck, like as not, and think how everybody’d feel about that after all this trouble.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Kerren snapped—then took a quick, hard breath. His expression smoothed out and he said, his manner completely different, “I apologize, Troop Leader. I am to take your orders.” He gathered the reins into his hands and looked straight ahead. 
 
    Geras frowned. After a moment, he said, “Well, that’s fine, but you’re not a trooper. Call me by my name. How long’s it been since you’ve been on a horse?” 
 
    A long silence. Kerren kept his face turned ahead, his expression blank. He said finally, “About a year.” He did not say obviously, but his tone was not quite as expressionless as his face.  
 
    “You’ll be stiff tonight.” Geras did not show that he noticed the young man’s tone. He merely went on with his customary kind practicality. “I’ve a salve for that, and since you’re to take my orders, you’ll give me no argument about using it.” 
 
    Kerren did not look at him, but he said, “All right.” Then, after a breath and another breath, “Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” Geras told him, and reined back to ride beside me. He glanced up at the sky, to the west where the Sun stood. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, Ryo, but tell me—” 
 
    “If I feel the heat too much, yes,” I said, smiling. “You need not be concerned. This warmth is not too much, even for me.” 
 
    He looked me up and down, plainly unconvinced.  
 
    “We are only half a day’s ride from the river, Geras!” 
 
    “I guess. But you’ll have a rough time soon enough, so you might as well get yourself set to let one trooper or another set up the occasional cantrip. I’m going to have somebody cool the tent tonight, so you just get used to that idea now, Ryo.” 
 
    If I had not known Kerren was listening, I might have argued further. As he rode hardly three bowlengths distant, I sighed and said, “Very well, Geras, if it will content you.” 
 
    Ahead of us, Lord Aras checked his mare. After a heartbeat, I saw why he paused. We had come to a stake set into the earth beside the road. This was made of polished wood, half again as tall as a man, as wide as two hands for most of the length, but wider at the top, with notches in the wood where thongs or chains might run. 
 
    Kerren’s gaze flicked to the stake, then away again. When Aras started his horse moving again, Kerren followed immediately and did not look aside as we passed the place. 
 
    To punish certain crimes, the Lau make these stakes, harden them by means of cantrips, and drive them deeply into the soil. They will hang a man on a stake like this, upside down, sometimes with the thong knotted around the ankles, at other times with the thong through the ankles between the tendon and the bone. The man’s throat might be cut, or his belly. Or he might be left to hang that way until he died of thirst. That would take a long time for a Lau. Then the body would be left hanging until rot made it fall apart from its own weight. 
 
    We Ugaro can be cruel. But I knew that very many stakes like that one waited along the roads that led from Tavas Sen to Avaras, each with a name burned into the wood. I saw the letters on this one, charred dark, though I could not read the name from this distance. Two of the soldiers had gone to the stake, taking out the tools Lau use to burn words into wood. I knew what they would put on that stake. They would give the sentence imposed, so that everyone who passed would know that although no condemned person hung there, that person had not been forgiven the crime committed by a kinsman. 
 
    I said to Geras, speaking quietly, “What will they write? It seems too complicated a sentence to explain in only a few words.” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed, his voice also low. “The full writ’ll be published, so everyone will hear how it got worked out. But up there on that stake, they’ll just put bound to Gaur. And probably something like a hundred years. That’ll be clear enough. Everybody who reads that will be asking himself, which would be worse? Hanging up there to rot, or you and your children bound into service for a century? It’s hard, either way.” 
 
    “Meant to be,” said Esau. “But I know which way I’d pick. Especially since it’s Gaur. You know Lord Gaur’s already published a writ confirming the succession goes to his nephew.” 
 
    Geras signed agreement.  
 
    I asked, “Why not declare the term of service … servitude …” this was an unusual word, more like thrall than like servant— “Why not declare all these people are free, all their children, after a hundred years? Why leave it to another man to say this is so?” 
 
    They both shrugged. “Something about how the law’s written,” Esau told me. “I’m not a litigator, and if I were, likely I still wouldn’t know. Servitude like that’s been illegal a good long time.” 
 
    I nodded, but I was thinking of something else. I was thinking that all the Rahavet people would have walked this way. They had walked along this road before us. How strange it must be, to look at that kind of stake and see one’s own name carved there, or the name of one’s brother or sister or child. I could not help but think of the infants I had seen during the sentencing, and that made me think of Darra and the baby she carried. I was very, very certain that the sentence of service—servitude—could not possibly be as bad as the sentence set down in the Lau law. 
 
      
 
    In the evening, as the Sun set one foot and then the other below the western edge of the world, we turned aside from the road and made our camp in a fallow field. Geras and I would sleep in a tent a little apart from those of the soldiers who belonged to this talon. Also Kerren Rahavet, who dismounted with some difficulty and moved stiffly when he obeyed Geras’ gesture to join us.  
 
    As soon as our tent had been set up, a soldier came to cool the air within by means of a cantrip. I tried not to roll my eyes. “This is not too warm,” I told the man. “I do not need the air within the tent to be cooler than it is.” 
 
    “Ignore that,” Geras ordered. “Taras, go on and get the tent cooler, as cool as you can manage. Ryo, keep your tongue between your teeth. I’m not having you fall off your horse again and that’s flat.” 
 
    I sighed. As he would plainly not give way, I moved aside and let the soldier work the cantrip. The man ducked into our tent and sat in the middle of the space for perhaps ten breaths and then came out and said, “Try that, Ryo. I can probably do a little more if you need me to.” 
 
    “I do not,” I said firmly. But I went into the tent. The air was certainly cooler inside than outside. I had to admit to myself that I would prefer to sleep in a tent cooled in this way. I would especially prefer it as we traveled farther south. I went out again and said so, adding, “Thank you for your kindness, Taras. I am grateful for your skill.” 
 
    He ducked his head, but smiled. He said, “I’d like to try a fall or two. See if you’re as strong as everyone says.” He eyed my swords. “Do you duel?” 
 
    “Not the way your basic strutting duelist does it,” Geras told him. “But he definitely duels. Wrestling’s one thing, but wear a gambeson if you spar Ryo or you’ll wish you had. Bruises you’ll feel right through to the bone.” He turned to me. “Which reminds me, Ryo. Talon Commander Harana wants to see you at dawn. Says he’s out of practice and it’ll sharpen him up to see what you can do with two swords.” 
 
    I considered this. Then I asked, “Did Aras suggest this to the talon commander, or did you suggest it?” 
 
    Geras grinned, sudden and startling. “Both of us, I’m pretty sure. Maybe not for exactly the same reasons. I bet Lord Gaur wants to push you to improve. I want everybody to get it figured they better be polite. Head off all kinds of problems before they get bothersome. You up for it?” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. After what Aras had said of him, I was very interested to try the talon commander’s skill. 
 
    Geras added, now speaking to Kerren, “You’re up at dawn too. You’ll learn some of our drills. You know how to use a sword?” 
 
    Kerren had not expressed any opinion regarding the tent or any other arrangements. Now he stared at Geras. “I—” he began, his tone sharp, and cut that off, taking a breath. Then he said, his voice now neutral. “No. No, Lord Lorellan had other uses for me.” 
 
    The soldier, Taras, looked away, flinching. I pretended not to notice. So did Geras. “You’ll learn now,” he told Kerren. 
 
    “I’m not a duelist or a gods-hated soldier,” Kerren snapped. “I—” 
 
    “You’re out of condition,” Geras answered, unimpressed. “You’re drilling. For now, go into the tent, lay out a bedroll, and get off your feet and on your face. I’ll be in with that salve in a minute or three. By the time rations come around, you’ll be a lot more comfortable.” 
 
    Kerren glared at him. Geras did not glare back, only met his eyes steadily and after a heartbeat raised his eyebrows just a little. Kerren pivoted and went into the tent. The young soldier pretended not to have noticed any of this. 
 
    “You’ll join Lord Gaur for the evening meal,” Geras said to me, also pretending he had noticed nothing difficult in Kerren’s manner. “They’ll be serving soon, so off you go.” 
 
    I signed assent with a Lau gesture, not exactly the same as the Ugaro gesture, and went to Lord Aras’ tent. 
 
      
 
    He glanced up when I came there. Two sides of the tent had been rolled up to let in the breeze and the last of the sunlight. Papers and jars of ink cluttered one end of the table, but everything had been cleared away from the other end. Different kinds of wood had been inlaid along the edge of the table to create a jagged pattern of dark and light wood. I looked at that with interest.  
 
    “It’s just decoration,” Aras told me. “I’d like to learn a little about the patterns that are meaningful for your people, Ryo, if it’s not improper for you to explain such things to me.” 
 
    He wanted simple topics, easy topics. I wanted that too. “It is not wrong,” I said. “But women know more of this than most men. Craftsmen know more of this than warriors.” 
 
    “You know far more tales than most warriors.” 
 
    “So. But I liked stories better than pattern weaving when I was a boy.” I took a leaf of paper, picked up a stylus, and began to sketch some of the patterns I knew. “The Moon pattern, the sky pattern, the star pattern, the Sun pattern. These are all lucky, but they do not bring luck in the same way. The Moon design is for a woman. The Sun design is for a warrior.” 
 
    While I was still explaining this, a young soldier brought food, laying out the dishes quickly and quietly. Once the young man had gone, Aras shifted the dish of olives to his side of the table. He set the dish of white cheese and fruit paste on my side of the table because he knew I liked that much better. Then he moved the dish of lentils and chicken out of the way and brought out a map. As we ate, he began to show me the land as it lay before us. Some of this I knew; I had seen maps of this kind before, but I had paid little attention to counties south of the borderlands. Those were the counties that most concerned us now. 
 
    “We’ll be riding through the borderlands all tomorrow, I expect,” Aras explained. “We’ll cross into the county of Kanahasa the day after tomorrow.” He showed me the line on the map, marked in red. From the notations on the map, mountains rose up south of that border. 
 
    Aras went on. “We’ll turn almost due east as soon as we cross into Kanahasa, then turn south again here, about halfway through Beirangaset.” He traced the road he meant. “We’ll cut through the western tip of the county of Sarorata. Gaur lies directly south of Sarorata. As you see, that’s not actually that far south; in most of the summer lands, Gaur is considered a northerly county. My family’s seat is in Sigaranra, a city that lies almost in the center of Gaur, here.”  
 
    I nodded. “Will you wish to stay there for some-many days? I know it has been a long time since you came to your home. I would not protest.” 
 
    “You’re commendably patient, but patience is not one of Soretes’ more notable virtues, so no, or not nearly as long as I’d like. A few days. Ten, fifteen. Probably not more than fifteen.” He sighed. “Probably closer to ten.” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    “So, we’ll take this more southerly road from Gaur, cross into the county of Evalea here, ride along what we call the Painted Road through the Peacock Desert—you’ll like that, I hope, and there’s a temple I’d like to visit—then finally turn sharply to the west. We’ll ride up into the mountains roughly here.” He tapped the map again. “From here, we’ll simply stay on this road all the way to Avaras. That part of the journey will be easier in some ways, as the mountains are cooler. That will be important, as by the time we’ve come that far, we’ll be entering the height of the long dry season.” He gave me a searching look. 
 
    I said, as patiently as I could, “I will certainly tell Geras, or someone, if I feel the heat too much.” 
 
    Aras smiled. “Good. I’m going to officially assign Geras as your, let’s say, your guide. Not your guard. That’s past. You are not required to take his orders. You are not under anyone’s orders. But I know he won’t hesitate to offer advice, to which I ask you to listen.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. After a moment, I added, “This is not too small a task for Geras? I know he is accustomed to take far more responsibility than this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to load him down with ordinary responsibilities. I want him to have time to consider what he might like to do with the rest of his life now that he has wide options. However, I’m also going to ask him to help Kerren settle down. Geras exercises a soothing sort of authority, not in the least similar to mine.” 
 
    Now I was amused. I would not have used those words, but he was not wrong. He was exactly correct. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “Now, while we’re on that subject, one further benefit to turning away from the direct route is that we can stop passing those gods-hated stakes. I’ll send a small detachment along the direct route to add the necessary amendments, but there’s no benefit to forcing Kerren to ride past each one.” He sighed, tapping the map, his expression thoughtful. “How is he doing, in your opinion, Ryo?” 
 
    “He is fragile,” I told him. “You know that.”  
 
    Aras settled back into his chair, not smiling. “Yes, and I very much appreciate the care you’re taking with him. Nothing obligates you to take an interest, but I’m not surprised that you have. His situation is not at all similar to Tano’s, except in the ways that it’s quite similar. Nor similar to yours, except, again, in the ways that it’s highly similar. Do let me know if you think I’m taking the wrong direction with him. I considered attempting to minimize the … the intrusion of sorcery into his life, but I fear he might take that badly.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “I mean, he might take it as a sign that I’m trying to lull him into a false sense of security so that I can enjoy ripping that away.” 
 
    I had to consider this idea for a moment before I even understood it. Then I said, “Ah. That would not have occurred to me.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it wouldn’t.” Aras made a face. “I’m trying to think of the sorts of things Tasaras would have done so that I can subvert Kerren’s expectations by making sure everything I do is as antithetical as possible, but that exercise of imagination is difficult. Not to say unpleasant. Exercising coercion in exactly the same way every day is likely to help, I believe.”  
 
    I signed assent. This was probably true. But I asked, “Why did Lorellan torment Kerren with such dedication? Or did he do such things to everyone?” 
 
    Aras touched his scepter, tracing the gold inlay, though he did not pick it up. He said, a little wearily, “It almost seems he did it to everyone.” Then his gaze came back to me, and he went on. “But, no, some of his thralls were more important to him for one reason or another, and Kerren, unfortunately, was among those. During the early part of his machinations, before he began using sorcery more extensively, Tasaras used Kerren to force Hoeren Rahavet to support him—Hoeren was a banker, you know. Or perhaps you don’t. That family was all clerisy—bankers, litigators, assessors, adjudicators. Prosperous, influential; they’d probably have stepped into the ranks of petty nobility in another generation or two. If Hoeren had been able to bring himself to write off his son … but one can hardly blame him for hesitating. By the time Hoeren was sufficiently desperate, Tasaras was too powerful, in every sense, and it was too late.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding better how this might have happened. 
 
    “Kerren is having difficulty dealing with you, I know. With everyone, but you specifically.” Now Aras did pick up his scepter, turning it over in his hands. “Perhaps that’s because you got away from Tasaras and he never could. Or because you defeated Tasaras in several different sorts of battle, and again, he couldn’t do that. His emotions are difficult to sort out, so I’m only speculating, but I think he may both hate you for that and admire you for it.” 
 
    “Perhaps all these things are true,” I agreed. 
 
    Now his gaze sharpened. “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “I do think so. I think this is all true. But I think something else is more important. I think he could never defy Lorellan, and now for a different reason he cannot defy you. I think that because of this, he has gathered all his courage to show temper and pride to me. He is trying to find out whether some terrible punishment will fall upon him if he steps in the wrong direction, sets his hand to the wrong task, speaks in the wrong tone, offends in some way. In any way.”  
 
    Aras studied me, turning his scepter over again. Then he suddenly glanced at it and set it down, folding his hands on the table instead. “That’s very perspicacious of you, Ryo. You may be right. I wonder if he understands that himself.” 
 
    “This is probably a problem that is easier to see if it has happened to someone else.” 
 
    “So many problems are. Well. It’s a fair distance to Gaur, and longer still to Avaras. Kerren should have time to begin sorting through everything that happened. I’ll take him through the drill tomorrow morning. I’ll do that every morning, and nothing else for the rest of the day, and we’ll see how long it takes for him to begin to trust that’s all I want from him.” He smiled then. “I do look forward to watching you spar Karoles. I’m actually not sure which of you I expect to win.” 
 
    “You expect him to defeat me,” I surmised. “Unless I surprise him. Perhaps I will. Has he personally fought Ugaro before?” 
 
    His smile widened. “Not so far as I’m aware.” 
 
    “I will win the first match. Then we will see how everything happens after that.” 
 
      
 
    In the morning, while the early dawn light streaked the eastern sky to warm shades of rose and salmon, as the soldiers and talon wives and other women of the talon handled all the ordinary chores required to prepare for the day’s journey, I sparred Talon Commander Karoles Harana. 
 
    Each of us used two swords. Practice swords, of course; blunt at both edge and tip, a little heavier than real swords. The weight of the weapons was an advantage for me. I possessed many other advantages as well. Harana knew all those advantages. He knew I was stronger than he was, and that I would not tire easily, and he must have suspected I might be faster. Even so, he thought he would take the victory. He did not trouble to conceal this opinion.  
 
    Aras had come to the practice area to watch, of course, and the soldiers whose turn it was to drill and train this morning all stopped what they were doing to watch as well. Esau swung his elder son up to his shoulders so the boy could see. Kerren stood a little distance away, alone, his head down. He was pretending he did not care about this match, but plainly he did care; I could tell he watched through lowered lashes. I wondered whether he hoped I would win or lose. Either seemed very possible to me. Perhaps he did not know himself what outcome he might prefer.  
 
    Harana saluted me with one of his swords, as the Lau do to begin a sparring match. I returned the gesture. Then, rather than attacking, I waited, my swords held to my right, one high and the other low and across my body.  
 
    “Timid?” Harana asked me, his eyebrows rising. 
 
    I asked in turn, “Do you think so?” My tone was a little drier than I had intended, which was a mistake, as it might have given the talon commander some warning. Perhaps it did, but he was still very confident of his skill. He came in, not with any manner of elaborate, risky technique, but with a simple attack toward my right hand, meaning to clear the way for his other sword to cut at my leg or my side. This is a good attack, very useful, as one’s opponent will often try to defend against both attacks separately and then one defense or the other may well fail. Harana was very fast for a Lau, but I had known he would be fast. I was also fast. I swept my left-hand sword to the outside of his left-hand sword, continued the sweep around and over both his swords at the same time, and forced his blades out of my way as I stepped to the right and thrust sharply to the left side of his head. I pulled that blow so that it did not touch him at all, but he knew very well how that would have ended in a real fight. He stepped back, giving me a different kind of salute, the kind that for a Lau acknowledges defeat. His eyes had narrowed. 
 
    “Now you understand I am not timid,” I said. “Again?”  
 
    The second match did not end nearly so quickly. Almost no Lau understands how much stronger an Ugaro is until he feels that strength for himself. But Harana was so skilled that he adjusted his manner of fighting almost at once. Of course he knew how to use his own advantage of greater reach and leverage. I had sparred Aras many times, and as Harana had taught him, I knew very well the manner in which Harana would fight: confident, aggressive, subtle. I made myself solid, keeping to the simplest kind of defense and the simplest kind of attack. That made him smile. 
 
    “Planning to outlast me, are you?” he said. “Sensible. Remember you should be using your hips to power both strokes at the same time.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. He was right. I made the same kind of simple attack again, this time making better use of my hips. 
 
    “Better,” he told me. “Again.”  
 
    I made the same kind of attack once more, but this time used his defense to move into a different kind of attack, not quite so simple. That was a mistake, as he cut my left forearm. The stroke was not hard; I did not drop my sword; but I had not expected him to do it at all. 
 
    “Simple is better … when you face someone … more experienced,” he told me, a little breathless. 
 
    I had to laugh. “Yes, this is wise advice, but I know you are pretending to be more tired than you are,” I told him. I pressed him hard, making every attack simple, but making him defend and defend. We both knew he was tiring. I had already known I could outlast any Lau so long as the heat was not too much—and as long as he did not land a telling blow. He had surely known this too, but now he felt the truth of it. 
 
    He tried to win the match then, of course. If he could not outlast me, he must win quickly. His skill was so great that I forgot all my own cleverness as I was forced to defend and defend. I took a second cut to my forearm. I judged that cut should have been enough to make me drop that sword, so I dropped it. 
 
    Had that happened earlier in the match, I would probably have lost the match; a man with one sword is unlikely to defeat an opponent with two swords. But Harana was tired. When I immediately attacked, he tried to control my sword with one of his so that he could open the way for his other sword, but he was not fast enough, not now. I swept my sword down and over and around both of his, very much as I had done to win the first match. He had not expected that—I no longer had a second sword with which to attack once I had driven that opening through his defense. But I did not need a second sword; I only needed to get his swords out of my way so that I could close. I lunged forward, grappled, and turned the match into a different kind of struggle. From the moment I gripped him, the outcome could not be in doubt. He knew it, and called out immediately, gasping as we hit the ground, “Break!” That is what Lau say when they mean they wish to stop a match. 
 
    I let go, rose to my feet, and offered Harana a hand to help him up, which he accepted. He was smiling, and he clapped me on the arm once he was up, a gesture a Lau usually makes to a friend, which I had not expected. “Very good, Ryo!” he told me. “I think we both learned something. Tomorrow we’ll try that again.” 
 
    He was not annoyed at all. Everything annoyed Talon Commander Harana, but that had not. He had enjoyed that match; I saw that clearly. So had I. “I would be pleased,” I agreed. “Thank you, Talon Commander.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “Call me by my name, Ryo.” He swung away without waiting for me to answer. “All right!” he called to the watching soldiers. “I haven’t noticed the Sun standing still in the sky! First drill, second drill, form up, let’s go!” 
 
    I moved aside, collecting my own weapons and going to stand with Aras, who nodded at me, smiling. “I can learn from him,” I said. “I am pleased he is willing to instruct me.” 
 
    “He’ll enjoy it. He likes taking on someone new, someone who can push him in a different way. We’re not traveling fast; there ought to be time for him to work with you every morning.” He smiled again. “He told you to call him by name. I’m glad. He’s not an easy man to come to know.” 
 
    I nodded. I was watching the drill. Two of the soldiers had made a place for Kerren between them in one line of the formation drill. But they were not teaching Kerren the movements of the drill. They did not have to instruct him. He moved fluidly through the drill, not hesitating or looking at anyone to see what to do.  
 
    “Yes,” Aras said, his tone now serious. “This is the least problematic use of coercion I can think of. He can use the exercise, and learning the basics of military drill may even be useful to him. Also, this is something Tasaras wouldn’t have allowed. Kerren was too valuable to him to be risked in battle.” 
 
    “You would not risk him in battle either.” 
 
    “No. He’s too valuable to me as well.” He was silent for a long moment, his face turned toward the soldiers, but his eyes distant, his expression abstracted. He said after a moment, “He’s beginning to hope I might have meant everything I’ve said, and that hope makes him vulnerable if I’m actually deceiving him, so he’s terribly frightened. I’ve laid snow and silence across most of the worst memories now, but even knowing Tasaras had him for two years, even knowing Kerren was a favorite target of his malice, it’s hard to believe how much there is. I’m astounded he came through that as well as he has. I’m glad you’re prepared to be patient with him, Ryo.” 
 
    I signed assent. I did not say I would have been patient with anyone used badly by Lord Lorellan. He knew that.  
 
    The drill was ending, the troop leaders dismissing the men to their morning meal, and Kerren stood still, looking around and then dropping his head, rubbing his face. He glanced up then, straight at us—at Aras. He looked away again at once. Geras said something to him, and he nodded and walked away, toward the fires where the women had porridge waiting for the men of this division. 
 
    Aras said, “We’ll pass the Rahavet family sometime today, Ryo. That will be difficult for him. You might keep an eye on him, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
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    We came upon the people of Kerren Rahavet’s family a little before midday.  
 
    As the land here was too hilly to make good fields and pastures, we had been riding mostly through woodlands, though these woodlands were very different from the great forest of the winter country. The kinds of trees were different, but also, in the summer lands, townspeople and farmers are not permitted to cut trees below a certain size, but after they come to that size almost all the trees are cut. Because of this custom, all their woodlands are open and airy. The breeze was warm, of course, but the shade of the trees prevented the full strength of the Sun from coming upon us, so the heat had not yet become oppressive. 
 
     The road was wide, as the Lau prefer. All eight men of a file could have ridden abreast, but that would have taken almost all the width of the road, so they rode four abreast instead. This allowed other travelers to pass us: townspeople walking or riding, the slow wagons of farmers, a boy with a small herd of goats. Everyone stared at us when we passed them, especially the boy.  
 
    Aras rode near the front of the column today, with Karoles Harana. I rode at the rear, with Geras and Kerren. 
 
    We were all very quiet. Kerren rode with his gaze on the neck of his horse, silent and self-contained. If Suyet had been with us, he would not have minded that. I was glad of Geras, but I missed Suyet much more than I had expected, even though I had expected to miss him. I wished again to be riding through the winter lands, not the summer country. But nothing good can come of such thoughts; no man can step back into a day that is past. 
 
    After some time, I realized that Kerren had glanced at me and looked away again; that he had done it more than once. I said to Geras, “Perhaps you will ride ahead a little.” Geras understood me; of course he did. He did not glance at Kerren, only signaled his mare to lengthen her stride. Once he was ahead of us, I said to Kerren, “If you have something to say to me, say it.” 
 
    He did not speak. His shoulders had tightened—his whole body had tightened. His horse mouthed the bit and tossed his head, shortening his stride. Kerren did not appear to notice. He had braced himself hard against me, or perhaps against himself. Perhaps both.  
 
    I said, “When Lorellan came upon us, two years and more ago, Aras could do nothing against him. Perhaps you understand that I do not like to think of the things that happened. I have told my father some of this, and my mother some of it, but I have never told the full tale to anyone. But I will tell you how it happened. First relax your hands and arms and back. You are upsetting your horse.” 
 
    That surprised him. He could not stop himself from glancing at me. I pretended I did not notice, and he looked away again almost at once. But he also breathed in and out, settling his weight and relaxing his hands. His horse, much happier, rounded his back and settled. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and then went on. “We did not know our enemy’s name, not then, only that our enemy was a sorcerer. We knew he had set a trap for Aras, and of course Aras intended to set a trap in return. But Lorellan had set a different trap behind the one Aras thought he understood, and thus he came upon us in a way we had not expected and could not answer.” 
 
    I began to tell him the whole story. Even the worst parts, the ugliest parts. It was difficult to describe the madness of lies and rage and grief and hatred; the confusion when I could not tell what was true, when every lie seemed like the truth to me, and all the truth was impossible to believe. My words became halting and awkward. This was very, very difficult to explain. 
 
    “Yes,” Kerren said, his voice low. “I understand. I mean … it wasn’t the same, but …” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Lorellan didn’t want me to feel angry,” Kerren said, even more softly. “He wanted me to feel ashamed.” 
 
    Immediately, I imagined how that would be. My stomach had tightened already, but now I began to feel sick in a different way. I said, trying not to show the sickness I felt, “For two years.” 
 
    “Not all the time. Later, it wasn’t as bad.” Kerren glanced at me and away again. “By the … the end, he was bored with me. But …” A long silence. Then he said, “It wears away. Eventually. If you don’t kill yourself. But after what he did, what he made me do … I had reasons of my own for shame. Don’t tell me it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “Yes.” I understood this very well. “You know that already, but it does not help to know it. When Aras put his will upon me and made me leave my brother to be killed by enemies, that was not my choice, but even so, the shame of the act clung to me. I feel that still.” He was looking at me in a different way, so I added, “This was very much later.” 
 
    “He forced you to abandon your brother to die?” Kerren demanded. “That’s even worse than anything Lorellan did to me!” Then he grimaced and added, “Well, almost anything.” 
 
    I could hardly imagine what terrible acts might be contained in that almost. I certainly did not intend to ask. I said, “If Aras had not done it, we would all have died there. Or worse than died. Our enemies were extraordinarily dangerous. They had reached into the land of the shades as well as poured their power across the land of the living. I knew all this. That did not help me at all. I wanted to kill Aras for taking my will in that way. I wanted to die for the shame of abandoning my brother. I was angry and ashamed for a long time. I knew the fault was not mine. Everyone explained this to me, but I knew it already. Of course I knew it. But still, the act was mine. I will feel the shame of it forever.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his tone fervent. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. For a long time, I had not thought very much of these things. I knew it hurt Aras when I thought of that, and it hurt me as well, so I tried to set all the worst things in the past. I said, “A man cannot change what happened in days that are gone. He can only choose his actions for today and his intentions for tomorrow. But for you, everything is harder because you do not yet trust that Aras is not Lorellan, so you do not trust that all your important actions and intentions will be your own. Relax your hands and your back. That is a patient horse, but he should not have to be that patient.” 
 
    Kerren twisted the reins around the hook at the front of the saddle, rested his hands on his thighs, and turned his face forward, breathing deeply, his gaze unfocused. This was a careless way to ride, but I said nothing. After a little while, he drew one more very deep breath, let it out, and set a hand on his horse’s neck, though he did not yet pick up the reins. “You trust him. Even after what he did to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. This was almost entirely true. “He had earned my trust before that time. He is trying hard to earn my trust again now. I will tell you how it happened.” 
 
    But we came upon the people of the Rahavet family before I could tell him very much of the story. 
 
      
 
    All those people had moved to one side of the road as we had moved to the other. The soldiers of Sigaur Talat’s talon walked among them, but men came and went from their ranks in a way that was unlike the ordinary custom of Lau soldiers. The few mounted soldiers carried their spears slung. One of them, a commander whose name I did not know, was walking beside an elderly man, leading his horse rather than riding. 
 
    Even through his blank expression, I could see Kerren had not expected the soldiers with his people to show so easy a manner. “Is there anyone with whom you wish to speak?” I asked. 
 
    A long breath passed, and another breath. Then, as though he only at that moment realized I had spoken to him, he said, “No.” And after another breath, not looking at me, “Thank you.” 
 
    We rode on, past more and more of his people. They were almost all silent as we passed, but a few called out to him. He did not look around or respond to their calls. 
 
    Near the front, I finally saw Hoeren Rahavet. I had been looking for him, as I believed—I knew—he mattered very much to Kerren. To my surprise, I saw Esau walking near Hoeren, leading two horses, and then Keraunani as well. She was not carrying her baby. Hoeren Rahavet held the baby in the crook of his arm, smiling down at him. 
 
    “He’s good to her,” Kerren said softly. “He’ll be good to … to her son.” 
 
    I said, though I did not have to ask, “You mean Esau? Yes. He is careful of those for whom he is responsible. Everyone respects him. He will teach a son of his everything a boy should know. Do you want to speak to them? I am certain this would be permitted.” 
 
    “No,” Kerren said.  
 
    Keraunani took back her baby, settling him into his sling. She walked away from Hoeren, to Esau and the horses. Esau lifted her into the saddle and swung up on his own horse. They rode away, swinging wide of the ordinary troopers, urging their horses to a swift trot, heading up toward the front of the company. 
 
    Kerren did not watch them go. He was closing himself away again, looking at nothing, letting the reins lie on the neck of his horse. We rode past Hoeren and the others, but Kerren did not look at them. One of the girls there saw us and pointed, calling out. Kerren turned his face away. His father dropped a hand to the girl’s shoulder and tucked her against his side. I felt them looking after us long after we had left them behind. 
 
    For the rest of that day, Kerren rode withdrawn and silent. I left him to his thoughts. My own thoughts troubled me now, so I began to study the land through which we rode, putting my attention on that instead. 
 
    That evening, after the Sun had descended below the edge of the world, I rode past the rows of tents and the wagons until I found Esau. I said, “I am going to ride ahead. I will ride some distance now, while the air is cooler, and wait there through the warmth of the day while this talon comes up to the place. Perhaps, as you have no ordinary duty here, you might like to ride with me.” 
 
    He scowled at me. “Oh, that’s a fine idea. Don’t you think the day’s been long enough, Ryo?” Then he shook his head, sighing. “Fine. Nothing I like better than a long night after a long day. You’ve cleared this with Geras, I suppose?” 
 
    “I will inform Geras,” I told him. “No one here has authority over me save Aras himself, and he has already approved everything of this kind. But many people might be upset if I rode away alone—” 
 
    “Yeah, you think?” 
 
    “So if you wish to accompany me, I would like that. Your elder son as well, if this is something he would like and you approve.” 
 
    That cleared the scowl from his face. “You know what, I bet Pir would like that, especially if you let him hold your swords and maybe showed him a few things. Two swords, Ryo? If Lord Gaur thinks it’s fine to hand you a dueling sword, I’ve got no problem with that, but carrying two makes people nervous. Except duelists. Most of them are going to take that as an invitation.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “No doubt duelists are as common as rabbits along this road.” 
 
    “Well, there’s that,” he conceded. “Fine, Ryo. I’ll meet you at the horse lines in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    So, a little more than a hand of time later, I rode away from the company with Esau and his elder son, and also with Taras, the soldier who could work powerful cantrips, and a packhorse to carry a tent and some other things. This was considerably more trouble than I had intended, but Geras had expressed very strong opinions regarding the matter and I had not wanted to argue. We rode at a faster pace now than during the day; trot and walk and brief canter and back to a trot again. I studied the land through which we rode. I wanted to think only of simple things until we were much farther away from the rest of the company. 
 
    Tonight, the Moon had turned her face mostly away from the summer lands, but as the skies were clear enough, we had no difficulty seeing the road. I could also see something of the lands to either side. The hills had become less steep, and we began to pass pastures and fields. These were all surrounded by stone walls, few more than chest high for a Lau. Making all the great number of such walls seemed an enormous and unnecessary labor to me. I said so to Esau, who only shrugged. But Taras said, “The land’s far too rocky to just plow, Ryo. Every time the plow turns up a rock, you set it in the nearest wall. Do that for a hundred years and you’ll have walls like these and a lot easier time plowing.” He smiled, a little tentatively, when I looked at him. “My family’s from land a lot like this. Stone-framed terraces with orchards or vines wherever the land’s too steep for plowing, stone walls wherever the land’s level enough to take the plow, that’s what you’ll see in country like this.” 
 
    “Thank you for explaining,” I said to him. 
 
    Esau’s son Pirau, who rode ahead of Esau, had craned around to watch me. Now he whispered to his father. Esau said, his tone mild, “Ask him yourself. He won’t bite.” 
 
    The boy looked at me, his manner hesitant, but then he asked, “Have you killed a lot of enemies? Sir,” he added, though tentatively. “Lord?” 
 
    “Ryo,” I corrected him. “In taksu, you would say respected warrior.” I told him the word for that, tokanaro, but added, “There is no word for that in darau. Sir is not the same. I am not old enough to take offense when a boy calls me by name, but should you meet an older Ugaro warrior, that is the word you should use.” 
 
    “Tokanaro,” he said at once. “Tokanaro. I’ll remember, Ryo! Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    While I had explained this, I had also been thinking about how to answer his question. That is the sort of question boys always ask, especially Lau boys, but that does not make it easier to answer. I said now, “I do not know whether I have killed many men. I have not counted the men who have fallen to my sword or my knife. A boy counts in that way. A man learns that in battle there is no time to count.” 
 
    “Oh.” After another heartbeat, he asked, “Have you ever been wounded?” 
 
    I had to smile at that. “Of course. Sometimes seriously. Twice I have taken wounds that might have killed me had the gods been less kind.” 
 
    “Do you have any good scars?” 
 
    Esau cleared his throat. 
 
    “I am not offended,” I told him. “Every boy wants to know that.” I said to Pirau, “My people do not scar as easily as Lau, and small scars wear away with the years, but yes.” I touched my stomach. “Not long ago, an enemy almost opened my belly. I will carry those scars all my life.” 
 
    Pirau nodded eagerly, though he did not demand that I show him, which some boys will do. He said instead, “I’m going to be a soldier! A mounted soldier. I’ll have two horses of my own, one for everyday and one for battle, and I’ll train them both myself! I’ll carry a spear or a heavy lance—or both—and I’ll learn to shoot from horseback and hit the target every time.” 
 
    “I told him it’s a fine bowman who hits the target even half the time, shooting from horseback,” Esau said. “Ambition is all well and good—you’re not going to hit any target if you aim too low, right? But I don’t know about the soldiering. Boy’s got a knack with horses. He might go that way.” 
 
    “I’ll do both,” Pirau insisted. 
 
    “Could be you will, kid, but it’s hard to ride down two roads at the same time, so don’t get upset if you turn out to go one way or the other instead of both ways.” 
 
    “This is wise advice,” I agreed. “I have no doubt you will learn great skill, Pirau, if you choose. Ugaro bowmen are better than Lau archers because we practice more.” 
 
    “And because you can draw a bow with twice the pull,” Taras put in cheerfully. 
 
    “So,” I conceded. “That is true as well.” 
 
    We had come to a place where the road turned and turned again, winding between hills that had been terraced and planted with small trees of a kind I did not know. To our right, a stream came down between two hills, passed under the road through a stone channel, and dropped away down the steeper slope to our left. To the right, beside the stream, a large grassy area had been carved out of the nearer hill.  
 
    I knew we had come at least three times as far as Aras could see. “This place will do,” I told Esau. “I will not sleep tonight, so there is no need to cool the air within the tent. I will sleep tomorrow morning while we wait for the talon to come up to this place.” 
 
    “Going to stroll about, are you?” Esau asked me. His tone was unconcerned, a little bored, but he raised his eyebrows. “See the sights, admire the stars, invite some wakeful farmer to take a shot at you with a rabbit bow, that the idea?” 
 
    I said, making my tone firm, “I will not go far. No one will see me. If a farmer shoots me, you may explain to me how foolish I was to permit this to happen. I am not very concerned I will have to listen to you say so.” This plainly did not satisfy Esau, but I ignored that, walking away into the darkness. 
 
    Behind me, I heard Taras, his tone plaintive, ask Esau, “Do you know what this’s all about?” If Esau answered, I did not hear him. 
 
    I went down the hill to the left. I took off my boots, carrying them as I made my way down along the bed of the stream. The gravel and stones were sharp beneath my toes, but the cool water was pleasant and staying to the stream allowed me to avoid the brush and small trees. Soon I came to a place where a flat rock thrust out of the hillside. I sat down there, set my boots aside, leaned back on one elbow, and watched the stream cascade down the hill. Droplets of water flashed like glass and silver in the moonlight. The rippling and splashing of the stream was not loud enough to hide more important noises, not that I expected to encounter any danger here. I was tired, but not so tired that this was a difficulty. I gazed at the stream and thought of everything that had happened since Aras and I, and the rest of our small company, had ridden across the bridge into the summer country.  
 
    At first I thought of Darra, and of Elaro. Of the child to come. Those thoughts distracted me. I breathed deeply. The air was warm, heavy, smelling of damp stone and damp earth, the dust of the road above me. I set aside all the thoughts that belonged to the winter lands. I made myself think instead of everything Aras had done and everything he had said, to me and to other people. I thought of how he had spoken to Esau when Esau had burst into his presence. Aras had promised immediately that he would not act in any harsh way. He had declared he would fail to notice any serious fault. This was exactly as anyone would expect. He had been kind to Esau. To Keraunani as well. Most of all to Kerren Rahavet. 
 
    I thought of how Aras spoke to Kerren by means of sorcery, the way he made certain Kerren knew which memories were false so that he would not suffer from the confusion that might otherwise beset him. I thought of how Aras sometimes set his will on Kerren, but only to make him do simple things, unimportant things. He had made Kerren perform the soldiers’ drills correctly, exactly as he had made Elaro defend correctly against me when we sparred. Of all possible uses of that kind of sorcery, this seemed perhaps the least terrible. 
 
    I thought of how Aras had changed this young man’s memories, veiling terrible things behind quiet snow. I thought of the way he had said to Kerren, You’re doing very well, but you’re desperately frightened. Later, he had said to me, He’s beginning to hope I might have meant everything I’ve said … he’s terribly frightened. He wanted Kerren to be much less afraid. Aras had always hated it when people were terrified of him. He still hated that. I was very certain this was so. 
 
    I could not like all the things he had done, all the things he was still doing. But in everything he had done, he had handled Kerren gently and kindly. I thought of everything I had witnessed between them—of how Aras had made certain I would witness everything. If an indifferent man or a cruel man wished to pretend to generosity, the pretense would fail. Only a genuinely kind man would be kind so consistently and in so many different ways.  
 
    I thought most carefully of how Aras wanted me to kill him if the curse drove him into the madness of cruelty and ambition. That was also true. I could not find any memory that felt false, that did not make sense or that seemed too clear, that carried too much feeling or the wrong kind of feeling.  
 
    I was certain everything had happened as I remembered, that all my memories were true. Unless he had made me feel this certainty. Or unless he had become so much more subtle and powerful than Lorellan that he could make false memories seem true even to me. He had said he could not do it. But perhaps that had been a lie. 
 
    Before we had come into the summer lands, he had tested his own ability to set a false memory into my mind. But perhaps he had done it then in a way he knew I could quickly discover so that I would think him incapable of subtlety.  
 
    That seemed complicated, however. And complicated in stupid ways. Why suggest such a trial at all? It would never have occurred to me to suggest such a thing. I could think of no reason he would do it except for the reason he had explained. Such a test would have been pointless unless it was a real test. Also, if he had not been honest then, why suggest to me that I should ride a long distance from him—that I should do this as often as I wished? Either he had made that suggestion honestly, for exactly the reasons he had told me, or he was far too subtle for me.  
 
    I stood up on the flat rock and stretched, making myself aware of my own body, of my weariness, of the minor discomforts from having ridden all day and long into the night and then sitting on this rock for some time. I looked around at the hill, at the slender-boled trees, at the tumbling stream. I drew a deep breath of the warm air and let it out. I looked up at the Moon, her face half turned away, and at the uncountable stars. When I was entirely certain that this was all real, that there was nothing false in this moment or this place, I sat down again and thought of other things. 
 
    His soldiers had been told to treat the Rahavet people gently. This gentle treatment was just what I would have expected if I had considered the matter, but I had not expected anything. There was no reason Aras would have changed my memories in that regard. 
 
    All my memories of the manner in which Aras had handled Kerren, and Esau … and Suyet and Lalani … and Geras … and me … all this seemed as real and true as that. I could find no difference in my memories, nothing that seemed true in a different way, a suspicious way. All my memories ran forward and backward, with nothing that seemed wrong. That made me feel still more certain that everything that seemed true to me was true. I had thought so, of course I had. But now that I had come to this private place and taken this time to remember and think through everything that had happened, I felt more settled in my mind and my heart. I felt that when I next came to Aras and spoke to him, I would not be afraid of him or doubt everything he said. I felt that would last for a long time now. 
 
      
 
    By the time I came back up the hill to the campsite, the earliest light of the dawn already paled the sky in the east and the little birds of the summer country were beginning to sing. The tent had been put up. Taras and Pirau were not visible, so I assumed they were asleep within the tent. Esau sat on the ground, leaning against a saddle, quietly watchful. He had made a fire; coals glowed dimly, a small pot of the kind soldiers carry set there to keep warm, with cups to the side. Esau was not looking at the fire. Lau do not see well at night, and he was too wise a soldier to look at coals because that would ruin what night vision he had. 
 
    He turned his face toward me as I came up the hill along the stream, probably tracking me by ear. He had expected me to come from that direction, of course, and did not move otherwise. As I came close, he said softly, “All right, Ryo?” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  
 
    “There’s no problem, then.” 
 
    I wondered if he knew exactly what he asked. Probably he did. I said, “No. There is no difficulty.” 
 
    “Good to hear. Want some tea? Or ready to hit the blankets and get some rest? Or planning to ride all day yesterday and half the night and all day again today? That wouldn’t be my choice, but if that’s what you’ve got in mind, I guess I won’t argue.” 
 
    “Tea,” I told him. “Then, yes, I will sleep. The talon will not come as far as this for some time.” 
 
    “Noonish, probably.” He leaned forward to the fire and poured me a cup of tea. 
 
    I took the cup and settled by the fire. “We will ride east through the county of Kanahasa. Then we will ride through a different county; I forget the name. Then a third. Then we will come to Gaur.” 
 
    “Beirangaset, Sarorata. It’ll take a while to ride that far, even at the decent pace a mounted talon sets. Plus Sigaranra lies a good distance from the border of Gaur. Ten days, twelve, something like that.” 
 
    I nodded. I asked, suddenly curious, “Is that your home? Sigaranra?” 
 
    Esau shrugged. “I guess. As much as anyplace. Never much mattered to me, we’re on the road often enough, but Sigaranra’s a decent enough town. Keraunani likes it—likes the freedom she’s got there. So many talon wives and troop leaders’ wives and commanders’ wives, there’s practically a whole separate women’s town kind of braided in with our barracks. She likes that. She couldn’t go about real easily when she was a high servant, see. They don’t, mostly. Being my wife suits her better.” His mouth quirked up. “In a couple different ways.” 
 
    “I am very pleased to know this woman has high regard for you, Esau, and you for her.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it, if you’re a real polite Ugaro who doesn’t exactly like to put certain things out plain.” 
 
    I could not help but smile at that. 
 
    “But yep, I’m real glad Lord Gaur handed that particular mission to me,” Esau went on. “Keraunani suits me, and turns out I suit her, so that’s fine. Lalani’ll suit Suyet just as well. That boy would do all right as a commander, but he’ll do a lot better with Lalani peeking over his shoulder. She’s sharp, and she’s learned plenty since she came into the company. Not every man would listen to a woman, but that’s not a problem with Suyet. He’ll be fine as an adjutant, but give him a couple years and he’ll likely make a good commander in the field. Not sure he’s got the nerve to go up to talon commander, but give it ten, fifteen years, and we’ll see.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I had not thought of their marriage in this way, but I was not surprised Esau looked ahead down the years. I asked, “But you are content as a troop leader?” 
 
    He gave me a slow, amused smile. “Well, you know, Ryo, I didn’t particularly want this badge and didn’t particularly expect to keep it, but I’m not actually set to keeping order in barracks real often. Harana’s had a way of handing me the odd little job here and there. Can’t say I’ve been bored this past year or so.” The smile faded, and he added, “I let him down on this last one. If I find myself stuck in barracks for the next ten years, training up a lot of boys right off the plow, I guess I’ll know why.” 
 
    “You think the talon commander is much angrier with you than he seemed?” 
 
    “No, no. When Harana’s mad, he doesn’t generally keep it a secret. No, I think he’d have every gods-hated reason in the world to decide I’m unreliable. That’s a lot worse than him being mad.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. It was true that a warleader will not be happy with a warrior who cannot be trusted to carry out some task he has declared he will do. I had been so pleased to see Esau that I had not thought of anything he had done in that way. 
 
    Esau went on. “To tell you the truth, I’d actually feel better about it if Harana had put me on the posts instead of waving the whole mess off like it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t have enjoyed taking a whole bunch of stripes, and I expect it would’ve been quite a few, but a talon commander who lets a man off too light might’ve decided he’s not worth the bother.” He gazed upward at the paling sky, his expression contemplative. “He might just have been so glad to see Lord Gaur back again that he didn’t care a clipped copper about any little problem I might’ve handed him. I guess I’ll find out next time some messy little job comes up. Either he’ll hand that job to me or he’ll keep me in barracks.” 
 
    “You would make the same choice again,” I said. I was not certain, but I thought so. 
 
    Esau shrugged. “Yeah, and he knows that, so that’s another reason I’m not sure which way he’ll go.” He glanced at me. “You planning to get some sleep, Ryo?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I finished the tea, set the cup down, and stood up. “It is not too warm. I do not need the air within the tent to be cooled.” 
 
    “Give it a rest, Ryo. Why d’you think Taras came along on your little jaunt, just for the fun of riding half the night?” He raised his voice. “Boys! Up you get! Drill, breakfast, and Taras, you get the air in there a lot cooler, right sharp!” 
 
    There were scrambling sounds coming from the tent by the time Esau spoke the last word. I was annoyed to realize how much I appreciated the coolness made by means of cantrips. Obviously grumbling or protesting would have been childish, so I said nothing, only made myself nod in a civil way to Taras when he came out of the tent. Esau’s son Pirau came out too, yawning but already looking around with interest to see the place. 
 
    I went into the tent, and yes, the cool air was pleasant. I stretched out on the pallet laid out for me, shut my eyes, put all uncomfortable and uneasy thoughts aside, and slept. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17-- 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the talon came in sight a little before midday. I had slept enough by then, and while we waited, I had been teaching Pirau how to throw a knife. He did not have strength enough to throw hard, but strength is not as important as accuracy when throwing knives. 
 
    “Usually you cannot wound an enemy seriously enough to disable him or kill him,” I explained. “But sometimes this may be possible, and even if you miss, throwing a knife will make a man hesitate. Often that is enough.” 
 
    “You can hit an enemy just where you want, I bet! From a dozen strides!”  
 
    Pirau’s enthusiasm was the kind a boy will show when he had never seriously fought an enemy. I had to smile, but I said, “Not from a dozen strides. An enemy a dozen strides away is not a threat unless he has a bow, and then a knife is not a good weapon. Three strides, perhaps four.” I threw my knife at the target we had made, of pieces of wood tied together. It struck the target almost a finger from the center, but Pirau shouted in approval and admiration. I gave him my other knife, and he hit the target two fingers from the edge. The knife had turned too much in the air and bounced off, but it was a good throw. 
 
    “Yes,” I told the boy. “Almost. Practice, and soon you will do better. Perhaps Esau can teach you.” 
 
    “Not me, Ryo.” Esau was watching indulgently. “I generally keep a knife in my hand if it comes to that. Or a tent stake or a chair or, you know, whatever’s handy. Throwing a knife, I’d likely miss right off and then where would I be?” 
 
    Pirau said with total conviction, “You would not miss!” He ran over to the target to collect the knives, then came back and held one out to Esau. “Go on!” 
 
    Esau sighed, but he took the knife. “In a real fight, it’s different,” he warned the boy. “Your opponent doesn’t generally hold still, see, and besides that, sticking a knife in somebody at the wrong time is likely to get you up on charges. Best idea is, learn to throw either way round and don’t hit your target with the pointy end unless you’ve got a real good reason to do it. Hit a man between the eyes with the hilt and likely that’ll work out better in a bunch of ways.” 
 
    He threw the knife. It hit the target in the center, hilt first. For a Lau, that had been a hard throw; hard enough to stun a man or make him think again about his choice to attack. Pirau cheered his father, and at Esau’s wave ran out to collect the knife, and then came back. He started to say something, to me or to both of us, but then stopped and looked up the road instead, north, the way we had come last night.  
 
    Esau glanced at his son and then nodded to me. “Our people.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. I took the knife from Pirau and began to flip it up and down, tip and hilt and tip again, putting my attention to that. The warmth here by the stream was not oppressive; the rippling splash of the water was pleasant. I was glad Esau was here. I hoped Talon Commander Harana was not seriously displeased with him. I liked his son. Pirau was a friendly, adventurous boy. He reminded me of many boys I had known. Those were my thoughts now. These were all much better than other thoughts might have been. 
 
      
 
    The talon paused in that place, the men taking their horses to the stream to drink before going on, around the curve of the hill and farther along the road.  
 
    “Ah, there we go,” Esau said. His gaze had gone to the wagons, to the women driving them and traveling with them. His wife was there, with the foremost wagon. Her baby was in a sling over her shoulder. She was talking to the woman driving the wagon; they were both laughing; but Keraunani turned as they passed our position and looked across all the distance between them to meet his eyes. Esau said, “See you, Ryo.” He beckoned to his son and strolled away to collect his horse. A breath after that, Taras handed the reins of my horse to me, nodded, and rode away to find his file. 
 
    I saw Aras riding near the front of the company. Pulling myself into the high saddle of my horse, I rode that way. He glanced at me as I turned my gelding to come alongside his mare, pretending he had only just at this moment realized I had come near, and said, his tone brisk, “Good afternoon, Ryo. How are you finding the warmth?” 
 
    “The heat does not trouble me at all,” I told him. “I am perfectly certain I will not have any difficulty with the heat while we remain this close to the borderlands.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll recognize the signs if you start feeling the heat too much.”  
 
    I said, “Yes, I think we may both be confident of that,” meaning that I knew perfectly well he would watch me carefully. 
 
    He opened a hand in assent. “Yes, well, that’s not the sort of accident we need to suffer through twice.” He paused. Then he went on, his tone serious. “I’m not planning to risk your health, however. Though Gaur isn’t too far south, the climate is much warmer than this. I’ll want to deal proactively with any possible difficulty you may experience, so fairly soon I’ll ask you to accept various precautions in that regard.” 
 
    I sighed. “Magic,” I said. “Some manner of magic that is different from, stronger than, ordinary cantrips.” 
 
    “Yes. I hope you don’t find this too distasteful, but I don’t think it can be avoided, Ryo; not if you’re going to travel as far south as Avaras. I know a magician who has sufficient strength and skill, and whom I trust. I hope you’ll trust her as well. I’ve already sent a courier for her, in fact, asking her to meet us in a town near the border of the county of Sarorata.” 
 
    I made a gesture of resignation. “I do not like anything regarding this suggestion, as you know, but I will not protest. This magician is not a sorcerer?” 
 
    He signed that she was not. “Only very slightly. Barely a trace.” He hesitated. Then he added, “She is my daughter. My eldest daughter, Selili.” 
 
    I stared at him. Even though I knew that powerful magic often accompanied powerful sorcery, both appearing in the same family, I had not expected that at all. But Lorellan had been both a magician and a sorcerer. Though Aras was not a powerful magician, I should have realized that perhaps others in his family might possess that kind of magic. 
 
    I said, “Now I am not surprised you trust this magician. I will be pleased to meet your daughter. She is my age?” 
 
    He smiled, his shoulders relaxing. “A little older. But yes, close to your age. She’ll be pleased to meet you as well, Ryo. Of course I’ve written of you, but you’ll be the first Ugaro she’s ever met. She’ll be so disappointed she can’t cast your horoscope—she’s an astrologer as well as a magician—but of course there’s no possibility you’d know your birthdate.” 
 
    “The day of my birth?” The word had been a little different, but I thought this was the meaning. I said, “No. I know your people name the days, but I had not realized the day of one’s birth may be considered important.” 
 
    “Well, ordinary people don’t pay much attention, particularly here in the north. Astrology is a somewhat specialized art, which my people derived from a different but related Lakasha practice. When we say birthdate, we don’t mean just the day; we also mean the month and year. You know we count ten days; we also count eight months, four short and four long. Today is the third Lamet of the long month of Suyasa. Lamet is generally a good day to render important judgments, though that’s all I can tell you. Selili could tell you a good deal more about the day in combination with the month and the year, and all of that combined with the influence of the Moon and the stars.” 
 
    “You Lau complicate everything,” I said, amused. “Why did your daughter choose to take up this study?” 
 
    He shrugged. “She finds it beautiful and interesting, I suppose, and had no particular interest in any other feminine occupation. I think my younger daughters will take up different pastimes. Kamini will probably follow her mother into music, while I suspect Kalili might take up natural philosophy, or perhaps poetry.” 
 
    “Your youngest daughter may become a poet,” I said, smiling. 
 
    “Yes, I knew you’d find that notion amusing. Of course, what we mean by poet certainly isn’t what your people mean by goyatoru. For you, a poet is something like a storyteller, something like a historian, even something like a litigator, if your people could be said to have such an occupation. For us, a poet is … an artist who works with words, let’s say. Poetry is an entirely suitable pastime for a woman; certainly a more common pursuit than astrology.” He sighed, his thoughts obviously turning to other matters. “Once we get to Avaras, I do look forward to consulting Tasmakat-an regarding Kerren’s difficulties. I hope she’s there, as I don’t care to depend on Inatet-sa for advice in this regard.” 
 
    I considered what he had said regarding this person in the past. “You do not like Inatet-sa, but you respect him.” 
 
    Aras looked at me in surprise. “I didn’t realize I’d said much about him, but yes. He’s a sorcerous adept, so it would be perfectly reasonable for me to consult him, but I’ve worked with him since I was a young man, barely older than you are now, and I must admit that I find him …” He paused. 
 
    “Punctilious, but arrogant.” 
 
    Now he smiled. “Ah, is that what I said? Well, yes, that’s accurate. Possibly we’re a little too much alike to find each other’s company entirely comfortable.” 
 
    This was exactly what I had been thinking, of course. I said, “He is older than you are?” 
 
    “Oh, much older, yes. You know Lau often live a hundred and twenty summers—three forties. If the gods are kind, we may live longer than that. The Lakasha live about forty years longer than we do, sometimes more.” 
 
    I had not realized that. I tried to imagine such a span of years. We Ugaro live perhaps two forties of winters, a little more. This would be that many years again. I had never cared that Lau live longer than Ugaro; they may live longer, but they age faster, and who would want that? But I did not know what I thought of living as long as the Lakasha. “Do they age more as we do, or more as you do?”  
 
    “I imagine someone may know the answer to that question, Ryo, but I fear I don’t.” 
 
    I considered this. Then I said, “I do not know how many winters—years—the Tarashana might live. Perhaps some Ugaro knows that, but I have never heard anyone claim to know such a thing.” Now I regretted I had not taken the chance to ask more questions when I was in the starlit lands. That had not occurred to me at all. I set that regret aside and asked instead, “I know erra means people and I know an means respected woman. What is sa?” 
 
    He smiled. “People is the customary translation for erra, yes, but I think it means something closer to civilized people. An means respected person rather than specifically woman. It might indicate status similar to our clerisy, though I don’t believe the correspondence is exact. The sa suffix indicates something like a petty noble.” His smile twisted a little. “When I lived in the country of fire, they called me Aras-erren-sa, which is something of a play on words. Eren is of course my matronymic; the name was granted to me by my mother’s family, the Erenasa, in return for fairly significant concessions … never mind. I was saying, in eskanat, the word erren means something like servant, but it’s not quite like any word in darau. It’s more like civilized servant, or perhaps servant of civil order. When it’s applied to me, erren-sa is something like lord servant of the king, which is of course perfectly accurate.” 
 
    I considered this briefly. Then I asked, “Do you know enough of this tongue to teach me a little of it? This may be a complicated language, but I think I might like to learn it.” 
 
    Now he smiled with less complicated good humor. “Of course you would. Yes, I can at least teach you some useful words and phrases. You might indeed enjoy that, and I’d enjoy Tasmakat’s expression when you speak to her in her own language. I’ll write out a phonetic syllabary for you tonight.” 
 
    This idea pleased me very much, not least because memorizing the syllables of the Lakasha language would give me many things I could consider in the surface of my thoughts, above more private thoughts. For this moment, I said, “I will fall back and find Geras.” 
 
    He gestured acknowledgment and permission, so I drew my horse to the side and turned him toward the rear of the company.  
 
    When I came to the rear and turned again to ride beside Geras, he tried not to show he was relieved to see me and annoyed that I had gone ahead of the talon the previous night. Kerren barely glanced at me, then looked away, pretending he did not care one way or the other that I had come there. 
 
    Ignoring Kerren’s manner, I said to Geras, “Aras has sent to his daughter, who is the kind of magician who can make use of incantations. He has asked her to meet us in a town that lies some distance before us. He will ask her to work some manner of magic that will prevent the heat from coming upon me too much.” 
 
    He grunted acknowledgment. Then he said, “Well, she’s capable, I expect, and since you’re a guest of Gaur, I guess it’s all right. I’m glad he’s thought of that and glad you’ve got sense enough to let her do it.” 
 
    “I knew you would be pleased. I agreed so that you would cease reminding me of the heat sickness with every other breath.” 
 
    That made him chuckle. “I don’t promise to stop reminding you, Ryo.” 
 
    I was certain he would never stop reminding me, but I did not mind it.  
 
    A little time after that, Kerren slowed his horse and then slowed him a little more, and I did the same, until we rode side by side with no one else very close. He had not looked at me, and he still did not, but he asked, “How far can he see you?” 
 
    “As far as we are now, easily,” I answered. “Not nearly as far as the distance I traveled last night. How far could Lorellan see you?” 
 
    “I …” He raised a hand to press over his eyes. “I don’t remember.” He took a breath and lowered his hand again, looking straight ahead. “I don’t think he ever let me go very far from him.” 
 
    I wondered what memories Aras had hidden from him. Perhaps I did not want to know. I began to tell him my own story again, the part where I killed Markas and took Aras across the river into the winter country. But then I could not go on. So much of that journey was lost to me except as broken fragments of memory drowned in hatred and confusion. 
 
    Kerren had not been looking at me—neither of us had been looking at the other—but when I stumbled to a halt, he said, his voice quiet, “He was so pleased with himself once he’d caught him. He thought he didn’t have any other enemies who mattered. He didn’t think of you at all. Or he did, but just in the way he might have thought of a dog he held on a short chain. He hadn’t imagined that Lord Gaur might be able to seize control of you and use you to escape. That’s what he thought happened. It never once crossed his mind that you might have fought free of him on your own. That you were the one who got Lord Gaur free.” 
 
    He meant, I could not do that. 
 
    “He was less careful of me than of a Lau slave,” I answered. “And he did not understand Ugaro as well as he understood Lau.” I meant, That was not your failing.  
 
    We rode in silence for some time after that.  
 
      
 
    The next day and the next, and for some days after that, we rode east. Sometimes I sparred Talon Commander Harana at dawn. This was not really sparring. He did not care whether he took the victory or whether I did. He was much more like Usu inYoraro than I had understood: he pressed me hard because he wanted my skill to improve. When I said I was grateful for his time and his skill, he waved this away. 
 
    “It’s good exercise,” he said cheerfully. “We don’t want the men dueling, nothing worse than losing a good soldier to that kind of nonsense, but I do miss the exercise. You can spar Aras tomorrow; he could use the exercise too.” 
 
    Aras had been watching us that morning, and laughed. The next morning he did spar me. Neither of us took the victory; we both agreed to step back because the power of the Sun became too much for me to continue. If I ever had to fight in earnest in the summer country, I had better win quickly, or the heat alone would defeat me. 
 
    One morning, we finally turned south, leaving the woodlands, riding instead through rolling grasslands where only scattered trees stood, enormous oaks holding their branches out wide. Almost at once, I was forced to say that I would prefer to travel during the night. Aras sent most of the soldiers ahead, keeping back only half a division. After that we traveled during the short nights and rested from midmorning until late in the afternoon. 
 
    We passed few walled fields now, but many herds of long-legged, amber-colored goats and tall, mouse-colored cattle. The grasses here were short, with wiry stems and narrow blueish leaves. We passed villages set back from the road, with narrower roads running up toward them. 
 
    “Families, mostly,” Geras told me. “Smaller farmholds and the like, running cattle or goats or both, likely with a dairy up by the main house. A few fruit trees, a smallish garden. They’ll buy flour, not grow their own wheat. Too dry out here for wheat.” 
 
    I nodded, though I was not very interested. I did not think that the heat had become dangerous for me—not yet—not so long as I took reasonable care. But it made me tired and irritable and impatient with myself. I did not intend to show any sign of that to anyone who traveled with me, but obviously Aras must know, and that irritated me as well. I knew that Gaur and the city of Sigaranra lay farther south than we had come already and that the heat would become much more intense as we traveled. 
 
    Some days after we had turned south, Aras sent for me near midmorning. He was riding close to the front. No one was riding near him. He spoke abruptly, without greeting me or waiting for me to greet him. “If you’re not feeling the heat too much, you’re close to it. We’re going to press ahead this morning, but stop as soon as we reach the next town—Karanisan. I’ve sent a courier to request the loan of a townhouse for our use, and we’ll stay there. Several days ago, I sent a courier to ask my daughter to bring her women and meet us there instead of waiting at the border of Gaur.” 
 
    I said, a little too sharply, “I can continue to ride at night.” 
 
    He answered, not quite patiently, “You could, and that’s been sufficient so far, but you’re uncomfortable and possibly beginning to put yourself at risk. We’ll stop in Karanisan. We’ll be there before noon. If you can’t ride that far, we’ll bring out a litter. I realize you’re not in a particularly good mood. Neither am I. Don’t argue with me and neither of us will have to be in a worse mood than this.” 
 
    I glared at him, but he was not wrong. I said, trying not to sound sullen, “I will not need the litter.” I reined my horse aside, took out my waterskin, and poured the water over my head and down my back. That helped a little. It made me realize how stupid and childish my irritation had made me. I said grudgingly to Geras, riding near me, “Very well! Perhaps I will ride in a litter after all.” 
 
    “Well, I never thought I’d hear you say something that sensible without me having to argue for half an hour,” Geras said. “That’s fine. No more than a couple hours to Karanisan, Ryo, but there’s not a cloud in the sky, so yes, I’m pretty sure you’ll be a lot more comfortable in a litter. I’ll have it set up and find Taras and we’ll get moving. Half an hour. Here.” He tossed me another waterskin. “Drink some this time.” 
 
      
 
    I was not at all comfortable in the litter. Horse-borne litters are small, and when heavy cloth is let down all around the litter, they seem smaller still. Even after the air inside had been cooled, it was much too warm and far too close. I could not help but think of the cool winds of the winter country, and of course that made me detest the close, thick warmth of the litter even more. Also, no matter how smooth the gaits of the horses or how well matched for height, any litter will sway and dip, pulled a little one way and then a little a different way. I had set aside my swords and taken off my shirt and boots, and I would have slept if I could, but I was too uncomfortable. My head ached, not the pounding ache that I knew was dangerous, but a grinding, constant pain that made me sullen. Once and then again, Geras put back the cloth of the litter just enough to give me a waterskin. Hot air came into the litter when he did this, showing me how much hotter it must be outside the litter. I dampened my hair and splashed my face and drank some of the cool water, and that helped a little. 
 
    By the time we came to the town of Karanisan, I was very ready to stop, get out of the litter, and go inside a house. I had been lying on my back with my eyes shut, trying to pretend I was not so uncomfortable, but when I heard the clamor of the town, I sat up, tense with the desire to put back the cloth and let in the air. The ring of hooves on cobbles, the sounds of many voices raised in argument and invitation, the din of hammers as we passed a metalworker’s yard … I could tell a little about the town, but not enough. 
 
    The sounds grew less, and then less again. Hooves still, all around, but many fewer voices or other sounds. My litter swayed as one of the horses halted a heartbeat before the other. Then the motion stilled at last. Obviously we had come to the place we would stay. Finally I could put back the heavy cloth. I did so eagerly. Light struck into the litter, brilliant and dazzling, and with the light, heat. Closing my eyes against the blinding sunlight, I pushed myself forward and dropped to the cobbles. I had forgotten my bare feet. The stones were blazingly hot, and I had to grab for the edge of the litter to keep my feet. Then I was too dizzy to let go. I knew I had been stupid to open the litter, stupid to get out. My feet were burning, and everywhere there was a confusion of blinding light and moving horses—the whole world seemed to sway around me. 
 
    Geras seized my arm. “This way,” he said, his voice urgent. “Move, Ryo! Taras, get his other arm.” 
 
    Sunlight poured down, hot and heavy as molten copper. Then dimness, close and hot, but better than the sunlight, stone warm under my feet, but no longer burning. Geras was speaking to me, wanting me to come with him. He still gripped my arm, pulling at me. We went into the house. The air there was cooler. I said, “You may let me go. I am perfectly well. I do not feel the heat too much.” 
 
    “Right, that’s good to hear,” Geras answered. “Here we are, another dozen steps, can you make it that far?” 
 
    I could. I did. The room we came to was a little cooler again. I noticed almost nothing of this room, but there was a basin of water, astoundingly large and deep. My people do not have basins that large. In the warm season, we bathe in streams or lakes; in the winter camps, there are shelters where braziers always burn and everyone who comes in brings a basket of snow to melt for the next person. It would have taken a whole day to carry enough snow to fill this basin. 
 
    A man I did not know set a hand on my arm and put a cup into my hand. I almost pushed him away, but then I recognized the badge he wore. That was the badge of a physician, a physician dedicat, the red flower with the rayed Sun above it. I let him give me the cup and drank the liquid, thick and heavy and unpleasant, tasting of burnt clay. I remembered this medicine very well. 
 
    I must have made a face, because the physician smiled and said, “I know, but this should help.” He gave me a different cup. This was honeywater, with a little salt added to it. I drank that too and then obeyed the physician’s gesture, stepping into the basin. I knelt in the water, splashing my face, not caring that my leggings had immediately soaked through. 
 
    “Isn’t there any ice in this house?” Geras demanded. “Can’t anybody here work a decent incantation?” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be helpful just yet,” the physician answered. “Cool is better than cold when a man’s come to the edge of the heat sickness. Yes, I know he’s an Ugaro; that probably makes ice an even worse idea. Trust my skill, Troop Leader; you’ve brought your friend to me in good time.” The physician smiled at me. “Your name is Ryo, of the inGara tribe, correct? Please breathe more deeply, Ryo. I know that doesn’t feel right to you, but it will help. Get your hair wet—I don’t suppose you’d permit me to cut it—” 
 
    “No,” I said forcefully. Bending, I ducked my head beneath the water, then stood up, throwing my hair back over my shoulders. Already I felt much better. I could hardly believe that I had been dizzy and staggering barely a finger of time before. My feet hurt, but, embarrassed by my stupidity, I ignored that. My head ached, but not with the same urgency, and I no longer felt unsteady or unaware of my surroundings. This was a comfortable room as the Lau consider such things, a bedroom, the windows shuttered against the heat. Taras leaned against the wall, his eyes open but his expression abstracted, obviously using cantrips to make the room cooler. 
 
    The physician said, “You’re doing much better already! That’s excellent. I’m Kuer Sostes Rihausa. Call me Kuer. I’m pleased to meet you, Ryo inGara. I’ve read one or two treatises about your people, but by all means tell me if my advice seems wrong to you. However, unless you’re very certain this is the wrong advice, I’d like to see you take deeper breaths.” 
 
    He had said that before. I had forgotten. I made myself breathe slowly and deeply. Breathing like that did make me feel better, though now weariness pressed upon me. Stepping out of the basin, I sat down on the floor, dripping. I did not feel dizzy at all, but heavy and slow. Alarm stirred, though not strongly. I demanded, “Did you give me something to make me sleep?” 
 
    “No, that’s a natural reaction to the heat. I would like you to rest, in fact. Let me help you dry your hair a little, just enough you don’t soak the linens. … There, that should do. Can you get up? Ah, you’ve burned your feet? Let me see.” He took my heel in a firm grip. 
 
    “I was very stupid and careless,” I said, so that he would not have to say it. “The burns are not serious.” 
 
    “Well, not excessively so, but I have a salve that will help. Let’s get those leggings off and you can lie down.” I let the physician and Geras help me out of the rest of my soaked clothing. Kuer. That was the physician’s name. I did not remember the rest. Despite every cantrip, the warmth of the room made me sleepy. 
 
    A jug of cool water stood on a table beside the bed, beaded with moisture, and beside the jug, a small flask of some pale liquid. The physician poured water into a cup for me, adding a little swirl of liquid from the flask. “This will indeed probably make you sleep,” he told me. “But it will help with the headache, and sleep will help with everything else. I promise that I won’t give you anything that could harm you, nor permit any harm to come to you that by my skill I can prevent. Will you drink this?” 
 
    I looked at his badge again. “You are a physician dedicat?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.”  
 
    Accepting the cup, I drank. I could taste the medicine he had put into the water, both sweet and, beneath that, bitter. I drank it all. Then I lay down on the bed and closed my eyes, and if anything happened after that or anyone spoke to me, I did not know it. 
 
      
 
    I came slowly back to wakefulness in a peaceful, dim place. A quiet breeze came and went, pleasantly chilly, yet fragrant with the scent of flowers and lemons. I was lying on my back, gazing up at a ceiling of stone arches and heavy timber. This was clearly a Lau house, yet the air was not merely cool, but comfortable. 
 
    I did not remember coming to this place, but I felt calm and unalarmed. I thought I would remember in a little while. My strength had come back to me, but I lay where I was for some time, letting my memories gradually unfold. The Lau house. The physician. Yes.  
 
    Aras had certainly been right to think of stopping here in this town. He had also been right to send for his daughter. He had been right about everything. That thought might have annoyed me, but no annoyance stirred. I could see now that my hard temper had been due mostly to the heat and partly to irritation with my own incapacity. I had been stupid to imagine I might ride all the way to the king’s city, very much farther south than this, without the protection of some powerful kind of magic. 
 
    I thought of saying I did not want to go farther south, that I would turn back to the north, that I did not care about the tie. I thought carefully about that until I was certain that embarrassment alone did not explain why I did not want to do that. No one likes to admit he has made a mistake, but that was not why I felt going on was important. I might tolerate the tie, though I did not like that thought. But I could not possibly permit Aras to stand alone before his king to explain all the things that had happened. The thought of that was insupportable. Of all those who had also journeyed into the winter country and the land of the shades and the starlit country, I had the greatest right to speak. 
 
    Also, though I was very certain the madness would never come upon him, should I be wrong in that, far better I stay close to him. 
 
    All my reasons to go on still seemed good to me. 
 
    I pushed myself up, gazing about at the room. This was a large, airy chamber, with whitewashed walls. A table, carved of dark wood, stood a little distance from the bed. A pottery jug of water and a set of narrow cups waited on this table. A skim of ice gleamed across the surface of the water in the jug. I broke the ice and poured myself a cup of water, cold enough to make my teeth ache when I drank.  
 
     One wall of this room offered two large windows. The windows were open, veiled with gauzy cloth, rose and violet and gentian blue, that rippled and stirred in the breeze. Outside, I could see a garden, walled, with a pool in the center of the garden. The sunlight poured down across this garden, hot and heavy, yet the breeze carried a sharp chill. This seemed altogether remarkable. The Sun stood in the sky, but low, perhaps a hand, half a hand, above the rooftop. The richness of the light made me decide probably that was west and soon dusk would come, but I could not tell whether I had slept a short time or a long time. 
 
    I stood up. My feet did not hurt, though the soles felt a little tender. I had known the burns were nothing, but it was good to know I could stand and move without pain.  
 
    To one side, my saddlebags rested against a wall. To the other, the huge basin of water waited, half-hidden now behind a fine wooden screen, with a bowl of soap beside the basin and towels folded over the top of one of the screens. Clean clothing waited at the foot of the bed, neatly folded. The leggings were a rich brown, but the sleeveless shirt bleached almost white, with red and brown embroidery around the neckline. On a different table, close to the door, lay my swords and my knives, sheathed, and the belt and harness that would let me carry both swords over my back, out of the way when walking or riding. 
 
    When I went to investigate the basin, I found a skim of ice there as well, which made me smile again. Even an Ugaro does not ordinarily like such cold water for bathing, but after many days riding through the heat of the summer country, I did not mind it. The soap was scented with violets and some other flower whose scent I did not recognize. 
 
    I dried my hair with one of the towels, then braided it. I gathered most of my hair into one thick braid down my back. Going to my saddlebags, I found a thong and tied off the end of the braid. Then I went and looked at myself in the tall mirror. A mirror like this, too heavy and fragile to easily manage in a raid, would be valuable in the winter country. Surely it was valuable even here in the summer lands. Everything here was beautiful and valuable. 
 
    I frowned at my reflection. Then I went back to my saddlebags and found the stiff envelope in which I carried feathers. I had brought a small number of long, bronze-colored eagle feathers, and I had collected a few of the black feathers of the smaller eagle of the summer country. I finished the braid with two of the bronze feathers. I had brought only four silver armbands with me, and then I had given all but one to Darra. I put on the one armband that remained. I found a strand of beads, undyed bone, to braid into one thin braid. Then a different thought came to me, and I searched through the saddlebags until I found the pouch that held the small white stone given to me by one of the Tarashana. I braided this into a second thin braid so that it would swing below my ear. 
 
    Finally, I took my knives, sheathing the plain one on the left side of my belt, and the one Darra had given me, with the black cord made of her hair and the red feather, on the right. Then I went back to the mirror and looked again. Now my appearance suited me better, and I turned at last to go around the screens to the door that plainly led out into the house. 
 
    I stepped into a dimly lit, windowless hallway. The air here was much warmer than the air in my room, but not so warm as to be uncomfortable. Light came into this hallway through my door and through another open door some steps away to my left, on the same side of the hallway as my room. I strode down the hallway to the open door. 
 
    A young Lau woman occupied a chair near another wide window. I was certain at once that this must be Selili, eldest daughter of Aras Eran Samaura. I could not see family resemblance among Lau as I would have among Ugaro, yet I was very certain.  
 
    I stepped into the room. 
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    Selili had been gazing through the window, where delicate draperies stirred in the breeze. But when I entered, she turned to face me, considering me with calm interest and no trace of nervousness. Though I did not know her, my immediate thought was that I had rarely seen anyone more self-contained than this young woman. 
 
    Her oval face was delicately boned, her cheekbones high. Unusually among Lau women, she had long hair, which she had braided into narrow braids that had then been coiled into an elaborate, upswept design that rose well above her head. Ugaro women braid their hair in many different ways, but not like that. Her ears were small, close to her head. She wore an earring of delicate gold filigree in her right ear and three small, plain earrings in her left. A many-stranded gold necklace encircled her long neck. I was glad I had taken the time to find the feathers and beads and the small white stone from the starlit lands.  
 
    I could see one of her hands, long and graceful, and some of the gold bangles around her wrist. But she wore a long, elaborate coat, white, with white and gold embroidery and many pale buttons down the front and the sleeves, so only that hand and her head were uncovered. The cushions of her chair were white silk, and the walls of this room whitewashed like those of my room, and against all this white, her skin looked very dark, like good soil, but a warmer color than that, a richer color. 
 
    Beyond this young woman, two other women occupied a couch set against the farther wall. Both had cropped their hair short, but the nearer had an elaborate design, a little like a spider’s web, shaved into the hair on one side of her head. Her hair was entirely black, but fine lines around her eyes suggested she was not a young woman. She returned my gaze, smiling in a friendly way. The other’s hair was iron gray, though her face seemed only a little more lined. She did not frown, but her gaze was filled with disdain or dislike. Both of these women wore coats as well, blue, elaborately embroidered, with buttons of brass rather than bone or ivory. I nodded to them both and turned my attention back to Selili.  
 
    Her lips had curved into a smile, a tranquil expression. “I am pleased to see you have woken. I thought perhaps you would wake soon.” 
 
    “You are Selili?” This was not really a question. I knew she was. I asked, “Is Lord Aras here?” 
 
    The disdainful older woman frowned; the cheerful one tilted her head, apparently amused. Selili only smiled, still with that tranquil air. She was beginning to remind me a little of my mother, though I could hardly believe they were anything alike. She said gently, “He is not here, but he will soon return. Yes, I am his daughter. Do you remember coming to this house?” 
 
    “I do, though not clearly. Is this the same day I came here?” 
 
    “This is the evening of the same day. The heat sickness did not take firm hold. You were recovering even before I arrived.” 
 
    I said politely, “Even so, I am certain your arrival was fortunate.” 
 
    “I think it was,” she agreed, smiling again. “It’s easier for a Lau to go into the winter lands than for an Ugaro to come far into the summer lands.” 
 
    “You are cold now, despite the coat,” I said, which was obvious. “Perhaps you would be more comfortable elsewhere.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mind this cold. My father has written to me of the winter country. I have tried to imagine what it may be like to stand there, where the Moon rules the sky, but I fear my imagination must fall short of the effort.” 
 
    “Perhaps you may stand there one day. I have been interested to see so much of the summer lands, however uncomfortable the heat may be.” I made myself add, “Thank you for working this magic for me.”  
 
    “I’m happy I could do this for my lord father’s guest,” she said softly. 
 
    If I had ever met so tranquil a Lau, I could not remember it. A different thought struck me then, and I said, “Aras explained to me that you are not a sorcerer—or only a very little.”  
 
    Selili showed no trace of surprise. “Yes, that’s true. I know where people are, provided they are not too far away.” She looked away, her gaze growing distant. “My lord father was attending the magistrates’ hall of judgment this afternoon; now he is returning to this house. Probably he will be here within a quarter of an hour.” She turned back to me. “I cannot see more than that. I do not see either thoughts or emotions. I cannot exercise coercion or charisma. I only know where people are.” 
 
    I nodded. I was almost certain I believed this.  
 
    She opened a hand toward a chair that stood near hers. “Would you wish to sit? You may.” She nodded to the two older women. “This is Sarani, and that is Telai. They are two of my duennas.” 
 
    This was a term that I knew meant something like older female companion. Young women of important families were always accompanied by such companions. I nodded to them both. Sarani was the one who seemed to have a kinder temper; Telai, the elder, was the one whose manner was more disapproving. I said, “I am pleased to know your names.”  
 
    Sarani smiled. Telai made a small, unimpressed sound. 
 
    “Forgive her,” Selili murmured. “Telai dislikes everyone until she comes to know him.” 
 
    Telai snorted, but the corners of her mouth turned up just enough for me to see it. She said to me, her manner curt but not, now, unfriendly, “I don’t dislike everyone. I dislike men.” 
 
    I had never encountered a Lau woman who would say anything of that kind. I asked Telai, “Have you no brothers?” 
 
    She drew back a little. I thought she had not expected me to ask that. She answered after a moment, “I had a brother once. He did nothing to change my opinion of men.” 
 
    I considered this. Then I said, “I have two sisters. I would be dismayed to learn that either considered me a bad brother. A woman should be certain she may call upon her brothers in any kind of trouble.” Telai rolled her eyes. I pretended not to notice.  
 
    Selili said softly, “My lord father wrote that you are most forbearing. I’m pleased to see he was right, though you should not need to show my household forbearance.” Turning to Telai, she said, “A more rigorous courtesy would be more becoming, if you would remain. If you prefer, you may go and send Aethani to attend me.” As the woman made a sign of negation and settled firmly into her place on the couch, Selili turned to me again. “Will you sit, Ryo?”  
 
    I sat down in the chair she had indicated, studying her curiously. “This is the woman’s part of this house, but it is acceptable for me to be here? Is this because I am your father’s personal guest?” 
 
    She met my eyes, smiling. “Yes, that’s one reason. Also, I am a widow and thus less constrained than a maiden.” 
 
    Aras had not mentioned this. I said, as one does, “I am sorry to hear of this grief that came to you.” 
 
    “Ah. Well. Thank you, Ryo, but I am a gold-gift widow.” 
 
    I did not know the term, but Selili had turned her face a little away from me, so I did not like to ask. I said, “If I misspoke, I apologize.” 
 
    Selili turned her face toward me again at once. “You did not misspeak. I know Ugaro customs are different.” She smiled now, gently. “My father has written of you often. I know you are always polite according to your own customs.” 
 
    “Lau always say this of me. I was never considered especially polite by my own family.” 
 
    Now her smile seemed less sad, more amused. “Oh, but with one’s own family, who is? How difficult that would be. My lord father has told me that you are close to your younger sister. It must have been hard for her to see you go out into the broad span of the world while she must remain with your people. Or perhaps she is pleased to stay close to her mother.” 
 
    “Etta lives some of the time within our mother’s camp and part of the time among the inGeiro,” I answered. I did not mind speaking of my sister to this woman. I did not mind that Aras had written of her. I went on. “She will probably soon marry a young man of the inGeiro. She has sixteen winters, but for us that is a woman, so you might think her older if you saw her. We say a girl becomes a woman at fourteen and a boy a man at fifteen.” 
 
    “We say seventeen and nineteen.” 
 
    “Yes, that confused me at first when I read your tales. I could not understand the story where the young prince is set aside by the regent, though everyone preferred the young prince and no one trusted the regent.” 
 
    “Prince Taman Sorenas Korenat?” 
 
    “Yes, that is the tale.” I was pleased she knew it. Selili seemed almost familiar to me already, though I had only just met her. I went on. “The young man was seventeen. I thought, as he was convinced of the justice of his cause, he should have fought the man who wrongly put himself forward. If the gods favored him, he would have won.” 
 
    “You’re still angry about that, aren’t you?” She was laughing at me, but not unkindly. 
 
    “The tale should have ended differently,” I agreed, smiling. “When I told it to my sister, I changed the ending. Eventually she read it for herself. She was even angrier than I had been at the ending of that story.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, in histories, stories often end badly. Taman Sorenas Korenat was born on the first Eub in the month of Eukoret, not only at night, but during the dark of the Moon, so perhaps it’s not surprising that his story has a sad ending.” 
 
    “I fear I know nothing of astrology, except that Lau and Lakasha-erra believe different things.” 
 
    Selili smiled at me, pleased to explain. “Yes, we both consider that Eub may be unlucky, but we Lau consider Eub an unlucky day during the month of Eukoret, while the Lakasha consider Eub unlucky if its number is above twenty. It can be informative to draw out a full horoscope in both systems; sometimes important truths emerge that way. It’s true that people pay much less attention here in the north. But whether people attend or otherwise, it’s as well to choose auspicious days for important decisions and events. Certain portents, no one ignores.” Selili looked at me seriously.  
 
    Then she went on. “Last year, on the second Eub of the month of Kasanau, the Sun stood still at the western edge of the world for forty-one minutes. That was here in the summer lands. South, across the Break, I am told the Great Sun paused in the sky for two hours and fourteen minutes. Everyone, Lau and Lakasha, naturally took this for an exceedingly important portent, but no one knew the meaning. After reading my lord father’s letters to me, I think this was the day upon which the Sun delayed his rise in the land of the shades while you and my lord father strove against the enemies of the Tarashana, who had, I think, become enemies of the gods themselves.” 
 
    I was gazing at Selili in astonishment, of course. I said, because I did not know what else to say, “Perhaps that might be so.”  
 
    “It sounds a most astonishing tale.” She added wistfully, “My father wrote to me of the sky of the land of the shades; of the remarkably long night that preceded that dawn; of how close the Moon stood to the earth. Someday, I would like to see the Moon in her own country. I was born on the day called Suhauri. That is the day that symbolizes moonlight and peace. That seems a good omen for friendship between us, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I had not considered the art of astrology to be anything that could possibly matter to an Ugaro, but now I thought again of how she reminded me in some manner of my mother. I thought she was entirely correct; that must be a very good omen. “The month as well as the day carries meaning, do I understand this correctly? What was the month of your birth?”  
 
    “Suyasa,” muttered Telai. “Superiority.” 
 
    Selili made a rueful little gesture. “Some people interpret it that way. Suyasa is a month that tends to intensify the influence of the day.” 
 
    “It’s a month that means someone’s likely to excel at something,” Telai said, her manner subdued and irritated and insistent all at once. “Maybe at everything. It means superiority. Modesty’s all very well, but that’s what it means!” 
 
    “Sometimes it may be interpreted that way,” Selili murmured. 
 
    I asked, as now I was very curious, “What day and month belong to Aras?” 
 
    “Like me, my lord father was born in the month of Suyasa, but he belongs to Eub. As, indeed, one might expect. A man born on Eub is likely to be somber, serious, intelligent, but prone to dark moods. Eub symbolizes darkness and death. It’s a terrible day on which to start any endeavor, but it’s a good day on which to stand a vigil, a good day to strike a blow against some wrong.” 
 
    “Now I wonder what day I was born on,” I said, smiling, but serious too. “But for us it is different. I was born during the autumn, the season in which the touch of frost turns the birch leaves yellow. The Sun was in the sky, but that is all I know of that day.” 
 
    “Yes, and I knew you would find that frustrating, daughter,” Aras said from the doorway. He had come in so quietly I had heard him only just before he spoke. All three of the women began to rise; so did I. But Aras made a small gesture with his left hand to say that no one need stand. He laid his scepter down across a small table near the door before coming farther into the room and settling into a chair. He went on, still speaking to his daughter, “Autumn in the winter country is a brief season, but it usually occurs during our Lakasora. I would say that Ryo might have been born on an Aset, or perhaps a Lamet. Not that I’m an expert, but I can’t help but have picked up one or two impressions regarding astrological forecasting.”  
 
    “My lord father means that I bored him senseless with astrology when I was a child,” Selili explained to me, laughing. “I loved the beauty of the art and wanted everyone else to love it as well. I won’t attempt to explain everything; I’ll just tell you that those are both good days, especially for a man. Aset symbolizes sunlight and power; it’s associated with pride and ambition. A man born on Aset may well achieve great things. Lamet symbolizes sunrise, wisdom, and good judgment. It’s an excellent day with few difficult connotations. My great-uncle was born on Lamet, always auspicious for a king. The month of Lakasora indicates a serious and conscientious person. These are all brief and simplistic descriptions, of course.” 
 
    “Quite sufficient for the moment, I believe!” Aras turned to me, pretending not to notice that I had flushed, self-conscious because he had suggested these good days for me. “Has Selili discussed with you the use of powerful magic to reduce your susceptibility to the heat sickness? Ah.” He rose, accepting a coat from the woman who had brought it, and swept this around to put it on. It was a light coat of the kind I had often seen in the borderlands, flared at the hip, but longer, the skirts falling almost to the knee. It occurred to me for the first time, that Aras might have made less display of his wealth and importance in the borderlands than he would in his own county. This was a strange thought, as his wealth and importance had been clear enough there. 
 
    The woman who had brought the coat went out again without a word. Aras was saying to his daughter, “While astrology is no doubt an interesting study, magic may be of more practical importance just at this moment. You’ve certainly done splendidly, daughter.” 
 
    Selili inclined her head, obviously pleased. “Yes, thank you; it’s rather impressive, isn’t it? I set a spell into certain stones of this house and then set up a resonance between these stones so that the magic of the incantation would reverberate, increasing the power of the spell and holding the spellwork in place. It’s worked very well, even better than I’d hoped.” She glanced around with a possessive air. “I’ll regret taking the spellwork apart—it would be interesting to see how long it lasts—but I doubt Lord Sorankat or his family would be pleased if I left it like this.” 
 
    “Probably not, no. Something Ryo can carry with him would be more practical.” 
 
    Selili’s gaze was sympathetic, as though she understood my dislike of magic. She spoke in her quiet way. “One advantage of setting magic into an object is that you could discard this object at any time.” 
 
    An object I might set aside if I chose. That was a good way to think of this. “What manner of object?” 
 
    “Something small, that you may easily carry; something that touches your skin or that you keep close to your body. Something that belongs to the earth—metal or stone. Perhaps that white stone you’ve braided into your hair? That seems suitable to me. It feels right for this kind of magic. Would that be an acceptable choice?” 
 
    I had raised my hand to touch the stone she meant, surprised by her words. “It is not from the winter country.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? But it feels cold to me. It feels like moonlight.” 
 
    I took the stone from the braid and held it out, on the palm of my hand. “Do you not mean starlight? It was given to me in the lands ruled by the uncountable stars.” 
 
    Selili leaned a little forward, intent. “Oh, is that actually starlight? Well, that explains why it feels a little different. More … distant, but less … hmm. Less peaceful. But I think this stone would do well for this kind of magic, Ryo. It feels as though it’s prepared to hold magic. In fact, it feels to me as though it holds magic already, though nothing I quite recognize.” 
 
    The stone was smooth, about as long as my thumb, the shape of a drop of water, with a hole through the narrow end. Even in the daylight that filled this room, it glimmered softly with light of its own. At night or in any dark place, it would shine much more brightly.  
 
    Aras said, “You could easily wear that little stone on a chain or thong, Ryo, tucked out of sight beneath your shirt. But, daughter, if you put your own sort of protective magic into this stone, would that interfere with the magic that’s already within it?” He added to me, “If it was given to you in the starlit lands, I’m quite certain the gift was kindly meant, so it’s probably beneficial in some way. I’d rather not interfere with that.” 
 
    I thought that was probably wise, and also I distrusted Tarashana magic much less than Lau magic. I looked at Selili. 
 
    She asked, “May I hold it for a moment, Ryo? I won’t do anything to it or with it without your permission, but I’d like to view it more closely.” 
 
    I began to rise, to take her the stone, but the woman Sarani had already come to her feet. She moved quickly, putting herself between Selili and me, holding out her hand for me to give her the white stone.  
 
    “I mean no offense,” she said. She spoke warmly, much more warmly than the other duenna, but her manner was firm. “If you’d permit me, young lord, I’d be pleased to give this into the hand of Lady Selili.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, but I gave Sarani the stone. However, I also said firmly, “Call me by my name. My people do not have so many titles, nor do we use them in the same way.” To Selili, I added, “Perhaps I am addressing you incorrectly. Perhaps I should call you Lady Selili.” 
 
    She smiled at me, letting Sarani tip the stone into her hand. “In public, that would be appropriate. But in private, you may certainly call me by name, Ryo.” Seeing my glance go from Sarani to Telai, she added, “We are private here. Everywhere within the family rooms of this house, we are private, even if a duenna or a guard or any servant might also be present.” 
 
    I signed assent and asked, “Is there magic in that stone?” 
 
    “Yes … perhaps.” Selili did not seem entirely certain. She stroked the stone with one fingertip, frowning, her gaze abstracted. “It’s hard to imagine what this resonance could be if not some kind of magic. Not the kind I know.” She looked at me, her manner serious. “I don’t believe that anything I can do would interfere with the magic this stone already holds. At worst, my spellwork should slip away from it; whatever is in this stone is very much at home there, I believe.” She shook her head, smiling a little. “How I would love to visit the starlit lands!” 
 
    I liked her better and better. I said, “Perhaps someday you may do so. Lalani went there.” 
 
    Aras spoke firmly. “Lalani is not a high noblewoman, nor the mother of a young child, nor, more to the point, a magician. I’m not certain your people would welcome my daughter into their lands, even discounting the length and risk of such a journey.” He went on, speaking now to his daughter, “If you’d like to correspond with Ryo’s mother or sister, that would be perfectly appropriate.” 
 
    I had not realized Selili had a child—that Aras had a grandchild. He had never mentioned that to me. But Selili said now, “Perhaps I might do so, my lord father, if you approve, and if these women would be pleased to correspond. But perhaps someday I might visit the winter lands at least briefly. Ketharathi Lady Pasolaun has already done so. She crossed the river last year.” 
 
    Aras paused, his attention clearly arrested. “Has she? What tribe has she visited? No, let me guess: the inKera or the inYoraro, correct?” He nodded as his daughter signed assent. “Of course. Lord Dedicat Soyauta’s efforts are bearing all sorts of unexpected fruit, I gather. What does Lord Pasolaun have to say about his wife’s travels?” 
 
    Selili smiled. “Lord Pasolaun long ago learned that his life is calmer and more pleasant if he permits his lady wife to arrange her studies as she wishes. You shouldn’t tell him I said that.” She added, “Ketharathi was born on a Kasau during the month of Seneset, while all five wandering stars were in the sky, so of course she is pleased to travel, stubborn, and inclined to do as she pleases.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Aras said. He was smiling, his expression thoughtful. “But as long as she’s careful and causes no offense … though a woman’s not as likely to cause offense, I hope. In fact, I think I rather approve. If you write to Lady Pasolaun, you might mention that, if you think my official approval might smooth any ruffled feathers in that direction.” Then he turned to me. “But that’s not the topic at hand, of course. Ryo, if you’d prefer my daughter finds a different object to put to this kind of use, I’m sure one can be found.” 
 
    I did not want to carry two different objects that both contained magic. Also, I felt, obscurely but strongly, that perhaps Tarashana magic might prevent harm from coming from Lau magic. I felt that even though I did not think any harm was likely to come from anything Selili chose to do. 
 
    I said to Selili, “If you think this stone is appropriate, you may do this.” 
 
    Nodding gravely, she set the white stone on the table nearest her chair. From a pocket of her coat, she drew out several small cloth bags. She poured a thin silver chain into her palm; and then small silver disks from the second bag, each disk perhaps as big around as her thumbnail; and then, from the third bag, larger disks of a red mineral. I relaxed a little. I knew something—not much—about the use a Lau might make of disks like these. Everything I knew of this kind of magic was good. 
 
    But Aras said, plainly surprised, “Silver? You’ve thought about this, plainly.” 
 
    Selili inclined her head. “Yes, my lord father, I suspect silver will be much more appropriate for this use than gold, even though silver is so changeable, and that might create a different kind of problem. If so, I’ll try something else.” She set silver disks around the stone, one to each compass direction, and then red disks at the half directions. Then, rising to her feet, she touched each disk with a fingertip, first the silver and then the red, speaking rapidly and clearly. 
 
    I knew only a scattering of the words she spoke. She said a word that meant north and a word that meant breath and a word that meant reverberate. I did not know the other words, but those seemed reasonable. I relaxed a little more. 
 
    At the end, Selili drew a circle around the white stone with her fingertip, then touched each disk again, in the reverse order that she had done it before. Finally she took up the silver chain and strung two of the silver disks on this chain, then the white stone, then the other two silver disks. She handed this new necklace to me. “Take it,” she said gently when I hesitated. “Even if everything I tried to do failed—which it didn’t—nothing set within or around this stone will do you any harm, Ryo. The stone was already meant to turn away ill luck, I think—or perhaps ill health—or possibly malice. Certainly it was meant to be beneficial, and it still holds that good wish. But now it should also send heat away from you, into the sky and the earth. That is a very different kind of magic. Put it on, and let us all go out to the courtyard and see whether it works as we hope.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the courtyard of that house while the last light of the day poured down was perhaps not the most astonishing thing I have ever experienced, but certainly this was strange.  
 
    The sky was clear, purple and indigo shading to lavender and rose near the western horizon. Some of the braver stars had already stepped into the sky, especially to the north and east. A bird called, the kind that calls at dusk in that part of the summer country, a harsh, buzzing call, high above. The townhouse wall loomed behind us. In the center of the courtyard, a fountain sent water splashing into a round pool. Flowers tumbled from planters set around the fountain, and lemon trees grew there, the white blooms fragrant.  
 
    Now that we were outside, many sounds came from every direction, some distant and some closer at hand. I heard the ringing clatter of hooves on cobblestones and the familiar sounds of people talking and arguing, calling out to one another. The warm breeze that came against my face carried the scents of dust and hot stone. 
 
    I knew the breeze was warm; I knew that heat radiated from the wall behind me and the pebbles underfoot; I knew that even though the Sun had stepped almost fully below the edge of the world, his power lingered. Yet his strength came down upon me only a little more heavily than if I had stood in the winter country. I shook my head in wonder. “This is very remarkable,” I said to Selili, who stood near me, her hands folded before her, smiling at me. “This is extraordinary!” 
 
    “Yes, I thought that might work.” She was plainly very pleased. “You should still take care when the Sun stands high, but I hope his strength will not be dangerous to you now. When you’re ready to travel, I’ll go with you, of course, just to make certain.”  
 
    Of course she would. I gestured assent.  
 
      
 
    We left that house and that town early the next morning. All that day, I rode beneath the Sun, and though I found the heat uncomfortable, now it seemed to me hardly warmer than the borderlands on the southern bank of the river. By that evening, even Geras showed less concern. 
 
     We had come to no convenient town by dusk, so we made our customary camp along the road. Tonight the tents were not set in lines, but wherever the steep, rocky ground afforded any adequate place. On either side of the road, narrow hills rose up and fell away. There was water, many small rivulets, so that was good, but the land was so difficult here that the Lau had not even carved it into terraces, but only made this road. 
 
    Selili’s tent had been the most difficult to place because it was the largest. It was not one tent, but four, two long and two short, arranged—of course—in a rectangle, with a private space in the center. To my surprise, Aras asked me to join him there for the evening meal. A table had been brought into that open space, with chairs. Selili came there as well, but took a place a little aside from the table in a way that made it clear this was the expected custom. 
 
    Among Lau, men did not eat with women. I knew that, so I was not altogether surprised when some of Selili’s women came there quietly with platters and bowls and began to serve the food, but only to Aras and me. The food was elaborate, everything wrapped in something else: tender leaves or pastry or dumpling wrappers or shells made of caramelized sugar. But Selili was given nothing except a narrow cup of steaming tea. She showed no signs of discontent, but I found it difficult to express no opinion regarding this custom.  
 
    “Don’t be concerned! Women almost always eat before men,” Aras told me. “Particularly among noble families. There are sound historical reasons for the custom, but perhaps we needn’t go into that just now. You’re experiencing so many emphatic reactions that I can’t see your thoughts clearly, so that’s another benefit of civilized customs! Try these stuffed grape leaves; I don’t think you’ve had this kind before. And ask whatever you like; but preferably nothing about astrology.” 
 
    I said, “I do not know what to ask. Perhaps, as Lady Selili is interested in astrology and you are not, you might both wish to hear the tale of how the Dawn Sisters departed from the sky of the winter country and took up their places in the starlit lands.” 
 
    Aras gestured assent, and Selili said, with obvious sincerity, “I would be pleased to hear this story. In the summer lands, you may know, we don’t see the stars your people call the Dawn Sisters. But I know of them, and I know they are important to your people. My lord father mentioned these stars in his letters to me, and so I sought out descriptions of the constellations as they appear in the winter lands, and of the measures of the Great Dance as your people see the stars move through those measures.” She smiled at me. “Those descriptions are frustratingly incomplete, but intriguing so far as they go.” 
 
    As I told the story, I wondered how Elaro might know this story, and how a woman might tell it. I began in the way that story always begins. “The Dawn Sisters have always been closer to the earth than the younger stars. But in the beginning, they were not called the Dawn Sisters, but the Day Sisters. When the world was young, they belonged to the sky of the winter country, and they were so bright and brave that their light could be seen even when they stood close to the Sun. In those years that are now long past, they only went into the sky of the starlit lands at dusk, and returned to the winter country at dawn.” 
 
    I told the whole story, emphasizing the wisdom and courage and generosity of the Dawn Sisters, and finally finished, “And that is why we did not lose the Dawn Sisters entirely from our sky and why we say the Dawn Sisters are lucky, and especially lucky for a girl baby.” 
 
    “A fascinating tale!” Selili said. She sighed, wistful. “I do wish I could go into your country at midwinter and see those stars and your whole sky.” She smiled at her father. “Possibly I should ask Ketharathi Lady Pasolaun what arguments she put forward when she decided she must go.” 
 
    “Lady Pasolaun is not a magician,” Aras said. “No. For that among other reasons, I will not permit you to take such a risk.” But he added, “You could send someone to sketch the night sky. You could do that at any time you wished. Perhaps that might content you, daughter.” 
 
    “Of course. Just as you say. That would do very well,” Selili murmured, in the tone a Lau woman uses when she does not agree with a man, but does not intend to argue. She added, “I have been so very pleased to listen to your tale, Ryo inGara. Thank you for telling it to me.” Rising, she offered a small gesture, a flutter of her hands and a bow, to her father. “With your permission, I will retire, my lord father.” 
 
    Aras gestured permission, and Selili and her woman companions—none of whom had spoken a word all evening—withdrew. After they had gone, Aras said firmly, “Don’t say it.” He was smiling, but he also meant this. 
 
    I answered in my most neutral tone, “I have no opinion whatsoever regarding any Lau customs.” 
 
    “Yes, no doubt.” Aras leaned back in his chair. Some of Selili’s woman companions had cleared away the dishes, leaving only a glass decanter of a fruit cordial and two small glasses. This cordial, a rich golden-pink color, had been made from peaches or some other similar fruit. Aras lifted his glass, turned it around in his long fingers, and set it down again. His mood had plainly darkened. 
 
    I said, “You never mentioned to me that you had a granddaughter.” 
 
    At this, he smiled and looked up again, though there was still some tension in his hands and in the set of his mouth. “Yes, Tathimi. She has five summers. Born on Lamet, during Eskahani. That’s exceedingly auspicious, according to my daughter. We hold girl children close, as you’ve realized, but you’ll quite possibly meet her.” 
 
    “I would be pleased,” I said sincerely. “You have not seen this child for almost three summers. At least that long.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s been difficult, though of course I agreed with Soretes that a period of relegation was reasonable under the circumstances. It’s fairly likely he’ll issue a more restrictive writ of relegation this time, what with one thing and another. We’ll see.” He studied me. “I hope your absence from the winter country won’t be quite that long. I hope you’ll be able to attend the birth of your first child, as it’s quite a long time till midwinter.” He hesitated; then, perhaps seeing that we had now come to a topic I did not want to discuss, said, “Let me tell you about Sigaranra. That will be the largest city you’ve seen so far. I hope you’ll enjoy seeing it—and I hope you won’t mind garnering your share of attention. You’ll be the first Ugaro most people there have ever seen.” 
 
    “I think I am accustomed to being the first Ugaro many people have seen.” 
 
    Now he was smiling. “So you are, and everyone will know who you are, of course, which will help.” 
 
    “Lord Gaur’s Ugaro,” I said, smiling in return.  
 
    “Exactly, which I hope you may find useful if necessary.” His smile became reminiscent. “Certainly I was glad enough to hear people call me your Lau sorcerer: if your mother in particular hadn’t settled her protection about me and my people, I don’t like to think what might have happened. You’re not as likely to encounter any great difficulty, I hope, though I’m sure my people will find you intriguing.” 
 
    I signed assent. “You said we might stay in that city for perhaps ten days. That is not many days. I would not protest any number of days that seems good to you.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you, Ryo, and I do thank you, but no, we won’t stay long. Soretes won’t be tapping his foot and checking the angle of the Sun, not yet, but I don’t want to press his temper harder than I must.” He sighed, picked up the cordial glass, and this time sipped the sweet cordial before setting the glass down again. “Ten days,” he said finally. “No more than ten days.” 
 
    That seemed a remarkably short visit to me, but it was not my place to express an opinion on that matter. I nodded. “Very well,” I said. “How long then to Avaras?” 
 
    “Fifteen days, twenty, perhaps more than that, depending on our exact route, the weather, and the precise nature of any problems we encounter.” He raised a wry eyebrow. “We’re fairly likely to encounter some sort of problem. We always seem to.” 
 
    “You mean that you always encounter problems because everywhere you go people set their most difficult problems into your hands.” 
 
    He smiled, though somewhat reluctantly, or so it seemed to me. “Well, yes. That does generally seem to happen.” 
 
    I was very certain it did, and almost as certain that it would again. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    19-- 
 
      
 
      
 
    We came to Sigaranra fifteen days after leaving Karanisan, late in the afternoon. I had by this time seen many towns; some I had considered large; some I might have called by the term city.  
 
    I had not known anything. 
 
    For a long time before we came to the city, I thought we had come there. During this part of the ride, the land had opened up again, the earth changing to a softer color than the gritty red of the hills, a yellow-dun color. For some days, the road had run along a river, with pastures and fields spread out to both sides of the road. More than animals, people here raised grain: wheat, which I recognized, and other kinds I did not know. Sometimes we passed, set far back from the road, one of the great houses the Lau build, vast and rectangular, featureless to more than the height of a man, the thick walls pierced by narrow windows above that height. 
 
    “Farmholds,” Geras told me. “Big families, a couple hundred people or so. Good land here. Most years they get just about enough rain in season, but you need plenty of hands to work the fields.” 
 
    I signed understanding. I had known the Lau ate much wheat and other grain, but I had not thought of land like this, so many fields so close together. 
 
    After another day, we stopped passing fields of green wheat, coming into hillier land, terraced with olive trees and grapes. Then the road began to run past many smaller buildings, some still large, but much smaller than the farmholds. Some were surrounded by walled yards filled with activity, most of it mysterious to me. Narrower roads began to run away through this maze of buildings and walls, and suddenly instead of scattered people glimpsed at a distance, we passed many times more people going about every kind of task. 
 
    That was when I thought we had come to the city. 
 
    “Nope, not yet,” Geras told me. “This is all just the beginning of the travelers’ district. This road’s one of the two that cuts right through the city, see. All along here, there’ll be families running all kinds of businesses that travelers might find handy. Stables, money-changers, cookshops, you name it.” 
 
    I said, “Yet this is not the city.” 
 
    Geras grinned. “Not yet, nope. You’ll know it when we get there.” 
 
    He was right. I did know when we came to the true city. Because the road came to this city through low hills and thus from above, I could see that the river also came there, wide and slow-flowing, the water as yellow as the earth. Like the road, the river passed into the city, but there it ran narrow and deep and perfectly straight, confined between banks that had plainly been built for the purpose. 
 
    To either side of the river, uncountable buildings of the kind we had been passing rose up, not set haphazardly, but along streets arranged in rectangular and circular designs. All these buildings were of the same pale yellow earth-color. All or almost all rose up two stories, or three. But several rectangular towers rose higher than that, their pyramidal rooftops higher still, and here and there a round tower, taller still, with layers of balconies and high, domed roofs. Scattered trees could be glimpsed here and there, but this was overwhelmingly a city of earth-colored walls and dun-colored roofs. Also of people. Perhaps there might not be as many Lau here as at an Ugaro Convocation, but in these first moments, certainly the number seemed at least that many. 
 
    “How can there possibly be so much stone and timber for building?” I asked Geras.  
 
    He looked at me in surprise. Then he shook his head. “It’s all brick, Ryo. Kiln-fired, with decent mortar, because plain sun-dried brick is all very well in the drylands farther south, but that kind of construction won’t hold up in the rains we get here.” 
 
    I nodded, but I had no clear idea what any of this meant. I started to say, Aras rules all this? I did not say it. Obviously he did. He ruled more than this; he ruled all of Gaur, which was some days’ ride in every direction. I had known this for a long time. But this knowledge came to me in a different way now. There were other cities in the summer country as big as this. Some were bigger still. I had known that too. Again, that knowledge seemed different to me now.  
 
    I asked, “What do all these people do? They cannot be farmers or herdsmen, surely?” 
 
    “Laborers, craftsmen, artisans, merchants, clerisy.” Geras spoke absently, most of his attention on the city before us. “We’re looking at the craftsman’s quarter right there. My sons’ll be there, at their crafthalls, more than likely.” 
 
    I nodded, remembering that his wife had spoken to me of her children. “One is a glassblower,” I said. “The other is a metalworker. You have a daughter as well.” 
 
    He glanced at me in surprised approval. “That’s right. Imagine you remembering all that. I expect I’ll be able to arrange leave for the pair of them and their mother and sister, so that’ll be something to look forward to. Aedani and my daughter’ll be at Samaura’s townhouse. The house and that whole compound, barracks and stables and so on, is all the way west, right at the edge of the city.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I added, “Now I understand why all your people found the steppe so empty.” 
 
    “All the winter country seems real empty to us,” Geras agreed. “You all right?” 
 
    I understood why he asked: everything here was strange and crowded, with many things I did not understand pulling my attention in every direction. To my surprise, I found myself wishing that Elaro rode beside me. He had traveled so widely that he would be interested in everything, not upset at the unfamiliar clamor and crowding of this Lau city. I told myself that Elaro would be only interested, not intimidated at all, and that helped me straighten my back and shoulders and settle a calm expression on my face. 
 
    “That’s the way,” Geras told me. “All right, now, listen. Lots of people might call out when we come into the city; it’s always a big day when our lord rides in, and this time there’s certain to be a fuss because he’s been gone nearly a year, and what with him heading off into the wilds of the winter lands, nobody knew for sure if he’d be coming back. Couriers will have come in before us, plus Harana and most of the talon, so there will’ve been plenty of time for civil authorities to arrange just all kinds of fuss.” He looked at me directly. “You’ll catch lots of looks, but if there’s a single man anywhere in Sigaranra who doesn’t know who you are, there’s not two. The occasional young idiot might still want to give you a push just to see what happens. Petty nobles’ sons get up to all kinds of foolishness, you have no idea. Put ’em in the dirt, any that try it, that’s fine, but try not to stick a knife through their livers, all right? Mostly folk’ll have better sense.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I understand this.” 
 
    “Right, then,” he said, and began to point out different towers, especially the round ones, telling me what each signified. Almost nothing he explained made sense to me, but I nodded and tried to remember his words. 
 
      
 
    When we came into the city, uncountable people stood above us on balconies and rooftops, and looked out of windows, and lined the street. They all cheered and shouted as Lord Aras came there. Some people shouted his name, and some shouted his other title, Regat Imsutar. I was glad Geras had warned me the people would shout, or I would certainly have been alarmed.  
 
    Aras rode in the front, and then some of his soldiers, and then his daughter’s litter and the smaller litters for her women, and then more of the soldiers. I rode close to the front, with Geras beside me. I felt everyone stare at me as we passed. At first this close attention felt unfriendly, and I thought many hard things regarding the Lau lack of proper reticence and manners. Then—this took a surprisingly long time—I realized that some of the people were shouting not their lord’s name, but mine. Some of them were shouting Geras’ name as well. When I looked at him, I could see Geras had flushed, his brown skin taking on that subtly warmer shade. 
 
    I had no idea at all what to think of any of this. During a lull in the shouting, Aras looked over, one eyebrow quirked upward, and called to me, “They know you saved my life, Ryo!” 
 
    As the noise was too great to permit me to answer him, I merely signed assent. I wondered what Kerren thought of this kind of greeting. I could hardly imagine Lorellan’s people would have greeted him this way. Or perhaps they had, if they had been afraid enough. But I was certain that would have sounded different, felt different. 
 
    At last we came to the house of the Samaura family. 
 
    There was a wall, of the same brick as everything else in the city. The wide gates stood open. Then beyond that, the house and many other buildings, not only barracks and stables, but other buildings whose purpose I could not imagine, surrounded by many open courtyards, some paved and some packed earth, but each with at least one fountain. The house itself was so large that the whole of my mother’s camp might have sheltered within it. I should have expected that as well, but the size still surprised me. It was rectangular in shape, of course, with a thin tower at each corner, and no doubt a large courtyard at the center. Indeed, the courtyard must be enormous, as the tops of two great trees, at least twice the height of the house, rose up from that unseen courtyard. 
 
    The lowest level of the house opened to a many-pillared, shaded colonnade roofed by the balcony above, with another tier of balconies above that. Before and beneath the colonnade stood many Lau, all men. Above the men, on the balconies, stood many Lau again, but all women. I could not guess whether Aras’ wife and younger daughters and other close family might stand among those women. Many wore gold ornaments, and clothing of the rich jewel-colors Lau like best, with intricate embroidery in many geometric patterns at collar and hem. Their clothing was not exactly like that of the borderlands, nor exactly like the clothing people had worn in other towns through which we had passed. The fabrics were lighter, but also the clothing was made differently, in more flowing lines. Men here wore sleeveless robes, open at the front but gathered at the waist with a sash, over long, loose leggings. Many women wore the same kind of open robe, but over simple dresses. The cloth was light and fine and the cut simple. The people gathered by the house all shouted out a welcome to their lord. Beyond the house stood the barracks, with training yards between, and here the soldiers had gathered, standing in their ranks. They also shouted, though I thought the words they called out might be different.  
 
    Aras waited, attentive and calm, for all this shouting to die away. Then he said, raising his voice so that everyone could hear, “I thank you all! I’m delighted to be home at last; I only wish I could stay much longer. I have no doubt that your good sense and good order has prevented any kind of difficulty in my absence—in fact, I know it has, as many excellent reports from both my nephew and my castellan have already made their way to me. I’m so very pleased to find no serious difficulties waiting for my attention, and I thank you all for that as well. I shall hear petitions the day after tomorrow, with, as always, a kinder ear for those who have made a sincere effort to settle their affairs without recourse to my judgment. I realize I have been gone a long time, but I promise I’ll hear every petition before I depart, so please be patient if necessary. Now, I believe my head of household has arranged a celebration this evening, and I release you all to enjoy that.” 
 
    One more cheer, and the people began to disperse, the soldiers breaking their ranks. Those who had come with us broke away as well, the soldiers turning toward the barracks and stables. Many of the other people went back into the house; some few came out toward Aras. The men leading the horses that drew Selili’s litter and those of her women moved away, heading around to a different side of the house. 
 
    Aras dismounted, gesturing for me to do the same. He began to move toward the house. I followed, not knowing what else to do; and so did Geras, and Kerren, and some other people. Aras beckoned to Geras and said to him, his tone brisk, “You’re off duty, Troop Leader. I trust you’ll find your wife at liberty as well. Check in with Harana at some point tomorrow. Late tomorrow will do.” Then he moved toward the house, nodding to me to come with him. He nodded to Kerren as well, who came to join us, a little hesitantly. I had already seen how Kerren had first looked around with covert interest, then glanced at Aras, drew a breath and permitted himself to gaze much more openly at the house and surrounding courtyards and buildings. 
 
    Aras said to a different man, one of those who had come from the house to greet him in person, “Ah, Gueran, good! Please inform my lady wife that I will be up shortly—half an hour.” 
 
    The man answered, bowing, “Tayasir has already run up to inform her, my lord.” 
 
    “Of course,” Aras said warmly. “Always so efficient. Thank you, Gueran. She is in good spirits, I hope.” 
 
    “Very pleased indeed at your return, my lord.” 
 
    “No more than I. Ah, here we are.”  
 
    We had come to the colonnade, and also, I saw, to the main entrance of the house. Stopping there, Aras said to me, “This is my castellan, Gueran. I realize you might prefer to stay with Karoles’ talon in their barracks, but offering you an appropriate suite in my house will clarify your status in a useful way, so I hope you’ll tolerate that. You may go anywhere you wish within the house and grounds, Ryo, or out into the city, though in that case, please go in company with someone who knows his way about, just to save general wear and tear on anyone’s nerves.” 
 
    I had absolutely no desire to go out into the city, but I said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well. Kerren …” A longer pause.  
 
    Kerren said, very softly, “My lord,” and nothing else. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “But probably not until morning, at the customary time. Gueran, a corner room on the third floor would be suitable.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, certainly,” murmured the man addressed. I had no clear idea what manner of duties a castellan handled, but this was an older man, clear-eyed and calm, clearly accustomed to setting everything and everyone in good order. 
 
    “Very well!” Aras said, this time in a tone of finality. “I expect I’ll be quite busy for the next little while, but I’ll be available if you need me, Ryo.” Then, pivoting, he strode away. 
 
    Aras had not seen his wife or his daughters for more than two years—almost three years now—at least as long as that. Sometimes that is as it happens. Many times a man will travel for a long time before he comes again to wife and family. But this had been a much longer absence, and worse, an absence with no way to send letters or receive them until we had finally returned to this side of the river. Certainly I had no intention of asking for his attention, certainly not for any trivial reason. 
 
    It would be that way for me now. I, too, would now think of my own wife’s tent, far away. Before another spring came to the winter country, I too would have a daughter or a son, if no great mischance came upon Darra. Even though someone would bring a letter when this came to pass, more than likely I would not know how this had happened for a long time.  
 
    I set that idea aside. It was too difficult and too troubling to think of now. I preferred to think of Aras’ family. I was very, very curious regarding his wife and his younger daughters. I was pleased to think I might finally have a chance to meet them. 
 
    But I did not like anything else in this place. 
 
    I disliked the suite I had been given. This was on the uppermost floor, four rooms—of course—but these were truly all one room because there were no interior walls. Four rectangular spaces were arranged around a central atrium with a skylight above. Lemon trees grew in great pots in the center of the atrium, where a small fountain played in a shallow pool of water. Light came into the space through the skylight and through two wide windows set to the east, below the shadow of the high roof. 
 
    This suite seemed too empty and far too strange, filled with many expensive things I did not care about. Also, two young men were there. Very young. Boys, perhaps. They assured me that they wished to be certain I was comfortable. Someone had cooled all this space. The chill was enough that I knew this must be magic, not merely a cantrip. When I asked, one of the young men stepped forward and explained, shyly, that he had studied hard to learn how to work this magic. He looked me in the face when he said it, not smiling but ready to smile, plainly hoping I would be pleased. 
 
    I pretended I was pleased. What else could I do? I took off the harness that held my swords and laid the sheathed weapons aside on a long table. Then I beckoned to the young men, went into the atrium and sat down there, on the tiled floor beside the pool. They looked at each other, obviously surprised, but then trailed after me and stood together, nervous, but hoping for my good opinion. All this was obvious to me. They were very young. 
 
    “Sit, if you wish,” I told them. “Bring chairs if you prefer; I know Lau do not like to sit on the floor. I hope you will sit with me and explain things I may perhaps not understand how to ask. I know that Aras is a high noble. But I think I may not understand everything that means. Perhaps you will tell me your names and how many summers you have. Perhaps you will explain to me some of the customs of this house.” 
 
    One, Suyasan, had fifteen summers; the other, Tacas, seventeen, which for Lau meant they were still counted among the boys. They sat on the floor with no sign of discomfort and told me things I had not known, speaking shyly at first, but then eagerly as I asked questions. They did not ask questions themselves. 
 
    In some ways, I learned, the household of a high noble was a little like a tribe. In other ways, it was very different. This household included physicians and assessors and adjudicators and many other people whose tasks were even less familiar to me. These people were all considered high servants, holding some degree of precedence; and the same for the duennas and female secretaries and other women who attended the wife and daughters of the lord and the female relatives of other important members of his household. Below these people were those who cleaned and polished everything in this house, who prepared food, who washed clothing and performed many other services. These people were called low servants. There were a thousand complicated rules regarding precedence and regarding the ways in which a young man might move from one position to another.  
 
    Finally, someone, a young man, rapped lightly on the open door, pushed it further open, came quietly into the suite, and said to me, “Forgive me for intruding, lord, but Lord Gaur hopes you will join him in the courtyard. If you will follow me, I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    “Call me by my name,” I told the young man, as patiently as I could. I looked at the boys as well, including them in this request. “Please explain to everyone that titles are not the same for my people and that I prefer to be called by my name.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” they answered, both together, and Suyasan, perhaps a little the braver, said, “Yes, Ryo, we’ll explain that to everyone.” He ducked his head a little. “If you’re sure?” 
 
    “I am very certain,” I told him, and followed the young man. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, when the young man guided me to the courtyard, I saw that this space was not large at all. Almost at once, I realized that there must be two different courtyards—at least two—and this one was small, square, only a stone’s throw across. The great trees stood elsewhere, though the spreading branches of one stretched above this place. Here, the trees were small and pretty—lemon trees, pomegranate trees, other kinds I did not know. 
 
    All these little trees grew around a pool with a fountain. Paving stones surrounded the fountain, but the earth around the paving stones had been planted with low-growing grasses. Flowers had also been planted, in long, thin, straight-edged planters that divided the courtyard into quarters. A single high, arched doorway led from this courtyard into the house. On the other side, a wall rose up, with many slender pillars and ornate spires and also a doorway veiled by many long strands of beads. I could hear many quick, lively voices from that direction, though not clearly. 
 
    In this courtyard, a wide rug had been spread out upon the grass. Aras was there, reclining on one elbow. Across a border of flowers and low shrubs, also by the fountain but in a different quarter of the courtyard, more rugs had been spread out. Here, Selili and also four other women waited—two women and two girls—and also one child. Beyond them, beneath the shadowed colonnade that ran around the walls surrounding this courtyard, waited many other women—duennas, I assumed. But those women had settled themselves well back, out of the way. 
 
    I looked at Aras’ family with great interest as I came up to them and settled near Aras. The girls lowered their eyes, but the women gazed back at me, interested. This was their courtyard. No men would come here except Aras himself, and evidently anyone who was his guest and whom he invited to come. 
 
    I knew the oldest of these women must be Aras’ mother, sister of the summer king. Her name was Terathani; she had thirty summers twice and perhaps twenty summers over that; her nature was forceful for a Lau woman. Other than that, I knew almost nothing of her. I knew—this had become very clear—that Lau men did not consider it right to speak of the women of their families.  
 
    Terathani wore a simple dress of shimmering dark green, an overrobe of brown and green, and many bangles of gold, some set with tiny green gemstones. Her feet were bare. She wore many anklets, also gold, and a ring set with a green stone around one toe. Her face was lined and her long hair almost white. She had braided it, along with gold chains set with tiny green gemstones, into many thin braids and then arranged all those braids in that complicated upswept style I had already seen with Selili. Her eyebrows were pure white. She raised one just a little when she looked at me, a skeptical expression. Unlike the other women, she had not smiled, and did not now. Her manner was reserved, cool—impenetrable. I thought now I knew where Aras had learned that manner. 
 
    The woman next in age must be Aras’ wife. I also knew her name—Karani—and I knew that she always had songs and music in the front of her mind, so that Aras could not easily see her thoughts. That was all I knew of her. I saw now that she was a slight woman, not tall for a Lau, only a little taller than I. She might have been younger than her husband, but I had never been able to judge Lau ages very well, so I was not certain. Her smile was warm, but her manner seemed to me reserved rather than friendly. She wore clothing of the same kind as Terathani, but in different shades of blue. 
 
    Selili I knew, of course. She smiled at me, warm and friendly. Her dress now was of a shade of yellow so pale it was nearly white; her overrobe also yellow, but some shades darker, the color of butter in the spring when the grass is rich. Against that color, her skin looked very dark, even darker than that of most Lau, a smooth, rich brown. 
 
    A tiny girl-child leaned against Selili’s side. I had seen small Lau children before; of course I had. But this was one of the smallest and most delicate children I had ever seen in my life, with fragile bones like those of a bird. I thought immediately of how a girl-child of mine might look at this age. A daughter of mine would be just as beautiful as this child, but much, much sturdier. I felt a surge of protectiveness come into my heart for this child, accompanied by shocking grief as I thought that perhaps—who knew what might happen? —a child of mine might be almost this age before I even saw her.  
 
    Beside me, Aras drew a slow breath, and I realized I had surprised him as much as myself with those thoughts and those feelings. I looked down, trying to set aside everything that had come so sharply into my heart. 
 
    “No,” he said softly. “It’s perfectly reasonable you would feel that way, Ryo.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, but I still tried to push everything away. I could not prevent myself from thinking of Darra, and wished with sudden intensity that I was riding through the winter country with her—even with Elaro, though if I were there now, probably he would not be riding with us. Confusion tangled with the sense of loss and grief.  
 
    The child pushed suddenly away from her mother. She ran to me, climbed up on my knee and looked into my face, smiling, but also serious. She said, “Don’t be sad!” in a commanding tone.  
 
    I had not realized I had shown so much of what I was feeling. That was embarrassing, but the child had distracted me and made me laugh. “No,” I agreed, smiling at her. “I should not be sad. I have no reason to be sad now. Perhaps someday I will have a daughter, a little girl-child like you. That is a reason to be happy. Though she would not be as small as you when she has so many winters. How many summers do you have?” 
 
    The child said gravely, “I have five summers. Almost six. In Eskahani, I will have six summers. Your little girl would not be like me. She would be like you.” Touching my cheek with her tiny hand, she added, “Not brown.” Then, twisting around suddenly, she looked at her mother.  
 
    My face and arms had darkened considerably in the hot sunlight of the summer lands, but of course not nearly to the shade of a Lau.  
 
    “No, my heart, your grandfather’s guest today is an Ugaro,” Selili said, smiling. “They are the people of the Moon, so the Sun does not toast them brown as he does us. You may ask him his name if you remember how to be polite. He is the son of a lord, and his wife is the daughter of the Ugaro king.” 
 
    The child twisted back around to study me with great concentration. She said finally, “I would be happy to know the name of my grandfather’s guest.”  
 
    “If he would be pleased to share his name,” Selili prompted. 
 
    “Ifhewouldbepleasedtosharehisname,” the child repeated, out in a rush. She added, her tone disbelieving, “The people of the Moon?”  
 
    I said gravely, “Yes, your mother is correct. My people are the people of the winter lands where the Moon rules. My name is Ryo. In the winter lands, there is a little bird we call pawa. The pawa is brown like you, and pretty like you, and delicate like you. Sometimes we name our daughters that. It is a name that would fit you better than any Ugaro girl.”  
 
    The child on my knee laughed, not at all disconcerted. “My name is Tathimi. That is a flower.”  
 
    “Tathimi is a pretty name.” 
 
    “The tathim is a pink-and-white flower that blooms in the dry season, when little else is in flower,” Selili told me. “The bloom is delicate, but the roots run deep.” 
 
    The child had taken my hand in both of hers and now set her palm against mine. Her hand and fingers seemed astoundingly fragile compared to mine. Again, I felt a strong desire to protect this child and a deep sorrow that I would not be present to hear Elaro say my daughter’s name, our daughter’s name, as he held her up to the sky and showed her to the gods. 
 
    Tathimi stood up on my knee again and put her arms around my neck. I set my hand on her back to steady her. 
 
    Selili said, her manner gentle, “Tathimi, my heart, please go to Sarani and ask her to take you to the kitchens for a sweet.” 
 
    The child leaped from my knee so fast I barely caught her. I set her down with more care, and she whirled around and hugged me quickly and then ran to one of the women waiting in the shadow of the colonnade, who took her hand and led her away. 
 
    “She is a good child,” murmured Selili. “But inclined to be forward.” 
 
    “I would say friendly, not forward,” I said, smiling. “She is confident, for so small a child. I should be accustomed to how small your children may be, but sometimes Lau children still seem very small and fragile to me.” I turned my attention to the two older girls, Aras’ younger daughters. I knew they were named Kamini and Kalili, but I did not know which of these girls might be which. I knew both were close to my younger sister in age; I knew one must have seventeen summers and one fifteen, but to me they both looked much younger than that, with barely a suggestion of a woman’s form. Both of them wore simple dresses with no overrobe; neither wore any ornaments other than a few bangles and one anklet each. Both smiled at me in the friendliest way. One leaned forward as though she might leap to her feet at any moment. That one immediately reminded me of Lalani. 
 
    Though they seemed so alike to me, I thought one might be a fingerwidth the taller—half a fingerwidth—and a shade more womanly. “Kamini, yes?” I said to her, and to the other, the one who seemed a little like Lalani, I said, “Kalili? Do I have it right?” 
 
    “Yes!” the younger agreed, smiling suddenly with vivid delight. “Is it true there’s snow all the time in the winter country, so you can have sweet ices all year?” She darted a mock-angry look at Selili. “Even if your sister refuses to make ice?” 
 
    “I make ice sometimes,” Selili protested.  
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t today!” 
 
    “She was traveling all day today,” the older girl, Kamini, said, in the tone of someone trying to be fair in the face of grave disappointment. She said to me, wistfully, “It would be pleasant to have ice all year, just lying there, so anyone could pick up a handful.” 
 
    I had to smile. These girls made magic suddenly seem ordinary to me in a way that nothing else ever had. I answered, “During our summer, snow lingers only in the mountains, far to the north. For twice forty days, sometimes twice forty and ten, sometimes twice forty and twenty, no snow lies on the land where my people live. Or seldom,” I added, because occasionally we do see snow during the brief warm season. 
 
    “Eighty,” said Kamini. “Or ninety, or a hundred.” 
 
    “That is not how Ugaro count, but yes,” I agreed.  
 
    “But the rest of the time, it snows?” 
 
    “It may snow in the spring. It will certainly snow often during the long winter. Sometimes it may snow in the autumn.” 
 
    “It never snows here,” Kalili said wistfully. “We have never seen snow. My lord father has written to us, describing snow. Someday I would like to see snow falling from the sky. It must be much more beautiful than rain!” 
 
    I glanced at Aras and found him smiling and saying nothing. His reticence surprised me a little. I had thought I understood Lau manners well enough, and now everything surprised me. I said to Kalili, “Perhaps someday you will go into the winter country and stand in the falling snow. This is indeed far more beautiful than rain.”  
 
    “Nothing is more beautiful than rain breaking the drought after the long dry season,” murmured Karani, Aras’ wife. 
 
    “Perhaps that may be so,” I agreed. “Drought is a word I know only from Lau tales. We do not have that in the winter lands.” 
 
    “How fortunate for you,” Karani said softly. “Though of course you have difficult weather of your own. My lord husband has written of that, and we have all read other accounts. I cannot understand how anything survives the great cold of the fengol.” 
 
    “The beasts hear the fengol falling. The birds fly away, of course, but the smallest beasts, the mice, live in burrows beneath the snow and do not come up in the winter, so they know nothing of the fengol, which never touches them. Other small animals go into their dens they have made warm with leaves or dried grasses for shelter, or they dig into the snow, as men may when there is no other shelter near enough. The wolves dig into the snow, or they go into deep dens, or else they run away, as do the deer. The great deer are not as fast as the small deer, but they can run through deep snow, so they need not fear the fengol. The little deer cannot run in deep snow, but they are wise; early in the winter, before the snows are deep, they go to high meadows or to the edge of the forest, places where there is more grass and where the fengol is also less likely to fall across the land. Still, sometimes, if they are unlucky in their choice, the fengol may come across a herd of small deer. Many deer will die then.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s sad!” Kalili exclaimed. 
 
    “The meat freezes hard, so it lasts a long time. If men do not come to take the hides and meat, the wolves will come, and foxes and wolverines and other such beasts.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make us feel better?” asked Kamini, but smiling to show she was not truly displeased. 
 
    I was not certain what I had said that might have displeased anyone. I considered this for a little while and then I said, “Sometimes, even if the snow is deep, too deep for them to run, some of the deer may not die. They may find thick forest where the land lies in just the right way, and crowd together, and if the fengol does not lie for too long on the earth, some of the deer in the center of the herd may live.” 
 
    Karani said softly, “I am amazed any people live through your winters. Your tents are enough when this great cold comes?” 
 
    “Our tents and wagons are very warm and comfortable. Usually the fengol falls slowly enough that we have time to make everything ready. Young men take the ponies out of the way—our ponies are wise and run to get away from the cold, but if no one goes with them, sometimes it takes a long time to find them again! Everyone who stays in the camp comes into the same few tents, which are doubled or tripled to keep out the cold. We bring in our dogs as well. It is rare that anyone dies of the cold unless he has been careless.” I smiled at her. “Every land has its perils, but my people know how to live in the winter lands.” 
 
    “It still sounds frightening to me,” Karani said. 
 
    She did not mean that she thought the fengol cold sounded frightening. She meant that she had been very much frightened for her husband when he had gone into the winter country. I said, “The cold alone has never frightened Aras—though at times no doubt he has found it uncomfortable.” 
 
    Aras said, his tone mild, “Exceedingly uncomfortable, from time to time. But it’s a beautiful country. I’d looked forward to showing you something of the winter lands, Kalili—and you, my wife. My wife, I would particularly have liked to introduce you to Ryo’s mother, who is a famous singer.” 
 
    He spoke of all this as though the chance were lost. “Perhaps such a day may yet come,” I said. 
 
    Aras lifted an open hand. “Perhaps. Who can say what the coming years may bring?” 
 
    His mother Terathani had been studying us both. Now she said to me, her manner abrupt, “You aren’t afraid of Aras at all, are you?” 
 
    Aras sighed. “You needn’t answer any question if you’d prefer not, Ryo.” 
 
    “I am not offended,” I said. I had not expected her to ask me that kind of question. I had not expected anyone here to ask it. I paused for long enough to show this woman that I was considering her question. Finally, I answered, “Sometimes I am a little afraid of Aras. But I know this is unreasonable. I have learned to conceal many of the more important thoughts I prefer not to share.” 
 
    Terathani raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “He has,” Aras told her. “He learned under the most terrifying circumstances, almost entirely from Tasaras, not from me.” 
 
    I corrected him, though I kept my tone mild. “I learned from you both.” 
 
    Karani spoke much more gently than Terathani had spoken. “My lord husband prefers to teach everyone this skill. Though I find it simpler to trust that, whatever my lord husband may see in my mind, he will say nothing about it. But I think of songs, and music. I compose, you see.” 
 
    “Yes, he said you think of songs,” I agreed. “I am not certain of the meaning of this word, compose.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, plainly surprised. “I mean, I compose music. Orchestral music, most often.” 
 
    Aras said, “Ryo, my lady wife is becomingly modest, so she may perhaps hesitate to explain that her pieces are sometimes performed in the great auditoria of Avaras. Not for any influence of mine, I assure you; entirely on her own merits. I hope you may have an opportunity to attend such a performance.” He was not smiling now; he was very serious. 
 
    “I hope I may,” I answered. Then I said to Karani, “Songs do not work well for me. I tell stories. To myself, or out loud. For me, that works better.”  
 
    “Stories! Oh, that’s clever! I should have thought of that!” Kalili exclaimed. “My lord father says that you know many stories! Will you tell us one now? A story of your people?” 
 
    “If you will tell me a story you know, then I will tell you one I know,” I said, and smiled because I saw she had not expected that suggestion.  
 
    “I only know the kinds of stories mothers tell girls,” Kalili said hesitantly. 
 
    “Then you may tell me that kind of story,” I said. “And I will tell you a story of the kind a father tells a girl-child. That seems a just return to me.”  
 
      
 
    It was a good evening, different from any evening I had expected. I told one story, and Kalili told one story, and then Selili told one, and to my surprise even Terathani told one, though hers did not have a kind ending. I did not like that one, though it told me some things about the summer lands that I had not known. 
 
    Eventually the women all rose and went away—there might have been some signal, but if so, I did not notice it—and almost at once, men came out to the courtyard, bringing a table and three chairs, and then platters of food. Lucas Samaura came almost at the same time, so I understood why there were three chairs. I thought he looked tired and worried, and as soon as he had greeted Aras and me, he said, “I knew you’d do your best to find some other solution, but I hope you’re not expecting me to utter cries of delight.” 
 
    “No, that didn’t seem at all likely,” Aras answered. “I’m sorry, Lucas; I know I’m handing you a mess that’s at least difficult and possibly dangerous. We’ll discuss likely contingencies, but later, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I will go somewhere else,” I said, rising.  
 
    Aras hesitated. Then he nodded. “Go to the barracks if you prefer,” he told me. “Go anywhere you wish. I’ll see you tomorrow, Ryo.” 
 
    I signed acceptance and went out of the courtyard and into the house. People hurried about in every direction. I thought I could find my way to the barracks or to the suite I had been given, but I was not certain I wanted to go to either place. 
 
    Then I realized where I wanted to go. 
 
    I went up the stairs, and around the long distance to the room Kerren had been given. He was there, not at all to my surprise. His door was open, which also did not surprise me at all. By this time, the Sun had made his way almost to the western edge of the world, and the Lau were lighting many lanterns. Kerren had not lit any lanterns. He was lying on the couch in the darkening room, his eyes open, gazing at the ceiling. He did not sit up when I came there, though he must have heard me. 
 
    “I am going to the barracks,” I told him. “I will find Geras, or perhaps Esau, or perhaps someone else. Come with me.” 
 
    He did not sit up. He asked, with some bite in his tone, “Is that an order?” 
 
    I preferred to see temper rather than listlessness, so I said, “Yes.” 
 
    He started to answer me sharply. Then he changed his mind, shrugged as though nothing in this mattered to him, and got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Geras was not in the barracks. I should have expected he would not be there; I knew his family lived here in this city. Also, I remembered now that Aras had given him a house here in this city, and no doubt he would want to go look at this house. 
 
    “Yep, he’s off having a look. It’s in the northern quarter,” Esau told me. He was present, and, as he knew everyone and everyone knew him, I had found him readily. He had waved me over at once, acknowledging Kerren as well with a casual nod. “Pretty nice house, so I hear, close to the traveler’s district, but set back a bit. Pretty close to the open market, pretty close to a public fountain, good location every way you look at it. Place was owned by an artisan family that got to be too big for the space and moved up, but it’s plenty big enough for Geras and his family. Good-sized shop below, family home above with plenty of space for when they bring in wives and have a brat or two running about.” 
 
    “You know everything about this house,” I said, answering his gesture to sit with him. Everyone had shifted to make room for me and—a little reluctantly—for Kerren.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I know that part of the city pretty well, and people are talking about it, as you’d expect.” 
 
    Women—talon wives—were bringing food to the men; ordinary food, but also braided loaves of bread in addition to the plain round loaves that had been hollowed out and filled with spicy lentils and lamb. Someone, a woman I did not recognize, gave me a hollow loaf filled with much more meat, far less spicy. I had not expected that and said, with great sincerity, “I thank you for your kindness. Please tell anyone who thought of this that I am grateful for her kindness.” 
 
    The woman smiled and murmured, “Lalani told Nithaneri all about Ugaro food, and Nithaneri told everyone. You should have told us long ago, Ryo!” 
 
    “I have no doubt that this is so,” I agreed, and she laughed.  
 
    Esau leaned over and took a spoonful of my food, then shrugged. “No accounting for tastes, I guess. Listen, I might stroll by that house sometime in the next couple of days just to take a look. You could come along if you want. Likely Geras is going to be a bit too busy sorting out his own affairs to show up here.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “I would like that.” 
 
    Esau nodded, and then someone else began to talk to him about some business of the talon, and I settled back, ate the food the women had kindly prepared for me, listened to the many men talking and arguing and laughing all around me, and thought about other things.  
 
    Kerren sat beside me, ate his own meal without comment, and said nothing to anyone. No one spoke to him, but I could not tell whether this was because everyone was uneasy with him or because he was so silent and reserved himself. Later, when the sky was dark and the stars had lifted up their lights, he stood up. I said to him, “I will stay in this barracks tonight. I will see you at dawn, in the training yard.” 
 
    “Is that an order?” he snapped. 
 
    “It is the custom. Do you think that will change now that we have come here? I think this is unlikely.” 
 
    He glared at me, but he also jerked a short nod, pivoted, and strode away. No one commented regarding his temper. 
 
    “Need a room? There’s a troop leader’s quarters open. That’ll suit you, I expect,” Esau told me, without asking any questions regarding my decision. “I’ll show you. Larokas! Run tell Sotara that Ryo’s taking the room at the northeast corner. That’s Harana’s adjutant,” he added to me. “He’ll make sure they know up at the house so’s they don’t get upset when you don’t turn up there.” He paused. Then he added, “The kid’s doing all right, I guess. Doesn’t like you a whole lot, does he?” 
 
    “As he becomes less afraid, he presses me harder. I do not mind it.” 
 
    “You don’t mind it, but I bet you’re still going to rub his face in the dirt, right? Right, of course you are.” Another pause, briefer this time. “He shoves at you because he can’t shove at Lord Gaur. Or at me.” 
 
    “Of course you understand this.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not real subtle. I’ll wrestle you tomorrow, Ryo, see if you’ve picked up the heft or tricks it’d take for you to beat me.” 
 
    I nodded. I doubted I could defeat Esau at wrestling—in three winters, five winters perhaps, but probably not yet. But I did not mind that, especially as I understood perfectly well why he challenged me.
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    At dawn, I sparred Kerren. He had learned much more skill far faster than would have been possible without sorcery, but he could not defeat me—not yet—not if he faced me himself. I disarmed him twice. The first time, he spun away, snatched up his sword from the dust where it had fallen, and faced me again, pale and tight-lipped. The second time, I did not let him do so, but pinned him in the dust until he acknowledged he had lost the match. He was stiff with fury when I let him up, which I pretended not to notice. 
 
    Then Esau beat me at wrestling. Perhaps I might have won a real fight where I might use all my strength, but not this friendly match. I slapped the earth the way a Lau does to acknowledge defeat, and he jumped up and offered me a hand. I let him help me up, shaking dust out of my hair and said, rueful, “One day I will do it.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably pretty soon.” Esau slapped me on the shoulder. “You get a little more heft, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to put you in the dust. I’d already put coin on you against almost anybody else.” 
 
    We both pretended not to notice Kerren watching us. 
 
    Then Talon Commander Harana shouted, “Ryo!” and I pivoted. He was striding toward us, impatient as always. “You’re all over dirt!” he snapped, as though there were something unexpected about this. “Go get cleaned up! If you want something to eat, grab it now. Aras is going to hit the hall of judgment in half an hour and he wants you there for at least the first bit. Wear your swords! You’ll be there to be seen, among other reasons.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Everyone already knows who I am.” 
 
    “But they don’t all believe you’re really and truly allowed to stroll around armed to the back teeth. After this, everybody’ll be clear on the notion. Half an hour. Anybody can tell you where to go.” 
 
    By this time, I was interested, so I signed assent without further argument and jogged away toward the house.  
 
      
 
    The hall of judgment was made in the same style as the house, with pillared colonnades shading high, arched doorways, and balconies and windows above the colonnades. Within, more pillars stood along each long side of a rectangular hall, and above that the balconies looked out over the floor.  
 
    At one end of the hall stood a long table carved from wood almost as pale as the dun-colored stone. Against these pale colors, Lau clothing and skin showed more richly than ever. Aras, sitting behind the table in gold-embroidered black clothing, with his gold-inlaid black scepter laid beside his hand, stood out vividly. 
 
    Other than that table and the one chair, the hall was entirely empty of every kind of furnishing. But it was filled with people. A handful of soldiers, two handfuls, stood back against the wall behind the table. Everyone else in the hall below stood alone or in small groups. Some held the stiff leather envelopes in which Lau carry important papers: others, scrolls bound with ribbons.  
 
    Many men stood on the lower balcony and a small number of women on the higher. I stood with Talon Commander Harana on the lower balcony, in a place near the stairway that led up from one corner of the hall. No one else came close; the other people on this balcony had left a large space around the place where I stood with the talon commander. It was as well that Harana had explained I was there to be seen, because certainly every person in the whole of this building seemed to feel he must look at me once and then again.  
 
    “They’re all wondering if the Ugaro barbarian’s going to suddenly draw his swords, leap over the balustrade and start slaughtering people right and left,” Harana murmured to me, his voice for once too quiet to carry beyond a few steps. He was plainly much amused.  
 
    I considered his words. Then I answered, “I would never do such a thing. The fall from this height would be enough that I would risk injury if I leaped over the balustrade, especially with a naked sword in each hand. If I wished to kill many Lau, I would do so here, on this balcony, and clear enemies out of my way as I went down the stairs. That would be much more sensible.” 
 
    He was laughing now, though silently. “Of course it would! Naturally! I’m sure everyone would feel much better if they’d heard you explain that.” 
 
    “Are your people truly afraid of me? They must know perfectly well that their lord trusts me. They cannot possibly imagine Aras has made a mistake.” 
 
    The talon commander grinned at me. “Right, of course they know that, so mostly they’re just enjoying being a bit shocked and nervous.” 
 
    “Ah.” I could understand that, though I still thought these people poor-spirited to show any manner of nervousness. I did not say so. I said, “Perhaps you may explain something about this place and what will happen here.” 
 
    He looked at me in surprise. Then he smiled. “Right, I guess it’s all pretty new to you, isn’t it? All right, listen, everyone below is bringing a petition, you probably got that, right? Some of ’em are petitioning for one kind of preferment or another, but a lot have probably had a ruling go against ’em somewhere else, so they’re appealing against whatever magistrate set the ruling.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “This is all perfectly clear.” 
 
    Harana waved a hand. “Fine, ask Aras later, he’ll probably do a better job explaining than I can. Anyway, those men in brown and red are magistrates. They’re mostly here to defend a ruling someone’s petitioning to overturn. Tan and pink robes, those are litigators, mostly here to argue on behalf of one petitioner or another. Some people present a petition on their own, especially tradesmen or laborers, but most hire a litigator. All right, hush, we’re starting.” 
 
    I found the next hands of time first interesting, then tedious. People came forward, one or two or a small number, sometimes with a litigator to speak for them or sometimes otherwise; sometimes with a magistrate to speak against them or sometimes otherwise. Everyone explained every kind of problem to Aras, laying out one paper, or a few papers, or an entire stack of papers. He always listened to everyone without any show of impatience. Usually he made a decision quickly. Above, on the balconies, men murmured to one another regarding the arguments presented and his decisions. 
 
    Sometimes I understood some manner of problem, but more often I did not understand anything. Talon Commander Harana leaned on the balustrade, casually alert. Sometimes he made a comment to me. Occasionally I understood his meaning, but more often I did not. Just as I decided that surely I need not stand here all day listening to arguments I did not understand, Harana straightened and said, his voice low, “Third time around, and that’s about done it—he’s lost his temper.” 
 
    Of course this caught my attention. 
 
    Below, Aras was saying to a magistrate, “Well, yes, but once again, I disagree. Your understanding of the correct application of legal precedent and judicial fiat seems unalterably opposed to mine, Magistrate Laramis. This is the third of your rulings I’ve overturned.” 
 
    The man began to make some answer. 
 
    Aras raised his voice slightly and continued speaking. “I’m therefore suspending your office until further notice, and I want to see the record of every ruling you’ve made over the past year.” 
 
    The magistrate addressed opened and closed his mouth, too surprised and offended to speak. Then he collected himself enough to begin, his tone outraged, “My lord—” 
 
    “I’ll review your rulings, Magistrate Laramis, and then we can discuss your office—oh, you’ve been taking bribes.” 
 
    A shocked murmur. Harana let out a breath and shook his head. Below, the magistrate took a step back, caught himself, started to deny the charge, stopped, and dropped to his knees—the first man to do so. He said, “My lord,” again, but in a very different tone. 
 
    Aras said, sharply now. “I really don’t understand how you could have the unmitigated gall to argue over any ruling before me, Laramis. I grant, a refusal to defend your own rulings would certainly have looked odd, and you actually did manage to conceal the fact of your malfeasance from me for a surprisingly long time, but even so. I’m remanding you to the custody of the lord’s court until such time as a full review can be made.” He scanned the hall, lifted his gaze to study the balcony, and said, almost as sharply, “Lord Magistrate Sausana, if you will please present yourself.” 
 
    The man addressed had already begun moving before this order was given. He made his way to the stair, came out in the hall below, and crossed the length of the hall to stand before the table. He stood very straight, met his lord’s gaze, and said, “Plainly I failed to recognize the malfeasance of a magistrate under my authority. I won’t appeal a writ of dismissal.” 
 
    Aras answered, “I’ll take that under advisement, Lord Magistrate. I’m not pleased to find a long-standing problem of this kind in my own capital. Please personally review the records from Magistrate Laramis’ office. All the records, from the time he received his writ of appointment. You may present an analysis of questionable rulings and explain your failure to recognize malfeasance … shall we say, by Eub next?” 
 
    “At your convenience, my lord.” 
 
    “Very well.” Aras made a gesture of dismissal. As the lord magistrate moved away, two soldiers came to escort the other magistrate, Laramis, out of the hall. Aras did not pay attention to that. He leaned back in his chair, scanned the entirety of the hall from one side to the other, and spoke again, his voice level and his words very precise. “If anyone else would care to confess malfeasance and sue for mercy, this would be a good time. Far better now than later.” 
 
    No one moved. For the first time, every Lau within this hall stood still and silent. 
 
    “No one?” Aras asked, his tone sharpening. “Are you all quite sure?” 
 
    Two men moved at once, not magistrates, but people who had been bringing petitions. But then another magistrate after all, and a litigator. Also one man whose black overrobe was embroidered with gold on the shoulders and the collar—an important man, a noble. 
 
    Beside me, Harana sighed. “That’s done it,” he said, as he had before, but this time his tone was resigned. “He’s going to be here all gods-hated day. No reason you should put up with this, Ryo. But if you leave Samaura grounds, get someone to go with you! And take their advice, hear me?” 
 
    I nodded, but now I was very much more interested in everything happening here. Aras listened to each of the men who came forward to confess fault, his expression unreadable but the set of his mouth hard and ungiving. When he asked questions, his manner was curt, but he did not ask very many questions. He sent each man aside under guard, not yet declaring any decision regarding any of those faults. I thought he might be too angry to permit himself to make decisions now; that he might consider it better to wait until his temper had settled before he made important decisions. 
 
    Finally, after Aras had heard each of the men who had taken his warning, he took up the ordinary petitions once more. He listened with the same hard-held patience as one man or another explained some problem; one man after another protested or argued or brought some manner of complaint. But the set of his mouth remained hard even then, and suddenly a different thought came to me, regarding temper and impatience—and sorcery—and the difficulty he had experienced with refraining from sorcery—and his solution to that kind of difficulty. I nodded to Harana to tell him I was taking his advice after all. Then I went down the stairs and out into the sunlight. I went to the great house, and up one flight of stairs and then another, down one long corridor and up another flight of stairs, and came finally to the room I had sought. 
 
    The door was open, of course. I did not go in, but stopped and stood in the doorway, studying Kerren. He was going through the motions of the most basic soldier’s drill, here in this room, alone.  
 
    He held no sword. He went through the drill in the way a man does when he holds no weapon. His eyes were open, but his gaze held little awareness. A man who performs an accustomed drill may do it in that way, his body moving through familiar movements while he thinks of other things, or of nothing. But Kerren’s breathing was not like that of a man moving in that way—steady and deep and tuned to the rhythm of his motions. His breaths came harshly, with tearing effort. 
 
    I said, my tone sharp, “Aras, stop! Can you not see he is tired?” 
 
    Kerren stumbled, staggered, fell to his hands and knees, coughed twice—then pushed himself up and glared at me. “It’s none of your concern!” he snapped, furious and ashamed. “I’m fine!” But he coughed again, still breathing hard and fast. 
 
    I asked him, “How long? Surely not all this time?” 
 
    “It’s not your concern!” 
 
    An earthenware pitcher of water and some narrow cups stood on a table set to one side. I poured water into a cup and held this out to him. When he would not take it, I said, still sharply, “You are mistaken. Everything about this is rightfully my concern. Take this cup. Drink. How long?” When he did not answer, I asked, “Should I direct this question to Aras?” 
 
    Kerren glared at me, but he muttered, “About an hour. An hour’s exercise isn’t going to hurt me. It’s fine. I’m fine!” He still would not take the cup. Then he took it, an abrupt movement, and drank, and pushed himself back to sit with his back against the wall, on the floor. His breathing began to steady. 
 
    An hour was close to a hand of time, a little more. That was not as bad as I had feared. But everything else about this was worse than I had feared. I wanted to walk out of this room, walk out of this house, walk out of this enormous, dust-dry city, and keep walking, north, until I felt the cold wind against my face. 
 
    I sat down where I was, facing Kerren, and made certain I could speak calmly. Then I said, “He was very angry.”  
 
    Kerren refused to look at me. He looked the other way. His mouth was tight with anger and shame. He muttered, “He still is.” 
 
    I nodded. Aras was probably even angrier now—with himself as well as those among his people who had behaved shamefully and put him to the trouble of correcting them and solving problems they had caused. Anger seemed reasonable to me.  
 
    “He didn’t hurt me,” Kerren snapped, glaring at me. 
 
    I said, “Good.” I did not look away. 
 
    He moved suddenly, pressing a hand against his mouth, bowing his head against his updrawn knees, shuddering. For a long time, he sat like that, his head bowed, his face half concealed by his arms. 
 
    I waited. Finally, after his breathing had steadied once more, I said, “You agreed he could do anything to you that he wished. You did not say you would never be afraid, or upset, or angry. Or ashamed.” 
 
    “I know that,” Kerren said tiredly. “He said that already.” 
 
    “Ah.” After a moment, I added, “Good.” 
 
    “He really didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “No? Good.” 
 
    Kerren sighed, rubbing his face. He straightened, his back against the wall, looking at me, meeting my eyes. “I’m all right, Ryo.” 
 
    “Good,” I said yet again. Then I said, “I want to go into the city. I want you to come with me.” 
 
    “I don’t—” But he cut that off. 
 
    “Talon Commander Harana suggested that I should not go into the city alone. His advice seems wise to me. I do not want to talk to anyone. I want to look at the city, and I want to think. Is there some reason you should not come with me?” 
 
    “I … no.” He took a breath and repeated, “No.” 
 
    “Then come.” Rising, I offered him my hand. 
 
    He looked at me for another moment. Then he took my hand and let me lift him to his feet. 
 
      
 
    A city seems even larger when a man rides through that city alone, or with a friend, than when he comes into the city in the midst of a company. Perhaps a city may seem larger still to a man of a foreign people, a man who draws every eye. For some time, everyone we passed turned to stare at me, and some people followed us, especially boys. Then, soon, four men took up places around us, not too close, two riding ahead and two behind, and other people began to stay at a greater distance.  
 
    “Guardsmen,” Kerren told me. “Just making sure.” 
 
    “No doubt this is a wise precaution.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and was quiet again. We spoke very little. We rode along the river, which ran straight and fast between high walls of dun-colored brick. I could not imagine the labor that must have been required to confine the river in that way, though anyone could see this was convenient for the city. 
 
    On each side of the river ran a broad strip of low-growing grasses, planted with graceful trees of a kind I did not know. Then the wide, cobbled street where we rode, then on our other side the buildings of the city. Another area of grass and trees and then another cobbled street, exactly the same, ran beside the river on the opposite bank. Almost everyone on our side of the river was a man; almost everyone on the other side was a woman. 
 
    Birds fluttered at the edge of the river, small ones, and larger birds a little like herons stalked along beneath the trees. Some of the large birds were earth-colored, but others, no doubt the males, flaunted crested heads and dark blue necks and remarkable, sweeping tails. One of those cried out, a harsh cry, and spread out his enormous tail, blue and green and white, intricately patterned. I stared at this striking display. No one else paid the slightest attention. 
 
    “A peacock,” Kerren told me. He had gradually relaxed, perhaps as he saw I did not intend to talk to him or make demands of him, or perhaps for other reasons. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and thought perhaps I might guess now about some reasons a place might be called the Peacock Desert. 
 
    To our other side, the buildings rose up, one after another, with seldom any space between one and the next. Every building looked almost the same: all of the same dun-colored brick and plaster, all with walls and pillars and windows shaped the same way. I would never have been able to find my way about this city. If I lived here for a year, still I would not be able to do it. 
 
    Riding through this city made me think of all the things that were strange and all the things I did not know. I let myself think of those things, and of the brilliance of the Sun above us, and of the earth-colored river flowing through this city, constrained by its straight-edged brick embankments, and the remarkable colors of the peacock’s plumage. But below those ordinary thoughts, I thought of other things. Here, riding at a distance, surrounded by uncountable people, I was almost certain it should be safe to think any thoughts that came to me.  
 
      
 
    We came back to the great house almost at dusk. We rode side by side to the stables, not speaking to each other. At the stables, we turned our horses over to men who came to take them and then walked back to the great house, still not speaking. Once we had passed through the great arched doorway, we both paused. All this was as though by accord, though neither of us had said a word to the other.  
 
    After that one moment, Kerren turned away, still without speaking, and strode for the stairs. 
 
    I went to find Aras. 
 
    I had thought I might have some difficulty finding him. But the young man I asked guided me to a door set in an upper hallway, a door decorated with many ornate panels of carved and polished wooden filigree. Two soldiers stood outside this door, but the door itself stood open. The echo struck me: Aras too, it seemed, wanted evidence that his door was unbarred. For him as for Kerren, constraint did not come from barred doors. 
 
    This was a large room with wide windows, cluttered with furniture and many books, scrolls, and papers. This was the sort of room where a man handles public matters. Other doors led to other places within this suite, almost certainly to a central atrium, with private rooms beyond that. Aras had been working his way through a stack of papers, as always. Also as always, he had pretended not to know I was coming until I stepped between the two soldiers and stood in the doorway. But when he lifted his gaze to meet mine, he visibly braced himself against my anger or disapproval. That was different. 
 
    I said, “Come out to the training yard and spar with me.” 
 
    His eyes widened slightly. He had not realized I would say that. I pushed all my other thoughts aside, setting my attention on this one thought, that he should agree with me, leave those papers, and come out to the training yard. 
 
    After a slight pause, he said, “You know, that’s an excellent idea,” set aside the paper he was holding, and rose with alacrity. 
 
      
 
    Two hands of time later, he was tired in a different way and much less upset. We both set our practice weapons aside and walked back toward the great house. 
 
    The Sun had long since stepped down below the edge of the world; the Moon stood in the sky, but, as she usually did in the summer lands, looked over her shoulder toward the north so that her face showed as a smooth crescent. Many lanterns hung from poles and the eaves of the buildings, so many that the Moon’s light seemed dim in comparison. The breeze was warm, carrying the scents of dust, of warm stone, of many horses and men, of spices and hot oil.  
 
    Aras walked slowly. He had taken several blows hard enough to bruise, but that was not why he moved in that way, and I was not surprised when he turned aside from the path toward the great house and went instead to sit on the rim of the nearest fountain. I went to sit there as well, not too close. He glanced at me, but said nothing, trailing his hand in the water. 
 
    I said, “This problem did not occur only because you were angry. It came about because you wanted to put your will on many other people, on everyone who lied to you. You wanted that so much, you had to fight yourself not to do it. Is that how it happened?” I was almost certain I was right. 
 
    He sighed. After a moment, he moved his shoulders, an uncomfortable gesture, not exactly a shrug. “You’re partly right, yes, but it’s worse than that. I was angry, that’s true, though very few people tried to lie to me after that little demonstration with Laramis. That’s why I made an example of him. But even after that … I kept wanting …” He lifted one hand, a frustrated gesture. “It would take so little. Just a little push toward sense, or compromise, or kindness. So many of those problems seem intractable just because people are so determined to be unreasonable!” He dropped his hand again, sighing.  
 
    Some things in that were not bad. I said, to make this clear to both of us, “You always want everyone to behave properly and kindly. Especially kindly. That is a good thing to want, even if it would be wrong to make people behave in ways they do not choose for themselves.” I paused. Then I added, “Even though you wanted this, you did not do it.” I tried to put certainty into my tone, into my thoughts, but I could not tell if I succeeded. 
 
    “No,” he said. After a moment, he looked at me in a different way. “I truly didn’t, Ryo.” 
 
    “I believe you.” But I did not want to think about belief or trust, or mistrust or disbelief. I said, “You frightened Kerren.” 
 
    That distracted him. That was a thought that distracted us both. I thought of Kerren as I had found him, his eyes open but unaware; his body moving through the soldiers’ drill. 
 
    Aras sighed, looking down at the water. He cupped a palmful of water, then spread his fingers, watching as droplets scattered. After a little while, he said, “Yes, I know. I’m trying to decide whether to apologize, or whether that would only make everything more difficult for him.”  
 
    I had no idea which would be better. I said, “You probably frightened yourself as well.” 
 
    He looked up again, surprised. “Yes.” And, after a moment, “I didn’t realize you were going to say that.” 
 
    “I was thinking of Kerren. So were you. You did not hurt him. Would you have, if I had not gone there?” 
 
    He was silent for some time. Then he said, “I don’t think so. But it’s plain I need to find some much less energetic means of … of deflecting the impulse. It’s difficult. Physical activity is so mindless. I can do that while I also think about the arguments every stupid, self-absorbed, avaricious—” He stopped himself. He said instead, “They’re not all like that, of course. Obviously. Plenty of men are trying to do the right thing by their families, their dependents, even their rivals. It’s just that …” He sighed, looking away, at the splashing water. He said in a low voice, “I don’t think I used to find dealing with petitioners so irritating.” 
 
    I said drily, “No doubt everyone always used to agree with you about everything. No doubt that is as you recall the past.” 
 
    He laughed, though not with much humor. “You could be right. You’re probably right.” He added, “I don’t expect I’ll have quite so much difficulty tomorrow. For one thing, word about Laramis will have spread through the city.” 
 
    “What will you do with him?” 
 
    “I won’t tolerate corruption of civil authorities.” His tone was sharp and the hand that had been resting on his knee closed into a fist. “Theft is bad enough, short measure in the market, every ordinary dishonest practice. But that kind of dishonesty from a magistrate is a betrayal of the city and the citizenry, not to mention a betrayal of his oath to me and to the king. It’s deeply offensive that he thought he could stand right in front of me, in my own hall, and pretend he’d been ruling honestly. He’s a minor sorcerer. Nothing like me, of course.” Aras made a dismissive gesture. “Just enough to make him arrogant.” 
 
    “You will put him to death,” I surmised.  
 
    “That depends on the results of Lord Magistrate Sausana’s investigation, but yes, almost certainly. And of course I’ll be forced to stand there and bear witness, which isn’t helping.” He hit the tiles that decorated the rim of the fountain, a sharp blow, hard enough to bruise his hand. All the better feeling that had come from sparring had gone, lost in this sharpening tension.  
 
    He went on, vehement. “Gods-hated stupidity, the whole business! Sausana is certain to turn up a good handful of other irregularities, and I’ll have to deal with those as well. And Lord Eraukaket! His scheme to get his nephew a controlling interest in the goldsmith’s craft in Sigaranra is absolutely the most tedious sort of corrupt practice.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Will you put anyone else to death? Lord Eraukaket? Lord Magistrate Sausana?” 
 
    He drew a breath and let it out. Finally he said, “No, I hope not. I don’t think so. Not for anything so far. But who knows what the next few days will bring? I may demand that every magistrate in the city come before me and renew his oath. The magistras of the women’s court too, possibly. At least the senior magistras. We may be here a little longer than I’d hoped. Twenty days, perhaps, to shake the civil authorities of Sigaranra into better order. I don’t think Soretes would think that too much delay.” He sighed. “I’ll write him.”  
 
    “That means you will have more days with your family,” I pointed out. 
 
    That had been the right thing to say; he smiled at last. “Yes, true, and that’s certainly a compensation. It’s always startling to see how the children have grown, even though one knows perfectly well that the seasons pass even when one’s back is turned.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, thinking of Darra and the coming child. “I am pleased to have met your family.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m glad they’ve finally had a chance to meet you. They’ve been so curious. My mother’s not at all certain she approves of anything outside Sigaranra, but she actually prefers the barbaric northern borderlands to the sophisticated false-hearted capital. That’s a quote.”  
 
    I did not know how to respond to this, of course, and so said merely, “No doubt I would agree.” 
 
    “Yes, no doubt. Kalili sincerely longs to see your country. Perhaps that may happen someday. She might do well married into a borderlands family. My mother wouldn’t be pleased … or I suppose possibly she might.” He was smiling, his expression distant. “Settling Selili will be more difficult. Especially if … never mind. She says she prefers not to marry again, and indeed, that might be best.” 
 
    “You Lau make everything complicated,” I said, mostly to make him smile. 
 
    “Yes, Ryo, I can’t disagree.” He made a slight face. “I particularly can’t disagree, considering I’m apparently going to be spending the next few days contemplating the intricacies of legal precedents and judicial fiat.” He stood up, stretching, shaking water from his fingers. “It’s late, and dawn will come early.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. Rising, I added, “It seems to me that anyone might become impatient listening to people argue for one hand of time and another hand after that. Tomorrow, when you become irritated and hard-tempered, perhaps you might walk away, outside, for a finger of time, and think of better things. It seems to me that this might be useful.” 
 
    By that time, he was smiling. “Good advice, Ryo! Perhaps I’ll try that. You might go to your suite tonight; I believe your things have been relocated there, and I’m certain the staff have taken your comfort as a challenge. Good night!” 
 
    I made a gesture of assent and let him go one way while I went into the house and up the stairs toward the suite I had been given. When I came there, I found that the door stood open, waiting for me. I went in, and stopped. 
 
    Someone had found bright Ugaro rugs and cushions for the floor. Someone had put a low Ugaro table in the center of the nearest space, surrounding the table with flat cushions. In the borderlands, such furnishings might be easy to find. Here, I could not imagine the task had been easy.  
 
    I looked at the two boys. They had both jumped to their feet when I came in and waited now, plainly hoping I would be pleased. I was pleased. I could hardly be otherwise. I said to them both, “I thank you for your kindness in arranging all these things. You have made this a comfortable and beautiful space. I will be pleased to sleep here tonight.” 
 
    Smiling, both bowed in that small way that was nothing like the Ugaro manner. One of them, Tacas, said, his manner tentative, “Your pack is by your bed, Ryo. There’s a basin, should you wish to bathe. Also iced fruit, but if you’d prefer something else, we can send for anything you like.” 
 
    “I thank you for your kindness,” I said again. “Everything you have arranged pleases me.” 
 
    The fruit was a kind I did not know, light orange, blandly sweet. The basin was big, with three kinds of soap in different bowls.  
 
    Once the boys had gone, I found my pack and took out my writing supplies. I took out a leaf of paper and ink and a Lau stylus, the kind that holds ink for a long time, but then I did not know what to write. I thought of the things that had happened since I had traveled south from the borderlands. I wanted to write a letter that anyone might read, that Darra would pass on to my mother and my sisters, that they would read to my father and anyone else interested. This made the matter difficult, as there were so many things I did not want to put in this kind of letter.  
 
    Finally, I only wrote of the city of Sigaranra. I could not really describe this city, but I tried. I made sketches, not very skillfully, of the city seen from the road, of the great house, of a peacock with its tail spread. 
 
    When I had finished the last of these sketches, I took out the book Elaro had made for me, reading a little here and there and looking at the drawings he had included. He was certainly much, much more skilled than I with ink. Perhaps someday he might visit this city. That seemed unlikely, but not entirely impossible.  
 
    After some time, I lay down on the bed, turned so that I could look out through the glass ceiling of the atrium at the sky, and tried to settle my mind and heart. 
 
    It had been a very long day. I was tired, but this place was unfamiliar, with no one I knew near me. I thought of Darra, of Elaro, of Etta, of my father and my brothers. I thought of the winter country and looked up at the crescent face of the Moon. She, at least, was here in this sky. I gazed up at her, and let her peace come into my heart, and told myself to wake when she set, which would be some time before dawn. After a little time, my thoughts and fears smoothed out, and I slept. 
 
      
 
    Because I had set myself to wake, I woke easily, all at once, aware of where I was and that it must be moonset, some hands of time before sunrise. I rose in the quiet dark, dressed myself, slid the knife Darra had given me into its place at my belt, and went out into the corridor. At this hour, the great house was quiet. No one else seemed to be awake. I passed no one at all as I went along hallways until I came to the outer door of Aras’ private suite. I knew he must be within because two soldiers stood here.  
 
    I asked the soldiers, “Do I have leave to go in?”  
 
    The men looked at me and then at each other. If I had met them, I did not recognize them now, but of course they must know me. 
 
    One of them said, “Yes, but—” and stopped. 
 
    The other said, “He does.” And to me, “You do, uh, Ryo. That’s the order. Uh … should we announce you and ask Lord Gaur if … that is, should we announce you?” 
 
    “There is no need to announce me,” I said. “Probably he said so.” 
 
    They looked at each other again. Then one of them cleared his throat. The other one said, “Yes, but that is the order.” To me, he said, “It’s the order. But—” and stopped again. Then he said, “I’ll take you in, all right?” 
 
    I said, “I do not need anyone to escort me. I do not care whether you send for Talon Commander Harana, or for someone else—anyone you wish. But if the command is that you are to permit me to go in, then open the door.” 
 
    A long pause. Finally, one of them said, “Lord Gaur was real clear about it.” He looked at me again, mistrustful, not liking anything about this. In his place, I would have felt the same. In his place, I would probably have refused to step out of the way. But the Lau feel differently about orders. After another moment, the man opened the door and stood aside.  
 
    When I went into the room, that soldier followed me closely, crowding me. The other man strode away, down the corridor. I said to the soldier who had come in with me, “Step back.” I waited for him to obey me, and after a breath and another breath, he did step back, one stride, though plainly he did not like to. I turned my back to him, looking around, considering this place. Then I crossed the room, softly, and opened the door in the opposite wall.  
 
    As I had expected, I found a central atrium. Plenty of starlight came in through the glass of the skylight—plenty for an Ugaro. I knew just how this suite must be arranged because every part of a Lau house is always made in the same way. The bedroom would be on the other side of the atrium. 
 
    “Be quiet,” I said to the soldier. “You are not to speak or call out. Think of the orders Aras gave you regarding me and decide whether to obey me now.” I did not order him to go away. Plainly he would not obey. I approved of that, though his diligence was inconvenient. He was frowning, his hand on the hilt of his sword—but he did not draw his weapon or call out. 
 
    I moved softly around the suite and went into the room I thought might be the bedroom.  
 
    It was. 
 
    Aras was there, asleep. I had thought his wife might be here, but I had hoped she would not be, and she was not. He was alone. He did not wake when I came there. He had been very tired; at least as tired as I had been. All his forceful character was in abeyance, his face and body relaxed in sleep. 
 
    No matter how powerful, a sorcerer cannot protect himself while he sleeps. That is a truth every child knows. A sorcerer like those in the tales will make men into slaves and then set his slaves to guard his sleep. Aras merely set an ordinary guard. Then he told them to step out of my way, commanding them to permit me to come and go at any hour, without any formality. He had plainly given precise and forceful commands. The soldier stood an armlength from me, tense, suspicious, unhappy—but quiet. 
 
    If I drew my knife, this man was not standing close enough to stop me from doing anything I chose. This was not a man who understood how fast an Ugaro warrior can move. But if I drew my knife, he would not stay quiet either. This was perfectly obvious.  
 
    I held up one hand to the soldier, a gesture that is the same among Lau as among Ugaro: wait. With my other hand, I took my knife from my belt, still in its sheath, and laid this down on a table near the bed. Then I moved away, back the way I had come, brushing past the soldier, beckoning him to come with me. He sighed as I moved past him, a covert breath of relief. I could hardly set fault against him for that. I had put him in a difficult position. Aras and I had done that between us.  
 
    Once we had moved to some small distance, I said, speaking in a low voice, “Do not wake him. He is tired and needs his rest. When he wakes, tell him anything you wish.”  
 
    “I—” the man began, but keeping his voice low, as I had. He broke off and began again. “If you—” 
 
    I ignored him, crossing the length of the outer room and going through the door, out into the corridor. The whole incident had taken so little time that the other soldier had not yet returned. I did not wait, but walked away, going back to my suite. 
 
    I had not thought I would sleep longer, but the next moment, it seemed, I woke with sunlight streaming through the glass of the atrium ceiling, the Sun already standing well up above the eastern horizon. I rose and went around the atrium, and found, on a table there, my knife, in its sheath, with a card of stiff paper. When I picked up the card, I found that Aras had written four words there: I appreciate your confidence. 
 
    I hooked my knife to my belt and went out of my suite to see what the day might hold.
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    Everything was better that day and the next days. Aras arranged his schedule differently. Every morning, early, just past dawn, he sparred with Talon Commander Harana or with me or with his nephew. He heard petitions from midmorning to midafternoon. I did not attend, or seldom. I kept an eye toward Kerren, who spent much of that time pacing along the wall that surrounded the Samaura buildings and courtyards. Sometimes he jogged, but not for so long that he pressed his endurance too hard. Or that Aras pressed his endurance too hard. 
 
    His afternoons, Aras spent with his family. I spent those afternoons in many ways: wrestling, or teaching young Lau soldiers how to fight, or practicing with a bow—a Lau bow, as no one here had an Ugaro bow and I had not brought mine. Once, I went into the city and saw the house Geras now owned and met his sons. They were cautious of me, but willing to trust their father’s opinion. They were happy because their father had been granted all these honors; excited with plans for dividing the lower part of the house into different shops. They thought perhaps they might buy the adjoining house as well and hire other men to work for them. 
 
    “We’ve been small craftsmen, mostly,” Geras told me, showing me the public part of the house. “Craftsmen or soldiers. Small family, see, just me and a handful of cousins and our sons, so those have always been good options. Now m’boys are thinking they might move into trade, go in with a couple cousins, eventually join a craft consortium. Obviously it’s important to pick out a consortium that’ll suit them and their sons and grandsons, but they’ll do just fine. They’re sharp boys. Plus, the dowry Lord Gaur settled on her, their sister can marry into practically any consortium family, so that’ll give them a big step up. I’m already getting offers. Had another one waiting this morning.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Among Lau, it is fathers and not mothers who consider such matters.” I did not say that this seemed altogether strange and wrong to me.  
 
    But he laughed. “Sure, that’s one way to think about it, but the past thirty summers, more than that, I’ve hardly been in Sigaranra one month in four. Aedani and her mother have opinions about every family in the whole northern quarter of the city, and they’re not shy about laying ’em out for me and my boys. All the pegs we’ve got lined up in a row, we’ll sort out a fine match for Methani, a man who’ll treat her kindly and get along with my boys.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. Obviously he was pleased with everything. That pleased me very much. 
 
    I often joined Aras for the evening meal. Usually we ate in the small courtyard, with his wife Karani and sometimes Selili and her sisters, though seldom Selili’s young daughter. They did not eat with us, of course. Nothing could make that custom seem right to me, but it began to seem less strange. 
 
    Selili explained some of the intricacies of Lau astrology and a little of the even more complicated design of Lakasha astrology. Her youngest sister, Kalili, told me children’s tales. The other sister, Kamini, was quieter, listening more than she spoke. Karani played an instrument for me. This instrument was almost as long as a man is tall. It was played by kneeling on a cushion beside it and plucking the strings with a little ivory tool. The strings were made of silver wires, each drawn to a different thickness. I had never before heard anything of the kind. The sound was like running water and falling snow.  
 
    “The tathahani is usually an orchestral instrument,” Karani explained. “It is seldom played alone. But I asked my lord husband to show me some of his memories of your country, and I thought the tathahani might capture a little of the feeling those memories gave me.” She was smiling, utterly unselfconscious at the mention of sorcerous memory.  
 
    Four days before we were to depart the city, Kerren’s people finally came there, to the Samaura great house. They came near midday. Aras immediately set aside every waiting petition, summoned his castellan, and went to the main outer courtyard to see them. 
 
    Kerren had been striding along the path inside the wall of the Samaura compound, his expression remote, and I had been sitting on the edge of a fountain, in the wispy shade of a tree with little feathery leaves, keeping an eye toward him. Thus, I saw Kerren suddenly stop, staggering a step or two, setting a hand against the wall to steady himself. Then, ignoring me and everything else, he turned and headed for the main courtyard, so of course I jumped to my feet and followed. 
 
    By the time I came there, the people of the Rahavet family were already coming through the gate. I saw how these people looked around at everything, both frightened and curious. Hoeren Rahavet had been walking in the midst of his people, carrying a child, but now he gave that child to her mother and made his way forward, to the front, coming there at almost the same time Aras came to the place from the opposite direction.  
 
    Kerren went forward and stood near Aras. I was far too interested to stay at a distance, so although none of these matters properly concerned me, I went forward as well. Aras glanced at me, acknowledging my presence. Kerren did not. He stood still, his head up, his gaze fixed on the rooftops of the city beyond the wall, looking neither at his people nor at Aras. 
 
    When Aras faced the people of the Rahavet family, they all knelt. Hoeren did it first, and all the rest after him, those closest to Hoeren first and then the others in a wave of motion that rippled from front to back of the gathering. I had not expected that. Nor, perhaps, had Aras. I saw the slight check as he paused, looking over all those kneeling people. As always when he was upset or angry or felt some other strong emotion, the set of his mouth had hardened; his expression was remote, but not gentle. 
 
    He said, his voice not loud, but pitched to carry, “You may all stand.” Then he said, “Hoeren, please approach.”  
 
    Kerren’s father rose with the rest, came forward, and stood quietly. His gaze went to his son first. Then he turned his attention to Aras, waiting. Despite his quiet pose, his jaw was tight and his shoulders showed his tension.  
 
    Aras said to Hoeren, “This is my castellan, Gueran.” Then he said to the castellan, “We have here three hundred forty-one adults and older children. Almost all the men will have useful skills appropriate for every kind of high service; most were clerisy or prosperous merchants. Hoeren will be able to assist you in sorting everyone out and assigning all these people to suitable work. I expect his facility with accounts and perhaps various of the codices will be useful to Samaura. I know you always need skilled adjudicators.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Gueran acknowledged. 
 
    Hoeren said to the castellan, his tone carefully neutral, “If you would find it helpful, I’d be happy to furnish you with a complete list of every adult man here present, his previous occupation, his particular skills, and recommendations regarding suitable tasks. I’ve already written up such a list.” 
 
    The castellan said, “Indeed,” in a somewhat cautious tone. 
 
    “Admirably forethoughtful,” Aras murmured. “Thank you, Hoeren. I’m sure Gueran will indeed find your recommendations helpful.” His tone on that last was very much that of a man giving an order.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” said the castellan. “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    Some of the tension eased from Hoeren’s manner. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    Aras nodded to them both. “Women with appropriate skills and manners may also be assigned as high servants,” he told the castellan. “Not for Selili, but if there are places available with the other women of my family, that would be excellent. My mother may take charge of those assignments. I’ve already suggested to her that she might find Hoeren’s advice useful in that regard. Other women may no doubt be assigned to useful occupation of one sort or another.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Gueran said again. 
 
    “Children who show aptitude may be taught whatever skills seem suited to them. I’d prefer to see them brought into high service, although skilled craftsmen are always an asset, of course, and anything of that sort is equally acceptable. I don’t believe Samaura needs a great many additional laborers, as a rule, and when we do, we’ll hire from within Sigaranra, as has been our customary practice.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord,” said the castellan.  
 
    “Bound servants do not, of course, receive wages for their labor. However, their upkeep is, naturally, my responsibility. I see no reason that your time and attention, or that of your staff, should be taken up by day-to-day accounting tasks these people are perfectly capable of managing on their own behalf. Determine an appropriate amount for quarterly expenses, triple that amount to account for unforeseen eventualities, and issue the coin as a beneficence at the beginning of every month. You have some comment, Gueran?” 
 
    “Not at all, my lord. I perfectly understand your instructions.” 
 
    Aras nodded. He said to Hoeren, “Let me speak plainly. I understand this solution is not ideal. It’s the best I can do. Your people must not run. Even more important, no one, no matter how hot-headed, may pick up any kind of weapon. Should anyone make such a mistake, I might not be able to offset the mandated penalty.” 
 
    Hoeren met his eyes. “I don’t believe anyone here is so incalculably stupid as to spit on your remarkable kindness, my lord. I don’t think that’s at all likely. We all understand the relevant laws. Those of us with some knowledge of the relevant legal precedents have made certain of that.” 
 
    Gueran said, in a different tone than previously, “Someone among your people knows something about historical precedents?” 
 
    “Ah …” Hoeren hesitated. Then he said, “I do. Sir.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll have many fascinating conversations,” Aras said. “Handle everything, Gueran, and in a day or two, provide a report regarding all the dispositions of these people.” He sighed. “A short report, by preference. Hoeren, if you have some concern today or in the future, take it to Gueran—or to Lucas—or bring any concern directly to me. You are as much my people as anyone else in Sigaranra. If there’s any legal limitation that prevents bound servants from bringing a petition, I’m not aware of it. Should you be aware of any obscure precedent of that sort, bring it to my attention, preferably within the next four days, and I’ll strike it down. Gueran?” 
 
    “My lord, I shall handle everything exactly as you wish.” 
 
    For the first time, Aras smiled. “I trust you will, Gueran. Thank you. Kerren, I won’t want you until tomorrow morning at the usual time. Ryo …” he paused. 
 
    “You know I have no opinions regarding Lau customs,” I reminded him. Then I added, “If you wish to ride out of Sigaranra, perhaps along the river, to the gardens I am told lie south of the city, I would be pleased to go with you.” 
 
    “Who told you about the gardens?” But he was smiling. 
 
    “Everyone. Your people are proud of the place and wish me to go there.” 
 
    “Well, that’s an excellent idea. I’ll meet you at the main stables in an hour.” He walked away, into the house. 
 
    “He takes your suggestions?” the castellan said to me, his eyebrows rising. “Get him to eat a decent supper, Ryo, and advise him to take tomorrow for himself. There’s not a single petition that can’t wait. Tell him that, as he won’t hear it from me.” 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledged. I did not move away at once, however. I looked at Kerren. 
 
    He had not been looking at me. He had not been looking at anything. But he jerked around now as though he felt my attention. He bit out, “Leave me alone, Ryo!” Turning on his heel, he strode away, not the way Aras had gone. 
 
    I said to Hoeren, “When you worry for your son, perhaps you may recall Aras’ kindness to you and to your people. If it occurs to you to doubt that kindness, you may set that doubt aside.” 
 
    Hoeren Rahavet breathed in, a long, slow breath, and let it out. Then he nodded. 
 
      
 
    South of the city, not far, the land suddenly dropped away in a series of cliffs and then ran out again, level and smooth, but a bowshot lower. The river came to those cliffs and fell down and down again, breaking into uncountable cataracts, sending rainbows arching in every direction through the spray. Here, the Lau had carved the cliffs into a series of terraced gardens, guiding the water into many fountains, surrounding the fountains with graceful trees, planting flowering vines that tumbled over every terrace. I had never imagined a place like this; it had never occurred to me to imagine it.  
 
    “My great-great-great-grandfather had this built,” Aras told me. “He wanted to create a wonder that could compare favorably with the braided rivers of Tansan—that’s in Evalea, so practically next door to Gaur. I don’t think he quite managed to overshadow Tansan, but it’s lovely, isn’t it?” 
 
    He was smiling, much more relaxed and easy in his manner now, pleased by my astonishment and admiration. I thought of Elaro, of the drawings he had made for the book he had given me. I wished he were here, that he had seen Sigaranra, that he could see these gardens now. I wished that he and Darra were both here to see all these things. There was an unexpected gentleness to all these thoughts, almost as though I hoped, or even believed, that someday this might actually happen. 
 
    “Perhaps it may,” Aras said. “If your people can learn to tolerate a little magic, and mine can learn to stop flinching every time an Ugaro warrior looks their way. Perhaps someday, Ryo.”  
 
    We came back to Sigaranra in a far better mood than we had ridden out. 
 
    I did not leave another knife next to his bed. I did not think I needed to do it. Once had been enough to show my opinion. 
 
      
 
    One day before we were due to leave Sigaranra, the magistrate who had taken bribes was put to death. Aras witnessed the execution, as he had said he must. The lord magistrate dismissed three other less important magistrates from their positions, and one magistra. I was present when he brought the reports regarding all these things to Aras. The intensity of his shame was obvious. Aras said merely, only glancing briefly at the papers the lord magistrate laid before him, “Very well; I accept your dispositions in all these cases. I’m confident you’ll have nothing of the kind to bring before me in the future. See that you don’t.”  
 
    “I should be dismissed from my position,” the lord magistrate said. “My lord, negligence is the least of the charges you should set against me.” 
 
    “No; it’s nearly the most severe of the possible charges, and I don’t agree that’s merited. You permitted family concerns to get in the way of your duty. That won’t happen again.” 
 
    “No,” answered the lord magistrate, his voice low. “I promise you it won’t, my lord.” 
 
    “I’m confident it won’t,” Aras agreed, and gestured in dismissal. 
 
    His temper was hard that evening. That did not surprise me at all. 
 
      
 
    The next day, twenty and one days after coming to Sigaranra, we left the city at last, riding south, toward the Peacock Desert. 
 
    Geras came with us, which I had expected; and Kerren, of course. Whether he had spoken to his father or to any of his people, I did not know and did not ask. Esau came with us as well, though he had not been assigned to either of the divisions that accompanied us; and his wife and sons, which surprised me a little. 
 
    “Well, we’re taking an easy pace, what with one thing and another, so no reason why not,” Esau told me. “Plus Lord Gaur’s picked out Keraunani as a woman as might suit his daughter. Which she is. She used to be a high servant, see, so she’s got the manners, and she’s not near as upset with Lord Gaur as she was.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again. “I thought the woman companions for a high noble woman must be widows.” 
 
    “The duennas, of course, but the outer circle, secretaries and that sort, it doesn’t matter unless the family’s real strict. Odds are pretty good Harana’s got some kind of job in mind for me too, probably something I won’t half like. I hope he does, but we’ll see.” 
 
    “Either way, I am pleased you have come,” I told him. 
 
    Lucas Samaura also accompanied Aras, though as his heir, not as a talon commander. Karoles Harana as well. The soldiers who came with us were his, and only two divisions. This still comprised many soldiers. Also, Aras’ daughter Selili traveled with us, and many women of her household—not eight. More than that. Twice eight. And her little daughter Tathimi, with four more women to care for her. This seemed entirely ridiculous to me, though I tried not to think so, or not in any way that could be taken as offensive.  
 
    I understood, or I thought I understood, the reasons that Aras had arranged for Selili to travel with us: he had done so for my sake, because he would not press further into the summer lands without a powerful magician. 
 
    Selili traveled in a wheeled, horse-drawn, gauze-draped litter. When we halted, she stayed either pent in a private suite within some hostelry or private house, or in a tent set aside from every other tent. She did not walk about even our camp, far less a town or city. Yet, no matter where we stayed, a continual stream of letters came and went. When we camped, she might order the heavier canvas walls of her tent tied up out of the way, and then, so long as the Sun stood in the sky, she could see out through the gauze of the tent’s veils, though a man looking at the tent could see only vague shadows of Selili or her women. 
 
    Very few men were permitted to go near Selili or speak to her. But I could, and did. I was glad of that, as I liked her more and more as I came to know her better. 
 
    One evening, when she was trying to explain to me the customs of constraint and freedom that surrounded Lau women, she told me, “Among my people, there are several kinds of widows, Ryo.” 
 
    This was some days after we departed Sigaranra; the evening before we should come to the edge of the Peacock Desert. I was interested to see this famous place, but also impatient with this whole journey and with every kind of delay. I had come to visit Selili because this distracted me from my irritation with everyone else. I could not be irritated with Selili. She was too gentle for anyone to be irritated with her. 
 
    Most of the interior panels for her tents had been tied up, making one very large space, set about with tables and chairs and chests and every kind of comfort. Selili and her daughter and all their many woman companions occupied all this space, very much as they would have occupied linked suites within a great house. 
 
    After considering her words, I said, “I do not understand how there can be more than one kind of widow.” 
 
    “Ah, well, I will try to explain. Let me see. All right. First, girls who are not married in any way, and yet have a child, are called flower widows.” She looked at me gravely. “The child, with no father, is said to come from the clouds and the rain, to bloom as a flower blooms. A young woman who becomes a flower widow is thought to be careless and foolish, with an over-light heart. Perhaps her heart may be light before the child comes, but everything will be difficult for her afterward, so she will probably become more serious.” 
 
    I said, “Among Ugaro, an unmarried woman who knows she will have a child will marry before the baby comes. If she had an understanding with a man before that time, then everything is easy. If she did not have such an understanding, her mother and the other women would arrange everything. If no one wanted this woman as a first wife, someone would take her as a second wife, or a third wife. In that way, the women make certain that every child has a father.” 
 
    Selili nodded, her expression thoughtful. “There’s always a man who will be willing to take on the child of another man? Well, my lord father wrote emphatically of Ugaro generosity.” 
 
    This puzzled me in two different ways. I said, “The child is not the child of another man. Every child is the son or the daughter of the woman’s husband.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said. After a moment, she added, “This is a difference in customs that my lord father did not explain.” 
 
    “We do not consider it right for a baby to be born without a father.” 
 
    “Yes; nor do we. But your people apparently prevent that circumstance from arising, while mine set the burden of that birth on both the mother and the child. Though the women’s court may set a penalty on the father as well, and that kind of sanction is bad for a man’s reputation. Your people’s custom seems kinder.” She was silent for a moment. Then she added, “Though I do wonder now about second wives and third wives. But you asked about widows. Do you know the difference between a summer wife, a red-ink wife, and a jewel wife?” 
 
    I signed assent with the Lau gesture, opening my hand before my chest. 
 
    “Yes,” Selili murmured. “Then a summer widow is a summer wife who has no husband at that moment. Usually she will accept another man’s offer, though she would certainly be wise to arrange her life carefully or she will have difficulty as she comes to her age. A red-ink widow has no such difficulty. As long as she fulfilled the terms of her contract, she will probably be able to marry again, this time as a jewel wife.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I understood most of this, or I thought I did.  
 
    “Earth widows are jewel wives whose husbands have gone into the land of the shades. That’s probably what your people mean when they say a woman is a widow.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “Of course. Earth widows are honorable women and no one says anything against them, especially if they have sons. A widow who has not borne a child may have difficulty finding a second husband, but there are compensations to remaining unmarried, of course.” 
 
    I glanced away, toward the place where Tathimi played some manner of game with the youngest of her woman companions. “You have a child. But you are some other kind of widow?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said gently. “I am a gold-gift widow. A jewel wife whose husband wishes to end the marriage may give his wife gold, so much for every year they were married and so much again for any child she may have borne him. Then he is free to look elsewhere and take a different wife—” 
 
    “Someone did this to you?” I was shocked, and angry. Sometimes a man will say he is no longer a woman’s husband; sometimes a woman will say she is no longer a man’s wife. Such things happen. But Selili was so gentle and so quiet-natured that I could not understand why any man would have done such a thing, especially as she also held great precedence as the Lau measure such things for women. 
 
    From the other part of the linked tents, Tathimi suddenly looked up from the game. She darted the length of the tents, leaped into her mother’s lap, twisted around to look at me solemnly, and said, in her small, birdlike voice, “Don’t be mad, Ryo! Tell me a story. A story with a happy ending!” 
 
    “I am not angry,” I said, very firmly. I was embarrassed that I had let my outrage show so clearly that this child had seen it. Certainly it would be better to turn the subject, so I said, “I do not remember any stories right now. You may tell me a story. Perhaps then I will remember some stories my people tell our children.”  
 
    Tathimi, delighted, told me a story in the way her mother had told it to her. She told it carefully, obviously trying to tell it in exactly the right way. I enjoyed this. I imagined Selili telling this story to her daughter on some peaceful evening while the early stars paced through their measures and the Moon bent low to listen. The story was about a clever rabbit. It was a good story for children, though it made me think of the word my people use when speaking of the Lau—we say pidila, rabbit people. It was difficult not to show how much this amused me. If I told this story to my sister … or perhaps someday to my daughter … I would make the animal a fox or a lynx; some small beast with sharper teeth.  
 
    I told a story of a fox and a boy. I told this story the way my people tell it, but for this story, I made the boy into a girl. “So the girl let the fox go,” I finished. “And that is why the little foxes of the high north turn white in the winter.”  
 
    Tathimi laughed, clapping her hands. Selili smiled as well, but she said, “Sunrise will come soon enough. Go back to Masani, my heart, and let her sing you to sleep.” 
 
    I watched Tathimi run back to her own part of the tent. She was as graceful as a fawn. I always thought Lau children were as graceful as young deer, but I had never thought this more strongly than I did at that moment. She jumped over a basket of cloth and sewing tools, more like a fawn than ever, and I wanted to laugh. Then I thought of the things her mother had been explaining to me. That was not amusing at all. 
 
    “Your husband repudiated his daughter as well as his wife,” I said. “This is difficult for me to understand.” 
 
    I kept my tone level, but Selili turned her face away. Then she looked at me again. “He had reason. It was better for him to go.” She said this not as if she were trying to persuade herself, but as if she knew her words were true, but wished it had been otherwise. “I don’t think badly of him. He was—he is—a good man. He’s married again now. His wife has borne a child, a son. I’m happy for him. He deserves a wife and children.” 
 
    She said this firmly, and I could see she required this generosity of herself. I liked her for that, and for her sake disliked this man who had been her husband. I said, after a moment, “Certainly an Ugaro cannot have any opinion regarding any such matter.” 
 
    “Your people are so restrained!” she said, smiling. “I admire that, Ryo. I suppose that’s the influence of the Moon. I do wish I could spend some time charting the dance of the stars in the winter lands.” 
 
    Obviously she had deliberately turned the subject. I said, “Perhaps you may someday cross the river. I would be pleased to show you our sky. But I think we learn restraint because our people are much more dangerous to offend than your people. When Lau are offended, they bring a petition before a magistrate or before their lord. When my people are offended, we draw knives.” 
 
    “No doubt you are right, Ryo.”  
 
    “Do your people chart the shifting face of the Moon in your country?” I asked her, and settled back to listen as she began to explain the complicated role of the Moon in Lau astrology. That was a subject that could not be difficult for either of us.
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    The next morning, no one took time for drill, only for the scant tasks necessary to break our camp and ride out. An air of impatience seemed to have come to our whole company. 
 
    “We’ll come to the Gate around noon,” Geras told me. “Riding through the Gate right at midday’s lucky.” 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledged. “Perhaps you would tell me something of the Peacock Desert.” 
 
    Even Kerren looked up, plainly interested, though he said nothing. 
 
    Geras opened his mouth, shut it again, and shook his head. “I don’t think I can. I don’t think I’ll try. You youngsters’ll see it for yourselves soon enough.” 
 
    I was very curious, but plainly he would not change his mind.  
 
    When we had ridden out of Sigaranra, we had followed the river for some days. At the place where the land broke suddenly and dropped down in that series of cliffs, we had descended a long, narrow road carved into the face of the cliff, a remarkable experience. Wagons could not pass side by side on that road, so everyone with wagons or carriages must wait for a signal to be given before beginning the descent or ascent. Men stationed along the cliff road raised up flags and lowered them again to show when the road was clear, and travelers drew to one side of the road to wait their turn. 
 
    Later, we had turned away from the river, riding more directly south. Over those days, the dun-colored earth gradually gave way to red, and we rode past fewer fields and more scant pasture, grasses too poor for cattle but enough for goats. Then the soils grew too thin and rocky even for those wiry grasses, and almost all sign of people disappeared. Great outcroppings of stone began to break through the thin soils, many very large. All these stone outcroppings had been carved by the wind into sweeping, sharp-edged forms wholly unlike anything I had ever seen in the mountains of the winter country. 
 
    Now we rode past the same kind of outcroppings, but though the stone was mostly the red of the earth, sometimes the outcroppings were streaked and layered with brighter red and dull yellow and bright yellow. 
 
    “We’re on the Painted Road now,” Geras told me. “It only gets more impressive from here.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Perhaps you have said so many things regarding this desert that nothing can equal your comments.” 
 
    He only grinned at me. “That’s not likely. Whatever you’ve got in your mind, it’s not going to come close.” 
 
    I shook my head, pretending to be irritated with him. But I also nudged my horse to take a faster pace so that I would come up beside Aras instead.  
 
    He glanced at me when I came up beside me and smiled. “Yes, this is beautiful, but Geras is right: you can’t imagine the true Peacock Desert.” 
 
    “The peacock is the bird with the tail. I think the earth and stones of this desert must be colored like that kind of bird.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes, so they are! But even knowing that, I think you’ll be surprised.” 
 
    “Ah.” Certainly I was very curious. I tried to look ahead, the way we were going, but those sharp stone outcroppings closed off our view. Heat shimmered over the red soil. 
 
    “You’re feeling the heat more.”  
 
    This had not been a question. I said, “I think not too much. The white stone turns aside the heat well enough.” 
 
    “If that turns out to be a trifle overoptimistic, say so. Selili is quite prepared to take rapid action if necessary. Though she’s a bit annoyed with me for not thinking to bring her a handful of pebbles gathered from the shore of the long lake at the foot of your northern mountains.” He was smiling. “She’s suggested I make an effort to procure a few pebbles of that kind, so that she can imbue them with magic and make pendants for other Ugaro who might wish to come and go in the summer country.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. Now I was thinking of other things. 
 
    “It’s not entirely just to be angry at her husband, Ryo. He had sound reasons for deciding to reclaim the jewel he’d given Selili.” He smiled, a wry expression. “He came to beg my permission to give my daughter gold and take back the jewel he’d given her. That’s not a formality that is required, and he was genuinely terrified of me, but he came anyway, because he thought it right. A brave man, in his way. What could I do? If he couldn’t cherish Selili and Tathimi as a man should cherish his wife and daughter, it was better for them all that he left. And after all, he hardly abandoned them to a hard fate.” 
 
    I guessed this man had repudiated Selili and his child because he had learned Aras was a sorcerer. That was not a bad reason, though I could hardly admire the man’s courage. I said, “No doubt you are correct about everything.” 
 
    “I’m correct about this, yes. Ah! Look there, Ryo.”  
 
    I looked ahead, following his gesture. Before us, two twisting spires of stone rose up. The road ran directly between those spires, then curved away, upward, because the land rose there, though the slope was gentle enough I had not realized we rode uphill. 
 
    The height of those spires was difficult to judge, but they stood sharp against the sky, streaked with many vivid colors—earth-red and brighter carnelian, then yellow, then earth-red, then green and brighter yellow and earth-red again. As we came closer, I saw other colors: a thin layer of dark and gleaming blue—this was indeed very much the color of the peacock—and darker green, and a red that was not flame-colored, but darker and richer. The spires were much taller than I had thought at first, and so big around that twenty men could not have encompassed them. The winds had carved the spires into many ornate forms. Here, jagged spears of stone sliced into the air; there, a stone archway spanned some distance. Always, the layered colors of the stone cut through all contortions. These spires made me think of the Little Knife, though they were completely different. I had no doubt that the gods had set this place into the world. 
 
    “There are quite a few somewhat contradictory tales about that,” Aras told me. “Take a deep breath.” 
 
    I looked at him, and then we passed between the spires, came up over the crest of the long slope, and the Peacock Desert opened out before us. 
 
    All the comments and teasing had not been enough warning. The many-colored spires had not been enough. Nothing could have been enough.  
 
    From one horizon to the next, the land fell away, red earth, dry and gritty. Everywhere, striking upward into the sky from this stark land, cliffs and spires rose up, twisted pillars and immense stone arches. Great knife-edged ridges sliced into the sky. Long, jagged bridges, some broken by the passage of uncountable years, but others whole, stretched from one enormous spire or tower or cliff to another. Every spire and arch, the faces of the cliffs and the sheer sides of the ridges, everywhere I looked, the stone was streaked with every color of earth and fire. With brown and tawny yellow, with carnelian scarlet and blood crimson, with glittering white and sunset gold and saffron yellow, and—yes—also with shining blues and greens, spattered with black marks that were indeed much like the marks on the tail of the peacock. 
 
    Because the Sun stood high in the vault of the heavens, his light came down with merciless force. The magic curled into the white stone protected me, but here the light struck hard against every cliff face and every stone arch and spire until all the colors clamored and shouted. 
 
    As I blinked through the dazzle, I saw that, more astonishing still, everywhere I looked, many of these formations of stone had been carved not only by the winds of the gods, but by the hands of men. Of Lau. To one side, not far, a great cliff rose up against the sky, the stone blood red and earth red, ice white and bright yellow, streaked with vibrant blue. This whole cliff had been carved into eight tall pillars, four to either side of a high, arched doorway. Above that doorway, tiers of balconies rose up and up, all the way to the top of the cliff. 
 
    Farther away, a longer, lower ridge, earth red and shining pink and glittering carnelian, had been carved into a long and slender colonnade, slimmer and slimmer until it wrapped around a spire that had been carved into a tall, open pavilion, a confection of pink lace, but all of stone. 
 
    The air here was dry and clear and we could see a long distance, an immense distance. Some of the astounding stone formations and the even more astounding carving must be even farther away than I had guessed. The road itself was made of great stones fitted closely together, ordinary stone here, but farther down this slope, carved from the many-colored stone of the desert. Other people moved along this road, heading into the desert or coming toward us, but none close. 
 
    Beside me, Aras said softly, “Shall we go down? Are you ready?” 
 
    For those first moments, I had been struck voiceless by the dazzle of light and shadow, color and carving. It took me some time to answer. Finally I said, “If I gazed out upon this for a year, I might be ready to go down. But I suppose that might be longer than anyone wishes to wait.” 
 
    Smiling, he nudged his horse into motion. The beast, uninterested in the splendor of the desert, had become impatient with waiting and strode forward willingly. My horse followed, so I did not have to decide whether I was truly ready to ride along this road and into this desert. 
 
    Aras said, “The carving isn’t done by magic, Ryo. If your singers could create anything like this, I’d be most impressed, because our magicians certainly can’t. My people have been carving the stone here into temples for thousands of years. Quite a lot of men donate three months or six months or a year of labor. Many young men do it for the, ah, the bragging rights, you might say. But at one time or another, a great many men donate a season of labor here as an act of piety or thanksgiving, grief or penitence. It’s a meditative exercise.” He fell silent. 
 
    “You did this?” I asked. 
 
    He glanced at me, surprised. “Yes, you’re right, I did. It’s not particularly common for high nobles—we’re more likely to dedicate coin to the work rather than our own labor. We hire professional stonecarvers, stonemasons, and architects. Or we pay for less wealthy men to spend a season here. Laudable, no doubt, but rather distant and unsatisfying. The three months I spent here myself, polishing stone under the direction of a quite amazingly gifted stonecarver, were much more satisfying. Not nearly as productive, but completing a project isn’t actually the point.” 
 
    He was silent for some time, perhaps remembering that long-past labor. I asked finally, “Did you work on any of these temples that we can see from here?” 
 
    He had been gazing out over the glory of light and color, his expression abstracted, but at this question, he came back to himself. “No, that one lies considerably farther east. I’d like to visit it, but that’s not practical. We’ll visit one or two different temples, then head for those mountains you may be able to just make out, that way.” He nodded southwest.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “What temples will we visit?” 
 
    “The first one is called The Silence, the second The Radiance. Every temple has its specific association. We’ll reach The Silence tomorrow. We’ll camp tonight—you’re beginning to feel the heat too much.” 
 
    He was right. I had not realized that myself, but the many-colored earth and stone caught the blazing, powerful light and cast it back into the sky, and under this assault of glory, my head was beginning to pound.  
 
    “I thought that might happen. There’s no need to break out a horse-litter. You’ll find Selili’s litter much more comfortable.” 
 
    That surprised me. I would not have said so, but I did not need to say it. He went on. “Yes, it’s a gesture of trust in you both, but not an extraordinary gesture. You’re my guest, Ryo, and Selili is a widow, surrounded by her women and her daughter’s women. She knows how to arrange everything so that propriety is maintained; simply take her advice. She can also cool the air within her litter far more effectively than anyone else could do it. We’ll have a long afternoon’s ride. Go, before you fall off your horse.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, reluctantly, and went to do as he said. 
 
      
 
    Selili’s litter was very different and much more comfortable than the kind of litter I had been forced to use before. It was much lighter in construction, made largely of a kind of stiff reed, and much simpler as well, with no seats, only the wicker floor layered with rugs and pillows for the comfort of those within, surrounded by veils of gauze. 
 
    At the time I came there, aside from Selili herself and her little daughter Tathimi, four women occupied this litter. I knew Sarani and Telai, whom I had met on the first afternoon I met Selili. The other two women were younger, attentive to Tathimi rather than Selili. 
 
    “You may sit there, in the front,” Selili directed me, smiling. “You see, we shall bring this veil across the litter and then we shall be so entirely proper as to please even my grandmother. Sarani, please hook the veil up a bit. A bit more. Yes, thank you; that will do.”  
 
    The gauze of this veil was so sheer that we could see through it as though it were a light mist, and, hooked up in that way, became merely a suggestion of separation. The cloth that draped the litter was a little heavier, but still light. It blocked the glare of the sunlight while permitting us to see something of the splendors of the land through which we passed. The air within this litter had already grown cool enough to be almost comfortable, and one of the young women collected light coats laid aside among the pillows and began to pass these to everyone else. These were made of wool lined with silk, dyed in elaborate patterns and colors much like the striations of the stone formations past which we traveled, with many buttons. 
 
    Tathimi loved her coat, put it on at once, and stroked the front panels of cloth, cooing over the buttons, which were carved into the likeness of the heads of lions. These were drylands lions, with heavy manes, not the small, sleek lions of my country. Her delight made me feel better about putting Selili and these other women to so much trouble, especially when she came to sit on my knee and show me each button.  
 
    After admiring the buttons, I said, “Now I see that a litter may be much more comfortable than I had understood. I thank you for your hospitality, Lady Selili. Perhaps you may tell me something of this remarkable desert and these temples. Lord Aras has said that we will go to a temple called The Silence. Do you know the meaning of that temple?” 
 
    Selili frowned, not as though she were offended, but a thoughtful expression. An unhappy expression. “Is that where we are going?” For some little time, she was quiet. Then she went on, her manner grave. “The Silence is a destination for pilgrimages of expiation. People go there when they have committed a shameful act. Particularly as they come to their age; when they have begun to see in every shadow the ossuary waiting for their bones, and in every sunset the waiting judgment of the gods.”  
 
    I said nothing; I kept my face still; but Tathimi came to her feet and put her arms around my neck. “Don’t be sad!” she commanded me. Then she said, her manner now consoling, “You’ll feel better soon, Ryo.” 
 
    Certain things suddenly came together in my mind. I could not prevent myself from glancing at Selili, incredulous, but then I collected myself and smiled at Tathimi. Then I turned my head, gazing out through the gauze at the series of beautiful stone arches we were passing, some whole and some broken, all of them earth-red streaked with carnelian and ruby, each of them carved with intricate designs of lions and bulls, horses and falcons. Beyond these arches, a massive, jagged tower of stone rose up, flat topped, all of earth-red stone streaked with black and sapphire. That was not carved at all, except that a long, long stairway curled around this great rugged tower two and a half times, and above, at the top, I could see a white pavilion. 
 
    I put my attention on this remarkable landscape, which was not at all difficult.  
 
    Tathimi smiled, patted my cheek, and settled down onto my knee again. She was so small and fragile that I hardly felt her weight. Outside the litter, I heard the muffled thud of many hooves, and also the murmurs of the soldiers, who despite their discipline, exclaimed and spoke much more freely than was their custom, pointing out to one another the wonders we passed. I wondered how many of them knew this child was a sorcerer. Perhaps none of them knew. I had no doubt that every woman here knew. It was impossible that they did not know. 
 
    “Tathimi, my heart, perhaps you would like to ride with Gehones,” Selili said, her manner as quiet and grave as always. The child leaped up and ran to her, and, putting back the veil that surrounded this litter, Selili spoke to one of the soldiers riding close to us, and then steadied her daughter as Tathimi reached up to take his hand and he lifted her to the saddle before him. He reined away, bending his head to speak to the child, who laughed, leaning forward like a young bird eager to fly. The soldier indulged her, putting his horse to a canter, and she called out with delight, her shrill voice half-lost to the immense space around us. 
 
    “Thank you for sending her away,” I said. “I was trying not to let her see I am afraid for her, but it was hard. She is so little.” 
 
    “Afraid for her?” Selili looked at me carefully. All the other women had withdrawn a little and pretended not to listen, but now they glanced at one another and Telai, who had already been frowning, glowered more darkly still. 
 
    “I am not afraid of her. I think she cannot yet see very much.” I was not perfectly certain, but I thought this was so. 
 
    “No,” Selili said softly. “She sees only emotions.” 
 
    “But she will be powerful. This is perfectly clear,” I added, when she hesitated. 
 
    Selili bent her head beneath my regard. “We think so. Yes. It might be a minor curse, but … yes, we think she will eventually develop true sorcery.” 
 
    “Yes. Perhaps she cannot yet put her will upon anyone.”  
 
    “No, no. Not yet. She does want everyone to be friendly, good-tempered, kind … there’s some influence, but it seems to be a gentle pull. It’s nothing like true coercion.” 
 
    Yet, she did not say, but I thought she meant that. I certainly thought it. I said, “The curse will be difficult for her. Your father will teach her to manage sorcery in honorable ways, but although I am certain he will be as gentle as he can be, this will still be hard for her.” I thought of what he had told me. Of the tests his uncle had set him. Aras had said he believed for a long time his uncle would put him to death. If he had failed those tests, that would have happened. I had no doubt of it. 
 
    “I know.” Selili paused. Then she went on, speaking steadily. “As you say, my father will teach her. Tathimi is a great deal like him. She’s strong willed, but gentle. Seeing as she does seems to have made her kind and thoughtful, much more so than most children her age. It will be well,” she added, so firmly I knew she made herself believe it so that her daughter would not see doubt in her mind. She smiled at me then, plainly setting all her fears for the future aside. “She likes you, Ryo.” 
 
    “She is friendly and brave.” I was realizing other things now. I said, “No doubt it hurt her, when her father turned his face from her. But he was right to go if he could not feel toward her as a father should feel toward a daughter.”  
 
    “Yes. You understand.” Selili had turned her face away. She said softly, “He was afraid of his daughter. We agreed it would be better for me to be a widow than for his child to know, whenever he stepped into the room, that her father feared her. He was afraid as well that any other child we had might be the same. Of course he had to go.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She said, “I will never marry again. The risk is too great.” She bent her head. “No sorcerers are born among the Ugaro. I have read that.” Her tone was wistful. 
 
    I did not say we would put such a child to death. I said, “No people is untouched by grief. Fathers die in battle, or mothers of mischance or from the woman’s sickness. Other things happen. Some are worse.” 
 
    She smiled, a sad expression. “Is that supposed to comfort me? What could be worse for a little girl than finding out your father is afraid of you and cannot love you?”  
 
    “Some things are worse.” I considered her. She was so sad. I said, “I will tell you a story of something that happened that was worse. This happened to an Ugaro boy. His father hated his mother, and so treated her son as an enemy.” I knew that probably I did not understand everything that had happened, but I told her Tano’s story as I had come to understand it. 
 
    “I see.” Selili was silent for a small time. At last she said, “That was certainly worse. Terrible things happen everywhere. I’m glad this boy came to your people.” 
 
    “Yes,” I began. But then I saw that the soldier was bringing Tathimi back toward the litter, so I said instead, “Tell me a story of your people. Some easy, pleasant story. The kind of story mothers tell their children.” 
 
    Selili followed my gaze. “Yes,” she said. “I know many stories like that.” 
 
    I listened to stories and told another myself, this time a kind story with nothing difficult in it. Selili explained the wonders we passed. I thought of the extraordinary temples of this desert and the astounding colors of the stone and earth, and of the stories everyone told, and not at all about sorcery or the various difficult fates that might come to a child who grew into the true curse.  
 
    Finally, after the Sun stepped down through the sky to the western edge of the world, and our company halted, and all the tents were raised up in their orderly lines, I left Selili and her daughter and her woman companions and walked aside from all the Lau to stand alone, gazing out at this remarkable and glorious desert. I did not think about sorcery even then. I thought about the gods. I thought about honor, and right actions that may seem wrong, and wrong actions that may seem right. I thought about the great trials people may face while they live and the great judgment they may face after they die. 
 
    Some of those thoughts concerned sorcery after all. 
 
    After some time, I heard a familiar step behind me. I did not turn. I said, “Tathimi is not my daughter. I have no right to worry on her behalf. But I cannot help it. This is true even though, if she had been born to my people, she would be put to death. The lord of the tribe would make that decision. No one would say he was wrong to do it. The child’s father might step in front of the knife; that would be his decision; but no one else would do so. The child’s mother would probably leave the tribe. Probably she would not marry again.” 
 
    “It’s not necessarily much easier for us. But you know that.” 
 
    “Yes.” Now I turned, meeting his eyes, studying his expression. Aras returned my gaze. He was not holding his scepter. His expression was calm, but the set of his mouth betrayed his strong feeling in this matter. Yet I saw neither anger nor impatience in him. Only weariness, and resignation. 
 
    I asked him, “Did you know this when she was born?” 
 
    “No. Even three years ago, I wasn’t certain. You’re right that I’m fairly certain now.” 
 
    I nodded. “You are bringing her to your uncle. He will judge not only you, but Tathimi. He will judge that child according to your actions.” 
 
    “Yes, he will. He has no choice. He is answerable for the wellbeing of the whole of the summer country. That’s a good deal more important than his obligation to me or to my granddaughter.” 
 
    I said nothing. I could not disagree, but I could not agree either.  
 
    Aras sighed. He said, “Neither of us has any choice. I could neglect my clear duty and decline to inform Soretes of this potential problem. He would find it out, and soon; too many people know and more will encounter her, think of me, and realize the truth. I could decline to bring her before him. He would then have to order me to do so. Regardless of absolutely any other possible concern, I could not refuse his command.” He paused, studying me. Then he said, “Ryo. Think. The only weapon my king can raise up against me is authority. The only weapon I can possibly lift against him is rhetoric. Anything else on either side would lead to utter disaster.” 
 
    I had not thought about the problem in that way, but as soon as he said this, I saw he was right. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. After a moment, he continued. “This was going to be difficult enough even before I realized I’d have to bring Tathimi to court with me. In some ways, it will be useful that Soretes will be irate regarding the Rahavet ruling; that’s an ordinary problem that can be handled in the ordinary way—with argument. Not that I look forward to that particular argument. Still, there’s nothing remarkable about disagreement, even vehement disagreement, and beginning with something ordinary will probably work in my favor. It’s the other problem that I feared might be intractable even before I realized my granddaughter’s life as well as mine might depend on the outcome. And that problem must be faced on a battleground where I can’t, I daren’t, lift any kind of weapon.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I understand. Is that why you chose to come here first, before going to Avaras?” 
 
    He came forward a step, standing beside me, gazing out across the Peacock Desert. The last light of the Sun lay across the many-colored earth and the high, striated cliffs some distance before us. In that light, the ordinary red of soil and stone seemed brighter and richer, the gleaming carnelian blazed like fire, the dark blood-crimson striations glowed as though lit from within. Where the stone was yellow, now it appeared flame-orange; where the true color was peacock blue, it became a deep, rich purple. So far as I could see from this distance, no temple had been carved into those cliffs, but the stone itself seemed temple enough in this light. In this place, the Sun seemed to stand very close to the world. 
 
    Aras said, “In part.” He was silent for a little time. Then he added, “I also simply wanted to come here because this place is so beautiful. I wanted to see it again. I wanted you to see it.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I am glad to have seen it.” I turned from the desert to consider our camp. Because of the big suites of tents for Selili and her daughter and her women, the women’s part of the camp was almost as large as the soldiers’ part. The tents were different, with the light, gauzy, many-colored fabric. Tathimi was not in the women’s part of the camp. When I looked for her, I found her on the soldiers’ side. A man, a soldier, was carrying her through the camp on his shoulder. She was laughing. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said softly. “She’s gentler than I was at that age, I think. Or perhaps I mean that she’s happier. She’s surrounded by people who realize she might have something close to true sorcery, but who … who care about me, and aren’t afraid of me. Who already understand how to cope with someone who is a powerful sorcerer, so they’re not afraid of her. She’s … I can only glimpse her mind, Ryo. But she has a good heart.” 
 
    I said, “I have no doubt that this is so.” 
 
    “I don’t know what Soretes will decide. Should I have the opportunity, I’ll certainly teach her as carefully as I can. But every test set before her must be a true test, or how can she know she can surmount the challenges she’ll face?” 
 
    I knew that if Aras set his granddaughter to some trial, it would be exactly as hard as he had to be, and no more. But I knew he would be ruthless. He took a breath as though he would protest. I said, “I know you love her. You will be pitiless anyway.” 
 
    He let that breath go. After a moment, he inclined his head. “I know you’ll be careful not to think of such things near her.”  
 
    I nodded. “Selili does not know what your uncle did to you?” 
 
    “It’s not something I’d mention to my daughters. My mother knows. She forgave her brother, eventually. Mostly. When … if … I do it to Tathimi, my mother probably won’t forgive me. But I hope Selili will, eventually.” 
 
    I thought she would understand. I thought he should explain to Selili how it had been for him, everything that his uncle had done and why. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said. “But I don’t want thoughts and worries about that sort of trial in Selili’s mind.” 
 
    “Ah.” I had not thought of that problem, even though I had already realized I must take care myself. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. Then he went on, his tone deliberately unconcerned. “We’ll reach the temple I have in mind tomorrow. We’ll spend the day there. Another day, more likely two, to reach the edge of the desert and begin the last stage of our journey to Avaras. Thirty days or so for that part.” He was silent for a little while. Then he said, “No man can halt the passage of the Sun across the sky, nor cause the stars to pause in their courses.” He walked away, not back into the camp, but the other way, into the darkening desert, to sit on a low stone outcropping and gaze up at the sky. 
 
    Only the smallest part of the Sun now showed above the western horizon. Shadows stretched out long and dark. Most of the brilliant colors had disappeared, becoming black and richer black. Many stars had come into the sky. Here in this place, they seemed brighter than usual, closer to the earth. In the starlit lands, sometimes I had seemed to hear their voices, though very faintly. Here, though I listened, I could not hear even the faintest echo of their song.  
 
    After a little while, I turned and went back into the camp. 
 
    The next day, at midmorning, we came to the temple the Lau called The Silence. 
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    By the time we came there, I knew that all the temples had names of that kind. The Silence, The Hope, The Desolation, The Rejoicing, The Devotion. All the names were longer than that; the true name of The Silence was The Silence Of The Heart In The Midst Of Sorrow. This was not an entirely accurate translation; the original language in which the temple had been named was not darau. This name and many of the other names had been rendered from some other, older language. 
 
    There were said to be a hundred temples in the Peacock Desert. There were many more than a hundred, except that some were small and had no names, and some of the outcroppings and ridges, though carved and polished into beautiful and intricate forms, were not called temples, but devotaria. The work of making them mattered to the Lau, but they were not destinations for anyone making a pilgrimage. 
 
    The Silence had been carved, not into a cliff or spire or great arch, but into one side of a long, jagged chasm. This was a canyon perhaps nearly a bowshot across and so long we could not see either end from the middle. The cleft was too deep for a man to see the bottom even at midday. Where sunlight came into this chasm, the stone was brilliantly colored, but where the shadows fell, the muted colors became darker, more intense. 
 
    A great stone bridge spanned this chasm. This had plainly been set in place by the gods at the beginning of the world, but the Lau had carved a path across the bridge, then carved the sides of the bridge into an ornate railing, with many fanciful loops and whorls wherever the colors of the stone had pleased the eye of the carver.  
 
    On the other side of this bridge, a stairway led down and down the far wall of the canyon. The stairs were all the colors of the stone, earth-red close to the top, then red-streaked white, then a yellow so dark it was almost orange, and lower still a dark blue that descended into shadow and became indigo. Some distance down, the steps came to a ledge that had been carved into a balcony where fluted pillars flanked a high, narrow doorway. I could see the polished blue stone of the floor just inside the doorway, but nothing else. 
 
    No railing safeguarded the descent. To descend those steps was an act of piety; one was expected to set one’s attention solely on each step as it came. To ascend was to come back into the world, and also required attentive care. If any person fell, this was considered an indication that he had not properly prepared himself to step from the mortal realm into the hands of the gods; that he had given way to arrogance or impatience or some other failing. 
 
    Aras explained this to me. Then he went on, smiling, “Almost no one falls, Ryo. The steps are set at uneven intervals, true, but they’re quite a lot wider than they seem from here.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I did not doubt this, but I understood, anyone would understand, that this climb could never be a casual matter.  
 
    “I’m really not at all likely to fall.” 
 
    “Of course not. You have been here before? What lies within the temple?” 
 
    “Silence,” Aras answered, and smiled at my exasperation. “A small—relatively small—antechamber. Beyond that, a long corridor. It’s not really that long, I suppose, but it seems endless. One makes that passage in the dark, you see. Then, at the end, the heart of the temple. It’s very simple. Ornate decoration is fine for other temples, but not this one.” 
 
    “Yes. You will go down alone?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the custom. Once I’ve returned, possibly Kerren may want to go down. Or, for that matter, someone else; a surprising number of people do feel the need, at some time in their lives, to make a penitential offering. We’ll delay here a day or so if necessary.” He glanced around at the wide desert. “At certain times of the year, appropriate solitude can be difficult to arrange, even though this temple isn’t enormously popular. That’s why the pilgrimage grounds are so generous here. But as you see, there’s no crowd today. I’ll go down shortly. I’ll probably be there for some time; probably until sunset, possibly until dawn. For obvious reasons, one doesn’t make that climb in the dark.” 
 
    I signed assent. I could hardly wish for any Lau to take such a risk—certainly not Aras. 
 
    “Exactly. Other temples are gentler. In a day or two, or perhaps three, we’ll ride out, that way.” He nodded to the south. “We’ll pass a much larger and more accessible temple, The Radiance, deservedly popular. We’ll stop there so that anyone who wishes can make an appropriate offering. I imagine almost everyone will. You might want to go in, Ryo. You’ll be the first Ugaro ever to do so, I imagine, but I don’t think it would be wrong as long as you’re willing to make an offering. Though the dedicats there may have an opinion, so we’ll see.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said once more. I was curious about the temple in this place, The Silence, but I could see that probably it would be considered wrong for me to go there only to look at it.  
 
    “You’ll find enough to see up here,” Aras assured me. “Go wherever you like, but take care with the heat. Of course I know you will.” He turned back to our company, gesturing to Talon Commander Harana to join him, giving orders to free the soldiers from every kind of duty. I paid no attention. I was still considering the massive bridge and that long, perilous stairway. 
 
      
 
    He did not fall. Of course he did not. I watched his descent. Everyone stood at the edge of the chasm, watching, pretending not to feel any kind of anxiety. Probably the carved stairway was not as long as it seemed. Several people near me exhaled audibly when he came at last to the balcony. Probably I did as well.  
 
    Of course the day stretched out and out after that. No one could tire of looking at the Peacock Desert, but still, the day seemed long. I wrote a letter, trying to sketch a little of the wonders of this desert, though I could hardly do the subject justice. After a time, tiring of trying to capture a fragment of this glory in ink with my inadequate skill, I put aside my writing supplies and walked a little distance along the chasm, but as the Sun came to his height, the heat became too intense despite the magic set into the white stone, and I walked back and sat for a little time with Selili and two of her women, in the pavilion that had been raised up for them, where the air could be made a little cooler. She told me stories of the desert and explained the meaning astrologers found in the complicated striations of color. “We look at the earth sometimes,” she said, amused, when I said that I had thought astrologers concerned themselves only with the sky. “This desert is sacred, after all, so it reflects some of the subtleties of the heavens. Yes, my heart, that is a very lovely pebble; I am sure it will bring you luck.” 
 
    The little stone Tathimi had found was almost entirely a deep green, flecked here and there with white and bright yellow. The child smiled at her mother’s words, turned, gave this pebble to Telai, and patted the woman’s arm as Telai scowled. Then she ran away again to look for more pretty stones. 
 
    “She has a generous heart,” I commented, looking after her. 
 
    “She does, and will,” Telai snapped. 
 
    Selili sighed. I did not want to cause difficulty between them, so I rose and said politely, “I thank you for the shelter you have so kindly offered me, Lady Selili. As the Sun has made his way lower in the sky, I think the heat will not trouble me now.” 
 
    I went out, and though the heat struck me, it was as I had said, no longer so difficult to bear. I walked back to the edge of the cleft. Though the Sun still stood high above the edge of the world, the balcony and the lowest stairs had already passed into shadow; the deep blue of the stone had become almost invisible. 
 
    “He won’t come up until dawn, I expect,” Kerren said behind me. “A few hours after dawn, in fact, since the light won’t reach all the way down to the temple until midmorning.” 
 
    I turned, unsurprised. I had recognized his step; he did not wear the same kind of boots as the soldiers and did not move in exactly the same way. “Will you go down?” I asked.  
 
    His mouth twisted, bitter and contemptuous. “Why would I want to go down?” 
 
    I said nothing. That scorn was not directed at me, though perhaps Kerren would have said it was—perhaps he even thought it was.  
 
    He said, “You’d better take a little more care with Lady Selili. Next time you’re too hot, tell someone to set up a separate pavilion and she can cool that one.” He shrugged—no doubt I was staring at him. “I suppose Lord Aras is pretending he hasn’t noticed. I guess he thinks no one would dare say a word. He’s right; they wouldn’t—to his face. But once people get hold of the wrong kind of rumor about a high noblewoman, it’ll never die. She’s lovely, yes. What you think of her or how you think of her is your business—and his, I suppose—” 
 
    I raised one hand, checking him. “Say nothing to the lady’s discredit,” I warned him. “Nor to mine.” 
 
    “Meaning no offense to her or you,” he said, his tone edged with mockery, and walked away. 
 
    Plainly he had indeed intended to offend me, but I let him go. For several different reasons, I did not want to quarrel over his words. He was not altogether wrong. That was not the only reason I did not want to quarrel with him, but it was one reason. I had not exactly thought of Selili in the way Kerren had implied. But this was not exactly untrue either, and I had not realized that until this moment. 
 
    Always, whenever I was in the summer country, I had set certain thoughts aside as firmly as I could. But this was more difficult now than it had been. Now, whenever I thought of a woman, I thought of Darra, and then of Elaro, and this brought both desire and anger into my mind much more forcefully. And I had not even known this was happening. Now I saw it. 
 
    I did not want Aras to see anything of these thoughts. I looked after Kerren, thoroughly irritated with him and with myself. Then I turned to walk along the edge of the chasm, away from the camp, meaning to settle my mind by permitting the beauty of this sacred desert to enter my heart. 
 
    I walked all the way to one end of the chasm, where the cleft in the earth was so narrow a man might step across it, though it was deep even there. By the time I turned to walk back, my heart had settled somewhat. I thought I need not set fault against myself for the feelings that had come to me. I thought anyone might feel that way, and I thought I would be able to set those feelings aside well enough, so I felt better for that reason as well, less stupid and irritated with myself.  
 
    When Esau met me and handed me a waterskin without comment, I accepted this without too much annoyance. I had carried a waterskin, but it was empty now and I had to acknowledge that I was glad he had come after me. I poured some of the water over my head and drank the rest. I said, “The heat is not a difficulty. We will easily come back to the camp before I feel it too much.” 
 
    “Sure we will,” Esau agreed, and handed me another waterskin. He had carried three. I could hardly protest. I splashed more of the water over my face and chest and began to walk again. 
 
    Esau fell into step beside me. “That boy poked you with a stick, did he?” he said, his tone neutral. “He doesn’t really mean a lot by it, but he ought to have better sense. I’m not the right man to talk to him about that, but Geras could.” 
 
    “There is no need for anyone to speak to Kerren regarding any matter,” I said firmly. “He is angry and bitter, and he expresses this to me because he cannot show that kind of temper to Aras.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you’ve got that figured. It can still hit a man wrong, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yes, that may be so,” I agreed. “But I will not react in any unconsidered or foolish manner.” 
 
    Esau nodded. “All right.” After a moment, he added, “Good.”  
 
    As I had said, I did not intend to lose my temper. But as we neared the camp, I looked for Kerren because I thought it better to avoid him for the present lest he press this resolution too hard. At first I could not see him, but I found him eventually. He had crossed the stone bridge and sat alone on the other side of the narrow canyon, at the top of the stairs. Despite the distance, I recognized him by his solitude and his posture. That would keep him out of my way, but anyone could see his unhappiness. I frowned at that. 
 
    “Only natural he’d feel set apart,” Esau told me. He had followed the direction of my gaze. “He is set apart.” 
 
    This was true. I signed assent.  
 
    A high-pitched, joyful cry made us both turn the other way, toward the camp, to watch as little Tathimi held up another pretty pebble she had found and then ran to show this to her mother. Esau’s son Pirau was with Tathimi, but he was too shy to approach Selili. But both children ran from her tent to show their pebbles to Keraunani, who bent to exclaim over the little stones. 
 
    All this brought difficult thoughts and feelings back to my mind and heart. I looked away, stooping to pick up a pebble myself. This one was bright yellow, flecked with black and cut through with a vivid streak of white. Esau made no comment regarding any matter, but he picked up another pebble, which he gave to me. This one was blue, with a curving black crystal running along one side. But most of his attention was directed toward his son, who was showing off now, running along the top of an outcropping. Tathimi climbed up as well, and at once several soldiers moved to put themselves below her in case she fell. I was amused to see that Pirau had immediately moved to steady her as well.  
 
    “He’s a good kid,” Esau said, watching the boy. “It was my good luck to find a kid like that one. He may not make a soldier, but he’ll do fine one way or another.”  
 
    I signed assent. Then I stopped in surprise. Beside me, Esau had jerked to a halt between one step and the next. He was staring away toward the other end of camp, frowning. “Somebody’s upset,” he said. His frown deepened. “Real upset. Not about anything ordinary. Whoever it is …” He glanced at me sharply. “You up for checking this out, Ryo? I bet Harana won’t have a word to say if you stick your nose in to find out what’s going on.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said immediately, and strode that way. Esau caught up without difficulty—any Lau may easily keep pace with an Ugaro—and very soon we came to the place. 
 
    A man, not a soldier, no one I knew, had come into our camp. I could not tell his number of summers, but he was not a young man; gray streaked his hair at the sides and his beard was almost entirely gray. He had knelt, which was unusual enough, but his back was not straight. I thought he had begun to kneel in the upright way of the Lau, but exhaustion had ruined his balance. He was trying to hold up his hands in an approximation of the gesture by which one asks for mercy. His breathing was harsh, rattling, and his arms trembled with weariness. Dust streaked his clothing and his skin. He was barefoot; blood streaked the stone where he knelt. I had not realized that at once because some of the streaks of color here were almost the same color as the blood. 
 
    “Poor bastard’s staying upright on nothing but grit,” Esau said, his voice tight and angry. “Somebody needs—all right, about gods-hated time.” 
 
    One of the soldiers there had put a cup of water into the man’s hand and was helping him to drink. Talon Commander Harana was coming from a different direction, and the two commanders for our two companies, and also Lucas Samaura, and some other people. But Esau and I had come there first. One of the soldiers was saying to the stranger, his tone kind, “Here, now, what’s your name?” The man looked at him, his stare wide and urgent, but said nothing. 
 
    “I don’t like this one gods-hated bit,” Esau said. He was studying the newcomer, his eyes narrowed. “Timsau, sound the recall. Get the brats back here, and the women. Geresan, grab your file and put a real guard on the lady.” The soldiers ran to do as Esau ordered. As Harana arrived, Esau stood to attention and added, “With your permission, sir.” But even then, his attention was on the stranger, not on the talon commander. 
 
    “All that, and sharply,” Harana confirmed. “What do we have here, Troop Leader?” 
 
    “I’ve got no gods-hated idea,” Esau said, and snapped to the stranger, “Pry your teeth apart, friend. What’s the trouble? Speak up!” 
 
    The man stared at him, saying nothing at all. His breaths came fast. Sweat stood at his hairline. 
 
    “Sorcerer’s got him,” Esau said, and faced Harana. “I could be wrong, sir. But I’m not wrong. He’s way too gods-hated scared for this to be anything else, plus that’s more than fear keeping his teeth together. He can’t talk—I’m pretty sure he can’t even try. It’s sorcery for sure.”  
 
    Harana grunted. He did not look at all surprised. I could not imagine anyone was surprised. He said, “Figuring how far word will have run that Aras was heading this way, and how far it’d be possible to come on foot—in one day, maybe a day and a half, not more—” He dropped to one knee, took one of the stranger’s ankles in a firm grip, and looked at the sole of his foot. Then he dropped his hand and stood up again. He said to the rest of us, “If he had boots to start, he’s come a good long way. But I’m betting he started off wearing indoor slippers, and if that’s right, I’d guess he’s come maybe ten miles, not more than fifteen. Let’s say twenty just to be sure. What’s in that range?” 
 
    “The Radiance,” Lucas answered crisply. “The Solace, The Desolation—that one’s fairly isolated. If I were guessing, that’s the one a sorcerer might take. Or take first. But I’d rather not guess, and I doubt we need to guess. We need—” he broke off and pivoted. “Ryo!” 
 
    I was startled, but I said, “Yes.” 
 
    “You can get down those stairs to The Silence in the dark, can’t you?” he asked me. “And back up again, with Aras, without risking a fall.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again. Obviously we needed Aras, but it had not occurred to me that the daylight had failed so far that a Lau could not easily risk that climb. I did not say that. I said, “This is permitted, for me to go there?” 
 
    Harana grunted. “Under the circumstances, it had better be! I don’t think he’ll hear us on his own, so somebody’ll have to go get him. Pretty sure we all agree you’re the one for the job. Go on. Don’t fall. And don’t let Aras fall!” 
 
    I refrained, with an effort, from rolling my eyes. 
 
      
 
    The bridge itself was simple. The carved path along the top was nowhere more narrow than a man could reach with outstretched arms, and of course there was the railing on both sides. The stairs would be more challenging, even for me. The Sun still stood partway above the edge of the world, but of course shadows stretched out now. All but the topmost stairs lay in the shadow of the canyon wall. I could not see the rest of the stairs well, especially not those carved into the blue stone, but that was because the remaining sunlight dazzled my vision. I knew that when I entered the shadow, I would be able to see much better.  
 
    Kerren stood up, glaring at me, when I came to the top of the stairway. I realized he thought I had come there to speak to him, perhaps to quarrel with him. I said curtly, “There is a problem. Someone came here, perhaps to find Aras. This man cannot speak. We think a sorcerer has laid silence upon him.” 
 
    He took a step back, eyes widening, no longer angry, but appalled. Anyone sensible would certainly have been appalled. “Go back to the camp,” I told him. “I am going to go down to the temple.” 
 
    Now he looked appalled for a different reason. “In the dark?”  
 
    “Ugaro see much better in the dark than Lau,” I said, a little impatiently. To be fair, I added, “You Lau see better in bright light.” 
 
    “Oh. All right.” He looked down the shadowed descent, then said suddenly, “Even so, be careful, Ryo.” Then, as though embarrassed, he pivoted toward the bridge and jogged away, toward the camp, as I had ordered. 
 
    I went down the stairs.  
 
    The cliff rose up to my right. To my left, the chasm fell away. I entered the shadow of the cliff almost at once and paused to let my vision adjust. There was plenty of light. But the different colors of the stone made everything strange. The stairs carved of pale-colored stone seemed almost to rise up into the air, while the dark stairs seemed to fall away beneath me. The indigo stone had become almost black, and the shadow of one carved stair fell upon the next, black upon black, so that as I came to that part of the stairway, I had to look carefully to see what was stone and what was shadow and nothing. Every step was set uncomfortably far from the next—uncomfortably for an Ugaro—and the distance between one stair and the next was not always the same. I had to set my hand against the solidity of the cliff and look carefully before each step.  
 
    Finally I came to the ledge. A cool breeze blew past my face, rising from the depths of the chasm, smelling of damp stone. Water must be down there somewhere, far out of sight, though I heard nothing, no sound of running water. Now that I thought of this, I realized I heard nothing at all. Obviously people must be standing above me at the edge of the canyon, but I could not hear their voices.  
 
    The doorway that led into the temple was hard to see in the same way the dark stairs had been hard to see. Light slid down the fluted edges of the pillars to either side of the door, and when I studied the place between those pillars, I could—barely—make out the curve of the shadowed doorway. That was much taller than I had realized from above, at least four times my height, but barely wider than any ordinary doorway.  
 
    I went into the temple.  
 
    A small antechamber, Aras had said. This place was not that small. Even an Ugaro could not see well with as little light as came into the temple. I set my hand on the wall and made my way around the chamber. The floor was perfectly smooth and level beneath my feet; the curve of the wall polished beneath my palm. Aras had mentioned only one corridor. I hoped there was only one. I came to the opening almost as I thought this, my hand sliding from stone to a curved edge of an unseen doorway. Pausing to glance back, I found the tall outer doorway much more clearly visible from inside. Outside was a luminous dusk. Inside the temple, only a little way farther down the corridor, the darkness lay heavy and absolute. 
 
    I went into the corridor. A long way, Aras had said, but not as long as it seemed. I counted my steps, thinking of the labor involved in carving this passage through the stone. Aras had said these temples had been carved by hand over uncountable years. I could hardly imagine how many those years must have been. Perhaps some gap had already cut into the stone here and that was why the Lau had chosen this place for their temple. 
 
    I counted forty steps, then forty again, and at last I saw light, dim at first, but then warm and golden, pouring across blue stone streaked with green and marked with swirls of black crystal. I came to another narrow, arched doorway, and paused there. 
 
    Until that moment, I think I had not truly understood that I had come into a sacred place. When I and my sister and our companions had come to the high tomb of my people, that had been a sacred place. Here, I had looked at all the colors of the Peacock Desert and all the carved stone and thought, Yes, the Lau make everything elaborate and ornate; they are that kind of people. I had not understood that here they had made their taste for ornate elaboration into an expression of piety. Even when Aras had explained this to me, I had not understood him. Or I had understood his words, but I had not felt their truth. Now, looking into this chamber, I felt it. 
 
    The round chamber was very simple. Not large. Perhaps ten or twelve paces across, but much higher than it was wide. The ceiling came to a peak high above. Almost all the stone was the kind that was blue with black crystals curving here and there, but at the far end of this space, where a streak of white and gold cut through the blue, a small nook had been carved into the wall. This nook was perhaps as wide and as deep as two fists, but as with every other part of this temple, much taller than it was wide. A fist-sized light glowed within this nook, not a lantern or an oil lamp, but a light without source or fuel. Someone—a Lau dedicat—had made that light and set it there. I had seen such things from time to time, though I had never seen a light of that kind left to burn outside the presence of a dedicat. But this one glowed steadily, as though it might burn forever.  
 
    Aras lay prone, prostrate on the stone floor, his arms outspread.  
 
    I had been thinking of the possibility that another sorcerer might be somewhere close, someone like Lorellan, powerful and malicious and terrifying. Then my attention had been taken up by the descent and by finding my way to this place. Now I felt embarrassed, mortified, very much aware that this place was deeply sacred and meant for private devotion. I felt strongly that I should never have come here.  
 
    Of course I had had no choice but to come. But the feeling of unforgiveable intrusion came to me so strongly that I nearly turned and walked out again. If the problem had been anything but powerful and malignant sorcery, I would have walked away. 
 
    Aras had not moved when I came to the place, and did not move now. I could see no indication that he knew I had come here. Speaking aloud seemed an even worse intrusion than anything else I had done so far. I moved quietly forward, sat down beside him, and rested my hand on the back of his head. Then I waited.  
 
    A moment passed. Another moment. At last, tension came into his muscles, tightening his neck and shoulders. I lifted my hand and sat still, and after another moment, he pushed himself up, moving stiffly. He knelt back on his heels and looked at me. I said nothing, but I thought of the man who had come to our camp, of his wide, stunned eyes and his silence, his harsh breaths and bloody feet. I thought of Esau saying, Sorcerer’s got him. I could be wrong. But I’m not wrong. 
 
    Aras pressed a hand to his forehead, rubbed his face, then dropped his hand, sighing. “Of course. All right.” His voice sounded shockingly ordinary despite the echoes that ran against the stone and returned. 
 
    I stood up and offered him my hand. He let me lift him to his feet, staggering a little—he had been lying in that exact position for a long time. He moved stiffly, but turned toward the darkness of the corridor without hesitation. I hurried to follow, afraid that he might try the stairs without waiting for me if he came there before I did. 
 
      
 
    The ascent was not as difficult as the descent had been, even though the last lingering light of the sunset had faded and night stretched across the desert. The Moon and many stars had come into the sky, and looking up, the shadows of the stairs did not confuse the eye as they had when I had come down the stairway. Also, the top of the canyon was much more easily seen than the dark blue stone of the temple balcony. Even so, I stayed to the outside, keeping Aras between me and the cliff. He kept to my pace without comment. 
 
    All along the far edge of the canyon, men waited with lanterns. On our side, at the top of the stairs, soldiers also waited, but wisely did not light their lanterns until we had come there, wary of interfering with our vision. Someone—Lucas—offered his hand to his uncle and then to me, guiding us away from the edge of the cliff. “Lanterns,” he ordered tersely, and half a dozen men lit the lanterns they carried.  
 
    Aras said without any preliminary greeting, “If there’s any sorcerer nearby, he’s entirely alone. The only thrall I see anywhere nearby is the one who brought us the warning.” 
 
    “There is a sorcerer, then,” Lucas said. “Not that anyone doubted it. Mind your step.” He held out his hand again to assist Aras up to the bridge. 
 
    “I’m not quite so decrepit as that,” Aras told him, terse and unamused. 
 
    “You were jolted out of your pilgrimage; do you think I don’t know that?” Lucas retorted. “Plus you’re distracted. Don’t be difficult.” 
 
    Aras shook his head, but he permitted his nephew to take his arm and help him come to the pathway that ran across the bridge. I followed, and the other men who had come here with Lucas, and we all made our way across the canyon through a night that seemed endless. Ahead of us, the lanterns and fires of the camp spread across the desert. Behind us, there was no light at all. No glimmer of light made its way out from the heart of the temple. 
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    The camp was very quiet. The man now rested more quietly, a pitcher of water and a cup close by his hand, his feet bandaged. Talon Commander Harana was there, and Geras, and Esau, and, to one side, Kerren, his expression strained.  
 
    Aras ignored everyone except Kerren, to whom he gave a short nod. Kerren dropped his gaze. 
 
    The man, the sorcerer’s victim, staggered to his feet, but Aras gestured him back down. “Sit down before you fall over,” he ordered sharply. “Try not to be frightened; I won’t hurt you. You did well to come to me.” He looked at him for a long breath. “Is that better?” 
 
    The man’s eyes had widened, but it seemed to me his expression now was astonishment more than terror. He said huskily, “Yes. Yes. Thank you. I’m—I was—” 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. Now his tone was kind. “I see that. I had no idea a sorcerer could destroy the dedication, but the gods are generous; please don’t despair.”  
 
    Lucas said, startled, “He’s a dedicat?” Then he lifted a warding hand. “No, don’t say it.”  
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “I’m sorry to say that this man was a dedicat, and now he isn’t. This is an uncommonly ugly business, even for malicious sorcery.” Coming forward, he settled into another chair and said, “Haures … Haures Tasin Koreskana. I’m sorry, because I know this is difficult, but please tell me what happened, and where. It’s easiest for me to be certain I haven’t missed anything important if you explain at least part of the problem out loud.” 
 
    The man bowed his head. He spoke haltingly, not looking up. “He came to The Desolation … I don’t know. Near the beginning of Suyasa? It seems longer. He took everyone there. Penitents, petitioners, laborers … dedicats.” A small, hopeless gesture.  
 
    Aras said gently, “Tearing out the dedication is a terrible thing, an unspeakable thing. But, Haures, you are still alive. Perhaps you may yet recover.” 
 
    “No,” the man said. “Recover? Not from this.” Now he raised his head, looking Aras in the face, leaning forward, speaking with sudden ferocity. “You have to stop him.”  
 
    “I will.” Aras still spoke gently, but with absolute assurance. “Why The Desolation? Because of its isolation? Ah, no, I see. Because it’s generally a destination for soldiers. He’s building an army as fast as he can … ah, he actually meant from the first to face me.” A dangerous amusement came into his expression. “Well, that’s not very wise.” 
 
    “Around the beginning of Suyasa?” said Harana. “He probably took The Desolation just about the time you came back to the summer country. Probably he decided he’d better get himself set to handle you or else you’d handle him! That’s what you’re thinking?” 
 
    Aras glanced up at him. “It’s surmise, but solid surmise. Dedicat Koreskana … I beg your pardon. Haures, then. Haures overheard this sorcerer discussing certain plans. He didn’t mention me by name, but he said enough.” 
 
    The dedicat—the man who had been a dedicat—said thinly, “He’s working with someone. Someone in Gaur, someone who’s had a free hand for the past year—” 
 
    “Who?” Lucas demanded, stiffening. “Gods, who? Did you catch a name? Or a town?” And, as Haures shook his head, went on, speaking sharply. “No one in Sigaranra, I can’t believe I’d have missed that—someone in Irinkiur? Tamsana?” 
 
    Haures spread his hands in token of ignorance. 
 
    Lucas turned to Aras. “Uncle—my lord—” 
 
    “If something like that has slipped your notice, that’s unfortunate, but now that we know there’s something to look for and someone to bring up by the heels, we’ll discover what and who.” Aras spoke absently, his attention plainly elsewhere. “Granted, I might uncover the truth faster, but even if I’m not available, you’ll still get through whatever prevarication someone’s thrown in your way. The urgent problem is not the enabler, but the sorcerer.” 
 
    Lucas made a small gesture, conceding the point, but plainly not pleased. Turning back to the sorcerer’s victim, he said, “Very well, Haures, you’re saying this sorcerer has built up a force of some men and is now setting a trap for Lord Gaur. That’s what you’re saying? Where? Not at The Desolation?” 
 
    “No, not The Desolation—” 
 
    Aras said, “He knew I’d come through the Peacock Desert; he guessed I wouldn’t have many men with me; he knows what path I’ll take from here. He has moved, is moving right now, tonight, against The Radiance, with the intention of meeting me there. Not a bad plan, if he took me by surprise. Or it wouldn’t have been a bad plan, if he were more powerful or I were less so.” 
 
    “He is very powerful,” Haures protested, his voice thin. 
 
    “No, be easy. He’s powerful enough, but he can’t begin to match me,” Aras promised him. “What he did to you was terrible, that’s true. But from everything I see in your mind, once I face him, this won’t be difficult.” 
 
    I had been standing to the side, not putting myself forward. But now I said pointedly, “I am certain this man was not permitted to escape in order to bait you into overconfidence. I am equally certain no enemy is showing you pleasing lies that will lure you into acting in the way he wishes you to act. If anything of the kind were so, you would have realized it.” 
 
    Aras glanced at me, smiling suddenly. “That’s an admirably tactful reminder that overconfidence has been the downfall of many sorcerers, including me. But, no, not this time, Ryo. I promise you, this time I’m going to have everything my way.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “But this is not overconfidence.”  
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    Harana made a skeptical sound, liking this no better than I did. 
 
    Aras glanced from one of us to the other, then stood up and moved back a step so that he could speak to us all at the same time. “I appreciate your concern, truly. But no, I’m not overconfident. Should this enemy be exactly as subtle and clever as you’re all thinking, which is unlikely, it won’t matter.” He faced me. “Ryo, you’re right that two and a half years ago, Serat Aneka Tasaras, then Lord Lorellan, baited me into a trap, which turned out rather badly for me—for us. But several things are different in this case. For one, this sorcerer is powerful, but I don’t believe he is either as powerful or as experienced as Tasaras. For another, though the circumstances were unfortunate, I’ve learned a good deal in the past two and a half years.” 
 
    “So,” I said, conceding that this was probably true. “You believe you will have everything as you wish. This is something you truly believe.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. When I—when we—faced Tasaras, he overmatched me in many ways, particularly in the area of direct coercion. That’s why defeating him took luck, finesse, a good many allies, and the favor of the gods. But if I met him today, the contest would be much briefer. At the time, I could break his tie to a thrall only with difficulty, one man at a time. Today, I could take them away from him much more easily. This sorcerer, however powerful and clever he might be, has almost certainly studied accounts of my battle with Tasaras. He thinks this will be something like an even contest. Two and a half years ago, that might have been correct. Today, it’s not remotely true. I promise you, this won’t be a contest at all; only an unpleasant task, like … well, much like an armed man killing a rabid dog.” 
 
    Perhaps this was true. It might be true. I said, “So. I understand your intention. You will defeat this other sorcerer by means of your much more powerful sorcery. No doubt this will be possible. No doubt you have also considered what may happen if the curse presses you harder after you do this.” 
 
    “Now that,” Harana said, with considerable emphasis, “is exactly the important question! Well? How about it?” 
 
    For the first time, Aras paused. Then he said, this time more quietly, “You’re not wrong. That concern is reasonable. But, given the situation we’re facing, I really don’t have much choice.” He lifted a hand, gesturing to take in all our camp, and went on, speaking to us all. “If we attempt to defeat this sorcerer by ordinary means, how many of our men would we lose? And how many of his thralls would we have to kill to cut our way through to him? How can I permit so much harm to come of this battle, when I can simply defeat him directly? I grant, there’s possibly some risk. But this isn’t so very different from … from other things I’ve done. This really isn’t likely to lead to that kind of problem, or I would never suggest it.” 
 
    “Perhaps this may be so,” I said. “Or perhaps very much otherwise. You are not saying to yourself that this is better while setting aside every thought of the harm that could come to you and to everyone because of what you do here.” 
 
    He was silent for a long time, his attention inward. I could see he was considering my words carefully, and this made me feel a little better. 
 
    Finally, he said, “I don’t think so. Truly, Ryo. Still, I agree, there are some risks better avoided entirely. Lucas.” 
 
    “You want me to take Selili and her women out of danger.” Lucas studied his uncle, frowning. “With how many of our men? I don’t care how powerful your sorcery may be, we don’t have enough men, not if an enemy’s been enthralling penitents at The Desolation since the beginning of Suyasa. I don’t like the idea of splitting our force. I think we might do better—” 
 
    “Lucas,” Aras said. “There’s no need to fuss. It doesn’t matter how many men he’s enthralled. I don’t plan to fight them. I plan to break his enthrallment.” 
 
    “Then, since there’s no danger, Selili and—” 
 
    “In case I’m stupidly, appallingly overconfident, you will stay here with Selili, her women, her daughter, and some number of our men—half a division. If I don’t return for you personally, you’ll—” 
 
    Talon Commander Harana cut in. “Half a division?” 
 
    “Do you think that’s too many or too few? Karoles, I’m seriously tempted to leave you all here and ride south alone—” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Harana and Lucas both snapped, speaking at the same time. When Aras looked at him, Harana threw up his hands, spun a chair around and dropped into it, glowering. “Lucas, why don’t you start laying out all the reasons that’s a ridiculously stupid idea, and when you get tired, I’ll pick up where you’ve left off.” 
 
    Aras smiled. “Unnecessary. I don’t want to put any of you at risk, but I do think the risk will be small, and I’ll need you for a thousand tasks after I’ve brought down the sorcerer. Still, half a division will stay here.” He said to his nephew, firmly, “Lucas, you will stay with them. This isn’t an argument. This is an order. You, as my heir, will not risk yourself.” 
 
    Lucas had drawn a breath to argue, but at this he paused. After a moment, he nodded, though reluctantly.  
 
    “Good. You’ll stay out of the way, and you’ll be ready to move farther out of the way should that become necessary. Meanwhile, you may send your other half division to The Desolation, where I’m afraid they’re going to find something of a mess. They should go to The Solace on their way; any dedicated physicians that might be available should go with them. If there’s anyone experienced in the treatment of enthrallment shock, they’ll be needed either at The Desolation or at The Radiance. Send a courier to …” He considered briefly.  
 
    Lucas said, “The Devotion.” 
 
    “Yes, good. The Devotion. I’ll want a courier—at least three couriers—to head south, and one north—” 
 
    “Take two of them from Harana’s company.” 
 
    Aras paused. Then he nodded. Harana had already flicked a hand in agreement. “Assignments as you think best,” Aras said to Harana, and went on. “You’ll come with me, Karoles, and the rest of your men. Even if I’m wrong in every possible way, you should all be difficult for him to get hold of. In that case, ideally, you’d face bow work. No matter how powerful a sorcerer this may be, I imagine he’ll find it difficult to stop forty archers while also defending himself against me. If I can’t get him out in the open, then in the worst case, it could be swordwork, and in that case … never mind. Of course you know all this, Karoles.” 
 
    Harana gestured acknowledgment. “One division won’t be a lot if we have to beat through any number of thralls who used to be professional soldiers. We could hold right here and send for reinforcements. Just thought I’d mention the idea in case you’d like to show some sense.” 
 
    “I don’t care to let him have his way for the days required to bring up a couple of talons, so no, we’ll ride out now. Half an hour.” Aras looked around at us all. “Truly, all these precautions are unnecessary. This sorcerer is not going to prove a match for me in any way.” He met my eyes. “Truly, Ryo.” Then he looked at Kerren. He said gently, “You’ll stay here.”  
 
    Kerren’s face tightened, his lips thinning. Then he nodded curtly and looked away. 
 
      
 
    Riding through the Peacock Desert at night was very different from riding through the desert during the day. This was very much the country of the Sun, devoted to his glory. At night, while he walked below the earth in the land of the shades, nothing of that glory was revealed. 
 
    In the winter lands, especially when the earth is covered over with snow, the land is most beautiful at night. The Moon bends closer to the earth there, and the snow casts back her light so that all the world becomes luminous. There are sacred places where ancient trees have stood since the beginning of the world, or where the mountains come close to the sky, or where the gods have set their mark upon the earth. The gods come closest to those places while the Moon stands in the sky. 
 
    Here, all the beauty of the land lay hidden by the darkness. The red earth seemed black now, and the dark striations of the stone formations we passed a darker black. The pale striations, colorless and dim, seemed to hang high up in the air, unsupported. 
 
    I thought of that, of the earth and the sky, of the winter country and the summer country. I did not think much of the sorcerer ahead of us. I did not think at all of Aras, of his sorcery, of his confidence, of the way he had said He thinks this will be something close to an even contest … that is not remotely true. When that kind of thought came to me, I set it aside immediately. There were two reasons I did not want to think of that. At least two. I put my attention on the land instead, and on the feel of the horse beneath me.  
 
    We rode at a trot and a canter and a trot again. The road was good—the road was excellent—and the temple where we expected to find the sorcerer did not lie at a great distance from The Silence. Our horses would not take long to cover that distance—perhaps two hands of time. They had rested all day, and they liked the cooler temperature of the darkened desert. 
 
    Geras, riding beside me, signed to me to fall back. The men with us began to neaten their ranks and put their horses to a faster, more extended trot and then to a canter. Geras held up a hand, telling me to stay with him and not ride ahead. I did not like this, but he said to me, “If it comes to battle, it won’t be your kind of fight.” He added, “Not that it’ll come to a fight, I’m sure Lord Gaur’s right about that. But just so you know, the way a fight like that would go is, three files out of four would put their attention to breaking through the sorcerer’s thralls, and the fourth would do their best to get through that opening and tackle the sorcerer.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. My stomach was tight and my throat dry, but I said, “What would happen if he turned some of our people against the others?” 
 
    “He won’t easily get his claws in our men,” Geras answered, not looking at me. “But if he does, our people know how to handle that.” 
 
    He did not want to explain this to me. That told me very clearly how it might happen. I said, “Aras will stop him from doing anything of the kind.” 
 
    “Right,” Geras agreed. “Look up there. See the glow?” 
 
    I did, once he mentioned it. This was bright, flickering firelight. 
 
    “Luminaria—really big torches—set around The Radiance. Eight of ’em set to burn from dusk till dawn, except on certain days it’s sixteen. I thought maybe he’d’ve put them out, either out of sheer meanness or maybe because that’d make it harder for us to do exactly what we’re doing.” He glanced at me and then put his attention back to the road and the firelight, not so distant now. “More than likely he’s the one who’s way too confident. They mostly are, you know. I bet he doesn’t know he lost that poor dedicat who got free of his claws.” 
 
    I hoped this would prove so. The others of our company had ridden well ahead of us by this time, so far ahead that when the first shouts sounded, I was not certain whether those were our companions shouting or the thralls of the sorcerer. I put my horse to a faster pace, ignoring Geras, who swore, but came up beside me a heartbeat later. Ahead of us, the shouting was louder, and someone, I hoped not one of our people, screamed.  
 
    Then, suddenly, almost all the shouting stopped, and that was worse. 
 
    I could see the lights now—enormous torches, as Geras had said, taller than a man, each with eight wicks or tapers reaching upward from flat tops, each burning with its own tall, wavering flame. These torches lit the vibrant earth and the face of the temple, which had been carved into the sharply jutting face of a cliff. Much of the stone here was pale, probably white by daylight, but now throwing back all the colors of the flames. Rivulets of fire seemed to run down the fluted pillars and the carved face of the temple, making me think of ice catching the sunset light in the great mountains of the north. 
 
    I had time to think of such things because no one here was fighting. 
 
    Many men, some twenties, had come rushing out of the temple to fight—this was obvious—but now they were quiet. They had all thrown down their weapons and gone to their knees. Many of them were panting in exertion or terror. Their eyes were wild, their expressions twisted with fear or fury or shock, but they knelt and did not try to rise. Most were only a small distance from the temple’s entrance. When they had realized enemies had come—their master’s enemies—they had snatched up weapons and run out in disorder and alarm, only to meet a second sorcerer whose command they could not oppose.  
 
    Aras had already dismounted and sent his horse aside; he was speaking to Talon Commander Harana. I could not see his expression; the distance was too great. But from his quick, decisive movements, he meant to go into the temple to face the other sorcerer. Plainly he felt little concern at the prospect.  
 
    I said to Geras, “He said the sorcerer would not be able to match him in anything. He was right.” 
 
    “Sure looks like he was,” Geras agreed. “I’m going in with him, Ryo. You?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and slid down from my horse. 
 
      
 
    The sorcerer had been a young man. He looked like any Lau to me. In death, there was nothing that set him aside from any other man.  
 
    He had been dead before any of us had come to the place. He lay crumpled in a spreading pool of blood, great wounds gaping in his chest and belly. His eyes were open; his gaze fixed. The expression on his lifeless face was not fear, not even anger, but simple surprise. He had not had time to understood what fate had come to him. 
 
    His own slaves had killed him; I understood this after the first moment. Five men, all now weaponless and on their knees, their hands empty, their faces twisted with shock, horror, fear, rage—with every kind of violent feeling. Some of our people had run into this place ahead of Aras. They had found nothing to do and now stood, watchful, but understanding that everything was finished. 
 
    Everything about this was very different from the way I had imagined it. 
 
    “It’s always a shock,” Geras said. He came up beside me, setting a hand on my arm—a gesture of comfort. I did not resent that. My whole body had been clenched tight with fear and resolve and anger, and now I felt entirely off balance, unable to let any of that tension go. But Geras went on, his manner not exactly relaxed, but calm. “It’s always different, but one way or another, it’s always rough. This was nothing for us, but I guess it was pretty bad for them.” He nodded toward the kneeling men. 
 
    Then, raising his voice, he asked, his tone crisp and professional, “My lord, you’ve got these people secure, right?” 
 
    Aras had been standing still, not looking at anything ordinary men could see, his gaze unfocused. For a heartbeat and another heartbeat, he did not move or change expression or show in any way that he had heard that question. Then he drew a long, slow breath, blinked, blinked again, and turned. His manner was contained, but the set of his mouth had hardened. When he glanced at the dead sorcerer and then around the temple, his expression tightened. 
 
    This was a big chamber, rectangular, with tall, narrow doorways in each wall. Lanterns hung from ornate stands set beside every doorway, their flames high and bright. Everything here was fire-washed white stone. The blood showed shockingly vivid in this place.  
 
    The kneeling men were beginning to recover themselves, or so it seemed to me. One and then another looked around, their stunned confusion and horror beginning to give way to understanding, to an awareness of themselves. One after another, they turned their faces toward Aras. One, an older man and the nearest to me, drew a shuddering breath and closed his eyes, wrapping his arms tightly around himself as though he were cold, then covered his face with his hands. A heartbeat later, another did the same. None of them rose. Plainly they could not stand. 
 
    “Thank you, Troop Leader; I’ve got them,” Aras answered Geras. He sighed, closing his own eyes and raising a hand to touch fingertips to his eyelids. Then he looked up again and went on, his manner now brisk. “We’ll establish ourselves at the pilgrimage ground, where we’ll provide appropriate care for all these folk. Troop Leader, if you’d assist, I’m sure Commander Tosaket would be grateful.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Geras added to the soldiers in the room, “You, Panasa, and Kanaset, why don’t you get that body out of here. Gods-hated mess, I expect the whole temple’ll need to be re-dedicated, but try not to track blood absolutely everywhere.” 
 
    He went on, but I was no longer listening. I had moved to join Aras. I said quietly, “You should let those people go now. That is my opinion. Your soldiers can prevent violence should that be a concern, but to me these people do not seem likely to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his tone absent. Then he looked at me with sharper attention and said in a different tone, “Yes, Ryo, I’ll let them go as soon as I can, but since I have them now, I think it’s practical to move them all to the pilgrimage ground before I release them. We can sort them out there and begin—” 
 
    I said, “No. You should let these people go immediately unless you believe they will cause more trouble than your soldiers can manage. I think that is unlikely. Should I be mistaken, I am here. None of these men would be difficult for me to subdue. But I think they will not fight anyone.” 
 
    He was silent for a long moment. Finally, he said, “Yes, you’re probably right. Very well.” Turning to regard the kneeling men, he spoke much more gently. “None of you is at fault for anything that happened here.” His gaze went to one man and then another. He added, “Nor for anything that happened at The Desolation.” Then he went on. “Please try not to be afraid of me. I won’t hurt you. In a moment, I’m going to release you all. I won’t force my will on you again unless I have no choice. Please don’t try to run or fight; that would put my people to unnecessary trouble.” 
 
    He glanced around at his soldiers, confirming that everyone was ready. Then he let the enthralled men go. The moment was very plain. Two of them staggered to their feet, backing away, flinching from Aras and from the soldiers and even from each other. Two of the others rose more slowly, breathing deeply, in better command of themselves. The fifth man, the older man who had been nearest to me, rose stiffly, faced Aras, knelt again, and said, his voice not entirely steady, “Lord Gaur. I’m sorry, my lord. This is … this is my fault.” 
 
    Aras answered, “Lord Tokores, I’m sorry to see you here, but I don’t believe I agree with your assessment of where the fault lies. Your judgment was badly compromised.” 
 
    “By wishful thinking, yes. You should strip me of my title—you should—” 
 
    “Lord Tokores. This isn’t the time for either of us to make important decisions, but I will say, wishful thinking helped along by significant charisma and coercion is much less culpable than willful self-delusion. We’ll discuss your role in these events later, when we’ve all had time to regain our balance, but I doubt I’ll take your title. If you feel you must step down, that will be up to you, but I’ll ask you to wait at least a week or two before you make that decision.” Aras studied him. Then he went on. “I think some of these men are yours, aren’t they? Please assist my people in establishing decent order. Troop Leader Geras will show you what you can do to help in that effort.” He nodded to Geras, who came forward at once, plainly unsurprised by anything that had passed. Lord Tokores hesitated, but allowed himself to be helped to his feet and guided toward the entrance of the temple. 
 
    Several things in the past moments had surprised me. But I said nothing, only accompanied everyone else toward the temple entrance and then out from beneath the portico, stepping back into the night under the open sky. My stomach still felt tight, but much of the tension that had gripped me eased as we came out of the temple. I had not realized how little I had liked that place, with all the blood and horror and terror that had come into it. Though this was not my temple, everything the sorcerer had done here had defiled it. I felt that. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. He had come out of the temple behind me and now moved a few steps to the side. Much of his attention was elsewhere; he gazed away, seeing many things that I could not. But he sounded like himself. He went on. “Defiled is the exact term. There’s worse than a little spilled blood back in the private sanctuaries; you might have felt that. I think the rest of us did.” The line of his mouth was hard with anger and disgust. “Kestetaras had something of a taste for defilement, evidently. He could have taken these people without going out of his way to ruin dedicats. That’s an unpleasant twist on coercion, and one I don’t believe I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “You know something of this sorcerer?” 
 
    “Glimpses in everyone’s memories.” He walked away, toward the pilgrimage grounds. 
 
    I moved to follow. “Perhaps Lord Tokores shows you many things regarding the sorcerer.” 
 
    “He was a cousin. Kestetaras Sua Tokores. Indulged, favored, spoiled … the boy had too much charisma too young. By the time the curse should have been obvious, Kestetaras was already accomplished at turning away the wrong sort of attention. Most likely that constituted a subtle use of coercion.” After a heartbeat, he added, “I really don’t believe Lord Tokores is to blame for this situation, appalling as it may be.” 
 
    I had no opinion regarding that matter, but I was glad to hear him say so. 
 
    We had come to the place where pavilions and tents spread out beneath the sky. Everywhere, men went about the many tasks necessary. As there had been no battle, there was no need to care for many wounded men. The people enthralled by that sorcerer were being treated a little in the way wounded men were treated, but more in the way captives were treated. No one bound them, but they were closely guarded. I could see no sign now that Aras held any of those people under his will. 
 
    “I’ve let them all go,” he told me. He had paused here, at the edge of the camp, and gazed now at nothing in particular. “You were right; only a few are giving my people any trouble, and I’ve got them under tight guard. I’ll see to them first, try to restore them to some more balanced condition. I’ll have to show them they don’t need to be afraid of me. If necessary, I’ll remand them to the care of ordinary physicians.” He glanced over at me, his attention sharpening. “I’m all right, Ryo. I don’t think anything has changed. Exercising coercion on this large a scale wasn’t very different from the smaller uses of coercion to which I’ve become accustomed.” 
 
    I nodded, though I thought I would probably ride out into the desert, to some considerable distance, soon.  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. In fact, why don’t you ride back to The Silence? You can let Lucas know what’s happened here.” He paused, considering. Then he went on, his tone firm. “I don’t want Tathimi anywhere near this mess, so Lucas may escort Selili and her people right around through the desert. He won’t like that order, but tell him I expect him to obey me. I’ll send someone else to find out what’s been going on in Irinkiur. Tell him that.” He stopped, looking at me, frowning. “I can’t easily spare Geras to go with you.” 
 
    I said, “I will have no difficulty. I will come to The Silence long before dawn.” 
 
    He still frowned, but after a breath, he said, “Very well. Ride out immediately,” and turned away, striding into the busy camp. 
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    No difficulty set itself in my way as I rode back through the moonlit desert from The Radiance to The Silence. I had taken a horse from the pilgrimage grounds at The Radiance. She plainly found the idea of leaving the horse lines in the depths of the night strange, but she was willing to indulge her rider. At first I put my attention on the night-shadowed desert, on the cool of the air, on the feel of the mare beneath me and the sound of her hooves on the smooth, level stones of the road. These were harmless, easy thoughts. 
 
    Once I was certain I had come far enough, I thought of other things. I thought of everything, as carefully as I could. By the time I came to the pilgrimage grounds of The Silence, I was able to explain what had happened with some assurance. 
 
    “The other sorcerer could not challenge Aras at all,” I told Lucas Samaura. “Aras took all that sorcerer’s slaves in a single heartbeat, made them subject to his will, and made them kill our enemy. But he handled them kindly afterward. He showed no inclination to do otherwise. I am almost certain he felt no such inclination.” 
 
    Lucas nodded, frowning, but accepting this opinion. “Lord Tokores had been enthralled, you say?” 
 
    “Yes. The sorcerer’s name was Kestetaras Sua Tokores.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve certainly got a problem in Irinkiur. But he wants me to go on toward Avaras.”  
 
    “He said that would be better. He said he will send someone else to Irinkiur.” 
 
    “Well … that should do, I suppose.” Lucas studied me. “I don’t like leaving Aras to deal with the aftermath of sorcery himself. Though Karoles is there, of course. And you’ll be there—you will be there, Ryo? You’re going back?” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “Not at once, but soon.” 
 
    “All right.” His manner eased a little. He trusted me with his uncle—trusted my judgment and intentions. I had not realized that he trusted me that much. But he said, “Well, that’s something. All right. You can tell him I’ve obeyed his orders and that he’ll find us at Pasananau. Tell him as well that if he hasn’t followed on within … say, eight days, I’ll send Selili and her household on toward Avaras, but I’ll ride back to find out what’s caused the delay. I’ll do that even if he sends a courier, or multiple couriers. I want to see him, in person, in Pasananau, in no more than eight days. Will you tell him that?” 
 
    I said formally, “I will give him your exact words, Lord Samaura.” 
 
    He looked at me sharply. Then he gave me a small nod. “Very good, Ryo. Thank you.” 
 
    “Kerren should return to the temple with me. I am almost certain Aras will expect this. And I think it would be better.” I thought that would be better for both of them—for Aras because he should not permit himself to set his will on any other person, and for Kerren because he would see that Aras handled all those people kindly. I did not explain this. 
 
    Lucas did not ask. He merely nodded. “I agree.” He did not explain his thoughts either, only rose and stretched, sighing. “Well,” he said, “this could certainly have turned out much worse. I’m very glad to hear it hasn’t. Get some rest, Ryo. Selili will have chilled a tent right down to freezing for you, which I know probably doesn’t matter much right now, but the Sun’ll be stepping up soon enough. I’ll see you in Pasananau. In no more than eight days!” 
 
    “I will be certain Aras understands you expect this,” I promised, and went out to find my tent. I meant to think. But I was more tired than I had realized, and almost as soon as I lay down, my thoughts scattered and drifted, and I slept. 
 
      
 
    I woke sometime during the morning. Daylight came through the canvas of my tent. I felt slow and heavy. I lay still, drifting, for a little time. From the sounds that came to me from outside the tent, most of the people here were engaged with the many small tasks involved in breaking camp and riding out. I turned over and went back to sleep. 
 
    I woke again, aware that it was much later. This time I heard nothing outside other than the breeze and, at a distance, a low murmur of voices. 
 
    I rose, found my boots and my clothing, and went out of the tent into a blazingly hot day, the Sun standing to the west, but still high above the edge of the world. Even with the magic set into the white stone, I certainly felt his strength. Everywhere, the brilliance and power of the Sun poured down, striking glory from the surrounding formations of stone and from the earth itself. Red and brighter red, yellow and brighter yellow, achingly intense blue, rich green … I could not resist simply standing for some moments, looking out upon the beauty that surrounded me, so different from any beauty of the winter country. 
 
    All the other tents were gone. A handful of soldiers lounged some distance away, in the scant shade of a cloth pavilion. Beyond the soldiers, the horses lipped with desultory interest at wisps of hay.  
 
    Much nearer at hand, Kerren sat beneath the awning of my tent, his back to the canvas. When I had come out of the tent, he had glanced up. He said nothing, but he folded back a cloth by his knee, revealing a round of flat bread wrapped around a kind of spicy sausage. I sat down beside him in the shade of the awning and accepted the food when he handed it to me.  
 
    He still said nothing, but as I ate, I told him of the events of the night, as clearly as I could recollect everything that had happened. He listened in silence. Finally, when I had finished both the food and the tale, he said, “He didn’t let them go until you said he should.”  
 
    I had not made much of that point when I had explained all these events to Lucas Samaura. I had not made much of that point now either, but of course that moment had caught Kerren’s attention. I said, “When I said he should do it, he did.” 
 
    “Yes, I understood that.” He glanced at me and then away again. “He was kind to them.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Kerren was silent for a little time. There was nothing difficult in his manner now. He was afraid and upset and that left him much less attention for bitterness and resentment. After a little time, he said, “Lord Lorellan took a dedicat. Only one, that I remember. I might have forgotten others. But I remember one. This was a physician dedicat, not a temple dedicat.” 
 
    “Yes,” I repeated. 
 
    “Lord Lorellan took him by force, not by sorcery. He said … he said if he enthralled a dedicat, he’d ruin him. The dedication would be ruined. He said a physician was much more useful intact.” Again, he glanced at me and away. “He … what he did to him was … it was pretty bad, Ryo. But it … he didn’t want to destroy the dedication.” 
 
    “I think every sorcerer is a little different from every other sorcerer. This sorcerer may have been more stupid than Lorellan.” 
 
    “Lord Gaur isn’t stupid.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “Do you think this explains why he is kinder than Lorellan? That he is pretending kindness as a ruse, even though his nature is cruel?” 
 
    This time, Kerren was silent for much longer. He picked up a nearby pebble. This was not an interesting pebble. It was about the size of his thumb, earth-red, only a little streaked with brighter red. But he turned it over and over again, his attention on that. 
 
    Finally, after I had decided he might not answer my question, he said, “No.” He closed the pebble in his hand, looking at me at last. “No. You’re right that I keep thinking that might be it, but I don’t think it can be, really. I mean … he’s kind all the time, not just when he remembers. Even if he could pretend like that, every minute, without ever making a mistake, why would he go to the trouble? Especially with me. And with them, those people at the temple, seriously, why would he possibly bother? Lorellan—” He cut that off, looking away, breathing sharply, his hand closing into a tight fist around the pebble. I waited. After some time, Kerren went on, speaking in a low voice. “Lorellan could pretend. If he had a reason to. If it was convenient. He could fool someone. He fooled the king, you know. He was at court sometimes. He fooled everyone. After—afterward. He would be worse. To everyone else.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I understand.” 
 
    He turned a hot look on me, as hot as the burning Sun above. “You don’t. You can’t.” 
 
    “I think I do understand,” I answered, but gently. 
 
    He got to his feet, took a step away, and halted. He stood there for some time, his back to me. At last, he said, not turning, “You can’t understand. Because Lord Gaur isn’t like that.”  
 
    This was a concession. When he walked away, I let him go, only standing to signal the other men that we might take down the tent and ride out. We might have waited longer, until the Sun stepped lower, but the ride was not long and I was impatient, irritated with the thought of delay, anxious to return to The Radiance.  
 
      
 
    We came to The Radiance some hands of time later, while the Sun still stood high. I was uncomfortable; my head ached from the heat, but not in a way I thought dangerous. 
 
    Now, in the brilliant light of the afternoon, I saw how this temple had come by its name. The Radiance blazed in incandescent splendor beneath the Sun, too bright for me to look upon unless I shaded my eyes and squinted. The temple had been carved into a great spire that was almost all white stone, streaked with bright yellow and also with many veins of milky crystal. Nearly the whole spire had been carved, so that the walls of the temple were oddly angled, but in ways that all seemed graceful and right. Many layers of balconies and arches and cupolas and domes rose up and up above the main part of the temple until the spire came to a sharp-edged, flame-shaped point stabbing toward the heavens. At the base, one might step below a high-roofed colonnade to enter through any one of many different doorways. Every doorway was tall and narrow, arched at the top. Even now, Lau were going into and coming out of the temple. They walked with bowed heads, their manner subdued. Not only subdued. Sad, in a way that surely could not be customary in this beautiful and sacred place. 
 
    All around the temple and also through the pilgrimage grounds that surrounded the temple grew graceful, smooth-barked trees with feathery leaves and delicate puffs of sweet-scented pink flowers. I had seen thin, wiry grasses and small, thorny shrubs growing here and there in this desert, but nothing else like these trees. Their shade was welcome. Also welcome were the cisterns. Water, I had learned, was called up by means of incantations into these covered cisterns from deep places within the earth. Within the pilgrimage grounds, our people had set their tents in a wide circle rather than in the customary rows. The freed thralls of the sorcerer had been permitted to settle in pavilions placed within that watchful circle. 
 
    I did not see Aras anywhere. But Kerren knew where he was. While the soldiers went to report to their commander, Kerren led me the other way, toward the temple. We climbed a flight of wide, shallow stairs and entered the temple through one of the narrow doorways. The arched peak of the doorway was at least four times my height, and the entire border of the doorway had been carved into designs as intricate as snowflakes. Then we were inside, in light that was bright, but not blinding, and I was able to lift my head and look around more easily. 
 
    The space seemed much, much larger now than it had in the night. This interior chamber might have been as much as half a bowshot across, perfectly round. In the center, a kind of pedestal rose up, half my height or a little less, with a single candle set there, not lit. This looked to me like an ordinary candle, though very large.  
 
    There was no sign of blood or violence here now. All the signs of trouble had been cleared away. But the candle was not lit. I had no idea whether the defilement had been repaired or what that might involve. I was curious, but I did not ask. 
 
    Doorways led away from this chamber, smaller than the one by which we had come in. From the way the light lay, I could see that some of those doorways must lead out to the desert, but others must lead to some other place within this temple. Above us, the upper part of the spire rose high, as high as I could see, with a spiral stair winding around the smooth curve of the wall to the many balconies above.  
 
    I said to Kerren, “Surely the gods must have made this spire hollow at the beginning of the world. Surely even working for uncountable years, your people could not have carved out all this space.” 
 
    He only shrugged. “I don’t know, Ryo.” He led the way toward the far wall, where one of the many narrow doorways led away into some other, dimmer place. I paused to study the pedestal and look up toward the vaulted roof, too far away to clearly discern. I tried to imagine many Lau carving and polishing that roof over many years, uncountable years, but the effort of imagination was beyond me. 
 
    The doorway led into a much smaller chamber, only some strides across. This chamber was oddly shaped, the outer walls following the original angles of stone, but here again everything smoothed and polished. The roof here was arched, but not so high, and again with uneven curves as it followed the shape of the spire. But unlike the main part of the temple, this place had been made familiar with the addition of ordinary rugs and furniture; a rectangular table, not large, and several chairs. 
 
    Not at all to my surprise, Aras occupied a chair behind that table. As I might have expected, leaves of paper lay in neat order upon the table, with his scepter laid across one of the stacks. Quills and bottles of ink had been arranged near the papers. Aras ignored all of this. He ignored us as well. He was leaning back in his chair, his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankle, his hands folded in his lap, his attitude relaxed, his gaze abstracted.  
 
    The other man here sat stiffly upright, his hands clenched into fists on his knees, his eyes open, but unaware. 
 
    Kerren touched the back of his hand to his mouth to tell me to be quiet. I had known that already; anyone would have known it. I allowed myself to be drawn aside. Kerren leaned against the wall some distance from the table. I sat down on the floor. We both waited. After some time, not long, the other man drew a breath and another breath. He blinked, his gaze focusing. 
 
    “Better?” Aras asked him. 
 
    “Yes …” the man did not sound entirely certain. Then he blinked again, scrubbed his hands hard over his face, breathed deeply, and looked up again. “Yes,” he repeated. “Yes, my lord, that’s a lot better. Will it … is that going to last?” 
 
    Aras answered, his tone quiet, “Yes, I think so. The understanding I’ve given you is true, and underneath the guilt and shame, you know it’s true. What I’ve done simply smooths out certain areas of confusion.” 
 
    The man drew another deep breath. Then he nodded. “Thank you. Thank you very much, my lord.” Trust and belief were clear in his voice and his expression. 
 
    Aras made a small gesture, reassuring. “I’m glad I was here to see to it. You’ll do well; there’s no reason you should do otherwise; but should you find yourself experiencing any kind of lingering difficulty, an ordinary physician experienced with the aftermath of shock ought to be able to assist. I’m arranging a pilgrimage to The Solace. I suggest you join that group. I think you might find that helpful.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, I certainly will.” The man stood up, staggering a little as though he had been sitting here for some time. He hesitated, looking around as though to remind himself where he was, and went out. 
 
    Aras watched him go, then sighed, touching a hand to his eyes. He said, to Kerren or to me, perhaps to both of us, “This is going a little more slowly than I’d hoped.” Then, dropping his hand, he went on briskly. “I’m handling the worst affected first, so at some point I should find that each intervention proceeds more quickly. Nevertheless, I’ll certainly be delayed here for some days. I’d like to stay for the rededication, but that will take significant preparation and I doubt very much we’ll be able to stay long enough for that.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Lucas suggested that I tell you that he will await you in a place called Pasananau. He declares that even if you send a courier, or multiple couriers, he will care nothing for that. He declares that he will see you, in person, in Pasananau, in no more than eight days. If you do not come there, he will come here to see whether there is some manner of difficulty.” 
 
    At this, Aras smiled. “Of course he will. Well. Eight days is probably a reasonable estimate, so with any luck, I won’t have to put him to that kind of trouble.” He went on, speaking now to Kerren. “The Tokores sorcerer took seventeen dedicats of four different orders. He ruined them all, I’m sorry to say.” He sighed. “I really have no idea whether the gods might be willing, or even able, to hear a renewed oath of dedication from these men. I’m recommending that each of them consults a prelate of his order. I’m also writing to high prelates of the various orders, suggesting that, should the renewed oath of dedication fail, pensions would be appropriate. These men are no more at fault than if they’d been blinded. They may perhaps find a second path. They should certainly be granted the grace of time to allow them to do so.” 
 
    “All right,” Kerren said softly. “Thank you for telling me, my lord.” 
 
    “Your concern does you credit. You want … what do you want?” 
 
    Kerren drew a breath, but then stopped. After another heartbeat, he said, “Nothing but what you want, my lord.” 
 
    “Of course.” Aras picked up his scepter, set it down again, looked at him carefully, and said, “Please go talk to the freed thralls, particularly the people who used to be dedicats. That is, if you think that talking to them might be helpful, you may do so; or if you think listening to them might be better, that’s fine. Whatever you consider best. Don’t wear out your endurance; when you’ve had all you can bear, stop. If you’d like to make yourself helpful in other ways, ask Geras for something to do. I don’t expect I’ll need you tonight.” 
 
    Kerren listened to all this without smiling or frowning, without any visible reaction at all. He never saluted as the soldiers did, but at this dismissal he bowed, a rare gesture among Lau, and went out without a word. 
 
    Aras, looking after him, sighed. After a moment, he picked up his scepter again, turned it over, ran his thumb down the gold inlay, then stopped and laid the scepter down once more. He said abruptly, “Come outside with me. This way; I’d rather not enter the temple proper.” He gestured the other way, toward a small doorway that proved to lead down a narrow corridor to a shaded colonnade. From this place, we looked not toward the pilgrimage grounds, but past a handful of feathery-leaved trees and out toward the desert. The Sun had made his way a little lower in the sky, though he still stood well above the edge of the world. 
 
    Aras stood with his hands clasped lightly, his scepter held low and at an angle. He faced the silent desert, not looking at me. I waited, and after some time, he said, “There’s something I think I should probably tell you.” But then he was silent again. 
 
    “A change has come to your curse?” I asked. I was not at all surprised. After the events of the previous night, that seemed inevitable to me. 
 
    “Yes, possibly,” he said, not turning. “But what other choice did I have? Thralls are difficult to fight, you know. Or rather, it’s difficult to fight them without killing a lot of them. They won’t stop. And a lot of these men are soldiers. Too many of my own people might have been killed. Far better simply to handle this myself, quickly and cleanly.” 
 
    I kept my tone level. “Perhaps that may be so. What cost did you pay for this effort?” 
 
    A long pause. Finally, he sighed. Then, still not looking at me, he said, “Ryo, I’m telling myself I should let them go; that each one of them will do best left alone to find his own way forward. That my role is to smooth out what damage I can, and that the temple dedicats and physicians can perfectly well deal with the remaining shock. That the mind is resilient and best permitted to recover in its own time. That these people neither want nor need a second sorcerer forcing his will on them. All this is true, and I know it’s true. The problem is … I’m not sure how to put this. I really don’t want to let them go.”  
 
    “Ah,” I said. That was disturbing. I said cautiously, “This is different now than it was before? You cannot take out the tie, but this is different from not being able to do so. This is a difference in you, not in the tie itself?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s neatly put. I think that’s correct.” Even now, he did not look at me. “It’s actually a little difficult to tell for certain. It feels … entirely natural to me, to collect that multitude of ties into my hands. I’m … comfortable holding them. Not to do anything, necessarily. Just to hold them, and keep an eye on all of them. On their thoughts and feelings, their hopes and fears.” He paused. Then, still not looking at me, he went on. “This is a possessive feeling that I think is new.” He added, his tone now faintly ironic, “I thought you should know.” 
 
    I studied him. “Is this different from how it is with Kerren?” 
 
    He glanced at me and then looked away again. “No. When I took ownership of Kerren, I didn’t think of that as anything but a legal fiction. But now it feels more like a truth. I realize this is wrong.” He faced me at last. “I do realize that, Ryo.” 
 
    “I understand.” I paused. Then I asked, “Is this different from how it is with me?” 
 
    “Everything is different with you. The depth of the tie constitutes a qualitative difference. I know you felt that you belonged to me when I accepted you as a tuyo. But I didn’t feel that way. I have never felt that way about anyone, until now.” 
 
    He had not denied that he now felt this same kind of ownership of me. Nothing would be better between us if I made him say he felt that way. I said instead, “I understand what you have explained. Do you want to use the tie you hold to all those people in a way that will hurt them? Do you want to hurt them at all?” 
 
    He did not smile, but he relaxed a little. I had not seen how tensely he held himself until the tension eased. He said emphatically, “No, I do not. Absolutely not. Nor will I permit them to hurt themselves. A good many people do kill themselves after this sort of enthrallment. I’m not going to permit that. I hope that smoothing out every kind of memory and reaction associated with their experience will be enough to prevent that kind of self-hatred and despair.” 
 
    That did not seem wrong to me. I said so. Then I added, “You will help these people as much as you can. Then you will go to Avaras and present yourself to your uncle. You will accept his authority. You will not raise up any weapon against him except argument. This is all still true.” 
 
    “Yes. It has to be. It will be.”  
 
    I signed acceptance. 
 
    “Yes,” he said with some irony. “This could certainly be worse than it is. Than it is so far. Very well. Find Karoles and inform him that I’d like someone, perhaps a dedicat whose oath is intact, to arrange a pilgrimage to The Solace, to leave perhaps tomorrow afternoon, but more likely the day after tomorrow. Also, I’m ready to see another of the sorcerer’s victims.” He flicked his scepter outward, a dismissive gesture, though not one he usually used to me. 
 
    I set that thought aside, only nodding and stepping out into the powerful sunlight to find Karoles Harana. 
 
      
 
    “He’s always trying to handle everything himself, and the more trouble it puts him to, the better,” Harana snapped. He drummed his fingers on the table that had been set up within his large tent. “The Solace, fine, that’s a good idea. Here, Sopares, whatever you’ve got there can wait. Run find that senior dedicat, what’s his name—” 
 
    “Lacosoyet Norau Senasaren,” the man addressed answered, laying down his stylus and standing. “Yes, sir. He’ll be with the worst-off of the broken dedicats.” 
 
    “I expect he will! Tell him what we have in mind and ask him to arrange the business from his end.” 
 
    “Sir,” the man acknowledged, and went out. 
 
    Harana leaned back in his chair, regarding me with narrow attention. “All right, Ryo, how’s he holding up?” I opened one hand in token of uncertainty, and he sighed, not with impatience or irritation, but with weariness. His mouth drew down, and he looked at me in a different way. “What do you think? Put it right out plain, Ryo. This is no time to keep your teeth together.” 
 
    “I am concerned,” I admitted. “I think we are—he is—facing very many problems. But the curse has not overborne his sense of himself.” 
 
    “That your opinion, is it? I hope that’s right.” He sighed, looking older than he usually seemed. Then, his manner sharpening, he asked, “D’you need me to find you something to do until dawn, or you think you can keep busy on your own account?” 
 
    Talon Commander Harana had no authority to give me orders. He knew that. But he did not care, and certainly I did not intend to dispute with him. I said, “You need not trouble yourself, Talon Commander. I will find some useful task.” 
 
    “Right. Off you go.” 
 
    He turned back to the papers spread out on the table, scowling. 
 
    I went out of the tent, paused, looked around—flinching from the brilliance of the temple—and considered the order of the camp. Before I could decide where to go or what task might wait attention, someone called out to me, “Ryo!” This was a man I knew slightly. He waved for me to join him and said, when I came there, “Esau was looking for you a bit ago. Over that way.” He nodded, not toward the temple, but in the opposite direction, toward the horse lines.  
 
    I found Esau sitting at the base of one of the flowering trees, near the edge of the women’s part of the camp. He was sitting on the ground with his back against the bole of the tree and a stylus in his hand, frowning at a small, thick book open on his knee. “Ryo, right, good, just a minute,” he said when I came to join him. He frowned more intensely at the book, then made a notation beneath a column of numbers, blew on the ink to dry it, and set the book aside. “You’ve seen Lord Gaur.” 
 
    I made a gesture of assent, but said nothing regarding anything Aras and I had discussed. I turned my thoughts away from that as firmly as I could. I said, “He seems much occupied, putting right the harm done by that sorcerer.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s going to be busy for a couple-three days, I expect. One delay after another, and all the time, whenever he turns an ear to the south and listens real close, he’s got to be hearing the king demanding what’s keeping him. Another courier came in today, you probably didn’t know.”  
 
    I signed acknowledgement. 
 
    “Right, and he’s sent two back the other way. Thing is, it’s pretty plain some gods-hated bastard must’ve been pushing this Tokores sorcerer along, giving him notions. This boy wasn’t the sharpest knife in the width of the world, we’re pretty sure about that.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed patiently. Then I said, suddenly understanding him, “Esau, has Lord Gaur suggested that you should go find the person who supported this sorcerer?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Someone’s got to. Somebody ambitious over in Irinkiur—that’s the Tokores family seat—must’ve pinned a whole lot of hopes and plans on Lord Gaur dying in the winter country. Then, oops, Lord Gaur turned up after all and our ambitious boy got desperate and gave this Tokores sorcerer a good, hard push. That’s probably how it was. I’m betting it was some petty noble, or maybe a high noble. Or maybe not, maybe it was a merchant looking for something more fun than turning a bit of a profit, or a magistrate thinking it’d be nice if he didn’t have to stick real close to legal precedent, or who knows what. Anyway, whoever he is, he really doesn’t want Lord Gaur looking hard in his direction.” 
 
    I nodded. “I think this other town, Irinkiur, must be too far for Aras to go there himself.” 
 
    Esau gestured assent. “Yeah, it’s right on the eastern border of Gaur. There’s just no way Lord Gaur can head over to Irinkiur in person to take a look around. Lord Samaura can’t either; he’s Lord Gaur’s heir, and what with one thing and another, that means he’s got to go on to Avaras too. Talon Commander Harana’s not the right type for a job like this even if he’d leave Lord Gaur right now, which he wouldn’t. I’m as good a choice as anybody, better than most, plus I bet Lord Gaur figures I’ll be pretty motivated, which is right enough.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “Your wife?” 
 
    Esau grinned, swift and sudden. “Oh, Keraunani’ll be up for this, you bet. She’s half the reason I’m the right man for this job. She’ll come along with me, her and the boys. I’ll put it about that I’d brought my family to the Peacock Desert on pilgrimage, got snagged by that sorcerer, got cut loose with everybody else, and the whole thing was enough of a shock that I’m thinking of retiring from active service, moving my family to Irinkiur. I bet I can get Lord Tokores to offer me a job in his house guard. I bet I can even get him to make that a real offer so’s nobody can guess anything different from getting a look at his thoughts. The Tokores house guard could give me a good, solid place to set my feet, those times I’m not peeking around corners and listening at keyholes. And yeah, Keraunani’s pretty good at listening at a whole different set of keyholes.” 
 
    I nodded, but I asked, “You are not concerned that you might take your sons into danger?” 
 
    Esau turned the stylus over in his fingers, his manner becoming more serious. “Yeah, the boys’ll offer real good cover, but I’ll need to set up a couple solid shields in between them and whoever this turns out to be. I’ve got some ideas about that, and I expect Keraunani’ll likely have one or two ideas of her own. We’ll get that handled one way or another.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I have no doubt this is true. You will be leaving soon?” 
 
    “Right. Dawn. I wanted to catch you first.” He met my eyes, a searching look. “Listen, Ryo … you understand, it’s likely to be pretty tough for Lord Gaur. I mean, the king’s going to be pretty upset, and all these delays aren’t going to cool his temper any.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, patiently. 
 
    “Well, I’m just thinking you’ve probably got more pull with the king than practically anybody else. I’m not sure you’ve got that figured, so I thought I’d mention it.” He saw my surprise and smiled, setting the stylus down next to the book. “You’re married to the daughter of the winter king, Ryo, and he doesn’t have any living sons, right? I don’t have a clue what that means to you or to your people, but if your lot followed Lau customs, that’d put you right smack dab at the top of the list for heirs. Right, you hadn’t realized. I thought maybe you hadn’t.” 
 
    I had not. This had not occurred to me at all. I said, “I am not inKarano. I have no intention of taking that name. It is unlikely that the tribes would agree to say that an inGara man is their king. Even though inGara has great precedence among the tribes, especially now that the inTasiyo are gone, this is still unlikely.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure there’re all kinds of reasons you’re right, but that’s not how it looks to a Lau. So, if I were you, I’d just think about mentioning to the summer king that you personally wouldn’t be real keen on seeing Lord Gaur set down too hard.” He met my eyes. “I mean, if you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I was still thinking about what he had explained to me. Then I realized what he had asked and went on at once. “I mean, no, I do not wish for that. If a moment comes when Soretes Aman Shavet asks my opinion, I will certainly say so.” 
 
    “Right. Good.” Esau picked up the stylus, but he did not turn back to his work. He continued to look at me. “All right, this is something else, and it’s not exactly your responsibility. But so far you’ve kind of taken a hand, so I thought—” 
 
    “Esau,” I said. “Ask.” 
 
    He grimaced, set the stylus down again, and said, “Kerren. I know he kind of nips at you, more than anybody except me. That boy’s a fool. He’s pushing you away as hard as he can, but at the same time he’s trying to get closer to you as a way of kind of trying to get closer to Aras without actually getting closer to him.” 
 
    I had not thought of Kerren’s manner with me in exactly that way, but as soon as Esau said this, I knew he was right. 
 
    “But he can’t help it,” Esau continued. “And after all this here—” he flicked a hand around toward the pilgrimage grounds and The Radiance, the shining stone glittering in the light beyond the trees. “—likely he’ll have an even harder time. Sometimes it hits a man hard, getting something like this shoved in his face when he’s just started getting over it himself. Lord Gaur’s going to take it easy on him, as easy as he can, but I’m just saying, Ryo, even if Kerren gets a touch obstreperous, I’d just as soon have you keeping an eye out in that direction. In both those directions. If you get what I mean.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “I think I do understand.” He did not want to say he was worried for Aras as well as Kerren, but of course this was so. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “That’s fine then.” He shoved himself to his feet, tucking the book under his arm. “I’ve got one or two things to sort out. Might see you before I leave, or maybe not. If you want my advice, don’t take Avaras too seriously. City’s kind of over the top if you ask me. You keep your balance, Ryo. When, and I don’t think it’s an if, when the king asks your opinion, might be best if you’ve planned out what you might say.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I thank you for your wise advice.” 
 
    He waved that away. “I’ll catch up with you after we’ve all got every problem in the whole world sorted out and settled down. Don’t get into the wrong kind of trouble, Ryo, and if you do, you make gods-hated sure you get out of it again.” He walked away.  
 
    I sat down in the shade of the feathery tree, watched him go, and thought of many things. Many other things, I was careful not to think of.
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    After we finally left The Radiance, we traveled through the Peacock Desert for some days, seeing many extraordinary wonders of natural and carved stone. Gradually the bright striations became less frequent, and then less frequent again, until the earth and the stone outcroppings were all of the ordinary earth-red color. The scant, twisted shrubs gave way to scattered trees, small and contorted at first, but then taller, straighter, with heavier branches and much larger leaves. The thin grasses became more abundant, and then more abundant again, and then, quite suddenly, we rode past tended fields of grain and other crops. 
 
    “Pretty good land here,” Geras told me, his tone judicious. “There’s a river over that way, which floods in the long rains, so folk here can grow almost anything they like. Melons over there, see, and that over there is flax. Once we’re up in the hills, it’ll be terraces for grapes and olives.” He slanted a glance my way. “Lots of olives.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, in my most noncommittal tone. 
 
    Geras grinned at me. “Never mind, Ryo, you’ll like the grapes.” 
 
    We came to the town of Pasananau late on the eighth day, so that Lucas Samaura met us with exasperated relief. 
 
    “I sent Selili on, with her household and most of the men,” he told Aras. “I couldn’t see any reason to hold them here. That was four days ago. We’ll likely catch them up in a week or so, provided we move along briskly. What did you do with the half talon I don’t see on the road behind you?” 
 
    Aras lifted a dismissive hand. “I didn’t need a whole talon, and as I left a good many tasks undone, or half done, it seemed better to leave men to see to all that.” 
 
    Lucas gave him a long look, but did not protest. He only said, “You’ll want to send a courier ahead, I expect, with an additional note for Selili.” 
 
    Aras gestured agreement, smiling, pretending not to notice his nephew’s worry. “Yes, indeed. If the gods are kind, that will be the last courier I need to send riding ahead.” 
 
    “Yes, if,” snapped Lucas, and strode away to arrange everything. 
 
      
 
    The river to which we had come was not the same river that flowed through Gaur and Sigaranra; Aras brought out a long map and showed me how all this land lay, how this river was a smaller, faster tributary of that greater river. The red soil here colored the water red, not yellow as that greater river had been.  
 
    “After we climb into the mountains, the water will become clearer,” Aras explained. “Here in the lowlands, people filter water through cloth and then charcoal as it’s led into public fountains.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking of the many beautifully clear rivers and lakes of the winter lands.  
 
    “Your lakes and rivers are enviably clean,” he agreed, his tone amiable, and began to show me which roads we would take.  
 
    We came to the foothills of the mountains some days after leaving Pasananau. All along this road, we rode past one stake after another, each with the name of a person who belonged to the Rahavet family burned into it, and the words explaining the sentence. I had forgotten those would be set along this road, one after another. Even though there were so many, each stake drew the eye as much as the one before. Kerren became quieter again, which did not surprise me at all. I was glad so many other things pulled my thoughts from those stakes, as we now rode through or past one village after another. 
 
    These were villages in the style of the drylands, everything made of red brick, or of plaster the color of cream or the color of ivory or the color of red earth. Where a village became a town, narrow-fronted buildings clustered together, stretching back away from the road, sharing walls and roofs. Tables outside these buildings displayed the things available for purchase—sandals and boots, saddles and bridles; bowls and spoons and pots and other things of that kind; the services of a scribe or an assessor or an adjudicator. Families trained in these crafts and skills lived above or behind the places where trade took place. 
 
    I tried to imagine living in this way, as a craftsman, in one of these high-walled buildings. Looking out always at the river, watching other men travel down the river or along the road, but living in this one place all my life. I tried, but I could not imagine it. 
 
    Wherever we stopped, fleet-footed boys ran up, wanting coins in return for errands, or wanting to watch soldiers drill, or simply playing the chase games common to Lau children. No matter the size of the village or town, I did not see any women or girls at all. 
 
    “Of course not. Not out on a public road like this.” Geras answered my puzzled query one evening, as we drew aside from the road at a place like that, dismounting and turning our horses over to the soldiers who would care for them. “Every kind of traveler comes down this road, not to mention the flatboat boys off the river. Toughs and gamblers, mercenaries just this side of brigands, or just the other side as like as not. Women keep to streets way back out of sight. Got their own markets back there, not that a woman’ll carry coin, but a woman can trade a bangle or two for this and that, as long as it’s all between women and they keep it quiet.” 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes, but I did not try very hard. Geras chuckled and began to say something else.  
 
    “Watch out,” Kerren said, glancing up suddenly, his tone sharp. “Speaking of toughs and mercenaries.”  
 
    He had been riding near me all that day, rarely speaking, seldom looking at the countryside or the river or the towns. But now he showed he had been paying attention after all. He jerked his head, indicating the problem.  
 
    All the time, men and boys turned to look at me. Every day, whenever we passed through any village or town, whenever a boat passed us, whenever we passed other travelers on the road, this occurred. I did not like it, but I could hardly set fault against anyone for it; obviously Lau would be surprised and interested when they saw an Ugaro riding through their country. This was different; I saw that immediately when Kerren drew my attention to the problem. I should not have needed his warning, but sometimes Lau still surprised me.  
 
    These men—there were seven—wanted to fight me. Sometimes Lau men did want that. Sometimes they wanted to see what fighting an Ugaro warrior would be like. This was not offensive; of course some men, especially young men, would want to try their strength against me. But always before, such men had respected our soldiers, or recognized Lord Gaur’s badge, or perhaps glimpsed Lord Gaur himself carrying his scepter. They might stare and murmur, but they stayed out of our way. 
 
    These men were not so wise. All these men carried swords as well as knives, rare for townspeople; they all plainly thought that other people should get out of their way. As they came close, they shoved one another and spoke in loud voices, making comments about me and about Ugaro. 
 
    “Mercenaries,” Geras said disgustedly. “Not from anyplace close to Gaur; they don’t know the badge. Or else they’re close enough to drunk they don’t care. More likely both. I’ll see to—” 
 
    “No,” I said. One of the men had said something else, something regarding Ugaro and wolves and my wife. He had raised his voice so that everyone would hear his words. Certainly I had heard him. I said now, looking past Geras and everyone else to meet this man’s eyes, “As this man wishes to fight me so badly, I will fight him.”  
 
    He grinned at me, pleased with himself and contemptuous of me. This man wore a sword, longer than the kind Lau soldiers use to fight in formation, and also carried two knives, one sheathed at his belt and one on his forearm. 
 
    I said, in my coldest tone, “I would not wish the fight to be unfair. He may use his sword and any other weapon he pleases. I will use the knife my wife presented to me when we were married. I will not need any other weapon.” I drew that knife, the one with the black cord and the red feather. 
 
    “Oh, this is splendid,” Geras said. He raised his voice, snapping to one of the soldiers near us, “Go get Harana. Run! And you, find a surgeon and get him here, right now!” 
 
    The two soldiers bolted away. I ignored that. Talon Commander Harana’s presence or absence did not concern me in any way. Nor did I care whether a surgeon stood ready. I did not intend that either I or the man who had spoken so offensively should require the skill of a surgeon.  
 
    My enemy swaggered forward, his companions spreading out to make a rough half-circle. I had never seen Lau duel, though I knew sometimes this happened. I thought probably it happened in just this way. The soldiers near us were not certain whether they should permit me to fight. This was not their decision. To make that clear, I glanced around at them all and said, “This man has insulted my wife. I would be pleased if you would all make a place here and stay out of my way.”  
 
    Geras said, “Ryo—” Then he shook his head and made a curt gesture that everyone else should do as I had asked. To me, he said only, “A knife against a sword’s a stupid idea! Just think what Lord Gaur will say if you get yourself spitted by that fool!” 
 
    “I do not need a sword for this fight.” I handed him both of my swords, still in their sheaths. He swore, but he took them. I ignored him, moving forward, studying my enemy. He was broad-shouldered, for a Lau. Probably he was strong—for a Lau. I suspected he was not as drunk as Geras had suggested. His eyes were cold, his mouth hard, his shoulders relaxed. He thought he would have everything his own way. I could think of two reasons he might be so confident. Four reasons. 
 
    This man had known exactly how to insult me. I suspected that at some time in the past, he had fought Ugaro warriors. He thought he knew how I would fight. That was probably one reason he thought he would have everything as he wished. He faced me with both a sword and a knife, while I held only one knife, the other still in its sheath at my side. That was probably another reason he held me in such contempt. He wore a linen gambeson and I did not. That could have been another reason for his opinion. 
 
    He began to say something to me, his expression scornful.  
 
    I had no interest in any words he might speak. I strode forward, guarding myself with my knife, but casually, as though I did not expect him to meet me with any kind of skill or aggression. 
 
    He wanted me to attack. I felt that. I wanted to do as he wished, even though I knew he wanted me to rush forward in this incautious manner so that he could thrust his sword into my chest or stomach before I could touch him with my knife. I began to do as he wished. Then, as he raised his sword to strike a killing blow, I flipped my knife, caught it by the blade, and threw it hard. 
 
    I was only two armlengths from him. Less than that. I could hardly miss. For half a heartbeat, just as I threw my knife, I seemed to see my enemy both where he stood and also, at the same instant, a little aside from that place. But if this was sorcerous illusion, it came upon me far too late. My knife had already struck home. 
 
    A thrown knife will not pierce a gambeson, and the collar of the gambeson guarded his throat. But I would not have aimed for the throat anyway. He staggered, cursing, the knife buried in his leg between the skirts of the gambeson, a little above his knee. I kept my knives sharp, and I had thrown it with all my strength; the blade had gone straight through the muscle and deep into the bone. He did not drop his sword, but he was shocked and off balance and thoroughly distracted. Before he could recover enough to defend himself, I had closed the distance between us. 
 
    I seized his sword hand with my left hand and, a heartbeat later, as he tried to stab me with his knife, his knife hand with my right. I kicked his legs out from beneath him and tightened my grip as I followed him to the ground, my knee against his chest to pin him. He was not cursing now. He was silent, panting. He wanted me to let go. I tightened my grip further, crushing his hands. He wanted very much for me to let go. I did, but as I opened my left hand, I drove his sword hand against the stony earth, forcing him to drop the weapon. He might have dropped the sword anyway; his fingers were probably broken; but I wished to be sure and knocked his sword away. Then, reaching down, I seized my own knife, still in his leg, and jerked it out.  
 
    He gave a coughing grunt at that. Perhaps he tried to say something. 
 
    I did not care what he might wish to say. He bucked and twisted. As I had no one to hold him for me, I used his own knife to pin his left wrist to the ground and my second knife to do the same for his right wrist, driving both blades through muscle and bone and deep into the stony soil. Then, as I could now use both hands for the task, I picked up my first knife again and cut out his tongue. This took some moments, and I had to break his jaw to complete the task, but I had his tongue out at last and straightened, looking down at him. He stared back at me, not fighting now. He had come to the moment when he knew he was going to die, that he could not possibly prevent me from killing him. Some men will fight even at that moment. This man was not among that number. He had surrendered to his death. 
 
    A linen gambeson will not stop a knife driven forward with Ugaro weight and strength behind the blow. I drove my knife into his belly, twisted it, and thrust it up at an angle. Then I jerked it out again, collected my other knife, got a knee beneath me, and shoved myself to my feet while my enemy coughed, spat blood, clutched at the hard soil with his broken hands, and died. 
 
    I had not been concerned about my enemy’s companions. I had known I would not need to consider them at all. I had been right. They all stood disarmed now, soldiers guarding them. Geras stood a little to one side, gripping Kerren’s arm—if Kerren had tried to interfere, I had missed that. If anyone had tried to interfere, I had not noticed. Many Lau I did not know, townsmen, now crowded near, murmuring to each other and staring at me. I ignored them. Karoles Harana was coming now, moving fast, with long strides.  
 
    Behind Harana, coming more slowly, his scepter in his hand, Lord Gaur. 
 
    Bending, I cleaned my knives against the clothing of my dead enemy. I would need to clean them more carefully soon. The one I had driven into the earth would need to be sharpened. This rocky soil was very bad for a blade. I should see to that tonight. My other knife would only have blunted a little against my enemy’s bones. I slid that one away as well and turned to collect my swords from Geras. He gave me a small nod, but he did not speak to me. No one spoke to me.  
 
    Turning as I slung my swords into place, I faced Lord Gaur. Everyone faced him. 
 
    If the companions of my enemy had failed to know him, if they had failed to look at his badge, still, they probably knew his scepter. I could not tell whether they were surprised or frightened. I did not care. I was not concerned for them at all, except to note that none of them now seemed inclined to insult anyone. The townspeople who had come close all swayed back a little when Lord Gaur glanced at them, but none of them retreated. They were too interested and curious to retreat. 
 
    Lord Gaur studied the scene. Then he looked at me, a searching look. Then he said, “Troop Leader Geras, report. Briefly.” 
 
    “My lord,” Geras acknowledged, his manner stolid. “These men happened to come past us. Maybe they came looking for trouble, but I don’t know that for a fact. They spotted your Ugaro guest, Ryo inGara, whose wife is the daughter and only living child of the winter king. One of them, this dead man here, said something about her I’d rather not repeat, my lord. Sang it out good and loud. Everyone heard. He’d no cause. Your Ugaro guest hadn’t said a word to any of them himself; he’d barely even looked their way. He took offense and challenged the man who’d insulted his wife, knife against sword and knife.” Geras nodded toward my enemy. “That’s the result, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Gaur looked at my dead enemy again; a long, slow look. Then he looked around at the gathered people, his gaze lingering on the dead man’s companions. He asked, “Does anyone have anything to add? Or does anyone wish to dispute that account?” 
 
    No one said a word. 
 
    He said to me, “My guest, respected warrior, son of the lord of the inGara, husband of the daughter of the winter king, do you want to bring a charge of disrespect against this man’s family? Or, if he has no family that acknowledges him, his unit and his commanding officer?” 
 
    “No, Lord Gaur,” I answered. “This is the man who insulted my wife and offended me. I have answered that insult and that offense in a way that satisfies my honor and the honor of my wife. If he were Ugaro, I would expect his people to show their disapproval of his outrageous behavior by declining to set his head into any tomb of their tribe. If his lord chose to take up his head, I would consider that an insult. I would suggest to my father and to Koro inKarano, king of the winter country, that that tribe wished to be an enemy of inGara and of inKarano.” I paused. Then I added, my tone dismissive, “But as this man is Lau, I do not care what is done with his head.” 
 
    I looked deliberately at the men who had been my enemy’s companions, one and then the next until I had looked at them all. Only one met my gaze. To them all, but especially to that man, I said, “If anyone else has anything of the same kind to say to me, I will be pleased to fight him. Those will be the last words that come to his tongue.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that’s at all likely,” Lord Gaur said. He did not speak loudly, but clearly, so that everyone nearby could hear. “I think we’re all completely clear that anything of the sort would be exceedingly unwise. Do you wish to make a charge of malicious sorcery? Many of these men attempted some manner of sorcery against you during your duel.” 
 
    A low murmur passed across the gathering. Our soldiers were silent, but the townsfolk nudged one another and whispered. 
 
    “Did they?” I said. “I did not notice, Lord Gaur. My enemy expected to win by means of sorcery. That, I noticed.” I added, speaking with cold scorn, “My people have often noticed that Lau sometimes do not concern themselves with honorable behavior. Perhaps your people consider it right for all a man’s companions together to set themselves against his opponent in a duel.” 
 
    He inclined his head. “I hope we aren’t quite so unconcerned as that. Sorcerous interference with a duel actually breaks four different laws, even if the sorcery in question is quite minor.” He picked out one of his men to address. “Commander Iasares, take charge of these men, whom I am arresting on charges of mayhem, attempted use of malicious sorcery, and unlawful interference with a private duel.” His gaze swept across the men he had arrested. “I’d like to charge you all with stupidity, but that, alas, is not an indictable offense.” 
 
    Even the man who had had the courage to glare at me dropped his gaze. 
 
    Turning back to Commander Iasares, Lord Gaur added, “Find the senior magistrate for this region and inform him that I want to see him.” Then he added, still in the same formal way, “Talon Commander Harana, send someone to inform the commander of the mercenary force … ah, I think they’ll be found camped a quarter-mile that way.” He nodded along the road, south. “I want to see him as well. Who is the headman here? Or the headwoman,” he amended, turning. 
 
    A small Lau woman, very elderly, made her way forward. “Lord Gaur,” she began, barely above a whisper. “Please, accept my apologies to you and your guest—” 
 
    “Nothing here was the fault of the community,” he said crisply. “I’m certain none of the townspeople here would ever consider insulting my guest in some dire and deliberate way. But as the offense occurred here, this is where the body will be hung up to rot. See to that.” 
 
    The woman bowed, and Aras nodded to me, drawing me with him as he moved away toward the shade of trees growing along the bank of the river.  
 
    I meant to speak first, but he held up a hand and spoke himself, much less formally. “Two things. First, Ryo, please, as a favor to me, never again fight a duel armed only with a knife. You have two swords and by this time you’re quite skilled in their use. Kindly use them, should the necessity arise. I assure you that we are all entirely persuaded that Ugaro warriors are extremely fierce and we don’t need to see the fact proved in such an uneven duel.” 
 
    I began to say that I had not needed my swords to win that duel, that it would not have been right to show that much respect for my enemy. But he went on without giving me time to answer. “Second, did you realize that you were facing a man who had quite powerful coercion and some ability to interfere with your vision and memory? Not quite a true sorcerer, but very close, and certainly inclined toward cruelty. Possibly he was a true sorcerer, though a weak one.” Now his voice rose. “Even for you, even with everything I’ve done to guard you against sorcery, that was extremely dangerous! Much more so than facing an ordinary mercenary, or even an ordinary duelist! Did you think I was watching closely enough that I could protect you? I wasn’t. I’ve been trying to leave you as much privacy as possible, and with this many people around, it’s quite possible for me to lose track of you for some time! —Do you find this amusing?” A tinge of outrage had come into his voice. More than a tinge. 
 
    “I guessed he might have some manner of curse,” I told him. “I was almost certain of it. I thought I could defeat him anyway, especially because so many of your soldiers surrounded us. I am not laughing at you, but I am amused that you might think I have not realized that every soldier traveling with us has some measure of the curse. Perhaps I have not thought of this very often, but that is not because I have not realized it.” 
 
    He dropped his face into his hand, a gesture eloquent with dismay. 
 
    “Aras. Of course I knew that. Obviously for this journey you would select men with a small curse. There are at least two different reasons you would do that.” 
 
    “Three,” he said, his voice slightly muffled. 
 
    “I will have to think carefully and discover the other reason. I thought you were probably aware of everything that was happening. I thought you would see everything through me or through Kerren. But I was very certain that even if I were wrong, someone would prevent sorcery from being set against me in any powerful way. I was right. That is why I did not realize any of the other mercenaries strove to interfere.” I added, “But if they had interfered, I would still have won that fight.” 
 
    “Well, yes, probably,” Aras conceded. He looked at me, a searching gaze. “It’s unlikely—I hope highly unlikely—that anything of the kind will happen again. You’re all right?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Very well. Sometimes I forget … never mind. Do you want to witness against the other mercenaries? Do you want to set a charge against their commander?” 
 
    “I do not care about any of those men or their commander.” 
 
    “Admirably restrained of you. Very well. Do you have anything else you want to ask me? Or say to me? I failed to guard you against insult; you’d be within your rights to protest a failure of my duty to my guest.” 
 
    “Aras. You know I do not set any fault against you. I do not want you to watch over me more closely than you already do—” 
 
    “Yes, I realize that, but—” 
 
    “—and I do not need you to protect me.” 
 
    He looked at me for a long moment. Then he said, “Very well. It was still a failure of my duty, and I apologize.”  
 
    “I do not consider that you owe me an apology for anything that happened today, but if it will content you, then I accept your apology.” 
 
    “Very well. Thank you.” He hesitated. Finally, he said, “I’ll be quite involved with one thing or another tonight, I imagine. I’ll see you in the morning, though probably not before.”  
 
    I signed understanding and acceptance. He turned away, and I let him go. 
 
      
 
    Kerren stood up when I came to the tent set aside for me. No one else was there. He looked at me and then away again, swallowing. Then he met my eyes. “I once said something almost as bad as that to you. I—did I ever—”  
 
    “You apologized,” I told him. “Also, you did not say it to insult me. I understood why you said it. I have forgotten your words. I consider that they were never spoken.”  
 
    “I … all right. But even if I apologized before, I’m sorry, Ryo.” 
 
    I gestured acceptance of this apology and sat down by the coals, where a pot was simmering. I poured myself a cup of the tisane. It was tea, strong, as the Lau prefer it. I looked around, but saw no pot of honey. I sighed and sipped the astringent tea plain. 
 
    “Ryo … can I ask … I don’t want to offend you …” 
 
    “You have never hesitated to offend me before,” I pointed out. “Nothing has changed.” 
 
    He choked a little. 
 
    “You knew I could fight.” 
 
    This made him stare at me. “Not like that,” he said finally. “Have you … done that before?” 
 
    I considered this question. Then I said, “I have fought sometimes, when someone said something that offended me. I have never before been so seriously offended that I cut out someone’s tongue. Sometimes I have seen a fight that serious, but not often. Ugaro are almost always much more polite than that.” 
 
    “You know, I don’t doubt that a bit.” He poured himself tea, sitting across from me, his manner still a little subdued, but not as cautious. He glanced at me, then away. But then he said, “He’s furious. He’s not showing it very much, but I think he is. Not with you. With those mercenaries, and with their commander.”  
 
    “I think that may be so,” I agreed. “He is annoyed with me as well. But I think he is angriest of all with himself.” 
 
    Kerren shook his head. Then he stopped, his expression growing thoughtful. “Maybe … I don’t … do you think so?” 
 
    “He thinks he should have prevented that problem. He thinks he is responsible for solving every problem in the entire span of the world. This is perhaps hubris,” I added. “That is a word I understand imperfectly, but I think it may be the word for this kind of vanity.” 
 
    His mouth twisted. “You’re thinking all that as clearly as you can, aren’t you.”  
 
    This had not been a question, but I smiled, lifting my cup in acknowledgment. “I am. Everyone is angry that I said I would fight with only a knife. He is angry I said that. But I did not need a sword to kill this enemy.” 
 
    “I guess you didn’t. He tried to use sorcery against you.” 
 
    “He did. This was one reason he was overconfident. This man tried to make me act as he wished. He thought he could do that. But he could not do it. Perhaps I understand now why you Lau are not afraid of weak sorcerers.” I added, “Other things puzzle me very much.” 
 
    Kerren tilted his head, quizzical. His manner had eased further, but certainly he was not trying to provoke me now. That might be one good thing that had come of that fight. 
 
    I said, “The man was stupid to wish to fight me, but perhaps he thought little of Ugaro. He was stupid again to ignore the scepter-holder’s badge, but perhaps he did not recognize that badge. But he was stupid a third time to ignore the soldiers there. Did he think none of them would care if he killed me? I do not understand how he could have been that stupid.” 
 
    “Well, I expect they were all a little drunk. And mean, and used to winning fights. But how they could’ve failed to recognize Lord Gaur’s badge, I don’t know. I mean, not everybody does. But … I don’t know.”  
 
    Geras had appeared from among the tents. Now, sitting down with us, he said, “Turns out they’re from a good way south and west. Fought in that trouble between Kasolacas and Gosororet—those are counties, Ryo, a good long way away. The one who opened his mouth too wide, his name was Istaret, no family name, called himself Tesca.” 
 
    Kerren made a face. 
 
    “Right,” Geras agreed. “That was a famous mercenary, Ryo, or I guess I’d say infamous. So, this Istaret Tesca, he’d put together his own mercenary company, but they got chewed up pretty badly. Him and his buddies cut away east, worked their way over the mountains as private guards. When they joined this company here, just a couple weeks back, they had plenty to prove. They figured you were some kind of trophy captive, Ryo, on your way to Avaras to be presented to some high noble. You wouldn’t have friends who’d care if they killed you; nobody would care enough to bother coming after them for it; legally it’d be iffy, but not if you were the one who took it from words to blades. That Istaret, he figured he’d kill you to prove how tough he was. Then he’d challenge his unit commander, who’d back down so’s Istaret could move on up in the company without having to fight him. Once Istaret got that far, he’d be in position to take the top spot in a year or three. Since his lot just got their signing bonus, they had the coin to pay a hefty fine, so they weren’t worried about that.” He poured himself a cup of the tea, adding, his tone reflective, “I’m glad I’m not a mercenary commander. Dealing with that kind of nonsense has got to make a man old before his time.” 
 
    Kerren said, “I guess Istaret’s friends fell all over themselves to explain everything.”  
 
    “They sure did. Lord Gaur’s not feeling exactly kindhearted just now, but he might let ’em off with a flogging and a fine, given Ryo here’s willing to let it go at that.” 
 
    I lifted one shoulder, dismissing any possible concern or interest in the matter. I did not care what happened to any of those men. I said, “I am going to sleep. I do not need the air within the tent to be cooler than it is.” Standing, I went into the tent, unrolled my blanket, and lay down. But for a long time, I did not sleep. Images of the man I had killed came into my mind; scattered memories of the fight. The memory of my own anger troubled me. I often felt anger; what man does not? Of course the mercenary’s words had infuriated me; what man would not feel so when provoked so severely? Failure to punish that kind of insult would have disgraced me and disgraced the inGara. But I had never before killed a man in that kind of fight. 
 
    Thinking of the duel, my enemy’s actions and my own, had not troubled me until Geras told me the man’s name and explained a little of who he had been. I had not wished to know anything about him, and now regretted that I did. I despised this man even more now than I had earlier, but he seemed more a person to me now. No one came into the tent; no one disturbed me. But I lay awake a long time before I slept. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Lord Gaur had the mercenaries beaten, as Geras had explained would probably happen. I did not consider that anything of that matter concerned me, as I had already dealt out the punishment I considered appropriate. But I felt constrained to go to the place and witness the punishment, as it would be dealt out for my sake. Aras demanded that each pay a fine, which is a customary Lau punishment for many kinds of faults. He also sentenced them to a hundred strokes apiece, which for Lau is very severe. Indeed, that is severe for anyone. 
 
    The mercenary commander was given a different sentence, thirty strokes, for a failure of his duty, not for any malicious or forbidden act. He heard that sentence without protest, expressed gratitude for Lord Gaur’s forbearance, and stepped up to the posts. He was the first Lau I had ever seen beaten who did not cry out. He made no sound, only braced himself between the posts and stood with his head bowed, jerking slightly with each blow, until the beating was finished. Once the thongs had been cut, he stood for a little time, gathering his strength and pride. Then he turned, nodded to Lord Gaur, bowed slightly to me and walked away without assistance, ignoring everyone else who had come there. 
 
    Through all this, Aras showed his customary hard expression. From time to time, he glanced toward the Sun, measuring his height above the edge of the world, obviously displeased at the delay all this occasioned. No doubt he considered that all these men had earned this punishment. No doubt this was the reason he showed less distaste than he might otherwise. 
 
    Soon after that, we rode on, south. Before we departed, Aras drew Talon Commander Harana aside and told him to send a man after the mercenary commander, to tell him that if he chose to apply to the senior talon commander now in Sigaranra—this was Sigaur Talat—his petition might receive a favorable hearing. 
 
    “He’s too good a man to leave him homeless if he’d prefer to take oath to me,” Aras said. “He may prefer the freedom of mercenary command, but I think it’s more likely that he’s been forced to that exigency for reasons beyond his control. Perhaps he might have one or two awkward moments in his history, but I don’t believe anything there is unforgiveable. Have the man tell him I said so. Add that I’d also accept any of his men he thinks are worth bringing with him. Send a courier to Sigaur, just in case he takes me up on that.” 
 
    Harana shook his head disapprovingly, but he gestured a man over and gave him the message. “Step along lively, now,” he told the man. “That commander’s not likely to linger, any more than we are.” 
 
    Many people watched us depart. They particularly watched me. I thought of the mercenaries, who had believed me a prisoner, a prized captive to be thrown at the feet of some lord. That was not a stupid idea. Sometimes when tribes are enemies, after a raid or a battle, an important captive may be brought to the lord of the victorious tribe in that way. I had not considered that the Lau who saw me riding among these soldiers might think of that kind of custom. I did not know what to think of that. 
 
    Everyone here had heard Geras and then Lord Gaur speak respectfully to me. Everyone thought that, because I had married the daughter of the winter king, I might become king in my turn. I did not know what to think of that either. 
 
    That evening, after all those days of traveling past and through all these villages and past all these fields and pastures, and the many stakes set up to wait for the people of the Rahavet family, and past all those uncountable Lau townsmen and farmers, I looked ahead through the hot, hazy air and finally glimpsed, still far in the distance, the high, lavender-shaded mountains that stood before us. 
 
      
 
    “Two days, three days, probably not more than four,” Aras told me the next morning. I was riding beside him, my thoughts mostly on those mountains. He went on, “The river’s far too rocky and fast for boat traffic once we get into the mountains. A thousand waterfalls below Avaras, that’s the saying. Originally, the city was a fortress built on a hilltop within the river valley. That was a long time ago. It’s not the largest city in the summer country, but it’s probably the second-largest and definitely the most ornate.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I had known all this, or almost all. I had read of the city of the summer kings. Some of the books I had read had included sketches. Soon enough, we would come there and I would see the city for myself. 
 
    “About fifteen days. Or, no, probably closer to twenty; we’ll catch up to Selili soon and then we’ll travel more slowly.” 
 
    I had almost forgotten we followed Selili. I thought instead of the pace of our journey. We had not been traveling quickly. I suspected Aras felt little desire to hurry our journey. I made no particular effort to set this thought aside, and he sighed. “You’re right. I’m not especially concerned regarding the outcome. That is, I believe I’ve prepared as well as I can for every likely outcome.” He hesitated. Then he added, “I promised you that I’d ask Tasmakat about the tie even before I faced Soretes with this other problem. But I think we’ll do it the other way around, Ryo, as my king’s decision may render her advice unnecessary.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. That was plainly so. 
 
    “Whatever his decision, I don’t intend to protest. Be sure you bring the remaining flasks of Tarashana medicine with you when the time comes. Poppy gives me a headache.” 
 
    There were very many things I did not want to think of.  
 
    Aras shifted, glancing away from me. He said, “Anyway, I don’t see any reason to ride at courier speeds. The mountains are beautiful, though quite different from your immense northern mountains. I think you’ll enjoy this part of the ride.” 
 
      
 
    I did enjoy that ride, in a way, though setting aside the tension that tightened my stomach became more and more difficult during those last days. The river wandered through a wide and fertile valley, all croplands and pasturelands, with low, conical mountains rising up to either side, and other mountains beyond those, with terraces carved into their flanks for grapes and olives, and many other crops that I did not recognize. Homes were built onto these terraces as well, of stone here rather than brick. These were not the great rectangular houses we had seen as we traveled through the flatter country below the mountains, but chains and clusters of much smaller houses, set one above the next up the slopes of the mountains. Uncountable people must live here to tend all the many terraces. They would live here for generation after generation, no doubt, growing the same crops in the same ways. That was still a remarkable thought. 
 
    For the first part of that ride, through the lower valley, boats floated past us down the river, back the way we had come; while oxen hauled other boats, loaded with grain and other goods, slowly upriver against the current. The road was wide enough that travelers we passed had no need to make way for our company. There were very many travelers now: riders; and men leading ox-drawn wagons; and fast-moving horse-drawn litters, lacquered wicker, escorted by soldiers or guardsmen. 
 
    Late in the afternoon of the second day after we entered this valley and followed the river upward into the mountains, we came upon Selili and her women and all the soldiers that escorted them. 
 
    She had known we followed. They all knew, because of the couriers. But everyone was pleased that we had come together at last. Aras paused at Selili’s litter, bent to speak to her as she parted the veils, then bent lower and straightened again with Tathimi in his arms. She was laughing. Happy, because everyone around her was pleased and happy, and because she was delighted to be set before her grandfather on his tall horse. She rode with Aras all the rest of that afternoon, twisting around to tell him everything she had seen and done since our company had divided. Aras listened and smiled and spoke little. I kept my distance and tried to think only of peaceful things. 
 
    I thought perhaps Aras might invite me to share his evening meal and that Selili, perhaps even Tathimi, might settle nearby in the Lau custom. I was surprised to discover how strongly I both wanted that and did not want it. I could not help but think of Kerren’s words to me regarding Selili, and this made me think of her in a different way—or it made me aware that I thought of her in this way. My awareness that her daughter might see more than I wished, and that Aras must certainly see far more than I wished, made all this much more difficult.  
 
     He did not ask me. I suspected all this might explain why he had decided otherwise, and put my thoughts as firmly as I could on other things; on the land and the sky. I might have taken a horse and ridden a long distance forward along the road, but after the problem with the mercenaries, no one had to explain to me that this would be most unwise in such heavily settled country.  
 
    The next day, we rode at a somewhat faster pace, leaving Selili and her women behind. They would not fall behind to any great distance, but they would not travel with us either. I tried not to wonder whether Aras had decided to travel apart from his daughter and granddaughter for my sake. Certainly I did not ask. 
 
      
 
    Twelve days after that, we finally came to Avaras.  
 
    The city was impossible to take lightly. It had been built high upon the flanks of a broad, low hill—low compared to the mountains that surrounded the city—with the king’s palace at the highest part of this hill. The road ran down from the higher mountains, through the valley surrounding that hill, and then up again to the high wall that surrounded the city. The wall and the many towers that rose up beyond it were all made of honey-colored brick that glowed in the afternoon light. 
 
    From directly below that wall, it seemed even higher. Round towers had been built into the wall, with domed roofs and arched windows and many layers of decorative brickwork, all honey-colored except for accents of bright blue. This elaborate wall proved to be almost a kind of hill rather than merely a wall; to pass through it, we rode through a tunnel. Inside the wall, a grassy slope ran up to a wide street that ran along the wall. Below the slope, another street, lower, also followed the wall around the city, while to the other side a wide canal separated the outer wall from the actual city. 
 
    The water in the canal was green and clear, with everywhere waterlilies spreading their great leaves atop the water, lifting up their white flowers. This canal was contained within smooth banks of honey-colored brick, with here and there outcroppings of stone almost the same color as the brick. Beyond the canal, other walls rose up, and the rooftops of many buildings; I could see three tall, square towers and one round tower, even taller. People walked along the tops of the walls, which were sufficiently broad that they also served as pathways.  
 
    A dozen bridges crossed the canal, leading up into the true city beyond by means of steep staircases. Horses could not go that way, so I was not surprised when we turned to ride along the wall instead. Other things surprised me. Almost all the soldiers turned aside and rode the other way. 
 
    “Over that way, barracks are built into the wall,” Geras told me. He had not turned aside, of course. He rode to my right and Kerren to my left, as had become our custom. Aside from us, only Talon Commander Harana and Lucas Samaura continued along the curves of the wall. 
 
    Geras went on. “Nobody can take a private military force into Avaras. Or I guess the scepter-holder could if he wanted, but he never does.”  
 
    “You have been here many times.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not really. Four times. This’ll be the second time I’ve gone all the way up. That time wasn’t real comfortable either. Though it was quick, I’ll say that. You sure get right in through every wall if you’re carrying a scepter.” He nodded ahead, the way we were going. “It’s a grand city. It’ll impress you. It did me. But I like Sigaranra a lot better, personally. That’s a better city for a plain man. Friendlier.” 
 
    I had not felt that. But I could not imagine feeling comfortable within any city of the summer lands. 
 
    After riding some distance around the perimeter of the city, we finally crossed a bridge and then rode up a series of steep roads, turning west and east and west again as we climbed the face of the hill and mounted into the higher part of the city.  
 
    “Imagine trying to fight your way up this,” Geras commented. “Lots of reasons Avaras has never been conquered. A siege’d be your only chance, and that’s a hard, slow way to take a city that’s laid in proper supplies.” 
 
    Kerren said, “The last Bauvarata king surrendered Avaras.” 
 
    Geras gestured agreement. “Yeah, but that was his own stupidity in a bunch of different ways, nothing to do with any kind of army taking the place by force.” 
 
    Kerren shrugged, not disagreeing. 
 
    I signed assent. Certainly I would not wish to try to drive up this series of switchbacked streets. I could not imagine anyone would wish to try that. No one could ride in any direction but straight ahead. High walls stood to either side of the street now. The walls were decorated with much ornamental brickwork, but they were solid and high, still wide enough that they continued to serve as paths for people on foot. Many people walked there on top of the walls, more and more as we climbed. They were all men. They glanced down at us first with mild interest, then stared at me with much more curiosity. They wore different clothing than people in the borderlands, different again than people in Gaur and Sigaranra. 
 
    “Light linen kilts like that are cooler than leggings,” Geras explained. “Of course people dress differently during the rainy seasons. Gets downright chilly during the long rains. But the moment the clouds blow away, it’s hot again, and steamy. It’s hot enough now, sure, but not near as humid.” 
 
    Kerren said, “It’s probably not a coincidence we dragged our feet enough to arrive in Akuen. As an astrologer, Lady Selili wouldn’t have wanted to arrive during Eukoret.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Geras agreed. “Not that I care a lot about astrology, but even so, Eukoret wouldn’t be my pick of month for something like this.” 
 
    I had not thought of the month or the day. Now I wondered very much what Selili might say about these things. I hoped the day was auspicious and lucky. I thought we—Aras—might need every kind of luck now that we had come to this moment. 
 
    We rode up, and farther up, and suddenly the high, enclosing walls fell away and we rode out into the upper part of the city. Now many-pillared colonnades stood to either side, with beyond the colonnades either open buildings with tiled floors or courtyards with fountains and graceful trees. 
 
    Everywhere was decorative brickwork and plaster. Like the outer part of the city, everything was honey-colored, with blue accents everywhere. Balconies crossed the face of every building, and stairways mounted to the tops of the walls—there were still many walls, but lower, and with these stairways everywhere. People still walked upon the walls, crossing over the streets below on many slender bridges. 
 
    Here, many of those people were women and girls. They did not share the same pathways as the men; instead, their pathways and bridges seemed to form a separate pattern that interlocked with but did not share any part of the male walkways. Like the men, the women wore kilts, but longer, almost to their ankles. Many of the women wore nothing but a long kilt, but almost all had drawn many elaborate designs over their hands and arms and breasts. 
 
    Surprised, I said, “That is a little like the art of the Tarashana. I did not know your people practiced an art like that.” 
 
    Geras shrugged, glancing up at a group of women passing above us, single file because the bridge was narrow. “Right, I see what you mean, but it’s not really the same. I mean, it’s just paint. Whatever it is for Tarashana, it’s not paint, the way it changes color and everything. Anyway, high nobles do it, and sometimes petty nobles.” 
 
    From my other side, Kerren added, “Petty nobles with aspirations. It’s a southern custom. You see it a lot more in the southern borderlands.” 
 
    Geras slanted a look past me. “You’ve been there?” 
 
    Kerren’s mouth twisted. “Are you thinking my father had that kind of ambition? No. Lorellan—Tasaras—had dealings in the far south.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. Of course he did.”  
 
    “Because of course Prince Taranis—” 
 
    “Right, I got that.” 
 
    Kerren’s mouth twisted a little more, not a smile, but he did not explain his meaning further. I did not like the bitterness that had come to him, so I did not ask. After that, we rode in silence, higher and higher, until we came out of the city itself and at last found the great palace of the summer king standing before us. 
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    The king’s palace was so astoundingly vast and grand that it completely overshadowed the rest of the vast, grand city. I knew the palace was rectangular, though on so extraordinary a scale that I would not have realized this had I not known it. This palace had been built of the same honey-colored brick, but with a great deal of decoration in blue and yellow and red. Outside the palace, a broad empty space of smooth paving stones stretched out, very hot and bright, and then the wall of the palace rose up. This was sheer for much higher than a man, with narrow, round towers built into the wall at regular intervals and narrow windows between the towers. 
 
    Soretes Aman Shevat, Regat Sul, king of the summer country, intended to receive his nephew and scepter-holder almost as soon as we came to his palace. When we came there, we found word waiting that the king would receive him one hour from that moment. This meeting would apparently take place before the whole of the court, an exceedingly formal occasion, nothing like the meeting between them in the borderlands after Lorellan had been defeated. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said, though none of us had spoken a word out loud. His expression was contained, as always, but the set of his mouth was hard. “I think that tells us a good deal about how Soretes intends to handle this. Ryo, Kerren, Geras—stay with Karoles, unless other orders arrive. Lucas—” He broke off, his gaze holding that of his nephew. 
 
    “Yes, fine,” Lucas said, his tone edged.  
 
    “Sekaran will probably take an interest. Don’t push him. You’ll need his support, if—” 
 
    “I know,” Lucas snapped. “Kindly put your attention on your own presentation; I’ll handle mine. I assure you, I’ve had plenty of time to read through the relevant codices.” Aras gave him a short nod and strode away. Lucas glared after him for a heartbeat, then turned to me—to us—and said, still curt, “Appearances matter. I assume we’ll be permitted to see to that. I’ll send for the necessities.” 
 
    Harana said, his tone much milder than usual, “You might’ve thought of this, but I’d say Ryo ought to keep that knife of his right where it is. The one with the feather.” 
 
    Lucas glared at him—then at me—then he gave a curt nod. “We won’t carry weapons, Ryo. But Karoles is right. You keep that one. You’re not a subject of the summer king, and it might be useful to remind him of that. He may listen to you, even if he won’t hear me.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Esau explained that to me.” 
 
    “Oh, he did, did he?” Lucas smiled suddenly, grim, but also genuinely amused. “Well, he was right.” Then, as a man came and bowed to him, he gestured for us all to follow him and led the way into the palace of the king of the summer country. 
 
      
 
    The king received his scepter holder within one of the courtyards of the palace. This courtyard, at least a bowshot long, contained no garden, only great paving stones, with a rectangular pool in the center. The Sun stood high; the water caught his reflection and blazed, so flat and still that at first I thought it might be glass. The brilliant light made it difficult for me to see well. Still, I could see that along three sides of the courtyard, pillars rose up to create colonnades. As I had begun to expect of Lau buildings, open balconies stretched above the colonnades, and then more pillars and more balconies, and above those still more balconies. 
 
    All along the balconies stood many Lau, the men on the lower balconies and the women above. The men wore light robes or vests over knee-length kilts, the cloth dark red or dull red, flame colored or dun colored. Some few, important lords, wore black glittering with gold along the collar and hem. Most wore armbands and necklets of gold glittering with gemstones, the colors of fire or blood, or the colors of water and the sky, or many other colors. 
 
    The women clustered along the balconies above the men. They wore kilts in the same colors as the men or in shades of blue and green, with many thin gold bangles. From this distance, with the brilliant light pouring down and reflected back again, I could not see them clearly, but I could see the bright swirls of color on their brown skin and knew they had painted their throats and arms and breasts with intricate designs in gold and blue, or gold and red, or gold and green. I could see they had braided their hair into many thin braids with jewels strung on golden chains and then coiled these braids into complicated arrangements. Selili might have already followed us into this city and might now stand among those women, but if this were so, I could not pick her out from among the rest. 
 
    The fourth side of the courtyard was very different from the other three. It did not rise up in layers of balconies, but into many-layered rooftops, arches, and spires. At the center of all this elaborate design, one low balcony held a single great chair with a high, flared back and wide-spreading arms. No one sat there—not yet. 
 
    I stood with Lucas Samaura and the others, close to the fourth side. In all my time in the summer lands, I had never felt so badly out of place as this moment when I stood at the edge of that courtyard, at the center of the king’s palace, at the center of the king’s city, in the center of the summer country. I was very glad that Lucas Samaura stood near; that Karoles Harana stood near; that Geras stood near. 
 
    Geras still wore the uniform of a soldier, but of the kind worn by soldiers here in the south: a kilt and a light vest of linen. Thrust through a loop on his belt, he carried the olivewood scepter that showed the honors he had been granted. Karoles Harana wore similar clothing, but with the patterns that showed his rank worked into the cloth. Kerren wore a kilt, but not a vest, and no badge or ornament. Lucas wore clothing in the style of a lord of the summer lands, black, with gold rings on two fingers. 
 
    I wore clothing more like the proper clothing a warrior would wear in the winter country, though made of the lightest possible cloth. My shirt was sleeveless so that my silver armband could be seen. I also wore, as always, the necklace made of silver disks and the white stone from the starlit lands. I had left my hair loose, except that I had braided two thin braids, one on each side, threading amber beads into those braids and finishing each braid with an eagle feather. These were not feathers from the bronze eagle of the winter country, but from the smaller black eagle of the summer lands, which I had collected as I found the chance. As Harana had suggested, I wore my knife, placed so that the red feather would show plainly. No one else of our company carried any weapon. 
 
    Three Lau stood a short distance from us, soldiers, clad like Geras, but not in plain colors. Their uniforms were red and tawny yellow, with belts and wristbands made of the pelt of the drylands lion and enormous gray feathers stitched into the sheaths of their swords. Unlike Geras, these soldiers all carried swords, but they were not here because of us. They were here because Prince Sekaran stood with us in this place.  
 
    I knew a little of this prince. I knew he was a younger son of the summer king. I knew that the elder prince had been passed over as heir in favor of Prince Sekaran and that the elder prince had allowed himself to be used by Lorellan because of this. I did not know how the Lau decided which prince should take precedence among the others. It was not a matter in which an Ugaro could have any kind of opinion.  
 
    I also knew what Aras had said of Prince Sekaran: that he was a patron of the University here, which was a center of learning; that he would be interested in the book Elaro had made for me; that he might support a change in customs so that Lau women might become healers. I looked at him with interest, even distracted as I was by many other concerns. 
 
    Prince Sekaran was older than I, perhaps close to the age of my eldest brother. He had nodded to me when we came to this place, his expression unreadable. Now he stood with his attention turned toward the courtyard. 
 
    Very soon after that, the king of the summer country came out onto the balcony where the throne was set. I had met him once and might have known him from that, but even if I had not, I would have known him immediately by the authority he carried. Had I somehow not noticed that, I would have known him by the sudden deep silence. The Lau are not a quiet people; they gesture and murmur, touch a neighbor’s hand, move a step this way or that. But they were quiet now, attentive and silent. 
 
    The king wore a white kilt decorated with intricate, sharp-edged designs in blue and green and red, and a white vest with the same kinds of designs, but in gold. A collar of gold gleamed against his dark skin; a crown of enormous white-tipped black feathers rose up behind his head. He also carried a scepter of black wood inlaid with gold. At first I thought this looked exactly like the scepter Aras carried. Then I saw the king’s own scepter was set with amber and that the designs made by the gold inlay were different.  
 
    The king was not a young man. A network of lines showed around his eyes and deeper lines at the corners of his mouth. His hair was iron gray, white at the temples; his beard a grizzled light gray; his eyebrows entirely white. But his eyes were clear and his gaze sharp and knowing. He stood for a long moment, at least twenty breaths, at the balcony railing. Then at last he moved a step, two steps, and seated himself upon the throne, resting his arms along the winging arms of the throne. As though this had been a signal—no doubt it had been—suddenly a stir broke the stillness at the far end of the courtyard. Aras had come into the courtyard there. 
 
    I could not see him clearly through the shifting dazzle of the sunlight, only that he wore gold-embroidered black. But I knew him. Partly this was his assurance, visible even at that distance. I knew he must be tense, perhaps anxious, perhaps even afraid, but that assurance was so much a part of him that nothing could break it. But besides that assurance, I knew him by the scepter he held, long and black, the gold inlay flaming where it caught the sunlight. 
 
    He had said the king might break that scepter. He had said he thought this likely. But he brought it up now and held it diagonally across his chest, a formal gesture. He walked forward, entirely alone. The distance from that end of the courtyard to this seemed even greater like that, watching one man make his way all that distance alone. 
 
    When he finally came to the balcony, he stopped, gazing upward. From this distance, his expression could be seen: calm, remote, imperturbable. The king’s expression was very much the same. He had not lowered his gaze, but continued to look straight out into the dazzling light as though he had not even noticed Aras had come before him. 
 
    Then Aras knelt. He held up his scepter across both his palms and then laid it down on the paving stones at his side, lifting his empty hands palm upward in the gesture that asks for mercy. 
 
    The king rose and came forward to the edge of the balcony. He set his hands on the railing, his brown skin very dark against that pale stone. His manner was entirely different than on the day he had received Aras shortly after the battle where Lorellan died. Then, he had received Aras kindly. His manner now was not kind at all. He said, his voice level, pitched to carry, “Lord Gaur.” The other time he had called Aras by name. This time, he did not. The stone on all sides took up his voice so that his words echoed and reechoed, the sound becoming deep and resonant.  
 
    The other time, Aras had called him by name. This time, he answered, “My king.” He did not speak loudly, but again the surrounding stone took up his voice so that his words carried clearly. He did not move, but stayed exactly where he was, kneeling on the paving stone, his back straight, looking up at his king.  
 
    “You bound a whole family, three generations, into your service. Gaur’s service. By my name. Using my authority, you have resurrected a dead custom that required two hundred years of effort to stamp out; a custom that neither I nor my father before me found the least need to revive.” The king paused. Then he said, even more coldly, “I won’t ask whether you understand what you have done. I know you understand exactly what you have done.” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Aras. “I don’t ask your forgiveness, my king, but I do ask you for mercy. Not for myself, but for the people bound to Gaur, that they should not be promised in the royal voice that they will live and then hear that promise rescinded. Whatever other ruling you may decree, I ask that you permit my ruling regarding all these people to stand.” 
 
    His king stared down at him. “Is that what you ask, Lord Gaur? On what grounds?” 
 
    “My king, you have already heard every legal argument associated with my ruling. But I ask now on grounds of clemency and mercy. Those people have believed for many days that they will neither be put to death nor see their children put to death. My king, be merciful to them, if not to me. It is a cruel mercy, I know. Yet I still ask it.” 
 
    “A cruel mercy indeed.” But the king sounded just a little less cold. “You do not argue on grounds that it’s a royal prerogative to revive the custom? Nor on grounds that you spoke with my authority in making that decision?” 
 
    “I don’t need to argue on those grounds, my king. Every man within the whole span of the summer country knows this is the truth.” 
 
    The summer king regarded Aras for another breath, and another after that. “You don’t ask for clemency and mercy on your own behalf.” 
 
    “No, my king.” After a heartbeat, Aras added, his tone just a little wry, “Or not for handing down a ruling that I knew you would not approve.” 
 
    His king stared down at him. He said finally, “I will not have any lord of the summer lands believe I approve this custom of bound servitude. According to the law, you should have put them to death. You chose otherwise, and set the decision down in gold ink. Very well; as you are so determined, I will uphold the ruling. But you will have no profit of it. Aras Eren Samaura, you are no longer lord of Gaur. Count yourself fortunate that I permit the title to pass to your heir. Lucas Terion Samaura!” 
 
    Beside me, Lucas breathed out, one sharp, fast exhalation. Then he stepped out from beneath the shade of the pillared gallery, crossed the courtyard, and halted beside Aras. Unlike his uncle, Lucas Samaura did not kneel. He bowed, a small gesture. Then he straightened, raised his head, met his king’s hard gaze, and said, “Soretes Aman Shavet, Regat Sul.” 
 
    “Take up your inheritance,” the king commanded him.  
 
    Now Lucas knelt, though only on one knee. He said, in the same clear voice, “I accept this duty and this honor and the whole of Gaur, the land and the people, to guard and to rule. Command me, my king, and I will obey, cherishing the land and the people you have set into my hands. This I swear before the Sun himself. So long as I keep this oath, may he favor me in all endeavors, but if otherwise, may he turn his face from me and despise me.” 
 
    “Lucas Terion Samaura, I accept your oath. To you I entrust Gaur, the land and the people, and enjoin you not to fail their trust or mine.” 
 
    Lucas inclined his head. “My king.” He rose to his feet. “As is my right on this day, I shall make one request of—” 
 
    “No,” snapped the king. But he added more gently, “Or not yet. Before dusk, should you see the need, you may make that request of me, or another request, as you see fit.” 
 
    “As my king commands,” Lucas answered. He stepped back. 
 
    “Aras Eren Samaura,” said the king, bending the weight of his attention back on Aras. “Regat Imsutar. My scepter-holder. All your authority now flows directly from me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aras acknowledged. 
 
    “Take up your scepter, and come with me,” the king commanded. He turned on his heel and strode away, passing the indigo throne without a glance and disappearing into the palace. Behind him, Aras picked up the scepter, accepted a hand from his nephew, and rose. They walked side by side to a door half-lost amid the decorative panels of the wall, entered that door, and vanished, like the king, into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    Near me, Prince Sekaran sighed. He said, perhaps to his guards or perhaps to us, “How dramatic. And soon to become more so, no doubt. I’m amazed the clouds of feathers haven’t already blotted out the sunlight.” He glanced around at all of us who stood here, his gaze shrewd, though not unfriendly.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said to us all. “My father will expect you.” He added, in good, if strongly accented taksu, “You may know the proper manner, Ryo inGara. I mean no offense when I say that an Ugaro should not kneel to the king of the summer country, but that even an important and respected Ugaro warrior might wish to refrain from speaking to the king until he speaks to that warrior.” 
 
    I inclined my head to show I had heard and understood this command. I was trying not to show my surprise that he spoke taksu so well. That told me something else about him, something I had not guessed until now. I answered in the same language, “Yes, I recall these customs, o prince, but I thank you for reminding me.” I said the word prince in darau. There is no word in taksu that carries exactly the same meaning. 
 
    Prince Sekaran sketched a gesture of acknowledgment. He said, now speaking darau, “Very good. I’ll also observe, in case this may interest you, that no Lau is permitted to bear a weapon in the king’s presence unless he has sworn a personal oath to him. This has no relevance to you, of course. Yet I am certain you will find no reason to set your hand on the hilt of that knife, far less draw it, while you converse with my royal father.” 
 
    I wished very much to ask this prince who had taught him how to express orders in the most polite way possible. I could not ask, not at this moment, so I said merely, “That indeed seems most unlikely, Prince Sekaran.” 
 
    “Very good!” the prince said again, and continued, “You may all come with me.” He led the way, his guards and all the rest of us following, through an arched doorway, then down one shadowy corridor and another. Fluted pillars stood to either side. The high, arched ceilings were painted in many different geometric designs, the colors vivid gold and azure and red. Finally, Prince Sekaran led us to a room that, though still large, was very much smaller and quieter than the splendid and echoing courtyard. 
 
    Here, the tiles underfoot were brown and red, the rugs and the cushions on the chairs and couches red and gold, the walls painted a darker red that was almost brown. But my eyes went first, in complete surprise, to the many ceramic beasts rearing up along the walls: tawny lions with heavy manes, russet bulls with powerful shoulders, and some other kind of beast, black, a little like a horse, but different, with great horns curving in a complete circle around its fine-boned head. The lions held great glass lamps in their jaws; the bulls and the other horned beasts balanced the same kind of lamps on their horns. I had never seen anything of the kind, and these figures were so large that for half a heartbeat, despite the lamps, I thought they were real beasts. 
 
    The king and Aras were already present in this room; and Lucas Terion Samaura, now Lord Gaur, and also three of the king’s soldiers. Also a man wearing the flower-and-Sun badge of a physician dedicat. Also, much more to my surprise, Tasmakat-an, or perhaps some other woman of the Lakasha-erra. 
 
    This Lakasha woman wore many gold rings in one long, upswept ear, each ring linked to the next with a thin gold chain that also held tiny red gemstones. If she wore other ornaments, these were invisible beneath a long coat, flared over the hip, with many buttons down the front. From the way she looked at me, her muzzle wrinkling in a friendly expression and her ears folding back, I was almost certain this was indeed Tasmakat-an. I should not have been surprised she was present. When there might be trouble between the summer king and a powerful sorcerer, no matter how trusted, no doubt the king always wanted one of the Lakasha present. 
 
    There was no throne here, though several carved chairs were set in a group beside a circular pool of water built into the floor. The rim of the pool was tiled in red and brown, the tiles etched with designs showing lions and bulls and the other horned animal. A small fountain rose up in the center of the pool, making a pleasant, soothing sound. Nothing else in the room was soothing. The king was stalking back and forth across the beautiful rugs and the tiles, shouting at Aras. Or the summer king was not exactly shouting. But he was certainly speaking very forcefully. 
 
    Aras had knelt once more, bowing his head, listening without attempting to answer. When I recovered from my surprise at the lantern-bearing animals, the king was saying, “—bound service is an abomination before the gods, and now you have brought this detestable custom back into use! For a hundred years! If twenty high nobles don’t try something of the kind, that’s because it’ll be thirty of them! What am I supposed to do, vacate half the titles across the whole width of the summer country? Every lord who’s just pricked up his ears will know I can’t do that! You’ve given me and my heir a handful of razors and thorns to suit your entirely misplaced soft-hearted sympathy—” 
 
    “Not entirely misplaced,” Prince Sekaran said. He did not speak loudly, but the king broke off, though scowling. The prince went on. “And I hope my royal father doesn’t consider me incapable of juggling the odd razor, even tossing in the occasional thorn. I suggest that my royal father may find it useful to declare that this is a royal prerogative, then follow that declaration by crushing the first high noble who follows Aras Eren Samaura’s example. That will sharpen every razor and every thorn, I realize that, but it should also prevent the problem from spreading beyond one sharp-edged handful. Regardless, this problem with bringing back bound service isn’t the problem that actually concerns me. Or you.” 
 
    The king snorted, but he did not disagree. He said irritably to Aras, “Oh, get up, and let’s see what we can sort out of this mess. Lucas! Have you declared an heir?” 
 
    Lucas had relaxed a little. “I have, my king. A cousin, not close to the direct line, but of known character. If it comes to that, there’s no chance he’ll decline to release the bond, but should he hesitate, I’m sure Prince Sekaran would advise him to reconsider.” He bowed slightly to the prince. “I’m sure you would refrain from making that an order, my prince, but if necessary you would probably refrain in a most pointed way.” 
 
    Prince Sekaran smiled. “I trust nothing of the kind will be necessary.” Then, no longer smiling, he went on, now addressing his father. “I think we’ll be able to clip the more vicious tips off most of the thorns before they’ve pierced too deeply into our hands. I’m much less sanguine about this other problem.” He crossed the room as he spoke, pulled a chair out from the number beside the pool, and bowed to his father.  
 
    The summer king scowled at his son, but he also crossed the small distance and dropped into the chair. He said to Aras, his tone sharp, “I’d certainly prefer to disagree with my son about our other problem. Well?” 
 
    Aras had picked up his scepter as he rose and now stood, self-contained, imperturbable, his back straight. He said, “I hope you will indeed disagree with Sekaran, but I’m not sure you’ll find that possible. You received my letters. All of them? I wrote six.” 
 
    “I received six. How difficult is the problem now?” 
 
    “Very little has changed. As far as I can tell, of course. I may not be entirely objective, but to me, the measures I’ve taken do seem to have been effective. Largely effective.”  
 
    “The measures you’ve taken. Indeed.” The king’s gaze went to Kerren Rahavet and lingered there. Kerren stood to one side, a little apart from the rest of us, his hands folded together. He was trying to seem relaxed, but the knuckles of his hands had paled. He dropped his gaze, saying nothing. 
 
    The summer king returned his attention to Aras. “Do you still hold yourself within my hand? Yes or no.” 
 
    “Yes, my king. I am, as always, yours to command.” Aras hesitated, just perceptibly. Then he said, “However, before you command me to drink anything that will make me sleep—a command I will obey—I would like to discuss one or two different problems that closely concern me. In case there should be no opportunity to do so afterward.” 
 
    “Your daughter accompanied you to court. And your granddaughter.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the first problem I have in mind. Soretes—my king. If you decide I had better not wake up, I’ll understand that decision. I’ve nothing to say about that. But Tathimi finds the idea of coercion and compulsion repellant, as I did. Do. If she’s raised carefully—if she’s properly taught—if she’s never permitted to put herself in such danger that she’s compelled to set her will on anyone—I think it’s quite possible she will never be compromised in the way I’ve become compromised. It’s clear that the curse doesn’t begin to cause difficulties as long as the sorcerer never makes any use of coercion.” 
 
    “Your curse seems to have followed that pattern. And never is, as you’ve demonstrated, a difficult goal.” But the king waved away the response Aras attempted. “I have not the least desire to put Tathimi to death, as I trust you are aware. Doing so would grieve me personally, set me permanently at odds with your mother and probably our entire family, and, worse still, remove from my hand a potentially crucial safeguard against other sorcerers. If there’s one great truth the past year has revealed, it’s how heavily I’ve depended on you. If I must give you up, I’m even less inclined to hand that child a gentle cup.” His voice softened. “I would also consider any such act a very poor repayment for your loyalty, Aras.” Then he spoke crisply once more. “Not to mention that putting a child to death for fear of what she might someday become would be a shameful act, one I wouldn’t care to justify before the gods.” He paused. Then he said, his manner much more formal, “Aras Eren Samaura, I give you my assurance that I’ll do my uttermost best to spare your granddaughter Tathimi at the present time, as well as spare her from ever coming to a day such as this.” 
 
    Prince Sekaran, leaning against the back of his father’s chair, added, “I agree with every word of that, including the assurance. I’ve personally looked forward with some interest toward the day upon which I might hand my young cousin a scepter. Should a different sorcerer arise, someone showing a more typical curse, then I imagine a good many objections to a female scepter-holder might suddenly dissolve. Should that become impossible, I’d be thoroughly disappointed. For any number of reasons.” 
 
    Tasmakat-an said, the tone of her silent voice earnest, Aras, I promise, if I can, I’ll do my best to see that she is taught as you were taught. The pattern of sorcery she holds is very much like the pattern you hold—and her kind heart is much the same—and she is even gentler by nature than you are. 
 
    “Does that answer your concern?” the king asked. 
 
    Aras had listened to all this. Now he bowed slightly. “Yes, my king. I understand you don’t intend to permit me to argue. You’re giving me nothing to argue against.” 
 
    The king said gently, “There’s no point of contention. Not in this.” 
 
    “Yes. I—no. Never mind.” Aras hesitated. Then he bowed his head, more deeply than before. “Very well. I accept your assurance, my king. Thank you.” He straightened. “One more possible problem concerns me. You understand that I believe Ryo inGara should be freed from every formal oath and bond that holds him to me and to the summer country.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. Aras did not glance at me, only went on. “I realize that for various reasons you may regard this as politically unwise or difficult. Nevertheless, after everything that happened in the land of the shades, I told him he would be free to remain, I expected him to remain, in his own country, among his own people. But here he is. I ask you to grant me your assurance that if, by my decision or my death, Ryo inGara is freed from every oath and from the tuyo bond, you will not attempt to bind him to your service or to the service of any Lau or to the service of the summer country. Not in any way at all, by any means.”  
 
    The king glanced at me, then frowned at Aras, not in a way that suggested displeasure, but thoughtfully. 
 
    “I’d appreciate your assurance,” Aras repeated. The summer king’s frown deepened, and he added at once, “That’s not a demand. Certainly not a threat. I am, as always, at your disposal. Nevertheless, I do ask for your assurance in this matter, my king. If I have earned any measure of generosity from you—” 
 
    “Very well!” the king snapped, interrupting him. “Aras Eren Samaura, I grant you this assurance: you may make whatever disposition of your tuyo you see fit, and as you have stated your preference so clearly, in the event of your death, I will respect that preference.” 
 
    Aras sighed, a slow exhalation, bowing his head. Then he looked up again, meeting his uncle’s gaze. “Thank you, Soretes. I don’t have any other requests. Ryo has the Tarashana drug, as you requested; or if you’d prefer, I’ll take poppy.” 
 
    The king gave him a curt nod. “Dedicat Perensa has requested a demonstration of this Tarashana drug.” He waved a hand, and the other man, the physician, at once came forward. 
 
    I took the flask from its cushioned pouch and gave it to him. I said, “It will make a Lau sleep for some hands of time. Some hours. At least three hours, perhaps four. After he drinks that wine, he will sleep almost at once, then wake almost that suddenly.” 
 
    Dedicat Perensa took the flask, tilting it one way and another, studying the dark wine. “Interesting. Is unconsciousness complete? Does the patient wake with a headache? Is there lingering confusion following its use? Does this medication weaken the heart or the lungs?” 
 
    I could not answer any of those questions, but Aras said, “As far as I can tell, there’s no aftereffect other than brief confusion on waking. Unlike poppy, there’s no headache.” 
 
    The man’s eyebrows rose. “How interesting!” He looked from one of us to the other. “Have you any notion how the drug is compounded or what plant is the source? No?” He sighed in disappointment. “Well, I shall be most interested in observing the effects. Soretes, how much trouble would it be to trade for this medication? I know the starlit lands are far away, but—” 
 
    “We shall discuss this later,” the king said firmly. Crossing the room to one of the wooden screens, he folded this out of the way, revealing a cot draped with a coverlet of gold and white silk. A chair had been placed beside the cot, and a table on which stood a small brazier and a variety of small bowls and flasks. The king beckoned to Aras, his manner brisk. “Aras, drink that and lie down here. Kenset, kindly ensure that this Tarashana medication does not weaken the heart or the lungs.” 
 
    Aras sighed. But he took the flask from the physician, crossed the room to the cot, sat down there, unstoppered the flask, and drank the wine. He did not quite manage to lie down before the sleep took him. The physician, though he exclaimed in surprise, caught Aras as he slumped, guiding him down, then knelt beside the cot, one hand on his throat and the other taking his wrist in a light grip, reading his heartbeat. “That is remarkably fast action!” he said. “Soretes, we must assuredly discuss this! Not merely trade: someone should go to the starlit lands and determine how this medication is compounded—” 
 
    “Later,” snapped the king. “Tasmakat, how certain are we that all this, everything that has happened today and everything that is happening now, is real?” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears folded back, then flicked forward again, making the earrings she wore chime lightly against one another and against the chain that linked them. She said, O king, if your nephew has become capable of deceiving me, he will be the first Lau in all the long history of the world to have that skill. That seems unlikely. If he is capable of deceiving you while I stand here, concealing that deception from me, that would also demonstrate skill otherwise unknown among your people. She added, her silent voice wry, If, after all this time, you cannot recognize truth from falsehood, that would certainly surprise me. 
 
    I said, “Everything that seems true is true. Aras is there, exactly as he seems, asleep. If that were not so, then not only must his skill with this manner of sorcery have become much, much greater, but also his nature must have changed to a very great degree. If that were so, then why would he trouble himself to deceive us in this way? He would do exactly as he chose and none of us would be able to stop him.”  
 
    Everyone looked at me. Tasmakat pricked up her ears. 
 
    “Perhaps a Lakasha-erra person might prevent him,” I said. “But if Tasmakat-an has prevented him, then Aras has not done anything to deceive you or any of us, o king, and if she cannot and has not prevented him from acting as he chose, then I am correct to say he has not done anything of the kind. I apologize for putting myself forward,” I added. “I know this may have been impolite, and I ask your forgiveness.” 
 
    The king made a small gesture, dismissing the offense. “I forgive it, Ryo inGara. Thank you for offering your opinion. That line of argument does seem moderately persuasive. Very well.” He looked around at all of us. Then he said, “Three hours, possibly four, probably not five. Very well! I’ll speak to each of you, one at a time. Lucas, you first of all.” 
 
    Lucas bowed slightly. “Of course, my king.” 
 
    “Very good! Then Sayapir will show the rest of you where you may wait,” said the king, and one of his soldiers came forward, bowing and holding out a hand to show us all the way we should go.
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    The summer king spoke to Lucas Samaura for some time while the others of us waited in a different room. It seemed a long time to me.  
 
    I wanted to ask, What will happen? What will your king decide? I did not want answers to those questions; I wanted reassurance. Any such questions would have been foolish and childish. I did not ask. I paced. 
 
    The room to which we had been escorted was large and ornate, though no great ceramic beasts held up lamps here. The ceiling was painted, a color that was almost white, with only a little blue and gold and red. The rugs were the same: almost white, but with patterns worked into them in those colors. There were many chairs and couches, each painted the same near-white, the cushions blue and gold, or gold and red. The room offered three windows, the narrow kind that kept out the heat. Windows of this kind were better than no windows at all. I paced from one to the next to the next and back again, glancing out each in turn to look at the rooftops of the city below and the sky above. 
 
    Karoles Harana had settled into a chair, stretched out his legs, crossed his ankles, accepted a cup of tea from a man who came to offer this, and pretended to be unconcerned. Geras did not sit. He took a place where he could keep the whole room in view and stood there in the relaxed manner of a soldier who is not precisely on duty, but considers himself responsible anyway. He had taken the olivewood baton from its loop at his belt and now turned this over in his hands, not looking at it. I suspected he would have preferred ordinary wood and a knife for carving. Kerren had moved to one side, a little distance from the rest of us, and settled into the corner of a couch. He did not accept tea or anything else, only stayed there quietly. His expression was abstracted. I could not have begun to guess at his thoughts.  
 
    After some time, a soldier came to the room and said that Talon Commander Harana should come with him. Later, Geras was summoned. Later again, Kerren. After that, again, a long time seemed to pass, though probably it was not as long as it seemed. By this time, though I could not relax, I had finally settled on a rug below one of the windows. 
 
    Finally the soldier came back once more. I was on my feet before he even nodded to me, for all I had resolved not to show my impatience or anxiety.  
 
      
 
    The summer king, on his feet, turned sharply to face me when I came into the room. Prince Sekaran sat on the arm of a heavy chair, his arm resting along the back of the chair. Tasmakat-an had curled herself into another chair, her hands tucked out of sight beneath her coat. Sunlight streamed in now through some of the windows; the Sun had long since begun to walk down toward the western edge of the world. To one side, the screen half-concealed Aras from sight. I saw that the physician dedicat occupied a chair near the cot. A small brazier glowed near that chair; I saw that as well, and smelled the bitter scent of melting poppy. If Aras began to wake, plainly the physician would make him sleep again. I could not even protest that caution. 
 
    No one else was present. All who had come before me to speak to the summer king had gone somewhere else to wait. I wondered whether it had been harder for me to wait all this time or whether it might be harder for everyone else to wait now that the king must be close to making a decision. 
 
    He might have made that decision already, or almost made it. I could not guess his thoughts from his face or his manner. He was tense and angry, anyone could see that, but that would be so either way, so that told me nothing. 
 
    Glaring at me, the king said sharply, “I have only one concern. Has he begun to succumb to the madness? Regardless of everything else, that’s the only question that matters. You’re as close to him as anyone, and everyone tells me you’re honest. Be scrupulously honest now, Ryo inGara. What’s your opinion?” 
 
    Aras had once said to me that my people spoke more plainly to one another regarding every kind of serious problem than Lau. Obviously his people could speak very plainly when they chose. I was glad of that because I certainly agreed that every other question should be set aside for this one.  
 
    I took one slow breath to make certain I could speak steadily. Then I said, “He gives many more direct orders than used to be his custom. To me and to other people. He used to make almost every order into a request. He would say, kindly see to this, or please do that. Sometimes he still gives orders in that way, but much less often. This change in his manner became far more obvious after the problem with the other sorcerer in the Peacock Desert, though I think it might have begun before that.” 
 
    The king had grown still. He was looking at me intently. “No one else told me that.” 
 
    I had suspected that might be so. For two different reasons, that had seemed likely. At least two. I said, keeping my tone level, “Long before Aras set his life into your hands, o king, he set his life into mine. He has never taken it back. For many days, for many weeks, for many months, as one season has turned into the next, had I ever given him drugged wine, he would have drained the bowl without protest. Almost as soon as we came into the summer country, he gave me leave to come into his presence even while he slept, stepping past any of his soldiers without announcement. I have done so, and left a knife beside his bed. He fears the curse for himself more than you fear it for yourself or for your people. Perhaps I have seen some things your people have not noticed. That may be so. But if that is so, this is in part because he has never hidden anything from me regarding the curse, and again in part because I have held his life all this time and so perhaps I have looked in a different way at everything that has happened.” I paused. Then I said pointedly, “He lived to come before you today.” 
 
    “I understand, yes. I make note of all this.” The king moved aside a step, settling at last in one of the nearby chairs. “Please go on,” he said to me. “You need not speak with any great formality. I’d like to hear the full tale from your perspective. From the beginning, if you’ve the patience for it. I’ve heard it from everyone else, but I think you are standing at the center of this problem. Aras used coercion upon you. For an extended period, despite your profound resistance. Will you begin there and tell me everything you know regarding his use of sorcery? Everything you’ve seen that has happened to him as a result of that use?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “This is too important for anyone to make decisions lightly. I understand that perfectly.” I considered my words. Then I began, “Obviously it cannot be right for one man to force his will upon another by means of sorcery. Obviously this is always wrong. But sometimes, even though such an act is wrong, other choices may be worse. I will tell you how that happened.” 
 
    I told him everything. Almost everything. I explained how every use of sorcery had happened, beginning with that terrible time in the land of the shades, then moving forward in order. Prince Sekaran came forward and sat down properly, on a chair near his father’s. Tasmakat curled a little more tightly into her chair by the fireplace. Neither of them spoke, but both listened intently. 
 
    Once and again, the king stopped me. The first time, he raised his hand to stop me and said, in some incredulity, “He asked you to strike him, to see if he could prevent himself from stopping you?” 
 
    “It happened as I explained it. No one else knew. Geras probably suspected something of the kind.” 
 
    “He suspected something. That wasn’t it.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is not something a Lau would expect to happen.” 
 
    “No, perhaps it’s not!” The king looked across the room, toward the screen beyond which Aras slept. He said, his tone gentler than I had yet heard it, “How difficult all this must have been for him.” 
 
    I waited for a breath and another breath to let those words stand in the air. Then I went on. When I came to the moment when Aras told me plainly that no one else could kill him, that if it must be done, I must do it, the king checked me again. He did not speak at first, but frowned. Not at me. At his own thoughts.  
 
    I said, “He believes you will probably break his scepter, if you do not put him to death.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll have to. One or the other. I’ve no choice about that now.” 
 
    The king’s tone was absent. Plainly he had decided that long ago. Probably nothing could change his decision. Nevertheless, I said, “If you break his scepter, someone else will kill him. No matter how difficult the act, no matter how severe the punishment, this will certainly happen. Too many people will be too afraid of him because he is a sorcerer. Probably many people are angry because of some ruling he set against them, but that is less important than the fear. Someone will stand away at a distance and shoot him, as Kerren Rahavet tried to do; or someone will slip past all his soldiers and his guards to come upon him while he sleeps. Many people will try to kill him. Eventually, someone will do it.” 
 
    The summer king was looking at me in a different way now, his expression wry. “Oh, it’s worse than that, Ryo. My nephew won’t have all his soldiers and guards. If he’s neither lord of Gaur nor my scepter-holder, he’ll have very little left. I’m considering relegating him to a thoroughly guarded estate in Gaur, but even if I did that, I don’t expect he would ever come to his years. Unless, of course, he raised up an enthralled army, set himself against me, and made himself into the sort of unkillable sorcerer-king whose rule the summer country has suffered from time to time.” He sighed, a sharp breath. “I can’t take the risk that might happen. Of course I can’t. But there are other risks that attend the putatively safer choice of putting him to death.” 
 
    “If you make that choice and another sorcerer comes against you, one like Lord Lorellan, you might face exactly the same problem from that sorcerer, but without Aras to defend you.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the primary risk I have in mind. Tathimi could be my hedge against that sort of disaster. Obviously there are problems with that notion as well.” 
 
    I signed agreement.  
 
    The king leaned back in his chair, his gaze hooded. He said after a moment, “He’s handled Kerren Rahavet gently. And all the Rahavet family, obviously. As provoking as all those thorns will undoubtedly prove, I’m reassured that he insisted so strenuously on handing that sharp handful to me. But—” 
 
    Tasmakat-an turned her head suddenly. He is waking, she said. 
 
    Beyond the screen, the physician said, “Soretes!” 
 
    Because I had been on my feet, I was there at once, beside the cot, before anyone else could come there. Gesturing the physician back, I picked up the waiting cup of poppy wine, knelt beside the cot and set my hand on Aras’ cheek to lead his attention to me. “Aras,” I said softly.  
 
    He came up to one elbow, his hand going to his face, wincing a little, no doubt from all the thoughts and feelings crowding everyone’s mind and heart. Then he dropped his hand, looking at me, his expression questioning. 
 
    I said, “Everything is still difficult. Nothing has been decided. Will you drink this? I ask you to do so.” His forehead creased, understanding coming into his expression, and I set the cup in his hand. He met my eyes for another breath. Then he looked past me, at his king, who now stood behind me. I could not have begun to guess what passed between them. Or perhaps I could, but I did not want to think of that.  
 
    Then he drained the cup. 
 
    He had time to press his hand against his face again, shuddering with reaction to something he saw or felt. Then he relaxed back into sleep. The physician brushed past me, bending over Aras. 
 
    “Take care of him,” the king said quietly. “I know you will, of course, Kenset. But this is not a decision I want to make accidentally.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” the physician answered. “I’ll watch over him closely, I promise you. I’d never recommend administering disparate medicines for the same purpose in such quick succession, but his heart is steady enough thus far, Soretes. And his color is good.” 
 
    “How long will he sleep this time?” 
 
    “One can never be entirely confident, but at least an hour or two, I should think.” Straightening, the physician faced his king and added, “I won’t be willing to administer a second dose of poppy. That would certainly endanger my patient’s wellbeing. Nor would I be willing to stand by and permit someone else to do it—unless it’s your hand holding a cup filled to the brim.” 
 
    The king briefly turned a hand palm upward, a gesture of concession. “I imagine an hour will do.” To me, he added, “Thank you for your intervention, Ryo. I believe he would have taken the cup from my hand—I hope he would have taken the cup from my hand—but that would probably have been even more difficult for him.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I thought I understood his meaning. “If I killed him, I would probably use a knife. You would hand him a cup. He knows that.” 
 
    “Yes, precisely. Even barely conscious, I imagine he’s well aware of that.” He sighed, looking down at Aras. Then he said, more briskly, “Come with me now. Sit, please, and tell me the rest.” 
 
    This time, when we came back into the other part of the room, I obeyed the king’s gesture, moving to sit on a chair close to his own. From the first time I had met him, I had respected Soretes Aman Shavet. I had not been certain I liked him. I had been almost certain I did not trust him. I still did not precisely trust him. But I did like him better now. Perhaps that had happened when he said, How difficult all this must have been for him. Perhaps it had happened when he said to the physician, Take care of him. But I thought it had been his expression just now, when he gazed down at Aras. He had not thought of me at that moment. He had not guarded his expression as he guarded it now.  
 
    He said only, “Please go on. Tell me what else you’ve seen. Whatever you consider important.”  
 
    After a little time to think, I told the summer king about the magistrate in Sigaranra. “Probably Karoles Harana told you how that happened,” I added.  
 
    “He did. Aras deliberately made an example of Magistrate Laramis.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Aras has always been very much aware of his own authority. But this was not … I am not certain how to explain this thought. His arrogance was never the kind that makes other people less important. Now I think perhaps that is different. He said people are determined to be unreasonable. He said he wanted to push everyone toward kindness. He did not do it,” I added. “I am almost certain he did not. He began to take greater care not to permit himself to become too impatient or too angry.” 
 
    “He had to take greater care.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. I had known the king would understand this was the important part. I said, “Impatience is not the same as unkindness. He arranged everything regarding the Rahavet family in the kindest possible manner.” 
 
    “Harana explained that to me as well. So did Kerren.” 
 
    I wanted to ask exactly what Kerren had explained. I could not ask that. I said, “Some things that happened in Sigaranra concerned me. That was the time that I went into his room as he slept and left a knife beside his bed. Perhaps Karoles Harana told you that story. I would be surprised if he did not hear of it.” 
 
    “He did, yes. You terrified the soldiers on guard that night.” 
 
    I gestured assent. “I do not doubt that was a difficult moment for them. But it was a good moment for me and for Aras. I am perfectly certain my memory of that incident is true and correct. I have considered that memory very carefully. After that night, I was less concerned.” 
 
    “Until the problem in the Peacock Desert.” 
 
    Soretes Aman Shavet was the kind of man who understands everything quickly. I wondered what he and Koro inKarano, king of the winter country, would think of one another if they ever met. I thought they would respect one another immediately, whether they met as friends or allies or enemies.  
 
    I said, “Yes.” 
 
    “He took every thrall from the Tokores sorcerer. He did it immediately, easily. He made them kill the Tokores sorcerer. Afterward, he was slow to release them. He intended to hold them to his will because he found that more convenient.” 
 
    Geras had told him that. No one else could have. I thought this situation was perhaps even more difficult for Geras than for me. I said, “He changed his mind.” 
 
    “When you told him he should let them go, he did.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “Defeating the other sorcerer was important. Doing so quickly protected everyone. Everyone besides Aras himself. He took this risk on himself because he always takes every possible risk himself rather than permitting anyone else to do so.” I paused to let my words stand in the air. Then I went on. “But this was a very big use of sorcery, much greater than anything he had ever done before. I think that is when his manner truly changed. From that time, much more often, he began to give orders rather than make suggestions. Another change came to him. When he spoke to me or to anyone, he used to say we. He would say, we will discuss this problem, or we will take this action. Now, much more often, he says I.”  
 
    The king nodded, frowning. “No one else noticed that.” 
 
    I acknowledged this with a gesture. I thought I had been right to explain this difference. Doing so gave me a way to draw a distinction I thought important. 
 
    Meeting the king’s gaze, I said forcefully, “His manner changed then, but not his nature. He has not become cruel. He was kind to all those people he took from the other sorcerer. He did not have to consider carefully and choose to be generous. He was kind immediately. Everything that happened there was exactly as I would have expected. Cruelty still repulses him. His nature has not changed in this essential way.” 
 
    The king’s eyebrows rose. “Has it not? I’ve heard several reports regarding your somewhat unorthodox duel with a mercenary who insulted you. Aras ordered and witnessed the punishment of that mercenary’s companions and his commander. Was he as repulsed by that as in the past? Will you tell me his nature had not changed in that regard?” 
 
    I had not expected that. Clearly I should have. I said slowly, “I am certain he disliked witnessing that punishment, but perhaps not as much as he used to dislike such things. Did anyone tell you Aras suggested to the mercenary commander that he should go to Gaur?” 
 
    “Yes; both Karoles and Geras mentioned that. I agree, I find that reassuring.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “So do I. He chose to spare the lives of those men even though they had shown themselves lacking in honor. He did not put them to death. He told them they should do better. Did anyone tell you that he said that to them?” 
 
    “Not in so many words. That might indeed be reassuring.” 
 
    “Yes. Perhaps he may feel impatient now when ordinary people make mistakes or behave badly. Perhaps he may even feel that his desires are more important than those of other people. I think that may be so. But his desire is still, even now, for kindness and generosity.” 
 
    “I see.” The king rested his elbow on the arm of the chair, leaning back with a slow sigh. After a little time, he said, “That’s reassuring. It is reassuring.” 
 
    “In the Peacock Desert, Aras told me that he felt possessive of the people he had taken from the other sorcerer. He explained to me that this was a change that had come to his heart.” 
 
    The king leaned forward again. “He told you that. He understood that was a difference in himself.” 
 
    I had known he would understand that this was important. I signed assent. “I would have known it anyway. But I did not have to realize that this change had come to him. He explained it to me. He has never, so far as I know, attempted to conceal anything from me regarding this problem.” I added, reluctantly, “Sometimes he has been mistaken about how completely he may control his sorcery.” 
 
    The king tapped his fingertips lightly on the arm of his chair. “It’s difficult. I do find some of what you’ve told me reassuring. Even so …” He did not finish that thought.  
 
    Probably he did not know how to finish it. Certainly I would not have known how to solve this problem. I did not know how to solve it. 
 
    For a long time, the king said nothing else. He had turned a little away and gazed into the fire. I waited. Everyone waited. Prince Sekaran had not said anything in all this interview. Nor had Tasmakat-an. Sekaran watched his father, his expression thoughtful. Tasmakat-an studied me. Her ears had slanted back a little in an expression I could not read. Her eyes, black against black, were a little narrowed. The soldiers stood in their places, unmoving. 
 
    Finally, the king turned, not to me, but to his son. “Well?” he asked him. 
 
    Prince Sekaran answered at once. “Difficult is not the word that comes to my mind. The word that fits this situation is impossible. If something like that problem in the Peacock Desert happens again, Aras would do the same again. If he ever faces another powerful sorcerer, he’ll do the same. Of course he will. What else could he do? It’s certain to happen eventually, and then what? It’s all very well to say now that nothing could make him cruel, that nothing could make him turn against us. What about a year from now, five years, ten? They all become cruel. They all become mad with ambition. The madness twists them all in that way. There aren’t any exceptions.” 
 
    “That does seem to present an intractable problem,” agreed the king, lifting a hand to check me when I drew breath to respond to this. “Wait, Ryo, if you will. Sekaran, tell me, what do you think about the problem Tathimi poses?” 
 
    The prince said crisply, “Much less intractable. This progression of the curse has been slow; so slow that once the madness began to overtake him, it took a full year to come to this point. With reasonable luck—not remarkable luck; merely reasonable good fortune—if and when the curse begins to twist Tathimi’s nature, that will happen just as slowly. We’ll have time to handle that problem if and when it happens. She will have time to handle that kind of problem. If the gods are truly kind, it won’t happen at all. If it’s the use of coercion that brings the madness on a sorcerer, as seems likely given everything we’ve heard regarding this problem, then she’ll be safe as long as she never uses that kind of sorcery.” 
 
    “This is a risk you advise me to accept.” 
 
    Sekaran answered formally, “My king and father, I ask that you accept that risk and, in time, that you pass that risk to me. I accept that risk for myself and for the summer lands.” 
 
    “How very decisive,” muttered the king. He nodded toward Tasmakat-an. “Tasmakat?” 
 
    By this time, I had understood that this was as formal a moment as when the winter king said to someone I will hear your opinion. I wanted to argue against Prince Sekaran’s opinion—against part of his opinion—but I knew I should not speak yet. Also, perhaps Tasmakat would give the king the same advice I wished to give him. 
 
    Tasmakat-an straightened in her chair, uncurling herself, pricking her ears forward so that suddenly her great height was much more obvious. At first, even here, her manner had been friendly. But now she took on a different manner: haughty, aristocratic, and very certain of herself. 
 
    She said, O king, as Prince Sekaran says, this decision is difficult because no possible decision is right. Aras has become too dangerous for you to tolerate his presence in your country. The risk is too great. But he has served you for a long time. He has served the summer lands selflessly, and also the winter lands, and now, from what we have heard, even the starlit lands. He has earned far better from you than a gentle cup. I suggest a different choice: send him into my country. 
 
    We were all staring at her. No one had expected her to suggest this. The summer king nodded for Tasmakat-an to continue. 
 
    As you know, sorcery is different for my people. My people are not vulnerable to coercion. A Lau sorcerer presents far less danger to us, and as he would not be able to set his will upon us, once he has crossed the Break, the madness should cease to weigh upon him so heavily. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said the king. “Go on.” He was leaning back in his chair again, his expression unreadable. I wondered very much whether Tasmakat could see into his mind and heart, and if she could, what she saw there. 
 
    She said, Even if the curse comes to him much more strongly, he will be far less dangerous to my people than to yours. But I have more hope for him than that. It’s possible that an adept among my people may be able to lighten the pressure of the curse. This may well be possible. She looked from the king to Sekaran and back again, her ears folding back and then pricking forward again. 
 
    She went on. Usually the madness lies too heavily upon a Lau sorcerer for this solution to be attempted. But obviously Aras has resisted, is still resisting, the madness much more successfully than most Lau sorcerers. Perhaps he might learn to do better still. Think what that might mean for your people! If that proves so, then the risk to his granddaughter is much less! I would be willing to take on myself the time and risk necessary to escort Aras into the heart of my country. If the disciplines of our adepts prove useful in checking the madness, then surely those disciplines would be something Tathimi could also use. If she were forced to use coercion, she could at once mitigate any problems that came to her from that use. Perhaps other Lau sorcerers might be prevented from succumbing to the madness, if this kind of discipline proves efficacious. I think this is very much worth the attempt, o king. 
 
    “I see,” said the king. He glanced toward Aras. His expression was guarded, but I thought he would not have looked in that direction at all if he were not considering this unexpected idea. 
 
    I said, “Aras told me he could not break the tie between his mind and mine. He said he knew of no way to do it. But he thought perhaps one of the Lakasha-erra could do it. If Aras learned a way in which he could do that himself, he could free anyone to whom he took a tie. That would be a way of turning aside one kind of evil that comes of sorcery.” 
 
    Tasmakat looked at me, pricking her ears forward again. She said, That is an excellent suggestion. If you truly want that tie removed—yes, I see this is important to you. Yes, I think that might be possible. I couldn’t break a tie as deep as the one between his mind and yours. I’m sure I can’t do it. But I believe it might be possible. An adept would know better than I.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. I went on, speaking now to the king. “If you were to send Aras Eren Samaura across the Break into the noble country of beautiful gardens, many things would be different. He would not be a danger to your people. He might learn to turn aside the evil that comes of using sorcery in wrong ways. He might learn things that would be good for his granddaughter to know. Perhaps he would learn something that would be good for every Lau sorcerer, so that in days to come, perhaps these sorcerers might not be so dangerous to your people. He would also be able to speak for you to the Lakasha-erra and perhaps even to the queen of the country of sand regarding any problems that might have come between your country and that country. Probably he could do so more forcefully if you did not break his scepter. No Lau could come against him there, so that is another reason this idea might be a good one.” I paused. Then I added, “Beyond everything else, this is a decision that would please me very much. I would certainly write to my wife regarding the courage and generosity of this decision.” 
 
    The king was regarding me, his expression unreadable. 
 
    I said, “If I was discourteous to put myself forward and speak in this way, I apologize.” 
 
    Now he smiled. “You were in no way discourteous. I’m sure no one could possibly take offense at such sensible and reasonable advice.”  
 
    Prince Sekaran said, his voice level, “My king and father, even if you accept this excellent suggestion, you’ll have no choice but to break his scepter.” 
 
    The king gestured assent. He said to me, “My son is correct. I fear that’s unavoidable. This isn’t a punishment; it’s a precaution. From everything you’ve told me, from everything he’s written to me, from everything I know and can guess, there’s simply too much risk that the madness might come to him. Should that happen, he would become exceedingly dangerous. If, besides his own powerful sorcery, he also holds my authority at such a time …” He opened his hands. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I spoke reluctantly, but I could not disagree with the king’s words. “Yes, I understand. But—” 
 
    He lifted a finger. Only a little, but I saw it, and stopped. 
 
    “I do consider your advice well worth consideration,” he said. “You made several profoundly persuasive points, including one I hadn’t thought of. I think—” 
 
    There is one possible problem I should mention before you make any decision, Tasmakat broke in, the tone of her silent voice apologetic. Ryo inGara, I think to have any hope of breaking that tie between his mind and yours, you would have to go with Aras into my beautiful but very hot country. I hope that may not be impossible for you. The Younger Sun is not as powerful as the Great Sun; second day is hardly warmer than the summer country. But besides the heat, I know you can’t want to go into a country where everyone is a sorcerer. But that’s a startlingly deep tie. I don’t think anyone could break it unless you were right there, cooperating with the attempt.  
 
    I signed acknowledgment. “You believe one of your people could break it?” 
 
     Well, I couldn’t. But possibly an adept of my people could do it. Inatet-sa would be the one to ask—he’s an adept, you know, and of course very familiar with Aras’ specific pattern of sorcery. If he hasn’t the skill or strength to do it himself, but judges it can be done, he’d know whom else to ask. 
 
    “Inatet-sa?” the summer king said, his tone a little sharp. “You think you can get in touch with him, do you, Tasmakat? That’s more than my people have been able to do of late.” 
 
    Her ears flicked in apology. I believe my queen might have recalled him to her court, or perhaps asked him to take on some sort of duty at the Collegium of Arapanatan. I’m not privy to decisions made at that level, but I can’t imagine what else might have kept him from failing to return important correspondence in a timely manner. She added to me, Either way, Ryo, he would be in the garden of the high court. But that oasis lies deep within the sands of my country.  
 
    I shrugged. “I would be interested to see your beautiful country. I would certainly be willing to go there for this purpose. I think I can risk the attempt if I am careful.” I faced the summer king once more. “I want this tie broken. But I do not want it broken by means of a knife or a cup, not if it may be done in a different way. If you sent Aras into the country of sand, I would go with him.” I hesitated. Then I added, “That is one reason I would go with him into that country.” 
 
    The king raised his eyebrows. He understood me. “That’s not something anyone could require of you.”  
 
    I answered, keeping my tone perfectly level, “No one needs to lay this burden upon me. It was set upon me long before Aras made note of it. He would far rather die than allow his nature to change so completely. I would far rather kill him than allow such a thing to happen. I will go with him into the country of fire. If the power of the curse can be broken, I would be glad of that. If that happens, perhaps I will come back into the summer lands with Aras. If not, if the curse becomes stronger and stronger again, if it twists his nature into the cruelty and ambition common to every other Lau sorcerer, then if I return, I will come back alone.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    Then Prince Sekaran said, his tone decisive, “My king and father, you should agree. I realize that’s entirely contrary to my previous advice. But this option almost entirely obviates the risk.”  
 
    “Yes,” said the king, slowly, drawing out the word. “I must say, I prefer the idea of sending Aras across the Break to … various other options. Yes, I think I will agree. I think I do agree.” He was silent for a moment. Then, his attention sharpening again, he met my eyes. “You won’t change your mind, Ryo inGara.” 
 
    That was not a question, but I said, “O king, I will hold to this decision.” 
 
    “Very well. Yes. I agree to this suggestion. You’ll leave tomorrow. Both of you.” The summer king glanced at Tasmakat. “All three of you. And Kerren Rahavet, I suppose, if Aras finds him useful.” He grimaced, making an exasperated gesture. “He might as well go with you; I certainly don’t know what else to do with him.” He rose, but paused to look at me. “Stay with Aras until he wakes, Ryo. That is, I ask you to stay with him until he wakes and then settles into a natural sleep. Poppy leaves him vulnerable. Your presence will almost certainly be more welcome than mine.” 
 
    The king’s tone on that was flat. Suddenly I wondered how many times in his life Aras might have taken a cup from his uncle’s hand, uncertain every time whether he would wake. I had not realized, when I had demanded he drink the Tarashana medicine in the starlit lands, that perhaps this kind of submission, of vulnerability, had been demanded of him many times before.  
 
    Perhaps, if the Lakasha adepts could help him learn to overcome the madness, such a thing need never happen again. 
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    Waking from poppy was not exactly like waking from the Tarashana medicine. The confusion was greater, and it lingered for a longer time. Vulnerable. That was a good word. From the way in which Aras’ face tightened and his hands tensed, from the way he tucked in his arms and huddled into himself, I could see that waking was difficult for him. 
 
    I sat on the foot of the bed, waiting, watching over him as he slept, my back against the wall, my fingers laced around one updrawn knee. His scepter rested on a nearby table, in pieces. The top and perhaps a handsbreadth of the length remained intact, enough to show what it had been. The rest had been reduced to long splinters of wood and fragments of gold. I had set the table back against the wall so that he would not see it at once when he woke. I kept my gaze from going that way, setting my thoughts on other things, easier things. 
 
    This was not the room in which the king of the summer country had made his decision. This was a room some distance from that one, with a large bed with carved posts that rose almost to the ceiling and a high veiling canopy, like a woman’s litter, though the canopy had been drawn back and tied up now. The ceiling was painted blue and gold; the draperies and coverings of the bed were blue and gold; the rugs were blue and gold. At the head of the bed, two of the animals with the great circular horns reared up, each carrying in the circle of those horns a round white lamp that cast a muted light over the room. These animals had been carved of deep azure stone with streaks of black crystal. I wondered where beasts of that kind might be found, what they were called, why they were important to the Lau. 
 
    “Sable antelope,” Aras murmured. He had not opened his eyes, but the tension had eased. He went on, speaking slowly, but clearly. “They live south of Avaras, in the acacia savannah and the southern drylands. They’re a symbol of the Sun. Because of the round curve of their horns and their wild nature. They can’t be tamed, you see.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, keeping my attention on the statues of the beasts. “To me the shape of the horns suggests the Moon. Especially because the lamp is round and white. But if you tell me your people consider that these animals make one think of the Sun, of course I will believe this.” 
 
    He opened his eyes, pushing himself up to one elbow, squinting at the nearer lamp. “It does look like the Moon, doesn’t it? I never thought of that. Of course, the last time I was here, I hadn’t yet gone into the winter country. What a long time ago that seems!” He began to try to sit up. I moved to help him, arranging the pillows. He said, “I’m perfectly all right, Ryo.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. I sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    He pressed a hand hard over his eyes. After a moment, he said, not lowering his hand, “It’s really quite remarkable. I mean, that I keep waking up. I’m astonished at everyone’s faith in me.”  
 
    “You keep accepting the cup,” I pointed out. “That makes it difficult to distrust you.”  
 
    “Does it? I suppose it does.” Dropping his hand, he leaned his head back against the pillows, closing his eyes. Enough time passed that I thought perhaps he slept, but then he spoke again. He sounded very tired, but he spoke clearly enough. “Did he break my scepter?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, as gently as I could. 
 
    “I thought he probably would. Actually, after the Peacock Desert, I thought he would probably put me to death. The risk of leaving me alive is really quite unconscionable, as he ought to understand.” He opened his eyes again, beginning to sit up. “I need to talk to him—” 
 
    I set a hand on his shoulder, checking him. “Perhaps you should not attempt to dispute with your uncle until you have recovered from the poppy. You need not attempt to dispute with me at all. I am far too stubborn to listen to any argument you might make, as I am certain you must realize.”  
 
    The corner of his mouth crooked up. He let himself settle back again. “All right. I suppose you’re right.” He shifted a hand to rub his face, sighing. “I’m so tired.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “You can sleep now. Everyone agrees regarding what should be done. I agree as well. You are safe. You will wake in the morning.” I considered him for another moment. Then I said, “Tathimi is safe, at least for the present. I am very certain. I will explain everything later.” 
 
    “All right,” he said again. “Thank you, Ryo.” He closed his eyes. His face smoothed out; his hands relaxed. His breathing deepened and slowed.  
 
    Rising to my feet, I shook out the blanket that covered the bed—this was blue and gold—and settled it over him. Finally, I crossed the room, opened the door, and stepped out into the broad hallway. Two soldiers were there, the ones who served the summer king personally, with the gray plumes stitched into the sheaths of their swords and the lion-pelt wristbands. I nodded to them and said in a low voice, “He is asleep. I think he will sleep until morning.” 
 
    The man on the left ignored me. The man on the right returned my nod and answered, “This way, if you will permit me to direct you, lord.”  
 
    I did not tell him to call me by my name. I only followed this soldier along the hallway. He did not guide me a great distance before he set his hand on a door and opened it for me, standing back. I went through the door and stepped into a room. Then I paused in surprise. Except for the painted walls and the high ceiling, I might have thought I stood in an Ugaro wagon. The furnishings were as Ugaro might choose and arrange them; all the rugs and blankets as my people might make them; a bowl set atop an Ugaro brazier steamed with a tisane of berries and mint. The sunlight that poured through the open window was the heavy, powerful light of the summer country, but the breeze that came against my cheek was cool. 
 
    Geras stood up from where he had been sitting beside the brazier. I was surprised again to find him here. Then, a heartbeat later, not surprised at all.  
 
    “He is sleeping,” I told him. “Not the kind of sleep poppy brings. Ordinary sleep. He was very tired and perhaps distressed, but I think he will sleep now until morning, and if he wakes, he will know where he is. I am in no difficulty, if you had thought that might be so. Are you well, Geras? Do you know everything that has been decided?” Another thought struck me. “Do you know where Kerren has gone?” I glanced around, but plainly Kerren had not come to this place. 
 
    Geras shook his head, not meaning that he did not know—of course he knew—only meaning that Kerren was not here. “Boy’s tucked up in his own room, down a bit from this one. Wants to be alone, and I can’t say as I blame him.” 
 
    I had barely thought of Kerren at all. Of course Geras had paid attention to him. He never lost track of anyone. I said, “I understand. This must indeed have been difficult for him.” 
 
    “It’s been tough for everyone.” Geras looked at me, a searching look. “You’re the one who got the bull by the horns and turned him right about, or that’s what I heard. I’m not even surprised. I bet Lord Aras won’t be either, when his uncle tells him about it.” 
 
    I made a gesture of negation. “Tasmakat-an made the king change his mind. You are saying Lord Aras now. He is still a lord?” 
 
    “Sure. The king didn’t repudiate him or strip him of his personal title, and of course Lord Gaur wouldn’t. Whatever else, he’s still a high noble, a Samaura, an Erenasa through his mother, and nephew of the king.” Geras added, “I expect it’ll be tough for him, though, however the lot of them work it out. What I hear is … Look, Ryo, you mind if we sit down? Maybe with something hot to drink?” He dropped down beside the brazier again, picking up a blanket to pull around his shoulders, pouring himself a bowl of the tisane. 
 
    “Geras,” I said. “I apologize. I should not have kept you here. We will go out of this suite to talk. No doubt you have been given a room of your own. Or anywhere would do, anywhere warmer than this—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said irritably. “Stop hovering. All that long way into the winter lands and back, I guess I can manage to sit here by this brazier for an hour without freezing to death.” Pouring another bowl of tisane, he held this out to me. “Come sit down and let’s talk. You’re going with him into the country of sand, that right? Just the two of you with Tasmakat-an. And I guess probably Kerren. That’s the plan, right? I don’t mind telling you, I don’t half like it.” 
 
    Coming forward, I sat down and accepted the bowl. “Geras, do you want to come?” Of course I understood this. After all the good things and all the terrible things that had happened, of course he would not wish to turn aside now. 
 
    Geras was scowling at me. “I swore an oath—” he began. 
 
    A sharp blow to the outer door of the suite startled us both. I came to my feet. Geras, older and not as fast, stayed where he was, but he also held himself ready to move. Then the door was flung open, and Karoles Harana stalked in and slammed it behind him. He was scowling much more ferociously than Geras. He was also carrying a scepter, ebony inlaid with gold. Though I had seen Aras’ scepter lying destroyed, for half a heartbeat I thought perhaps I had imagined that moment, or perhaps dreamed it; I even thought that perhaps that had been a false memory. But of course the scepter Harana carried was not the same scepter. This was a different one.  
 
    Both Geras and I probably looked astonished, because Harana came to a sharp halt, glowered furiously down at the scepter he held, jerked his head up again, glared at us both, and snapped, “I didn’t ask for it! A gods-hated gnat landing on my shoulder could’ve knocked me right over! But he pointed out he had to have a scepter-holder with experience handling all kinds of trouble and madness and sorcery, plus the guts to tackle whatever gods-hated mess might turn up next. What was I supposed to do, stand there saying no, no, he’d better find somebody else?” 
 
    I was still so surprised that I said, “The summer king made you his scepter-holder?” even though obviously this was true.  
 
    He did not answer me nearly as scornfully as I deserved. He said, “I know! But here we are!” Harana’s expression was intensely disgusted, but that expression was not directed at me. Then his expression changed. He added, much more quietly, “I’ve got the men a scepter-holder has to have. I mean the kind of scepter-holder who winds up dealing with the worst kinds of problems, the kind that take an army to sort out and settle down. My boys and I have been coping with problems right up close to sorcery for the past year without Aras backing us up, and that’s not the same, may the gods be merciful, you don’t have to tell me that isn’t the same! But if he hasn’t any choice but to set Aras back, we’re the best he’s got, and that’s the truth.” 
 
    I did not know what to say. 
 
    Geras said, “Yes, lord, it is.” He was on his feet now, standing straight in the Lau manner. His tone was matter-of-fact. 
 
    Harana scowled at him. “You think so, do you, Troop Leader?” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” Geras repeated. “I expect most everybody’ll agree with that, sir. I mean, lord. Meaning no offense by offering that opinion.” 
 
    Harana blew out a breath, strode farther into the room—then came to an abrupt halt and looked around, then glared at me. “Don’t you have any chairs in here, Ryo?” Then he waved his hand. “Never mind!” He sat down on the floor, setting the scepter aside, gesturing sharply for Geras to join him. “Sit, Troop Leader,” he ordered. “I’ve got a problem and I want you to help me solve it.” 
 
    “Me?”  
 
    “You. Sit, I said. You too, Ryo, if you want.” He picked up the bowl of tisane. “What is this? Never mind; if it’s hot, it’s fine.” He poured himself some of the tisane, waving for us to join him. 
 
    I could not be offended. I had long since become accustomed to Harana’s manner, and I had learned to respect him, and also, I was too much interested to take any offense. I settled by the brazier as he had said, picking up my bowl and nodding to Geras. Of course Geras was much slower to sit. He did not like anything to be improper or out of order. But after another moment, he came to sit beside me. 
 
    Harana spoke to Geras, his tone sharp, but no longer angry. “I’m going to have an easier time taking up this job than practically anybody else could. I’m not a sorcerer, but I’ve got the kind of short curse that’s a bit on the long side. You knew that, I expect, Troop Leader.” 
 
    Geras did not say yes or no. He said, “Lots of people in the First Talon might have something. That’s why First is—was—always Lord Gaur’s first choice for the kind of problem that might start off looking short and then turn out to get longer by the day.” He added, “Anybody starts wondering out loud about their commander or their talon commander, a troop leader ought to land on ’em hard. Not many men in the First Talon who can’t keep their teeth together, of course.” 
 
    “Right. Exactly. So maybe I’ve got a little something, and maybe Aras might’ve been wrapping all kinds of protections over me, over a lot of us, one way and another for the past thirty, thirty-five years, something like that. We’d be a pretty tough nut to crack open, me and my men, a lot of the company, right? So Soretes hands me a scepter, maybe that makes sense. So suddenly here I am. I’ve got the rank to pick up a big military company, a whole lot bigger than a lord’s house guard, which is a plus right there because Lucas will have to cut practically the whole company loose, did you have that figured, Troop Leader?” 
 
    Geras showed no expression now. “Yes, sir. Lord. I thought maybe the king would issue a dispensation that might stretch as far as three or four talons.” 
 
    “Oh, you certainly had thought ahead! Right, maybe four out of the eighteen, and then what about the rest, eh? Lucas’ll keep his own talon, that’s the idea now, and I’ll pick up the rest of the company—if they’ll swear to me, which I expect some will right off, but a lot might think about that a couple different ways. They’ll be getting offers from every direction, from half a dozen high noble families to start with, not to mention every lord general in the summer country, plus every gods-hated mercenary commander who’s got the coin to try to peel a company or two off the top.” 
 
    Geras showed no sign of surprise. “Yes, lord, could be that’s so.” 
 
    “Of course it is! When it comes to tough situations, our men’ve got twice the training and four times the experience as anybody besides mercenaries, and ten times the loyalty of mercenaries. Of course they’ll get offers, a dozen a day probably! Some of ’em aren’t a problem. Leonas Sharet, he’ll stay, and most of his talon right along with him. But think of the ones like Sigaur Talat. He was a mercenary commander himself for a good while, you probably know that, and he’ll walk away in a heartbeat if he doesn’t like the change at the top. Man like that strolls off, it’s a gods-hated certainty every man of his’ll go with him.” 
 
    I had not known Talon Commander Talat had been a mercenary commander. I was almost as surprised to learn that as I had been to see the scepter in Harana’s hand. But at once I thought of Aras sending word to the other mercenary commander that he might find a place in Gaur. Perhaps I should not have been surprised after all. 
 
    Geras was saying, his tone still neutral, “I expect Talat would be more likely to swear to you than he would be to Lucas Samaura, lord. Begging your pardon for—” 
 
    Harana waved this off. “If I didn’t want your opinion, I wouldn’t’ve come looking for you! You’re right, of course you’re right, I know it and Lucas knows it. Lucas has been a decent talon commander, but he’s young yet. Talat’s not the only man we’ve got at the top of a talon who’d probably swear to me, but not him. But I bet you can think right off of three, four, five others, good men and fine talon commanders, who were dead loyal to Aras, but might be iffy about swearing to me. I bet you also have it figured that a whole gods-hated lot of the men’ll definitely walk away if their talon commander points one direction or another and gives the order. Once the offers start making the rounds, plenty of men will think of taking other hire even if their talon commander stays put.” He looked at Geras, expectant. 
 
    After a moment, Geras said, “I expect that’s so, lord.” 
 
    “Right! So what I want is, I want you to step up to the senior troop leader’s position. I mean all the way up: four bars on the badge and all the trimmings. Handling the talon commanders and the commanders, getting them to face the Sun and renew their oaths, that’ll be my job. Handling the troop leaders, getting them settled down and pointed the right way round, that’ll be your job. If the troop leaders decide they’re all right with the change at the top, most of the troopers’ll decide they’re all right with it too. You with me, Troop Leader?” 
 
    Geras began to answer, then stopped, shaking his head. 
 
    “I know!” Harana said, watching him closely. “You’ve got a bunch of options. You could quit active duty and retire to Sigaranra, but I’d lay odds you’d get bored inside a short month. You’re not the type to settle a summer wife in half a dozen towns, start one business and another, and travel about between ’em, so that’s out. You could head back into the Peacock Desert, stay as long as you liked, and maybe that’s what you’ve got in your mind, that or something like it, but my guess is, you haven’t sorted out any option that seems to fit, and another guess I’ll share for free is, no matter how long the pilgrimage, it wouldn’t get you a single step farther in sorting out this particular problem.” 
 
    Geras opened his mouth, shut it again, took a breath, and began, “I thought—” But he stopped again. 
 
    Now Harana spoke much more gently. “You thought you’d just go on the way you always have? That’s the one thing you can’t do, Geras. You’ve stepped a long way too far forward to step back again. That’s out. But you can do this. It’s not chance you picked up that olivewood scepter, and it’s not chance I’m making you this offer. Good judgment, good sense, steady nerves, more than thirty years’ experience, and now you’ve got something else on top of all that—you’ve got visibility. Everybody in the whole company, from the talon commanders right down to the newest boy right off the farm, knows your name. Everybody respects you. Which they should; you’ve earned it. If you step up with the senior’s bars on your badge, pretty near every troop leader and every trooper in every talon will look at you and think, If Geras Lan Karenasen thinks the change at the top is all right, I guess I think so too. That’s just what will happen. I can’t swing opinion that way. Nobody at the top can do it. You can. I hope you will.” He paused.  
 
    At first, Geras said nothing. He had lowered his gaze; he gazed at his hands, folded now on his knee. Now, as the pause stretched out, he looked up again. He studied Harana, a searching look. “There are better men for it.” 
 
    “No,” Harana said, still gently. “There’s not a single man in the whole width of the world who’d be better. Not for this.” He pushed himself to his feet and added, much more brusquely, “Let me know what you decide, Troop Leader! Tomorrow would be good. I’d like to settle the whole business before Aras heads away south, lift a bit of the weight off his shoulders, let him step a little more lightly. But it’s up to you!” He nodded to me. “I hear you’re going with him, Ryo. That right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, keeping my tone level.  
 
    “Good!” he said, obviously sincerely. He walked out, leaving a long space of silence behind him. 
 
    Finally, I said, “I would have been very pleased if you had come, Geras. But I think this is an important task the talon commander wishes to set into your hands.” 
 
    “Lord Harana,” Geras corrected me. 
 
    “As you say. Not Lord Karoles?” 
 
    “That’d be for someone sworn to him personally. A soldier’s oath is—” 
 
    “Different!” I said with him. “Yes, I remember, though the differences still puzzle me. But I know you are entirely correct. You always know what is correct and proper.” 
 
    He glared at me. “You think I ought to step up.” 
 
    I said in taksu, “I cannot possibly have any opinion in the matter. I am perfectly certain you will do exactly as you should.” In taksu, the word for perfectly certain is different from certain. 
 
    Geras knew exactly what I meant. He glared more fiercely still, but then he gave that up and only shook his head. “I’ll think about it. We’ll see.” He got to his feet and stood for a moment, looking down at me. Finally he said, “You’re going with him, anyway. So that’s something.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head again. Then he said, “You’ve got a letter, Ryo. Talon Commander Sharet sent it on, courier brought it straight up the direct road, so it’s been waiting for you a bit. I meant to tell you first thing, but I guess I got distracted.” 
 
    “A letter?” I was very, very pleased. I had written from Sigaranra and again from the Peacock Desert, but probably those letters had not yet come to the eyes of any Ugaro. This one that came to me must have been written many, many days ago to have come so far already. 
 
    “I hope it’s all cheerful news and not a bit of it a problem,” Geras said, smiling, and left me.  
 
    I went at once to find this letter. It had been set aside on a low table by the window. It was in a simple scroll case. I had to make an effort to steady my fingers enough to take the leaves of paper from the case. 
 
    There were two letters. Not from Darra. No letter she had written had yet had time to come so far. As I had known this must be so, I tried not to be disappointed. That was easier because one letter had been written by my mother and the other by my younger sister. My mother had written to me of small things that had happened, but she also told me that Raga and Tano had indeed gone to make the journey to the heights of the sacred mountain, with Arayo inKera and Vayu inKera, exactly as they had proposed they might. She had sent this letter long before they had returned, but I was very pleased to find that Etta had written to me much later. In her letter, she told me the young men had all returned safely, that Siwa inKera had written to our mother to say that our brother and Tano were staying with the inKera for a little time, but would come to the inGara later. This was good to hear. 
 
    But Etta also wrote to me that the lord of the inKesaya, a new lord for that people, had given his youngest brother to my father as a tuyo. I had to pause when I read that part of her letter. I did not know whether I thought that was good to hear or perhaps otherwise. The inKesaya had been allies of the inTasiyo. Plainly the new lord wanted to be certain my father understood that the inKesaya now regretted that alliance and wanted to be allies of inGara instead. I certainly hoped the young man would prove honorable and behave well in every way. Everything would be difficult for the young man and for the new tuyo custom if he proved otherwise.  
 
    At the time she had written to me, Etta had not yet married, but I thought from other things she wrote in her letter that she would not wait much longer before making that decision. 
 
    Rising, I went to find my writing supplies. My pack had been set to one side of the doorway of the bedroom and left otherwise alone, with none of my belongings disturbed. I took out leaves of paper and a stiff envelope, a stylus and ink. Then I went to sit on a flat cushion by one of the low tables and began to write a letter to my wife, beginning with a salutation not only to Darra, but also to Elaro, and to my mother, and to my younger sister. That kind of salutation would show that anyone might read this letter, that nothing in this letter was meant for one person alone. 
 
    I had not written since leaving the Peacock Desert. This was going to be a very, very long letter. 
 
      
 
    I had not actually written very much before someone clapped outside my door, opened it, and stepped in. This was a soldier, one of those who guarded the prince or the king—the prince, because after the soldier swept a hard glance around the room, he stepped to the side and Prince Sekaran came in. 
 
    “If I may enter?” he said to me in darau. But he went on at once in taksu. “I do not wish to be impolite. I thought perhaps we might talk for a moment and another moment.” 
 
    Now I thought I knew exactly who had arranged for all these Ugaro furnishings, and for the kind of tisane my people made, and for the magic that had cooled the air here. I had risen when the soldier came into the room. Now I said, in darau, “Of course, Prince Sekaran. I thank you for your kindness in arranging this comfortable place for me. If you wish to sit by my fire, you are welcome.” I sat down again, opening a hand toward the rugs and cushions on the other side of the brazier. 
 
    Smiling, the prince came forward and sat down, a little awkward, but making nothing of that. Rather than a kilt, he wore clothing of the kind Lau wear in the borderlands, including a light coat, the kind that flared over the hips, black and red and gold, with many ornate buttons. He carried no weapons, not even a knife, but two other soldiers had come in with him and all three now took up places within the room. Their expressions were blank, but not in a friendly way. They did not like that their prince had come here, or that he sat across from me on the floor, or perhaps something else displeased them. They were probably cold. They were all clad in the customary manner of the people here. 
 
    “Nothing has happened to Aras,” I said. This was not a question; if something had happened to him, if some other decision had been made after all, I doubted Prince Sekaran would have come here to tell me so. 
 
    “Indeed, no,” he said promptly. He spoke in darau now, as I had. “I trust nothing of the kind is at all likely at this late hour. I’m pleased Aras has won your loyalty. That does him credit, though it doesn’t surprise me in the least. He’s always been good at winning dedicated loyalty, no doubt because he deserves it. I’m glad you’ll be going with him into the Two Lands, and if you can by any chance bring him out again, I’ll be even more pleased at that.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, acknowledging this, and waited to see what else he would say. 
 
    He said, “If you can’t, that would be distressing, but not altogether surprising. I hope very much that, no matter what else may happen, you will return.” His glance went to the ink and paper laid out on the low table beside me. “You’re writing to your wife, Darra inKarano, the respected singer and daughter of the winter king.” 
 
    I said in taksu, “Forgive me for correcting you, Prince Sekaran, but one does not ordinarily refer to a woman as a respected singer until she is perhaps some years older than my wife. This is so even when a young woman is the daughter of the winter king.” 
 
    He said at once, also in taksu, “Thank you for the correction, Ryo inGara. I am not certain whether this was an offense, but if it was, I apologize.” He shifted to kneeling and bowed, though not very low. Though their expressions did not change, his guards nevertheless radiated outrage. 
 
    I pretended not to notice the reaction of his guards. “It was not an offense,” I told him in taksu. “A mistake of that kind is not an offense, especially not from a Lau. But you were right to ask. That is always right.” Returning to darau, I said, “You speak very, very good taksu. Your manners are extraordinarily good. I am astonished to find this is so. I mean no offense when I say so. If this was an offense, I apologize and ask your pardon.”  
 
    He smiled with every sign of genuine amusement, shifting back to sit, almost comfortably. He said in darau, “This was by no means an offense. It’s a custom of ours for a prince to take up some manner of beneficial study that may be useful to him and to his father. When I was a young man, I thought it as well to learn something regarding your people, as you are, after all, neighbors. My father has many advisers who study the manners of the Lakasha and speak eskanat, but few who understand your people. I thought that might prove a useful study. Many of the Lau who mine iron in your country learn something of Ugaro customs and manners. I asked one or two of those people to teach me. Then, when the trouble began between Ugaro and Lau, I made a much more intensive study of the subject. Fortunately, Aras resolved that problem before it became so difficult that my father found it necessary to send me north.”  
 
    I could well believe that his father might have sent him if Aras had not discovered and defeated Lorellan. I did not say that. I said in eskanat, “Perhaps, though you turned your face to the north, you speak this language as well. I have learned a little, but I do not speak it well.” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, also in eskanat. His eyebrows had gone up. “You speak the beautiful and elegant language of the Two Lands remarkably well, considering that you can’t have begun learning it until very recently. Aras has been teaching you, I assume. I commend your interest in this kind of learning; that’s certainly useful now. Perhaps I should mention that Lakasha customs are not generally as different from ours as Ugaro customs, but there are some differences, including a few that can be somewhat troublesome.” 
 
    He spoke eskanat much, much better than I did. I was not at all surprised. I said in taksu, “I think I may know which Lakasha customs a prince of the summer country might consider troublesome. As I am an Ugaro, those customs will not trouble me.” 
 
    He smiled with swift, edged humor. “Wear both your swords,” he said in darau. He added at once, “That is, of course, a recommendation, not an order.” 
 
    “This suggestion seems wise to me,” I agreed in the same language. “I intend to wear both my swords and both my knives.” I studied him. I had some idea now why he had come here. Perhaps I was mistaken, but I thought he had wanted to come to know me a little—and for me to come to know him. Certainly we had both learned something of the other, even though we had said almost nothing important. I said in taksu, “I have a question, but it may be impolite.” 
 
    “Ask,” he said in the same language. 
 
    I shifted to kneeling and bowed slightly. “Prince Sekaran, I am very certain an Ugaro need not have any opinion regarding the fate that came to your older brother. I am curious regarding your opinion, but if I am wrong to ask, please correct me.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. All his humor and wit had vanished behind a cool, expressionless mask. “You probably know that my brother was relegated to a distant and isolated estate.” He spoke in darau. That was not a statement that could be made in taksu. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. That much, Aras had explained long ago. I had not asked further. I had not cared. Only Lorellan’s fate had interested me, not that of anyone who was not a sorcerer. 
 
    Prince Sekaran inclined his head slightly. He continued in darau, with cold precision. “My brother thought he could use Serat Aneka Tasaras to destroy our royal father, then step in at the last minute, stop Tasaras in some public way, and thereby win acclaim for saving the summer lands from a terrible sorcerer. He’d take the throne and enjoy a long and prosperous reign. He was willing to accept the harm that came of his machinations in service of that goal. Worse, my brother was also willing to accept the risk that he might fail to stop Tasaras. My brother knew exactly what the rule of a sorcerer would mean for my people—our people—and in order to achieve his ambition, he chose to risk that disaster.” 
 
    Prince Sekaran paused, meeting my eyes steadily, as he had done throughout this recital. Then he said, still in that cold voice, “My opinion, as you wish me to declare it, is that my father was too lenient. I would have put my brother to death for what he did and for what he tried to do—and most of all, for what he might have done if through his actions he had enabled a powerful sorcerer to take power in the summer country. Does that answer your curiosity, Ryo inGara?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I am answered.” I was surprised to find that even though I had hardly met him, Prince Sekaran did not look like every other Lau to me. I thought I would know him even in a large gathering of his people. If he looked at me with this kind of cold expression, I would certainly know him. Yet I did not think anything of the humor and wit had been false. I thought everything Prince Sekaran showed me was true. 
 
    I said, “I have a request.” 
 
    Prince Sekaran said, his manner still cold, “I will hear your request.” 
 
    I rose, went to my pack, found the book Elaro had given me, wrapped in cloth to protect it against mischance, and returned. The soldiers watched me with careful suspicion through all this. I pretended I did not notice. I sat down again in my place, carefully removed the cloth and held out the book. 
 
    Prince Sekaran took it, the coldness changing to curiosity as he looked at the leather of the cover and then opened the book to look at the first page. His expression changed completely. He turned one page and then another. Then he closed the book, though with clear reluctance, and raised his gaze to meet mine, tilting his head in question. 
 
    “I do not know what the coming days may bring,” I said in taksu. “My brother, my wife’s other husband, made that book for me. I ask you to keep it safe while I am in the country of sand. When I return, you may set this book back into my hands. If I do not return, I ask you to send this book to my younger sister. Will you grant my request?” 
 
    He said softly, in the same language, “I would be most pleased to keep this book safe for you, and I will hope to return it safely to your own hands. May I have copies made? If I am wrong to request this, please correct me.” 
 
    “The request is not wrong. If you wish to have copies made, you may do so.” 
 
    The prince shifted to kneeling and bowed, this time much lower than he had before. I did the same. Then we both straightened and looked at each other across the small distance between us.  
 
    He said in darau, “You’ve surprised me three times this evening, Ryo inGara. That’s unusual. I hope you continue to surprise me from time to time in days to come.”  
 
    “I hope that may be so,” I agreed. “You have surprised me as well. At least three times. Perhaps you may do so again in days to come.” 
 
    He bowed again, rose, and said in darau, “I’ll see you and Aras off tomorrow morning. I’ll officially wish you both all possible luck then, but, if you’ll permit me, I extend my personal good wishes now. When you go into the country of fire, may you walk beneath the gaze of the gods, succeed in all that you attempt, and return safely to your home!” He nodded in the crisp Lau manner and went out, his guards with him. 
 
    I stayed where I was, looking into the coals in the heart of the brazier and thinking about many things. 
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    In the morning, we began our journey south, toward the southern borderlands and the country of sand, where two Suns rise and set. 
 
    We had been given use of the summer king’s own conveyance, a lightweight carriage drawn by six excellent horses; also, we were escorted by a company of the king’s personal guard. I knew these arrangements were meant to show that Aras had not lost his uncle’s good regard. There was another reason all these things had been arranged. The king wanted Aras to cross the Break and leave the summer country as quickly as possible. No one had said so. But this was very plain.  
 
    I came to the courtyard early, with Kerren. He did not say a word to me, but sat down on the other side of the conveyance and looked out the window. Ignoring his manner, I asked him, “You have gone there. To the far south.” 
 
    His mouth twisted. “I don’t remember.” 
 
    I waited, and finally he said, still not looking at me, “Fine. Yes, I’ve been there. I really don’t remember much about it. I don’t want to remember much about it. It’d be nice if you’d stop asking.” 
 
    I said in eskanat, “Every Lakasha is a sorcerer.” This thought was different in eskanat than it would have been in darau; very different than any such thought could have been in taksu. In eskanat, this was almost like saying, “Every complete person is a complete person.” It was not exactly like that. But almost. 
 
    Kerren answered in darau, “And there we’ll be, the two of us. I’m sure we’re going to have a splendid time.” He looked at me sidelong. “Though at least you’re not Lau. You’ll probably be fine.” 
 
    I said, “I do not intend to permit anyone to speak disrespectfully to me. But I am very certain that Aras will not permit anyone to speak disrespectfully to you.” 
 
    “He probably won’t.” He shifted to eskanat. “Tamet sokal.” 
 
    This was almost like saying I am his living possession. This was perhaps not exactly wrong, but his flat tone troubled me. I began to say something else, but Aras came out into the courtyard in company with Tasmakat and Prince Sekaran. As they came close, I heard the prince say, in answer to something Aras had said, “I promise you, I will see to it. You should put the whole business out of your mind.” He offered his arm to assist Aras into the carriage. 
 
    Aras bent his head to clear the upper edge of the doorway, but he paused in the doorway and said to the prince, his tone wry, “I’m sure that’s good advice, though I’m not certain I’ll be able to follow it.” He added, almost in the same tone, “Sekaran, I’d consider it as a personal favor if you’d keep an eye toward Lucas. While I’m confident he’ll meet every challenge, I would appreciate knowing that you’re prepared to look over his shoulder at anyone who’s being particularly intransigent.” 
 
    “Gaur is a bulwark,” the prince answered. “I’ll certainly be willing to go to considerable trouble to see that it remains so. But I doubt I’ll have to stand close behind Lucas. He’s intelligent, sensible, and loyal—and so is Karoles.” 
 
    “Yes, your father did well there. Ah, you advised that?”  
 
    “It seemed sensible,” said Prince Sekaran, his tone sardonic. “I hope—I expect—that will prove a good choice. It’s nice to have an occasional simple solution to some thorny problem. I always try to appreciate it as much as possible, as it doesn’t happen very often.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “Either way, that was well done, and I personally appreciate it.” He moved at last to take his place, nodding to me, giving no overt notice to Kerren. 
 
    The prince assisted Tasmakat into the conveyance in the same way that he had assisted Aras. She had to duck much lower than Aras to enter, flattening her ears beneath the low roof of the vehicle. But once she had settled, curling her legs up and tucking a cloak around herself, she looked at me in a friendly way, wrinkling her muzzle and folding her ears back in the way a wolf or dog will when she is in a pleasant humor. Ryo, she said. Good morning! A fair day, though chilly. I must say, I will certainly enjoy stepping back into the full day of my country. 
 
    She was teasing me; I was almost certain of it. I could not help but be wary of her because she was a sorcerer, but I liked her friendly manner. I said politely, in eskanat, “I will be most pleased to visit your beautiful country.” 
 
    Her ears flicked in surprise, and her jaw opened a little in delight. You’ve been learning eskanat! Splendid! We’ll have days of tedious travel, but perhaps you’d enjoy learning a little more on the way? That would be excellent! 
 
    I made a sign of assent. 
 
    Then Prince Sekaran said, “Ryo inGara.” When I looked at him, he went on in taksu, “All our good wishes go with you. May the gods go before you and above you until you come once more to your home.” 
 
    This was what he had meant when he said he would offer official wishes of good fortune. “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I do hope I’ll have a chance to speak with you again,” he said to me. Then he added to Aras, his tone wry, “And with you as well. Kindly see to it that I do have that chance. Leave Lucas to me—and leave Selili and Tathimi to me as well. You have my personal assurance I’ll do everything I can to assure good outcomes all the way around.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said, inclining his head. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s the least any of us owe you. We know that.” The prince stepped back. A soldier moved to fold up the step and close the door. The latch caught with a snap, a crisp, decisive sound. The soldier called out, the man riding the lead horse lifted the reins, and the horses started forward with a great clatter of hooves across the cobbles of the courtyard. All around us, the division of king’s soldiers started forward, and then the rattling thunder of uncountable hooves drowned every other possible sound in the world, and we swept out of the courtyard and away from the great palace of the summer king, turning and turning down the long road that led through Avaras, and then south, toward the country of fire, the country of sand, the land of beautiful gardens, the land of two Suns—the land of the Lakasha-erra who were all sorcerers; and of the Ro-Antalet, who possessed powerful magic of a kind even less familiar. 
 
      
 
    Twenty days later, we came to the Break.  
 
    That was an easy journey in many ways, swift and comfortable. But it was difficult in other ways. I missed everyone we had left behind: Geras; Esau and his wife and his lively, curious older son; Suyet, so distant now, and Lalani. I wondered if they had married yet. Probably they had. I had not been there.  
 
    Very likely Etta had married Iro. I had not been there for that either. Perhaps Darra had been there. I thought of her, and of Elaro. I did not like to think of them riding north together. But I could not wish anything were otherwise, not while I traveled farther and farther south. 
 
    I wished very much for the winter country. For the cool wind and the quiet; for the luminous face of the Moon, so much brighter in the winter lands. For my mother’s camp, and the voices of my own people about me. I felt set at a great distance, an enormous distance, from everything familiar. 
 
    Those were my thoughts on that journey. For all those days, as much as I could, I kept every other kind of thought below those. 
 
    Kerren was very silent on that journey. He had never stayed so close to Aras for so long a time. Probably neither of them found it comfortable. Aras had become almost as quiet. He did not speak of anything that had happened in Avaras. Everything there had been difficult.  
 
    Tasmakat was not as silent as Kerren or Aras. During that journey, she taught me more of the tongue of the country of sand. Some words were close to the darau words, but the structure of the language was different. I was pleased to set my attention on this difficult language. I thought Kerren listened carefully as well, though he did not show his close attention. 
 
    We traveled through the mountains along the course of the river. Then we turned aside from the river and traveled through lands that were drier and hotter. This was the acacia savannah. The grasses were dusty green and dusty gold. The land here was little settled, the villages small, set along the banks of long, narrow lakes; the people herded high-shouldered cattle and goats, but also hunted the wild beasts of this country. We saw the sable antelope with their great curving horns; we saw dryland lions, larger and much heavier than the lions of the winter country, the males with splendid manes. I saw my first jackal, light and fine-boned, sand-colored, but with charcoal markings on her back and sides. Her gaze when she watched us pass was different from the gaze of a wolf: more curious, but also indifferent. Unlike a wolf, the jackal was not a cousin to people here. 
 
    Then we came to the southern borderlands, and for the first time I glimpsed the Younger Sun. He was smaller than the Great Sun, but very bright, blazing a brilliant white-gold. 
 
    Almost home, said Tasmakat. To me, her tone seemed wistful. Gazing directly at the Younger Sun, she lifted her hands, palm upward, in the gesture that asks for mercy. Kerren, gazing out the window on his side of the conveyance, did not appear to notice. Aras glanced at her, perhaps curious, but I already knew he could see little of the thoughts of the Lakasha people. I did not ask anything. I thought there must be many reasons a Lakasha who lived mostly among Lau, in a country not her own, might feel uneasy or uncomfortable when she returned to her own country. 
 
      
 
    The next day, late in the afternoon of full day, close to the first sunset when the Greater Sun would descend from the sky and step below the world, we came to the Break itself.  
 
    A town, Potoronret, stretched out there. The buildings were low, plain, the color of the dust, but the town was much larger than I had expected, with many people and a great deal of activity. Most of the people were Lau, but some were Lakasha. The ears of the jackal-headed people, mobile and expressive, drew the eye first. Then one saw their sharp jackal features and their slender height and their night-black coloring. People spoke and called out to one another in darau, but sometimes I barely understood things I overheard, and when I paid attention, I realized that many people were speaking a blend of darau and eskanat. 
 
    Yes, Tasmakat said. It’s called deshk. In the borderlands here, more people speak deshk than either darau or eskanat. 
 
    I nodded, considering the people here with great interest. I saw now, and then did not understand how I had not seen it at once, that other things besides the languages had blended along this border. 
 
    Tasmakat, plainly amused, said, Yes, quite right. The custom of separating men from women is not a Lakasha custom. Our two peoples have always mingled in the borderlands here, and so the customs too have mingled. 
 
    Aras said drily, “Even this far south, unmarried young women are expected to behave with reasonable decorum. But, yes, girls and married women do tend to follow something closer to Lakasha customs.” His smile was edged. “If you knew her better, Ryo, you’d realize that Tasmakat-an enjoys flouting Lau expectations. She likes nothing better than attending a high court function in Avaras, strolling through male spaces with total aplomb and a wicked glint in her eye. That’s probably the main reason she took the post in Avaras in the first place.” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears pricked forward with a delicate chime of earrings. Your people are so easy to tease, Aras. Though less so now than when I first came to the beautiful and admirable city of Avaras. 
 
    “Even the most conventional families have had time to become accustomed to your sense of humor by now. And, of course, Sekaran particularly enjoys it.” He added, gesturing toward the many people we passed, “I’m puzzled, however. This seems like a surprising number of Lakasha. I’d heard more Lakasha were crossing the Break and settling in the borderlands, and even from this glimpse, I can see that must be true. I wonder why that might be happening?” 
 
    Tasmakat glanced out the conveyance window, but answered without concern. The number of Lakasha here does not seem unusual to me. I’ve heard many complaints of late that my people haven’t been as punctilious at filling out the various forms required as might be preferred. No doubt that has disturbed certain offices among your uncle’s people. Perhaps the application process should be simplified. 
 
    Aras made some answer to this, but I did not listen. Nothing in this interested me. We had finally come in sight of the Break. 
 
    The bridge that crossed over the Break was long and high-arching, so that it rose high enough above the poisonous air to be safe. One could see the poison swirling up over the edge of the chasm and then ebbing back again, ashy-white and heavy, colored faintly pink by the sunset light of the Great Sun. 
 
    On this side of that bridge, men and a few women moved with great industry about every manner of task. On the other side, the sand stretched out and out, endless golden sand beneath the bright light of the Younger Sun. The ceaseless winds of the desert had shaped the sand into strange, long, low hills with peculiarly clean edges, nothing like true hills of stone and earth. Nothing else waited across the bridge. Only the sand and the sunlight and the wind. 
 
    The Break and the bridge between the two lands were all remarkable enough, but a large group of people had obviously come across the bridge only a little time before, the men riding or leading many heavily laden animals. These beasts were now being unloaded. The people, all Lau, wore flowing robes, with a kind of hood from which descended a veil that could be drawn across the face or thrown back over the shoulder, out of the way. This interested me, but I was much more interested in the animals. They were not like horses, nor like any kind of deer or antelope. They were ungainly beasts with long, knobby legs and long, flexible necks and backs that rose up in a strange hump, much higher in the middle than the shoulder or the rump. Some were under saddle now, so that I could see their saddles were enormous, heavy things, set high up on the apex of the humped back. Their riders lounged in these massive saddles, looking very much at ease. 
 
    I had never seen even a drawing of such an animal and stared, fascinated. 
 
    Camels, said Tasmakat, her tone wickedly teasing. Far better in the sand than horses and with far more wit. We will ride camels. Perhaps you may enjoy the experience, Ryo! 
 
    Kerren made a face, and Aras chuckled. “My people famously dislike camels,” he told me. “They can kick in any direction with very little warning, and they bite readily. Also, they spit when irritated, and everything irritates them. You’ll probably have no trouble with them; your ponies have something of the same temper. We’re supposed to have camels waiting for us here. If we depart at once, we should be able to come to the oasis of Kanenep before second sunrise tomorrow.”  
 
    This haste was for my sake, obviously. Even with the white stone Selili had enspelled with every kind of protection against the heat, I knew already, this was very plain, that I would never be able to endure the tremendous heat of full day here, when both Suns would stand in the sky. I said nothing about it. There was nothing I could do that had not already been done. 
 
    Aras stepped down from the conveyance and went aside to speak to the commander of the king’s men, who nodded and gestured in assent and then pointed to where a boy, perched atop a camel and leading five more of the beasts, was making his way toward us through the dust and commotion. 
 
    These are very good camels, Tasmakat said, her tone judicious. And we have come to the Break in good time. We should have no difficulty, Ryo. 
 
    “Yes,” I said absently, watching the manner in which the boy handled the camel he rode; watching the other people here handle the beasts. I did indeed see one try to bite the man unloading him. But the man had been too curt in his manner with her; I saw that too. 
 
    Bracing myself, I got out of the conveyance. Even though I had expected the hammerblow of heat, the power of the Sun nearly drove me back into the carriage. I tried not to show how difficult I found the heat, but even after coming so far, I could not help but wonder whether I dared cross that bridge. 
 
    Aras, coming back to join us, handed me one of the white robes with the hood and veil. “This should help. I think Selili’s magic will work better once you’ve got this robe to keep the direct power of the Sun at a little farther remove. You’ll find the climate much more tolerable after first sunset, and I think you’ll actually be comfortable once the Younger Sun also passes below the world. Though unfortunately the night here is very short: not much over four hours from second sunset to first sunrise.” He glanced at the height of the Younger Sun and went on. “If we leave quickly, we should come to Kanenep in good time, Ryo. At that point, we can consider whether you’ll be able to continue. Here, permit me to help with that.” 
 
    I had put on the robe, but the hooks that held the hood and veil were complicated. I allowed Aras to help me, taking careful note of the proper order of hooks and ties, and to my relief, the overwhelming heat did seem more tolerable once these garments were in place. I said, “I am certain I will have no difficulty.” Then I turned to take the rein the boy handed me and consider the camel he had brought to me. 
 
    This boy plainly had never seen an Ugaro before—I would have been astonished if he had—but made an effort not to stare openly. I liked him for that, and for the earnest way he explained to me all the ways in which this camel was not the same as a horse. Plainly he feared that I would dislike her and perhaps treat her unkindly. He finished, rather desperately, “She’s a good camel, Lord Ugaro, but she’s not a horse! You have to treat her with respect!” 
 
    I had listened to everything he said without comment. Now I nodded, took the rein, turned to the camel, and signaled her to lie down in the way I had been watching men signal their beasts. She had been looking at me with as much interest as I looked at her, curving her remarkably long neck around to do so. But she lay down when I gave the signal. I pulled myself into the saddle, a little awkwardly. The saddle was meant for someone with much longer legs and a higher center of balance. I found a way to sit that was not too uncomfortable, signaled the camel to stand, and let myself sway one way and then the other as she heaved herself back to her feet. The movement had seemed awkward when I watched it, but if one expected it, there was no difficulty. She wanted to go toward the bridge. She was clever and understood that was the direction we would go. I checked her, saying to her in taksu, “Yes, soon we will go that way.” She swayed to show her impatience, turning her head to nip my foot, and I checked her again, lightly. I could tell her temper was not the same as that of a mare, but she was not that different. 
 
    The boy was smiling by this time. “I call her Sutke,” he told me. “It means, ah, it’s a word for the little sandstorm, the kind that throws small things about but doesn’t cause a lot of damage.” 
 
    “You name your camels as though they were people?” I asked him, surprised.  
 
    He flushed, barely visible beneath his dark skin. “I—there doesn’t seem any harm in it. You don’t have to call her that, lord.” 
 
    “I do not mind it,” I told him. “Call me by my name, which is Ryo. I have never ridden a camel before, as I think you have realized. If I do not handle Sutke properly, you must correct me.” 
 
    “Oh, no, you’re doing very well,” he told me fervently. He did not wait for me to answer, but ran away to jump up into the high saddle of his own camel. 
 
    Of course Tasmakat had known how to ride a camel, and Aras had known, and Kerren had mounted without difficulty—I was almost entirely certain he had not been the one who had mounted the animal or who now gathered up the rein. His gaze was blank, his face still, his movements smooth and efficient. Aras met my eyes when I looked at him, and I looked away again. 
 
    I had not realized this at first, but now I saw that this boy would come with us, to see to the animals during this short journey and then bring them back again. His name was Bacet; he had sixteen summers; his father trusted him with this important task; he named camels as though they were people. That was all I knew of him, but this was enough for me to think well of him. 
 
    Aras and Tasmakat rode side by side, then Kerren, then I and Bacet. Above us, the sky stretched out, high and bright, the Younger Sun blazing white-gold above. 
 
    The hooves of horses would have made a great clattering noise on the bridge, but the hooves of the camels were different and made a softer thudding sound. From the middle of the bridge, I could look one way and the other and see the glow of the Break, ruddy and intense, below the roiling white of the poisonous air. The heat rising from the Break came like a physical pressure against my face, as though we rode above an immense bed of coals. 
 
    Then we came down the slope of the bridge, and the golden sands stretched out in their rolling hills, infinitely far, below the blazing light of the Younger Sun. 
 
    I had been curious and interested to see the country of Two Suns. I was still curious and interested. But now I also felt that crossing into that land might be as profound a movement as stepping into the land of the shades. I felt, very strongly, that now that we had crossed the fiery chasm of the Break and passed into the country of sand, none of us would ever return. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 Part III: The Country of Sand 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 31-- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Very soon, astoundingly soon, we left the Break behind so that the sands stretched out in every direction, seeming as broad and infinite as the sky. While the Younger Sun paced his slow path through the vault of the heavens, I merely endured that ride. But after second sunset, while the stars ruled the sky, I began to enjoy the desert. The sky, immensely far above, glittered with the light of the uncountable stars. The long, smooth curves of sand seemed almost white where the sand returned the light of the stars; absolutely black where shadows fell. My camel—Sutke; it still amused and pleased me that she was called by this name—strode easily across the sands, her big hooves almost silent. The leather of the saddle creaked with her movements. Other than these small sounds, the only sound was the wind across the sand, not exactly the same as the wind across the steppe. Far away, a fox yipped. Or perhaps a jackal.  
 
    Guiding Sutke toward Bacet, I asked, “What is the animal that calls in that sharp voice? Is that a fox?” 
 
    He looked at me in surprise, perhaps because I had asked this question or perhaps because I had spoken to him at all. Then he grinned, a flash of white teeth in his dark face. “A jackal, lord. There are foxes too, but that was a jackal.” His glance went to Tasmakat and then came back to me. He spoke a little more loudly. “Jackals are very clever beasts. They live everywhere. No one ever shoots a jackal. It’s bad luck even to throw a rock at one.” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears flicked. I smiled. “That is the same as with the wolves of my country. No one would shoot a wolf. That would bring very bad luck.” 
 
    “What’s it like? The winter country?” 
 
    “Very different. I do not know how to tell you.” 
 
    “Maybe the great and beautiful lady would show me,” said the boy, still speaking loudly. “If she doesn’t mind, if it’s not too much trouble, I’d really like to see that.” 
 
    Tasmakat turned her head, her muzzle wrinkling in a smile. She said, Indeed, I once stood in the winter country myself. Only very briefly! Less than the space of one breath. But I will show you, youngster, as you ask so politely. 
 
    Bacet closed his eyes, resting his hands on the front of his high saddle. Then he jerked, startled, and laughed. Opening his eyes, he shook his head. “I’d like to see that myself someday! But it’s so cold! I thought the desert was cold at night! But it’s not like that!” 
 
    Tasmakat shuddered delicately in agreement. You’re quite right that the little jackals can live anywhere, but I doubt they’d like that country. I would like to see a wolf … ah, thank you, my friend, she said to Aras, as he obviously showed her one or another memory. Then her ears flicked back in astonishment. Remarkable! she said. She looked from Aras to me and back again. That is truly remarkable! Perhaps all our peoples are a little more alike than I had imagined. 
 
    I thought I knew what memory Aras had showed her. I was certain I knew. That moment in the land of the shades had astonished us all. I had thought then, when the shade of the wolf-headed Lau woman came to speak to us, of the jackal-headed Lakasha. That had been a moment that made all three of our peoples seem to stand close together. The jackal called again, and another answered, and I gazed out upon the stark and beautiful desert and thought of the immensely wide span of the world, and yet how small it lay beneath the infinite sky. 
 
    Very soon after that, the Sun rose. This was the Great Sun, burning red as he stepped up above the edge of the world in the east, then gold as he mounted higher into the vault of the heavens. The little stars lowered their lights in respect of his splendor, and the sands turned ruddy gold and then fire gold, and the whole world turned to light and heat. I drew the sand veils across my face. Even through the layers of gauze, the brilliance and power of the Great Sun seemed to surround me with a hard-edged, brilliant pressure. I fixed my gaze on my camel’s ears. That was as far ahead as I wished to look now. 
 
    Aras brought his camel close to mine and called to me, “Ryo, we do have a tent with us. If you need to stop—” He broke off, no doubt aware of my vehement refusal. “Very well!” he said. “I agree, we should try our best to get to Kanenep before full day. But drink some water, Ryo, and if you can’t bear the heat, we’ll set up the tent.” 
 
    I very much did not want to wait through the full day of this desert. To distract myself, I said to Tasmakat, “I am astounded that even your people are able to endure full day here. I look out at the desert—” I swept my hand out, indicating the land from one edge of the world to the other. “Even though only one Sun stands in the sky now, I understand why this land is called the country of fire. But of course this is your country; the gods made your people in a way that suits you to live here.” 
 
    Tasmakat’s long muzzle wrinkled in amusement. You’re almost right, Ryo, but it wasn’t the gods who made my people. We were made from Lau people by a very wise and great Ro-Antalet, and I must say, she did a splendid job.  
 
    I stared at her. Everyone stared at her. 
 
    Aras said, “I knew, of course, that the Ro-Antalet are extraordinarily powerful magicians. But … is that actually true?” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears had pricked hard forward; she was laughing at us in the silent way of her people. Yes, and this was an excellent thing for both the Ro-Antalet and my distant ancestors. We don’t ordinarily tell this story to Lau, but I can tell it to you, if you like. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, finding my voice. “By all means. If you are pleased to tell this story, I think we would all be pleased to hear it.”  
 
    Aras signed emphatic agreement. Even Kerren had forgotten to pretend disinterest, and Bacet was staring in open astonishment. 
 
    Tasmakat was still laughing, but she said, Very well! Prick up your ears and listen, and I’ll tell you how the country of sand became the Two Lands, the country of sand and gardens, and how the Two Peoples came to live together here. The first Ro dwelt simply upon the sand, making nothing, owning nothing, hunting the wild gazelles and the wild camels. The Ro are the children of the Younger Sun; he made them for this land, so they enjoyed the heat and light and needed nothing. But they looked across the Break to your country, Aras, and they thought it beautiful. So then the first Ro began to make gardens in the midst of their endless desert. They made black earth suitable for every manner of beneficial tree; they brought seeds from the summer land and scattered these seeds and called water from the depths of the earth into springs so that their gardens would thrive and not wither. They brought creatures into their gardens, every kind of beautiful bird and pleasing beast. But, when they gazed upon what they had made, they realized that their gardens seemed unfinished. In the summer lands, the people of the Great Sun, the Lau, made cities filled with beautiful things, cloth and jewels and ornaments. The Ro had nothing like that. 
 
    Seeing my puzzlement, she added, speaking in a different tone, quick and casual, The Ro love art and artistry and every manner of craft, but they don’t have the fine hands of Lau, you know. She held up one of her hands, spreading her long, graceful fingers. Then her manner shifted again, back to the more formal style in which one tells a story. Wishing to bring this kind of beauty into their land, many of the Ro invited Lau to come into their gardens. Some Lau made the first bridge across the Break and came. They were pleased to come into a new land. They greatly admired the gardens of the Ro. They made homes for themselves, planted crops as well as flowers, and raised up fine palaces for the Ro. They filled the palaces with many beautiful things, but they were still Lau. They could not live in the desert surrounding the gardens. She fell silent, her ears twitching and sinking down. 
 
    “Something difficult happened?” Aras asked her, speaking gently. 
 
    Tasmakat inclined her head. Yes, this part is indeed difficult. She paused for a little, and when she went on, spoke more slowly. One Ro invited Lau to come into his garden. But he did not invite them to live and build as they pleased. He made them into his slaves … and into his prey. Those who were disobedient, those who defied him, he hunted through his gardens. He killed them and ate them so the rest would be terrified and obedient. 
 
    I had not expected anything of the kind, of course. Perhaps I should have, as I had known the Ro-Antalet were lion-people, but that thought had not occurred to me. I could imagine this far too easily. I thought the Lau people should have seized weapons and defended themselves and their people. Even if they had had no swords, they must have had knives, or they could have made spears, or at least clubs. 
 
    Tasmakat looked at me, then glanced at Aras. Her ears flicked, and she said, Perhaps if the Ro had invited Ugaro to live in their gardens, that problem might have ended in a different way, but that is not how it happened. The people could not defend themselves. This was a terrible time. Other Ro saw what this one did and thought it good to handle their Lau people in the same manner. Three and then five and then nine, the custom passed from one Ro to another. She looked at Aras, her ears flattening. Even now, many ages since that time, every Lakasha learns this story. It’s important for our people to remember that this happened, that some Ro did this. And that Ro-Antalet stopped it. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, as softly. “I understand.” 
 
    This terrible custom came to the attention of one wise and powerful Ro. She went to her two elder brothers and told them what was happening. She told them that this was wrong and must stop. Three powerful Ro said this was wrong and must stop. Those who were doing this wrong thing defied this demand. The three raised up their power and asked all their people to join them to drive out those who had done this wrong thing. Most looked away, but four listened. Seven powerful Ro came together and said this wrong custom must stop. War came to the desert because the nine would not give way nor would the seven give way. This was not war as Lau understand war. This was a war of magic, of earth and sand, of fire and light. 
 
    Bacet exclaimed, “That must have been terrifying!” 
 
    Yes, this was a terrible battle, Tasmakat agreed. Seven powerful Ro would not give way, but they could not defeat nine. One of the seven fell. Then another. Five powerful Ro stood fast and would not give way, but the danger they faced had become very great. But some of the Ro who had looked aside saw the steadfast courage of the two who fell and the five who stood. Six Ro saw that they had been wrong to look away. Eleven powerful Ro drove the nine before them. Once they saw that the eleven were strong enough to put their will on the earth and the air, three Ro became ashamed of their earlier silence and came to the eleven. Fourteen great and powerful Ro made the sand come in upon the gardens of the nine. All the beautiful trees of those nine gardens withered and died; the beasts scattered into the desert and died. The people scattered into the desert and came to great distress because they could not live amid the blazing sands. Thirteen great and powerful Ro-Antalet drove the nine far south and farther south, toward the wall of flames that rises up beyond the desert. But one great and wise Ro-Antalet stepped aside from the battle, seeing that her own people did not need her strength nearly as much as the abandoned people for whom they had fought this great war. She took these Lau people into her protection. She made a garden for them, sending aside the sand and gentling the power of the Two Suns. The Lau people were grateful, but they were also afraid. They could not leave the garden; they would die in the blazing desert. They feared that this wrong thing that had happened before might happen again, and then what would they do? They would be helpless again, as they had been helpless before. 
 
    So these Lau went to this one wise Ro and asked her to make them into a kind of people who could never again be imprisoned by light and heat, into people who need not fear the desert. These brave Lau said they did not want to go back into the summer country; that was not their country any longer. But neither did they want to be helpless in the land of the Great Sun and the Younger Sun. These courageous Lau people asked this great and wise Ro to make them into a different kind of people. 
 
    “Remarkable,” murmured Aras. “She agreed, obviously.” 
 
    Yes, she agreed. This one great and wise Ro asked all these Lau people whether they wished to become a different kind of people. To all who said yes, she gave eyes that could see through either blazing light or deep dark, ears that could hear the soft sound the serpent makes as it comes across the sand, black skin that would not burn beneath the ferocious power of the Great Sun and the Younger Sun, a keen sense of where water lies.  
 
    “Yes,” Kerren said. “But—” He stopped. 
 
    Tasmakat flicked her ears, her jaw dropping a little open in amusement. It was the people who chose the jackal. They asked for this change in honor of this one wise Ro-Antalet. She struck a pose, straightening her back, angling her head upward, her ears folding back and then pricking forward again, her sharp white teeth gleaming in her long muzzle. This was a pose that accented everything different about her form. Then she relaxed again, looking around at us, much more serious. She said, You know the Ro have the heads of people, but the bodies of lions. Some Lau despised them for that, and these Lau wished to show that their opinion was very different. They admired the jackal. The little jackals are clever. They are not dogs. They do not need people to take care of them. They live everywhere, in the gardens and upon the sand. They live in the country of Two Suns and in the summer country. They follow the lion; they do not fear his strength. They do not fear anything. Alone among beasts, a jackal may go into the land of shades, to the feet of the gods, and yet return. 
 
    “They go into the land of the shades and return?” I said, surprised. But then I added, “My people say that eagles may fly into the vault of the heavens and return. We say that eagles may be the messengers of the gods.” 
 
    Perhaps that is true as well, Tasmakat said. But certainly jackals may pass into shadow and into the country of shades and then return. If a jackal is pleased to carry a message for the gods, then she may do so. These Lau wanted to be free people. They asked this wise and beautiful Ro to make them into free people, into people who could live anywhere as the jackal lives anywhere. 
 
    “She did well,” I observed. “The jackal is like a small wolf, so of course I would say so. But I do say so. Your people chose well.” 
 
    Yes, we did, Tasmakat agreed, her muzzle wrinkling in amusement, her tone deliberately smug. We are the most beautiful people in the whole span of the world, and the most adaptable. Most of us live in the oases of the Ro-Antalet, the descendants of those who fought that war for our sake. We are the Lakasha-erra, the people of the gardens. But a Lakasha may walk out into the desert if she wishes. Some Lakasha live in the desert, upon the sands and upon the massifs, the hills, coming and going from wild oases. These are the Lakasha-asei, the people of the desert, who never come into the gardens of the Ro-Antalet. When we are young, many Lakasha-erra spend a hundred days, two hundred days, three hundred, among the Lakasha-asei, learning the ways of the sand. Some discover that they love the endless sands and never return to the gardens. 
 
     Her ears flicked, and she added in a much brisker tone, Not that I would ever wish to live that way! A hundred days as a girl, that’s one thing, that’s a good experience, but it’s a difficult life! Give me a civilized palace, thank you, with cushions to sit upon and clean water for turning a tap, and a skilled kitchenmaster bringing pastries out of the ovens. 
 
    Kerren asked, “Is it just the descendants of the fourteen whom you call Ro-Antalet?” 
 
    This time, Tasmakat’s ears flattened for a breath and another breath. Yes, you are exactly right. After the battle was finished, the Two Peoples divided and divided again. Almost all the Lau went into the gardens of the Ro who had fought this war for their sake. They called these and their descendants Ro-Antalet, the great, the wise. Most of those Lau became Lakasha. The Lau who came to the fourteen but would not become Lakasha became sotasatka. 
 
    “Servants,” I said. “Low servants.” 
 
    That is the darau translation, but a more accurate translation is dependents, Tasmakat said, her tone disdainful. They chose to be helpless, but at least they did not choose to be slaves. The Lakasha-erra and the Lau sotasatka made many fine things for the Ro-Antalet, turning aside from the Ro. The Ro dwindled after that time. The Lau who stayed with those Ro showed by this choice that they wished to be possessions. They became the sokal. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. Now I understood better some things that had puzzled me. I also resolved that no one in this country would ever refer to me by either of those terms. 
 
    Tasmakat went on. Only Ro-Antalet rule. That has been so for twelve thousand years. Our people make certain it is so. She was smiling, showing her sharp teeth. Two hundred years ago, when Rakasanat-ro passed into the land of the shades, it was Lakasha-erra who chose Satkutset-ro from among all Ro-Antalet, saying this was the one who should be queen. Someday, when Satkutset-ro comes to her great age, it will once again be my people who decide who among all the Ro-Antalet should step up to the golden throne of the Two Lands. 
 
    There was a long pause. Aras said at last, “A remarkable tale. I’m glad to have heard it, and honored you chose to tell it to us. There’s so much I hadn’t known about your people and about the Ro-Antalet. I hardly know what to ask.” 
 
    I said, “I know one thing I would like to ask. Did she also make you into sorcerers, this one wise Ro-Antalet? Is that how this happened?” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears flattened, then pricked up with determined good humor. She did. She meant no harm by that gift. She meant to give us the gift of silent speech. We needed that gift, of course we did, but other gifts, unanticipated, came with that one. Sorcery was her gift, kindly meant and kindly given, but meant only for Lakasha, not for any other people. She looked sidelong at Aras. This one wise and gentle Ro-Antalet was indeed very wise, but she was not a god, to know everything that would come of her actions. 
 
    Aras was looking at her, his expression impenetrable. “I have to say, if sorcery spreads from your people to mine by way of a contagion, I’m truly surprised your people never mentioned this to us.” 
 
    We think the spread from Lakasha to Lau ceased, or nearly ceased, thousands of years ago, Tasmakat said, more softly now. By the time we realized sorcery had spread in that way, it was far too late. The phenomenon had already become widespread among your people. Even after we understood this had happened, for a long time, sorcery came to a Lau as a gift or a gentle curse. Only later, as generations passed, did it become a powerful curse, and then more powerful still.  
 
    “I see. Well, yes, I suppose once that had happened, the reasons for it had become fairly irrelevant.” But the line of his mouth was still hard, and there was a small silence.  
 
    To turn the subject, I said, “If you are able to explain, I am curious about something else from your tale. Perhaps you might tell us something about the wall of fire into which the nine were driven.” 
 
    Tasmakat turned to me, clearly pleased to turn the subject. Yes, there’s a wall of endless flames standing at our other border, unquenchable fire reaching from below the earth to above the sky. 
 
    I tried to imagine this. “What lies beyond? Endless fire for a thousand miles? Or the edge of the world? Or something else?” 
 
    Tasmakat wrinkled her muzzle in a smile. She said, I fear we have no idea what lies past the wall of flames, though three Ro-Antalet have gone through that fire and returned. 
 
    “But then—” said Kerren, and caught himself, but he had become too interested to pretend otherwise. 
 
    Tasmakat was laughing again. One wise and powerful Ro-Antalet said he strolled through an endless garden of surpassing beauty. But he met no one and came to no place he wished to stay, and at last, after perhaps a little more than one short year, he turned and came back to the land he knew and the people he had left behind. He had been gone hardly a breath of time. 
 
    “A short year is two hundred seventy days,” said Aras, perhaps for my sake, as I had forgotten.  
 
    Yes, exactly. Another strong and powerful Ro-Antalet said he found a land of endless darkness lit by countless flames that leaped from the earth. Many black cliffs, jagged and sharp-edged as broken glass, cut through the earth. Caverns led down into the earth, but the blackness within was so absolute that even this strong and courageous Ro-Antalet did not dare that darkness. He found nothing else. Eventually he turned and came back to the land he knew and the people he had left behind. He walked through that land for four days. He came back fifteen short years after he had gone. 
 
    “I see,” said Aras. “And the third?” 
 
    Tasmakat said, with great good humor, One kind and powerful Ro-Antalet said he found nothing but ice as far as he walked, perfectly smooth ice stretching out in every direction as far as he could see. The light of the wall of fire lit the ice for a long way, but no Sun stood above, no stars. There was no sky. There was nothing but the ice. This Ro-Antalet walked for less than one day and then returned. He came back a hundred and seventy short years from the day he stepped into the wall of fire. 
 
    I said, “If time is so strange in that place, your people must wonder whether the nine Ro driven into the fire might ever return.” 
 
    Yes, that idea is the subject of many stories our children tell around campfires at night in the midst of the sands. But that was a long, long time ago, Ryo. If nine wicked and contemptable Ro returned to this side of the wall of flames now, every Ro-Antalet and all Lakasha would destroy them. She had been smiling, but now she snapped her sharp teeth together. The sound was not loud, but it was extraordinarily vicious.  
 
    “A most interesting tale, and a most intriguing border,” Aras said. “I notice that every time someone has ventured to pass through those flames, that land has presented a less welcoming face. I wonder whether that’s entirely coincidental.” 
 
    Yes, we wonder that as well, Tasmakat agreed. Many arguments regarding the nature of that land end with the conclusion that perhaps a person wise as well as brave might prefer not to try the patience of whatever people may dwell there.  
 
    That certainly seemed sensible to me. I said, “Beyond the winter country, the starlit lands stretch out. Beyond that, the sunless sea. I wonder if any other land lies beyond the sunless sea?” 
 
    Aras made a gesture of agreement. “I wonder that as well. The world certainly seems wider and more mysterious to me now than it did yesterday. Thank you for telling us the story, Tasmakat. Perhaps Ryo will tell one now—the one about the Dawn Sisters, the way they took their places in the sky of the starlit lands, Ryo. I think Tasmakat would like that one.” 
 
    He wished to distract me from the heat and discomfort of the desert. I was certainly pleased to be distracted, and began that story without demur. 
 
      
 
    We told stories all through the first day of the desert, until the Younger Sun set his hand upon the edge of the world. The burning edge of white-gold was different from the red of the Greater Sun at sunrise. Even with the sand-veil, I could not endure the brilliance of the eastern sky and did not attempt to turn that way after the first glance. Later, I shut my eyes, riding blind, twisting the rein about a hook at the front of the saddle. 
 
    After a little time, Kerren said to me, relief clear in his voice, “There’s Kanenep, Ryo—we’ll be there almost before the Younger Sun steps all the way up!” 
 
    This might have been the kindest thing he had ever said to me. I nodded without speaking. I also opened my eyes, blinking back tears at the glare so that I could see this remarkable Ro-Antalet oasis. 
 
    I could not see it at all. The glare of the light made it impossible for me to see anything. I closed my eyes again. My throat hurt, and I felt hot moisture on my face and had to tip my head back and hold my nose to stop the bleeding. After that, I took shallow breaths through my mouth and wondered if my lungs might be injured by the air of this country. 
 
    “Drink some water!” Kerren ordered me. 
 
    I was not thirsty. Or rather, I so urgently wanted to get out of the glaring light and heat that I did not care that I was thirsty. My head pounded, but I was certain we would come to Kanenep before the heat sickness came upon me. 
 
    Aras said to me, crisp and authoritative, “Ryo, drink the rest of your water immediately.” 
 
    I sighed, irritated, but I drank all the rest of the water I carried. I did feel better then. A little better. 
 
    Only after that did I realize perhaps he had not spoken to me aloud. Even when I thought of this, startled, I was not certain whether that had happened. I had heard him, I had seemed to hear him, and I had thought I saw him near me, speaking to me. But my eyes were closed. Had I opened my eyes and closed them again? Or had he put a false memory into my mind? I could not tell. 
 
    It was not important. If it was an offense, it had been too slight to require notice. I had needed to drink that water. I slitted my eyes open, but still I could see nothing through the blazing light. 
 
    A young voice, Bacet, said, “The glare isn’t that bad. Doesn’t it get bright in the winter country? I thought the snow must be a lot like sand—isn’t it bright during a sunlit day?” 
 
    Aras answered, his tone testy, “Of course it is, yes. But only the Great Sun rises there, and he’s a good deal gentler when he steps into that sky than he is here. Even so, the Ugaro language has something like two dozen words for snow-glare and snow-blindness.” He added, “You wouldn’t believe how good their night vision is.” There was a short pause. Then he said, “Tasmakat, if you would kindly clear the way? Thank you.” 
 
    Then, very suddenly, between one stride and the next, we rode out of the staggering glare, into coolness and shadow. Astonished, I opened my eyes and straightened my back just as my camel came to a halt. 
 
    We had come into the oasis of Kanenep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    32-- 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had not actually come into a shadow. The Sun, both Suns, stood in an utterly clear sky. But here, within the oasis, their power seemed … not muted. But quieted. The air here was not cool, as I had first thought. But when I put back the sun-veil, the breeze that came against my face, though over-warm, seemed almost comfortable to me after the pounding heat of full day in the desert. Certainly the air was not as dry; my throat already felt less raw. I was able to look around with much more interest. 
 
    I had known that an oasis was like a large garden in the midst of the sand. This knowledge had not remotely prepared me for opening my eyes with Kanenep stretching out before me.  
 
    Trees grew, many trees, in scattered groves. Those near us were tall, with large leaves. The fruits were small, the size of my thumbnail, black or red. Birds fluttered amid the branches, crested brown ones with black masks and flecks of bright yellow on their wings; little blue ones that darted after insects.  
 
    “Mulberries,” Aras told me. “Kanenep produces quite a lot of silk.” 
 
    I had no idea what these trees had to do with silk, but I did not care. I was turning one way and another, trying to see everything. Close at hand, a number of Lakasha people were busy, loading camels, plainly intending to travel back the way we had come. Few of those people had paused to glance at us; here, a Lau did not draw their attention and the robe I wore was too ordinary for them to realize I was not a Lau. Perhaps they glimpsed my thoughts, but if so, the astonishment of a traveler was nothing to them. 
 
    The nearest buildings were some distance away. These were a little like Lau buildings, but different. These buildings were lighter, more graceful, made of some smooth material that had been tinted in many pale colors, blue and green, yellow and pink. The lines of every building led inward, but the rooflines flared outward and then rose in gentle four-sided pyramids, one roof above another, until the highest rooftop finished in a steep peak. I saw no cobbled streets, only grasses and gardens and narrow paths that ran this way and that. Many Lakasha moved about these paths, but few of those at any distance had troubled to turn at our arrival.  
 
    Flowers had been planted everywhere, and also everywhere little birds flew, the plumage of the birds as bright and various as the petals of the flowers. Colors filled this place from one edge to the other, sky colors and fire colors and all the various colors of green and growing things. 
 
    Beyond all the other buildings, past the gentle curves of trees and homes and flowers, a great pyramid rose up, shining white, five times the height of the ordinary buildings, six times, seven, more than that. This was clearly the palace of the Ro-Antalet who ruled here. I did not remember his name, if I had heard it.  
 
    When I turned to look back the way we had come, I saw that the border between the burning sands and the black soil of the oasis was astoundingly abrupt. There, on that side, the endless golden sands stretched out as far as I could see. Turning again, I looked once more, in amazement, at the garden of the oasis. Then again at the desert. Kerren was also staring one way and then the other. Tasmakat-an smiled at us both, her jaw a little open and her muzzle wrinkled. Aras smiled as well, and Bacet, who must have come to this oasis often, grinned openly. 
 
    By this time, a handful of Lakasha had approached. They wore knee-length kilts, white, and over those long blue robes embroidered with the device of the country of sand: the many-rayed Great Sun above the four-rayed Younger Sun. At first, from their authoritative manner, I thought these people might be soldiers tasked to guard this garden against the approach of strangers. But they did not carry spears or swords, only long rods, a little like a scepter, but thinner and plain. One of them stepped out from among the others as they came close. His bones were stronger than Tasmakat’s, but the sharp elegance of his features no less. His manner was brisk and confident, but not hostile. His ears pricked forward and he dropped his jaw a little open, his sharp teeth gleaming. Anyone could see he was amused and pleased by our astonishment.  
 
    Aras said to this man, in eskanat, “I am Aras Eren Samaura, nephew of the summer king.” 
 
    Indeed, the man answered in the same language. Welcome, lord. 
 
    The word he used was harotsa, which was like lord. The suffix -sa came from that word. This was respectful, but not as respectful as I had expected, and I wondered whether word that the king had broken Aras’ scepter might already have come to this place, though this hardly seemed possible. 
 
    But then the man went on. I’m certain Naherotep-ra will offer you hospitality within the palace, Aras-erren-sa. Please permit me to escort you. 
 
    That was the manner of address I had expected. The man had not addressed Kerren or Bacet or me, but I was not altogether displeased to be ignored because I was still curious about this oasis and also still uncomfortable from the recent heat. 
 
    “Indeed. Thank you,” Aras answered, and the man pricked his ears forward, bowed, and strode away toward the shining palace, gesturing with the rod he carried to tell other people that they should move out of his way. Aras signaled his camel forward. The beast grunted in displeasure, curling his long neck up from the grass he had been trying to reach, but paced forward willingly, no doubt aware that we went toward a comfortable stable. 
 
    “I’ve never seen the palace,” Bacet whispered to me as the rest of us followed. “Not up close!” 
 
    “It seems very remarkable,” I answered. This was true, though I could hardly look at that shining pyramid directly. I looked to one side and the other instead, studying the wide gardens and, as we came to them, the buildings. Rather than wooden doors, the doorways were veiled by strips of cloth weighted at the bottom. The wide windows, unshuttered, opened in every direction. The walls were muted pink, soft blue, creamy yellow, delicate lavender, many other colors. The roofs were made of tiles in darker colors, red and blue and dark brown. Lakasha people and a few Lau moved among these buildings, paying little attention to us. If they spoke to one another, I could not hear them. The quiet of this town made the Lakasha seem even more different from Lau. This difference seemed as great to me as the jackal heads of the Lakasha, much more important than their slender height and black skin.  
 
    We wound one way and then another through the town before we finally came out into an open place, a garden of close-cropped grass and flowers, and beyond this, the shining palace. I drew the sand-veil across my face, but even so, I could not look directly at the palace. Our guide gestured toward two doors, very tall and narrow, standing open at a small distance from us. 
 
    “I’ll take her,” Bacet said to me. “Ryo! I’ll take her now.”  
 
    I had not really attended to him until he said my name. Now I gave my camel the signal to lie down. She was annoyed, her thoughts no doubt filled with grain and grass, but she obeyed, and I slid to the ground, tossing the long rein up to Bacet, who caught it neatly.  
 
    “Can you handle so many beasts?” I asked him. He already held Kerren’s and Tasmakat’s reins as well as mine.  
 
    “Oh, yes, lord!” Bacet assured me. “They’re cooperative—for camels, I mean—and they know I’ll give them grain and water.” He nudged his camel toward Aras, collected his beast as well, then spoke to our guide in eskanat. He was asking for something, but I did not know all the words. The Lakasha man gave Bacet a thing like a large coin, triangular, made of brass, with a symbol stamped on both sides. This token had been strung on a thong, and the boy put the thong around his neck. He said to Aras, “Lord, if you need me, send to the south stable. My father would be honored to provide for your return journey if you wish! It’s a two-day pass, so I won’t leave until tomorrow, at first sunset.” 
 
    Aras had not been paying attention, but he turned now. “I’m not entirely certain of my plans. Your animals are good ones, and your service has been exemplary. Hold yourself available for four days. I’ll pay for the consideration, of course.” Shifting to eskanat, he added to our guide, “Give Bacet-etka a four-day pass.” I knew most of the words he used. But what I noted was the suffix. By saying etka, Aras was telling this man that he considered Bacet an important servant, perhaps in his personal service.  
 
    Lord, said the Lakasha man, his ears sinking to a deferential angle. Just as you say. He exchanged the triangular token for a different kind, this one a little larger and with five sides. 
 
    “Thank you, lord!” Bacet said cheerfully. “I’ve never had that much time before! And only six camels to care for! I’ll have time to go swimming in the fountains! I’ve always wanted to. Thank you very much!” He waved and rode away, leading the camels. 
 
    The Lakasha man said to Aras, Permit me to direct the servants of Naherotep-ra to carry word of your arrival, and to show you to rooms where you may refresh yourselves. He waited for Aras to nod before he strode ahead of us toward those tall, narrow doors. He was certainly polite. But at no moment had this man looked at me or spoken to me. Nor to Kerren.  
 
    I set that thought firmly aside. 
 
    I will request an immediate audience with Naherotep-ra, Tasmakat told Aras. If she had noticed anything I thought, she showed no sign of it, only went on. If he doesn’t invite you to attend him today, surely he will do so soon. 
 
    “Yes, very well,” Aras agreed, his manner impatient. Beckoning to Kerren and to me, he led us into the palace of Naherotep-ra, the Ro-Antalet ruler of the oasis of Kanenep. 
 
    The apartment to which we were guided consisted of five rooms in a row on the lowest level of the palace. Each room offered a wide window, almost a doorway, leading out to the gardens. The furnishings were different from Lau furnishings. Every room contained low platforms with flat cushions, big enough to sit on cross-legged or to recline. The tables here were also low, a comfortable height for people sitting on those platforms. All the furniture was made not of wood or stone, but of honey-colored glass. This was nothing like the fragile glass of an expensive goblet or flask. All this glass was thick and smooth, with no sharp edges or corners, but rounded everywhere, as though golden light had been made into water and then flowed into the shapes of those platforms and tables before turning to glass. It did not look fragile at all, but robust and heavy. I had seen Lau glassblowers at their craft, but I could not imagine how these pieces of furniture had been made. Of course I suspected the work must involve magic. I resolved not to ask. 
 
    One of the rooms, the farthest along the row, offered not a basin of water, but a tiled floor. One pulled a chain, and by some clever mechanism water came down in the manner of a gentle rain, then ran out along a channel. That might have involved magic as well, but I felt much better after making use of this amenity. My throat and nose still felt tender, but no longer painfully raw. I put on the light clothing that waited for me and went back along the row of rooms to find the others. 
 
    They were in the middle room of the five, the largest of the rooms, with the most beautiful furnishings and the best view from its wide window. When I came there, Aras was saying to Kerren, “It’s difficult, I know, but you’re doing well.” 
 
    Kerren flinched at these words, though Aras had spoken kindly. He said, “I’m sorry. I can’t help it.” 
 
    “I know. Even though this is very different, it’s also too similar. Do you want me to hide that memory again?” 
 
    “No, my lord. Thank you. It’s not really the same. I know that. It’s fine. I’m fine.”  
 
    Aras studied him. “You’re doing much better. I think, for almost the first time, that you can actually tell you’re doing better. But don’t hesitate to ask me for help if something presses you too hard. If you’d like that memory hidden or the emotions associated with those memories blurred, ask. I won’t do it unless you ask. You’re handling it well, Kerren, truly.” He nodded to me and added to Kerren, “Go refresh yourself. You needn’t remain pent here. If you’d like to go out into the gardens, that’s fine. The fountains of Kanenep are deservedly famous.” 
 
    Kerren nodded and escaped past me, disappearing toward the water room. 
 
    A bowl of dates had appeared on the long table, and a bowl of soft-skinned apricots, and one of wrinkled black olives, and pitchers of water and fruit juice. I took an apricot and sat down cross-legged on one of the sitting platforms. “You have begun allowing Kerren to recover difficult memories?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I have. Tasaras never crossed the Break, so nothing here should have any difficult … hmm. Resonance, let’s say. I hope this will prove a good time to permit him to recover some of the less horrific memories.” He added abruptly, “Naherotep-ra will see us tomorrow, an hour before second sunrise. That’s reasonable, I suppose. Especially since there’s no great urgency about it.”  
 
    He wore a dark red robe, gold embroidery along the collar and hems, and a black and red kilt, and three gold rings set with red stones. He looked very much himself and only a little impatient. 
 
    Then he looked at me with sharper attention. “You’re worried. Ah. It’s true the Lakasha-erra don’t necessarily have any great regard for sotasatka.” 
 
     This was a concern that I had deliberately brought into the front of my thoughts in order to conceal other thoughts and fears. Sotasatka was a complicated word. It did not exactly mean Lau. It meant any people who were not sorcerers. It meant more than that. It meant servants, but not only that. It meant servants of Lakasha people—servants of people who were sorcerers—servants of complete people. 
 
    Aras was going on. “But, Ryo, that term doesn’t actually apply to you. Nor even to Kerren. The very least rank that could apply to Kerren is sotanretka. He is bound to me; he is my servant, and therefore he’s due respect for my sake.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. I did not like that term very much either. 
 
    “Nor do I, to be honest. But, Ryo, unlike Kerren, you’re an important person in your own right. When we meet Naherotep—in fact, during the entirety of our time in this country—please keep clearly in mind that you’re the son of the lord of the inGara and the husband of the daughter of the winter king. No one here will have the faintest notion what that means, but you do carry yourself in the manner of an important person. They’ll certainly note that. You really ought to be addressed as sa. I’ll make that clear if necessary.”  
 
    This was a much more respectful manner of address. Usually that was for Lakasha, not Lau. I might accept that term. But I said in taksu, “I may suggest they address me as respected warrior.” I was not old enough to expect this manner of address from my own people, but I thought I might demand it here—unless Aras thought I should not. 
 
    He was smiling. “No, actually, I think that’s an excellent idea. The Lakasha do tend toward conceit. No one here knows your people. I imagine Naherotep will be intensely interested to meet an Ugaro warrior. If you decide to show him one, I expect that should provide a helpful counter to various possible assumptions regarding Ugaro.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, pleased that he approved. “Very well. I will do so.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to it.” He paused, studying me carefully. “Even in an oasis, you may find full day uncomfortable. Stay indoors until first sunset at the earliest. I’ve sent for a physician to examine you—” 
 
    “I do not need a physician.” 
 
    “Indulge me, Ryo,” he said, now with an edge to his tone. “You had more difficulty today than I’d expected or hoped. Permit the physician to examine you, and stay indoors until first sunset.” Rising to his feet, he walked away, into a different room, obviously meaning to prevent me from arguing with him. 
 
    I thought of going after him, but that would be childish. I stayed where I was and ate the apricot. The tart juice stung my throat. I could not say that consulting a physician would not be reasonable. Obviously it would be reasonable. But I was still irritated. 
 
      
 
    The physician was a Lakasha man. He was elderly, his muzzle thin, his eyes deeply set, his skin not quite the jet black of younger Lakasha. He was, of course, very interested in an Ugaro. He asked me many questions, looked into my mouth and nose, and curled his lip in the slight snarl that was like a frown. You are remarkably different from a Lau, he told me. Dry air is bad for you, much worse than for a Lau. I believe you’re healing well, but do I understand you mean to travel farther south? I cannot advise that. I think you should probably go back to your own country. 
 
    He spoke eskanat, so I did not understand every word, but everything seemed clear from context. I answered in the same language as well as I could, aware my speech must be clumsy, “This is not bad except during full day.” 
 
    No, it is bad, he told me, his silent voice firm. Don’t tell yourself otherwise, and certainly don’t try to tell me otherwise. Run water into the water room to keep the floor there wet, and sleep in the adjoining room. Do you understand me? He looked at me carefully and then went on. I mean the room next along, the room that shares more air with that one. The more moisture—damp—wet—in the air, the better. Don’t drink or eat anything hot. Only mild fruit juices, nothing tart. I’ll tell the servants to bring you mulberry sherbet. 
 
    He went out, no doubt to explain to Aras that I was too delicate to travel through the desert. I was thoroughly irritated and certainly did not intend to permit a Lakasha physician to make important decisions for me, but I had to admit he was not wrong about the mulberry sherbet, which was a frozen sweet, very good, and soothing to my throat. 
 
    The physician was perhaps also not wrong about avoiding the full strength of the Two Suns. I napped for some time, following the physician’s advice regarding the water, and woke much later, well past first sunset, to find that both Aras and Kerren had gone somewhere else. I looked out the windows, but even the lesser brilliance of second day seemed uninviting. I did not go out. I unsheathed my swords and set them on the low table. Then I set out oil and cloth and my set of whetstones and sat down. That was much better. The familiar task of caring for my weapons brought quiet to my thoughts.  
 
    Aras came back while I was occupied in this manner. He stood in the doorway, frowning at me. I nodded civilly and continued running the finest whetstone along the blade of the second sword. I kept my attention on that, but I also thought that he looked tired. We had traveled almost all day to come to the Break, and then we had crossed into the country of Two Suns and ridden all the way to come here. Now it was second day again. If he had not slept yet, plainly he should.  
 
    He had relaxed. He said, “You’re certainly right, and I intend to. Have you eaten? I’ve told them to bring food; if you’ve already eaten, simply send it back. Kerren will probably be here soon. Tell him I won’t want him until morning. An hour after first dawn.” 
 
    “Two hours,” I said. 
 
    He frowned again, tension returning to his face and posture. “I’m neither an invalid nor ancient, and I don’t need you hovering over me. One hour after first dawn.” He went past me into the next room along the row. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the whetstone and oil. 
 
    A little time after that, Kerren came in. He heard my message without comment, nodded, and sat down on the other side of the table to eat. A Lau girl had brought the food—soft, spongy flatbreads and a kind of thick stew with plenty of meat. I could not tell what else was in the stew, but it was creamy and not at all spicy. Also, it was barely warm. Kerren raised his eyebrows when he tasted it, but he said nothing. He ate his share of the stew and then took the dishes away, putting them outside the door as was apparently the custom here, and said briefly, “An hour past first dawn is a short night, so good night.” He went the other way, to one of the smaller rooms there. 
 
    I finished with my sword, letting the calm of the task sink into my mind. By the time I had wiped off the oil and sheathed the blade, we had come nearly to the middle of the short night. Setting all my weapons aside, I crossed the room, put back the weighted drapery that curtained the doorway, and went into the room where Aras slept. 
 
    The starlight that came through the window was enough that I saw him clearly, all his tension and impatience smoothed away in sleep. He had never carried a sword, and that had not changed when his scepter was broken, but he did carry a knife, as any man would. He had set this aside, on a table near the low platform of the bed. He had left the knife unsheathed. The dim light slid over the blade, gleaming dully. 
 
    I sheathed the knife. Then I went out of that room as quietly as I had entered, and through the other room, and into the next room again, where Kerren slept. Like Aras, every kind of tension had eased from his face and body. He looked younger while he slept, hardly older than a boy, though he was older than I by some few years.  
 
    I sat down beside the bed, not touching him. “Kerren,” I said softly. “Kerren.” 
 
    He woke slowly, then sat up sharply, his breath hissing out. But he was not afraid after the first heartbeat. He looked at me and then around at the quiet, dimly lit room. He drew a deep breath and rubbed his hands over his face, then pushed himself up to one elbow. He said, his voice as quiet as mine, “He’s asleep.” 
 
    It had not been a question, but I signed assent.  
 
    “You want my opinion.” 
 
    That had not been a question either. I said, “So. Yes. You see him from a different angle than I do. Should I tell you my opinion first?” 
 
    “I know your opinion. You think everything annoys him now. You think he’s impatient with everyone and everything. You think he’s too ready to give you orders and not willing enough to listen to argument. You’re worried. You’ve been worried since we left Avaras.” 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledged. “Of course I realize that everything now must be difficult for him. Everything since his uncle broke his scepter must be difficult.” 
 
    Kerren smiled. “Oh, it’s difficult all right. He absolutely hated traveling with the king’s guard. I mean, Commander Luekeras was perfectly polite about it, but if they’d locked horns, Luekeras would’ve been the one who got his way. I expect that’s just about the first time Aras has been in that situation in thirty years, thirty-five, maybe more than that. He hated it.”  
 
    I had not thought of that. 
 
    Kerren went on. “Naherotep-ra put him off for a day. He’s furious about that as well. I bet that wouldn’t have happened if he still had his scepter.” 
 
    I had not realized this either. 
 
    Kerren said, more gently this time, “Ryo, he’s all right. Short-tempered, tense, impatient, dictatorial, but underneath that, he’s all right.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. You want to argue with me about it?” 
 
    I had to smile at that.  
 
    “It’s not only losing his scepter, it’s not only being exiled—I know no one’s said the word, but that’s what it is in every way except by official writ—but look where he is! He’s in the country of sand, surrounded by sorcerers! He can’t see their thoughts, not the way he’s used to.” Kerren’s mouth had twisted. “He’s used to knowing more than anyone else and he’s used to having more authority than anyone else, and now here he is! Of course he’s on edge! Who wouldn’t be?” 
 
    I could see I had been stupid. Of course this was all true. Obviously this was so. Even so, I was not certain. Despite everything Kerren said, despite Aras leaving that knife unsheathed beside his bed, I was not certain. 
 
    Kerren was looking at me narrowly. “You’re still not sure. All right, fine. You know what he did with me today? He took my will for a few minutes this afternoon so he could splash in the fountains.” Kerren’s mouth curved. Not, this time, in that bitter smile. This was a gentler expression. “Those fountains really are something, Ryo. But I wouldn’t have jumped into the spray myself. That was him. He said, ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve never actually had a chance to do this, and here you are, so may I?’ Of course I said yes. Twenty minutes later, he said, ‘I’d better go, but thank you. Stay here as long as you like.’ Then he let me go.” 
 
    “He asked your permission?” 
 
    “Even though I swore I’d always say yes, he almost always asks. And he almost always says thank you afterward. I thought—” Kerren made an abrupt, impatient gesture. “You know what I thought! That it was probably mockery, or maybe some kind of obscure cruelty. Even when I knew it might be real, I didn’t think it could be real. But it is real. He’s nothing like Lorellan. You said so, and I believed you, but …” He threw his hands upward, frustrated with the difficulty of expressing his thoughts. “He enjoyed the fountains—he enjoyed that I liked them. Nothing could make him into a man like Lorellan.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I understood what he had said. I felt better because I understood this. “I am glad to hear you say so.”  
 
    “Fine! Then quit worrying and let me go back to sleep.” 
 
    I rose. “I apologize for waking you.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” He watched me steadily. His mouth had twisted into that wry expression again, but his tone was serious. “Next time I’m worried and can’t sleep, I’ll wake you up.” 
 
    I had to smile. “That would be a just return for my actions tonight. No one could say otherwise. May your dreams be kind, Kerren.”  
 
    “Occasionally they are, these days. Good night, Ryo.” 
 
    I nodded and went back through all the rooms to the one adjoining the water room, as the physician had suggested. I lay down there, on the floor, in front of the open windows, so that I could look out at the sky. Kerren’s words, and the knife Aras had left unsheathed beside his bed, made me feel better. I thought I understood much better the temper Aras had shown in recent days—I hoped I understood it—and I felt now that I might look forward with a better heart to riding much deeper into the country of sand. 
 
    Though I was almost certain he would try to send me away, north, back to the winter country, I certainly did not intend to let Aras go farther south without me. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    33-- 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, a little before the appointed time, Aras rapped on the doorframe of my room, came in, and, when I turned, looked me up and down. He said, smiling, “Despite the lightweight cloth, the effect is fairly authentic. I see you brought the necklace Suyet gave you. That’s good. They like obsidian here. And amber is admired in every country, of course.” 
 
    I finished the last thin braid with the strand of amber beads, tossed my still-damp hair back—most of it was loose, which I enjoyed after many days of keeping it tightly braided and clubbed up to keep it off my back. But I said only, “Perhaps I should not wear my swords.” 
 
    His smile widened. “No, you definitely should. Even the best and most aggressive swordsman in the world isn’t going to get far attacking a Ro-Antalet with a sword, so there’s no custom against bringing weapons into Naherotep’s presence.” 
 
    Of course this was obvious as soon as he said it. No one sensible would attack a tiger with a sword unless he had no choice. Against a beast like that, a bow is much to be preferred, or a spear. And many friends to help with the hunt. 
 
    “My people wouldn’t care to try that no matter how many friends they had. I do look forward to the Lakasha reaction when they realize Ugaro aren’t exactly like Lau. Are you ready? This way.” He led the way through the door and out into the great palace of the Ro-Antalet. Two Lakasha waited there, each with one of the wooden rods that marked their authority. I still did not know what that authority comprised, but I did not ask. Instead, I asked Aras, “Kerren?” 
 
    “I don’t think it would be precisely diplomatic of me to bring Kerren into Naherotep’s presence. I’m sure Tasmakat has tried to put this—” he flicked a hand in a broad motion, meaning all this, everything. “—in as reassuring a manner as possible. Nevertheless, the more understated I can make … my problems appear, the better. That’s another reason I’d like Naherotep’s attention on you rather than on me.” 
 
    I could not argue with any part of this. 
 
    Our guides led us through an archway at the end of the corridor, then through one of the doors that led out into the surrounding gardens. “Ah,” Aras said. “Apparently he intends to receive us in one of his private pavilions—that indicates that he doesn’t intend to take a formal tone. We won’t kneel. The custom here is similar to the Lau custom. We are not Naherotep’s subjects, but his guests. In the exceedingly unlikely event that you deeply offend Naherotep or any other Ro-Antalet, possibly you’d kneel, but not otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “We are his guests?” 
 
    “Enretkat doesn’t have quite the same meaning as guest. The word naretkarat is closer. He could in theory grant us that status, but that might be considered presumptuous of him, as that would also impose certain obligations on us that, as I’m my uncle’s nephew, he really doesn’t have the right to claim. Ah, here we are.” 
 
    I could see the many-layered roofs of a pavilion ahead of us, rising from within a grove of graceful, smooth-barked trees. That was probably the place. Despite everything else, regardless of every other consideration, I was very, very interested to see this Ro-Antalet. Nevertheless, I promised myself that I would remember proper dignity and pride and that I would not stare. 
 
      
 
    However firmly I had set myself not to stare, this was impossible.  
 
    I had known perfectly well that the Ro-Antalet were a remarkable people. I had read accounts and seen drawings. This was not remotely the same as coming into the presence of one of the great lion-people myself. 
 
    The pavilion was a light, airy place, with slender columns of glass supporting draperies of silk and gauze. Smooth-boled trees cast a delicate shade over this pavilion, their leaves green above and silvery-green below. Within, a scattering of low tables had been arranged over a floor of smooth sandstone tiles, with flat cushions around the tables. Some Lakasha people sat or knelt there on those cushions, most of them wearing white kilts and light, long robes in many colors and designs. But I barely noticed these people because Naherotep-ra reclined in the center of this pavilion. I would not have said that I had become accustomed to the Lakasha, but no one who comes into the presence of a Ro-Antalet will notice anyone else. 
 
    The Ro-Antalet ruler of Kanenep lay in a comfortable pose as any great cat might lie, with the front part of his body upright, but his hindquarters turned to the side, the tip of his tail curling up and down in a thoughtful way. He had the pelt of a drylands lion, sleek above, but with longer, darker fur on his belly and the tip of his tail. Whether he had the heavy black mane of a drylands lion, I could not tell, because he wore a headdress of pleated silk, white and gold and black and red. This headdress spilled down across his shoulders and chest. He wore nothing else. He certainly needed no garment to add to his grandeur. 
 
    Naherotep-ra had been considering a scroll which a Lakasha man, kneeling before him, held open for him to read. But he looked up as we came into his presence. The man let the scroll close, rose, and stepped out of the way. I hardly noticed him.  
 
    Naherotep-ra was very, very large. I had known this would be so. From the accounts I had read, I had guessed he would be larger than the lions of the summer country. I had imagined that he would be much of a size with the white tigers of the winter lands. But he was bigger than any white tiger, at least half again that size, perhaps larger than that. He was stockier than a tiger, with heavy shoulders and thick, powerful limbs. If he stood, I thought his head would be higher than mine—probably higher than the head of a Lau. I thought a Lakasha might meet his eyes directly from the same height. Then I remembered the Ro-Antalet had made the first of the Lakasha and wondered whether the equal height might have been deliberate. 
 
    His face was the face of a man, exactly as the tales explained, but his features were distinctive, not like those of either Lau or Ugaro. All his features were broad, even broader than an Ugaro’s, with heavier bones. His chin was strong, his mouth wide, his nose wide and flat, his eyes set far apart, his eyebrows thick. The skin of his face was almost exactly the color of his pelt, the same tawny gold. His eyes were gold as well, the irises streaked with bronze, the sclerae a pale gold rather than white. When his eyes met mine, I could not look away. Those golden eyes were indeed much like the eyes of a lion: powerful, opaque, concealing unguessable thoughts. 
 
    Naherotep said in darau, his voice deep, but smooth, “Ryo inGara, I believe, of the inGara family and the Ugaro people. When I heard that one of the people of the far, far north had come to visit the land of Two Suns, I was very pleased.” 
 
    He spoke darau perfectly. When he spoke, I saw that his teeth were heavy and pointed, colored a pearlescent gray—not much like iron, but I understood why the tales had been written that way. 
 
    He continued. “How remarkable your journey, and how delighted I am that you have come before me. Welcome to Kanenep. I offer you my hospitality for so long as you are pleased to remain. The air here is too dry for you, I am told, which may be a greater concern than the heat. I hope you are not too uncomfortable.” 
 
    I inclined my head. I said carefully, in eskanat, “Thank you, Naherotep-ra. I am very pleased to visit the noble land of beautiful gardens. The warmth here is not too much. I do not speak your language well. Please forgive me if I make mistakes.”  
 
    “Indeed, you do admirably,” Naherotep-ra said approvingly, still speaking darau. “You are courteous to learn our language, but many Lau do find the study difficult.” 
 
    I said in eskanat, “This language is interestingly different from darau, but sometimes interestingly similar. I enjoy the study. I admire your beautiful language and your beautiful country.” Then I added in darau, “But I will have to say anything complicated or difficult in darau. No doubt this will be so for a long time.” 
 
    “You do very well indeed. Perhaps you will recite a poem or something of the kind in your own language. It is called taksu, I believe. I have never heard it spoken. Only if you wish, of course. I asked Tasmakat to share a memory of your astounding country with me. Frozen water, so many droplets of frozen water that the flakes drift like sand and the earth is entirely hidden. An astonishing image.” 
 
    I could not help but smile. “I would be pleased to speak taksu for you, if you wish. My people make many beautiful poems and songs.” 
 
    “Indeed! Splendid. Perhaps a poem that speaks of the Moon. I have seen her, for I have visited the borderlands of the summer country from time to time, but none of my people, of the Two Peoples, know her well.”  
 
    His compelling gaze was serious, intent, grave. I could not judge his age, but I felt he was very old. His kind were not sorcerers, or this was my understanding, but I felt that he understood everything. I said, “If you wish, certainly. I will speak the words of a song my people sing to the Moon. This is a song that remembers her kindness and generosity.”  
 
    “I would be so pleased,” Naherotep-ra said immediately. “That would be most gracious.” 
 
    I recited the words of the song with attention to the style and rhythm of the lines, coming down clearly on the words that ended each line. When I had finished, I said, “I will write out the meaning in darau, if you wish.”  
 
    Naherotep-ra bowed his great head. “I would be so pleased. Immensely pleased. Thank you, Ryo inGara. Forgive me if I do not address you properly. You are as a son to the king of your winter country because you are married to his daughter. Do I understand this correctly?” 
 
    I said, “The correct term of address is tokanaro. This means respected warrior. Though I would not claim that Koro inKarano will conduct himself toward me as toward a son, certainly he approved his daughter’s decision. The inKarano broadly approved, or she would have made a different decision.” 
 
    “Indeed. How fascinating, your people and your country. And you are a greatly respected warrior among your people, of course. This is why you carry all these weapons. No doubt you are a very dangerous man in a fight, for a person who is not Ro.” 
 
    I said, “My people hunt tigers that are almost as big as you are, Naherotep-ra.” I thought that if his people had invited Ugaro to live in their gardens rather than inviting Lau, the first Ro who thought it good to hunt people would have been the last. Even if those Ugaro had not had bows or spears. Even if they had only held knives, or clubs, or nothing. I made no effort to put that thought aside. 
 
    Every Lakasha in this pavilion was staring at me. Tasmakat-an made a faint noise, like a stifled cough. Aras said, his tone as mild as I had ever heard it, “Ugaro are famous for their courage and their stubbornness. If you ask my uncle for the skin of a white tiger, Naherotep-ra, I’m sure he’d be glad to send you one.” 
 
    Naherotep-ra smiled, showing those heavy, pointed teeth. “Indeed, I will do so. Aras Eren Samaura, forgive me for speaking to your companion before addressing you; I am so very intrigued by his people and so very pleased by his visit, but I certainly do not mean any offense to you or to your uncle. If you come in dedicated good will, you are welcome to Kanenep as my guest. I mean enretkat, of course; I would hardly impose on your patience by offering more than your duty elsewhere permits you to take.” He paused. Then he added, speaking even more gravely, “I have been informed that you have encountered a certain difficulty, so I ask for your assurance.” 
 
    “Naherotep-ra, that’s unfortunately true,” Aras answered, with every appearance of perfect equanimity. “I thank you for your hospitality and give you my assurance that I won’t act to the detriment of you or your people while I’m your guest. I don’t think I could, however. Lakasha are much less vulnerable to the kind of sorcery that afflicts my people, you know. That’s one great advantage to my crossing the border.” 
 
    The ruler of Kanenep shifted one massive forepaw, pearl-lacquered claws extending and then once more vanishing from sight. “One would certainly prefer to think so, yes. Very well; I take your assurance. You are welcome to my palace and my oasis, Aras-erren-sa.” 
 
    “Thank you, Naherotep-ra.” 
 
    “I believe you wish to travel farther into the country of sand? Even to Arapanatan?” 
 
    “With your permission, Naherotep-ra. I hope to visit the collegium there.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The Ro-Antalet was silent for some time. The tip of his tail, tufted like that of a drylands lion, twitched upward and then curled down again. Finally, he said, “I know, of course, that you’re a sorcerer in the way of your people. Uncommonly powerful, but even more uncommonly … kharanaset. I’m not certain of the translation. Perhaps … true to your nature.” 
 
    “That would be a kind translation, Naherotep-ra.” 
 
    “I hope an accurate one. Tasmakat-an has spoken to me of the difficult situation you’re facing. She has explained to me that she thinks it would be wise for me to grant your request. I’m aware that the request comes from your uncle as well as from you.” 
 
    “It does, Naherotep-ra.” 
 
    “Yes. Can you see into my mind? Sometimes a Lakasha can do so, but generally only an adept. Can you see my thoughts at this time?” 
 
    “No, Naherotep-sa. I can see that you’re somewhat uneasy. That’s perfectly reasonable. I take no offense.” 
 
    “You are most gracious. You took Ryo-tokanaro into your service. Sotanretka is not quite the term?” 
 
    “Not quite, no. He was never a servant of mine, though under my authority in a different way.” Aras added a few words I did not know, then went on in darau, “He was not expected to survive the experience, but as you see, I felt it better to confound expectations. I don’t consider him bound to me in that way any longer, however.” 
 
    “Bound to you in some other way, perhaps.” 
 
    “No, not—” Aras began, at the same instant that I said, “Yes.” We looked at one another.  
 
    The great head tilted, the golden eyes unreadable. Naherotep said, “Perhaps we shall leave the matter there for the present. Very well. You are my guest, Ryo-tokanaro.” One great forefoot lifted, lacquered claws appearing and disappearing in a gesture I could not read. The ruler of Kanenep went on in measured tones. “You are both my guests, but I do not suppose you will wish to dwell here for many days. Aras-erren-sa, you petition to travel farther south. I grant you leave to travel from Kanenep to Sokakarep. You may find the sort of adept you seek at the collegium there, or if not, you may request permission to travel farther south again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Naherotep-ra,” Aras answered, and bowed. “I’ll depart tomorrow, but I ask that when Ryo inGara is ready to leave, you grant him instead an escort to the Break—” 
 
    “No,” I said. I knew perfectly well he had deliberately chosen to say this in front of Naherotep because he thought I would not argue with him here. He was wrong. I was perfectly willing to argue. I did not care for the opinion of the Ro-Antalet or any of the Lakasha. 
 
    Aras winced a little, but he met my eyes. “Even with everything Selili’s magic can do, this climate is too dangerous for you, Ryo. You’re already struggling. I think if you go on, you’re going to sustain worse and worse injury. I won’t take that risk.” 
 
    “I am perfectly well,” I said forcefully. “I realize your journey must be slower than you wish if you must accommodate my incapacity, but I will manage perfectly well as long as I take reasonable—” 
 
    Naherotep lifted one massive forefoot to check me. Despite his size, there was nothing ponderous in that motion. I had intended to ignore any interruption, but he was impossible to ignore.  
 
    He said to me, his deep voice grave, “Ryo-tokanaro, I cannot grant you permission to go farther into the land of Two Suns while you remain so vulnerable to the dry air and the heat. I see that you carry an object imbued with Lau magic and that’s ameliorating the difficulty to some extent, but you have already sustained injury to your throat and lungs. However, you need not remain this vulnerable. If you wish, I could make a series of small alterations to your body, so that you—” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Aras snapped. “No! Ryo, you know you don’t want—” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I might not have spoken so quickly if I had not been equally angry, at my own weakness as much as at Aras’ presumption in trying to make this choice for me. Once I had said Yes, I thought in some dismay that I might have wished to ask many more questions about these small alterations. But I hardened my expression, turned my shoulder to Aras, and said to Naherotep, “I do not want to be made less fit to live in my own country. But if you can make me more fit to live in your country, that—” 
 
    “No,” Aras said forcefully. “I will not permit this.” 
 
    “This is not your choice,” I told him. “Or do you say that it is?” 
 
    If I had ever seen him this angry, I could not remember it. He said through his teeth, in taksu, “You stubborn Ugaro, I will not permit you to do something you so vehemently do not want to do!” 
 
    Glaring back at him, I returned in the same language, “You arrogant Lau, I will not permit you to take on yourself a decision that rightfully belongs to me!” 
 
    For a long moment, each of us stared at the other. 
 
    Then Aras made a sharp, furious gesture, pivoted, and stalked out of the pavilion. 
 
    I took a breath and turned back to Naherotep. “There is no difficulty,” I said to him. “You may do as you suggest.” 
 
      
 
    I came back to myself slowly, but comfortably. I did feel comfortable. Rested. Well. Amazingly enough, I did not feel over-warm. I had not truly felt comfortable since I had set my face toward the south and traveled beyond the reach of the northern winds of my country. 
 
    I knew where I was: within the shining palace of the Ro-Antalet ruler of Kanenep. Naherotep. Yes. That was his name. I remembered him clearly. His astounding size. His heavy shoulders. His massive forepaws. The shining, lacquered claws almost but not entirely concealed within the velvet fur of those paws. The wise, golden eyes in his broad, human face. 
 
    His deep, stately voice as he had said he would make minor alterations to me, to my body, so that I would not have so much difficulty with the heat. I did feel comfortable. I did not feel over-warm.  
 
    I had agreed he could do it, I had refused to listen when Aras tried to forbid me to agree. But now dread ran through me. Opening my eyes, I surged to my feet in one fast, abrupt movement. 
 
    Kerren, sitting near me, recoiled so sharply that he nearly fell from his sitting platform. He caught himself, but he also said, rapidly, “Ryo, you’re fine, everything’s fine! You barely look different at all!” 
 
    I glared at him. If I barely looked different, then I looked different. I tried to feel the changes that had come to me, but aside from feeling comfortable rather than over-warm, everything seemed the same to me. I held my hands up, looking at them, shaking the loose sleeves of my robe back so I could look at my arms. Nothing looked different. During the long journey through the summer country, the skin of my hands and arms and face had turned a darker shade than would come to any Ugaro in the winter country, but I had become accustomed to that small difference. If my skin had become darker than that now, I could not tell it. 
 
    Kerren cleared his throat. “Your eyes are maybe a little different.” He nodded toward the far end of the chamber. “There’s a mirror over there.” 
 
    I had noticed this the previous day, but I had not remembered it now until he reminded me. Pivoting, I strode to the far end of the room. The mirror was almost as tall as I was, set in a frame of ebony and gold. It took all my courage to look into that mirror. 
 
    I saw the difference immediately. My eyes were no longer the dark color of every other Ugaro person in the world. My eyes were gold. Bright gold. Almost metallic, but a little darker, streaked with bronze. The sclerae were not white, but pale gold. 
 
    My eyes had become like the eyes of a Ro-Antalet. That was most certainly a change. 
 
    Kerren came up beside me. He looked at me in the mirror. 
 
    I met his gaze the same way, in the mirror, not turning. I said, “I said he could do it.” I had intended to speak calmly, I had expected to speak calmly, and the harshness of my tone shocked me.  
 
    Kerren winced a little, but he said, “He didn’t stop you.” 
 
    He did not mean Naherotep. And he was right. Aras had not stopped me. I blinked. The golden eyes in the mirror blinked. I lifted a hand, touched my eyelids. My face looked like mine, felt like mine. Only the eyes were different. I drew a breath and let it out. The air here was warm, but not uncomfortable. I asked, this time more quietly, “Where is he?” 
 
    “Out.” After a moment, Kerren added, “I think he intended to put as much distance, as many people, between himself and you as he could.” 
 
    “Is that what he intended?” I said, my tone harsh again. Then I turned and looked at him in truth, not in the mirror. “He left you here.” 
 
    “He didn’t want you to be alone when you woke up.” 
 
    He had not trusted himself to stay near me. But he had not wanted me to wake alone. I drew a breath, pushing everything away, everything I did not want to think about. There were very many things I did not want to think about. 
 
    Looking in the mirror again, I said, “Is it still day? Full day? I want to go outside, into the sunlight. I want to find out what that is like. Will you come?” 
 
    “I’ll get my sandals. Yours are by the door.” 
 
      
 
    We walked side by side through the narrow corridors of the palace, and down the narrow stairways, and out into the wide entry hall. We both wore the light, loose clothing suitable for the desert. Not kilts such as townspeople wore, but loose leggings and robes to guard against the strength of the Two Suns, with hoods and sand-veils. Dressed this way, I might have looked almost like a Lau, no matter how short and stocky. Almost everyone we passed was Lakasha, and almost all of them wore only kilts, or perhaps jewelry and paint as well as a kilt. Even though I was upset, few of these Lakasha people glanced our way twice. People see what they think they should see. Evidently Lakasha were no different in that. 
 
    Kerren led the way outside, and then swung about and watched me with close attention. 
 
    I unhooked the sand-veil and shook back my hood. Then I looked up at the sky. Both Suns stood in the sky, the Great Sun low in the west, huge and red-tinted; the Younger Sun high, almost at the highest point of his day’s journey, blazing incandescent white-gold. I looked straight at him, directly at him, and his light was brilliant, I could see how brightly his light burned, but it did not dazzle my eyes. His heat poured down, but this was not actually unpleasant. I held out my hands, turning them over, examining the backs of my hands and then my palms. My skin was darker, and darkened further as I watched. Not brown like the Lau, not black like the Lakasha, but a tawny gold like the Ro-Antalet. 
 
    I drew a deep, deep breath.  
 
    Kerren said, “You still look like yourself, Ryo. You really do.” 
 
    I looked at him. Once I knew I could speak steadily, I said, “I wish to go into the desert. I wish to see what that is like. Will you come?” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything else at the moment, I guess.” 
 
    I had to smile a little at that. Turning my back to the shining palace, I led the way past all the gardens and all the fountains and all the many-colored homes and buildings toward the edge of the oasis. It was a long walk. But I did not care. The heat did not oppress me. I did not even feel thirsty. I could have walked a longer distance without difficulty. I did not even put up my hood until Kerren nudged me and I realized that curious Lakasha children were following us, that Lakasha of every age kept turning to look at me. I did put up my hood then, and hooked up the sand-veil, and hid my hands within the voluminous pockets of my robe. As we came closer to the edge, the people had more important concerns of their own and paid less attention to strangers. Some people were obviously making ready to depart, loading camels and collecting children. Kerren and I simply wove our way through the crowding people and the dust and walked out of the oasis. 
 
    I stood in the hammering heat of full day in the desert, looking at the burning gold of the sands and the burning blue of the sky and the burning white-yellow of the Younger Sun. The heat was uncomfortable. I was actually glad of that. The heavy pressure of the heat made me feel more like myself. But I did not have to draw the sand-veil across my face to muffle the power of the Two Suns. When I breathed deeply, my throat did not hurt, nor my chest. When I shook back the sleeves of my over-robe, my hands and arms darkened again, to a warm dark-honey brown. 
 
    I stood there for a long time, watching the Greater Sun make his way down past the edge of the world and the Younger Sun slowly follow his own path toward the western horizon. 
 
    Finally, Kerren said, “Can we go back?” 
 
    I looked at him, startled.  
 
    “Or we can stand here for another hour or two,” he said, his tone dry. “I’m not bored in the least. Watching you try to decide whether you’re upset and whether you should be is very entertaining.” 
 
    I had all but forgotten he was with me. That embarrassed me now. “I apologize—” I began. 
 
    He lifted his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “No, sorry. I didn’t mean it. It’s fine. But I don’t think anything’s going to change more than this no matter how long you stand there. How do you feel? You must feel all right. You’ve been standing there a long time.” 
 
    “I am far too warm. But it is not the same at all. Everything is different.” I cast one last long glance across the blazing sands, then turned and walked past him, back into the oasis. For just a heartbeat, as I crossed that line and came back into this Ro-Antalet garden, I actually felt cold. The surprise of that was so great I stopped dead. 
 
    Not expecting me to stop, Kerren ran into me and staggered, biting off a vehement protest. I had turned at once and caught his arm, steadying him. He gripped my arm in return, looking into my face. “You’re all right,” he said, not sharply at all. “You’re fine.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I let him go and turned toward the palace. I did not walk quickly. I was thinking of too many things to want to walk quickly. When I stopped at a fountain to splash my face, again, the water felt shockingly cold for a heartbeat. Then, as I stood there watching drops curl around my fingers and drip into the basin, it felt merely cool. I shook my head, drank a handful of water and walked on.  
 
    As we came back to the palace, as we approached the doors, Kerren drew a sudden breath. He said, “You go on, Ryo. I’ve got things to do.” Turning, he walked away.  
 
    I watched him go. He wove through the gardens and among the Lakasha people here as though he knew exactly where he was going. I strongly suspected that he did not, beyond away. 
 
    Turning, I went into the palace, crossing the wide entry hall. I swept back my hood and sand-veil as I walked, and several nearby Lakasha looked at me, startled, before pricking their ears up in deliberate unconcern and going about their own business. I made my way up the stairs and through the corridors until I came to the room where I had awakened. I went in, and through the suite, along the chain of rooms, until I found Aras.  
 
    He was there. Of course he was there. I had known perfectly well he would be here, waiting. He was on his feet, facing me, his back to the window so that I could not see his expression. But even as I realized this, he moved several steps to the side, turning to let the light come against his face. His expression was contained, but he did not look angry to me. I thought he looked tired. 
 
    He asked me, his voice quiet, “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, just as quietly. “I think so.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I tried to force you to accede to my will.” 
 
    “I forgive it. You did not try very hard.” 
 
    He half lifted a hand, dropped it again. “I should never have permitted you to cross the Break. I should have asked Soretes to send you home.” 
 
    “Your uncle would have ordered you to allow me to come with you.” A thought came to me, and I looked at him narrowly. 
 
    “He did, yes, but I could have persuaded him to change his mind. Or simply refused his command. After everything else, I doubt that would have been the single feather that tipped the load. Sekaran would have supported me. He wanted you in his service, if he could possibly manage it … ah. You didn’t realize that?” 
 
    I should have. I understood that now. I had liked Prince Sekaran. He had intended that I should, and I had known that, which had not made me like him less, though the understanding had made me wary. 
 
    “He’s far too intelligent to try to manipulate you through deception. You needn’t be concerned about that.” His mouth twisted. “You especially don’t need to be concerned about that just now, I suppose. Ryo, I’m sorry.” 
 
    This time, he meant something different. I said, deliberately answering everything he had not said, “You need not apologize to me. This was my decision to make. I made it as seemed best to me. This entire journey has been my choice. I see no reason to regret those choices now, when none of us know what the coming days will bring.” 
 
    He sighed. “All right.” After another breath, he added, “We’ll leave for Sokakarep in an hour. I don’t care to delay here—are you tired? No? Then that’s fine—” 
 
    “You are tired.” 
 
    “That’s not your concern, Ryo, and this isn’t your decision.”  
 
    There was a short, tight silence. I said, “Very well.” 
 
    He gave a curt nod. “I’ve hired Bacet for a more extended trip. I’ll ask him to ready our animals. Kerren and Tasmakat can meet us at the stables. We’ll leave in an hour. That will give you time to make your bows to Naherotep. He would take it very much amiss if you failed to do so—he’d take it as evidence that you regretted your decision. Besides, it’s the right thing to do.”  
 
    I did not at all wish to face Naherotep again, not now, not when I felt unsettled in my heart regarding the changes he had made to me, to my body. Aras knew that. Of course he knew it. But he was also right. I knew that just as clearly. I said, “Very well.” 
 
    “The stables,” he repeated. “In an hour.” 
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    As we rode away from Kanenep, Bacet looked up at the sky and then around at the sand. He said unhappily, “It’s Twenty-Seven Suen. This is a terrible day to start a journey. It would have been so much better to wait through another day and night and start on One Kabas!” He spoke in a low voice, only to me, not meaning to be overheard.  
 
    I had forgotten that anyone might consider the day important. Clearly Bacet was worried. I thought for a moment and then said, “We did not begin our journey on this day. We began it the day we crossed the Break. What day was that?”  
 
    He brightened at once. “Oh! That was Twenty-Four Kemi. That’s a much better day to start a journey—to start anything! Thank you, lord, I’ll think of it that way.”  
 
    He was very much relieved. I was pleased to have settled the problem so easily. “Ryo,” I reminded him.  
 
    “Yes, lord. I mean Ryo. Your eyes are amazing! I wish I had eyes like that. Do you think the great and wise Naherotep-ra would give me eyes like that if I asked?” He sighed, going on at once, not waiting for an answer. “He wouldn’t, though. They don’t. Maybe for a Lakasha, but not for a Lau. We’re not their people.” 
 
    Bacet’s unconcern made me feel better regarding everything that had happened. Also, I could not help but be relieved at the difference in myself. I could breathe deeply without discomfort; my throat did not hurt; my eyes did not tear and water with the glare; my head did not ache. Everything was very much better. When I had gone to Naherotep, I had expressed all this as clearly and sincerely as I could, and thanked him for his kindness in making all this possible. 
 
    He had looked at me from his golden lion’s eyes, so like the eyes he had given me, and answered gravely, “I hope I have not distressed you too greatly, Ryo. You still belong to the Moon, not to me. I would not lightly step between the Moon and one of her children.” 
 
    I said now, “I think Naherotep is indeed a great and wise ruler for Kanenep. He was kind to me and I will remember him kindly.” I did not say that I was just as pleased that no such people lived in the winter country. I did not, adamantly would not, think of what my father might say when he saw my eyes. I did not think of what my mother might say. Nor my sister. Nor, most of all, Darra. As I did not want to think of those things, I asked Bacet to tell me a story of the country of sand. 
 
    He tilted his head, thinking. “I don’t know a lot of stories, Ryo. Just children’s stories, the kind a mother tells a little one.” Then he brightened. “Oh! I do know a different kind of tale. I mean the kind my older brothers tell around a campfire at night, when you can’t see anything, and you can’t hear anything but the wind hissing across the sand, and you start to see things in the dark. Oh! I know a good one about somebody, a traveler. A spiteful mirage tempted him away from his people, and he found himself in a deserted oasis—or he thought it was deserted! I’ll tell you that one, if you like!” 
 
    When Bacet began the story, Kerren rode closer to listen. His mood now was quiet, but not, so far as I could judge, sullen. I thought of his kindness to me during this day, of his easier manner since we had come into this land. It seemed to me that some of the dark shadows of the past had been driven down and away by the hammering strength and light of the Two Suns. That was a good thing to think of. I put my thoughts on that, and on the story Bacet told us. It was a good story, but both Kerren and I protested when, at the end of the story, the traveler was eaten by the malicious spirit that haunted the oasis. 
 
    Bacet laughed, pleased at our reaction. “Now you know why you should never trust a tree that bears no fruit, a pool of water where nothing grows, or a smokeless fire.” 
 
    Kerren pretended to throw something at the boy. He said to me, “Anyway, if anything like that really happened, nobody would ever hear about it, would they? After a traveler’s skull has been polished clean, I doubt he’d tell anybody what had killed him.” 
 
    “No, he would! His spirit would wander through the desert, whispering to boys sitting around campfires at night—” Bacet began, but broke off as Tasmakat turned in her saddle, drawing her camel to a halt, gesturing toward the east, where the sky looked strangely hazy. 
 
    “Oh, I should have seen that!” Bacet exclaimed. “But that storm is far away and going east—not dangerous to us.” 
 
    That was what Tasmakat wished to explain. Yes, that is a sandstorm, she told us all, her silent voice uncharacteristically serious. Bacet is right: this time, there is no danger. But always watch for that kind of haze. As long as it looks like that, it’s too far away to be dangerous. If you begin to see dark streaks across the sky, that is bad, especially if the streaks seem to reach toward you. If an oasis is close, ride for that shelter; the winds will pass around an oasis unless the strength of the Ro-Antalet fails, and that isn’t likely! If you don’t have time to seek an oasis, shelter where you are. Set up your tent. The camels will do well enough outside a tent, but the sand will flay the flesh from a traveler’s bones. If you have no tent, wrap yourself in your robe and sit in front of your camel; he will lie down with his rump toward the wind. Have your waterskin with you, and traveler’s rations. Then simply wait for the storm to come and go.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. I studied the sky and the earth and the haze of the storm, aware that I had been inexcusably careless not to ask about the dangers of the desert. I asked, “How long does a storm of this kind usually last? If a storm of this kind comes during the night, what then?” 
 
    Tasmakat gestured for us to ride on while she answered my questions. For the rest of that day, she explained the perils of the desert, with Bacet breaking in now and again to add a gruesome detail from some story he had heard. He explained about spiteful mirages, different from ordinary mirages; and that a black jackal was probably an evil ghost and might try to lure a traveler away from his companions so that he could swallow his spirit and take his place. That sounded much like the kind of unquiet spirit that haunts the great mountains of the north, and for some time we traded stories of that kind.  
 
    “There are golden jackals as well,” Bacet admitted, a little reluctantly. He liked the terrifying stories better, but he brightened as he thought of this other kind of story. “If you see a golden jackal, you should definitely follow him! He’ll lead you to a safe oasis or good water or hidden treasure—” 
 
    A golden jackal is unlikely to lead someone to hidden treasure, Tasmakat said drily. She will have more important concerns than satisfying the avarice of travelers. But she did not say that anything else Bacet explained was untrue. 
 
    All these stories certainly made the day’s travel memorable. After that, I looked in a different way at the wide and endless sands and the infinite sky. 
 
    We paused each day to rest during the time when both Suns stood in the sky. But we did not need to set up a full tent. A silk awning raised overhead on six slender poles, rugs rolled out upon the sand beneath, and everyone, even I, could sit in that shade and endure the heat. Each day, we rested from the height of full day to first dusk, and then went on during second day.  
 
    For some days before we came to the oasis of Sokakarep, several times in each day, we passed other travelers. The desert seemed so vast and so empty that I had not expected this; it had seemed to me that we were the only travelers in the whole of this country. But then we saw a long line of camels away to our west, traveling the other way, toward Kanenep. Some time after that, we saw another such line, and then later another again. 
 
    “Are there always so many travelers?” Aras asked Tasmakat as we rode past yet another such convoy. “Or is there some event that’s drawing travelers toward Kanenep? I didn’t think that was a particularly popular destination.” 
 
    There’s always a good deal of trade, you know, she answered. Her tone was dismissive. Almost all trade with the borderlands, for two hundred miles east and west, passes through Kanenep. No doubt we should ask the Ro-Antalet to raise up another oasis in the general region, but as you know, there are arguments against doing so. 
 
    “Yes, your people have never wanted to invite Lau to settle in numbers on this side of the border, unless they’re desperate enough to accept sotasatka status,” Aras said. His tone was sharp. In his place, I would certainly have allowed myself to take a sharp manner. Among the Lakasha, a sotasatka was something like a low servant. 
 
    But Tasmakat’s ears flattened. You know I’ve never supported that policy, Aras. 
 
    Aras took a breath, then lifted a hand in apology. “Yes, of course.” After a little while, he added, “Some of my people aren’t pleased so many Lakasha have of late moved into the borderlands.” 
 
    So I have heard discussed at wearying length! Tasmakat answered, and laughed, turning her long face up toward the sky. I must admit, I’m glad to be away from Avaras for a little while, just to avoid the tedious discussions on the topic. 
 
    Aras smiled at that, and let the subject rest. But the next time we passed a long line of camels and people, I saw how he looked at them, his expression impenetrable, showing none of his thoughts on his face. 
 
    Five days after leaving Kanenep, without seeing any kind of mirage or any jackal other than the ordinary kind, sand-colored with charcoal markings, we finally came to the oasis of Sokakarep just past first dawn, the Great Sun barely a handsbreadth above the eastern edge of the world. This was a day, Bacet informed me, called Five Abkai. This was a good day, a day that meant calm and forbearance, a good day to take up some important duty. He thought coming to this oasis on this day was good luck.  
 
    “Ailuranta-ra rules here,” Bacet told me, guiding his camel close to mine and waving ahead toward the green shadow of the oasis that stretched out before us. “She’s a wise and beautiful Ro-Antalet, everyone says so, but of course I’ve never seen her! I’ve never been this far into the sand—until now I’ve never gone beyond Kanenep—my brothers are going to be so jealous! Do you think we’ll go straight to the palace? I bet Lord Aras will! He always goes straight to the palace, doesn’t he? Of course, he’s the king’s nephew, so he’s very important.” 
 
    I let Bacet chatter, but I was not attending carefully. Even though I was no longer uncomfortable in the desert, I was impatient to come to the oasis. I could see that a handful, two handfuls, of Lakasha stood at the edge of the oasis to direct travelers. Some of them wore the familiar robes in shades of blue embroidered with the symbol of this country, the many-rayed Great Sun and the four-rayed Younger Sun. These people carried those long, slender rods I had seen in Kanenep. But others wore red embroidered with the Two Suns, but also with golden lions. Those people, to my surprise, carried spears. These were the first soldiers or warriors I had seen among the Lakasha. 
 
    “They’re probably the honor guard of the anretara, the ruling Ro-Antalet of Sokakarep,” Aras said absently. “They’re unlikely to impress your people, Ryo. They don’t even impress mine. The Lakasha aren’t a warlike people. The Ro-Antalet don’t resolve their differences by means of battle—at least, not ordinary battle—and don’t permit the Lakasha to do so, and of course the desert itself defends the Two Peoples against, ah, outside threats.” 
 
    After a moment, I realized he meant, against his own people. 
 
    “Well, we Lau do rather often resolve our differences by means of battle,” Aras said, smiling. “But the desert is almost as difficult for us as snow and freezing winds. The anretara have their honor guards, but I don’t believe they often have any need to put those spears to use.” 
 
    Seldom, Tasmakat agreed. Now and again it may happen. The Lakasha-asei rarely seek to raid a settled oasis, but from time to time one hears of something of the sort. 
 
    I nodded, and then we passed through the edge of the oasis, and I was distracted from my curiosity regarding the Lakasha-asei by the cold air of the oasis, the chilly breeze against my face. My skin prickled with the cold. The desert had not been uncomfortably warm, not yet, not so early in first day—or I had not thought it warm. Now I realized the desert had been much warmer than I had thought.  
 
    Then the sensation of cold passed away. Once again I felt comfortable. 
 
    I could not help but wonder what it would be like for me when I returned to the winter country. Would I feel the cold too much there? Or perhaps too little? Either possibility upset me. I knew perfectly well I was foolish to think so far ahead of the present day, but I could not help it. I tried to push this worry away and think of other things. 
 
    Certainly there were many things here to think of. Some Lakasha people near us were plainly making ready to depart, tying bundles onto the pack saddles of their camels, helping children climb up to the high saddles. Aras watched these people, frowning.  
 
    Beside me, Bacet said, “That’s not really enough camels for so many. They’re loading them too heavily.” When I glanced at him, he shrugged and looked away, dropping his gaze, plainly embarrassed to have spoken. “Sorry, lord—it’s not my place to say so.” 
 
    Before I could remind him to call me by my name, Kerren said softly, “They look frightened.”  
 
    I stared at him in surprise. Then I looked at Aras. 
 
    He was still frowning. He said, “I can’t see much, of course. They’re Lakasha. But they have the look of refugees. I think something disastrous must have happened somewhere, not that far away. I wonder—” 
 
    A storm, Tasmakat said. More than one storm. You were right, Aras: more people are traveling than would ordinarily be the case. The sandstorms have come early this year, and with much more violence than usual. The Ro-Antalet of two smaller oases were overwhelmed, and even part of Parnessa, which is a very large oasis that should have been safe. Not many people died; the Ro-Antalet held back the storms that far; but the gardens and the black earth were buried beneath the sands. Those Ro-Antalet guided their people and many of the beasts and the birds to safety, but those oases are lost. She was frowning in the manner of her people, her ears flattening. She added, Ailuranta-ra has gone to Parnessa, to help the anretara there with the aftermath of the storms. But Satkutset-ro is here. 
 
    “Herself?” Aras raised his eyebrows. Then he nodded toward the Lakasha people in red. “Of course. Those must be part of the queen’s own honor guard. I should have realized.” 
 
    Yes, that’s correct, and so should I, but I didn’t expect to find her here. Tasmakat gazed into the distance for a moment. Then she added, Satkutset-ro has come to see this trouble for herself and decide what is best to do. One of the mediators—Tasmakat glanced at a Lakasha woman in blue—is explaining to me that Satkutset-ro is considering breaking the power of the storms. Despite her great strength, that would be dangerous for her, so her people don’t want her to attempt it. Tasmakat-an had curled her lip up to show her sharp teeth, an expression of unease or displeasure. The mediator hasn’t exactly said so, but I imagine Satkutset-ro’s close advisors are arguing strenuously that she shouldn’t expend her strength that way. She could lose many years of her life. 
 
    “I see,” said Aras. “These storms constitute a significant problem, I gather.” 
 
    Yes, apparently so. I didn’t realize this was happening, but now I see that your people were probably right to complain. Possibly more Lakasha have recently crossed the Break. People who have lost their homes to the sand may well think to rebuild in a country where storms don’t bury everything in a day and a night. Of course they should ask leave to settle in your borderlands, but I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that they prefer to settle and send down roots and only then ask. 
 
    Aras nodded. He looked with more sympathy at the people making ready to depart. “Someone should tell them to ask for six months in which to establish themselves and prove their good manners and industry. Soretes won’t come down hard on refugees who demonstrate their willingness to respect our laws and pay appropriate taxes. They might properly write to the lord magistrate of the county. His office is in Basanaur. A letter handed to any of the soldiers of the king’s guard will be sent on with the official mail, for a nominal fee.” 
 
    With your permission, I’ll tell these people exactly that and suggest they follow your advice and suggest the same to others they may meet. 
 
    “Of course.” Aras was looking a different way now, toward the center of this oasis. I thought he had already dismissed the travelers from his mind, but he added, his tone just a little sharp, “If a bad year or two of storms is the source of recent problems, your people should simply have said so. Satkutset-ro should have written to Soretes regarding the problem. There was no reason to cause any sort of bureaucratic tangle for something that simple.” 
 
    I did not pay attention to any of this. I was thinking of storms where the winds carried sand instead of snow, so much sand that an oasis could be lost beneath the sand forever. I looked around Sokakarep, imagining the beautiful trees and gardens and homes all buried beneath sculpted hills of golden sand. I could hardly imagine anything more terrible.  
 
    “Ryo!” Aras called. “This way, if you please.” 
 
    I nudged my camel to go on. The shining white palace rose up before us, but small with distance. Long, rambling buildings painted in many soft colors were arranged in graceful clusters and curves all through the gardens. We rode on, past people busy about many tasks. I could see now the urgency and tension that had come to the people here. 
 
    As we came closer to the palace. Bacet said to me, “I wish I could come in with you! I’d love to see the great and splendid Satkutset-ro.” He glanced toward Aras and went on earnestly, “I’d be very quiet! I wouldn’t embarrass the great and noble lord who pays his respects to her!” 
 
    “Yes, if you like,” Aras said, his tone absent. But then he added, with a smile for the boy, “There’s no reason you shouldn’t come along if you’d like that. I think the stable is this way.” Waving away Bacet’s effusive gratitude, Aras led the way unerringly around the shining palace. 
 
    Lakasha girls came to take our camels, bobbing little bows to Tasmakat and then to Aras. Bacet began to tell these girls the names he had given the camels and how to care for them, but Aras said, a little sharply, “Come along if you’re coming,” and strode away toward the high doors standing open in the nearest wall. As Bacet ran to catch up to us, he added more kindly, “You can check on them later, but I don’t think you’ve any need to be concerned. Ah, yes, I gather we’re expected.” 
 
    Two of the Lakasha people with spears had come to stand just outside the doorway. So had another Lakasha, a man even taller than most of his people. His robe was elegant, many shades of red and yellow, with gold lions pacing around the hem, and many gold earrings pierced each of his ears. This man wore a torc as well, wide and flat, with the many-rayed Greater Sun shown above the four-rayed Younger Sun. His fingernails, filed so that each was perfectly smooth and exactly the same length as the rest, were painted gold. His head was broader than usual for his people, his bones a little stronger, his muzzle a little more blunt, but he was still enormously elegant. He had pricked his ears forward, but not in an expression of good humor or amusement or friendliness. Anyone could see this was the kind of man who thought he held authority in any land where he set his foot. 
 
    Aras had paused, his shoulders tightening. He said, “A high functionary of Satkutset-ro’s court. He’s not pleased by my—our—presence.” 
 
    He thinks you’ve come to remonstrate with Satkutset-ro regarding the recent problems in the borderlands and feels our queen has more important matters to concern her, Tasmakat said. I will explain, if you will permit me. I’m sure Satkutset-ro will receive you courteously, and that will show her people they would do better to amend their manner. 
 
    “Very well; I’ll leave all that in your capable hands,” Aras said, his tone just a little dry. “You needn’t be concerned. I don’t intend to take offense.” 
 
    You’re admirably forbearing, Tasmakat said. Plainly she was amused, but I also felt that she meant this. She went on. I’m grateful it’s Abkai; a different day might see tempers flare all the way around and I doubt that would be helpful. She led the way forward. 
 
    Aras Eren Samaura, the Lakasha man said, when we came close to the doors. I don’t believe we have met. I am Gherapket-sa. I surmise that your uncle, the estimable king of the summer country, has decided it’s necessary to express himself with more clarity regarding various minor disagreements along our border. I regret to say that this is not a good time— He broke off, his eyes narrowing as he looked at Tasmakat, who plainly spoke to him privately. Finally, turning back to Aras, the man said, I will conduct you to an apartment where you may refresh yourself. I hope you will be patient if Satkutset-ro finds herself otherwise occupied for the next little while, but I’m sure she will extend the honor of an audience at the earliest possible moment. 
 
    “I’m sure she will,” Aras said, his tone much drier now. “Thank you, Gherapket-sa.” 
 
    The man inclined his head to Aras, but his gaze flicked across the rest of us dismissively. I could almost hear him think sotasatka, or worse than that, sokal. Bacet was wide-eyed and awed, unbothered by this man’s manner. Kerren had bowed his head and fixed his gaze on the paving stones. I looked straight into his face. 
 
    Gherapket-sa ignored me completely, saying to Aras, If you will follow me, Aras Eren Samaura. 
 
    I strongly suspected he meant this manner of address as a subtle insult. I suspected that if he had not meant that, Gherapket-sa would have used some title his people considered appropriate, Aras-erren-sa or something of that kind. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Aras said. His tone now was perfectly mild, a tone that meant his temper was rising. “Allow me to make known to you my companion, Ryo-tokanaro, son of the lord of the inGara people of the winter country, son by marriage of the king of the winter country. Ryo, I’m sure Gherapket-sa understands he represents his queen when he speaks to you.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said, my tone flat. 
 
    Indeed, Gherapket-sa said, after a very brief pause. Ryo-tokanaro, welcome to Sokakarep. Satkutset-ro will assuredly grant you an audience as soon as may be. He turned back to Aras, gesturing for us to walk with him. 
 
    The doors that led into the palace were beautifully carved, much taller than a man, four times the height at least, and wide enough for six men to walk through together. Within, the palace was even more beautiful, as anyone would have expected, with many windows, many murals and mosaics, many beautiful carvings. The pattern of entry hall and doorways, stairways and corridors, was all exactly the same as in Naherotep-sa’s palace. Perhaps all the Ro-Antalet palaces were the same. 
 
    I thought of the very different beauty of my country. Of the wide forest, snow falling softly from a pearl-colored sky. I thought of the great white tiger who might slip through the forest, his lambent eyes, his great paws soundless in the snow. If the tiger stalked behind a man, even a man with the keen hearing of a Lakasha would not hear him coming. Certainly a man accustomed to dwelling within palaces would have no idea the tiger was there until he leapt. 
 
    Here we are, Gherapket said to Aras. He had been walking directly in front of me. Although he had not shown any overt concern, I had seen how his shoulders tensed as we walked. But his tone was as smooth as ever when he nodded toward the doorway we had come to, veiled by the weighted strips of cloth in the customary fashion, and spoke to Aras. I hope you’ll find everything satisfactory. Merely ask for anything you may find lacking. Tasmakat-an, perhaps you will accompany me now? 
 
    Her ears were up, but the slight lift of her lip showed her irritation—possibly with Gherapket, possibly with me, probably with both of us. But she said, Yes, certainly. Then she said to Aras, Satkutset-ro will certainly request your presence soon, but she would never be so discourteous as to press you to rush your preparations. She added to me, I’m sure Satkutset-ro would love to see your memories of the forest and the winter country, Ryo-tokanaro, and of your people, the courageous and resolute Ugaro-asei who dwell so far away. You picture your country with admirable vibrancy. 
 
    I considered my response. Aras touched my arm and murmured to me, “Kesesaret, not kesasera.” I blinked, and he stood where he had stood before, not that close to me, his expression bland. I said in eskanat, taking care to keep my tone perfectly level, “I would be pleased to show anyone the winter country, should a courteous request be made to me.” The word for courteous, kesesaret, was the word I had almost mistaken. I thought about courtesy, my eyes on Gherapket’s face. 
 
    His ears had twitched back at last. He had not expected me to speak his language, or he had not expected me to answer so pointedly. I thought of tigers and snow, and smiled. 
 
    Aras said, to Tasmakat rather than to me or Gherapket, “We’ll await Satkutset-ro’s request.” Then he gestured the rest of us into the apartment. 
 
    The moment we were private, I faced Aras. “If I have made some difficulty for you or embarrassed you, I apologize for that. But I will not apologize for answering this Lakasha lord’s offensive behavior in a way that satisfied my pride.” 
 
    Bacet stared at me in surprise. Kerren smiled, a wry expression. “I could see you were annoyed, Ryo. I kept thinking of how you destroyed that mercenary in that very brief duel.” He added to Aras, “My lord, if that embarrassed you, I’m sorry, but I didn’t like the way he spoke to you any better than Ryo did.” 
 
    That duel had not come to my mind. I did not ordinarily like to think of it. But I was not sorry that Kerren had thought of it. 
 
    Aras was smiling. “No, I have to admit, I rather enjoyed that. However, please try to restrain yourselves during the coming audience, as I’d like to make a good impression on Satkutset-ro if I possibly can.” 
 
    I made a gesture of assent, and Kerren answered, “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Very good. Bacet, you don’t have anything suitable to wear for this sort of audience, do you? I asked Tasmakat to be sure appropriate garments are provided, so I expect something suitable will appear shortly.” He gave us all a small nod of dismissal and walked away, toward the central room of the linked chain, which was, as I had learned, always meant for the person of highest rank. 
 
    None of us said anything until he had gone. Then Kerren and I looked at each other.  
 
    Before either of us could speak, Bacet said eagerly, “You fought a duel? With a mercenary? You destroyed him, Kerren said! What did you do to him? What was the duel about?” 
 
    Nothing about the memory of that duel amused me, but nevertheless, I could not help but smile. I said, “Kerren can tell you, if he wishes,” and went to make myself ready to meet the queen of the country of Two Suns, the queen of the Two Peoples, the great and powerful Satkutset-ro. 
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    The queen of the land of Two Suns, the queen of the Two Peoples, was enormously impressive, which, as I had met Naherotep-ra, I had expected. But Satkutset-ro was impressive to an altogether different degree.  
 
    Her face was, of course, that of a woman, though those broad, flat features could not have been mistaken for those of any other people. She wore the same kind of heavy, stiff headdress that Naherotep-ra had worn, but all the cloth was gold and white, and many ornaments of gold and pearl swayed amid the silken pleats. The ornaments were only a little brighter than her golden pelt or her golden skin or her golden eyes. Even the longer fur of her chest and belly was dark gold rather than black. In that first moment, I might have believed her a statue molded of gold, except that she turned her head to regard us from unblinking golden eyes and the tip of her tail curled up and then down again. 
 
    She had received us in a massive … place. Room was not a word that seemed appropriate. This was a great four-sided pyramidal space obviously located directly below the high-peaked roof of the palace. The slanting walls of this place were decorated with fine scrollwork in gold and red. Sunlight streamed in through many windows, so the whole area was brightly lit. In the center of this remarkable space, Satkutset-ro reclined on a large platform of thick glass, golden in this light. 
 
    To my surprise, the queen of the country of Two Suns did not wait for us to come to her. She rose when we came to the place, leaped down from the platform, paced forward ten measured steps, and sat on the tiled floor, neatly, as a cat sits, with her tail curling around her haunches so that the heavy tip flicked up in front of her massive forepaws. Her claws had been lacquered a shimmering pearl-gold. When she smiled, I saw that her sharp teeth had also been colored pearl-gold. 
 
    Despite her great size and her splendid appearance and her lion teeth, Satkutset-ro somehow contrived to seem welcoming rather than alarming. Or welcoming as well as alarming. Behind me, I heard Bacet let out a slow breath of amazement and awe. I felt much the same way, but I tried not to show that, or even feel it, because many Lakasha people were present. I had not noticed this at first because all my attention had been taken up by the queen of the land of Two Suns, but one of those people was certainly Gherapket-sa. He had been revealed when his queen leaped down from that platform. He stood with his hands at his sides, his ears pricked forward in an alert, neutral expression. Here, his fine robes looked almost plain. I was very glad Aras had thought to have clothing made for me. Over loose leggings, I wore a long, light robe of colorful silk, dark green and white, with white wolves around the hems, their heads tilted back in song. This was as much an Ugaro garment as any such robe could have been. I did not feel comfortable—nothing could have made me feel comfortable—but at least I need not be concerned about the appearance I presented. 
 
    Aras, of course, appeared perfectly at ease, entirely confident. He did not so much as glance at anyone but Satkutset-ro. He made a small gesture, meaning stay, then walked forward the remaining small distance alone. He knelt on one knee, bowed his head briefly, then looked up again to meet Satkutset-ro’s golden eyes. He said in eskanat, “Gracious and wise Satkutset-ro, I thank you for permitting me to come into your beautiful and splendid country. I know my presence may be seen as a hazard. I give you my personal assurance that no harm will come to your people because of me.” 
 
    Satkutset-ro answered, “Aras Eren Samaura, I accept your gracious but unnecessary assurance.” She spoke darau, her voice deeper than a woman’s voice, but smooth. She went on. “I was personally distressed to hear from Tasmakat-an of your recent difficulties. I have long admired your devotion to your duty and your piety before the gods.” She paused. 
 
    Aras bowed, a brief, polite gesture of acknowledgment. 
 
    “I have heard also of your kind and gracious ruling regarding various of the less accommodating laws of your country. That is a Rahavet with you now, I believe.” The queen glanced briefly past Aras toward Kerren. “You have discovered a means of amending the curse of Lau sorcery, I understand. A most laudable accomplishment. May I speak to the young man?” 
 
    “Kerren,” said Aras. 
 
    Kerren walked forward and knelt in exactly the same manner as Aras, but a step farther back and to his left. I suspected that was not his decision; how could he have known the proper manner? But if that were so, he did not seem to have minded it. He bowed, then straightened and looked up. 
 
    “Kerren Avera Rahavet,” said the queen, bending her great head to regard him. “How difficult a time you have had. I hope matters have improved for you of late.”  
 
    From everything I could tell, she meant this. 
 
    “Thank you, Satkutset-ro,” Kerren said softly. “Yes, they have, to a remarkable degree.”  
 
    “Very good. I am most pleased to hear you say so. I will not intrude between you and your lord, but I welcome you as well as your lord to the oasis of Sokakarep and to my country.” 
 
    “Thank you, Satkutset-ro,” Kerren repeated. He hesitated just for a heartbeat and then added, “Great and beautiful queen.” He spoke that last phrase in eskanat. 
 
    Satkutset-ro smiled and moved one great forefoot in a gesture of dismissal. Kerren bowed once more, then rose and backed away to join me. He gave me a sidelong look, but it was impossible to read anything from his contained expression. 
 
    “Bacet,” said the queen. “Forgive me; I do not know your family names.” 
 
    Beside me, Bacet seemed almost to vibrate with surprise and delight. He darted past me, dropped to one knee, bowed low, straightened, and said, in rapid eskanat, “Beautiful and gracious Satkutset-ro, my name is Bacet Suon Barent, and my brothers will never in a thousand years believe you asked! My father won’t be angry I’ve taken our camels so far and for so long, not once I say this provided me the unexpected and tremendous honor of speaking with you!” 
 
    Satkutset-ro smiled at him, a warm expression. “I’m certain Lord Aras would never permit a father to be angry with his son. I’m entirely certain he has proven, and will prove, unstinting in his generosity toward those in his service. Nevertheless, I hope he’ll indulge my whim and permit me to extend a small gift to his servant. Aras-erren-sa?” 
 
    “By all means, if it pleases you,” Aras answered, his tone tranquil. He showed not the slightest sign of impatience or offense.  
 
    “Gherapket-ari, a pearl from my headdress.”  
 
    Gherapket moved a step closer to his queen, gently worked a pearl drop from her elaborate headdress, knelt on one knee, and held the ornament out to Bacet. He said nothing. His black-on black gaze was distant, fixed on a point far behind the boy. His manner now was not at all condescending, but impersonal, as though he had suddenly become the statue of a Lakasha lord and not a person at all.  
 
    “From my hand to yours, Bacet Suon Barent,” Satkutset-ro said to Bacet. 
 
    Bacet stared up at her, for once stunned beyond speech. Finally, he rose, came forward the small distance necessary, and took the pearl from Gherapket’s palm, careful not to touch him. Then he backed away and knelt again, holding the ornament cradled against his chest. He said, “Kind and wise Satkutset-ro, your generosity is as deep as the sky. My family will treasure this gift.” 
 
    The queen’s smile seemed to me a little sad, though still very regal. “I hope your family may indeed think kindly of me in days to come, Bacet-atka.” She moved her broad foot, dismissing him, and the boy jumped to his feet and backed away. 
 
    “Ryo-tokanaro,” Satkutset-ro said to me. “Is that the correct manner of address?” 
 
    I waited half a heartbeat to see whether Aras would advise me by means of sorcery. He did not even glance my way. After that tiny pause, I stepped up beside him, knelt on one knee, looked up to meet those golden eyes—I had a flashing awareness that my eyes were like that now—and answered in eskanat, “Great and beautiful queen, Satkutset-ro, that is an acceptable address.”  
 
    Satkutset-ro answered in the same language. “You are learning the ancient and graceful language of my country! How pleased I am by your courtesy!” Then she shifted back to darau and went on. “How do you find my beautiful and noble country? No doubt more comfortable since Naherotep-ra caused your body to become better attuned to this land. I realize this act was an imposition on his part.” 
 
    “I asked him to do it, beautiful and noble queen.” Then as I was not confident I knew how to express the necessary thought in eskanat, I added in darau, “This was my choice. I made it freely.” 
 
    “Indeed. But not entirely freely, I’m aware. How very different your country must be. How pleased I would be to look upon your frozen but lovely country and your gentle and luminous Moon. I have seen only memories, and that is not the same. Perhaps someday this might be possible. For now, be welcome in my country, Ryo-tokanaro. I hope that in time you may carry beautiful memories of my country to your people.” She made the gesture of dismissal.  
 
    I rose and backed away. 
 
    Satkutset-ro turned her great head toward Aras. “Aras-erren-sa, you may stand.” 
 
    He had waited all this time with no sign of impatience. Now he rose and stood straight, his manner entirely composed. 
 
    “My servant Tasmakat-an tells me she encouraged you to enter my country in the hope that you might find a remedy for the madness among the sorcerous adepts of my people. A remarkable suggestion. But then, I don’t believe any Lau sorcerer has ever maintained sufficient sanity to wish to find such a remedy. I certainly hope you will find every possible success. You were born on an Eub, were you not? As you are Lau, perhaps you might grant me knowledge of the month. Perhaps you may even know the number.” 
 
    Aras inclined his head. “It was a Twenty-Seven Eub. As you wish to know, the month was Suyasa.” 
 
    The Ro-Antalet queen was silent for a moment. Then she said, “Indeed. I will pray for your success in your necessary endeavor, if you will permit me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Satkutset-ro. If through my efforts it’s possible to find a means of ameliorating the problem for other Lau sorcerers, then perhaps all that has happened …” Aras took a breath and finished much more decisively, “Should that be possible, all my personal difficulties will have been meaningful.” 
 
    “A laudable intention, worthy of a kharanaset sokalanatke. I mean a person of the highest quality. I hope you will forgive my inability to find an appropriate expression in your otherwise precise and expressive language.” 
 
    Aras answered, his tone calm, but his shoulders a little stiff, “I suspect the difficulty is with the concept, not your admirable facility with darau, Satkutset-ro. Thank you for your courteous and gracious words. I gather I have leave to travel to your own oasis, Arapanatan?” 
 
    The Ro-Antalet queen lifted one massive forepaw. “Perhaps. We’ll speak again, Aras-erren-sa. Soon, I think. I ask you to be patient.” She made the gesture of dismissal, but added, “Tasmakat-an, please remain.” 
 
    Tasmakat glanced at Aras, but she moved forward and knelt, awaiting the will of her queen, her ears slanted back in an expression I could not read. Aras, after exchanging that one glance with Tasmakat, took a single step back, turned, and led the rest of us from that place. He did not speak, but he did walk more and more quickly. This was not merely impatience.  
 
    The moment we had made our way back to our rooms and passed into that much privacy, the moment we entered the antechamber of this string of rooms, Aras whirled around with such violence that Kerren took a step back and Bacet shied away in alarm. I had seen him begin to move, I had seen the intention in his back and shoulders, and stayed where I was.  
 
    “She was impolite?” I asked. 
 
    “Impolite? Certainly not! Not at all!” He was most certainly angry. He went on, every word sharp and precise. “No, she was perfectly polite. Kharanaset sokalanatke, indeed!” His voice rose. For all we had faced, all we had endured, I could not recall any moment when he had ever raised his voice in a similar way. “You understand, she undoubtedly sent Ailuranta-ra away just in case I turned out to be vicious as a rabid dog? Practically every Lakasha there was an adept, did you realize that? She wanted us all there so the whole lot of them could get a good look at us—at you. She was judging me by you, all of you.” He glared at me. “You didn’t realize that?” 
 
    “Even now, I know little of the Two Peoples of this country,” I said reasonably. 
 
    His glare moderated. He made a little gesture of acknowledgment. He also said, much more quietly, to Bacet, who was obviously very much alarmed, “I’m sorry; I don’t mean to upset you. She is indeed a great and gracious queen, and you’re right to feel honored by her notice. Your father ought to be pleased at my openhandedness, but that gift from Satkutset-ro is priceless.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Bacet answered, barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Go check on our camels. Any servant of the palace will show you where to go. Every servant for half a mile in every direction probably knows your name by this time. Go on.” 
 
    The boy bowed, backed a step—manners he had not shown Aras until this moment—and fled.  
 
    Aras sighed. “I should have sent him away before losing my temper. Visibly losing my temper. Kerren, are you all right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kerren answered, his tone a little wry. “You never lose your temper, my lord.” 
 
    Aras smiled suddenly, his shoulders relaxing. “Don’t I? Thank you, Kerren; I’m glad you have that impression. Withdraw, if you wish. I don’t need you to stay close. Go where you like. Out into the oasis, if you’d like that. The gardens here are said to be particularly astounding. Stay out as long as you wish; I won’t want you till dawn.” 
 
    “You’re sure? I mean, yes, my lord, if you’re sure.” 
 
    “I am. I’m fine. If you happen to find Bacet, you might say something reassuring. I mean, if you feel so inclined. That’s not an order. Go wherever you wish.” 
 
    Kerren nodded rather than bowing. He went out.  
 
    I said, “You sent them away so that when you shout at me, they will not be frightened. Do you want to shout at me because of something I have done, or something you have done, or something Satkutset-ro has done?” 
 
    He drew breath to shout. Then he laughed instead. Obviously he was very angry, but there was real humor in that laugh. I thought this was a biting humor, directed more at himself than at anyone else. 
 
    He said, “Oh, yes, it’s certainly entertaining! Kharanaset sokalanatke is a term applied to someone who achieves great things; generally someone who dies in the effort. He’ll be greatly missed—he did enormous good in the world—he was a true kharanaset sokalanatke! When she said it to me, it wasn’t a compliment. It was an expectation. If I didn’t laugh, I would lose my temper.” 
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    “Yes, of course she has something in mind! Obviously she does! Some problem she wants me to sort out for her—something dangerous, something deadly. After all, as I’m here, she might as well make use of me. Why not? Everyone else does!” He made a furious, impatient gesture, but even so, a reluctant smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Am I being ridiculous, Ryo?” 
 
    “No. By no means. She should not have spoken of you in that way. Obviously it is unjust for her to set this expectation upon you.” I added wryly, “She need not tell you of her expectation that you will set yourself forward to solve some difficult problem. She need only have explained the problem. Naturally, you would at once—” 
 
    He lifted one hand, a sharp gesture. “No. No, not this time, Ryo. If this is a problem only I can solve, that has to be because of my sorcery. But I don’t dare—”  
 
    Someone clapped outside the silken curtain of the doorway, brushed the cloth out of the way, and entered. This was Tasmakat. I glanced at Aras, who said sharply, “No doubt you bring a message from your gracious and estimable queen. That was certainly fast. Well, go ahead, explain the problem. I’m sure you’ve thought of some diplomatic way to phrase her request or demand or whatever it’s going to be.” He moved aside and settled himself on a sitting platform, propping one elbow on the nearby table. Despite this relaxed pose, his hard temper remained very clear. 
 
    Tasmakat slanted her ears back, came forward, and stood facing him. She spoke seriously, not with her ordinary easy humor. Aras-erren-sa, the great and wise Satkutset-ro asks that you forgive every misdirection and falsehood that brought you here. I ask you to listen to my queen’s request, setting aside offense at every kind of deceit by which I lured you here— 
 
    His eyes narrowing, Aras held up a hand, checking her. “Deceit? Lured? You lied to me? In what way?” Clearly he was astonished. I was certainly very much astonished. 
 
    Tasmakat knelt on one knee, her ears flattening. She said, Yes, I lied to you in everything. There are no Lakasha adepts who can help you. There is no way for any Lakasha sorcerer to moderate the madness that comes upon Lau sorcerers. She glanced at me sidelong. There is no way to remove the deep bond between you and Ryo. Everything I told you was a lie designed to get you here, to Sokakarep or to any other oasis deep in the sands. In Kanenep, I persuaded Naherotep-ra to lie to you, which was not that difficult, and also to lie to Ryo, which was much more challenging, I will say, but he saw the necessity eventually. Now that’s finished. Further lies would avail nothing. I’ve explained all my actions and all my plans to my queen. She has met you and judged that perhaps the plan I have suggested may be our best hope. I hope you’ll permit me to explain everything. Then every choice will be yours. Will you listen to the truth? 
 
    Aras made a sharp gesture of anger and repudiation. I had never seen him make such an unconsidered gesture, but he made it now, and rose, an abrupt movement. His right hand had curled into a fist; he had reached for his scepter, as he had not done for many days, and found it was not there. 
 
    Stepping to him, I caught his arm, but he jerked away from me. He snapped, “She’s done this to you as well as to me! Do you think Naherotep offered to make it possible for you to travel deeper into the desert out of sheer kindness? I thought at the time that was an extraordinary offer. Obviously he did it so that you’d be able to come with me. Obviously that’s because Tasmakat told him you’d better be able to do so!” He added, cold and sharp, speaking now to Tasmakat, “Tell your queen she’ll have to come up with a way to solve her own problems. I’m taking my people and I’m going back to—” 
 
    Tasmakat cut him off. Please, Aras, listen to me. Do you want an apology? I’ll give you that. I’ll give you anything in my power merely to listen. Satkutset-ro herself will give you anything you ask merely to listen. Please ask anything and hear me! What will you take for five minutes of patience and attention? 
 
    Aras began, “I don’t want an apology, and I’m not interested in any explanation—” 
 
    “Aras,” I said. I made my voice quiet, but forceful. 
 
    He met my eyes, drew a hard breath, and let it out. Then he said, still curt, but now much more contained, “Fine. Very well! Explain all this. I’m listening.” 
 
    Yes, Tasmakat said. She did not stand, but she settled into a relaxed pose. This might have been more persuasive if her hands and arms had been less tense. She waited for Aras to resume his seat. I thought he would not—I thought he would pivot and walk out—I thought she was foolish to pause in that way. Then I realized, no, everything she did was deliberate. She wanted Aras to sit so that he could not walk away like that, without thinking. 
 
    He knew it as well. Even if I had not realized this, he would have. His mouth was tight with anger and annoyance. But finally, with an impatient gesture, he sat down again. “Very well!” he snapped. “Five minutes.” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears sank just a little, less than a fingerwidth. She said, Twenty years ago, thirty years ago, far to the south, in a small and beautiful oasis called Tapaset, a child was born. His mother was Lakasha, his father was Lakasha, but perhaps this child carried the blood of some close Lau ancestor, because— 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for a long, elaborate tale, Tasmakat. Just tell me. I assume this child turned out to be a powerful sorcerer in the Lau style, and mad in the typical way. He’s causing some sort of dire trouble, and your people haven’t been able to deal with him, so you thought of me. Of course you did.” 
 
    He was absolutely furious. I could not say he should not be. In his place, I might have felt the same. In some ways, perhaps I did feel the same. I thought he was right in everything. What else could this problem possibly be? I thought this Lakasha sorcerer must be very powerful indeed, or Tasmakat would never have thought of all this elaborate deception. Not only Tasmakat herself. I thought of Naherotep-ra: of his grave, deep voice as he said You are my guest. You are both my guests. All the time, he had known Tasmakat was lying to us about everything. He had lied to us as well. No wonder Aras was very, very angry. But I did not like the biting acrimony that I thought I heard in his voice. 
 
    He did not look at me when I thought that, but the line of his mouth hardened. 
 
    Tasmakat merely said, Yes. But then she went on in the same deliberate way, placing each word neatly after the last. As the years passed, the Lau curse of twisted sorcery and madness did indeed come upon this child. That is true. This child grew into a man, Harapta, who became that kind of problem, but we would not have lied to you for that— 
 
    “Well?” snapped Aras. 
 
    Tasmakat spread her hands, one palm up and the other palm out, almost as though she cupped something unseen: a breath of air, an echo of sound, a secret unspoken. She said, Long ago, sorcery was a gift given to my people. The gift passed from Lakasha to Lau and became a curse. We did not realize this could happen in time to stop it. We were sorry for that, but there was nothing we could do. It was too late, the curse spread too widely—and at first, in those early years, it did not seem so dire a curse. 
 
    “Very well, yes. Then the curse strengthened over the centuries; we know that. Now this sorcerer is too powerful for you; very well. What else has happened? Has he taken an oasis under his power? More than one? Taken your people in thrall? Taken one, or more than one, Ro-Antalet into his power? That’s certainly dramatic, but it’s not particularly surprising. If you haven’t a sorcerer of sufficient strength to take him with finesse, then you’ll have to do it with brute force. That’s a pity, but sometimes it happens. If you haven’t soldiers of your own, you could hire Lau mercenaries—” 
 
    As once Lakasha passed sorcery to Lau, so Harapta has passed the madness to uncounted numbers of my people, Tasmakat said baldly. 
 
    Aras stopped almost mid-word. That was nothing he had expected. That was nothing anyone could have expected. 
 
    She said, The madness passed from Harapta to his mother, and to his brother, and to his friend. As one Lakasha may share memory or experience with another, so Harapta passed the Lau curse to one of his people after another. Exactly the same curse that comes to your people. The cruelty, the possessiveness, the desire to rule, the intolerance of any opposition— 
 
    Aras cut her off, his tone sharp, but now in a different way. “When did this begin?” 
 
    We don’t know. We only understood recently what was happening. Around the beginning of this long year, we understood. By then, the contagion had already begun to spread more widely. More than one oasis had already fallen under the rule of Harapta or those to whom he had passed the madness. Of course we tried to stop him. Many of our strongest adepts tried, singly and then others together. They all died or, far worse, fell under his power, corrupted by his madness, and turned their strength against us. You have wondered why Inatet-sa withdrew from contact with your people; this is that reason. He set himself against Harapta and failed; he has been lost to the madness, as so many of our adepts have been lost, as so many of our oases have been lost. 
 
    Aras looked at her, his mouth tight. “How many?” 
 
    Tasmakat answered, her voice steady and bleak. How many oases have been lost to our terrible enemy? Eighty-seven, as of this morning. How many of the Ro-Antalet who dwelled in those oases have been killed? Dozens. How many enslaved? All the rest. How many of our adepts have been corrupted or killed? Hundreds. How many of my people enthralled? Thousands. At the center, Harapta-saro, king of the country of madness and despair. 
 
    This time, a silence stretched out. This time, Aras did not break that silence. His face had tightened, his muscles tensing, and I thought—I was certain—that Tasmakat was showing him something. Something terrible. 
 
    I asked, “Why did you not tell Aras? Or someone. Why did you not tell the summer king?” 
 
    Tasmakat turned to me, her ears flattening. What could Soretes Aman Shavet do to help us? He would have closed his border, torn down the bridges, lined the Break with spears, with bowmen beyond. In his place, any king with the least care for his people and his country would do exactly that. But by that time, our people were fleeing north and west. Our Ro-Antalet have made new oases to shelter these people, or some have fled into the trackless sands, to the Lakasha-asei. But others chose to cross the Break. A year ago, people might have called them cowardly. No one thinks so now. No one wanted to see the bridges across the Break torn down, that last retreat closed to us. She paused. 
 
    Then she went on, still speaking to me. Aras might have advised us. He would never have had the strength to defeat Harapta-saro himself, never mind all the Lakasha who had been lost to the madness. But at least he had experience facing every sort of enemy. But there was no way to ask for his advice. Even if we had wished to lay out this terrible disaster before the summer king, even if Soretes Aman Shavet would have chosen to send his nephew to help us, he could not have done so. Aras Eran Samaura had gone north. Who knew whether he would ever return? 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “And then he did return.” 
 
    Yes. She turned to Aras. You returned, and you came to Avaras. I thought, good, possibly you might have some useful ideas. I was trying to decide whether it might be time to explain all this to your uncle. I didn’t have authority to make that decision, but I might have done so anyway. Then you arrived. I saw immediately that you had become far more powerful. Vastly more powerful. You were also much, much closer to madness. This was extremely obvious. Both things were extremely obvious.  
 
    Aras said, his voice level, “So you thought of a clever plan.” 
 
    Her slender shoulders lifted. I thought of a plan. Whether it was clever in the least, who can say? 
 
    “You didn’t warn me. Of course you didn’t. If you had, I might have declined to involve myself, and you didn’t intend to permit me to refuse. You made up pretty lies about sorcerous adepts who could help me against the madness.” His mouth tightened. “You brought Ryo into this terrible danger. Kerren. Bacet.” 
 
    I had no choice. Ryo steadies you against the madness. So does Kerren, in a different way. Without them, you would have succumbed to the madness long ago. With them, you hold to yourself and your true nature. They’re both important—they’re both essential. I saw this in Avaras, and it’s only more obvious now. She added, I do regret Bacet. I’ll do my best to see to it that he comes to no harm. Even if your uncle has fortified the Break, as I expect he has. Before we left the summer country, I wrote a letter explaining all this and asked a friend to wait twenty days and then give it to your king. Soretes will have immediately closed the border.  
 
    Aras looked at her, still very angry, but now taken aback as well. “You did that? Why?” 
 
    So that I could tell you I had done it. So that you would understand what must be happening as a result. So that you would know that if you refuse to help us, there’s no way back for you, any of you—and no way out for my people. If you refuse to face Harapta-saro, if you fail to stop him, then no one will stop him. In a year, perhaps two, all the country of Two Suns will belong to him and to the madness. I fear even his death won’t free us. I think the madness he has passed to so many Lakasha will be passed along by those Lakasha in turn. We believe this has already begun to happen. I think those spared the madness will become the thralls and the slaves of those who have succumbed. If you can’t defeat Harapta-saro, then the country of Two Suns will suffer beneath the madness of twisted sorcery until the stars fall from the sky and the world ends. 
 
    There was a silence.  
 
    She said, I will answer any questions you may have. Some I may be able to answer without waiting for you to ask. No, despite your strength, I don’t think it’s likely you can succeed. Yes, I do think you have a better chance than anyone else. A much better chance. The nature of your sorcery is the same, or close to the same. You can fight him in the way you fought the sorcerer in the Peacock Desert: on his own terms. No Lakasha can fight him that way. Our sorcery is too different until he makes it too much the same. Every one of our adepts who set himself against Harapta is now mad, or dead. She paused. 
 
    Then she went on, with a darker tone to her silent voice. Yes, I understand that the madness will probably come upon you much more strongly if you fight him that way. No, I don’t know of any way to prevent that. If you lose … kharanaset … control, the will to hold yourself to a better path, then yes, even if you defeat Harapta-saro, you’ll rule here in his place, perhaps just as cruelly. But your madness probably wouldn’t prove contagious. I’ve never heard of a Lau whose madness spread in this way. Even if no one can kill you, your death might free us.  
 
    “Unless the contagion of madness spreads from Lakasha to Lakasha even after his death, and mine.” 
 
    She did not look away from him. Yes, that’s a terrifying possibility. That might bring everything you do, everything you sacrifice, to nothing. But even if that happens, you might kill many of those sorcerers yourself, either during battle or afterwards, to prevent rivals from challenging you. That would not be as useful, but it would help. We would then have to do our best to kill any you spared. We might fail—it’s even likely that we’d fail—but we could try. And no matter what else may happen, the center of this madness is certainly Harapta-saro. If you kill him, there’s hope we’ll survive as a free people. If you don’t, there’s very little hope of that. 
 
    “Yes, that part, I understand quite clearly. Unless you’re lying to me, of course.” 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears flattened. Bowing low, she said, Aras Eren Samaura, I apologize most humbly for deceiving you. If you demand it, I will open my mind to you completely. But you already know I’ve told you the truth. I apologize for putting you in this terrible position. I apologize for everything, for every offense. I beg you to take on this terrible problem. I beg you to try to save my people and my country, even though this problem isn’t in any way your responsibility, even though you don’t have any obligation to take up this task, even though you have no possible duty to my people.  
 
    Aras began to answer her, but stopped. He had propped one elbow on the table and now, still silent, rested his chin on the back of his fist. Possibly he looked at her thoughts; perhaps she showed him something I could not see; I could not tell. 
 
    I said, “Aras.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, not looking at me. “Leave, Tasmakat.” 
 
    She rose gracefully. If you wish to come before Satkutset-ro again, simply step outside your door. Someone will be waiting to guide you. Aras, I was genuinely your friend. I am so very sorry to have done this to you. But I ask—I beg—that you aid my people now. I know I have no right to ask— 
 
    “You truly don’t,” Aras said, his tone sharp. “What cost are you paying? What cost does Satkutset-ro intend to pay, or any of your people?”  
 
    A just question, she said softly. We have already put forward our best strength. It’s quite clear that no cost we pay can avail anything. We can do nothing but earnestly beg you to help us. Please, Aras. This time she did not wait for an answer, but walked away, moving swiftly, through the door and gone, the silk swaying and rippling behind her. Her quiet steps faded from hearing almost at once. 
 
    Aras turned to me. I returned his gaze. For some time, neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say. Tasmakat’s story had been terrible. I wished I believed it had all been lies. But I knew that was not so. I knew that everything she had explained was true. 
 
    He did not say, I regret that I brought you here to face this terrible problem. I knew that. 
 
    I did not say, If you attempt this battle, even your victory will probably mean the madness overwhelms you. He knew that. 
 
    Finally, he said, “You told me once, when we first spoke of burdens and knives, that I wouldn’t permit this burden to become heavy.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “I remember.” 
 
    “You told me the necessity would never arise. But now … if I agree to this, if I permit myself to agree to it, then I think we can be fairly certain it will. Unless I fail to defeat this enemy, of course, and then you’ll face an even worse situation.” 
 
    I did not want to say yes again. I asked instead, “Do you think you would fail to defeat Harapta-saro?” I did not want to think this could happen. I did not want to think of any of this, but that least of all.  
 
    But he answered almost casually, “No, that’s not likely. I’ll take all his thralls, bring him to his knees, and destroy him … well, that’s a bit arrogant, isn’t it.” He pressed a hand to his eyes, then to his mouth. For a long moment he was still, his attention turned inward. Finally, dropping his hand, he looked up again. “I don’t know whether I’ll win. I know I’m very powerful. Obviously he is as well, and of course he has however many subordinate sorcerers in his service, so that may be a problem. But I expect I’ll be able to tear them away from him, or use his own thralls against him. That’s arrogance again, yes.” 
 
    This had not been a question. Nor did I need to answer that. I said, “Perhaps I do not entirely understand this eskanat word, kharanaset.” 
 
    He smiled a little. “Oh, I’m fairly certain you understand it. A reasonable translation might be staying true to one’s nature. Or, in this context, holding to sanity.” Rising, he went past me, to the window, and leaned there, looking out at the infinite sky. He spoke without turning, without looking at me. “Arrogance isn’t a problem in itself. As you are rather gently pointing out to me, I do tend toward that failing regardless. The curse exacerbates that tendency, I admit. But arrogance is only a problem if it’s misplaced. That’s not likely, but since I won’t be able to tell I’m wrong until it’s too late, I’ll do my best to compensate by tediously planning for failure as well as for success.” 
 
    The short night of the desert had come. Stars stretched from one edge of the world to the other, very bright. I would have given almost anything to see the Moon standing among her children. But this was not her country. She was very far away. I had never felt that distance more keenly. 
 
    I was very certain he would take up this battle. Entirely certain.  
 
    Still gazing out at the sky, he said softly, “I can’t refuse. I really don’t think I can. Obviously I can’t allow a powerful enemy to establish himself on this side of the Break. That would constitute a serious threat to the summer country.” 
 
    “Even if that were not so, you could not abandon these people to this terrible fate.” 
 
    “Well, no.” He was silent for a moment. Finally, he turned to face me once more. “I know it’s not fair for me to ask this of you. It’s desperately unfair for me to demand it of Kerren. But …” He opened his hands. 
 
    I said, “This is entirely unjust for you as well. After everything you have already faced, I think this is more unjust to you than to anyone else.” 
 
    “Oh, no, there you’re mistaken, Ryo.” He was smiling again, not with much humor. His expression was remote. “You know, there in the high north, at the foot of your mountains, when the gods made their will known and caused Koro inKarano to spare my life, I really should have expected that something like this might lie before me. I’m not certain why that didn’t occur to me.” 
 
    “You could not have expected anything remotely like this.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps not. It’s not often a sorcerer is offered a chance to redeem every mistake. Every crime. Every terrible act. But here I am. I want to ask, Do you mind? But that’s an entirely ridiculous question, as I know very well. I could ask, Are you willing? But of course you are. You’re far too stubborn to have any sense. I’ll ask this instead: Will you try to protect Kerren from the worst, if you can? By cutting his throat, if I—if he—if that’s the only recourse. You can ask him—you should ask him, obviously—but I can assure you with complete certainty, he’d rather die than—” 
 
    “It will not happen. But of course I will kill him if this is the only means by which he may be spared some worse fate.” He had not needed to ask. He already knew I would do everything I had to do.  
 
    His gaze came back to mine when I thought that. “Yes, I do know. I’m taking advantage of you in the most appalling way. But I don’t have any choice, not if I’m going to do this at all. Besides, if it comes to that, when it comes to that, you’re more likely to be able to kill me than anyone else … no, never mind, you’re right, of course. Let’s not think quite that far ahead.” He looked around, distractedly. Not at this room, but at everything; at the whole of this oasis, the whole of the land of Two Suns, the whole of the land of the living. He said, still in that distracted way, “I’d leave Kerren here if I possibly could, but Tasmakat was right, unfortunately. She was right about you both. There’s no other choice. When I go to find this Harapta-saro, you’ll both have to come with me.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I know that.” 
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    A Lau servant waited outside our rooms. This was a girl who sat with her knees tucked up and her arms around them, watching our doorway earnestly, but from far enough away that she could not possibly have overheard anything. She wore a plain linen kilt and nothing else. She was no doubt a sokal—a possession of someone here, perhaps Satkutset-ro herself.  
 
    The girl leaped up when she saw us, bowed, and said softly and swiftly in darau, “Lord Aras, Lord Ryo, please, I beg you will forgive my importunity and permit me to say, Satkutset-ro hopes you will attend her in the Tortoiseshell Room. Please follow me!” She darted away without waiting for an answer. I suspected that she behaved in that way so that neither of us could refuse her request. 
 
    “Probably,” Aras said, a little wry, but not angry. “She’s a sokal, yes, but she’s clever and industrious. Good humored as well. I imagine she’ll soon step up, perhaps straight past low servant to high.” He hesitated, and then added, “Unless something worse befalls her first, I suppose.” His eyes followed the girl, small now with distance, who had paused to wait for us. 
 
    He thought he might fail. Or he thought he might succeed, but this might be as bad. I set those thoughts aside at once, asking instead, “You saw all that? In so brief a glance?” 
 
    He smiled, briefly, but with real humor. “She’s not trying to hide anything. Growing up Lau among Lakasha, I suppose she’s decided the privacy of her mind isn’t worth worrying about. Bacet is somewhat the same way.” He sighed. “I suppose he’ll be all right, at least. After taking such decided notice of him, Satkutset-ro will surely exert herself to see to that.” 
 
    He had seen at least some of the thoughts I had tried to conceal. I was not surprised. Those thoughts were difficult to set aside. I said nothing of that, only started down the hallway. 
 
    The girl led us to a small room where Satkutset-ro lay upon a low marble dais, surrounded by Lakasha people kneeling on flat cushions. Silk draperies, pale green and pale blue and white, swathed the walls, except where broad windows let in the light. On the ceiling, which was painted azure, was a great golden image of the many-rayed Greater Sun and a smaller, paler image of the four-rayed Younger Sun.  
 
    The girl who had guided us hurried straight to Satkutset-ro and dropped to kneel on a cushion there, alert, ready to run any other errand that might be required. Her head was up, her eyes bright. I could not like the custom that called some Lau sokal and some sotasatka and some sotanretka and almost none complete people, but at least this girl did not seem unhappy. 
 
    All the other people here were Lakasha. Not quite two handfuls—nine people. Almost all knelt on those flat cushions, some closer to Satkutset-ro and some at a small distance or a greater distance. I thought I recognized Gherapket-sa, but I was not certain this was the same man and did not really care. Most of the Lakasha here wore the white kilts and patterned robes and elaborate jewelry of important people, but in addition to the sokal girl, one Lakasha woman wore only a plain kilt, nothing else. Despite her plain manner of dress, this woman knelt directly beside the queen. 
 
    Satkutset-ro herself lay couchant upon the dais. She regarded Aras without blinking. Her expression was utterly opaque to me, but I suspected I could guess her thoughts and emotions. Aras probably could not see her thoughts, but no doubt he did not have to guess at the queen’s emotions. But when I glanced at him sidelong, his gaze was not on Satkutset-ro, but on the plainly clad Lakasha woman who knelt beside her. His eyes had widened, not much, but enough for me to see it; and the set of his mouth hardened as I looked at him. 
 
    Then Tasmakat stood up. 
 
    When she rose, I finally recognized her. This was Tasmakat, but now she wore nothing but that plain kilt of undyed linen—no silk robe, no gold earrings—and her customary humor was entirely lacking. First she looked at Aras directly, but then she bowed her head, her ears flattening. Her steps were almost silent, her bare feet whispering on the stone and the rugs. Yet I knew this was Tasmakat. If I had not been certain, the way Aras looked at her would have told me who this woman must be. 
 
    Everyone here was silent. Satkutset-ro lay quietly, the tip of her tail curling up and down, her expression remote. None of the Lakasha people watched Tasmakat. All of them were looking at Aras.  
 
    He was beginning to look appalled. 
 
    Tasmakat came to him without glancing at anyone else. She sank to her knees before him, bowed her head, and said, her silent voice low but steady, Aras Eren Samaura, I deceived you in everything and brought you here with every intention of compelling you to face a deadly enemy at great personal risk. Rightly did you rebuke me for asking you to take on every cost while I paid nothing. Though I can offer almost nothing, I will pay every cost that I can. I am Tasmakat-lakal. I belong to you. Make use of me as you will. 
 
    Aras began, “I didn’t mean—I didn’t want—how can this keep happening to me?” His voice rose with every word. 
 
    I had been very surprised, but now I tried not to smile. When he glared at me, I said, “The gods are kind. When they cast me down at the feet of a Lau warleader, that was you, and so everything was far better for me than I might have expected. When Kerren committed a terrible offense against a Lau scepter-holder, that was you, and so everything was far better for him and for his family than anyone might have expected. Now, when Tasmakat throws herself down before a Lau sorcerer to beg for his help, that is you again. I understand your dismay. But I think the gods have again been kind.” 
 
    He glared at me for another breath. Then, turning sharply to Satkutset-ro, he snapped, “When I demanded to know what cost any of your people intended to pay, this wasn’t what I intended! Can it be undone?” 
 
    Satkutset-ro bowed her great head, all the ornaments worked into the heavy silk of her headdress swaying. She said in her deep, slow voice, “I fear it cannot. Tasmakat-lakal came to me as you see her now. She told me she had ordered her name stricken from the rolls of her house, that she had ordered herself recorded as reduced to this degree. She had done this before she came to me. She told me that we have asked you to pay every bitter cost yourself, though this enemy is ours and not yours. She told me someone should demonstrate that we are willing to pay every cost so far as we are able. She declared that as she built this moment with her own hands, the cost was rightfully hers to pay. I would not have demanded this of my clever and courageous servant Tasmakat-an. But as she was determined to make this gesture, as she has already made it, I ask that you accept everything Tasmakat-lakal lays at your feet and acknowledge the meaning of this act.”  
 
    Aras was silent for a moment. Then he asked, “What if I won’t take her?” 
 
    “I don’t know what she would do should she be presented with that exigency. Perhaps you should ask her.” 
 
    Tasmakat said, not looking up, I’ve no desire to watch horror engulf all the beautiful gardens and the wild desert of the Two Lands, so should you refuse all that I can offer and every task I beg you to take up, I will walk into the sands. When I’m too tired to go farther, I’ll sit down and wait to die. 
 
    Aras did not answer this. Probably he could not answer it. I knew he was struggling with anger as well as dismay. 
 
    Now Tasmakat looked up, her ears still flat. If by this act I can show my sincerity, demonstrate our sincerity, then my reduction will have been worth everything. Aras—I mean, Aras-erren-sa, my lord—I’m sorry I lied to you. I would do it again, of course I would, that and more, but I’m sorry. I have set myself into your hands and you may make any use of me that you please. But whether you take up my service or turn me away, please understand that anyone here, any of my people, any of the Ro-Antalet, will truly give you anything you ask if you’ll try to help us. Anything at all. 
 
    “I already understood that!” Aras took a breath, let it out, and added, “I admit, I believe now that you actually mean it.” He paused, sighing. Then he said, “I won’t accept you as Tasmakat-lakal. I won’t permit anyone to use that term or speak of you with that suffix. I’ll take you up as my sotanretka, Tasmakat-ka. Will that do?” Then he held up his hand, a sharp, authoritative gesture. “No, actually, don’t answer that. I don’t intend to hear any argument on this point. You declare that I can do anything with you that pleases me; that you and all your people will give me anything I ask. Very well, then you’ll accept my decision in this matter. Tasmakat-ka, stand up.” Aras glanced around the room. “Someone, bring my sotanretka a decent robe. One that suits her status as my highly valued and respected servant. Earrings, other jewelry, whatever’s suitable.” 
 
    The girl who had brought us to this place leaped instantly to her feet and slipped out of the chamber, hurrying to obey that order. Tasmakat hesitated, then rose to her feet without arguing. She stood with her hands by her sides, her back straight. Her ears were still low, but she brought them up as I watched, the effort plainly deliberate. 
 
    Satkutset-ro spoke to Aras, her deep voice warm. “We are so grateful—I am personally so grateful that you extend this gracious gesture to your servant. Tasmakat-ka insisted to me that you’ve strenuously resisted the Lau madness. I wanted to believe that. Now I do believe it. Aras Eren Samaura, will you take on this terrible task for me and for my people? I have no right to ask. This is far too much to ask of anyone. But I have no choice, so I do ask it, and in return offer anything within my power to grant.” 
 
    Aras said impatiently, “Yes, very well, as you keep pressing me, I’ll ask Tasmakat to make up a list of reasonable concessions that may be offered to Soretes when—if, I suppose—all this is resolved in some satisfactory manner. I’m sure Tasmakat knows just where along the Break my uncle would most appreciate the creation of one or two more large oases.” He flicked a glance toward Tasmakat. “I do think Soretes is owed something for the illegal relocation of however many Lakasha into the lands north of the Break.” 
 
    Tasmakat was fastening the tabs up the front of an exceedingly elegant robe of rose and brown silk. At this order, she glanced up and answered, I agree, and I shall see to it. She hesitated, and then added, My lord, I hope you will forgive my importunity and permit me to ask. When Aras made an impatient gesture of permission, she went on. My lord, your nephew, Lucas Terion Samaura, is your heir. But— She broke off. 
 
    “Ah. Yes, that wouldn’t do. Very well, I’ll write up a binding codicil that, in the event of my death, passes your service to Prince Sekaran. I mean as his sotanretka, not his lakal. Draw up that document for me in the Lau manner and I’ll sign it before I depart.” 
 
    I shall, my lord, Tasmakat acknowledged. I beg you will forgive my importunity and permit me— 
 
    “Just speak to me in your customary manner!” 
 
    Her ears flicked. She did not smile in the Lakasha way, but her tone was wry. All right. Thank you, Aras. You speak of leaving this beautiful and secure garden of Sokakarep. Do you mean you will go south? I beg you will— 
 
    “Yes, so you said. Yes, south. I already intended to do it.” Aras turned to Satkutset-ro. He spoke formally. “I ask the powerful and wise queen of the noble land of beautiful gardens to do her utmost best to safeguard those of my people who may survive this … this dangerous task. In the event of my death, if they survive, I want your great strength held over them in protection.” 
 
    My lord, you are probably particularly concerned with Kerren Rahavet, Tasmakat said swiftly. You are concerned regarding the difficulties that might come to him. Should you die, his legal position in the summer lands will become obscure. She was not really speaking to Aras, though she made a pretense of this. She was explaining this problem to the Ro-Antalet queen. 
 
    Satkutset-ro said, her words measured, “Aras Eren Samaura, I will do my utmost best to protect your people, if they survive, and see that they return safely to the summer lands, or to whatever place they may prefer. I would have done so regardless, but I grant you my full assurance now. Should the evil of Harapta-saro be ended and Kerren Rahavet yet live, then if he prefers to remain within my country, he may do so, and an honorable place will be found for him, attached to my personal service, with his place recorded as anret rather than any lower degree. Should Kerren Rahavet prefer to return to the summer country, I will request that your servant Tasmakat-ka make some appropriate formal request in my name to the king of the summer country regarding the young man’s fate. Whatever request is set before me in that regard, I will grant. If you have any other request, I will grant it if I can.” 
 
    “I’ll give that some thought.” Aras did not sound as though the question much interested him. He said to me, “I’ll have to explain all this to Kerren myself. If you’ll kindly speak to him after I explain the essentials, that might be helpful.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “When will we leave?” 
 
    He barely glanced at me. His attention had turned inward, toward things I could not perceive. He said, his tone absent, “First sunset tomorrow, I suppose. That ought to give me time to learn everything I can about Harapta and the situation as it stands now, and consider my broad strategy. I’ll speak to Kerren first of all, however.” He glanced at Satkutset-ro. “Have everything in order for me by first sunset tomorrow.”  
 
    Then he walked out. 
 
    I did not follow him. He would wish to speak to Kerren alone. I said to the Ro-Antalet queen, “He will do this. He will succeed. If the madness comes upon him, he will still defeat the enemy first. But it may not come upon him. He is very stubborn. And his essential nature has not changed. You saw how he was with Tasmakat-ka.” 
 
    “Yes, that gives me some small hope.” But then the queen went on, her voice a low rumble of regret. “But it does not give me great hope. I have lost too many of my own people, including powerful sorcerers who believed they might resist the madness. They could not do it.” She looked at me gravely, her golden eyes unreadable. “I fear no one can do what he must do. I pray that I am mistaken—and I pray that you may help him succeed. I also pray that, whether he succeeds or fails, you will be resolute, should that be necessary.” 
 
    I made certain my voice remained level and calm. “Whatever happens, I will do what seems right to me, as every man must.” 
 
      
 
    Harapta, called Harapta-saro, king of madness, held the extreme south and east of the country of sand; everything in a broad swath from a small range of rocky, barren mountains almost to Satkutset-ro’s own oasis, Arapanatan, the Jewel of the Desert. He held many oases, forty and forty and seven more than that, but this was not so very many when one considered the whole wide sweep of this country. I could not read the notations on the broad map Tasmakat spread out before me. These notations were written in eskanat, and many of the symbols were unknown to me, and even the distances were marked in ways I did not understand. But certainly I could see how very many oases lay scattered through the desert, alone or in chains or groups, like lakes through the high north in the warm season. 
 
    In this room to which Tasmakat had guided me, two of the walls were lined with narrow racks, each filled with scrolls that were maps.  
 
    Ten thousand, we say, she told me now. Her tone and manner changed from one moment to the next. She was striving to grasp everything that had happened. This was difficult, and so her manner shifted from deferential to friendly and assured, then back again as she tried to adjust to her new place in the world. I understood all this and ignored every shift in her manner, as that seemed the best aid I could give her. I set my attention on the maps instead. 
 
    Tasmakat went on, This does not literally mean ten thousand. Between the eastern mountains and the salt sea, in the lands that know the weight of Satkutset-ro’s tread and lie beneath her gaze, we acknowledge something over nine thousand oases of varying size. Many very small oases are made and remain for a time and then disappear again beneath the sands. We don’t count those. Eighty-seven isn’t many, but at the rate Harapta-saro is expanding his rule, by the beginning of the next great year, we estimate he will hold more than three hundred oases—perhaps closer to four hundred. The year after that, thousands. 
 
    As she spoke, she drew out lines across the map, showing the territory currently held by this enemy, the direction in which his influence extended, the territory he might soon hold.  
 
    She went on, We believe Harapta-saro himself currently dwells here, in this great oasis, which is called Khairetan. This oasis was founded a thousand years ago and has passed from one wise and powerful Ro-Antalet to another ever since. Khairetan is, or was, famed for its beauty, its collegia and other centers of learning, its symposia. The Ro-Antalet who ruled there most recently was Hekosakhet-ra. We believe he lives, but has been enslaved. Tasmakat hesitated, probably seeing my impatience, though I had kept my face smooth. 
 
    Then she went on. Perhaps more to the point, Khairetan is about twenty-four thousand rods—about four hundred miles—from Sokakarep. Eighteen oases lie in a more or less direct line between this oasis and that one. I fear you’ll find every oasis past this one here, Putetke, either largely empty or ruled by some mad sorcerer in thrall to Harapta-saro. Putetke itself should be safe. That’s something close to a hundred miles from here. 
 
    I said, “Then it may be perhaps three days’ travel to Putetke.” 
 
    If you meet no opposition, something close to that, Tasmakat agreed. 
 
    Aras came in then. He was alone. Tasmakat faced him at once. She clasped her hands before her body and bowed her head, her ears flattening, but she did not speak. 
 
    I asked, “Kerren?” 
 
    Ignoring Tasmakat, Aras nodded to me. “Upset, of course. After everything he’s been through, he can handle this, but of course he’s afraid. He’s in his room. I hope—” He stopped. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I will speak with him. Tasmakat-ka is explaining where our enemy may be found.” 
 
    “Yes, good, that’s certainly next on our list.” Now Aras looked at Tasmakat, his gaze steady. 
 
    After a breath, she looked up and said, I lied to you in everything. You are too kind to me. 
 
    “I understand why you did it,” Aras said, his tone mild. “I don’t necessarily forgive your deception, nor your overly dramatic gesture, but as it’s done and apparently can’t be undone, I hardly see how temper would serve.” 
 
    She had set herself into his hands; she had made herself vulnerable. I had not precisely realized that she might have done so as a stratagem to counter Aras’ anger and bitterness, that she might have understood him well enough to make use of that kind of stratagem, but now I saw that this might be so. 
 
    Aras glanced at me, but he did not answer this thought. He said only, “Ryo, please do speak to Kerren.” He came to the table and looked at the map, pretending not to notice Tasmakat’s uncertain manner. 
 
    I went out, leaving them to rebuild whatever relationship they could in the short time that it would matter to either of them. I did not doubt that Aras would continue to take a kind manner toward Tasmakat. I was certain he would be gentle. I was completely certain. I did not intend to consider any other possibility. 
 
    The place with the maps was some distance from the chain of rooms we had been given, but I found the way without difficulty. Every Ro-Antalet palace was made according to the same plan, so I knew where the corridors and stairways led. Kerren was not in the first room of our suite, so I went through the next room and the next after that, until I found him. He was there, sitting on the windowsill, his long legs tucked up, looking up at the cloudless sky.  
 
    He said, “I knew you’d drop by for a little chat, but I know everything you’re likely to say, so why bother? It doesn’t matter anyway. I don’t have a choice. I swore I’d say yes to anything he asked.” He stopped, but before I could answer him, he added, still not looking at me, “You don’t have a choice either, I suppose. Even he doesn’t really have a choice. Or … if he did, if he thought he did, that might be even worse.” 
 
    This was a good observation. It was good in two different ways. It was very likely true, and it was also a good observation for Kerren, Kerren specifically, to make. Plainly he was afraid; anyone would have been. But he had said yes. I was certain that was important. I was perfectly certain that was important for both of them.  
 
    I said, “He told me that should the madness come upon him, you would prefer death to living beneath his power. He did not have to tell me this. I knew it already. You are afraid that if this happens, he would not permit me to do it.” 
 
    Now he faced me. “You’re not going to tell me you’re not worried about that.” 
 
    “I am worried and afraid for us all. I have something else I wish to ask. If the madness comes upon him, but in a different way than it came upon Lorellan—if he is mad, but not as cruel, perhaps not cruel at all, would you still prefer death?”  
 
    His face had tightened. “You’re ridiculously, stupidly optimistic. But even if you’re right, I don’t care. If, when the madness takes him, I’d rather die.”  
 
    I began to answer him, though I did not know what I meant to say. But he held up a hand and I checked myself. 
 
    He said softly, seriously, “Ryo, I don’t think it’s going to matter what I’d prefer or what you’d prefer. I don’t think he’ll let you kill him, or me, or yourself. I think he’ll take this sorcerer, Harapta-whatever, as his thrall, learn everything he knows, and take this whole country for his own. Then he’ll cross the Break and take the whole summer country too.” He drew a hard breath. 
 
    Then he went on. “Ryo, there’s no conceivable way this can possibly end well. Either Aras will lose and this Harapta will win, and that will be absolutely horrific, especially if we live through the battle. Or Aras and Harapta will destroy each other, leaving room for someone out of this apparently huge number of other sorcerers to step into place at the top, and whoever that is, he’ll be probably just as bad as Harapta. Or Aras will win, but lose himself to the madness in the effort, and that will be almost as bad, though maybe not quite as terrible.” His voice rose. “Or, in the absolute best case, Aras will win so fast the madness doesn’t have time to come upon him until it’s over, and then you’ll have to—” 
 
    “Enough,” I said. I did not speak loudly, but he checked. He was not trying to push me into temper; I saw that clearly. He was very near despair. He wanted me to give him some thin thread of better hope with which to face the days to come. That was what he needed now. But I did not know what to say. 
 
    I had not thought recently of my father, but I thought of him now. I wished he were here. I wished he could be here for even one hand of time. He would have known what to say to Kerren—and what to say to me. I wished my mother were here. Or Hokino inKera. Or—and this thought surprised me—perhaps Elaro. Perhaps Elaro might have believed he did not have the courage to do the things that must be done, but he would have believed I did. In this moment, that was a difficult belief, and one I needed to hold. 
 
    No one was here but me. 
 
    Crossing the room, I sat down on the other side of the windowsill, facing Kerren. I looked out at the sky for a little time, trying to put my thoughts in order. He did not try to speak; he made no sign of impatience. He had lowered his eyes to his hands, clenched now in his lap.  
 
    Finally, I said, “Kerren.” I waited for him to look at me. This took some moments. But finally he met my eyes. I held his gaze, speaking slowly. “You lay out every ill prospect and every terrible outcome, and then you say that because you see nothing but darkness before us, nothing but darkness is there. I do not say that darkness does not wait along our path. Of course it does. I have no doubt that many difficult things lie before us, perhaps terrible things. I cannot guess what those things may be. I am not a god, to know what the coming days may bring. But, Kerren, neither are you.” 
 
    His breath huffed out, a small sound. His hands clenched tighter, but he did not look away from me. 
 
    I said, “It is not given to any man to know what great terrors or wonders, what small griefs or comforts, what hollow failures or shining victories may lie before him. Perhaps you would do best to wait for each coming dawn before you step into the day that has arrived, and for each sunset before you judge the darkness of the night.” 
 
    His face had tightened, his mouth set hard. I could not guess at his thoughts. He said nothing.  
 
    Finally, I stood. I said, “When we are alone in the midst of the sand, with no other people around to draw his attention, that might be a time to think of triumph and success and every manner of good outcome.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said softly. “I’ll try.” He met my eyes. “I will try, Ryo.” 
 
    I signed assent, and left him there, looking out at the endless sky in this land where sunrise so swiftly followed sunset that the darkness of true night hardly had time to stretch across the world before yielding again to bright day. 
 
    I wished the Moon might come to the sky of this land. I wished that very much. 
 
    That was not the only thing I wished. 
 
      
 
    We departed the oasis of Sokakarep at first sunset of the following day. Aras was smiling; relieved, perhaps, to be riding away from the anxious people who had surrounded us in the oasis. All his bad temper and impatience had fallen away from him. As Sokakarep fell behind us, he glanced over at me and said, “Do try not to worry, Ryo. I’m fairly certain this will go well enough, at least for a while. Among other reasons for optimism, you’re a very steadying influence.” 
 
    I signed assent. Kerren rode on my other side, some small distance away. He rode with his head up, his gaze on the horizon before us, his posture upright but relaxed. I had no idea what kind of peace he had made with himself. I could not guess whether anything I had said to him had helped, though I hoped it had. His quiet now might be the resignation of despair. Or it might be patience and endurance, or he might have chosen to focus only on this day, this moment, and forget everything that might lie ahead. 
 
    Or his quiet might be a sorcerous calm laid over terror, or forgetfulness laid across every kind of reasonable worry regarding the days to come. 
 
    “No,” Aras said. “I don’t blame you for wondering, but he’s all right for now. You’re a steadying influence for both of us, I suspect.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I had accepted that this might be the best use I could be to Aras; that probably strength and skill with weapons would be nothing; that steady confidence might be much more important. I did not doubt that Aras would defeat every enemy while also refusing to permit the madness to come upon him. I did not permit doubts to come into my mind or my heart. 
 
    We rode through second day, and through the brief night, and through almost the whole of the first day that followed the night. We saw other travelers at a distance. All of them were going the other way. As the Younger Sun followed the Great Sun into the sky, we raised up a canopy for ourselves and for our camels and rested. At that time, with the Two Suns both pacing out their measures through the vault of the heavens, we might have been the only people in the wide span of the world. In every direction, I could see nothing but golden sands stretching out and out below the blue and endless sky. 
 
    Kerren and I cared for our camels. Bacet had not, of course, come with us. Tasmakat had suggested that she might come. Aras had refused her with brusque force. “You have work to do here,” he had snapped. “Never mind arguing; I don’t care. Assist your people in organizing the retreat along the front of expansion, and kindly send word ahead to make certain supplies and fresh animals are waiting for us in these three oases north of Putetke—oh, you already have.”  
 
    There had been some bite to that last. 
 
    Tasmakat had bowed her head, but she had answered steadily, If we failed to persuade you, nothing else we did would matter, or at least it probably wouldn’t matter for long. I thought it better to plan for success. 
 
    Aras had made a curt gesture of acceptance. “Of course you did. That’s just as well.” He had turned back to the maps. 
 
    So Aras and I and Kerren traveled alone, and cared for our animals and all our own needs, and found, without the least surprise, that everything we needed waited for us at the first oasis we came to, and the second, and the third. These oases were close together, less than one full day’s ride from each to the next. 
 
    The first oasis was large and crowded with many people, almost all making ready to depart. No one paid attention to us except for the people who watched for us, ready to provide fresh camels and whatever supplies we wished. 
 
    The second oasis was smaller and much less crowded, as very many people had already gone. But the Ro-Antalet ruler was still there, and two others of his kind, and some Lakasha and a small scattering of Lau. The three Ro-Antalet greeted Aras with the gravity and dignity that I now expected from that people. He answered them with scant patience, barely waiting for our fresh camels to be saddled and brought up before gesturing brusquely for Kerren and me to mount and leading us out into the sands again. 
 
    “They were frightened and upset,” he said later, when we made camp. “I’m sorry to drag you both out into the desert when we could have rested comfortably there, but—” he made a short, expressive gesture. 
 
    Kerren did not answer; he had stretched out on the blankets, his back to us, though I suspected he was not asleep. I thought it was good that the fear of the Ro-Antalet had upset Aras so much he did not want to stay there. I did not say that. I said, “The loneliness of the desert makes me think of a story my people tell, of a man who traveled alone through the high north, at the foot of the mountains there, looking for a cave said to be lit by a lantern made of a fragment of the Moon’s own lantern.”  
 
    I told the story slowly, lingering over every detail of the wonders this man encountered on his travels. Aras lay down on his back, one arm over his eyes, tension easing out of his shoulders and body as he listened. After some time, when I was certain he slept, I lay down too. I did not sleep. I gazed up at the billowing canopy above us, listened to the small sounds the camels made, and thought about many things. 
 
    The third oasis was very small, a bowshot across, perhaps two. It made a place for only a small scattering of pretty homes and a single grove of slender trees. At the center of this small oasis, a ring of exuberant fountains flung water into the air in a series of endless cascades. 
 
    Everyone had gone, so the gardens here were peaceful. The only people we found in this small oasis, sitting near the fountains, were two men who waited for us with fresh camels and everything else we needed. One was a Lakasha and the other a Lau. They wore plain kilts; no jewelry or weapons of any kind. They rose, bowing, when we came there. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aras said to the two men, speaking in eskanat. “Your names?” 
 
    The Lakasha was a very young man named Ranep-lakal—a servant, barely above a Lau sokal. The Lau was a much older man, Bora-sokal, someone’s possession. 
 
    “You volunteered to bring these beasts here and wait for me?” Aras asked them. “Or you were commanded to do so?” 
 
    Though he was so much older, the Lau deferred to the Lakasha with a glance, and Ranep answered, bowing, Yes, Aras-rana. I mean, it was ordered that someone should do so, and as the command had been given and someone must do it, I said I would. Bora-sokal said he would come with me, though—he bared his sharp teeth just a little. That wasn’t necessary! I could have done it myself! 
 
    Bora rolled his eyes, though he did not put himself forward to argue.               
 
    “Well done, both of you,” Aras told them. “You are now Ranep-ka. Bora, you are now my servant and therefore you are Bora-atka.” They stared at him, but he ignored their astonishment and merely went on. “When you arrive at Sokakarep, you may inform whoever inquires that you are now in my personal service and that your status has changed accordingly. You may report to Tasmakat-ka, who will find suitable tasks for you.” 
 
    The young Lakasha was too much astonished to answer. He slanted his ears back uncertainly, looking at his much older companion to see what he should do. Bora recovered more quickly and bowed. “Thank you, lord,” he said. “I mean, my lord.” He elbowed Ranep, then dropped to one knee and bowed again. Ranep jerked in surprise, his ears flattening, then did the same.  
 
    Aras gestured them up impatiently. “You may stand—you may both stand. I don’t generally require that anyone kneel to me; Lau customs are different. I imagine you were to provide us with these fresh animals and then ride back north.” 
 
    Yes, lord. Ranep answered earnestly. I mean, my lord. 
 
    “Yes. You may rest the animals we brought here for the rest of the day and overnight. You won’t need to hurry. No one is within a day’s ride of this place.” Aras looked away, south, his expression abstracted. “Two days ride, probably. You’ll have time to get well away. But don’t stop until you reach Sokakarep. I think my enemy—our enemy—knows I’m coming. I think he’s already moving to meet me. Tell Tasmakat-ka to instruct Satkutset-ro to retreat all the way to Kanenep. She, all her people, will be hard-pressed to expand Kanenep sufficiently to accommodate so many, but I’m sure they’ll manage.” He did look at them then, and demanded in a different tone, “Did you understand all that?” 
 
    Ranep stared at him, but Bora said, “We understand, my lord. Head straight for Sokakarep, speak to Tasmakat-ka. Tell her that the enemy is moving this way because he knows you’re coming to find him. Tell her that the great and wise Satkutset-ro should take everyone to the far north, to Kanenep.” His voice fell away on the last words and he looked at Aras in a different way. “My lord—” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Aras said distractedly. He was once more looking away, south. “Tasmakat will see to you both.” Then he blinked and turned back again, frowning. “Ranep, are you all right?” 
 
    Yes, my lord, the young Lakasha said. I mean … yes. You’re going to face Harapta-saro, all his people, by yourself? With just those two people to help you? They’re not from this country, are they? It’s a long way to Putetke! What if there’s a sandstorm, or a spiteful mirage, or what if something else happens? Do you—I would—he faltered, ducking his head, his ears flattening as Aras looked at him with far sharper attention. He said in a much smaller voice, so faint I barely heard him, I could at least take care of the camels, my lord. I couldn’t do much, but I could do that. 
 
    “I commend your courage,” Aras said warmly. “That was bravely offered, Ranep-ka. There’s no need for me to put you at risk, but thank you. Bora-atka, don’t be concerned; I didn’t expect you to step forward, and I don’t need anyone else with me. I do need you to take that message for me. You’ll remember it.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Bora said, stepping on Ranep’s foot to stop him from protesting. “Forgive my importunity, please, and permit me to ask—” 
 
    “You needn’t speak so formally. Remember you are now my sotasatka. Plan to leave at first dawn.”  
 
    “My lord,” Bora said, bowing. “You think maybe our enemies will come past you? All the way to Sokakarep?” 
 
    “A reasonable question, and quite possibly. I’m only one man. Anyone who wants to cut around me and press on to the north can certainly do so, and your people simply don’t have the soldiers you need to meet any kind of threat. Satkutset-ro must do what she can to protect your people, so she should not try to hold Sokakarep. Kanenep isn’t any more defensible, but at least there are more Lau there, and if it comes to the moment, they’ll help defend your people.” 
 
    “All right,” Bora said slowly. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    We’ll carry your message, my lord, Ranep said earnestly. May the gods go before you and above you, Aras-rana, until you come once more to your home!  
 
    “Yes,” Aras said absently. “I certainly hope so.” He added to me, “I know you’d be much more comfortable resting here, but it’s almost second sunset, and I hate to lose the whole night.” 
 
    “Of course we will go on,” I said. I had expected this—I would have been astonished if he had decided otherwise—but I said, once we had mounted the new camels and ridden through the tiny oasis and out again into the golden sands, “Our enemy is coming to meet you?” This seemed very much the most important thing he had said during our brief pause in the little oasis. 
 
    “Yes, I think so.” Aras ignored any unspoken thoughts he might have glimpsed in my mind. Perhaps his attention was so much elsewhere that he truly had not heard those thoughts.  
 
    I said, “Tasmakat said the oasis called Putetke should still be safe.” 
 
    “Did she? That’s right, she did. Well, no doubt that was true at the time, but I don’t think it’s true now. I think Harapta is there.”  
 
    Kerren said, speaking for the first time in many hands of time, his voice low but savage, “Good.” 
 
    Aras blinked and then looked at him much more attentively than he had looked at me. “Waiting is difficult,” he said gently. “And riding toward the enemy is worse, especially when you think he probably overmatches you. Don’t worry, Kerren. Whether Harapta’s waiting in Putetke or somewhere else, he really isn’t at all likely to overmatch me.” 
 
    Kerren dropped his gaze to his camel’s neck. He made no answer, and Aras said nothing more. For a long time after that, we rode in silence. 
 
    I knew from the maps that we would not come to Putetke in one day, nor two days, nor three. We might come there in four days, or five—or more than that, if a sandstorm came upon us, or a spiteful mirage, or any other kind of difficulty. I had not thought of problems of that kind when we left Sokakarep, though I should have. Now, too late, the possibilities worried me. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a concern,” Aras agreed, glancing over at me. “I did permit an experienced man, a convoy guide, to share one or two relevant memories with me, so with luck and the favor of the gods, that should serve.” 
 
    I thought we might have done better to ask this convoy guide or another such person to come with us. Obviously we should have done that. I could not understand why I had not thought of it—or why Aras had not thought of it.  
 
    Then, as Aras glanced away from me, his mouth tightening, I thought again. I realized that we had not done so because everyone who might have accompanied us in that way had been too afraid. Of Harapta-saro, or of Aras himself, or of every terrible thing that might await us. On this journey, anyone too afraid, or anyone afraid in the wrong way or afraid of the wrong things, might well become a different kind of problem. A problem that might become less endurable with every moment that passed. 
 
    I said nothing. Nor did Aras. Nor, certainly, did Kerren. We only rode on, while the Great Sun and the Younger Sun strode slowly toward the western edge of the world and the endless sands stretched out before us. 
 
    We rode through second sunset and all through that night. This far south, it seemed to me that the night had become even briefer, and the stars seemed fewer as well, though very bright. The night seemed, briefly, cold to me as the light of second sunset faded from the world. Then I felt comfortable, while Aras and Kerren brought out heavier robes and put them on and the camels dropped their heads and grumbled, wanting grain and fodder. We went on. We would not stop until full day. 
 
    We carried dry cracker and sugary dates and dried meat, and as much water as we could. For the camels, we carried different cakes of pressed grain and as little fodder as they could tolerate, and no water at all. This time when we finally stopped, I did not need to tell a story of the winter country; when I came back from tending the hobbled camels, I found Aras already deeply asleep. 
 
    “He’s all right,” Kerren said bitterly, as I stood gazing down at Aras. Both of us were free to think our own thoughts while he slept, and Kerren plainly meant to take advantage of that freedom. “He’s perfectly fine.” He was lying on his back, his hands folded beneath his head, looking up at the rippling fabric of the canopy. 
 
    I sat down near him. Then, as the canopy guarded us against the too-intense power of the Two Suns, I took off my robe, folded it to use as a pillow, and lay down in the same way. I asked, “Do you blame him for this?” 
 
    “Blame him?” Kerren sounded honestly surprised, and for the moment much less bitter and also much younger. Then he laughed, all the bitterness returning to his tone. He came up on one elbow to look at me. “Blame him? No, of course not. Harapta, and Tasmakat, yes. Lorellan, absolutely. Myself, of course! You, a little. While I’m at it, I blame the first king of the Bauvarata dynasty, who decreed that the punishment for attempting to kill a king would fall on everyone out to the third degree, and every king since who’s left that law in the codices. Oh, and I certainly blame the first wise Ro-Antalet, who made a tiny mistake when she took a handful of Lau and turned them into Lakasha. And I definitely blame the gods, who let her turn the wrong kind of sorcery loose in the world.” He lay down again, still on his side, supporting his cheek on his hand. He said, his tone now tired, “I probably blame everyone except him.” 
 
    This was much, much more than I had expected him to say. After a little time, I said, “I am content to set the fault against Harapta. And against Lorellan.” 
 
    He snorted. “Of course you are.” He still sounded tired, but now mildly amused. “You’re a much more forgiving man than I am, Ryo. Unless someone insults you in exactly the wrong way. Even then, I bet you’d generally let somebody apologize.” He was silent for a breath. Then, before I could think of anything else to say, he asked, “Will you tell another story? Something from the winter country. A story that has nothing at all to do with any kind of sorcery. Nothing to do with battles or quarrels or death. Something peaceful. It’s all right if I don’t understand it all.”  
 
    I thought for a little time. Then I began, “This happened a long time ago, when the stars had only just come into the sky and the world was young, so I can tell this story to you as we tell it, but this may not be exactly the way it happened.” 
 
    “Perfect.” He folded his hands beneath his head again, settling down to listen. 
 
      
 
    As the red and gold of first sunset streaked the western sky, we went on again. The next day was exactly the same, and the next day again. 
 
    The day after that, we finally came upon the enemy. Or they came upon us.
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    We were still some distance from Putetke, riding three abreast, with the Great Sun high and the Younger Sun, white-gold, a handspan above the eastern horizon. We would come to the oasis soon. We were all impatient to come there. Perhaps our impatience made us careless—and we were not as familiar with the desert as someone born to this country—and our enemies were Lakasha, whom Aras could not see nearly as clearly as he could have seen Lau. 
 
    We rode up and over the crest of a long, high dune, one of uncountable such dunes, and while we were silhouetted against the sky, suddenly many enemies rose up to their knees from where they had lain concealed beneath robes exactly the color of the sand and began to shoot. 
 
    These Lakasha archers were not nearly as skilled as Lau archers, far less Ugaro bowmen, but we were very good targets. As the first arrows whistled past my face, I wheeled my camel, jerking the rein hard to get her back over the top of the dune, shouting to Kerren to do the same, and at that instant, not far away, Aras grunted, a short, sharp sound. A thin black arrow stood in his chest, low, not the worst place for an arrow to strike, but bad enough. Then we were over the crest of the dune, plunging down the other side, but now enemy archers rose up here as well, to either side. They had known exactly where we were, exactly the path we took through the trackless sands. 
 
    I was terrified, of course. But I was also blindingly furious at the thought that we might lose everything, every possible battle, everything we had risked, in this moment, at the very beginning, before we even saw our enemy. Aras was beginning to slide from his high saddle, and we were still in this terrible position, utterly exposed to arrows from two sides. I shouted for Kerren as I hauled my camel around again. I got to Aras barely in time to grab his arm, get my leg over my saddle, and slide with him to the sand in a controlled fall. He grunted as I seized him and cried out, a short cry, as we struck the ground together. His camel and mine, sensible beasts, had bolted. I had intended to keep hold of my rein. My failure to do so might kill us both now. I shouted again for Kerren, much more urgently. Other arrows went past, but we had moved fast, the archers were not skilled, and none of those arrows struck home. Of course, the one that mattered had already struck. 
 
    I lowered Aras to the sand, straightened, drew one of my swords, grabbed the bridle of Kerren’s camel as he rode up to us, and stabbed her up under the chin, fast and hard so my sword would go straight up into her brain. She collapsed instantly, Kerren jumping clear with a cry of shock. I ordered him sharply, “Get down!”  
 
    I had followed the camel down as well and now knelt in the small protection of her body. In the next instant, three arrows struck her body rather than me or Aras. Kerren had fallen prone, and now joined me in a slithering rush of sand. He gasped, “Aras—” 
 
    “See to him,” I ordered, and drew my second sword without rising. Three more arrows stood in the camel’s body now, but the Lakasha archers were not skilled enough to shoot past her. Of course they would have no such difficulty if they simply circled around us to the top of the dune. I might have been wiser to haul Aras across my camel and run, but I was certain we had not yet seen every part of this ambush. Obviously these archers had not come to this place on foot. 
 
    Then the rest of our enemies appeared, many mounted Lakasha riding over the tops of different sand dunes, some coming from one direction and some from another, riding fast. They carried long spears; the points blazed in the sunlight. For people who did not fight wars, who were neither soldiers nor warriors, the Lakasha had certainly learned fast. I had been right to make a stand. Our position now was hopeless, but running would have been even worse.  
 
    Aras was not unconscious, but he was dazed with the shock of the injury—or perhaps, and probably this would be worse, failing beneath some manner of sorcerous assault. I said sharply, “Kerren, I may be able to hold them for a heartbeat, but a sword is nothing against bows and spears. He must stop them or we are lost.” 
 
    “Oh, this is splendid,” Kerren said through gritted teeth. He snatched at the waterskin dangling from the dead camel’s saddle, then crawled to Aras, ignoring the arrow that buried itself in the sand a handsbreadth from his arm.  
 
    Our enemies were coming, not laughing and calling out as men might when they had an enemy so entirely at a disadvantage, not grimly set for butchery as may happen when an enmity is bitter, but silently intent. As they were Lakasha, perhaps they spoke to one another by means of sorcery, but I thought not. Anyone could see they were the slaves of a sorcerer, that their will had been taken from them, that none of them chose how they would act. Though they would kill us, I could not even hate them. 
 
    What I had said to Kerren was obviously true: a swordsman cannot stop spearmen from doing anything they choose. If one of the mounted Lakasha stupidly came close enough, I might drag him off his camel and take his spear for myself. That might work better, though obviously— 
 
    The nearest archers suddenly dropped their bows and went to their knees, and then others, and then the rest, the movement rippling outward from our position. The mounted Lakasha, who had nearly come upon us, began to draw up their beasts, dropping their spears. The camels grunted and fought the reins, not trying to run forward and trample us the way Ugaro ponies would have, but confused and upset as their riders abruptly changed their minds. Or as Aras changed their minds. 
 
    Straightening, I sheathed my swords and turned. He was sitting up, leaning against Kerren, who supported him. His eyes were closed, his face tense, his lips thin. He was breathing in short, shallow gasps. Kerren had been speaking to him, a low, urgent murmur, but now he fell silent, drawing a deep breath and looking up at me, and past me, at the many Lakasha. 
 
    I made certain I could speak steadily. Then I asked Aras, “How far from this place to Putetke? Can you ride that far? If you collapse, what then?”  
 
    He did not answer me. He might not have heard me.  
 
    I said to Kerren, “We will take camels and ride past all these people, get clear of them and ride to Putetke. If he is still alive when we come there—” 
 
    I stopped. Some of the mounted Lakasha were coming now, not in a way that suggested attack, but urgently. Aras whispered, “I have them, they’re mine now, don’t worry.”  
 
    I exchanged a glance with Kerren. Neither of us spoke. Evidently we need not be concerned regarding the approaching Lakasha. That was one thing that need not concern us. 
 
      
 
    We had no more difficulty in coming to the oasis of Putetke. The Lakasha made a litter with spears and silk and carried Aras carefully, the litter slung between two camels. No one had tried to draw the arrow—I would have stopped them if they had—so, though the injury was clearly bad, it did not become much worse during that short journey. 
 
    It was strange riding in the midst of all these Lakasha, aware that they might become enemies or allies according to the will of whatever sorcerer held them in thrall, their own will made nothing. 
 
    Aware that this might happen to anyone. That it might happen to me.  
 
    I tried not to think of that. I put my thoughts on everything else. 
 
    We came to Putetke barely a hand of time later. The light of the Great Sun flooded down, molten and heavy, the Younger Sun blazing in the east. Ahead of us, the edge of the oasis lay green and cool. A Ro-Antalet waited just across the border, lying on a rug spread out on the grass. At first I was angry because he had not come out to meet us. Then I saw that the rug was actually a different kind of litter, and that he lay there because his feet had been cut off.  
 
    Every terrible thing about sorcerers came back to me. I found myself exchanging another look with Kerren. He said nothing, but his expression had smoothed out in the withdrawn blankness that meant he was afraid or angry and trying not to feel those emotions. 
 
    We rode straight to this Ro-Antalet. As we crossed from the desert sands into the oasis, my skin prickled and tightened with the sudden cold. I had been suffering from a headache, but now that eased. Then the chill faded, and I saw how my hands lightened from dark honey-brown to a much paler shade, lion-colored. Then lighter than that, to a pale honey color. I would never become accustomed to that. But I set every kind of discomfort aside, sliding down from my camel and hurrying to help lower the litter to the grass before the Ro-Antalet. Despite all our care, Aras gasped in pain as we shifted him. Tension tightened his face. The line of his mouth was hard with the effort of endurance. 
 
    “I can help you,” the Ro-Antalet said softly in eskanat, his deep voice calm. “This injury is not serious. You have come to me in good time.” He did not wear the kind of elaborate headdress I had come to expect of his people, so I saw that his hair did indeed grow somewhat in the way of the mane of a drylands lion, spilling heavily down his back and over his shoulders. He was heavily bearded as well. Ordinarily all this hair and his beard might be neatly braided, but the braids were loose and neglected now. He went on. “Endure just a moment longer. Eraapa-ari, if you would kindly draw the arrow.” 
 
    I did not know every word, but his meaning was clear from context, and also because a Lakasha woman who had been standing close beside the Ro-Antalet’s litter now moved forward and knelt beside Aras. She touched the arrow’s shaft, and Aras gasped again. I moved to kneel on his other side, setting a hand to his face and resting my other hand on his chest, above the arrow. “Be still,” I said in darau. “Be still.” 
 
    He did not answer, but he tried to cooperate as the woman took hold of his robe near the arrow and began to lift and twist the cloth. I had not realized the arrow had not pierced the silk, but plainly it had not, and this woman had known that; she had known she could use the cloth to draw the arrow. That was a good thing to know of silk. I had a fleeting thought that my people should trade for silk, that shirts made of a material arrows would not pierce would please everyone, warriors and healers alike. 
 
    The Lakasha woman lifted and twisted the silk a little and then a little more while Aras struggled not to stop her. Then he did stop her, making her let go of the cloth and sit back. She had bared her teeth in fear, her ears flat to her skull, and she threw a look over her shoulder toward the Ro-Antalet. 
 
    “Try again,” he rumbled softly in eskanat, but then he switched to darau to speak to Aras. “Please, lord sorcerer, try to permit my servants to help you. I can do nothing until the arrow is drawn.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Kerren said, and moved to take the woman’s place. His expression was set and tense, but he knelt beside Aras and said to me, “If he’ll let you do it, Ryo, put him out.”  
 
    That was a very good idea. “Aras,” I said. I set my fingertips on his throat, pressing lightly to either side of the trachea, where the pulse lies close to the surface. He stopped me—I felt him do it—but then he opened his eyes, looked at me, and let me go again. I pressed once more, lightly, and a heartbeat later, his body finally relaxed. I let go, and Kerren began to copy the woman’s technique of lifting and twisting the cloth. 
 
    Then the arrow came free at last. Kerren cast it aside and folded back the bloody robe to show the wound. Fresh blood welled, but only a little. Even as I looked to see how serious this injury might be, the wound was closing. Astonished, I swung around to stare at the Ro-Antalet. His eyes, golden and unblinking, were fixed on Aras. I looked back at Aras, and the wound was nearly closed. The woman, Eraapa, had leaned past Kerren to hold the edges of the wound together, but now she let go, straightening and stepping back, and I saw that only a scar remained, and even that was fading.  
 
    Aras came up to one elbow. His breathing checked as he moved, but then smoothed out. He touched the bloody scar, then dropped his hand and looked up at the Ro-Antalet. He said in darau, his voice only a little uneven, “Bakharot, isn’t it? Thank you. That’s much better.” Then he shifted, beginning to get to his feet. I rose, took his hand, and lifted him up, and he looked at me, a swift, summing glance. “You’re all right, Ryo?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, which was true, or true enough. “And you?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said impatiently. “You can see I’m fine.” Then he looked at me in a different way. “Oh, you meant—” He cut that off, turned to Kerren, and said to him, much more gently than he had spoken to me, “I’m all right. I’m fine. I swear before the gods, I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Kerren answered, “I believe you, my lord.” 
 
    Aras looked at him for another heartbeat. Then he turned to the Ro-Antalet, Bakharot, and spoke with crisp decision. “Is the sorcerer here alive? I know he’s not Harapta, but I wanted him alive so that I could take a better look at him. I don’t see him now. I hope no one killed him while I was incapacitated.” 
 
    “Yes, he lives,” answered Bakharot, his deep voice quiet. “Your will was quite clear from the moment you took my people for your own.” He spoke darau, though he hesitated a little over some words. But he went on, still in darau. “I gave orders to render my poor Gasetka unconscious and keep him so.”  
 
    “Your Gasetka?” Aras studied Bakharot, his eyebrows rising.  
 
    “Yes. Until Harapta-saro took him, he was one of my people. Now … perhaps he might be restored to himself, should Harapta-saro fall. But I cannot imagine that Gasetka will be able to live with what he has done here.” 
 
    “No, it would certainly be upsetting. He does seem to have done a lot in a hurry.” Aras glanced around, his attention focused outward, not on anything I could perceive. His lips thinned. “More than I would have expected. He knew exactly what he wanted to do, didn’t he.” 
 
    This had not been a question. Bakharot gazed at Aras, his golden eyes unblinking. “He did, yes. He set his will upon all my people and used them as he pleased. As you have done, and will do, lord sorcerer.” 
 
    Aras looked at him, his eyebrows rising. 
 
    “We are all your possessions, of course, my lord.” The Ro-Antalet bowed his head deeply, almost to the ground. “Please don’t harm your people. My lord, I am your slave. But please forgive my importunity and permit me to beg you to let them go. They won’t defy—” 
 
    “Enough,” Aras snapped, his tone harsh enough to cut the Ro-Antalet off almost in mid-word. “I’m sure they won’t, and obviously you won’t, but stop cowering.” 
 
    There was a short silence. Then Aras glared at me, the line of his mouth hardening. “I really don’t think that’s quite fair, Ryo.” 
 
    I had been thinking of the sorcerer in the Peacock Desert, of the people enthralled there, of how Aras had not wanted to let them go. I had also been thinking of his kindness to Ranep and Bora, in the little oasis, only days past. His manner toward them had been different from his manner now, but perhaps not that different. He had taken them into his service immediately. I had thought that a kindness. It had been a kindness. But it had also been a possessive act. That had not occurred to me until this moment.  
 
    Now he had taken possession of all these people, everyone who had been sent to attack us. Perhaps he had taken possession of everyone in this entire oasis. He had set his will upon them all. Plainly he did not want to let them go. And his manner toward Bakharot was not kind. 
 
    I met his eyes, not trying to conceal any of my thoughts. 
 
    He breathed out sharply, exasperated. “I’ve hardly had time to—oh, very well!” He said to Bakharot, “You are most certainly not my slave. I promise you, I haven’t the slightest intention of harming anyone here.” Then he let them all go. All the people surrounding us, everyone, all the Lakasha. 
 
    I had known he held them all beneath his will, but I had not realized how tightly he held them until he set them free. Many dropped whatever weapons they still held and fled. Others turned to one another, reaching out to grip hands or embrace. Two men near me drew knives and began to cut their own throats, then threw down the knives and dropped to their knees. I knew Aras had taken their will again and could not say he had been wrong to do it. 
 
    I also had not realized that Lakasha could not weep in the way of Lau or Ugaro. I realized that now because none of them wept. They whined or moaned instead, thin sounds of grief and terror. Several howled, a sound as anguished as the keening of women after a battle. The Lakasha woman close to Bakharot, Eraapa, made no sound, but dropped to her knees beside him and pressed her head against his golden pelt. He bent his head above hers, lifting one mutilated foreleg to fold her into an embrace. His expression was grim, sad, angry. He could weep. Tears stood in his eyes. 
 
    “I can’t bear this,” Aras snapped, and all around us, the intensity of all this reaction suddenly became muted. He pressed a hand to his eyes, then to his mouth, then took a shuddering breath, dropped his hand and looked up again. He looked around, not only at the people close to us, but, I was certain, past them, at many, many people much farther away.  
 
    Then he said to Bakharot, “I’m blurring recent memories and blocking every sort of emotional reaction. I will let them go, I’ll let them recover everything they’ve experienced, but gradually, as I ease them out of enthrallment shock, over the next day or so. I hope you find that satisfactory, because I am not going to try that kind of abrupt release a second time.” 
 
    “Yes,” whispered the Ro-Antalet. “No. I’m sorry that hurt you, my lord.” 
 
    “You’re extremely glad it hurt me. I can’t take your will, I can barely see your thoughts, but I’m not having any difficulty whatsoever seeing that.” Then he made an impatient gesture. “I don’t blame you, Bakharot. Try not to be so frightened. Can you, or anyone, repair the damage done to your legs? Did you try to run? Was that the reason he did that to you?” 
 
    “If you permit this, yes, though it will take some time,” Bakharot answered, his deep voice soft. “He had it done because I tried to kill him. He could have done worse. I was afraid he would do worse. But he could not see my thoughts at all, only my fear, so he did only this.” 
 
    “What did you fear—no, never mind! Don’t tell me. I won’t ask. I’m sorry I frightened you. But why did you heal me, if you’re this afraid of me? Ah.” The line of his mouth hardened further. “Of course. Yes, you’re right: I do intend to bring down this Harapta, and as efficiently as possible. You knew that? Ah. Satkutset-ro sent word before me.” 
 
    “She did, lord. We had that word hardly an hour before Gasetka came to us, to me, and we realized he had been taken and corrupted. But when you took my people—your people—and at once began undoing the worst of Gasetka’s cruelties, I would have realized then that you might bring us hope. I beg you will go south—so many people are suffering as we—” 
 
    Aras cut him off with an impatient gesture. “I’ll go south in—I don’t know—a day, two days. When your people are better fit to manage without me. I do want to take a good look at that sorcerer. Gasetka. He’s no use to me asleep; have him woken.”  
 
    He walked away without waiting for an answer. He made no gesture forbidding anyone to follow him. He did not need to explicitly forbid anyone. His manner was so entirely cold and closed that even I did not want to intrude upon him. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Kerren said to me, his voice low.  
 
    I looked at him, startled. 
 
    He shrugged, a small gesture. “I think he needs one of us near him, Ryo—or he will, probably before he wants to admit it. You made him listen to you and step back from the madness. I couldn’t have done that. This is something I can do.” His mouth twisted. “He won’t hurt me.” He walked away, the way Aras had gone. 
 
    I stayed where I was, looking around at the Lakasha, who were gradually recovering themselves, trying to come to terms with everything that had happened. The two who had tried to kill themselves were quiet now, but other Lakasha were helping them to their feet. One and then another Lakasha came to Bakharot, kneeling before him, embracing him while he bent his enormous head over them, speaking quietly to each of them in turn. Those who came to him seemed calmer, less deeply distressed, when they rose and moved away. 
 
    Eventually, when Bakharot turned to me, I said in darau, “I understand your fear. But you must have understood by this time that the madness has not come upon him in the same way.” 
 
    “He terrifies me,” Bakharot admitted, his deep voice low. “He took all my people away from Gasetka. He did it easily, quickly, and Gasetka could not do anything to stop him. His strength is plainly far greater. He can do anything to us that he wishes.” I began to speak, but he went on before I could. “Yet I do see that he’s not the same. The moment he took my people into his hands, he immediately moved to stop … some of the other things that had been done to us. That Gasetka had made us do to ourselves. I had hope then that he might not be as cruel.” He refrained from saying yet. I heard that word standing silent in the air between us. 
 
    Bakharot went on, “Come to the palace, if you wish. You are of the … Ugaro? Ugaro-asei, I believe? I have never before seen one of your people. You’re quite different from a Lau, aren’t you? Yet you aren’t suffering as much from the heat and dry air as I might have expected … ah, one of my people has already helped you accommodate yourself to the desert?” He looked at me even more closely as Lakasha came to take up his litter. It took sixteen of them to lift him, eight to a side, and even then he was plainly almost too heavy for them. 
 
    “Naherotep-ra,” I said. “You are Bakharot-ra?” 
 
    “I was, yes. Now my name and place will be whatever your lord is pleased to grant me.” 
 
    He nodded to his bearers, and they began to move, stepping all together, almost at the same instant, though I had neither seen nor heard any of them signal the others. The silence of the Lakasha, to which I had become almost accustomed, struck me again. The woman, Eraapa, had jumped to her feet and now came with us. 
 
    Bakharot continued to speak to me. “Forgive my ignorance, Ugaro lord, but I do not know your name, nor how to address you respectfully.” His expression was difficult for me to read. He went on in the same contained, measured manner. “Perhaps you may permit my people to address you as Ryo-asei-sa. I ask that you permit this. The address may reassure them a little, as it indicates you are … I do not know exactly how to express this … untamed. Neither his possession nor his servant.” 
 
    “If you wish,” I agreed. Names and all these words that attached to names were important here; I had known that, but perhaps I realized it more clearly now than I had before. I did not attempt to explain the tuyo custom of my people, only said, “You may address me in that manner if this seems wise to you. I think probably Aras will agree with me that you are Bakharot-ra. I think he will agree this is your name once he realizes that you were afraid the mad sorcerer here would cut off the hands and feet of your people, and that you hid that terror from him because you preferred that this be done to you, not to anyone else.” 
 
    “Ah. You realized that? Yes, Ryo-asei-sa, you are correct. This punishment is less crippling to me than it would have been to a Lakasha. My forefeet were never as much use to me as the graceful and clever hands of Lakasha are to them.” He was silent for the space of a long breath. Then he said softly, “I was foolish to try to fight him. But I thought I might kill him. If I had chosen my moment more carefully … if I had struck more decisively … but my people are long removed from the days when we hunted for ourselves, tearing down our prey with our weight and our claws.”  
 
    “You can … grow new feet?” I knew I had not misunderstood this, but even after the manner in which he had healed Aras, the thought still astonished me very much. I asked, “Could you cause a Lakasha person to grow a new hand?” 
 
    “I probably do not have the skill to manage such extensive work, but an adept of my kind may be able to manage it. Satkutset-ro could certainly do it, if … if the chance comes for her to try. She is still alive? Still free?” 
 
    “I think she must be. Aras sent word to her that she and all her people should leave Sokakarep, retreat farther north, to Kanenep.” 
 
    “Then their backs will be to the Break,” murmured Bakharot-ra. “They will not be able to retreat farther. This Lau sorcerer must defeat Harapta-saro. He must.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “He will.” 
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    Everywhere in Putetke, people, almost all Lakasha but also a scattering of Lau, were going about the many tasks required to recover themselves. The mad sorcerer had not held this oasis long, but even so, he had had time to do terrible things. The great hall of the palace held many small, narrow cages of woven wood and thin wire. All these cages were empty now. But I could see each had been of a size to hold one Lakasha, who, once closed within, would not have been able either to stand or sit. The dais where Bakharot-ra would have lain had been replaced with a throne suited to a Lakasha, and beside this throne, a great iron bolt held a short chain and a huge, thick leather collar, of the size that might fit around the neck of a Ro-Antalet. 
 
    No one had yet found time to take all these things away. Many people had come here seeking help from three Ro-Antalet and a double handful of Lakasha who had plainly taken responsibility for everything and were trying to help everyone. I thought that the Lakasha might be sorcerous adepts, helping people recover from enthrallment. I knew that the Ro-Antalet were helping with every kind of physical injury. Certainly every kind of physical injury was evident. 
 
    “How long did this Gasetka rule here?” I asked Bakharot-ra. 
 
    He did not answer. A much younger, smaller Ro-Antalet had bounded up to us, a child, hardly larger than the small lions of the winter country, so young that kitten spots were still visible on her belly and sides. Answering Bakharot-ra’s gesture, the sixteen Lakasha set down the stretcher on which they had carried him and moved back a small distance, and the child Ro-Antalet immediately flung herself upon him. She was not weeping. Despite the difference between her kind and mine, I could see she was trying very hard not to burst into sobs. She spoke in eskanat, too rapidly for me to understand more than a word here or there. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” murmured Bakharot-ra, bending his head over hers. He spoke in darau. “Yes, my courageous and beautiful child, everything has been terrible, but I hope it may be much better now. I am quite well, truly. The feet are nothing. Everything done to me will be made whole. Can you speak in darau? Show me that you remember your lessons.” 
 
    She sniffed, gasped, choked back a sob, and said in darau, “The people in the gardens! The hanging people!” 
 
    Beside Bakharot’s stretcher, the woman, Eraapa, winced, her lips wrinkling along her sharp muzzle, her ears flattening tight against her skull. She knew exactly what the child meant. 
 
    So did Bakharot. This was plain despite his calm manner. He said, “They have all been taken down now, surely?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” and the child went on in fast eskanat again. 
 
    “Sometimes, even for all our skill, death is the better choice,” Bakharot-ra said gently. “My kind and gentle child, you are a Ro-Antalet. Try to be calm. Your distress will frighten our people. Speak in darau. This is our guest, who has come here from a very distant land, a land more than two hundred thousand rods from this garden where we stand, a land where the Younger Sun seldom steps into the sky and the gentle Moon rules a night that stretches out as long as the day. His people are the Ugaro-asei. Calm yourself and speak politely. I wish our guest to have a good opinion of you.” 
 
    I said in careful eskanat, “My opinion is already good.” Then I said in darau, “Now I think I know what you feared most of all. You need not fear for her now. Aras will not do any harm to her.” 
 
    Bakharot sighed, a deep exhalation. Then he admitted, which I had already guessed, “This is my child, Phasetka. We had just a little warning—enough for some of my people to flee into the desert. I thought my child had done so—I ordered her to do so—but perhaps she thought herself so wise and clever that she need not obey my orders.”  
 
    His words were stern, but the gaze he bent upon his daughter was tender. 
 
    “I did! I did flee into the desert!” the girl-child protested. “But he was hurting our people, so I had to sneak back in and try to help. But I couldn’t—I didn’t—it wasn’t—” she sobbed once, fought herself back to a fragile calm and faced me, trying for the regal air of her elders. She could not look dignified, but she tried hard. She said to me in darau, “Did you stop Gasetka and save us? Was that you? Did some—some strength of the wise and gentle Moon let you do it? Thank you, thank you—” 
 
    “I did not,” I told her. “My role in everything here was small. My friend Aras Eren Samaura, a Lau sorcerer, made him stop. He came here to stop all these bad things that have been happening.” Her eyes, a dark, metallic bronze color, were widening, so I added, “Aras has a granddaughter who has five summers. I do not know how many of your years that would be. I do not remember how many days you count in your short years or your long ones.” 
 
    “You remember this, Phasetka,” Bakharot-ra prompted her.  
 
    The child drew a shuddering breath, but this question had steadied her. She said, “The long year is like the Lau calendar. I don’t remember how many days that is, but a real year is two hundred seventy days. I have thirteen years—” 
 
    “Seven Lau years,” murmured Bakharot-ra. “The sorcerer’s granddaughter has almost nine of our years.”   
 
    “Oh. She’s very little.” Phasetka hesitated. But she was indeed calmer now. She said, “I will—I will—what is her name? The little Lau girl?” 
 
    “Tathimi,” I told her.  
 
    “Tathimi,” she repeated. “Thank you for telling me, lord—I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name either, lord!” She threw a glance of appeal toward her father. 
 
    “Ryo-asei-sa,” Bakharot-ra murmured. 
 
    “Ryo-asei-sa,” the child repeated. “Thank you!” Whirling, she bounded away in great cat-leaps, racing through the hall and away. 
 
    “Aras will not harm her,” I promised Bakharot-ra. “He would never do such a thing. He will not harm anyone here. I realize you may find this difficult to believe, but my words are true.” 
 
    “I pray every word you speak is wholly and entirely true,” he said softly. “I will give anything to make those words true.” 
 
    I gestured assent. I had already understood this—anyone would have understood this. I said, “Where is this Gasetka?” 
 
    Bakharot-ra nodded toward the far end of the great hall. “There. Asleep. I understand that Aras-rana commanded that he should be permitted to wake. I am afraid to permit this, lest he proves more dangerous than Aras-rana believes. If Aras-rana is angry, perhaps you will speak for me, asking that his anger comes upon me, not upon—” 
 
    “I’m not angry,” snapped Aras, coming abruptly into the hall. I did not quite flinch from the surprise of his entrance. Bakharot-ra did flinch, and then bowed deeply. Aras glared at him. 
 
    Kerren had come in with Aras, though so quiet and self-contained that even I had hardly noticed him at first. But now he shifted his weight and looked at Aras, only a brief glance before dropping his gaze, effacing himself again. 
 
    Aras shifted his glare to Kerren. But then he lifted his chin, settled his shoulders, and visibly set every kind of bad temper aside. He said to Bakharot-ra, much more mildly, “I’m uncomfortable, I admit. Your people have been so badly hurt, and they’re so frightened. You’re frightened too, which isn’t helping, but at least you’ve begun to settle—may the gods be merciful! What now?” 
 
    “He is afraid for his child.” I nodded toward Phasetka, who had come back into the hall and halted, looking across the distance between us, her bronze-colored eyes wide, her lion tail flicking nervously. A Lakasha girl, perhaps close to the same age, had come into the hall with her and now knelt, putting an arm across Phasetka’s shoulders. Phasetka leaned against her and spoke to her. Then she began to cross the hall toward us. The Lakasha girl jumped up and came with her, though her ears were flat to her skull. She was struggling to calm her expression, but her eyes were also wide and she bared her sharp teeth in terror as she came closer—but even then she did not stop or run away, but stayed with Phasetka.  
 
    I said, “The Ro-Antalet child’s name is Phasetka. She has seven years. I do not know the name of the Lakasha child.” 
 
    “Sasuret-lakal,” murmured Bakharot-ra. “My lord, please—” 
 
    “May the gods be merciful,” Aras said, not loudly, but with great intensity. His mouth tight, he pressed a hand across his eyes. Then, dropping his hand, he said, his voice strained, “I’m not going to hurt her, Bakharot-ra. I won’t hurt either of them. If you would kindly make an effort to believe that.” 
 
    “I will try,” murmured Bakharot-ra.  
 
    The two children came toward us. Phasetka did not bound now, but walked, obviously trying for the measured dignity of her elders. Sasuret stayed exactly with her. The Lakasha child carried some small object in both hands. A small box. They came directly to Aras. Then, bowing low, Phasetka said in careful darau, “Lord, Aras-rana, thank you for freeing us from the bad sorcerer. Please take this gift from my hand. I give this to your granddaughter Tathimi, so she will know I will remember to be grateful forever.” 
 
    The Lakasha girl forced her ears up and her expression smooth, but her hands trembled as she knelt and offered Aras the little box. It was carved of some smooth wood, pale in color, with little designs painted on the lid in blue and gold.  
 
    Aras took the box. 
 
    “Open it!” Phasetka said, her tone hopeful and eager. 
 
    He did so. I stepped close to see, and found within a single flower, delicate blue, and a single leaf, green and silver-green, and a single seed, white, the size of my thumbnail. 
 
    “The tree is called a khasa,” murmured Bakharot-ra. “This means, ah … everlasting. The gift is a khasaru. This is a gift given to a friend who is going away. It is meant to show that friendship will endure. One hopes one’s friend will plant this seed and nurture the young tree. The one who stays at home plants a seed from the same tree. Each calls her tree by the name of the other, and when they write to each other, they send a leaf or a flower from their tree. It is a gift meant to last for the whole of one’s life.” 
 
    “I see,” Aras said. He was smiling; the first time in days, I realized, that he had done so. “On behalf of my granddaughter, I thank you,” he said to Phasetka. “And you as well, Sasuret.” He looked at them for another moment. The Lakasha girl hunched down, cowering, turning her head to the side, but Phasetka met his eyes with that unblinking Ro-Antalet intensity. Aras smiled again. “Despite everything that’s happened here, you have such hope. That’s … I treasure that. Thank you, Phasetka.” 
 
    She bowed, a small, graceful gesture. “You freed us, Aras-rana. I hope someday when we’re both grown up, I may meet your granddaughter!” She nudged her Lakasha friend and bounded away. Sasuret leaped up and ran beside her. 
 
    “Well,” Aras said, looking after them. “It’s good to have one bright moment in a grim day; it makes one remember that, no matter how dark the clouds, beyond them, the Sun is still there.” His expression had lightened, humor easing the hard set of his mouth. He held the little box in both hands, looking down at it. Then, glancing up, he said to Bakharot-ra, “I’m very pleased. But why did your daughter offer this gift to my granddaughter and not to me?” 
 
    Bakharot-ra’s head went back a little, his eyebrows rising in surprise. Then, for the first time, he almost smiled. “This is a gift given between childhood friends who must be separated. The custom is much more common between children close to the same age. Sometimes the … the memories, the personalities, the selves, of Lakasha children begin to entangle one with another. They blend, so that each child becomes … distorted. Despite the sadness this causes, these children must be separated so that each may grow into herself. That is most often the occasion upon which the khasaru is given. It is not common between two people of very different ranks or ages.”  
 
    “Ah. Well, I hope I have a chance to give this to Tathimi. I think she’ll be delighted to plant this seed.” He tucked the little box away, then looked up again. “Gasetka. Where is he?” He checked, then added, “You needn’t come with me, Kerren. I’d prefer you didn’t. Go outside and wait for me.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Kerren said softly. “May I help the people here if I see something I could do?” 
 
    Aras had not looked at him when he ordered him to stay away, but now he did, much more attentively. “Yes, if you wish. Don’t force yourself past—ah, no, I see. Very well, yes. Help these people as you see fit.” 
 
    Kerren nodded, turned, and walked away, toward the largest group of injured people, where two Ro-Antalet were working. Bakharot-ra glanced at one of his people, a Lakasha man who had been helping to lift and carry his litter, and the man bowed quickly and went after Kerren. Aras gave Bakharot an acknowledging glance and said, “Very well. Now, Gasetka.” 
 
      
 
    The Lakasha sorcerer lay, deeply asleep, in a large room behind the main hall. This might have been a comfortable room if everything had been different. As with everything made by Lakasha people, especially everything made for their Ro-Antalet, the tiles of the floor and the rugs over that floor, the sitting platforms and the tables, the silk draperies that decorated the walls and the walls themselves, were all beautifully made and colorful, soft pink and darker rose, warm tan and light brown, with touches of darker carmine and deeper brown here and there. 
 
    Gasetka lay on silk cushions on a long sleeping platform. The ages of Lakasha people were hard to judge, even more difficult than the ages of Lau, but he seemed to me a young man, perhaps a very young man. The elegant planes of his sharp muzzle and skull suggested youth, and his very white teeth, which showed because his mouth was a little open in sleep. His wrists and hands were bony in the way of a young man. Of course bruises would hardly show on such dark skin, but I could see no marks of rough handling. He seemed simply to have lain down here and gone to sleep, save that no natural sleep would have lasted past all the clatter and noise of our arrival. 
 
    “What did you give him?” Aras asked. “Poppy?” He glanced at a table a small distance from the sleeping platform. A bowl there held wine; now that I thought of it, I could smell the bitter scent of poppy. Aras went on, “I hope he wasn’t given too large a dose. I don’t want him dead. I want him awake.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” murmured Bakharot-ra. “If you wish, I can help him wake more quickly than would ordinarily be possible. I know your will rules here, so Gasetka poses no threat to my … your people.” Bakharot-ra’s bearers had carried him into this room, set the stretcher down in the center of the floor and then, at Bakharot-ra’s gesture, retired from the room. But I could hear them, waiting in the great hall until their Ro-Antalet lord needed them again. 
 
    They were brave men. I had not realized how brave until I saw how frightened they remained, even though Gasetka slept now. I should have understood from the first. Of course they were very frightened. Yet all of them stayed close, ready to take up the burden of their Ro-Antalet ruler’s weight and carry him wherever he wished to go, even into this room where this dangerous sorcerer lay. They stayed there, even when they knew Bakharot-ra meant to wake Gasetka. They did not trust Aras at all, but they trusted their lord completely—or they were willing to stay this close to him even if they feared he might be mistaken in everything. 
 
    “Of course he doesn’t pose any threat,” Aras said, a little impatient. “Wake him, Bakharot.” Then he looked at the Ro-Antalet with a different, closer attention. “You’re frightened again. I understand that, but—ah. I hadn’t entirely understood, had I? No, I promise you, this is quite safe. He can’t contaminate me as Harapta contaminated him. I’m Lau, and much more powerful than he is, and besides that, I’m already well accustomed to handling this sort of sorcery. I won’t permit him to harm any of … anyone.” He paused, glancing at me, aware that I knew he had almost said any of my people. He had stopped himself from saying it. But he still thought of all these people that way.  
 
    His mouth tightened. He added, his tone now dry, “Besides, if he did overwhelm me, Ryo would kill him immediately, and me half a heartbeat later.”  
 
    I said nothing.  
 
    Aras said, “Regardless, it’s a risk we’re going to have to take. A very small risk. Now, wake him.” 
 
    A slight pause, which drew out. Then, on the sleeping platform before us, the young man sighed, and stirred, and opened his eyes. His black eyes widened and he jerked upright—and halted just as abruptly, his gaze locked on Aras.  
 
    I had set my hand to a knife, though I had not quite drawn it. This young Lakasha sorcerer was hardly a step distant. Aras was right: I would kill him immediately if I suddenly found a need to do so—unless he took my will. But I was certain Aras would never permit such a thing. I was very, very certain of that. Perfectly certain. 
 
    “I’ve got him; there’s no need to be concerned,” Aras said. “I can hold him as long as I wish. There’s not the slightest danger. But, Bakharot, what did you say this man’s name is? Gasetka?” He did not look away from the young sorcerer. His gaze was intent, searching, but he said, “Tell me about him, Bakharot. He was one of your own people, yes? Tell me who he was before this happened.” 
 
    Bakharot-ra spoke slowly in his deep voice, “He is indeed one of my own people. His grandfather was a close servant of mine, Samaret-ari, a man whom I cherished. This young man, his grandson, was much like his grandfather: thoughtful, quiet, intelligent. Perhaps a little indecisive. A young man who found it difficult to settle to anything. This worried his grandfather. I was unconcerned. Many young Lakasha have that difficulty. I thought … I told my poor Samaret-an … that Gasetka would soon go to the sand, that after he returned, he would settle.” He hesitated. “You know of this custom?” 
 
    “A little, possibly. Tell me.” 
 
    “This is a custom of the Lakasha. Today, they are Lakasha-erra, nearly all of them—people of the gardens. They live comfortably and peacefully with my people. But when a young man comes to the right age, when a young woman comes to the right age, many go away, out into the wild desert, and travel and live alone, or perhaps with someone they may meet, or perhaps with one of the aseiret, the tribes of the desert.” 
 
    “Yes, so Gasetka went into the desert that way. Then what?” 
 
    “He meant to walk to the oasis of Eranrekta, a famous oasis perhaps twelve thousand rods south and east of mine, a popular destination for young Lakasha-asei. The journey is far enough and difficult enough to test a young person’s knowledge of the desert and endurance of privation. Young people often wish to test themselves in that way, and when they come there, they will find other young people who have completed the same journey. Many important khasarasura, deep friendships, are forged at that time in a person’s life. They may choose to study at one of the three collegia of Eranrekta, or they travel to another oasis, or perhaps travel more deeply into the sand. But I thought Gasetka would come home. I thought he would settle into a place much like his grandfather’s place, and his father’s. With me, or with another Ro-Antalet.” 
 
    Bakharot-ra sighed deeply, his golden eyes blinking slowly, his gaze moving from Aras to the young sorcerer. “My poor young Gasetka did not find himself or his path in the sands. He must have gone to the oasis of Khairetan instead, perhaps drawn there by Harapta-saro. Certainly he must have encountered Harapta-saro, or perhaps one of his corrupted sorcerers. He came back to us seven days ago. At that time, he was as you see. The madness had taken him.” 
 
    Aras was frowning. “Thank you for laying all this out for me so clearly. I’m sorry, but I don’t believe your young man came back to you. I don’t believe this is Gasetka at all.” 
 
    There was a long pause. Everyone stared at the young man and then at Aras. Finally, Bakharot-ra said softly, “But I know him.” 
 
    Aras shook his head. “You knew the young man he was. I believe that must be true. Perhaps … I think there could be a trace of that young man here. When you explain to me who he is, who he was, I think I may see suggestions of the young man you describe. But this man’s memories are not those of your young man. His personality … this is by no means someone indecisive or vacillating. This man is intensely driven, and he knows exactly what he wants. He wants to rule, and he wants—” He cut that off. After a moment, he said instead, “I think, after the past few days, you have a fairly clear idea of what he wants.” 
 
    “Yes,” whispered Bakharot-ra. 
 
    Aras said, speaking gently now, “I’m sorry, Bakharot. This young man may have been Gasetka once. But now he’s Harapta. There’s some … I’m not sure how to describe this. There’s a peculiar blurriness to this young man’s memory and mind and heart. Blurriness isn’t the right word. I don’t mean indistinct or unclear. I mean … false edges. Except without edges, because the falsity is absolutely everywhere. Nor is it layered over anything true. There’s nothing true left.” 
 
    He glanced at me and away again. He was thinking of what Lorellan had done to me. If I understood his meaning, then the thing Harapta had done to this young man was worse. It was very much worse. He meant that Harapta had stripped away all this young man’s memories. He had taken everything. Then he had put in all his own memories and made him into an imitation of himself. 
 
    Aras turned and set his hand on my arm, meeting my eyes from that small distance. He spoke firmly, with absolute confidence. “No one could do this to you, Ryo. You’re far more settled in yourself and far, far too stubborn. If Harapta could do this to someone like you, he wouldn’t need to use a boy like Gasetka.”  
 
    So. Perhaps that was true. I could see that this might be true. I certainly wanted it to be true. Still, I also knew that wanting an enemy to be weaker or more stupid than one fears can be a serious mistake. That hope can become a belief, and that is dangerous if it leads to overconfidence. And I already knew that overconfidence was a failing that came to … sorcerers. 
 
    Now Aras smiled. “Yes, I’m aware that’s a failing I have to guard against. But I couldn’t do this to you, and I’m a good deal more powerful than Harapta. Yes, I know, don’t say it!” He looked at Bakharot-ra. “Well?” 
 
    Bakharot-ra said, his voice low, “This terrible idea you suggest would certainly explain a great deal. But please, my lord, can you find Gasetka at all? Can he be restored to himself?”  
 
    Aras frowned again, first at Bakharot-ra and then at the young Lakasha. “I think there’s a faint memory of the man this used to be. But very faint. Not merely hidden, not merely deeply buried. Just … almost not there at all.” He blinked, blinked again, and sighed, turning back to the Ro-Antalet. “I’m sorry, but if the overlay were removed—something I don’t know how to do—I think you’d have a living body here, but a body that’s ... I’m not sure how to put this. Untenanted. A body without identity.” 
 
    “So my poor Gasetka is not dead,” Bakharot said softly. “He did not go to the gods. He was … removed from his body. His body was … pithed, to make room for Harapta-saro.” He winced, his gaze going to the young man. “Perhaps that is not the correct word. I hope it is not the right word.” 
 
    “No,” said Aras. “I’m afraid I think that’s probably the right word.” 
 
    Through all this, Gasetka—the young man who had been Gasetka—had not moved at all. He stayed absolutely still, as though he could not move, could not even imagine moving, could not act in any way. Of course he could not move. Aras held him. 
 
    I said, “He should be killed. It cannot possibly be right to leave him this way. Perhaps, if the gods are kind, they may find the part of the young man that remains. If that is impossible, still, this other person, this false person, this person who is almost Harapta, should not be permitted to live in the body of a person whom he has destroyed. I will kill him now if you wish, or someone else can do it.” 
 
    “I agree with all this,” Bakharot-ra said, his voice low. “He is mine, or he was mine. I would do it, but … my feet.” His voice deepened and roughened with pain. “I can’t even do that much for my poor Gasetka. I would ask my hands to do it, but this is not a task I would ask of her.” 
 
    I had to think about this for a heartbeat before I understood and looked at Eraapa, who had stayed close beside Bakharot-ra through all this. She had bowed her head, but she said, speaking for the first time, I would do it. This is—it’s so terrible, beyond terrible. Death might free Gasetka, and Harapta-saro deserves death, so I would be your hands in this as in everything. 
 
    Aras answered us all, “I’m not ready to let him go, not yet. I want to take a much closer look first.” He glanced at me. “You may go, if you wish. This is going to be tedious, I’m afraid … no? Very well. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Bakharot, you needn’t stay; I’m certain you have many tasks waiting your attention. This is going to take a while.” 
 
    As the Lakasha men came to carry Bakharot away, Aras sat down on one of the sitting platforms, propped his elbow on a table beside the platform, and rested his chin on the back of his fist. For a long time, he looked at Gasetka—Harapta—this strange and terrible person who was mostly an imitation of Harapta but also perhaps a little bit the young man he should have been. 
 
    This did grow tedious. I did not care. I sat on the floor, a short distance from them both, running my thumb over the black cord that decorated the knife Darra had given to me. I thought of her, a little. I thought of my people and the winter country, a little. I thought of many more troubling things, but only a little, fleeting thoughts that came and went. Mostly I thought of nothing. I waited with the still mind of a hunter. If Aras had been wrong, if this enemy suddenly overcame him, I would throw my knife very fast and hard. If anything seemed wrong to me, I would throw it. If this enemy touched my mind at all, I would probably throw my knife and only know afterward why I had done it. 
 
    At last, after what seemed a very long time indeed, Aras sighed, then stretched—then glanced around suddenly and smiled. “Ryo,” he said. “Thank you. You’re an astoundingly stabilizing influence, do you realize that?” 
 
    Of course I realized it.  
 
    “Of course you do,” he said. Beyond him, the young man who had been Gasetka turned, picked up the bowl containing the drugged wine, tasted the wine, and then drank it all. Then he lay down and closed his eyes. Very soon, his breathing changed, becoming slower and more shallow, and the tension of his muscles relaxed. He was asleep, unconscious.  
 
    Then I realized he was dead. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “I know Bakharot thought it was his duty, and I know Eraapa said she would be willing, but this was substantially easier and kinder. It’s over now. I pray the gods receive Gasetka kindly, whatever is left of him.” He sighed, looking over at the body. “I doubt there was enough left even for the gods to find him, but who knows? Ryo, I want to leave as soon as I can, but I need to rest. I hate to ask it of you because I know you’re tired too, but people here are so afraid—” 
 
    “I will watch,” I told him. “I will rest later.” 
 
    “Good, yes. Thank you. You can indeed rest later; for days, if you like. I’ll go on tomorrow, but I don’t think there’s any reason for you to come. Harapta definitely can’t defeat me; there’s not the slightest chance of that, so I’ve no need to risk you to any possible mischance—kindly stop that. I assure you, I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    I had raised my eyebrows. Now I said aloud, pointedly, “I am certain you will not again fail to notice an ambush, as occurred earlier in this very day. No doubt you need not be concerned regarding the possibility of a second unexpected and well-aimed arrow.” I lifted a hand when he would have answered and added, “Or any other unexpected danger, something you have not yet thought of, something you may not notice until the moment is upon you. Will you say this is impossible? Do you declare you are not overconfident in your own strength and cleverness? Perhaps you should take forty breaths to consider this matter.” 
 
    He let out an impatient breath. “It’s a laudable custom, Ryo, but I don’t need forty breaths. I’m not in the least overconfident. There’s no possibility he’ll take me by surprise again. I’m ready for that now. I’m simply too powerful now for him to match me in any way.” 
 
    “Perhaps that may be so,” I said, making no effort to sound as though I believed this. “But no matter your opinion, I will certainly come with you.” When he began a sharp answer, I added, “I do not need forty breaths either. I will not hear any argument. If you command me to remain here in this oasis while you go on without me, I will ignore that command. I am very certain you will not force me to obey you by means of sorcery, nor by any other means.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, his tone curt. Then he smiled a little. “Fine,” he said in a different tone. “I admit, I’ll be glad of your company. But you’d better not let yourself be hurt; I wouldn’t like that at all.” He rose, a little stiffly, adding absently, “Kerren can stay here, at least. I don’t have any need for him any longer. He’s not nearly as stubborn as you are—well, in his own way, I suppose he is, but I’m sure he’ll be glad to stay here and let me go on without him. Especially as he’s no use to me now no matter what happens.” He looked around, sighing. “I’m sure there’s a comfortable chamber somewhere that hasn’t been soaked in blood and doesn’t have a dead man in it.” 
 
      
 
    There was a chamber, high up in the palace, against the sloping outer wall. Through the windows, I saw that we had come to second sunset, that the short night would soon fall across the land of Two Suns. I felt better at once, though I knew the Moon would not come into this sky. I felt closer to her and closer to my people even in this kind of night. 
 
    The room was small, but the furnishings were beautifully made, all the colors bright but soft. The sleeping platform—there was only one—had been made comfortable with silk-upholstered cushions and blankets. More cushions waited upon sitting platforms and on the floor, scattered here and there upon the rugs. Someone had brought our packs here and laid out clean clothing. The adjoining water room was also small but well appointed. Aras barely paid attention to me. He took only the briefest possible time to rinse away the blood and dust of the day, then went to the sleeping platform, lay down, and slept at once. 
 
    I did not sleep. Of course I would not, after promising him that I would remain watchful. But I did not feel near sleep. I had rested a long time while he looked at the young man … at the person our enemy had made in place of that young man. That had been enough rest for a time. I watched Aras long enough to be certain he slept. Then I sat down on one of the rugs, leaned back against the wall, sighed out a long breath, and let myself relax at last. 
 
    I thought of many things during that short night. Of protectiveness and authority and arrogance. Of the manner in which protectiveness might become possessiveness, authority might become tyranny, and arrogance might become overconfidence and conceit.  
 
    He was not mad. Not even yet. But, though the cruelty usual to a sorcerer’s nature had not come to him, other changes, almost as ominous, had certainly come. I could see no good outcome waiting ahead of us, only outcomes that would certainly be bad and those that might be worse. But no man can know what the coming days will bring.  
 
    After a time, as the night brightened with the approach of the first sunrise, Kerren came in. He looked toward the platform where Aras slept and then glanced toward me. Then he sat down on one of the sitting platforms, stretched out his long legs, folded his hands in his lap, and said softly, “I’ve got this, Ryo. Go to sleep.” 
 
    I was tired, but I did not lie down. I asked him, “Do you know that he means to leave you here? That he intends to go on without you? Perhaps you should consider whether you think this is a good idea or perhaps otherwise.” 
 
    Kerren did not shift position. “Yes, we’re past all that. He already told me. I said I’d come unless he forbids me. So then he forbade me. I said he should ask you whether that was something he should do, and he said fine and rescinded the order.” 
 
    All this must have happened by means of sorcery. I had known nothing of it. I glanced at Aras to be certain he still slept. Then I said to Kerren, “He said he will not need you, that he will take the thralls of our enemy for his own. I cannot like that, but anyone can see he will have to do it. I think perhaps he may be right this far: that he does not need to set his will upon you, that nothing he does with you can possibly make any—” 
 
    Kerren said, even more softly, “Ryo, no. Think.” 
 
    I stopped, raising my eyebrows. 
 
    He said, “You may be the one person in the world who can still make him reconsider something he’s doing, maybe even change his mind and stop in the middle of … something. Almost anything. But I’m the one person who can best remind him to be kind. That’s the most important thing I’m doing for him now, a lot more important than helping him refrain from putting his will on other people. That’s trivial now, he’s right about that, for all kinds of reasons. But this other thing, I think that might be really important.” 
 
    I had not thought about this in that way. Now that Kerren had explained it to me, I thought he might be right. When I thought of one moment and another, I could see that Kerren was almost certainly right. He was entirely vulnerable. That was exactly why Aras needed him. What Aras needed from me was something very different. 
 
    This was not a thought I would want to have in my mind when he woke. 
 
    I asked, “Does he know this thought? Did he see that in your mind?” 
 
    Kerren shrugged. “Who knows what he sees? Maybe. I’m not shouting any of this out loud, and I don’t suggest you do that either. But I don’t think he sees everything. He demanded to know why I was being as stubborn as you, and I said that was my business, but if he ordered me to tell him, of course I would obey him. That’s when he stopped talking to me. I don’t expect there’ll be any argument. If he tries to forbid me, you can just look at him and he’ll reconsider. But possibly neither of us should think about this too loudly.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “That certainly seems wisest.” 
 
    His mouth twisted. But he only said, “Go to sleep, Ryo.” 
 
    I lay down where I was, on the rug, with my head cushioned on a pillow, and slept at once.  
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    Two days later, close to first sunset, as the Great Sun made ready to descend into the land of the shades, we too made ready to depart. We had good camels, one for each of us to ride and a pack animal as well. It was a long way to the next great oasis, Eranrekta. The journey would take four days’ ride, five, six. Perhaps we would come to smaller oases first, but most of them were very small, and we would not travel with a guide from this country, so we might miss them all. We could not miss Eranrekta; so everyone agreed. There, we would find Harapta himself, or else we would take up more supplies and pursue him. 
 
    “I think I know roughly where he is,” Aras told me, his tone matter-of-fact. “I can feel him, I believe, now that I know what to look for. It’s like … a weight in the air. Or not exactly in the air. A weight in the world, let’s say. I think that has to be Harapta. I don’t think anyone else could feel as powerful as this. He’s a long way away. But I’ll find him eventually.” 
 
    He spoke absently, his gaze unfocused, looking past me and past everything, almost due south. This person he saw, Harapta or some other person, must be a great distance from this place. An enormous distance. Yet Aras saw him, heard him, felt him. He was very, very much more powerful now than he had been. I had known that. But everything made me realize it again. It was difficult not to think of this. I began to check the harness of my camel. This was a gelding, a calm-tempered beast, for a camel. He had the long legs and the light build of a racing camel. All our animals were beasts of that kind. Four days to Eranrekta. Probably not more than four.  
 
    Kerren, already mounted, rode past me. He had the pack animal on a lead rein. He had not liked the camels at first; he had not known how to manage them. Now he handled his own beast and the other camel without paying much attention to either of them. His expression was calm. Remote. He was thinking of nothing far more successfully than I could. 
 
    Aras had not protested when Kerren had led his camel up to us, everything in his manner making it clear that he intended to come and thought the matter settled. Aras had said nothing about this at all. Now he glanced up at Kerren, sighed, and moved to mount his own animal. 
 
    To one side, Bakharot-ra rested on his litter. The sixteen bearers had moved away to a small distance, but Eraapa-ka knelt beside him, to his left, ready to leap up and act as his hands. 
 
    Bakharot-ra’s expression was calm, but his posture attentive rather than relaxed. His daughter waited on his right, sitting upright, very lion-like in her posture. Her expression was almost as calm as her father’s, but the tip of her tail, curled around her feet, flicked up and down with excitement or anxiety until she set a foot on it to pin it in place. Her friend Sasuret knelt beside her, a hand on Phasetka’s back, her black skin midnight-dark against the golden pelt. 
 
    Aras guided his camel toward Bakharot-ra, gave him a brief nod, and nudged the beast on another step so that he could smile down at the children. “I’ll keep your gift safe for my granddaughter,” he promised Phasetka. “And I’ll see to it that nothing terrible comes upon this oasis again.” 
 
    Phasetka nodded, her manner regal, but her tail escaped her foot and lashed once, twice before she caught it again. She pretended not to notice. “Please be careful, Aras-rana!” she said earnestly. Sasuret leaned close, her ears flicking, and at once Phasetka added, much more formally, “May the gods go before you and above you, Aras-rana, until you come once more to your home!” 
 
    He lifted a hand in acknowledgement of this farewell, gathered up his camel’s rein, and rode away from us all, out of the oasis, through the boundary, into the desert. Above, the Younger Sun stood high, only beginning to pace down his measured path toward the western edge of the world.  
 
    I made my camel kneel, pulled myself into the high saddle, urged him up again, and looked at Kerren. Then we rode together, side by side, into the endless sands of the desert, following Aras, who was already some distance ahead. 
 
      
 
    We rode all through the second day and the night and into the bright dawn of the following first day, nearly until second sunrise. Then we raised up our canopy and rested through the full day. The winds came up, intensely hot and dry, so that I asked Kerren to help me lower that side of our shelter. 
 
    Soon after first sunset, we went on again. It was still very hot, of course, and I drew my sand-veils across my face and made myself take care to drink plenty of water, the salted honeywater that I still did not like, but knew I needed. As the Younger Sun paced lower in the sky, the worst discomfort passed, and I put back the veils entirely near the second sunset. 
 
    The next day was exactly the same. So was the one after that. We would come to Eranrekta on the fourth day. I had lost track of the names of the days and did not ask, not wanting to hear that this might be one of the days that could be unlucky. 
 
    “It’s Sixteen Kasau,” Aras told me absently. “A day that signifies strong winds and violence. A good day to declare war, actually. Though I suppose this particular war was declared quite some time ago, and not by us. It’s a reasonably favorable day. We’re still in the month of Akuen—it’s a long month, you may recall. Akuen favors ambition and Harapta is certainly ambitious. That’s useful, as he’s certainly overreached himself.” 
 
    I tried not to think that Aras was also ambitious and possibly overreaching. To prevent myself from thinking that, I said, “We will show him his mistake.”  
 
    Aras smiled. “Yes, we will. I certainly have every intention of ensuring that this will be a good day for us and not for Harapta. He’s not in Eranrekta, unfortunately. He’s much farther east than this, and some distance farther south. But I’ll still set his ambition back hard today: this oasis is big and important, and losing it will certainly show him he’s got a problem.” He added, making a slight face, “The sorcerer in Eranrekta used to be called Tereket-an until Harapta took him. Now he’s an echo of Harapta, which at least makes him easy to recognize.”  
 
    “You see all this already?” I asked. “From how far away? I thought we would not come there for some time.” 
 
    “It’s not that far. Some miles, certainly. Ten, twelve, I’m not sure of my range now. We’ll certainly arrive long before second sunrise.” 
 
    I had not realized we had come that close. Now I had no difficulty thinking of other things, as I searched the sands before us. I saw nothing, but I did not trust my ability to see anything important. 
 
    Aras said, “There won’t be any difficulty this time. I don’t intend to let anyone shoot me again; once was more than enough.” 
 
    I made a sign of assent, but I continued to study the rolling dunes of sand before us and around us. A black eagle floated through the sky. From the size, I thought this was probably a female eagle, larger than the males, though still smaller than the golden eagles of the winter lands. Her wings were more rounded than those of the golden eagles, and her tail was a different shape. She would have bronze-colored feathers on her shoulders and back, though that could not be seen from below, nor from this distance. Though she was different from the eagles of my own country, I was glad to see her. If I found a feather today, that would be a good omen. I lowered my gaze, looking for anything marring the smooth golden sands. 
 
    I did not see a feather.  
 
    “Ryo?” Aras asked, aware of my sudden alarm. He followed my gaze. “Ah, I see. Strong winds and violence indeed! And directly in front of us; that’s certainly inconvenient.” He was frowning.  
 
    Far in the distance, south, thin black streaks reached across the sky toward us. A breath ago, the storm had been visible only as a haze in the air. My camel also became aware of the approaching storm—my alarm had probably made him pay attention. We had seen the storm before the camels had known it was coming. I was certain this meant the storm was coming very, very fast. 
 
    Now that he knew it was coming, my camel pressed against the rein, wanting to turn. The pack camel did turn, and jigged away sideway, rumbling in her chest, fighting the lead rein. Kerren’s camel wanted to turn as well. She wanted to lie down. He let her, and let the pack camel also lie down, and began to take down the tent without waiting for Aras or me to say he should do so.  
 
    “Kerren is right,” I said to Aras. “We must set up our tent immediately.” I could see from the stubborn set of his mouth that he did not want to do so. I thought as clearly as I could of the things Tasmakat had said of storms like this, especially of how she had said that the rushing sand would flay flesh from bone. Already the dark steaks were longer, closer. I imagined the force of the shiral winds, but driving sand before them. I could not hear the roar of the winds yet—or perhaps I could, a sound different from the shiral winds, but not that different. The blow would come soon, and strike hard. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” he said impatiently. “Very well, we have no choice; I understand that.” 
 
    My camel insisted on turning his back to the storm and lying down. He was very certain that was a wise thing to do. I was equally certain he had better wisdom in this country than any Ugaro. I let him lie down and hurried to help Kerren with the tent, setting the entrance on the lee side, throwing the waterskins and the most important packs into the tent. By this time, the hissing roar of the storm was clearly audible, a little like rain, but not the same. 
 
    There was no time to bring everything into the tent, nor to unsaddle the camels. They had settled firmly and closed their eyes to slits. I turned, took Aras by the arm—he had been standing, staring across the sands toward the storm, or beyond the storm toward Eranrekta—and shoved him hard toward the tent. 
 
    He yielded and came with me. Kerren was already within, sitting with his back to the storm, his legs drawn up, his arms wrapped around his knees. I pushed Aras that way, and went to that part of the tent myself, and sat down beside Kerren. Aras sat down beside me, on my other side. He was frowning, his expression neither upset nor alarmed, but distracted. He said, having to raise his voice almost to a shout against the rising scream of the winds, “I don’t think this is a natural storm! I think a Ro-Antalet made this storm and sent it against us!” 
 
    This had not occurred to me at all. I began to ask something or say something, but then the sandstorm struck and speech became impossible. The winds struck the cloth of the tent at our backs so hard that it felt like a solid blow from an enormous club. We all bowed forward beneath that blow, then straightened as the leading edge of the storm passed and the force of the wind lessened a little. The daylight that had come through the cloth disappeared. The roar of the winds filled the world. Kerren shouted something, but the storm was far too loud for me to understand him. 
 
    We were sitting in a calm and pleasant room. No, not exactly a room; the atrium of a great Lau house, with clean water splashing in a fountain before us and lemon trees in great pots. Sunlight poured through narrow windows, lying across the tile floor, and somewhere nearby a bird sang, a bubbling ripple of notes. Aras sat to my right and Kerren to my left. We all sat together, on the floor, with our backs to the southern wall. That was the same. That was the only thing that was the same. Very faintly, beneath the splashing of the fountain and the bird’s song, I might have heard the hissing roar of the winds and the sand. 
 
    “I know it’s a little abrupt,” Aras said, his tone wry and amused. “But I wanted to explain what’s happening, and that would have been impossible in all that racket. You’ve no need to be concerned. This certainly isn’t a natural storm; at least one Ro-Antalet has been forced to create this storm and send it against us. But it’s not going to last long. I’m looking for someone I can get a proper hold on, someone close to Harapta’s little echo. Tereket, that was his name, though that’s not who he is now, of course. Tereket-Harapta, let’s say. I’m not going to waste any time with him; I’m just going to kill him. That should free the Ro-Antalet at once, as he’s not, they’re not, enthralled, but enslaved by more ordinary means. They’ll cease making this storm at once, especially as they’ll have a great many other problems that need their attention.” 
 
    I did not know what to say. I was glad to know all this, but I did not like this false place Aras had made for us. The sandstorm had been frightening, but certainly it was no less frightening to be made unable to see or hear what was real. 
 
    “You really can, you know,” Aras reminded me. “Below what you think you’re seeing and hearing, your mind knows the truth. If something dire happened, you’d know it, Ryo.” 
 
    So. That was true. That made me feel a little better. 
 
    Kerren asked softly, “You can’t take them all? Free them all? They’re going to be so badly hurt, and so afraid. Can you help them at all, my lord?” 
 
    I had not thought to ask that. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I can’t, not from this distance,” Aras answered Kerren. “I’m so far away, I can’t see well and can’t easily forge a tie to anyone. I need a Lakasha adept, one who isn’t mad, someone who can reach back toward me and help me form a deep tie. Then I’ll be able to reach through that person and take more effective action. I expect someone will be willing to risk reaching toward me even if he doesn’t know me, as Harapta’s echoes do seem to be extraordinarily vicious … ah, there we go.” His expression became abstracted. “A brave woman,” he said after a moment. Then he said, “I need to concentrate on this. Don’t be alarmed.” 
 
    We were back in the tent, surrounded by the hissing shriek of the winds. I could not see anything. The air was close, and far too warm, and dusty even though we had pegged the entrance tightly shut. I coughed, and coughed again. This was certainly much more uncomfortable than the false place Aras had put into our minds. I almost wished to have that comfortable lie back again, except that it was not real, nothing about it was real, and I did not want that kind of falsity.  
 
    Then, after some immeasurable length of time, the scream of the winds lessened. Suddenly when I coughed, I could hear myself. I heard Kerren coughing too. I did not hear anything from Aras, but when I turned that way, alarmed, I could make out, dimly, his open eyes and the angle of his cheekbone. There was more light now, a very little more, even though I had not realized that until this moment. 
 
    The winds died away, and the light brightened and warmed, and I staggered to my feet, went to the entrance of the tent, unpegged it, and looked out into a clear morning. To the north, the way I faced now, a faint, bright haze glittered in the air. The storm had passed us by, the winds carrying away their burden of sand and dust which now billowed gently to the north as the winds stilled to a small breeze. After the close heat of the tent, the breeze felt cool, just for a heartbeat. Then it felt warm, but not uncomfortable. 
 
    Stepping out onto the golden sands, I looked up at the blue sky, then turned to look for the camels. They were already heaving themselves to their feet, blinking sand out of their long-lashed eyes, shaking sand out of their pelts, grumbling in puzzlement at this peculiar storm that had come and gone so swiftly. I went to take up the long reins of the camels lest they decide to go on toward Eranrekta without waiting for their riders. Kerren came to help me. He said nothing at all regarding anything that had happened.  
 
    Giving him the reins, I went to take down the tent.  
 
    “No, just leave it,” Aras said, coming out and stretching. “We can pick up another tent in Eranrekta, one that doesn’t have a thick coating of dust all over everything. Come along, Ryo. There’s a lot I can’t do until I’m closer, and the sooner the better.” He strode toward the camels, took the rein from Kerren, pulled himself into the high saddle, and rode away, south, without waiting for us. 
 
    Kerren and I looked at each other. Neither of us spoke. He tossed me the rein of my camel and turned to mount his own. 
 
      
 
    Aras had been correct, of course: we came to the oasis of Eranrekta well before second sunrise. The camels were eager, aware that we approached an oasis. Their ordinary swaying pace would have been fast enough, but they wanted to run and certainly we were willing to permit them to do it, so we came to Eranrekta only two hands of time, perhaps three, after the storm.  
 
    This was a very large oasis, perhaps the largest we had seen. The central palace was not visible from the edge, though the shining white pyramid of a palace could be seen from a great distance. One Lakasha, a woman, had come to the edge of the oasis to meet us. Her age was impossible for me to judge, but though her back was straight and she held her head up, I thought she was perhaps not young. Plainly this was an important woman. She wore the long white kilt common among important Lakasha, and a long light robe, blue and darker blue, with white flecks like stars across the blue. White birds flew all around the high collar and stood among reeds all around the hem. Her left ear was pierced with many silver rings, not gold. I could not guess the significance of that choice. 
 
    Aras led the way from the desert through the boundary into the oasis. For that now-expected heartbeat, the air seemed chilly to me. Then it warmed, and, though I tried to put my attention on the woman waiting for us, I could not help but drop my gaze to my hands, to watch the skin of my hands and forearms shift from light brown to warm gold and then to a lighter shade, not much darker than usual for my people.  
 
    Aras had already dismounted, dropping his camel’s rein. I did the same, and Kerren, though we both took a moment to toss our beasts’ reins around one of the posts set near the boundary of the oasis for that purpose. 
 
    The woman had come forward to face Aras. Unlike the people of Putetke, this woman did not seem overwrought. Of course, during the time we had been riding, the people here had recovered from the first shock. But she did not seem very afraid. Her ears had slanted back in a wary expression and her long jaw certainly did not open in the smile of her people, but she did not kneel either. She bowed, and straightened, and said in excellent darau, I am Retsurat-an, if it pleases you to address me by that name, Aras-rana. 
 
    “Thank you; it does,” Aras answered. “Everything I promised you was true, Retsurat-an.” 
 
    I’m glad to take your assurance, Aras-rana. Her ears sank and then pricked forward with a tiny chime from her silver earrings. If you will permit me, I will show you to a place that I hope you may find comfortable. Our anretara, Neptarat, would attend upon you, but he has gone to the gods, as I think you know. 
 
    Aras grimaced. “Yes, I’m sorry. He was a great and noble person, and I wish I had come in time to prevent his death. Especially that death.” 
 
    Her ears flattened, not in the way that showed fear, but in an echo of rage and hatred. Her lip curled to show her sharp teeth. But she said only, He would be glad, all of us are glad, that you came now. Neptarat’s heir has not been chosen, but the Ro-Antalet Paksutkat has said she will attend you at any moment you request.  
 
    “I won’t trouble Paksutkat. I’m aware she’s much occupied. A quiet place to rest would be welcome, and supplies to continue our journey. That’s all I ask of you and your people.” Aras glanced past her, south and east. “Harapta himself is still some distance away, and I must say, I’m getting impatient. I want to find him and bring him down, preferably before he can do too much more damage. I’ll rest here today, Retsurat-ka, and perhaps tomorrow, but I’ll want to go on soon. Tomorrow at second sunset, perhaps. I’m sure you can arrange everything necessary.” 
 
    Aras-rana, I shall see to everything, Retsurat promised. 
 
    She did not point out that Aras had addressed her as ka, his servant, not an. Of course she must have noticed this—I had noticed it—Kerren had certainly noticed. He had dropped his gaze, his expression blank in the way that meant he was thinking of nothing. Unlike Kerren, I could not think of other things quickly enough to hide my reaction, and Aras glanced at me, sighed in obvious irritation, and said to her, “I mean, Retsurat-an.” 
 
    If you will have it so, I am your servant, she said, her tone and manner alike neutral. Tereket-Harapta addressed me as Retsurat-lakal. He addressed everyone as sokal or lakal. I will record my name as you wish. 
 
    “Yes, I know you’d do it if I asked you to; you’re a courageous woman. I know your value to me—I mean, to your people. I’m sure Paksutkat does as well. Don’t set down that change, Retsurat-an. I don’t desire it. Indeed, I won’t permit it.” 
 
    As you prefer, she answered, and stepped aside, indicating the way we should go with a little lift of one graceful hand. This way, if you will permit me to show you, Aras-rana. It is not far. Leave your beasts. Others will come to take charge of them. You are unlikely to need anything they carry; I hope I have made everything entirely comfortable for you and for your … your esteemed and honored people. But if you wish anything I have not provided, simply speak to me and I will at once remedy the deficiency. 
 
    This was indeed very different from Putetke. Retsurat-an wished everything to go through her. She wanted Aras to speak to no one else, to come near no one else. She took every kind of peril for herself, as subtly as she could, but obviously this was her intention. She was indeed a courageous woman. If she had been Ugaro, everyone would have respected her and asked for her opinion in every kind of problem, even if she were not a singer. 
 
    Retsurat-an guided us some distance, not far, and showed us a house, a pleasant place, not near any other houses. Flowers bloomed everywhere about this house; graceful trees shaded its rooms. The doors and windows stood open.  
 
    I will come here an hour before second sunset tomorrow, she told Aras. Or send for me at any hour. Direct any request to me; I will see that everything is done exactly as you wish. 
 
    “I’m certain we’ll be perfectly comfortable,” Aras assured her. He did not wait, but sent one long look around at the oasis, then turned and went into the house. 
 
    Kerren glanced at me. Tension showed at the corners of his eyes, in the set of his jaw, but he said nothing, only bowed his head and followed.   
 
    I said to Retsurat-an, “You permitted Aras to take a deep tie to your mind so that you would belong to him rather than to Tereket-Harapta. He took your will and used your body to kill Tereket-Harapta. That is how I think it happened. Is this understanding correct?” 
 
    She looked at me with great interest. But she did not ask me anything. Nor did she answer my question. She said, Ask him, if you wish. Then her ears flicked back, a startled expression, and she said, I beg your pardon, lord. I meant no disrespect. Yes, that’s correct. 
 
    I had not intended for Aras to hear me speak to her, far less for him to correct her for refusing to answer me. Especially as I knew, it was perfectly obvious, that she had refused because she feared to offend him. I could not ask her anything else. She would feel now that she had no choice but to answer. I nodded to her, turned, and went into the house. I was certain it would be a comfortable house, but I did not expect to be very comfortable within it. 
 
    Aras, beside me, said sharply, “You may certainly go somewhere else if you prefer.” 
 
    Of course I could. No doubt I could go straight across to the opposite boundary of this oasis, yet find that he still spoke to me in exactly this manner. Though perhaps if I walked away, he might then have enough courtesy to show me the edges of any false memory more clearly. 
 
    He came into the outer room of the house. I had paused just within the doorway, and he came through a doorway in the opposite wall, brushing the silken curtain out of the way, and stopped there, looking at me. Now, in contrast with his appearance only a breath ago, he looked strained, and tired, and irritated. I had no doubt he was irritated, probably with himself as well as with me. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Mostly with myself. I know I haven’t any just cause to be angry with you. I didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry, Ryo.” 
 
    He had stopped as soon as I had thought that he should. And he had not tried to hide the falsity from me; he had only forgotten to make it unmistakably clear. That was not the same as though he had intended to deceive me. “I forgive it,” I told him. “Did it hurt her, when you used her in that way?” 
 
    He did not say I had no right to question him. He answered readily. “No. She was glad to do it, especially after what Tereket-Harapta did to Neptarat-ra. Oh, you don’t know what he did. Well, don’t ask; you don’t want to know. Anyway, she was terrified I might do terrible things to her, but she set herself into my hand anyway because she decided the chance I might destroy Tereket-Harapta was worth the risk of permitting me to take a deep tie to her mind.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Of course she did. She hated her enemy very much. Does she hate you for the tie you took to her?” 
 
    “No. She’s afraid of me, because of course she is, but as I haven’t hurt her yet, nor any of her people, she’s willing to tentatively accept that I might not. Also, for now, she’s too grateful I enabled her to kill Tereket-Harapta to hate me, though given time gratitude rather often gives way to resentment and then, sometimes, yes, to hatred.” He made a short, dismissive gesture, meaning he thought that subject should be finished. “Ryo, I want a bath, and clean clothing, and something to eat, and then I want to sleep for about ten hours. I’d appreciate your sharing watches with Kerren while I sleep. I know it’s hard—” 
 
    “This is entirely sensible.” 
 
    “Good, thank you. Is there anything else you want to ask me now?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Go. Rest. We will be perfectly comfortable.” 
 
    “Good,” he said again, and went back into the house. 
 
      
 
    We left Eranrekta just before second sunset the following day, without ever seeing anyone other than Retsurat-an. She brought us food, both food prepared to eat at once and dried food to carry with us. She had found someone who knew how to cook the kinds of food the Lau prefer, and so she brought round loaves of risen bread, lentils cooked with preserved lemon and chicken, cracked wheat with butter and spices, pastries made with fresh lemons and mulberries. She could not possibly have known what kinds of food Ugaro prefer, but Aras must have explained this to her, because for me she brought meat, probably goat, braised in milk until it was very tender, and rounds of flat bread, and mulberry sherbet.  
 
    Because no one else came near us, I could almost forget the terrible things that had been done here, that were probably still occurring elsewhere. Kerren certainly did not forget. He held himself aloof, tense and silent, so that when I happened to glance toward him, I remembered again. 
 
    When Aras woke, he said nothing of terrible glimpses of terror or pain that might have troubled his dreams. He only said, when second sunset approached and Retsurat-an brought us camels, already saddled, “Yes, good, I do think we’ve delayed here long enough.”  
 
    We rode through Eranrekta without seeing anyone. Clearly Retsurat-an had cleared our path. She walked with us, leading us through the oasis in a broad circle that did not come near the central palace, though we saw it, tall and gleaming white. When Aras spoke to her, asking regarding the wellbeing of the people here, she answered without obvious fear, but with careful deference, and she said nothing important. When we came to the other side of the oasis and looked once more to the south and east, across endless waves of golden sand, she stepped aside, knelt on one knee in the Lakasha manner, and said, “We will always, always be grateful, Aras-rana. I am personally deeply grateful. May the gods go with you and before you and above you, and may they aid you to drive Harapta-saro into the endless darkness.” 
 
    Aras inclined his head.  
 
    I did not realize until a long time after we had left Eranrekta, that although Retsurat-an had wished for the gods to go with Aras, she had not said the other part of the Lakasha farewell for a traveler. She had not said until you come once more to your home. I knew why. Of course I knew exactly why. She did not want him ever to return. She hoped he and Harapta would destroy each other. She hoped they would both die in their battle. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said, his tone wry. “I don’t blame her, but I’m glad to say she’s likely to be disappointed. Harapta can’t begin to match me. A year ago, perhaps; even a few months ago, possibly. But not anymore.” He added, with some annoyance and, so far as I could tell, no anxiety at all, “I’d hoped to catch him at Geruput. That’s the next big oasis, really a string of several linked oases. It’s three days’ travel, maybe four. I’m almost sure he was there, but he feels farther away than that now. I’d prefer to end this, but he seems to have realized I’m too powerful for him.” 
 
    I said, realizing this for the first time, “Harapta-saro is afraid of you?” This was not really a question. As soon as the thought came to me, astonishing as it was, I knew it was true. 
 
    Now Aras smiled. “I assume so, yes. If he has any sense, he’s certainly afraid of me. He’s probably realized that every time I take one of his little echoes and snap his ties to his thralls, I both learn more about him and grow more powerful. I expect he’s realized that this will end the moment I come close enough to him.” 
 
    I certainly hoped it would end that quickly and that easily. 
 
    “I realize it’s inevitable that you’ll be nervous, but really, Ryo, there’s very little danger now.” 
 
    “I do not doubt this,” I said, which was not true. Beyond Aras, Kerren glanced toward us and away again. He said nothing. He had again withdrawn, much more than he had in recent days. I knew he certainly agreed with me and not with Aras. 
 
    Aras sighed, but he did not argue with me. He did not look toward Kerren, but this was a deliberate kind of not looking, as an Ugaro may fail to notice that someone is upset. Instead, Aras looked ahead again, shading his eyes against the glare of sunlight from the sand, and began to tell me about Geruput.  
 
    We came there, to that string of oases, in three days and part of another. Each of these oases was crescent shaped, and each linked to the next by a long garden that narrowed to hardly a stone’s throw and then opened up again. The greatest of these oases curved one after another in a long line that curled around so that the open side of each crescent was oriented toward the east. But for some time before we came there, we passed smaller oases, some very small indeed, scattered through the desert to the west and north and south. All these small oases had been made by Ro-Antalet who were far too young to make a great oasis, but who practiced the art of their people, either for the pleasure of it or because they wanted someday to make a huge oasis, establish a great center of art and learning and peace, draw many Lakasha-erra to themselves, and rule in the way of the greatest of their kind.  
 
    Aras explained all this. I had not heard anyone explain it to him. I made no comment regarding that or any matter. The small oases were sad now, deserted, drifting with sand, the springs dry and the gardens dying. The young Ro-Antalet who had made them had been killed or driven away. I thought of that, letting the grief of the dying oases fill my thoughts. 
 
    “They’re mostly all right, I think,” Aras told me, his tone kind. “Many of them fled into the desert when Harapta came here. Now they’ve mostly gone to Geruput, putting their skills to a different use. Not that young people, some hardly older than little Phasetka, should have to deal with the aftermath of Harapta’s rule. Harapta is particularly vicious even for a sorcerer, and he was here until quite recently.” 
 
    I truly did not want to know all the things Harapta-saro had done here.  
 
    “No, I’d just as soon not know nearly as much about it myself, and you certainly don’t need to. We’ll go through Geruput at one of the narrow places and straight on, though that means we’ll have to camp in the desert today, and tomorrow as well, I expect. I hope the discomfort will prove worthwhile. I think it might. Harapta’s not as far away as he was; we’re gaining on him at last, for which I thank the gods. I’m tired of camels and sand and tents. I want this over, preferably soon, so that we can all relax. A long, peaceful stay in a civilized house, preferably with warm running water, would certainly make a nice change.” 
 
    There we certainly agreed. The chance of such an ending seemed slight to me, but I tried not to think of that. 
 
      
 
    We did pause in Geruput, though not for very long, nor for any purpose I had expected. 
 
    In the place to which Aras led us, the gardens were so narrow that we could see all the way across them and look into the rippling dunes of sand that ran out again on the other side. The flowering trees and the birds, the stream that flowed from one oasis to the next, seemed even more remarkable when one could look into the endless sands both before us and behind us. Two camels were tethered here, very contented beasts with the good grass of this place. They ignored us completely, unlike the people. Two had come here to meet us, one a Ro-Antalet and the other a Lakasha. We rode into the garden, the air first chilly and then warm against my face, my hands paling from honey-brown almost to Ugaro pale, and all this, though entirely remarkable, had become sufficiently ordinary that most of my attention remained on these people.  
 
    The Ro-Antalet was young, though not a child. Despite his youth, he already possessed in full measure the serious manner of his kind. His thick hair, unbraided, unornamented, was darker than his golden pelt, bronze-colored, streaked with black. He paced forward as we approached, bowing deeply, then straightening to give us a searching look. His eyes were light gold streaked with darker gold. 
 
    The Lakasha was much older. His skin was not the smooth black of most of his people, but thin and fragile as will happen when a person comes to great age, and his face had thinned, his bones becoming prominent, as one may see in an elderly wolf or dog. 
 
    This man also bore four thin scars across his face, from one eye almost to the end of his sharp muzzle. Those scars looked very much like the marks that might be left by the claws of a Ro-Antalet. I could not think what other kind of blow might have left scars like those; they looked exactly like the scars that might be left by one of the white tigers, and certainly no beasts of that kind roamed these sands. Those scars seemed old, but I suspected, I was almost certain, that the marks were not as old as they seemed. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Aras advised me. “There’s nothing either of them wants to talk about less.” He swung down from his camel, signing to me and to Kerren that we should do the same. He went on, now speaking to the Ro-Antalet, “Ekrapret-sa, thank you for coming here to meet me. I assume Nakaherot-ra has received my instructions. I’m depending on her, on all of you, to clear my way. Will it be necessary for you to accompany me? Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    The Ro-Antalet’s golden eyes widened just perceptibly, but he bowed a second time. He said, in good darau, “My lord, Aras-rana, I promise you in Nakaherot-ra’s name that all we have is yours. She will see to it that everything you require is provided exactly as you wish. It should not be necessary for me to accompany you; we will certainly ensure that the sky and sand between Geruput and Roketnep remain settled and calm during these next days. I came here to assure you that everything will be done as you wish and to—to accompany Lakut, because—I mean, to accompany Lakut-etka.” 
 
    Though he had stammered over those last words, the young Ro-Antalet collected himself almost at once and finished with the customary stately calm of his people. “But of course, if you wish it, I will come with you, or Nakaherot-ra herself if you prefer.”  
 
    Aras flicked a dismissive hand. “I’ll accept her assurance; I don’t require your company, or hers.” Turning to the Lakasha man, he went on. “Lakut-etka, I also appreciate your attentive care to my requests.” 
 
    The man went to one knee, moving stiffly in the way of someone who has come to his age. He said, also in darau, Aras Eren Samaura, Lord Gaur. I doubt you recall me, lord, but we met once, long ago. 
 
    Aras looked at him with interest, not troubling to correct the title. After a moment, he smiled with all his customary warmth. “Now that you remind me, I do recall that meeting. How long ago that seems! I don’t believe I expressed my gratitude at the time, Lakut-etka, so permit me to thank you now. Your kindness was a gift to a young man who felt very much out of place in a country not his own. Please, you need not kneel. I would prefer that you stand.” 
 
    Ekrapret extended a forelimb, and Lakut set a hand on that muscular limb and permitted the Ro-Antalet to help him rise. His ears had folded back, not flat to his skull in the way that showed fear, but in a friendly, pleased expression. He was happy to be recognized. I could well believe he had many reasons to be pleased. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt you’ll do very well by Kerren-ka,” Aras said to Lakut-anret, nodding toward Kerren. “He’s well acquainted with the worst kinds and abuses of—” 
 
    “My lord,” snapped Kerren, turning sharply in his saddle as he realized what Aras was saying. I had been hardly faster to understand, though as only two camels had been brought here to wait for us, I should have understood before anyone had spoken even a single word. Both of us should have understood that. 
 
    I thought, fleetingly, that perhaps sorcery might make a man fail to notice something obvious. Almost before the thought came to me, I turned my attention instead to the scars that crossed Lakut’s face, measuring those scars against Ekrapret’s foot. I thought they probably matched. Obviously these two people were friends, or important to each other in some other way. I could imagine Harapta amusing himself by forcing a Ro-Antalet to strike down a friend, a servant, a dependent. These were not my people, I did not even know them, but still, the thought made me very angry. 
 
    Aras was speaking to Kerren, his manner gentle. “Yes, I know. But it’s different now. Not only is my need of you much less than it was, you’re also becoming more frightened with every day’s travel toward Harapta. That’s perfectly reasonable. I don’t blame you. You’re handling it very well, extremely well, but it’s increasingly unpleasant for you as well as distracting for me.” 
 
    Kerren had drawn back a little, but now he began, “This isn’t—” 
 
    “Your courage is commendable, but though I admit you’ve been useful, I don’t have to have your help to maintain my emotional balance. I don’t want to risk you, and I’m not going to change my mind, so please don’t argue.” 
 
    “My lord—” 
 
    “Enough,” Aras said, with finality. “You’re not coming. You’ll stay here. Don’t argue. That’s an order. Don’t follow me or—” He broke off, giving me an irritated look. “Stop that, Ryo.” 
 
    I said sharply, “I am perfectly certain we all remember the punishment decreed for Kerren and all his family if he disobeys your command. You are wrong to command him now for something so trivial, and if you do not know you are wrong, that is worse.” 
 
    Aras snapped, “That’s long past, and anyway, I certainly wouldn’t allow—oh, very well!” He turned back to Kerren. “Argue if you must; I hereby rescind every command I’ve ever given you, just in case there could possibly be any question, unlikely as that seems. But I don’t intend to change my mind, so please spare me the annoyance. In the unlikely event I don’t return, I’m confident Satkutset-ro will sort things out for you. In every other event, I’ll see to that myself. You’ve been useful to me; you’ve done very well under increasingly difficult circumstances, and even if I’ve no use for you now or in the future, I’ll see that you have a comfortable place. A place far away from me.” Then he glared at me. “I hope that suits you, Ryo. I’m thoroughly tempted to leave you here as well; I’ve no need for you either. But I know you’re too gods-hated stubborn to listen to reason.” 
 
    “As this is certainly so, perhaps you may spare me the annoyance.” 
 
    He laughed at that, if reluctantly. “Very well, Ryo! Come if you wish.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “You have no need to tell me to stand away from you now. If you overmatch Harapta-saro so completely, there is no danger, so there is no need for me to hold back. If you are mistaken and you face an enemy more powerful or more clever than you believe, then you will ride into greater peril than you expect and therefore you may indeed need me.” 
 
    He began to answer me, found this difficult because I was so plainly right, and shrugged. He turned back to Kerren, who was looking at him, his face and hands tense, obviously unable to decide whether to argue or keep silent. Aras said to him, “You’ll be fine. You can help these people here; and though this isn’t an order either, I hope you’ll allow them to help you.” 
 
    Then, without waiting for any answer, he added, speaking now to the Lakasha man, “Lakut-etka, please see to Kerren’s wellbeing for me.” Then, nodding curtly to me, he strode to one of the waiting camels, took up the rein, made the beast kneel, mounted, and rode away, the way we had been going, south and east. 
 
    I looked at Kerren. 
 
    “He might not be wrong,” he said. He tried not to let bitterness come into his voice, and after that first moment went on, his tone now more rueful than angry. “It’s probably true he shouldn’t let himself be distracted. And if he still dislikes people … me … being afraid, that’s good. I mean … that’s really important.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “I suppose you aren’t afraid, even now.” 
 
    Though he had not let that become a question, it was a question. I said, which was a truth I did not mind anyone seeing, “I am very much afraid of Harapta-saro. But, for me, that is not the fear that is above every other fear.” 
 
    Kerren’s mouth twisted. “Right. All right.” He was silent for a moment, looking at me. Finally, he said, “He’s not as protective of you, but if I’m not with him … try to help him remember to be kind, Ryo.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again. 
 
    “You’d better go, Ryo. May the gods go before you and above you—and may you someday soon return to your home!” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I pray the gods will be kind to you as well. I hope they will be kind to us all.” Then I turned, nodded to Ekrapret and Lakut, accepted their murmured farewells, went to the remaining camel, and followed Aras into the desert once more. 
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    We rode in silence for a long time after that. It seemed a long time. There were many things I did not wish to think of. I gazed into the golden distance and thought of snow-streaked mountains. 
 
    By this time, the winter country must have come to the middle of the warm season. Some of my people would remain on the steppe, traveling with our herds, but many would have come down into the forest. My mother might have decided to set her camp some small distance north of the river so that the women might trade easily with the Lau of the borderlands. Considering the matter, I decided this was very likely so.  
 
    I wondered what word might have come to her regarding all the trouble south of the Break. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps she had not even received my last letter. To me, a great many days seemed to have passed. Uncountable days. But when I thought again, I knew this was not so. It seemed altogether strange to me, that I should be riding through this desert, toward a sorcerer worse than Lorellan, and perhaps my mother did not even know yet that I had crossed the Break. 
 
    “Soretes will have sent word to Koro, probably,” Aras told me. “I hope—I think there’s every chance—that you’ll soon be able to send another letter, which should come to your people before they have too many days to worry.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I hope this may be so.” I thought of the letters I would like to write, to my mother, and my sister, and to Darra as well. Perhaps a different letter to Elaro. Perhaps another letter—and this was a thought that surprised me—to Suyet and Lalani, and perhaps to Esau, and perhaps even Geras. I had never before thought to write to any Lau. But I had become as close to them as to my own family, and now I wondered very much how the days passed for each of them. I wondered whether I would ever again meet them, whether I would ever again meet any of my people. 
 
    “Please try not to worry. I’m quite serious when I tell you that our enemy’s no match for me.” 
 
    “I know you are very confident,” I agreed.  
 
    He sighed. “Well, it will soon be over. I don’t think he’s moving away from me now. I think he’s truly turned at bay at last.” 
 
    I thought that a tiger or a bear who has become trapped in some manner and who has therefore turned at bay is much more dangerous than one who has every easy retreat open to him. I also thought that when a man is pursued by enemies, he may turn to fight because he has no possible way to retreat, but he may as easily do so because he has decided the ground favors him—or because he has laid some trap. 
 
    Aras smiled. “Oh, he may have something like that in mind; who can say? It won’t matter. I can take any of his thralls that come near enough to be a problem, and subjugate any minor sorcerer he’s forced into his service or made into his echo. Truly, there’s nothing he can do.” 
 
    He had already been confident, but now he had become much more relaxed, even casual. Perhaps this might have happened because we had come far enough from Geruput that the lingering fear and grief of the people there no longer pressed hard at his attention. That might have been the reason. 
 
    I asked, “How far? What oasis is it and how far before us does it lie? Can you tell?” I remembered the maps Tasmakat had laid out for us, but I could not read names written in eskanat, and the marks the Lakasha used to show distance were not the same as those used by the Lau, so that did not help very much.  
 
    “It’s Roketnep, an important oasis. It’s not as big as Eranrekta, not as elaborate as Geruput, but old. If I recall various histories correctly, a good handful of Ro-Antalet kings, and probably queens, I suppose, have come from Roketnep. I believe Satkutset-ro lived for some time in Roketnep, in fact.” He was silent for some moments. 
 
    Then he went on, his tone thoughtful. “I imagine an oasis such as Roketnep has to have a good deal of … symbolic resonance, let’s say. I wonder if that’s why Harapta pressed hard in this direction, rather than extending his power to the east. I believe there’s actually a river east of here, with oases linked all along its banks. I have no idea how many Ro-Antalet had to combine their efforts to pull that river from the earth, or how many have to work now to maintain the river and its surrounding oases and farmlands. That has to be by far the most agriculturally important area of the country of sand; if I’d intended to take power here, I certainly would have pressed in that direction, not this way. I don’t think Harapta has a particularly solid grasp of strategy, or even tactics.” 
 
    “That may be so,” I said, noncommittally.  
 
    He smiled at me. “Yes, well, I suppose you’re right. At least with you beside me, I’m not likely to fail to consider the possibility that I’m a little overconfident. It’s around three days, possibly four, to Roketnep. I promise you, I’ll be looking for every kind of ambush the whole way, particularly any sort of ambush where Harapta might be using sorcery to conceal his people. Now that I know what to look for, nothing like that is going to happen again.” 
 
    I signed acceptance, though I did not intend to cease watching for every kind of ambush myself.  
 
    “I appreciate your caution, but I promise you, it’s not necessary.” Aras gazed away, south, and continued, his manner now abstracted. “I know where he is; he can’t hide from me. Spiteful mirages can’t be a difficulty as long as we simply keep the Greater Sun to our left in first day morning and on our right in first day afternoon—” 
 
    “This, you need not explain,” I said, my tone a little dry. 
 
    That recalled his attention to this moment as he slanted an amused look at me. “Yes, I’m sure I don’t. The sands are trackless in every direction, but so is your steppe, so naturally your people have to be able to hold your direction without landmarks. That does still seem difficult and dangerous to me. In the summer country, only the salt levels are so featureless, though in a rather different and far more unpleasant way. If a man loses track of his direction out on the levels, it’s quite likely to be his last mistake. Come to think of it, mirages can be a problem there as well. I’ve never heard anyone describe those mirages as spiteful, but perhaps some of them are. I wouldn’t be surprised. It’s a terrible place.” 
 
    This seemed to me a very useful subject to discuss, easy for both of us, far removed from every present peril. I said, “I have heard these salt levels mentioned. You have been there, yes? Perhaps you will tell me of that place, and of how it happened that you came there.” 
 
    He smiled. “Certainly. I’ve been out that way twice, in fact. There’s an important river that runs through heavily settled lands and then spreads out into a huge salt marsh where the land is much less settled. Then, beyond the marsh, the levels, flat and white and utterly featureless. My first visit was exceedingly tedious, but the second was interesting, if uncomfortable. I nearly did get lost, not on the salt levels themselves, but in the marsh. In some ways, that was both more dangerous and more ridiculous than letting myself get turned around on the levels. I’ll tell you about that.” 
 
    This was much easier than thinking about the dangers that might await us. Trading stories in this way would make everything easier during this journey—I tried not to think, our last journey. So that I would not think that, I made an encouraging noise, and he began to tell me the tale. 
 
      
 
    We came to Roketnep just past second sunrise three days later, after encountering no difficulties of any kind. For those days, I had thought mostly of the tales Aras told me, the tales I told him in turn. Also of things of the moment: the feel of the desert wind; the creaking of the leather and wood of our saddles and the camels’ harness; their swaying gait and grumbling manner and clever wit. In my mind, I wrote many letters to everyone I missed and imagined the many things each of them might write to me. 
 
    But all this fell away when the oasis appeared before us. First it seemed a dark line between sand and sky, and then wider and darker, and then we came close enough to see the lush green of grasses and shrubs, the many vivid colors of the flowers, the softer colors of the buildings. The buildings here were larger than those to which I had become accustomed, more numerous, taller, with less space between them. Perhaps the Lau would consider this a city. 
 
    “A good-sized town, possibly,” Aras said, his tone judicious. 
 
    “As you say,” I answered, not paying very close attention. I was studying the place, thinking of possible ambush, of every kind of trouble. Each building showed smooth, curving walls running parallel to the edge of the oasis and then turning to run away at oblique angles. Any number of enemies might wait there, concealed behind those walls. 
 
    Occasional low towers punctuated these walls, each rising in its own smooth curve to the customary series of flaring pyramidal roofs. The towers, twice the height of the walls, had been painted many shades of ivory-pink and pale yellow and milky beige, with glass tiles of the same colors set here and there. But what caught my eye were the wide windows set high in those towers. Bowmen there would be dangerous. I saw no movement in those windows, but still, I could hardly mistake the excellence of that position for enemies lying in wait. All thoughts of days past and days to come fell away as all my attention went to this problem. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone there,” Aras told me. “This whole oasis is all but abandoned, I think. I imagine Harapta has realized that if he throws his thralls against me, I’ll snap his ties to them and send them back again, so he’s gotten rid of them. That’s certainly inconvenient.” He frowned. “I wonder whether he had them retreat or whether he simply killed them all. I’d be sorry to lose that many people.”  
 
    “You do not see anyone?” I asked him. “No one at all? Harapta means to face you himself, alone? I find this difficult to believe.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “You think he’s hiding his people from me somehow?” He paused, considering this idea. After a heartbeat and another heartbeat, he said, “I don’t think so, Ryo. I can’t imagine how he could. I can’t hide you from him, and if I can’t do something like that, I don’t believe he can do it either.” 
 
    I said nothing, but so forcefully that Aras smiled and said, “Yes, yes, I admit it, you’re right! Possibly I am just a little overconfident. Well, it won’t make any difference in the end. If he has any of his people about him, once I get a look at them, I’m sure I’ll be able to take them away from him. Or, once I’m close enough, I’ll handle this contest more directly.”  
 
    I thought that if I came close enough to our enemy, I could certainly handle this contest much more directly. 
 
    “So you could,” Aras agreed tolerantly. “At least he is here, or I’m almost certain he is, I don’t think that’s another of his little echoes. He feels different. Deeper, or broader, or more … I don’t know how to put it. More settled in himself. I’m sure that’s Harapta himself.” 
 
    I said, because obviously this must be so, “If he has waited here for you, this is certainly because he has arranged some manner of trap. If he has not set his slaves to attack us, then he has done something else, perhaps something neither you nor I has thought of.” 
 
    “Yes, no doubt.” Aras still sounded tolerant rather than concerned.  
 
    Irritated, allowing myself to feel irritated, I said, “Perhaps you will do me the kindness to consider the possibility.” Without waiting for a response, I gestured ahead, the way we were riding. “If he has found some way to hide his slaves from you, then those buildings would provide an excellent place for an ambush. We cannot see past them, and they are set so closely together that we must either pass between them, which would set us at hazard, or else ride far around. But if I were arranging an ambush here, I would do it differently. I would hide people in the sands just outside the oasis. That way, when my enemies rode through the boundary, all their attention focused on those buildings, my slaves could rush in at their backs, surprising them completely and ending the fight in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Very good,” Aras said, smiling. “That would probably be quite effective. Fortunately for us, Harapta doesn’t have your tactical sense, Ryo. No one is waiting buried beneath the sand, and no one is waiting within or behind those buildings. I’m looking carefully, and we’re much too close for me to miss attackers if they were there.” 
 
    I was not persuaded and continued to study the sands of the desert carefully, looking for any sign that people might be hidden there in that way. I saw nothing, but still, I did not like the idea of riding into the oasis from this direction. Finally, I said, “I do not care how carefully you are watching; I do not care whether this is entirely unnecessary. I want to pass wide of that whole area and come into Roketnep from a different direction.” 
 
    I did not wait for his response, only turned my camel. He protested, grumbling loudly in the manner of his kind, very much aware that good grass and clean water waited close before us, objecting to my idea that we should ride along the edge of the oasis. I ignored both his grumbling and the exasperated look Aras sent my way. I did not care whether he found my caution foolish as long as he followed, which he did. As soon as I was certain he was following, I put my camel to a faster pace, and then faster again. If enemies within Roketnep knew that we rode around this oasis and wanted to move to put themselves in our way, they would have a much shorter distance to travel than we would. I did not want to give anyone more time than necessary to understand our intention. 
 
    After some moments, Aras came up beside me and said, curt and irritated, “Don’t you think we’ve come far enough, Ryo?” 
 
    Probably we had. I hoped we had. Those low buildings had given way to a more open area, with short grasses and groves of slender trees. I liked that much better, and I thought we had also come far enough around the edge of the oasis that we should be clear of any possible ambush from people hidden beneath the sands of the desert. I signed assent and permitted my camel to turn toward the boundary of the oasis. That pleased him, and he surged into a gallop, perhaps wishing to come to the oasis before I changed my mind again. Aras came up beside me. His camel had stretched his neck out; he thought we were racing and had decided he wanted to win. My camel immediately thought so too and did not want to let the other in front of him. I did not object to that either. Entering Roketnep very fast seemed good to me for two different reasons. At least two. 
 
    We crossed the boundary. My camel did not check his speed; he had expected the shift from sand to earth and grass and adjusted smoothly. The wind streamed past my face, icy in the first instant, then cool, then warm. No one met us, no enemies came against us, no arrows flew. This open ground suited me far better than the town. Now my camel wanted to stop, to drink and graze, but now I did not let him slow, but pushed him hard, keeping him to a gallop. Now that we had come this far, I wanted to find Harapta as quickly as we could, before any enemies could adjust their tactics to match our actions. I wanted that very, very strongly, as clearly as I could.  
 
    Aras took the lead. He was the one who knew exactly where to find our enemy, so I sent my camel after his, looking ahead as well as I could, trying to estimate the ground we would cross, the hazards that might lie before us. 
 
    “There’s no ambush!” he shouted to me. 
 
    I did not answer. I hoped he was right. I could not see how he could possibly be right. I could hardly imagine that Harapta intended to face him alone—and if he did, that might be worse, because that would almost certainly mean he thought he could defeat Aras in a battle of sorcery against sorcery. 
 
    “There’s no risk of that!” Aras declared. “He may think so, but if so, he’s seriously overconfident!” 
 
    That might be so. Possibly both sorcerers were overconfident. I could not guess which of them might be the more seriously mistaken in his opinions. I could see the palace now; we had come that far. We had come to the end of the open grassy area and had no choice but to slow; before us lay the main part of the town, with narrow streets winding between many buildings that blocked our view. I did not like this at all. If I were defending the center of this oasis, if I had miscalculated where my enemies would enter, I might well have wanted to shift an ambush to this place—and, fast though we had moved, enemies might have had time enough to come here before us. 
 
    Drawing one of my swords, I pushed my camel to go in front. I would far rather have had a spear or a heavy Lau lance. Or a bow. I wished very much for a bow and a great many arrows. I should have asked the Lakasha to give me a bow. It would not have been as good as a powerful Ugaro bow, but far better in this situation than any sword. I had been very stupid not to think of that until now. Extraordinarily stupid. If there were an ambush and we both died here, the fault would be mine. 
 
    “Truly, Ryo, there’s no ambush,” Aras said. 
 
    He was riding just a little behind me, and now that we had brought our camels down to this slow pace, of course he would not need to shout for me to hear him. But those words had been too clear and too close, as though he rode barely a handsbreadth away. I said sharply, “Do not speak to me by means of sorcery. I want all my attention here in this real moment, and I want your attention on Harapta and on searching for any deception.” 
 
    “No doubt you’re right,” Aras agreed. 
 
    He did not trouble to pretend he spoke with any sincerity; I could hear the amusement in his voice. I wanted to shout at him, but we were coming in among the buildings and I could not spare the distraction. I was listening for the small sounds that might reveal attackers before we saw them; I was watching a small flock of brightly colored little birds, yellow with black wings, that fluttered a small distance ahead. Nothing disturbed the birds, and I heard nothing but the soft steps of our camels and the creaking of our saddles. No one was here. This town seemed altogether deserted.  
 
    We turned onto another street and then another, and then a large grassy space opened up, with groves of trees scattered here and there, and near at hand, a fountain throwing spray into the air. In the center of this open space, not so distant now, stood the shining white palace. 
 
    My camel pulled hard against the rein, grunting, setting his feet down hard. He felt he had come a long way and worked a long time and deserved to be permitted to drink and graze. Soon he would try to buck, or perhaps to snake his head around and bite me. I forced his head up and snapped the free end of the rein against his shoulder in warning. As soon as we came to the palace, we could let the camels go and be rid of this distraction, but for now I wanted to keep their speed and mobility. 
 
    “He is there?” I asked Aras. 
 
    “Certainly. Probably in the center, where the anretara would hold court if he were here. I suppose Harapta killed him, or perhaps had him taken away. There certainly aren’t any Ro-Antalet here now. No one is here except Harapta. What a shame he didn’t keep at least a handful of his thralls with him—at least one. I would only need one to kill him, probably. Though I suppose I don’t mind doing it with my own hand. He won’t be able to stop me, not if I once get within blade’s reach of him.” 
 
    He still spoke in that amused way. I did not like that. I disliked that for two different reasons, at least two, but I set that thought aside at once. We were coming to the palace, and this was perhaps the last remaining good place for an ambush. But we had to go on. I swung my leg over my camel’s neck and slid to the ground without bothering to make him lie down and without sheathing my sword. As soon as I was on the ground, I let him go. The camel lunged away from me at once, heading toward the nearest fountain. I drew my second sword, threw a swift glance around to make sure no one was coming at our backs or stepping out of cover to shoot at us and then moved warily toward the shadowed doorway that led through the thick wall of the palace and into the entry hall. 
 
    Beside me, Aras dismounted more carefully and released his camel to follow mine. He stretched, sighing. “I’m certainly tired of camels,” he remarked. “I’m tired of all this difficulty and discomfort. Well, it’s almost over now.” 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes, probably not with any great success. “Stay close to me,” I ordered him, moving toward the doorway. The massive, ornate double doors stood wide, which was useful because I had no idea how we would have forced doors as thick as that open had they been closed and barred. Harapta obviously wanted us to go into the palace, or he would have closed those doors.  
 
    “Wait for me to signal you,” I told Aras, and went through the doorway fast, spinning to make sure no enemies had hidden here, along the walls. No one was there. Aras knew it as soon as I did, and walked in after me without any kind of concern. Sunlight poured past us and over us through the doorway. The entry hall was very large, perhaps a spear-throw deep and twice as wide, with pillars rising up to either side and five doorways spaced along the far wall. If this palace was like Naherotep’s palace, like Ailuranta’s palace, then I knew the pattern of corridors and stairways beyond those doorways. If Harapta waited for us in the central peak, where the Ro-Antalet ruler would have waited, then we should take the central doorway. I glanced at Aras, who was looking thoughtful and abstracted. He did not indicate the central doorway, but nodded left. I moved in that direction. 
 
    Above, the long slits of windows let in narrow bars of light. Dust motes swirled softly in the intense sunlight, but shadows lay dark between those bars of light. The bronze and glass of lanterns gleamed dully above us, but all the lanterns had been permitted to go out, so other than the sunlight, there was no light. Nor could I hear any sound. I was beginning to think that Aras was right, that no one was here but Harapta.  
 
    Though I did not truly expect attack now, nevertheless, I ordered Aras, “Stay directly behind me. Tell me which way to go; do not go in front of me yourself. Tell me aloud, not by means of sorcery!” 
 
    Aras followed me as I had commanded, staying close at my back, but he sighed, obviously considering all these precautions unnecessary. He said, “Ryo, please try not to worry. There’s no ambush.” 
 
    Almost as the last word fell into the air, the great doors crashed shut behind us, cutting off the sunlight that had poured through that high doorway, and in the same instant, many, many people, black-skinned Lakasha, ears flat and muzzles wrinkled in savage snarls, brandishing spears or swords or knives or other weapons, poured into the hall from each of the five interior doorways.
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    There were not as many Lakasha as I had thought in that first instant, not uncountable numbers, but still very many, more than twenty, more than twice twenty, and more still coming. I could not understand how so many people had been so quiet and still that I had not guessed they waited, but I had no time to consider that question now. Those in the front would be upon us in a heartbeat, but though many of our enemies held a spear or a sword, others gripped only a knife, and I saw with astonishment that some held other things, a long-handled pot or a broken piece of wood or other objects of that sort. Nor did any of our enemies wear protective gambesons, only ordinary clothing, light silk robes over kilts, so that was less bad that it might have been. All this went through my mind in a heartbeat. 
 
    Then, behind me, Aras exclaimed, utter astonishment in his voice, “They’re not there!” 
 
    I thought he meant everything here was false, that I was caught in a sorcerous lie. For an instant, I thought this might be so. Then the first of the Lakasha stabbed at me with a spear, and I knocked his weapon aside with one sword, lunging forward to stab at his arm with my other sword, spun and cut across the chest of a different man, parried a thrust from another enemy, pivoted back and kicked yet another attacker in the belly hard, to knock him backward into his companions. All this happened very fast, my body moving with complete assurance, and by the time that heartbeat had passed, I was perfectly certain all these enemies were real.  
 
    Behind me, Aras said urgently, “Ryo, I can’t see well enough to fight, it’s too dark!” 
 
    That was certainly unfortunate, especially as the Lakasha could plainly see at least as well as I could. I snapped, “Stay behind me, hold to my belt, do not let go! If you must let go, drop low at once!” 
 
    Aras seized my belt. If he said anything else to me, I did not hear him. I was far too tightly focused on the enemies crowding forward from every direction. If he had not been holding to my belt, I would have lost track of him immediately because I had no attention to spare for him. I had already swept into the kind of defense that can drive back many enemies: wide, aggressive, circular strokes one way and then the other, pivoting hard one way and then the other, half stepping and half lunging as I spun one way and then the other. 
 
    My swords were longer and heavier than most of the weapons wielded by these Lakasha, so that was good, but my arms were much shorter, so that was much less good. Their spears could have been a worse problem, but I had already realized that our attackers were not trying to kill me—they were trying to kill Aras, and they were remarkably careless of their own safety. I knew they must be Harapta’s slaves, that he threw them against us caring nothing for their lives, and I was sorry for that, but I could not possibly hold back. I killed one and another—one was a woman who swung at me with a long-handled pot, and I might have flinched from killing her, but there was no time to flinch from anything. 
 
    A swordsman tried to get around me, to get to Aras, and I had to break my defensive pattern and thrust to force him back. He did not give way as an ordinary man would in an ordinary fight, and getting my sword clear of his body almost permitted a different enemy to attack past me on the other side. We needed to break past all these attackers—we needed to get into the corridors of the palace so that enemies could not come against us from every direction at once. But more Lakasha were still coming, and I could not find a weak place in the crowd. These slaves, forced against us by sorcery, were so much more aggressive than ordinary enemies that at first I could not understand how we had not yet been overwhelmed. 
 
    Then I slashed across the belly of one man, thrust into the face of another, drove my heel down on the throat of a fallen enemy to make certain he would not stab up at me as I stepped over him, cut with savage power one way and then the other way, thrusting where I found the chance but mostly holding to a pattern of sweeping cuts that might keep them all back for a little while, and suddenly it came to me that these enemies were not only poorly trained, they also did not work together well—they did not work together at all. They were appallingly careless of themselves and of each other, and this might be Harapta’s doing, but they also fought stupidly, attacking so clumsily that sometimes I hardly had to parry at all. 
 
    Aras snapped in my ear, crisp and clear, “Get us to the leftmost doorway, Ryo!” 
 
    I began to work my way in that direction, realized he had certainly spoken to me by means of sorcery, forgot that again immediately as our attackers pressed suddenly forward. They were mindlessly intent on killing Aras, but if some of our enemies threw themselves on my swords, it would not matter whether they did so deliberately or stupidly; either way, those behind them could come through the opening they made. As I thought this, two of them did throw themselves forward in just that way. Though I stabbed one in the belly and cut the other across the chest—I had been trying for his face, but he came too close to me too fast—suddenly others pressed me very hard, too hard. 
 
    I spun, knocking Aras to the floor with a shove to his chest and a foot behind his ankle. That way I could continue my spin, striking in every direction as fast and as aggressively as I could, pivoting with no risk of striking him, my swords sweeping, one and then the other, above his head. I spun one way fast, three times, and then, mindful of the dizziness that might come in this kind of fight, spun back the other way, clearing a small space around us. Aras stayed where I had put him, which was the best help he could give me. Even these enemies, with so little care for one another or for themselves, could not easily get past me now. But we could not come closer to that door or any door, not like this. The paving stones of the floor were slick with blood; if I slipped, our enemies would be upon us at once. Aras would die, and then I would die, if I were lucky, or if not, then Harapta might take me alive. If I had had a heartbeat to spare, I might have torn off my sandals so that I would have better footing, but that was impossible. 
 
    “I know what he did!” Aras said suddenly. This time he spoke aloud. He was still low, crouched on one knee, ready to come to his feet, but staying down so that he did not put himself in the way of my swords. I was distantly relieved that he had the sense to stay down and let me protect him, but I did not have time to listen to anything he said. I broke my pattern to cut down a man with a sword, slashed hard in one direction and another, and shouted wordlessly to Aras, who lunged up and seized my belt again as I drove into the weak point I had made, toward the closest doorway. That was not the one Aras wanted, but I did not care, I wanted only to get out of this open space into a position that might be more easily defended. 
 
    As we moved, he said again, urgently, “I know what he did to make these thralls! He pithed them, he emptied them out, but he didn’t make them into echoes of himself, he just left them hollow. There’s nothing left to them but a thin compulsion and a lot of physical reflexes. No wonder I can’t get a grip on them!”  
 
    I was not listening, but even so, I heard enough of what he said to be sickened by this idea. I had thought Harapta had deliberately made these enemies stupid so they would attack this aggressively and carelessly; I had even thought of them as mindless. But I had not realized how closely I had approached the truth. Now I understood better why they did not use bows; probably they did not have enough awareness left to them to use a bow. I was surprised now that they did not all use clubs. But a sword or a spear is hardly more difficult to handle than a club, as long as one uses it to thrust and stab rather than attempting to cut—and many times, when these enemies attempted a cut, they did so very badly. Everything about their manner of attack now made horrifying sense to me. 
 
    “It was your thought that made me understand it,” he said, and added, “He can’t have done it to a great many people, Ryo—he has to have done it to them one at a time.” 
 
    He had plainly done it to enough people to overwhelm me unless I was very lucky. I put all my attention on this battle, on one moment and the next moment, on the many enemies who still surrounded us, trying—mindlessly, yes, I could not help but think it—to kill Aras. I stabbed an enemy in the foot because that was the target he offered and he jerked back, and I pushed hard to get past those beyond him, spinning to force back those who tried to come at us from behind. One of them had a spear, which I had not realized; he nearly stabbed it into my belly. I beat that spear down barely in time and cut his hand to make him drop it, but as I did that, another enemy thrust past my guard and cut my arm. This was the first wound I had taken, or the first I was aware of taking. The cut was not bad, or I thought it was not bad. I did not drop my sword, but that arm would probably be weaker now, and that was my right arm. I was very, very glad I had practiced so assiduously with my left. Blood spattered as I recovered the fast, aggressive pattern of slashing blows, spinning one way and the other. 
 
    “The door to the left,” Aras shouted in my ear. 
 
    I did not even attempt to answer, only made a desperate effort to get to the nearest door, which was not that one. He did not protest again, but stayed with me as I lunged and thrust, spun and thrust again, and suddenly we had come to the doorway. We went through it in a rush, and the gods were kind, because no crowding enemies filled the hallway we had come to; we had, for a wonder, gotten them all behind us. Aras let go of my belt and we ran together. He would have outdistanced me immediately, but he stayed with me—and there was no possible way I could outrun Lakasha pursuers. 
 
    I thought he should run much faster and leave me to cover his retreat—if all our enemies were behind us now, then that must be very much the best strategy. I did not have breath enough to say so, but he said, “There could be more of them in front of us, I can’t tell, they’re too hard to see!” 
 
    I thought that he did carry a sword, and even if he could not see well either by means of sorcery or in the normal way, he ought to be able to defeat one or two or a handful of enemies, if those enemies fought as badly as these. There were so many behind us that I could hardly believe he might face more than a few elsewhere. If he needed to come close to Harapta to defeat him, then he needed to do that, and he had better do so as quickly as he could, before these mindless slaves cut me down, as they certainly would eventually, probably very soon. I thought all this very, very forcefully, even as I spun about to face the enemies who had nearly come upon us once more.  
 
    Aras spoke to me again. He spoke clearly, unmistakably, his voice quiet and unhurried, his tone level. “Yes, very well; you’re quite right. Hold this position as long as you can, Ryo. I’ll have to find a stairway and get up to the cross-corridors before I can turn toward him, so you have to hold, and if there are more of these hollow thralls, I’ll have to get past them, so you may have to hold for some time. I would be exceedingly upset if you let them kill you, so kindly don’t do that.”  
 
    He had certainly spoken to me by sorcerous means. I did not care. He had taken my advice and run; I knew that and was fiercely glad of it because it meant I need not spare any attention to defend him now, but could concentrate solely on defending myself and keeping our enemies from getting past me. 
 
    Then the first of our enemies were upon me, and that took all my attention. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea how long I held that corridor. It was wider than ideal, though of course much better than the open entry hall had been. Now I did not need to keep up a fast, savage pattern of cuts in every direction just to hold a small space clear; I could answer attacks as they came and back up as I found the chance. If any enemies had come at my back, I might not have known they were there until someone stabbed me from behind. But if any enemies were behind me, they were unlikely to throw themselves against me—they would almost certainly have gone after Aras. He, not I, was the one against whom the compulsions of rage and hatred had been set. He, not I, was the one whom Harapta feared. Neither Harapta nor these mindless slaves cared about me except as I stopped them from trying to get to Aras. 
 
    I backed up and backed up, and found no enemies behind me. I could not count the number of enemies I injured; I did not know how many might have taken mortal wounds and did not care. I did not have time or breath to care. I took another injury myself, a spear cut to my foot, not crippling, but it might have killed me because I almost did not recover fast enough to parry the next thrust from the same enemy. A sword is certainly not an ideal weapon against a spear. I beat the spear aside, killed the Lakasha who had wielded it, dropped my right-hand sword, and seized the spear before it could fall to the ground. It was a good weapon, though the weight surprised me—no, my right arm was weak because of the cut I had taken. I had known that, but I knew it much more clearly as soon as I tried to use the spear. I jogged backward to get enough time to sheathe my other sword so that I could use both hands on the spear, and that was better. Somewhat better.  
 
    Then one of the thralls threw himself on my spear and clawed his way up the haft as it impaled him, snarling, snapping at my hands with his sharp teeth. 
 
    He was viciously determined, and far too heavy, and I had no way to clear him off my spear in the heartbeat before many others would leap past him to come against me. I dropped the spear, backing up fast, snatching a knife from my belt to throw while I drew my sword. 
 
     It was a terrible throw. The cut across my arm was serious enough to make it difficult to throw hard and straight, so the knife went entirely past the man at whom I had thrown it and struck someone behind him. That other enemy stumbled, but the one closer to me came in fast, striking at me with a long club obviously ripped away from some shattered piece of furniture. He hit me hard, twice, on the shoulder and arm. Obviously I was slowing, or he would not have had time to hit me twice. I was grateful, fleetingly, that he had only wielded a club, and only with the lesser strength of a Lakasha. I had my sword out before he could hit me a third time and cut across his throat, so deep a cut that his head almost fell from his body, barely held to his neck by a thin strip of muscle and skin. 
 
    Of course another enemy rushed forward as soon as that man fell. Regardless of anything Aras had said, there seemed no end to them. Also, this was a woman, snarling as viciously as the man, slashing wildly with a sword she did not know how to use. I had my other knife in my hand now, so I parried with that, barely fast enough, but I did it. As she had come much closer to me than she should, I cut her throat, kicking her hard as she fell to throw her body back against those behind her. I jogged backward again as soon as I had space to do it, fast—and slammed into a wall I had not known was behind me, cracking my head against the marble in a much harder blow than the man had managed with his club. I dropped my sword, staggering, entirely off balance, trying not to fall to my knees, blinking desperately to try to clear my vision, trying to see where my sword had gone, knowing I would never be able to snatch it up in time to defend against any attack. I was furious with myself, and terrified, knowing that my enemies would be on me in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Down!” Aras shouted in my ear—in my mind—sharp and vehement and authoritative. 
 
    I fell to my knees and then tucked myself into a ball, my legs drawn up to guard my stomach and my arms over my head, and stayed like that. This was not my decision. I did not move that way. He seized my will and my body and made me do it. I did not even realize he had done this, not at first. Then the first of our enemies rushed past me and along the corridor, and I knew exactly what he had done, and exactly why.  
 
    I had not known they would run past without stopping to kill me. He had known that, or guessed it, or hoped for it. Obviously he had been watching closely as I fought. I had had no idea, but I was grateful for that now. I was most definitely grateful. I did not care that he had taken my will to force me down and still. I was even grateful for that, and despite everything, that was a very strange thought, but it was true. I knew I would not have understood fast enough to do it myself. 
 
    “Thank you, Ryo,” he said softly, as clearly as though he spoke in my ear. Then he let me go. 
 
    I sat up, moving slowly and stiffly. All of Harapta’s hollow slaves were gone. They had not cared about me. They had only ever wanted to get past me so that they could kill Aras. I had no idea whether I had held them long enough, whether other mindless thralls had gotten in front of him, whether he would be able to get past them if they had, whether he had come close enough to defeat Harapta by sorcerous means, whether he could defeat him that way or might have to actually come all the way to him and kill him with a blade in the ordinary way. Whether he would even be able to do that. He had insisted he was much more powerful than our enemy, but I had no idea whether that was true. 
 
    Whatever would happen, it would happen. I would never be able to come to the place fast enough to do anything useful. Now everything depended on Aras, not on me.  
 
    He said nothing to me when I thought that. His attention had probably turned to his own task now that he knew I was safe. He certainly would be wise to put all his attention on his own task. 
 
    Getting to my feet was difficult. I braced my left hand against the nearest wall and pushed myself up. Then I found the sword I had dropped. Bending to collect it was almost beyond me. Now that I had time to realize it, I was stiff, and very weary. Blood was still running from the cut on my arm, which probably explained some of my weariness. I cut a length of silk from the robe of the nearest dead person. This was the last person I had killed, the woman. Somehow that seemed sad and wrong to me. I did not even know what prayers the Lakasha might say over their dead. 
 
    I bound up my arm with the silk, awkward because I had to use my left hand and my teeth. I leaned against the wall while I did this. I would have liked to sit down, but I was not certain whether I would have the strength to get up again. My foot was bleeding too. I decided that wound need not be bandaged, mostly because I did not want to try to bend enough to do it.  
 
    Finally, I took the time to walk slowly back down the corridor the way I had come until I found the knife I had thrown. This was the knife Darra had given to me or I would not have gone to the trouble. I saw the red feather, almost the color of blood, and found the knife by that, though there was certainly enough blood spattered here to make me look harder than would ordinarily have been the case.  
 
    Once I had the knife, I thought I might as well find my other sword, so I made my way slowly a little farther back the way I had come to look for it. The distance I had come through this corridor seemed simultaneously much greater and much less than I had expected. I paused twice to kill a badly injured Lakasha. Even badly injured, even half eviscerated, they tried to crawl to defend their master. Even though I knew they were not really people any longer, I could hardly leave them to suffer that way, not when I could deliver the mercy stroke. 
 
    I had some difficulty picking up my sword when I found it. I wiped it somewhat clean, sheathed it, and leaned against the wall for a breath and another breath. I hoped very much I would not have to fight again. I hoped that for two reasons. Three. I hoped it for uncountable reasons.  
 
    Finally, I made my way once more down the wide corridor to the wall where I had nearly lost the battle so stupidly. 
 
    I paused once more by the woman’s body, looked again at all the scattered dead, and said aloud, “I am sorry any of this happened. May the gods find you all and judge you all kindly.” Then I went on, slowly, following the blood trail. I had no idea how many of the mindless slaves had been injured, but clearly some number, as this trail was exceedingly easy to follow. From time to time, I came upon one of the thralls who had been too badly hurt to go farther. Once the person I found was dead. Twice, I killed the person I found. That was another reason to be glad I had picked up this spear, as drawing a sword seemed far too much effort.  
 
    I found the stairs, and climbed painfully up, and up, and up. I certainly wished I had avoided the spear that had struck me in the foot. My sandal was slippery with blood, but now taking it off would not help at all. I found another dead Lakasha. I was relieved she was already dead so that I did not have to kill her. The blood trail thinned after that, but even so, I had no difficulty seeing which way to go once I finally came to the top of the stairway and found cross corridors that ran in four directions. I followed the smears of blood, not very fast, and suddenly realized that I knew I was going the right way, that I knew Aras was ahead of me. He was calling me by sorcerous means. But there was no urgency to the call. 
 
    He was walking beside me. After everything that had happened, I was not at all surprised. This time, he had taken care to be certain I could tell immediately that the image was false: he wore the clothing customary for Lau in the borderlands—the northern borderlands, the borderlands of the river—not the clothing people wore here in the country of sand, and he showed no trace of weariness, and the light was suddenly much brighter, as though all the lanterns burned even when I knew they certainly did not. 
 
    I asked him, “Is it over?” But I did not truly have to ask. I knew it was.  
 
    “Yes,” he assured me. “Yes, I’m glad to say it’s all over now. Harapta was more difficult to defeat than I expected, until I realized I could defeat him in an entirely different way, and then it was easy.” He smiled. “Harapta showed me how to do it himself, in fact, though that certainly wasn’t his intention. There’s a certain justice to that. I think he’ll be quite useful to me—what’s left of him—and certainly much less of a blight upon the world.” 
 
    This did surprise me. “He is not dead? You did not kill him?” 
 
    He met my eyes in clear concern. “I was afraid you might not like that, but it’s all right, Ryo, truly. It wasn’t necessary to kill him, and as I say, there’s a kind of justice in leaving him alive. Part of him.” He frowned at me. “You’re limping. Your foot.”  
 
    I had been putting the pain aside as well as I could, but my foot was certainly distractingly painful, especially when I made myself walk normally. I said, “I was fortunate that the blade did not strike crosswise and cut off all my toes. It is very, very stupid to wear sandals into battle. I assure you that I will remember this truth in the future, no matter how hot and uncomfortable I may find boots.” 
 
    He smiled at me. “I suppose you’ll do. Your arm, too, I see.” 
 
    I was opening and closing my fingers, testing whether I could use that arm well enough despite the cut. I thought I could. I said, “The cut is nothing.” 
 
    He touched my arm—my good arm. I almost seemed to feel that touch, as though he were really walking beside me. He said, gently, “You definitely won’t need to fight again. Definitely not. You’ve done more than enough—more than any man should have been asked to do. I’ll see that a Ro-Antalet tends your wounds as soon as possible. It shouldn’t take too long to find one. It’s not very much farther, truly.” He vanished. 
 
    I came to a turning and walked down a corridor where the ceiling slanted down, became one of the walls, and was pierced with narrow windows. Both Suns were still in the sky, I saw. The battle had not taken nearly as long as it had seemed to me.  
 
    I came to a doorway curtained with gently swaying lengths of sky-colored silk, white and blue and gray. Sweeping the drapery aside, I went into a long, narrow room. This was some manner of reception room, with a small grouping of sitting platforms at one end, otherwise empty. The floor was tiled, glass tiles scattered among tiles of ivory-colored stone. Here, as in the corridor, the outer wall of the palace formed one of the walls. But here, the windows were much wider. Sunlight poured through those windows, hot and golden. The warm breeze came into the room, carrying the fragrance of flowers and growing things, and the coppery smell of blood, and the bowel odor of battle and death. 
 
    “Don’t look out there,” Aras told me, glancing toward the windows, the set of his mouth hardening. “You wouldn’t like it.” He was standing at the far end of the room, in a pool of light. He looked tired, disgusted by whatever had been done out in those gardens, but satisfied. He went on. “I’ll have that cleaned up as soon as I can. I hope there’s enough left of the thralls that they’re able to appreciate taking all that down and cleaning it up, but I fear there probably isn’t. They’re barely capable even of digging graves.”  
 
    I said nothing, only stood where I was, just inside the doorway, looking at him. And at the other man here, who must be Harapta-saro himself.  
 
    He looked like any Lakasha. But his expression was strange. And strangely familiar. He looked attentive, calm, reserved. But he too had glanced toward those windows, his eyes narrowing and his ears slanting with exactly the same repugnance.  
 
    “Yes, well, you have to agree, it is a just ending,” Aras said to me, nodding toward Harapta. “He certainly did this to a good many weaker sorcerers; all that he could. I didn’t exactly intend to do it to him, but I couldn’t get close enough to kill him. Then I finally realized I didn’t have to kill him.” He smiled. So did Harapta, in the manner of the Lakasha. Despite their very different features, it was exactly the same expression, exactly the same manner. 
 
    “It will take a good deal of time to put everything right here,” Aras went on, speaking now to Harapta. To the man who had been Harapta. “But with you to handle this, I’ll be able to return to the summer country. I admit, I’m looking forward to that. This is a beautiful country, but it’s not mine. Or not in the same way. I’m sure Soretes will understand that it’s sensible to simply step out of my way. Sekaran will probably be a little more difficult, but soon enough he’ll understand that there’s no need to fight me. And no point in trying.” 
 
    Yes, Harapta said, also speaking darau. His voice was silent, but his manner of speaking was exactly the same. You should make them both kneel and acknowledge your authority. Especially Sekaran. Or perhaps you should have him killed. Cousins in the direct line of inheritance can be troublesome. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Aras answered mildly. “Sekaran is an intelligent man; he’ll accommodate himself to my rule as soon as he understands it’s the only way he can retain any influence.” 
 
    If you think that’s best. Harapta’s tone was doubtful. You should probably make one or two young Lakasha sorcerers into echoes and take them with you. That should help persuade your people not to fight you. His ears flicked and he added, We can probably reuse the ones he made, which would save time and prevent waste. But if that doesn’t work, there are certainly plenty of young sorcerers with useful potential. You’ll have more difficulty finding usefully powerful young sorcerers among the Lau. You could use Lakasha sorcerers to extend our rule more broadly in the summer country, I suppose, but that wouldn’t be as appropriate. Then he smiled suddenly, his sharp teeth gleaming. He said, Actually, I can think of one young Lau sorcerer who might be of considerable use. 
 
    Aras tilted his head in inquiry. Then he nodded. “Oh, yes, I see. Yes, that’s quite clever.” 
 
    You’d have to wait until her strength unfurls a little more, of course, but in five years, eight, probably not more than ten, she’ll be just the right sort of young sorcerer. 
 
    “Yes, she will.” This thought clearly pleased Aras. “Too young and inexperienced to resist enough to force me to hurt her, and then once she’s taken on my memories and identity, she can rule for a long time. Especially with the Ro-Antalet to see to it that she ages only slowly. You know, if we handle this correctly, we may be able to ensure that both our countries are ruled kindly and well forever, never again suffering from the viciousness of mad sorcerers or the rule of incompetent or dishonest lords.” 
 
    Yes, Harapta-Aras agreed. We should consider methods by which I can most efficiently find the right sort of Lakasha sorcerers before they’re too old to be of use. Of course you’re going to want to find every powerful Lau sorcerer. You don’t have enough in your country. We should consider spreading the gift by contagion, especially to children. 
 
    He said more, but I was no longer listening. I had stepped to the side to look out the window. At once I almost wished I had not, though certainly the things that had been done there distracted my mind from every other concern. Somehow the smells of blood and death came to me more clearly now that I saw the source of those odors. So did the fragrance of the flowers. In some strange way, the flowers made everything else out in that garden seem much worse. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ryo, but I did tell you not to look,” Aras said, glancing over at me. 
 
    I nodded. I said, keeping my voice as level as I could, “They are all dead, surely.” 
 
    “Yes, or the last of them will be very soon. I’ve set the thralls to make certain of it, as you see. Don’t be concerned, Ryo, I’ll kill the hollow ones as soon as I have whole people to serve me, and in the meantime, they’re not actually suffering, you know.” His expression became thoughtful. “They’re actually quite restful. They don’t fight at all. No thoughts to speak of, and it’s easy enough to help them feel contented. But of course they’re quite limited, so that’s a disadvantage.” 
 
    They don’t need to be efficient if there are enough of them, Harapta-Aras added helpfully. Though if they’d been even a little more competent at fighting, he might have won after all. True thralls are much more use, even if they’re also far less restful. 
 
    “Yes, obviously that’s true,” Aras agreed. They smiled at one another with perfect understanding. 
 
    The instant they both looked away from me, I drew my knife and threw it. Harapta staggered, his eyes wide and shocked, a hand going to his throat. I had not thought of what I meant to do—I had not thought of that in the front of my mind—but he had not been standing at any great distance and I had had all the time in the world to make that throw perfect despite the cut across my arm. Behind the sickening disgust and horror regarding the terrible things that had been done out in that garden—the horror at everything that had happened and was still happening—I had considered perhaps making that throw with my left arm. I had not really decided how exactly to make that throw. I had let my training and reflexes and body make that decision.  
 
    The throw had been perfect. Harapta was dead before he fell. 
 
    “Ryo!” Aras said furiously, pivoting to face me. “I had a use for him! He wasn’t dangerous any longer—he wasn’t Harapta any longer! Didn’t you understand that?” Then his expression changed. “You understood that perfectly.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, meeting his eyes steadily. “Yes, I understood that perfectly.” 
 
    I could not do it. I had to do it. 
 
    Outside, all the hollow slaves, every Lakasha who had been made into a travesty of a person, had stopped what they were doing and turned to face this way. They had turned to face Aras. One or two of them took a step toward us, tilting their heads up toward the windows of this chamber. Their expressions were attentive. They almost looked like whole people. But they were not people at all. They did not really live. Harapta had already killed them. Aras was putting them to kinder uses than Harapta had chosen, but they were dead people, and he nevertheless put them to what use he pleased. He intended to make more hollow people of this kind and then make them into echoes of himself. He intended to do that even to people he loved.  
 
    I stepped forward. 
 
    Aras did not step back. He spoke to me with quiet intensity. “Ryo, think. There’s so much evil in the world. Malicious sorcerers are bad enough, but they’re the least part of that evil. Think of all the corruption, all the indifference, all the casual cruelty. Think of that brutal mercenary who wanted to kill you just to impress a rival. Think of that venal magistrate in Sigaranra, perfectly ready to take coin and hand down rulings he knew were unjust. Think of Yaro inTasiyo, how viciously he treated his own son! Tano wasn’t the only one who suffered terribly from Yaro’s cruelty and lust for adulation. Problems like that aren’t even rare! I grant, it would be more difficult for me to put a stop to everything like that in the winter country, but I could try. I even have an idea of how to do it—I’d need a powerful sorcerer who could tolerate the cold of your country, but with the Ro-Antalet to help me, even that should be manageable—Ryo, you’re not listening to me.” 
 
    I was certainly listening to him. Perhaps I should have tried to throw both my knives at once. But throwing two different knives at two different targets at the same time is very difficult, and I was tired and in pain and trying not to think of many things, and I had chosen to be sure of one target rather than try for two.  
 
    Also, I had believed that when it came to the moment, Aras would neither fight me, nor defend himself by means of sorcery. Perhaps that had been a mistake. Very soon I would know whether that had been a mistake. 
 
    I continued to move toward him. I did not try to think of other things. I made no attempt to conceal anything I thought or intended. If he chose to stop me, then he would stop me. If he chose to set his will upon me, then he would do it. 
 
    He did not stop me. He said urgently, “I haven’t hurt anyone—I won’t hurt anyone, Ryo. I don’t intend that. I don’t want that.”  
 
    “No,” I said. I met his eyes. “Of course not. You will not hurt anyone. You will own everyone, and use everyone as you see fit. You will never let them go. You will take all the country of beautiful gardens for your own. Then you will cross the Break. You will not have to fight your own people. You will take all the people there as your thralls long before you come to the border. Your uncle will rebuild the bridge with his own hands and kneel at your feet when you step onto the earth of your country.” 
 
    He frowned at me. “I don’t want …” But he stopped, his frown deepening. 
 
    “Perhaps not yet. But you will want that. You know this is true. You do not want to hurt anyone. But you do want to rule everywhere. You want to take possession of everything. To do that, you will take young Lakasha sorcerers and young Lau sorcerers and your granddaughter Tathimi and pith them, empty them out, fill them up again with an echo of yourself, and you do not see that this is a terrible thing to do.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, sighing. He was not angry. He was not even impatient. He began to explain why I was wrong. He would say something calm and reasonable and kind. He would believe he spoke the truth. Of course he would. 
 
    I did not wait for him to speak. I said to him, as gently as I could, “This is a judgment you have given to me. Twice. More than twice. Do you think it right that you take back that judgment now?” 
 
    He paused. He was thinking, or perhaps remembering, or possibly asking himself whether I might be right. Whether he might be wrong. Or perhaps he was thinking something else, feeling some other way. As I was not a sorcerer, I could not tell. But he had paused. He was listening. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I said. I spoke quietly, setting all my certainty and grief and resolution behind every word. “The madness has come fully upon you, as you knew it would, and as you know it has. This is why you wanted me to come here to this place. You did not expect to face battle. You expected this moment. Now it has come. Aras, you once set your own knife into my hand. You never took it back. You have always trusted me to hold that knife. Trust me now.” Then, lifting my knife, I stepped forward. 
 
    He stopped me. I felt him do it. 
 
    Then he let me go.  
 
    The knife went in easily, slipping between his ribs so smoothly I almost did not feel the bite of the blade into flesh, almost did not feel the slight check as the knife passed between his ribs. It had been a very sharp knife. He sank down, not staggering, almost as though he had simply decided he was tired. He lay on the smooth tiles of the chamber. Blood pooled around him, vivid crimson on those ivory-colored tiles. Other than the blood, he almost looked asleep. He had not been afraid. Perhaps he had not believed I would do it. 
 
    I had had to do it. Every other choice would have been worse. 
 
    I walked away, toward the door by which I had entered. Sunlight poured through the windows, pooling on the tiles, turning the ivory to gold. I walked through shafts of sunlight and shadow, barely feeling the difference as I stepped from light to shadow and back again. My foot hardly hurt at all now. Probably I hurt too much in other ways to feel the pain of my foot, my arm, any ordinary injury. I came to the doorway and put out my hand to brush aside the sky-colored silk. 
 
    I stopped. I closed my eyes. I said, “Aras. No. Stop this.”  
 
    Then I opened my eyes again, and turned. 
 
    Aras stood there, exactly where he had stood before. He was perfectly well. I had never stepped forward at all. I had never thrust the knife into his chest, into his heart. I knew that now. The false memory did not exactly lift. The lies dissolved, gently. My knife lay discarded on the pale tiles of the floor, near Harapta’s body. I looked at that knife. Then I looked up and met his eyes. 
 
    He said, his tone more thoughtful than angry or disappointed, “It’s astonishingly difficult to make a false memory flow smoothly out of and back into true memory. It’s nothing to do with strength. It’s all finesse. I think I could learn to do it.” 
 
    I was certain he could, if he practiced often enough, long enough, on enough people. I walked back to face him, picked up my knife, stepped forward, set my hand on his arm to steady both of us, met his eyes, and asked him, “Is this real?” 
 
    It was not real. The lie dissolved. I stood facing him, some distance away. The knife lay on the floor between us, beside Harapta’s body. We looked at one another. He said nothing. 
 
    I said, “Aras. It was difficult enough to do it once. How many times will you force me to make this same choice, move through this same act? This is a decision you gave to me. Of course you can stop me. You can do anything you choose. But you are wrong to try to take that decision back now, and you know you are wrong.” 
 
    Then I stepped forward, picked up my knife, moved to face him, set my hand on his arm, and paused. 
 
    This time, he had closed his eyes. This time, he had turned his face away. I could see the pulse beating in his long throat. I could feel the tension in the muscles under my hand. I could hear his breaths, not quite even. My arm hurt, the cut burning. My foot hurt brutally. 
 
    This time, everything was real. I was almost certain everything was real.  
 
    I said, “I pray the gods receive you kindly.”  
 
    His lips parted. But he did not answer me. His breath sighed out. I felt him stop me. I felt myself stop. Then he let me go. 
 
    I drove in the knife. 
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    I fell, Aras fell, we both fell, for what seemed a long time. It seemed a long time, and yet also a very short time. At first I thought I fell through sunlight, but then through moonlight. For a moment—or perhaps for a long time—I thought I saw mountains rising up around me, glittering with ice. The wind came cold against my face, and I thought I stood in a vast, snow-covered forest, with enormous trees rising up on all sides and a path of untracked snow lying before me. Astonishing joy struck my heart, that I had come to this place, to the winter country, home. I took a step, snow crunching under my foot. Then memory came, and I stopped, looking around—looking for Aras. 
 
    A weight dragged at me and I fell again, through sunlight, rich and warm, golden and thick as honey. At first I did not understand the weight. Then I found a chain, the links not made of steel, but of bright sunlight or pale moonlight or black shadow. Some of the links were long and slender, some heavy, some small and delicate. 
 
    In my other hand I held a knife, the blade made of moonlight, bound about with a black cord made of the midnight sky, with a red feather made of blood braided into the cord. I knew that with this knife, I could cut the chain—I intended to cut the chain—I began to cut the chain—but when I seized the chain in my left hand and raised the knife in my right, I stopped without completing the stroke. I did not know why I stopped.  
 
    Then I did know. I had already delivered that blow. I had made the choice to do it three times. I could not bear to make that choice again. I opened my right hand, letting go of the knife. It did not fall from my hand. It dissolved into light and shadow and a drop of heart’s blood, becoming part of the chain. 
 
    I was standing … somewhere. Upon a wide land that stretched out and out forever, like the steppe but different. The infinite sky above was the same, or almost the same. Great shafts of sunlight came down everywhere, the way sunlight will break past clouds, though there were no clouds.  
 
    Aras stood here, not far away. He was not looking at me. His back was to me. Perhaps he did not know I was here. I could not tell whether he knew. He did not turn. Between us stretched the chain. It did not seem heavy now. The links were not nearly as big as I had thought. Even the heaviest links of this chain were no broader than my palm. Smaller than that. As small as my thumbnail. No. Smaller than that.  
 
    By the time this thought came to me, Aras was farther away. He was walking away from me. I did not understand how I had not realized this before. I was not afraid he might go to such a distance that I lost sight of him, but I was afraid that he might come to some peril that he could not face alone. I had no idea what kind of peril I thought of. But I did not pause to consider the question. A Lau walks much faster than an Ugaro. He was too far away from me already. I began to jog, an easy pace that I could maintain for a long time as long as I did not grow over-warm. 
 
    I did not feel too warm. Despite the pouring sunlight, I did not feel warm at all. The thought came to me without great surprise. The air here felt comfortable. The breeze carried a warm scent, like cut hay, like sweet-scented flowers, like apples. It was the fragrance of summer afternoons, of harvest, of plenty. Perhaps this was not a grassland, but an orchard. As soon as this thought occurred to me, I realized this was so, that old apple trees surrounded me on all sides, some in blossom and others bearing fruit, with hills terraced for grapes and olives rising up beyond the orchard. 
 
    Perhaps a road rolled out before me—before Aras. I thought that might be so. Yes, that was so. Ahead of me, he turned suddenly, following a curve of the road, passed around the shoulder of a hill, and disappeared from my sight. For a heartbeat, I feared I might lose him, that I might come to the place but he would not be there. Then I realized that the slender chain still showed me where he was, which way I should go, and the fear eased. 
 
    I went on. When I came to the place, I found a path that led around and up into the hills, winding among the terraces where grapevines grew on their arbors, fat clusters of purple fruit weighing down the vines. Aras was farther ahead of me now. I followed. Sand scattered and drifted across the path, the grains bright, like grains of sunlight. The hills became steeper, rockier; the path wound back and forth, increasingly broken and difficult.  
 
    Before me, Aras paused, so I paused too. He stood for some time. Then he knelt and lifted something out of the sand. It was his scepter. The black length of it was unmistakable, and the gold that wound about it in a complicated pattern. The pattern of the gold inlay was as familiar to me as the pattern of porcupine quills worked into the five sides of my mother’s tent. Aras walked away with the scepter in his hand. He went three steps, four, ten, twice ten. I stayed where I was. I did not know why I did not follow him, but I stayed where I was. Then Aras stopped again and stood still for a long time. This seemed a long time to me.  
 
    Then he turned and came back. He knelt again and laid down the scepter, exactly in the place he had picked it up. He stood up and walked away, leaving the scepter behind. Then he stopped and stood, irresolute. Then he came back again and looked at it, but without touching it. Then he half turned away, but stopped again and turned back. 
 
    I said, “Aras, you know what is right to do.” 
 
    I could not tell if I spoke aloud. I could not tell if my voice made any sound or whether my words fell into silence. Once I realized this, I could not even tell whether this place was silent, or whether it might be filled with sound. But his head went back a little, as though he had heard me. He raised a hand to his face, pressed his hand against his eyes, and stood still one more breath, and another after that.  
 
    Then he dropped his hand, turned, and walked away, slowly at first and then more quickly. He left the scepter where it lay and went on, and this time he did not turn back.  
 
    I took a step, and stopped, and looked down at the scepter myself. I was not certain whether I had walked a long way to come to the place or whether I had stood here all the time while Aras struggled to decide whether to take it up or leave it lying. But though it seemed to me that he had just set it down, already the scepter was half covered over by blowing sand. While I watched, it disappeared, covered over a little more and a little more until it was gone. Rippling sand dunes stretched out among the terraces. 
 
    I went on, following the chain up the steep path. The chain now seemed as thin as a thread. All this time, it had grown more and more slender. Yet somehow, as delicate as it seemed, it did not seem to have become more fragile.  
 
    I thought Aras walked more slowly now. The path had become even steeper, so that sometimes he had to climb more than walk. Now there were no terraces with grapevines or olive trees; only gritty soil and golden sand and, in some places, jagged stones that broke through the path so that he had to make his careful way across a perilous drop. I thought I should jog forward, come up to him, help him. Yet I did not do so. I stayed some distance back, though I watched anxiously to see whether he could manage the climb. Sunlight slanted down on all sides, shafts and streams of sunlight, though I could see no clouds in the sky above us. The sky seemed close when I tilted my face up and looked; so close I almost felt I could reach up and brush my fingertips across the vault of the heavens. 
 
    After a time, I could not tell how long, Aras paused again, and turned aside from the path, and knelt. He was still for a time, gazing at something I could not yet see. I walked forward, slowly, not hurrying, until I stood near him. I saw that he gazed at a bangle, delicately filigreed gold, burning in the sunlight here as though it were itself made of light rather than gold. It was the kind of bangle a Lau man gives to a woman to show regard for her, but set with tiny gemstones, topaz and amethyst, garnet and sapphire, other gems. The bangle lay half buried in golden sand. Beyond this bangle stood a tathahani, the Lau musical instrument that rests on the floor and is played by a person kneeling beside it and plucking the silver strings. Sand drifted around this one, but it was only a little buried. The instrument seemed ordinary enough, carved of wood like any tathahani, though the carving was very fine and the wood polished to a dark gloss. But the strings seemed to have been made of gold, not silver. Or perhaps of light. 
 
    Reaching out, Aras touched one of the strings, the lowest. I heard, or perhaps I only felt I heard, the sweet note humming almost below the level of sound. When Karani had played this instrument for me, I had thought of snow and running water. The deep hum now made me think of fertile earth and fields of grain and, in a strange way, of the distant river that made the boundary between the summer country and my own country. 
 
    This time I said nothing. Nothing came to me to say. Aras did not seem irresolute or uncertain, only sad. He knelt for a long time beside this instrument. When he rose and went on, the path did not seem as steep to me. But he walked slowly, his head bowed. 
 
    Some time after that, he came to a scroll, half buried in the golden sand that had drifted across the path. He stopped there, and picked up this scroll. He unrolled it and read it, slowly. He stood there long enough to read it several times over.  
 
    Then he laid down the scroll and went on, more slowly still. 
 
    When I came to the place, I looked down at the scroll. The strokes of the letters glistened with fresh ink, black and gold. Though I had no difficulty reading darau, I could not read the words written on this scroll. I did not try to puzzle out the words, only went on. 
 
    In all this time, Aras never looked behind to see me following. Even though I had spoken to him and he had seemed to hear me, I could not tell whether he truly knew I followed. At first I had thought he did not. Later, I had realized that of course his sorcery must tell him. Later, I thought again that perhaps in this place that might not be so.  
 
    He was dead. I had killed him. I could not tell whether I might also be dead. He had not killed me. I was certain he had not. He had died, and his death had pulled me after him into the land of the shades. The chain between us was the tie. This was very plain. But gradually, as I followed Aras through this place, it came to me that this chain was something else as well. The thickest links of that chain might be made of the tie. But the other links were made of other things. I thought many of them were made of our oaths: of every oath I had ever sworn to him, every oath he had ever sworn to me.  
 
    We had each broken important oaths. Yet every link of this chain still held. 
 
    This was all entirely clear, though somehow it had taken me a long time to understand it. Even when I understood all this, there were still very many things I did not understand. I was not afraid. Or the fear I felt was not like ordinary fear. I was not angry, or if I was, that was not like ordinary anger. I did not know whether I might turn back. I did not know whether I might return to the land of the living or whether I might find the part of the land of the shades that was right for Ugaro people. These were also things I did not know. I set those questions aside and walked on. 
 
    Aras went on ahead of me, though always more slowly. The path had become steep again. Then I was not certain I meant steep. Perhaps I meant something else, something difficult in a different way. Shafts and spears of light came down all around us, glimmering light rose up around us. The light became heavier, more difficult for Aras to pass through. I did not mean heavy. I meant something else. But though I knew the way had become very difficult, he did not stop. 
 
    Then he did stop. He stood still, his head up, as though he looked for some sign, listened for some signal. Then he turned abruptly and made his way up a steep rise, through crowding lances of sunlight, and disappeared from my view. 
 
    The chain remained. Even now, that showed me where to go. I did not hesitate. I walked forward, slowly at first, then jogging, following the chain forged not only of sorcery, perhaps hardly at all of sorcery, much more of oaths given and received. Of trust given and returned. Of shared experience and shared understanding and shared authority. 
 
    I turned as Aras had and took one more step forward, and stopped. 
 
    Before me, amid the curtains and shafts of light, stood a balance, golden sand blowing around its base. This was a set of scales, the kind Lau use in a market to weigh out goods. There were the two broad, flat dishes, and between them, the bar from which they were suspended. But these scales were enormous and made of light. Yet despite the light that in this place poured down and rose up and drove in from every side, shadows had gathered in one of the dishes. Clear, pale light filled the other. The two dishes were not in balance. The shadowed one had sunk much lower than the other. 
 
    For the first time—or perhaps this was the first time I had noticed—the Sun stood high above. Though a moment ago I had felt the sky was close to the earth, the Sun had never looked more distant to me than he did now. 
 
    Aras stood before those scales, gazing up at them. Then he knelt. I thought he would lift his hands palm upward in the gesture that asks for mercy. Instead, he prostrated himself, arms outstretched, face turned to the side. I had seen him do that once before, in the temple called The Silence. Here, too, the quiet was immense. Unless there was some sound beyond or behind the silence. I thought again that this might be so. 
 
    I thought of walking forward, but I felt this would not be right. Even in the midst of all this light, I still saw the chain that stretched between us, now hardly the thickness of a single hair. But I did not follow the chain forward. I stayed where I was.  
 
    It seemed to me—I had not realized this at first—that possibly many shades had come here. It came to me that shades stood upon the two flat dishes of the scales. Some, not many, stood on the side that was half lost in shadows. Others, many more, a great number, an enormous number, crowded upon the other dish, the one that was filled with light. More shades came there as I watched. Some were the shades of Lakasha people. Many more were the shades of Lau. A few seemed to be Ugaro. Perhaps some might even have been Tarashana people. 
 
    Though the distance was so great and there were so many shades, I nevertheless thought I glimpsed one face and another that I recognized, both Ugaro and Lau, the faces of people who had died in the struggle against Lorellan, or who had died in some other way at some other time. I looked, with trepidation, to see if Lorellan might be there among all the others, but I did not see him. I thought I saw Nikoles Ianan, once one of Aras’ talon commanders, stepping decisively onto the dish that was filled with light, then turning to offer a hand to another shade who came after him. Then he turned away and went among the other shades and, if I had seen him at all, I lost sight of him. More shades came, and more again; great numbers, uncountable numbers. 
 
    Though only a few, one and then another, went to the shadowed dish—though many others, almost all, an immense number, went to the one that was filled with light—no matter how many shades went to one side or the other, the balance did not shift in any way. They were shades. They had no weight at all. The shadowed dish remained low, heavy with the weight it carried. The other dish remained much less heavy. Aras did not move. I could see his face. His eyes were closed. His expression was quiet. There was no tension in his face, his hands, his body. I might have thought he slept. But I did not think that. I thought he had let go of everything, every struggle, every kind of effort. 
 
    When he had yielded to the judgment of Koro inKarano, that had not been like this. When he had yielded to the judgment of his own king, that had been different again. In each of those moments, Aras had defended himself as well as he could, by rhetoric and argument if not by strength of arms or by sorcery. Even when he drank wine infused with the Tarashana medicine or with poppy, that act had been a means of defending himself. This was different. This was a much more profound surrender.  
 
    I thought of going forward, following the chain that bound us together until I stood there, in that place, before that balance. I thought I should go forward and put myself among the numberless shades that stood on the side filled with light. I could not tell whether I might be a shade or a living man, but if I had become a shade, I could at least make my opinion known, and if I still lived, then I would still have the weight and heft of a living person. If that were so, then if I stepped onto that side of the balance, my weight would surely bring down that dish. My weight would bring it down all the way. 
 
    I did not move. I did not know why. But I stayed where I was, and the balance stayed as it was, with the shadowed side far heavier than the other. I looked up into the distant sky. I looked at the Sun.  
 
    Beside him, in the highest vault of the heavens, stood the Moon. I did not move, I did not cry out, but my heart leaped up. I had not seen her there before. Perhaps she had not been there, or perhaps I had only not seen her until this moment. She stood with her light modestly lowered in respect for her husband’s strength. But, translucent and pale as she might be, I saw her clearly now. I shaped a prayer to her, not speaking aloud, but in my heart: a prayer for kindness. I lifted my hands, palm up, in the gesture that asks for mercy. 
 
    A single thin shaft of sunlight came down, one brilliant spear of light that touched the bright side of the balance and stayed there. Though a beam of light should have had no more weight than a shade, certainly no more weight than a great crowd of shades, the balance finally shifted. That side where the light had struck sank down and down and down, all the way down, dissolving into light. The shadowed side rose up and up and up, its weight made nothing, dissolving into nothing. The balance itself was gone. Perhaps it had never been there. The shades were gone. Perhaps they had not been here either. 
 
    Aras did not move. He remained exactly as he was, perfectly still. But I did not look at him. I looked down. I could not tell what had drawn my attention, but a jackal sat there, in front of me, so close that she sat nearly on my feet. Her head was raised so that she looked into my face. Her ears, at first pricked forward, now folded back in a good-humored expression, friendly and a little mocking. 
 
    This jackal was larger than any ordinary jackal, as tall as a wolf, but with the fine bones and the large ears and the light build of a jackal. She was not marked with black or gray in the way of an ordinary jackal. Her fur was luminous gold. When I looked at her, she rose to her feet, shook herself, trotted away to a small distance, and turned her head to look back at me. Her eyes were the slanted, narrow eyes of a jackal, but gold against gold rather than dark. She yipped at me, the high-pitched yip of a jackal. That was the first sound I had heard in this place—the first sound I had been certain I heard. I almost laughed because the sound was so ordinary, so much more commonplace than anything else in this place. She dropped her jaw, laughing as well, a little mocking, but good-humored. Then she turned and trotted away through the light. 
 
    I looked once more at Aras. He had not moved. He did not move now.  
 
    The jackal yipped again, her tone peremptory. I stood for one more moment, gazing at Aras. Then I turned and walked away, following the jackal, leaving him behind. 
 
    It seemed to me that I followed her a long way. At some moment, I realized I was walking across sand. The sand was as golden as the light, but it was certainly sand, which gave and slid underfoot in the ordinary way. To every side, the wind had sculpted the sand into long, sharp-edged dunes, stretching out forever in every direction. The wind came against my face now, hot and dry, carrying the scent of hot stone and molten bronze. The jackal trotted before me, her tracks ephemeral in the sand, erased by the wind almost as soon as she made them. Perhaps my tracks were the same, gone a breath after I made them, but I did not look back to see. 
 
    A thought came to me. I wanted to see if the chain stretched out behind me. That seemed of much more consequence to me than whether my tracks lasted longer than a breath. I almost turned then. But the jackal yipped once more, sharp and urgent, and leaped ahead. I began to jog, following her as she demanded.  
 
    Sand is difficult to jog through, much more difficult than snow. Packed snow is of course good footing and presents no difficulty, but even light, fresh snow seemed to me easier than this. The sand sank away beneath my feet, like snow, like mud, but different from either. The jackal bounded up one sharp-edged hill of sand and then slid down the far side. I did not want to slow lest I lose sight of her, but though I had not felt weariness at first, now I felt that every stride was more difficult than the last. My breaths came hard, and then harder still. The jackal looked at me over her shoulder, sunlight blazing in her golden eyes, and leaped up to the top of another long ridge of sand. I wanted to call to her, ask her to take an easier pace, but I did not have breath enough to call out. 
 
    Then she stopped. She did not sit or even stand patiently, but crouched, alert, focused on something ahead of me, something I could not see. I came up the ridge to the top, and as I set my foot there and pushed myself up, the sand spilling away on every side, the jackal leaped into the air, blurred into light, and disappeared. 
 
    I cried out, in surprise as much as alarm, and leaped forward to follow her, and fell, tumbling down the other side of the ridge of sand, falling fast, much faster than any ordinary fall, so fast that I did not have time to be frightened, only surprised. 
 
    I struck the ground with a tremendous impact that echoed through my whole body. Yet this was not like a physical blow. It was more like a great, echoing thunderclap, except a thunderclap made of silence. It was as though some sound had indeed surrounded me, some great ringing sound I had not known I listened to, and this sound had suddenly ceased, its absence as shocking as a shout.  
 
    I opened my eyes. 
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    It had not occurred to me that my eyes were closed. But I opened my eyes, and found myself gazing up at a ceiling, plaster, painted blue, with geometric designs in white around the edge. A breeze touched my face, warm, fragrant with the scent of flowers. Honeysuckle, roses, some other kinds I did not know. There was no smell of blood. I did not know why that surprised me. I was lying on a bed or a couch. No. This was a sleeping platform, cushioned and draped with silk. I was lying in someone’s home, a house … probably a palace … in Rananep-sa, the noble land of golden sands and beautiful oases.  
 
    I felt perfectly well.  
 
    “Ryo,” someone said, his voice quiet, half familiar. 
 
    I turned, looking to see who spoke to me, and it was Kerren. This surprised me again, but I still did not know why. I pushed myself up, gazing around at this room where I found myself. Three lanterns of bronze and porcelain and glass hung from chains, filling this spacious chamber with soft light. The walls were plaster, painted white and pale blue and pale gold. Silk curtains in the same colors framed wide windows. Every window was open. Beyond, I could see only the velvety sky, brilliant with stars, high and clear and very far away from the earth. Among the stars stood the Moon, shining and luminous, her face round and full, all her attention bent toward the world. 
 
    For a breath and another breath, I gazed up at her with pleasure, but without surprise. Then the astonishment came, and I stared. 
 
    “Yes,” Kerren said, watching me. “She rose into this sky the night after I found you, and she’s risen every night since.” After a small pause, he added, “The nights here are nearly an hour longer than they used to be. I have no idea what that means. I don’t think anyone has the slightest notion what that means.” 
 
    He had been sitting close to me, on a sitting platform, leaning against a curved cushion. He looked well enough, but it seemed to me I saw a shadowed look in his eyes. I thought some memory troubled him, some grief, but I could not think of anything that had happened. I could not remember how either of us had come to this place. This realization should have frightened me, but somehow it did not. But curiosity stirred. I looked down at myself. 
 
    I was wearing a light Lakasha robe, silk, with a broad collar and a narrow belt. The robe was dark gold-brown, with the stylized shapes of flying eagles around the collar. It was nothing like proper Ugaro clothing, but it would do. My weapons were gone—no, the knife with the cord made of Darra’s hair and the red feather lay on a table near the sleeping platform, sheathed. I hoped I had cleaned and sharpened the blade before setting it aside. But as that thought came to me, I paused. I did not remember drawing that knife to fight. Great swaths of my memory seemed veiled from me. I should have felt angry and frightened when I realized this, but those emotions seemed veiled as well. 
 
    I stood up. I was not stiff, or tired, or in pain. I felt as though I had been resting in comfortable leisure for many days, not—I frowned, unable to remember the thought that had almost come to me. 
 
    I knew what was happening; of course I did. Someone had set a barrier between my awareness and my memory of something that had happened. Something terrible. My frown deepened, but I could not remember. I was certain something had happened. Someone had hidden that memory from me. Yet even now I did not feel either frightened or angry. That was certainly sorcery. 
 
    “You’re fine,” Kerren promised. “It’s just for a few minutes. Just to let you wake up. If you would wake up. We weren’t sure.” His expression was calm, but I saw now that this was the hard-held calm he had learned to show when something unbearable happened.  
 
    “We?” I asked him. “What place is this? How did I come here?”  
 
    He answered readily. “This is Satkuset-ro’s palace, in the oasis of Arapanatan. I brought you out of Roketnep and then a little farther, and then Satkutset-ro herself came to us in the desert and brought us the rest of the way. Tasmakat is here, and other people. Bacet, do you remember him?” He smiled a little. “He thinks he’s living in a story, the kind of tale stuffed to the brim with heroes and happy endings. It’s nice that one of us never had any doubts.” 
 
    I was not certain what, or whom, I remembered. 
 
    Kerren was watching me closely. “I can’t tell you what happened, exactly. I mean, I don’t know myself. None of us know what happened in Roketnep. I only know what I found when I got there and discovered …” He hesitated. “Discovered you both.” 
 
    “Both?” I said. “You mean Aras?” I did not remember an oasis called Roketnep. I said sharply, “I am awake. I am myself. Whoever is working sorcery upon my mind should cease immediately. I will not forgive any continuing intrusion.” 
 
    Kerren’s mouth tightened. “Yeah, that’s going to do it, I expect. Maybe you should sit down.” 
 
    I looked at him. I still did not feel angry; not nearly as angry as I should. 
 
    Then the distance and quiet lifted out of my mind, and I remembered everything, all at once, a stunning twist of memory that came first like a flower opening in my mind, then like a silent blow that struck me to the heart. 
 
    I sat down hard, lifting a hand to my face, feeling indeed as though I had been struck in the chest. I felt unable to breathe. I felt I would never be able to breathe again. 
 
    Kerren said urgently, “He’s not dead, Ryo.” 
 
    Dropping my hand, I stared at him. Of course Aras was dead. Of course he was. I had killed him myself. I remembered this very plainly. I remembered the exact catch as my blade snagged for an instant against a rib. 
 
    “Satkutset-ro healed his injuries,” Kerren explained. 
 
    He began to go on, but I interrupted, incredulous. “How can you say she healed his injuries? I thrust a knife into his heart!” 
 
    “Yes, I thought that had been you. It was such a clean stroke, nothing like being hacked apart in the midst of battle or whatever. I gather it was a simple injury, hardly worth mentioning. The other damage, I mean from being dead for several days, would have been impossible, apparently, except that you held his spirit so close to life that his body stayed … not exactly alive. But not all the way dead. Apparently he was close enough to alive that Satkutset-ro was able to take her time, heal everything, and give him a body to return to.” 
 
    The Ro-Antalet could do remarkable things. I had known that already. But I could neither understand nor believe this. I said finally, trying the idea in my mind, “He is alive.” 
 
    “Yes. He hasn’t been permitted to wake yet. Satkutset thought it best for you to wake first.” His mouth twisted. “She’s going to want you to tell her whether he ought to be allowed to wake at all, or whether he should be put to death again while he sleeps.” 
 
    I laughed, a sharp crack of laughter, incredulous rather than amused. I had never felt less amused in my life. I said, “Tell me everything. He left you in the other oasis. Geruput. What then?” 
 
    “Yes, I was furious, but so relieved, I hardly knew what to do with myself.” But then Kerren made a gesture, brushing all this aside. “That doesn’t matter. You don’t want to hear about that. Yes, he left me. A day passed, another day, I expect you can imagine what that was like, all the hours of waiting. None of us knew what was happening, what might happen. I half wanted to run, though I could hardly think where; and half wanted to follow you. The two of you. Then ….” His voice trailed off and he looked at me, his expression odd. 
 
    “Yes?” I said sharply. 
 
    “He was really powerful by the end, wasn’t he? I mean … really powerful.” 
 
    This was not a question. I waited. 
 
    “He spoke to me. Across all that distance. I saw him. Not in Geruput. In the summer country, in Gaur, in his own home, sitting behind his own desk. He looked exactly as always. A little tired. A little impatient.” 
 
    I nodded. I could picture exactly how this had been, exactly how Aras would have looked. 
 
    “Yes. So then he said, ‘Kerren, you’re free, or you shortly will be. Your life is yours. Do whatever you wish. If you want to return to the summer country, it’s most unlikely Soretes will set any penalty against you, especially since I asked him very specifically not to. Or stay in the country of sand if you prefer. Whatever you choose, I think you’ve gotten your balance back enough that you’ll manage. But I do have a request. This isn’t an order. But if you would kindly come to Roketnep, to the highest level of the eastern quarter of the palace, I think you’ll find Ryo, I hope still alive. I don’t know what else you may find. Probably not any great danger. Probably tragedy layered upon tragedy. But if you feel you owe me anything, or Ryo anything, I hope you’ll do as I ask I think he’ll need you. Someone. A friend.’” Kerren stopped, looking at me, shrugging. “That was it. He was gone, and I was in Geruput, with that little speech echoing in my mind. False that memory might have been, but I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.” 
 
    “So you came to Roketnep.” 
 
    “What else could I do?” 
 
    I could think of many other things he might have done. I asked, “What did you find?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” 
 
    “I may know some of it, but I would like to know how it seemed to you.” 
 
    Kerren shrugged again. “I found a lot of dead people. Some of them … never mind. Obviously there had been a running battle inside the palace. Dead Lakasha, lots of blood. Nobody alive. Anybody alive had long since fled by the time I got there, I suppose. I went up to the highest level of the eastern quarter, as he’d said, and there you were. I mean, you, and Aras, and I assume Harapta. At first I thought you were all dead. I knew Harapta was certainly dead. Someone had thrown a knife and got him in the throat. I assumed that was you.” 
 
    I made a gesture of assent. 
 
    “Aras was dead. I was fairly certain you’d killed him too. But he didn’t … Harapta had obviously been dead for days. Aras looked like he’d died just a few minutes before I got there. So did you. I mean, I thought at first you were dead too.” Swallowing, he dropped his gaze to his hands, folded on his knee. 
 
    I could imagine this scene. I did not want to imagine it. “You looked again, more closely,” I said gently. “That was brave.” 
 
    He glanced up, then dropped his gaze again. “I held a piece of glass to your mouth and decided you were breathing. I couldn’t carry you. I mean, there was no way, obviously. So I found some things and made a stretcher, and got you on it, and tied you to it, and found a pulley, the kind they use to raise and lower those big lanterns, you know. I set up three pulleys, actually. You’re really very heavy, Ryo. Then I lowered you out the window.”  
 
    “I think this sounds difficult,” I said. “I thank you for taking so much trouble.” 
 
    His mouth twisted in that familiar bitter expression. Except that this expression now seemed merely wry, and a little amused. “It was an afternoon’s work. It’s not like I had anything better to do. It was nice to do something with complete assurance it was my idea and my decision, nothing anyone else put into my mind.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “You decided to bring Aras away from that place too. That was your decision.” 
 
    He looked away. After a breath, he shrugged and met my eyes again. “I thought he was really dead. I mean, all the way dead. But I wasn’t sure. He wasn’t … bloating, or anything, the way Harapta was. And even if he was dead, I just didn’t want … I couldn’t bear to just leave him there, like … like discarded trash. He’d used himself up dealing with Harapta, or getting Harapta into the right position for you to kill him, or however it worked. Whatever he did, it cost him everything, and he knew it was going to, and he used one of the last minutes of his life to tell me I was free.” He stopped. Then he said, his tone now more casual, as though this was nothing, “Besides, the pulleys were already set up, and after all, he wasn’t nearly as heavy as you. So why not? I thought he might at least have a decent pyre.”  
 
    “You did not know Satkutset-ro might heal him.” 
 
    “Honestly, Ryo, that never crossed my mind.” Kerren paused, looking at me, a searching look. 
 
    Then he went on. “I found a camel, and got it to come to me and let me get a bridle on it—that took the last of my dates and half my bread—and made a sledge, and got you and Aras on it, and started back toward Geruput. That would’ve been a pretty tough job, getting you both there. I wasn’t worried about Aras—I didn’t understand why he wasn’t, you know, rotting, but I did think he was dead. But you usually need a lot of water, Ryo, and I had some, maybe enough, but I had no idea how I was going to get it into you while you were unconscious. I thought I’d just try to figure that out when it came to it, but I didn’t have to, because Satkutset-ro found me. Or I suppose it was one of her people, Gherapket-sa, do you remember him? Turns out he’s an adept, one of the few that didn’t get crushed by Harapta. He’d been trying to keep track of Aras all the time. He lost him at the end, but he found me. I was the only living person for miles around, and I was … a little upset, so it was probably pretty easy.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I could certainly imagine this. I could imagine this very clearly. 
 
    “Yes, so Gherapket showed Satkutset-ro where we were, and she …” he held up his hands again, this time in a gesture of bafflement. “She opened up the air and stepped through it. I saw it happen, I was looking right at her when she did it, but I can’t explain it any better than that. There was the desert, sand and sky in every direction, and then she … just … folded open the air and came through it. I didn’t know Ro-Antalet could do that. I mean, I suppose most of them can’t. Even for a Ro-Antalet, I gather Satkutset-ro is an amazingly powerful magician, but even she needed a good deal of help from others of her people, and since there just aren’t a lot of Ro-Antalet, I suppose it’s not something they do often. But she did it. I was … mostly, I was very glad to see her, except I thought she—” He cut that off. 
 
    I could think of one thing and another he might have intended to say. I was almost certain I knew exactly what he had intended to say. I said, “You thought she would tear Aras into pieces, burn the pieces, crush his skull to grit, and scatter the grit in living water.” 
 
    His mouth twisted again in that wry expression. “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    “You did not want that.” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t. Anyway, after she got a look at you, she said you were certainly not dead and she did, I don’t know, whatever Ro-Antalet do, and your wounds closed up right then. I thought you’d wake up, but … this is a little hard to explain, Ryo …” 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    Kerren looked at me for a breath. Then he shrugged. “A jackal leaped out of the light, almost the same way Satkutset-ro had opened up the air, but different. The jackal was made of sunlight and leaped out of the sunlight, or that’s how it seemed to me. He—” 
 
    “She.” 
 
    “All right, I guess this is going to be easy for you to believe after all. Anyway, she leaped out of the sunlight from the east, passed right over you and Satkutset-ro and me and the camel and everything, came down to our west, leaped again right at the setting Sun—that was the Younger Sun by then—and disappeared. I suppose Satkutset-ro saw it, everyone saw it, but she didn’t pay any attention. She was bending over Aras, and then she straightened up and said he was alive, but she was going to help him stay asleep. You too, for a while.” He hesitated, then lifted a hand in a gesture like a shrug. “Anyway, that’s pretty much how everything happened.” 
 
    I was silent for some time. I remembered the jackal. Other things came back to me now, remarkable things. Finally, looking up again, I said, “If you had not come to find us, probably we would both have died there. You have said your efforts were nothing. I know that is not true. I thank you for setting yourself to this task.”  
 
    “Please don’t thank me. Not until—” 
 
    “Whatever else may happen, I am and will remain grateful. Satkutset-ro wishes me to advise her. I will speak with her now.” I stood up.  
 
    Kerren also rose, swiftly. “You don’t have to. There’s no hurry. She can keep him asleep as long as—” 
 
    “I do not doubt it,” I said. “But I do not want to wait. I will speak to her now.” 
 
    Kerren nodded, plainly unsurprised. He drew breath to answer me, but he did not have time to speak because at that moment Tasmakat came through the doorway. She wore a silk robe, blue, with pale blue spirals and white ibises, over a long kilt that was not white, but darker blue. A tiny blue stone swung on a hair-fine chain from every gold ring in her ear. She stood regarding me, beautiful and elegant and somehow somber.  
 
    I said to her, “You had everything exactly as you wished. Now what advice are you giving your queen?” 
 
    I am advising her to listen to you, Tasmakat answered. If you must say to Satkutset-ro to kill him again, I have no doubt you will do it. I am sorry to put you in this position, but you’re the only one who was there at the end, so— 
 
    I interrupted her. “I will be pleased to take this decision on myself. This is properly my decision, not yours and not hers.”  
 
    Tasmakat’s ears did not flick; she did not blink. She only inclined her elegant head, her manner still somber. Satkutset-ro will be guided by your opinion, Ryo. She knows exactly what debt she owes you. And I think we all know what debt we owe him.” 
 
    “You owe him everything,” I said. This truth was too obvious for anyone to need to set the words into the air, but I did so anyway. 
 
    Yes, Tasmakat answered gravely. Everything and everyone we have recovered, all that we may reclaim from tragedy in days to come, may be laid to his account. Yet Satkutset-ro will not lightly wake a powerful sorcerer. She knows, we all know, that your judgment in that moment was that he should die. That was your knife in his heart. 
 
    Tasmakat was right. I could not argue. Also, she was not the one with whom I wanted to argue. Everything that had happened before that moment in Roketnep had been Tasmakat’s doing; she had brought us all to that moment. But plainly everything that would happen now was Satkutset’s decision. I said, “I wish to speak to Satkutset-ro.” 
 
    Yes, Tasmakat said. I will take you to her now. 
 
      
 
    The queen of the Two Lands was outside, walking beneath the light of the Moon, in the beautiful gardens that surrounded her palace. The flowers here were roses. Most of the blossoms were red and darker red and a red so dark it was almost black. In the moonlight, those looked gray or darker gray or nearly black. But some of the roses were white. The white flowers took up the light of the Moon so that they almost seemed to shine with light of their own, as so many flowers did in the starlit lands. 
 
    When Tasmakat brought me to the place, Satkutset-ro turned at once and paced toward me. Her muscles moved smoothly beneath her golden pelt, which in the moonlight seemed a soft charcoal gray. She looked more like a lion to me in that moment than any of her people had ever seemed to me before. She looked as dangerous as a tiger. Then she came closer, and I saw her grave, calm expression, and that impression died away. Perhaps that was false, an illusion as much as a mirage or a sorcerous lie, because she was most certainly dangerous. I was not afraid of her, but I knew that very well. 
 
    She nodded to Tasmakat and to Kerren, who had of course come with us, but she spoke to me. “Ryo inGara, child of the Moon, you are well come to this place and to me. I am admiring the roses. The white ones. I will bring more white-flowering plants here and make a garden dedicated to the Moon. If there are flowers sacred to her in your country, I will try to coax those flowers to grow here. Will you walk with me?” 
 
    I had been impatient and upset until this moment, but now, as Satkutset-ro spoke to me, that passed away. This was not sorcery. This was her quiet manner, and her words. “Yes,” I said, and moved to join her. 
 
    We walked in silence for some time. No one came near us. The gardens were extensive. Always there was another path among the groves of trees and flowers. Satkutset-ro paused as we passed one and another white-flowering tree or shrub or small plant. She regarded each gravely and quietly. It seemed to me that many of those plants unfurled another flower or a leaf as she gazed at it; that trees stretched out their branches a little more eagerly; that the fragrance of the flowers strengthened. Perhaps I imagined all this. But I doubted that. I thought everything I believed I saw was true. 
 
    I said at last, as we walked along yet another path that wound among groves of small trees, “I struck him in the heart. You truly healed this injury?” 
 
    She answered me quietly. “Ordinarily, that would have been beyond my skill. I am powerful and skilled of my kind, but I am not a god, to lift someone who has died from the land of the shades into the land of the living. But he had not stepped entirely into the land of the shades. You held him to the land of the living. I couldn’t perceive that myself, not directly. Shall I tell you what the sorcerous adepts among my people believe happened?” 
 
    I thought I knew already, but I said, “Yes. Tell me.” 
 
    “They believe that you were so closely bound together, that the tie between you was—and is—so strong, that when you killed Aras, he pulled you with him into the land of the shades. But not all the way, because your body was not dead. You both stood between life and death. Then, when you chose to return to the land of the living, you lifted him with you in turn. But you could not bring him all the way because his body was dead. Or perhaps I should say, it was trying to die, but it was held to life. When you came into my care, when I repaired the harm that had been done to your body, your spirit returned. So did his. I saw that in time—barely in time—and so I also healed the harm done to his body. If I had not done so, he would have died again at once, more entirely. Instead, he lives. I cannot say whether my act was wise. Perhaps it was the most foolish act of any of my people since the world was made. Perhaps you may advise me.” 
 
    I did not answer at once. Finally, I asked, “Do you know anything of the land of the shades? The part that is right for Lau?” 
 
    “I fear I do not.” 
 
    I did not describe what I had seen. But I said, “At the end, a jackal came to me. Not an ordinary jackal.” 
 
    She answered quietly. “Yes, I saw that jackal. Everyone saw her. Jackals are messengers of the gods. Alone among mortal creatures, they may go freely into the land of the shades and freely return. She led you back into the land of the living, did she not?” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “Indeed. Then, as the Younger Sun stepped below the edge of the world and night came to the desert, the Moon rose into our sky. She has never come here. None of our tales say that she has ever done this. But she rose that night, and she has stepped into our sky every night since. She rises in the northeast, walks a short path through the heavens, and descends again in the northwest. The Younger Sun now departs our sky a little earlier than had been his custom, and the Great Sun delays his rise, so the beautiful Moon may pour her gentle light down upon the country of sand and gardens for a longer time.”  
 
    I looked up at the Moon. She was now making her way slowly toward the edge of the world, and yes, she was walking toward the northwest, not true west. She was farther from the world here than in the winter lands, and her face was not as bright. But I was deeply, almost painfully grateful to see her in this sky.  
 
    I said, “She rose there as well. In the land of the shades. She stood in the sky there. In that place, the gods stood high above, as high as they stand above the world, higher than that. But they looked down upon Aras, and they judged him kindly. They sent the jackal to lead me back into the land of the living; they opened the way for me. They must have known what they did. They must have known the tie would lift Aras back into the land of the living as well. I think it would be wrong for you to judge him less kindly. I say that if you do so, that means you have set yourself against the clear opinion of the gods. I say you should permit him to wake.” We had been walking slowly, but now I turned to face her. I said, with as much finality as I could, “If you say otherwise, I will set myself in front of the knife.” 
 
    “I see.” Satkutset-ro regarded me for a long moment. Then she, too, looked up at the Moon. Her eyes in that light became luminous, silver-streaked, unreadable. After a time, lowering her face, she met my eyes again. She said, “You first chose death for him. Now you quite adamantly choose life.” 
 
    I did not know how to explain. I searched for words. Finally, I said, “He fought so hard against the madness. He fought for a long time. Then at last it came upon him. Yet even then, he permitted me to kill him. I could never have done this, except that he permitted me to do it. This was very, very hard for him. He did not want to die. But he let me kill him.” 
 
    “I see,” Satkutset-ro said again. “Should it be necessary, you believe he will permit you to do it again. And you are willing to take that act on yourself, no matter how difficult that might be for you.” 
 
    “It will not be necessary,” I said. “It will never be necessary again. I believe that is the opinion of the gods, and certainly it is my opinion. But should I be mistaken, then yes. I will do it again, and he will stand for my knife and let me do it.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said, with that same measured gravity. “Then I will permit him to wake. But, though I hope this does not offend you, I will take certain precautions.” 
 
      
 
    For Satkutset-ro, making a small oasis far away from every other place was simple. I stood in the midst of endless sand and watched clean water rise, bubbling and sweet, from the depths of the sand and spill out into a pool. The black earth followed, spilling out and away from the new spring, flowing almost like water itself until it settled firmly into place. The black soil pushed the golden sands outward, and outward again, one ripple of soil following another, like ripples in a pond, except that that kind of ripple spreads from the center. Here, each ripple began at the edge and pushed outward for some distance and settled, and then the soil swelled up at the edge and the next ripple began, pushing outward again. Satkutset-ro paced slowly around the edge of the new oasis she made, leaving massive footprints in the moist soil.  
 
    Tasmakat followed her, holding a basket from which she threw out handfuls of seeds. Already, at the center of the oasis, the delicate green of new grasses veiled the soil. Here and there, a seedling tree unfurled its first fragile leaves. The first of these seedlings already stood higher than my knee by the time Satkutset-ro stopped drawing the oasis outward and came back to me. 
 
    I waited beside the litter upon which Aras had been brought here. He was deeply asleep, but his chest rose and fell smoothly, one breath following the last in quiet order. In the center of the tiny new oasis, beside the spring, Tasmakat raised up a canopy and laid out cushions. Full day would come soon. The eastern sky was already brightening with the approach of the Younger Sun. 
 
    “I wish you luck,” Satkutset-ro said to me. “This is not a matter of luck, but good judgment and, if necessary, unflinching courage. But I wish you luck all the same, and the favor and kindness of the gods.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I wish the same for all of us.” Bending, I lifted Aras in my arms. His weight was not great, but the act would certainly have been easier had I been taller. But I lifted him, and walked away from Satkutset-ro, into the oasis. The air felt cold, and then chilly, and then comfortable. I had not become accustomed to that even yet, but I ignored it. I went to the canopy and laid him down on the pallet there, setting a flat pillow beneath his head. He felt fragile to me now. He looked even more fragile when I straightened, stepped back, and stood looking at him. 
 
    He was very thin. Tasmakat was setting out baskets of food, in the hope that Aras would live long enough to eat some of it: flat rounds of fresh bread, ripe apricots, sugared dates, clay pots containing a spicy stew of lamb and lentils, or chickpeas in broth, or goose cooked in fat and packed into jars with dried plums. The bread and the fresh fruit would last only a few days. The rest would last much longer. Strong cantrips had been put on the pots to keep them hot so the food would not spoil. Small glass bowls held sherbet, lemon and mulberry, with the bowls enspelled to keep the sherbet cold. I had too many other things that worried me to care about that kind of small magic. 
 
    Finishing her task, Tasmakat rose, moved a step away, and stood for a long moment, looking down at Aras. At last, she said, May the gods be merciful.  
 
    She might have meant many different things by this prayer. Nevertheless, I signed agreement. She inclined her long, elegant head to me. I would do exactly the same again, so I won’t apologize, but, Ryo, I do very much regret every harm that came to you or may yet come to you because of my actions or my failures to act. You needn’t express my regret to Aras, however. I’ll do that myself the next time I see him. 
 
    She walked away. I watched her go. I did not know what I thought of her; I did not even know whether I was angry with her. Everything terrible that had happened to me and to Aras, almost everything, all the worst things, had come because of her actions. I understood why she had acted as she had; I respected the price she had set upon herself to show her commitment to her plan to force Aras to spend himself for her people, but even so, I had not believed I would ever forgive her. But she had spoken with perfect confidence. Perhaps I might forgive her after all, just for speaking to me in that tone at this moment. 
 
    Once Tasmakat had come to her, Satkutset-ro bowed her great head to me. Then she turned and paced away, her steps slow and measured, and the air opened before her, and she passed through the gap in the air and disappeared. Tasmakat followed, and the air fell together with a soundless snap, and they were gone. 
 
    I sat down beside Aras to wait.
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    The Younger Sun rose, and stepped higher into the sky, and strode along his own path into the vault of the heavens while the Great Sun made his way slowly toward the western edge of the world. I watched them both, the flame-gold Great Sun and the white-gold Younger Sun, and thought of the land of the shades, of the ways in which the Lau place was the same as the Ugaro place and the ways in which it was different. 
 
    I thought of the place of judgment. That seemed very much a thing one would expect for the Lau, with their great regard for their written laws. I remembered the crowding shades; the Great Sun bending low to set his hand upon the balance and bear it down. Perhaps I had truly seen that, but I thought now that perhaps I might have glimpsed something less familiar, that my memories now held only an echo of the truth. I wondered what Aras would remember of that place when he woke. 
 
    I wondered what else he might remember. 
 
    The madness of lies and hatred that Lorellan had put into my mind had been unspeakably terrible. But the madness I had suffered had been something forced on me. The madness that had come upon Aras had been something he had done to himself, something that was part of himself. Had he understood what was happening to him, what he was becoming? Perhaps he had not understood that until it was too late. Or perhaps he had understood all the time. That would have been even worse. 
 
    His breaths were so shallow that I sometimes had to study him carefully to be certain his chest rose and fell. I saw for the first time that touches of gray had come to his hair, to his beard. His cheeks had become hollow, his temples. He had been dressed in a light kilt and silk robe in the Lakasha manner, but he wore no belt, so his robe lay open. I could count every one of his ribs. I could see the scar over his heart. It seemed very small for the wound that had killed him.  
 
    The Great Sun set his foot on the edge of the world, and suddenly Aras drew a great breath, tension coming into his face, his hands, his body. I leaned forward. But he had relaxed again. Only now his sleep seemed ordinary, the kind from which one might wake. I sat back again, waiting. I watched the Great Sun descend below the western horizon. As yet there was no sign of the Moon. But I thought she would probably rise as second sunset approached, and this thought made me feel better, as though everything that had been difficult might yet turn along a gentler path rather than come to a hasty and cruel ending. 
 
    Aras spoke softly, not opening his eyes, “This time, I truly don’t understand how I can be alive. I seem to remember …” He lifted one hand to his chest, traced the scar above his heart with his fingertips, and let his hand fall again. His eyes opened. He lay still, gazing up at the silk canopy. After a moment, his brows drew together a little. “Is this real?” 
 
    I thought he, of all men, had probably never in his life had reason to question whether something that happened to him or around him was true or false. 
 
    His mouth curved a little when I thought that. “Well,” he said, “I think you’re probably real, Ryo, so perhaps that will do for a start.” He began, slowly, to try to sit up. 
 
    I moved to help him, then set a pillow, two pillows, behind him. I handed him a cup of water dipped from the spring and set a dish of lemon sherbet by his hand. He took the cup, drank a little of the water, and set the cup down. His movements were almost steady. His hand shook just as he set the cup down. Some of the water spilled. I pretended not to notice. He leaned his head back against the pillows and closed his eyes again. He spoke softly, without opening his eyes. “I’m not mad. I don’t think I am. I remember everything. I remember …” A long silence. Finally he went on. “I remember the madness coming on me. I knew it was happening, I felt everything shifting in my mind, I felt …” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    He said finally, “I couldn’t stop it. By the time I realized, it was much too late. It was happening so fast, and everywhere at once. But I thought at least I’d remove Harapta. But I couldn’t even do that, in the end.” 
 
    “You did do that.” 
 
    “No. Not really. I replaced him, yes. Possibly that might have been of some use, but …” His voice trailed off again.  
 
    “Your act was essential. He would never have let me close enough to kill him.” 
 
    “Yes, perhaps, but …” Another long pause. This time I only waited, keeping my mind quiet. Finally, he said, “I thought once I got close enough to him, I could force my will on him, then simply cut his throat. But I couldn’t get to him. I couldn’t get a grip on his mind. He was too strong, and he was much more accustomed to fighting other sorcerers than I was. I hadn’t thought of that.” His mouth tightened. “I was so wildly overconfident.” 
 
    “So was he.”  
 
    That finally made him open his eyes again. He smiled at me. It was a painful smile, but not without humor. “Yes, he was. He knew I was stronger than he was; he knew I’d had every opportunity to examine what he’d done to those young sorcerers. He ought to have realized I might have learned enough to do the same to him if I could only get close enough. But he really thought his hollow thralls would tear me apart before I could get near him. He hadn’t bothered to think of any alternate plan that might let him regroup and try again in case his first plan failed.” He was silent for a moment. Then he added, “I hadn’t bothered to come up with alternate plans either. Fortunately, there you were, a thoroughly solid alternate plan all by yourself.” 
 
    “You give yourself far too little credit. You intended all the time that I should kill you. You knew the madness would overcome you.” 
 
    “Knew is a strong term.” 
 
    “I think it is probably the exact term.” I picked up the dish of sherbet and put it into his hands. “Eat something.” I handed him the spoon.  
 
    He took the spoon and ate a spoonful of the sherbet, obviously reluctant, but humoring me. But the sherbet woke his appetite, as I had hoped, and when I wrapped some of the lamb and lentils in a round of bread and held that out to him, he ate that as well. 
 
    Then, despite whatever memories and doubts might plague him, he slept again. I ate the other cup of sherbet and watched the Younger Sun pace slowly along his accustomed path.  
 
      
 
    He woke again that night, while the Moon stood in the sky. She stood low, close to the edge of the world, but her path during the short night had taken her higher into the vault of the heavens than I had expected, and she seemed to linger now, perhaps awaiting the rising of the Great Sun, her husband. 
 
    I had been lying on my side, propped up on one elbow, watching the Moon and thinking of everything that had happened. I was thinking of the letters I should write, and wondering if perhaps some among my people were watching the Moon tonight, as I was. She would stand much closer to the world in the winter country, but she might show my people only a thin crescent of her face, because most of her attention was turned now toward the country of sand. I felt she looked down upon me as I gazed up at her. 
 
    “Perhaps she does,” Aras said softly.  
 
    I answered, “I think the chance is small, but even so, I am glad to see her in this sky.” 
 
    “I imagine you are. So am I, in fact.” He was silent for long enough that I thought he had fallen asleep again. Then he said, “I’m sorry, Ryo.” 
 
    I turned toward him. He was not looking at me, but up at the face of the Moon. “Yes,” I said gently. “So am I. But I think we may set everything that happened in the past.” 
 
    His lips tightened, the line of his mouth hardening. “I don’t think that’s possible. I was going to destroy Tathimi. I was going to hollow her out and put a blurred echo of myself in her place. I thought that was clever.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Was that why you let me kill you? Because you realized you could think of something as evil as that and consider it clever?” 
 
    “Maybe. No. I don’t know. I don’t think so. I just … you were so certain. Possibly, even then, somewhere behind the madness, I still knew what had happened to me. What was still happening. But all I remember is your certainty when you asked me to let you do it.” His hand rose again to touch his chest, trace the edges of the scar. “Ryo, how can I possibly be alive?” 
 
    I rose, collected a pair of cups, and went to the spring for water. Then I came back and sat down cross legged beside his pallet, putting a cup into his hands. When he took it, I said, “You died. The tie was so deep that you pulled me after you into the land of the shades, but because nothing had happened to kill me, I did not die all the way. Because I did not die all the way, neither did you. A golden jackal, certainly a servant of the gods, came to me in the land of the shades. She showed me how to come back into the land of the living. The tie was still there and so I lifted you after me. Then Satkutset-ro healed all your wounds as she had healed mine.” I added, “This is how it was explained to me. I did not understand everything that happened.” 
 
    He had turned his face away. I waited, saying nothing, thinking of quiet things, of moonlight on the water of the spring, of the fragrance of the flowers that had begun to bloom that afternoon, little ones, white and gold, mostly hidden among the grasses, but their scent was sweet. 
 
    After a little while, he said, “I forged a very deep tie, impossibly deep, to your mind. I had to do it. I had to draw on your steadiness, your certainty, so that I could let you kill me. I used your steadiness to find the balance I’d lost.” He was quiet for a time. The burning edge of the Great Sun appeared above the edge of the world, and the Moon began to lower her light. At last, he said, very softly, “I think I may still be using you that way, Ryo.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “Very well. You may do this.” 
 
    He turned his head to stare at me. 
 
    “Are you mad?” I asked him. “Do you want to make other sorcerers into echoes of yourself and rule the whole world? Do you want to do that to Tathimi?” 
 
    He recoiled; hardly a movement at all, but I saw it. 
 
    “You do not want your uncle on his knees before you? Your cousin, Prince Sekaran? You do not think you should rule all the world, that this would be good because if you made everyone your thralls, you could prevent every abuse of power, every kind of cruelty?” 
 
    “No,” he said. He might have intended to speak forcefully, but the word came so quietly I was not entirely certain I heard it at all. After a small pause, he went on. “I can’t imagine how I thought that could possibly work. But I remember believing that it would. Or allowing myself to believe that it would.” 
 
    “But you do not want that now. Does the tie between us continue to show you that all this would be wrong?” 
 
    “I … perhaps. I’m not mad. I’m almost certain I’m not. I definitely don’t want … any of that. I think drawing on your steadiness does help. But it’s hardly fair to you—” His voice rose perilously, and broke, and he fell silent, turning his face away again, his hands closing hard on the silk coverlet. 
 
    “Perhaps we may consider this at a later time,” I said as gently as I could. “I do not think this problem is at all urgent. Perhaps, in some day to come, it may seem urgent to me. But this is not that day.” 
 
    Rising, I brought him some dates and a round of the bread. He did not want to eat anything, this was plain, but to please me he ate the food I brought him. Then he slept again. I rose and went out of the shelter of the canopy, and stood in the strengthening light, watching the Great Sun as he made his way slowly up into the sky. Even after all these days, it still astonished me that I could look directly at him, but I watched for a long time and did not need to look away. The Moon had not entirely departed, but she had become translucent, visible only if I looked carefully. I lifted my hands palm upward in the gesture of asking for mercy. Clear vision is a prayer that is right for the Sun. So is courage. But when one prays to the Moon, one asks for peace. For a quiet heart. For a better understanding of what is right. Despite my words to Aras, I felt very far from certain now. 
 
      
 
    He woke again several times during that long day, once during first day and again during full day and again during second day. Each time he woke, I brought him water and something to eat, and each time he ate what I gave him and fell asleep again. He did not speak to me until second sunrise gave way to the velvety darkness of the desert night and the Moon stepped into the sky and stood low in the northeast. Then he asked me, speaking softly into the darkness, “Do you remember the land of the shades?” 
 
    I had been gazing out into the night, enjoying the cool of the air, wondering how far the sands stretched out beyond this oasis. A handful of the little hopping mice of the desert had appeared from somewhere, scenting the water here, and rustled quietly in the grasses by the spring. I had heard the yip of a desert fox, or I thought I had heard that. I had been listening to see whether I might hear it again. But when he asked me that, I turned and settled back against a cushion there. “I remember some things,” I told him. “My memories of that place are not very clear, but if you wish to see those memories, I do not mind that.” I thought, deliberately, of falling into that place of light. I said, “I remember following you. The tie stretched between us. This was not made only of sorcery. Sorcery was the least part of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were there. Or perhaps I did. I’m not certain.” 
 
    I studied his face. He was not looking at me, but at his folded hands. His fingers were still too thin. I stood up and brought food for him and some for me and sat down again to eat. I told him some of what I remembered. The path, the sand that blew across the path, that buried the scepter.  
 
    He pressed a hand over his eyes, and then to his mouth. Then he lowered his hand to rest on his knee, but he did not look at me. 
 
    “Leaving that scepter behind was hard for you,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. It’s strange to see that through your eyes. I didn’t realize I’d been quite that indecisive. I’d carried it for so long, I suppose it seemed like a part of me.” He was silent for a little while. Then he said quietly, “I was so angry at Soretes for breaking it. I’d expected him to do it. I’d left him no choice, and I knew that. But I was furious.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Of course you were.” He looked at me in obvious surprise, and I shrugged. “I doubt very much that was the madness. I think anyone would have been angry. And hurt. Perhaps you knew he would do it, but that is another way of saying that you knew he would hurt you. Of course you were angry. I doubt very much that your uncle would set any fault against you for that. He also knew his act would hurt you.” I thought, deliberately, of watching the summer king as he looked down at Aras, unconscious and helpless. His expression had not been closed, or hard, or implacable. His expression at that moment had been sad. 
 
    Aras took a slow breath, and let it out as slowly. “I let go of my anger when I let go of that scepter. But … I wish I had seen that. Sometimes my uncle is too skilled at hiding his thoughts and feelings from me.” 
 
    I was silent for a little time. Finally, after enough time had passed to turn the moment, I asked, “Do you remember the land of the shades? Did it seem to you as it seemed to me?” I thought of the balance, of seeing shades go to one side or the other. 
 
    Aras spoke slowly. “Yes, something like that happened. I saw something close to that, though I don’t think it was quite the same. You’re right: the weight of the shades made absolutely no difference, but I think their opinion still mattered in some way. I was astonished so many asked for mercy for me. I was ashamed to have judged some of those shades so harshly while they lived, when now they spoke for me.” 
 
    “Perhaps they did not consider that you had been unjust.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I don’t know. But that wasn’t … I didn’t think about it. I was simply waiting. That’s not the right term. Pausing. That’s not right either. Just … ceasing every kind of struggle. I don’t think I was even praying. Then the Sun reached down and set his hand on the balance. That was …” 
 
    I waited. I could not imagine how that had been. 
 
    “Terrifying,” he said softly. “Terrifying, and deeply humbling. Yet somehow also profoundly joyful. I hadn’t expected … anything, really. Certainly not that.” 
 
    “Did the Sun speak to you?” 
 
    “Speak to me?” Another pause. Finally he said, “No, I don’t think so. I understood some things. I understood that, when we ask the gods to be merciful, we have no idea what we’re asking.” 
 
    I did not understand this, but I did not ask. 
 
    “I don’t think I understand it either.” He leaned his head back against the pillows, closing his eyes. 
 
    I did not think he slept, not then. I thought he was letting memories come to him. I stood up and walked away, leaving him alone. 
 
      
 
    The next first sunrise, Aras got to his feet. I had not known he was awake. He had been lying quietly. Perhaps the sunrise woke him. He moved slowly, obviously finding this difficult, but he did not ask for my help, and I stayed where I was, pretending to pay no attention. He made his way to the eastern edge of the oasis, stepped out into the desert, and stood facing the Great Sun. He stood there until the Great Sun had stepped fully into the sky. He did not hold up his hands in the gesture that asks for mercy. Then, finally, he did, moving slowly. He lifted his hands and bowed his head, and stood that way for a breath and another breath. Then he lowered his hands and came back into the oasis. He went back to his pallet, still moving with obvious difficulty, and stood there for a moment, plainly lacking the strength to sit down again without falling. 
 
    I stood up, went to him, took his arm, and helped him sit. I said nothing. Neither did he. I brought him food, bread wrapped around some of the chickpeas. 
 
    He ate the food I brought him, slowly, as though this effort was almost too much for him. But he did not lie down again. He asked, “Will you tell me everything? The whole tale, as it seemed to you, from the beginning?” 
 
    “Yes, if you wish,” I agreed. “What moment do you consider the beginning?” 
 
    He looked at me. After a heartbeat, he opened a hand in token of uncertainty. “I don’t know, Ryo. Where do you think you should start?” 
 
    I considered this. Then I said, “I will begin with the day we crossed the Break.” 
 
    He winced slightly. “As far back as that? You hid your opinion from me amazingly well, Ryo. I didn’t realize you thought the madness had already come upon me at that point.” 
 
    “I did not think that. I thought some changes had come to your heart, but everything important that happens may bring a change to the heart. If I had believed you mad, I would have killed you then.” 
 
    “Ah.” After a moment, he added, “Even in retrospect, that’s oddly reassuring. All right. Start there, if you think that’s the right place to start.” He lay down on his back, his fingers laced together over his chest, his eyes closed. 
 
    I told him how everything had seemed to me. Or, no. I did not tell him everything. He did not want that kind of tale. He wanted to understand how he himself had seemed to me. He wanted to understand the changes that had come to his mind and his heart. This was the story I told him. He listened without any obvious reaction, except that sometimes tension came into his face, his hands. Eventually I realized, as the tension eased away from him, that he had fallen asleep. I stood up then, and went out into the desert, and stood for some time gazing up at the Great Sun. I did not pray to him. I had no idea what I should pray for.  
 
    We stayed there in that oasis for some time. For many days. I did not count them, and when it occurred to me to wonder, I could not decide how many days this might have been. At first, Aras woke only briefly and then slept again. When he woke, sometimes he did not speak at all, or only a few words. At other times, he wanted me to tell him again how everything had happened. He wanted to hear the tale over and over, as a child may wish to hear a single story over and over. Unlike a child, Aras was trying to build the story into a true memory of all those things, a memory he could trust, because he did not trust his own memory. I thought that this was one thing he was trying to do. He was trying to understand exactly when the madness had come upon him, and exactly how this had happened, and exactly how this had felt within his mind and heart. He was—this was very plain—trying to be certain the madness had left him now. He was not certain of his own mind or his own heart. I thought again that he had never before had reason to doubt anything he felt or believed, and now he had reason to doubt everything.  
 
    His strength returned as the days passed. He stayed awake for longer, stood up and moved more easily, began to pace from one side of the oasis to the other or around the edge. I began to leave the oasis sometimes, walking away at second sunset, coming back during first day, sleeping during full day. I wanted that privacy for myself, and I thought very likely he wanted it as well, though he did not ask me to go and did not seem to mind when I stayed. But I thought of how it had been for me when I had been so badly troubled in my mind and my heart, how I had wanted to be alone, and he did not protest, so I continued to walk out into the desert in this manner. 
 
    The desert was not empty, especially not at night. I had not realized until now, when I walked through it on foot, with time to look at everything, how filled with life it was. Small plants with thin, wiry stems, tough grasses, spiny shrubs all grew here and there, where the sands were thin and rocky outcroppings broke the dunes. Sometimes I glimpsed one of the tiny desert foxes, big-eared and delicate. Sometimes I saw the little pattering desert mice. Twice I saw wild camels.  
 
    Once I saw a jackal. She was sitting high up on a sand dune, watching me in turn, her ears pricked with interest. She was an ordinary jackal, small, with the charcoal markings on her back and sides. She stood up and shook herself when she saw me look at her, then trotted away. I watched her go, then turned back toward the oasis. 
 
    The oasis had grown a little larger over these days. At first it had been thirty strides from one edge to the other, or thirty-one, or thirty-two. Now it was forty strides at least. The grasses at the edge were always new and delicate. The trees and shrubs grew slowly taller; the tallest of the trees was now a sapling taller than a man. Tiny insects came to the flowers, and orange fish appeared in the pond. I made no comment regarding any of these things. There seemed nothing to say.  
 
    Some number of days after we had come there, a small figure appeared in the distance. First a black dot amid the golden light and the golden sands, so small I was not even certain I saw it. Then a clearer figure. Then clearer still, until anyone could see this was a man. A black-skinned Lakasha man, alone, on foot, leading a donkey, the small kind that hardly came to his hip. He wore a plain white kilt and a plain white robe.  
 
    “Inatet,” Aras said, almost more to himself than to me. His eyebrows rose. “That’s … not whom I expected.”  
 
    I nodded. I remembered the name. Of course I did. Arrogant, condescending, punctilious. A sorcerous adept. “Was he not one of the adepts taken into the madness by Harapta?” 
 
    Aras signed assent in the Ugaro manner. “Yes, he was. I hope his presence here means some, perhaps many, of the people contaminated in that way have recovered.” After a moment, he added, “I can’t tell whether he’s pleased or dismayed to find me standing in the land of the living. He’s certainly skilled; I can’t see anything in his mind other than what he’s willing to show me.” 
 
    “Even now? As this is so, perhaps I am unsurprised that when you were younger, you found him intimidating.” 
 
    He almost smiled. “Oh, you remember I said that? Yes, I did, and not only when I was younger. He’s around three times my age. That they live so long is one of the many reasons Lakasha so often feel superior. Don’t say it. I know I’m not being entirely fair.” 
 
    He sounded much more like himself now than he had for many days. I was very pleased, but I tried to set that thought aside. I asked, “How long has he been walking? Though I suppose he might prefer that you do not know.” 
 
    Aras said absently, “Yes, that’s one of the endless details he’s masking. He’s showing me little other than his identity. I imagine the burro indicates that I’m not to be permitted to return to broader society just yet. There’s no reason you should be confined here, Ryo, which I do intend to indicate quite firmly if necessary.” 
 
    I had nothing to say to that. I had not said anything about confinement or precautions or mistrust, but of course he had realized why he had been brought to this very small and very isolated oasis before he had been permitted to wake. In some ways, in many ways, this had been a kindness, to grant him privacy and quiet in which to recover. But that was not the only reason. Of course he had understood this. 
 
    Inatet stepped into the oasis and let go of the donkey’s lead rope. She pushed past me at once to go to the spring. I let her go there—donkeys, unlike ponies or horses, are unlikely to drink too much and founder—and took the baskets she carried, setting these aside in the place we had kept all such baskets. Although I pretended not to pay attention, I also watched Inatet. 
 
    He was tall even for a Lakasha man, with features even more chiseled and elegant than most of his people. He wore no jewelry at all; only unadorned white. He did not seem punctilious or arrogant to me. His manner was contained. I could not guess his thoughts. He paid no attention to me. All his attention was on Aras. They were looking at each other, a silent, assessing gaze, seeming very alike in that moment. 
 
    “Inatet-sa,” Aras said. “I’d heard you were lost. I hope I see you well.” 
 
    I am myself, Inatet answered. His voice was not only silent, but quiet. Certainly his tone was not in any way condescending. He raised one long hand to his face, then lowered it again. I am extremely fortunate to be able to say so. Many who were lost did not recover from the madness. Some who did recover could not live with the memory of what they had become. Of those of us who fell to the madness, yet were adept with sorcerous disciplines, perhaps one in six still live. Of those who were not so adept, perhaps two in five. Of those merely taken in thrall, three in four, though seldom unharmed. 
 
    “I’m glad so many are recovering, but sorry to hear of this great loss for your people.” 
 
    If not for you, it would have been incalculably worse. Inatet studied Aras, his expression unreadable. Among many more important consequences for my people and my country, I would certainly have been lost to that most horrific madness for the rest of my life. I am immensely grateful to have been spared that fate. I pray I find you well, Aras. I know this is a great deal to ask, but will you open your mind to me? 
 
    Aras did not actually recoil, but anyone could see the effort that required. He asked sharply, “Will you open yours to me? That would—” He broke off, standing very still, staring at Inatet, his eyes widening. 
 
    After a heartbeat, I understood. Inatet had opened his mind to Aras, exactly as Aras had asked. They had both become still. Aras was looking at things I could not see, and Inatet was … waiting, I realized. He had made himself vulnerable and now he waited to see what Aras would do. That was surely an act of immense courage. 
 
    “Very well,” Aras said at last. “Very well.” He drew a hard breath, let it out, and although I could perceive nothing directly, I knew—I was almost certain—that he had opened his mind in turn. For a long, long moment, they both stood like that, looking at one another in ways I could not possibly imagine. 
 
    Finally Inatet sighed and looked away, and Aras did the same, turning his face aside, and they both stood quietly for another moment. Then Aras straightened his shoulders, faced Inatet, and demanded, “Well?” I thought this was a real question, and that Aras was actually afraid of what answer Inatet might make. I was not certain, but I thought so. 
 
    You are very much yourself, Inatet said. I am so deeply relieved to see that. You have not entirely recovered. Nor have I, of course. 
 
    “It will take time.” 
 
    Time is something we have both been granted. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said softly. “I understand that.” Then he went on, speaking now to me. “Ryo, if you walk directly north for a day or two … or three … you’ll find an oasis like this one, very small. Someone will meet you there.” 
 
    Leaving him here. That was plainly his thought. 
 
    “Yes, for a time.” He had been looking at Inatet, but now he turned suddenly. “It’s all right, Ryo. I have—Inatet and I have some things to work on, apparently. Sorcerous disciplines that may help.” His tone sharpened. “He’s been thinking about Tasmakat’s lies to me, and what might be done to make them true. That’s certainly optimistic.” 
 
    If the gods judged you kindly, then for us to do otherwise would be an offense against the gods, Inatet said softly. But though I’m pleased to confirm that you’re no longer mad, everyone is still afraid of you. Anything I can teach you that might possibly become a bulwark against the strengthening of the Lau curse—He broke off. I should have said, against sorcerous madness. Obviously this problem is not restricted to your people. Everyone understands that now. Certainly I understand that. 
 
    Aras sighed. “Yes, obviously, so please try to ignore my ill temper. Ryo, you should go. Tonight, or rather today, at second sunset, so that you can travel as far as possible before full day tomorrow. Stop worrying. I don’t need you hovering over me. Or if I do, it’s about time to find that out, isn’t it.”  
 
    That was by no means a question. I did not answer that, but said, “I cannot carry enough water for two days. Certainly not three.” 
 
    “No, but the burro can. She’ll have rested enough by second sunset. There are empty waterskins in the bottom of one of her baskets; that should easily be enough to last.” His tone on that last was sharp. 
 
    Someone will be watching, Inatet promised. Satkutset-ro will not risk Ryo’s life. 
 
    I was certain this was the truth. Entirely certain. 
 
    “No, I don’t suppose she would,” Aras said. “Very well.” He added to me, “This isn’t a command, Ryo. I realize I haven’t the right to command you to go. But I ask you to go, and to leave me here. Please.” 
 
    I could not like this. But he was right that he did not need me hovering, not now—probably he did not. He was right again that if he did, we would do well to discover that. 
 
    “Very well,” I said at last. “I will leave at second sunset.” 
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    I came to Arapanatan, the Jewel of the Desert, three days later, during full day. The Ro-Antalet may most easily step through the air during full day, and then only fleetingly. The effort is great, so great that to work this magic shortens their span of years, and as only older Ro-Antalet are able to do this magic, those are years they count dear. Satkutset-ro had spent her strength profligately to work this magic over and over in these recent days. 
 
    She did not tell me that. Tasmakat told me that. 
 
    Tasmakat was the one who waited in the second little oasis to meet me. This was a very small oasis, and despite Inatet’s assurance, it did not lie exactly north from the one in which I had left Aras. I would have walked past that oasis and onward into the endless sands, except for the little donkey. Midway through the third day, she suddenly leaned hard against her halter. Donkeys are sensible beasts, and this one was wise in the ways of the desert, so of course I let her decide which way to go, and thus we came to the oasis. I was uncomfortable, hot and thirsty and ready to be irritated, and the change in my body as I stepped into the oasis irritated me further. I glowered at Tasmakat, who was sitting on a rug by the spring, waiting with perfect unconcern. 
 
    I saw you, she said, her tone mild. I have been watching carefully. Others have been watching. If you had not turned to come here, I would have gone to meet you and guide you the rest of the way. How is Aras? She looked at me carefully, in the way that meant she was looking into my mind. 
 
    “Do not intrude without asking leave to do it,” I warned her, and let the donkey go past me to the spring. 
 
    Tasmakat’s ears flicked back. She rose, folded her hands together, and bowed in graceful apology. I beg your pardon, Ryo. May I look? Please? This is important. 
 
    Obviously it was important. Obviously I had to give permission. But I was too uncomfortable and irritated to be accommodating in any way. I said, “Address me by my full name or say respected warrior,” and knelt by the spring to dip water into the waiting cup. 
 
    Ryo inGara, please, may I look into your mind? she said patiently.  
 
    “Yes, you may do this,” I said, still grudgingly, and sat down by the spring to drink the water. I felt nothing. Of course I had known I would feel nothing, but even after all this time, this made me uneasy. Even so, I felt better because of the water and the cooler air of the oasis, so I recalled to my mind those moments between Inatet and Aras. 
 
    He is not mad, Tasmakat said to me. 
 
    She had seated herself again, her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around her legs. Her kilt was white, with geometric brown figures and pink ibises; her robe was pink, with the same geometric brown figures, but white ibises. Her skin seemed perfectly black against those colors, but the strong sunlight of the Two Suns picked out the delicate bones of her long, elegant head. She was waiting for me to answer aloud, which I knew was a courtesy. I said, “So.” 
 
    I will suggest to Satkutset-ro that she should come here. Ryo, Aras will do better with Inatet for a little while. Inatet is a good teacher, and also, Aras does not need to be careful with Inatet in the same way he is careful with you. Besides, you need time to— 
 
    “You do not need to explain any of this to me,” I said shortly. 
 
    Very well. She was silent, watching me. She said after a time, I am very, very sorry I lied to you and to Aras. I am sorry I lied for a long time about everything. I am sorry I forced Aras into a position in which he would have no choice but to risk everything to defeat an enemy who was not even his enemy— 
 
    I said, “Harapta was everyone’s enemy. He would not have been content to rule here. He would have tried to take the summer country as well. Aras would have set himself against him for that reason, even if he had cared nothing for your people. Also, it pleased Harapta to do terrible things to the people he ruled. Aras would probably have set himself against him for that reason alone, even had he posed no threat to the summer country. If you had told him the truth from the beginning, he would have done exactly the same.” She was looking at me in surprise—she had not known I meant to say that. Her surprise made me feel a little less angry. I added, “I understand why you felt you could not take that chance. Also, I understand what you did when you said you were lakal. I believe I understand correctly that even if Aras had died, that would not have undone your act.” 
 
    It was not as dramatic as all that. I know Aras will not treat anyone as a possession. Also, if he had died, nothing else would have mattered, least of all my position among my people.  
 
    “I think you make little of an act that was indeed dramatic, and that you fully intended to be so.” 
 
    She began to answer me, but stopped and rose instead, looking away from me, north and east. I stood up too, looking the same way, and found Satkutset-ro pacing slowly toward us. The little donkey had retreated to the far side of the oasis, though she was not foolish enough to run into the desert. I should have realized that the Ro-Antalet queen was approaching from the behavior of the donkey, but I had not been paying any heed to such signs. That was foolish and careless, even though I did not expect any kind of danger here. 
 
    Satkutset-ro wore a headdress, but a simple one, without ornaments. I knew her anyway, not only from her size and, as she came closer, from her features, but also from her stately manner. For the first time, I realized that this unhurried, stately manner reminded me of my mother. I thought of the Ro-Antalet queen meeting my mother. The idea amused and pleased me enough that much of my remaining bad temper eased. 
 
    Satkutset-ro came into the oasis. Tasmakat dipped to one knee and rose again. I merely waited. Satkutset-ro inclined her head to Tasmakat. Then she said to me, “Ryo … Ryo inGara, respected warrior. I am so very, very pleased to understand that Aras Eren Samaura is recovering. While you wait for that recovery, will you come to Arapanatan as my personal guest? I would be very pleased. Also, I would like your opinion upon various broad matters that involve your country as well as the summer lands and this country. There is a possible problem that concerns me now that every more urgent problem has been settled.” 
 
    I could not imagine what broad matters those might be. Matters of trade, perhaps, but that is nothing to interest a warrior; matters of trade are for women to consider. I did not say this. I did not ask anything. I merely said, as though I had a choice, “I will come.” 
 
    Satkutset-ro inclined her head once more and unfolded the air. 
 
      
 
    Rightly is Arapanatan called the Jewel of the Desert. That is not the largest of all oases, nor the oldest. But it has long been the oasis maintained by the Ro-Antalet who ruled the country of sand, and for many, many years, uncountable years, the Lakasha-erra had turned their attention to making Arapanatan beautiful.  
 
    I did not see much of that beauty when I first came there. Satkutset-ro stepped directly from the tiny oasis into her palace gardens, across all the great distance between. The act plainly wearied her. I was also weary from the long days of walking through the desert and from the heat. When Satkutset-ro said, “Ryo inGara, Tasmakat-ka will show you to the apartment set aside for you. Please accept the hospitality I offer,” I merely nodded and thanked her and permitted Tasmakat to show me where to go. 
 
    The apartment was low in the palace, the most prestigious level, where the rooms were large and the windows permitted one to step directly out into the gardens. It comprised seven rooms: the entry and three large chambers, each with a smaller room adjoining, which indicated that three important people were intended to stay here, each with servants or other companions.  
 
    The only other person here now was Kerren Rahavet.  
 
    He had been sitting at a table near the largest window of the first chamber, running a finishing cloth along the blade of one of my swords. A bowl of oil and my set of whetstones rested on the table, and my steels and leather strops, and the cloths. The sword’s sheath and my other weapons lay on a second table. When I came there, Kerren set the sword aside immediately and stood up, looking at me. His manner was calm. This was not a mask of quiet over bitterness and anger and fear. This was something new. These many long days that had passed had been good for him. This time, the quiet was real. 
 
    He did not ask me anything. He said, gesturing toward the sword, “I hope you don’t mind. I realize it might be an offense to take care of another man’s weapons for him, but you weren’t here, and they were a mess. I took the sheaths apart and cleaned them up too.” 
 
    I had missed the meditative work of maintaining my weapons. More than that, I had regretted that I had failed to take care of them after waking, before going to the little oasis. I had regretted that especially for the knife Darra had given me. I had not expected anyone else to do it. Certainly I had not expected Kerren to do it.  
 
    I said, “This is by no means an offense. It is a kindness. Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded. Touching the hilt of the sword, he said, still in that quiet way, “This one was pretty badly notched. I asked a metalsmith here to show me how to fix it up. I practiced on different blades first—he was amazingly tolerant, considering he kept having to do the work over after I messed it up. I know I’m still not as good with a steel or whetstone as you are, but the metalsmith has been making sure I did it right, so I think you’ll find the edge is polished back up properly.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. Moving to the table, I picked up the sword and squinted along the blade. I could see the slight, smooth waves where the edge had been smoothed down around various nicks and then repolished. I tried the edge along my forearm, cutting the hairs there. It was very sharp. “This was well done,” I told Kerren. “I do thank you.” 
 
    He smiled. “I don’t exactly want a matching set, but to tell you the truth, I kind of liked learning how to do it. There’s a bath drawn for you. I’ve asked them to bring food. Lots of meat, a light hand with the spices. I’ll just finish with this.” He sat down again and picked up my sword. 
 
    He had asked nothing. I said, “He still lives. He is not mad.” 
 
    Kerren stilled. Then, not glancing up, he nodded and turned his attention back to the sword. 
 
    I went into the next chamber. The water in the basin was warm; someone had put a cantrip on it. The soap was scented. The fragrance was not exactly like spruce, but it was something like. The clothing was the kind I preferred, the style more like Ugaro clothing. Sandals rather than boots, of course. I remembered thinking how stupid I had been to fight wearing sandals rather than boots. No boots had been provided. I put on the sandals, making a mental note that I should find boots when the chance came. Then I went out to the other chamber, sat down on one of the sitting platforms, and said, “He is not mad, but he has not entirely recovered. Perhaps this is something from which a man may never entirely recover. You probably understand how that may happen.” 
 
    “Maybe I do.” He had settled back from the table, one leg drawn up, leaning against the cushions of his sitting platform. “Will you tell me the whole story?” 
 
    I had forgotten he had not been there for anything at the end and would not know. I had told this story to Aras, but that had been different. Everything about that had been different. Almost nothing I had told Aras would be right to explain to Kerren. But it could not be wrong to tell him a different kind of story.  
 
    I told him what had happened in Roketnep. What had happened in that room high in the palace where he had found us. I said little about the land of the shades, only that Aras had come before the gods and they had judged him kindly. 
 
    “That’s good to know,” he said softly. “I mean, I did know that. Satkutset-ro said so. To head off a certain degree of panic, I suppose. It’s a lot more reassuring to hear you say so. But … how is he?” 
 
    After only a small hesitation, I told him how it had happened when Aras woke. “He is not mad,” I finished, emphatically. Then I told Kerren the truth, speaking more quietly. “But he has not yet recovered his sense of himself. His nature was arrogant. That arrogance has been broken. His pride has been broken. I think it may be a long time before he recovers that.” 
 
    “That’s … oddly disturbing to think about.” Kerren was silent for some time. Finally, he said, “Or maybe it’s not odd at all. If he hadn’t been arrogant enough to set himself against his uncle and reinterpret the law to suit himself, everyone in my family would be dead. If he hadn’t been arrogant enough to set himself against the sorcerer in the Peacock Desert … only the gods know what might have happened there. If he hadn’t been arrogant enough to set himself against Harapta, I think we all know what would have happened.” 
 
    I made a gesture of assent. 
 
    “You can’t turn the days back. You can only go forward into the coming days.” 
 
    I made the same gesture. 
 
    Kerren picked up my sword, now cleaned of the excess oil, and sheathed it. “I’m sure you’re tired, but there’s something you may want to take a look at. Correspondence has been going back and forth between Satkutset-ro and a lot of other people, as you’d probably guess, and she sent one of those letters here for you to read. From Soretes.” He nodded across the room, toward a different, smaller table platform. 
 
    I moved at once to find that letter. It was in a thin scroll case. As I uncapped the case and extracted the letter, I asked. “Have you read it?” 
 
    “Yes. You’ll like it. Well, some things in it.” 
 
    I was already skimming past the salutations in red ink and gold ink, of which there were a great many. The king of the summer country addressed Satkutset-ro as My Noble Sister, Satkutset-ro, Regat Surai, which amused me very much, but I skipped ahead to where the letter truly began. 
 
      
 
    My Noble Sister, I don’t believe any words are adequate to express my satisfaction and relief on receipt of your excellent news concerning the resolution of your problem and the continuing wellbeing of my nephew. As, by the kindness of the gods, my nephew remains within the land of the living and appears sane, I anticipate and expect that you will return him to my hand with all reasonable alacrity. I have instructed my people at the Break that they are to permit my nephew to cross into my country and communicate to him my command that he present himself to me at the earliest possible moment thereafter. An escort will be provided to smooth and speed his journey … 
 
      
 
    I looked up. “Soretes does not trust Satkutset’s judgment?” 
 
    “Not as much as he trusts his own. In his place, would you?” 
 
    I made a gesture of concession, but I said, “Soretes cannot believe that Aras is mad, or this letter would begin in a different way.” 
 
    “Yes, he doesn’t think so, but that’s because he trusts your judgment, Ryo. This isn’t the first letter that’s gone back and forth. He knows you killed Aras yourself, he knows you stepped halfway into the land of the shades, and he knows you said the gods judged Aras kindly and opened their hands to permit his return. He doesn’t think it’s at all likely you’d have made a mistake, and he’s certain you wouldn’t have lied about it. Plus he knows you told Satkutset that the decision was yours, not hers. He thinks you were right about that too.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes,” Kerren said. “I’ve been reading some of the letters. I’m not sure I understand why Satkutset-ro passed them my way, but I wasn’t going to turn down the chance to read them. Read the rest of that one.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the letter. 
 
      
 
    … An escort will be provided to smooth and speed his journey, which will, I fear, be a long one, because I shall shortly be traveling north myself. I’ve been corresponding with Our Noble Brother, Koro inKarano, Regat Lan— 
 
      
 
    “Koro!” I exclaimed. “Soretes Aman Shavet had been writing to Koro inKarano?” 
 
    “Yes, though I think your king wrote to ours first. I thought you might find that interesting. Go on, Ryo.” 
 
    I was already reading the rest, my eyes skimming rapidly down the lines. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been corresponding with Our Noble Brother, Koro inKarano, Regat Lan, regarding the messages he had been receiving from the people of the starlit lands north of the winter country, the Tarashana, whom perhaps your people have never met and may not know. My people are also not well acquainted with the Tarashana, but so far as I can ascertain, they are not a people generally given to histrionics. Our Noble Brother and I agree that we find some reason for concern because representatives of the Tarashana have formally requested assistance from the Ugaro people regarding a continuing threat on the northern border of the starlit lands, the shore of the sunless sea. 
 
    Given my nephew’s report regarding that potential threat, and in the interests of setting the foundation stones in place for a closer and more amicable relationship between the summer country and the winter country, I shall shortly be traveling into the northern borderlands. I am aware, My Noble Sister, that this will greatly lengthen the time necessary for letters to travel from my hand to yours and yours to mine, so I invite and request you to direct further correspondence to my son, Prince Sekaran, who will remain in Potoronret to oversee matters of continuing importance between your noble land of beautiful gardens and our summer country. I request, My Noble Sister, that you inform your people that Prince Sekaran has full authority to handle every decision that may be required. … 
 
      
 
    There was more, but most of the rest appeared to be the elaborate courtesies that the Lau consider appropriate for correspondence between important people, and then many closing salutations in every color of ink. I permitted the letter to roll up, slid it back into the scroll case, and said to Kerren, “If the Saa’arii are causing trouble, this is not at all astonishing. If the Tarashana have asked my people for help, this does not astonish me either. But if Koro inKarano has decided he has reason to ask the summer king for advice or aid or anything of the kind, this does surprise me. Do you know anything of that?” 
 
    Kerren shrugged, opening a hand in token of ignorance. “Whatever’s going on, I’m not sure Soretes would explain every detail to Satkutset-ro. But if he has, she hasn’t shown those letters to me. Sorry.” 
 
    I frowned, considering. But I almost did not care what trouble might come from the Saa’arii. Almost all my thoughts had leaped ahead to the promise of the journey. My heart had leaped ahead too. I tried to count the days that might have passed since I had ridden south, away from the river; the days that might pass now before I came there again. But I could not even begin to guess how many days this might be.  
 
    I said, “This will indeed be a long journey. But I would be very glad to set my face toward the north and ride all that way.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would. I certainly would, in your place.” Kerren’s tone was neutral.  
 
    Probably he loathed the thought of returning to the northern borderlands. I had not thought of that, though I should have. I said, “You need not come, as he freed you to go wherever you would prefer. You could go to Gaur—” I stopped, realizing that he might not like that thought either. I said lamely, “Or wherever you wish.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’d be delighted by the freedom to go wherever I want, if I had the faintest idea where I wanted to go or what I wanted to do.” 
 
    I considered this. “You could stay here in this country. I have no doubt that Satkutset-ro would find a place for you.” 
 
    His lip curled slightly. “I’m sure she would. As a sotanretka, no doubt.” 
 
    I thought she would certainly do better by Kerren than that, but I did not say so. I said, “Then come north with us. The journey from this place to the river will be long; you will have time to think of what else you wish to do. And I would be glad of your company.” 
 
    “Would you?” He looked at me carefully. “You mean that, don’t you.” A long pause. Finally, he said, “All right. If he doesn’t have some other command for me. Whatever else he may have said, as he’s not dead, I don’t think I’m exactly free of the past.” 
 
    “No one is entirely free of his past. That would be so even if he had not returned from the land of the shades.” 
 
    “No,” Kerren said softly. “That’s true.” Then he leaned back again and said, his tone brisk. “I think Satkutset is going to want to talk to you about all this, Ryo. I’m sure she’s curious about your king, and the Tarashana, and those other people, the Saa-whoever. I couldn’t tell her a lot. You can tell her a lot more. She knows that.” 
 
    Of course she did. Now I understood what she had meant when she had said she wanted my opinion on various broad matters. I said, “Perhaps she does, but probably she will not find this an urgent matter. The distances are so great that—” 
 
    Someone clapped outside the entry. 
 
    “Or perhaps she’d like to have that little chat now,” Kerren said drily, and returned the clap to grant permission for the other person to come in. 
 
      
 
    Satkutset-ro did indeed wish to hear everything regarding the Saa’arii and the Tarashana and the trouble there. She and her advisors—four Lakasha, including Gherapket-sa—wished to hear that tale. They had gathered in a beautiful chamber with many-colored silk draped across the walls and wide windows open to let in the sunlight. 
 
    Their interest did not offend me. Obviously that interest was perfectly reasonable. But I did not like to know that the Lakasha might look into my mind, see my memories of those events, of other things connected to those events. I held my opinion of Lakasha intrusion clearly in my mind. Behind that, I thought of the terrible things Harapta had done, the things I had seen outside the palace of Roketnep when I had looked out the window there. Those sickening images and my remembered rage and grief served me now just as they had then: no one could see anything else in my mind, or if they could, they did not want to look.  
 
    Young man— Gherapket began, in eskanat. The word he used was not like the taksu word. It was a word Lakasha used when speaking to children or to Lau. 
 
    I said coldly, also in eskanat, “Do not address me in that way. Call me by my name, or say respected warrior.” I spoke that last word in taksu and immediately went on, once more in eskanat. “Ask leave before you look into my mind, or I will take your act as an insult.” 
 
    Obviously I did not intend physical violence. I was not even carrying a knife. But I met Gherapket’s eyes and thought as vividly as I could of cutting out the tongue of the Lau mercenary who had spoken so offensively to me before we had come to Avaras. Gherapket recoiled, his ears flattening—all the Lakasha present recoiled—and that pleased me. 
 
    Satkutset-ro began to speak, but a different Lakasha, a woman, recovering more quickly than the others, held up her hand and spoke, her tone firm and calm, Everyone may go. The other three Lakasha rose and went out. Gherapket glared at me, curling his lip to show his teeth, but he did not argue. Once they had gone, this woman said to me, now in darau, Ryo-sa, Ryo-tokanaro, may I remain? My name is Khatet-sa. I ask leave to look into your mind so that I may understand more deeply the events of which you will speak, but so far as I am able, I will refrain from intruding beyond the very surface of your memories. 
 
    “You may do this,” I said, grudging even that. But it was a reasonable request. I would not have thought it offensive if Aras had asked that favor of someone else, as he had done many times in front of me. Obviously I was wrong to take offense now. I was merely out of patience with Lakasha arrogance. 
 
    Very reasonably so, murmured the woman. Her jaw opened just a little in amusement, and she slanted a look at Satkutset-ro. 
 
    The queen answered that look with a grave inclination of her head. “Perhaps we may take up that perennial and contentious topic at a later time, Khatet-ari. Ryo inGara, if you have no objection, will you please sit and explain to us the remarkable events that took place so far to our north?” 
 
    I did so. I explained the little I knew of the Saa’arii and their dark tide, and also what I knew—almost as little—of the Tarashana and the great magic Inhejeriel had worked in the land of the shades, there at the roots of the northern mountains, where that place was so different from the place I had glimpsed here. 
 
    “Aras understands all these things much better than I do,” I said pointedly. “You should ask him regarding all this. I would prefer to discuss other matters. I know that Soretes Aman Shavet has sent many letters to you here. I would like to read those letters, if that request is not inappropriate.” 
 
    “Nothing you could ask would be considered inappropriate,” Satkutset-ro answered. She moved one forefoot in a stately gesture. “Khatet-ari, please provide those letters, and copies of the letters I returned, to Ryo inGara.” 
 
      
 
     Besides the one I had already read, Soretes Aman Shavet had written four letters to Satkutset-ro. She had returned four letters of her own. I read them all. They told me nothing I did not already understand. The summer king evidently had not seen fit to explain in detail anything that passed between himself and Koro inKarano. Nor had Satkutset-ro seen fit to describe events in her own country in great detail.  
 
    She had informed him that Aras had ended the great threat Harapta-saro had represented, that Aras was not dead, that he did not appear to be mad, that he had suffered deep exhaustion and probably some manner of shock and was recovering. She had requested that the summer king restore the bridges that arched over the Break and permit trade to resume.  
 
    The summer king had answered with stately expressions of acknowledgment and gratitude, with demands phrased as polite requests that the queen of the country of sand return his nephew to him, and with assurances that once this had been done, he would certainly consider restoring the bridges. Then had come the letter I had read first. After that, nothing more. But that letter had come recently; a courier had brought it only twenty days ago. Possibly Satkutset-ro had not even responded to this letter yet. If she had, a copy of that letter had not been provided to me. 
 
    For a handful of days, and another handful, and another again, nothing important happened. No further letters came. Aras did not come either. I did not know how long Satkutset-ro intended his imprisonment in that tiny, quiet oasis to last, and had not decided how long to wait before I demanded to know. 
 
    I walked in the palace gardens. Satkutset-ro had indeed made a garden here in honor of the Moon. A high hedge surrounded this garden. The hedge bloomed with great white flowers, and within that hedge everything had been made to be most beautiful when viewed by moonlight. The stones surrounding the pools were round and pale-colored, and all the plants bloomed with white flowers. Many opened at dusk, casting their fragrance to the night breeze. Moths fluttered amid those flowers. The place was beautiful. It was a garden for quiet and peace. 
 
    I met Satkutset-ro herself there once. This was some-many days after I had come to the oasis of Arapanatan. I looked at her, trying to decide whether to speak. She said, her tone grave and calm and mild, her manner reminding me very much of my mother, “I am told that he is not yet ready to come among people, Ryo inGara. Please be patient.” 
 
    Of course she had known of my worry and impatience. I said, “Yes,” meaning I had heard her. She nodded to me gravely and passed on. 
 
    At other times, I practiced with my swords, and reread the letters, and worried. I found Bacet at the stables, looking after his father’s animals and earning coin by also working for the stable master there. He was glad to see me and perfectly well, though anxious regarding what his father would say about his long absence. “It’s a good job and a wonderful stable, and the stable master let me breed Sutke to the best racing camel I’ve ever seen in my life!” he told me. “But my father never told me I could go farther than Kanenep. I hope he’s not too angry!” 
 
    He seemed very young to me. I said that probably his father would be amazed at the tales he would have to tell, permitted him to show me this very extraordinary racing camel and explain all the animal’s fine qualities, and came away again feeling better. 
 
    Kerren found practice swords and asked me to spar with him. That was a kindness, as obviously he did not care about sparring but knew I would wish to. He had kept much of the skill he had learned over the past many days, but he did not care enough to even try to match me. A handful of the Lakasha came and watched. Some brought out spears or swords, but only a few would spar against me. Even those among them who owned reasonable skill were reluctant to spar with me because they could see into my mind. 
 
    It’s unfair, one of the Lakasha said to me, his tone wryly amused, after I had knocked him off his feet for the second time. He accepted my hand to help him rise and went on. We can’t help but see your confidence is just unshakable. That makes fighting you difficult. 
 
    His name was Pakep-an. I had slammed his spear out of my way with one practice sword and thrust to his stomach with the other before he could recover, then brought my first sword back across to strike his leg, hooked his other ankle with my foot, knocked him sprawling, and thrust again, this time to his face. I had been gentle—reasonably gentle—but I was faster, much stronger, and very, very much more aggressive. He had not been able to defend himself against me at all. That was how every match against Lakasha went for me. 
 
    He continued, tone rueful, You’re not even doing it on purpose, so it’s incredibly intimidating. I’m glad to have had the chance to try sparring a real Ugaro warrior, but I certainly wouldn’t want to try actually fighting any of your people. Even so, when my queen chooses people for her honor guard when she goes to the borderlands of the winter country, I hope I’m among those chosen. 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    His ears flattened, then cautiously pricked forward again. I hope this is not considered an insult. My queen really shouldn’t go among strangers without an honor guard. But, though we’ll certainly fight for her if we have to, believe me, we’ll do our best to ensure that our presence is entirely ceremonial. 
 
    “So,” I said noncommittally. “No one could consider this wrong, especially if her guard does not cross to the northern side of the river.” 
 
    When I went to ask her, Satkutset-ro answered in her customary straightforward manner, “Yes, that’s my intention. It’s a very long way, of course, but it sounds to me as though important events may be unfolding there. I’d intended to speak to Soretes Aman Shavet regardless. Now, as this opportunity presents itself, I’d like to meet your king and perhaps, if he permits, set foot in your astounding and beautiful country. Not until Aras-rana has recovered sufficiently, of course.” 
 
    No doubt I was staring at her, for she added, speaking in the same calm way, “He may not yet wish to return to his own country. That would be perfectly all right. There’s no great rush. Quite the contrary. When we come to the time, I’ll step directly from this place into the far north, and as I don’t wish to arrive before the summer king, nor take him by surprise with my arrival, no doubt it would be best to wait another twenty or even thirty days.” She blinked slowly, her expression thoughtful. “In thirty-two days, we’ll arrive at Twenty-Six Lamet. According to the Lau calendar, that will be just after the month turns to Eskahani—a month said to be auspicious; associated especially with joyfulness, so the high number is beneficial rather than otherwise. If this pleases Aras-rana, we’ll step through the air from this place to the far border of the summer country just after second sunrise on Twenty-Six Full Lamet in the month of Eskahani.”  
 
    I had not remembered the importance of the Lau months, and now I did not like to say that I did not remember the significance of the day called Lamet. But the woman called Khatet, also present, said, I mean no offense, Ryo inGara, but permit me to remind you that Lamet is the day that symbolizes sunrise and wisdom. This is an auspicious day on which to pronounce a judgment or make an important decision. 
 
    I frowned. But then I signed acceptance. I knew—this I had remembered—that Suhauri, the day that belonged to the Moon, came after Lamet. If Satkutset-ro brought us to the river borderlands on Twenty-Six Lamet, then the next day would be Twenty-Seven Suhauri. The Lau and Lakasha would agree that this must be an exceedingly auspicious day on which to seek forgiveness or offer mercy. It seemed to me, after everything that had happened, this would be a good day for Aras to come to his uncle. I thought they might do best to meet again on that day. 
 
    Yes, that does seem likely, said Khatet. I beg your pardon. I did not mean to give offense. 
 
    I looked at her for a long moment. Then I said, making certain to keep my voice perfectly level, “I take no offense. I suggest that every Lakasha who speaks with any Ugaro may wish to be more circumspect.” I added to Satkutset-ro, “When you meet Koro inKarano, you may wish to say to him that you have made a garden filled with white flowers in honor of the Moon. I think perhaps that would please him. But you should not suggest that any Lakasha show him a memory or an image of that garden.” 
 
     “No,” she said, her tone thoughtful. “No, I imagine that kind of suggestion might not be welcome. Khatet-ari, please make a note of that for all your people. Ryo inGara, by all means offer advice as you consider reasonable. I will always listen carefully to any advice you may offer.” 
 
    I signed acceptance and went out. Twenty days, thirty days was not long to wait. But already my heart was filled with longing for my own country and my own people. 
 
      
 
    I had not admitted, not even to myself, how worried I had been, or for how many different reasons. But when Aras finally came to the palace at the heart of the oasis of Arapanatan, I was very glad to see him. He looked well. Not merely less thin and hard-drawn, though this was so. More settled in himself; less haunted by the uncertainty of every memory regarding what had happened to him and around him and because of him.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, meeting my eyes. “Inatet was more helpful than I expected, and I did hope he would be able to help at least a little.” Then, looking past me, he added, “If you don’t mind, Ryo?” He was looking at Kerren.  
 
    Kerren’s gaze was steady, but his lips had thinned and his muscles tightened. I had not realized he would be that tense. I could do nothing for either of them, not in this. Leaving the apartment, I went to walk in the garden of the Moon. 
 
    Some small time later, Aras found me there. I had been pacing through the garden. The paths were laid out in four intersecting circles that all met at a large pool in the center of the garden, and I came around one curve into that part of the garden and found him sitting on a bench by the pool, watching the fish rise gently to the surface to investigate a floating leaf and then glide back into the shadows around the edge where the stones made cool places for them to hide. The fish were not a kind I knew. They were as long as my hand, white, with orange and red spots on their heads and fins.  
 
    Aras glanced up when I came to the place. He did not speak, but of course he would not have waited here unless he was ready for me to find him, so I went forward and sat down beside the pool, trailing my hand in the cool water.  
 
    “He’s upset,” he said. “He has too many choices he can’t bring himself to take. Especially as I’m still alive and his people are still bound to Gaur, he doesn’t feel it would be right to accept freedom for himself.” He sighed. “What he wants, of course, is to turn the years back.”  
 
    “Sometimes we all want that.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” 
 
    “He will do well enough. The years will turn forward, and eventually that will bring him to a place he can stand more solidly. This has already begun, though he may not yet feel so. He saved your life.” I corrected myself at once. “Our lives.” 
 
    “Yes, he did, and yes, that was entirely his choice. You’re quite right: that does give him a new foundation on which to build. The beginning of a new foundation, at least.” 
 
    “Probably he will go with you when you go north.” 
 
    “Yes; he feels he should and I agree. I think—I hope—we may still each help the other in various ways. You’re wondering if I’m ready for this particular journey. I think I am. Or I think I will be, by the time Satkutset opens the air for us to pass through.” 
 
    “You will indeed go back into the summer country?” I had not been certain this would be his choice. 
 
    “You’re thinking I might stay here?” His mouth crooked up a little. “Retire to that tiny oasis in the midst of the trackless desert and never set foot outside it again? Almost like my own personal temple? I expect Satkutset-ro would have her people build me a real temple, for that matter, if I asked for that. No doubt from stone imported from the Peacock Desert, if I made that request. It’s almost tempting, in a way. But, no. I don’t think I’m actually suited to a life of peaceful contemplation. Besides …” His voice trailed off. After a moment, he said softly, “I think I need to go back. For more than one reason.” 
 
    I studied him. “You have forgiven your uncle?” I did not ask the other question that came to me, You have forgiven yourself? Of the two, it was obviously much more important, but I could not think of any way to ask it. Except this way, silently, so that we could both pretend I had not asked it and he had no need to answer it. 
 
    He said quietly, “He did nothing requiring my forgiveness. I know that. And … I think I have. Or I think I will, in time.” That might have been an answer to the question I had asked aloud or to the other question. He was silent for a little while. Then he went on. “The gods know, I’ve seen uncounted people struggle with the aftermath of sorcery. Perhaps it’s as well for a powerful sorcerer to experience something of the kind.” 
 
    I let the pause stretch out long enough to turn the subject. Then I asked “What will your uncle decide? I have been trying to understand what choice he may make, but I do not think I am able to set myself in his place well enough to do it.” 
 
    He opened his hands in token of uncertainty. “I really don’t know, Ryo. I’m not certain he’ll accept Satkutset’s opinion—and if he does, I’m still not certain what he might do. He won’t present me with a gentle cup, not after all this. I think … it’s possible he’ll issue a writ of exile, but I think he’s more likely to choose relegation. That would be as useful to him as exile—more useful, as it’s considerably easier to rescind relegation, just in case he should suddenly discover an urgent reason to do so.” He paused. Then he added, “If Soretes does issue a writ of that sort, he’d probably specify a fairly isolated estate in Gaur, or possibly an even more isolated temple in the Peacock Desert. Either way, he might send Tathimi with me, or not. Obviously that decision could go either way. Every decision could go several different ways, but the chance he would eventually want, or need, to recall me would be fairly high, of course.” 
 
    He fell silent again. I was silent as well. The little fish were rising to nibble my fingers. I waved my hand to send them away. Droplets of water flew through the sunlit air like flickers of light. I said firmly, “Whatever your uncle’s decision, you will accept it. The madness will never come upon you again.” 
 
    He glanced at me. “I don’t think it will. No, there are quite a few reasons that’s unlikely to happen.” Then he began, “Though if it should—” 
 
    I said with finality, “It will not. This is impossible. But if it does, you will stand for my knife. You need not question whether you have the strength to face a trial you have already surmounted.” 
 
    “You know, that’s almost exactly what Inatet said.” 
 
    “Is it? Perhaps I may approve of him. Will he go with you into the north?” 
 
    “Yes, at least for a time. I would prefer his company for a time. Besides, he’s still recovering his … his sense of himself, just as I am. A substantial change of scenery and duties will probably help him.” 
 
    I signed assent. I could certainly understand that. “Probably Tasmakat will also go with you, though perhaps not for the same reason.” 
 
    He looked at me, his mouth crooking with wry humor. “Yes, she will. She meant it when she renounced every possible family tie and every kind of status among her own people. I’ve told her she needn’t stick to all that, but she’s nearly as stubborn as you are, Ryo. And to be fair, she’s not the kind of woman who’d pretend she meant one thing when she clearly meant another. It wasn’t exactly like taking an oath, but … it was rather a lot like taking an oath, actually.” 
 
    I had not understood that. I certainly could not suggest now that Tasmakat might try to withdraw her act. Any such suggestion would be an insult. 
 
    After a moment, Aras continued. “Whatever Soretes decides to do with me, I’ll see about arranging for Tasmakat to return to Avaras, if not precisely to her previous position. If her primary loyalty has actually come to me, then I suspect Sekaran would find her extremely useful.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I did not really care what happened to Tasmakat, especially as I was certain Aras would arrange some honorable place for her. I said, “You look better now. You are not so thin that I fear a breeze might carry you away from the earth. Would you wish to spar? The Lakasha soldiers, such as they are, cannot challenge me at all.”  
 
    He had been gazing at the fish gliding through the pool, but at this he looked up, smiling. “You know, I think I would like that.” Rising, he offered me his hand.  
 
    I took it and permitted him to help me rise, and we walked together along the curving pathway toward the narrow gate in the hedge. 
 
      
 
    Thirty-one days later, Satkutset-ro folded open the air at that very gate, and those of us who were going passed through the real gate and then the gate of air, stepping in less than a breath from the glowing warmth and beauty of Arapanatan, the Jewel of the Desert, across all the enormous distance that lay between, directly into the pastures west of Tavas Sen, with the river below us glittering with ice, and the spruce-scented wind carrying ice crystals against our faces from the vast snow-covered forest of the winter country.
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    Tavas Sen stood to our east, the cobbled streets scrubbed and all the wooden shutters and doors freshly painted blue and brown, or blue and yellow, or blue and beige, or blue and cream. The silken traveling palace of the summer king, almost as large as the entire town, stretched up the gentle hills above us. The silk of the tents rippled in the breeze, yellow and brighter yellow, red and darker red, green and lighter green, blue marked with black, white streaked with gold. Now that I had seen the Peacock Desert, perhaps I understood why the Lau chose those colors for the tents they made into a palace for their king. 
 
    Ordinarily, plain tents would have spread out around the silken ones, but Aras had had barracks built here for his own soldiers, and the king’s soldiers had gone there. Even from where we stood, I could see many men running urgently from those barracks. Horn notes sounded, short and urgent, the alarm that called soldiers to their formations; but then, after only the briefest pause, longer, slower notes floated through the air. Aras, beside me, said, “The stand-down. Someone recognized Satkutset-ro’s banner, I expect.” 
 
    “Or Satkutset-ro herself,” Kerren said, his tone dry. He was looking up toward those barracks too. He had been imprisoned there for almost a year, waiting for Aras to return from the winter country, pronounce the sentence mandated by the decree, and put him to death with all his family. As I watched, he looked away again, deliberately, raising his gaze instead to the banner that rippled above us. 
 
    The banner of the Ro-Antalet queen showed the many-rayed Great Sun above the four-rayed Younger Sun. Certainly many of the soldiers from Avaras must know that sign. Also, anyone who did not know it must nevertheless understand that this was the sign of the country of Two Suns. Also, anyone at all must recognize the Lakasha-erra as people of that country. And if they did not, as Kerren had said, they would certainly have recognized Satkutset-ro. 
 
    She stood among her people, entirely magnificent. Her headdress fell heavily past her shoulders in pleated folds of red-gold silk, and bronze-gold, and white-gold, with many ornaments of gold and pearl stitched among those silken pleats. Her eyes were a lucent gold, her pelt almost as bright a gold; the longer, denser fur of her chest and belly darker gold; her claws pearl-gold. Surely no one who looked this way would be able to look away from her. 
 
    I looked away from her, however. My attention had gone to the north. 
 
    The river had frozen all the way across, but the ice near this bank was fragile and much broken, so I knew we had come here well before midwinter. Even so, by the time the season had turned this far, usually most of my people would be traveling through the high north, making their way toward the sheltered places below the great mountains where the snows do not fall so heavily. There, where the gentler influence of the starlit lands comes across the mountains, the valleys offer some grazing long into the winter. The storage caves hold all the abundance of the warm season, and the waterfalls that come down from the mountains never freeze solid no matter the cold, and our high tombs look down upon the camps of our people. 
 
    But this winter, a great number of Ugaro had lingered here instead. 
 
    Soon, Koro inKarano would begin the long journey north and west toward the lands that had belonged to the inTasiyo; he had said the Convocation would be held there during the coming spring. But for now, many inKarano tents stood upon the snow-covered slope that ran up toward the forest, with many others tucked here and there beneath the snow-covered branches of the trees. The colors and patterns of the porcupine quills worked into the sides of the largest tents told me that some of those tents also belonged to important women of my own people and others to important women of the inGeiro. None of this surprised me. I saw the signs of inKera women as well, and inYoraro, and others. That did surprise me. So did the great number of smaller tents. This was not nearly as many Ugaro as would come to a Convocation, but it was a far greater number than I had expected.  
 
    Many people had begun to gather among those tents, looking this way, toward the banner of Two Suns and Satkutset-ro. Some were beginning to move toward the river and particularly toward the nearest bridge, but the distance was too great for me to recognize anyone. 
 
    “Astounding,” Satkutset-ro murmured, her voice so deep that I might have imagined the earth itself speaking. She had been gazing away into the winter country. Now she turned her great head to the south and then back to the north. “Altogether astonishing,” she said again. She spoke in darau. “Of course, one may glimpse a far country through the memory of someone who has been there. Yet how extraordinary to see it for myself! And how gentle a border. Far to be preferred to the Break. Does the ice ever melt?” 
 
    “During the warm season of the winter country, there is no ice here at all,” I told her. “Though one will sometimes find a skim of ice along the edges of the lakes in the high north even then.” 
 
    “Astounding,” she murmured once more. “I would so enjoy crossing this border and walking amid those splendid and beautiful trees, if your people will permit me the familiarity. But perhaps not today. First, I must speak with Soretes Aman Shavet, Regat Sul.” She turned her head to gaze up toward the rippling tents of the summer king’s palace, where a great many people were gathering. Then she turned with equal deliberation to look at Aras. “I will ask you for the favor of a loan, Aras-rana, and for the favor of your patience.” 
 
    I did not immediately understand her meaning, but Aras answered, barely paying attention, “Yes, of course. You may inform my king that I await his summons. Tasmakat-ka, kindly assist Satkutset-ro in whatever way she requests.” 
 
    Only a handful of Satkutset-ro’s Lakasha advisors had come—not even a handful. Four, of whom one was Khatet and another Inatet. Tasmakat did not stand among those people, but at a small distance, close to Aras. Her robe was as fine and elaborate as those worn by any of her people, but alone among the Lakasha, her kilt was not white, but blue. I knew now that this reflected her reduced status. But she showed all her customary assurance as she inclined her elegant head to Aras and moved a step closer to Satkutset-ro. 
 
    Satkutset-ro’s honor guard—sixteen men and, to my surprise, two women—stood in two ranks, nine to either side, in their shining white kilts, the gold clasps of their white robes gleaming, their spears held in perfect order. Pakep-an stood among the others, his face turned firmly ahead. Their appearance was splendid, however little use they might be in battle. 
 
    Turning to me, Satkutset-ro said, “Ryo inGara, I would very much like to speak to your king as well. I most earnestly request that you convey my request.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I was not attending carefully. I was studying the Ugaro people, looking for my father, my mother, other people I knew, but the distance was still too great and I could not tell what people might be there. 
 
    Satkutset-ro paced away, up the green slope. All the Lakasha went with her, leaving those of us who were not her people behind. 
 
    Aras watched her go, his expression composed. But he said, his tone edged, “They’re going to talk about me, of course. I’d rather not listen. I’ve always been an asset to my uncle; in some ways, his most important asset. I don’t expect I’ll enjoy being a problem. Possibly his most important problem.” He sighed. Then he added to me, “You certainly don’t need to hover, Ryo. Go greet your own people. I’ll go …” He looked around, obviously trying to think of a place to which he might go. Plainly he did not want to go to his own house. Probably he did not want to encounter the people who would be there. Kerren, equally at a loss, though not for exactly the same reason, studied the trampled grass before his feet. 
 
    I said, “Come with me.” They both looked at me in surprise. I had not thought before speaking, but I meant this suggestion. I said, “Everything here may perhaps be difficult. As you say, all these arguments and disagreements will take some hands of time. So come into the winter country with me. I ask you to come.” I looked at Kerren and added, “Both of you.” 
 
    “It looks cold,” he began. 
 
    “Someone will have a spare coat,” Aras said. He was smiling, his shoulders relaxing. “I’d like to take you up on that, Ryo. On the other hand, I did promise your king.” 
 
    I had forgotten that. Now that I had been reminded, that decree annoyed me very much. I said, “Come to the bridge. I think you will soon have the opportunity to ask Koro for leave to come into the winter country.” 
 
    “Well …”  
 
    Plainly he wanted to do it. I said impatiently, “Ask him for leave to enter only the borderlands. Or to cross the river only for today.” 
 
    “Well,” he said again, but this time more decisively. “Very well, yes.” He looked at Kerren. “It’s not that cold. Or it is, but someone will indeed find you a coat. The Ugaro prepare wonderful furs, you know.” 
 
    Kerren looked at me, indecisive.  
 
    Taking his arm, I made him come with me, toward the bridge. He shook me off and I let him go, but he was smiling a little, and he matched his pace to mine. Aras strode on my other side, much less hesitant. I studied those of my people who were approaching the bridge from the other side. Because I was looking for him, I finally found Royova inVotaro—he stood out among the others because he was so big a man. Then I found Koro inKarano, near Royova, as I had expected. I looked for Darra, who might be near her father, but I could not see her.  
 
    Aras nudged my arm, “There.”  
 
    Following his gaze, I found my father. I had been looking for him as well, of course, and was very pleased to see him. I had seen my mother’s tent among the others, so I knew she was here as well, but she was not with my father. I had not seen the tent of Lutra inGeiro, but as some inGeiro people were here, I thought perhaps my sister Etta might be here. But I did not see her either, though I looked for her. I glanced at Aras. 
 
    “They’re here somewhere,” he told me, smiling. “I’m sure you’ll find them. I think I’d better reconsider, however. I don’t think Koro’s in a particularly tolerant mood. I’ll go somewh—” 
 
    I said firmly, “You may ask for one day and one night. Or ask for leave until dusk; that is a moderate and humble request. The request cannot offend him, especially if you ask from the bridge, without setting your foot on the earth, so that he sees that you respect his decree.” 
 
    He hesitated. Then, to my surprise, he laughed. “Well, I admit, I wouldn’t want to miss—never mind! Very well, yes, I’ll ask him.” 
 
      
 
    We did not have to cross the bridge to ask Koro inKarano anything. The king of the winter country came across the bridge himself and met us on the near side. Also my father, Royova inVotaro, other people I knew and some I did not know. Soro inKera, whose face had become more lined, though he held his shoulders straight and did not stoop. I did not see his brother Hokino, nor my brother Garoyo, though I looked for them both. 
 
    I nodded to Koro, but I moved first to greet my father, as was proper because he was my father and also because the land that lay across the river belonged to inGara. I began to kneel to him, but he seized my arms before I could, drawing me instead into an embrace. I closed my arms around him in turn, swallowing hard. 
 
    I had thought often, during the worst of my long journey through the country of sand, that I might never see any of my people again. Now my father’s embrace made me feel that perhaps I had not gone as far or as long as it had seemed to me. That I had come home, in a way that I had feared might never be possible. 
 
    He was only a hairsbreadth the taller. I had known it, but still this surprised me now. After a moment, he pushed me back and looked at me, a searching gaze. He still gripped my arms, preventing me from stepping back and kneeling.  
 
    “Ryo,” he said finally. “Remarkable tales came to us here. So remarkable that we did not know what to believe. Your eyes are different now.” 
 
    I had entirely forgotten this. I glanced up at the sky. At the Sun, standing high above here, as he had stood high above the country of sand. I looked directly at the brilliant Sun and was not blinded.  
 
    I lowered my gaze from the sky to look my father in the face once more. I did not know how to explain anything. 
 
    He said, his tone astonishingly mild, “I see this is a mark of the Sun’s favor. I would like to hear the tale of how this change came to you, my son, if you choose to tell that tale. But perhaps not at once. The lion-queen has gone to speak to the summer king.” He used a taksu phrase, female lion king, because taksu did not have a word like the eskanat word for queen and the darau word did not have the same meaning at all. He went on, “Our king will go there as well, and he has asked some of us to accompany him. Your mother will come, but she was farther from the river and will take a little time to hear the request.” He let me go at last, but turned his hand palm up to tell me I need not kneel. “I am pleased to see you here, my son. I think many people here will be very pleased. Your sister is a married woman now, Ryo. For the present, she has set her tent beside your mother’s tent.” He smiled slightly, adding, “Your wife has set her tent there as well. You should certainly go to her. Anyone will tell you the direction.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “Thank you, Father. I would be pleased to tell you everything that happened, in the way that it happened. I would be very pleased. As perhaps my father is aware, the queen of the Ro-Antalet is called Satkutset-ro.” I used the eskanat word for queen. “She is a great and noble queen, generous in her way, remarkable in every way.” 
 
    My father nodded thoughtfully. “I am certain that if my son finds this extraordinary person worthy of respect, I will agree with that opinion.” 
 
    I bowed. Then, finally, I faced Koro inKarano, kneeling to greet him. 
 
    Koro had waited patiently. He was not accustomed to waiting that long, and his eyes held an ironic glint. But he said merely, “Ryo inGara, welcome. I too would be most interested to hear the tale of these distant events in the way that you will tell it. Soon, perhaps, if not at once.” He signed that I might rise and looked past me, toward Aras. Now his expression was difficult to read. 
 
    Aras did not kneel. Because we stood now in the summer country, he only bowed in the Lau manner, a small gesture. But he said politely, in taksu, “Koro inKarano, winter king, by no means have I forgotten your command to me. I accepted that command at the time you gave it, and I accept it now. I ask your leave to go into your country for a day and a night, or if you will not grant so much, then for a day. Or if even that is too much for me to ask, then for an hour—a hand of time. I swear before the Sun and all the gods that I will not set any manner of sorcery upon any Ugaro person.” 
 
    “Except at dire need,” I said, and added to Koro, “Who knows what this day may bring, or any day to come? A man should not be forbidden to defend himself or others against dishonorable attack. I am certain your daughter also expressed this opinion. You should not demand more than is right. That is my opinion.” 
 
    Koro raised his eyebrows, his ironic expression deepening. But he did not say young warrior or rebuke me for standing forth to state my opinion. He said, “That is good advice. I acknowledged as much when my daughter said so, as indeed she did, and I acknowledge it now.” Then he said to Aras, “As this is inGara land, if the inGara offer their hospitality, you may go into their land. A day and a night seems reasonable to me. If you would stay within the winter country longer than that, ask again. I think you will find no need so dire that you must break your oaths to me, but should any person raise blade or hand against you in any manner of dishonorable attack, you may defend yourself. Or, for another person, the same. I do not and will not consider that reasonable defense constitutes a broken oath.” 
 
    Aras bowed again, this time more deeply. We had both surprised him. But he said merely, “That is a generous judgment of all my past actions, and this is a generous decision now. Thank you, Koro inKarano, winter king. If, in days to come, the gods return to you and to your people the generosity you have so often shown to me, that would please me.” 
 
    Koro nodded acknowledgment.  
 
    Aras faced my father. Again, he did not kneel, but bowed. My father returned a regal nod and said, “Certainly you are welcome within inGara lands, Aras Eren Samaura. For a day and a night, or for longer than that, should you find reason to request this and my king approves the request.” 
 
    Aras bowed again. Then, straightening, he spoke formally in taksu. “Sinowa inGara, lord of the inGara, these years ago, your son was given to me as a tuyo. I accepted the sacrifice and the promise that your people would not again set themselves in my way. All this was long ago. Now everything has changed. Our people no longer remember the enmity that once lay between us.” 
 
    I said, “Aras—” 
 
    He ignored me, continuing, “Lord of the inGara, you and your people have offered me hospitality twice before this time, and now you renew this offer. The sacrifice that once stood between us no longer seems necessary. I have long since released your son from his oaths to me; in the view of my people, he is free. Now I also return him to you and to your people, releasing the inGara from the obligation the sacrifice entailed. I hope this does not cause any difficulty for you or for your people. I do not argue that this decision should set any manner of precedent for any other person. But this is my decision now.” 
 
    My father regarded Aras steadily, showing nothing of his thoughts. Then, finally, he said, “I agree with everything you say and accept this decision for myself and for the inGara.” 
 
    Aras inclined his head. “I do truly hope that this decision does not cause difficulty between the inGara and any other people.” 
 
    Soro inKera said, in his customary unemphatic tone, “I see no reason any difficulty should come of this decision. I would say that the decision of one man regarding a tuyo given to him to end one enmity does not set a precedent for another man regarding a different tuyo given to end a different enmity. I would say that every man who accepts a tuyo may do as he wishes in that regard. That is my opinion.” 
 
    My father nodded curtly. Both he and Soro inKera looked at Koro. 
 
    Our king said, “Every decision of this kind seems to me to belong to the man who accepts a tuyo. I have no opinion regarding any decision that might be made in that regard. I am certain honorable people will consider carefully and come to honorable decisions.” 
 
    Both Soro and my father signed agreement with that. 
 
    Koro paused long enough to turn the subject. Then he glanced toward Kerren. 
 
    We had all been speaking taksu, but now I shifted to darau. “O king, this is Kerren Avera Rahavet. He has been my companion during all these difficult events, and he is my companion now. I am glad to say that this is a brave and honorable man.” 
 
    Kerren had looked at me in surprise, as I spoke, but he collected himself at once and bowed to Koro in much the way he would have bowed to his own king. 
 
    “Kerren Avera Rahavet, you may cross the river if you wish and if the inGara offer hospitality,” Koro said to him, in flawless darau. He added less formally to my father, in taksu, “Sinowa, I think you may be pleased to offer this young man the hospitality of the inGara. This is the one who brought your son out of the stronghold of the Lakasha sorcerer.” 
 
    “Indeed.” My father looked at Kerren with keen interest. “My son, you may say to this man that he is welcome among the inGara for as long as he is pleased to remain.” 
 
    I had not realized so much of the tale had come this far. I could feel heat coming up in my face, but I said to Kerren, “My father knows you saved my life at the end, going into Roketnep to find me. He extends to you the hospitality of my people.” 
 
    Flushing, Kerren said, “Thank him for me, Ryo. Or better yet, tell me how to say thank you.” 
 
    I said, first in darau and then in taksu, “The correct response would be, I thank you for your generous welcome.” 
 
    Kerren repeated this, carefully and slowly. 
 
    My father nodded, his manner as regal as that of any king. Then he glanced at Koro, then past us, toward the bright rippling silk of the summer king’s tents. He made a small gesture to indicate that they should perhaps all go that way.  
 
    “Yes,” Koro said. He said to Aras, “For this day and the coming night, go where you will within inGara territory.” 
 
    “A day and a night will surely be enough in this season,” Aras agreed, smiling in return, and bowed. “Thank you, o king. Thank you for your generous welcome, lord of the inGara.” He glanced at Soro, then bowed his head and said formally, “I thank you for your wise counsel regarding every matter, Soro inKera. I hope that you are well and that your people prosper.” 
 
    I thought he should have addressed Soro by his title; I was surprised he had not realized that. But Soro inclined his head and answered, “I am well, I thank you, and my people prosper because of their beneficial trade with the Lau of the borderlands. I would extend the hospitality of the inKera, but that is not my decision. My cousin Tyo inKera is lord of the inKera now.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. Aras, of course, had known this, and responded in exactly the correct manner. “May your people prosper as well from Tyo inKera’s leadership as they did from yours, Soro inKera.” He added, only a little less formally, “I am certain that Koro inKarano benefits now from your wise advice, and I trust my own king will recognize the wisdom of your advice to him, should you find reason to offer your opinion regarding any matter.”  
 
    “Should I find sufficient reason, perhaps this might be so,” Soro said, equally grave. He nodded to me. “Ryo inGara. Everyone will wish to hear your tale, if you are willing to tell it. I am certain your actions throughout every event have unfailingly demonstrated the courage and honor of the Ugaro people.” 
 
    That was more than I would have expected him to say, especially to my face. I was even more surprised now, but I bowed. I said, “Thank you, Soro inKera. I am honored to have earned your good opinion.” Then, as the compliment had been so extravagant, and to show my respect to a man so much older and so deeply respected, I knelt and bowed to the ground.  
 
    He nodded, but merely glanced at Koro. Our king’s ironic look had deepened still further, but he merely gestured slightly. I stood up, and all my people walked away, toward the bright tents of the summer king. Satkutset-ro had seated herself, lion fashion, at the edge of that encampment. She was speaking to a Lau man. The distance was much too great for me to recognize anyone, but I had no doubt this was Soretes Aman Shavet. As I watched, both the Ro-Antalet queen and the Lau king turned to gaze down the river, waiting for Koro and my people to come to them.  
 
    “Yes,” Aras said. “I must say, going into the winter country is a far better idea than staying here at loose ends, waiting for the summons. I think I know where your mother’s tent is set, Ryo.” He strode toward the bridge, his manner decisive. 
 
    Kerren and I glanced at each other. Then I made a small gesture of invitation and we moved together to follow. 
 
    I walked slowly, trying to decide how I felt regarding everything that had just happened. Even after all the difficult and important things, even after he had declared me free of every oath, still, it felt different to have Aras formally return me to my father and my people. He had done it so quickly, without discussing the matter with me, and that felt strange as well. I could not say I wished he had not done it—of course I should be glad he had done it, I was glad he had done it. Even so, it felt to me as though something important had ended.  
 
      
 
    We met my mother almost as soon as we crossed the bridge. She had come from a distance, my father had said, and of course she would not hurry, but she had not turned aside to speak to anyone else along the way either. Some other women came with her. I knew all these women; they were important singers or other respected women, not all of them inGara. None of them wore even a light coat. But two of them carried long cloaks made of lion pelts lined with rabbit fur. When we met them, the women carrying those cloaks immediately offered them to Aras and Kerren. 
 
    Even the longest Ugaro cloak did not come to the knees of a Lau man, but they both accepted them gratefully, put them on with alacrity, and tucked their hands into that warmth. The women tried not to show their amusement, but they did not try very hard. 
 
    “They should try crossing the other border,” Kerren muttered, but not with any kind of bad temper. He was smiling too. I thought most Lau men would have been uncomfortable to be swept up into the company of many women, but he did not seem discommoded. After everything else that had happened, after going among the Lakasha for all that time, perhaps this seemed a small thing. 
 
    “My son,” my mother said to me in taksu, her tone warm. “I am so very pleased you have returned to my camp. Your sister has set her tent beside mine. So has your wife. I think your wife will be pleased when you come to her tent. Indeed, she may be extraordinarily pleased. As you see, we are informal for the present.”  
 
    She meant that no one had paid much attention to precedence or even tribe when choosing where to set their tents. I had indeed seen this. It was very plain from the assortment and arrangement of tents here. Of course this was inGara land, so my people had precedence here, but evidently everyone who had come here was counted as an ally or a close ally. That would not normally be so when this many inKarano had come here, but my marriage to Darra inKarano had brought our peoples closer together. I had known that would probably happen, but I had not realized it would happen in exactly this way, or that it would happen so quickly. But, as Darra had set her tent with my mother’s rather than among the tents of her own people, anyone would understand that she considered the inGara very close allies of the inKarano. A great number of inKarano people, especially inKarano women, must have decided they favored that marriage. 
 
    My mother was continuing, speaking now in darau to Aras. “My friend, as my husband has extended the hospitality of inGara, you are welcome. Perhaps you know where my tent is set. Enter my tent, if you wish. I give you leave. Light more braziers if you wish. Make my tent as warm as pleases you—though you may find it warm enough now.” She politely took no notice of Kerren until I gave his name. Then she nodded to him as well, looked at him with thoughtful interest, and said, “Kerren Avera Rahavet, welcome. You are my guest, and welcome within my tent.” Finally, she turned back to me. “My son. I will see you tonight, if not sooner than that.” Then, nodding to Aras again and to me, she went on toward the river with the other women. 
 
    I drew a deep breath. Then I looked at Aras. 
 
    “I know,” he said gently. “Every homecoming is strange, everything made unfamiliar by a long absence. That’s perfectly normal. The feeling generally passes off quickly, although this time—no, never mind! Let’s go on. I don’t think it’s far. A few minutes’ walk. This way, I think.” 
 
    He set off through the green shadows beneath the trees, striding fast, paying little attention to the many people who glanced at him and then, politely, away again. Again, Kerren and I followed in his wake. Some of those we passed nodded to me, people I knew, younger men my age, cousins and friends; older people, respected warriors and craftspeople. People I did not know nodded to me as well. Very many people had come here. I thought again that this gathering was surprisingly like the Convocation. 
 
    We came to my mother’s tent at last. This was the very large five-sided tent of an important woman. My mother had not explained this, but my sister’s tent, smaller, with inGeiro patterns worked into the sides, had not merely been set near her own tent; the two tents had been laced together to make one larger space. The same with Darra’s tent, and with some other smaller tents of the same kind. One of the entries was pegged open, but despite the bright sunlight and the warmth this close to the river, none of the sides of the tents had been rolled up. 
 
    A young woman there, a friend of my sister’s, glanced our way, blinked in startlement at the Lau, recognized me, grinned, and ducked through the open entry. Aras paused, so I did as well, and almost at once Etta burst from the entry and ran to me. She did not leap into my arms—she was a married woman now, too old to behave so childishly—but she embraced me hard. Then she pushed away from me. She looked into my face, a searching look. Then she smiled. “Your eyes are as golden as the Sun!” she told me. “That is very remarkable and unusual! I think Darra may like that. You will have to ask her. Come in, Ryo! You cannot stand here while your Lau freeze to the bone!” Then, letting me go, she said to Aras in darau, “Has my mother said that you are her guest? If she did not say so, you may enter my tent as my guest!” Finally, she went to Kerren and took his hands, her manner much more formal. Her hair was braided in one of the ways a married woman may choose, with a strand of pale green beads woven into the braid, but to me she had not looked old enough to marry until that moment. 
 
    She said to Kerren, the first of my people to realize who he must be without being told his name, “You are the Lau who went into the palace ruled by the terrible Lakasha sorcerer to find my brother? We are all very, very grateful for your courage. Your name is Kerren Avera Rahavet, do I remember that correctly? You are my guest. You may say to anyone who asks that you are the guest of Etta inGeiro, daughter of Marag inGara. Please enter my tent and be welcome.” 
 
    Kerren, completely taken aback, stared down at her. Then he smiled, a little painfully, but genuinely pleased. “Thank you,” he said softly. “I’m happy to meet Ryo’s sister.” 
 
    I remembered that he had sisters of his own, and that he might have wondered many times whether he would see them again—or whether they would welcome him, after everything that had happened. I did not say anything; there was nothing I could say regarding that problem. I found Aras looking at me, but he said nothing either, only nodded toward the entry of the tent. 
 
    Etta saw that too. Smiling with wicked delight, she came back to me and took my hand, tugging me after her toward the entry. “Come in, Ryo! Everyone will want to see you! Especially Darra inKarano! She knows you are coming, and she is very impatient!” 
 
    “If she is so impatient, she could have come outside to greet me,” I began, but then I ducked through the entry, straightened, turned toward the part of the tent where Darra’s tent had been laced into my mother’s, and stopped dead. 
 
    A handful of lanterns burned here, good ones, bright brass and fine, clear glass, so there was plenty of light even though the sides of the tents had been left down. Half a dozen braziers burned here too, more than would normally be used to warm even so large a space as this. The fragrance of rosehips and dried berries and honey filled the air, and also—I recognized the scent from the summer lands—cinnamon. Rugs and furs covered the floor in all the bright, familiar colors. To one side, on a low table, lay many small things: flutes made of bone or wood, some with the feathers of herons or owls bound to them; needles of steel or bone thrust into rolls of thread and yarn dyed in different colors; strands of beads, some undyed and some dyed blue or green or brown. But also other strands of beads dyed pink or red or black, and knives with woven cords tied around the hilts and the feathers of falcons stitched into the sheaths. These were all the small gifts given to a woman who has had a girl baby, but also the gifts given to a woman who has had a boy baby.  
 
    Sitting tucked amid many pillows, Darra held a baby, very small, in the crook of each arm. 
 
      
 
    For at least a heartbeat, two heartbeats, four, perhaps longer than that, I was too astounded to move. The great uprushing of joy and fear was so great that I could not move. I knew this was much too early for the baby to have come. For two babies to have come. But Darra, though she looked tired, was smiling. I could not believe she would smile like that if the babies were likely to fall into the land of the shades. The fear eased, and I went to kneel beside her. But then I hardly knew where to look first. I did not dare touch either baby, even with a fingertip. They were both very, very small. Half the size a newborn infant should be. Smaller than that. But they seemed to be breathing easily, not gasping and suffocating as will happen with a baby who comes too early.  
 
    “This one is a girl,” Darra said softly, nodding down to her left. “You may hold her if you like. She is very small, but she is thriving now.” She shifted her weight, offering me the baby. 
 
    I took her very, very carefully. She did not weigh anything. I could hardly tell I held her at all. She had screwed up her face when I lifted her, but now fell asleep again without waking. Her features were perfect, but so tiny. Her hands and arms were thin, much thinner than is right for even the tiniest infant. “She is thriving?” I asked. I could hardly believe this might be so. Then I said, “You said thriving now?” 
 
    “A Sun healer came,” Darra said, watching me. “The first of the Sun healers. Tasa inYoraro. The girl baby might have lived even though she is so tiny, but the boy baby suffered more from the problems that come to babies born so early. I think he would have died. But Tasa made the Sun invocation.” She paused, plainly searching for words. Then she said merely, “This was very remarkable. After that, both babies thrived. Your mother says they will both surely live unless some mischance comes to them.” 
 
    I said fervently, “I will send Tasa inYoraro a gift. I will send Suelen Haras Soyauta an enormous gift.” I could hardly imagine what gift would be enough to return the good the great Lau healer had done for me when he poured sunlight into the hands of Tasa inYoraro.  
 
    I gave Darra the tiny girl baby and lifted the little boy baby. If he weighed more than his sister, I could not tell it. No babies are luckier than twins, if both live. No wonder the table was heaped with gifts. I was not surprised that the inKarano women had mingled their tents with those of my people. No one could doubt now that the gods favored this marriage. 
 
    I asked, “Have they been shown to the Moon and the Sun? Have you named them yet?”  
 
    “They have been shown to the Moon and the Sun and all the gods,” Darra said softly. “And when your mother said that they would live, I named them.” 
 
    I nodded. That had been a way to quiet doubts regarding these babies. No woman would name a newborn who was likely to die soon. Darra had named them early as a way to show everyone that she believed they would live. 
 
    Darra went on. “The girl is Ettasa inKarano. The boy is Kyoro inKarano. I hope these names please you, my husband.”  
 
    Any names would have pleased me. These names pleased me very much. But now I thought of a question that should have come to me at once. I asked, “Where is Elaro?” 
 
    “He wished to step out of your way for this first moment, Ryo.”  
 
    I touched her cheek. Then I settled the boy baby back into the crook of Darra’s arm, stood up, and went out of the tent. As I passed him, Aras brushed my arm with his fingertips and glanced away, west. So I went around the tent to the west, and there I found Elaro, sitting on a fallen log, his hands folded on his knees, looking up through the branches at the sky. 
 
    He turned as I came to him, and rose. He did not wait for me to speak first. He said, his voice low, but steady, “They came four days ago, near dawn. The night they came, the sky was clear to the north. The Moon stood high, surrounded by her children the stars.” 
 
    That was good luck for a birth. But he went on, “The girl baby came first. The Dawn Sisters stood low, but they were in the sky. I brought her out to show to them. I prayed to the Dawn Sisters that she might live. As the boy baby came, the Sun set his foot on the eastern edge of the world. The Dawn Sisters had gone. I … I prayed to the Sun that the boy baby might live.” 
 
    One does not usually direct that kind of prayer to the Sun. The customs of his mother’s people might be different, but probably not that different. From his tone, I could tell he had thought they would both die. 
 
    Of course he had thought they would die. Babies that small live only very seldom. 
 
    I said, “If you had not been here, they would not have had the luck that comes from their father presenting them to the gods. I think they needed that luck. I think they needed every possible kind of luck. If you had not been here, no one would have prayed to the Sun for the boy baby. Perhaps that is why he answered the healer who asked for his attention. If you had not been here four days ago, I might have come to my wife’s tent today to find only grief and loss, and someone setting aside very tiny skulls to be carried to the high tombs.” I stopped, swallowing. If Elaro had not been here, no one would have offered a father’s prayers for these babies. I would not have offered those prayers. I had not known anything had happened. 
 
    I said, “Come into the tent.” 
 
    When we came in, my sister came and put her arm around me. She had not realized how hard the sight of those babies, my tiny daughter and son, would strike my heart. She had had some days to become accustomed to the idea that they would live. Leaning against me, she said, for once completely serious, “Our mother says they will live, Ryo, unless serious mischance comes to them.” Then she pushed away from me and went on. “I know they are very small, but there is no reason mischance should come! You see how carefully we are keeping them warm! They are strong enough to nurse. You probably think they are thin now, but they were even thinner four days ago, I promise you!” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, but the word came almost without sound. I had to clear my throat and say it again, “Yes, I am certain you are right about everything.” I crossed the width of the tent and knelt there, near Darra, where I could look at her and at the babies. She had put one of them to nurse, cradling the other in her lap, folding swaddling clothes around them both to keep them warm. My daughter Ettasa seemed the stronger. But perhaps not. When I studied him carefully, my son Kyoro seemed strong enough.  
 
    Elaro sat down quietly on Darra’s other side. He leaned back on one elbow, his expression calm, but he was taking deep, slow breaths, as a man will to settle his heart when he is touched too deeply for bearing.  
 
    Aras and Kerren had settled at a little distance. When I looked that way, Aras said, “I apologize for not warning you. I admit, I wanted to see your face when you realized there were two. But I didn’t mean for you to be so frightened. No one we met was particularly concerned for them, only happy with the thought of your surprise when you saw them. I gather that might not have been the case when they were born.” 
 
    “No,” I said, with restraint. Then I asked, “Did you not see them in my father’s memory? My mother’s? Surely you realized how very tiny they are.” My gaze went back to the nursing baby, my little daughter; my tiny son in Darra’s lap. Reaching out, I touched the back of my daughter’s head with one fingertip, very gently. The black fuzz of her hair was so fine and soft, I barely felt it. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m afraid I didn’t realize,” Aras admitted. “Everyone was delighted to think of your surprise when you saw them; I saw that so plainly that I missed the anxiety of their birth. Also, they don’t actually seem especially small to me. I gather Ugaro babies are generally a good deal more robust at birth, which, in retrospect, perhaps I should have realized. Perhaps Kerren and I should go. We’re probably intruding—” 
 
    Darra looked up. “You are not intruding,” she said firmly, in darau. “I wish to hear of everything that happened. The lion-queen of the country of Two Suns brought you here. I wish very much to see her, but too much cold is bad for babies as small as these.” She smiled down at them, curling around them a little more comfortably. “Elaro does not wish to leave me, but if he does not meet this queen, he will always regret that, so I have said he should go. Ryo, you should agree with me.” 
 
    “I do not agree with you,” I told her. “I will ask Satkutset-ro to come here.” Everyone stared at me, except Aras, who looked amused, and Kerren, who lowered his head to hide a smile. I raised my eyebrows. “Satkutset-ro said she wishes to come into the winter country. Very well; she can come here.” I looked around. “There is room enough. True, a side of this tent will have to be rolled up so that she can come in, but it can be let down again immediately. If the babies are carefully swaddled, that should not be enough cold to trouble them. And if they do become chilled,” I added, “Satkutset-ro can certainly ensure they take no harm of that. To her, that kind of problem will be nothing.” 
 
    “You mean to make absolutely certain they’re healthy and gaining,” Aras said. When I looked at him, he added, “No, that isn’t a criticism! I don’t think there’s anything in the least wrong with that request, and besides, I think she’d be very pleased to do it. You might want to explain to Darra and Elaro first, however. And you might want to ensure Satkutset-ro understands that you don’t want your children to have eyes like yours, even if that means they will never be able to look directly at the Sun.” 
 
    “Ryo,” Darra said, looking at me, smiling. “Are your eyes actually lion-gold now? How splendid! I thought that was a trick of the lantern light!” 
 
    I laughed. I could not help it. I was very, very happy. Enormously happy. I felt that, for all the days that would ever come, for as many days as I might live, this one moment would stand golden and perfect in my memory. 
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    Before coming into my wife’s tent and discovering my daughter and my son, I had been anxious and worried about many things. Now, my joy was too great for anxiety and worry to press at me. I reclined on one elbow, ignoring the talk, watching Ettasa and Kyoro nurse a little and sleep a little and wake and nurse a little again while Darra drowsed. After some time, I did not know how long, someone slipped softly through the entry of the tent. I barely noticed. But Aras said, “Ah, Tano! And Raga! Very good! I am glad to see you both well.” 
 
    That made me look up, smiling. I rose, holding out my hands. Raga came to me at once and let me pull him into an embrace. Tano hesitated, plainly not certain he should presume so far. Turning to him, I said, “Tano, come, let me look at you!” He obeyed me, though cautiously, and I embraced him as well. Then I pushed him back and studied him. He had weight and perhaps even a finger of height, and though a flush had risen into his face, he met my eyes with far better confidence than he had shown this past spring.  
 
    “You look well,” I said to him. “This pleases me very much. My mother wrote to tell me that you and Raga and the others made the climb to Talal Sabero, and my sister wrote to tell me you returned safely. I was very pleased to hear of this.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. The flush deepened, but he was smiling as well. “Yes, Ryo, we climbed to that height and made the appropriate sacrifice. The journey was difficult, but it was good to do it. Your ponies were very useful and took no harm of their long wait in the meadow we found for them.” 
 
    Raga said cheerfully, “Tano saved my life at least once on the descent, and another time Vayu inKera may possibly have saved us all, though I do not think we were in so very much danger—” 
 
    “We were,” Tano interrupted, rolling his eyes. “Raga does not like to admit that Vayu showed more sense than all the rest of us together.” 
 
    “Perhaps there might have been some danger,” Raga conceded. “When he heard our tale, Hokino inKera gave the rest of us one armband each, but he gave Vayu two armbands, one with agate inlay. We stayed with the inKera for some time after we returned, and I am pleased to tell you that Vayu is by no means the least of the young inKera warriors.” 
 
    I had not been very concerned regarding Vayu inKera, but I was not displeased to hear this. I nodded. 
 
    Raga went on in the same cheerful way. “When Tano and I came to my mother’s camp, Garoyo gave us each another armband, but Tano gave both of his armbands to someone in trade for a very good mare and then gave her to me, though I told him he did not need to do it. The pony I gave him was given with open hands! I bred that mare to one of my father’s stallions. If all goes well with her, I will give the foal to Tano.” 
 
    I smiled at them both. “Of course you will,” I said to Raga. Then, to Tano, I said, “I know my brother gives every gift with open hands. Nevertheless, your act was entirely appropriate and generous. That was well done.” 
 
    Tano ducked his head, flushing again. “I am glad you say so, Ryo. I am very, very glad you are well. We have heard many stories.” 
 
    Raga broke in again, his tone earnest, “Very many! Is it true that you and Aras—I mean Lord Aras, I beg your pardon, lord—swore an oath to the lion-queen of the country of fire that you would destroy her enemy, a sorcerer of the Lakasha-erra who caused madness to come upon anyone he touched? Ryo, is it true you entered the land of the shades again, and fought your way through an army of the dead so that Lord Aras could defeat this terrible enemy?” 
 
    I hardly knew whether to laugh. My brother’s eagerness seemed to make everything terrible that had happened into a kinder tale. 
 
    “It may not have happened exactly that way, Raga,” Aras said. But he was smiling. “Though I suppose that account isn’t entirely mistaken either. Don’t say the lion-queen. Say the Ro-Antalet queen, or say Satkutset-ro, which is both her name and her title.” 
 
    “Of course! Thank you for correcting me, lord. I heard some Lakasha-erra had come with the Ro-Antalet queen!” Raga was no less enthusiastic. “This is entirely splendid! A Tarashana man came here too, perhaps you have heard this? That is why our mother suggested to our father that we might come here, because obviously a man of that people could not come alone that long way.” 
 
    “A Tarashana?” I was surprised, but, having read the letters that had gone back and forth between Satkutset-ro and the summer king, not as surprised as I might have been. 
 
    “This must be a most interesting conference,” Aras commented. He added, his tone wry, “I must say, I’m just as pleased to imagine I may not be the only topic of conversation.” 
 
    “I am very certain everyone is discussing the Saa’arii,” Raga agreed at once. “When the Ro-Antalet queen came, I went down to the river to see if I could glimpse anyone wonderful, but everyone had already gone up to the tents of the summer king. I could not see anything at all interesting!” 
 
    “I suspect Satkutset-ro may come to this tent fairly soon,” Aras told him, smiling. “Perhaps you may have a chance to see her, perhaps even to speak to her.” 
 
    I hoped I would be present when Raga met the Ro-Antalet queen. 
 
    “The letters that spread from this event are certainly going to startle everyone,” Aras said, glancing over toward me. “Elaro will want to sketch her; I trust he’ll have the opportunity. He should meet Tasmakat, too.” 
 
    I certainly agreed that Elaro would wish to sketch all these remarkable people, and hear the stories they might wish to tell him. But, while my younger brother asked Aras many questions and attempted to draw Kerren into speaking more than two words together, I sat down again, gesturing to Tano to sit as well. “How do you fare with my father?” I asked him. “I would be pleased to hear that he has never again had cause to beat you.” 
 
    He had knelt rather than sitting, but he met my eyes and spoke readily. “I cannot say this has never happened, but I hope you may be pleased anyway, Ryo. Sometimes I have brought your father a whip and asked for his judgment. He has been very patient with me. He has explained how I should have thought about every problem. One of those times, he gave me five strokes. He said he thought that would be enough for me to remember to think carefully regarding that kind of mistake.” 
 
    “Was it enough?” I knew it had been. Five was nothing, less than nothing, but my father certainly would not have been wrong. 
 
    “Yes, Ryo,” Tano said earnestly. “He has only truly beaten me once. That was not for any kind of slyness or dishonorable behavior. It was for carelessness.” He flushed again at that memory. “I hope I have learned better than to behave so stupidly another time. I deserved that beating, and I stood properly. It was not severe, only ten strokes and five, but I … I found it difficult.” He hesitated for half a heartbeat. Less than that. “I think you would not say I was wrong to find this difficult, even now, after all this time. I hope you would not say that.” 
 
    “You will probably always find this difficult, as I do. The fault for that is not yours, nor is the difficulty shameful, as long as you are able to stand.” 
 
    He nodded, trying not to show he was relieved that I said so. “Arayo helped me, and some of the other young men. Nakora, Iyoro. They stood where I could look at them and see they wanted me to succeed.” 
 
    I signed assent. “Anyone will do better with that kind of help. There is nothing dishonorable in that.” 
 
    “Yes, you told me that once, and Arayo said this again, and … and I understand this. I hope I have learned better how an inGara should behave.” His voice dropped. “Sometimes I still do not understand everything. Sometimes I still ask Arayo when I do not understand something. Once … I hope this will not displease you, Ryo … once Arayo and I led a raid against the inKera. This was a real raid, but also, we wanted to ask Arayo’s father a question.” 
 
    “Yes? What question?” 
 
    He lowered his gaze. Then he looked up again and said, “A question regarding a young man given to the inGara. Matoya inKesaya. The lord of the inKesaya gave him to your father as a tuyo. Perhaps you knew of that, Ryo.” 
 
    “So,” I said. I had forgotten, but I remembered now that Etta had written to me of this new tuyo. “What question did you wish to ask Hokino regarding this young man?” 
 
    He answered steadily, “I would prefer that you do not ask me, Ryo.” 
 
    “So,” I said again. “That is perfectly polite and appropriate. That is exactly how to refuse to answer a question.” I did not want to ask anything more about this inKesaya young man—I did not want to ask Tano anything more regarding the young man. I asked instead, “Did your raid succeed?” 
 
    Tano had relaxed again. “Yes, Ryo. Almost. No one managed to steal the warleader’s sword, which is what we wished to do, but we did come away with a good prize—a white fox fur that Hokino’s wife was finishing. Also, no one was caught, so that was good.”  
 
    “Yes, certainly it is better when no one is caught. I did not see Hokino with Soro, but perhaps he is here somewhere in this camp.” 
 
    Tano grinned outright, which startled me so that I realized I had never seen that before. He said, “No, Ryo, I fear Hokino is not here now. Neither is your brother Garoyo, which I know you will not like to hear, so I am sorry to say so. But I think you will agree this is not a bad thing when I tell you the rest. Some time ago, early in the warm season, before the raid Arayo and I tried together, your brother Garoyo returned Hokino’s knife to him. Some of us helped him do it—he was very clever! I will tell you how it happened if you wish, although perhaps part of that tale is not right for me to explain. But a little time after that, Garoyo and Hokino went together to raid the inGatasa and the inTakasa. Some young men went with them—Arayo, so I am sorry to say that he is not here, but he wished to go with his father. Vayu inKera went with them as well, and some others, both inGara and inKera. Also Rakasa inGeiro and some young men of the inGeiro, and some young men of the inRasiko people as well.” 
 
    I was indeed sorry to hear that my eldest brother was not here, nor Hokino inKera, nor Rakasa inGeiro. But Tano was right that I liked everything else he told me. “I would be pleased to hear that tale at some later time. The inGatasa and the inTakasa? So. I think that Garoyo and Hokino are probably showing all those young men how to raid enemies in a way that will lower the precedence of those tribes without starting a war. They are probably also showing the young men how warriors of different tribes should behave when they join together against a common enemy and precedence within the raiding party is uncertain. No doubt Rakasa is helping all the young men understand this.” 
 
    “Yes! That is exactly what they are doing, everything you said. I did not understand that last part until Arayo explained it to me. The first part was very clear. I wanted to go—I did go on some of those raids.” Tano opened a hand, showing an opportunity relinquished. “But when your father decided to come here, I wanted to come here with Raga more than I wanted to go on the next raid.” He hesitated. Then he added, “I hoped you would come here, Ryo, though I did not think you could come nearly as early in the winter as this.” 
 
    I touched his arm lightly, smiling. “I am glad to have come now. Your younger brother, I think he must be well? Is he somewhere here?”  
 
    Tano grinned again, quick and unconsidered. “He is certainly here. He will have gone with other boys. They have been daring each other to sneak across the river and creep up the hill and see if they can glimpse anything interesting. You were right when you said Raga would teach Ensu to be less quiet. He is much, much less quiet now. I think he may say he will be a poet, not a warrior. He has not said so yet, but I think this may happen.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “Good. Everything you say pleases me.” I would have said more, but then someone else put back the entry of the tent and ducked low to enter. Everyone glanced around, and then smiled. This was Suyet, with Lalani. 
 
    “Keep your voices low, please,” Aras ordered, his own voice quiet. “Darra hasn’t been sleeping particularly well … oh, you know that. Of course you do. You offered her gifts once it seemed likely the infants would live? Well done.” 
 
    “Well, my lord, I advised Talon Commander Sharet it was the custom,” Suyet answered, saluting casually and dropping to sit near Kerren. “I didn’t know that, actually, but Lalani did.” He grinned at her, and Lalani, setting aside the modest manner suitable for a Lau woman, grinned back and came to bend over Darra, rearranging one of the babies—Ettasa—with a casual air I could not possibly have managed. My tiny daughter woke, fussed briefly, and began to nurse. Darra opened her eyes, smiled sleepily at Lalani, and closed her eyes again. The other baby, my tiny son, also woke, and began to fuss in a much more determined way. Elaro sat up, but Lalani said cheerfully, in taksu, “Stay there; I will take care of him,” and whisked Kyoro away to clean him, then returned him to his mother so smoothly that this time Darra did not even open her eyes.  
 
    “Very good, Commander Irekos, and may I congratulate you upon your marriage?” Aras was saying. He had leaned against some tumbled cushions, relaxing more and more, surrounded by people who were happy and not afraid of him. “I hope Leonas is coping with this startling influx of assorted royalty. You’re a great help to him, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Well, my lord, I try,” Suyet answered, obviously very pleased. “Koro and his people haven’t been here all that long, really—well, about twenty days, I suppose. We’d only just got word we should expect you, my lord. Somehow Talon Commander Sharet, or maybe the king, left out the bit about your stepping out of the air with the Ro-Antalet queen! I’ve seen some amazing things, but that was right up at the top.” He studied Aras. “We heard one or two stories that had us pretty worried, my lord. But I guess rumor turned one or two piglets into tusked and charging boars.” 
 
    “Not having heard the rumors—unless you mean the one about Ryo fighting his way through an army of the dead—I don’t know.” Aras spoke lightly, but his manner made it plain that he did not care to hear more rumors now. He went on, “Tell me what you’ve been up to here. Nothing remotely exciting, I hope.”  
 
    Suyet, taking this cue, said, “Oh, we’ve had our moments, my lord! Nothing politically awkward, thankfully, but if a few Ugaro warriors ever ask if you’d like to come along on a hunting trip, be sure to ask whether they’re thinking of tracking a tiger before you say yes!” 
 
    He told the story with good-humored self-deprecation, as anyone would have expected, and then, with an amused, affectionate glint in his eye, began to relate a long, tedious account of logging negotiations. Once Aras had clearly fallen asleep, he rose quietly, tossed a nearby fur over him, and came to sit next to me instead. “Congratulations, Ryo,” he told me, with a glance toward Darra, who was also asleep again. “Fortunately, we didn’t hear a thing about it until your mother had already declared they’d probably live.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I did not want to think of how that first day must have been. I could not help but think of it. I looked at Elaro. He was sitting with one leg drawn up, his hands folded on his knee, looking at Darra. At our babies. Darra had shifted her position, half asleep, to support my little son as he nursed. Feeling my gaze, Elaro looked up and met my eyes. 
 
    “They must nurse often,” he said softly. “They are not strong enough to take much milk at a time. Nor can they be permitted to cry. The Sun healer was very clear. They do not have strength to spend on crying. They must put all their strength toward growing. But everyone helps care for them, so they have no need to cry. Another woman brought her strong baby to Darra, to help Darra’s milk come in faster. Darra has plenty of milk now, but this woman, an inGeiro woman, helped feed our babies during those first days.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Good.” The milk of a generous woman would help make a baby calm-natured, so that was good, but I could not bear to think of the anxiety that must have filled those days. To turn my thoughts away from fears regarding what might have happened, I said to Suyet, “What rumors?” 
 
    “You’re sure you want to know? They got pretty wild. You didn’t really go back into the land of the shades, did you? Or did you?” 
 
    “Not to fight an army of the dead,” I said absently. “Have you heard anything regarding when the summer king will call for Aras?” 
 
    Suyet was looking at me oddly, but he shrugged. “Well, it’s past noon now, and he certainly won’t want to see him at dusk. I’d guess maybe noon tomorrow. He hasn’t been sleeping?” 
 
    Kerren said, “He’s had trouble since he came back from the prison—fine, Ryo, the retreat, whatever you want to call it—that Satkutset made for him.” He, too, had reclined on the furs, yawning. He had not been sleeping well either of late. He went on. “Everyone here is thinking about the babies, I expect. I bet that is restful. Do people here just go to sleep wherever they like?” 
 
    “You are my mother’s guest here,” I told him. “This is her tent. You are my sister’s guest as well, and this is also her tent. You may sleep here if you wish. No one will trouble you.” 
 
    Lalani had been talking to my sister, but she glanced up at this and added, “Ordinarily, this tent might be a pretty busy place. But right now, everyone tiptoes about so that Darra can rest, so actually, this would be a perfectly sensible place to spend the night, especially if you’d prefer to, you know, avoid anyone arguing or whatever. In fact, I might stay here myself. It’s warm enough for once! That’s for the babies’ sake, but it’s nice for Lau too.”  
 
    “It is,” Suyet agreed. “Lalani’s been helping with the babies, so don’t let her pretend she’s been idling about. I can’t stay—we’re marvelously busy, Ryo, you can probably imagine—but Lalani’s been spending as much time on this side of the river as our side. But, listen, before I tear myself away, what’s this about a prison? Or retreat, or whatever?” 
 
    “There was no need for anyone to be concerned. The gods had already judged him kindly. But he needed time to rest, and Satkutset-ro wished to be completely certain.” 
 
    Kerren said, not moving from his place, not even opening his eyes, “You can’t blame her. If you hadn’t killed Aras when the madness took him, probably by this time half the Lakasha would be explaining earnestly to the other half how great the world would be once they just forced everybody to be nicer to each other.” 
 
    “Wait,” Suyet said. “What?” 
 
    Everyone in the tent was staring at Kerren and at me. Not Darra, who drowsed, not listening. Everyone else. Etta said, much more tentatively than her usual manner, “You killed him?” She looked from me to Aras and back again. 
 
    I sighed. “He let me do it. He intended all the time that I should do it. He brought me there for that purpose. Though that proved a very good decision for other reasons as well.” I added to Kerren, “As you began it, you may tell this story.” 
 
    He spread a hand. “Too much isn’t mine to tell. No, if anybody’s going to tell it, that’ll be you. Now would be a good time, before he wakes up.” He turned on his back, pulling a fur over himself, closing his eyes, pretending to fall asleep.  
 
    “Ryo?” Suyet said, looking at me in concern. 
 
    I sighed again. Then, finally, I began to tell the story of how everything had happened in the country of sand. I had not expected to tell this story now—I had not intended to tell it at all. I did not want to tell it. But I knew everyone here, so perhaps the story might not be as difficult to tell as I had thought it would be. Not quite as difficult. 
 
    Almost before I had begun the story, my mother came into the tent, and with her my father. I moved from sitting to kneeling—so did my brother and Tano, and even Suyet—but my father made a sign to us all that we need not greet him formally. As my mother crossed the tent to look at the babies, my father came to study Aras, who still slept, resting in the peace of this tent. Then my father came to join the rest of us, sat down, and said to me, his manner calm, “Nothing will happen tonight. Did you fight an army of the dead, Ryo?” 
 
    That story had been widely told, apparently. “They were not dead. Our enemy had made them hollow, taking away their minds and memories and their sense of themselves. That made it impossible for Aras to take hold of them by means of sorcery.” 
 
    My father was frowning. He said nothing, but my mother said, “This is a terrible thing. No tale I have ever heard has explained that a sorcerer can do this.” 
 
    “Only Harapta-saro could do it,” I said. I did not say that Aras had also learned how to do this. I said to my father, “These hollow people fought badly, but that they fought unmindfully also made them difficult opponents. They did not care that they might be injured or killed. Our enemy had filled them with a compulsion that drove them against us until they were badly injured or killed. If Usu inYoraro had not pressed me to learn to fight with two swords, that battle might have gone badly. Even more badly.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes, I had heard that some of the inYoraro came upon you many-many days ago, while you traveled through the steppe. Usu inYoraro is a great warrior. That is why you carry two swords now? That is a good way to keep many enemies at bay, especially if they come from every direction. A very long two-handed sword can be good in that kind of fight, but two swords are better for clearing space in every direction at once.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “Even then, in the end, they would have killed me, except they did not care about me. The compulsion drove them against Aras, not against me.”  
 
    “Yes,” my father said, his tone noncommittal. “I see why this story came to us, that you fought an army of the dead. So. Then you did not go into the land of the shades a second time.” 
 
    “Not then, no. All our enemies fought in the land of the living.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows.  
 
    Darra had roused, though her head was bent over her babies. Our babies. Ettasa fussed, and Elaro took her while Darra settled Kyoro. But Darra had heard that part. She said to me, “You went into the land of the shades and returned a second time? You are very, very lucky, Ryo. The gods must favor you above every other man who walks upon the world.” 
 
    “I was very lucky,” I agreed. “But if I live now, if we both live, this is because at the end, Aras trusted me so much that he let me kill him. If he had not trusted me that much, then Kerren is right: by this day, he would probably rule all the country of Two Suns. The madness had taken him, and he had become much more powerful than Harapta-saro.” 
 
    “He stood for your knife?” my father said, raising his eyebrows. “Even though the madness had come upon him? How does he live now?” 
 
    I did not want to explain that. 
 
    Suyet had been murmuring a translation of everything anyone said in taksu for Kerren, and now Kerren said, “The sorcerous tie was so strong that, with Aras dead and Ryo alive, they both stood between the land of the living and the land of the shades.” Suyet obligingly translated this as well. 
 
    Darra’s eyes widened. My father frowned. My mother, for almost the first time in my memory, looked nonplussed. Elaro said swiftly, “You do not stand midway between life and death now, Ryo. You stand firmly and entirely within the land of the living.” 
 
    I had not understood the kind of confusion and alarm Kerren’s explanation might create. I nodded to Elaro, glad he had moved so quickly to solve that problem. “Yes,” I agreed. “The gods opened their hands.” 
 
    “The gods and Satkutset-ro,” Kerren muttered. 
 
    Irritated at the hints he kept setting into the air when he would not explain anything, I said, “Kerren leaves out the part where he came to find us at the place where the mad sorcerer had ruled. Aras asked him to come there for my sake, but I know nothing of that was easy. If he had not done this, no one would have done it. Certainly not in time.” 
 
    “It’s past,” Kerren said. “It’s over. I’m not going to talk about it.” He lay down again, on his back, with his arm over his eyes.  
 
    My father did not understand Kerren’s words, but he could hardly mistake his manner. But he pretended not to notice this discourtesy. He said to me, “Yet you did set one foot into the land of the shades?” 
 
    I sighed. Then I signed assent. “It was a little like the place for Ugaro, but very different. That place is filled with the light of the Sun. Also the Younger Sun of the country of sand. And it is just different. But also, the Moon rose in that place, which I think had not been her custom. I think she judged Aras kindly, and so persuaded the Great Sun and the Younger Sun to judge him kindly as well.” Little of that seemed right for me to describe, so I added merely, “At the end, the gods sent a jackal to me. This is an animal like a small wolf, an animal that may go into the land of the shades. The gods sent this jackal to show me the way back into the land of the living. I followed her, and when I woke, I found that the Moon had risen in that sky there in the country of sand, where she had never before set her foot.” 
 
    There was a small silence. 
 
    “I know,” Kerren said from his place. Obviously he had been listening to Suyet’s murmured translation. He went on. “If a Lau told me that tale, I wouldn’t believe a word of it.” He spoke in darau, of course, and Suyet translated his words as well. Kerren ignored that. He pushed himself up to one elbow and added, “Ryo really doesn’t want to explain anything about the next part, so I’ll sum it up. Since they weren’t exactly dead, Satkutset-ro healed all their injuries. But, since Satkutset-ro may respect the gods, but also has good sense and a reasonable interest in self-preservation, she declined to let Aras wake up until she’d made a special, tiny oasis a long, long way from any other oasis. Much too far for a Lau to walk from that place to anywhere else. Then she left Ryo there to take care of him and possibly, depending, to kill him again. That was a really long month for the rest of us, I can tell you that.” 
 
    Suyet had stopped translating Kerren’s words, but Lalani took up the task, rephrasing everything so that Kerren could not be taken as disrespectful or insolent. 
 
    “This is in the past,” I said, as firmly as I could. “I see no reason to discuss anything of that. Perhaps someone will tell me of the day the babies came.” 
 
    My mother smiled at me. “That was distressing at first,” she said, in her usual calm way, permitting me to close the tale we had been telling. “Elaro thought of asking for a Sun healer to come. Some people thought perhaps this might not be appropriate. But people only argued a little.” 
 
    “You thought of that?” I said to Elaro. “I am very, very grateful for that thought.” Then I said, realizing what else my mother had said, “People argued a Sun healer should not come?” 
 
    Elaro reached to brush a fingertip across the cheek of one sleeping infant. “A very little,” he said to me. “Very soon, everyone realized that Sinowa inGara and Royova inVotaro each considered this argument unseemly. After that, everyone agreed that the Sun invocation would be a good thing to try.” 
 
    I was still angry at the thought of this argument, but I could not help but be amused. When I looked at him, my father lifted one shoulder in a tiny shrug. 
 
    “Tasa inYoraro’s husband also took this argument as an insult,” my mother told me. “Varoya inYoraro is a warrior everyone respects, so probably his opinion would have been enough. But the discussion ended at once when your father made his opinion known.” 
 
    “Tasa inYoraro’s opinion would have been enough,” Darra said sleepily. “Everyone respects her. Come closer to me so that I may rest against your arm, Ryo. Your son does not weigh anything, but even so, my arm grows tired.” 
 
    I moved to settle close to her so that she could lean against me. She settled against my chest with a sigh and closed her eyes again.  
 
    “Soon she will sleep less,” my mother promised me. “The babies rouse her often. Soon they will be stronger. Then they will nurse longer and sleep longer, and everything will become easier.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “You need not worry for these infants, my son. They will thrive unless serious ill luck comes to them. I am not alone in watching carefully against any kind of mischance.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again, resolving immediately that no one would guard these babies against mischance more carefully than I. 
 
    Elaro moved to rise from his place. I said, “Stay, if you wish.” Then another thought came to me. “Or if you wish to go out of this tent, this is a good time. Perhaps we may do best to arrange to stay here by turns.”  
 
    “Yes,” he said, so readily that I knew he had thought of that already. “Stay with them, Ryo. I will come later.” He went out, quietly. Raga jumped up and followed him, and Tano, glancing at me for permission, rose as well and went out with Raga. That pleased me very much, as I could see Tano had indeed made a place for himself among our people. 
 
    Suyet rose, murmuring something about waiting duties, and I nodded without really listening. Etta and Lalani went out together, talking cheerfully in taksu, but I did not listen to that either. I was watching the smooth breaths of my tiny son. Darra’s head rested against my chest. She was not asleep, but so peaceful that I was beginning to feel sleepy myself. No wonder Aras had fallen asleep here. 
 
    My father was reclining on one elbow now, speaking quietly to my mother. The calm tones of their voices made me feel a little more familiar to myself. Then I looked again at the babies tucked close to Darra and felt again how profoundly everything in the world had changed. 
 
    If my little son decided to be a poet, then he could have no better teacher than Elaro. But if my son, our son, decided he would be a warrior, then I would be here to teach him. I thought of putting a little wooden sword in my son’s hands. I would like that very much, though it was difficult to look at this tiny baby and imagine the boy he would become.  
 
    From his place, Aras said drowsily, “You’re thinking a little farther ahead than seems entirely necessary. So is Elaro. It’s delightful to listen to you both.” Pushing himself up, he paused, looking at me, smiling. “I’m certain your children have bright futures before them. Ah, I beg your pardon—if no mischance comes to them, of course! Your people are exceedingly careful with that phrase, aren’t you?” 
 
    I said, amused, “One would not wish to tempt the gods to be unkind. I know Lau customs are different, but yes, I would strongly prefer that you take all possible care when you speak of these babies.” 
 
    “Very wise, yes. I promise I’ll be careful.” He stretched, looking around at the quiet tent. Many people had gone, and no one here spoke loudly or moved quickly. He said, “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I’m surprised I could, given your intense happiness, but Darra’s happiness is much more peaceful. It’s quite soporific.” Glancing toward Kerren, who was again either asleep or pretending to be so, he added, “I see Kerren found it so as well. Returning to the borderlands has been almost as difficult for him as for me. After tomorrow, at least I’ll know what I might be able to offer him.” He did not wait for an answer, but asked me, “It’s not actually that late, is it? What’s the hour?” 
 
    “I am very pleased you find everyone here peaceful enough that you may rest, but dusk has not yet come. The Sun will soon step from the sky on this side of the river, but on the other side, he will linger for some time.” I knew this from the quality of the light that came into the tent and also from the sounds of the camp that came to me. I added, “Etta will probably soon bring food. You have not been eating enough, so I hope you will eat something. I suggest that you stay here tonight. Nothing troubling or difficult will happen.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a welcome thought. I will, thank you.”  
 
    Etta and Lalani came in, each of them carrying a large platter, and with them not only Elaro, but also Iro inGeiro. At once I realized that Elaro had probably gone to find him; that he understood that I would want to speak with my sister’s husband.  
 
    Iro nodded to me and to Aras, and glanced toward Kerren, who was sitting up, stretching, looking with interest at the platters. Iro did not speak to any of us, of course, but knelt to greet my father, who at once signed to him that he should rise. 
 
    Elaro had come to Darra with a bowl of the soft food, beef braised in milk, that is good for a new mother. She straightened away from me, and he gave her the bowl, taking the babies, and settled beside her. “Go and eat,” he told me. He meant, Go and speak with Iro. 
 
    He was right. I did as he suggested, rising and going first to the small pack that was all I had brought with me from the country of sand. Then I sat down. Iro came and sat near me, facing me. We were not friendly enough with each other for either of us to disregard precedence, so Iro waited for me to speak first. This was polite. He had always tried hard to be polite. I did not exactly like him, but I respected his good judgment and his forceful character.  
 
    I said, “Iro inGeiro, I regret I was not present for my sister’s marriage. I have a gift for you.” I held out the stiff leather envelope I had taken out of my pack and went on. “The black eagle of the far south is smaller than the eagle of the winter country, but brave and fierce. I have brought you feathers of this eagle, which I offer in the hope that you will have sons as brave and fierce.” I had collected these feathers as often as I had seen them, setting most aside for gifts. Iro had been the man I had had in mind when I collected these feathers. 
 
    Accepting the envelope, Iro bowed. He said, his manner serious, “Thank you, Ryo. I hope my sons prove worthy of this gift.” He glanced toward Elaro and went on. “I am very pleased my wife’s brother’s wife has borne two healthy and beautiful infants. My mother is very pleased; my father is very pleased. The gods could not have shown their favor for inGara more clearly, and inGeiro will certainly prosper in our close alliance with inGara. I am especially pleased because this boy child is my nephew and this girl child is my niece.” 
 
    This was very, very polite. But this was not only polite. Etta was inGeiro now. Her husband did not need to declare that he took an uncle’s place with her brother’s children, who were not inGeiro. I bowed in turn, answering, “Your generosity to my children pleases me very much.” This was altogether true. Perhaps my children would never face great peril or difficulty. But no man can know what the days and years might bring, and I was very pleased to have Iro inGeiro declare close kinship to my son and my daughter. 
 
    Now Iro smiled, relaxing. “My brother Rakasa agrees these babies are his nephew and his niece,” he told me, pulling a cushion over so that he could lean his elbow on it. “He will certainly say so when you meet him. Etta hopes that your children will come often to her tent. She says she would like to have twin babies also, except perhaps not quite so small. I am very pleased for you, Ryo, and I hope all good things come to your children.” 
 
    We both accepted the skewers of meat Etta brought us and sat together, wrapping the pieces of meat in rounds of bread, each of us in good humor with the other. Aras leaned back on his elbow, tearing pieces off a round of flatbread and eating them slowly, his expression abstracted, but not in a way that suggested he was troubled or worried. 
 
    Then he said, suddenly, “Ah.” He set the bread aside and sat up straight, smiling. 
 
    A very familiar Lau ducked through the entry and straightened, glanced around, pretended not to notice Darra, nodded to me and to Iro, saluted Aras, and knelt to greet my father, exactly as he should, in a manner few Lau would have understood. 
 
    “Geras Lan Karenasen,” my father said to him, without the least sign of surprise. “You are welcome here. You came to speak to your lord? You may do so freely. You are my guest for as long as you wish to remain.” 
 
    “Thank you, lord,” Geras said in his slow taksu. Rising, he came to face Aras, setting down a cloth-wrapped bundle he had carried. “Lord,” he said formally. “If I’ve leave to report?” 
 
    “By all means!” Aras settled back to the furs, regarding Geras with obvious pleasure, gesturing for him to sit. “Would you like something to eat? No, I see you can’t stay. Very well, but permit me to ask first, how is Karoles? How are you? The bars on that badge suit you; that was an excellent suggestion of his, and I’m delighted you chose to accept it. I hope my—the company is in good order? It was a difficult job Soretes dropped on Karoles, and that he turned right about and dropped on you.” 
 
    Geras sat down, his back straight, but not insisting on standing or speaking formally. “It’s kept me busy enough, I’ll say that, lord, and if I were guessing, I’d say maybe Lord Karoles might say the same.” 
 
    “Ah!” Aras said, pleased again. “You’ve taken oath to him personally? That was well done, and I shouldn’t be surprised. Of course Karoles would ask for your oath; he knows your worth if anyone does. I’m glad you gave it. Very good! All right, Troop Leader, by all means, report.” 
 
    Geras nodded. He said, his tone brisk, “Lord Karoles asks me to ask you to please present yourself to Soretes Aman Shavet at dawn tomorrow. He’s sent this, lord, in the thought you might find yourself short of the proper style.” He tapped the bundle he had brought. “Plus, he says that you may want to know you can expect an escort from the moment you set foot on the other side of the bridge.” 
 
    “Very good, and express my gratitude to him. But dawn?” Now Aras was clearly surprised. “Not noon?” 
 
    “Sun and Moon both, Lord Aras, and neither one above the other.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. Yes, very well. Karoles will provide the escort, I gather?” 
 
    Geras nodded. “That’s right; he will, and glad to take the duty, which he hopes you’ll take as an honor rather than any sign of disfavor. With your permission, Lord Aras?” 
 
    This request puzzled me again, but obviously Aras was not puzzled at all, answering at once, “By all means, Geras. I knew there certainly had to be something else.” 
 
    Geras nodded. He said, “Lord Karoles thinks you’ll do better with a straight-up warning—his words, my lord—so he says you’d better know, your daughter’s here—” 
 
    Aras straightened sharply. “Is she? I hadn’t realized. Yes, I see her now that I’m looking for her. And Tathimi is with her mother, of course.” The line of his mouth had hardened. 
 
    “That’s right, and Lord Karoles says if it comes to that, he’ll shout loud enough he’ll rattle rooftops clear to Avaras, but if it does come to that, which he says isn’t likely, you’re to leave the shouting to him. His words, just like that.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Aras settled back again. He said after a moment, “Very well; you may tell Karoles that I take his assurance. I thank him for the warning, and the advice.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Aras, I’ll tell him that.” Geras stood up. But he did not turn away at once. He looked at Aras for a long moment. Then he said abruptly, “Begging your pardon for maybe speaking out of turn, but while I agree it’s not likely, if it does comes to one thing or the other, Lord Karoles won’t be the only one as might rattle the odd rooftop. There’re a lot of us would speak up plain.” He hesitated for one heartbeat. Then he added, “That Ro-Antalet queen is something, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She is,” Aras agreed, smiling again, not broadly, but warmly. “Thank you, Geras.” 
 
    Geras nodded, though he did not salute. He took one step back, then turned to me, taking an easier manner. “Ryo,” he said warmly. “Congratulations! Twins! You sure don’t do anything halfway, do you? I can’t tell you how glad I was to hear your babies had pulled well back from the pyre. That sure wouldn’t’ve been any kind of news a man ought to face on his homecoming.” Lau to the heart, he was keeping his gaze carefully turned away from Darra. But he added in taksu, “I am very happy to hear these, ah, these little ones grew, are growing, stronger every day.” 
 
    My father was looking at him with amused tolerance for his bad taksu; my mother smiled upon him, pleased by his good wishes. Darra, not asleep after all, looked up, smiling, and said in darau, “You sent two little round cakes and two apple seeds. Lalani explained the meaning to me, but I knew already these gifts must have been given with every good thought because they came from you. Thank you, Geras.” 
 
    He had flushed, barely perceptible with his dark skin, but he looked directly at her, nodding. He said, in taksu again, “Yes, I wish every good thing for these little ones. I am very happy for you, Darra inKarano.” Then he turned to Kerren and spoke much more formally. “Kerren Avera Rahavet, you’re to come with me, if Lord Aras permits.” 
 
    “Am I?” Kerren did not move, except to look at Aras. “My lord?” 
 
    “I’ve nothing to say about it,” Aras responded immediately. He said to Geras, “My death freed Kerren, who is not, therefore, under my authority.” 
 
    Geras showed no astonishment at this comment, so plainly he had already heard something of the tale. He nodded, a crisp gesture, and said to Kerren, “That’s one interpretation, I guess, but you’re not free of the king’s authority, so if you’ll take my advice, you’ll hop up quick and get yourself set to be helpful. Nobody’s going to be a bit amused if you set your heels when you shouldn’t. You put anybody to any kind of trouble and that’ll reflect badly on Lord Aras. That what you want?” 
 
    Kerren shrugged. But he said, “Fine, whatever,” and got to his feet. 
 
    Geras said to me, his tone much friendlier, “I can’t stay, but I’ll see you tomorrow, Ryo. Good night!” He nodded once more to Aras as well, said, “Dawn tomorrow, Lord Aras,” and went out. 
 
    For a little time, everything was quiet. Aras had leaned back on one elbow, his gaze hooded. His attention had gone inward. I wondered if perhaps he could hear his uncle, even from this distance, even with so many people everywhere. 
 
    “No, not really,” he said absently. “I know where he is, and I could speak to him if I needed to. But Soretes is concealing his thoughts and intentions from me rather effectively. With help from at least one Lakasha, I believe.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    Aras sighed, looking at me with sharper attention. “Yes, very well, I admit, I’m a little concerned, Ryo. Soretes is consulting closely with your king, and this is going to be a judgment they render together. That part is plain. I gather Satkutset-ro has also effectively pushed herself into the middle of whatever deliberations are ongoing, and I do find that reassuring, but in fact, I expect that Soretes will make his own decision in the end. He hasn’t any choice, really. He does have the greatest right. And his is the greatest risk.” He added after a moment, “Relegation would be perfectly reasonable. I don’t want Tathimi caught up in anything too severe. High-born girls are generally kept close, but Tathimi’s going to need a different sort of upbringing. I hope that’s clear to Soretes. I wish Sekaran were here; I’m almost certain he’d argue for a light hand there, which is exactly what my granddaughter is going to need.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    He said, his tone once more distant, “Selili is worried, but not furious or distraught. Whatever Soretes has in mind for Tathimi, either Selili doesn’t strongly disapprove or else he hasn’t yet told her anything about it.” 
 
    I nodded. I did not ask anything. Any question I could have asked might lead in a difficult or uncomfortable direction. Also, the answers did not matter. There was nothing to be done tonight, no action, no argument that could benefit anyone. The best thing anyone, the best thing Aras, could possibly do tonight would be to rest and not worry. 
 
    Elaro had given the babies, our babies, back to Darra. I moved to sit near her again, leaned back on one elbow and gazed at Ettasa, with her fuzz of black hair. Her hands were so small that she probably could not close her fingers all the way around my thumb. Reaching across the small distance between us, I brushed a fingertip across her fingers, and she stirred and gripped my finger, made little smacking movements with her mouth, and looked at me. She was aware of me. I had thought she must be too little to show that kind of awareness yet, but she looked at me as a baby does, curious and wondering. That great swelling joy came back into my heart. 
 
    Aras said, warmly amused, “Are you doing that on purpose? Of course you are. Thank you, Ryo. Yes, this is definitely the best place for me to stay tonight.” Taking up the furs where he had been sitting, he moved over to the side of the tent, out of the way, and lay down, his head pillowed on another fur, gazing at me, and at Darra, and at our babies.  
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    We woke in the time before dawn, the time when the world is soft and quiet and the stars come close to the earth. Almost everyone had gone at some time during the night. Now my mother lit one lantern and set water to warm over one of the braziers. She also set out clothing for me. Usually, once her son is not a child, a mother will do this only on the day he is to marry. But my mother did it now. Along with the other things, she set out a sleeveless shirt of soft, bleached doeskin, heavily embroidered with silver thread and beads of undyed bone. 
 
    She also set five armbands atop the folded shirt, saying quietly, “My son, two of these, your father gives you, in recognition of your courage and resolution. Three, Koro inKarano gives you, for the same reason, and also to show his approval of his daughter’s choice of husband.” That was all she said. Then she went out of the tent. 
 
    These were not plain armbands, the kind that are presented to a young man who has won notice in some ordinary way. I had been proud enough of those prizes—I was still proud of them—but these were different. Two were set with round disks of undyed bone; one, narrow but intricate in design, with oval disks of agate; one, broader, with square disks of carnelian; and the last, the most intricate, with small, oval disks of pale stone from the great northern mountains. That kind of stone is difficult to carve; singers make those disks, as singers carve the slender pillars that stand outside the high tombs. I stood looking at these armbands for some time.  
 
    “You’ve earned them,” Aras said softly.  
 
    “You have,” Darra told me. She was sitting up, watching me, her expression unsmiling and serious. “Put them on, my husband, and then come sit here and I will braid your hair for you.” 
 
    I did as she suggested. Darra had laid the babies aside, nestled together, blankets drawn close about them. Ettasa shifted a little, not fussing, but comfortable, sleepy movements. Kyoro stirred when his sister did and then went back to sleep. 
 
    “You may look at our beautiful children later,” Darra said to me, smiling. “You may gaze at them for as long as you like. Sit, my husband.” 
 
    I sat down with my back to her, and she knelt behind me and braided strands of beads, undyed bone and amber, agate and polished stone, into thin braids on either side of the greater fall of my loose hair. She made four braids, two on each side, finishing each with an eagle feather. When that had been done, I rose and turned and stood looking down at her.  
 
    “You look as splendid as the sky,” she told me softly. “Everyone will see that you are a man to respect. Everyone will listen carefully to your opinions.” 
 
    She did not say young man. She was right. No one would speak of me that way again, or if someone did, I would correct him.  
 
    “Go,” she said. “I would like to go with you. I would be proud to see you shown favor and preference by two kings and the lion-queen of the Ro-Antalet. You must tell me later how everything happens.” 
 
    I bent to touch her cheek. Then I touched a fingertip to the little cheek of each of my babies, Ettasa and then Kyoro. “I will come back soon,” I told Darra—told them all. “I will not go so far from you again.” Then, straightening, I took up the knife with the red feather, set this in its place at my hip, and looked at Aras. 
 
    Now that I had traveled through the summer country, now that I had seen the city of Avaras, the dress and the manner of the Lau there, I understood that the garments Geras had brought for Aras were very plain. The style was that of the borderlands, so different from the styles of the capital and the south. Geras had brought a coat, but this was not black, as was right for important lords. It was a good coat, but it was dark red rather than black, with only a little gold embroidery on the high collar and the cuffs, and buttons of black jet rather than gold. The leggings were plain, and the boots hardly less plain, with no embroidery at all. And, of course, he held no scepter. Somehow, even after everything that had happened, this seemed wrong and strange. 
 
    He said nothing, but turned and went out of the tent. 
 
    Crossing the width of the great tent, I followed Aras out into the pearlescent light of the earliest dawn. Snow had fallen during the night, so that all the winter country seemed perfect and pristine. But the skies had cleared for the dawn. Across the river, the Sun had set his hand on the eastern edge of the world. Here in the winter country, he had not yet come, and would not for at least a hand of time, perhaps more than that. But the brightening in the east in the summer lands showed that he had come to that sky and brought the promise of the dawn to our side of the river as well. The Moon stood high, still holding up her light. The three Dawn Sisters stood close to the northern edge of the world, but they were in the sky, and I was glad of that as well. 
 
    Elaro waited outside the tent, sitting cross-legged on a rug spread out there. He held his flute in his hands, but he was not playing it, only turning it over in his hands. This was the flute he had brought from the east, with the raven feathers fluttering from the cord strung at the end. Now, when we came out, he rose, nodding to me. He had laid aside the flute, and I saw that only one raven feather was bound to the end. He had the other feather in his hand. Moving quietly behind me, he rapidly made a thin braid at the back. He finished this braid with the raven feather. I stood still, permitting him to do this, though ordinarily that kind of feather is meant for a poet, not a warrior. When it was done, he stepped back and said to me, his tone grave, “Ryo, my brother, may you speak with patience, with forcefulness, and with wisdom, so that everyone regards your advice and comes to see what is right to do.” 
 
    I could think of nothing at all clever to say to him. I said simply, “Thank you, Elaro.” 
 
    He nodded to me, picked up his flute, now with its single feather, and turned away, putting back the entry and going into the tent. 
 
    I looked at Aras. Neither of us spoke, but he inclined his head to me, smiling a little, and we walked together through the moonlit camp toward the long bridge, black in this light, that crossed the silver width of the river. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the bridge, some number of soldiers stood in their ranks, waiting for us—for Aras—to set foot on the earth of the summer country. Not a full company. Four files; half a division. I knew some of those men, though not well. Karoles Harana stood before these soldiers. He held his scepter in his hand, the gold inlay gleaming colorless in the pale light. That seemed strange to me. I could not imagine how it seemed to Aras. 
 
    Royova inVotaro and some number of inVotaro warriors waited there as well. I had not expected this, but I was not surprised. They all wore sleeveless shirts, as I did, and silver armbands. Royova wore so many armbands, many of them set with agate or bone or carved chips of stone, that they almost hid his arms. 
 
    Tasmakat also stood there, alone of her people. Her black skin blended into the colorless dawn. Today she wore the white kilt and long colorful robe of an important Lakasha, and gold wristlets, and many gold rings along the edge of one ear. She pretended almost successfully that she did not feel the cold, her expression calm and her ears pricked attentively forward. 
 
    “Yes,” Aras said to me, his tone distant. “Evidently we’re going to do this in the most formal style possible.” By this time, we had come to the end of the bridge. We stepped together onto the cobbles, damp and gleaming as snowflakes carried by the northern wind touched them and melted. The soldiers did not salute, though a little stir went through their ranks as though they wanted to and had suppressed the movement. Harana stepped forward, one step. He brought his scepter across his chest, a formal gesture. He said, his manner not at all like his customary manner, “Aras Eren Samaura, your king Soretes Aman Shavet, Regat Sul, commands that you present yourself to him. Will you come?” 
 
    “As my king commands my presence, I will come,” Aras said, equally formal. 
 
    Harana gave a sharp little nod and stepped back. Royova inVotaro came forward, also one step. He said to me, “Ryo inGara, Koro inKarano requests that you present yourself to him. Will you come?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    Royova inclined his head and stepped back. Tasmakat came forward in the same way, her gaze steady and her ears pricked forward. She said, My lord, Satkutset-ro invites you into her presence. Ryo inGara, Satkutset-ro invites you to come as well. Will you permit me to guide you? 
 
    Aras answered for both of us. “We’re honored by the notice of the wise and powerful Satkutset-ro. Please guide us to her.” 
 
    Tasmakat bowed, turned, and swept up the slope, her bearing entirely aristocratic. Aras and I followed her, and Royova and his warriors came with us, and the Lau soldiers all folded inward and came with us in the manner of an honor guard, though I knew they would not willingly permit us to go anywhere but where we were going. 
 
    The summer king’s pavilion, where all these important people waited for us, did not stand at any great distance from the river. We came to the place just as the Sun stepped fully into the sky. Many people stood in small groups near the pavilion, Lau and Ugaro and Lakasha, each kind of people mostly apart from the others. But I saw Geras standing with Kerren, near my father and some other Ugaro people, not far from the pavilion. Iro stood with them, and Raga and Tano as well. Tano stood with his gaze lowered, effacing himself, but he lifted his head as I looked at him, meeting my eyes. Raga had almost managed a calm expression, but his eyes were wide with excitement. Kerren looked reserved, but not upset. Geras had taken the customary stolid manner of a Lau soldier; I could not tell anything from his expression. My mother stood among other Ugaro women on the far side of the pavilion, with Etta near her, and Lalani and a small number of other Lau women. My sister smiled at me, hopeful and encouraging. 
 
    I wondered very much what Aras might see, but of course I could not ask that. 
 
    The Moon had lowered her lamp, but she still stood above the world, translucent but plainly visible in a cloudless sky. I paused to look up at her, thinking of how much I had missed her in the country of sand. Thinking of how she had come there at the end, of how the Sun and the Younger Sun had made room for her in their sky. Of how she had gentled that sky, both in the land of the shades and in the land of the living.  
 
    Aras touched my arm. Snow blew thickly all around us, though above the sky remained cloudless—so much snow that everything farther than a step away had disappeared. Yet no wind or snow came to this small space of calm where Aras and I stood on golden sand. The Moon glimmered with light, and though both the Greater Sun and the Younger Sun blazed down, this did not lessen her luminance. 
 
    Poised within this space that did not exist anywhere in the world, Aras said to me, smiling, “I hope you’re not worried, Ryo. There’s no need to be concerned. After everything that happened, I don’t think I’ll ever be afraid of anything again. Certainly not the judgment of men. Not even the judgment of my king. You, of course, will do splendidly, as always. Don’t kneel, even to your own king. This is the summer country, and you’re here as a witness, not as a petitioner come for judgment, so my people would consider kneeling entirely inappropriate.” 
 
    I asked pointedly, “Will you kneel?” 
 
    “Well, it would be a bit awkward if I didn’t, as everyone will be acutely aware that I have conclusively demonstrated that I’m the most dangerous sorcerer in the entire span of the world.” 
 
    “It is completely unjust. You cannot help being a sorcerer. And you are not mad.” 
 
    “Let’s not argue through this again, Ryo. It doesn’t matter anyway. I can’t see very much right now; emotions are running too high on all sides and I rather think every Lakasha here is going to some trouble to block me. But my best guess is that Soretes has come to a decision involving some degree of relegation. That would be entirely justifiable, so if that’s the way it happens, kindly don’t trouble to argue for my sake. I’d prefer that you put your stubbornness to use for Tathimi, not for me.” 
 
    He did not give me time to argue. The sky above was ordinary, and Lau and Ugaro stood all about us, and before us, Tasmakat lifted the silken panels of the entry out of our way and bowed, waiting for us to go past her into the pavilion. Aras met my eyes, as he had done in the vision. I was exasperated with him, but a deep, warm affection welled up in my heart as well. 
 
    His mouth crooked a little, but he was not smiling now and he did not speak to me aloud. He nodded to me, and turned, and went into the pavilion. 
 
    I followed, not needing to duck beneath the high entry. Some of those who had escorted us came in at our backs, but quietly, moving to the side and effacing themselves. I took one more step forward, and paused. I had expected to face the summer king and the winter king. I had expected the queen of the country of sand to be present as well. But more people than that had taken places here, which I had not expected. Every people was represented here. 
 
    Ugaro rugs had been laid across the floor of the pavilion, and a low Ugaro table stood there. At the center of the table, Soretes Aman Shavet sat on a flat cushion, with no sign that he found this uncomfortable or unusual. To his left sat Koro inKarano, and to his right lay Satkutset-ro. But also, to the right of the Ro-Antalet queen, Inatet-sa sat with his back straight and his ears pricked alertly forward; and to Koro’s left, his pose relaxed and his expression unreadably calm, the Tarashana man. 
 
    This man’s white hair was loose, with amber ribbons braided into thin braids to each side of his face. That was a familiar style. Also, this man had pierced one ear; I could see nine bright glints of amber. That number was also familiar. The spirals and curves on one side of his face and his left arm and hand gleamed dark blue and light blue and silver blue. Those patterns were familiar. So was his quiet manner and his steady regard. I knew this man. This was Inhejeriel’s father. After a heartbeat, I recalled his name: Hedesaveriel Kiolekarian seha-Toratarion. When Raga had said that a Tarashana person had come here, I had not asked this person’s name. I had had no idea that this person would be someone I had met. Hedesaveriel said nothing, his expression barely changed, but he met my eyes, inclining his head, and then the same to Aras. 
 
    The king of the summer country cleared his throat. Aras moved forward, not all the way, but facing his uncle from a small distance. Then he knelt, very upright, in the manner of the Lau. As he had suggested, I did not, though I bowed my head to Koro, not wanting to be taken for discourteous. But I stepped forward to stand beside Aras. I remembered how it had happened in Avaras, when he had come alone before his king. I had not liked that at the time and I did not intend to stand aside now. 
 
    The summer king ignored me. He spoke to Aras, not to me. “I think we all have a clear idea of what happened, and for what reasons, and at what cost. We have discussed all this—everything that happened, and the meaning of all these events, and what may happen in days to come. Your sorcery plainly poses a great danger to us all—if not now, if not immediately, nevertheless for all the days you may live. Yet we cannot doubt your commitment to restraining that danger.” He paused. Then he added, his tone now wry rather than formal, “Also, we cannot doubt that the Sun has shown you his favor. Disregarding the clear opinion of the Sun might be safer in some ways, but it would be impious.” 
 
    Hedesaveriel inclined his head gravely. He spoke in darau, almost without accent, his voice light and clear. “Aras Eren Samaura, every star knows your name. Every star sings your name to the world, nor will the stars forget your name in days to come.” 
 
    The summer king’s mouth quirked upward, but he said without a trace of amusement in his voice. “Indeed.” Then, with a little nod toward Satkutset-ro, he went on. “Now we have learned that the Moon, who has never before risen into the sky of the land to our south, stepped into that sky in order to extend her mercy to you, allowing you to return for the second time from the land of the shades.”  
 
    Aras said quietly, “It’s much more likely she rose in that country for Ryo, not for me.” 
 
    Koro inKarano said, “I have considered everything I have heard, all this tale, and I think the Moon rose there to please the Sun. I think he was very much pleased and extended to you both the kindness the Moon brought to him.” 
 
    Aras looked at Koro, startled. So did the summer king. Certainly I did. 
 
    The corner of Koro’s mouth tucked up. He said in the same measured way, “Aras Eren Samaura, I think your Sun would have judged you kindly even had the Moon not come into that sky. But I think he was very much pleased that the Moon came there and wished to show his regard for her opinion. That is the way in which I will tell this story.” 
 
    The tip of Satkutset-ro’s tail flicked once and then again. In this pavilion, her face and pelt appeared almost metallic gold; the darker fur of her chest darker bronze-gold. The silk of her headdress shone as pure a white as new snow, and the golden ornaments that swayed amid the folds of silk caught the light, glittering like sparks of fire. Her deep voice rolled out to fill the pavilion. “However she came to that sky, I and all my people are pleased and honored that our country has at last been granted the favor of the beautiful and beneficent Moon.” 
 
    Inatet-sa added, his silent tone measured, I and all the people of the country of sand and gardens are deeply indebted to Aras Eren Samaura and Ryo inGara for their courageous actions in facing a terrible threat that we could neither defeat nor contain. 
 
    Aras bent his head in acknowledgment, but his attention had returned to his own king. 
 
    Soretes Aman Shavet said gravely, “Regardless of the details, I think that we may be certain the gods did indeed judge you kindly. Aras Eren Samaura, I must ask a question that I hope you will answer honestly. Do you wish to rule? Does your ambition encompass the throne of the summer lands?”  
 
    Aras looked at him. Then he glanced up at me, raising his eyebrows. I said nothing. His mouth curved upward. Facing his uncle again, he said, “Ryo saw that question coming a heartbeat before you asked it. I must admit, I didn’t. I’m having some difficulty believing you actually asked me that.” 
 
    His uncle met his eyes. “I don’t mean the question as an insult. I think it’s better we have this clear.” 
 
    “Yes, I see that. I don’t disagree. Indeed, I can’t possibly disagree.” Aras paused. Then he said, speaking clearly, “Soretes Aman Shavet. My king. Command me, my king, and I will obey.” 
 
    “Will you?” the summer king asked him. “I cannot compel your obedience. Your power has become too great for anyone to compel you.” 
 
    Aras did not look away from him. “You don’t need to compel my obedience, my king. I swear before the Sun and the Moon and all the gods that you may command me, and I will obey. So long as I keep this oath, so long as I do not give way to the madness, may the Sun and the Moon and all the gods favor me in all endeavors. On the day I seize power that is not rightfully mine, on the day I strive to rule where I should serve, on the day I surrender to the madness of the curse, may the Sun and the Moon and all the gods condemn me and destroy me.” 
 
    A long pause drew out. Ten breaths. Twenty. 
 
    Then the king of the summer country said, “I do hope in that exigency, the Sun and the Younger Sun, the Moon and all the gods, would bend close to the world and strive to restore you to yourself rather than condemning you. Still, I certainly accept your oath. I extend mine in return: I will use everything you offer me honorably and well; or if not, may the gods condemn me and destroy me. Aras Eren Samaura, you may rise.” 
 
    Aras moved, somewhat stiffly, to get to his feet. I offered him my hand, and when he glanced up and smiled and took it, lifted him to his feet. But the summer king had not waited. Instead, he picked up a scepter that had been hidden by the low table, rose to his feet, and held this out to Aras. 
 
    This scepter was black, made of polished ebony, like the one that had been broken. Also, gold wire spiraled around its length, like that one. But also, all along this scepter, spiraling above and below the gold, were inlaid many tiny round disks of undyed bone and many oval disks of pale stone. At the top, the many-rayed Greater Sun was inlaid in ruddy gold, with the four-rayed Younger Sun in white gold below that.  
 
    The king of the summer country said, “Aras Eren Samaura, will you take this scepter from my hand? And not my hand alone; as you may guess, Satkutset-ro offers you this scepter from her hand as well. This scepter symbolizes my authority, but also hers.” He added, his tone once more becoming wry, “Also, in a pinch, the authority of the winter king, and I believe also some sort of nebulous authority in the starlit lands just to finish it off.” 
 
    Aras was staring at him. Clearly he had for once been taken utterly by surprise. 
 
    Satkutset-ro said gravely, “I ask you to take this burden from my hand and from the hand of your king, Aras-rana, and become the scepter-holder of the Two Lands below the Two Suns. This is not the peace I promised I would offer you. I will offer that peace again if you will not take up this scepter. But I ask you to take it up.” 
 
    “Peace is not on offer in the summer country,” the summer king said, his tone still wry. “Never mind whatever we eventually decide to do about the Saa’arii, we’ve plenty to keep you busy for the present. For example, there’s a problem of some sort to the west, near the salt levels. I don’t even have a reasonable guess regarding what’s going on there, but it’s probably something difficult. The people of the salt marshes complain of some sort of malicious spirits haunting the place; I’ve sent people to inquire, but I haven’t found the results of those inquiries at all satisfactory. Kindly take this scepter, Aras, before my arm grows too weary to hold it out.” 
 
    Aras looked at him for another moment. The king held his gaze patiently, not looking away. Finally, Aras drew a slow breath, stepped forward, and accepted the scepter from his king’s hand. As he took up that weight, his shoulders straightened and his head came up, though he certainly had not seemed to stoop before that moment.  
 
    “Good,” the summer king said softly. “Thank you, scepter-holder, Regat Imsutar Sul. You stand above all other scepter holders. Your authority is below only mine—and that of the gods.” He turned toward Koro inKarano, expectantly. 
 
    Koro had lifted a second scepter from its place behind the table. This one was different from the first, made of some pale wood, bleached almost white. Silver wire spiraled around its length from base to tip, with tiny rectangular disks of carnelian and jet spiraling above and below the silver. Equally spaced around the top, three silver disks showed three phases of the Moon’s face, and set below those disks, three white stones glimmered with pale light of their own.  
 
    Now Koro stood up in his place, held out the pale scepter in both his hands, and said to me, in taksu, “Ryo inGara, in one way, this is a simpler matter, as you are not a sorcerer and no one doubts your honor or your courage. But I acknowledge that this may be difficult in another way, as our people are not accustomed to recognize my voice when another man speaks to them. Still, I ask you to take this scepter from my hand. You know more of sorcery than any other Ugaro in the world, and you have shown good judgment and extraordinary resolution when faced with every manner of difficult problem.” He paused. Then he added, “If you take this scepter, your authority will match that of Aras Eren Samaura in every land south of the river. In the winter country, your authority will be greater than his, should that become necessary.”  
 
    I had been too much astonished to speak. But now I said, “I think that is unlikely to become necessary. But if you wish a check against sorcery, you need not give me a scepter for that.” 
 
    “Indeed, I would not offer this scepter only for that,” answered Koro inKarano, smiling a little. “I think a scepter-holder may be useful to me in a way that is different from the way the inVotaro are useful to me. Many of our people have begun moving toward closer alliances with the Lau of the summer country, and many of our people are now also listening more carefully to the requests of the Tarashana of the starlit lands. I think a scepter-holder who understands different peoples may be useful when problems arise between one people and another, as is certain to happen. I might ask a poet to take up this task. I might ask a singer to do it. But I think it best to ask the warrior who has gone into the starlit lands and the summer country and the country of sand; who has twice entered the land of the shades and twice returned. I think it best that the first Ugaro scepter-holder should be a warrior of unquestioned honor and courage, a man well able to demonstrate how an Ugaro scepter-holder should behave. All the better if this is also a man of unquestioned luck, to whom the gods have repeatedly shown their favor.” 
 
    I did not know how to answer this. There was no way I could possibly answer it. Before I could think how best to respond, Hedesaveriel Kiolekarian seha-Toratarion rose and held out his hands to me. His right hand was plain, but tendrils of blue and silver curled across the back of his left hand and spiraled around his fingers. The swirls and curves and spiral patterns on the left side of his face and his left arm gleamed blue and dark blue, indigo and black. His eyes had become a dark sky-color, a blue that was almost black. He said something in the flowing, musical tongue called lasije, which I did not understand. Then he spoke in taksu. “Ryo inGara, please take up this task. All my people know your name. We ask you to take up this task.” Then he said the same thing again, in almost the same words, this time in darau. 
 
    I had no idea what answer I could possibly make to him either. I looked at Aras. He looked to me just as he had the very first time I had ever seen him: calm, authoritative, impenetrable. Then he raised an eyebrow, his mouth curving, and became once again familiar. He said, “It’s not my decision, Ryo, but your king isn’t wrong about your ability to act as a check against sorcery, and besides, there’s a pleasing symmetry to the notion. Also, I suspect Koro may in fact already have some task in mind for you.”  
 
    I turned back to my king, but I protested, “I thought I would stay among my people now, close to my children.” 
 
    Koro inKarano answered, his tone a little dry, “Every new father thinks this. Your children are surrounded by people well capable of guarding them against every mischance. Most unusually, they also have a second father, an honorable man, so I think these children need not rest within your shadow at every moment in order to thrive. People of a tribe far to the west have sent word to me that they have encountered a problem they find difficult to solve. The problem has drawn in both Ugaro and Lau, so everything has become complicated. From certain things those people write to me, I suspect that someone who used to be inTasiyo may be making trouble there. I think you should go to that place and solve whatever difficulty you find.” He paused, studying me. 
 
    Then he added, “The salt levels of the summer country also lie to the west. Perhaps you and the scepter-holder of the summer king might go that way together and solve both the problem that has come to the people of the summer country and the problem that has come to the people of the winter country. I ask you to take up this scepter and set yourself to solve these problems. Take forty breaths to consider my request.” 
 
    I considered this request. But I did not have to consider it very long. When Koro inKarano signed to me that the pause had ended, I knelt and bowed to the ground. Then I stood again, stepped forward, and accepted the white scepter from the hand of my king. It did not weigh anything. It was not even as heavy as a sword. Yet at the same time, it seemed to hold the whole weight of the earth and the sky. 
 
    “Very good!” said Soretes Aman Shavet, obviously very much pleased. “That will, I hope, prove useful in every possible way. Ryo inGara, you may consider that your scepter came from my hand as well as from your own king’s hand, though naturally you will take his orders above mine. I do hope you’ll visit Avaras again during some moment of leisure; my court could do with a visit from a heavily armed Ugaro of high rank. In fact, I imagine Sekaran would enjoy that immensely.” 
 
    I could not yet smile, but I thought perhaps that might be so. 
 
    The summer king said to Aras, “I’d like to see you—unofficially—when you have a moment. Tomorrow, perhaps. I can’t linger here long, unfortunately, though I do intend to travel back by way of Gaur and the Peacock Desert. Your daughter and granddaughter may travel with me, though not before you’ve had a chance to greet them, of course. I expect you’ll want to do that at the earliest convenient moment.” He nodded to Aras, to us both, but went on, speaking now to Satkutset-ro, “Now that that’s settled, we’ve one or two less important matters to discuss, yes? Perhaps you’ll join me for the noon meal. I’ll borrow Inatet-sa now, if you don’t mind.” He nodded to Inatet, who inclined his head. Then the summer king swung around and strode out. As though this had been a signal, suddenly other people were coming and going, almost all of them Lau or Lakasha. 
 
    Tasmakat came in, her attention going at once to Aras, who nodded to her. Her ears flattened briefly, a gesture like a bow, though not exactly the same. But she did not speak to him, but said to me, I’m so pleased you accepted that scepter. For any number of reasons, but not least because I hope you’ll someday visit the Two Lands again, Ryo inGara, tokanaro-erren-sa. My people, even more than the court of the summer king, might benefit from coming to know an Ugaro-asei who brings with him many sharp weapons and a vivid imagination.  
 
    Then she said to Aras, My lord, let me suggest that if you invite young Phasetka and Sasuret-lakal to visit your granddaughter in Gaur, Satkutset-ro will energetically support that visit. I do think you might wish to encourage a friendship there, for, let’s say, several different reasons. 
 
    Aras had been studying his new scepter, his expression abstracted, but at this he looked up, his attention suddenly sharp and focused. “What an interesting idea. I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    You’ve probably been concerned with one or two other matters of almost equal interest, Tasmakat said, plainly amused. I imagine you would have thought of it eventually, but I thought I’d save us all a certain amount of time and suggest it now. Should Tathimi ever chance to visit the Two Lands, possibly the oasis of Putetke, I’m sure many people of the Two Peoples will take every possible care that her visit should be both pleasant and productive. You might ask me to escort her if you can’t do so yourself. That would be perfectly appropriate. 
 
    “Appropriate, and you’d probably find it amusing.” 
 
    Well, yes, Tasmakat agreed. For the moment, if you’d like to command me to attend upon Inatet-sa and your king, that would also be appropriate and possibly amusing. 
 
    Aras considered this. Then he nodded and made a little go gesture, and Tasmakat bowed slightly in the Lau manner and went out.  
 
    I began to ask Aras what meaning lay behind the suggestion Tasmakat had made—all her suggestions. But before I could ask, Satkutset-ro, who had been speaking to Khatet, now turned back to us and said, her tone kind, “As your servant suggests, perhaps someday you may wish to return to the Two Lands beneath the Two Suns. I hope you will, either or both of you. I offer you my assurance now that you would be most welcome.” 
 
    Aras inclined his head. Lifting his scepter slightly, he said. “You have granted me some measure of your authority, Satkutset-ro.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said gravely. “I trust you will consider your words with some care when you speak with my voice, Aras-erren-sa. I am certain that you will.” 
 
    “Are you? Would you also support a visit of a young Ro-Antalet and her lakal to my home?” 
 
    “I would indeed,” Satkutset-ro promised him. “I might go so far as to assign one or two sokal Lau to the service of that young Ro-Antalet.” She added, now to Khatet, “Yes, I am aware that might cause a certain degree of consternation.” 
 
    Possibly beneficial consternation, Khatet said. I would support you, you know. 
 
    “Yes, I thought you would, Khatet-ari.” Satkutset-ro went on, now to Aras, “We are all, I believe, largely in agreement regarding that possibility.” 
 
    Aras inclined his head. “Perhaps I might eventually visit the collegium in Arapanatan after all. Possibly Ryo might enjoy a more leisurely visit as well.” 
 
    Clearly I was failing to understand something everyone else understood. Also, I thought that I would never go so far from my own people again. But I did not say that, nor did I ask any questions. I said, speaking firmly, “Satkutset-ro, perhaps you might be pleased to come into the winter country. I hope the cold will not much trouble you. I would like my wife to meet you—and I would be pleased if you would gaze upon my little son and my tiny daughter. They were born four days ago. Five, now. I ask you to come and to look upon them.” Then, belatedly, I turned to Koro inKarano, bowing my head in apology. “If this seems good to you, o king, I would like the queen of the Ro-Antalet to look upon my children, your grandchildren. The Lakasha-erra believe this brings good luck to children. I am very certain this is so. If this does not displease you, and if she is pleased by the suggestion, I would like Satkutset-ro to do it.” 
 
    “I would be pleased,” murmured Satkutset-ro. “I’m honored by the request.” 
 
    I could not tell what might have earlier passed between the queen of the country of Two Suns and the king of the winter country, but Koro gave Satkutset-ro a thoughtful look and said to her, “I would be pleased to show you the tent where my daughter rests. I would be pleased to know your kind attention has come upon my grandson and my granddaughter.” The Ro-Antalet queen inclined her head, and they went out together, Satkutset-ro pacing slowly beside Koro, very like a remarkable tale come to life. 
 
    I had intended to go with them, but before I could do so, Karoles Harana ducked into the pavilion, clapped me on the arm and declared, “So that’s settled, and well settled at that! I expected the first half of that, but not the second. Congratulations, Ryo! Though you’ll likely find it’s a greater weight than it seems. And I say that even though I expect it probably seems heavy enough now.” He looked me up and down, grinning. “A Lau scepter-holder’s expected to keep his scepter in his hand, setting aside swords and such, but I expect an Ugaro’s likely to bend that custom a bit more than a bit. If that gives one or maybe two Lau scepter-holders a chance to bend the custom farther still, that’s fine too.” 
 
    I returned his smile. “I have no opinion regarding Lau customs, but I do not think Ugaro customs are likely to be exactly the same, in this as in any other matter. Nor do I think you are likely to guide your behavior by mine.”  
 
    Harana laughed. “You might be surprised, Ryo!” He regarded me with great approval. “You brought him back in one piece. Not a bit easy, was it? It’s been a trick now and again, but that Harapta of yours sounds like he’d got himself a great lot of high-pointed pegs on his side of the board, and your side practically empty. Except for one peg, I suppose! Hauling Aras back to good sense afterward must’ve been a job in itself.” His voice dropped, for once serious. “Thank you, Ryo.” 
 
    I nodded acknowledgment. Harana held his own scepter in his hand, and I glanced at that and then toward Aras. He was speaking quietly to Hedesaveriel Kiolekarian seha-Toratarion. The moment seemed private enough. I said to Harana, “Of course you need not answer if you prefer otherwise. But do you mind that Aras has been given this different kind of scepter?” 
 
    He snorted. “Mind? May the gods be merciful, of course I don’t mind! I told Soretes he ought to give my scepter back to Aras, and he said he was glad to hear me say so but he had a better idea. And so he did, I can’t argue that. I’ll keep busy enough, I expect, and let me tell you, I won’t mind one bit knowing I can shout for help if I find myself looking at the pointy end of a problem too big for an ordinary man to handle.”  
 
    He did not wait for me to answer, but swung around and said, in the same brusque way, “Aras! If you can tear yourself away, you know you’d better see your daughter before the Sun steps up too much higher, right? I’m pretty sure Soretes passed her a hint, but even so.” 
 
    “Indeed. Quite right.” Aras turned, though he paused to touch Hedesaveriel on the arm before moving away from him. The Tarashana man looked after Aras, then met my eyes for a moment, then nodded gravely and slipped out of the pavilion without speaking to anyone else. 
 
    Aras said to Harana, “You’ll want to pull Inatet aside when you can and have a chat with him regarding various previously intractable problems regarding the creation of new oases south of the Break and therefore increased trade with our people. He’s likely to make himself helpful if he can, so don’t twist yourself into knots looking for schemes that aren’t there.” 
 
    Harana had raised his eyebrows. “Helpful, is it? This the same Inatet we know and aren’t too fond of?” 
 
    “Almost, but not precisely. He’s had a difficult time of late, so be gentle with him, Karoles. I’m quite serious. But I’d like your opinion on all that before I head west, as I will, I suppose, soon be required to do.” 
 
    “Could be you will!” Harana agreed. “Right, then, I promise you, I’ll take a light hand with Inatet while he tells me all about new policies south of the Break.” He spun his scepter around in a jaunty gesture, added a casual salute for Aras and a nod to me, and strode away with all his customary energy. 
 
    Aras and I, suddenly and surprisingly alone, looked at one another.  
 
    “Well,” he said finally. “Walk with me, Ryo. Not all the way, if you prefer not. I know you’re longing to get back across the river.”  
 
    This was true. But that was not the only thing I wanted. And Koro inKarano would be there. Also, probably my mother had already returned to her tent; or if she had not yet, she would surely do so very soon, as she would wish to be there to receive Satkutset-ro. I did regret that I would not see everyone’s expressions when they first met the Ro-Antalet queen. But that was a small regret in a morning unexpectedly filled with many good things. Raga would certainly tell me everything that happened. Everyone would. I looked forward to that very much. 
 
    “I will come with you,” I agreed, and fell in beside Aras, walking with him out of the pavilion, toward Tavas Sen. But I could not help but glance toward the river. 
 
    I did not see my mother, nor Raga, nor my sister. Almost everyone had gone.  
 
    But my father stood up. He had been sitting by himself, not far from the pavilion, waiting. Our eyes met. I stopped, and beside me Aras stopped as well and stepped away from me. After a moment, I looked down at the scepter I held. Here, beneath the sky and the light of the rising Sun, the silver inlay glittered, bright and clean. The carnelians gleamed like drops of blood, and the jet like fragments of the night sky, and though the radiance of the three white stones was not apparent in the light of this bright day, they picked up the sunlight and glimmered as brightly as the silver. 
 
    Looking up again, I met my father’s gaze once more. His expression was unreadable. I thought I should go to him, but he did not wait for me to come, but crossed the small distance himself. He stopped two strides from me, looking me up and down. He did not speak. I waited, but still he did not. 
 
    A remarkable thought came to me. Ordinarily, it would not be right for me to speak first, but perhaps now that would be right. 
 
    I had not thought, when I accepted this scepter from Koro inKarano’s hand, how complicated some things might become. 
 
    My father did not look angry, or disapproving, or surprised. The corner of his mouth had tucked in a little. Even now, he said nothing. He was most certainly waiting for me to speak first. That seemed altogether strange, but finally I asked him, “Did you know this would happen?” 
 
    The tuck deepened. “Koro told me of his intention this morning, before dawn, while the Moon stood in the sky. He did not ask for my approval, but I would have given it. I think this new kind of scepter was a good thought of our king’s, and I think you have done well to accept it. Now we will all see what comes of this new and different custom as the days and the years turn. I think perhaps this may be good for inKarano, and good for inGara, and good for the winter country. Perhaps for the summer country as well. Perhaps for other countries more distant still.” He paused. 
 
    I drew a slow breath. 
 
    Looking at me thoughtfully, my father added, “In days and years to come, when you enter my tent, or your mother’s tent, or your wife’s tent, perhaps you may set that scepter aside. That will be your decision.” 
 
    I looked down at my scepter again. Then I turned and laid it down on the earth, a little to one side, and straightened once more to face my father. 
 
    Now he stepped forward the last distance, gripping my arms and smiling. “My son,” he said. “Ryo. I am so proud of you. I can think of no other man who would have been a better choice to take up this new custom. I am entirely certain you will show everyone exactly how the scepter-holder of the winter king should behave.”  
 
    I could not answer him. It was impossible for me to speak at all. But my father did not wait for me to answer. He let me go and stepped back. He nodded to Aras, though he did not speak to him. Then he turned and walked away, toward the river. 
 
    “Take a deep breath,” Aras said softly. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Then I picked up my scepter and turned the other way, toward Tavas Sen. Aras fell into step beside me.
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    We walked in silence for some time. I could not think of anything to say. I certainly did not intend to say anything regarding what had just happened with my father, or regarding anything he had said. That was too important to speak of. 
 
    Finally, I asked, “What did Tasmakat mean when she said Phasetka and Sasuret should visit your granddaughter?” 
 
    “Ah.” Aras glanced at me, smiling slightly. “Tasmakat is quite aware of my various opinions with regard to broad Lakasha attitudes toward Lau, particularly the sokal Lau.” He made a face. “My uncle was quite right about the custom of bound servitude. The lakal custom that suppresses Lakasha of the wrong heritage is almost as bad as bound service, and the sokal custom that makes Lau into living possessions is even worse. Tasmakat suggests that encouraging friendship between a Ro-Antalet child and my granddaughter might put interesting tension on those customs, especially a friendship that includes Sasuret-lakal and, ideally, at least one Lau sokal.” 
 
    “And Satkutset-ro said she would be pleased to assist in driving a knife into the heart of these customs,” I surmised.  
 
    “Exactly so. I rather suspect that many of the Ro-Antalet would support that sort of effort. As she gave this khasaru gift to my granddaughter, Phasetka can perfectly reasonably visit Tathimi in the summer lands, thus having a chance to see Lau here, in our country, where no one is a possession; where the closest anyone comes are the people I personally bound into servitude to Gaur—servitude that practically everyone agrees is wrong and that has a set term. Possibly Soretes will now consider introducing some slight revision to the applicable laws—more likely, he’ll permit Sekaran to try that—anyway, regardless, if a young Ro-Antalet gets a look at that kind of legal process, all the better.” 
 
    “Yes, I see. Then, later, perhaps your granddaughter may visit Phasetka in the Two Lands. As she is a child, perhaps Tathimi may express opinions regarding Lakasha customs that would not be right for you to express.” 
 
    Aras was smiling. “Exactly. If there’s any Ro-Antalet I can reasonably pressure to elevate all Lau to at least sotasatka, and all Lakasha to at least sotanretka, Bakharot-ra is the one. Especially if Satkutset-ro decides to support Bakharot-ra against the, ah, inevitable consternation that would attend that sort of action.” 
 
    I gestured assent, but I was thinking of something else. I was thinking that even now, after everything, Aras still wished to solve every problem he saw, especially very big problems no one else could solve. But I was also thinking of the manner in which many other people set themselves to do the same. Aras had not thought of this idea. Tasmakat had thought of it. She had known he would like it, but she was the one who had seen first how the gift of the khasaru might be put to use in this unexpected way. 
 
    “Tasmakat certainly doesn’t hesitate to take broad action,” Aras agreed, his tone wry. “But, yes, if this idea of hers proves of even moderate use, I suppose I’ll forgive her for forcing me into … well. Into the worst experience of my life, I suppose.” He was silent for a moment. Then he added, “Especially as she wasn’t wrong to do it. But being right doesn’t necessarily make an act forgivable, as I think we already understood.” 
 
    I said, “Yes,” but I was thinking now of Tathimi. Of how Tasmakat had suggested that she might step into a place between one people and another; of how Aras also thought this might be good. Perhaps it would be especially important for a child who would become a powerful sorcerer to understand different people—and for that child to wish for different people to understand each other. 
 
    I said, “Selili should bring her daughter across the river today to meet my people. I think that would be a good thing for her to do.” 
 
    Aras paused, clearly taken aback. 
 
    “Tathimi is not old enough to offend anyone. Though I would not say loudly that she is a sorcerer, she is very small and young. Her sorcery is not yet powerful, and she wishes for people around her to be friendly and happy. I think she would not offend anyone. Also, I think she should meet my mother.” 
 
    “You still surprise me at times, Ryo.” But he was smiling. “Yes, very well, I admit, I would like to introduce my daughter and granddaughter to your family, if you think that would be all right. Tathimi would love Etta. I think she’d love everyone in your family.” He started walking again. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, falling once more into step beside him. But I went on, “I think, when she is a little older, when she is learning how to behave so that she does not frighten people or make use of sorcery in any wrong way, perhaps Tathimi might live for a little time with my mother and my people.” 
 
    Aras did not answer at once. He thought about this for at least as long as forty breaths. But finally he said, “I think that could be an excellent idea, if your mother approves and your people don’t disapprove. Though I can’t say I’d want to see Tathimi venture beyond inGara lands. Or perhaps inKera lands … though perhaps that might be too much of a risk. I don’t believe I’ve met the man who has become the inKera lord.” 
 
    “Tyo inKera. I do not know anything to his discredit. Soro inKera would not have suggested any man who is not both shrewd and honorable. The inKera would not have accepted a man as their lord unless they agreed with Soro’s judgment.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you’re right. Even so.” After another moment, Aras said thoughtfully, “You know, if Hokino is no longer the inKera warleader, I suppose he’d be free to come west with us—with you, I mean—to take a look at whatever problem has Koro concerned.” 
 
    “With us,” I said. “Yes, this thought seems good to me.” 
 
    “You already thought of that? I missed it.” 
 
    “You were concerned with very many other things. You might ask Esau to come.” 
 
    “His wife might prefer to keep a greater distance between us, but yes.” 
 
    I smiled. “You already had that thought. Of course you did.” Then I thought of something else. Someone else, whom I should have remembered much more quickly. 
 
    “Yes, Kerren is doing much better, obviously. Among other things, he’s started to build a new history he can remember without bitterness. A new foundation on which to stand, solid enough that it won’t crumble away under his foot. Still, though he’s recovering well from what Lorellan did to him, better than I dared hope, plainly he’s still coming to terms with what I did to him.” He sighed. “I do think he had better come with us. With me.”  
 
    “With us,” I said patiently. 
 
    Aras paused, looking at me. I stopped as well, facing him. We had come halfway through the town, or a little more than halfway. Though many townspeople surrounded us, no one had come close, and no one came close now. No doubt the people here had not yet decided what they thought of the things that had happened. Of his scepter. Or mine. I could hardly set any fault against them for that. I was not yet entirely certain what I thought of that either. 
 
    Even though people were all about us, on this side of the river and on the other side, in this moment, we stood alone. High above, the Sun paced through his slow, measured path. Though it was now long past dawn, the Moon had not retired to the land of the shades below the earth. She also remained high in the vault of the heavens, though modestly translucent before the brilliance of the Sun. Thin clouds had come into the sky to the north. Perhaps it might snow later, on the northern side of the river. On this side, the sky would probably stay clear. 
 
    “Very well,” Aras said softly. “With us.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and we turned again and went on, walking side by side into the days to come, with the whole width of the world stretching out before us and the Sun and the Moon standing together in the infinite sky above. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Endnotes 
 
      
 
    I’m happy you enjoyed this series enough to read so many pages, and I hope very much that you love the ending of Ryo’s primary story. I had many important elements of TASMAKAT in mind right from the beginning—as soon as TUYO crystallized in my mind, I saw this ending coming. (Well, most of it. The twins surprised me.) 
 
      
 
    As you see, Ryo and Aras are certain to remain important to their world for the foreseeable future. I have no immediate plans to write another book from Ryo’s point of view, not because I don’t love Ryo, but because I don’t want to write something smaller, something that doesn’t have the heft of this primary arc. If the right story comes to me, I would be happy to re-enter Ryo’s point of view. In the meantime, you can be certain that we will see both Ryo and Aras from many other viewpoints in other novels! 
 
      
 
    While I don’t want to make firm promises about books that I haven’t even started, I think we’re likely to see quite a lot more of the TUYO world. At the moment, I have about eight more novels in mind for this world (some admittedly rather nebulous). Along with various side novels, I expect we’ll see a lot more of Tano (and Raga). After that, I expect Aras’ granddaughter Tathimi is likely to have an interesting life—and interesting friends, considering the gift of the seed Phasetka sent her. 
 
      
 
    To make certain you don’t miss a TUYO novel, sign up for my newsletter—especially if you’d like to see some of the Ugaro stories to which Ryo refers in this and other novels. Those and other stories will begin appearing in my newsletter later in 2023. 
 
      
 
    A companion to this series, the TUYO World Companion, will appear in summer 2023. This book will include extensive notes about the world of TUYO and a long novella that features Arayo as the protagonist and takes place concurrently with TASMAKAT. 
 
      
 
    If you would like to encourage other readers to try this series, please leave a brief review.  
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