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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PRELIMINARY PROCEEDINGS:
INPUT SESSION FOUR


—Enter, please. I see it is time to continue-the Recording.


—Yes.


—You sigh. Are you not well?


—I’m fine, Recorder. But this part of the story is … unpleasant for me to remember. To hate someone so much isn’t something I’m proud of.


—Perhaps you judge yourself too harshly.


—Judge. You have told me, Recorder, that you only Record, that you do not judge. What of the All-Mind? Does it form judgments?


—That is a question I may answer in belief, but not in fact.


—I’d like to know what you think. Please, it is important to me.


—Very well, then. I believe that the All-Mind, too, merely Records. Only those who seek its knowledge make judgments about what they read there. I also believe it is your purpose, in making this Record, that all who would learn of these events you recount see as clear a truth as possible.


—That’s true.


—And do you think that such a seeker would find your hatred unprovoked?


—No. Thank you, Recorder. I believe I can continue now.


—Good. Then, to quickly sum up what has gone before, we return to a point outside Eddarta. You and Keeshah and Tarani have the Ra’ira, a blue gem which confers telepathic powers on one who is already mindgifted. You have brought it out of the city of rivers and slaves, and are taking it back to Raithskar, where it may be properly safeguarded. Now make your mind one with mine, as I have made mine one with the All-Mind …
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WE BEGIN!




1


I breathed a sigh of relief when the last of the farmland at the outskirts of Eddarta fell behind us.


It wasn’t that I found the desert attractive—quite the opposite. Our hurried exit from the city hadn’t allowed us time to bring provisions for the desert crossing, and Tarani and I could look forward to being slightly uncomfortable before we reached the nearest Refreshment House, where the Fa’aldu would provide us with food, water, and shelter.


Keeshah would have the worst of it, I was afraid. The big cat’s body was even more efficient than ours at conserving water, but he was going to carry two people across nearly two hundred miles of hot, totally waterless desert. If I pushed him, we could make the trip in less than three days, but by the time we reached the Refreshment House at Iribos, he would be badly in need of food and rest.


The hardship ahead of us notwithstanding, being out of Eddarta was like no longer having a toothache. Now that we were safely out of Idomel’s reach, I realized that I had felt oppressed and burdened during the time we had spent in Eddarta. The pressure to accomplish our purpose had contributed to that sensation, and my confused feelings for Tarani hadn’t helped any. The city itself, however, had disturbed me—it had a character that was distinctly distasteful.


As Rikardon, I was a blending of the Gandalaran memories and abilities of a native with the perceptions and attitudes of a stranger. Ricardo, the stranger, viewed all Gandalaran things from the perspective of a twentieth-century American. Young Markasset, the native, hadn’t known a whole lot about his own world. His strong points had been physical skills and emotion, not intellectual curiosity. He had been aware of the fact that slavery was practiced in Eddarta and had, in a general way, disapproved.


Eddarta, however, was all the way on the other side of Markasset’s world from his home city of Raithskar, and both cities had been centuries developing their styles. Slavery in Eddarta, though regrettable to Markasset, had seemed as much a fact of life as the beneficial bureaucracy ruled by the Council of Raithskar.


Ricardo Carillo, had studied languages for most of his life. Inseparable from that study was an awareness of the history through which languages developed and changed. Ricardo had a healthy respect for every man’s right to choice; he had invested a few years of his life, through military service in the U.S. Marines, in support of that ideal.


Eddarta didn’t fit directly into any historical pattern I could identify from human history, but it had the unpleasant elements of several unappetizing periods.


Revenue from land or service didn’t belong to the producer, but to his or her “landpatron”—a member of one of the seven ruling families. In feudal Europe, the rise of the guilds had helped break down the feudal system. Crafts hadn’t been tied to the land, and a Guildsman had been able to take his art out of range of an ungrateful sponsor.


Travel wasn’t all that easy in Gandalara, where everyone except Sharith (which meant nearly everybody) walked, and everywhere they walked was mostly desert. In Eddarta, craftsmen continued to be identified by their work location, just like food producers. A part of their revenue went to their landpatrons, and craftsmen could be called upon for special service with no payment. If a Lord wanted to throw a special party, the fresh fruit and a new set of bronze tableware were equally available to him on request from his landservants.


The Lords of Eddarta, while unlikable, were no dummies. They knew better than to ask of the people on whom they depended for their comfort to do certain kinds of work for them. Slaves were bought, conquered, or condemned to do those jobs.


Besides being useful as personal servants and heavy laborers, the slaves provided Eddarta with a lowest class, so that the landservants could think of themselves as farmers or craftsmen or merchants. While the slaves were totally under the control of the Lords, landservants had the illusion of freedom, though they seldom tried to leave Eddarta.


Their freedom was a political illusion much like the psychic ones Tarani could project. I’m sure that my sense of relief included a feeling of gratitude that we had never been truly a part of Eddarta, and so could truly escape the city.


At least I could.


I wasn’t sure what Tarani was feeling, except that the heaviness of her body against my back told me of her weariness. She had managed to nap, now and again—a remarkable feat for one riding second place on a sha’um. I, at least, had the security of direct contact with Keeshah’s furred back. Tarani’s position, riding the cat’s hips, her legs bent and tucked inside mine, was more precarious and less comfortable. That she had been able to sleep spoke eloquently of how tired she was.


We had been traveling for several hours, and had a substantial head start on any possible pursuit from Eddarta. The moon had set; since little starlight could penetrate the continuous cloud cover, Keeshah was finding his route through scent, memory, and an innate sense of direction. He ran through an eerie silence, his breathing and the whisper of sand under his big paws the only sounds we heard. He seemed tireless.


*Stop, Keeshah,* I said to the sha’um, through the telepathic linkage we shared.


*No.* Keeshah’s thought was abrupt, preoccupied; his body continued its pace without hesitation.


*What? Don’t you want to rest?* I asked him.


*No.* Again that scary sense of distance, as if he were responding automatically to a routine question that didn’t really require his attention.


I had been half asleep myself, dozing with my face pressed into soft fur. The strangeness of Keeshah’s mood pulled me fully awake.


*Hey,* I said. *It’s been a long night, Keeshah. You may be indestructible, but we’re not. Let’s stop and catch a few hours’ sleep.*


*Don’t want to,* he said, finally focusing his attention on me.


Something was still strange, and it was a minute or two before I could pinpoint what it was. Keeshah seemed to be speaking to me from only the surface of his mind. Our usual close contact, that occurred on a deeper level as shared thinking, rather than shared thought, was closed off, blocked.


*Is something wrong, Keeshah?* I asked him.


Hesitation, then: *No.*


He must be more tired than he wants to show me, I decided. He’s hiding it because he’s eager to get home.


Me, too, I sighed. Markasset loved Raithskar, but he hadn’t seen much of the world. I haven’t been everywhere in, Gandalara myself, but I’ve covered a large chunk of territory these past weeks, and I’m in a better position to appreciate Raithskar’s beauty, cleanliness, and peacefulness.


I thought of what lay within the leather pouch that rode within the crook of my hip. After I deliver the Ra’ira to Thanasset—and take a week-long bath—I’m going to show Tarani the city. I know she’ll love it as much as I do.


Thoughts of Tarani reminded me of what Keeshah’s odd mood had distracted me from: the need to get some rest.


*Please stop, Keeshah,* I said.


He didn’t answer me for a few seconds, and I found myself considering the astonishing possibility that the big cat might refuse—something that hadn’t happened since Markasset and Keeshah, both of them youngsters, had formed their unique bond.


Markasset may have thought that he gave Keeshah orders, but I’d never had that delusion. From the day I had awakened in Gandalara, I had been awed by the big cat, and delighted by our partnership. Keeshah had done some things that went against his own wishes, but out of friendship, not in obedience.


Keeshah was three times my size. His razor-sharp claws were as long as my own fingers.


Question, I thought. What does a sha’um do when the carnival comes to town?


Answer. Anything he wants.


I knew the sha’um would never hurt me, but a wave of apprehension swept through me. Keeshah had challenged an ordinary, sensible suggestion. In spite of what he had told me, I knew something was wrong—but not what. That troubled me more than anything else. After all our close sharing, I couldn’t tell, automatically, what was troubling him.


Keeshah slowed down, solving at least one problem. *All right,* he said. *Rest. But go soon?*


It was less a question than an ultimatum. I checked my convenient Gandalaran “inner awareness” and realized that dawn was only a couple of hours away.


*As soon as it’s light,* I promised. It was far less rest than Tarani or I needed, but I wasn’t sure Keeshah would allow a longer delay. The uncertainty was awkward and unsettling.


Keeshah crouched down to let us step off his back. Tarani was still mostly asleep; I heard the raspy sound of shifting sand as she staggered a bit. As Keeshah moved away from us, I reached out to steady her, and she fell into my arms.


I felt a surge of protectiveness and tenderness as I held her. Protection she didn’t need; we had been through too much together for me to underestimate her toughness. But the tenderness seemed to be welcome.


Tarani was taller than most Gandalaran women, her body slim and supple from years of dancing, a little thin now from the past several days of hurried travel. I stroked her headfur with my cheek. Her body tensed; she raised her head and brought her hand up to find my face in the darkness.


I pulled her more tightly against me as we kissed. I wasn’t thinking of the night in Eddarta, or of the reasons I had turned away from her then. I wasn’t remembering her association with Molik, or her engagement to Thymas. I wasn’t even aware, consciously, of what Thymas had said just a few hours ago, right before he had left us: “She loves you.”


I was just holding her, and it felt good. Then she moved in my arms, stepped away, tugged at my hand. It was too dark to see her face, but I had no trouble reading the invitation.


I had the same trouble accepting it as I’d faced in Eddarta.


Tarani was two women—but she didn’t know that, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell her.


Whatever force had snatched Ricardo Carillo’s personality from the deck of a Mediterranean cruise ship had also brought Antonia Alderuccio, a sophisticated, worldly, and wealthy young woman with whom Ricardo had been talking. Antonia’s personality had arrived in Gandalara four years, objective time, before I had awakened in Markasset’s body.


More than the time factor was different. I had replaced a Gandalaran personality that had died only moments before my arrival. Tarani had been sixteen years old, and very much alive, when Antonia took up residence.


This was all deduction, based on what I knew of the disruption that had changed Tarani’s life at age sixteen, and supported by one startling piece of evidence. In Eddarta, moved by passion, Tarani had spoken my human name, Ricardo. She hadn’t heard the difference from Rikardon, hadn’t noticed the absence of a final consonant, characteristic of Gandalaran names for men. The realization had hit me in a shocking flash of intuition, destroying the mood between us.


Now, as then, I struggled with the conflict. Which woman attracted me, Tarani or Antonia? Could I risk telling Tarani the truth, when doing so would expose the lie which had lain between us since we met? Tarani, like the other few Gandalarans who knew I was no longer Markasset, believed that I was a “Visitor” from the ancient past of her own world, not an absolute stranger. I couldn’t discuss Antonia without introducing her to Ricardo.


Entirely aside from how she would feel about me, however, my primary question was: how would she feel about Antonia, the alien personality which had detected the sexual value of Tarani’s illusion skills, and had guided the virginal sixteen-year-old into a profitable, but life-marking liaison with a powerful roguelord? Tarani had been well taught by Volitar to despise any means by which one person controlled the life of another. I could only think that, if she knew about Antonia’s presence and subtle influences, she would feel manipulated, degraded, and furious.


Rejecting Tarani without giving her any reason wasn’t honest, or even nice—but …


“Keeshah’s restless,” I said, hanging back from her tugging. “We only have a few hours to sleep—”


She stopped, and we stood silent for a moment, barely visible to one another, our hands touching in a carefully neutral manner. At last she asked: “Will it be like this all the way to Raithskar?”


I hesitated. “I don’t know,” I said.


She released my hand. “The answer, then, is yes,” she said, impatience plain in her voice. “I do not know how it is that you can bear the continual pressure of this need, Rikardon, but I cannot. It must either be satisfied or set aside entirely. You have made that choice for us.”


“I have no choice,” I said lamely. “If I did …”


“Speak not of caring,” she snapped, then her voice softened. “Not until this—restriction which I cannot understand has left us.” An awkward silence followed. “Rest well,” she said at last, and moved away from me.


The soft whisper of cloth against cloth helped me follow her movements as she settled herself in the sand and rocked back and forth to dig out a body-shaped groove. After once more fighting and controlling the impulse to join her, I pressed out my own sleeping area.


She was right; the choice was made. And I was no happier with it than she was.


I reached out to Keeshah for comfort, and found him still restless, the odd blockage still present. For the first time since I had arrived in Gandalara, I felt lonely.
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I woke up to a sense of panic. The cloud layer above us was luminous with the spreading waves of color that marked sunrise in Gandalara, and a sleek shadow wheeled overhead. Part of my mind recognized the shadow as Lonna, the large-winged bird who was Tarani’s companion, while another part rejected it as the source of the panicky feeling. That disturbance came from inside, and it wasn’t entirely my own.


*Keeshah!* I called. *What is it? What’s the matter?*


I looked around for the sha’um and saw him, several yards away, looking tense and restless. His tawny fur rippled with color and muscle as he paced beneath the reddening sky.


It was an ordinary sight—usually the sha’um was ready to travel before I was, and his impatience often made itself known to my sleeping mind and awakened me. But this was far from an ordinary morning.


For one thing, Keeshah’s movement had a different character. This was no graceful, leg-stretching, wakeup kind of activity. Keeshah took only a few quick steps in any one direction before whirling to start in another. His tail whipped back and forth as he walked, now and then kicking up little puffs of sand where it lashed against the ground.


The most significant change was in the silence. There was usually a soft, growling mumbling noise, as though the huge cat were talking to himself. Often, too, through our sometimes subconscious telepathic link would flow a stream of good-natured banter of the “move it out, sleepyhead!” variety.


Both of Keeshah’s voices were missing.


It scared me.


“Rikardon!”


There was urgency in Tarani’s voice, and I forced my attention to focus on her. She was sitting up in the sand not ten feet from me. The big white bird had settled, wingtips crossed at the base of her tail, on Tarani’s outstretched leg, and was crooning softly under Tarani’s caressing hand.


“Lonna tells me that we are being followed.”


“How many?” I asked, rather sharply. Keeshah’s silence was omnipresent, a weight on my spirit. I had to struggle to control the panic that swelled within me—I couldn’t tell whether it was Keeshah’s feeling, or merely my own reaction to his oddness. “How far away are they?”


Tarani slipped into communication with the beautiful bird, using a mindlink that was only barely similar to what I shared with Keeshah. Tarani had told me that theirs was primarily an exchange of images. The bird could hold images of where to go or who to find, and remember what she saw, so that she had been useful more than once as a messenger and scout. She had also, under Tarani’s direction, saved my life in Dyskornis and helped us fight off wild vineh on our trip toward Eddarta. The few seconds Tarani communed with Lonna seemed an eternity.


“Only two men,” she said at last. “But there are six dralda with them, and they are barely two days behind us.”


“Dralda?” I repeated, groping through Markasset’s memory for the meaning of the word. I discovered that, to the young Gandalaran, it really was little more than a word. But if Markasset had never seen the creature it named, Ricardo had some association for its vague image. Dogs, I thought. Wild dogs. Tarani said she formed her bond with Lonna by saving the bird from a dralda. But I’ve heard the word since then … “Zefra!”


“What about Zefra?” Tarani asked.


“I was just remembering,” I said. “The night I met Zefra in the garden, she mentioned ‘Pylomel’s dralda’.” I smiled a little shakily, the strange unrest making it seem as if my nerve ends were remote and hard to control. “Your mother threatened to feed them my heart, if you came to harm.”


She smiled back, and I could see that the thought of her mother’s concern made her feel sad and tender. Then she shook her shoulders a bit—a gesture I had learned to associate with moving away from memory—and said: “Yes, she mentioned to me that the High Lord had managed to have some dralda trained for hunting. What puzzles me is—there are two men among the dralda, setting the pace for their travel, and yet they are amazingly close. How can that be?”


I puzzled over that for a moment, too. Keeshah could travel three times as fast as a man—that is, the Gandalaran standard of distance was a “day”, referring to the distance a man could travel in one day. Keeshah could travel a “day” in only a few hours. The measurement was based on an average, of course, but by that standard, any man-speed pursuit should be at least three days behind us, maybe four.


“If there are only two of them,” I said, “that, in itself, would give them a little extra speed. Indomel must have sent them out right after we left.” I didn’t want to mention the prerequisite to that action. When we had left Lord Hall, Zefra had laid a compulsion on Indomel, her son and——thanks to Thymas’s dagger in Pylomel’s heart the new High Lord. For Indomel to have acted so quickly, he’d have had to throw off Zefra’s control. What had he done to Zefra then? “That still doesn’t account for their closeness,” I said. “Indomel must have picked the fastest …”


Oh, no, I thought.


“Tarani, the men—is one of them a little guy, with almost a reddish tone to his headfur?”


She nodded. “You know him?”


“Obilin,” I said grimly. She looked blank for a second, then realization crossed her face.


“The High Guardsman whom Pylomel sent to claim Rassa,” she said, and shuddered. “Not a pleasant man.”


That’s an understatement, I thought grimly.


“He’s the High Guardsman,” I said. “I had to fight him to get that place in the guard, and you can bet he’s put me together with Pylomel’s death. He probably begged Indomel to let him come after me.”


“I see that he might be faster than other men,” Tarani said, “and spurred on by his pride. But the other man—”


“Wouldn’t dare not keep up, if you see what I mean.”


She nodded thoughtfully.


“Still,” I said, with a reassurance not entirely sincere, “we have a good lead, and Keeshah’s speed will increase it quickly …”


Tarani stared at me as my voice trailed off, but I turned my head away from her to stare, in turn, at Keeshah.


*Must go now,* Keeshah had announced to me through our mindlink.


I refused to understand what he meant.


*We are ready to travel,* I assured him hurriedly.


*Must go alone,* he said. *To the Valley. Now.*


Keeshah took a few steps away from me, his head lowered, the powerful muscles of his shoulders tense to the point of stiffness.


“Rikardon?” Tarani’s voice was far away, unimportant.


The Valley of the Sha’um—Keeshah’s birthplace. Fear crawled in my groin, coated my tongue with bitterness. Markasset had always known that Keeshah would need to return to the Valley one day. The only sha’um who left the Valley were males. They were required, for the sake of the species, to go back and mate. Sometimes they were gone for a year or so. Sometimes—my heart stopped at the thought—sometimes they never came back from the Valley.


*Let me come with you,* I begged.


Keeshah whirled and stalked back toward me, impatience growling in his throat. His mane rippled up around his neck; his tail whipped up a frenzy of dust behind him. The block between his mind and mine dissolved as Keeshah reached out to me, trying to make me understand. Then it was clear that he had been hiding from me only to spare me.


I caught my breath and flinched physically at the onslaught of emotion and need. I wasn’t aware of Tarani’s hand on my shoulder, her voice urging and questioning. I was in the grip of an obsession, a need far stronger than anything I had ever felt before. It was more than desire—much more.


The female who hovered, faceless, odorless, at the far range of the image which called to me was only part of the need. I longed for the cool sweetness of the forest where I had been born, for freedom from the unnatural bond to the man, for communion with my own kind, and, yes, for the challenge and the passion of the female. It was all one, and calling sweetly, imperiously, irresistibly—I had to be free of the man!


I staggered as the contact broke. For a moment I rested, rubbing my hands over my eyes to shake off the lingering touch of Keeshah’s rage. Then I stepped forward, my heart aching when the big cat backed away. But I had to touch him once more. I couldn’t let him go without saving one memory of his fur against my face, his muscles smooth and hard under my hand. He suffered my approach, and endured my arms around his neck for a moment, then shook himself and sidestepped.


Through the overwhelming tangle of emotions, I caught a light, flickering thought from him: *Can’t help it. Sorry.*


*I know, Keeshah,* I told him hurting all through my body and mind. *Come back to me, if you can.*


*Yes.* His mindvoice was faint, fading. *Try.*


He stood only a few feet away from me, but Keeshah was already gone, his consciousness totally absorbed in the need that had claimed him.


It was a stranger I watched, a beautiful, dangerous animal, as Keeshah laid back his ears, tested the air, and ran westward—without looking back.


I was alone.


It didn’t matter that Tarani was near me, speaking across the vast gulf of physical space. I saw her, felt her touch, occasionally answered her questions—though usually I didn’t bother. I had a memory that she was important to me, that I cared for her. But the memory had the disreality of hallucination, the detached feeling of a dream.


It was almost as though I had been cast back to my first few hours in Gandalara, before Keeshah had touched my mind with his. Once more was I lost, confused, and alone, in the middle of a salty desert moving under a pale, heat-soaked sky.


In that earlier time, my fuddled mind had focused on the Great Wall as the only reasonable hope for survival, and I had put all my effort into moving toward it. The high escarpment behind Raithskar had been no more than a blue line on the horizon, probably indistinguishable from the southern “wall” of impassable mountains. Some remnant of Markasset—or his inner awareness, unrecognized then—had fixed Ricardo’s attention on the important target.


In somewhat the same way, I was now getting messages from the thinking Rikardon, who seemed so separate an individual that I felt a fierce envy toward him. He had been Keeshah’s friend. He had been able to think clearly, make plans, carry them out.


By contrast, I was able only to cling to what he said was important. Yet I grasped at his advice gratefully, relieved that I was spared the enormous effort of making a decision.


This time, too, I had an all-absorbing focus for my energies: the Ra’ira.


The blue jewel, enclosed in my leather belt pouch, burned in my awareness with an almost physical warmth. I couldn’t distinguish the discreet elements of its importance to me, or recall the history which had brought me to this point.


I didn’t remember that I had pursued the Ra’ira as if it were an ordinary, if symbolically significant, gemstone. I didn’t have any conscious awareness of having discovered that it could amplify ordinary mindpower and permit direct telepathy, otherwise unknown between people. Its ancient significance, both in the benevolent formation of the Kingdom and in the malevolent abuse of the gem’s power that had brought Kä into ruin, was only a vague fact.


All these were part of a single, rock-solid piece of emotional information: the Ra’ira was dangerous, and it was my job to take it back to Raithskar, where it would be safe from misuse.


I translated that directive into absolute concentration on two physical actions. One—keep the Ra’ira safe. I actually held the pouch in my hand, so that I could continually confirm my possession of the oddly shaped jewel. Two—keep moving.


I followed those directives totally. Some part of me saw the featureless sand I marched across. I was aware of a raging thirst, but it never became enough of a need to distract me from those other imperatives. I just kept walking through the heat and fine, salty dust.


It seemed obvious to me which way to go—the same way Keeshah had gone.


It could have been my loneliness pulling me in the big cat’s wake. It could have been my awareness that the way to Raithskar lay through the narrow and treacherous Chizan Passages, and that the sha’um would be taking the quickest approach to Chizan. It didn’t occur to me to consider that Keeshah’s speed was three times mine, and that he had less need for food and water, more tolerance in general for the desert crossing.


It was part of the directive: follow Keeshah.


Tarani didn’t agree. She pulled at me periodically, shouting words it was too much trouble to try to understand. I recognized Obilin’s name, heard a word that was only vaguely familiar: dralda. Once Tarani tripped me, grabbed one of my feet, and dragged. Lonna was there, too, clutching at the loose fabric of my desert trousers and lifting.


I kicked out, caught Tarani in the stomach, sent her sprawling. I helped her up, said something harsh, and staggered away. I had thought that all feeling had left me, but when Tarani followed after me then, a small gladness crept into the void where emotion had been.


Darkness. It was only slightly cooler, but it brought relief from the eye-hurting vista of pale sand.


We rested. Tarani’s humming woke me. I lay quietly for a time, listening to the melody, becoming aware of physical discomfort—hunger, thirst, a trembling weakness. Tarani’s hypnotic voice promised relief, if I would yield to it. But it was nearly dawn, and the drive to be moving was on me again. Only weakness kept me still, as I summoned the energy to stand and walk.


I lay idle for so long that Tarani must have believed her mindspell had worked. She began to pry gently at the fingers that enclosed the leather pouch—and the Ra’ira.


The remote gladness I had felt in Tarani’s company the day before vanished in a wave of rage. I lashed out with the hand that held the pouch; my fist caught the left side of her jaw. Tarani fell over, rolled, jumped to her feet as I staggered up. I saw, but barely noticed that she, too, was moving unsteadily, that her face looked as parched and puffy as mine felt.


“Traitor!” I thought I was yelling, but the sound I heard was a hoarse whisper. “Is this why you’ve stayed with me—to steal the Ra’ira for yourself?”


“Fool!” she spat back, caressing her darkening jaw with the back of her hand. “Obilin is almost on us! Can you not hear the dralda?”


Dralda. Pylomel’s dralda. Only the barest link existed between the remembered, meaningless words and the sound I heard. The mournful coughing, drifting closer as we listened, lifted the fur along the back of my neck.


“Escape is impossible now,” Tarani said. “Do you want Indomel to have the Ra’ira? Throw it away, Rikardon!” she gasped, commanding and pleading in the same breath. “Bury it in the sand!”


I struggled with confusion, watching Tarani warily as she stepped a little closer to me.


“We’d never find it again,” I protested.


“It is better lost than in service to Indomel’s power,” she grated, and lunged to grab the pouch.


I snatched my hand back, tottering in reaction to the sudden movement. “There are no dralda,” I snarled. “The sound is one of your illusions, a trick to get the Ra’ira for yourself!” I moved off, waving her away. “Stay back,” I warned her.


“It is not an illusion,” Tarani said, with such a tone of hopelessness that I found myself swept up in a new confusion.


“We got away from Eddarta,” I said. “We brought the Ra’ira away from Gharlas and Pylomel and Indomel. We escaped. The Ra’ira is safe now,” I said, with the fierceness of a child who hopes that saying a thing will make it true.


I heard the sound again, blood-stopping in its strangeness and its eagerness.


It’s true, I thought, we’re still in danger. But I—I have to get the Ra’ira to Raithskar. I’ve been doing my best, without Keeshah. It wasn’t fair that Keeshah had to leave. I’ve been doing all I could. Haven’t I?


They’re almost here, I realized in a panic. We’ll be killed and Indomel will get the Ra’ira. I—I’ve failed. But it isn’t my fault, it’s Keeshah’s. No, that’s wrong, Keeshah couldn’t help it. It’s not Keeshah’s fault. It’s …
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