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CHAPTER ONE


Name: Yen Olass Ampadara


Birthplace: Monogail


Occupation: oracle


Status: slave


Description: heavy-built female of Skanagool race, age 30, hair black, eyes slate, height 11 qua, diamond tattoo on left inner thigh


Residence: room 7, height 3 of tooth 44, Moon Stallion Strait, Eastern Quadrant, Gendormargensis


* * *


It was Third Foal of Seventh Cohort in the year Khmar 18, and the season, of course, was snow. Yen Olass knew the date, but, with no sun, moon or starsign to guide her judgment, she could only guess at the time. A howling gale was blowing; the mouth of the cave offered only a prospect of indeterminate grey sky and gaunt black trees thrashing in the wind.


Though it was certainly late in the day, she thought she could still get back to the hunting lodge at Brantzyn. If she ran out of daylight, she would just have to find her way in the dark. But before setting out, she had a little problem to sort out. The problem had four legs, a mouth like cast iron, and a definite will of its own.


“Come on, Snut,” said Yen Olass impatiently, slapping the problem. “Ease up!”


But her pony obstinately held his breath, refusing to let her tighten the saddle girth.


“Infidel!” she said, punching him in the flank.


She lowered her head and butted him. Then she considered poking him with her knife — but she was too soft-hearted to hurt a horse like that.


“You can’t hold your breath forever,” she said.


Time proved her right. She tightened the saddle girth, packed the saddle bags, then rolled up her triple-ply solskin horse blanket and tied it on behind the saddle. Now they were almost ready to go.


Yen Olass took a little bamboo box from one of the inner pockets of her fleece-lined league rider’s weather jacket. She opened it, releasing the pungent smell of volsh, the thick niddin-grease used by the people of the north to keep out the cold and the wet. She smeared her cheeks with grease, then put away the box and pulled on her wadmal mittens. She drew the hood of the weather jacket well forward, then donned her snow-coat. The weight of its voluminous folds comforted her; she would be glad of the extra warmth out in the storm.


Now she was ready.


Yen Olass mounted up, watching her head because the roof of the cave was low. It seemed to be very gloomy. Was it her imagination, or was the light failing?


“Let’s go,” said Yen Olass. “Ya!”


Snut said nothing, did nothing.


“Ya!” said Yen Olass. “Ya!”


She flicked the reins and kicked the horse with her heels, but Snut took no notice.


“Son of a tortoise,” said Yen Olass. “Move yourself!”


And she slapped him, hard.


When that got no results, Yen Olass dismounted, grabbed the reins and hauled Snut toward the daylight. He resisted strenuously, but she forced him to the cavemouth. Then he baulked absolutely, and no exercise of brute force would get him outside.


“What are you?” said Yen Olass. “A horse or a mule?”


She knew very well what he was: intelligent. It was no day to be travelling.


“It won’t get any better if we wait,” said Yen Olass.


She should have left for the hunting lodge that morning, but had delayed, hoping the weather would improve. It had not. Tortured trees creaked and groaned in the wind. The sky was darkening: obviously it was later than she had thought.


“Come on,” said Yen Olass. “We can do it.”


Snut was a shag pony, and the shag pony was the indomitable mount of the riders of the far north; for endurance in the cold, only the grenderstrander could better it. If they set out for the hunting lodge now, they might just make it.


“Do you really want to spend the night here?” said Yen Olass.


Snut obviously did. All things being equal, Yen Olass would also have chosen to stay. But she was a slave, and could not set her own schedule. She was not supposed to be here at all. Instead, she was meant to be in Gendormargensis, a day’s ride to the south, and there would be the most fearful trouble if it was discovered that she was missing. Extending her absence by a further day would increase the risk beyond reason.


Outside, there was an appalling graunch of rending wood. A tree came crashing down.


“I respect your judgment,” said Yen Olass to Snut, “but I’m late already.”


The sky was thickening to thunder. The driving wind slashed sideways and lashed her face with snow. Out in the gathering darkness, another tree crashed down dead.


“On the other hand,” said Yen Olass, “better late than never.”


And she led Snut back into the gloom of the cave, back to her woodstock and the ruins of her camp fire. Feeding the hot embers with a little bark, she got the fire going again, avoiding the need to fumble with her tinder-box in the numbing cold.


With the fire burning brightly in its circle of rocks, Yen Olass unloaded Snut, took off the saddle and removed the harness, wondering vaguely what kind of relief her horse felt when she took the bit from his mouth. She kept her snow-coat on, intending to sleep in it. She also kept the hood of her jacket pulled forward, but that did not stop Snut from licking at the volsh on her cheeks, liking the salt in the grease.


“Stop that!” said Yen Olass, pushing him away.


He nickered, and nuzzled her.


“What do you want?” said Yen Olass. “An apple. An apple, huh? Is that right! And why should you get an apple? You men are all the same, you know. You think you can get away with anything. Well, it’s just not so.”


But, when Snut persisted, she gave him an apple — a wizened little thing, which he crunched down greedily. She now had three apples, plus some oats in a nosebag. When that was gone, there would be nothing left for the horse, who could hardly share her own survival rations — pemican and evil-smelling milk curds. Snut knew how to dig in the snow with his hooves to uncover dried grass and moss, but since there was little forage in the woods at the best of times, he was unlikely to find much now.


“I hope you realize,” said Yen Olass, “if we get snowed in, I’m going to have to eat you.”


Snut made no reply, but tried for another apple.


“No,” said Yen Olass. “I’m saving the apples to have with roast horsemeat.”


Then she hugged him, crowding in to his warmth, to his strength, to his comfort.


“But I won’t eat you unless I really have to. You’re my only horse in the world.”


Strictly speaking, Snut was not hers at all. The shag pony belonged to Lord Pentalon Alagrace, the Lawmaker of Gendormargensis during the absence of the Lord Emperor Khmar. It was Alagrace who owned the hunting lodge at Brantzyn, and who made it possible for Yen Olass to escape into the wilderness every now and again for a few days’ hunting. He took a considerable risk by extending such illegal privileges to her; he would be angered by her late return.


“Well,” said Yen Olass, “if he doesn’t like it, he can go and eat himself.”


Defiance was easy when she was far from Gendormargensis and the world of men, safe in this cave which was hers and hers alone.


She would have to spend at least another night in the cave, so she did a quick stocktake, estimating how much wood was left. On discovering the cave in the spring, she had named it Bear Barrow, though no bears had been in residence. She had bullied two of Lord Alagrace’s league riders into helping her lay in a big supply of wood. Subsequent visits had diminished it, but enough remained for a couple of nights — or longer, if she was frugal.


“Sleep for all bad horses,” said Yen Olass, covering Snut with the horseblanket.


Then she settled herself down on the floor of the cave, heavyweight geltskin leggings protecting her from the cold. She took off her helm boots and undid her foot bindings. In recent years, many people had taken to wearing socks, but Yen Olass had no time for such outlandish foreign fashions. Foot bindings were simple, cheap, and always gave a perfect fit — and, more to the point, they were what the Sisterhood issued to its oracles.


Yen Olass slipped her feet into a fleece-lined luffle bag and tightened the drawstrings, securing them with a slipknot. Her feet, now safe inside the luffle bag, said hello to each other, and started to get really warm.


Darkness was swamping the mouth of the cave.


The onset of night brought no fears, for Yen Olass knew she was safe. The wild animals of the forest had learnt long ago to shun human beings, while no bandits would be abroad in a howling storm. Her horse was one of her friends, and her fire was another; the cave would protect them all, even though the gale was rapidly becoming a blizzard.


However, when Yen Olass pillowed her head on her boots, she reached behind her head and felt for the hilt of her boot-sheath knife. It was well placed for a quick draw. Then — though she felt this was slightly ridiculous — she sat up, strung her bow, took an arrow from her close-capped waterproof quiver, and laid both bow and arrow within easy reach.


Having taken these precautions, Yen Olass settled herself for sleep. She was not tired, but knew that sleep was the easiest way to ride out the storm. She was slightly hungry, but made no move to appease her hunger, choosing instead to forget about it. Flames talked to the wind, discussing the chemistry of the wood on which they banqueted. The fire was over-generous; Yen Olass warned herself to economize. Then she closed her eyes, and went to sleep.


* * *


Yen Olass lay sleeping, dreaming of a long line of concubines sitting in pairs in the middle of Moon Stallion Strait. The concubines were chained neck to neck. Their placid smiles contained just a hint of senility. Lord Alagrace prowled up and down the road with a sword in his hand. His face dispersed itself into a disc of shadow. He snarled in a foreign language. His hands multiplied. The sky was blue then green. It tasted of violets.


As Yen Olass slept, wandering in the world of dreams, an intruder entered her cave. Snut snorted. The intruder, mounted on horseback, cracked his head on the roof of the cave, and swore.


Yen Olass woke, eyes startling wide.


The fire was burning low, scarcely more than a circle of embers. Shadows lurched in the gloom beyond. Yen Olass snatched her knife and rolled from the fire. A sharp tug unravelled the slipknot securing the luffle bag. She kicked her feet free and scuttled into the deeper dark behind her woodpile. She remembered, too late, that she had left her bow behind.


Yen Olass watched as horse and rider came forward. The horse was a shag pony like her own. The rider dismounted. He was a Yarglat tribesman of indeterminate age — forty, perhaps? Lit from below by the dying firelight, his face was the domain of all kinds of sinister evil. Initiation scars on his cheeks suggested he had been raised in the old ways, in the tribal homelands far to the north. The skull of a rat dangled on a braided cord outside his furs. His face was marked by fatigue, and there was snow in his shaggy hair.


The man coughed, hawked, then spat into the low-burning fire. If the fire hissed when he spat, then the sound was lost in the wind. He nudged the bow and arrow with his foot, then peered into the darkness where Yen Olass was hiding. She could smell him. He reeked of horse, grease, stale sweat and woodsmoke, as if he never washed from one year to the next.


“Show yourself,” said the man.


Yen Olass clenched her knife fiercely. When she had wanted to learn how to kill people, one of Lord Alagrace’s league riders — more than a little amused at such a foible — had indulged her for an entire afternoon. She had left his care thinking herself the complete expert, but now she could only remember a single command: stab upwards. Stab upwards!


“If you don’t want to come out,” said the man, “you can stay there and freeze for all I care.”


He beat at his furs, knocking off the worst of the snow, then threw a couple of pieces of wood on the fire, sending up showers of sparks. Yen Olass was surprised to see he was not wearing any gloves. He rubbed his hands and blew on his fingers, then tucked his hands into his armpits.


Stealthily, Yen Olass reached for a piece of wood, then chucked it into the darkness off to one side. It clattered noisily against the wall of the cave, but the stranger was not distracted.


“Play all the childish tricks you want,” he said. “It makes no difference to me.”


As he did not seem to be about to attack her, Yen Olass put down her knife and started to massage her feet, which were already getting freezing cold.


“They told me I’d find you here,” said the stranger, squatting down by the fire. “Though they made it sound easier than it was. I lost my way twice, getting here. Come on, little girl. Don’t you recognize me? I’m Losh Negis, the Ondrask of Noth.”


Yen Olass had never seen him before; she knew the high priest of the horse cult only by reputation. She had never attended a horse sacrifice, and never wanted to. Killing horses then burning them — now that was really barbarous.


Little flames were crawling over the bits of wood the Ondrask had thrown on the fire. Her feet were getting colder and colder; the fire looked very inviting. Yen Olass picked up her knife. Uncertainly, she advanced into the firelight, raised her free hand and gave the formal greeting:


“Yesh-la, Ondrask.”


He nodded, but did not bother to make a formal response. He threw more wood on the fire. She resented the way he made so free and easy with her wood, her fire, her cave. Without bothering with her foot bindings, she shoved her feet into her boots. She left the boot laces loose, just tucking them in beside her ankles. She was sure she could make it to the cavemouth — but would Snut come when she called? He was encumbered by the horse blanket: she would have to get that off him.


“You can’t ride him bareback, little Yenolass,” said the Ondrask, following her thinking.


“Can’t I?” said Yen Olass.


She resented the epithet “little”, which was a deliberate insult. There was nothing little about her: she was as big and as heavy as most men, and certainly taller than the Ondrask.


“Sit down, Yenolass,” said the Ondrask. “I’m not going to hurt you. I didn’t come all this way just to rape a woman.”


Yen Olass sat, but kept hold of her knife.


“The name is Yen Olass,” she said, emphasizing the way her name broke into two entirely separate words. “Not Yenolass. If you wish to call me something else, then use my full title: Yen Olass Ampadara.”


“I’ll call you Yen,” said the Ondrask. “Dogs and slaves only rate a single name.”


“You call me Yen and I’ll call you Losh-losh,” said Yen Olass.


“Watch your tongue,” growled the Ondrask. “If you were mine, I’d teach you what a woman calls a man — and when.”


“Contrary to popular belief,” said Yen Olass, in a conversational tone of voice, as if apropos of nothing, “it takes very little strength to stab a man to death.”


“Whose experience speaks?” jeered the Ondrask.


“I killed my first man at the age of twelve,” said Yen Olass in a level voice.


She told her lie in the tones of truth. At the age of twelve, there had been many times when she wanted to kill herself a man — one man or many. Hatred gave her voice conviction.


“So you killed a man,” said the Ondrask. “And what good did that do you?”


“Find his bones and ask him,” said Yen Olass.


The Ondrask grunted. He got to his feet and snapped his fingers. His horse came to him, and he began to unsaddle it. Yen Olass was unsure of his intentions. If she ran, he could probably catch her. If they fought, he could probably take her and break her, then work his will with her afterwards. Best to get some control over him, then — so that, if necessary, she could disable him with a word. She knew how to do it. All she needed was an opening, which was swift in coming.


“This is a slave’s job, really,” said the Ondrask, loosening the saddle girth.


“I was not born to be an ostler,” said Yen Olass. “Hear the omens. I was born in a blizzard. I was born with a clot of blood clenched in my fist. My mother walked in places beyond your imagination. My conception was immaculate.”


“Listen to the female thing,” said the Ondrask to his horse.


“When I was conceived, the stars shone white,” said Yen Olass, her voice becoming a lilting chant. “Out beyond the stars, the darkness. They say it’s cold in the darkness; you die, they say.”


For the words “you die”, she dropped her voice, saying those two words in a lower tone. Most people would never have noticed the drop in tone which marked those two words out as different from the rest. But the Ondrask did.


“Stop that!” he said sharply.


Yen Olass ended her spiel then and there, immediately. She was shaken. She had never been caught out before.


“I play those games myself,” said the Ondrask. “A very minor part of my art — but, no doubt, the sum and total of yours.”


Yen Olass said nothing, watching as the Ondrask dumped saddle and harness on the floor of the cave. Clumsiness betrayed his fatigue. He tried to hide his weariness, but she saw he was exhausted. She suspected he had been lucky to find the cave at all — lucky, indeed, that the storm had not claimed his life. He had no baggage. Knowing she would have to feed and shelter him, she now saw him not as a potential rapist, but as a danger of a different order — the incompetent traveller whose failings put the lives of others at risk.


“You came unprepared,” said Yen Olass.


“I expected to find you quickly,” said the Ondrask. “It was further than they led me to believe — and the way was tricky.”


“Excuses never saved lives,” said Yen Olass.


It was a telling criticism, which he did not try to answer, because he could not. Though he was of the Yarglat and she of the people of Monogail, both were children of the barrens of the far north, the lands, as Serek has it, “beyond all maps, and cold beyond belief.” Both had learnt the same lessons in early childhood.


The Ondrask seated himself by the fire again. Yen Olass sheathed her knife and took the horse blanket off Snut. She draped it round the Ondrask’s shoulders. He shook it off.


“I never asked for that,” he said, with anger.


“But you need it.”


“I’ll get by without it.”


“Heat is strength,” said Yen Olass, quoting an old survival maxim. “And one who weakens serves to weaken all.”


Her position was unassailable. The Ondrask yielded, allowing her to wrap the horse blanket around him. He pulled its warmth close to his body, shrouding himself in its comfort.


Yen Olass offered him pemican. He hesitated. Then spoke, loudly, harshly:


“Skak, give me food.”


“I have already offered,” said Yen Olass serenely. “How can you demand what has been offered?”


She knew he had blundered badly. Of her own free will, she had offered to share her survival rations. The rigid survival ethic of the Yarglat gave him only two choices: to accept or decline. Acceptance would formalize their relationship, making him her guest, and placing him under obligations.


“I was tired,” said the Ondrask, by way of apology. “I will eat.”


And he accepted her gift of pemican, which put him in a very uncomfortable position, since she was both a woman and a slave.


As the Ondrask ate, Yen Olass got a cooking pot out of her baggage and took it to the mouth of the cave. The night was now as black as hell, and every bit as cold. The wind, demented, raged across the land. Yen Olass packed the pot with snow, tamping it down to a little water. Bringing the pot back to the fire, she balanced it on two fresh logs. When she had hot water, she would reconstitute some of her dried milk curds.


The Ondrask huddled by the fire. His filthy locks were wet with melted snow; he reached behind his head and wiped away some water which was running down his neck.


“Why did you ride so light?” said Yen Olass.


“Because anger rode me all the way from Gendormargensis.”


“They would have given you food at Brantzyn, if you’d asked.”


“They offered. I told them to set tables for two.”


“You thought to eat with a woman?” said Yen Olass, mocking him ever so gently. “To eat with a slave?”


“The tables,” said the Ondrask, “were not going to be in the same room. But ... here I’ve no objection.”


Though he made that concession, he could not bring himself to thank her outright for her hospitality.


Yen Olass knew they might be in bad trouble. A storm like this could last for weeks, leaving impassable snow drifts more than head high. Having got one concession from the Ondrask, she went hunting for another:


“If we have to kill a horse,” said Yen Olass, “we kill yours first.”


“Agreed,” said the Ondrask.


“That way,” said Yen Olass, watching him carefully, “you may lose a horse when you sought to recover one.”


The Ondrask eyed her in silence, then said: “I’m not as impressed as you might expect me to be.”


When the Yarglat quarrelled, it was usually over horses or women. Gendormargensis was glutted with women, the spoils of recent conquests, but good horses were still hard to come by. As Yen Olass had guessed, a problem with horses had sent the Ondrask raging down the road from Gendormargensis. But why had he come to her? What made him think she could help?


“Now tell me the details,” said Yen Olass.


“No,” said the Ondrask. “Let’s see how you ride blindfolded.”


“Just one question then,” said Yen Olass, exchanging boots for luffle bag. “How many horses?”


“Three.”


Yen Olass knew the Ondrask was an old friend of the Lord Emperor Khmar. The two were as close as brothers. Lord Alagrace, the Lawmaker of Gendormargensis, did his best to keep on the good side of Khmar, who had once come close to killing him. Alagrace would supply any horses the Ondrask needed. And, if those horses went missing, Alagrace would have no trouble replacing them. Unless ...


“The horses were stolen ...” said Yen Olass slowly.


“Yes.”


“And the horses ... the horses had been consecrated for sacrifice.”


“In a public ceremony,” said the Ondrask.


“I know how it’s done,” said Yen Olass. “If taken anonymously, they’d be gone for good. But you didn’t ride all this way for nothing. So you know who took them. And you want them back.”


“You ride well,” said the Ondrask. “You’re very close to the truth. Tell me who took them.”


Yen Olass checked the cooking pot. The snow had melted, but the water was not yet hot. She sat back, thinking, taking her time.


“You know who it is,” said Yen Olass. “So Lord Alagrace should have the thief cut up and killed. But some people he won’t dare touch.”


“But he’s Lawmaker!” said the Ondrask, his rage sparking to life.


“Come on,” said Yen Olass, quietly. “You know his position.”


Obviously some high-born Yarglat clansman had made off with the Ondrask’s horses, and Lord Alagrace, always reluctant to make enemies amongst the Yarglat, was procrastinating, hoping the problem would resolve itself.


“He’s Sharla vermin!” said the Ondrask. “We should have killed them all in the Blood Purge.”


“You did kill them all,” said Yen Olass, “or nearly all. Lord Alagrace was one of the few survivors.”


“Yes,” said the Ondrask. “And who let him live? That’s what I’d like to know.”


“He was away in Ashmolea,” said Yen Olass. “Didn’t you know that? No, I don’t suppose you would.”


The Ondrask was known to keep very much to his yashram, which was usually somewhere in the countryside beyond the walls of Gendormargensis; she doubted if he knew half as much about the politics of the city as she did.


Who might have taken the horses?


While the water heated, Yen Olass reviewed the names of potential culprits. Yoz Doy? No, he was in the south, with Khmar. What about Ulan Ti? No, he was too old, and too sensible. Chonjara, perhaps? Chonjara was wild enough ... but it could not possibly be him. Though many of the Yarglat had succumbed to the cosmopolitan trends of agnosticism or outright atheism, Chonjara remained true to the beliefs of his northern homelands. He had even suggested that the horse cult of Noth should become the state religion of the Collosnon Empire, replacing the multitude of faiths which now lay within its borders — though even the Lord Emperor Khmar had not been prepared to go that far.


When the water had boiled, and Yen Olass had heated up some milk curds, she gave her only spoon to the Ondrask, letting him eat first. She watched while he ate. He left her less than half. To let a slave witness such a breach of etiquette, he must have been very hungry indeed. When Yen Olass had finished what was left, she asked him directly:


“So what did happen to your horses?”


“Chonjara ate them,” said the Ondrask.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Chonjara ate them!”


“So you tell me,” said Yen Olass politely, knowing an impossibility when she heard one.


“Chonjara held a banquet to celebrate his father’s year seventy. He was in the market for some horsemeat. Only the best for his father! Haveros sold him three horses — my horses!”


“Ah,” said Yen Olass, for now all was explained.


Over the protests of his father Lonth Denesk, Haveros had abandoned the worship of the horse gods, and had espoused some trivial little local religion. Chonjara had criticized him for that in public, and now Haveros had taken revenge.


“Since you can’t get your horses back ...”


“I want an apology. And not in private, either. I want Haveros muck-down grovelling, with the whole city watching.”


“That might be difficult,” said Yen Olass.


“But you’ll arrange it.”


“My writ doesn’t run that far,” said Yen Olass. “In fact, my writ doesn’t run at all.”


“Lord Alagrace said you’d help.”


“Any oracle can give you a reading,” said Yen Olass. “There’s no need to come chasing out here just for a reading.”


“I told Alagrace an oracle couldn’t help me. I told him I wasn’t interested in a reading. But he told me you’d do better than that. He told me you’d fix it.”


“What?” said Yen Olass.


She was genuinely shocked, and it took a lot to shock her. How old was Lord Alagrace? Sixty-five? Not old enough to be going senile, surely?


“I’m sure Lord Alagrace couldn’t have said anything like that,” said Yen Olass.


“He said exactly that,” said the Ondrask. “His very words were: she will fix it.”


The words quoted by the Ondrask were unambiguous: “Sklo do-pla san t’lay”, translating as “Originating from her will be a fixing.” The word used for “fixing” implied the use of money, blackmail, trickery or political influence. Or black magic. Yen Olass was furious. Was Alagrace stark staring raving mad? There was no way she could possibly help the Ondrask, who, when he discovered the truth, was going to be very, very angry.


“So what are you going to do about Haveros?” said the Ondrask.


This was very difficult.


“There are always possibilities,” said Yen Olass. “Your knife may know at least one of them already.”


“My blade has been consecrated to a higher purpose,” said the Ondrask. “We have to find another way.”


“And we will,” said Yen Olass.


Though her chances of solving the problem were close to zero, she could hardly tell the Ondrask to horse off backwards until he bogged himself. She had to show willing.


“Let’s hear the details,” said Yen Olass. “Start right from the very beginning.”


“The beginning,” said the Ondrask, staring into the fire. “The beginning was ... when I came south.”


“Oh, I’m sure you can start further back than that,” said Yen Olass.


The Ondrask, failing to catch the mild note of sarcasm in her voice, raised his head and looked at her.


“Where should I start then?”


“If you’re really stuck for an opening,” said Yen Olass easily, “start with the beginning of time, for all I care.”


The Ondrask closed his eyes. He was very weary. At first, she thought he was going to drift off into dreamland then and there, but after a while he opened his eyes again. When he spoke, his voice was low; she had to lean forward to hear it, because the wind was competing in the background.


“Not many people ask about the first things,” said the Ondrask, in the voice of a man who has a story to tell. “Not many people care to know any more.”


Yen Olass began to suspect that her little joke about the beginning of time had been unwise.


“Not many people care to know, but the knowledge is there for those who wish to know. This is the way it was. In the beginning, there was a barren plain where the wind moved from itself and to itself, and the wind was dark and light in one. The wind was both horse and rider.”


Yen Olass recognised the creation myth of the Yarglat. He really had started at the beginning. Having asked for this, she dared not complain as the Ondrask slowly worked his way through the tale of the First Things and the genealogies of the Horse who was Horse and the Rider who was Rider. It took quite some time.


As the Ondrask talked, telling now of the Last Ride of the Horse who was Horse and the Rider who was Rider, Yen Olass began to hear in his voice a measure of loss, of sorrow, of homesickness. And while she was not of the Yarglat, she was most certainly of the north, and she too began to yearn for those empty horizons, those high-hunting stars, those skies where the night veils infinity with curtains of green light, purple, red. She too yearned for the campfire where the talk goes back and forward in the long winter night, man and woman and horse and child all gathered together in the same communal warmth.


While the Ondrask talked, Yen Olass began to remember names and faces gone from her life for almost two decades. She realised now the true source of the Ondrask’s rage. The high priest of the horse cult was suffering not just for the loss of his three horses, but for the loss of an entire way of life.


The Ondrask had reviewed an entire culture by the time he got to the story of his own birth.


“They named me Losh Negis. I was born in a tent on the barrens where the wind rolls forever, thinking the world downhill. I was weaned on mare’s milk and boiled millet. By the time I could walk, I was learning to ride, clinging to the fleece of a sheep.”


Bit by bit, he created his world for her.


“At the age of fourteen, I was initiated into a raiding party. Six years after my spear was first blooded, I endured a vision. I knew the power then, or thought I did. What I knew was the shadow of a shadow. But I followed the Old One thereafter. I learnt of the Powers That Walk and then became them.


“My people listened to me when voices gathered. I both gave and received. For them, I endured the darkness. I talked with those who have no bones. I brought back much wisdom, and shared. In those days, my very shadow was worth more than a man. In the city here in the south, people looked on me as if I was an animal — and a poor-bred animal at that.”


The Ondrask paused. Yen Olass made no grunts of approval, no small encouraging sounds, no conversational noises. The Ondrask did not need them, and would not have welcomed them. He brooded for a long time, staring into the dying heart of the dying fire.


“The fathers of our grandfathers came south to conquer an empire,” said the Ondrask, “but the empire conquered us. The Blood Purge changed nothing. We slaughtered real men, thinking to kill our enemy, but it was already too late for that. We were defeated by our victory, and Haveros is the measure of our defeat.”


The Ondrask said nothing more, and Yen Olass saw that his tale was at an end. He had still not answered her original question, but she knew he would no longer welcome being quizzed on the trivial details of who said what to whom and where and when. He had spoken of first and last things, and he had talked himself out.


But Yen Olass did have one question to ask before they slept. She had always wondered about it, but, till now, she had never met anyone who might know the answer. She dared her question.


“You were born in the north,” said Yen Olass, “and so was Khmar. What does Khmar believe?”


“Khmar?” said the Ondrask, looking at her, as if seeing her for the first time. “Khmar believes in Khmar.”


Listening to the wind, Yen Olass thought it was dying down a little, but she was now too tired to be certain.


* * *


Yen Olass woke to find daylight filtering into the cave. The Ondrask was huddled under the horse blanket, snoring. The two shag ponies were awake. Sometimes, on other hunting trips, she had woken in the night to find Snut sleeping standing up. She had never been able to figure out how horses could do that; whichever way she looked at it, it seemed contrary to reason. She thought it was very clever of them.


Yen Olass took her feet out of the luffle bag. They were not happy about that at all. Swiftly, she put on her foot bindings, then pulled on her boots and laced them up. Going to the mouth of the cave, she found a bright cold sun shining from a clear sky on silent snowdrifts. The drifted snow was deep enough to slow them down a bit, but too shallow to stop a determined horse and rider.


Here and there, trees showed vivid yellow wounds where branches had scabbed away. The rest of the world was white and black: white snow, black trees. So many trees. The corpses of the dead ones hulked out of the snow.


Though these woods were fairly open, and riders were seldom hindered by undergrowth, Yen Olass still felt there were far too many trees. There was something weird and unnatural about those columns of wood shafting up from the earth. Something rather evil about those gaunt grasping branches. Out riding, you always had to keep a sharp lookout in case a branch tore your head off. Then, stopping in a strange place, you could never tell whether something was hiding close by, watching. In the woods, she always felt enclosed, denied the open horizons of unlimited freedom which were her birthright.


As she stood there watching, she saw a small bird perch briefly on a bough, then fly away. In the snow there was a neat set of little paw marks: a fox had passed by that morning.


She heard the Ondrask grunt as he woke; a little later, he joined her at the cavemouth.


“Yesh-la, Ondrask,” said Yen Olass.


“Darjan-kray, Yen Olass,” he said, giving her both the formal response and the courtesy of her name.


They stood there shoulder to shoulder. Now that they had slept out the night in the same cave, she hardly noticed his odour; his smell was hers. Though she knew she would be fearfully late in getting back to Gendormargensis, that hardly seemed to matter. She felt ... she felt almost happy. She would have felt better still if they could have stayed. She hated going back to the city.


“How has the hunting been?” said the Ondrask.


“Not so good,” said Yen Olass.


Game was scarce, but Yen Olass hardly cared. She came here to be free, not to kill things.


The sun glared on the absolute white of the snow. She had better smear her cheeks and eyelids with ashes before they set out. On a day like this, a day’s riding could leave an unprotected person snowblind. She had better grease her boots, too; she had meant to do it the day before, but had forgotten.


Snut came to her for an apple, and she gave him one, then gave another to the Ondrask’s horse. Both horses and humans would eat properly once they reached the hunting lodge at Brantzyn. Then they would push south, heading for Gendormargensis.




CHAPTER TWO


Name: Lord Pentalon Alagrace


Birth title: sal Pentalon Sorvolosa dan Alagrace nal Swedek quen Larsh


Family: Swedek quen Larsh, one of the High Houses of Sharla. Great-grandfather was Arnak Menster, Warmaster in Gendormargensis during the Wars of Dominion in which the Sharla Alliance was defeated by the northern horse tribes


Career: graduating from the Military Academy, spent twenty years with the Battle Corps in the Eastern Marches, ultimately having command of the Grey Cohorts. Subsequent service almost exclusively in the Diplomatic Service


In the year of the Blood Purge, Khmar 15, was in the Embassy which travelled to Molothair to negotiate an exchange of hostages with the Witchlord, Onosh Gulkan. Declined to return to Tameran, going into exile in Ashmolea, but in Khmar 17 accepted an invitation to become Lawmaker in Gendormargensis


* * *


Lord Alagrace urgently needed to find Yen Olass, but the oracle was missing.


He knew she had returned to Gendormargensis, as her shag pony was back in the stables attached to his city residence. Her weapons were back in the stable loft. By law, no woman was entitled to be in possession of weapons, so Yen Olass could not risk keeping bows, arrows or knives in her own quarters.


According to the stable hands, Yen Olass had returned the day before, shortly after dusk. Where she had gone thereafter, nobody knew. She had not checked in with Lord Alagrace’s office, as she usually did, and a servant sent to her quarters in Moon Stallion Strait had returned without finding her. Now Lord Alagrace himself had come to tooth 44, Moon Stallion Strait, to see if he could find any clue which would tell him where the missing oracle was.


Lord Alagrace had never visited this street before, and had no idea what he might find. When Yen Olass had demanded quarters outside the reach of the Sisterhood, a little more than half a year earlier, Lord Alagrace had told his secretary to arrange it, and when Yen Olass had pronounced herself satisfied, he had not bothered himself about it further.


Tooth 44 turned out to be a cold, massive building in white marble. In the foyer, three old women were sorting dirty linen into baskets, which would later be picked up and taken to the Central Washhouse. And, on the stairway leading upwards, two soldiers were gaming with dice.


The soldiers leapt to attention when they saw Lord Alagrace. But it was far too late for that. Their helmets, their ceremonial shields and their spears were cluttered together in a corner; it was impossible for them to pretend they had been attending to their duty. Lord Alagrace took their names, then asked them what their duty was.


The soldiers told him the names of a dozen dependents of the last emperor, Onosh Gulkan, the Witchlord, who were now living in this building under what was supposed to be house arrest.


“And what really happens?” said Lord Alagrace.


“We make sure they’re all in the building by evening. Other than that, nobody worries.”


“I see,” said Lord Alagrace.


This explained a lot. At least twice since his return from Ashmolea, he had thought he had been seeing ghosts when he had glimpsed people whom he had thought dead or banished long ago. When he had the time, he should really have an inventory made of the more important captives held in Gendormargensis.


“Who else lives here?” said Lord Alagrace.


The guards were able to tell him a few names. He vaguely recognised some of them. They were hostages and ambassadors from states which had now ceased to exist, indigent old generals who were waiting for the Lord Emperor Khmar to attend to their petitions for pensions, a couple of Khmar’s distant relations from the far north — the place was a veritable bureaucratic rubbish bin for dumping problems which were not worth solving.


Lord Alagrace asked the guards a few more questions, then went upstairs. On the way up, he passed a group of old women who were going down, and one or two of them looked at him strangely. Puzzling over those glances, he realized he remembered them from the years when they had been young and beautiful — famous hetairai, the playthings of the powerful. Unless his memories deceived him, in his youth he himself had lusted after at least one of them — though always from a distance.


On reaching height 3, Lord Alagrace soon found room 7. Yen Olass, as a slave, was not permitted a door which could be closed against the world; instead, the interior of the room was guarded only by a free-standing screen, which he could walk around if he chose.


“Yen Olass?”


No answer.


Lord Alagrace went in and looked around. There was a bed, a chair, a window. Little else. A brazier, which was cold. A linen basket with a few soiled oddments sitting in the bottom of it. A linen chest for clean clothing. A battered old klon. A wobbly side table with a few oddments on it — some stones, a couple of broken shells, a scrap of cheap amber with some dirt flaws running through it — he couldn’t imagine why she kept such rubbish. On the bed, folded sheets, folded blankets and a scruffy quilt, which was leaking feathers.


Looking under the bed — his knees creaked alarmingly as he knelt down — Lord Alagrace discovered an oracle’s nordigin. There was also a felt-lined box containing a copy of the Book of the Sisterhood. Lord Alagrace, who had never perused this classic statement of the Sisterhood’s doctrine, took it out and had a look at it. But the script was too small for him to read. These days, relays of scribes were kept busy copying out vital documents in a big, bold hand, so he could consult them at his leisure.


Disappointed, Lord Alagrace returned the Book of the Sisterhood to its box. He knew he could always requisition a copy, then have it read aloud to him, or copied out in a hand big enough for his deteriorating vision to cope with, but he would never do that, because he would have been ashamed to show so much interest in a woman thing.


When Lord Alagrace left the room he saw, some distance down the corridor, a rheumatic old woman standing in the doorway of her quarters, leaning on a stick and watching him. On the off-chance, he went down the corridor to ask her if she knew where Yen Olass was.


She invited him into her room, which was small, and crowded with antiquated furniture, tapestries and carpets. She claimed that she did indeed know Yen Olass. She pointed to a large, amber-coloured cat which was asleep on her bed. The cat, she claimed, belonged to Yen Olass. Once the oracle came back from “the world of her wandering”, she would reclaim the cat, which was called Lefrey. No, Yen Olass had not been in the building for the last few days. No, nobody could say where she might be.


The woman then started to get querulous, complaining about the cold of the building, the irregular linen service, the state of the communal ablutions, the rats she had seen in the latrines. Lord Alagrace excused himself.


Leaving the building, he passed a blank-faced woman who walked with an odd, jerking shuffle. He shuddered. Someone unfamiliar with the history of Gendormargensis might have mistaken the woman for a cripple or a victim of terminal syphilis, but Lord Alagrace knew exactly what was responsible for that peculiar gait — and that face washed clean of all character and emotion. The woman was an ofika, the first he had seen for years.


During the reign of Onosh Gulkan, the emperor who had earned himself the title of Witchlord, the running of Gendormargensis had been left very much in the hands of the powerful dralkosh Bao Gahai. Drawing strength from a liaison with the powers of the dead, she could destroy anyone who opposed her, turning them into an ofika, a semi-sentient automaton which would, to the best of its remaining ability, obey without question.


Bao Gahai, who must be at least sixty by now, was said to be still alive, living in the court of Onosh Gulkan in the city of Molothair on the island of Alozay, one of the Safrak Islands of the inland waters known as the Swelaway Sea.


Thinking of Bao Gahai, Lord Alagrace realised who the old woman with the amber cat was. Her name was ... no, her name still escaped him. But he remembered when he had seen her last. She had been one of Bao Gahai’s servants and, once, at great personal danger, and seeking no reward for herself, she had sheltered him from the wrath of the dralkosh.


Lord Alagrace hesitated, and thought about going back. But the demands of the day were many, and he could not linger any longer.


* * *


When Lord Alagrace got back to Valslada, his city residence, he found a messenger waiting. The messenger had come from Lord Alagrace’s office in Karling Drask.


“So what have you got to tell me?” said Lord Alagrace.


“My lord, your secretary has sent me to tell you that an important communication is waiting for you at Karling Drask.”


Lord Alagrace swore, more from habit than anything else, and set out for Karling Drask. His secretary had received his basic training many years ago in the secret police of the Witchlord Onosh Gulkan, and had never been able to shake his obsession with secrecy.


Arriving at Karling Drask, Lord Alagrace found the communication was a letter from the Ondrask of Noth, demanding that he come personally to the Ondrask’s yashram to collect Yen Olass. Lord Alagrace recognized the handwriting. The Ondrask was every bit as illiterate as the Lord Emperor Khmar. He had dictated the letter to Yen Olass Ampadara, who had written it out in a large, bold hand, knowing that Lord Alagrace was no longer able to focus well enough at short distances to read small handwriting.


With Khmar in the south, Lord Alagrace was the supreme authority in and around Gendormargensis. The Ondrask had no right to give him orders. Furthermore, Lord Alagrace was busy. He had all the responsibilities which went with the Lawmaker’s office, and, while the Lord Commander of the Imperial City was ostensibly Volaine Persaga Haveros, that was only a matter of form, and Lord Alagrace handled all the administrative decisions which went with that position, too. However, the Ondrask called, and the Ondrask had influence with Khmar — so Lord Alagrace went.


Now, at least, he knew where to find the oracle Yen Olass Ampadara.


* * *


At the Ondrask’s yashram, Lord Alagrace found Yen Olass sharing a meal with Losh Negis. He could hardly believe his eyes. However, Losh Negis explained that Yen Olass had given him hospitality in the wilderness, which made everything clear; a true Yarglat, like the Ondrask, had to repay such a debt, even if the debt was to a female slave.


“But when you come back,” said Losh Negis to Lord Alagrace, “she will be cooking, not eating. I will make her my skona-pana-tay.”


Yen Olass flinched when the Ondrask made that little joke, and the Ondrask’s women — or those of them who were within hearing — muttered amongst themselves. In Eparget, “skona-pana-tay” meant, literally, “young silk triangle”; the words were usually translated into other languages as “silk girl”, and formed the courtesy title of a particular type of whore.


Lord Alagrace got the impression that Yen Olass was glad to leave with him.


* * *


Lord Alagrace and Yen Olass argued all the way to the city of Gendormargensis. Yen Olass, for her part, was still upset because Lord Alagrace had earlier told the Ondrask that she had the power to fix the problem he had with Haveros and the horses.


Lord Alagrace was furious at the solution Yen Olass had found. She had persuaded the Ondrask to tell his follower Chonjara to watch Haveros until he got the chance to destroy his enemy — perhaps by challenging him to a duel.


“I do not want any more duels!” said Lord Alagrace.


“That,” said Yen Olass, “is not my problem.”


“Wrong,” said Lord Alagrace. “I’ve been looking for you all day so you can help me to stop a duel.”


“Is that so?” said Yen Olass. “And who are the fighters?”


“Lonth Denesk and Tonaganuk.”


Lonth Denesk was the father of Volaine Persaga Haveros, the apostate Yarglat clansman who had been daring enough to steal horses which the Ondrask had dedicated for sacrifice. Tonaganuk was the father of Chonjara, the Ondrask’s follower who had, all unknowingly, bought those horses and butchered them for his banquet.


“Tell me,” said Yen Olass, “how did the fathers come to be involved in the quarrel of the sons?”


“It all started when I tried to solve our little problem ...”


“Yes,” said Yen Olass. “I thought it might be something like that.”


“There are women in Gendormargensis,” said Lord Alagrace, “who have had their tongues torn out for less than that.”


“The Sisterhood,” said Yen Olass tartly, “would not approve of such damage to the Sisterhood’s property.”


She was reminding him that they were not master and slave. They were, if anything, partners in crime. Lord Alagrace sighed. When he had to work with flawed tools like Yen Olass, it made things very difficult. But then, everything was difficult these days.


During the Blood Purge, in which the Yarglat had run amok in Gendormargensis and elsewhere, they had killed out — almost the entire intellectual elite of the Collosnon Empire. The administration of the capital had gone into the hands of one of Khmar’s cousins — briefly. Lord Alagrace was still trying to repair the damage.


“Tell me about the fight,” said Yen Olass. “Are they going to use axes?”


“They’re not going to fight,” said Lord Alagrace. “They’re going to apologise to each other, then go back home and behave themselves.”


“After they’ve hugged and kissed,” said Yen Olass, in one of the moments of whimsy which she usually hid from him.


“If you can make them hug and kiss, then go ahead,” said Lord Alagrace. “But first let me tell you the problem ...”




CHAPTER THREE


Gendormargensis: capital of Collosnon Empire; military and administrative city situated on Yolantarath River, commanding strategic gap between Sarapine Ranges and Balardade Massif. Extensive fortifications and notable archives; centre of fur trade; famous for annual horse fair and river tournament; pop. (est. Khmar 18) 273,460.


* * *


In the eighteenth year of his reign, the Lord Emperor Khmar was absent from the city of Gendormargensis. Accompanied by his second son, Meddon, he was at war, forcing the command of the Collosnon Empire south to the shores of the Pale. Nevertheless, even though the Lord Emperor rode elsewhere, the customary intrigues of court life continued.


Most secret and most scandalous of all those intrigues was the liaison between Volaine Persaga Haveros and the Princess Quenerain. By now, many people knew that Haveros had taken the Ondrask’s horses, but few would have thought him rash enough to bed the Princess Quenerain.


Haveros, a high-caste warrior and the hero of seven campaigns, was Lord Commander of the Imperial City, answering only to the Lawmaker Lord Alagrace during Khmar’s absence. Haveros was a big man with a big-built appetite for food, laughter, song and bawdry. He was also a drinking man, with a drinker’s broken-red veins in his battle-scarred face: but his alcoholic thirst had yet to destroy his virility.


The Princess Quenerain, nineteen years old, and virginal more in deed than in thought, had pearl-smooth hands and milk-warm thighs. When she conspired with Haveros, her eyes did all the talking; before their first words kissed, they knew their destiny.


And so it came to pass.


While her father was at war in the south of the continent of Tameran, the Princess Quenerain lay with the warrior Haveros, offending against both law and custom.


The princess had already been ordained as head of the Rite of Purification, which was important for both war and peace, as it served to absolve soldiers from war guilt; the dignity of the Rite demanded an unblemished virgin to oversee its rituals.


But the Princess Quenerain did not think of this as she grappled with Haveros, her breathing flushed, his flesh defying gravity, lips closing, heat clenching, thighs thrusting, her hands clutching his rhythm home to hers.


And afterwards, fever relapsing toward sleep, neither of these two drowsy and sated animals thought of anything in particular as they lay there, heat declining, pulse slackening, sweat cooling, vague disconnected images already prefiguring their dreams.


This act of copulation was rash but not suicidal. The lovers had secured their privacy by choosing to fornicate within the confines of the Princess Quenerain’s private quarters in Karling Drask, the War Archives complex; for contraceptive protection, Haveros had consented to wear a hand-tailored condom fashioned from a section of the intestines of a reindeer.


And so they slept in peace, untroubled by any intimations of disaster; they both knew exactly what they could get away with — or thought they did.


Elsewhere, snuggled down under her dreamquilt, her body burdened by the encroaching weight of her cat Lefrey, Yen Olass Ampadara was already asleep. And dreaming. No man lay beside her, and no lover figured in her dreams; though she was now officially a virgin, as a child she had been gang-raped by a dozen of Khmar’s soldiers, and had subsequently failed to develop romantic yearnings.


Yen Olass was dreaming of a rabbit. This small, frightened animal lay mewling in the snow. It had been skinned; thin purple veins obtruded from its rasp-raw flesh.


Yen Olass dreamt that she cradled this hubbly little thing deep within her comfort, snuggled it down into the feather-warm quilting of her weather jacket, and soothed the air with a growing song which made the raw flesh renew its bonds with a pelt of luxuriant fur.


Floating from dreamsleep toward wakefulness, Yen Olass imagined herself, for a moment, as Earthmother, healer of the hurts and pains of the universe, infinitely tender and unstintingly generous.


Then she woke, and knew otherwise.


* * *


Dawn.


The Yolantarath River lay empty-wide outside the battlements of Gendormargensis. Sheer-frozen, as it had been since Winterblade, it lay beneath drifts of snow; the rising sun spiked both ice and snow with that blinding dazzle known, in Yarglat parlance, as “caltrops”.


Sentries guarding the walls of the Imperial City stamped their feet, and watched a few early-rising ice fishermen trooping onto the river to reopen holes which the night cold would have sealed.


Engulfed in a warrior’s embrace, the Princess Quenerain slept, dreaming of pumping honey.


The warrior, Volaine Persaga Haveros, woke, and sniffed first the hair then the flesh of the woman who slept in his arms. Disentangling himself from her embrace, he dressed; he had no intention of washing on a morning as cold as this one. He armed himself, then left.


The corridors of Karling Drask were utterly silent. Haveros strode along those deserted marble avenues, paying no attention to the mosaics which adorned the walls. He was thinking of all the things he had to do that morning. His father, Lonth Denesk, was due to fight Tonaganuk later that morning. The fight might spark off a clan battle within Gendormargensis. If that happened, Haveros wanted to win the war. Even now, his people would be assembling in the clan drillhall; Haveros would see that they were properly armed and instructed before the duel started.


Haveros wished Lord Alagrace had not involved his father in this business. What had the old fool been thinking of, calling Lonth Denesk and Tonaganuk together? He should have realized that was the worst possible thing he could have done. The old man was slipping.


Haveros reached the exit, and departed from Karling Drask, scarcely acknowledging the salutes of the guards on duty there. The sun was bright, the sky high: it was a good day to die.


* * *


Alone in a frost-cold room, Yen Olass woke. There was someone outside the screen.


“Who is it?” she said.


Was someone about to demand a reading? That would be unusual. While Yen Olass sometimes gave readings of other people living in tooth 44, most of them observed the conventions and made appointments well in advance. Nevertheless, while unusual, it would not be unprecedented; Yen Olass had no right to deny any patron at any hour of the day or night.


Her visitor slipped round the screen, entering the room: it was only Nuana.


“Where have you been?” said Nuana.


“Molychosh,” said Yen Olass curtly, using the Eparget word which meant “pasturing”, and, by extension, denoted retirement or a holiday.


“Sa?!” said Nuana, using the generalized expression for surprise and disbelief. “An oracle, pasturing? Since when did the Sisterhood treat you so sweetly?”


“What do you want?” said Yen Olass.


Her voice was sharp. She had more than enough to cope with today, without being bothered by Nuana.


“You know what I want.”


“I haven’t got it.”


“You must get it!”


“I don’t for you or anyone,” said Yen Olass, stretching, allowing herself to luxuriate in the quilted warmth of her bed.


“He beats me,” said Nuana. “Because you don’t get it, he beats me.”


“Get out,” said Yen Olass.


But Nuana Nanalako, a sun-dark Southsearcher woman, was not disposed of that easily.


“He doesn’t just beat me, either,” said Nuana.


“You heard me,” said Yen Olass. “Get out!”


Her cat Lefrey, awakened by these female voices, stirred, stretched, then curled down deeper into the layered warmth of the featherbed dreamquilt.


“You’re the lucky one,” said Nuana, advancing. “He gave you away. You never had to ...”


“What?”


“He’s a filthy old man,” said Nuana.


Yen Olass got out of bed and stood on the stone floor in her sleep-shift, shivering in the biting morning chill.


“You get out of here,” said Yen Olass, “or I’ll rip your face apart.”


Yen Olass was bigger and stronger than Nuana. And she was angry. After being nagged by Nuana for half a season, Yen Olass had had enough. Unless Nuana retreated — now! — there would be a regular scratching match.


Nuana, confronted by an angry and advancing oracle, broke and ran. They were both slaves, but if they were caught brawling, Nuana would be the one who went under the spikes. Even the high-born could not lay hands on an oracle with impunity. When Nuana had gone, Yen Olass stood trembling with anger.


Not for the first time, Yen Olass wished she had a proper door which she could close and bolt against the world.


* * *


Elsewhere, the warrior Chonjara was already up and about. He had been sharpening a battle-axe. Now he tested the blade: and was satisfied.


* * *


Alone in her room, Yen Olass attended to her ablutions, then broke her fast with a barley-meal cake. All things considered, she would rather have been in her cave to the north, eking out a bare existence with pemican and milk curds.


With breakfast over, Yen Olass settled her mind by meditation, contemplating the everspan slumber of the bubbles of light encapsulated in her piece of amber, which was one of the few beautiful things she owned.


Her day was commanded by a single duty, which was to attend a duel at the Enskandalon Square. Seeking to disarm a possible conflict between Haveros and Chonjara, Lord Alagrace had banqueted the fathers of those two famous warriors, hoping that he could persuade the fathers to tell the sons to end their quarrel. Instead, the fathers had taken up that quarrel themselves, and were now preparing to fight to the death.


Before combat, Yen Olass would give a reading for the fighters. This was no delicate matter of statecraft or high politics; she only had to provide two arrogant old men with an excuse to apologize to each other, and thus to evade the intolerable demands of honour.


With her meditations finished, Yen Olass donned her outdoor clothes, tucked a rug under her arm and picked up her nordigin, the lacquered carrier box safeguarding her Casting Board and her 365 Indicators. Thus equipped, she made her way to the Enskandalon Square. She was the first to arrive: there was no other life in the square except for a few old women, dressed in black, who were sweeping away the snow on the far side of that empty expanse of white.


Yen Olass had arrived very early, because that was her duty: the Sisterhood believed that an oracle should avoid the temptation of making a grand entrance, and accordingly ruled that an oracle should arrive first, wherever possible. She unfolded her rug of double-layer yaquern fur, and settled herself to wait.


After a while, someone entered on the far side of the Enskandalon Square. Slowly, the figure trekked across the snow, eventually revealing itself as the text-master Eldegen Terzanagel. That worthy was dressed in grey furs; his hair was cropped short and dyed grey if it was not grey by nature; he wore a severely-disciplined short-cropped grey beard, and about his garments hung a rope of grey beads, a tuft of grey feathers and one skull, painted grey.


“Is that you?” said Terzanagel.


“Whom were you seeking?” said Yen Olass coldly.


“So it’s you,” said Terzanagel, her voice having confirmed an identity which had been put in doubt by snuggling furs and three wrap-around scarves. “Did Nuana speak to you?”


“Your whorebit slave intruded on my quarters this morning,” said Yen Olass. “Send her again, and you’ll get her back with her face torn off.”


“Yen Olass,” said Terzanagel, managing to sound hurt. “Why so fierce? Haven’t I always done well by you?”


In a sense, he had. When Yen Olass had arrived in Gendormargensis as part of the plunder from Monogail, Terzanagel — had purchased her at auction. This wilful slavegirl had then resisted his advances — to be precise, she had bitten his penis, drawing blood, and had punched him in the testicles. He could have had her skinned alive for that, and many men would have done so without hesitation; however, instead of taking revenge, he had donated her to the Sisterhood, and had paid for the five years of study at the Imperial School needed to equip her to be an oracle instead of just one of the Sisterhood’s working slaves.


However, Yen Olass had suffered badly when she had been initiated into the Sisterhood. Besides:


“Anything you did was for your own purposes,” said Yen Olass.


She knew very well that Terzanagel’s lifetime ambition was to journey to the Stepping Stone Islands of the southern continent, Argan, so he could complete his research on the life and times of that famous poet of antiquity, Saba Yavendar. Nuana Nanalako came from that region, and Terzanagel, needing someone to teach him the local dialect, had spent two years and a lot of money acquiring that Southsearcher woman.


Unfortunately for Terzanagel, the law forbade text-masters to leave Tameran; to fulfil his ambitions, he constantly sought favour and influence, and his every act of good citizenship was calculated to further this quest. It was said that the Sisterhood could not be bribed; nevertheless, ambitious men did well to ingratiate themselves with that school of oracles.


“Yen Olass, I’m not asking much. All I want is a map.”


“Patience melts snow,” said Yen Olass, which was a local idiom meaning all things come to those who wait.


“Yen Olass, I don’t have much time. I’m an old man.”


“Tratz!” said Yen Olass, using a word meaning gelding’s testicles — or, to translate idiom into idiom, horse feathers.


“I’m sixty years old!”


“My great grandfather was ninety on the day he died — and he died fighting. I saw.”


Terzanagel obviously had more to say, but was silent, for someone else was approaching. Footsteps crunched over the snow behind Yen Olass; she did not move, but as the newcomer entered her field of vision she saw it was the Ondrask of Noth.


Today, the high priest of the horse cult was dressed in his full ceremonial regalia. He wore animal skins garnished with a gaudy array of rainbow feathers, beads, skulls, miniature knives and obsidian arrowheads, and, even on a day like this, when the cold tended to subdue most smells, he stank generously. Today, the smell of rancid fat was dominant.


“Brother!” said the Ondrask, embracing Terzanagel.


“Brother,” responded Terzanagel, as ritual required; he engaged the Ondrask’s embrace with something less than enthusiasm.


They were brothers in name only; the ritual demanding their embrace celebrated the historical links between the priesthood of Noth and the modern-day text-masters, links which the text-masters, for their part, would have been happy to forget.


While the Ondrask did his best to prolong the embrace — knowing exactly how it discomforted the text-master — General Chonjara arrived. This fierce, broad-shouldered man of thirty-five was overshadowed by a hulking heavyweight bruiser — Karahaj Nan Nulador, his bodyguard. Nan Nulador now dropped down on one knee in front of Yen Olass.


“No,” said Yen Olass.


“Give him what he wants,” said Chonjara.


Earlier, the text-master Eldegen Terzanagel had been unable to tell that Yen Olass was Yen Olass because of all her winterweight clothing. But Chonjara and his bodyguard knew her for an oracle: the lacquered box at her side betrayed her calling. Reluctantly, Yen Olass reached out and touched Karahaj Nan Nulador on the forehead, dabbing at him lightly with her layers of wool. And she said, as the Sura Woman does:


“Peace for your daylight.”


And Nan Nulador was content.


Yen Olass would happily have spent all day handing out blessings and doing other forbidden things — reading fortunes, interpreting dreams and making charms — but the Sisterhood rigorously discouraged any and all involvement in the kind of occult practices which might lead an oracle to become mistaken for a dralkosh.


An oracle’s work must necessarily have a gloss of mystery — men accepted the intervention of magic when they would have crucified any woman who dared present herself as an arbitrator — but the Sisterhood was determined that the order must not become entangled with religion, superstition or the practice of evil arts.


As the Book of the Sisterhood put it:


“The Method is not a way of Power or a way of Decision. The Method calls on nothing outside itself, for the oracle exercises no Power and makes no Decision. Instead, when a patron so requests, an oracle enters a conflict at the centre, making of herself a pivot. The Art is no Summoning, no Shaping. It serves only to reveal possibilities.”


Now more people were starting to arrive. Some of them were Yarglat clansmen, bearing weapons, and clearly spoiling for a fight. Others were league riders, foreign mercenaries who gave their loyalty to Lord Alagrace alone. Today, Lord Alagrace could not use the army to keep order, since most of the army’s officers were men of the Yarglat. However, his league riders were reliable, and their presence would lessen the possibility of outright slaughter in Enskandalon Square.


Yen Olass looked for the two old men, Lonth Denesk and Tonaganuk. Neither had yet arrived. Yen Olass closed her eyes, and imagined:


Snow.


Wafting snow beneath ricepaper skies. A world of frozen mud, silence, and bloodless horizons stretching away across leagues of ice and tundra toward distant infinities of cloud. Between her thighs, the bulk of a long-haired grenderstrander, its travelling rhythm urging past a herd of musk ox, past huge browsing beasts with snorting breath —


“Lord Alagrace ordered you here, didn’t he?” said Chonjara.


Yen Olass, her reveries thus interrupted, opened her eyes.


“I am here,” she said.


“My father certainly didn’t ask for you,” said Chonjara. “So it must have been Alagrace. Unless Lonth Denesk ...”


“Haveros, maybe,” said Nan Nulador.


“No,” said Chonjara. “He was boasting last night about how his father would kill mine. It must have been Alagrace. Isn’t that so, girl?”


As they were speaking Eparget, the dominant dialect of the northern horse tribes, and thus the ruling language of Gendormargensis, the word Chonjara used for “girl” was “lakux”, a word also meaning “filly”, and carrying implications of naivety, inexperience and frivolity.


And Yen Olass could hardly answer “I am a woman”, for the word for woman, “narinii” — a word also meaning “mare” — implied a mature, sexually experienced female of proven fertility.


Yen Olass felt hurt. She did not analyse her pain — the Sisterhood discouraged introspection — but the dynamic producing her pain could reasonably be stated like this:


I am Yen Olass. I am not a girl. But not a woman (narinii). Language has no word for me. Unless I choose to call myself fench oddock (“thinning blood”, meaning “old maid” or “crone”, or — sometimes in a different context, and sometimes not — “soup stock”.) But I’m not that. So what am I? Myself. Alone.


“Why so silent, girl?” said Chonjara.


“Do you wish for a reading?” said Yen Olass, who saw that he was one of those who hated the Sisterhood, and that she could match insult for insult by treating him as if he were a patron.


“In another time and another place, I’d rip you open and rape you,” said Chonjara.


“My lord!” said Nan Nulador — and Yen Olass saw that General Chonjara’s bodyguard was shocked.


For that matter, she was shocked herself.


And so, perhaps, was Chonjara, for he looked around uneasily, seeing who might have overheard him. The Ondrask of Noth certainly had, but that hardly mattered, for the high priest of the horse cult had no love for the Sisterhood. Yen Olass doubted that the brief time they had shared together counted for anything now that they were back in Gendormargensis. Who else had heard? The text-master, Eldegen Terzanagel. That, for Chonjara, might be unfortunate.


Sensing her advantage, Yen Olass pressed it home:


“In another time, another place, healthy young sons might take care of their senile old fathers instead of encouraging them to hack each other to pieces with battleaxes.”


Chonjara turned on her, and now it was Yen Olass’s turn to realize she had gone too far. Chonjara’s face was white with anger, for she had insulted his father with an unpardonable expression: in Eparget, “shasha”, the word for “senile”, meant not just old and weak-minded, but also implied impotence, incontinence, coprophagic habits and a tendency to indulge in a desire to practise fellatio on dead sheep. Among other things.


A confrontation was prevented by the arrival of Lord Alagrace, Lonth Denesk and Tonaganuk, together with a crowd of underlings, onlookers, friends and functionaries. Amongst the new arrivals was Haveros, Lonth Denesk’s son, who looked around, frowning when he saw how many league riders were on the scene.


Lonth Denesk and Tonaganuk were relaxed and jovial, and seemed to have been drinking a little. Yen Olass realized Lord Alagrace had settled the matter with some last-minute diplomacy; in all probability, the old men had been draining a cup of friendship just before coming to the Enskandalon Square.


Yen Olass knew Lord Alagrace would be pleased with his success. Any duel amongst the Yarglat was dangerous to the peace of Gendormargensis. And, in itself, duelling claimed the lives of too many bright young officers, and allowing old men to kill each other encouraged the young.


Yen Olass knew that Lonth Denesk and Tonaganuk must be every bit as glad as Lord Alagrace. When the Lawmaker had banqueted them, they had got drunk; siding with their sons, they had called each other “liar”, “coward” and “woman”, and then they had called each other out. Sober, they must have cursed their stupidity — they had been comrades in battle for twenty years in their younger days.

OEBPS/Images/WW3ebookCover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/WW3Map2ebook.jpg
O 20 40O 60 ®° /\ mountaing
~ Wilg

\eo.%ues

e selected communihies






OEBPS/Images/WW3Map1ebook.jpg
Lesser
Tee+w *°

N

Gregter
Tee+w

Distance in \eagues
o 200 Goo0 €00 800

\ league = 2000 paces





OEBPS/Images/ZenphosLogoSmall2.png





