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INTO THE MADNESS

Murdered men and women—children, too—lay sprawled in waist-high drifts of dust and sand. A man in the red tunic of the City Guard threw himself screaming out of an open house-door, hacking with his sword. Shaldis held him back on the end of her spear, and he drove himself halfway up its shaft trying to get to her before he finally died. Sickened, trembling, it took her minutes to work the body off the spear, and as she did she could see his flesh and bones blacken and shrink.
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PROLOGUE

Someone was calling for help.

Raeshaldis, Habnit’s Daughter, stirred in her sleep.

The call came spiraling up from deep within her dreams, but she knew this was no dream vision, no mental sifting of waking events or past griefs.

Our children are dying. Help us. . . .

A woman; almost certainly a woman of magical power. Even sunk in sleep, Shaldis could sense the shape and color, the taste of the woman’s spells. The cry was in no language she had ever heard before—musical and rippling—but the meaning shaped itself in her mind, as words are understood in dreams.

Illness—fever— The wizards cannot help. Healing no longer flows from their hands. We the Craft women—

Here Shaldis’s mind groped for the word. In the tongue spoken in the Realm of the Seven Lakes there was no word for women-who-do-magic, as there was for men. Until two years ago there had never been a need for one, for no woman had ever been born with such power in her flesh.

We command the fire and the serpents and the stinging insects, but we cannot wield the power that sends fever away.

And behind that cry, that desperation, Shaldis heard another sound that moved her as if her heart knew what it was or must be. A thick, soft booming, as regular as the beat of the Earth’s heart. A rushing like the wind through the groves of date palms, building to a crash like the sound of an avalanche of sand in the dry wadis where the ancients had buried their dead.

But unlike either, and as unknown to her as the language in which the Craft woman called. Yet her dreaming mind felt its power, as it understood the meaning of the words.

Help us. Please help us. Our children are dying.
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In the village of Three Wells, Bennit the king’s overseer also dreamed.

He’d gone to sleep early, not that anyone in Three Wells had any reason to sit up late. The farming village lay far out on the edge of the yellow rangelands, close to the badlands where ancient kings had buried their dead. Sometimes a wandering storyteller passed through or a traveling merchant. Then everyone gathered in Bennit’s big adobe house to listen to news from the other villages, or even from the Yellow City on the lake’s green shores. For a night they’d marvel over the doings of the king, like a gorgeous peacock in his palace, the House of the Marvelous Tower, or of the great landchiefs of the realm or of the wizards. Poru the salt merchant had brought the astonishing news last year that wizards had indeed been gradually losing their powers all over, as had been rumored for years, and that, of all things, certain women had begun to show skill in magic. Bennit had laughed at this and declared he’d believe it when he saw it and not before.

But such festive evenings were few. Mesquite for convivial fires had to be fetched out of the badlands; sheep fat was more profitably used for cooking than for burning in a lamp. More often, Bennit made his final rounds of the village fields at sunset, checking for evidence of prowling nomads and finding mostly only the marks of jackals and coyotes. He’d count the hairy subhumans—the teyn who did the heavy work of tilling and digging—in their compound, and lock the compound gates. Then he’d return to his wife’s corn cakes and beans, a few drinks of corn liquor or strong date wine, and sleep.

If last night, and the three nights before, Bennit had done his final inspections while the sun burned in the sky, well, what of that? And if, contrary to forty-three years of his custom, he found himself looking forward to sleep with the excited eagerness of a child awaiting a treat, it wasn’t to be wondered at.

Was it?

He was glad his wife, Acacia Woman, for once made no comment at his change of habits. Such forbearance wasn’t like her, but he barely noticed this; in fact, she seemed just as eager to seek her own side of the corn-shuck mattress as soon as supper’s dishes were scoured and put away. It annoyed him that she slipped so easily into sleep, when he lay awake, watching the dove-colored twilight fade from the sky. When he trembled with eagerness, waiting . . .

Waiting for the music that heralded the coming of those exquisite dreams.

Dreams of things he’d never experienced in waking life. The songs of instruments he’d never heard, of voices in a tongue unfamiliar but teasingly like something he’d once understood. The taste on his tongue of sweets or savories that he knew in no real existence. Kisses—by the names of all the gods, what kisses!—from the mouths of women whose faces were clear and as individual as those of the daughters of his friends, women whose names he could almost have said . . . 

And other things still. Deeper exhilarations: of having power, of wearing silk. Of joy so wild that he wanted to weep. He had almost struck old Acacia Woman for waking him this morning, for robbing him of the last smoky whispers of his dream.

He frowned at that memory as he began to slide over into dream. His wife had woken him because when the boys had driven the sheep out to pasture they’d found the body of Klu the teyn minder lying among the cornstalks of the village fields, hacked to death, a look of staring agony on his face. The brother who shared Klu’s house was missing—a curious thing, for the brothers had been devoted to each other.

It was his duty to investigate, but curiosity about the matter was pulling Bennit back toward waking. He thrust the matter from his mind, fearful that thoughts of the waking world would somehow interfere with the coming of the dreams. As the sky outside the window darkened and the moon appeared, full and brilliant, fear touched him, as it had last night and the night before—an agony of terror that the dreams wouldn’t come.

But they did. First sweet and far-off singing, unfurling like glowing ribbons in the dark. Then beauty that filled him like a bejeweled memory of unutterable sweetness. Stolen lovemaking with the woman he adored—he could see her face like a flower! A single moment encapsulating a hundred meetings, a night of frenzied passion compacted into seconds. Bennit heard himself groan in ecstasy that was half in memory, half in truth. In the next second it seemed to him that he was holding up his baby son, not any of the worthless brats Acacia Woman had given him, but one whom he knew to be the dear child of his soul, and it seemed to him that his heart must break with gladness.

Denser, stronger than ever before, joy followed joy until his heart pounded in his ears, as if someone were pouring the sweetest of liquors down his throat, drowning him.

Then he heard screaming.

Someone screaming in the real world, the waking world, the world that no longer mattered.

The sweet liquor’s savor changed to the metallic gush of blood.

Bennit gasped, gagged as pain ripped his belly. A spear impaled him, hurling him to the ground. Men were running toward him, naked swords in hands. Panic darkness swooped upon him, death in agony.

He cried out and tried to jerk himself awake, but only succeeded in sitting upright. Every nerve and joint shrieked in anguish and he looked at his hands, saw them fingerless with leprosy, red-black with running sores. Like a ghost in a dream, he was aware of Acacia Woman leaping to her feet, thrashing her hands at something he couldn’t see, as if she, too, were trapped in some fearful dream. She staggered around the room, screaming, fell into the hearth and crawled, her long hair burning, out through the door.

But the dreamworld shifted back into his mind. There were men in the room, soldiers. Though their arms and mail were strange to him, he knew them, knew they were there to kill him, and he leaped to his feet. He was too late. A knife tore into his chest; he felt it cleave his lungs, slice the big muscle of his heart. He was drowning in blood, falling.

Fire was all around him. Shadowy shapes whirled among the soldiers, striking at them—or at something else Bennit could not see—with a burning stick from the banked kitchen fire. The worlds of dream and waking merged, fused, as in the worst of nightmares. Fire roared up the straw mats of the house walls, devoured the woven rush rugs of the floor. Bennit ran out the door, bleeding, dying, consumed with pain and knowing that though he was aware of pieces of reality he was still asleep, unable now to wake.

Dimly he could see the streets of the village as he knew them in daytime, in the waking world that now swam in and out of existence. Men and women he knew with sudden despairing clarity ran among the burning houses, shrieking like the damned, their eyes the wide, unblinking eyes of sleepers who see only their own private shadow shows. Bennit saw his sister run past with her infant in her arms and fling herself into a burning house. Saw one of his cousins crumple, rolling, to the dusty ground, clawing and clutching at his arms, his belly, his throat as if trying to dislodge some horrible thing. Among the houses—Bennit didn’t know if it was real or part of the horrors of the dream—he saw something that seemed to be a green mist floating or dimly shining clouds of greenish light.

Only it seemed to him that the clouds had eyes, had mouths—mouths that spoke his name.

The mouths converged on him, singing those beautiful songs. So great was his terror at what they would do—at what they might tell him—that he flung himself back into his own burning house.


ONE

Shaldis woke, the sound of that heavy, crashing boom whispering away from her ears.

She sat up on her narrow cot. The full moon’s silver light flooded her cell, glimmered on the drifts of sand that were beginning to accumulate in the corners of the Court of the Novices outside. The dozen or more novice Sun Mages whose daily duty had been to keep the sand at bay were gone. Last spring, when the rains had not come for weeks despite all the efforts of the Sun Mages to bring them, the populace of the Yellow City had rioted and attacked their Citadel. Most of the mages, from master down to novice, had departed after that, facing the fact, at last, that no wizard was able to work magic anymore.

Healing, as the woman in the dream had cried, no longer flowed from their hands. Nor did the power to bring the rains, to ward against rats and mosquitoes, to control the hairy silent army of teyn upon whose labor the great grainfields depended.

Eventually, after everyone gave up trying, the rains had come.

Shaldis didn’t know what she and the three remaining Sun Mages were going to do about the rest of it: mosquitoes, rats, teyn.

She rose from her bed, a tall skinny girl whose fair complexion and thick brown hair proclaimed her descent from one of the half-hundred upper-class clans who had settled in the Valley of the Seven Lakes centuries before. The women of these clans went veiled about their womanly duties. Until two years ago, it was as unheard-of for a girl of one of the great merchant families to go unmarried out of her father’s house, as it would have been for her to discover in herself the power to work magic like a man.

Her grandfather had cast her out when she had claimed her own power. At the age of sixteen she had been the first female the Sun Mages had taken in to teach.

Now, almost thirty months later, she was still the only female. She and the three remaining masters—plus the Citadel cook and one male novice—continued to dwell in the nearly empty sandstone fortress on its bluff above the Yellow City, subsisting on donations sent them by the king. Back when the mages had been able to sing the rains out of the skies every spring and cast wards to keep rats from the granaries and grasshoppers from the fields, the great landchiefs of the realm had given them the revenues from land and mines, and thousands of teyn laborers. These had largely disappeared.

Shaldis wrapped the sheet around herself and went to fetch her white novice’s robe from its peg on the wall. The predawn air held a taste of the desert’s nighttime chill. Even the hundred feet or so that the Citadel was raised over the rest of the city made a difference. Down in the twisting canyons of the city’s narrow streets, the air, even at this hour, would be like tepid glue. She pulled on her robe and scooped from a painted pottery bowl on the table a hunk of white crystal as long as two of her knuckles and twice as thick. Yanrid the crystalmaster had let her take it from the Citadel’s scrying chamber the day before. It was old and powerful, and worked far more reliably than her own.

A Craft woman, the voice in her dreams had called itself—her mind recalled the shape of the meaning, tried to fit it into words she knew. In the Yellow City they called the women in whom the powers of magic had bloomed Ravens, or Raven sisters, from the fact that, alone among the beasts and birds of the earth, the same word was used for both the male and the female of that species and from the legend that ravens could work magic. The nomads of the deep desert called such women witches, a word that originally meant “poisoners of wells.” But some in the city were beginning to call the women-who-did-magic Crafty Ones or Crafty Women, the way northern peasants had called wizards Crafty Men sometimes: “those who have a special skill.” The term was beginning to be used interchangeably with “Raven.” There were still men in the city who claimed to be Crafty Men.

Fewer and fewer believed them.

Carrying the white crystal in her hand, Raeshaldis crossed the Court of the Novices through luminous blue darkness, climbed the rock-cut stairs still higher up the bluff. Well above the rest of the Citadel, she came into the Circle, the open space in which the rites of the Summoning of Rain were worked each spring. It stood empty most of the year, two hundred feet above the dark maze of the city, but the magics that had been raised there every year for six hundred years seemed to rise from its stones and whisper to the overarching stars.

She knelt in the Circle’s center, closed her eyes.

I’m here.

She centered her mind on the sun, the source of the power for the system followed by her order. The Sun at His Prayers, this hour was called, the time of stillness. Magics worked through the power of the sun changed from hour to hour, and at this hour sun magic was said to be strongest. Lately Shaldis had begun to wonder if the spells of the Sun Mages applied to the magic of women. Spells she wove exactly as she had been taught by them were wildly inconsistent in their effects: sometimes strong, sometimes weak, sometimes crumbling away like wet adobe—only words like children’s games. She drew and released her breath, tried to put from her mind her own frustrations with her failure to control her powers. Tried not to think about her fears of what would become of her—what would become of the Realm of the Seven Lakes—if she and the other small handful of Raven Sisters could not learn to use their powers properly by the time next year’s rains were due.

In the ivory light of the full moon the Lake of the Sun shimmered faintly, sunk low in its bed but still a hundred and fifty miles from end to end. If the rains did not come, those who lived along its shores still had time.

The woman calling into the dark of her dreams had none.

Illness . . . fever . . . Our children are dying.

I’m here. Shaldis opened her eyes, angled the crystal to the moonlight so that its central facet was a tiny slab of pale radiance. Whoever you are, I’m here.

But she saw no one in that slip of light, and no reply came into her mind. I’m here. . . .

For nearly a thousand years, the Sun Mages had spoken through the mirrors, the crystals, the water bowls in the scrying chamber with mages in other parts of the world, places that for the most part no one had ever journeyed to. It was ninety days by camel train to the barren, foggy villages on the edge of the sea to the northwest; and what might lie beyond that sea—or beyond the deserts that stretched in all other directions—no one knew. Even the constellations described by those alien mages were unknown. It was part of the Sun Mages’ training to learn the languages spoken by the outlanders, a laborious process: the language Shaldis had heard the woman speak in her dream had sounded like none she’d studied.

And she had never heard Yanrid or anyone else describe that booming sound she had heard.

And it wasn’t a dream, she told herself. It was real. A real place, a real woman crying for help.

Our children are dying. . . .

And we are dying, too, thought Shaldis, her mind aching with its efforts to focus on something of the dream that would connect her with that despairing cry.

Unless we learn how to use our powers—among other things, Shaldis had never yet managed to ensorcel either a snake or an insect and neither had any of the women she knew—we shall die.

We’re on borrowed time as it is, waiting for the time of the rains to come again. Waiting for the next disaster.

We need your help, as you need ours.

The sky in the east stained unearthly blue-green above the Citadel bluff. The fat moon turned the lake waters to shimmering silver among shoals black with reeds and crocodiles. Long lines of bucket hoists stretched out from the grainfields, palmeries, and gardens to the now-distant water’s edge. The canal that connected the city’s southern gate with the lakeside Fishmarket and docks burned like a sword blade. In a thousand courtyards in the city, a thousand mud-built nests in the rock crags around her, birds began to sing.

Shaldis raised her eyes from the crystal, her head throbbing. The mazes of the Yellow City’s streets were still pitch-dark, but the darkness was dotted everywhere now with minute lights as women, or slaves, built up the fires in the outdoor kitchens that nearly everyone used in summertime.

In an hour the three remaining Sun Mages—powerless now but still traditionally the order most closely allied with the king—would descend to the House of the Marvelous Tower, to meet with the king and with the four great landchiefs of the realm. Shaldis could see the Marvelous Tower itself, a gaudy miracle of red and gold in daylight, now a dark spike against the moon-drenched waters, its thousand mirrors twinkling wanly like the fading stars. The thought of the meeting rankled her a little, for although none of the Sun Mages possessed the slightest magic anymore, they would be given a place of honor on the council pavilion’s divan, while she would probably be asked to sit behind a screen in deference to the sensibilities of the more conservative landchiefs.

On the other hand, she reflected, that would mean she could sit with Summerchild, the king’s favorite and the center of the Raven sisterhood—a far more entertaining proposition than minding her manners under the disapproving gaze of the men.

The rising light showed her the stone arches of the king’s aqueduct, stretching away from the city to the south and east. It would, when finished, reach the deep springs of the Oasis of Koshlar and bring water to the Lake of the Sun and to the farms and villages all along its banks: so far it had reached only a few miles beyond the Dead Hills. If it was finished—the desert beyond those parched brown badlands was a deadly place, the haunt of small bands of wild teyn as savage as animals and of nomads barely more civilized who took ill this trespass of their realm.

Once djinni had haunted the desert, too: deadly, brilliant, seldom entirely visible, creatures entirely of magic.

And being of magic, when magic had changed, they had melted away, their powers to sustain themselves gone. One of them at least, Shaldis knew, had taken refuge in a crystal statue in a ruined temple in the slum district beyond the city’s eastern gate; after her single interview with it last spring it had not communicated with another human soul. She had theories about what had become of some of the others, but could prove nothing.

She had a feeling that was one of the things the king would ask her at the council—and that one or more of the landchiefs would try to bribe her for help in getting that djinn on their side.

In the mazes of the dark streets more spots of light were appearing. The Dead Hills, with their equally impenetrable mazes of dry wadis and forgotten tombs, lay dark still, save where, for an instant, Shaldis thought she saw a flicker of movement, the passing of a glowing greenish light.

When she blinked and looked again, it was gone.

It was really time to go down. She’d need a little time to scrub herself and fix her hair and get some breakfast before leaving for the council.

Yet she turned her eyes back to the white crystal one last time. The whole sky to the east flooded with light, and the crystal seemed to drink it up and throw it back, burning and pale. Shaldis closed her eyes, dipped her mind back toward trance.

I’m here. I’m Raeshaldis, Habnit’s Daughter. I can help you.

And, please, you help us in turn. We need all the knowledge of magic, all the workers of magic—all the Crafty ones—on our side, if we are to survive.

I am here. Please help us.

For a moment she thought she heard, far off like the echoing memory of her dream, that sighing roar, that heavy hammer blow.

Then only stillness and from the city below the crowing of a thousand cocks.

She was definitely late, and nearly ran down the winding stairs from the Circle. Her mind raced ahead of her to what Summerchild would say about her dream, and how they might combine their strengths to scry deeper for its sender. Though she, Shaldis, had the academic training of a Sun Mage, she sensed in the king’s graceful concubine a deeper power. The other Raven sisters of the city—a merchant’s darkly pretty concubine named Moth, and Pebble, a contractor’s big, mousy-haired, good-natured daughter—were newer to their powers and uncertain of them.

Shaldis wished her friend Pomegranate were still in the city. The half-mad beggar woman was another whose powers, she sensed, were as deep as her own. But Pomegranate had gone with the king’s former tutor, a onetime Earth Wizard named Soth, to seek among the distant cities on the shores of the other lakes for word of other women who might have power. And the other three Raven sisters she knew were—

She came around the corner into the Court of the Novices, and stopped.

A man stood in the blue shadowy twilight, just outside the door of her room. Not a mage. A tall heavy-shouldered man in a civilian’s loose pantaloons and light summer robe, a man whose movement, as he turned uncertainly from her door, was familiar, even before she saw his face.

Then he turned at the sound of her step and said, “Raeshaldis? Old One?”

Recognition hit her like a dagger in her chest. She stood still, unable to move or speak.

“Daughter?”

“Yes. It’s me.”


TWO

For over two years, Shaldis had wondered what the first words out of her mouth would be should she ever meet her father again.

Why didn’t you protect me? Silly—nobody protected anybody in her grandfather’s household when her grandfather went after them.

How could you let him cast me out? Anybody who’d ask that question had never met her grandfather.

I love you? She didn’t know if that were true anymore, or whether, if it was, what that meant.

I don’t need you? The agony in her heart gave her the lie, but she probably could have come out with the statement, if given enough time to prepare.

Yes, it’s me? Too commonplace for words. As if neither love nor agony had ever taken place.

He looked older than he should have, she thought, as he strode across the court toward her, his arms stretched out. Had there always been that much gray in his straggly beard? Had the pouchy flesh around his eyes been that flaccid? The telltale veins on his nose and cheeks that . . . that telltale?

Mostly he looked tired. Tired and defeated.

The way everyone came to look who lived in her grandfather’s house. She noted automatically how stooped he was for a man over six feet high; how long and thin his ink-stained hands were; how despite her grandfather’s wealth, the robe and pantaloons were the same ones he’d habitually worn two years ago. Back in her first year here at the Citadel, when the male novices were brutally hazing her and the masters were demanding why she couldn’t seem to make her spells work, Shaldis had dreamed about encountering her father again and telling him coolly, I have no father. In her dreams she’d managed to figure out how to make her spells work and was an acclaimed master herself, and her grandfather had sent her father to beg her help for one of his money-making schemes. . . . One of the reasons the wizards were organized into orders was to control the hiring of freelance mages by merchants, landchiefs, and anyone who wanted to use magic to further their own businesses at the expense of their neighbors. Of course, by that time her grandfather, the fearsome old merchant Chirak Shaldeth, would be peeling his own skin off from frustration that he’d let a mage in his own household get away. . . .

I have no father.

As he took her in his arms Habnit whispered, “Old One, I have missed you so.”

Shaldis laid her head on his shoulder and began to cry.

“You’ve grown,” he said, after a time of gently patting her back.

She wiped her eyes. “Have the others shrunk, sir?” It delighted her, as it had when she was a child, that she made him laugh.

It was nothing like her dreams.

“It’s shocking of me to say so”—Habnit drew back and cupped his daughter’s cheek in one hand—“and don’t tell your grandfather I said it, but this new fashion one sees for women going about unveiled . . . it suits you. One sees pretty faces in the markets now sometimes. . . . Just because a rose grows in another man’s garden doesn’t mean passersby can’t be cheered by its beauty. Are you happy, child?”

“More than I can say.” More than you ever made me.

But you tried. She sniffled and wiped her eyes again with her sleeve. “Every time I study the books in the library, I thank you in my heart for teaching me the High Script. Even when I got here I read it better than some of the boys.” She’d had nightmares for years about the time her grandfather had caught her practicing the formal runes of the script consecrated to poetry, the classics, magic, and the other affairs of men. She had not forgotten that her father denied teaching her, when his father asked who had done so.

She had taken a beating rather than give him away. He’d wept later, in the secrecy of his room. On that occasion her own eyes had remained dry.

The blue shadows in the court were now watery gray, and the upper towers were dyed with the first brazen glare of the sun. Yanrid, old Rachnis the spellmaster, and the even-older Archmage Hathmar would be in the refectory—if they weren’t already done with their spare bowls of corn gruel—and here she was, unwashed and starving. . . .

“Have you eaten, Papa?” She ducked into her room, gathered up her sandals, sash, and washing things: the little pan of scrub water in her curtained corner of the kitchen court would be almost cold now. “There’ll be bread and honey in the kitchen and coffee, while I—”

“There isn’t time, child,” said her father, stepping in front of her as she reemerged. “Old One, I know that there was . . . was ill will and anger when you left the house. . . .”

In the midst of her shocked disappointment—So he only came to seek me because he needs me. Because THEY need me—Shaldis found herself reflecting wryly how like her father it was to describe as “ill will and anger” the rage and grief when she’d returned from one of her surreptitious excursions to the marketplace to discover that her grandfather had found, and burned, her secret cache of books.

Ill will and anger. Her mother and aunts had had to hold her back from plunging her hands into the kitchen fire to pull the flaming pages out. Had had to keep holding her lest she throw herself at that tall, harsh-faced old autocrat who was cursing her for a disgrace and shouting that he’d had to back down on her dowry in order to get the master harness maker’s son to marry her.

Her throat had been raw for days afterward, from the words she’d screamed.

“But we need you. We need your help.”

Shaldis drew in a deep breath. Beyond her father’s shoulder, the Citadel’s other remaining novice appeared in the gateway, a short, stocky dark-browed boy named Kylin. Like Shaldis he still wore the white robe and sandals of the novices—there were bales of them still in the storerooms—though she was now the only person in the Citadel who actually had power, and he was, essentially, a servant these days.

She guessed the three old masters had sent him to tell her they were ready to leave for the palace. But when he backed out again, unwilling to interrupt her, she said, “Excuse me, please, Papa,” and called out to the boy. “Tell them to go on without me, Ky. I’ll catch up or meet them at the palace.”

Kylin glanced at her father, then back at her face, at the red lingering around her swollen eyes. “Are you all right, Shaldis?”

“I’m fine. I won’t be long.”

Something in the way her father had spoken made her guess that the second part of that statement was as much a lie as the first, and she felt as if her heart had been dipped in pitch and then set aflame. The council, she had already guessed, would be critical, and even more critical her news to Summerchild that, at long last, after years of searching and silence, word—even the tiniest whisper in a dream—had come to them of the existence of another Raven sister, another Crafty woman, somewhere in the world.

Word, and a frantic plea for help.

But when she looked back at her father, she saw he was scared. Scared and desperate.

And you did not say no to your family.

Ever.

For two years the fact that she’d walked away from them had marked her heart like the scar of a burn.

“What does he want?” she asked, and did not need to say which he she meant. “A curse put on a rival’s caravan so he can get another two dequins a pound on salt?”

She’d wanted to hurt someone with her words, but when her father looked away in shame she found herself in pain, too. Even a blow struck in self-defense, she thought, still draws my own blood. . . .

“Last night someone tried to kill your grandfather.”

Shaldis opened her mouth to snap something about how wide the field of suspects must be, but closed it. Even two years as a novice in the Citadel—even the unthinkable act of leaving her family’s house—hadn’t erased the manners beaten into her from earliest childhood, about what a girl-child could and could not say about the patriarch of the house.

Her father, though he might fear and hate Chirak Shaldeth as much as she did, loved his father in equal measure. He was the only one who’d be wounded by such words.

“I came to you because it looks like whoever it was, they used magic to do it.”
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Oryn II, third lord of the House Jothek to rule as king over the Realm of the Seven Lakes, hated councils. They invariably turned into wrangles about money, a topic that bored him to the screaming point—not that he was so ill-bred as to scream in company no matter how bored he was.

“The point of being king is that one never has to ask what anything costs,” he argued plaintively as he helped the exquisite Summerchild to the pile of cushions heaped beside the latticed screens that divided the long council room of the Cedar Pavilion into two unequal sections. “People simply bring things to one, and grovel while they do so. Besides, I don’t trust a single one of those landchiefs as far as I can have the guards throw him.”

He saw the ghost of her smile through the thin celery-green silk of her veil and in the wide topaz-blue eyes. “Perhaps larger guards are in order?” she suggested.

“Mechanization might suit,” agreed Oryn, kneeling beside her and offering her one of the several plates of fresh fruit laid out on the low table for her delectation. He was a tall man, and he encouraged his court historians to refer to him as the Peacock King because he suspected the alternative title would be Oryn the Fat. His brown curls, touched up with henna, glittered with gold dust, and the hems of his flame-red robe and tunic sparkled with embroidery two handspans deep—sufficient, he hoped, to impress the lesser landchiefs. “A catapult, perhaps . . .”

“I should be doing this for you,” argued Summerchild as the king held out a sugared berry to her lips. “You’re never going to get a reputation as a disgrace to the dynasty if you give concubines sugared berries instead of having them beg for the privilege of placing them in your mouth.”

“I need the exercise.”

And Summerchild laughed.

“Councils used to appall me because they were so dull, you know.” Oryn leaned to the latticework, peered through the gauze that backed the exquisite carving, to see into the larger portion of the pavilion, something that anyone could do unobserved from this closed-up and deeply shadowed end. In the main chamber the detachable openwork walls had been removed from between the pillars that held up the ceiling, admitting morning sunlight and the fresh coolness of the gardens. “Lord Sarn always scheming for money and position, Lord Akarian sounding off for hours about whatever fad he thinks will save the world this month . . . Is he still eating insects?”

“I had the cooks prepare some just in case.”

“I hope they clearly marked which dishes are which. Lord Jamornid trying to buy everyone’s loyalty and respect by having the best and spending the most. . . . Do you think this outfit is more impressive than his? I really should keep spies in his household to let me know what he’ll be wearing.”

He returned his eye to the lattice. Lord Jamornid, gorgeously turned out in varying shades of violet silk, had just entered the main chamber and was trying to convince the broad-shouldered Lord Sarn that each lord should—and in fact, must—have his individual slaves present with fans, having never apparently encountered the idea that such slaves would not only discuss with their colleagues in the kitchen whatever they heard but also could be bribed to pass the information along to merchants, corn brokers, and landlords.

“Now they frighten me,” Oryn said softly. “They frighten me because each man seems to think that all the old rules still apply. They still think that it’s a game about individual power, about raising their House to the kingship. It isn’t like that anymore.”

He looked down again, in genuine distress, at the woman on the cushions, the woman who had been called the Summer Concubine: the most perfect, and perfectly trained, Pearl Woman of his father’s harem. The woman he had loved at sight, fifteen years before.

The woman who had been among the first to develop the powers of magic, when rumors were flying that the Sun Mages—and the Blood Mages and Earth Wizards and the rest—were losing the ability to heal and ward and summon rain.

“We must forget our differences,” Oryn went on with an earnestness he would have deplored back in the days when he’d been the fearsome Taras Greatsword’s disgraceful dilettante heir. “We must put aside our individual concerns. We must unite, and remain united. Or we will die.”

Summerchild lifted one small jeweled hand and wrapped it around Oryn’s massive fingers. Though of medium height, she was so slender as to give the impression of childlike smallness, especially against the king’s six-foot three-inch bulk. Her fair hair was dressed with elegant simplicity; her linen gown, finer than most silks, was the pale clear hue that exactly matched her enormous eyes. “You wrong them, Oryn,” she said gravely. “I think every single one of them would be willing to put aside his own petty concerns and take command of the united realm. They are noble men at heart.”

“Yes—just ask them.” Oryn turned briefly to the mirror on the wall, to check his eye paint and unsnag one of his topaz-and-ruby earrings from his hair. “Here come the lesser fry,” he added, turning back. “Sarn’s cousin Lord Nahul-Sarn, the Great Stone Face . . . the man looks like he was hewed rather than birthed. There’s Brother Barún—I’m astonished the Emerald Concubine let him out of her pavilion this early. Here’s a gaggle of Sarn and Jothek landchiefs and a couple of the rangeland sheikhs. . . .”

“No sign yet of Lord Mohrvine?”

“No. Drat this custom that the king must arrive last and keep everyone waiting. My uncle will make sure he’s the last of them, and I have to appear after him, and it’ll be noon before the council is over and hot as a bake oven. You and Mistress Raeshaldis couldn’t manage to conjure a steady, cooling breeze, could you? Or a permanent patch of autumn weather for, say, a hundred feet around the pavilion? It would help things out enormously.”

“I shall devote my fullest attention to it, my lord.” Both knew that the conjuration of weather lay outside any single woman’s power. They both prayed it would respond to combined spells, but had no proof. The Sun Mages had been able to call the rains only at certain times of the year.

“I knew I could count on you, my dearest. Good heavens, that’s Benno Sarn with Lord Sarn. His older brother, you recall, who gave up his inheritance to become a Sun Mage. Still robed as a wizard, I see—very tasteful arrangement of astrological signs embroidered on his cloak—he looks like he’s the one who’s going to need to conjure a cooling breeze, in that getup. We should see some excellent glares when the Sun Mages show up. Yes, here they are.”

“Oh, let me see!” Summerchild leaned forward and pressed her eye to the lattice just as a tall and grave-faced young guardsman named Jethan escorted Hathmar, Rachnis, and Yanrid up the pavilion’s shallow steps. Hathmar, white-haired, bent, and nearly blind, walked past the former rector of the Citadel without a glance; but withered little Rachnis gave Benno Sarn a single cold stare before turning his face aside; and Yanrid, the youngest of the three, traded sneers with his erstwhile colleague that would have done credit to a pair of rival Blossom girls encountering each other in the Flowermarket.

“Where is Shaldis?” asked Summerchild, sitting back onto her cushion. “She should be with them.”

“Unless my chamberlain has had an attack of propriety and is leading her here by a separate way. Which sounds like something Geb would do, when you come to think of it. Absurd, when you consider she’s the only one of the Sun Mages with any power these days.”

“Lord Sarn’s certainly treating them with respect.” The stocky, powerful landchief had risen from his place on the striped linen cushions of the divan to arrange extra cushions for the Archmage.

“Lord Sarn needs to have people continue to believe in the Sun Mages’ power, since his brother seems to be his court mage these days,” Oryn murmured. “Maybe Benno’s even convinced Sarn he still has power—since trying to resume his rightful position as the head of House Sarn would only get him assassinated. Ah,” he added, as a slender figure came into sight, strolling along the edge of the marble reflecting pool with a string of deep-desert sheikhs trailing respectfully in his wake. “Here’s Uncle Mohrvine at last. Just late enough so that if I make them wait long enough to put him in his place—”

“Great heavens, my nephew is not here yet?” Lord Mohrvine’s voice cut through the muted chatter in the pavilion. During the riots of the past spring, when it looked like the nomads of the desert were going to attack the rangeland settlements, Taras Greatsword’s younger half brother had begun affecting the bearing and plain dress of a military captain. He’d kept it up, as a pointed contrast to his royal nephew’s curled and bejeweled elegance, probably because he’d guessed that eventually the nomads would attack again and people would seek to put their trust in a strongman. He had made a brief alliance with his nephew during the riots, but Oryn did not deceive himself about Mohrvine’s intentions.

“It will be noon before we’re done here. We might as well hold this meeting in the midst of the desert.”

“One of these days I really am going to have to have him murdered, as Sarn keeps telling me I should.” Oryn straightened the billowing silk of his over-robe, checked Summerchild’s mirror again, and adjusted the set of a necklace. “Only, of course, Sarn knows that as long as Mohrvine is around, he’ll never stand a chance of sitting on the throne himself. Wish me luck, my blossoming rose of springtime. I shall need it.”


THREE

Naturally, no one on the council wanted to hear that new levies of money, grain, teyn laborers, and beasts of burden were required for work on the aqueduct. From behind the lattice, Summerchild watched the respectful routine of greeting the king as he made his entrance—and Oryn was a genius at making an entrance—erode within minutes into bitter squabbling.

“I admit that more camels are needed now that the workers are farther into the desert, but surely you must see that the division of liability among the High Houses is grossly inequitable!”

“Are you quite certain of your figures, Lord King? Why cannot supplies for the work crews be purchased for far less than four thousand gold pieces? What on earth are you planning to feed them?”

“Five hundred teyn is a tremendous number, now that so many are needed to bring water up from the lakes to the fields.”

She observed their faces, men who for the most part would never have dared utter a peep in protest to the demands of Taras Greatsword, Oryn’s redoubtable father. Chinless Lord Jamornid was on his feet, forgetting his carefully cultivated dignity and shouting like a fishwife at Oryn’s brother, Barún. Heavy-shouldered Lord Sarn was shaking a sheaf of papers at Oryn as if it were a weapon. Only Lord Mohrvine sat silent, his eyes—pale turquoise green, lazy behind heavy lids—moving almost mockingly from lord to lord, not only the great landchiefs but the merchant clan representatives and the lesser sheikhs of the rangelands and near desert, the ones who would have to bear the burden of the new levies. Summerchild had been trained in the finest Blossom House in the city and had retained her connections with the ladies of the Flowermarket District: she knew that Mohrvine systematically entertained these lesser lords nightly, at great expense, in the Blossom Houses. According to her informants he’d purchased concubines for many of them, girls exquisitely trained in the pleasing of men . . .

. . . as he had purchased the Emerald Concubine, who was Barún’s dearest treasure, to the fury of Lord Sarn’s niece, Barún’s wife.

“Yes, my lord, the rains were a bit late this year—”

“A bit late? Nearly a month?”

“—but they did come, and in perfectly normal quantity. Why you persist in believing that we even need an aqueduct . . .”

Summerchild knew Barún was absolutely enslaved by that honey-haired, green-eyed girl, but in her fifteen years’ residence in the House of the Marvelous Tower she’d seen the king’s handsome younger brother absolutely enslaved by numerous other concubines while still retaining sufficient energy to carry on liaisons with circus acrobats, good-looking stevedores, and the handsomer members of the palace guard.

Yet the knowledge that both Mohrvine’s mother, Red Silk, and his daughter, the beautiful Foxfire, bore in them the power of the Raven, made her prickle with suspicion every time that handsome, gracious lord made a gift to anyone or asked them to dine. Greatsword, she knew, had mistrusted his younger half brother profoundly, more than once coming close to having him executed.

But even then, it had been too late to do so with impunity.

“For a year now you have been pouring money into this absurd project of yours, my lord, and what have you to show for it? If you had spent the same amount of money and labor deepening the existing wells . . .”

She followed Mohrvine’s gaze now to the two sons of Lord Akarian as they raised a protest on the grounds of the failure of magic to protect their crops and investments. “It used to be one could put a spell around the walls of the teyn villages and be sure of them all turning out for work in the mornings,” stated Proath Akarian, his whining tenor almost indistinguishable from his father’s. “It takes three times the guards to keep an eye on them now, and they slip out of their compounds like weasels, no matter how many of them you string up or how many spikes you put around the walls. When those mages of yours come up with some really reliable means of controlling the teyn again, Your Majesty, then we’ll be able to provide you whatever you wish.”

And this from a man, thought Summerchild with a resigned shake of her head, who six months ago had been the sworn member of a cult that claimed all workers of magic—both male and female—were in fact demons.

She glanced at Proath’s father, wizened, dirty, with his white hair just now growing out of that cult’s rather silly obligatory tonsure; he was nodding his agreement. Lord Akarian generally changed answers to the ills of the world every two years or so—his membership in the cult of the magic-hating god Nebekht had lasted nearly three, a record with him.

Whorb, the younger of the two Akarian heirs, added, “And Your Majesty can’t pretend to think we have grain to spare! Rats have invaded our granaries as never before, and last fall locusts came out of the desert to devour our farms by the White Lake and the Lake of Gazelles. Locusts! And who knows but that they will return this year in greater numbers!”

“This is not even to speak of the epidemics that have broken out in the villages,” added Lord Nahul-Sarn. “I lose workmen daily to marsh fever and pneumonia. Injuries in the mines that once a mage could heal now mortify or turn to fever, lockjaw, and convulsions. Among the cattle and the teyn it’s worse.”

“Really, my lord,” chimed in one of the lesser Jamornid landchiefs, “until Your Majesty is willing to share the benefits of the magic these women of yours make, you can scarcely expect us to keep up with your taxes and demands! It is not only not possible, it is not fair.”

“I beg your pardon?” Oryn sat up very straight on his cushions—as well he might, thought Summerchild with the cold tension of foreboding tightening behind her sternum. She saw the young landchief flinch guiltily; saw the glance that passed between him and Lord Mohrvine.

In spite of his pomaded curls and eye paint, when Oryn was stirred up he could be terrifyingly impressive. His deep voice, like velvet and bronze, cut effortlessly through the angry clamor of his lords: “Do I understand that there is a belief in some quarters that I am withholding the—the services of the Raven sisterhood from those who need them, simply to increase my own revenues?”

Sarn, Jamornid, and half the lesser landchiefs began a gabble of protest, cut off by the king’s lifted hand.

“Is that what is being said about me?”

Glances flashed around the room like birds caught in a windstorm. A lot of them, Summerchild noted, touched Mohrvine.

It was Lord Jamornid who spoke. “Your Majesty has never sent these women who claim power—these women who bow to the commands of one in Your Majesty’s household”—it was the closest a well-bred man could come to discussing another man’s concubine in public—“out to our compounds, to use their magic to control the teyn.”

Silence in the pavilion, broken only by the musical twitter of the green-and-yellow finches in the trees. Summer-child saw the glances flick toward the lattice where they all knew she sat.

Wariness. Resentment.

And in some—whose eligible daughters they fancied had been passed over in matrimony, despite the fact that no king in five hundred years had dared to formally wed a daughter of one of his landchiefs—hate.

“My dear Lord Jamornid . . .” Oryn’s beautiful voice was now deadly soft. “If I do not dispatch members of my household to the compounds that house your teyn it is out of regard for the penury you pled moments ago, lest you should be obliged to entertain these ladies to no purpose. The magic of women has proven so far to be unlike the magic of men. Believe me, if the Sisters of the Raven were capable of controlling the teyn with spells of awe, as my lord Hathmar and the Sun Mages for so long did”—he inclined his head toward the three Sun Mages, sitting on their cushions in their robes of white, gold, and blue—“we would have far fewer problems with teyn workers disappearing from the aqueduct than we do. It is one of the problems upon which they are working.”

Reluctantly, Summerchild added in her mind—knowing as she did that those “spells of awe” were in truth spells of terror and pain. The labor of the teyn was essential to the aqueduct, to the fields, to bringing water to the city. But every time she passed through the gates of a teyn compound and felt the ancient stink of the accumulated fear spells whispering in the walls, her heart cringed.

“Teyn workers disappearing from the aqueduct,” said Lord Sarn drily, “is precisely the reason we are unwilling to send yet more of our teyn out there, under inadequate guard—”

“Not to speak of the curious fact,” added Verth, the landchief of the lesser Marsent branch of House Jothek, “that far fewer teyn do escape from the royal enclosures than from those of lesser men.”

“That is absolutely untrue,” said Oryn, startled, and Summerchild saw a dozen pairs of eyes slew again to Lord Mohrvine, who assumed the pained expression of a parent hearing a child claim to have slaughtered dragons and settled a little further back on the divan. “And if that is so—”

“My lords.” Lord Akarian rose from his place on the divan and spread his skinny arms wide like the priests of Darutha the Rain God did when blessing the soaked crowds in the temple square in the first downpour of spring. Summerchild guessed that it was the old man’s wealth and wide acres, more than awe, that quieted the room.

“Have we not all seen how a man lost in the desert will chase mirages of safety and water, running now one way, now another? Are we not all aware that in doing so he loses even the little life he has left in these foolish quests?” His reedy voice had a gentle, rather dreamy note, like a grandfather speaking to unruly and frightened children. “Do we not all know that if he would but follow a single course, he would come to safety at last, no matter what dreams the sands cast up to lure him to death?”

Barún sighed, and a smile of relief gleamed whitely through his golden beard. “At last a man who speaks the truth!” he cried, obviously thinking he could see where his lordship was headed.

Summerchild—and Oryn, too, to judge by the stiffening of his massive shoulders—had heard far too many of Lord Akarian’s half-baked schemes to do more than wait uneasily for what would follow that hopeful preamble. House Akarian had lost far too many teyn and cattle to the aqueduct project for there to be any hope that the “single course” he spoke of was going to lead anywhere useful.

“My lords,” continued Lord Akarian, “is it not clear to us all that the gods have deserted our land? In the days of our ancestors, in the days when the kings of House Durshen ruled the Realm of the Seven Lakes, there were none of these troubles. When the lords of House Akarian were kings over the Seven Lakes in the time of our grandfathers, the rains fell and magic lay healthy and strong in the hands of the wise men of the realm. Is there no man in this room—no man in this city—who has the wit to ask himself, What changed?”

He was looking straight at Oryn as he spoke. Taras Greatsword, Summerchild knew, would have crossed the pavilion in two strides and smote the old lord to the floor with the back of his hand—if he didn’t simply run him through on the spot—before calling his guards to haul the traitor and his sons away.

“A good question, my lord.” Mohrvine, after one moment when startled shock widened his turquoise eyes, recovered his composure a split second before Oryn did and spoke into the dumbfounded hush in the room. “Now that you speak of it, a great many things have gone amiss since the death of Taras Greatsword.”

All eyes went to Oryn—nobody really wanted the Akarians back on the throne—and it was too late, Summerchild perceived, to unsay the suggestion or to simply silence one half-mad landchief, powerful though he might be. By speaking the name of Taras Greatsword, Mohrvine had deftly shifted the ground of the accusation away from the House Jothek and onto Oryn alone.

“We know the gods are with you, my lord,” declared Lord Sarn, leaping to his feet in order to fall to one knee. In his dark-red robe and pantaloons he resembled a brick kiln on whose top a thin crop of grass had grown, yellowed, and died. “How else, when you put yourself into their hands at your consecration? But if indeed a curse is withering our land . . .”

Later, Summerchild reflected that Oryn should have reacted like a despot and simply yelled, “Guards!” Though at this point that might not have saved him. Not without killing every man in the room.

Instead he said what was clearly the first thought that came to his mind: “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

“My lords of the Realm of the Seven Lakes!” Lord Akarian flung up his scrawny arms to heaven. “I call for the Ceremony of the King’s Jubilee that he may reconsecrate himself to the gods! For the gods alone can save this land!”

Mohrvine was on his feet as if his cushion had bitten him. “A Ceremony of Jubilee!” He, too, stretched his powerful arms to the heavens; and his voice, the trained boom of a battlefield commander, re-echoed in the carved cedar rafters. “A jubilee!” His landchiefs and the deep-desert sheikhs who had pledged him allegiance sprang up as well and took up the shout. They were unprepared for this, thought Summerchild, aghast, noting automatically that it was the Akarian landchiefs who ran from the pavilion to carry the news abroad and that Mohrvine had to gesture to his tall son Sormaddin to get him to follow them out with a half dozen of their own men in the general rush.

He followed this up by striding immediately to Oryn’s dais—Oryn was on his feet by this time, speechless—and falling to the floor before him to press his lips to his nephew’s embroidered slippers. “We know the gods are with you, my lord,” he cried, and Lord Sarn—secure in the knowledge that his niece was married to Oryn’s heir, Barún—fell at his other side and grasped Oryn’s other foot. Lord Jamornid—who’d been gaping stupidly at the whole business—scrambled to his feet, dashed forward, and joined them, careful to keep a cushion in hand lest some infinitesimal speck of dirt from the marble floor be ground into his purple pantaloons.

“We know the gods are with you, and when the gods show to all the world that you are their own choice, all the evils that beset us will melt as shadows melt with the coming of day!”

The pavilion’s polished pillars shivered with the cheering of the lords. Even Lord Akarian seemed swept up in the general delight, though his sons had drawn apart to confer in a corner. Cries and cheers began to be heard from the direction of the Golden Court that lay immediately outside the palace’s main gate. With only the slightest extension of her hypertrained senses, Summerchild could hear the news being called out from the Marvelous Tower’s red-and-golden heights.

Men shouted thanks for the King’s Jubilee, making it impossible for Oryn to accuse Akarian or the respectful Mohrvine of any ill will.

Or, in fact, to do anything but thank his murderers for their loudly expressed loyalty and wonder what the hell he was going to do.


FOUR

They can’t really proclaim a jubilee this early in your reign!” protested Summerchild, the moment the king—having received the final bowed oblations from the last departing landchiefs—stumbled through his private doorway back into the latticed and curtained nook. “Can they?”

“They evidently have.” Oryn sank down onto the divan as Barún’s massive shadow appeared in the archway that led in from the terrace. “Enter!”

Not only his younger brother took up this invitation but the three Sun Mages crowded in behind. The partitioned end of the Cedar Pavilion began to be extremely full.

Barún’s hand was on his sword hilt—its perpetual position when not occupied with one of his concubines or his brother’s guardsmen. “Shall I take a squadron and arrest them?”

Summerchild wondered if her lord’s brother really thought he could lock up all the great landchiefs of the realm without the whole countryside rising in revolt, and concluded that Barún probably did think it. He was handsome as a god and could crush walnuts in his fists, but he couldn’t outthink the kitchen cat.

“Word has gone out by this time,” Oryn explained to him. “We’d succeed only in making fools of ourselves, if nothing worse. When one is dealing with doubt that we have the gods’ mandate to rule, that’s a dangerous thing.”

The younger man nodded, brows knit together as he digested this. At last he said, “Then the matter should be simple. The gods led you through the ordeals of consecration once; they will do so again. Perhaps Lord Akarian has the right of it, for once. If you undertake the ordeals again, perhaps they will even relent and bring back true magic. . . .”

He glanced at Summerchild and cleared his throat hastily. “Of course, they will leave the magic of women in place as well, we hope.”

“One never knows, with gods.” Oryn held out his hand to assist old Hathmar down to the divan; the aged Sun Mage’s eyesight had been maintained for years by the finely graded spells of healing worked almost subconsciously on his own eyes. These spells, like all others wrought by male wizards over the centuries, had failed; and even the thick-lensed spectacles he and others of his order had devised over the past few years did not help him now.

“I have always had the teensiest, tiniest suspicion, however,” Oryn went on, looking back at the other two mages, whom Summerchild had risen to lead to seats, “that it wasn’t entirely by the efforts of the gods that I got through the ordeals of consecration when I was crowned twelve years ago. And that leaves me feeling a little . . . concerned. Have I call to be?”

Barún looked completely uncomprehending. Yanrid the crystalmaster glanced at his colleagues from beneath his shaggy brows.

“The King’s Jubilee,” stated Rachnis shadowmaster in his high, scratchy voice. “Thank you, child, that’s very kind of you but I’m perfectly capable of getting up and down myself. In ancient times the Ceremony of the King’s Jubilee was proclaimed whenever a king reached the forty-ninth year of his reign, for it was judged that at that age he became a new man, and therefore, a new king. As a new king, he must pass through all the ordeals of his consecration again, to grant the gods their chance to say whether they wished this new king to reign or not. The Jubilee was held in the first new moon of the forty-ninth year. No Akarian king ever achieved forty-nine years of rule, and precious few of the Durshens, and to further complicate the records, kings of old sometimes changed their names after a Jubilee, so we can only guess at how many of the Durshen or Hosh Dynasty kings were in fact continuing to rule under a second name. But the number cannot be large.”

The old man tented his skinny fingers, and like a good Pearl Woman Summerchild knelt to him holding the exquisite platter of fresh fruits, candied rose petals, moonjellies, and those exquisite wafer cones of beaten cream called gazelle horns. Aside from its being better manners to serve one’s own guests, there were some matters it was better that servants did not hear.

“Upon his deathbed”—Oryn pulled up a low stool usually reserved for the slave who wielded a fan—“my father assured me several times that ‘Everything will be all right,’ a statement Soth repeated on a number of occasions in the week between my father’s death and my own consecration as king—my father having died in the moon’s last quarter. By the way, my darling, you had probably better get in touch with Soth and summon him back here. I have the dreadful feeling we’re going to need his advice rather badly. And in fact everything was all right, though I still have nightmares about the crocodiles, not to mention the pit of cobras and being chased by that damned lion. Did someone drug the lion?”

Barún looked shocked to his soul at even the suggestion that anyone would tamper with the ordeals of consecration, but Hathmar’s thin mouth tugged in a smile. “The lion was drugged, my lord.”

Oryn heaved a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to hear it. I shouldn’t have liked to think of a beast that slow trying to make a living on its own in the wild, poor thing. And I suppose one can simply selectively wet down the kindling on the route one walks through the fire: straw damp with water looks pretty much like straw damp with oil. But the crocodiles . . .”

“That was magic.” The pale-blue eyes with their film of white lifted to his face, as if the Archmage could still see.

Oryn drew a deep breath. “Bugger,” he said quietly. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“We know of no drug that will affect crocodiles, my lord,” said Rachnis. “Not without killing them. Moreover, they come in and go out from the lake into the lagoon within the temple enclosure. To drug them would involve drugging every beast in the lake.”

Oryn raised his brows. “So it’s been considered at some point in the past, has it?”

“That I cannot say, Lord King. It is the same with the cobras in the pit of the Serpent King. And the poison that you drank at the heart of the maze in the Temple of Time . . . no one but the single Servant of Time knows whether the cup contains poison or not, but believe me, the spells we cast forth upon you assumed that it was the deadliest venom known.”

The old man leaned forward and selected a single grape from the tray before him; his black, sharp lizardlike gaze cocked up at the king. “Myself, I have always suspected that the rites of consecration were originated by the Veiled Priests to screen candidates for the kingship. We know almost nothing of the Zali Dynasty—it was fifteen hundred years ago, and even the land was different then. Myself, I believe the Veiled Priests were in fact mages: mages whose power was not as strong as the Sun Mages who backed the Hosh monarchs who truly united the realm. As far back as our Citadel has stood—long before the rains ceased to fall and had to be summoned by the magic of our order—the Sun Mages have guided the kings through their consecrations.”

“Did my father know?”

“Your father guessed.” Archmage Hathmar folded his clawlike little hands. “It has always been forbidden to speak of these matters to anyone. The priests of the gods hold great power among the common people, especially in the countryside. But your father came to me the night before his father’s consecration with some very . . . specific . . . promises of support and alliance in return for services which neither of us clearly defined.”

“Sounds like Father.”

Summerchild, seated now beside Oryn’s stool, glanced up at him worriedly. She’d been only a child when Taras Greatsword had defeated the last of the Akarian kings and had ridden in triumph through the Yellow City to crown his own father, the fat, scheming old moneybags Lord Jothek, King of the Realm of the Seven Lakes. She’d just been sold to the most prestigious Blossom House in the city, whose Mother had seen promise of beauty in her skinny seven-year-old self; from its doorway she remembered watching them ride past.

Taras Greatsword, a golden-haired kingmaker and the greatest war lord of the land. His father—officially generalissimo of the Akarian armies but in actuality merely a superb organizer—slouched in the saddle of a white warhorse and looked as if he were worrying about the cost of every rose petal strewn in their path. The current Lord Akarian, then the head of the formerly royal house’s cadet branch. And among them a chubby, curly-haired, overdressed little boy clinging wretchedly to the mane of a mount too big for him, looking around in worried apprehension at the crowds who cheered the end of Akarian incompetence and graft.

That memory had been in her mind when, eleven years later, she’d been informed that Greatsword, now king, had purchased her, the youngest and most choice of the perfect Pearl Women of the realm.

The memory of that curly-haired child.

She asked now, “Is it permitted to teach those protective spells to women, lord shadowmaster? Now that the magic that gave them strength has waned?”

“Sweet of you not to say ‘failed,’ child.” Hathmar extended his hand to touch her wrist with a gentle smile. “We are all of us growing accustomed. The problem is—”

“The problem is,” concluded Rachnis grimly, “that for most of the year we have been endeavoring to do exactly that: to teach those spells to the girl Raeshaldis without, of course, telling her how they are used. And she has so far been unable to make a single one of them work.”

Oryn closed his eyes for a moment, as if hearing words he had feared all along. Then he opened them again and said, “By the way—where is Raeshaldis?”

[image: art]

The house of Chirak Shaldeth lay on Sleeping Worms Street, within a hundred feet of the rose-pink walls of the Grand Bazaar where Chirak was one of the five proctors who governed mercantile law. Like most of the great houses of the city, the lower floor of the main block was given over to warehouse space and its outer courtyard to the stabling of the asses and camels on whom the family business depended. Then came the kitchen and the harem, and last of all the inner garden court, like a jewel of rest from the city’s clamor and stink.

A wall circled the whole of the little compound, and around the corner from the big camel gate a small door, heavily barred, opened onto a narrow stair. Shaldis couldn’t recall having come in that way more than three times in her life. The teyn porter—Two Shoes, they’d always called him, not that he or any teyn ever wore such things—opened at her father’s knock and regarded her for a moment with pale-blue eyes whose slit pupils widened and retracted like a cat’s.

For a moment she thought he might speak. But he only made a shuffling bow and stepped back to let them in.

Another teyn—a jenny, profoundly pregnant—was washing the tiled stairs as Shaldis followed her father up: its silvery hair had been clipped all over and shaved off its arms and lower legs, to keep it clean for household tasks. Despite the blue-gray skin that showed through the cheap dust-colored tunic that many household teyn wore, in the dark of the stair it looked surprisingly human. Five Cakes, Shaldis recalled her name was.

“Father—” Habnit slowed his steps as they neared the arched space of the landing, with its wide windows onto the outer court. He hesitated, and Shaldis knew exactly what he was going to say. She’d been sick to her stomach all the way here from the Citadel, wondering how she was going to deal with the situation.

When he couldn’t finish the sentence she did so for him. “Is he going to have a seizure if I don’t wear a veil?”

They both stopped, a half-dozen steps below the landing, regarding each other in the shadows, united by the past they shared.

“He isn’t used to the new ways.” He meant—Shaldis could almost hear him think it—If he goes into one of his rages, you can leave the house and have somewhere to go. He’ll take it out on me.

And on your mother.

The recollection of all her submissions, all the humiliations she’d borne in silence, all the fury swallowed so that her grandfather wouldn’t turn his rage on his son’s wife rose chokingly to Shaldis’s throat, and she trembled as if it were yesterday that she’d been required to wash her grandfather’s feet and dry them with her hair. It seemed to her that she’d spent the whole of her life, since she was old enough to stand and think and speak, defending her father or her mother or her younger brothers and sisters from that harsh-voiced furious autocrat.

And it had never been enough.

“If I wanted to please him,” said Shaldis quietly, “I’d have married that imbecile Forpen Gamert, wouldn’t I?”

“For me,” coaxed Habnit, masking his dread with a charming smile.

She sighed. Her stomach hurt. “Let’s get this over with, Papa.”


FIVE

I thought wizards were supposed to know about things like this,” Pomegranate whispered as she strained her senses to pierce the white mists that drifted above the waters of the Lake of Reeds. Her dark eyes were sharp for her sixty-three years, but even with the acute senses of magic she could see little beyond the straw hut where they crouched—she and the former Earth Wizard Soth, and Tosu, the adolescent son of the headman of Shonghu village, about a day’s walk up the lakeshore. The fogs that cloaked the Yellow City on winter mornings were a daily phenomenon here in the northern portion of the realm, even in midsummer. Pomegranate could barely discern the shining line where the shrunken waters met the long wastelands of reeds and pools that had once been deep under water, and the waters covered any possibility of using her nose to detect their quarry. Listen as she would, the soft, steady lapping of the wavelets rendered other sounds beneath them indistinct.

When it came, she reflected uneasily, magic or no magic, it would be on top of them before they knew it.

“We are,” replied Soth softly. “And we do. But the spells that originally defeated water dragons differed from region to region, and the order of Earth Wizards wasn’t centralized until long after the last of them disappeared. The line of teachers of which I’m a part originated in the south. We didn’t learn the more obscure rites of the northern school.”

“Pardon, Lord Wizard.” Tosu bowed to Soth as he spoke—he was a country boy and still clearly had a lot of trouble with the idea that wizards no longer had power and that women might. “But this is not a ‘water dragon’ that has returned to trouble the lakeshore. This is Hokiros.”

And he spoke the name with awe.

Soth’s gingery eyebrows pulled together; he had a thin and rather clerkish face, adorned with square-lensed spectacles, and had wound his waist-length graying hair up into a warrior’s knot, mostly to keep it out of the way in case Hokiros turned out to be more formidable than the two lake monsters that had emerged over the past year from the deep waters of the Lake of the Moon. “The rites that your father repeated to me last night—they were those that defeated Hokiros before?”

“Hai, lord.” The boy spoke with the thick dialect of the northern lakes. “In our village the rite was handed down from father to son for a thousand years. Every seven years a man’s blood was shed upon the ward stone; every forty-nine years, we brought in a wizard to renew the spells, lest Hokiros wake from his sleep and destroy all the villages of the lakes. In every village along the shore this was done.” His voice shook a little. Shonghu village had been destroyed the night before last; villagers, teyn, livestock torn to pieces. Soth and Pomegranate had viewed the ruin yesterday from a respectful distance, for the crocodiles that infested all the lakes had crept out from the water to devour the carrion. Even through his telescope, Soth hadn’t been able to tell from the tracks whether Hokiros resembled the long-necked, sinuous dragons that had legendarily inhabited the Lake of the Moon. By the accounts of the survivors, it didn’t sound likely.

As close to the village as she’d dared to get, Pomegranate had put herself into a trance, her hands pressed to the earth, trying to call forth images as she’d once done from objects her daughters used to bring her to tell stories about. But the only thing that had come to her had been a sense of darkness and size and moonlight glittering off its spiny back.

“The rites he told me of sound very like those that mages in the south used to ward against the water dragons in the Lake of the Moon,” said Soth, who as a trained mage knew thousands of spells, though he was powerless now to work a single one. “Forgive me if I speak from ignorance, Tosu. Back in the days before there were kings, when humankind first dwelled along the shores of the lakes, there were water dragons—”

“This is not a water dragon,” insisted the boy. “This is Hokiros.”

The form of the name, Pomegranate sensed, was the old form used for the names of gods. . . .

And like a god, right on cue, Hokiros appeared at the speaking of his name.

Just outside the door of the hut—which was rather crowded with the three of them plus Soth’s two crossbows and his satchel of implements—Pomegranate’s pet pig, Pontifer, whipped his head around, sprang to his feet with a squeal of terror. At the same instant Pomegranate heard the sloshing rush of the waters and felt the heavy vibration in the ground. From the lakeshore village of Hon, where Soth (and the apprehensive Hon villagers) had calculated that Hokiros would strike next, arose the wild bleating of goats and sheep, left behind in their pens when the villagers had fled inland. Darkness thickened in the light-drenched fog.

Darkness and the monster’s hoarse, booming roar.

The earth shivered.

Soth’s eyes were huge behind his spectacles. “Bugger all!”

Tosu was right. As the dark bulk condensed into a moving shape, Hokiros looked a great deal more like a god than a water dragon, but a god of what, Pomegranate couldn’t imagine. He walked on two legs, like some impossibly huge, naked bird, and carried the immense tail high to counterbalance the serpentine arrowhead of his spiny skull. She guessed already that the old rites, and the dragon wards Soth had unearthed from the millennia-old grimoires in the palace library, probably weren’t going to work.

He went straight for the livestock pens. The villagers had, reluctantly, obeyed Soth’s order to draw lots and leave enough stock to interest the monster so that he and Pomegranate wouldn’t have to hunt him up and down the shores of the lake. Following Soth’s instruction, Pomegranate—who up until last year had been a beggar in the Yellow City’s marketplaces—had circled the pens with the ward spells that had worked against the water dragons in the Lake of the Moon. Hokiros jerked back at the line of them—the line that Pomegranate could see as a smoky rim of light hanging in the air—and thrashed his long neck in pain. Then he stepped through the ward signs like a man thrusting through a thorned hedge and began to kill, striking at the terrified beasts like a shrike killing lizards, tossing each into the air, shaking it about with a murderous whiplash of his long neck, their screams echoing through the unreal world of white vapor and stillness.

Pomegranate whispered, “Got any ideas?”

Hokiros swung his head around, as if he’d heard her voice. Maybe he had. He’d stepped on the rails of the pen, the sheep and goats scattering through the village fields in terror. The black, dripping spines of his haunches swayed at least twenty-five feet above his clawed hinder toes—he’d have a stride of nearly forty feet, could catch the fleeing animals easily.

But Pomegranate saw the red gleam of his eyes trained on the straw of their observation hut.

She screamed, “Pontifer, run!” but the little white pig had already vanished. No fool, he, she thought.

Soth caught up one of their crossbows and thrust the other into Pomegranate’s hands. “Have you ever shot one of these things?”

“And at what point in a lifetime of selling fruit in the streets would I have done that?”

“Load for me, then. Bolt in the notch, string over that lever. Tosu—”

But as the ground shuddered with the creature’s lengthening stride, Tosu ripped aside the thin wall of woven reeds that made up the back of the hut, pushed himself through.

“Tosu, don’t be a fool!” yelled Soth, as the boy began to run along the dry ridge land above the waving tassels of the rice fields that surrounded Hon village. At the best of times this wasn’t a good idea—even so far from the lakeshore the occasional crocodile crept in among the stalks—and the thought that a human would be able to outrun Hokiros would have been laughable were it not hideously tragic.

The monster came on with horrifying speed, running like the desert lizards. Wizard and Raven sister dashed out of the hut with a single accord, both firing crossbows into Hokiros’s black, gleaming flank as he passed.

Then Pomegranate shoved her bow at Soth and tore open her satchel, to reweave the ward spells that Tosu had disrupted by dashing across them rather than passing through the thaumaturgic “gate” in the protective square.

The beast backed from the ward lines before crashing through, thought Pomegranate, struggling for calm. That means they hurt him. She concentrated marks of pain in the ward lines copied from those ancient spells used by the mages around the Lake of the Moon. She was barely conscious of Soth loading both bows, waiting. Her friend Raeshaldis had described the Sun Mages’ exercises, to teach their novices to form their spells with the proper focus and deliberation even while being walloped by the instructors with thorned switches or screamed at or surrounded by bales of burning straw. Pomegranate had thought those tests excessive and barbaric, but had to admit they made a great deal of sense now. Ancient runes, sourced in the magic of the earth, in the strength of its metals and crystals, bringing fear and pain to Hokiros—here she wove his name into the spell, along with the nearly forgotten glyphs the ancient mages had used for the four-legged, fin-footed water dragons.

Focusing her mind on the earth, on the runes, on the magic that centered somewhere behind her breastbone, just as if that glittering tower of black strength weren’t a hundred yards away . . .

She heard Tosu scream, the sound jerking, catching as Hokiros shook him; and for those few moments the earth was still. Her long mare’s tails of gray hair hanging in her eyes, she was aware of using the time to strengthen the spell lines, thanking Koan God of Mages that they’d had the wits to ensorcel the crossbow bolts last night with spells of death and malice to water dragons.

Then the earth shook again.

Just go on with your spell-weaving, she thought. Don’t look.

Pounding, trembling . . .

Glyph of pain, connected at its three points with hands of power formed of salt and ochre. Hook together the lines of the innermost circle with the power curves that continued down into the bones of the earth.
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