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            PAWNS OF THE NEW CLYSM



      Karan of Gothryme: Her wild talents are born of a tragic, cursed heritage. They herald an unknown destiny—any give her an unexpected ability

         to stay alive…


      Master Llian of the Zain: A brilliant prodigy, his voice is his magic, his memory is his strength—but his ambition is his doom…


      Maigraith: An austere orphan raised by the uncanny Faellem, her distant coldness masks terrible pain—and a more terrible power…


      The Whelm: Relentless and ghastly, they exist only to serve—but have long forgotten who their master is…


      Lord Yggur of Fiz Gorgo: The conqueror/sorcerer may be a mad tyrant—or a hero cruelly wronged…


      Magister Mendark of Thurkad: Paternal and petulant, compassionate and cruel, avuncular and egomaniacal, the most powerful mancer has ruled wicked Thurkad

         for millennia—and plans to hold on forever…
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      “A grain in the balance will determine which individual shall live and which shall die—which variety or species shall increase

            in number, and which shall decrease, or finally become extinct.”
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      THE TALE OF
THE FORBIDDING


      It was the final night of the Graduation Telling, when the masters and students of the College of the Histories at Chanthed

         told the Great Tales that were the very essence of human life on Santhenar. To Llian had fallen the honor and the peril of

         telling the greatest tale of all—the Tale of the Forbidding. The tale of Shuthdar, the genius who made the golden flute but could not bear to give it up; who had changed the Three Worlds

         forever.


      The telling was perilous because Llian was from an outcast race, the Zain, a scholarly people whose curiosity had led them

         into a treacherous alliance in ancient times. Though their subsequent decimation and exile was long ago, the Zain were still

         thought ill of. No Zain had been honored with a Graduation Telling in five hundred years. No Zain had even been admitted to

         the college in a hundred years, save Llian, and that was a curious affair in itself.


      So, his tale must best them all, students and masters too. 

         Succeed and he would graduate master chronicler, a rare honor. No one had worked harder or agonized more to make his tale.

         But even a perfect telling would bring him as many enemies as admirers. Llian could sense them, willing him to fail. Well,

         let them try. No one knew what he knew. No one had ever told the tale this way before.


      Once there were three worlds, Aachan, Tallallame and San-thenar, each with its own human species: Aachim, Faellem and us,

            old human. Then, fleeing out of the void between the worlds came a fourth people, the Charon. They were just a handful, desperate,

            on the precipice of extinction. They found a weakness in the Aachim, took their world from them and forever changed the balance

            between the worlds.


      The Great Tales all began with that introduction, for it was the key to the Histories. Llian took a deep breath and began

         his tale.


      In ancient times Shuthdar, a smith of genius, was summoned from Santhenar by Rulke, a mighty Charon prince of Aachan. And

            why had Rulke undertaken such a perilous working? He would move freely among the worlds, and perhaps the genius of Shuthdar

            could open the way. So Shuthdar labored and made that forbidden thing, an opening device, in the form of a golden flute. Its

            beauty and perfection surpassed even the dreams of its maker—the flute was more precious to him than anything he had ever

            made. He stole it, opened a gate and fled back to Santhenar. But Shuthdar made a fatal mistake. He broke open the Way between

            the Worlds…


      The tale was familiar to everyone in the hall, but the crowd were silent and attentive. Llian did not relax for a moment.

         The story was hours long, and before it was done he 

         would need every iota of his teller’s voice, that almost magical ability of great talesmiths to move their audience to any emotion they desired. It was an art that could

         not be taught, though the masters tried hard enough.


      Llian met the eyes of the assembly, one by one, as he told the tale. Everyone in the room knew that he spoke just to them.


      The opening shocked Aachan, that frigid world of sulphurcolored snow, oily bogs and black luminous flowers, to its core. The

            Charon hunted Shuthdar to Santhenar, bringing with them a host of Aachim, that they had enslaved at the dawn of time. All

            came naked and empty-handed, for any object taken from one world to another might mutate in treacherous ways. The Charon must

            leave behind their constructs, mighty engines of transformation or destruction, and rely on older powers.


      And Tallallame, its rain-drenched forests and towering mountains the antithesis of Aachan, was also threatened by the opening.

            The Faellem, a small, dour folk for whom the universe was but an illusion made by themselves, selected their best to put it

            right. Faelamor it was who led them so proudly to Santhenar. Neither did they bring any weapons. Their powers of the mind

            were such that on their own world they needed nothing more.


      Shuthdar was hunted across the lands and down the grinding centuries, fleeing through gate after gate, and wherever he went

            he brought strife. But finally he was driven into a trap…


      At last Llian came to the climax of his long, long tale, the part that would turn the Histories upside down. He took a deep

         breath, searching the faces for a sign that they were with him. The longing for their approval was a physical ache. But they

         were a true Chanthed audience, both reserved 

         and highly critical. They would give nothing until they had judged the whole.


      In his prime, using the stolen flute, Shuthdar could escape any enemy. But he had lived to a tremendous age, his very bones

            had shrunk and twisted, his once clever hands were no more use than paws. Now he was trapped and he knew it was the end. Sick

            with fear and self-loathing he huddled under a log in a scrap of forest, clawing out beetles and roaches and snapping them

            up, more a hyena than a man.


      Only now as he looked back over his epic life did Shuthdar realize where he had gone wrong. It was not enough that he had

            been the greatest craftsman of his age, or any age. No, he must gloat over the priceless treasure that he had, that only he

            could have made, that had changed the face of the Three Worlds. There were times he would boast aloud, when there was no one

            to hear. But even the inanimate earth had ears for such a secret and his enemies always found him again. For half a millennium

            they had hunted him across Santhenar. Now they were all around and he had no will to defy them.


            As he spoke Llian scanned the stolid figures, searching for a crack in their reserve, something to inspire him to that ultimate

         peak of the storyteller’s art. He was sure that they approved of the telling so far; but would they accept the new ending?

         And then he found what he was looking for. At the back he made out a single pale face in the crowd, a young woman staring

         at him so hard that it burned. He had moved one person, at least. Llian used all the magic of his voice and spoke directly

         to her.


      Shuthdar squinted out between the trees. Before him, on a promontory extending like a finger into the great lake, the 

            rising sun illuminated a tower of yellow stone. As good a place as any to end it.


      He crashed through an archway, terrifying a family eating at a square table. Shuthdar bared ragged iron teeth, corroded things

            that mocked his once exquisite craftsmanship. His mouth was stained rust-red. It looked as if he had dined on blood.


      Children screamed A meager man fell backwards off his chair. Shuthdar glared at them, his misshapen face twisted in a grimace

            of pain. Crab-like on writhen legs he scuttled past. Chairs, dishes, infants all went flying. A fat woman flung a tureen at

            his head, snatched a baby from the floor and the family fled abandoning the crippled girl hidden away upstairs.


      Shuthdar licked a spatter of soup from his hand, spat red saliva over the rail and dragged himself to the top of the tower.


      At the sight of him the crippled girl put her hands up over her mouth. With yellow skin drum-tight over his cheeks, shrunken

            lips drawn back so that the rusty teeth and red-stained gums were vivid, he looked like the oldest, ugliest and most dissipated

            vampire that can ever be imagined. Pity the forsaken creature, if you will.


      They faced each other, cripple and cripple. Black hair framed a pretty face, but her legs were so withered that she could

            barely walk Time was when he would have despoiled her pitilessly, though that part of him had dried up long ago. Once he might

            have cast her off the tower, delighting in his power and her pain, but not even cruelty gave him pleasure any more.


      “Poor man,” she sighed. “You are in such pain. Who are you?” Her voice was gentle, concerned


      “Shuthdar!” he gasped. Red muck ran down his chin.


      She paled groping behind for the support of her chair. “Shuthdar! Do you come to plunder me?”


      “No, but you will die with me nonetheless.” He pointed 

            to the forest, now a semicircle of flame centered on the tower. “No one has more enemies than I do,” he said, and knew how

            pathetic was his pride. “See, already they come, burning all before them. Are you afraid to die?”


      “I am not, but I have so many dreams to live.”


      His laughter was a mocking howl. “I know the only dreams a cripple can have—misery and despair! Even your own family locked

            you away so you would not shame and disgust them.”


      She let go of the chair and drew herself up, like a queen in her dignity, but her cheeks were wet with tears. To his astonishment,

            Shuthdar the monster, the brute, was moved to compassion.


      “What is your dream ?” he asked tenderly, a new emotion for him. “I would grant you that before we die, should it be in my

            power.”


      “To dance,” she replied. “I would dance for the lover of my dreams.”


      Without a word he snapped open the case that he carried and there was revealed the golden flute. No more perfect instrument

            was ever made.


      He put it to his bloody lips and played. His ruined hands were in agony but his face showed none of it. His music was so haunting,

            so beautiful that her ancestors rattled their bones in the crypt below the tower.


      The crippled girl took a step, looking up at Shuthdar, but he was staring into another world. She tottered forward in a mocking

            travesty of a dance, clubbing the stone with her feet. She began to think that he played the cruelest joke of all, that she

            would crash on her face to his brutal laughter. Then suddenly the music picked her up and bore her away, and the torment in

            her limbs was gone, and her feet went just where she wanted them to. She was as light in her slippers as any belle, and she

            danced and danced until she 

            could dance no more and fell to the floor in a cloud of skirts, all flushed and laughing, too exhausted to speak And still

            Shuthdar played till she was carried far off into her dreams and all her present life was forgotten.


      The music slowly died away. She came back to herself. Shuthdar seemed lit up from within, all his ugliness burned out. He

            lowered the flute and wiped the ruby stains lovingly from it.


      “They come,” he said gruffly. “Go down, wave a blue flag from the doorway. There is a chance they will let you pass.”


      “There is nothing out there for me,” she replied. “Do what you must.”


      For an instant Shuthdar thought that he did not want to die after all, but it was far too late for that.


      The audience sighed audibly—another sign! The Histories were vital to Santhenar, and no one, great or small, was untouched

         by them. The highest honor anyone could wish for was to be mentioned there. Llian knew what the masters and students were

         thinking. Where had he found this new part of the tale that turned Shuthdar’s character inside out? The Great Tales were the

         very core of the Histories; tamper with them at your peril. He would have to prove every word of it tomorrow. And he would.


      Llian looked down into the crowd, and out of the impassive hundreds his gaze was caught by that pale face again. She was concealed

         by cloak and hood, though from the front of the hood peeped hair as red as a plum. She was leaning forward, utterly rapt. Her

         name was Karan Elienor Fyrn and she was a sensitive, though no one in the hall knew it She had come right across the mountains

         to hear the tales. Lhan’s eyes met her eyes and she started. Remarkably, she broke through his concentration and for a second

         their minds touched as though they were linked. Llian was moved by her impossible yearning 

         but he wrenched away. He had worked four years for this night and nothing was going to distract him.


      He dropped his voice and saw the crowd inch forward in their seats, straining to catch his every word. He felt reassured.


      Shuthdar’s enemies crept closer. The great of the Three Worlds were there, four human species. There were Charon and Aachim

            and Faellem; the best of our kind too. Rulke was at their head, desperate to recover the flute and to atone for the crime

            of having had it made in the first place.


      Shuthdar watched them with his blanched eyes. There was no hope—his life was over at last. Soon the flute would pass to another.

            Death he welcomed, had long wished for, but he would not even think of the flute in another’s hands.


      And so, as they drew near, he stood up on the top of the wall, outlined against the ghastly red moon, the deep lake behind

            and below. The crippled girl cried out to him but Shuthdar screamed, “Don’t move!” He lifted the flute in one claw of a hand,

            cursed his enemies and blew a despairing, triumphant blast.


      The flute glowed red The air gleamed with luminosity. Birds fell dead out of the sky. Rainbow waves fled out in all directions

            and flung the watchers into insensibility. The tower fractured and Shuthdar toppled backward and smashed on the hard dark

            water far below. The earth was rent and the waters of the lake leapt up and broke over the ruins.


      Some say that the glowing flute fell, faster than Shuthdar, into the deep water, sending up a great cloud of steam and boiling

            the water until at last it was quenched in the icy depths and perhaps lies there still, buried in the slowly deepening mud;

            preserved forever, lost forever. Others said that they saw it melt and turn to smoke in the air and vanish, consumed by the

            forces trapped within it long ago.


      Others yet held that Shuthdar had tricked them again, escaping 

            to some distant corner of Santhenar where no one knew of him; or even into the void between the worlds, out of which came

            the desperate Charon to take the world of Aachan in ancient times. But that is surely not so, for two days later the waters

            cast back his shattered corpse in all its hideousness onto the rocks not far from the tower.


      The tale was well told but the audience had expected more. They began to fidget and murmur. But Llian was not yet finished.


      Shuthdar was lost, the golden flute too. The broken tower was a nightmare of fumes and radiation, save for a protected space

            where the girl lay, unharmed. Specters walked the glowing walls, her heartless ancestors. The crippled girl wept, for her

            dreams were gone forever. Then she thought to tell the tale, to have a precious memento of this day, and to put a small white

            mark on the black stain that was Shuthdar’s reputation; the most reviled man on Santhenar.


      But as she finished her writing the world twisted inside out. Splinters of solid light seared her eyes. The sky began to shred

            itself into drifting flakes. The tower shivered; the rubble shifted like rubber blocks, then a gate burst open above the ruins

            with a flare like a purple sun, and she looked into the void between the worlds.


      Shadows appeared in the brilliant blackness. An army swarmed behind the gate, creatures out of horror. The void teems with

            the strangest life imaginable, and existence there is desperate, brutal and fleeting. In the void even the fittest survive

            only by remaking themselves constantly, and every being there is consumed by a single urge—to escape!


      Now the crippled girl saw that creatures out of legend did battle beyond the gate, struggling to get through. The whole world

            was in peril. Nothing could withstand this host.


      Her legs were too painful to walk. Terrified, she dragged herself in among the rubble and hid. Then, as the sun stood nearly

            to noon, a cloaked specter separated out of the mass of ghosts that still swarmed over the tower. At first she thought it

            was her Shuthdar, restored to the flower of his youth, for the hooded figure was tall and dark.


      The specter moved its arms over a fuming crater in the stone. Immediately it was attacked by carmine lightning that sizzled

            out of the gate. Ghost-fire outlined its cloak. Beneath its feet the stone suddenly flowed like water, dragging the specter

            down into the crater. The air reeked of brimstone, then it conjured a shimmering protection out of the turmoil, a cone of

            white radiance that hung the gate with a cobweb of icicles, a Forbidding! The gate boomed shut and vanished.


      The crowd sat up in their seats. This was controversial, for the Histories told that the Forbidding came about by it-self.

         If it had been made, it raised all sorts of possibilities. Yet Llian knew that it would take more than visions to convince this audience.


      The audience began to stir uneasily. The tale was practically done but no proof had been offered. They felt let down. Llian

         drew out the moment.


      And the girl? They found her too, when it was safe to go within, later that afternoon. A remarkably pretty young woman, she

            was crumpled up on the stone with the long skirt covering her sad legs. She was smiling as though she had just had the most

            wonderful day of her life. Strangely, among all that destruction the girl seemed to have taken no harm, but she was quite

            dead.


      Anxious to mend Shuthdar’s evil record, she had written down his tale, put it in her bodice, then thrust a long hat-pin right

            through her heart.


      

         This caused a sensation! Llian held up his hand and showed two papers, one blotched with a rusty stain.


      I have the proof right here, sealed with her own heart’s blood


      So ends the Tale of the Forbidding—the first tale and the greatest.


      The whole room was on its feet but no one made a sound. They were trying to work out the implications. Then the crowd took

         a collective breath—the black-robed masters were filing down the hall, two by two, and up the center steps to the stage. Llian’s

         uncertain smile froze on his face. He had never wanted more than to be a chronicler and a teller. Had he failed so badly as

         to be publicly stripped of even his student’s rank?


      Wistan, the master of the college, a little man almost as ugly as Shuthdar himself, had always detested Llian. He stood right

         in front of him, yellow eyes bulging out of a face like a bowl.


      “A remarkable story. But it was not in the proofs you gave me,” he rasped.


      “I kept these back,” Llian replied, clutching his documents like a lifebelt.


      Wistan held out a desiccated hand. Llian dared to hope.”The second paper certifies the girl’s story,” he added softly.


      Wistan scanned the papers. The folds of the first were perforated through and through, the mark of the fatal pin. His face

         grew grayer and grayer. “So it is true,” he sighed. “Even now such knowledge could be deadly. Say no more!”


      Llian’s knees were shaking so much that he almost fell down. Wistan was a study in indecision. The telling had been a marvelous

         one, but it threatened everything he had ever worked for. Then the assembled masters forced his hand. They gave a great cry

         as of one throat, surged forward, 

         bore Llian up and carried him across the stage in triumph. The whole room was laughing and crying, cheering and throwing their

         hats in the air. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Wistan followed them reluctantly.


      As they swayed across the room toward the exit, Llian caught sight of the red-haired woman again, staring at him. She tried

         to force her way through the crowd and once more he felt that extraordinary sensation, as though their minds were linked.

         Who was she? The Graduation Telling was closed to the public but she was not from the college—he had never seen her before.


      She almost reached him, getting so close that he caught a whiff of her lime-blossom perfume, then the crowd forced them apart.

         Her lips moved and he heard in his head, “Who killed her?” then she disappeared in the mêlêe and he was carried out of the

         hall to the celebrations.


      But much later, rolling home down the cobbled street surrounded by friends as merry as he was, her words came back to trouble

         him. The apparent suicide had always puzzled him, but how could anyone else have gotten into the ruins unobserved? Nonetheless

         the question had been raised and it would not go away. What if someone had found something so important that the girl had

         to be silenced? That could be the key to an even better story—the first new Great Tale for hundreds of years, and if he were

         the one to write it, he would stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatest chroniclers of all time. Consumed by this thought,

         Llian forgot all about Wistan’s caution.


      “Look!” cried his friend Thandiwe, a tall handsome student. She and Llian had been friends for years, and occasionally lovers

         too. She was pointing toward the horizon. “A new star. That’s an omen if ever I saw one. You’re going to be famous, Llian.”


      

         Llian’s gaze followed her finger. It was not a star at all, but a nebula, for it had a definite shape. A dark-red blotch that

         he had never seen before, like a tiny spider. Suddenly Llian felt cold though it was a warm summer’s night.


      “An omen. I wonder what kind of an omen? I’m going to bed.”


      “I’m coming too,” said Thandiwe, embracing him and tossing the waterfall of her black hair so that it covered them both.


      Before dawn a dreadful realization woke Llian so abruptly that he fell right out of bed. It was so obvious that he was amazed

         he hadn’t thought of it himself. If the girl had been murdered, the record he had used for his tale might be false. And if it was, his career would be ruined beyond redemption.

         There was no more honored profession than chronicler, but no one would be more scorned than he who had debased the greatest

         of all tales.


      Thandiwe sighed and snuggled down under the covers. Llian picked himself up off the floor and gathered a blanket round him,

         shivering and staring out the window. The nebula was high, seemingly bigger than before, and now that he saw it clearly Llian

         realized that it had not the form of a spider at all, but its more deadly relative, the scorpion.


      Fame or oblivion? Either way he had to find the truth. Who had killed the crippled girl? And why? And how could he possibly

         find out, after all this time?


   

      


            2



			


      DECLINE OF
A CHRONICLER


      While Llian slept, Wistan had been busy in his office. Now he stuck his head out the door. The captain of the college guard,

         a big merry old fellow with wooly hair and a grin as wide as a doorway, sat outside in an easy chair, whistling. He wore a

         scarlet kilt from which muscular legs stretched halfway across the hall. He was as opposite to Wistan in appearance, character

         and temperament as it was possible for any two people to be.


      “Hey, Trusco, come in here. Shut the door behind you.”


      Trusco followed him inside. He had been the captain of the guard for as long as Wistan had been master, more than thirty years.

         The college was that sort of a place—tradition was everything. It was little changed from the institution of a century ago,

         or five centuries for that matter.


      Wistan sat down at an ebony desk the size of a double bed, rummaging in its drawers. His hairless dome bobbed up and down

         as he stacked papers on the desktop. “We’ve got 

         secret work to do tonight. I suppose you know what it is about.”


      “Llian’s tale,” said Trusco, looking down at the ugly little man with affection. “It set my mind wondering, I can tell you.”


      “More than you can know. The girl’s story is true, beyond any doubt.”


      Trusco was not convinced. “Then how come it didn’t come out at the time?”


      “I’ve already checked that There were so many dead that it took days to bury them all, and the girl’s record wasn’t discovered

         for some time. Then the chronicler who certified it drowned on the way home, crossing a flooded river, and though her bags

         were recovered, her papers lay forgotten in the archives.”


      “Documents can be faked,” said Trusco sceptically.


      “More often than not but this one isn’t”He produced a stained sheet from behind the desk. “Look! Even after all this time

         the paper has a story to tell. It’s good thick stock, and there wasn’t much blood. It’s mostly on one side, the side against

         the girl’s breast. But see how the hat-pin pushed the torn paper out of the other side of the hole. The pin was coming out

         of her, not going in! She was stabbed in the back! And you know what that means!”


      “Ghosts don’t do murder,” said Trusco.


      “Someone got in secretly. Maybe someone did make the Forbidding.”


      Trusco furrowed his brow. He wasn’t used to such complicated thoughts. “And maybe the golden flute wasn’t destroyed after

         all.”


      “Don’t even think that aloud! I don’t know what happened. But what we have believed about Shuthdar for three thousand years

         is proven false; therefore everything else that happened then is open to question. A whole world of deadly possibilities is

         revealed.”


      

         “And you want me to take a message to the Council and put all this to Mendark?” Trusco teased, grinning his vast grin. His

         teeth were as big and square as tombstones. “Well, it’s nice weather for a trip to Thurkad.”


      Thurkad was the largest city in Meldorin, weeks of travel to the east. It was ancient, powerful, wealthy, yet rife with beggars—a

         teeming, stinking cesspool of a place. Mendark, the cunning and devious Magister of the Council of Santhenar, had dwelt there

         for an age.


      Wistan knew that he was being teased but he reacted anyway. “Mendark! It will be an icy day in the blackest pit of the void

         before I do that villain any more favors! It still rankles that I was forced to take Llian.” He took a pinch of snuff from

         a cloisonné jar, applied it to his nostrils, went red in the face and sneezed mightily. Trusco passed over a green bandanna and Wistan

         mopped streaming eyes.


      “But Llian has brought the college honor,” said Trusco.


      “So he has, and had he come to me in the proper way I probably would have admitted him, despite that he is an unworthy Zain.

         But not this way. Why did Mendark want to make a Zain into a chronicler anyway? And what does he want in return? I have a

         feeling that it won’t do the college any good. Come on, we’re going to the library.”


      “It’s two in the morning,” Trusco protested feebly. “Even Llian will be in bed by now.” Trusco’s protests were just for show;

         he knew that Wistan hardly slept at all and would not be put off.


      “With one of my students, no doubt,” snorted Wistan. “Here, carry this.” He handed him the bundle of papers, then took a bracelet

         of woven silver out of a locked drawer and slid it on his wrist.


      “You are serious,” said Trusco. He knew that the bracelet was the key to the master’s safe, but whatever was put inside could not

         be recovered in that master’s lifetime.


      

         “The proofs for Llian’s tale. Four years’ work by a genius—never to be seen again while I live.”


      He fell silent and Trusco asked no more questions. Wistan closed the door behind him and followed his captain down a wide

         hall paved with terracotta tiles. The walls were hung with portraits of famous chroniclers past and present. Trusco jerked

         his thumb at the last in the row.


      “Has Llian sat for his portrait yet?” he asked cheerfully.


      Wistan winced. “He may not have to.”


      They went out the side door. Trusco held up a lantern to light the winding path, though both could have trodden it blindfolded.

         They walked down between shoulder-high lavender and rosemary bushes to the Library of the Histories, an architectural extravagance

         of towers and spires, turrets and cupolas, with every surface so ornate that in places it was impossible to tell what was

         structure and what merest ornament.


      At the library Wistan used his master key, opened the great carven double doors and signed the book out of habit.


      “What a monstrosity this building is,” he said, looking up at cornices decorated in at least a dozen colors, though the paint

         was peeling badly.


      “But part of the history of the college, and therefore unassailable,” Trusco said cheekily.


      “A challenge! I would tear it down tomorrow if there was money to build a new one. A nice simple one, like a temple of antiquity.”


      “Then perhaps you should treat Llian better, since his sponsor Mendark has gold by the bucket.”


      “Bah! Come on, we’re going down to the archives.”


      Trusco raised an interrogative eyebrow.


      “We’re going to put the proofs, and every other document about the time of the Forbidding, where no one can get 

         them,” Wistan said. “This secret could be deadly. I have to protect the college.”


      Trusco grunted.


      “You disagree? Well, so be it I don’t want your agreement, just your strong back. In fact I wonder if I should not pile up

         all his proofs and put a torch to them.”


      That shocked Trusco out of his good-humored acquiescence. “You would burn the Histories? Without the Histories the college

         has no meaning. What has your life been lived for, master?”


      “Yes, what has my life been lived for?” said Wistan heavily. “Once it was the Histories. Now, to my shame, just the college.

         I cannot risk it.”


      It took hours to move the shelves of documents down to the locked archives, a basement that contained documents forbidden,

         dangerous or obscene. In a corner of the basement was a safe large enough to walk into, with shelves piled high with old documents

         and scrolls. When the job was done, Wistan touched the silver bracelet to a niche on the back wall of the safe and a horizontal

         slot appeared below it. He reached in, dropped Llian’s proofs through and whipped his hand back out again just as something

         slammed closed inside.


      “That’ll get you one day,” Trusco said, smiling.


      “Serve me right for putting off my problems to the future, I suppose.” Wistan grimaced. “Well, let whoever succeeds me worry

         about it.”


      “Ah, but what about Llian? You can’t lock him up, and he knows every word of his proofs.”


      “When he recites them it’s not an original document It’s not proof. But I will deal with him too, just to be sure.”


      “Well, deal gently with him. I like Llian,” said Trusco. “He has brought honor upon the college. And he has a rare mastery

         of the voice.”


      

         “Pah! Wretched Zain! He bothers me. He is too bound up in his work, and too curious. He would do anything to advance his art,

         to get his tale. He is Zain through and through.”


      “Yes he is, the good and the bad. Wistan—”


      “I won’t harm him as long as he cooperates!” snapped Wistan.


      “And if he doesn’t?”


      “I will discredit him utterly and strip him of his honor.”


      It was midday when Llian rose. In the daylight his fears of the previous night had receded to a distant worry, one that could

         be put off. Fifteen years of toil at the college were over! He was a teller and a master chronicler at last, the youngest to have achieved either honor in more than a hundred years. He was just twenty-eight,

         the whole world was wonderful and it all lay at his feet. Whatever he wanted could be his, though all Llian really wanted

         was to be a chronicler, to fill in the gaps in the Histories; and a teller, one who searched out forgotten tales or made new

         ones. His dream was to make a new Great Tale, though a dream was surely all it could be. In four thousand years of keeping

         the Histories, only twenty-two tales had been judged worthy of being Great Tales.


      Llian scratched himself, inspecting the damage of the previous night in a cracked mirror. His brown eyes were bloodshot and

         bleary, and his head throbbed. Llian might have been called handsome, save that his mouth was too wide and his chin lopsided,

         but when he smiled it lit up his whole face. He was of middle height and slimly built, though with strong shoulders. Llian

         was likeable and charming, though occasionally a little full of himself. Sometimes, because of his heritage, he tried too

         hard. His voice was soft and rich and mellow, touched with lights and shadows, utterly 

         enchanting. Friends, enemies; all loved his voice. As did he.


      Llian combed untidy brown hair, worn fashionably long, and was halfway through lunch with his friends when the expected summons

         came. It was Turlew, Wistan’s detestable seneschal, a bitter failed chronicler who hated all students and, most of all, Llian.


      “Wistan requires you in his office immediately,” said Turlew, licking soft wet lips that looked as though they had been stung

         by a bee.


      “Tell him I’ll be along presently,” said Llian, and belched. Everyone laughed.


      Turlew’s chubby cheeks grew red. “At once, Wistan said!”


      “I’m not a student anymore,” said Llian. “I’m a master now, you strutting peacock, though since you weren’t invited to the

         telling last night I’ll excuse you for not knowing that.” Llian was not normally rude but he detested Turlew as much as Turlew

         resented him.


      “A master, eh? You still have the manners of a student. Have you a position to go to?” Turlew looked as though he could spit

         venom. “Without Wistan’s references you won’t even get a clerk’s post.”


      “Don’t forget who my sponsor is,” said Llian arrogantly. “Mendark himself! What does Mendark care for Wistan’s references?”


      “You might find that Mendark demands more than you care to repay.”


      That was something Llian had no answer for. Mendark was a mancer—a wielder of the Secret Art—of great power and subtlety,

         an uncertain friend, a deadly opponent. A perilous master, so the tales went. Mendark had extended his own life many times

         over, as mancers did, and now his tentacles reached across the known world. Why he had sponsored 

         a Zain at the college no one knew. Suddenly the world outside seemed all too precarious.


      Wistan was pacing the room when Llian entered. He did not smile.


      “Good afternoon, Master Llian,” he said.


      “Good afternoon, Master Wistan,” Llian replied politely.


      He stared at Wistan, apprehension mingled with contempt, his teller’s eye making a caricature of the ugly little man. The

         skin of Wistan’s long and scrawny neck sagged in festoons like a curtain above a window and quivered with every forced-out

         word. On top of this column there tottered a head the like of which Llian could not look on without mingled mirth and horror.

         It was almost fleshless, small and flat at the top, flaring to a jaw so large that he appeared to be nothing but face. The

         lips were gray and bloodless, the nose a flattened, insignificant thing with large open nostrils of greenish hue. His head

         bulged at the back and the eyes protruded out of the concavity of his face like two peas resting on a saucer of lard. A few

         straps of dung-colored hair, hastily combed across the top of a blotchy skull, now hung limp and greasy about his ear.


      “You will never tell that version of the tale again,” said Wistan, pursing his slab lips.


      “But…” said Llian. “I don’t understand…” Did Wistan know what he suspected?


      “Don’t play the fool, Llian. The paper proves that she was stabbed from behind. You have uncovered a deadly secret. A brilliant

         piece of work, but it must be suppressed. I will not allow you to risk the college.”


      Llian could hardly control his face. So, murder had been done! There was a Great Tale here, and he was going to uncover it no matter what Wistan said. “But hundreds of people heard me last night—the

         whole college.”


      

         “And I will speak to every one of them. Everyone will swear, on pain of expulsion, never to mention it again.”


      Not everyone, Llian thought, remembering the small red-haired woman who had touched his mind. He could hardly remember what

         her face looked like, but the impression of her mind touching his was still vivid. She was not from the college. She might

         have told a dozen people by now.


      “It’s like trying to hold back the tide,” he said. “You can’t control two hundred people. The story will be all over town

         already.”


      “Chanthed is a town full of rumors. If you do not substantiate them they will die.”


      “How can I deny what I’ve already said? Anyway, it’s traditional that the best tale of the graduation is told at the Festival

         of Chanthed next autumn. That is my right.”


      “Rights must be broken at need. If you wish to have what is your due, find another tale, or another way to tell that one.

         You have plenty in your armory.”


      “I demand my rights!” Llian said furiously. “I’m not a student anymore.”


      Wistan held onto his temper with an effort. “Grow up, Llian! You have a lot to offer, but a lot more to learn. You are about

         to go out into the world and seek a position, and for that you need my goodwill. Do you imagine that you can just write what

         you like, or tell what you like? If you do, then I assure you that your tenure will be very short indeed. Good day!”


      Llian went out and wandered about the grounds. He climbed up a little knoll, a favorite thinking place, and lay down on his

         back in the grass. From here he could look out over the college and the winding streets of Chanthed further down the hill.

         The town was a lovely sight, a green and gold oasis nestled into the folds of the sun-browned hillside and extending its flanks

         to the clear waters of the Gannel. The 

         yellow sandstone buildings positively glowed in the afternoon sun. The cobbled streets were like gray streams running down

         to the river.


      If he looked the other way Llian could see the foothills of the mountain range that extended along the entire eastern side

         of the great island of Meldorin, a distance of three hundred leagues. Across the mountains were the fertile plains of Saboth

         and the ancient coastal city of Thurkad. Beyond that the long narrow gutter of the Sea of Thurkad separated Meldorin from

         the continent of Lauralin. The barren land where the Zain dwelt was on the other side of the continent, more than four hundred

         leagues away.


      Time to consider his future. There would never be a post for him here while Wistan was master. Nor did he want one. After

         fifteen years Llian was chafing to get out into the world. In three month’s time his stipend would expire, so he had to find

         a way to earn his living before that. He had no idea where to start. In truth Llian was naive about the world. Moreover he

         was clumsy and inept at most things save his art, telling, and his trade, the Histories.


      The Histories were vital to the culture of Santhenar and permeated every aspect of life on it. Even the poorest families kept

         their family registers, taught orally to their children if they were illiterate and could not afford the services of a public

         scribe. But to have one’s life told by a master chronicler, to actually play a part in the Histories of the world, was the

         greatest honor that anyone could long for. This longing supported a wolfpack of charlatans and false chroniclers, and it was

         a hunger that even the greatest were not immune to. Even Mendark, Llian’s grotesquely rich sponsor, longed to be honored in

         his own Great Tale.


      “Llian, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”


      It was Thandiwe, her face flushed from running up the hill. She flopped down on the grass beside him.


      

         “Is something the matter?” Llian asked.


      “No, I just wanted to see you. I suppose you will be leaving Chanthed soon.”


      “I suppose so.”


      They sat in the grass for a long while, pursuing their own thoughts.


      “So, what are you going to do with yourself, Llian?”


      “I was just wondering that. For the last four years I’ve done what I wanted, working on my project. Now it’s all over and

         I’m afraid. How am I to find a master? What if I end up with a coarse, stupid master who wants nothing but nursery tales?”


      “What about your sponsor?”


      “Mendark? I imagine that he will call me when he wants me. I’m… afraid to go to him. Afraid to presume.”


      “I would be afraid of what he wanted from me,” Thandiwe said softly.


      “That too!”


      “How was it that he sponsored you? That’s something you’ve never talked about.”


      “No, I haven’t, because his name has earned me nothing but envy and blows. Mendark first came to our house when I was eight.

         We were a close family, though poor. We lived in Jepperand, a desert land next to the Dry Sea, my mother and father and my

         two sisters, and me.”


      “Two sisters,” she sighed. “I have five older brothers.”


      “Llayis, my father, is a scribe. He looks like me, though taller, and he hasn’t got much hair anymore. I suppose that’s my

         fate too.” Llian laughed somewhat tentatively and ruffled his fingers through his untidy locks. “Zophy, my mother, is little

         and round and cheerful. She is a letterer, an illuminator really, as are my sisters. My older sister Callam is tall and serious,

         with very dark hair; she takes after my father. 

         My little sister Alyz… How I miss her! She is more like my mother, and the best worker of us all.”


      “How come they sent you so far away?” Thandiwe asked.


      “I was too clever—I wrote a catalog of tales when I was eight. It amazed even our scholarly race, and I suppose that was how

         Mendark first heard about me. Anyway, when I was twelve, he appeared at the front gate. He bent down, inspecting me as though

         I was something he considered buying, then went into the house and closed the door. I was afraid.”


      “Mendark!” She gave a theatrical shudder. “I would have been too.”


      “As soon as Mendark had gone my parents called me inside. He had offered to sponsor me at the college, even to master chronicler

         if I could rise that high. An undreamed-of honor. I was shocked. The College of the Histories was famous even in Jepperand,

         but I knew it was on the other side of the world.”


      “You did not think to refuse?”


      “I wanted to, but I wanted the honor too, and I did not want to let my family down. It is not uncommon for clever children

         to be sent away to learn, but no Zain child had come as far as Chanthed in a very long time. Such an opportunity would never

         come again. Though my parents were both learned, they were still poor. Almost everyone is, in Jepperand. I suppose they would

         have refused had they thought I really didn’t want to go.


      “I can still remember the look on my little sister’s face as I joined that caravan of strangers. She was six; she couldn’t

         possibly have understood. I was almost as bewildered myself. But we Zain endure what cannot be altered, so I bit my lip and

         clenched my fists to stop them trembling, and kissed my mother and father, and my older sister.


      “Only little Alyz did not know how to behave. She 

         started to cry. ‘Llian is never coming home again,’ she wailed. ‘Never, never, never!’


      “That broke us all. Callam began to weep, and my mother cried, and even my father shed a tear. Then they all embraced me together,

         which made it much worse. I wept till my eyes could make tears no more, and then it was time to go, so dutifully I went.


      “It was the worst time in all my life, that journey. I was the only child there and no one tried to comfort me. It took six

         months of heat and dust and flies and miserable food before we reached the Sea of Thurkad. On the other side Mendark appeared,

         examined me briefly and sent me straight on to Chanthed. All he said was, ‘When the time comes, remember your debt.’ ”


      “Is that all?”


      “He spoke about posterity and his place in it. He was most concerned for his reputation.”


      “So, did the college live up to your dreams?”


      “Not for a long time. Everyone knew I was Zain and that I was only here because my sponsor was too powerful to refuse. It

         was years before I made a friend, and my work became everything to me. You were my first friend, Thandiwe.”


      “I envied you,” she said. “I thought you had everything. You seemed to do your work so easily. Your illuminated book of the

         Great Tales is as good as anything in the library.”


      “Not really! But I grew up with that art. I watched my mother do it every day.”


      “And your fees and board and stipend were paid for you. It has been such a struggle for my family to keep me here.”


      He made no comment.


      “Are your family all still living?”


      “Yes,” Llian said. “They write, though a letter takes half 

         a year to get here, if it gets here at all, and my reply just as long to return. I would give anything to go home.”


      “Why haven’t you?”


      “I could not save enough from my stipend in fifty years, and they cannot afford to come all this way either. I want to go

         home as much as ever I wanted to be a chronicler and a teller. And now that I am one, if Mendark does not call me I may try

         to get passage on a ship, and work my way from port to port telling the Histories. But I’m afraid too. My parents are old

         now; even little Alyz is a grown woman. What if we have nothing to say to each other?”


      Just then a bell rang far away. Thandiwe scrambled to her feet. “I have to go,” she said. “I’ll see you tonight.”


      Llian sat there after she had left, thinking over his options. Eventually roused by the rumbling in his stomach he turned

         his steps to the nearest stall, but on putting his hand in his pocket found it was empty. He headed down to the purser’s office

         to draw his monthly stipend. It would go up substantially now that he was master. As he entered, Turlew came out smirking.


      “Llian of Chanthed, master chronicler,” Llian said breezily to Old Sal, the tiny clerk behind the counter, who had been there even longer than Wistan had been

         master. No one knew what her real name was. Everything about Old Sal was bird-like—she had a small round head feathered with

         white hair, a long slender neck and stilt-like legs, and her arching nose had the look of a beak.


      Old Sal knew every one of the students and none better than Llian, who had been a favorite of hers ever since he had entered

         the college a shy and terrified little boy of twelve.


      “Master Llian,” she said, but for the first time ever she did not smile.


      “I’ve come for my stipend. It must have gone up now that I am master.”


      

         “I’m sorry,” she said, consulting a register almost as tall as she was, although she knew every entry in it by heart. She

         angled her head to one side like an inquisitive bird. “I have nothing for you. Your allowance has finished.”


      “But it goes on for three months after graduation, and at the higher rate. How can it be cut off?”


      “Turlew came down with the authority not long ago. You’ll have to plead with Wistan. I’m sorry.”


      “But I just came…” He broke off and turned away.


      As he put his hand on the door Old Sal called out. Her wrinkled old face looked genuinely concerned. “I have a little to spare,

         if you…”


      Llian was touched, knowing how little a purser’s clerk earned. “Thank you,” he said bowing. “But I am not desperate yet.”


      “Then you will plead with Wistan?”


      He laughed hollowly. “I won’t give him the satisfaction. I shall sing for my supper.”


      That night he spread the story of his ill-treatment, though not the reason for it, and told a bawdy tale or two in a student’s

         inn down by the river. Llian’s treatment was unprecedented, arousing the sympathy of all but the most ardent Zain-haters.

         He passed his cap around at the end and it sagged most cheerfully when it came back, so Llian spent the better part of it

         buying drinks for all his new friends and mentally damning Wistan. The Histories were more than a profession to him—they were

         an obsession, and there was little that he would not do to feed that obsession; to track down the last fragment of a tale.

         When the festival came round in the autumn he would take his rightful place on stage on the final night and tell the Tale of the Forbidding just as he had done last night. Then he would leave Chan-thed forever.


      

         Llian arrived back at his room at midnight in a very jovial frame of mind, to find a stony-faced Thandiwe standing by the

         door. He stood there for a moment, admiring her lithe figure, her golden skin and black hair, her heaving bosom.


      “What’s the matter?” he asked, swaying just a little.


      “I—I left something here last night,” she said, avoiding his eye.


      “Something’s happened! Tell me!”


      “Oh, Llian, I’ve been warned to keep away from you.”


      “What?”


      “I’ve just spent the most unpleasant hour of my life with Wistan and that disgusting little worm of his, Turlew. If I’m seen

         with you again, I lose my place in the college.”


      “Well, damn them!”


      “Damn you! Llian, I don’t know what you’ve done, but you can please yourself now. I can’t. I have a chance for the Graduation Telling

         next year. You know how much that means to me. If I’m thrown out, my life will be ruined and everything my family has sacrificed

         for me will have been wasted.”


      “I’m sorry,” said Llian, though still he felt hurt. “Of course you must go.”


      “Llian, it doesn’t mean that I don’t care for you. I just can’t see you for a while.”


      Her dark eyes pleaded with him to understand, and he did. But he also felt let down. “Goodbye,” he said more coolly than he

         felt.


      Tears streaming down her face, Thandiwe crashed down the steps and out the front door. Llian flopped onto his bed. His whole

         world was collapsing around him and there was nothing he could do about it.


      He took out his book of tales and idly turned the leaves. The book had been his first major work, completed for his initial

         graduation four years ago, and its hundreds of pages 

         contained short versions of all the Great Tales. There were enough blank pages at the end for another tale, a youthful fancy

         that amused him now. The book was indeed a beautiful object, gorgeously illuminated in lapis blue and scarlet, and here and

         there decorated with pilfered gold and silver leaf. The book was very precious to him, for all that he knew its every imperfection.


      Llian put the book down and lay there for hours, staring at the dark ceiling, until the scorpion nebula rose and shone in

         through his window, red and black. What would the next disaster be?


      He found out a few days later, when he signed himself into the library and went down to the archives to have another look

         at the documents from the time of the Forbidding. They were like old friends to him, these shelves full of tattered scrolls

         and parchments and codices falling apart from sheer age. He had spent four years of slavery here, teasing out the threads

         of his tale from the labyrinth of the Histories. Now the death of the crippled girl was preying on his mind and he wanted

         to see if there was anything he had overlooked.


      Along the interminable shelves he went, to the furthest corner of the basement, and signed himself in again to the room where

         the oldest and most precious documents were kept. Llian turned the corner, luxuriating in the smell of books and the warm

         spicy odor of the rosewood bookcases. He stopped abruptly. The whole row of shelves was empty—every single document about

         the time of the Forbidding was gone.


      It was like having a skewer thrust through his heart. Llian ran back out to the attendant on duty.


      “I don’t know anything about it,” the attendant said, combing a magnificent black beard with his fingers. Crumbs 

         rained down onto his polished boots. “You’ll have to ask the librarian.”


      There was no point running but Llian did so anyway, all the way up to the top floor where the librarian sat in her solitary

         eyrie, a room packed with catalogs but lacking a single book. She folded her arms and listened to his plea. She was an overly

         pretty woman, save that she had a tiny prim hole of a mouth. She dressed like a princess, in a purple silk blouse with gold

         tassels on the shoulders and a full skirt of green silk-satin interwoven with golden threads.


      “We can’t have such precious old things lying around where anyone can misuse, or even steal them,” she replied, arranging

         the pencils on her desk in military rows. “They were getting damaged, so they have been locked away.”


      “Libraries are for people,” he said sarcastically.


      “No—libraries are for books, and the fewer people in them the better for the books.”


      “Anyway, I’d like to see them,” said Llian. “May I have the key, please?”


      She consulted a catalog, pursing her lips. Purple lip paint extended beyond the edges of her mouth in a vain attempt to make

         it seem fuller. “For these documents you must have a permit.”


      “And how do I get such a permit?” But he already knew the answer to that.


      “Only Wistan can give it!”


      After a while Llian’s life settled down into a new routine. He would get up late, somewhat the worse for wear, and after the

         best breakfast he could afford would go to the library to work at his quest This was a frustrating and mostly fruitless exercise,

         since he was forbidden the documents he really needed, but he kept on until his eyes hurt from reading. Then he went to one

         inn or another, telling scurrilous yarns, often 

         concerning Wistan, for the customers’ entertainment and his profit. After he had gleaned enough coin for the morrow—or not,

         on one or two occasions—he wavered his way home to bed. Sometimes he saw Thandiwe in passing, but if anyone was looking she

         turned away, and after a while it became easier to avoid her.


      One morning Llian was woken by thumping on his door. It was still dark when he opened it. Outside was a grim-faced bailiff.


      “What’s the matter?” asked Llian.


      “Wistan, in his office, right now!” The bailiff seized him by the arm.


      Wistan’s office was cold and in the light of a single candle he looked positively malevolent. He looked up at Llian sharply,

         saggy jowls quivering with animosity. “Chanthed exists for the college,” he began, his voice like bristles on canvas. “My college! Let me but say the word and you have no room, no library privileges, and not even the meanest water carrier will

         let you push his cart.”


      Llian blinked. “Turlew has told me of your performance in the taverns last night, and other nights,” Wistan went on. “The

         office of the master will not be mocked.”


      Turlew sneered in the background.


      “Last night he laughed as loudly as any,” said Llian smiling. “Though he wouldn’t have if he’d stayed for the second act.”


      “Be silent! Do not use the voice on me! What is your intention? No, tell me no more lies—I know it already. You seek to have my office, to so ridicule me that the

         college will cast me down and declare you master by acclamation.”


      Llian gave a bitter laugh. “A Zain, master of the College of the Histories? Not in my time.” Llian cursed his ancestors for

         their folly, as he had often done. Though the Zain were no longer persecuted, they were still disliked and mistrusted 

         And, arising out of their persecution, they had a great disdain for authority, though they were generally wise enough not

         to show it.


      “Indeed not! Offend again and I throw you naked out of Chanthed. Now get out!”


      I will not bow to your threats, thought Llian. I am not friendless. But he had no money, no references and nowhere to go.

         He set off down the street to a bar that opened at dawn, for it was almost dawn now. Halfway there he stopped.


      I can’t go on like this, he thought. I’ve been drinking every day this week.


      He sat down on the curb with his feet in the gutter. He was broke, lucky if he had two copper grints. No one would pay for

         a yarn at this time of day. If he went in he’d have to buy his own, and though drink was cheap, two coppers would melt like

         camphor on a hotplate.


      He went back up the hill to the library, but of course the doors were closed. He could wake up the porter, but the fellow

         would likely refuse. Llian’s influence had evaporated of late.


      He swore. Nowhere to go but back to bed. Then, down the street he caught sight of a pair of students weaving along, doubtless

         going home from an all-night session. He knew the girl but the fellow was a stranger. What the heck! If they could afford

         to drink all night they could buy him a few.


      Pasting on a harlot’s smile, Llian headed down to drown his miseries.
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      HAUNTED BY
THE PAST


      The magical telling was over. Karan, the red-haired woman who had so discomforted Llian, was swept out of the hall with the

         departing audience. She loved the Great Tales with a passion, and to hear them told at the College of the Histories was one

         of the high points of her life. The tale still seethed in her brain—being a sensitive, it was as though she had actually been

         there in the tower with Shuthdar and the crippled girl.


      Slowly the flames from the burning tower faded to a memory, and Karan found herself standing alone in the middle of a lawn

         surrounded by hedges of rosemary and lavender. For a moment she could not work out what she was doing there.


      She looked around. Llian and his party had gone and the last of the crowd were disappearing down the path. She should go too,

         before the guards realized that she had no right to be here. The Graduation Telling was closed to the 

         public; she might end up in the watchhouse if she were caught. Now her head began to ache, the inevitable result of what she

         had done. She had been incredibly foolish, but she shied away from thinking about that. Karan pulled the hood down over her

         face and headed off toward her inn, the cheapest that Chanthed offered.


      Karan was small with a pale, round face, a warm open friendly face, framed by a tangled froth of hair as rich and red as sunset

         in a smoky sky. Her eyes were as green as malachite. She was twenty-three but looked much younger. In times of plenty her

         form was inclined to roundness, but after the long walk to Chanthed on short rations she was slender.


      At dawn she rose, dressed in baggy green trousers and an oversized shirt that were of good quality but much repaired, splashed

         her face with water and forced a bone comb through her hair, though after it was done it looked much as it had before. She

         sprinkled a few drops of lime-blossom perfume on her fingers, rubbed it through her hair and her toilet was complete.


      Breakfast was part of a loaf of hard bread and two apples, for money was so scarce that she begrudged even the copper grint

         they charged in the dining room. Still munching her apple Karan donned her pack and set off for home. She lived at Gothryme,

         an insignificant manor in the poor mountain province of Bannador. It was a week’s journey east across the mountains (if the

         weather was kind), but one that she had done many times—as pleasant a trip now, at the end of summer, as it was miserable

         and dangerous in winter. Traveling alone did not bother her though; in spite of her small size she was well able to keep out

         of danger.


      The wonderful tale came back as soon as she was through the town gates, and Karan began to tell it to herself from the beginning.

         It was a hard climb for the first few hours; the 

         story helped to ease her into the journey. Mid-morning brought her to that point, just before the end of the telling, where

         Llian had paused and looked directly at her. Where stupidly she had made a link, her mind to his, putting him off balance

         for a second. Karan had avoided thinking about that quite uncharacteristic foolishness. She was normally so sensible.


      She sat down on an outcrop of sandstone that looked over the valley, the winding track and, far below, the slate roofs of

         Chanthed shining in the sun. Why had she risked revealing herself as a sensitive to a stranger who might use her, or thoughtlessly

         give away her secret? People with her talents were rare and kept them quiet for good reason: such skills were priceless to

         those who wanted to spy or to dominate. In times of war, sensitives were bought and sold for their abilities, though thankfully

         war was a thing of the past. The lands of this part of Meldorin had been at peace for all of Karan’s lifetime.


      Fortunately her talents were not easily detected, as long as she was careful. It took another sensitive, or someone highly

         skilled in the Secret Art.


      Where had her talents come from anyway? Karan was a blending, for while her mother had been old human, the original people

         of Santhenar, her father was half-Aachim.


      About four thousand years ago, three other human species had come to Santhenar in the hunt for the golden flute. The mostly

         tall and mostly dark Aachim, like her father, were native to the world of Aachan. The Charon, also big dark people, were few

         but incredibly powerful, masters of the Secret Art and of machines too. The third species were the Faellem, a small, rose-skinned

         and golden-eyed people from the other of the Three Worlds, Tallallame. They were not physically strong, but skilled at deception

         and illusion. The three off-world species were much longer-lived 

         than humans, and they had turned Santhenar upside down, but that time was past. Now only old humans were numerous on Santhenar.

         The Charon were all gone, one way or another, while the surviving Aachim and Faellem had long hidden themselves and concealed

         their differences.


      Matings between the different species seldom resulted in children, and when they did, such blendings were often mad. But mad

         or not, they could have unusual talents.


      Karan had not found her talents to be much use though, for they were not at all reliable. She could often sense people before she could see them,

         even sense what they were going to do or say before they did it, especially if she was in danger. She could sometimes make

         a sending to another person, though just a mish-mash of feelings and images, and it hardly ever worked when she wanted it

         to. Rarely, Karan could make a link to someone else and actually speak to them, mind to mind. She had only done that a few

         times in her lifetime. That was what was so shocking about the link to Llian; it had happened without her even thinking about

         it. Some expression of her innermost longings, she supposed.


      But her talents had disadvantages too—she felt things more strongly than other people; sometimes so strongly that her emotions

         overwhelmed and paralyzed her. And using her talents always resulted in aftersickness, as little as a vague feeling of nausea

         or as much as a devastating migraine that could last all day. So Karan was normally careful.


      Then why, at the end of Llian’s telling, had she cried into his mind, “Who killed her?” Karan knew the answer to that. Because

         she was completely captivated by the tale and the teller.


      She had heard Llian tell before; people came from all over Meldorin to hear the tales at the Festival of Chanthed. Llian had

         become well-known four years ago, after his very first public telling, and Karan had never forgotten it. That 

         was part of the reason she had sneaked into the Graduation Telling, using the pass of a distant cousin who was a student at

         the college. Already she was planning her trip back for the autumn festival. It would be the highlight of her year, a whole

         fortnight of tales great and small.


      Well, time to be going. Put away your foolish dreams, she told herself. What use is a teller to you? There is nothing for

         him at Gothryme. Karan took a swig from her water bottle, pulled her broad-brimmed felt hat down over her face and jumped

         up. She was anxious to get home now, where she had worries aplenty. If she traveled hard enough she might cut the journey

         by a day. Luckily Santhenar’s huge moon was near full, its luminous yellow face lighting her way so that she could walk well

         into the evening.


      But as the days passed the other, darker face of the moon rotated further into view, the yellow pocked with seas and craters

         of red and purple and black. The moon turned to its own more sluggish cycle, and the time when the dark face was showing was

         generally accounted to be unlucky; a time when decisions should be postponed and journeys put off. Thankfully she would be

         home by the time the waning moon was all dark.


      On the fourth morning she passed through the tiny mountain hamlet of Tullin. It was just a straggle of houses and an inn,

         the only one between Chanthed and her home. She quenched her thirst at a well, then continued on—camping was free, and pleasant

         at this time of year. Behind the inn Karan saw an old man chopping wood vigorously. He raised one hand to her and she waved

         back. A group of children followed her up the track as far as the top of the hill. She smiled at them then disappeared over

         the crest.


      Nearly there! Karan sighed, brushed the red coils out of her eyes and headed down the track toward Gothryme, her ancient 

         and shabby manor. The inner glow from the telling had carried her almost all the way home. She was in such a hurry to get

         there that she avoided Tolryme town, splashing across the shrunken river Ryme half a league upstream and setting off across

         the meadows. The green slate roofs of Gothryme appeared over the brow of the hill, then the walls of pink granite, blushing

         in the afternoon sun. Beyond that was the sheer face of the Gothryme escarpment, a high cliff of granite that from here cut

         off the white tips of the mountains beyond.


      Gothryme consisted of a squat oval keep, battered by time and by the periodic squabbles that had wracked Bannador, and two

         somewhat younger wings, two-storeyed with wide verandas, that ran out from the back. Beyond that was a sprawl of barns and

         out-houses, all in granite and slate. They were solid but very rustic.


      It was hot and dry, the gray grass crunching underfoot. It didn’t look as though there had been any rain since she left three

         weeks ago. All the problems of her rustic life came rushing back. The drought’s relentless grip was slowly breaking Gothryme

         and ruining her. Even this brief trip had been an indulgence. If it did not rain soon, she would never afford the autumn festival.


      Karan stopped for a moment and looked over her lands. Though she was heir to what at first glance seemed a sizeable estate—manor,

         land and forest—the land was barren, stony and drought-stricken, and the forest inaccessible by reason of the cliff. It provided

         a precarious livelihood for her and the people who worked it but there was nothing left over for luxuries. Yet it was hers,

         and after years of travel and turmoil she wanted nothing but to tend it and, when she could, to hear the tellers at the Festival

         of Chanthed.


      Climbing the steep hill she lost sight of the house. At that point Karan turned off the track and circled round the back 

         of the manor. She was tired and just wanted to get in the door without people making a fuss of her. She skirted a reed-fringed

         pond on which a family of gray ducks paddled. Karan waggled her fingers at the ducks. Where was Kar, the old black swan?


      Just then there came a tremendous hissing and trumpeting from the far end of the pond. The swan’s black wings flashed; the

         water was churned to foam. A thin brown arm let go of the swan’s leg; a frightened boy scrambled up the bank and ran around

         the edge of the pond, skidding in the mud. It was the cook’s youngest son, a good-natured rascal.


      “What do you think you’re doing, Benie?” she cried, pretending sternness.


      The boy stopped dead. Even his hair was plastered with mud. “Fishin’,” he lied with downcast eyes.


      “Then do it in the river in future,” she said. “Off you go now, and wash the mud off before you go inside.”


      He scooted off, shouting at the top of his voice, “Karan’s back, mum. Karan’s back!”


      Karan watched him go, smiling. So much for a quiet homecoming.


      “Karan!” cried Rachis, her steward, as she entered. “Welcome home.” He embraced her.


      She had known Rachis all her life. He was tall and thin with scanty white hair surrounding a pink crown like a tonsure. As

         she hugged him Karan realized that all the flesh was gone from his bones—he was an old man now. Rachis had managed the estate

         faithfully for many years after her mother died and left it to her. But he was now quite frail—even leaving him in charge

         for mis brief trip made her feel guilty.


      After the greetings were done and the news of the estate and the outside world exchanged, Karan got a bowl of stew from the

         black kettle hanging over the fire, sawed off a crust 

         of bread and sat out on the veranda to enjoy the evening. It was good to be home, to enjoy simple home food and have all die

         old familiar things about her. She leaned back against the granite wall and took off her boots. Tomorrow a hundred chores

         demanded her attention. Tonight she would just sit back and relax.


      She went to bed with the dark. Her bed was a vast box of black-stained timber that took up half the room. She curled up into

         a ball in the familiar hollow of the mattress, but later, as the scorpion nebula rose and shone in through her bedroom window,

         she was woken by a premonition so strong that it made her hair stand on end. Something had just changed in the world. She

         had no idea what, but after lying there for hours she realized that sleep would never come. Karan got up, caught sight of

         the dark, waning moon, and shivered. She made herself tea and was halfway through the miserable picture revealed by her book

         of accounts when dawn arrived.


      Looking out the window down the track that led to Tolryme, she felt her hackles suddenly rise again. Someone was coming up

         through the fog, riding a big black horse and leading another. Nothing unusual in that, but this stranger burned in her mind

         like a flame. She put down her pen and went to the door.


      It was Maigraith! Maigraith, who had rescued Karan from near-slavery after she had been robbed of everything in Almadin two years ago. They

         had not seen each other since, but Karan knew what Maigraith had come for. The obligation had to be repaid.


      Though she tried as hard as she could to suppress them, the horrible memories of her servitude came flooding back as vividly

         as only a sensitive could make them. For a moment she was actually there again, chained to the tanning 

         vats day and night, and beaten whenever she slackened her work. Even in memory the stench made her gag…


      “Which way to Cadory, churl?”


      Karan heaved a hide out of the vat. The skins had to be soaked until every scrap of flesh had rotted away and the hair could

         be rubbed off. The stench, even after a month of slavery, was unbearable. And she could feel the fever coming back worse than

         before. She knew that she was going to die of it A shadow fell across her, giving blessed respite from the sun. She looked

         up dully.


      “Yes, I’m talking to you,” said a striking woman on a tall black horse. “My name is Maigraith. Which…”


      Her arrogance and her freedom were infuriating. “I am Karan, a free woman of Bannador,” Karan said angrily, hauling the hide

         onto the scrubbing rack. She rubbed her face with the back of her hand, smearing her cheek with green muck and knocking her

         hat off. Bright red hair sprang out in all directions.


      “A free woman!” Maigraith repeated without even the hint of a smile.


      “I was robbed of every grint I had. This was the only work I could get, but the stew and the water costs more than I earn.

         Each day I go further in debt.”


      She bent down for her hat. A rusty iron shackle circled her waist; a chain ran from it to the vat. Just then a stringy woman

         hobbled out of a shed and began beating Karan about the head with a bundle of switches. Karan fell down in the mud, protecting

         her face with her arms.


      “Work, you lazy red-haired cow!” the woman screeched, a whack for each word. One side of her face was half-eaten away by sores

         that would not heal.


      After a while the woman tired and limped away. Karan 

         hauled herself up on the side of the vat. Blood dripped from her nose onto the hides.


      “I am on my way west, across the sea almost as far as Bannador,” said Maigraith. “Perhaps I could take a message to your

         family.”


      “By the time they get it I will be dead,” said Karan, sagging down into the mud again, sweating with the fever. “Please help

         me. I have assets in Bannador. I can pay whatever you ask.”


      The unfortunate were everywhere, but something in the girl’s face moved Maigraith, for she too had borne cruelty in silence.

         “How much is your indenture?”


      “Ten silver tars,” said Karan.


      Maigraith said nothing for such a long time that Karan began to wonder whether she begrudged her generous impulse, or even

         had the money.


      Finally Maigraith spoke. “For a bit of gruel? You could eat it off gold plates for less. Very well, I will pay it. And in

         return, if I ever need help you will repay the obligation.”


      “I will do anything you ask,” said Karan.


      That night Karan was overcome by the fever and lay near death for days. Maigraith nursed her tirelessly, but finally, feeling

         that Karan was slipping away, she took her to her liege Faichand, a small woman with translucent skin and ageless eyes. Karan’s

         memories of her illness were hazy, but she knew that there had been trouble between Maigraith and Faichand over her. As soon

         as Karan was well enough, Maigraith had taken her back to Thurkad, a month’s journey, and made sure that she had a safe escort

         home to Gothryme…


      Karan had returned home to find that, despite Rachis’s best efforts, Gothryme was sinking under years of drought and bad seasons,

         and her four years of travel had used up all its reserves. In spite of her land and her manor, she was now a 

         pauper. Only the most rigid economies had allowed her the trip to Chanthed, the only indulgence in the last two years. Unless

         a miracle occurred, the autumn festival would be beyond her. Now Maigraith was here. What did she want? The ten pieces of

         silver had been sent back long ago but the obligation was a tremendous one and could not be denied.


      “Maigraith!” said Karan, suppressing the memories. “Welcome. Come down.” She held the bridle while Maigraith dismounted.


      Karan examined her enigmatic rescuer. Maigraith was of middle height and slender, with silky chestnut hair caressing her shoulders.

         Her oval face was striking, only the tenseness of jaw and the unhappy curve of mouth spoiling the perfection of her features.

         Her eyes were blue, but a strange blue that looked as though it was hiding something. Her clothes were somber, concealing;

         her only ornament an ebony bracelet, a plain, beautiful thing. Her every movement was deliberate, restrained.


      “You took a lot of finding,” Maigraith said. Her accent was flawless, yet she spoke with a certain formality that suggested

         it was not her native tongue.


      “My family has dwelt here for a thousand years,” said Karan, feeling as though Maigraith reproached her for living in such

         an out-of-the-way place. “Come in. I’ll get you some cider.”


      “Water will do just as well,” said Maigraith. “I like to keep my wits about me.”


      Karan recalled that Maigraith was abstemious and controlled in all her habits. She fetched a pitcher of water and two drinking

         bowls.


      “Are you planning to stay long?” she asked, leading her guest through the keep and out into a yard enclosed by verandas on

         three sides. The posts were festooned with elderly vines, though this early in the season the grapes were like 

         hard green peas. Karan offered Maigraith the best chair, an old cane seat that groaned embarrassingly under her slight weight.


      Maigraith sat bolt upright with her knees together and her hands in her lap, inhibiting Karan from her normal careless posture.

         “No! I came to ask you to repay your obligation. Do you still hold to it?”


      “Of course. Whatever is in my power.”


      “You are a sensitive!”


      “How did you know that?” asked Karan, alarmed. If Maigraith could tell, maybe other people could too.


      “Don’t be afraid, Your secret is quite safe.”


      “How?” cried Karan. “I must know.”


      “In your fever two years ago you unconsciously made a link to me.”


      My first big mistake, Karan thought. And it tells me something about you too. Who are you, that you understand such things?


      “Can you control it?” Maigraith continued.


      “I beg your pardon?” Karan said.


      “Can you deliberately link your mind to another, so as to send messages and receive them?”


      “I have done it,” she said in a tiny voice, “though my talent is seldom reliable.”


      “That is good,” said Maigraith, ignoring the qualification. “I have a job to do and I need your support while I do it. That

         is how you will repay your obligation.”


      Will repay! Karan thought. You might at least do me the courtesy of framing it as a request. Already she felt dominated and overwhelmed.

         “What do you want me to do?”


      “My liege Faichand requires me to recover something that she lost long ago. I cannot complete the task without the aid of

         a link,” Maigraith said. “That is why I need you.”


      “Well, that seems simple enough,” said Karan, and, having 

         agreed, she wanted to get it done as soon as possible. “We can begin right after breakfast if you like. Where would you like

         to work?”


      Maigraith laughed humorlessly. “It’s not so simple. Nor can we do it here.”


      “That’s all right. Wherever you want to go!” Surely it would take only a few days, or at most a week’s trip to Thurkad and

         back.


      “We have to go to Fiz Gorge.”


      “Fiz Gorgo! But that’s all the way across Meldorin—150 leagues at least!”


      “At least,” said Maigraith.


      “I can’t leave Gothryme for months at this time of year! Isn’t Fiz Gorgo Yggur’s stronghold?” She pronounced the name Ig-ger. “It would take an army to get past Yggur’s guards.”


      Maigraith did not speak for a minute or two. She was deep in thought, remembering what had happened and sorting through which

         parts of it Karan could safely be told, if any.


      Just a week ago Faichand had appeared in a dreadful flap and ordered her to go straight to Fiz Gorgo to recover a relic that

         she needed urgently. Maigraith had gone all cold inside. She knew enough about Fiz Gorgo and about Yggur to realize that without

         help the task was impossible. But Faichand did not accept excuses—if something had to be done it must be done. Even at the

         best of times she was impossible to satisfy.


      Maigraith knew that she would need a sensitive, to get into such a well-guarded place and out again. She had mentioned Karan’s

         name but her mistress had grown furiously angry. Go alone! Whoever heard of a sensitive that could be relied upon? Maigraith knew it too: sensitives jumped at shadows, broadcasting their every fear to the world.


      

         She had been in despair. Without time to plan and spy out the defenses, without assistance, the task was impossible. Using

         a sensitive was a chancy business, but what choice did she have? And Karan was the only one nearby.


      Karan cleared her throat, waking Maigraith from her reverie. Maigraith looked her in the eye. Little of that she could tell

         Karan.


      “I have to take back a relic that Yggur has. It… belongs to my liege and she needs it urgently. Once we get to Fiz Gorgo you

         will make a link to support me, so that I can get inside the fortress, and find my way out again.”


      Karan could not believe it “But Yggur is one of the most powerful warlords in Meldorin, and a mancer as well!”


      “My liege is stronger yet,” said Maigraith, “and I have a certain mastery of the Secret Art too. It will be difficult for

         me, but there will be no danger to you. You need not come within a league of the walls of Fiz Gorgo.” She looked troubled.

         “Please, you can never know what it is like for me. Nothing I do is ever good enough for Faichand. Failure is unthinkable.”


      The plea touched Karan’s soft heart in a way that Maigraith’s arrogance could never have, but she resisted. The very idea

         was like a nightmare. “I have no stomach for spying and stealing,” Karan said, “nor any skill at it. You’ll have to find someone

         else.”


      “So!” Maigraith said coldly. “Honor and duty mean nothing to you. I had thought differently. Well, you have no choice. I don’t

         know of anyone else.”


      “What you ask is out of proportion to the service you rendered me,” Karan said desperately. “Name another task and I will

         render it faithfully, no matter what it takes.”


      “That’s what you said before, as I recall.”


      

         “But all it took was silver, and that I have repaid. You ask me to risk my life.”


      “All it took was silver! I saved your life. I nursed you back from the grave at the risk of the fever. I carried you all the way to Thurkad. I put

         coin in your pocket and made sure you were escorted safely home. You paid back the least of the debt.”


      Karan felt trapped. She had not thought that her promise would be so taken advantage of. “I have to go to Chanthed at the

         end of autumn,” she said, trying everything she could think of.


      “Do you put pleasure before duty? What odd folk you are here in Bannador. Anyway, we will be back by then.”


      “I can’t! I have a duty here.”


      Maigraith was relentless. “You have a steward—you had been traveling for years when I met you.”


      “He is old now. Besides, I don’t have the money. We have had four years of drought and every grint is precious.”


      “You can afford Chanthed though! Of course, I will pay all your expenses, and a handsome fee, double the normal rate for a

         sensitive.”


      “A fee?” said Karan, feeling her last resort stripped away.


      “Four silver tars a day for sixty days, to be paid in Sith on the way back. I repeat, do you honor your promise?”


      Karan was amazed into silence. Money had always been scarce in her life. The figure mentioned was a fortune, enough to get

         her estate out of trouble, though she would rather have gone without and stayed at home.


      After years of travel Karan had grown to love the tranquillity of her home, the solitude that she could find in the mountains

         at her back door, the knowing that she had no one to answer to. Maigraith was selfish and unfeeling. Even without the perils

         of Fiz Gorgo, months in her company would be almost unbearable. But she knew Maigraith would 

         not give way, and fee or no fee, in the end it was impossible to refuse her. The debt was a duty, and duty was sacred.


      “I will do it,” Karan said, reluctantly and with a deep foreboding.


      “Then swear, by what is most sacred to you, that you will serve me faithfully until it is done.”


      Her beloved father, Galliad, had been killed in the mountains when she was eight, beaten to death for a few coins. He was

         her most sacred image. “I swear by the memory of my father that I will do this for you,” said Karan, feeling crushed.


      So it was settled. Karan had a long talk to Rachis, who was not at all pleased. She put her affairs in order and the next

         morning they left Gothryme at dawn.
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      AN OMINOUS
REVELATION


      The valley of the Ryme was a meandering line of fog as they set out. Maigraith skirted Tolryme town, heading south-east toward

         Sith. Karan followed her glumly. She was normally good-humored, but Maigraith intimidated and inhibited her. They rode in

         silence along the dusty lanes of Bannador, between hedges that afforded rare glimpses into stony paddocks where even the weeds

         were wilting in the drought.


      At noon, with the sun blasting down on her old felt hat, they stopped briefly by a pebbly creek for a drink and a crust of

         bread. Karan headed down toward the water and began to take her boots off to soak her hot feet.


      “No time for that,” Maigraith said curtly. “We’ve got to be back in Sith in sixty days.”


      “Sixty days! Impossible!”


      Maigraith had taken out a small map on parchment. “The roads are good for much of the way. A king’s courier would do the distance

         in thirty days. Surely we can in twice that.”


      

         “A courier changes horses every day.”


      “And so will we, if we have to, but these were the best beasts in Thurkad. Come on.”


      Karan was left wondering just how much gold Maigraith carried in the wallet inside her shirt. Surely more than she, Karan,

         had seen in her life.


      It was a long time since Karan had ridden a horse, and at the end of the day she was so bruised and sore that she could hardly

         walk. She sat by the fire, rubbing salve into her chafed thighs while Maigraith cooked dinner.


      Maigraith handed her a bowl of something that looked like multi-colored gruel. “What’s this?” Karan laughed. “Glue to stick

         me to my saddle?”


      Maigraith frowned. She was quite lacking in a sense of humor. “It’s your dinner.”


      It was horrible—mashed grain and dried-up bits of smoked meat and leathery dried vegetables boiled together into a gummy mass.

         Karan ate it without a word, then hobbled over to her sleeping pouch and pulled it over her head. This was worse than her

         worst imaginings, and it was only the first day.


      They rode hard across the fertile meadows of Iagador onto the High Way, the main north–south road, and raced down that to

         Sith. Maigraith avoided everyone on the road and no one troubled them, for she gave off such an air of deadly competence that

         even the roughest villains kept their distance.


      The city state of Sith was a trading nation built on an island in the middle of the mighty River Garr, and it was a clean,

         orderly place where law was law and life was devoted to business. Sith was a beautiful city built of yellow stone, entirely

         covering the slopes of the island. Here Maigraith bought supplies for the long trek south, exactly the same 

         food as before. Karan’s heart sank further. They had been six days on the road, and Maigraith’s cooking was by now unbearably

         tedious, the same every night and cooked without any herb or spice or condiment. She did all the cooking.


      “Can we at least have some wine?” Karan pleaded as they passed a wine seller, a prosperous-looking establishment whose front

         wall was faced with obsidian.


      “I have no need of wine,” said Maigraith.


      Karan wasn’t going to give in this time. “I have no need of it either, but I’d like to have some.” She drew rein outside, feeling in her scrip for the few small coins she had brought.

         “I’ll buy it with my own money, if you can’t afford it,” she said with a hint of sarcasm.


      Maigraith made a face. “If it makes you happy,” she said. “Wait here!”


      Karan loved browsing and tasting in wine shops, but her companion had taken all the joy out of it. She sat fuming on the step

         while Maigraith went inside, to return almost instantly with a skin of wine the size of a watermelon. She tied it to Karan’s

         saddle without a word and climbed onto her horse.


      Before they left Sith, Maigraith took Karan to a nondescript doorway in a street of no particular distinction. “If anything

         goes wrong you will bring the relic to Faichand, here.” Then they rode away, crossing the south branch of the Garr via a bridge

         with twenty stone arches and a soaring central arch of iron, painted red.


      On the other side they headed south-east along the High Way that led first to the coast of the Sea of Thurkad at Vilikshathûr,

         a dingy coastal town that they bypassed, and thence south through more than twenty leagues of forest to the Zarqa Gap. Here

         they crossed the much-diminished mountains and turned west across unending grassy plains toward the forests of Orist.


      

         Karan was almost screaming with frustration by this time, for Maigraith would answer none of her questions about the mission,

         or about the relic that they were going so far to recover, or even how she proposed to get into Fiz Gorgo under the noses

         of Yggur’s ever-vigilant guards.


      “But there are things I need to know,” Karan said one evening, after they had been on the road for more than two weeks. She

         kicked a stick into the fire, sending hot coals showering out the other side.


      Maigraith flicked an ember off her dinner plate. She was quite calm. “What you need to know I will tell you in good time.”


      “So far you have told me nothing.”


      “Therefore there is nothing that you need to know yet.”


      Her logic was infuriating. Karan felt totally controlled and there was nothing that she could do about it. The money that

         she had brought with her would not have taken her a quarter of the way home.


      As they continued, Karan sank deeper into depression. She felt as though the unshed tears were dissolving her from the inside

         out.


      Finally even Maigraith realized that Karan’s misery was a problem for them both. “What is the matter with you?” she said the

         following night, after they had finished another tasteless dinner.


      “I’m afraid and I’m lonely, and I’m unhappy too.”


      “Duty is happiness, if it is done,” said Maigraith, as though she was reciting a formula.


      Karan made no response to the absurd remark. Duty was just duty, one of the frames that held life together, and it broke as

         many people as it made. She turned her back on Maigraith, put her arms around her knees and stared into the dark forest, brooding

         about her out-of-control life. What 

         was she to do about Gothryme? What about her own existence?


      The fee would pay her debts, but there would be no money left to repair the manor or improve her drought-stricken holding.

         Though Karan was clever and capable and hardworking, it was not enough. If the drought went on until the winter, she would

         have to sell the contents of the manor just to survive. And then what would happen the following year? To lose Gothryme, where

         her family had dwelt for a thousand years, would be like losing a leg. There is no way out!


      On the other side of the fire Maigraith suddenly jumped up. “What?” she cried, staring at Karan.


      “I didn’t say anything. Leave me alone!”


      Maigraith leapt right over the fire and hauled Karan to her feet.


      “You were broadcasting,” she accused. “What are you talking about?” said Karan, trying vainly to get away.


      “You were sending out your emotions in all directions. That is a very dangerous thing to do. I don’t know how you have survived

         it.”


      “Oh!” Karan said, trying to work out what she had done.


      “You should know better.”


      “I do! I learned to hide my nature before I could walk. I don’t know why I let it slip here. Perhaps because you make me feel

         so unhappy.”


      Having said it, Karan felt even worse. She went over to her saddlebags and came back with the skin of wine purchased in Sith

         but not yet touched. She hoped mat Maigraith had not bought rubbish.


      It only took the tiniest sip to discover that she had not. It was a glorious wine, almost purple-black in color. Karan 

         squeezed herself a mug full, since the skin was too heavy to hold up. She leaned back against a tree, sipping slowly.


      “I make you unhappy?” Maigraith was amazed.


      “This journey has been one of the most miserable times of my life. All you do is criticize and order me about, and treat me

         like an idiot.”


      “I’m sorry,” said Maigraith. “That’s what I’m used to.”


      Maigraith filled her own mug to the brim, hung the wineskin in the fork of the tree, and sat down beside Karan. She had realized

         that she must ease Karan out of this dangerous depression.


      They sat together, not talking, just drinking, though shortly Karan felt tipsy and put her mug down. The wine, however, seemed

         to have no effect on Maigraith’s rigid self-control.


      Suddenly Karan’s good nature reasserted itself. “Tell me about your life,” she said. She knew virtually nothing about her

         companion, even after all this time.


      “What is there to tell? I have no mother and no father. I don’t know who I am or where I came from.”


      “I am an orphan too,” said Karan. “My father was killed when I was eight. I ask myself why all the time. And soon after, my

         mother went mad and took her own life.”


      “At least you had eight years,” Maigraith said bitterly. “At least you remember them! I might have been spawned in a pond

         for all I know.” She refilled her mug, drank it down in one huge swallow and took another.


      Karan went very still and Maigraith understood that she had been rudely dismissive of her tragedy. “Who were they, Karan?”

         she asked, as kindly as she was capable of.


      “My mother was a Fyrn, who have lived at Gothryme for a thousand years. I got my name and my inheritance from her. My father

         was Aachim!”


      

         Maigraith started. “Aachim!” She said it as though the name meant trouble.


      “Well, half-Aachim actually. His mother was Aachim but his father was old human.”


      “You are a blending?”


      “Don’t shrink from me like that, I’m not a monster.”


      “I’m just surprised, that’s all,” said Maigraith.


      “Where did you think my talent came from?”


      “Talents come from all sorts of places.”


      Maigraith reached up for another mug. So that is what Faichand is afraid of, she said to herself. The unpredictable talents

         of the blending. Does Karan even know what she can do?


      “Aachan has fascinated me since I first heard my father’s tales,” said Karan dreamily. She imitated his mournful mode of telling.


      “Our world was Aachan, a dark, cold, barren place, but it was all we had, and we loved it. No people ever worked harder or

         wrought more cunningly, and in time we made it blossom. Every city, every structure, every garden, every device we made was

         a thing of beauty. Our art and our craft were our life. Then the Charon took our world; still we wrought but no more for ourselves.


      “We never broke that slavery. Only those of us that came to Santhenar ever regained our freedom. Here came our renascence—we

         built our beautiful cities across the world, and our art was never more perfect.


      “But we are destined to suffer. Again we were betrayed by the Charon and our cities and works destroyed. Now we live in the

         past, and for the past, and take no part in the affairs of Santhenar evermore.


      “Such a sad life they had, on their own world and here,” Karan added. “They see their destiny as beyond their control.”


      

         “So do I,” said Maigraith, filling her mug again. She changed the subject. “About your broadcasting,” she said gently. “I

         want you to think about what you were doing. Learn to control it. It is a great gift if you can use it well.”


      “I’m afraid,” said Karan. “Who else knows that I am sensitive?” At least one other person did—Llian the chronicler. How many

         people had he told about her?


      “Maybe no one. It just happens that I can tell people with your talents.”


      Karan sat up suddenly and took Maigraith’s hand. “How so? Are you a sensitive too?” Karan knew no one who was like her. The

         prospect of a soul-mate was exhilarating, even if it was Maigraith.


      Maigraith laughed. “More correct to say that I am an insensitive,” she said, then looked momentarily surprised that she had made a joke. She drained her mug and got up to refill it. A trickle

         of blood-dark wine made its way down her chin unnoticed.


      “You were telling me about your own life,” Karan reminded her.


      “Both my parents died when I was born, and I don’t even know their names. All I know is that I was a terrible disgrace.”


      Her voice broke. Maigraith swayed, dropping the wineskin. Red wine spurted, forming a glowing arch in the firelight before

         hissing down on a hot stone. She giggled and fell off the log. Karan helped her up. The wine had suddenly hit Maigraith; she

         was quite drunk. She threw her arms around Karan. Tears flooded down her cheeks.


      “Oh, Karan, you can’t imagine how much I long to know who I am and where I came from. All I know is that, after my parents

         died, Faelamor took me in when no one else would have me.”


      Karan’s hair stood on end.


      

         Maigraith went on, oblivious to what she had said. “And I am not even her species. No one in the world cared for me, save for her. Despite my shame she raised me and gave me the best education that anyone

         ever had. I can never love her, for she is too harsh; too unyielding; too closed-off. Faelamor is an impossibly hard mistress.

         Nothing ever satisfies her. But how can I not try? I owe her more than I can ever repay.”


      Karan was so shaken by Maigraith’s drunken revelation that she did not even hear the rest of the story. So Faichand was Faelamor, the mythical leader of the Faellem people! She was mentioned in all the tales, but there had been no word of her in hundreds

         of years.


      Shortly after that Maigraith subsided gracefully onto the ground, closed her eyes and fell asleep. Karan threw a blanket over

         her and went to her own sleeping pouch, though sleep was a long time coming. She was caught up in the affairs of the mighty,

         Faelamor and Yggur, to whom ordinary people mattered no more than counters on a board. How could she protect herself? It got

         worse every time she thought about it.


      Maigraith woke with the bright sun in her eyes. She jerked upright and such a pain speared through her temples that she cried

         out.


      “What’s the matter?” Karan said sleepily. “I’m sick,” Maigraith croaked. “Oh, my head.” “You got tremendously drunk last night,”

         Karan said, amused.


      “Are you all right?”


      “I only drank a little and had lots of water after.”


      “Ohhh!” Maigraith groaned, coming to hands and knees.


      “I feel as though there’s something I should remember.”


      Karan sat up, but she did not say anything.


      

         “I remember! You are part-Aachim.” Maigraith shook her head, then winced. The Aachim were inseparably bound up with the relic

         that she was planning to steal out of Fiz Gorgo. She had not told Karan what it was, but now realized that there would be

         trouble when she did. It was too late to do anything about it.


      The mission had been doomed before it began. For all Karan’s talents, her cleverness and capability, she was the wrong choice

         for the job; she was too much a sensitive. Better to cast her off and go alone. If only I could, Maigraith thought, but duty

         goes both ways.


      “What’s the matter?” Karan asked, breaking into her thoughts. “You seem worried.”


      “Worried!” Maigraith barked. “My life, my work, my impossible mission, who I am, what I am here for—it’s all a disaster.”


      “I would help you if I could,” said Karan tentatively, afraid of a rebuff. “We could—even be friends, if you did not keep

         pushing me away.”


      “I have never had a friend,” said Maigraith. “Faichand never allowed it, lest it hinder me from serving her.”


      “How can she stop you?”


      “Duty stops me. I owe her everything. My debt is so great that it can never be paid. She tells me so, constantly.”


      This gave Karan a new insight into her companion’s obsessive nature. No longer did she feel so dominated by Maigraith. She

         pitied her, and longed to do something to help her.


      “You must be so very lonely. I would be happy to be your friend.”


      Maigraith went quite still. She looked down at the ground then up at Karan. The offer made her afraid. “Thank you,” she said.

         “You are kind and generous and warm-hearted; everything that I could wish for in a friend. Everything that 

         I am not. But it is futile to long for what I cannot have, and dangerous for us both.” She got up and headed toward the forest.


      “Maigraith!” Karan called.


      Maigraith turned rather abruptly. “Yes?”


      “I’ve got to tell you something.” “What is it?”


      Karan’s jaw was clenched. “Maigraith, last night when you were drunk—you gave your liege a different name.”


      Maigraith’s honey-colored skin went as white as plaster. “What name?” she whispered.


      “You called her Faelamor! Is she the same—?”


      Maigraith swayed, looking as though she was going to faint. She screwed up her face, squeezing her temples between the heels

         of her hands, then forced back self-control.


      “Never say that name again,” she said in a voice that could have frozen molten lead. “My liege is Faichand. Faelamor died

         long ago.”


      Karan stared at her mutely.


      “Faichand!” Maigraith cried, gripping Karan’s head between her hands and screaming right into her face. “Faichand! Do you

         have it? There is no Faelamor!”


      Karan nodded and with a wrench Maigraith released her and staggered off into the forest. She walked for an hour, feeling sicker

         with every step. Her self-disgust at having betrayed Faelamor’s secret was much worse than the hangover. She stumbled into

         a forked tree, hung over the fork and was sick. She clung to the tree as though it was the mother she had never known, the

         hard bark cutting into her breasts, and heaved and heaved and heaved. But no matter how hard she tried, she could not bring

         up the clot of horror inside her. She had betrayed Faelamor, to a sensitive of all people, and great woe would come of it.


      * * *


      

         Maigraith was unusually distant after that, even for her. The business of Faelamor was not mentioned again, and Karan’s tentative

         overtures were so coldly rebuffed that she withdrew as well. So while they rode across endless plains covered in tussock grass,

         Karan had plenty of time to fret about Maigraith’s slip and what it could mean. If Faelamor’s existence was so secret, she,

         Karan, was in danger just by knowing about it. She could see only two solutions: beg Maigraith not to tell Faelamor, or make

         sure that the whole world knew. Neither was appealing.


      At other times on that interminable journey, she brooded about Gothryme, or dreamed about the Festival of Chanthed, or, as

         she did every day, wondered about the relic that Maigraith had come so far to recover. What could it be? Maigraith had not

         given her the least clue. Now the dark face of the moon, brooding ominously down at her, suggested that she probably did not

         want to find out.


      They came to a huge river, the Hindirin, which was too wide and strong to swim, but downstream it was spanned by a stone bridge

         almost as long as the bridge across the Garr at Sith. Beyond that were other rivers, but the bridges were sound and they continued

         to make good time. After that they crossed plains and woodlands, following an old road that was sometimes there, more often

         not.


      By the time the third week had passed, with the scorpion nebula glaring down at them each night from empty skies, and Karan’s

         forebodings growing stronger every day, they had changed horses three times and ridden more than one hundred and fifty leagues.

         Now they were riding through tall trees, beyond which were the pathless bogs and swamp forests of Orist, that ran all the

         way to the walls of Fiz Gorgo and beyond.


      At a small town without a name they left their horses, and Maigraith hired a guide to take them through the swamp forest.

         

         He was a ragged, toothless, leering fellow, a smuggler and out-and-out scoundrel whose eyes followed Karan everywhere she

         went. But he knew every pool and mire of the swamp and they ate fresh fish every night, a welcome change from the tasteless

         and unvarying fare that Maigraith prepared. And he provided some relief from Maigraith’s dour company.


      There was only one highlight of the trip as far as Karan was concerned. It happened on the day they arrived at Lake Neid,

         a cold clear lake about a league long. They camped on the northern shore among the half-submerged ruins of an old city. After

         nearly a week in the swamp, Karan was revelling in the clean water when she felt a stabbing pain on the ball of her right

         foot.


      She sprang back and something black dropped into the water. Karan hopped to shore and sat down on a slab of marble to inspect

         the wound.


      The guide, who called himself Waif, ambled over. “Something bit you?” he asked, revealing a toothless hole of a mouth. He

         took her small foot in a hand as gnarled as a mangrove root.


      There was a triangular puncture in the ball of her foot, ebbing blood but blue around the edges. “This hurt?” He poked the

         wound with a hard finger.


      “No, I can’t feel a thing.”


      “You will,” said Waif, holding her foot for rather longer than was necessary. Karan jerked it out of his grasp.


      Maigraith came over to see what the trouble was. “Turret shell,” said the guide. “Won’t be able to walk on it today.”


      “Careless,” said Maigraith, looking irritated. “What about tomorrow?”


      “Should be better by then, as long as it don’t get infected.” Waif turned away to the fire.


      

         “Well, we can’t waste the day. You can show me the way to Fiz Gorgo. It’s only a couple of days, isn’t it?”


      “Less.”


      “Good! We’ll go as far as we can today and come back in the night. Karan, stay here and look after your foot. Expect us around

         midnight.”


      So Karan had the whole day to herself, an unexpected luxury. Her foot soon became too painful to put any weight on, but it

         was fine while she rested. She sat in the sun among the ruins, watching the birds wheeling and diving out over the water,

         and the little fish swimming around in clear pools among blocks of marble and broken columns. Neid must have been a beautiful

         place in its time.


      For lunch she had half of a wonderful yellow-fleshed fish with wild onions and a sour lime, and as much sickly-sweet tea as

         she could drink. She had a great fondness for sweet things. She dreamed away the afternoon, thinking of tales and tellers.

         Her dinner was just as tasty, and the night was peaceful, no moon and the nebula veiled by thin cloud, all the menace taken

         away. Karan would have liked a fire but she wouldn’t risk one so close to Fiz Gorgo. And she didn’t think about that at all; all thoughts of what lay ahead she kept firmly out of the way, for one day at least.


      They left Waif at Lake Neid, to wait for them and guide them back out of the swamp. Out of his sight they left their heavy

         packs too, for the last dash to Fiz Gorgo. Only now did Maigraith break her silence.


      “I did not want to speak about this before, but now I must. There is a chance that I will be taken. If I am, and you are able

         to escape, go back to Neid. The guide will lead you out of the swamp. From Neid you must make your way back to Sith and give

         the relic to Faichand, at the place I showed you.”


      

         That did not bear thinking about. “I don”t have enough money,” Karan said tonelessly.


      Maigraith handed over a small purse heavy with silver. “This is for your expenses. If you spend more; it will be reimbursed

         in Sith; and your fee, of course.”


      The weight was reassuring. Karan put it away safely. Finally they reached a creek that smelled of the sea. Maigraith tasted

         the water. She made a face and spat it out again.


      “Salt! Fiz Gorgo is on an estuary. We must go carefully now—Yggur’s guards may sweep this far out into the swamp.”


      They crept to the edge of the swamp and saw before them an expanse of cleared land, a road on the other side of it and, beyond,

         a fortress or possibly a fortified city. Fiz Gorgo! And only a day behind schedule. Even from where they crouched they could

         see guards patrolling the road, and others on top of the wall.


      Fiz Gorgo was a huge fortified city partly recovered from swampy ruin by Yggur, the warlord and magus who had come out of

         nowhere to conquer the southern half of the great island of Meldorin. The city was ancient, built three thousand years ago,

         possibly by the Aachim. Later the south of Meldorin had fallen into barbarism and Fiz Gorgo into disrepair. The River Neid

         changed its course, creating a swamp of what was once fertile land. Swamp forest grew up around Fiz Gorgo and the city was

         forgotten.


      Then Yggur came, fifty years ago or perhaps a hundred. He rebuilt the walls, drained the flooded lands nearby, restored some

         of the towers. But even Yggur had not made new all of that vast fortress, and the tunnels and labyrinths below remained untouched.


      The night passed and the following day. There were guards everywhere and they were ever vigilant. The day was 

         uneventful yet Karan felt uneasy, and the unease grew until it was a knot of dread in the bottom of her stomach. That was

         the problem with being a sensitive—she felt things much more keenly than other people. She knew that something was going to go wrong.


      “Is anything the matter?” she asked Maigraith more than once. Nothing could be told from Maigraith’s behavior save that her

         posture was even more rigid than usual.


      “No, shush! Ah, here he comes.”


      A gate in the wall had opened and out rode a very tall man attended by six guards. They turned away and headed down the road

         in the direction of the estuary.


      “That’s Yggur! He often goes down to Carstain, I’m told. It’s quite a distance. He surely won’t be back until the morning.”


      They watched the company until they disappeared around a bend in the road, then sat in silence while the night fell. Lanterns

         sprang up all along the wall. Karan shivered. It was only the beginning of autumn but the nights were chilly this far south.


      “The link!” said Maigraith. “Quickly!”


      Karan was never sure how she made a link—it was just something that she could do. It didn’t work with many people but she

         knew that it would with Maigraith. She thought about Maigraith, thought about speaking to her with her mind, and suddenly

         there it was, like a conduit from one to the other. She couldn’t read Maigraith’s mind, of course-she could only know what

         Maigraith gave her and what she sensed through the link.


      Maigraith was so strong, so capable; and yet, Karan sensed, so vulnerable, for as a child she had been terribly hurt. And

         she was tormented by self-doubt, by the knowledge that nothing she did was ever good enough for her mistress. Maigraith had

         mastered every discipline she set 

         herself, but she could not stem the pain inside her, so she closed everything off that made her human. She refused to feel.

         All the more surprising that she had felt pity for Karan two years ago, that she had actually got down from her horse and

         saved her. Or, Karan thought with unaccustomed cynicism, maybe it was because Maigraith had recognized her as a sensitive.


      No, that was unworthy. Maigraith was so desperate to find out her own identity that it had colored her whole life. The rawness

         of the feelings that Karan sensed brought her closer to her companion than she had been since the night they drank together.

         Karan’s gentle heart was touched. She wanted to help Maigraith and protect her. It quite took away her own worries.


      Maigraith was speaking to her now, across the link. Ah! That is good. I have never felt such a strong link.


      “What do you want me to do?” Karan said aloud. She did not like the feeling of Maigraith speaking into her mind, a very private

         place.


      “Just maintain the link. Whatever you do, don’t lose it while I am inside or I may never get out again. But if things go wrong

         I may need to draw on your strength a little. It won’t hurt but you may feel a little… weak! Ready?”
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