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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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





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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

THE YEAR ZERO

 

In the year 1222 by its own reckoning, the city of Qol was sacked by the Zarda.  Later historians took that date to mark the fall of the Qolian Empire also.  In fact the empire had been failing for at least two centuries, rent by war and pestilence, by economic decline and ever-spreading barbarian incursions.

Even after the capital died in four hard days of fire and slaughter, the great imperial corpse continued to twitch throughout a long and bloody sunset.  Warlords chewed chunks out of it to set up independent realms.  City fought with city, province with province.  Racial quarrels buried for generations arose again.  Barbarian hordes settled down to till the soil; starving populations fled their homes to become wandering tribes.  A few areas lived on almost undisturbed, happily pretending that nothing had happened.

At first the people prayed for a Renewer who would rebuild the empire and restore the golden age.  Their prayers were answered bountifully.  Year after year, self-proclaimed emperors rose and fell.  None established a realm that could outlive a good pair of boots.

As generations passed, the vision of empire faded.  The monolithic Qolian Empire became Kuolia, a continent of squabbling kingdoms.

History posts no milestones, but historians require them, and the sack of Qol in 1222 served as a better landmark than any other.  The damage the Zarda had inflicted on the fabric of the city could never be repaired.  The Karithian dynasty had ended when Pantholion led his horde up the Sublime Concourse with the head of the boy emperor Iskith on his spear.  Flames pouring from the Temple of the Twin God were clear evidence that the world had changed for ever.

Even the imperial calendar itself seemed to die in the slaughter.  The old Qolian reckoning by septiles was abandoned in favor of the Zarda system of counting weeks.  People began marking time from the fall, dating events from the sack of Qol.  It was as if 1223 had never happened and 1222 was the Year Zero of a new age.
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the book of

SHOOL,

who is Time,

the Slow One,

stealer of youth,

guardian of what has been

and what is to be,

maker of ends and beginnings
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In Daling, it began when Tibal Frainith came to Phoenix Street.

Gwin was helping Tob the stableboy replace the wheat sheaf over the door.  She was needed only when a cart came along and threatened to sweep ladder and Tob and wheat sheaf all away together, but her presence discouraged passing urchins from attempting the same feat.  Meanwhile, she could clean off the road with a broom—not just because it made the entrance more appealing, but because it meant less dirt to be tracked inside.  She could have sent a servant to do all that, but then it would have taken twice as long.  She welcomed an excuse just to go outside.  It seemed she did not leave the hostel for weeks at a time nowadays.

Meanwhile, the staff indoors were probably sitting around eating and talking when they should be working.  Morning was busy time.  The last guests had just left.  There was a stable to be shoveled out, water to carry, beds to make, bread to bake, bedding to air, and all the interminable cleaning.  The Flamingo Room needed fumigating again, having still not recovered from the sailors who had infested it with bedbugs the previous week.

Morning sunlight brightened the narrow streets of Daling like a baby's smile.  Stonework shone in the color of beech wood.  The cobbles were polished little islands, each one set off by dark mire in the crevices between them, giving the roadway a texture of coarse cloth, a cobble carpet, dipping here and there into noxious puddles, although even they reflected the sun.  Exterior windows were rare, but a few bronze grilles gleamed joyously; and all the doors were limed to a brilliant white.

Phoenix Street was occupied by pedestrians and horsemen and much idle gossip.  Every few minutes, an ox cart would come clattering and rattling along, usually being chased by small children trying to cadge a ride, being shouted away by the carter.  Strolling hawkers called their wares, stopping to talk with the women at the doorways.

The old wheat sheaf hit the cobbles, disintegrating into a cloud of dust and a mess of rotted straw where Gwin had just swept.  She clucked annoyance, and hastened to pass up the replacement bundle to Tob.  He took it without a word.  Not even his own mother could call him swift.  The only good thing about Tob was that he was too stupid to be dishonest.

She laid into the straw with her broom, spreading it out for hooves and wheels to crumble.  She tried not to remember that self-same sheaf being hung—thirty-six weeks ago, a day as hot as this one promised to be.  She had been helper then, too, but it had not been a half-wit stable boy up the ladder.  It had been Carp himself.  Now Carp was rotting in an unmarked grave somewhere near Tolamin.  Karn and Naln had followed their father.  She was the only one left now—widow, bereaved mother, innkeeper, Gwin Nien Solith.

"Gwin!"

She spun around, blinking into the sun.

The speaker was tall, lean, clean-shaven.  He bore a bulky packsack on his shoulders.  His smock and breeches had never been dyed and now were a nondescript gray.  They were ordinary Kuolian garb, yet of an unfamiliar cut, as if they had traveled far from the loom that birthed them.  He had steady gray eyes, brown tangled hair, worn shorter than was normal for men in Daling.  Bone and sinew lay close under his skin.  Yes, tall.  He was smiling at her as if the two of them were old friends, close friends.  She had never seen him before in her life.

"I don't..."

He started.  "Sorry!  I am Tibal Ambor Frainith."  He bowed.

"Most honored, Tibal Saj.  I am Gwin Nien Solith."

"Yes.  I mean I am honored, Gwin Saj."  He was blushing.

Blushing?

Pause.

The expectant look remained in his eyes.  She could not recall being thrown off-balance like this for years.  She did not forget faces.  He was at least as old as she was, so why were his cheeks flaming red like that?

A stranger in town would seek out a hostelry.  Carp Solith had won a good reputation for the Phoenix Street Hostel; his widow had sustained it so far.  Most of her business came from repeats, established customers—merchants, farmers, ship captains—but first-timers were not rare.

So why was she gazing tongue-tied at this man?  Why was he staring down at her with that blush on his cheeks and that wistful, disbelieving expression in his gray eyes?  There was something strange about his gaze that she could not place.

"The Phoenix Street Hostel," he said in his unfamiliar accent.  "Everyone will...   Everyone told me that it's the best hostelry in the city, Gwin Saj."  He spoke too softly, stood a little too close.

A lead pair of oxen emerged from Sailors' Alley, with another following.

"They spoke no less than the truth, Tibal Saj."

"I need a room, Gwin."  He still seemed mildly amused that she had not recognized him.  He was a little too quick dropping the honorific.

"Rooms are my business, Tibal Saj."  Why else display a wheat sheaf above the door?

Tob was still up the ladder, tying the sheaf to the bracket.  The ox cart was advancing along the road.  Tibal backed into its path, holding up a hand to stop it, all without ever taking his eyes off Gwin.

"You came by way of Tolamin?" she said.  He must have done, to be arriving in the city so early in the day.

He hesitated and then nodded.  The wagoner howled curses at him.

"How is it?" she asked.

Tibal blinked and frowned.  "Much the same," he said vaguely.

What ever did that mean?  The Wesnarians had sacked it in the fall.

The teamster hauled on the traces and brought his rig to a clattering halt with the lead pair's steaming muzzles not an ell from the lanky stranger—who still ignored it all, still stared at Gwin.

Tob came slithering down the ladder, leering with pride at having completed an unfamiliar task.  "All done, Gwin Saj."

"Take the ladder down, Tob."

"Oh.  Yes."  The lout moved the ladder.  Tibal stepped out of the way, so the team could proceed.

"You almost got yourself jellied there," she said.

"What?"  he glanced at the cart and its furious driver as if he had been unaware of their existence until she spoke.  He shrugged.  "No."

There was something definitely odd about Tibal Frainith, but he raised no sense of alarm in her.  Almost the reverse—he seemed to be signaling friendship.  Not asking for it, just assuming it.  Curiously reassuring, somehow... clothes neither rich nor poor... carried his own pack.  Not a rich man, therefore.  Soft spoken.  Not a soldier.  Not a merchant.  A wandering scholar, perhaps?  At least he wasn't proposing marriage yet.  Lately she spent half her days fighting off suitors who wanted to marry a hostel, and she was going to lose the battle.

She opened the door, setting the bell jangling.  "I'll show you the rooms we have available."  They were all available, but she would not admit to that.

He stepped past her.  As she was about to follow him inside, a voice said, It has begun.

Startled, she jumped and looked around.  There was no one there.  Tob was just disappearing into the alley with the ladder, heading around to the back.  The wagon had gone.  The voice had not come from Tibal Frainith.

So who had spoken?  Her nerves must be snapping if she were starting to hear voices.  With a shiver of fear, she followed her guest inside, shutting the door harder than necessary.

 


 

2

 

In Tharn Valley, it began with a bad tooth.  Bulion Tharn was no stranger to having teeth pulled.  Any man who lived long enough to outlast his teeth had been blessed by the fates—that was how he liked to look on the matter.  He had been fortunate in having Glothion around.  Glothion was the blacksmith, the largest of his sons, with limbs like an oak.  Old teeth tended to shatter when gripped with pliers, but Glothion could pull them with his bare fingers.  It felt as if he were about to snap the jawbone and the way he steadied his victim's head under his arm would surely crush some unfortunate's skull one day, but nine times out of ten he could yank a tooth cleanly out.

This time had been one of the other times.  Bulion should have stood the pain a week or two longer, perhaps, to let the rotting molar rot some more.  He hadn't.  He'd been in too much of a hurry, and Glothion had pulled the crown off.

That meant real bloodshed.  Wosion had insisted they wait three days, until the fates were propitious, and by then Bulion had been almost out of his mind with the pain.  It had taken Glothion and Brankion and Zanion to hold their father down while Wosion himself tried to cut out the roots with a dagger.

He hadn't found all of them, obviously.  Now, two days later, Bulion's face was swollen like a pumpkin and nigh hot enough to set his beard on fire.  He was running a fever.  The pain was a constant throb of lightning all through his head.

He was very likely going to die of this.

There were surgeons in Daling.  The odds that he could survive the two-day ride there were slim.  The odds that any leech or sawbones could help him now were even slimmer.

It seemed the fates were ready to close the book on Bulion Tharn.
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In Tolamin, it began with a runaway wagon.  Two horses came careering down the narrow street in panic, trying to escape from the terrible racketing monster pursuing them.  Its load of pottery ewers clattered and rolled; every few seconds another would bounce right out to explode on the stones and splatter contents everywhere.  Bystanders leaped for the safety of doorways or pressed back against walls.  There was no sign of the driver.

A child stood directly in the wagon's path, thumb in mouth, an infant clad only in a wisp of cloth, staring blankly at the doom hurtling down upon him.

The boy's mother rushed out to snatch him away to safety, but her foot slipped and the two of them sprawled headlong together, directly under the plunging hooves.  Horses and wagon flashed over them and continued their headlong progress to certain destruction at the river.  The woman scrambled to her feet, clutching her child.  Apparently neither had suffered as much as a bruise.

"There!" Jasbur screeched.  "You see that?"

"Lucky," Ordur muttered.

"Lucky?  You call that lucky?  I say it's impossible.  I say somebody is influencing!"

Ordur scratched his head and thought about it.  He wasn't thinking too clearly these days.  "Suppose it could be."

"Suppose?  Hah!  You're even stupider than you look, you know that?"

"You too!"

"You look like a moron, but you're not that smart.  You don't have the brains of a lettuce."

"You too!"

That was the best Ordur could manage in repartee these days.  He knew he was slow.  It wasn't fair of Jasbur to call him ugly, though.  Maybe he was ugly, but Jasbur was as bad.  He was short and bent, almost a hunchback.  His face was a grayish, swarthy shade as if it had not been washed for years, and gruesomely wrinkled.  The whites of his eyes were yellow; he slavered all the time.  Although the fringe of hair around his head was silver, its roots were dark.  There were patches of shadowy dark stubble on his cheeks and more on his bald pate.  His teeth were nastily prominent, his clothes tattered and filthy.

The wagon had reached the dock.  The horses veered to right and left; trappings broke miraculously to free them.  The wagon sailed on by itself, passing narrowly between two moored barges and vanishing into the water.  Jasbur crowed witlessly at this further evidence of fatalist influence upsetting the normal probabilities of the world.

But talk of lettuce had reminded Ordur that his belly ached.  He peered up the long street, then down it.  There were a lot of people standing around, mostly staring after the wagon.  An excited group had gathered around the woman and her child, babbling about their miraculous escape.

"I'm hungry.  Haven't eaten all day!"

Jasbur shrieked in derision.  "All day?  It's barely dawn!  You mean you didn't eat all day yesterday!"

"And I'm still hungry."

"Who's fault is that?  You're supposed to be a beggar, but you look so bad you give children hysterics.  Women set their dogs on us because of your ugly face."

"You too!"

"Half the people in this town don't eat.  It was your idea to come to Tolamin and it was a stupid idea."

Ordur didn't think it had been his idea, but he wasn't going to argue with Jasbur today.  Maybe tomorrow would be better.  "You eaten today?"

"No, nor yesterday neither!"

"Don't like this town," Ordur announced.  "It smells."

"Curd brain!  It's all the burned buildings.  It was sacked, you numskull."

As if to emphasize the point, a ruined shell of a house farther up the hill collapsed out into the street in a cascade of bricks and charred timbers.  Dust flew up in black clouds.  People screamed.

"There!" Jasbur cackled.  "Months it's been standing, and it falls down now.  I tell you, there's somebody influencing!"

"Who?"

"How should I know?"

Lightning flashed, and thunder cracked almost overhead.  Ordur jumped.  "Oughta get out of here!"

"Naw.  Thunder at this time of day?  How often d'you see that?"

"Don't see thunder, Jasbur.  See lightning.  Hear thunder."

"Bah!  There's an Ogoalscath around here somewhere.  Let's find him."  Jasbur hobbled off down the hill on bandy legs.

Ordur strode after him.  "Why?  How'd yu know he's this way?"

"I don't, but he will be, you'll see."

Surely wise people would go away from an Ogoalscath, not toward him?  But if Jasbur said to go this way, then Ordur would have to.  Jasbur wasn't being very nice to him just now, but he did seem to be the smart one.  He said he was, so it must be true.

Lightning flashed again, thunder rumbled, rain began to fall in grape-sized drops.
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Emerging from the trees at the brow of the hill, Bulion Tharn turned off the path and reined in Thunder, so he could gaze back over the vale.  He was certain he was taking a last look, but he would not admit that, even to himself.  He could feel the others exchanging glances as they rode up to join him, but they would not dare comment—they knew he always did this.  To make his usual inspection was normal, to ride on without it would be an admission of defeat.

Pain hammered hot nails in his jaw.  The morning air was cold on his fevered face.  Some of the men had doffed their smocks already and seemed content enough in their breeches, whereas he was still swathed in a heavy wool cloak and struggling not to let his shivering show.

From here he could see all of Tharn Valley—cattle on the hills, hay, crops, orchards, buildings, stockade.  From this very spot he had seen it the first time, as a child at his father's side.

"This should do," his father had said, and tousled his hair.  "Think you can conquer this place for us, young un?"

The women had laughed, and probably Mogion and Thilion had laughed too, although he could not recall if his brothers had been close enough to hear.  He knew the women's laughter had annoyed him, so he had shouted and gone running ahead down the slope, waving his boy-size spear.  He had been the first Tharn to enter the vale.  Ever since that moment, there had been Tharns in Tharn Valley.  Last night, kept awake by the pain, he had tried to tally them in his head, but had not been able to remember them all.  He knew the total well enough, though.  Including wives and husbands brought in from outside, there were three hundred twenty-six.

Truth be told, he could not see the valley as well now as he could still see it in his memory.  The bright sun of summer trailed cloud shadows over the hills and the unripe grain.  It flashed on the pools of the stream.  But to make out people down there was quite beyond his aging eyes; even the cattle he could not be sure of.

He could call it all to mind, though: the barns, the workshops, the water mill, the neat circles of houses, the few stone buildings still standing, but fitted now with new thatch to replace the fallen tile roofs.  The unfinished fort.

Half a century ago, it had been different.  It had not been Tharn Valley then—just broken fences, stumps of fruit trees, a ruined villa dating from imperial times, a few more recent farm buildings in even worse decay, and the buried remains of a castle dating from before the empire.  Even now, children found rusty swords and armor in the long grass.  War, the curse of Muol, had rolled to and fro over the land, squeezing the people out like juice from a press.  The vale had been lying there for the taking.

So Gamion Tharn had taken it, for himself and his three sons, and now Gamion's great-great-grandchildren were playing down there under their mothers' watchful eyes.  How they would scream and rush away in terror if they could see that long-dead Zardon stalking in upon them!  He had been born in Kuolia, and his father before him too, but they had still been Zarda warriors, and thus on reaching manhood they had mutilated their faces to strike terror into their foes.

Gamion had decided to become civilized, to harness his warhorse to a plow.  He had done so in full measure.  In Tharn Valley he had taken to wearing real clothes instead of an animal skin.  He had forbidden his sons to cut off their noses when they came of age, forbidden them to collect enemies' genitalia as trophies, forbidden them to go raping and pillaging the neighbors.

The last of those sons was now an aging, fat old farmer dying of a bad tooth.  He was the son of a Zardon warrior, and he had never killed a man in his life.  Would the reformed savage have appreciated that as his epitaph?

The fates had collaborated, of course.  All Bulion's life, they had kept war and pestilence and famine away from Tharn Valley.  Their benevolence could not last much longer.  Tolamin had fallen.  Trouble was brewing.  There would never be a good time to die, but this time might be better than most.

The cold was making his eyes water.  He turned to Brankion, sitting patiently at his side, knowing it was Brankion from the color of his horse.  He blinked until he could make out his son's worried face.

"As soon as the hay's in, you must get them working on the fort again.  I know it's hot, but a few hours every morning will keep it growing."

Pause.  Brankion always seemed to count to ten before he spoke.

"We'll be back before the hay's in, Father."

Bulion would not be back, and they both knew it.  "I told you you're not coming.  I told you who is."  Fates, but he couldn't speak above a mumble!  He stared around angrily.  He had detailed fifteen—more than enough, more than he ought to be taking.  At least a dozen others had attached themselves, and they had all brought bedrolls and saddlebags.  If the accursed agony in his jaw had not been driving him crazy, he'd have noticed sooner.  "You think I'm going to sack the city?  Think I need an army?"

"No, Father.  But..."  Brankion wasn't head of the clan yet, and he knew it.  He tried again, his heavy, weather-beaten face screwed up as he struggled to put his thoughts into words.  "Father.  Leave the women!  You'll go faster without them."

There was gray in Brankion's beard and his chest hair was white.  He had always been solid; age was making him torpid.  Even my sons are growing old!  He wasn't head of the clan yet, but he would be in a couple of days—if the others would accept him.  Zanion might rally a lot of support.  Himion thought the position was his by right of seniority—which was why Bulion was taking Himion along on the trip, of course.  Maybe Bulion should nominate a successor before he left, but to do so would be to admit more than he was willing to admit, just because of an accursed tooth.  No!  He'd never chosen an heir, and he wouldn't now.  Only fools made decisions they could not enforce.

But a lesson in tactics...  Not that, either.  If Brankion couldn't see such things for himself, he had brothers and cousins who would soon do his thinking for him.  The reason for taking the women was to make this seem like a normal Tharn Valley excursion to the city, an outing that happened every three or four weeks, but hadn't for a long time because of the star sickness in Daling in the spring—an outing that was therefore long overdue.  Sometimes they drove livestock to the market, sometimes they just went shopping.  Bulion Tharn scurrying off to a surgeon with only a few armed men would start a lot of head scratching in the countryside.  Trouble was coming.  That was certain.  His death might be the spark to set the land ablaze.  He wouldn't admit to thinking of that.  So the women were camouflage.  Besides, he couldn't out-ride a pregnant cow right now; every jerk and jar was a torment.

"Chance for them to buy supplies, of course.  Don't forget to post guards at night."

That was another sign of trouble.  Ever since Tolamin was sacked, there had been reports of marauders loose in the countryside.  A family had been murdered in their beds just outside Wideford less than a month ago.

He glanced around, noting who was within earshot.

His gaze settled on a stringy youth astride a piebald pony two hands too short for him.  He was hatless, his dark hair standing up like young corn.  His fuzzy cheeks glinted in the sun, and his eyes were tortured with hope.  He had brought a blanket and saddlebags—and even a sword.

"Humph!" Bulion said, a twinge of something like amusement cutting through the fire of his jaw.  "Maybe Polion, too."  Should have thought of him.

"Why him?"

"He has a duty to perform."

Brankion grunted with surprise and frowned at his son.  "What duty?"

"Making me more great-grandchildren of course."

Polion blushed scarlet with delight.  The onlookers laughed uproariously.  Bulion tried to smile and pain brought sweat spurting from his skin.

"Need a wife for that one.  He's been getting too accursed cozy with Meilim in the hay.  Inbreeding's bad for the stock; you know that."

Now the onlookers hooted knowingly.  Young Polion shrank, guilt flaming all over him as he glanced in the direction of Zanion, Meilim's father.

"Give him your horse, Sasion," Bulion said.  "He'll end up carrying that one."  More laughter, rather forced.  Time to go.  Brankion again: "Keep those walls growing!"

Brankion's leathery face puckered like a child's.  "I'll have 'em an ell higher by the time you come back, Father," he said harshly.

He might as well promise three ells, or a league.  What did a man say now?  "You're in charge while I'm gone?"  Or, "Be guided by Zanion?"  No.  Anything like that would be a farewell and Bulion Tharn was not going to admit defeat until he was cold.  He turned away from Brankion, taking a last quick glance at the valley.

"I'll hold you to it.  Look for us in a week."

Polion and Sasion were busily exchanging mounts and gear.

Bulion wheeled Thunder and rode off along the trail.
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By the time Jasbur reached the waterfront, rain was falling in barrelfuls, accompanied by sleet, lightning, thunder, and a baby hurricane.  So much for dawn on a summer morning!  All on its own, such freakish weather suggested Ogoalscath influencing.  Combined with the runaway wagon and the collapsing house, it left no doubt at all in his mind.  Ogoalscaths were unnerving.  Anything could happen around a Cursed of Ogoal, for Ogoal was bringer of fortune, good or bad.  There could be danger, therefore.  There could also be opportunity.

Trusting that Ordur had enough wits to stay close to him, although that was by no means certain, Jasbur pushed his way through the rain, wrestling the wind aside by brute force.  Water streamed in his eyes, his teeth were chattering.  The rags he wore were useless; he might as well be bathing naked in ice water.  This was crazy!  This was well beyond the call of duty.  He fought to a standstill as the wind ducked around behind him and tried to hurl him off the wharf, into the cold khaki flood of the Flugoss.  Boats bobbed and rocked at their moorings, ropes groaning.  Visibility was negligible.

Suddenly the wind let go.  Jasbur staggered backward into Ordur.  Ordur failed to catch him.  The wind neatly reversed direction and sent him sprawling headlong in the cold, muddy street.

Ordur blinked in surprise.  "Whatcha doin' down there, Jasbur?"

"Drain-brain!  Moss-wits!  Help me up, you wall-eyed toad!"

"You too!"  Ordur hauled him to his feet.

"Now let's get out of this storm so I can think!"

The storm cooperated, with all the eager friendliness of a yearling bull.  An empty barrel came rumbling out of the curtains of rain.  It bore down purposefully on Ordur and bowled his legs out from under him while he still had hold of Jasbur's arm.  Jasbur was hurled sideways like a stone from a sling.  Suddenly there was no world under his feet.

He dropped about a span, sprawling on a heap of wet straw.  While not exactly soft, it broke his fall more gently than the wooden deck would have done.  The barrel exploded nearby in a shower of staves.

He caught his breath, then raised his head warily to see what impossibility was coming next.  He noted he had just boarded a barge tied up alongside the wharf.  The wind was considerably less violent than it had been up at street level.  In consequence there even seemed to be less rain, although dirty torrents of water were streaming down from the road, much of it falling on him.

River craft were long, ungainly vessels, shaped more like boxes than boats.  Most had a single mast, set well forward, to maintain steerage way when going downriver.  Oxen on a towpath pulled them upstream, so they usually carried their own oxen.  There were none present at the moment, but the state of the deck nearby told him that they had been present recently.  The straw would be for them.

To his left was a rail; to his right a cabin wall, with a door in it.  The woodwork was scrolled and carved, bearing faint traces of the bright colors it had sported in its heyday.  River craft this size were invariably very old, dating from imperial times.  Nobody built them any more.  How sound could its timbers be after all these years?  With an Ogoalscath using influence, no timbers were reliable.  Jasbur heaved himself painfully to his knees, planning to return to dry land as soon as possible.  Surely someone would have heard his arrival and would soon come to investigate.  Then he wondered if there might be something to eat here...

The cabin door opened.  He took one look at the woman standing there, and instantly his desire to disembark became much more urgent.  Discomfiture became open fear.

It was Labranza Lamith herself.  Labranza was an Ogoalscath, which explained why he had been brought here, but she was also president of the council at Raragash, and quite the most intimidating woman he had ever met.  Most of the time she frightened him; the rest of the time she scared him witless.

For a moment he wondered if she could have come to Tolamin to check up on him, but he dismissed the thought at once.  He was not nearly important enough to drag Labranza away from Raragash.  She had sent him here with Ordur, but their mission was far too trivial to involve the president herself.  So his best course of action was to give her a very wide berth and ever afterward deny having seen her.

He knew her, but she could not know him.  The one advantage of being an Awailscath was not being recognized.

"Beg pardon, Saj!" he bleated, struggling to his feet.  "Just fell off the wharf.  I'm going, I'm going!"

Labranza frowned.  She was very large—taller than he was at the moment, and bulky in a very masculine way.  Her age was indeterminate, for there was no gray in the thick black hair neatly coiled on top of her head, but her hard, solid face was wrinkled around the eyes and mouth.  She wore a full-length silvery gown, a Nurthian garment that did not belong here in Da Lam.  It was barely moving, as if the wind did not affect her.

Before she could speak, Ordur peered down from the road and bellowed, "Whatcha doin' down there, Jasbur?"

Labranza raised thick black eyebrows.  "Jasbur?"  She pursed her lips in distaste.  She looked up at Ordur and blinked disbelievingly.  "And I suppose that's Ordur?  My sympathies!  Well, come in here, both of you."  She turned away, never doubting they would obey her.

Thunder roared overhead.

#

The cabin was large and low.  It was also dim, the rows of ports along both sides being covered with glass too grimy to admit more than a vague daylight.  It smelled of mildew, oxen, people, old cooking.  The carpet was scruffy, a row of chests lined each side.  Labranza's carefully coiffured hair almost touched the roof.

Ordur limped in and the wind blew the door shut behind him  Then he just stood in silence close to Jasbur, and they both dripped on the rug.  Ordur was having a very bad transition.  His face was badly lopsided, with lank blond hair plastered over a blue eye on the right side.  On the other side he had a dark eye and tightly curled black hair.  Nothing else matched; his nose was not remotely symmetrical.

Labranza regarded him with more disgust than pity.  "You'll catch your deaths standing there.  There may be towels in one of these boxes, certainly something you can dry yourselves with, probably clothes too.  Get those wet rags off."

The two men glanced at each other uneasily.

"Fates!" Labranza boomed in her most imperious manner.  "You're the last ones who should worry about that!  Do you think I've never seen naked men before?  Don't be ridiculous."  Nevertheless, she stalked over to the river side to rub a clear spot on a port and peer out.

Jasbur stripped with relief.  He advanced cautiously to the nearest chest.  There was no telling what he would find in there with an Ogoalscath at work—a box of deadly snakes would not surprise him.  He threw the lid open and jumped back quickly.

"Food!" Ordur yelled, rushing past him.  The chest was half full of hard biscuit.  The two men fell on their knees and began to eat greedily, their wetness and nudity forgotten.

Thunder rumbled in the distance.  The ovation of rain on the roof slackened abruptly.

"This weather is your doing, Labranza Saj?" Jasbur mumbled with his mouth full.

"Some of it," she said coldly.  "I probably started it, but you flatter me if you think I could do so much without help.  There must be at least one other Ogoalscath out there, probably several.  They sensed my influence at work and reacted with their own."

That was typical of Labranza.  She seemed to have a gift for enlisting other persons' powers to further her own ends—she had demonstrated it many times in Raragash.  Others beside Jasbur had noted that gift, but whether she used mere personality or some sort of fatalist influence was something no one seemed to know.

"Who?" Ordur demanded, crunching noisily.

"A good question!  People you were supposed to find and help."

About to protest the injustice, Jasbur thought better of it.  She was being very unfair, though.  He and Ordur had been given an impossible mission.  There was no way to identify an Ogoalscath.  A Jaulscath, yes.  They were easy.  Ordur was very obviously an Awailscath at the moment, but transitions were usually much less obvious.  Other Cursed could either suppress their powers or use them without revealing their own whereabouts.

"And what are you doing in Tolamin anyway?" she continued.  "You were sent to Daling."

"Daling drove all the survivors out, whether they were Cursed or not.  We thought some of them might have come here.  They must have."

"What's left of it.  Obviously you haven't been eating well.  What happened to all your money?  No, don't bother explaining.  I can guess."  She began exploring the chests, banging lids.  In a few moments she snorted.  "Blankets.  Well, they'll do.  Here, dry yourselves."

She tossed a bundle over to the men and then continued her investigations.  Jasbur decided he had blunted the edge of his hunger and could not eat any more of the sawdusty biscuit without something to drink.  He stood up and began to towel himself.

"Report!" Labranza said.  "How many Cursed have you contacted?"

"Three, Saj.  A Jaulscath, an Ogoalscath, and an Ivielscath."

"None of them had arrived when I left."

It was a long way to Raragash.  The last Jasbur had seen of the Ivielscath, the poor devil had been barely a stone's throw ahead of a killer mob.

"We shall have to forget the rest of the refugees now," Labranza announced, completing her trip along one side of the cabin and crossing to the other.  "There is a more important emergency."

Much as Jasbur would like to be relieved of his mission, that was not good news.  "Yes, Saj?"

"Tibal Frainith.  Do you know him?  Ah, here's some clothes!"

"The Shoolscath?  Tall, lanky?  Middle twenties?"

"That's the one.  He left Raragash about a month ago, without any explanation.  He's been heading this way."  Labranza came over to Jasbur and handed him a smock and breeches.  "These will fit you, I think."

He took them without a word, dropping his blanket.  Then he remembered that he was male at the moment and she was not.  He turned his back hurriedly.

Why was Labranza Lamith pursuing Tibal?  The residents of Raragash were free to come and go as they pleased, or so he had always believed.  She might or might not be willing to explain.

"Saw him," Ordur growled.  He was still drying himself.

"You did?"  The Ogoalscath eyed him intimidatingly.

"Don't believe him, Saj," Jasbur said.  "He's dumb as a dead pig just now."

She turned her glare on him.  "But it would explain why my influence brought you to me.  When?"

Ordur scratched his woolly hair, then pushed the other out of his blue eye.  "Um.  Two days ago?  Maybe three."

"Did you speak to him?"

"Um.  No."

"Why not?"

He recoiled a pace.  "Well, he wouldn't have known me, Labranza Saj!"

She exchanged glances with Jasbur.  "But you could have told him who you were!"

"No, Saj.  He was on a boat."

"Ah!  Going which way?"

Ordur scratched his head again, the blanket dangling from his other hand.  He was quite oblivious of his nudity.  He probably didn't recall what sex he was.  "Don't remember."

Labranza shrugged angrily and went back to the clothes chest.

"Was the boat being towed, Ordur?" Jasbur asked patiently.  "Were there animals pulling it?"

Ordur thought, screwing up his unmatched eyes.  "No."

"It had a sail up?"

"Yes."

It had been going downstream, then, but Labranza was capable of working that out for herself.

"There's nowhere downriver except Daling," she said.  "So that's where he's heading."  She tossed garments to Ordur.  "No shoes here, that I can find.  We go on to Daling.  It is essential that we find Tibal Frainith!"

Perhaps feeling more confident now that he was dry and decently clad, Jasbur took a deep breath and said, "Why, Labranza Saj?"

She gave him a look to melt his bones.  "The Karpana have crossed the Nildu."

That was certainly bad news, but why was it relevant?  Fortunately Ordur, apparently managing to listen and lace up his breeches at the same time, said, "Huh?"

Labranza looked at him with slightly less menace.  Perhaps she was capable of feeling pity after all.  "That means war.  The Karpana are as bad as the Zarda ever were, probably worse, especially to us."

Jasbur shivered.  He had heard of the Karpana's attitude toward the Cursed.  The Zarda had spared Raragash when they overthrew the empire, but the Karpana would not be so well disposed.  But what did that have to do with Tibal Frainith?  "The Nildu's a long way away."

The ports on one side brightened.  The noise of rain had stopped altogether.  Did that mean that the Ogoalscaths had stopped influencing, or was something worse going to replace the storm?

Labranza stalked toward the door.  She stopped when she reached it and turned around.  "We have reason to believe," she said, "that Tibal has foreseen the coming of the Renewer."

Jasbur groaned.  "Balderdash!"  Before he could stop himself, he added, "No one believes in that nonsense any more, surely?"

He had earned another of Labranza's dangerous glares.

"No?" she murmured.

"The empire's been dead for a hundred years!  I mean...  Well... Of course, if it's true, then it's wonderful news!"

"It may be.  Or it may not be.  It certainly means war and upheaval."

She spoke as if Shoolscath prophecies were reliable, which they never could be.  Or could they?  What did she know that he did not?  "What do the other Shoolscaths say?"

"Nothing, of course.  As little as possible."  She smiled a reptilian smile.  "But we are working on them."

Did she mean Jaulscaths?  Again Jasbur shivered.  Labranza was hinting at something very nasty indeed, but she was capable of anything.  It was her ruthlessness that made her so frightening.  Most Ogoalscaths were chary of using influence, for it could harm them almost as easily as it could help their cause.  Ogoalscaths died in bizarre ways—being struck by lightning, or swallowed bodily into cracks in the earth.  All fatalist power was two-edged like that.  Labranza never seemed to hesitate.  She did what she wanted, apparently without a thought to the cost.

She opened the cabin door and peered out.  Her snarl of annoyance brought Jasbur to her shoulder at once.

The sun was shining, the storm had gone as fast as it had come.  The barge had broken loose from its moorings and was drifting sideways down the great river.  Already the burned ruins of Tolamin were disappearing into the early-morning haze.

"I hope we are right in assuming that Tibal Frainith has gone to Daling," she said crossly.  "We seem to be on our way there whether we like it or not."

Obviously that was her own fault.  Only her Ogoalscath influence could have produced this outlandish result.  But even Labranza Lamith could not guarantee good luck, so they might be heading in entirely the wrong direction.  She moved over to the rail to peer around the corner of the cabin.

Jasbur thought unhappily of the long winding river and the desolate countryside that flanked it.  They would reach Daling only if they did not run aground first.  Meanwhile he had a couple of days with the fearsome Labranza to look forward to.  He wondered whose barge this was, and where the crew had gone.

"Jasbur," muttered a sorrowful voice at his ear.  "I'm sorry I'm so stupid."

He winced and turned to put an arm around his confused friend.  "You can't help it, and I shouldn't be so snappy."

"You still love me?"

At the moment Ordur's own mother couldn't love him—and she certainly wouldn't know him—but Jasbur managed to say the words.  "Yes, I still love you.  And one day soon, everything'll be all right again."

Ordur nodded glumly.  "Yes, then it'll be all right."

"Jasbur!" Labranza called.  "You must hoist some sail and make sure we do not run aground.  That is man's work."

"We're not sailors, Labranza Saj.  But we'll try."

"That would be very wise of you."

"Ah, yes."

"Jasbur?" Ordur whispered.  "Why does she want Tibal Frainith?"

"I don't know."  There were many Shoolscaths in the Academy.  Why was Tibal Frainith so important that Labranza herself would leave the sanctuary of Raragash to find him?  Jasbur was certainly not brave enough to ask her.

"Oh."  Ordur shrugged, puzzled.  "Labranza Saj?  Why do you want Tibal?"

There were advantages to being stupid.

She eyed him with the sort of expression emperors must have worn when condemning close relatives to death by torture, but she answered him, which she probably would not have done for Jasbur.  "I strongly suspect that he is on his way to meet the Renewer.  I want to meet him too."
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Sasion's Butterfly was an ill-tempered gelding with half an ear missing and an uncertain temper.  He kept trying to pitch Polion into the undergrowth or rub him off against low branches.  A man who had just been publicly identified as mature and virile had a certain dignity to keep up, so Polion fell back to the end of the string to be rear guard.  There could be no danger so close to Tharn Valley, but he needed an excuse.  It was an hour before Butterfly tired of his tricks and Polion could spare a little attention for the rest of his life and the world in general.

Then he had no one to talk with.  Kathim and Aneim were next ahead of him, jabbering like magpies over the market prospects of Daling.  Everyone else was out of sight in the trees.

He had been to Daling as a kid, years ago.  The thought of visiting it again was exciting enough in itself.  To visit Daling as a man... but those places would demand money, which was something he did not have.  Still, just to visit a big city would be a welcome change from the vale.  The most exciting thing that ever happened there was the swallows coming back in the spring.  Daling was no Zarda shanty town.  Daling was still Qolian, the last remnant of the old empire.

Looking forward to it.  Thrilling!

To be threatened with a wife at the same time was a little much.  A man would need some time to think about that.  Father might want a say in the matter and Mother certainly would, so nothing too final could happen.  There were a couple of girls over at Wideford he had his eye on, and Shei Ignamith, although she'd set her heart on that beefy cousin of hers.  And there was Meilim.

Why a city girl, a Daling girl?  The Old Man was up to his usual tricks, roping a man down as soon as he had hairs on his chin.  Polion Tharn was not quite sure he wanted to be roped down yet.  There was a lot of world outside Tharn Valley.  There were ocean-going ships.  There were wars.  Man could make a fortune in a year or two if the fates were kind.

What was wrong with Meilim, anyway?  Why did the Old Man have such a hatred of cousin matches?  The Ignamiths did it all the time.

Why are we going so slowly?  We'll never get to Daling at this rate.

He was the only bachelor in the group.  Would Jukion loan him some money in Daling?  It would a brotherly sort of thing to do.  Trouble was, Jukion was just bright enough to guess why he'd want it, and too straitlaced to approve.  Now Farion's wife had not long had her third; Thalbinion's was about due—both men must be feeling out of practice.  They would surely slip away from under Aunt Elim's eye at least one night.  Would they take Polion along, now that he was officially one of them?

When will we get out of these accursed trees and their flies?

What sort of wife?  Plump or skinny?  The plump ones tended to get very fat very soon.  The thin ones died young.

A horseman waiting in the trees...

Polion blew a mental raspberry.

Wosion had pulled off the trail and was waiting for someone.  No mystery who that someone was.  Of all his uncles—two of whom were a lot younger than he was—Polion liked Wosion least.  He was not Wosion's favorite nephew, either.

Sure enough, Wosion nudged his gray back onto the trail as Polion drew level.  He had the sourest smile in the family.  "Got your horse under control now?"

"Yes, Uncle."

"Well enough to talk while we ride, I mean?"

"Yes, Uncle."

Wosion was a pinch-faced man with a prominent nose.  He was weedy by the standards of Tharn males, who tended to be built like snowmen—excluding a certain nephew, unfortunately.  Polion was still waiting for a blizzard to hit him, but now it seemed unlikely.  He might be fated to remain an icicle.  The thought that he might be fated to look like Uncle Wosion was extremely unpleasant, but at least he did not have the same pike nose.

As a child, Wosion had been gored by a bull and left with a permanent limp.  The Old Man had sent him off to Wesnar to apprentice, and now he was family pastor.  That made him official custodian of morals, although the Old Man himself was much better at keeping people in line than Wosion could ever be.  Wosion also taught the small fry to read and write—with indifferent success in the case of that same nephew.  His most important job was to keep watch on the stars, calculating days propitious or unpropitious, learning the fates' intent.

Wosion shaved his face every few days, apparently because pastors were expected to.  He was the only man in the valley without a beard.  He never went bare-chested in public like others.  He never cracked jokes.  Polion had learned long ago that the best way to deal with Wosion was to answer all his questions with a simple yes or a no, without comment.

Wosion had learned to ask him the sort of question that could not be answered with a simple yes or no.  Now, for example—

"What were you doing to Meilim in the hay barn?"

Polion's fingers tightened on the reins.  Butterfly flicked his one-and-a-half ears and pranced a couple of steps.  Polion kicked him.  Doing to?  Not doing with?

"Nothing, Unc...  Nothing, Wosion."  A man now.

"You expect me to believe that?"

"Yes, Wosion."

The pastor peered at him distrustfully.  "It was not what your grandfather implied."

"No, Wosion?"

"Ah!  He said, 'hay,' not 'hay barn,' didn't he?  What were you doing to Meilim in the hay?"

Polion tried a cold glare.  The answer was only fingers, but he wouldn't discuss such things, at least not with the pastor.  Ask rather what Meilim had been doing to him!  She was a sadistic tease, that's what she was.  "If you're eager to hear about it, I suggest you ask her, Wosion."

"You realize that you have ruined her honor and reputation?"

"No, Wosion.  If anyone did that, it was Grandfather."

The pastor's face reddened in outrage.  Before he could explode, Polion continued.  "And how did Grandfather know?  From the women, right?  And who told the women?  Not me."

"I expect you were observed."

Polion said, "No, Wosion!" firmly.  It had been black as the ice house.  Both times.  He flapped flies away from his face.  Meilim had been bragging.

Apparently his tone convinced the older man, for he scowled sourly and switched his attack.  "Don't get too heated over that marriage he mentioned."

Polion was tempted to say that he would rather sow wild oats for a while yet anyway, but discretion prevailed.  He might decide to get married.  He might decide to go off and be a mercenary soldier for a while.  A girl of his own, for every night, was certainly an appealing idea, but mercenary soldiers would not lack for women.  Why not? was another possible response to Wosion's curious change of...  Fates!

Butterfly detected his spasm of shock and danced sideways a few steps, heading some low branches.  Polion hauled him into line with a savage yank on the bit and a kick in the ribs.

"You mean...  Grandfather?...  his tooth, you mean!"

The pastor nodded.  "You're a man now, you'd better face reality."

Polion glanced forward.  The trees were thinning out and he could see most of the line ahead.  A Tharn family outing was usually much louder and more raucous than this gloomy parade.  A world without Bulion Tharn?  It was unthinkable!

It could happen.  Joyim, who had been his own age, cutting her hand and dead in a week...

"The signs are propitious, aren't they?" he demanded.  "Iviel... I saw the Healer this morning, bright as the moon!  She was visible almost to full daylight."

Wosion pulled a face.  "Iviel is also giver of sickness, and she is in the House of Sorrows!  His tooth trouble began two weeks ago, when Awail was full, and in the House of Bones.  A tooth is a sort of bone, isn't it?  We may see the new moon tonight at sunset.  If not tonight, then tomorrow.  So we shall have Awail, giver of change, and Poul, bringer of death, together in the House of Men, or the House of the Father, as the Nosavians term it.  Even you must see the significance?"

Polion glanced up at the sun, floating between trees now as the travelers emerged from the woods.  "Poul is giver of life, too!"  He was clutching at soap bubbles.  Wosion had taught him what little he knew of the lore.

"And Awail, as she renews herself every month, can also renew us, granting permanence, or at least continuation.  The portents are never certain, you know that.  Fortunately Awail did not eclipse Poul, which would have made Father's death almost a certainty.  But they stand together in the House of Men, with Iviel in the House of Sorrows!"

A world without Bulion?

"But only the fates themselves know their intent," Wosion said firmly.  "Shool is in the House of Hopes, you know, and that means a lot.  I want you to... I need you to do something."

"Yes, Uncle?"

"First, stay cheerful!  Worry is men's business, and we must not alarm the women.  Secondly, keep those sharp eyes of yours open.  I'm making you rear guard.  Farion can relieve you later.  Times are troubled, Polion.  I don't need the stars to tell me of fighting and bloodshed in our future."

"You don't?"

Wosion sighed, as if all nephews were unutterably obtuse.  "Tolamin has fallen!  Wesnar may go after Daling next, or the Karpana may cross the Nildu at last.  There are vagrants around already.  So keep a hand on your sword."

"Yes, Wosion!  You can count on me."  Polion peered around alertly.

"I know I can, or I wouldn't have asked.  And tonight... Look with me at sunset.  You've got the best eyes in the family, I think."

"Of course I will, Wosion."

"We must search for Avail, but even more for Ogoal, low in the west.  She is due.  If Ogoal comes, then there is still hope for my father."
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Unlike most cities, Daling had escaped looting and sack during the fall of the empire, but it was not the bustling major port it had been.  The great imperial families were no more.  Their mansions had fallen on hard times, becoming tenements, warehouses, or even inns.

The Phoenix Street Hostel had once been some rich man's home, built in Late Imperial style around a large courtyard, with kitchens and stables tucked out of the way at the rear.  It still contained some of the finest frescoes and mosaics in the city.  The central plaza dominated the design completely, and on bad days Gwin thought of mortuaries when she looked over all the statuary and stone furniture and fountains that no longer flowed.  In winter the design was absurdly impractical, but in warm weather it worked well; dining and social life could be handled outdoors.  A covered balcony all the way around provided access to the upper rooms and shaded the downstairs.  She made an effort to keep up the trees and flowers, although this year good gardeners were as hard to find as all other servants.

Tibal settled down at one of the marble tables and ate the repast Gwin sent out to him.  Then he wrote for a while in a book, and read from it for longer.  He seemed to have no urgent business to attend to.  She decided that her guess of wandering scholar was probably correct, and would have thought no more about him had he not remained so obviously interested in her.  She finished arranging the cooks' work and emerged from the kitchens to supervise cleaning of the guest rooms.  While she bustled from room to room, hurrying upstairs and downstairs, Tibal watched her.  Every time she came out of a door, he would be looking that way, as if he had been waiting for her to appear.

His interest began to annoy her.  She doubled through a connecting suite to come out by a door she had not entered—and caught his smile from the far side of the court.  He had even moved his stool to gain a better view past the monkeypuzzle tree.  She had an excellent memory for faces, and she was certain she had never met him before.  She wondered if he might be an Awailscath, a shapechanger.  Anything was possible these days in Daling.

She heard no more ghostly voices, and managed to convince herself that she had merely been daydreaming.

A runner brought roses and a poem from Sint Hailith.  It was a terrible poem, although Hailith himself was one of the least obnoxious of her tormentors.  She dropped the poem in the kitchen stove and told Mai to put the flowers in a vase.  The daily run of swains had begun, evidently.

A little later Nogan Nibith oozed in, fat and greasy and fawning.  Owning a tavern of very unsavory reputation near the docks, he considered himself the ideal man to take over Phoenix Street Hostel and its owner.  He called her Gwin as if they were already fast friends; he rubbed his hands together all the time, smiling at her with fishy eyes and even fishier breath.  Nogan was less easily disposed of than Hailith's poem, although he deserved the same fate.

The hostel was a public place.  She could not lock the pests out.  On the other hand, a hostler was never off duty.  She could plead pressure of work at any time of the day, and dinner invitations were easily refused.

Nogan followed her around as she hurried from room to room.  He ignored her protests that she was too busy to talk.  He lectured her at length about the legal problems.

Gwin knew all about the legal problems.  He was not the first one to perceive the leverage they provided.  She kept her temper and lied blatantly.  "I'm advised that the matter is a trivial formality and will be easily settled, Nogan Saj.  Pray do not worry about it."

Two familiar merchants arrived, demanding their usual rooms.  That provided a slight diversion.  She summoned Golm to carry their bags upstairs.  Then came a country landowner with two servants—the hostel would show a profit tonight.  But Nogan was still at her heels like a lapdog.

She was in the middle of the court, heading for the stairs, when she heard a crash and a scream from the kitchen.  The screamer was Niad.

Her heart stopped as if an icy hand had gripped it.  She started to turn in that direction, and realized that the oily leech was still clinging.  If Nogan ever learned about Niad, Gwin was ruined.  For a moment panic froze her to the tiles.

Then she lost her temper.  She jabbed a finger hard in his paunch.  "Nogan Saj, I have no intention of marrying you.  Ever!  I would not marry you, were you the Renewer himself already crowned.  That is final!  In future will you kindly refrain from lowering the reputation of this hostel with your presence?  Now get out!"

His globular face reddened.  He sputtered like a fry pan.  "In that case, I shall lodge a complaint!"

"Go ahead!  Others have beaten you to it.  Go and stay gone!"

He went, still muttering threats.  Heart pounding, she watched him as far as the door.  Then she turned and raced for the passage, weaving between dry fountains, marble monsters, and potted trees.  The merchants and Tibal Frainith and the two country servants had seen and heard everything.  They were watching her now.

She rushed along the corridor to the kitchen.  After the courtyard, it seemed dark, full of heat and meaty smells and the buzz of flies.  Although it was a huge room, there was hardly room to move between all the tables.  Every wall was hidden behind shelves of dishes, pots, and jars.

Niad was cowering back in the corner by the range, her face white and her childlike eyes wide as gooseberries.  Old Shuma stood guard a pace in front of her, broom raised like a battle ax.  The danger looming before them was Golm the porter.  He was rubbing his head as if it hurt, so the old woman had probably landed one blow already.  Broken crockery lay at their feet.  Mai and Tob and Pauna hung in frozen tableau in the background, watching the drama.

The cook was an aging, rawboned woman, so angular that she might have been nailed together from a collection of old planks.  It took a lot to frighten Shuma, but she was frightened now.

Golm was huge and surly, bald and bushy-whiskered, doubtless capable of seeming very threatening to a young girl, or even an elderly fire-breathing cook, for he had shown signs of an unstable temper in the past.  Able-bodied men were in desperately short supply since the war.  Golm had been the best available.

"What happened?" Gwin roared, although it was obvious.

Everyone tried to speak at once.  She slid around Golm and Shuma to Niad.  Niad fell into her arms, shivering and whimpering.

Gwin glared over the girl's shoulder at Golm.  As if seeing him with Niad's eyes, she suddenly realized just how big he was, and how repulsive.  He was scowling, not understanding.  She had hired him less than a month ago.  He did not know about Niad's Curse.

Mai and Pauna both knew and were white as salt.  Young Tob did not.  He was gaping slack-jawed.  Obviously he had heard the noise and come in from the stable to see.  Tob had even fewer wits than Golm.

"Just a kiss," Golm growled.

"He grabbed her from behind," Shuma snapped.  "Spun her round.  She dropped the plates."

"All right?" Gwin muttered, hugging Niad harder.

The child was panting with dry sobs of terror, but she nodded. "Think so," she mumbled.

Hope so—Golm was still on his feet and breathing.

"Go and wait in the stable," Gwin told him icily.  "I will send Tob out with your wages.  You are dismissed!"

He growled, a coarse bear of a man, pockmarked and flabby.  "Just a quick kiss!  Nothing wrong with that!"

Oaf, you do not know how much there is wrong with that!  "You frightened her.  You broke my dishes.  You are fired!"  Thank God for the broken crockery—"Go!  Now!"

Golm seemed to struggle for words, as if about to argue at this incomprehensible injustice.  Gwin felt Niad stiffen in her arms, and her fear rushed back.

"Go!" she screamed.

He went, shuffling off.  Tob moved out of the way to let him past.

This was turning out to be an interesting day.  She had thrown Nogan out the front and Golm out the back within three minutes.

"Come!"  She urged Niad to the other door.  She barked at Mai and Pauna to get back to work.  Shuma shrugged and began clattering broken crockery with the broom.

Gwin pushed Niad into the counting room and sat her down.

"No harm done!" she said soothingly.

"How can we know that?" Niad whimpered.

"Oh, don't worry!  We're well rid of him.  I wanted an excuse to be rid of him.  I'm sorry you were frightened."  I'm sorry I was, too!  She poured the girl a tot of spirits and told her to drink it.  She considered pouring one for herself also.  Instead she took some coppers from her money chest and headed back into the kitchen.

Having sent Tob out with the coins, having soothed Shuma's feelings and made sure dinner had not been jeopardized by the emergency, she went back to see how Niad fared.  The liquor had brought back some color to her face.  Satisfied, Gwin closed the doors, settled at her desk, and pretended to thumb through some bills.

How long could she shelter the girl?  How long before Mai or Pauna or one of the others let slip a careless word?

Part of the trouble was that Niad was exceptionally pretty—she lacked the confidence and self-awareness to be truly beautiful.  She wore her flaxen hair in two short bunches over her ears, tied with ribbons, which was not a common style in Daling.  She had wide blue eyes and a rosebud mouth.  No cream had ever been smoother than those cheeks.  Even the stark plainness of a domestic's dress could not hide the swell of her ample hips and breasts, the astonishingly tiny waist.  At fifteen, Niad was perfection in miniature, a doll child.  Nor was her appearance pretense; she truly was the sweet, innocent, rather simple maiden she seemed.

The rest of the trouble, and by far the larger part, was that Niad had caught the star sickness in the spring.  The rest of her family had died of it.  Not everyone who survived was Cursed, but Niad had been left an Ivielscath.  She still did not know the limits of her powers or how much control she had over them.  She was not a monster to go around practicing murder, so how could she know?  In her panic, they might have flared out unbidden.

It had been Golm who had been in danger.  He would not have dropped dead at her feet, but he might still be a doomed man, fated to waste away and perish.  Ivielscaths were deadly.

"I must go," Niad whispered.

Gwin turned in her chair.  "Go where?"

"Anywhere!  I can't stay here!  I bring terrible trouble."

"Nonsense!  You have nowhere to go.  We've been through this all before.  Nothing terrible happened.  I am not going to throw you out."

"No need to throw me, Gwin Saj!  I will leave of—"

"No you won't!"

The big blue eyes filled with tears.  "But the law!"

"Flub the law!  Do you think the governor's guards are going to draw their swords on you?  Threaten to fill their guts with worms and they'll run like mice!"

That was true as far as it went, but several people accused of being Ivielscaths had been stoned to death by terrified mobs.  The hostel would probably be burned to the ground at the same time.  Gwin did not mention that gruesome possibility.  "By the Twin God, child, do you think Golm's the worst man out there?  You'd be accosted before you'd gone a league—and where would you be heading for, anyway?  Now finish up that drink, and then go help Shuma with the vegetables!"

She watched the unhappy Niad obey, and recalled that she also had work to do.  She always had work to do.

She took up a slate and walked purposefully out into the court.  Pauna was sweeping the balcony.  Everyone else except Tibal had disappeared.

He had moved to a different table, one better shaded from the afternoon sun.  It also happened to give him a better view of her as she emerged.  He held his book open in his hands, but his attention was on Gwin.  She had gone away through the kitchen passage.  How could he possibly have known she would return through this one door out of a dozen?  He smiled as she approached.  His smile hinted that he was seeing more than he was showing, or knew more than he possibly could, or...  Again she noted the strangeness of his eyes—it was, she decided, as if he were looking through her, instead of at her.  She must be starting to imagine things again.  Her nerves were fraying.

She took a stool opposite him.  "Bureaucracy, Tibal Saj.  The law says I must report all strangers in the city—name, place of origin, the nature of your business."

He shrugged and glanced thoughtfully at the outside door.  "Tibal Frainith.  From Raragash."  He closed his book and dropped it in the pocket of his smock.

Raragash?  She looked up quickly.

Smiling, he shook his head.  "No, I am not a Cursed."

She laughed to cover her embarrassment.  "Sorry.  I didn't mean—"

He was amused.  "It's a natural assumption.  Nowadays Raragash is just another decayed town, a few houses in amongst a lot of ruins, like so many places.  Don't suppose we have any more Cursed there than anywhere else does."

"Probably not as many as Daling just now.  They were all supposed to leave, but I expect a few are still hiding somewhere."  Like Niad.  "I'm afraid I must ask the reason for your visit.  Not my idea, you understand."

"Of course.  I came to meet someone."  He glanced again at the outer door.

"I'll just call it, 'personal business' then."  She wrote.  The slate pencil squeaked, setting her teeth on edge.

"Very quiet day for you?" Tibal asked.

"What?  Oh.  I suppose so."

It was an invitation to stay and chat.  She had much to do before evening, but a few minutes' tattle would not hurt.  Steady her nerves.  Besides, the man intrigued her.

"About average," she said.  "We may get a few more later.  The war hurt us badly, the whole town.  Then the star sickness.  I fear the fates may have worse in store yet."

They could not have very much worse in store for Gwin Solith, could they?  Her husband and then her babies?  There was only the hostel left to lose—and her life, of course.

Fight to the death!

"Fates?" Tibal said.  "You're not Zardan!"

She realized that she had spoken in Zardan, and so had he, although his accent was strange.  She switched back to Qolian.  "Sorry!  If you mean language, everyone in Daling is bilingual.  I didn't think.  If you mean religion, I confess I'm not much of anything.  The empire recognized the fates too, it just put the Twin God in charge of them.  Officially Daling still worships the Two."

He smiled.  "The fates won in the end."

"They did.  I suppose they always will.  We have a lot of people of Zardan descent in and around Daling.  One picks up their ways of talking."

Tibal nodded.  His mood of quiet amusement seemed invariable, although again she caught his attention straying to the door.  Whomever he had come to meet must be due.

"You'll be much busier tomorrow," he remarked confidently.

"Huh?"

"I mean you must have good days and bad days like everyone else?"  The gray eyes twinkled, yet they remained strangely unfocused, as if he were looking through her, or beyond her...

She grinned to acknowledge the hit.  "Sure you're not a Shoolscath?"

He shook his head.  "Just teasing."

"I don't think I'd want to see the future."  She had enjoyed five wonderful years with Carp, but she would not have enjoyed them had she known what was in store for him.

"No.  Well, some of it."

"It would have its good side and its bad side, like all the Curses."

"Yes.  Did you see many Cursed?"

"A few.  Most were chased out of town very—"

The outer door opened.  Liam Gurshith strolled in, followed by two other men, both even larger than he.

God save us!  Gurshith was not Nogan Nibith, to be thrown out with mud in his ear.  Liam Gurshith was very bad trouble indeed, and this time he had brought his goons with him.

"Smile at me," Tibal said sharply.  "Before he sees you.  The best way to deal with his type is to ignore him completely.  Let's talk."

She turned to him in sudden anger and dismay.  Was he in league with Liam?

He was grinning widely, showing white teeth.  "You can trust me, Gwin.  I'm a friend, truly.  Pretend we're having a friendly conversation.  The more friendly you can look, the less that snake will like it."

She forced a sickly leer in response.  "What have you to do with him?"

Tibal thumped his hand on the table as if she had just made a rib-cracking joke.  "Not a thing!  Believe me!  I know him, though.  I don't like him.  You talk.  Talk about the law."

"Law?" she said, tossing her hair merrily.  "My husband died in the war."

"I know.  Go on."

Was Liam watching?  She did not look to see.  Whatever Tibal was up to, it was wonderful to have a comrade at her side in this endless battle of suitors.  "Carp was a hundred-leader in the militia.  Daling has always been an ally of Tolamin.  When the Wesnarians attacked, we sent help.  Before he marched away, he made a will, leaving me the Hostel.  There's no question that the will's valid, and genuine, but there's an old imperial law prohibiting women from owning land, and the building can't be separated from the ground it stands on."

Tibal laughed, heartily and very convincingly.  "How can such a law be valid?  A century after Qol burned?"

She smiled.  "It's never been revoked in Daling."

Tibal beamed.  "And if it's invoked in this case?"

"I lose everything," she said gleefully.  A sideways glance told her Liam was striding in her direction with his two performing bears at his heels.  She hoped Tibal had some more good ideas to try.  This one was not going to work.  She flailed for something else to say.  "If you came all the way from Raragash to meet someone, he must be very important?"  She could pry into his affairs as well as he could in hers.

"Extremely important!" Tibal laughed.  "What you need is a trustworthy male citizen who will take title to the land and leave you alone to earn your living."

"Where real estate is concerned, there isn't such a man in Daling!" she howled.

Tibal looked up.  "Especially this one.  Go away, Liam Saj."

If Liam Gurshith himself had been one of her suitors, Gwin might have managed to accept him.  He was much older than she was, but still a big, striking man.  His face was heavy and arrogant, his black hair well groomed and oiled.  He brought a fragrance of rosewater more appealing than Nogan's fishiness.  Liam spurned the barbarian smock and breeches that had become accepted dress throughout Kuolia, even in this last remnant of empire.  He went around garbed like one of the later emperors, in richly be-gemmed and embroidered tunics.  Today it was scarlet, superbly tailored as always.  Above his jeweled belt it fitted snugly, emphasizing his thick chest and still-flat belly; below it fell in elaborate pleats to his knees.  His furred forearms protruded from slits in sleeves that hung to his ankles.  His boots were decorated with gold.

A man who took so much care over his own attire would have taken thought to his retainers'.  The two hairy monsters behind wore only boots and breeches, to display their scars and bulging muscles.  They were built like castles.  They carried heavy cudgels.

Liam inspected Tibal with distaste.  "I don't know you."

"And we do not wish to know you.  Go."

Gwin kicked Tibal warningly under the table.

Liam snapped his fingers.  One of the thugs lurched forward.  "If that man says one more word, stun him."

The henchman leered and raised his club.  Tibal shrugged.

Liam produced a paper.  "Gwin Solith, this will not do.  You were warned."  He tore the note in half and dropped it.  It was the letter she had written the previous day.

She clasped her hands tightly in her lap and forced herself to meet his cruel eyes.  There was a horrible taste in her mouth.  "I told you, Liam Saj.  Your terms are most generous."  They were, too.  "I would be honored to become a member of your fine family."  That was less true, but in practical terms not very false.  "If you were asking for my hand yourself, then I should accept most gratefully."

And even that was not much of a lie.  His age would not distress her unduly.  Carp had been ten years older than she.  Liam Gurshith was a man of wealth and great power in the city.  His methods were brutal, but that was true of his opponents' methods also.  She could live with them.  She thought she could even live with Liam Gurshith if she had to.

"But I am not available, dear lady.  My son is."

His son was a degenerate horror.

She shivered.  "You have another son!"

Tibal had a sudden attack of coughing.

Liam paid no attention.  "He is fifteen.  A woman eight years his senior would not be an appropriate match.  I have other plans for him, anyway.  You will marry Kolo, or...  Look!"

Gwin turned where he was pointing.  Servants came pouring out of the passageway.  Behind them came more of the thugs, six or seven of them, all just as huge and menacing as his bodyguards.  Where did he trawl such monsters?

"Domestics are hard to find these days, Gwin Solith, yes?"

She looked up at him in disbelief.  Why had she never realized he might turn his violence on her?  He smiled.  Then he stepped forward and slammed a fist into Tibal's face.  Tibal toppled back off the stool and sprawled on the tiles.  The stool clattered down beside him.  The thug guarding him hefted his cudgel and looked hopefully at his master.

Liam licked his knuckles.  "I can have him beaten to death now, you know.  I don't want to spoil the hostel's reputation by roughing up the guests, although I shall do so if you continue to be stubborn.  I will have your answer.  Otherwise I begin by setting my lads on your staff.  Decide."

Doors slammed upstairs as the other guests took refuge.  She stared across the court to where the wolves were herding the sheep into a corner.  It happened to be the brightest corner.  Sunlight glinted on Niad's hair.

This could not be happening!  Her staff beaten up in broad daylight in her own home—murdered, even, or raped before her eyes?  There was an Ivielscath amongst them.  What if Niad retaliated, so that Liam and his toughs all fell ill before sunset?  Even if the hostel were not burned by a crazed mob, the penalties for harboring Cursed would strip her of everything.

She licked her lips.  "You win."

Tibal cleared his throat and sat up cautiously.

Liam Gurshith took her hand and raised it to his lips.  "Very wise, daughter-in-law!  I shall have the engagement proclaimed by the crier.  Kolo will call on you shortly to discuss the wedding—and become better acquainted, I expect.  Come, lads."

He beckoned to the rest of his gang, and headed to the door.

Married to Kolo Liam?  How long would it take him to drink himself to death?  What sort of diseases would he inflict on her?

Tibal rose to his feet, holding a hand over his right eye.  "What a nice man!"

Rousing herself from her attack of shivers, Gwin went to him and took his hand away.  He was going to have a superb shiner.

"Nothing serious!"  He was grinning.

"I'll get some beefsteak."  She wondered if the servants would now desert in a body.  "I am terribly sorry to have involved you—"

Tibal started to laugh.

She looked at him in alarm.

He laughed harder, then suddenly threw his arms around her and hugged her.  "Oh, Gwin Solith!  Stop worrying!  Liam Saj has no idea...  Tomorrow is going to be a wonderful day!"
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Thunder had been fast and was still game, but he had never been a gentle ride.  Now he shattered his owner's jaw with every hoof beat.  Bulion steadied himself by gripping the pommel with one hand and wondered how long he could endure without fainting.  When that happened, the others would take him home, or carry him to the nearest farm.  That would be the end.

Cloak flapping wildly, he sweated and shivered and hung on.  He stayed with the trails, which inevitably led him past all the nearby settlements.  He trotted on by with a wave, not breaking stride.  His followers shouted greetings and stayed close in around him.  The neighbors must be wondering why the Tharns were not stopping to chat a moment, as they usually did.  He ought to stop.  He ought to be offering to invitations to accompany the outing, which was what Tharns usually did, which would be an especially welcome gesture now, with rumors of footpads in the district.  He ought to be recruiting men to go and help Brankion with the fort.  He did not want anyone to see his sickness.  Was that caution, or just an old man's foolish vanity?

Strange fragments of memory tormented him.  He kept recalling Nadim, imagining what she would say.  "Stupid old fool!" likely.  Big, solid Nadim—a strong woman and a great joy in bed.  Seven sons and four daughters she had given him.  Ordim had been prettier, but not as durable.  She had never managed to rule the clan the way Nadim had in her later years, and she had dreaded childbirth.  Ordim had been a reluctant love-maker, even when she was already bearing, as if she had known what the fates had planned for her.  Three sons and two daughters was all she had managed before her final miscarriage.  Well, babies were women's duty and destiny.  Mogion's Nimim had borne fourteen in twenty years and raised ten of them.

Until a few days ago, Bulion had been seriously planning to take a third wife.  He was still a strong man.  He could have bred a few more Tharns for the valley.  And he would yet, if he survived this tooth.  The fates would decide, as always.

He would not complain.  Other peoples tried to bribe their gods.  The Zarda had always accepted what was given them, the good and the bad.  He had been granted more than most men.  Sixteen children, and fourteen still living.  It was a great fortune.

Poul rose higher, drying the dew, hiding the hills in waves of heat haze.  Hawks floated in the blue, once in a while plummeting down to the meadows to sink talons into something.  Poul brought life and also death.

Bulion's cloak fell off and he rode on without stopping.  One of the others would pick it up.  He was spitting blood and pus all the time.  His mouth tasted like a pigpen.  He chose the hill road to avoid the Ignamith place.  If anyone in the district might be tempted to move on the Tharn Valley herds while the master was absent and out of sorts, then it was Alkin Ignamith.  He ought to be the strongest ally, and maybe he would be, when he had thought it through.  There ought to be a dozen sturdy Ignamiths working on the fort at Tharn Valley right now.

The fort.  His father had started the tradition.  Farmer or not, Gamion had been enough of a Zardon to think of defense as soon as he owned anything worth defending.  He had fortified a part of the old villa.  Bulion could remember hauling thorn bushes that first year, lumber the second.  He seemed to have spent half his childhood putting up walls and fences.  No enemies worse than foxes had ever attacked.

Mogion had begun the stockade.  Bulion had completed it, extended it twice.  Again, no foe had ever threatened it.

Now he had the work force to quarry the old ruins, a kiln to make mortar, and need to build a proper fort.  There was war in the air.  Any fool could smell it.  He needed a real stronghold to lock up the harvest.  If an army knew it would have to fight for its supper, it would choose another route or march straight by.  No use locking up the grain if the cattle were loose.  No use locking up the cattle and not guarding the people...

Fools like Brankion muttered that sixty fighting men could not defend a place that size.  They did not see that the problem was not just the Tharns'.  The whole district ought to be involved, the Ignamiths and all the lesser families too.  Bulion had been working on them: Help us build it and we give you refuge when you need it.  They were coming around.  He'd spent a lifetime establishing his reputation as a man of his word.  Slowly, they were coming around.  They hated the idea that the Tharns would then have control of the whole district, but they were coming around.

Oh, this accursed tooth!  Another five years, fates!  I need another five years!

#

"All right, Father?"

Bulion twitched himself back to consciousness and peered at the speaker.  He had been two-thirds asleep, still riding.  A bushel of slugs had died in his mouth.  He could hardly see around the red fire of pain.

It was Elim, his oldest daughter.  A grandmother now, with silver in her hair.  Mother of nine and promising another...  The concern in her face was hateful.

He shook his head, not sure his jaw would move enough for speech.  He winked instead of trying a smile.

"Wosion says it's time to rest the horses, Father."

Now he registered the moorland—they were almost at the pond.  And the sun not quite at the zenith, so they had made good time.  That's what came of not stopping to gossip.  Bulion nodded again, wondering if he would be able to mount after the break.

#

The pond had no name, but it was a popular stopping place.  Trees and a hollow gave shelter when the wind blew.  It was an accursed idiotic place to stop if there was trouble around, Bulion thought.  Anyone could come sneaking up through that undergrowth.  What sort of geese had he raised?  Just because the country had been peaceful all their lives, couldn't any of them think?

He did not try to tell them.  He sat on a heathery tussock and leaned against a boulder, shivering and deathly weary.  He took a long drink of the peaty water when Wosion brought it, but refused offers of food, even the fat grapes Elim thrust at him.  Quite likely he would never eat again.  Everyone else munched busily, jabbering and chattering with forced gaiety.  Wosion was being unusually effusive.  So was young Polion.

Good sprout, that!  He had a spark, quite unlike his father.  He was a rebel born.  He'd been in trouble since the day he could walk.  How did you hold the bright ones?  One day soon that stripling was going to decide that life held more interesting occupations than raising goats and chopping firewood.  The family needed sparkle like his.  Without it, they'd all be cabbages in another generation or two.

Polion glanced his way.  Bulion beckoned and saw the lad flinch.  All his life being summoned had meant about-to-be-punished.  Frogs in the beds, rotten eggs coming in through the window, ropes mysteriously tied around outhouses—any disaster in the vale had started a hunt for Polion.  His mother used to swear he never missed a day, but he had been better lately.  Unfortunately he had trained a generation of younger trouble-makers to follow in his footsteps.

Now he waited a moment before rising and strolling over, earnestly seeming unconcerned.  He squatted down, all bones and tan and fake smile.

"You're face isn't as swollen, Grandfather."

Yes it was, but Bulion could still move his jaw a little.  "You're lying."

Polion's eyes darkened, his smile vanished.

"And I thank you for it."  Bulion fumbled in his pouch.  "I appreciate the effort.  Ready to find yourself a wife in Daling?"

"No.  A girl or two, maybe."

Impudent sprat!  Bulion might have had trouble hiding a smile if his face had been working properly.  "Meilim's a gossip.  Learn to stay away from them."

The boy nodded solemnly.  "I'll know better next time."

"Let's just hope you haven't started any real trouble!  Here."  Bulion passed over a gold coin, a Daling eagle.

The boy took it, fingered it, stared at it, as if he smelled mockery.  "Thanks?  What's this for?"

"An apology for poking fun at you.  It'll buy you a night with the best in the house.  Don't settle for less."

Wild delight glowed through Polion's fuzzy whiskers...  Screwing!  Naked bodies.  A girl on a bed with nothing on her but me!  Sweat!!  The lecherous thoughts rang through the old man's mind like a trumpet blast.  Then another:  Pain!  Hunger!  Fire in his jaw!

The laughter and chatter stopped.  Somebody screamed.

Another volley:  Hunger!  Food there.  Belly cramps.  They're eating.  Want some, want some.  Fire in his jaw.  Aneim on a bed, with her legs spread...

"A Jaulscath!" Farion roared.  He jumped to his feet, drawing his sword.  "Kill it!"

The other men copied him—all except Bulion, who sagged back against the boulder.

Cursed!  Cursed Jaulscath!  The women were shouting or screaming or clapping their hands over their ears, but hands and noise would not muffle the flood of thought:  Cursed of Jaul!  Drive it away.  Kill it.  Hunger.  It'll make us mad.  They have food.  Must be in the trees.  Why don't these stupid bitches shut up so we can hear where it is?  Hunger-pain in my belly.
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