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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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TRUTH AND TIMESERPENTS



When a spider spins a web, she doesn’t use a ruler or a compass to calculate her angles. She weaves a perfect pattern every time, making corrections and changes at need as she goes along—but no one ever told her how. She doesn’t even possess a brain by the standards of people. She will never stand back and appraise her web from a distance—she is too small. But she will eat the prey she catches in it, and she will lay eggs whose inhabitants will weave their own webs.


So who is being clever—the spider or the web? And is consciousness the beginning of knowledge, or its end?


I am Jaya. I have been both the spider and the fly, and I can tell you this: the fly and the spider and the dew that makes the web visible are all part of something larger and more strange. For the spider to be conscious of herself, to know what she is, would mean she would equally know all that she is not, bringing great loneliness. But we all know about that. Because we are human. We nurse both consciousness and loneliness, inventing gods to keep us company while the spiders keep spinning in perfect ignorance. We are severed from the world—that is why we worship animals and use them and keep them close to us. Even as we subjugate them, we miss being like them. They are connected.


The timeserpent has a human face. It was built by human thought. But it was never human, and when its mouth yawns open, its face is seen to be a joke that all but disappears in the folds of its time-devouring and infinite body. It is the actualization of the impossible. The timeserpent’s mathematics defy the understanding of a man or woman for whom time is like a wind, with direction and force. The timeserpent is not conscious like we are. It speaks our language with about as much effort as we need to make our hair grow. The timeserpent is no more aware of us than this—maybe less. But we conceived it. We made it.


How do we feel about that, children of Everien?


Well, how does the ocean feel about humans, her progeny? We cannot know. We have grown so far from our mineral origins that the ocean does not understand us, but we, somehow, still cry out for her in our very blood. How does a man feel about the timeserpent, which is his? He created it but does not understand it. The timeserpent is the parasite of the world, conjoining and severing the world from itself, leaving holes and bridges, gateways and windows, lattices of possibility climbing in every direction.


We are a self-propagating accident. We are meaning from meaninglessness and back again. And when we made the timeserpent, we birthed the accident of accidents, the math that breaks our minds. Discovering fire was child’s play—it was the big toy by which we built our castles of abstraction. But this time we are being left behind. The nature of timeserpents being what it is (or isn’t), there’s nothing to say that the perverse creature didn’t create us so as to bring itself into being. That the web didn’t weave the spider. Look hard and you’ll see: there is nothing at all to prove that causality only runs one way.


TIMESERPENTS ARE THE bane of storytellers. They cut to the ending without reference to its antecedents. They put contradictions side by side, just for laughs. They tunnel connections between things that have none, and cut sensible things in half. They spoil magic tricks. Being a person in the presence of a timeserpent is a little like being a beam of light in the presence of a prism. You really don’t have a choice but to be cut up in pretty pieces and bent at an oblique angle.


So: if you are reading for truth, stop now. You will find more in the dust on your windowsill. Truth and timeserpents are like oil and water.










THE RELATIVE HARDNESS OF HEADS



“Shit,” Istar said into the frozen night. After the wraith of her breath disappeared, she repeated, “Shit shit shit.”


She wanted to tear her hair out. But she had cut off her braids when she tried to climb the cliff to escape Eteltar’s secret world. Now there was nothing to get a grip on. Instead, she grabbed the bones of her skull and squeezed with gloved fingers. She never ceased to be astonished by the hardness of her own head.


That was why she couldn’t believe it was possible to kill a man by crushing his skull like a melon. To do so would require unimaginable strength.


Yet if Taretel was behind this deed, she should not be surprised. Taretel, who in some other world or some other time had the wings of a bird and the mind of a wise man, was known here in Everien as a murderer and madman. He must have killed Birtar. Why, she could not understand. But there was much about Taretel that no one understood.


It had happened in the night, in the snowfall, when the winds came howling from the west, bearing ash and ice and everything in between, for the Li’ah’vah had passed there, changing air to stone and night to day. Last night, while Istar was dozing, Birtar must have come to watch the giant who everyone believed to be a Sekk master—everyone but Istar. There had been a time when Birtar had regularly done this duty, being one of the few men in her borrowed army, besides Pentar, that Istar could trust. But after what had happened yesterday, she had refused to allow Birtar near to the prisoner.


Yesterday. She had thought her situation complicated then—but now yesterday’s problems seemed gloriously easy to solve. Yesterday had marked the end of the first week following the passage of the Li’ah’vah through Everien’s mountains, a week during which Istar’s small army had been making steady progress toward the old camp above Fivesisters Lake, where Jakse had found the Knowledge cave. Yesterday, when Pentar had urgently come to summon Istar to talk strategy, he had brought Birtar to watch the prisoner for a short time. Normally, Birtar adopted a dispassionate attitude toward Taretel; but yesterday his manner had been strange. He had approached the bound and blindfolded Taretel with a swaggering air, one arm extended as if prepared to shove or slap the bigger man; but as he got closer, his reluctance to touch the Sekk became apparent in his posture, and in the end he drew his sword and prodded the prisoner with its tip as if Taretel were a shark or other sea monster that he had caught by luck and now didn’t know what to do with. A snarling noise came from the black-clad giant, whose silver braids blended with the snow like the plumage of an arctic bird. At Istar’s side, Pentar stiffened.


Nonplussed by Birtar’s behavior, Istar said, “Don’t provoke it.” She was careful not to call Taretel “he.” To speak of Taretel as human would only complicate matters. “It cannot walk quickly and it is bound. There is no need to keep it at sword point.”


“Nevertheless, I will,” Birtar answered somewhat shrilly. “It is my sword, and I will use it as I need.”


Istar thought his fear and Pentar’s were ludicrously magnified, but she said nothing. She turned to Pentar.


“What’s the matter? Tell me what’s happened.”


Pentar visibly collected himself, trudging some little distance away from Birtar and the Sekk as if unwilling to speak with Istar within their hearing. She kept the Sekk in her peripheral vision. She trusted neither it nor Birtar.


“It’s Tash,” he replied. “You remember how easily he fell back before us in Tyger Pass?”


“He did not live up to his reputation,” she said.


“He is a shrewd commander. I am sure that he knew he was at a disadvantage and decided to draw us into a location where he could have us at his mercy.”


“What are you talking about? Where is he now? I don’t see how we are at anyone’s mercy. We are a small force and no one knows where we are, and with the Li’ah’vah slicing up the landscape it is hard to see how Tash will have anyone at his mercy.”


“This is not the time for overconfidence.”


“I am not overconfident. You still have not told me what you know. Keep the analysis and give me the facts.”


“Very well. I sent a bird to Jakse and it has not returned. We know that he was associated with some of Tash’s people at Fivesisters Lake, and we can only assume that Tash knows about the Sekk cave by now. He was going downland from Tyger Pass, but he could have beaten us to the road and overtaken us. He could have gotten to the cave ahead of us.”


“Could have, might have … what other evidence is there for this story? You sent a bird and it didn’t come back. That could mean anything.”


“Come with me.”


He had stopped at the base of a large pine standing in partial isolation within the canopy. Istar could see that footholds had been sliced in the bark, and there were rope burns on the dead lower branches. Seahawks used lookout trees when they could, and this was a typical specimen. She glanced over her shoulder toward Birtar and the Sekk. The latter was backed against the trunk of a tree, still and subdued, while Birtar, sword still out, paced in restless half circles around him. Istar was uneasy about leaving the two unattended, but Pentar was looking at her in such a way that said she had better climb the tree or he would begin to believe her Enslaved by the Sekk.


She climbed. Pentar soon disappeared below, although she could hear his voice calling up to her through the branches.


“Look west-northwest. Do you see the lake?”


Istar was struggling to get a clear vantage in that direction, since the tree seemed to want to give her a solid foothold only on the south side. At length, climbing a little higher than she really ought to, she fought her way to a position where she could look through the branches and see the horizon to the north. To the far left, where the slopes of the mountains made a steep V, she could just discern the lower end of Fivesisters Lake, frozen solid and covered with snow. The trees that had displayed their brilliant colors the last time she’d been in these parts were now naked, visible as a gray, characterless furze. The evergreens still hid the slopes of the hills, though, dark and secret.


“I see the lake,” she called, and then, almost immediately after, “What the hell’s that?”


There was smoke coming up from the dark trees on the shores of the lake. A lot of smoke.


“Do you see it?” Pentar’s excited voice drifted up.


“I see smoke. What’s causing that?”


“A camp. A battle. Hard to say, specifically—but that’s where Tash was headed.”


Istar shaded her eyes against the snowglare and looked carefully. “That’s one hell of a fire. I’ve never seen a forest fire in winter.”


Pentar said something she could not make out, and she ignored him for a moment, still looking intently. From this perspective she could not see the area where Xiriel’s cave had been purported to be. She wished that Xiriel had sent a bird or left a message in some other way. No one but he had a clue what to do about the cave, and Istar had been puzzling for some time over how to handle Jakse if she reached him before Xiriel could. Xiriel had left Jakse to guard the cave on behalf of the rebels, but Jakse had later taken up with Dario, a Clanswoman who had thrown her lot in with Tash. A typical Wasp, Dario was obviously hedging her bets as to who would emerge ruler of Everien: Tash or the rebel Clansmen; and as long as Jakse was associated with Dario, Istar could not trust him. She could not very well walk up to the cave and take over under such uncertain circumstances. For that matter, she did not know what the nature of the cave and its artifacts might be. Besides, with the captive Taretel in tow, she was wary of going anywhere near a reputed Sekk lair. Who knew how her prisoner might react if confronted with a Sekk—much less, how he would react if what Xiriel believed were true, and the Lake of Candles was in fact the very wellspring from which the Sekk were born. Istar felt insecure enough hiding out in the woods with only her own loyal followers to answer to, without blundering straight into a possible conjunction of Tash, the Sekk, and Jakse.


But the smoke could not be ignored, and she couldn’t hide in the woods forever. If nothing else, their provisions were running out, and in late winter hunting was difficult, and foraging, impossible. The men were spooked at the vision of the Li’ah’vah, and eager to return to some outpost of civilization from which they might hope to get news of their country and families.


Istar stared at the smoke. She didn’t know what to do.


She slithered out of the tree and, without looking at Pentar, said, “I agree that it is worrisome.”


“What should we do?”


“Well, we must not panic,” she said. “Tomorrow we move to the rendezvous and see what the scouts have to say. Maybe they can give us more information.”


“So we do nothing?”


“It is only one night,” Istar said mildly, and turned to go. She didn’t like leaving Taretel out of her sight.


Pentar said, “Wait. Just stay a moment, and talk.”


Istar fidgeted, but complied.


“I don’t like the way you spend all your time with the Sekk,” he said. “When I’m talking to you, sometimes I don’t know if I’m talking to you or to him.”


“Him? Don’t you mean ‘it’?”


“You know what I mean. There’s something different about this Sekk.”


Yes, Istar thought. There is. You don’t know the half of it.


“I’ve heard the stories about Taretel, and I’ve now seen his cave. We recovered some of his writing and we crossed over into that other … place … where we found you and a lot of birds, and some kind of crazy writing on the cliff face, like an Everien symbol-code.”


“What?” Istar was shocked. She knew that Eteltar had been carving something on that cliff, but she had never been able to stand back from it enough to get a good look at it. “How did you see his sculpture?”


“When I came down the rope, of course. And again, when I dragged you back up it—but you wouldn’t remember that part. You were unconscious. The writing was singular, Istar. If we had not been in such haste, I would have explored the cave, too. And then what would I have found? The grave of Eteltar? Istar, tell me. It weighs on you, this secrecy. I can see it. Just tell me what happened, and then we can decide what to do.”


But Istar wasn’t listening to him. What had Eteltar been writing on the cliff, and why? The desert below, he had told her, would not be inhabited for a long time, and only the time-traveling horses of Or ever went there. So who was he writing the message for? And what did it say?


“Now you’re off in a fog again!” Pentar grabbed her by both shoulders and shook her. “Istar, we’re in a wood in the middle of winter, we’ve seen a Li’ah’vah loose in Everien, our men are scared, and Tash is nearby. You must get out of your own head and act.”


Suddenly she was angry. Pentar didn’t know the first thing about it; he had not spent half a year climbing impossible cliffs and jousting verbally with the capricious half-man Eteltar, as Istar had. She had spent all her energy trying to convince Eteltar to trust her, to love her, to help her and her people—only to be ripped away from his remote niche in time when Pentar had “rescued” her. Now she had to confront every day the spectre of the Sekk that Eteltar had left behind like a ghost. Why, if it weren’t for Pentar and his do-gooding intervention, she would have woken up that morning to a new beginning with the winged man. Had Eteltar not made love to her? Had he not told her his history and what had happened to divide him so? Therefore, in time he would have showed her what he was sculpting. In time he would have let her pass through the hole in the sky, the interdimensional portal that led to his ice-cave, where she might comprehend the research he had done. In time, maybe, they would have together found a way to make him whole again. And then Istar would have been whole. She would not be a wretched half-man of an Honorary herself, doomed to this stupid existence, deprived of love and children and all the things she had never wanted because she had never been allowed to want them but now she did—damn it. But now all that was left of the one she wanted them with was Taretel, the blindfolded Sekk kinslayer who would probably lay Istar’s throat open, given half a chance.


Seething, she narrowed her eyes and spat in the snow.


“You never should have come for me, Pentar. I didn’t ask you to rescue me. I never asked you to save me, but you keep bloody doing it. Did you ever once think it might be better to leave me to my fate?”


He stared at her, stunned. The cold bitterness in her own voice surprised her, but she found she could not soften it.


“Istar, don’t—”


“Leave me alone! You want the men? Take them. They’re yours. I’ll take my prisoner and go.”


“You can’t—”


“Watch me.”


She turned and, evading his grab, pounded through the snow to where she had left Birtar and the Sekk. Pentar called after her. “You’re fucking suicidal, Istar! That’s it! That’s the last time I do help you!”


Birtar was sweating and pacing, blowing plumes of air as he circled the Sekk like a nervous guard dog. He was apparently oblivious to the drama that had been developing between Istar and Pentar, because he glanced once over his shoulder when he heard her coming, then returned his attention immediately to the Sekk, saying, “He’s vicious. Even without a weapon, I fancy he’s dangerous.”


“What is going on?” Istar said sharply. The Sekk was standing there all too coolly for her comfort. Birtar was not the type to get worked up over nothing.


“He keeps lunging at me and trying to head-butt me,” Birtar complained, and Istar noted that the snow was a ruin of disturbed pine needles and clods of torn earth where some violence had occurred. “I’m going to have to cut him in a minute. Why don’t you bind his legs?”


“It was quiet until just a minute ago,” Istar said, alarmed at Birtar’s use of the personal pronoun—Sekk were invariably referred to as “it” or “they” to make it easier to kill them. “Have you done something to provoke it?”


“No!” Birtar answered a little too vehemently, and she saw that he was terrified.


“That’s all right, Birtar,” she said softly, surprised at the composure in her voice so soon after her outburst at Pentar. “I’ll take over.”


He glanced at her once and shook his head. “It’s too late for that. Don’t you see what he’s doing?”


“It’s just standing there,” Istar said.


“No!” cried Birtar, dancing first to one side and then the other, keeping the Sekk always at sword point. “He’s being quiet now you’re here, but he was not like this before.”


“Then I won’t leave it,” Istar said simply. “You can go now. It’s all right.”


He shook his head adamantly, like a stubborn child, she thought. She did not think the Sekk was Enslaving Birtar, despite his bizarre behavior. There had been no singing, for one thing, and no eye contact.


“You didn’t touch it, did you?” she asked.


“No! Are you crazy? Istar, get it through your head—this one’s a killer. He killed Ranatar, he killed whole villages. He killed my brother. Agh, I could be sick just to look at him.”


“The Sekk is a prisoner,” Istar reminded him. “We agreed it was my responsibility. Now step away.”


“Taretel is mine. For Thietar. He’s mine.”


Istar was shocked by Birtar’s behavior; after all, he had forfeited his right to kill the Sekk in favor of Istar, and he had supported her command of this dubious army wholeheartedly. But there was no time to think about what had changed his mind. Istar drew her sword and edged into a position from which she could intercept Birtar if he attacked the Sekk, or vice versa. “Don’t be stupid. Birtar. You won’t bring Thietar back by killing Taretel.”


He hesitated, lowering his blade fractionally, and she seized her moment, throwing herself bodily against Birtar and knocking him aside, then interposing herself between the unarmed Sekk and the Seahawk, who now sprawled in the snow, furious.


“The Sekk Taretel is my prisoner,” she said coldly. “No one may take its life but me. Or is this the faith you show me after your fine, brave words before Atar and the other deserters?”


Birtar got to his feet, brushing snow off himself and shaking his head.


“You’re mad,” he whispered. “What they said is true. You’re as mad as he is.”


Things might have gotten ugly then, but Pentar arrived with three young soldiers and told Birtar to clear off.


“Listen to me, Birtar,” she heard Pentar say to Birtar. “Do not be provocative. Do not tread so lightly with the Sekk! You know what this one is capable of.”


Birtar glowered and said nothing, but they went away together, Pentar returning only long enough to grumble in Istar’s general direction that their conversation earlier was forgotten, as far as he was concerned, and he would make preparations to meet with the scouts as she’d wished. Istar had thought that was the end of the episode with Birtar—an emotional outburst brought on by stress, and too much time spent in the wilderness, and fear of the Li’ah’vah. Certainly she was in a frayed and edgy condition herself.


She had fallen asleep thinking not about Birtar, nor Pentar, nor the men she was supposed to be leading, whose attitude toward her was so dubious. She was thinking about Eteltar, and his wings, and his smell. It was an uneasy repose, a soldier’s half-sleep. Yet she had not awakened to the sounds of murder. There had been no cries, no sound of a scuffle, no warning. When Istar roused two hours before dawn, she could see her prisoner standing against a nearby oak. Taretel was in his characteristic posture: legs slightly apart, hands bound behind his back, blindfolded and gagged but showing no indication of being cowed or in despair. His head was up. Alert.


He never slept.


She shivered and shook off a sprinkling of snow that had drifted from beneath the branches of the firs to settle on her cloak. She blinked and yawned as sleep tugged at her again; then she gave a little start. There was something on the ground at the prisoner’s feet. Istar rose, lit a torch, and went toward Taretel, who made no move. Birtar’s body was lying buried beneath an inch and a half of new-fallen snow.


She looked at Taretel. Because of the blindfold, there was no expression in his face to be read, yet she stared at him anyway. She could not comprehend this act. Birtar had defended Taretel to the other Seahawks, even though he believed him Sekk, and even though he had good cause to hate this silent renegade who had brought about the death of his brother, Thietar. Because Istar vouched for Taretel, Birtar had agreed that the prisoner might live.


Now Taretel had murdered him. It did not seem to have been much of a fight. The snow was disturbed, but there was no mark on Taretel. Birtar’s head was crushed, and a great deal of blood had come from the soft eyes, the ears, the mouth, and the nose, freezing in the snow where he lay.


She walked around the clearing, wondering what had happened. Birtar had not drawn a weapon or injured Taretel. Istar and her prisoner had camped some distance from Pentar and the soldiers as a safety precaution against just this sort of thing, and even now, with Istar walking around with a lit torch, no one in the main camp took notice. During their daily travels, Istar and Taretel were in the habit of walking well behind the rest, and he was never out of her sight. She was very careful with him, even more cautious than she needed to be, probably to compensate for her personal feelings for the man … or thing … or whatever he was.


But she had not been cautious enough.


Now she felt ill. After yesterday, she should have known something bad was going to happen. Yet she had to sleep. Everyone had to sleep sometime, damn it.


Taretel did not stir while she made her examination of the scene. She found herself observing details: the mud on Birtar’s bootprints, the places where snow had dropped in quantity from tree branches above, the fact that Birtar’s dagger was missing and was neither on his corpse nor on Eteltar. As she did these things she felt strangely emotionless. It would have been more in character for her to fly raging at Taretel and seek revenge, but she felt no desire to do so. She possessed, in fact, a complete lack of feeling.


“Why?” she said softly.


Taretel did not answer. He never did.


IT WAS ALMOST light. She tied Taretel to a tree and went to tell Pentar what had happened. She did not tie him very tightly. Somehow she was hoping he would take this chance to be gone.


The camp was stirring, already a nervous hive of activity as the men anticipated meeting up with the scouts that had been sent out to assess the effects of the Li’ah’vah. Istar had designated the southern end of Fivesisters Lake as the rendezvous, and they should reach that point today with a bit of luck. There was no guarantee they would be able to get there, of course; already they had encountered one barrier in the forest that they could not pass through: a distortion in the air and in the earth, accompanied by a sheer, thin noise like very dry wood burning. They had avoided this area; they had no choice. Whenever they tried to get close enough to see what was wrong with the landscape, their thoughts became disordered and they wandered in useless circles until they were obliged to return.


“It is some malignant effect of the Li’ah’vah,” Pentar said. “It makes everyone queasy and fearful. Let us stick to the solid ground we know.”


Under different circumstances, Istar might have been tempted to press an exploration; but with Taretel attached to her, Istar’s priorities were different. She only wanted to find out what had happened to Everien; where the timeserpent was now; and who else had survived its eruption. Today, she had hoped to have that satisfaction, by the shores of Fivesisters Lake. She tried to cheer herself up by reminding herself that in a few days, the scouts might even reach the Knowledge cave that Xiriel had discovered. Maybe he would even be there—she had been hoping for it. Now she needed a piece of good luck more than ever.


She found Pentar talking to a couple of the youngest men, instructing them on how far ahead to scout and what to do if they encountered another region affected by the timeserpent. When he saw the look on her face, he sent the boys off and went with her apart from the others. Quietly, she told him what had happened, and together they walked back to Istar’s separate camp. Pentar looked at Birtar’s body and swallowed hard. She watched his face crumple, aging by years in a matter of seconds, and she wondered what she herself must look like. Birtar had been a devoted suitor to her sister. What would she tell the twins, if she ever saw them again?


Pentar stalked around the perimeter of the clearing just as she had done, observing everything with the same dark intensity. Occasionally he stooped to examine the snow more closely. When he returned to her, they stood silently for a few minutes.


“It is plain that they fought,” Pentar said at last, looking at the snow.


“I disagree. There is no blood.”


“They may have wrestled. Look at the way the pine needles have been dug up from under the snow and tossed around. That doesn’t happen by normal traffic.”


“That happened yesterday, when Birtar was teasing the Sekk. Taretel never attacked any of us before.”


“That doesn’t make him any less dangerous. But I’m not sure it was Taretel who started the fight.”


Istar snorted. “I agree that Birtar was acting strangely yesterday, but if he wanted Taretel dead, why didn’t he just come up behind him and cut his throat?”


With that, Pentar produced a slender knife. Istar recognized it as Birtar’s hunting knife.


“It was lying in the snow, five yards behind Taretel. It could have been knocked aside in the scuffle.”


Istar swung her head in frustration. “What the hell is going on, Pentar? Birtar was talking like a lunatic yesterday. You don’t think he was Enslaved, do you?”


The dark-eyed Seahawk took a deep breath and cleared his throat. He said, “Birtar came and spoke to me yesterday. He said something I did not understand. He said that he knew for certain that Taretel is not a Sekk.”


“Not a Sekk?” Istar snapped. “Then what quarrel could he have had? You see, Pentar? Birtar did not assault Taretel, and Taretel did not kill Birtar. He couldn’t have—he was bound and weaponless. It must have been some other creature; who knows what monster might stalk these forests. …” She knew she sounded absurd, and she let her voice trail off. This was her fault, and she couldn’t bear it.


“We found no tracks of creatures or monsters. Listen, Istar, and I will tell you a pretty riddle. After what happened yesterday, I kept an eye on Birtar. I followed him into the forest, where I found him weeping. He did not wish to speak with me, but I pressed him, and in the end he told me that Taretel is not a Sekk, that he did not sing, that he bled but then healed too quickly—and you have seen how he recovered from a hamstringing that would have lamed other men for life. Birtar also said that back in Tyger Pass, Taretel had spared Thietar for some reason.”


“These things may be true,” Istar said. “But what caused Birtar to say them to you, and never to me? He watched Taretel like … well, like a hawk. He was fascinated by him. He helped me to mind him, and he defended Taretel against the others. But yesterday, he was vicious and unreasonable. What happened?”


“If you had killed someone you loved, and then it turned out you had done it for no reason, or had made a mistake, how would you feel?”


Istar stared at him. She had forgotten he was talking about Birtar and thought for a second he was talking about her. Her heart skipped. A coldness flooded through her stomach. She couldn’t answer. She was thinking about the seahawk she had killed in Jai Pendu, whose death she had felt more than all the human deaths her sword had counted, combined.


Pentar looked at her face closely, but he misunderstood her emotion. He nodded slowly. “Ah, you see it now! Birtar slew his brother thinking him Enslaved. But Thietar was not Enslaved. Scared, maybe. Entranced in some other way by Taretel, but not Enslaved, not possessed of a mad violence. Birtar did not have to kill him. He could have picked him up and carried him home. If he had done so, maybe Taretel would have attacked; or maybe he would not have attacked. It is too late now. But Birtar knew he had brought his little brother into Tyger Pass to hunt on Birtar’s behalf, and now Thietar was dead by Birtar’s hand. And he blamed Taretel. Not for being a Sekk, but for not being a Sekk. Taretel had changed Birtar from a hero to a murderer.”


Istar reeled. She could dimly see the sense in it, and now she looked back on Birtar’s actions and words since she and Taretel had come from the cave in Tyger Pass, and she wondered what inner torment he had gone through as he worked out all of these things in his mind.


“You think he attacked Taretel and Taretel killed him.”


“I am almost certain of it.”


“Why didn’t you tell me what Birtar said to you? Why didn’t you warn me?”


Pentar rubbed his scalp with both hands, tugging the skin around his eyes taut. This made him look like a great, thoughtful cat. Sadly, he said, “It was only last night he said these words to me. And he did not appear angry so much as defeated. He was upset, but not on the verge of violence. Or, I didn’t think he was.”


“I don’t believe this,” Istar said.


“The others,” Pentar said, “will not take this news well. They already see your Taretel as a curse on all of us. They even think Tash fled because of him.”


“Tash fleeing is hardly a curse on us!”


“Still. They are afraid.”


“Birtar was right. Taretel is not Sekk,” Istar said. “He is a man divided, and you see only one aspect of a complex nature.”


“I know that,” Pentar said. “I have read as many of the texts from his cave as I could understand. I realize he was once very wise. Istar! I know that those bones you carry mean something to you. Eteltar’s loss is a tragedy, to you, to our Clan, to Everien. But it would be a greater tragedy to let this demon with Eteltar’s face carry on doing harm. Remember Ranatar! Remember the Hawk Girls. Thietar. And now Birtar.”


Suddenly it was too much for her. She did feel guilty about Birtar—and thus she went on the attack, resuming yesterday’s rant. “It’s your fault, Pentar! Why couldn’t you have left me on the cliff where you found me? We were doing well enough without your help. What right had you to forcibly bring me back here?”


“You saved me from the Sekk once,” Pentar answered quietly. “I was no happier to be recalled from its service than you. And you have commitments. Here. In Everien.”


Istar swore, spat, and kicked at the snow violently, possessed by inexpressible outrage.


“You don’t know anything,” she said finally in a tight voice. “I wish you would stop saving me.”


“It is too late for that,” Pentar said, meeting her eye and refusing to back down. “We will make a cairn for Birtar, and then we will go. You should speak to the men.”


Speak to the men … were they even her men anymore? Had they ever been? Grietar had given them to her for some reason of his own, probably a foul one. They had no special loyalty to her, and they had seen some of their own number leave already, driven away by fear and hatred of Taretel, the “Sekk demon” as they called him. And since Tyger Pass, she had had her hands too full of the prisoner to act out her command convincingly. The men were mostly given their orders by Pentar. It was not a good situation to be in as a commander, and she knew she had made a muck of it. She did not relish the idea of addressing them.


“Tonight,” she said. “I will talk to them tonight. We will lose most of our daylight burying Birtar, and there must be some pause to say rites over him. We will postpone our journey to Fivesisters until tomorrow. I will take Taretel down to the stream and see if we can get any fish under the ice. While the rest of you build the cairn.”


It was a coward’s choice, and she knew it; but there was no use pretending she could trust anyone to watch Taretel but herself, and it would be an act of unusual stupidity to leave him within sight of the men once they had learned what had happened to Birtar. Pentar nodded soberly.


“Tonight, then,” he said.


SHE PASSED THE day quietly. The prisoner’s behavior had not changed. She wanted to remove the gag and question him, but she didn’t dare. It was all very well for everyone to agree that he was not a typical Sekk, but the fact that Birtar believed Taretel not to be Sekk and Taretel managed to kill him anyway—apparently with no more effort than that needed to swat a fly—unnerved her. Pentar thought her bewitched, but she was not unwary around Taretel. She hadn’t forgotten the stories she had heard about the murder of her kinfolk, and she hadn’t forgotten the strange behavior of the Hawk Girls. She hadn’t forgotten the way Eteltar, hiding on his arid cliff, had tried to disown the actions of the Seahawk warrior who now stood before her, silent but listening, she felt. Always listening.


At dusk she brought him back to the camp and sat with Pentar to eat. She was gathering her courage to address the others, who set themselves apart from her and Pentar and the Sekk. Pentar, she knew, was in a difficult position as well. He had to act as a bridge between Istar and the men who served her. It was a tricky task. As they ate, she tried to explain her thinking to him, hoping to win him to her cause.


“I don’t know what is meant by evil anymore,” she said. “I used to think it was the Sekk, plain and simple. They were evil. They hunted us for no purpose other than to cause us pain. But after a while I began to see they were just doing what they do. A Sekk massacres humans like a wolf massacres sheep. A wolf will hunt a deer and kill and eat it, but when it encounters sheep it will tear their throats out and leave them dead by the dozens. Is the wolf evil? Or is it something about the sheep, something passive, something spiritless, that also kills the spirit of the wolf and makes him disrespect them? I watched the Sekk and I watched people and after a while I thought, Maybe it’s like the wolf and the sheep. Maybe we are allowing ourselves to be taken. Maybe, like the sheep, we are no longer wild. And so, the stronger the Knowledge of Everien, the greater its power over us, the weaker we are against the Sekk.” She paused, thinking about what she wanted to say, and Pentar filled the silence somewhat nervously.


“An interesting theory. It explains why you saved my life and then treated me like a pariah.”


“Partly. I’m not finished, Pentar. I thought for a while that the wolf and the sheep might explain the Sekk, but that did not help me understand evil. I still felt its presence. It wasn’t—isn’t—definite, it’s like a cloud. I feel it almost all the time. Except—” She had started to say, “Except when I was with the winged man,” but didn’t. She hurried on. “You warned me, Pentar. When I slew that Sekk child, you warned me to be careful. And later in A-Tar-Ness, the Hawk Girls tried to warn me. I didn’t listen. I didn’t understand my danger.”


Pentar turned his head toward the black-clad man. He said nothing. He was waiting.


“I don’t know how to say this,” Istar said.


“Is it about—” Pentar jerked his head toward the captive warrior, reluctant as ever to call him Taretel.


“No. Not really. Maybe. Oh …” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head rapidly back and forth, struggling to articulate herself. “He has done terrible things. He has murdered without provocation. He has … he has done terrible things.” She was repeating herself. She had to say it, had to make herself form the words, but it was as though she ran up against a wall inside herself. Why couldn’t Pentar read her mind? Why couldn’t he guess what she was going to say? “How can I judge him?” She compromised, sliding off track for a moment. “He opened the White Road. He was himself broken. And I …” She had to say it. “I think … I have killed him. There, it’s true. I have killed him, or I will kill him.”


“He doesn’t look dead to me.”


“He’s worse than dead!” Tears leaped into her eyes.


“Istar.” Pentar looked on her pityingly. His great, sad eyes and his drooping jowls fixed on her, so that for a moment he appeared almost maternal. His tone was the sort one uses with a troubled child. “How is it that you are supposed to have killed him?”


“In Jai Pendu,” she whispered. “I killed the seahawk. And in Taretel’s cave, there was a notch in the breast of the seahawk statue. It was cut in the exact shape of my sword. It was how I opened the trapdoor and found him. And now. Now. Somehow it’s already too late.”


She checked herself. The flames had lowered suddenly, and the shadows of her hands gesturing jumped and bent on the blue-gray snow. She was too animated. The tension in Pentar’s body could be seen in the set of his waist and the way his hands gripped the knees of his crossed legs.


“I am being used,” she said. “There is evil in Everien. I don’t mean the Pharicians. They are no friends of mine, but that is not what I mean. It is something else. Something invisible and strange. It holds us all captive. Look at him!”


She pointed dramatically to Taretel. “That is no man to be kept in chains! That is no madman! What have we come to?”


There. She’d crossed the line. She caught a whiff of Pentar’s fear, rancid and sudden as if he had actually spat his fear over her across the embers, the way some snakes spit their venom.


“Istar, you don’t know what you’re saying. Your judgment is impaired.”


“Everyone’s judgment is impaired. Something is wrong here.”


“That’s because of the Li’ah’vah. It would not do well to run from the danger of the timeserpent only to be caught in the net of the Sekk.”


“It is time to speak to him. This evil, we do not know its nature, or its purpose. Taretel among all of us is the one most likely to understand the deeper meaning of these strange events. As long as we keep him blind, we are also blind.”


“Istar! I warn you, if you carry on this way, I will have to act against you. Birtar lies dead, by the very hand of this … whatever it is. I have only just persuaded the men not to mob and cut your prisoner to pieces in vengeance for the many deaths that weigh on its head. And now you want to honor it as a man and speak to it? This is a grave insult to the spirit of Eteltar.”


This brought her to her feet like a cat. “You know nothing of the spirit of Eteltar! I will do it.”


Pentar’s breath was flying out in silvery rags as he followed suit. He eyed her a little sideways, like a bullfighter.


“Give me your sword, Istar.”


The hauteur in his voice offended her as much as the implication of the words. She was not mad. She was not incompetent. She was right! In a flash she imagined giving it to him, straight in the heart, the rhythm of his life pulsing up the length of her ice-cold blade. Just as she had killed the seahawk: on impulse, perfectly, without hesitation.


She checked herself, but he had seen her intention cross her face like stormclouds race across a sky. He slipped to his right and came at her around the fire, shouting for help.


Taretel stepped to block him.


This will end badly, Istar thought. One way or another, I will lose here tonight. She drew her knife and in two quick strokes cut the bonds from Taretel’s hands. Her sword flew into her other hand and she began to back away. She saw Taretel reach up and tug the blindfold from his eyes, the gag from his mouth. He did not appear agitated.


“Run, Taretel!” she screamed, and to her amazement, he did. She had half expected him to stand and fight: even unarmed as he was, he had already showed himself capable of inflicting devastating force. But he didn’t fight—he whirled suddenly and shot off fleet as a deer in contrast to his size, and the snowy darkness swallowed up his white cloak in seconds. Istar blocked Pentar when he tried to follow, matching him move for move as he tried to get past her and her sword.


“Catch the Sekk, you fools!” Pentar ordered the men. “It is loose in the wood!”


At the same time Istar cried out. “Let him go! He’ll kill you if you go near him!”


Some of them hesitated. They had seen what had happened to Birtar. The others plowed into the snowy forest anyway, beating at ice-covered branches with their swords and shouting at each other in an effort to rouse their fighting ardor.


“Istar, our friendship is over,” Pentar said. He used the Seahawk dialect to drive his point home. “You have tested me one time too many. I withdraw my allegiance to you.”


He tried to get around her again, hell-bent on catching Taretel. She cut him then, a diagonal slash from shoulder to rib that sliced through his leather hauberk before he managed to parry; and then she ran off into the trees.


She deliberately didn’t follow the big man at first, hoping to divert Pentar’s attention away from the pursuit of Taretel. No one followed her, and soon there was nothing but the rasp of her breath and the crunch of her boots in the snowcrust. Her fingers were icy, but inside her furs sweat was pouring down. She stopped.


Far away to her left she could hear them calling to each other. She couldn’t make out any words, but by the tone of the cries, she gathered that they hadn’t found him yet.


She lowered her sword, shaking all over. Above, an owl cried, giving voice to the uncertainty and loneliness she felt bearing down on her, as deathly as the cold itself.


“By the ghosts of my ancestors, what have I done now?” she said to the night.










IMAGINE A LILY



Pentar’s hauberk was neatly sliced across his heart and the padding beneath it was torn; but he was not hurt except in a symbolic sort of way. Truly he felt heartsore, and by the time he led Istar’s men—no, they were his men, now, he reminded himself—down to the shore of Fivesisters Lake, he was badly in need of some kind of good news. It was still light; they had made excellent time. Pentar’s frustration at being unable to stop Istar’s foolish behavior had likely spurred him on during the day’s march; and he knew for sure that the desire to be out of the vicinity of Eteltar had spurred on the others. Still, they were a day late, and he didn’t know what to expect. They were to meet with four scouts, each sent on a different path but all instructed to return to this point, at this time or as close to it as possible. Pentar felt starved for news. The weeks he had spent up in the mountains felt like years, and now he had returned to a world that was profoundly different from the one he had always known.


He found signs carved on the lake. The wind had swept the snow away, and someone had cut a crude message in the surface of the ice. Pentar let out a whoop, and the others came from all around.


The message was written in the symbols of ancestral Seahawk, known in Pentar’s clan from the time before his people had sailed to Everien from the barren outer islands. It said, “Jakse sunrise here,” and nothing else. Jakse? Pentar wondered. How had Jakse gotten into the picture all of a sudden? The scouts must have carved the message—Fivesisters Lake was two dozen miles long and over a mile wide at the southern end, and only the four men Istar had sent out knew where the Seahawk group would be seeking such a sign. Yet the last Pentar had heard of Jakse, he was dealing with Dario’s people near the cave Xiriel had asked him to guard. Dario was known to Pentar. Like Istar, she was a daughter of Chyko—and maybe it was some sororal jealousy that had made Istar suspicious of Dario without ever having met the woman. Pentar had argued to Istar that Dario was an ally of theirs, a rebel in disguise functioning within Tash’s army: but Istar had argued back that Dario was a Wasp, and never to be trusted. Now that Istar was not here and he was not preoccupied with arguing with her, Pentar found that Istar’s warnings were echoing in his mind, making him cautious about both Dario and Jakse. He didn’t like the fact that his men had apparently linked up with the older Snake warrior.


“Let’s hope it’s not a trap,” Pentar said to the men, and had them disperse in the trees. “We are due for some good luck.”


Philosophically, Pentar decided that he would not have gotten much sleep that night anyway, thinking about Istar and her Seahawk killer on the loose in the wilderness. Thinking about Birtar and feeling he had failed somehow, he settled down beneath the low-hanging branches of a young stand of pines that had sprung up where a great one had fallen some years before. Their branches provided both shelter and cover, and he dozed on and off through the darkest hours. He was awake well before dawn, and he went alone to the point where the writing had been left and hid amongst the trees. He expected Jakse to approach from the forest, and had instructed the men to hide themselves and remain alert. Dawn came and there was no movement in the wood at all. Animals knew that Pentar and his men were there, and they did not show themselves. The sun began to come up over the mountains. Pentar looked around him in the light, belatedly worrying that the message might be several days old and that Jakse might have come and gone long ago. Then, gazing over the glare of morning light off the lake, he saw a single, slim figure coming across the ice.


The man was backlit by the clear light, so he was a stone’s throw away before Pentar was certain he was Clan: he wore a Pharician cloak, but his head was pale and shaven, and he carried a cutwire casually from his right hand, swinging it from side to side. In his left hand he was holding a pair of white ducks by their feet. When he drew near to Pentar, he tossed them on the ice, and said, “We have had good hunting, waiting for you here. I will show your men where to get more. Do you remember me? I’m Jakse.”


Pentar greeted the Snake cautiously, going out to meet him on the ice.


“Are you alone? I understood you were mixed up with Dario and that she was working for Tash.”


“Dario is not with us anymore. We were separated.” Jakse looked him up and down. “Have you met Tash? He was headed to meet you in Tyger Pass.”


“We chased him off. But I would not like to meet him again.”


Jakse laughed. “Seahawk, your caution is understandable, but if you think I have forgotten our alliance from the autumn at the cave, you underestimate me. Come, I am alone, as you see me. Let us trust one another. There is a Li’ah’vah on the loose, and the Pharicians still crawl all over our homeland.”


Pentar relented and called his men out of the forest; but he did not apologize for doubting the other rebel. Jakse warned him not to bring the Seahawks on the ice. “We are too visible from the air, here,” he said, “and the Pharicians are fond of using bird scouts, even as fond as you Seahawks. Come, I will take you along the shoreline to our camp, and then we can really talk. Where is Istar?”


Pentar had to tell him the story of Istar while they walked, and it did not make a pleasant tale. Jakse listened carefully and said very little, and when at midday they got to his camp, where Pentar’s scouts had already been collected and were sheepishly relaxing, he laid a hand on Pentar’s arm, and said, “It is not your fault, my friend. And I know it is a hard blow, but you must take heart. Come, share a meal with us, and I will tell you what news I have gathered.”


By the time they reached Jakse’s camp, Pentar had warmed to Jakse, and he was elated to see that the camp was well dug-in and provisioned. There was plenty of firewood, and before long he had stripped off and washed, and beaten the worst of the soil from his clothes and armor. Jakse had liquor, “liberated from an abandoned village last week,” and he pressed it on Pentar and the other Seahawks. Before the day was over, Pentar was feeling, if not happy, then at least temporarily relieved of his burdens. Then the food started to come off the fires, and whatever moral problems had been plaguing him seemed to fade into the background. Jakse’s people were not good cooks, but they were competent enough to satisfy men who have had little of fresh food in weeks—mainly squirrel and the odd scrawny rabbit, at that. There was fish caught through holes in the ice, duck, venison, hare, and even—again, thanks to the abandonment of a nearby village—potatoes. Pentar observed his men’s reactions. The younger ones almost swooned; then they began to jostle and bicker for the best portions. Some things never changed.


The two leaders sat apart. Now it was Jakse’s turn to speak.


“It is a simple thing,” the Snake began, passing Pentar a dripping joint of venison. Pentar looked at the meat with delighted indecision: where to begin eating such a long-denied feast? He took in Jakse’s next words rather slowly, and by the time he made sense of them, a silence had fallen so that only the crackle and snap of the fire seemed to react to Jakse’s extraordinary statement. “It is simpler than we could ever have guessed. The Sekk are destroyed.”


When the silence lengthened, Pentar trapped between desire to bite into the food and shock at the meaning of what Jakse had just said, the Snake ventured to explain his meaning.


“The Lake of Candles was their source. It was a kind of membrane between Everien and the Liminal, and when Tash approached, Dario and I decided to destroy the lights. We put out every single one of them. There are no more Sekk.”


Pentar bit into the meat and chewed rapturously. It was tough, but he didn’t care. It was the best meal he had had since leaving A-Tar-Ness. At length he asked, “How can you be so sure? Maybe there are other lakes. Other ‘membranes,’ if you will.”


“Yet all accounts reaching me from far and wide say that the Sekk have vanished. In a village in Bear Country, a Sekk disappeared into thin air at the same moment that Dario shot the lamps in the lake. Do you know what Xiriel used to say?”


Pentar took another good-sized bite, fueling himself. He knew what Xiriel’s ideas could be like and his brain felt tired already.


“Xiriel thinks that the reason the Sekk don’t bleed or leave behind bodies when we slay them is because they simply return to their lights in the cave underground. Imagine a lily that dies back, but its bulb remains through the winter, and in spring it blooms again. The Sekk were immortal, seemingly limitless in number, and indestructible. Until we found their source. Now they are, to use Ysse’s term, ‘exterminated.’”


“I don’t believe it.”


Jakse shrugged. “You don’t have to believe it. But I’ll warrant we have no more trouble from the Sekk. And if it took Tash’s invasion to drive us to such extremes, then it was worth it in the long term.”


“Jai Khalar?”


“Swallowed by the Li’ah’vah. The Fire Houses are all but destroyed. And you’ll be glad to know, with the Eye Tower gone, we have no more need of Seers. There is the matter of Hezene, of course. His daughter Ukili was in Jai Khalar when it vanished. When word reaches him, he will not be happy, for a large force was also garrisoned at Jai Khalar and a good many of them went with the castle. But none of this …” Jakse waved the bone dismissively. “None of this is the half of it. The Li’ah’vah has carved up the countryside, and out of the holes it’s left behind, strange things are beginning to emerge.”


“I thought you said the Sekk were vanquished.”


“I’m not speaking of the Sekk. I’m speaking of monsters. Creatures so fearsome you would not wish to look on them, much less fight.”


Pentar said, “I’ve seen a few of those. In the Floating Lands, for example.”


“I don’t think you’ve seen anything like this.”


Pentar was getting full and, consequently, sleepy. “Let’s not speak of monsters, or timeserpents,” he said. “Tell me what’s become of Tash. And what about the Fire Houses?”


“No one can get near the Fire Houses,” Jakse answered. “It seems the closer you get to the region enclosed by Jai Khalar and the Fire Houses, the stranger things become. Time slows, and it even seems—I’m not saying this is true, but it seems as if time runs backward. You remember things that haven’t happened yet.”


“That could be useful,” Pentar remarked, spearing a piece of flatbread on a stick and holding it out over the flames to roast.


“Not really. Think of the confusion! Anyway, I don’t know about any of that and at this point I can’t say I care.”


Pentar smiled. “I know what you mean. I am sorely tempted to turn round and go right back to Seahawk. I cannot see any point in becoming embroiled in the affairs of Everien proper. Seahawk can function independently, or nearly so. And my men are no longer what you could call patriots. Many of them were used by Night. They are weary of this life. They want to be with their families.”


“I don’t even know where my family is,” Jakse said. “The timeserpent has cut a line between me and them, and I can’t get through the time distortion in the forest no matter what I do.”


“Is that what it is, when the air flickers?”


“Yes, I think. Birds can pass over these distortions, provided they fly high enough, but on the ground they cannot be crossed.”


“What about underground?” Pentar said suddenly.


“Underground?” Jakse asked with his mouth full.


“Well, a timeserpent tunnels, doesn’t it? Could you walk down its tunnel?”


Jakse’s eyes lit up. “I don’t know,” he said, swallowing hurriedly. “By my Snake forefathers, you are right! Why didn’t I think of this? And I call myself a viper!”


“We would have to find the end of one of its tunnels,” Pentar said. “We saw the thing from the ridge above the lake, going in and out of the earth like a needle sewing cloth. It’s a question of finding one of those places where it definitely went in or out.”


“It originated in the Fire Houses,” Jakse said. “We don’t know where, or when, it is now.” His face sagged and he let out a sigh. “What if the areas we can’t pass are actually signs of its tunnel? Maybe it doesn’t dig in the ground literally.”


“Maybe,” said Pentar. “I didn’t say it would be easy. I didn’t even say I wanted to do it. I was only thinking out loud.”


Around them, the older men were singing and playing dice games on trampled snow, while the younger ones fell asleep almost with their noses in their drink bowls. Pentar smiled. “It will be good to see them out of danger. To be honest, if you had told me that all was well in Jai Khalar and that we were being summoned thence to build the central army, I think I might not have had the energy to go. These events with Istar and Eteltar have drained me of energy, and I am tired of witnessing deaths I don’t understand. I am not meant to be a commander, Jakse. My heart is not in it.”


Jakse let a brief silence fall, and Pentar listened a little sleepily to a lyre well-played by one of Jakse’s men. As if he were reluctant to bring up the subject, Jakse cleared his throat a little and shifted in place before speaking again.


“Of course, there is Tash to be considered,” he said.


Pentar jerked into alertness. “Where is Dario?” he asked suddenly. “You said she shot out the lights with you. Where is she?”


“She broke from us when the Li’ah’vah came. There was a … a disturbance, I guess it was a Li’ah’vah passing as we talked about, running in a line down the hillside near the cave and out into the lake. We were on one side of it, and Dario was on the other. After the Li’ah’vah passed, I couldn’t see her anymore.”


“Was she alone?”


“No. Some of her people were on the other side of the line, too. Remember, when I met her she was working for Tash. But I think I had convinced her to join us.”


“What you’re saying is that she could have been reunited with Tash, on the other side of that … seam, if that’s what it is.”


“It’s possible. I thought you said you were chasing Tash.”


“We were. I did not think he had gotten as far as the cave before the Li’ah’vah came. But I cannot be sure.”


“I don’t believe that she would join again with him,” Jakse said. “Not out here in the wild. She had no reason to do so. Her purpose was to defeat the Sekk, and she achieved that. I hope, I pray, that she made it out of that cave alive. But I have not been able to get across the seam to find out.” He paused, and the pitch of his voice dropped. “Pentar.”


Pentar stirred. He knew what was coming.


“Will you come with us? To the cave, or nearby at any rate. Maybe we can get across this barrier.”


“I understand that you might feel compelled to find Dario,” Pentar replied carefully. “But there are larger issues at stake.”


“I know that!” Jakse cut in before Pentar could reiterate his desire to go home. “Believe me, I am aware that the Li’ah’vah is no friend of ours, even if it has routed the Pharicians—and I am not at all sure of that. But don’t you see? If we don’t figure out a way to get past these discontinuities in our land, we cannot touch the other parts of Everien. Have we fought all this while only to stand by and watch our country be ripped apart?”


Pentar held out his cup to be refilled. As he leaned forward, the leather of his hauberk parted where Istar had cut him. He had lost Istar, who had been his guidestar since the Sekk had held him in Slavery. The Sekk were gone now. What was his purpose to be?


Jakse filled Pentar’s cup in silence, waiting respectfully for his answer. Pentar drank.


“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I don’t know whether I have it in me. But I will come with you for a short way, and we will see what is to be.”










CONSIDERING TASH



When a Pharician flier marked as a high imperial bird came sweeping into camp just on the cusp of evening, Tash leaped up and called it to him with great excitement.


“It is from Illyra, or maybe even my father!” Tash cried. “They must have realized that the Carry Eye has failed me, so they sent me direct tidings. It took bloody long enough. …”


Everyone watched while Tash unrolled the message, calling for someone to feed the flier at once. Shiror stood by his shoulder and overheard Tash muttering as he began to read, occasionally quoting from the scroll.


The message was from Arkkao, brother of Ixo. It had taken him many weeks, he said, to find a bird capable of flying to an individual man and not simply to a place. He hoped that other regions of Everien were better off than the part of Wasp where his Clan lived. Thanks to the creation of the Li’ah’vah in the Fire Houses, Jai Khalar was gone and the Fire Houses were in ruin. Tash’s soldiers would bring the Clansmen no news of Tash, and Illyra was unfriendly. Arkkao was appealing to Tash personally because his sister had said that Tash was not as evil as would be expected of a Pharician. And he had heard that Pharician men hoarded their women like jewels—was he not obligated to provide for his concubine and the mother of his son?


“His high-handedness is offensive,” Tash said in a deep voice. “How dare this Clan bumpkin speak to me as an equal?” He read on silently. When he was finished, Tash threw the message at Shiror, but it caught the wind and rolled haphazardly across the crusted snow. Tash was boiling with dissatisfaction.


“Where is my castle? Where is my wife? The emperor will—” He censored himself. No one spoke. Shiror possessed the practiced ability to stand perfectly still without appearing frozen or tense, and he was employing it now. Tash looked ready to explode. It was almost a minute before he mastered himself enough to speak again.


“It is spring there,” he said. “They rejoice that the Sekk are vanquished. Some even saw Sekk disappear before their eyes, and no one has been troubled by them. The Deer have abandoned their cities and are dispersed among the fields to plant crops. The Bears are rounding up their livestock. Whole areas of Wasp are impenetrable because of the timeserpent. Wolf Country is divided. Seahawk sends ships to the Floating Lands and marches goods along the sea plateau because they cannot reach Jai Khalar by the passes. For that matter, Jai Khalar is not there!”


He guffawed. “Monsters plague them from out of the seams sewn by the timeserpent. The Fire Houses are in ruin. They are using the last of the big weapons against the monsters. Soon they will run out and they cannot build more. When am I coming back?”


Shiror let out a dry cough of a laugh and Tash cast burning eyes on him.


“You laugh?”


“‘When are you coming back?’” Shiror quoted back at him, holding Tash’s eyes. “My lord, it is a far cry from ‘Go home, you Pharician interloper,’ is it not?”


Tash snorted and tried to shrug the remark off, retreating into the sulks for which he was famous; but Shiror stooped and retrieved the scroll.


“If you had stayed in Jai Khalar, we would now be inside the timeserpent.”


Tash spun on his heel, his cloak whipping around with him and snapping Shiror on the leg. He did not seem to have heard the words. He stalked away a few paces, surveying the torn landscape of Snake Country.


“Timeserpent,” he whispered so that even Shiror could barely hear him. “What a weapon!”


He stormed around the camp randomly, looking for someone or something to take out his frustration on and settling eventually for the youngest of his officers, who was making the mistake of whistling as he picked ice from the hoof of his mount. Tash cuffed him mightily across the head and sent him sprawling, and as the boy lay there in the snow looking startled and uncomprehending, the prince suddenly offered him a hand and dragged him to his feet.


“Ah, it is not your fault, Lumula,” he said, and turned away, punching his own gloved fist and kicking the snow. “I am failing! I am failing and I do not like it!”


Shiror did not know what to do. Tash subsided eventually, but he gave every indication of being about to go into a blue funk, which occurrence Shiror urgently wished to prevent. It was one thing to sit and brood darkly while in a safe castle, and quite another to do it when men and horses are under your command and snow surrounds you everywhere—and a timeserpent is on the loose.


Shiror considered it to be a great piece of luck that another bird came to them a few hours later, one of the birds Shiror had sent scouting to look for the Knowledge cave. It returned, exhausted, with singed tailfeathers. Shiror was attending to it and puzzling over the fact that it had found no people (if it had, it would have pestered them until they gave it a message or token) but yet had found fire, when Tash called for him to demand to know the tidings.


“There is only one explanation,” Shiror said to Tash. “The bird has found our enemies at the cave. Otherwise, it would have not come back without a message.”


“Enemies?” Tash perked up at once.


“At the Knowledge cave, or between here and there,” Shiror said.


Tash was over his mood. “Let’s go,” he said. “Tell the bird to guide us and be quick about it.”


While they were riding through the wood, Shiror tried talking to Tash about the value of Arkkao’s summons. He was personally convinced that Pharice had much to learn from the fighting and hunting methods of the Clans, which seemed admirably suited to their extreme environment. Shiror had been party to a number of Hezene’s colonial efforts, and it had often been his job to go in after the sword and bow and siege work had been done, and actually bring the people into line with Hezene’s policies. You could not tax the starving or trade with the destitute. Shiror knew much about making Pharician ways palatable while still improving the prosperity of the conquered lands, which benefits would be felt by the emperor. He liked it that Tash, whether he knew it or not, had managed to endear himself to at least one of the big Clan families. For even during his brief stay in Jai Khalar, Shiror had listened more than he talked. He knew who Ixo was, perhaps better than Tash did, for to Tash she was only a sex partner.


“Ixo is a fine woman. She has borne your child, and you are still the son of Hezene, no matter what has happened to his daughter. He has acknowledged you before witnesses.”


“Witnesses? I don’t even have his little Speaker, what’s her name? Chee.”


“The emperor cannot blame you directly for Ukili’s fate,” Shiror plowed on. “Someone has to take command of the Clans, and Illyra lacks diplomacy. And it sounds as if the Clans will welcome you with open arms if you accept Ixo as your wife and her son as your own.”


“Son?” Tash said sharply. “She was not even showing a belly when last I saw her. It has not been that many weeks since we left Jai Khalar.”


“Time no longer runs the same in all places, my lord.”


“Son …” Tash considered. He was obviously pleased by the idea, but his brow soon furrowed with other worries. Hezene had done him a great honor by giving him Ukili, and Tash did not like it that she had come to harm under his protection. To acknowledge a Clan son so soon after losing Ukili … it could not be wise.


“Let us see what comes of this Knowledge cave,” Tash said. “And while you’re at it, have your birds look out for that Dario and his men. I wish Kivi was here! He knew all about this cave.”


BY THE NEXT morning, smoke was pouring into the air over the forest in the direction they were going. It looked as though a strip of land just above the lake was ablaze. Later that day, as the Pharicians traversed the road along the south side of Fivesisters Lake, the same scout bird returned with a scrap of woolen cloak.


“Does this mean the birds have found Dario?” Tash asked.


“Possibly,” Shiror said. “This is the sort of material used as standard in Jai Khalar. But I think Dario would have written us some form of message. The cloak more likely belongs to a rebel.”


“I am ill accustomed to working in such enclosed spaces,” Tash complained, as his horse tossed its head and rattled the bit nervously. He gazed up the winding road. It made only a narrow cut in the forest, which itself grew on steep and tortuous slopes between jagged stones. The hills seemed to close in, and the only open space was out on the ice. “I wish we could ride out across the lake. It is more like the terrain I know.”


“On the contrary,” Shiror said. “If we hope to ambush the rebels, or at any rate to find out who they are before they’ve spotted us, we must dismount at once and get into the trees.”


Tash’s lip curled. “I hate this sneaking around. I am beginning to wish I had returned to the south. How can blood run freely here? It freezes as soon as it is let. Ah, come on, then! Single file—and damn these trees.”


Under different circumstances Shiror would have strongly urged leaving the horses behind, but he judged that Tash knew quite well the disadvantages of riding in such an environment and had already made up his mind to carry on anyway. Shiror hoped Tash would change his mind when they got closer to the fire.


Tree to tree, the bird led them through the dense woodland. After two hours of slow progress, they came across the tracks of a small band of men, horseless.


“Well, they are not much, for better or worse,” Shiror remarked. Tash sniffed the air.


“Something’s burning,” he said. “Come on.”


The tracks led them uphill and out of the trees, to an exposed hillside strewn with rocks that looked small from a distance but proved themselves to be the size of imperial oarships up close. There were six Seahawk men climbing around among the boulders, not very stealthily, as though they were looking for something. While the Pharicians watched, the men moved in uneven circles, doubling back on themselves to no particular purpose.


“They look like a bunch of drunken chickens,” Tash remarked. “What are they doing?”


The party began to make its way back down the hill, observing the same irregular, senseless pattern of movement. The scout bird erupted in a series of chattering communications, as if it, too, were impatient with the display of pointless incompetence.


“I can’t watch this,” Tash said after a few minutes. “Come on. Follow me.”


He dismounted and left the horses with one of his men, then took the rest through the trees to a point where they could intercept the Seahawks on their way down the hill toward the lake. There was smoke coming from within the forest.


“What is all that fucking smoke?” Tash asked no one in particular; then, watching the deranged behavior of the Seahawks, he muttered to them, “Come and get it, you stupid Clansmen! No wonder Everien is in such a muck if this is how people behave—”


He sprang back, startled. The Seahawks had been taking turns charging across the hill and then falling down as if striking an invisible barrier. They looked like substandard court jesters. Then, all six moving as one, they all charged forward and when they reached the point where each had fallen, a fire sprang up directly out of the snow.


The Seahawks did not fail to fall down, but this time they scurried away from the flames, which rose three manlengths in height before subsiding as suddenly as they had come. At the same time, there was a crackling sound within the forest, and somewhere downhill a tree crashed to the earth. More smoke rose, somewhere close to the lake.


Tash signaled to his men and pelted from the trees. He had misjudged the steepness of the hill, and by the time he reached the Seahawks fifty yards above the tree line, they had had time to recover and draw their weapons. But they were outnumbered, and Tash was full of fury. He went in swinging his curved cavalry sword and cut down the first of the men before the others had time to scatter—which they did. They took shelter behind rocks, and one, a barefaced youth of about fifteen, threw his weapon to the ground and offered up his hands in surrender.


Tash was a little disappointed. He scuffed at the body of the dead Seahawk with his booted toe, nodding to his men to round up the others, relieving them of their weapons and binding them. He personally took care of the boy who had surrendered. All of them were dragged under cover into the trees.


“Where are your commanders? Where is the rest of your army?” He placed the point of the knife against the soft part of the boy’s belly, between his navel and his groin. “Come, no games, scrawny Clansman! I recognize you from Tyger Pass. I know your troop’s numbers and that you are led by the giant with the white braids.”


The young man stammered incoherently. Spittle flew from his lips.


“H-h-how—”


“Never mind. I never forget a face. Did you think you were clever, that I retreated? I was only ever watching you.”


Had the Seahawk been more than an untried boy, he might have recognized the bluff and bravado for what they were. He might have thought quickly enough to deduce that if Tash had to ask him where his commanders were, then the Pharician could not have been following them. But the reference to Taretel had disturbed him on some primitive, nameless level. And the point of the knife was persuasive, while the Pharician’s heavily accented Clan speech was backed up with physical bulk and black, snapping eyes.


“They … we are going to the barrier. To try to cross. Where the timeserpent …”


“Are you saying you know how to cross over the places where the timeserpent has been? Is that what you’re telling me, little scratch?”


“M-m-maybe,” said the young soldier, making a visible effort to be obliging. “I mean, I d-d-don’t know, myself.”


“I didn’t think so,” Tash sneered. “I saw you, falling on your faces.”


“I only know Jakse said we must try.”


“Jakse, eh? The maggot. What about Dario? Have you seen my commander, Dario?”


A vehement shake of the head. “No, I swear it! We only just came from Tyger Pass, as you know.”


“Address me with respect, you hollow-boned piece of nothing. I am your prince—or didn’t you know that? On your knees. Now!”


The soldier went down readily enough, but there was a reaction among the others. The reaction wasn’t verbal, and it wasn’t obvious, but anyone sensitive to the ways of the Seahawk Clan would recognize it instantly as the beginning of an insurrection, quickly checked, but not appeased. The Seahawks knelt to no man.


“Shiror, what do you think?” Tash said. “I think I should kill them. I suppose you will tell me they could be useful.”


Shiror was still supervising the binding of the prisoners, his philosophy being, Always bind captives before taking action. If you were going to kill them, it was easier to do so after you’d made certain they couldn’t run away. He kicked and punched a number of the Seahawk prisoners in order to get them to keep their sharp blue eyes off his. He checked their supplies.


“They have had support of some kind in recent days,” he said. “There is fresh food here. We should seek out the nearest town.”


Tash shook his head. “Forget it. I have no time for that. Where is the cloak?”


Someone produced the scrap brought by bird messenger, and Tash thrust it in the face of the soldier he was interrogating. “Whose cloak is this? Do you recognize it?”


“It could be anyone’s,” the Seahawk said. “From Jai Khalar, that’s all I could say. I … I suppose it could be Dario’s. Didn’t she come from Jai Khalar?”


“She?” Tash sneered. “I am speaking of Commander Dario. Who are you speaking of?”


The boy lowered his eyes in confusion. His face was flushed dark pink, shading almost toward lavender in the extreme cold. “I must have been speaking of someone else.”


“Indeed, you must have!” Tash guffawed. “She, indeed! Well, then, it is hard to see what possible use you will be to me. I think we’d better kill them, Shiror.”


“Very well,” said Shiror, and tugged at the first of the men, who were roped together, to draw them apart from the Pharicians. “Does it matter to you how they are killed, Prince Tash?”


Tash shrugged. “Whatever,” he said in Pharician. “Do as you please.”


Roughly Shiror hauled the men through the trees, remarking to the soft young one who had surrendered first, “It is a waste of your life, boy. The Sekk are gone. We know this from Arkkao in Wasp. Your battle is won.”


One of the more seasoned soldiers said, “Our battle will not be won as long as our land lies in enemy hands.” But the boy said nothing.


Shiror smiled and said to the man, “Then you are a fool. Better to prosper under Tash than return to your Clan feuding. And without the Sekk, what will hold your people together?”


“We will fight Pharice,” said the defiant one. His eye was turning purple where Shiror had had to subdue him.


“You will lose,” Shiror said. “Accept our rule and grow. Your families are starving. Your villages are burned. Pharice can bring aid, we can offer you what your people need in trade for the Everien Knowledge. Tash is a fair man—you should consider carefully before you throw your lives away.”


“We have pledged to Xiriel to guard the Knowledge cave. We would not be forsworn.”


“Xiriel is the very one who brought this timeserpent down on all of us!” Shiror said. “The Eyes don’t work. The Li’ah’vah has torn up this land. And the birds say that the Fire Houses are destroyed.”


“What do you offer, then?” cried the Seahawk, red-faced, tears welling in his eyes. “To help you mop up what is left of my people and offer the legacy of the Knowledge to the emperor? Are you not happy? The Li’ah’vah has done your work. You have abused the Fire Houses just as Kivi said you would. You have let loose this terror, and now you want the cooperation of the Seahawks? I can only guess what would have happened had we not destroyed the lights in the cave. You would be marching around as Slaves, I am sure, for the Sekk would have had you, one and all. No. I will take death.”


“Ah,” said Shiror. “Then you know where the cave is.”


“Of course! But we cannot get to it. The timeserpent has … changed things. Somehow.”


“Is that the cause of the fire?”


As if he realized he’d already said too much, the Seahawk shut up.


Shiror said, “It was not Tash nor any Pharician who brought the Li’ah’vah. The Fire Houses lie in the keep of your Clans, rebel Seahawk. We tried to stop them, but we could not.”


The blood drained from the faces of all the Seahawks. There was a long silence. Even the boy looked desperate and defiant. He scuffed at the snow.


“I don’t believe you.”


“I am not a liar. But come. You wish to be executed? It is well. We will soon come to a place where you can die and be eaten by your animal cousins.”


Shiror made to lead the prisoners into the forest, calling to the men in Pharician that they were about to perform a formal execution. All five of the Seahawks were summarily tied to trees.


“Don’t use arrows,” Shiror said to his men. “We need all the arrows we can get. Use blades. Cut their throats. That is the best way.”


“Please,” sobbed the boy. “Let us die honorably.”


“Honorably? You were quick to throw down your blade, hatch-let! My master will not let you live as long as your friends go free and plunder the Knowledge cave that is part of the kingdom of Tash. Where are they, you little shit? Where is the rest of your army?”


“They went to the lake!” the boy cried, and the others groaned but could not stop him talking. “They think they can cross the barrier if they go out on the ice. The fire has already burned away a big section of the wood, but we cannot cross over to the side where the cave is.”


Tash came up behind Shiror. “Well done, Shiror,” he said. “Now kill them, and let’s go. Down to the lake.”










BROKEN GLASS



Snow was the first thing to greet me when I emerged from the cave and into what I later learned was Snake Country. An abundance of it, sculpted bone-smooth, obscured the hillside and the frozen lake below, blowing in sheets from the jagged peaks and making lacy forms in the air. I had never even seen snow. Now I observed the deep, blurry footprints of the hunters who had shot at me, and I felt the wind strike me with a ringing sound, and in the whiteness and emptiness of that wild world under its deep blue sky I knew I had found everything I had ever sought. Implicit in the mountains with their cracks and crevasses, their icefalls and the sky that invisibly scoured their sides with a howling sound, was a potential for adventure such as I’d always yearned for. I didn’t need to pretend or wish anymore. I didn’t need anyone else to fight my battles. Every challenge I could hope for was here before me.


I sneezed. I was still clad in my ordinary dress and sandals, and my velvet cloak yielded before the wind as if it were made of no more than the thinnest tissue. My feet were turning pink and blue in the needle-sharp snow.


I didn’t want to go back into the cave, but it was warm and safe there, and I knew I wouldn’t last long on the exposed slopes. I picked my way into the darkness, shuddering all the while. I had been too long in darkness and solitude to have any desire to return to either; but I had nowhere else to go. I crept through the cave, hoping for some light, any illumination at all, when I got to the big cave with the lake; but there was none. The echoes of Tarquin’s shouts still shivered in my memory, together with the boy and the wind and Chyko and the horse exploding into being all around us. That was over. Whatever it had been, whatever pulled inside me when I thought of Tarquin or Midnight Blue, or Chyko whom I’d allowed to violate me in compensation for the far worse crimes I’d perpetrated on him, all of that was over. I couldn’t afford to dwell on it—not now.


There was no sign of my ghostly pursuers, no echo of music. I had to feel my way around the cave. Floating on the surface of the lake were shards of glass. I picked one up and handled it gently lest I cut myself. I know now what glass is. It is the boundary between abstraction and concrete reality. Through the Water of Glass I had been able to see and act from my safe position outside Everien. And within the Glasses were encoded the powers of the world: energy, vision, and life. The Fire of Glass is energy. It was found in the Way of the Sun and it awakened the Artifacts from their long sleep in the hills of Everien. The Water of Glass is vision, and it connected parts of the Knowledge to each other. It was stolen from the Way of the Eye, and I was its keeper, though I did not know it then. My blindness and confusion were all symptoms of what had happened when Quintar and his Company ripped the Glass from its abstract state in the coding of Jai Pendu and made it real. I should have been destroyed as my father must have been destroyed when Ysse took the Fire—but instead I made the Company of Glass and bound myself to Everien both through the Water and through the Company.


You can touch glass. Light shines through it but it is also solid. And written invisibly within it, written in sound, are the patterns that can make the abstract come into being, that are also the patterns that the living imprint upon cold abstraction. I am supposed to be one of those patterns. The Sekk were patterns like me—impressions if you will—but they are gone. The Clanspeople broke them when they shot out these globes. Maybe those tiny lights were the last of my people, the last Everiens. Maybe they could have told me the meaning of this—or maybe they were already ruined. Attacked by fell things, like me. Ripped limb from limb, like my mother. Lost. Like my father.


Jihan said my father had hidden the Knowledge like pieces of the jigsaw in time. But why? Who was he hiding them from, and who did he wish to find them? I assumed it was me. Why else would he leave me so many clues? But if they were hidden, they must have somehow been dangerous, and until I found out the source of my father’s Knowledge, I would be foolish to continue my search.


I didn’t even know what the pieces would make. I didn’t know what part I’d played, until now—only that I’d been a strange hybrid of power mingled with blind instinct, as Night; and helplessness mixed with self-awareness, as Jaya. Here in Everien at last I had retrieved the self-awareness, and I even remembered who and what I had become during my existence as Night. But I was still helpless. I needed power, and I needed purpose. For I was gripped with a great sense of urgency. If only I knew where to look for these things. If only I didn’t feel so fucking lost.


One at a time I picked up the shards, and they sang to me, just as the white-faced dead-eyed ones sang to me through the windows of my father’s house. Through my fingertips I could feel them thrumming, and in my head I could hear the music. They were telling me their stories.


I took as many as I could carry out into the mouth of the cave, where there was shelter from the wind but also light to see by, for the darkness pressed me in a disturbing, all-too-familiar way. Then, picking up each piece of broken glass in turn, I listened.


“I am Balthasar, Knowledge Guardian, and my province is the chemical derivatives of plants and animals. I am the amalgam of a thousand men and women, and I was made to guard and protect their Knowledge outside the spiral of time. Prove your immortality, and I will offer up all my Knowledge. Oppose my will, and I shall grant you madness, the opposite of wisdom.”


I reeled. There was such strength in the proclamation. I wondered at the power of will that could produce such a statement, and then I considered that these were the voices of a thousand people united as one and distilled into this pattern of sound. Incredible!


The others were greatly similar. They spoke of different provinces of the Knowledge.


“I am Derenyi, Knowledge Guardian, and my province is the ordering and function of stars …”


“I am Ono, Knowledge Guardian … the history of philosophy and the downfall of art …”


“Seel … magnetism, the movement of bodies, the final spirallene laws, ultra series calculus …”


“Rustar … sexual ethics, the harmony of animal species, reproductive coding, and ecology …”


They went on and on, splashes and spray from a tantalizing ocean of information.


Then, at length, I realized that I held a shard that was silent. Utterly silent. What was wrong with this one? There was blood on it. I brought it close to my face and touched it with my lips. Very faintly, I could hear my own voice.


“I am Jaya, the Innocent Eye, the Invisible Flower. I am the Guardian of the Ineffable. My function is to See and Know and so become Wise. I am not an amalgam. I am one person, and I have been created for this purpose. If you find me, help me. My way is the conversation between Sun and Eye, the playing-out of life and decay, the flowering of the Rose.”


I let out a cry and dropped the shard. It landed in the snow and lay there like a living thing. I have been created for this purpose? What did that mean?


I summoned my courage and picked up the shard again, but now it did not speak to me. It did not even whisper. It is just as well, I thought. Maybe there are some things about myself I don’t want to know, after all.


I gathered up the broken glass and bundled it in my cloak. I left the cave as though pursued, although in truth for maybe the first day in my life, I was not. Now I was really cold, and the glass was heavy and sharp. All the legacy of Everien’s Knowledge was here, and I hadn’t the faintest idea what to do.


I was in trouble. I had only one link to other people, only one hope of rescue, and it lay in the tracks of those who had shot their arrows at the floating glasses in the underground lake. I felt crazy for pursuing them, but what choice did I have? I couldn’t hope to survive without help. I had never experienced cold of this kind and it would be beyond me to describe its effects. My whole body ached and burned; I found myself rushing down the hillside, eyes half-shut against the wind, cringing and shaking. The snow cut my feet and soon I was inhaling air that stabbed my lungs like a multiplicity of sharp knives, but I could not seem to slow down. My muscles lunged and jumped of their own accord, as if Midnight Blue had possessed my very skeleton and I was now compelled to behave like a nervous animal. I could not master myself. As I stumbled along the trail of the hunters, tense and gasping, I observed that my mind was no longer what it had been before. The exhilaration of freedom was still there—indeed, it was probably the only thing that saved me from freezing—but hard on its heels came the understanding that I was not qualified to survive in such a world as this fierce wintry outland. I had no understanding of such extremes, and there was no one to help me. I had to grit my chattering teeth and hope I would soon catch up with the archer, or reach some kind of shelter.


I had set off downhill, encouraged by the prospect of getting out of the wind and also by the advantage of downhill momentum. But it was not a mere matter of traversing a smooth slope. There were ridges and dips and swerves in the land, and I found myself climbing as much as descending, sometimes using my hands to balance and draw myself up. Twice I floundered in deep snow and recovered my footing only after a terrific struggle that left my heart drained and my muscles toneless. I could no longer feel anything in my fingers or feet, and though I wrapped my hair around my throat and crudely tied it to protect my neck and chest, I was wheezing as my lungs closed on the frigid air. I topped a small ridge and squatted briefly in the lee of a large stone, wiping my nose with the back of my wrist.


I could see lines of burning on the land where the timeserpent had sewn its thread. Some were black scars. Some were walls of fire; others, walls of water. They divided the high country into uneven patches. Some of these patches lay in shadow, some in light. Some flickered. Some were white with winter, and some were green with summer.


Some were gray, and not natural at all, as though the land had been removed and replaced by a mechanical part.


“So the Knowledge is a jigsaw puzzle?” I said to myself. “Never mind that! The world has become one.”


I felt sick. Probably it was the poison from the arrow that had grazed me. Better me than Ice, I thought, and for the second time I made the error of allowing myself to spend a moment thinking of Tarquin and his horse who was so opposite to Midnight Blue as to seem identical, and I let fly a small wish that they had found a way to something like safety.


Not that I believe in safety. When you have seen your mother’s safe world destroyed with a few notes of song, when everything you have been taught was true is suddenly stood on its head, then the very idea of safety seems to carry danger within it like a lurking malignancy. As bad as my situation was, courting death on the exposed hillside, I did not wish I was home. But I did wish … I wished something for Tarquin, something other than that crazed geometry of house and garden and forest, and a horse built around nothingness so that impossibility lies in his guts instead of food.


Wishes are dangerous, especially in the bitter cold of mountains that give no hope of granting them. Suddenly I felt even smaller. I gathered what there was of myself and made myself follow the trail of the archer. So far, she had run down the hill more or less parallel with a group of others; her tracks had crossed theirs, swung wide, and then rejoined the rest. I assumed that she had followed after them, since I was fairly sure I would have spotted a large contingent of men moving down the hill, where I might have missed one single person. I could not trace the single set of prints more than a few yards ahead of where I was, but I could see evidence of other tracks where temporary paths had been cut in the snow. All of them disappeared eventually into the thick forest of firs that covered the foothills above the lake. And above this forest, there was a haze of old smoke that had drifted on the wind.


I did not want to go into the forest. If I am to die, I thought, rather I should die out in the open than in a wood—any wood. Or I would have escaped for nothing. I pressed on, driven by the wind and by the need to move and keep myself alive, but I was in a black mood, for I felt myself being forced into a kind of trap. Then I saw a plume of smoke rising from among the trees, and deep among them, a glimpse of orange flame. Heat! Now I knew I would not be able to resist entering the wood. I hit an icy patch and slid a hundred yards on my backside, and when I was able to get to my feet again I found myself running, careering down the mountain and toward the tracks of the hunters with every bit of spirit that remained in me.


Once among the trees and out of the wind, I felt less distressed, and it seemed to me warmer here, an impression reinforced by the fact that the snow was softer and frequently fell from the branches above in great clods, as if it had melted and then slipped. I could not walk so quickly, for I was wading often up to my knees and sometimes to my hips. After a little while, the snow lessened and then, through the trees ahead, I saw a great dark patch like a stain. I continued on and the snow suddenly disappeared, leaving behind a rush of water and a large, muddy expanse of ground on which there grew no trees at all, only a few blackened stumps where the fire had passed. I smelled ash and the remnants of smoke, and I halted, perplexed. The tracks I had been pursuing were vanished. What had happened here?
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