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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.






Chapter One

Mother, I need you

Take me back and cradle me

In boughs and branches

Clothe me in green leaves

Suckle me on fresh flower petals

Soothe me with wind songs

I am lost, alone,

For you will not come near me

Where I wander now.

The music wove a wild, insistent fury in her brain; its tempestuous rhythms drove her, inspired her movements. The strings of the saz and the oud rang out in frenzied quarter-tone harmonies. The dumbeki drum shivered and pulsed and quivered. The zils on her fingers made brass thunder in the air.

All through the inn men and women hawked and cried encouragement, ignoring food and drink and companions while they watched her dance. Samidar’s dance.

Her hips shimmied, stilled suddenly, then described small, tantalizing circles and half circles. Above the low band of her several skirts her belly fluttered, rolled sensuously. The navel seemed to drift around her body of its own free motion. She began to spin ever more rapidly on the smooth tabletop. Skirts flew about, exposing her legs and the bells she wore on her left ankle. Dark hair formed a cloud about her face. The jeweled halter that contained her breasts glittered in the lamplight that illuminated the inn; the gems flashed with mesmeric fire in response to every subtle movement.

She clanged the zils, and the deep voice of the dumbeki throbbed in answer. The saz and the oud dared, and her hips courted brazenly. Perspiration made thick rivulets along her face, throat, and torso, creating slick puddles that menaced her intricate footwork.

She danced, danced until the faces were blurred and the voices were indistinct rumbles of no significance, until nothing touched her or seemed real but the drum and the music and the dance.

From the shadowy darkness coins struck her breasts and belly, then clattered on the table around her feet. It was impossible to recognize the value or the mint. She glanced at the man who threw them, then regarded him through seductively lowered lids, a gaze that promised everything and nothing, by design. Generosity deserved some reward after all. She shook her hips for him, turned, bent slowly backward until her hair brushed the top of the table. Her shoulders and breasts began a provocative quiver as she arched even lower.

It was part of the dance, that look, that beguiling, teasing gaze. It drew the customers in, made them part of the dance, too. It invited them to share in her joy and excitement.

The dumbeki called her back with an urgent, low fluttering, and she gave herself to its rhythm like a lover, riding every throbbing beat, feeling the drum’s power coursing through her.

Then the drum stopped, and it was like the huge hand of some cruel god had suddenly crushed her heart. She collapsed, both legs bent back beneath her, breasts heaving, one hand flung back dramatically, eyes closed, skirts pooled between her damp, open thighs.

For a long instant the inn was silent. Then, the crowd erupted. She shielded her eyes from the shower of coins that shimmered in the air and fell on or around her. Kirigi, the drummer, rose from his seat before the dumbeki to help her gather them. He grinned at her as she sat up. Some of the coins had stuck to her sweat-sheened flesh. She picked them off and dropped them in Kirigi’s cupped hands. Plenty of coins, she discovered. A good night.

Hands reached up to help her down from the table.

They were a good lot, these men and women. Their mirth threatened to burst the walls of her poor place. They called zaghareets and shouted to her, and she answered with bawdy joviality.

“I hope you’ve a father or an older brother, Conn,” she gibed. “I doubt you’re man enough, yourself!” That brought laughter from all but the boasting, red-faced young townsman.

“Make ‘er no offers, lad,” cried old Tamen. Once, he’d been a warrior in the northern lands. Now, he was Dashrani’s blacksmith. “She’ll no’ accept ‘em from the likes o’ ye.”

Samidar reached out and tweaked the old man’s iron-gray beard, wondering briefly if anyone noticed such streaks in her own black tresses. “With a man like you around”—she grinned, teasing—“hot young studs like Conn haven’t a chance.”

“Ah, his sword’s too rusty to cut piss,” shouted a stranger, one of the caravan merchants who frequented Dashrani’s bars and brothels. “Let alone carve on good hams like yours!”

That brought another outburst from the crowd.

Old Tamen jumped to his feet, parted his trousers, and exposed himself. “Who said that? Speak, ye son o’ a bitch, an’ up against the wall wi’ ye! We’ll talk o’ swords!”

A flurry of taunts, insults, challenges, and bets filled the inn as a dozen others exposed themselves. Samidar cried out over the din, “Put those things away before the straw thrashers come for an early harvest! You’ll find no one here to test the mettle of those dirks.”

The laughter was interrupted this time as someone called from the far corner, “How about those three monkeys by the door? I’ll wager they’ve sat on a few dirks in their days.”

She turned to see whom the caller meant. The customers seemed to part for her.

Three soldiers, dressed in the livery of the king, hunched around a small table separate from the rest. Two of them clutched half-empty mugs of ale. The third leaned back on his bench, resting against the wall, drinking nothing. She’d noticed them earlier. They’d sat quietly most of the evening, watching and muttering among themselves

She stopped before their table and folded her arms. “Well, what say you men of King Riothamus? Will you cross swords with my fine gibbons?” She waved at the men who, moments ago, had exposed themselves.

The soldier who leaned on the wall folded his arms over his chest, perhaps to mock her, and regarded her with a cool, sober gaze. “We never cross swords with peaceful citizens.”

Did she imagine it, or was there a hint of displeasure in his tone, a note of warning? It annoyed her. This was her place; she ruled it.

A little pout formed on her lips, and she drew her hair over one shoulder so it covered a breast. Her hand drifted down along one hip in an exaggeratedly seductive motion. “But you do sheathe your blades now and then”—she made a small thrust with her pelvis and grinned—“in a few of those peaceful citizens?”

Someone shouted from the crowd, “I sheathe it in me wife ever’ night, an’ she’s real peaceful!” That sparked another uproarious outburst.

But an odd tension settled over the inn.

Only two days before, a farmer and his family had been slaughtered on the far side of Dashrani. The youngest son had lived just long enough to accuse a band of soldiers. A hasty search by a group of outraged townsmen found no soldiers in the area. However, it was general conversation among the caravan merchants that King Riothamus was taking little time to verify allegiances in his hunt for an elusive group of bandit-rebels.

Now, here were three soldiers. Could they have had anything to do with the farm attack?

The soldier unfolded his arms, leaned forward on one elbow. He fixed her with a stare. “We sheathe our blades where our king orders.” He glanced at his two companions. They continued to sip their ale, but they watched the crowd carefully. “Where your king orders,” he added pointedly.

“To the insensate joy of wives and daughters everywhere, I’m sure.” Samidar spread her skirts and made a mocking curtsey, hiding a smile. “Kirigi, my fine son!” she called, straightening. “More brew for these duteous soldiers.” She leaned on the table, then, until she could smell the beer on their breath. “Enjoy my hospitality, sirs, but pray keep all your weapons sheathed. I run neither a brothel nor a charnel house.”

She turned and glowered at old Tamen, who stood close behind her. “And if you let that mouse out of its hole again, I’ll take a broom to it.”

Again the inn shook with laughter, and Tamen was made the butt of many jests. He took them all in good humor, though, secure in the knowledge that, if any cared to look, it was no mere mouse that filled his trousers.

She pushed her way through the throng and passed through a door into the kitchen. The smells of roasted meats were nearly overwhelming in the small room, despite the two unshuttered windows. She snatched up a long tunic from a peg on the wall and pulled it over her head. The hem fell past her knees; to protect her skirts it was much better than an apron.

Half a side of beef and several fowl sizzled on spits in the huge firepit. She dipped a ladle into a jar of grease and herb-seasoned drippings that sat on the hearth. She poured it carefully over the meats, and blue spurts of flame leaped up as the juices drooled down on the crackling coals.

Kirigi came in, bearing a wooden tray and four mugs. His linen shirt was opened to the waist, revealing his smooth, sweaty chest. He paused long enough to wipe his brow and smile at her.

“You danced like a wind-devil tonight, Mother,” he said as he dipped each mug into a large cask of frothy beer.

“You drummed like the thunder-goddess herself,” she called after his departing back.

Alone again, she bent over a blackened pot of stew that simmered on the edge of the coals and stirred the contents with a heavy spoon. As an afterthought, she added water to thin it. When that was done, she moved to the other side of the kitchen, where loaves of hard-crusted bread and blocks of cheeses occupied a row of shelves. Only two cheeses were left. Tomorrow she would have to go into Dashrani to the shop of Khasta the merchant. His cheeses were the finest; she dealt only with him.

Filling a mug with beer for herself, she rejoined her customers.

They were hers, these men and women of Dashrani, neighbors who walked or rode out from town to relax from the day’s labors or to escape their wives for a little while. Some came to forget their troubles; some came to enjoy the company of good fellows. There were other inns inside the city’s walls, but they had no dancers, or they watered the wine, or the owners were surly. Not that her place was a playpen for children; she served the occasional cutpurse and murderer, she was sure. But she minded her own business. And at her place, she reflected with a sly grin, if one was robbed or murdered, it happened in good humor.

Yes, they were hers. For twenty years she had lived among them, served them, and entertained them. She knew their troubles, and they knew hers. And though she was not native to Dashrani or even to the kingdom of Keled-Zaram, they accepted her. They were as close to her as kin, these men and women, these friends.

A movement near the front door caught her eye. Riothamus’s soldiers slid out quietly into the night. She crooked a finger at Kirigi, who served a table on the other side of the inn. With a subtle nod, he set down his tray and followed them out. Moments later, he returned and took up his duties again.

“Away from town.” he reported, mouthing the words so she could read his soundless lips.

Samidar put the soldiers out of her mind. There was business to see after, and it was almost time to bring out the meats. She feared the stew had scotched, but if she sold enough beer, her customers wouldn’t notice. And later, she must dance again. She was eager for it, though she rubbed the small of her back, sighed, and wished she were younger.

It was nearly dawn when the last guest departed down the road toward town. Samidar stood in the doorway and watched the stranger stumble drunkenly toward the city gates. The spires and rooftops of Dashrani stood black and stark in the pale, early twilight. Soon the first rays of morning would lighten the stained windows and gold-tinged tiles. Though not a large city, yet, Dashrani was an important stop on the caravan routes, and the wealth of its citizens grew each year.

She leaned against the doorjamb as she did so many mornings and watched the last vestige of night fade away. A morose purple colored the sky. The evening’s last hunting owl circled overhead, seeking prey, riding the light wind that stirred the branches of the few trees. As she stood there, the first rays of sunrise ignited the distant gentle swell of the land.

The doorjamb was worn smooth where Samidar leaned on it. Before the inn a road ran west into the hills and east toward the small town of Dashrani. Nothing moved along it as far as she could see, nothing but little dust-devils that rose and swirled in the wind.

“Mother?”

The floorboards creaked under Kirigi’s tread as he came up behind her. She didn’t turn or answer, just leaned on the jamb, stared down the road.

The weight of his hand rested briefly on her shoulder. He said softly, “You look so pensive.”

“It’s probably nothing,” she told him, patting his hand. “Just a mood.”

“Is it still Father?”

Samidar gazed off into the far hills, where only a few short months ago she and Kirigi had buried Kimon, her husband of twenty and more years. The rising sun lent the hilltops an amber halo. The peaks blazed with light, as they did every morning. So she had chosen them for his final resting place.

“No,” she answered slowly. “Not Kimon. I grieve, but I no longer sorrow. The pain is almost gone, Kirigi, you needn’t worry.” It was a lie. She missed Kimon more than she could bear sometimes, especially in the quiet moments like this when the crowd had gone home to their own wives and husbands, when there was nobody to dance or cook for. She ran her hands along her arms, remembering, wishing for his touch.

But there was more, some sense of tension that wafted on the air. An eerie foreboding gnawed at her. Through the night she had occupied herself with her customers, pushing such worries from her mind, losing herself in furious dancing. But with the dawn and solitude she felt once again the strange apprehension.

“More clouds,” Kirigi observed, stepping past her, pointing to the northern sky. “So many clouds of late, and this is the dry season.”

He had stripped and washed clean. His skin glowed. His hair, nearly black as her own, shone with a luster. He will break the ladies’ hearts, she thought to herself as she watched him stretch. Again, she wondered at his precise age. Ten winters with her now, and he couldn’t have been more than six when Kimon found him and brought him home. Kirigi had grown tall and fair and hard in those years.

She glanced at her own body, still lean after so much time, kept that way by her dancing. In the light of morning, though, she could see what so many did not in the chiaroscuro of the inn’s dim illumination: the network of scars that laced her forearms, the larger scar on her shoulder that was usually hidden under the strap of her halter, more scars on her ribs and thighs. Yes, she was lean enough, but her body was not pretty, not in the pure light of day.

“It’s just not natural,” Kirigi continued, studying the sky.

“It doesn’t smell of rain, though,” she answered. “It’ll be bright and hot.”

“You danced well last night,” he said, turning, changing the subject, grinning. “Old Tamen’s eyes were about to crawl out of their sockets. I’ll be mopping up his drool all afternoon.”

“And his wife will be scrubbing his trousers,” she added with a wink, and they both chuckled. She turned her gaze to the west, toward the distant hills that were so green and misty in the dawn. “I feel good, Kirigi,” she told him at last. Despite the odd sense of expectation that filled her, it was true. “I haven’t felt this way for a long time—since we buried Kimon. But it’s like I’ve come out of a deep cave and found the sun.”

He followed her gaze into the hills, and his voice was softer when he spoke. “I’m glad.” He swallowed, glanced sidewise at her. “I was feeling guilty because the pain had gone away from me, yet you grieved.” He took her hand in his. “Let’s walk a little way and celebrate a new day together.”

They started down the road away from the city, giving no thought to Kirigi’s youthful nakedness. Either of them sometimes walked that way in the early morning when no one else was awake to see, when the gentle wind and the new warmth felt good on the skin.

As they walked, dust rapidly collected on the hems of her skirts. Well, they were sweat-stained from her performances and needed washing anyway. “How much longer will they watch?” she wondered aloud without intending to speak.

“What?” Kirigi asked. “Your dancing?” He smirked as she traced one of the more livid scars on her forearm with a hesitant finger. “You worry too much about those,” he told her. “They never bothered Kimon. Did you know your bed squeaks?”

She punched him playfully in the ribs. “And I’ll bet you pressed your ear to the wall to listen,” she accused.

“Every night,” he confessed. “They don’t bother anyone else, either. Oh, they’ve caused a few rumors. I’ve heard folks wonder how you got them. Some think you were a slave, and some think you were tortured once. A lot of people think Kimon must have rescued you from some terrible life.”

The mist lifted from the hills as the sun climbed over Dashrani’s rooftops. “They’ll never know how close to truth that is,” she admitted. Memories came rushing at her, violent memories of another time and another life, memories and faces and images that haunted and tormented her. She caught her adopted son’s hand and squeezed it, and somehow in that physical contact she found strength to shut them out.

She stopped walking and faced him. The barest hint of fuzz shadowed his cheeks, and his eyes were alive with a youthful innocence. His body, though, was that of a man, already swelling with thick muscle.

“I’m so proud of you, son,” she told him suddenly, clutching his arm. Then she tilted her head and forced a little smile. “Do you know what day this is?”

He nodded. “The Spider.”

“The day of the Spider, the month and year of the Spider,” she affirmed. “When this night is passed, I shall have seen forty-three birthdays. Such a special triune occurs only once every twelve years. Let’s hope it heralds good things for us.”

Kirigi licked his lower lip. “But you told me the spider was sacred to Gath, the chaos-bringer.”

Samidar began to walk again. “I’ve told you too many old tales from my past. Couldn’t you have had the good sense not to listen? This is Keled-Zaram, and the gods of this country are not the gods of the West. Here, the spider is a symbol for artistry, not chaos. And am I not an artist?” She danced a few steps for him and laughed.

“Forty-three,” she said once more with a note of awe. “I’ll be too old for this, soon.” She danced a few more steps and shook her hair. “See,” she said, pointing among the strands. “You can see the streaks of gray.”

But Kirigi was not listening. He stared off into the hills again. No, she realized. Not into the hills, but beyond them. She studied the strong, high-boned features that seemed almost a sculpted setting for the precious sapphires that were his eyes. She bit her lip “When will you go?” she asked suddenly.

Kirigi started, and his gaze jerked back to her face. “Huh?” Then he blushed. “I’ll never leave you, Mother.” His arm went around her shoulder. The corners of his mouth twisted in a grin. “We’re a team.”

She leaned her head on his biceps. The blueness of the sky swirled overhead as they walked along. “Do you long for adventure, Kirigi?” She couldn’t hide the worry in her voice. “Do you find Dashrani and the inn so dull?”

The hesitation that preceded his answer told more than any words. But finally he said, “You keep me too busy to dream about adventure, and between you and old Tamen things are never dull.”

She closed her eyes, suddenly tired, ready to sleep, once more fully aware of that strange sense of impending—what?

“It’s never so wonderful as we believe when we’re young,” she told her son as he guided her down the road. “Kimon and I learned the hard way.” She stopped suddenly and peered back the way they had come. The dusty road seemed an appropriate metaphor for her life.

“We wandered most of the known nations and several lands marked on no map ever drawn by men,” she said softly. “Lots of places, lots of adventures.” She put her arms around Kirigi and hugged him, then leaned her head on his bronzed chest. “But after a while we discovered that the quiet times we spent together were far more meaningful and fulfilling than all the battles and exotic wonders. Then we began to worry and fear for each other. Adventure meant danger; the two go hand in hand like lovers. And danger meant that one of us could end up all alone again. We’d had too much of being alone.”

“So you bought the inn and settled down,” Kirigi interrupted.

“It wasn’t easy at first. At least not for me, though I think it was what Kimon really wanted all along. I looked out the door every morning, just like I do now, and I saw this very road. It tormented me. Strangers came and went, afoot or on horseback, in carts and caravans. Gods! I thought. What cities had they seen that I hadn’t heard about? What places were they going that I would never see?”

She drew a deep breath and kicked dust with her toe. “Gradually, though, we became part of Dashrani. And we found that all those times on the road paled beside the good times we discovered here.” She folded her arms about herself, looked up, and surveyed the sky. It was purest azure except for the line of clouds in the north. They made a creeping advance. She rubbed the back of her neck as she watched them, reminded yet again of a nagging trepidation.

“It wasn’t enough for Kel,” Kirigi said abruptly.

Samidar bit her lip and turned away so he couldn’t see her face. Suddenly the sun didn’t seem as warm or the breeze as friendly. The birdsongs of morning became a harsh, irritating noise. “Let’s go back,” she urged. “I’m worn out.”

He touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” she answered shortly. “I’m just tired. We’ll grab some sleep. Then there’s a lot to do this afternoon before we open.”

“If you’re thinking about the cheese, don’t. Khasta came in for a hasty drink last night. I talked with him, and he promised to drive out today with a wagon full of his best.”

Actually, she’d forgotten about the cheese. All she wanted was to sleep and for the increasing throb in her head to go away. She scraped her nails over the back of one hand and frowned. The grease on her skin made white half-moons under the nails. She could use a bath, too.

“Any other tasks can wait,” Kirigi continued. “It’s your birthday, and you deserve a respite. Our customers will understand. They have wives to clean their houses, but do they stay home? No, they come to us for their pleasure. They’ll survive a little dirt tonight.”

“Maybe I should hire a few girls,” she joked halfheartedly.

“I wouldn’t object,” he admitted with a leer. “There’s a discouraging lack of anonymous young ladies around here.”

“What’s wrong with the girls of Dashrani?” she prodded. “Go court them. You have enough to offer any female.” Indeed he had, she noted with a sidewise glance.

“When I have to face their fathers every night?” He moaned, rolled his eyes in mock alarm. “Fathers deep in their cups? I’ve little taste for that kind of adventure.”

She smacked his bare rump playfully. Then, arms linked, they headed back toward the inn. The sun was warm on her shoulders and neck, and it glinted off the spires of Dashrani. It wouldn’t last, though. The northern clouds grew steadily darker and they made swift advance.

“If it rains, Khasta may not come,” Kirigi said.

“If it rains, he won’t need to,” she answered. “Those look bad. A big storm’s coming.” She ran a hand through her long hair and frowned. Why did she feel so tense, suddenly so full of unknown fright? “Bad for business,” she muttered, staring at the sky, hugging herself.

They went the rest of the way in silence. The smell of leaves and new grass floated in the air. Within Dashrani’s wall, the townsfolk would be awake and about their early chores. Farmers would be heading for the fields. Samidar gazed down the road. It ran right into the city through the gate and beyond. In her memory the gate had never been closed. It was one of the things about the city that had convinced her to settle here. Everyone was welcome. There had been a garrison once, but little crime to justify it. Dashrani was a fat, lazy town, and its people were friendly. There was a saying known all over Keled-Zaram: “There are no strangers in Dashrani.”

It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the inn’s gloom. Coming behind, Kirigi bumped into her when she stopped abruptly.

They hadn’t closed the door when they’d left. One of Riothamus’s soldiers leaned on the farthest table, his back to them, drinking from an earthenware mug.

“We’re closed,” she said stonily. “Come back later, but be sure you lay down a coin for what you’ve helped yourself to.”

The soldier rose to his feet, turned slowly around.

Samidar’s jaw dropped. She blinked, stared. Kirigi’s face split in a big grin, and he rushed forward to embrace the intruder exuberantly. Then he stood aside. The rapt look on his young face told Samidar he was as surprised as she.

A mixture of emotions trembled through her, rooting her to the spot where she stood.

Finally, the soldier extended a hand and spoke. The voice was almost exactly as she remembered it, a little deeper, but otherwise unchanged, tinged, as always, with mockery.

He said, “Dance for me, Mother!”


Chapter Two

His eyes were greener than a stormy sea, more striking even than her own, mysterious eyes full of secrets. They seemed to drink her spirit and her vitality. She studied his face, so young yet so rugged and weathered, beardless. He regarded her over the rim of his mug, sipping his beer, waiting for her to speak. She felt clumsy and tongue-tied, wanting to hold her son, but afraid to hold him.

“I’ve missed you,” he said, leaning on his elbows, bringing his face a little closer to hers across the rough table.

She squirmed uneasily on the hard bench. There was a faint foulness to his breath, but it wasn’t quite unpersonable. She forced the barest smile in response to his lie. Had he missed her, he would have found opportunity in the past five years to visit or, at least, to let her know he lived. So young when he ran away, just Kirigi’s age, without money or weapon or farewell.

Her lower lip trembled with a mixed anger and joy. “I didn’t know if you were alive or dead.” She swallowed hard and looked away to the inn’s farthest corner, cursing an inward chill. “Why have you come back, Kel?”

He blinked, set down his mug. “To see you, Mother, of course.”

Her eyes sought all the dark corners and distant places. “Just me?” she said. “Not your father and your brother?”

“Father, yes, I want to see him, too!” He took another drink of his beer. “Kirigi’s not my brother.”

She avoided his eyes no longer but sought them out, fixed him with a hard look. “He is your brother!” she hissed under her breath. “As much a brother as you’ll ever have!”

“We’re not the same flesh!” he answered sharply, glancing around to be sure Kirigi was still out of earshot.

“Your father and I loved him!” She was nearly on her feet, bending over the table, her knuckles white as she gripped the edge for support. “There could be no more babies after you. We thought you were the last and the only until Kimon found Kirigi.”

He slammed the mug down, sloshing the contents. “Wasn’t I enough? Didn’t I love you enough? Couldn’t you love me?”

She ran a hand through her hair as she shook her head. “Oh, Kel, we did love you with all our hearts. Taking in Kirigi didn’t lessen that love. He was a little boy left behind by one of the caravans. There was more than enough room in our lives for two sons.”

Kel got up and walked to an unshuttered window. “You didn’t need me around. He took my place.”

“No, he never.” She went to him, put her hands on his shoulders, laid her cheek on his broad back. “He never took your place, son. He made his own place.”

He turned. Their arms went around each other, and sudden tears streamed soundlessly down her face. “I’m so sorry,” she managed, looking up, stroking his cheek with one shivering hand. “I spoke too harshly. I know how hurt you were; that was why you left.” She stepped back and wiped her eyes. “But let’s be kind now. We won’t talk about it anymore.”

She hugged him again, glad at last to hold her son after so many long years.

The back door opened, closed. Kirigi bounced in, exuberant and grinning, smelling faintly of the stables. He’d taken time to dress in short pants and a belted tunic. A few pieces of straw and manure clung to the soles of his boots. “A beautiful mare!” he exclaimed to Samidar. “White as the mountain snows!”

Kel forced a grin and said to his mother, “When did he ever see snow in the mountains?”

She shrugged, matching his grin.

Kirigi disappeared into the kitchen and returned moments later with a platter of cold meats left from the previous night’s roasts, some slices of bread, and a pitcher of cool water. He placed it all on the table and beckoned them to breakfast.

“What’s it like in the army?” he asked Kel, stuffing a chunk of beef into his mouth, sputtering as he added, “I’ll bet it’s great. We didn’t know you were still in the country. Are you stationed close? Can you come home more often?”

Kel’s grin widened. He looked tolerantly at his mother and helped himself to bread. He chewed quietly until a glance from Samidar warned Kirigi to silence. “Give your brother a chance to answer,” she chided.

Kel leaned back, chewed a mouthful, and washed it down with beer. “Riothamus is a madman,” he said at last, “a butcher. He suppresses the people. Keled-Zaram trembles under his hard rule, and his soldiers commit horrors in his name.”

Kirigi leaned forward. “What are you talking about? You serve in his army. What suppression?”

Samidar touched her younger son’s shoulder, and he fell quiet once again. “You wear Riothamus’s uniform,” she pointed out.

“A man must eat.” There was harshness in his words. “I’ve known hunger, Mother, and felt its claws rake my empty belly. The king pays his men well. That’s why we obey him.” He took another drink and set the empty mug aside.

“We’re seldom touched by affairs in the capital,” she told him. “Dashrani is a quiet town, and for the most part ignored by Riothamus. There’s no longer even a garrison in the city. The gates stand open and no sentries walk the walls.” She looked down at her hands, then into his eyes. “Still, we’ve heard rumors, and there’ve been soldiers prowling around lately.”

“Searching for the rebels.” he confided. “Their leader is reported to be in this area, a sorcerer called Oroladian.”

Her brow furrowed. “A sorcerer?”

Kel filled his mug with water from the pitcher. “Not much is known about the leader. We don’t even know what he looks like.” He shrugged. “Riothamus hunts him anyway. It’s all madness.”

“Why don’t you quit?” Kirigi asked innocently, reaching for another slice of meat.

Kel regarded him through narrowed slits. “Maybe I will soon,” he said, then drank deeply.

“Mother?” Kirigi’s hand halted before the meat reached his mouth. “You’re pale! What’s wrong?”

Samidar got up, crossed the room to the door, and gazed into the distant hills now crowned with the glory of the full sun. “You said a sorcerer?”

Kel turned on the bench. “Kirigi’s right. You look like you’ve just caught a new glimpse of hell.”

She wrapped her arms about herself and leaned against the jamb, her eyes squeezed tightly shut against a very private dread. “I’ve seen hell before,” she said, “and it didn’t frighten me nearly as much as your news.” She opened her eyes and stared through a teary moisture at her son. “You haven’t asked about your father.”

Kirigi rose slowly. “I assumed you told him,” he said gently. “That’s why I left you two alone for so long.”

“Told me what?” Kel asked. “Where is Father?”

Time had healed the pain, but there was still a scar, hard and swollen and tender. She thumped a fist against the wall. “Dead. Kirigi and I buried him out there.” She pointed toward the hills. “He used to wander there or hunt. He said it was the most peaceful place he’d ever known. When he was troubled he’d go there to be by himself. He always came back in a better mood.” She turned and met Kel’s gaze. There was ice in her voice. “He won’t be coming back anymore.”

“He was murdered,” Kirigi said, taking up the tale. “Mother and I had taken the wagon to town. A metal rim had broken free from one of the wheels and needed repair.” He got up, walked to the center of the room, and stood between a couple of tables. “We found him right here on this spot. See how smooth the floorboards are? I sanded for days to get rid of the stains.” He stared fixedly at the place he indicated, then suddenly he seized up a small bench. His muscles rippled as he heaved it through the air. The wall shivered at the impact.

“Kirigi!” Samidar cried.

The bench lay broken on the floor. A deep gouge mark on the wall showed how forcefully it had struck. Kirigi trembled all over, veins and muscles bulging with tension. “I thought I was over it,” he said harshly.

Samidar went to him, took him by the arm, but he shook her off and returned to his seat at the breakfast table. He stared morosely into his mug and said no more.

“I didn’t know,” Kel said lamely.

“You weren’t here.” She bit her tongue. She hadn’t meant that to be an accusation, but it had come out that way. She went to stand by an open window and looked out. A caravan was just leaving through the gates of Dashrani. It would pass her inn, so she went to shut the door. That was sufficient to tell them she was closed.

“You mentioned a sorcerer,” she said, turning again.

“Oroladian,” Kel said with mild irritation. “You keep coming back to him.”

“There was more to your father’s murder,” she explained, steely voiced. “He was mutilated. The four fingers of his right hand were cut off. The murderer must have taken them, for they were never found.”

“By all the dark gods!” Kel covered his face with his hands.

“Perhaps,” she hissed, “it was the dark gods. Or more likely, one of their servants. I wondered then, but this land was supposed to be free of sorcerers and wizards. So I told myself it must have been some madman, because nothing of value was taken.” She paced among the tables and benches. “Now you tell me there is a sorcerer, after all.”

“But why would he do it?” Kel persisted as he stared at his own fingers. “Why would any man do such a thing?”

“There are rites,” she answered coldly, “that require parts of a human corpse. The art is called necromancy, but I didn’t know there were such practitioners in Keled-Zaram. This land’s people know little of magic.”

“What rites?” Kel said. “How do you know about them?”

She looked away, unable to meet his gaze. “You know I’m Esgarian. You know what that means.”

“But you haven’t any powers,” he pressed. “You told me you lost them long ago.”

“Still, I was taught!” She glared at him. “I have the knowledge. I remember!”

“I’ll kill him,” Kirigi muttered, interrupting them, his voice chilly and bitter. “This Oroladian, whoever he is, must be mine.”

“Kirigi . . .” Samidar began, but the youth did not listen. He arose and stalked out the rear door without another word.

Kel watched him leave. “You’ve raised him outtempered,” he said when the door slammed shut.

“Like his father and brother.”

Kel lifted his mug. “No, Mother, not like me and not like Father. I’m the cool and calculating one; and always depending on his moods, Father was as quiet and gentle as he was fierce.” He sipped his water. “Kirigi is yours; he’s your son.”

She came up behind him and massaged his shoulders through the red silk of his tunic. “You’re my son, too, Kel.” She hugged him, wrapping her arms around his neck, pressing her cheek next to his.

“I can’t drink,” he said at last.

She let him go. “Sorry.” She came around the table and sat down. For the first time, she ate a bite of meat, chewed it thoughtfully. “Tell me more of this Oroladian.”

He shook his head. “Nothing more to tell. Reports say he leads the rebellion, but his motives are unknown. His supporters are like foxes, impossible to catch.” He scratched his chin. “Truthfully, we’re here only on the strength of a rumor.”

She sipped water from Kirigi’s mug, then lifted a tidbit of beef that dripped grease and juices down her fingers. After a while she set the meat aside uneaten and licked her fingers clean. Kel went into the kitchen and refilled his mug from the beer keg.

“There’s something on your mind,” she said when he had resumed his seat.

Their gazes met. Looking at him was like seeing a masculine version of her own face. He had the same eyes and dark hair, same chiseled features. Kel was tall and lean like his father, not as heavily muscled as Kirigi. Five years had made a different man of her son, though. There was something in those emerald eyes that she could not fathom, some hint of mystery. She wondered if she really know him at all.

“You used to tell me stories,” he answered finally. “I don’t remember them all clearly. I was very small. But you talked about a dagger, sometimes, and you called it by a name.” His gaze seemed to burn right through her. “You called it Demonfang.”

She sat perfectly still, her fingers interlocked so he couldn’t see her hands tremble. “What about it?” she said. “They were just stories.”

He leaned closer. “But were the stories true?”

She wanted to look away, break the eye contact, but she knew she mustn’t. Instead, she put on a condescending smirk. “Of course not.”

Kel half rose from his bench so she was forced to look up at him. The black raven embroidered on his silken tunic seemed to spread its ebon wings upon his chest like some bird of prey. The irony of it struck her, how that same bird had been her father’s emblem so long ago in Esgaria and how all the family warriors had worn it. Now, his grandson wore it as well, though it was the ensign of a distant king.

“You’re lying, Mother,” Kel accused. A sardonic grin split his face, making a thin slash of his mouth. “I think the dagger was real. I think you still have it somewhere.”

She rose and turned her back to him. “You’re wrong,” she answered, keeping her voice calm. “Demonfang was just a story, a tale to entertain a baby, to hush your crying.” She faced him again. “You were always crying about something.”

He stalked around the table, caught her wrist suddenly in a grip that would not be broken. She hadn’t realized how tall he was or how strong. “I want that dagger, Mother.” He twisted her arm cruelly, making her wince. “I know you have it.”

“No!” she said through clenched teeth.

He twisted harder. Pain shot through her elbow and up to her shoulder. She glanced at the rear door and thought of calling to Kirigi. Yet if she did that, the brothers would certainly fight, and all of Kel’s original fear and accusations, the sense of being driven out by the younger child, would become true. Such a breach would never heal.

“I thought you’d be reasonable,” Kel whispered in her ear. “I’m the warrior in this family now. I’ve need of such a blade and its power. Or did you plan to give it to Kirigi someday?”

She brought a foot up and smashed her heel down on his toes. It wasn’t hard enough to break any bones, but it startled him, and his grip loosened enough to let her pull free. She spun and backed away a few steps.

“Your jealousy has warped you!” she snapped, keeping her voice low for fear of alerting her younger son. Now, she recognized the light in his eyes, and it made her shiver. “Get out!” she demanded. “Would that I had died before seeing you come to this! Leave while my sweeter memories are still intact!”

He set his hand on the hilt of the sword at his hip, but he didn’t draw it. Still, the threat was clear. He loomed over her. “I’ll leave when the dagger is mine!” he said. “You’ll tell me where it is, or I’ll carve your precious brat and hang his heart on a thorn!”

A bitter cold fell over her. Her fingers curled into fists, and she drew herself erect. “Kel, listen to me and believe what I say.” She fixed him with a look and crept closer. “By Orchos and every demon in the nine hells”—she shook her fist at him—“if you ever harm Kirigi, I’ll kill you. He doesn’t even know how to use a sword. Kimon never taught him.” Her hands curled in the fabric of his tunic and she pulled his face to hers. “Even if I’m dead and you try to hurt him, I swear I’ll rise up and strike you down!”

Kel roared. His hand crashed down against her cheek. She reeled, fell to the floor. His sword glittered in the faint light, free of its sheath. “So you prove with your own foul mouth that you love him more than the flesh of your loins! Sterile bitch! You couldn’t give me a true brother!”

“You would have hated him, too!” she spat back. “Kirigi would have loved you as much as your father and I loved you. But jealousy perverted your heart and made you a sick thing!”

His sword descended until the point hovered at her throat. His face twisted into something she no longer recognized. “You almost push me too far,” he said thickly, “but your time hasn’t come yet, Mother. Not quite yet.” The point moved down between her breasts. She felt the cold steel through the thin material of her apron tunic. “Just give me Demonfang, and I’ll leave you for now.”

She forced a laugh. “I told you, fool, that was only a story.”

He leaned ever so slightly on the sword. A spot of warmth trickled on her skin. In moments it would stain her garment. Another scar, she thought with a sigh, almost grinning at such a ridiculous worry.

“You push me with your lies,” he warned.

She looked down at the point against her body, trailed her gaze up its gleaming length until their eyes met again. “You know we can never be friends after this,” she told him with a mocking dispassion.

Obscenities burst from his lips. The sword flew up, crashed down, and carved a slice from the edge of the table nearest her head. It was the breakfast table, and mugs overturned from the impact. One rolled off, clattered on the floor, and stopped near her hand. She picked it up, ran a finger along the inside of the rim, licked it, tasted beer. Making a face, she cast it away. “Bitter,” she said disdainfully.  “It must have been your mug.”

“I’ll find it,” he raged. “I have the means, if only you knew! You can’t keep it from me.”

She inclined her head toward the door. “Get out, Kel.”

A sickly smile spread over his face. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “Demonfang will be mine,” he assured her, regaining his composure. “I’d hoped to save myself some effort by asking for it. I’d hoped that out of guilt for what you’d denied me as a mother you might be generous. I’d thought you might worry about my safety when you learned I was a soldier and give me a powerful weapon.” He sighed and sheathed his sword. “Obviously I was a fool to think you cared.”

She got slowly to her feet. “Good-bye, son,” she said sadly. “I did love you. Some part of me still does even after this.” She touched her swollen cheek. “But I know you don’t believe it.”

Kel strode to the door, seized the iron ring, then hesitated. For a moment he looked as if he wanted to say something. Then his shoulders sagged, and his head drooped toward his chest. She resisted an impulse to go to him; something in her heart wouldn’t let her make the gesture. Kel had chosen his road. She couldn’t walk it with him. Perhaps he realized that, too, for he straightened wordlessly and pulled open the door.

There was a shout and the briefest glimpse of someone outside.

Kel slammed the door with a force that shook the walls. In one smooth motion he slid the bolt home. His sword leaped from its sheath again, and he ran for the rear door. Before he reached it, someone kicked it open. New sunlight flashed on ring-armor and ready blades. Window shutters around the inn burst open, revealing helmed and armored troops. The front door shivered on its hinges, splintered, and broke.

A huge soldier filled the entrance, one massive arm locked around Kirigi’s throat, a short-bladed sword braced against the youth’s ribs. Samidar could see more men behind him, and the wagons of the caravan she had spied earlier. It was a trap, then, a planned ambush. But why?

Kel’s sword described a shining, humming arc in the air and stopped suddenly, gripped in both hands. His eyes raked around the inn. Enemies on three sides, the kitchen behind him. There was another door through there, but it was always bolted with three bolts. Troops would be waiting beyond it, anyway, she was sure.

“Drop that sticker, rebel,” the big soldier commanded. He gave Kirigi a violent shake. “Or this one gets it clean.”

“Mother!” Kirigi croaked, his wind nearly choked off.

“Quiet, son,” she said quickly. “Be still.”

The big man nodded, apparently in charge. “She’s a smart one,” he said to Kel. “Now, you be just as smart. Thirty men surround this pigsty. And I know you wouldn’t want any harm to come to your little brother, here.”

Kel’s smile was purest evil. He threw a swift glance at his mother. “Send him to hell for all I care,” he answered. Then a bloodcurdling cry bubbled from his throat, and he ran straight at the men who blocked the rear exit.

“Get him!” the giant roared, and before Samidar could move or cry out, she saw the muscles of his sword arm bulge. Half the blade’s length slipped between Kirigi’s ribs. The youth’s eyes clenched tight; in a spasm he bit his lip and blood ran down his chin.

His murderer jerked the blade free and cast the boy aside.

Samidar screamed and flew across the room to her son. She sank beside him. Kirigi managed to roll over. He looked up, and his eyes were moist with pain and confusion. “Son!” she cried. “Don’t die, don’t leave me!” She wrapped him in her arms, pressed his face against her body, and rocked him back and forth.

His hand came up weakly and brushed her cheek. “Mother.” The words were feather soft, dry as dust. “Don’t cry.” He tried to swallow, but more blood welled between his lips. She wiped it away. “It hurts,” he moaned. “It . . .”

He went limp in her arms.

She screamed again, shook him, then brought her lips down on his. “No, no,” she moaned, and kissed him again. He stared at her, but there was no sight in those sea-blue eyes. Gently, she closed the lids.

The sounds of fighting penetrated her grief. The clang of steel on steel rang hollow in her ears. The crash of overturning furniture, the shouts, the huffing, and the screams of the luckless reached her with a dreamlike ethereality. Kel fought like a demon, using the skills his father had so arduously drilled into him. The attackers got in each other’s way, their unorganized numbers actually a disadvantage. Kel had only to swing at any movement.

She couldn’t tell the death he had done already. The only one that mattered rested in her arms.

Kel forced a way into the short hall that led to the back door. That made sense if he could get to the stables and his horse. But, of a sudden, he twisted and disappeared through the door to her own small sleeping room. It slammed shut.

“Break it down!” the big commander ordered, and a pair of shoulders leaned to the job. “Smash it!” he shouted, sneering at his own men. “Put some muscle to it!”

“He’s barred it on the inside!” someone called in response. But an instant later wood cracked, and the door sprang back on wrenched hinges.

“What the hell?” one of the soldiers shouted.

Another bellowed, “He’s not here!”

“Search the grounds!” The commander shoved a couple of his men. “You two, tear this place apart! There must be a trapdoor. Find it! If he gets away, I’ll have all your miserable hides!”

He left his men and came toward her then, kicking a broken stool out of his path. “Where’d he go?” he demanded hotly. “Show us how he got out of that room, or I’ll wring your disloyal neck!”

She stared at the raven on his chest, the emblem of King Riothamus. Damn him to the blackest pit! She laid Kirigi’s head easily down to the floor and stood.

“Pig!” she answered him. “Murderer!”

His huge, meaty hand seized her by the hair, and he jerked her head sharply back. He shook the fist that held his sword before her nose, and she could smell his breath as he bent close to her.

“None of that now, you old whore. You’re going to tell us where that son of yours has gone and everything else you know about the rebel scum he runs with.”

“Murderer!” She spat in his face and brought her knee up with all the strength she could muster. It slid off the inside of his thigh, doing little damage, but her nails scored a trio of crimson streaks near his left eye.

“Filthy, traitorous bitch!” he roared. Stepping back, he wiped the blood and spittle with his sleeve. She flew at him again, raking with her nails. But the fight ended quickly when he introduced the pommel of his sword to the bony ridge above her temple.

The last thing she saw as she fell was the not-quite-faded rose of Kirigi’s cheeks. She reached out to touch her son.


Chapter Three

Samidar woke slowly, completely blind. Her head throbbed desperately. She rubbed her eyes, wishing vision into them, and discovered an area above her left eye where the pain was worst. She touched the spot and winced. It was tender, very swollen. The floor beneath her was rough stone, and cold. Carefully she sat up, fighting nausea.

She rubbed her eyes again, uselessly.

The air was cool and stale, her tunic thin. If only there was some water to quench her thirst. She sat quietly for a time, holding her aching head, fearing her new blindness, reliving Kirigi’s murder again and again in her mind. She cried until the tears stopped. After a while, she cried again. The sound of sobbing rose all around her, echoes of despair and loneliness and grief.

She slept a little, or passed out. Thunder continued to roll inside her skull when she woke, and she was sick on the floor. Disoriented, she tried to stand but settled back on her rump in her own vomit. Doggedly, she tried again and found a precarious balance on her feet. She held her hands out, searching for any obstacle, and she took a few hesitant steps.

The effort cost her in pain. Her head was a drum, Kirigi’s drum, she thought dully. An incredible, frantic tattoo beat at her temples until she nearly screamed. But a moan was all that escaped her lips, and she forced her legs to move.

It might have been one of the nine hells, a road of darkness through a land of darkness where she would wander blind until the stars burned out and the fires of time burned out and the souls of the gods themselves shriveled into black husks. She gritted her teeth and kept walking, fearing at any moment she might trip and fall or the pain in her head would overwhelm her. The scuffling of her feet on the stones rasped in her ears, and the rustling of her skirts was the only other sound.

She broke a nail when at last she encountered a wall. She sagged against it, sucked the tip of the injured finger. A tiny laugh gurgled in her throat at the new, insignificant pain. She felt a sudden dizziness, realized she was breathing much too fast, and forced herself to a semblance of calm.

The wall was rough stone, the mortar between the crudely cut blocks old and crumbling. She ran her hand along it, hoping to pace out the size of her prison, exploring for a door or window.

When the throbbing in her head became too unbearable, when her legs would no longer move where she willed them, she sank down, leaned her back against the wall, and drew a long breath. Only when she rested did she begin to guess where she was.

The walls had no angles. She knew now she had been walking in circles. There were no doors, no windows. The answer should have been obvious sooner, would have been if not for the fog that shrouded her brain.

It was the oubliette at the old garrison, a deep pit used to hold criminals. It couldn’t have been used in years, certainly not since the garrison had been withdrawn by Riothamus. The citizens of Dashrani didn’t bother with prisons or pits anymore. The few lawbreakers careless enough to get caught received more specialized punishment: either they made instant restitution, or they forfeited limbs, or sometimes life itself.

She fell asleep again and dreamed that Kimon came to rescue her. She saw him, shining with a soft light, descending from the center of the darkness, walking with bold strides on the very air. He bent with a broad, reassuring smile, extended a hand to help her up. But there were no fingers on that hand.

She woke with a start. The pain in her head had eased a little. She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them, still blind. A fine, clammy sweat filmed her skin. She should get up, she told herself, but to what purpose? Instead, she pulled her knees up to her chest, tucked the skirts around her ankles, locked arms around her legs, and rocked herself.

Time passed. She had no way of knowing how much. Sometimes the air seemed to grow cooler, and she shivered uncontrollably. Sometimes she felt stifled by the heat and the unending dark. She cried out, shouted for anyone within hearing. No answer came.

Her buttocks ached from sitting on the hard stone floor, and the dank cold crept into her joints. She finally rose, creaking and stiff. To warm herself she paced around the pit, then across it. Twelve steps from side to side, she discovered. She paced it several times until she was satisfied.

Thirst became a torment. She sucked on her sleeve to draw moisture into her mouth, gaining only small relief. Once, she even licked the wall where it seemed dampest, but the brackish limestone taste was too much to bear.

Despair slowly gave way to numbness, and she paced without purpose, waiting for something, anything, to happen. Little by little, numbness boiled into anger. She cursed her oldest son. You’ll answer to me, Kel, she swore. All she saw with her visionless eyes was that sword in Kirigi’s ribs. All she heard was Kel’s voice taunting. Send him to hell for all I care, he’d told the commander. No more tears of grief, but tears of rage and bitterness stung her eyes. She thumped her fist repeatedly on the wall until her knuckles throbbed.

She must have dozed again. She wasn’t sure. But suddenly there were voices somewhere above her. The words were muffled, indistinguishable no matter how she strained to hear. Then came a scraping of stone on stone.

A beam of sunlight stabbed down through an opened hole, illuminating the center of her prison. She blinked against the intense brightness. Then she clapped a hand to her mouth to stifle a cry of joy. She was not blind! It was only the blackness of the pit, the absence of any light at all. Yet the light was almost more than she could stand. She covered her eyes and peered carefully between her fingers.

A rope slithered down.

“Hey, down there!” a voice called. “Come into the light.”

She hesitated. But when the same voice called again, she rose, leaned on the wall for support, then moved cautiously to stand in the pit’s center. The sun warmed her face with a pleasing, welcome heat.

“Tie it under your arms,” the voice told her. “We’ll haul you out.”

She looked up, trying to see the speaker, and jerked her gaze away. The light was a white pain.

“Hurry up!” a different voice ordered impatiently. “Or we’ll let you rot down there.”

Squinting, she stared upward again. Nearly twenty feet to the top, she judged. No stairs and no ladders, but she knew that already from her explorations. The rope was her only way out. She tied it loosely about her body, using a knot she’d learned in her more adventurous youth.

She tugged on the slack, calling, “All right!”

The rope snapped taut. They lifted her quickly, and hands grabbed her arms to pull her to solid ground. She squeezed her eyes shut again, unable to bear the direct light of day. But the fresh air smelled wonderful; she filled her lungs with it. Slowly, she began to tolerate the light.

There was a loud whump behind her, and the ground shook with a mild vibration. She turned. A tall tripod straddled the hole, but an immense flat stone now covered that opening. A heavy chain trailed from an iron ring set in the stone up through the tripod and to a rusty winch. Two soldiers bent over the crank that hoisted the stone, huffing with exertion. She glanced quickly around and recognized the compound where the old garrison once quartered.

“Move.”

The two soldiers at her arms pushed her along. The two at the winch fell in behind. “Where are we going?” she dared to ask. Another push was her only answer, but they marched her toward a building she knew had once contained the garrison commander’s offices.

But she wondered, Where are the regular tenants? When the garrison had pulled out years ago, the buildings had swiftly filled with squatters and vagabonds, the poor and homeless of Dashrani. None of those were in sight. Besides herself and her four guards, there were only a few other troops scattered around.

At that moment, though, the compound gates swung back. Gates? They’d been repaired, she noted. The old ones had nearly been off their hinges. A company of soldiers tromped in. They made formation as the gate closed after them, and a barked order from their captain put them at ease. An instant later, he dismissed them and they dispersed into the old barracks.

So the garrison had been reoccupied. Deep in the ground, she had heard none of it. What other changes had occurred? How long had she been in that hole, isolated?

“Could I have some water?” she asked civilly.

Her guards said nothing. What was it about low-ranking soldiers that their tongues seemed only for bullying and threatening? She licked her lips and silently cursed them.

They came to a halt outside the commander’s offices. One of her guards advanced, rapped smartly on the closed door, and stepped back. It swung inward, and Samidar caught the flash of armor and more men inside. There was a quick exchange inside that she didn’t quite understand, then two men strode out.

She bristled. The bigger of the two was the bastard who’d slain Kirigi. She felt scarlet heat rise in her cheeks as their eyes met. He made no gesture, his expression never flickered, but he mocked her with his gaze.

The other man seemed to study her with a curious amusement. She had never seen him before, but she put on an air of contempt as he paced around her, scratching his chin. She observed him from the corners of her eyes. By his dress she judged him rich, a man of importance. His tunic was cloth-of-gold over britches of black silk. His boots were quality leather, as was the belt and weapon belt from which hung a beautifully crafted sword. Sunlight glinted on the ruby pommel stone.

He took a position directly before her, and he swept back over one shoulder the scarlet cloak he wore. He was younger than she was, but no youth. “Where is your son, woman?” he asked her gently.

She folded her arms over her breasts and answered evenly, “Give me water. Your hospitality has been pitifully lacking so far.”

“She has a foul mouth,” Kirigi’s murderer growled.

Her interrogator cut him off with a curt gesture. “After you answer my question you’ll have the finest wine in Dashrani.”

“Just water,” she replied. “I’ll take nothing else from butchers of children.”

The giant grinned just as he’d grinned when he’d pulled his blade from her young son’s body, “Let me take this rebel whore and . . .”

The scarlet cloak whirled. A finger pointed threateningly. “Your mouth, Yorul, shut it or take it back inside.” The tone brooked no argument. Yorul bowed his head to the other man, hiding a scowl, and said no more.

The interrogation began again. “Do you know me, woman?”

She cocked her head to one side. “I’ve known you in a score of countries,” she said at last. “Some bastard nobleman who puts himself above the people of the land, who climbs on the bloody corpses of comrades to grab another handful of power or influence, an orphan-maker and widow-maker.” She met his gaze, an inward cold radiating to the surface of her skin, denying the sun’s warmth. “You’re the commander of this animal who killed my Kirigi. Your name?” She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll see you both in hell.”

His lips turned upward in mild amusement. He ran a hand through his thick black mane. “You’re an outlander,” he said, “despite the years you’ve lived in my country. I can forgive some insolence considering the circumstances.” He crooked a finger at Yorul. “Tell her my name.”

“Oh, let’s not make a play of it,” she snapped, and made an obvious guess. “And spare me the entire ceremonial recitation. Your name is Riothamus, king of Keled-Zaram, Lord of the Sun and the Moon, the Scourge of Heaven and Earth, and all that courtly rot.”

He made a slight incline of his head and smiled.

“And the commander of butchers of children,” she added contemptuously, glowering at Yorul.

Riothamus made a small shrug. “We all have our faults,” he answered without rancor. “Yours is that you spawned a rebel dog for a son.”

“Kel wears your livery,” she countered.

Riothamus’s eyes hardened. “He and a band of his followers slaughtered one of my patrols. That was during the last new moon. They stripped the bodies and desecrated them. Since then, dressed in my uniforms, they’ve terrorized the countryside and robbed farms and villages to raise monies to finance their illegitimate cause. Those who refused payment or resisted in any way were murdered. Whole villages have been burned.” He rubbed his palms together in sudden irritation. “And because they wear my livery the rumor has spread that I am responsible.”

She sneered. “For all I know the rumor is true. Maybe you want the extra money to fatten your own coffers, and you think you can get it and blame the rebels with a lame story like that. It takes coin to put down even a small rebellion.”

He stared curiously at her. An uneasy silence hung in the air. “Are you really such a fool?” he said finally. “That kind of cruelty only breeds sympathy for the rebels, as I’m sure your son knows.” He tapped his brow with one stiffened finger. “My crown is not a prize in a contest, woman. I won’t yield it up. As your son fights, so I must fight harder and harder. A lot of innocents will be hurt in the struggle.” He took a step closer and placed a finger on her chest. He said evenly, “Unless you prevent it by telling me where he is.”

She stared pointedly at the finger, then at him until he took it away. “You speak as if you thought Kel was the leader of this rebellion.”

“The leader is someone called Oroladian, a reputed sorcerer. But Kel na’Akian is his right hand.”

Kel na’Akian? Neither she nor Kimon came from lands where more than one name was tradition. She rolled the words in her mind. Na’Akian: roughly, “cold blood” in her native tongue. Yet she’d never taught Kel the language of Esgaria. How had he learned?

“We’ve hounded his heels for several days. His general movements indicated he might come this way, so I set out spies to watch. Your inn has been under observation for some time. We knew the instant your son rode up, and we disguised our troops as a harmless caravan to approach and surround your establishment.” He cocked his head to one side. “Yet somehow he eluded us. So I have to ask you again. Where is he?”
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