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Cast of Characters



Tep’s Town Basin


LORD REGAPISK: Sandry’s cousin, assigned to Fire Watch

LORD SANDRY: Chief of the Fire Watch

PEACEVOICE FULLERMAN: Lordsman assigned to Fire Watch

YANGIN-ATEP: the fire god, now gone mythical

STRAFREERIT: a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

WANSHIG: Lordkin chieftain, “Lord” of Serpent’s Walk, and brother of Whandall Feathersnake

LORD WITNESS QIRAMA: a judge

GLEGRON: Lordkin Fireman killed by fire

BONWESS: Chieftain of the band of Lordkin called Bull Pizzles

SHANDA: Sandry’s aunt, First Lady of Lordshills

RONI: Shanda’s daughter

QUINTANA: Lord Chief Witness of Lordshills, Lord’s Town, and Tep’s Town

CHALKER: Sandry’s valet, a retired Peacevoice of the Lordsmen

YOUNGLORD MAYDREO: an officer cadet

TORONEXTI: a Lordkin band; formerly tax collectors

BORDERMASTER (once MASTER PEACEVOICE) WATERMAN: Lordsman

DIBANTOT Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk, guardian of the Fire Sale Inn

LORDSMAN YILER: spearman

SECKLERS: a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

EGMATEL THE SAGE: a Wizard hired by the Lords Witness

WALE: apprentice to the Sage Egmatel

LADY WHALANI: Lord Sandry’s mother

HENRY: a Lordsman guard

Bison Tribe and the Wagon Train

BURNING TOWER OF BISON TRIBE: daughter of Whandall Feathersnake and Willow

GREEN STONE: wagonmaster of the lesser Feathersnake Bison Tribe wagon train; younger son of Whandall Feathersnake and Willow; Burning Tower’s older brother

NOTHING WAS SEEN (LURK): a bandit’s child now adopted into Bison Tribe and a scout in the Feathersnake wagon train

TWISTED CLOUD OF BISON TRIBE: wagon train shaman; daughter of Hickamore, deceased, once shaman of the Bison Tribe wagon train

CLEVER SQUIRREL (SQUIRRELY): daughter of Twisted Cloud and the god Coyote

MOUSE WARRIOR OF BISON TRIBE: A wagon train guard officer

WHANDALL FEATHERSNAKE: master trader; born a Lordkin in Tep’s Town, now a merchant prince of Bison Tribe; owner of the wagon train

WILLOW FEATHERSNAKE: born a kinless of Tep’s Town, now Whandall’s wife and mother of Green Stone and Burning Tower

Avalon

WHEEREEZZ: a mer wizard schoolmaster

CONAL: a wizard of Avalon

MORTH OF ATLANTIS: Atlantean wizard; refugee, formerly of Tep’s Town and now resident in Carlem Marcle, a sea town far north of Tep’s Town

COYOTE: a god

The Wagon Expedition

TREBATY, a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

SECKLERS, a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk

YOUNGLORD MAYDREO

YOUNGLORD WHANE

FALLEN WOLF: of Bison Tribe

LEFT-HANDED HUMMINGBIRD: a god

SPIKE: a one-horn born as a kinless pony

Condigeo

PERGAMMON: Commodore of Condigeo

GRANTON: First Captain of Condigeo

PEARL, wife of First Captain Granton

GRANDIN: wife of Captain Wartin

LORD WITNESS QU’YUMA: Lady Shanda’s husband and Roni’s father; ambassador from Lordshills to Condige

BETTING MASTER CALAFI: of Bell’s of Condigeo

TRAS PREETROR: a teller; onetime friend of Whandall Feathersnake

ARSHUR THE MAGNIFICENT: a Northern Barbarian

SPOTTED LIZARD OF THE HIGH TRAIL: a guide

JUNIOR WARMAN GUNDRIN of the Condigeo Marines: an officer cadet

LORDSMAN BANE


The Angie Queen

SAZIFF: captain

THE OARMASTER

FETHIWONG and THE GHOST: oarsmen

RAILILIEE: first mate

Crescent City

ZEPHANS MISHAGNOS: an Atlantean wizard

BUZZARD AT PLAY: Mayor of Crescent City; onetime shaman of the Road Runner wagon train

FUR SLIPPER: a shaman

JADE COIN: a money changer

RUSER OF LOW STREET: a jeweler

ERN: Wagonmaster of the Road Runner wagon train

BLACK STONE: proprietor of Black Stone Inn

LAUGHING ROCK: his daughter

Sunfall Crater

GREAT MISTRESS HAZEL SKY: Governor

CAPTAIN SAREG: of the Imperial Guard

REGLY: Chief of the Office of Imperial Gifts

THUNDERCLOUD: Chief of the Office of Rain

JARAVISK: Chief Apprentice in the Office of Rain

MANROOT: an Imperial Officer

Aztlan

FLENSEVAN THE JEWELER: brother and partner of Ruser of Low Street

Archpriests:

COYOTE

ROAD RUNNER

JAGUAR

PRIEST MANY NAMES

LEFT-HANDED HUMMINGBIRD

BIGHORN SHEEP

BISON WOMAN

MAMMOTH

PRAIRIE DOG

THE EMPEROR: the Almighty one, Son of the Sun

LADY ANNALUN: a talented courtesan

MOUNTAIN CAT: of Bison Tribe (resident at New Castle, present by sand painting)

DOENTIVAR: the Grandson of the Sun, heir to the Emperor

PINK RABBIT: son of Flensevan

EGRET: the stronger son of Flensevan
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Book One

Terror


Birds








Chapter One

Devil Wind




The hot wind was rising. Kinless called it a Devil Wind. Lord Regapisk had his doubts about devils, but any devil might have invented that wind. It was hot and dry and gusty and it was whipping fire into a frenzy. A dozen houses had already burned. They were only Bull Pizzle houses, not in the territory Regapisk was guarding, so they weren’t his business. Five houses on the other side of the Darkman’s Cup gorge were part of Serpent’s Walk, but there was no way to save them. Regapisk’s Firemen had tried, but no one would blame him for losing those houses.

They’d been able to loot the occupied houses before the fire got them. Gather, Regapisk thought, grinning. His Lordkin Firemen would call that “gathering.” And if the Lords’ Council asked him, Regapisk would say “salvage,” but it was looting all the same.

Lord Regapisk coughed. The smoke was blowing across the canyon, thicker now, and the wind grew hotter. The fire was coming.

A chariot clattered up the road along the edge of the canyon. Regapisk turned with what he hoped was well disguised contempt. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his second cousin. Sandry was a likable boy. But he was younger than Regapisk, so recently a Younglord that he still answered to the lesser title, and yet he was put in charge here, while Lord Regapisk, fully a Lord for three years now, was assisting his young cousin.

He got lucky, Regapisk thought. I was busy at the Harbor when the Congregation of Lords Witness decided to organize these Lordkin as Firemen. Cousin Sandry was available and I had other work. One day it would be different; the Council would put Lord Regapisk in charge of all the fire brigades. Until then, Lord Regapisk nominally worked for his younger cousin—

“Hail, Cousin.”

“Hail, Lord Regapisk,” Sandry said formally.

His cousin always did that, used formal titles, when their Lordkin Firemen were around. Sometimes it drove Regapisk to distraction. What was the need for all that? But you had to admit, Sandry made a handsome figure, standing tall in his chariot, the reins held so loosely that it looked as if Sandry could guide the big horses by talking to them. Whatever else you thought about Lord Sandry, he knew horses. Loved them more than he did people.

The chariot was one of the larger war chariots, with room for two spearmen and the driver. It held only Sandry and a small kinless boy.

“Hail, Firemen,” Sandry said. He waved to the four Lordkin who worked with Regapisk. The Firemen got to their feet and acknowledged Sandry’s greeting with waves and a few muttered words. Sandry was popular with the Lordkin Firemen of Serpent’s Walk, and this was wild enthusiasm compared with the way Lordkin usually acted around someone they worked for.

With, Lord Regapisk reminded himself. Lordkin worked with you. Even though both you and they knew that they were working for you. Lord Regapisk could understand that.

“I see we lost the houses on the other side of the Cup,” Sandry said. “Too bad the wind came up like that.”

“Yeah, we tried, but there just wasn’t any way,” Regapisk said.

Sandry nodded. “No use crying about it. But we have to stop the fire here,” he said. “At this gorge, before the wind whips up and drives it across this road. We need a firebreak just here, and I can’t spare you any more men.” Sandry dismounted and looked across the canyon to the wall of flames. The wind was blowing it toward them, along with smoke and hot ashes. The fire hadn’t gone down into the canyon yet, but that was a matter of minutes.

Lord Regapisk knew what a firebreak was. Peacevoice Fullerman had explained it when the Council put Regapisk into the fire brigade. It was one of the things fire brigade officers had to learn. “Won’t have time with just four men,” Regapisk said. He pointed to the rising flames. “Once it gets down into the canyon, it will be up here in moments.”

Lord Sandry nodded. “I know, Lord Regapisk. We’ll use a backfire.”

Regapisk frowned. “You sure about that?”

“It’s chancy, but it’s the only thing we can do.” Sandry inspected the gorge, then stooped down and picked up a handful of dust. He released the dust and watched it blow. “With this wind, I’d say about four paces, wouldn’t you?”

“Four paces,” Regapisk said. “Sounds about right.”

“Good. Get torches and go four paces down the canyon. Light fires. When the fire burns here to the road, get through the ashes and go four more paces down and do it again. I doubt you’ll have time to do it again after that, but if you can, do four more paces. I’m pretty sure an eight-pace firebreak will stop that fire, and I know a twelve-pace break will do it.”

“Yeah, twelve paces will do it,” Regapisk said. He looked down into the canyon, then across. The fire would start down into the canyon pretty soon. “This is going to be tricky—”

“Yes, so get started now. You understand—four paces, set fires and let it burn off, then four more. Start the second fire as soon as the first one burns off. And be careful; you don’t want to get trapped between fires. Right?”

“Right.”

“Good. I have to go. We’ve got more fires to the south. They’ll be harder to stop because there’s nothing like the canyon there. We’re tearing down houses to build a firebreak. After this fire season, we’re going to have to plan more firebreaks—”

“Sure.”

“Good luck, then,” Sandry said. He leaped into the chariot and twitched the reins in one motion. The horses turned sharp left, turning the chariot around in its track on the road. “Git,” Sandry said. The chariot clattered off, the kinless apprentice boy hanging on for life, but Sandry stood balanced in the chariot, just swaying with its motion.

He sure can drive, Lord Regapisk thought. He looked up. The fire was already closer to the canyon lip.

 

This was how the land lay:

Fire held the valley. The wind was blowing the fire uphill toward this road. The road was wide; it must have been a mammoth trail once. If the fire jumped the road, it might take a hundred houses before it burned out.

A year ago, fire would not burn indoors. An adobe exterior wouldn’t burn either, then or now. Fighting a fire was easier when houses wouldn’t burn.

But the fire god was dead, was myth, for most of a year now. Lord Regapisk felt he understood fire, fire under the new rules.

“Let’s do it,” Lord Regapisk said.

Lordkin Strafreerit asked, “Why do twice the work? Lord, let’s just go eight paces down and light it off there.”

Lord Regapisk thought about it. Later he remembered the way the other three were grinning. Now he didn’t notice. “Good,” he said.

Strafreerit measured off eight paces…odd paces, stepping long here, shorter here. What was he doing? He’d picked his place and was making his paces match, Lord Regapisk thought, but he didn’t quite have the nerve to speak.

They spread out in a line through the brush. All together, they set off the fires, then stepped back in case the wind changed. But the wind held steady; the fire leaped upward in a great roar. Lord Regapisk waited until the flames died down and then followed the fire up the hill, stepping over the still-burning roots. The stalks and dried grass burned hot, but they burned out quickly—

The fire had jumped the road. Brush was burning on the other side.

Lord Regapisk yelled. “Help! It’s jumped the gap!” He whirled off his cloak and began beating at the flames. Only when he’d clearly lost the battle did he wonder why he had no help.

Then he looked down across a ten-pace gap of black ash and saw his four Lordkin searching where the brush had burned away. They barely looked up at his yells. Then fire swept around them, and that got their attention. They ran.

 

Four houses were burning now. The fifth and sixth were just catching. Where was that misbegotten Lord? Regapisk was supposed to have backfired to make a firebreak! Sandry, moving at a careful run with a bucket in both arms, looked about him through smoke and red-and-yellow light.

Wanshig’s Lordkin Firemen ran with buckets, splashing water all over themselves. One was caught in a sudden gust of flame; he doused himself with the bucket and ran with it still on his head. Good move, Sandry thought. Wanshig was yelling his head off. A few did hear: they converged on the eighth house and hurled their half-bucketsful at the roof.

No sign of Lord Regapisk.

He was torn between rage and fear for the do-nothing Lord and his men. Fire can sweep around and have you surrounded. Fire can take your mind. Fire can burn indoors—

But men did not obey Regapisk. If it was a talent, Regapisk didn’t have it. Or it might be that the Lord expected too little of himself, and men saw that.

The wizard Morth of Atlantis had sunk Yangin-Atep the fire god into the tar. He was myth now, a myth that lived under the Black Pit: children were told to fear the fire god as well as the tar. You’d think Yangin-Atep’s town would have fewer problems with fire!

And the Lordkin were holding it.

Take a moment, savor that: these were Lordkin. You couldn’t make Lordkin work. They wouldn’t be anywhere on time; they wouldn’t get up if they were sleepy; wouldn’t hoe grapes even to get wine, wouldn’t carry anything but loot. But under attack, they’d be awake and sober in an instant.

Never mind that fire had been sacred to them once. Yangin-Atep’s gift was that fires would not burn indoors. Now anything could burn, anytime.

Once thought, the logic was inescapable. Fighting a fire wasn’t like farming or hauling or taking coins for goods and a smile, or any kind of mind-numbing kinless labor. Fire didn’t keep regular hours. Firemen didn’t take a salary; they took gifts from those whose houses they’d saved. Fire was an enemy worth facing. Saving a child from burning was a feat worth bragging about, and remembering in old age.

You could get Lordkin to fight a fire. You could even get Serpent’s Walk Lordkin—Snakefeet—to fight fire in Grey Falcon—Dirty Bird—turf!

And Lordkin wouldn’t kill Lordkin firefighters…unless in a turf war.

Of course these houses belonged to kinless. The eighth house belonged to Artisan, and he ran about screaming orders that didn’t match Wanshig’s until Wanshig’s man clubbed him to the ground. Other kinless watched. Not all. Here came one running with a borrowed armful of empty buckets; maybe they’d make some progress now.

Sandry watched. The Lordkin were wasting effort, wearing themselves out where any officer could have steered them right. But they were learning, and they were winning. Eight houses were lost, collapsing in upon themselves, but the Snakefeet were containing the sparks.

 

A dozen stranger Lordkin ran in from under cover of the smoke. They threw rocks at Sandry’s Firemen. Another band ran into a house and began carrying out goods. “I am possessed of Yangin-Atep!” one shouted. The others laughed. And more came out of the smoke. Some carried clubs. No knives were drawn yet, but any moment now…

This was the pity of it: Lordkin fighting a fire made a fine target for a rival band. There had never been anything stronger than truce between Serpent’s Walk and Bull Pizzle, and usually there wasn’t even that much peace. What would Wanshig do? Sandry raised a hand and waved, but nothing else. Wait for Wanshig…. Wanshig was the proud leader of Serpent’s Walk—Lord of Serpent’s Walk in Lordkin parlance when the Lords weren’t listening. He would accept help, but he’d never ask for it, and if help was offered when it wasn’t needed, there could be trouble. Sandry hadn’t been aware of all this when he took the assignment to build a Fire Brigade, but he’d learned.

And Wanshig was special. Wanshig was Burning Tower’s uncle.

Burning Tower! He hadn’t seen her in nearly a year, and still the memory was exciting. Long red-brown hair, deep brown eyes, slim legs dancing on a tightrope, perfect bare feet on the taut hemp line. She wasn’t like any of the girls in Lordshills, not like any girl he’d ever known. And she would be coming back soon…. He shook his head. No time for this.

Wanshig threw his bucket and had his weapon in hand and was screaming warning as he leaped. A Pizzle ducked the bucket but not Wanshig’s knife. Did Wanshig actually need help?

But when he counted thirty more Pizzles, Sandry knew this was a major raid, not just a group of Lordkin pretending this was a Burning, even though some carried torches and shouted of their possession by the fire god. The new chief of Bull Pizzle had to prove himself. This would be the way he did it.

Sandry frowned at the empty leather bow case on his chariot. He hadn’t really expected to fight. There were two throwing spears in their larger quiver. Have to do, he thought. He raised both hands high in signal, then shouted: “The Fire Brigade is under the protection of the Lord’s Witnesses! All not part of the Fire Brigade are ordered to leave this area immediately. This I command. I am Lord Sandry acting under the authority of Lord Chief Witness Quintana and the Lords of this city! Leave now or you will be killed.”

Some of the Pizzles looked up, astonished, and a few turned to run. A dozen others, all shouting to Yangin-Atep, came on, throwing rocks and screaming challenges, and ten more moved into another house to gather.

“Peacevoice Tatters! Forward the guards!” Sandry commanded.

“Aye, My Lord!” The shout came from upwind. There was the clatter of hooves. Five chariots riding abreast came out of the smoke and fog. “Stand ready to throw! Throw!”

Spears arced from the chariots. They weren’t throwing to kill, not yet, but two of the raiders went down. The others scattered.

Armored Lordsmen came from the shadows. Sandry smiled to himself. If those idiot Pizzles had thought to look, they’d have seen where Sandry kept his troopers, and they could have raided elsewhere. But would they? Or was there some crazy point of honor involved? Sandry didn’t know. He knew more of the ways of the Lordkin than most Lords, but they were still a mystery. No one really understood the Lordkin.

The shouts of “Yangin-Atep” and “I am possessed!” quieted as the Pizzles realized they were trapped and defeated. For a moment Sandry thought of his options. If he killed them all, there would be trouble. Bull Pizzle wasn’t as powerful as it used to be, but it was still large and powerful enough to challenge Serpent’s Walk. A real war between Pizzles and Snakefeet would harm everyone. Most of his Fire Brigade would quit to go fight, and many of them would be killed, and he’d have to start all over again.

He raised his voice. “Evidently you did not hear! This area is under the protection of the Lord’s Witnesses! I command you to leave this area at once. Do so now!”

The Pizzles looked at Sandry’s men, then to Wanshig. Wanshig turned away contemptuously and began shouting orders to his Firemen. The bucket lines began to move again.

“Now, if you please!” Sandry shouted. “Troopers! Make ready!”

Spearmen in each chariot raised spears.

“Oh yeah, we didn’t hear you before,” a Pizzle shouted. “We’re leaving!” They gathered their dead and wounded and left in a walk, their heads still high.

Sandry glanced over to Wanshig and got a grin. Good, Sandry thought. Good. Wanshig didn’t really want a war either.

As the Pizzles were leaving, a chariot clattered out of the smoke from the north. Regapisk blocked the retreating Pizzles with his chariot. “Stand! You’re taken!” he shouted. “Lord Sandry, I have them!”

There were three Snakefeet with Lord Regapisk, all clinging to his chariot, all looking blackened and the worse for wear. They’d been in smoke and ashes. And the Pizzles had dropped their dead, carefully set down their wounded. They hadn’t drawn their knives. Not quite.

“Cancel that order!” Sandry shouted. “You are free to go. Now go! Lord Regapisk, a moment of your time, if you please…”









Chapter Two

Congregation


of Witness




They had rebuilt the Registry Office on Peacegiven Square. The fountain in the center of the square gave out only a trickle of water, but it was working, and you couldn’t see any grass growing up between the paving stones. There were two permanent market tents, each protected by an armed Lordkin who sat quietly without menacing the mostly kinless customers. Give it another year, and Peacegiven Square might be the center of town again, a neutral place for markets and trade and city administration. And that, Sandry thought, was all the doing of Whandall Feathersnake, master trader, Wagonmaster, a great man whose name and sign were known all along the Hemp Road—and once a Lordkin of Serpent’s Walk. Brother of Wanshig. Burning Tower’s father.

Inside was cool. They’d done a proper job of rebuilding the Registry Office. Light came from shafts built into the ceiling and reaching through the roof. The hearing room was paneled in redwood, with redwood benches, and a table for the Witnesses. When everyone was inside and seated, a clerk rapped on a connecting door.

Four Witnesses came out and sat in silence. They all wore their robes of office, and tight-fitting caps that hid their hair and ears so that it was impossible to know if they were Lordkin or kinless. A Witness Clerk came out with them. He concealed his ears too, but it was pretty obvious that he was kinless. The clerk looked around the room, then spoke loudly.

“We are ready. This Congregation of Witness is now in session. All those with matters of concern to the Lords Witness of this city draw nigh and you shall be heard! Lord Witness Qirama presiding. All stand.”

Sandry was pleased to see that everyone did, without prodding. Lordkin were unpredictable. Qirama strode into the room at a dignified pace and took his place at the center of the big table.

Lord Witness Qirama was about ten years older than Sandry, a relative who as a Younglord had specialized in law rather than warfare or administration. He wore the cap of a Witness and also a hood, but it was clear enough that he was a Lord, neither Lordkin nor kinless. Sandry knew that two of the junior witnesses attending today were Younglords in training. Most Witnesses were kinless who handled routine business in the city, recording pacts between bandleaders and carrying decrees from Lordshills to the townspeople. Some Lordkin suspected this, but they could never be sure who the Witnesses were, and harming one was always sure death. The Younglords and hired Lordsmen saw to that.

A congregation of five Witnesses was unusual and showed this was an important session. Everything said would be attested to by all five, and no one would ever be able to dispute that record. Get it right, Sandry told himself. Get it right.

The clerk took a pose and spoke facing the crowd. “Lord Witness, we see Wanshig, Leader of Serpent’s Walk, who approaches with a complaint for the Lords Witness. We see also Lords Regapisk and Sandry of Lordshills, who will speak to this matter. We see Bonwess, Chief of Bull Pizzles. Witnesses, the fees are paid.”

All five Witnesses nodded. The clerk said, “Let Wanshig of Serpent’s Walk come forward and speak.”

Wanshig didn’t look nervous. Most Lordkin put on a bluster when testifying to Witnesses. Most people in Tep’s Town believed that Witnesses were wizards and had a way of knowing when you spoke truth and when you didn’t—and that those caught in lies to Witnesses had a way of disappearing.

That last part was true enough. As a Younglord, Sandry had taken his turn in that duty, leading six Lordsmen to track down a Grey Falcon who had lied in an important matter. They’d sold the Dirty Bird to a ship owner, and if the man ever returned, he wasn’t likely to say where he had been, for fear of being sent back.

“Lord Witness, I send this complaint to the Lords,” Wanshig said clearly. “I say that the bad actions of Lord Regapisk have cost me one man dead, and two kinless, and four houses destroyed. I seek payment.” Wanshig paused to allow the clerks to write what he had said. He’d been through this before.

Regapisk hadn’t. He shouted, “Witness! This is not true.”

Lord Witness Qirama regarded Regapisk coldly. “Lord, this is not a trial. We are here to take statements and record them. You will have your turn. Until then, you are requested to hold your peace.”

Sandry shivered at the cold tones. If this story got back to the Council—when this story got back to the Council—cousin Regapisk was going to be in trouble, and there wasn’t anything Sandry could do. He’d had to stop the man, stop him openly before two Lordkin bands, or face a war.

“Continue, Wanshig of Serpent’s Walk,” the Lord Witness said.

“Lord Witness, it was Lord Regapisk who allowed the fire to spread west of Darkman’s Cup Canyon. It is there we lost four houses destroyed and three more damaged. Witnesses, you will hear statements from the kinless who lived in those houses, and the Lordkin who protected them, as to the value of those properties.”

All five Witnesses nodded. “Say why you believe Lord Regapisk was responsible,” Qirama said. “We understand there were Devil Winds that day, and many fires. Surely not all of them were the responsibility of Lord Regapisk.”

“No, Lord Witness, only this one,” Wanshig said. “Lord Regapisk set that fire himself! We have those who saw him do it. And when the fire flashed up, Fireman Glegron was trapped between the fires Lord Regapisk set and the blaze coming across the canyon from the east. Fireman Glegron was burned to death. Fireman Strafreerit was injured.”

“Who saw Lord Regapisk set those fires?”

“Fireman Strafreerit, Witness. He and his brothers set torch to the chaparral on the orders of Lord Regapisk.” The clerks scribbled madly.

“Lord Regapisk, do you dispute this?” the Lord Witness asked.

“Witnesses, I say only truth: I set the fire on orders from Lord Sandry, who was in charge!”

Now it was Sandry’s turn to be regarded with that cold stare from under the black skullcap and hood. It was disconcerting. Of course it was supposed to be.

“Lord Witness, I ordered Lord Regapisk to set a backfire.”

“Explain backfire.”

This had best be very clear, Sandry thought. “Witnesses, to prevent fires from spreading, you must have a firebreak, a line where nothing will burn, wide enough that flames cannot jump across it. The road along the west rim of Darkman’s Cup Canyon is eleven paces wide. This is not enough to stop a large fire coming up the canyon, but if the fire could be slowed below the canyon rim, it might be. If we had twelve paces of cleared land below that canyon rim, the fire could not cross it. Even eight paces would very likely be enough in the wind I observed.”

“You observed that wind yourself?”

“Yes, Lord,” Sandry answered.

“And you base your opinion that eight paces cleared plus the road would be enough on your own expertise?”

“Yes, Lord Witness.”

“Let the records show that Lord Sandry has been chief of the Fire Brigade from shortly after the end of the Time of Yangin-Atep, and no other has a claim to more expertise,” Qirama intoned.

Aha, Sandry thought, and breathed easier. “Lord Regapisk had only four men, and I had no more to assign to him, so there would never have been time to clear that brush, to chop it and haul it away, for eight paces down or even four.

“So I ordered Lord Regapisk to go down the canyon four paces and start fires that would burn up to the road.”

“Four paces,” the Witness said. “But you said that would not be enough.”

“No, but it would be dangerous to go farther before starting the backfire,” Sandry said. “Go farther, the fire burns hotter; it would be moving fast enough to jump across the road. Go four paces down, let the fire burn out, then four more and do it again. But Lord Regapisk set those fires at least ten paces from the road, not the four I ordered. The fire jumped the road.”

“Who says this?” the Witness demanded.

“Strafreerit, Witnesses,” Wanshig said. “He was there and he saw it.”

Strafreerit’s head, neck, and arms were covered with clean gray cloth. Wanshig might have overdone that, covered clean skin, but Sandry saw blisters clearly under the edges. Strafreerit had been glaring hate at Lord Regapisk. He said, “We set the fires where Lord Regapisk told us to. The fire whirled up and caught us while we were still in the brush, held by the fire we’d set! We ran through it. I lived because I knew better than to breathe, but Glegron, he breathed fire.”

Lord Regapisk looked as if he had swallowed a toad. “Strafreerit is the one who told me to start it farther down!” he blurted.

Everyone turned to look at him. Now he’s done it, Sandry thought….

The Lord Witness was startled, then gravely amused. “Lord, were you under this Lordkin’s orders?”

As often before, Regapisk knew he was in trouble, he just didn’t understand what the problem was. “But it made sense! We all knew there wasn’t time to set fires twice. If we set the fires eight paces down, we’d get our backfire. Maybe it wouldn’t jump the road. It was our best chance. As for Glegron and Strafreerit and the others, what were they doing still in the brush? They had time to get out! They had time to help me!”

It was never Reggy’s fault. Sandry felt old rage closing off his throat. He would have helped Reggy if he could. But Reggy had lost control of his troops, his Lordkin, and he didn’t seem to know he’d admitted it. He faced the cold eyes of the Witnesses and waited for a cue.

“Wanshig of Serpent’s Walk, have you more testimony to be heard by this congregation?”

They listened to one of Wanshig’s kinless, a woman now homeless with four children. Two less agile kinless children had died in the flames. They heard the Serpent’s Walk Lordkin who lived among those kinless and enforced Wanshig’s orders against gathering there. They heard Wanshig testify to the value of the artisans who lived in those houses and how he had pledged to protect them from fire and theft to the best of his ability.

Which he did, Sandry thought. Even so, he’ll have lost a little of his reputation over this. And reputation is everything to a Lordkin chief.

They heard of the misunderstanding that led to a Bull Pizzle raid, and how the Pizzles had departed carrying their dead and wounded when they understood that the Lords were present and had granted protection. Qirama was skillful enough to get that and no more on record, but then Regapisk had to say something.

“Lord Sandry took my chariot!”

So that story came out. The Witnesses demanded of Sandry why he had taken Regapisk’s chariot by force. Sandry had no choice: he called Bonwess, the Pizzle boss this past year, and the Pizzle raider who had called for retreat. Both testified that the truce was holding, the misunderstanding had been adequately explained, until Lord Regapisk charged into a situation he knew nothing of, armed with three burned and exhausted Serpent men, five burned-out torches, and an overly sharp spear.

The sun was set before the gathering broke up.









Chapter Three

Aunt Shanda




Sandry woke in his own bed in his own house in Lordshills. Since he had become chief of the Fire Brigade, he usually stayed in an inn off Peacegiven Square, but yesterday had exhausted him, and after the Congregation of the Witnesses he’d had his men hitch fresh horses to his chariot and he rode home to bathe and sleep and be pampered by the servants….

The house was quiet, the only sounds some activities in the kitchen. Sandry’s mother was feeling her age and seldom left her suite on the east side of the house. She liked watching the sun come up. Sandry always went in to see her when he was in the house. She always knew who he was, but he didn’t think she knew very many of the others who visited her, even her old friends. She’d been that way since Sandry’s father died in a raging fury over some mistakes by the gardeners. His father had always been that way, in a rage one moment and then calm the next. It was one reason Sandry had learned early on to stay calm.

But a year ago Father had screamed at the gardeners, looked surprised at something, and fallen over. The Lordshills wizard hadn’t been able to revive him. Shortly after that, Sandry’s mother began her rapid decline.

Sandry’s rooms led directly out to the back courtyard and the fountains. He stripped and plunged into the pool. He swam ten laps with rapid strokes, then climbed out to do stretches and exercises. The new Lord’s wizard Tasquatamee had a young wife, Hela, who delighted in torturing people with new ways to sit and stand and twist, but he always felt better for it when he was done.

He heard giggles. “You’re good at that!”

He looked up to see his cousin Roni looking over the wall. Roni was fifteen—no, sixteen—years old. Her father was Mother’s brother. The thoughts came automatically to Sandry and always had. Lords thought about families.

When he was first assigned to build the Fire Brigade, it had shocked Sandry to find that the Lordkin often didn’t know who their fathers were and never talked about family relationships. Sandry knew the exact degree of relationship of everyone in Lordshills.

Roni and he were closely enough related that they could not marry without the consent of the Lord Chief Witness—and that permission would be granted in an instant if requested—and Roni knew that too. They’d talked about it when they were younger.

“Mother says you’re to come to tea this afternoon,” Roni said.

It wasn’t surprising that her mother knew he was at home this morning. Aunt Shanda knew everything. Of course as titular First Lady of Lordshills she was supposed to know everything. And she’d always taken a special interest in Sandry.

Sandry waved and climbed onto the small tower he’d had built by the pool so that he could see over the Lordshills wall. From there he had a good view of Tep’s Town. No smoke other than a few smudges from yesterday’s fires. There was no Devil Wind today, and fog covered the western part of what used to be called the Valley of Smokes before it became Tep’s Town.

“No fires,” Sandry said. “No big wind, so Wanshig can handle anything. Tell Aunt Shanda I’ll be pleased to join her for tea.” He hated to think what might have happened if the Devil Wind had still been blowing. Aunt Shanda didn’t like disobedience.

 

Tea was in the garden, so it was easy to be on time. When Roni was much younger, the gate between the two courtyards had been locked, but it hadn’t been for nearly two years. That thought had excited Sandry up until a year ago. It was a clear invitation. Sleep with Roni (when she’s of age, of course), marry quickly, and be heir to all of Aunt Shanda’s considerable holdings….

“You might say a few words before you wolf down everything in sight,” Aunt Shanda said.

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t eat much yesterday, and I got home too late for a real dinner, and—”

“They’re saying in the guardhall that you were a real hero,” Roni said. She had the usual banter in her voice. Sandry didn’t think she was in love with him—he was sure she was not in love with him—but she still acted possessively, teased him as a young wife might. Practicing, Sandry thought.

That had never bothered him until a year ago, when he had met Burning Tower.

“So what happened at Congregation that they got the Lord Chief Witness out of bed to read it?” Shanda asked.

Aha. Aunt Shanda never missed an opportunity to get him together with Cousin Roni, but she usually had other purposes in mind when she invited him to tea. So here was one thing she didn’t know. Yet. Quintana would tell her in due time. And Aunt Shanda would be pleased if she already knew….

“Regapisk mucked up bad,” Sandry said bluntly.

“You sound irked.”

“Yes, ma’am, irked I am,” Sandry said. “Three dead. Twenty houses burned. My reputation that I don’t quite have yet. Irked.”

“What did he do?”

And now he had to explain firebreaks and backfires, and Aunt Shanda would look at Roni, and Roni would ask questions, until both women understood as much as he did about the subject. Thorough, that’s Aunt Shanda. Thorough. And she’s damned well raised her daughter to be just like her.

Marriage to a girl like that could be frightening, but then all of the girls Sandry might marry seemed a bit intimidating. Burning Tower frightened him too, but she was different….

“And now you know about backfires, because you asked all the right questions,” Sandry said. “You don’t even notice yourselves doing it, do you? But Reggy can’t ever admit he doesn’t know something—” Worse than that, Sandry thought. “Reggy always knows more about it than you do, even if he never heard of it before.”

“So his men got caught in the fire,” Shanda said. “But what were they doing down there in the ravine with a fire coming?”

“Darkman’s Cup, Aunt Shanda,” but she still didn’t understand. “Last year, when Whandall Feathersnake and Morth of Atlantis made myth of Yangin-Atep,” Sandry said, “they had to lure the water sprite up to the Black Pit. It was chasing Morth, to drown him, but it wasn’t strong enough to get there, so they threw raw gold along its path to give it strength. It came up Darkman’s Cup. The gold dust will still be down in there. Reggy’s men burned off the brush so they could look for gold.”

Roni frowned. “Why would gold still be in there?”

“Disputed territory,” Sandry said. “Snakefeet think it’s their turf; the Bull Pizzles claim it too. Going in there to hunt would start a war. Maybe that’s what brought the Pizzle raiders this time, I don’t know. But Reggy’s men would know there might be gold down there, and here was their chance.”

“So it’s not Reggy’s fault?”

Sandry was just too tired to watch his mouth. “It’s every bit his fault. He’s a Lord. If he can’t control four Lordkin, he’s no business pretending he can. If he doesn’t understand a firebreak or a backfire, he can ask me! I was right there! He faked it, and I was harried…. I’m sorry, Aunt. I should have caught it. I know the fool.”

Aunt Shanda was looking grim. “We had to get him away from the docks,” she said.

“Yeah, he spends a lot of time with the mers,” Sandry said. He was bone tired, now that his hunger was abated. Reggy wasn’t any of his favorite people; he only knew what he heard in casual conversation. “I thought he liked it there, but Reggy said he wanted to join the Firemen.”

Shanda nodded, jaw set, eyes distant. Presently she said, “He’s been going to the docks since he was ten, but now he’s a Lord, he acts like he’s in charge, anywhere he goes. He gives orders to the longshoremen and the Water Rats and even the crews in port. Well, he’s a Lord! Sometimes they obey! Then the overseers and captains complain to us. The Lord Harbor Master had a word with Lord Quintana, you know.” Aunt Shanda’s voice deepened, and the consonants were a little sharper: “ ‘If I catch him down here again, I won’t care if he is Lady Shanda’s cousin. I weary of untangling lines he’s fouled. Get him away from me, Quintana, or I swear I’ll feed him to the crabs myself.’ Quintana’s a good mimic. Quintana talking to me, as if it were my fault. He wanted Reggy as far from the harbor as he could get. I said—” Shanda broke off.

“You sent him to Peacegiven Square,” Sandry guessed. “You wished him off on me. Three dead, twenty houses, and when they pay off Serpent’s Walk, we’ll be a thousand shells in the hole.”

Roni was looking at him in something like fear. Aunt Shanda’s jaw was set like a boulder. It began to dawn on Sandry that he’d said too much. But he was so damned tired, and there was still a lot to do. He poured more tea, and then gulped it.

Aunt Shanda looked up with a smile. Change of subject coming, Sandry thought, and he could guess what it was.

“Now that you’re out of the Younglords and have your own command and everything…” Shanda said.

She didn’t need to finish the sentence. It was time for him to think of marriage. He already had a house, now that his father was dead. And no one to manage it but a kinless overseer who had been his nurse.

“I’ve been busy setting up the Fire Brigade,” Sandry protested.

“Yes, dear, but it’s not as if you have to look far,” Shanda said. “Or go to great pains at courtship.”

That’s for damn sure, Sandry thought. Roni was busy watching the cat watching the fishpond, that little half-smile almost hidden. And in a minute Aunt Shanda would send Roni on an errand, and—“I know, Aunt Shanda. But this really is a difficult assignment, and—” Too late.

“And I’ve heard tales,” Aunt Shanda said. “Roni, please go get me a fresh lemon.”

“Yes, Mother.” Roni was gone in an instant.

“Now,” Shanda said. “What’s all this talk I hear of you pining after that half-Lordkin girl?”

For a moment he remembered. Long brown hair streaming behind her as she danced on a high wire. The flashing smile, her cheers during the battle with the Toronexti…. He caught himself. “I’m not pining.”

“No, certainly not,” Shanda said. “Do you think I didn’t see the two of you together when the caravan was here?”

“She’s Whandall Feathersnake’s daughter, and you tell everyone you’re an old friend of Whandall’s,” Sandry protested.

“Yes, she is Whandall’s daughter, and yes, he is an old friend, and you know I have no prejudices, none at all. But her mother is kinless! And her father is Lordkin! And you know as well as I do what that means here in Tep’s Town! How could you command the loyalty of Lordkin in the Fire Brigade if you married a girl with a kinless mother?”

At least, Sandry thought, at least she’s not hinting I ought to just keep her as a mistress. Not that I could. Whandall Feathersnake’s daughter? There wouldn’t be enough money to protect me from her brothers if I did that. I’d never be able to leave Lordshills. “Aunt Shanda, her father is Whandall Feathersnake! Even Wanshig boasts that Whandall’s his brother! Brother, right out loud, and him Lordkin! If I could—if I were fortunate enough to marry Burning Tower, I’d have more power than ever.”

“In Serpent’s Walk, dear. They’d still laugh at you everywhere else. And what of Roni?”

“Well,” he said, too reasonably, “let’s ask Roni.”

She backed off from that. “Well, we’ll see. And there are other girls if you don’t like Roni. It would be a good match for both of you, but I know she can be formidable. We can talk about other girls here in Lordshills. But I’m afraid you’ll have to forget that Feathersnake girl, Sandry. Just stop thinking about her. I remember when I was a little girl, I used to think Whandall might come back for me, but I got over that. You will too.”

Mercifully, Roni came back with lemons before Shanda could say anything else.









Chapter Four

Fear and Foes




The inn at Peacegiven Square was beginning to seem like home. Sandry spent enough time there that he took a permanent room for himself and another for Chalker.

Chalker was something between a valet and a tutor. He had been a retired Peacevoice of the Lordsmen as long as Sandry could remember. After he retired he worked as valet to Sandry’s father, but as he got older, he became Sandry’s bodyguard, not that the children of Lords much needed bodyguards. That was an honorable position for a retired soldier.

Chalker had been born in Condigeo, or Blackmouth Bay, or Big Rock, depending on which version of his life story you believed. Certainly he had come to the harbor as a young man, married a local kinless girl, and joined the Lordsmen as a recruit while Sandry’s father was a Younglord. Chalker’s wife was long dead, and his own children were grown, gone to sea and never returned, and it seemed a kindness to let him continue in Sandry’s service. What else would the old man do? Not that he seemed old, except late in the evenings, and not always then.

Breakfast at the Firesale Inn ran to the elaborate. It started as a tearoom the year before when Whandall Feathersnake’s caravan set up market in the square, and then quickly grew to a full-size inn and restaurant, mostly inside but with three tables under a canopy facing on the square itself. Sandry sat at a table there when weather permitted.

The Feathersnake market had been out in the square. Just over to his right, they’d set up the poles for the tightwire, and Burning Tower had climbed up there to dance in a revealing green-and-orange costume made mostly of feathers. Her feet and ankles had been bare.

His reverie was interrupted by breakfast. There was a pretty kinless girl as breakfast waitress, but Chalker insisted on bringing Sandry’s eggs on a toasted muffin, and a cup of dark tea he’d made himself.

Sandry sipped hot tea and smiled. “Thank you, Chalker.”

“Welcome, sir. It’s a good morning.”

Which in fact it was. The sun had been up about two hours, and there was activity on the square. Kinless sweepers. A kinless artisan and his son were tinkering with the central fountain and muttering either curses or invocations when the flow didn’t increase. A clothing shop next door was opening under the protection of a Lordkin guard.

“The Lordkin don’t gather here now,” Chalker said. “Like the old days. Maybe better, some ways.”

Sandry automatically translated gather into steal. “Tell me about the old days.”

“Well, there’s old days and really old days,” Chalker said. “Old days is before that year when they had two Burnings and the whole square and a lot more burned down.”

Sandry nodded. He’d been about ten when that happened, and he’d heard the story often. The Lords had bought dragon bones in a cold iron box. Manna to power rain spells, Aunt Shanda said. And when they opened the box here in Peacegiven Square, the Lordkin went mad. A dozen were possessed of Yangin-Atep, and a dozen more thought they were or pretended to be. Fire and madness everywhere, and when it was done, Peacegiven Square and everything around it was ashes and soot, wooden aqueducts burned, nothing left. It wasn’t safe around here after that. Guardsmen patrolled in threes, foursomes even.

“’Fore that, there was stores here, and the Registry Office was twice the size of the new one,” Chalker said. “Heard you were going to expand that?”

Sandry nodded. “You hear more than I do.” Which was true. Peacevoice Hall rang with rumors, and the senior troop leaders always knew what was going on, more than the Lords and Younglords who were their officers. Everyone knew that.

“Maybe,” Chalker admitted. “Hear tell they’ll start just after the caravan comes. If it comes.”

“If it comes?”

“Late, isn’t it, sir? I believe that Feathersnake Wagonmaster said they’d be back before the Devil Winds came.”

True enough, Sandry thought. But they’ll come! She said they would. “How is it better now?”

“Less fighting,” Chalker said. “’Fore we had that Two Burnings year, there was more disputes over who controlled what. Nothing really settled. After everything burned down, nobody cared, of course, but before that, this was valuable territory, and every Lordkin wanted to gather here. Took a lot of guarding to make it safe.” Chalker looked around the Square. “Now, that Wanshig chap has things under control. Nobody gathers here, and the kinless can get on with their work.”

A wagon came across the square. A kinless trash collector. But the two kinless ponies pulling it were larger than Sandry remembered. “Are those things growing?” he asked.

Chalker nodded. “Yes, sir. They tell me it’s the magic coming back.”

“You say that with a straight face.”

“Well, sir, we both know magic works,” Chalker said. “Sometimes.”

“Dangerous, though,” Sandry mused. Dangerous enough that for a long time, there wasn’t any magic in Lordshills. The Lords had paid wizards to cast some kind of spell that used it up, or so Aunt Shanda said. But they hadn’t done that for years.

Magic never came back. It was a basic truth known to wizards and common folk alike: when magic is used up, it’s gone. But magic was coming back to Lordshills. The pond fish were showing wild colors, and Lord Quintana’s big table map now updated itself: it showed tiny changes to match the tides and the water in the rivers, smudges of soot to mark the smoke of fires.

Where was it coming from? Dust blown from other lands? Rain? Certain objects could be made to carry manna; there was a growing trade in such talismans. Maybe new manna rode the fumes that bubbled up from the Black Pit. Anyone who saw the tar pits would know they held magic, evil magic. The pits held a god turned myth.

“And the old, old days?” Sandry asked.

Chalker smiled in a way that older people often did when they remembered times long past. “This place was alive then,” Chalker said. “Big bonfires to Yangin-Atep, and they’d play at a Burning, but about half the time it was a setup, a block of houses used as junkyards for a year or two. Made good stories for the tellers! Matter of fact, that’s what brought me here, the tellers talking about the Burnings. Sounded like fun. Only I couldn’t get in on any of that—only Lordkin allowed. So I joined up with the Lordsmen.”

And you’ve been one ever since, Sandry thought. “Did you like that?”

“Not at first,” Chalker said cheerfully.

“Sit down; have some tea.” Sandry said.

“Thank you, Lord, but I think not.” He grinned faintly. “Wouldn’t do for me to get too friendly. Way it is, them Lordkin see somebody like me takes orders from you, it makes it easier for them to work for you. With you,” Chalker corrected himself. “No, I didn’t like it at first, but the job grows on you. Did on me, anyway. I was Samorty’s batman his last year as a Younglord, and I liked him. Mostly I worked with good officers. Like your father. He didn’t turn out in armor every time it was his watch like Samorty did, and he had a temper, he did, but he was a good man, worried about his men. If he made a mistake when he was mad at you, he’d admit it later, and make amends. I’d have followed him anywhere.” Chalker filled Sandry’s cup with fresh tea. It smelled of sage, with only a tiny hint of hemp. “And you stop worrying about that Lord Regapisk. Nothing you could do, and he didn’t get nothing he didn’t deserve.”

Sandry guessed that both those statements were probably true, but it bothered him anyway. The Council meeting hadn’t seemed like a trial, not at first. Just hours of “Reggy stories,” as Sandry thought of them. Everybody seemed to have one…

“Fish have parasites, see,” the Harbormaster said. Inviting him to testify was Reggy’s doom, right there. “We work a spell to persuade them to crawl out of the fish, and then we wait a few hours…but Younglord Regapisk, he came to get his fish, and he was in a hurry. He just told his men to pile them in his cart, and he went. Lord Warrand, you remember what happened? But it could have been worse.”

“All I know is my cook was screaming. She made me go down to the harbor myself and find you. The cart was crawling with what came out of those fish. See what you mean, though. If Reggy’d got there before the spells were spoke, those worms would have been still in the fish. What would they have done to us?”

Reggy stories. Sandry didn’t tell the one about him and Reggy and the mirror, he didn’t dare, but that was as funny as any he heard. Reggy and the mer people. Then suddenly this wasn’t an informal meeting at all but a Congregation of Lords Witness to Decide in the Matter of Certain Complaints Lodged against Lord Regapisk, and they’d come down hard. Harder than Reggy deserved? It cost Sandry a night’s sleep, and cost Regapisk much more, but there was no help for it. A Lord had obligations.

“Nothing he didn’t deserve,” Chalker repeated. “Here, have some more tea.”

 

“Fear! Fear and foes!”

The shout rang out across the square. “Fear and foes! Alarm!” There was a clatter of hooves. Sandry’s tea splashed over his wrist.

The Lordkin guard who protected the inn looked up, startled. The kinless owners rushed to gather up anything valuable and get it inside.

“Fear and foes! Alarm!” A chariot raced into Peacegiven Square.

“From the north road, Lord Sandry,” Chalker said. “That’s Younglord Maydreo.”

“Right.” Sandry leaped to his feet. “Fullerman! Turn out the guard! Maydreo, stop! Report!”

Maydreo reined in. “Can’t stop, My Lord! The border station has been attacked. Have to warn Lordstown and Lordshills.”

Now Sandry could see that the frothy sweat on the righthand horse in Maydreo’s team had a pink tinge, with some bright red spots. And there was blood trickling down Maydreo’s forehead.

“How many?” Sandry demanded.

“And how armed, Younglord?” Chalker asked from behind him. “Your pardon, Lord Sandry.”

Pardon, hell—I should have thought of it. “And how armed?”

Maydreo was babbling. “Monsters, a dozen of them, monsters. Two-legged, not men, bigger than men. Teeth and spears. Three men down, maybe more. Bordermaster Waterman and his collectors are barricaded inside the tollhouse. I have to go, My Lord. We have to turn out the guard and close the gates to Lordshills.”

“Get hold of yourself, Younglord,” Chalker said. He kept his voice low and calm. “Doesn’t do to let the Lordkin see you’re scared.”

“Right,” Sandry said. “All right, go warn the town. Take it easy on those horses! They won’t last if you run them as fast as you came here. No more than a trot, Younglord, or you will never get there. Do you understand that?”

“Yes—yes, sir.”

“Good. Hold them to a trot all the way to the Black Pit relay station, and get a fresh team there. We’ll see what we can do here. If there’s only a dozen—”

“Only twelve,” Maydreo said. “But they aren’t men.” He managed to keep his voice down. “Bigger than men. Swords grow out of their hands! And watch out—the horses can’t stand them. All our horses panicked.”

“How many chasing you?” Sandry asked.

“Seven, I think. The rest are still up there. After Waterman. And the caravan.”

“Caravan? What caravan?” Sandry demanded.

“Feathersnake caravan. Didn’t I tell you? My Lord, I have to go warn the town.” He flicked the reins, and his chariot clattered off toward Sanvin Street, the horses at a run. After a moment, he halted them, then resumed at a trot.

The Feathersnake caravan! They were here, and would Burning Tower be with them? She said she was coming back. Sandry felt a warm glow over his whole body. Burning Tower. Maybe she was here, right now! “We have to go help Waterman and the caravan,” Sandry said.

“First things first,” Chalker said, “My Lord.”

Chalker was right, of course. This was his territory, his responsibility. To protect it from fire, he thought. Monsters aren’t a fire. But it’s still my territory.

There was commotion in the stables behind, and Sandry knew Peacevoice Fullerman was getting the chariot ready and his men in armor. Only seven enemies coming here, Sandry thought. And he had a chariot and a dozen Lordsmen. How bad can that be? “Chalker, what do you make of that? Swords growing out of their hands?”

“New kind of armor, sir? Big men, good armor? I remember when that Arshur came to the city, a dozen like him in full armor would have panicked me. Maybe that’s it…. What the devil is that?”

Someone was ringing a bell. The Peacegiven Square fire bell, one ring, then three. Dibantot. The Lordkin who lived here to protect the Firesale Inn. He had climbed up onto the platform under the bell and was ringing it. Bong! Pause. Bong! Bong! Bong! Three alarm fire at Station One, which was Peacegiven Square. But there wasn’t any fire here!

But what harm would it do? Sandry thought. Maybe do some good. Couldn’t hurt to have some armed Lordkin, at least ones who’d listen. Better the Fire Brigade than anyone else. When they get here, I can go see about Bordermaster Waterman—he’ll need help. And the caravan…

 

There was a flash of green and orange at the north end of the square. The kinless artisan who’d been working on the fountain looked up the road and screamed in terror. He pushed his boy up onto the fountain. “Climb! Climb to the top!” Then he ran across the square toward Sandry. “My Lord, My Lord, save my son, save me!”

And five monsters burst into the square. Two kinless were in their way. A flash of green, and the monsters didn’t even slow down, the kinless were dead and trampled. The five came on, five abreast, blood dripping from their arms. One monster had a spear in its side, but that didn’t seem to bother it.

And swords grew out of their arms. It was true.

“Yangin’s pizzle! I never saw anything like that!” Peacevoice Fullerman shouted. “Form up, form up! Lock armor, lads! Lord Sandry! What do we do?” He ran up leading Sandry’s chariot. He’d hitched up Blaze and Boots, a stallion and a gelding, both big horses, Sandry’s favorites if there was trouble, but the horses were already rearing at the sight of the monsters and the smell of blood.

“Hold on, good boys,” Sandry said soothingly. He leaped onto the chariot. Chalker jumped in beside him. The kinless artisan was right in the path of the monsters.

Birds! They were birds!

They were feathered birds the size of a big pony, armed with blades where a bird has wings, and a beak big enough to swallow a prize hog. A beak full of teeth. The horses panicked, tried to turn away. Sandry wrestled with the reins, hauled them around by main force, and shouted. “Go! Go, you beauties!”

Training held. The horses darted forward toward the running kinless. Sandry brought the chariot as close to the man as he dared, hoping Chalker could handle the situation. Chalker was old, but he wasn’t weak. And there wasn’t anything else to do. Sandry hauled back on the reins, slowing the horses and causing them to rear.

“Inside, inside, man—get in!” Chalker was shouting.

Sandry felt someone beside him. “Go!” he shouted. They clattered back across the square to the assembled troopers. “Off!”

The kinless man leaped off, shouting thanks and begging them to help his son.

Son.

The boy was high up on the fountain, and the bird monsters weren’t paying him any attention. The boy was safe enough. The birds wanted something else. They wanted Sandry.

Or—

“They’re after the horses!” Sandry shouted. And they could run as fast as horses too. Maybe not quite. These were fresh horses—panicked but fresh. Maybe—“Go!” Sandry shouted. He led the monsters away from the inn, across the square. They followed. At the far edge, Sandry turned, rode north again. The birds followed. I’ll lead them back up the road, back to the border station, Sandry thought. Only he couldn’t. The north road was cluttered with people trying to tend to the fallen. For a moment Sandry cursed them for being in his way, but that was unfair; the wounded needed attention.

He rode straight past the north road to the opposite edge of Peacegiven Square and turned again. The monsters followed, five of them, their beady eyes fixed on the chariot. Now, Sandry thought. He led them down the square and past the formed-up troopers.

“Throw!” Chalker shouted as they rode by.

“Stand ready! Aim! Throw!” Peacevoice Fullerman shouted. Spears arced out toward the monsters. Three penetrated the lead bird, and it stumbled.

“Throw!”

Another barrage of spears, and that would be all of them. Fullerman shouted to the knot of kinless huddled behind the shield wall. “Get me spears! There’s more in the barracks! Steady, lads, don’t break ranks! You, innkeeper—get me spears!”

The pretty kinless waitress was the first to understand. She rushed toward the lean-to Fullerman’s troops used as a barracks.

“Hurry, lass!”

Her hair bounced as she ran. A pretty picture. “We live through this, she’ll make a soldier’s wife!” Chalker shouted.

There wasn’t going to be time. The birds had followed Sandry’s chariot, but when the lead bird stumbled, they turned back toward their tormentors. The Lordsmen drew swords, but without spears they weren’t going to be able to hold that shield wall and still fight. The birds would tear through or around the line and be among the kinless—

Dibantot screamed curses and leaped off the fire bell platform. He ran toward the downed bird, still shouting, and hacked at it with his big Lordkin knife. The monster fell in a shower of blood.

Now the others had seen Dibantot. They turned away from Fullerman’s line and charged. Dibantot looked around, saw there was nowhere to go, and took a fighting stance. He shouted defiance, a Lordkin to the last, but he never had a chance. He hacked at one and then he was down, speared with those great swords the birds wore in place of wings, his body torn by kicks from their clawed feet. They turned toward Fullerman’s group. The pretty waitress and the innkeeper were handing out spears.

“Hold steady, lads! Get behind us, Miss!” Fullerman shouted. “Squad, kneel! Ground your spear butts!”

Training again, Sandry thought. Training. The guardsmen knelt, shields still locked, spear butts to the ground and points held ahead of them. The birds charged. One man screamed in terror and left his post, running away. The others held, and one of the birds impaled itself on a spear. It ran right up the length of the spear to strike down the man who held it. The other three broke past the Lordsmen to pursue the running guard. One leaped onto the man’s back, and he was down, torn apart by kicking feet. The birds turned again.

All of the Lordsmen were busy finishing off the impaled bird. Two more men were down, but they seemed to be moving.

Sandry wheeled the chariot and charged at the birds. “Be ready!”

“Sir!” Chalker said. He hefted a throwing spear. “Ready, sir.”

“Now!”

Sandry wheeled the chariot to the left so that Chalker was facing the birds. “Away!” Chalker shouted.

“Go!” The horses had no problems with that order. “Go, Blaze! Go, you beauties!”

“Pulling away,” Chalker said. He took another spear from the rack. “One’s not running very well.”

“Need another chariot out here,” Sandry said.

“Firegod’s piss, we need twenty!” Chalker said, but there was a lilt to his voice.

He loves this, Sandry thought. Come to that, so do I! Hoofbeats on the square, wind in my face, and a monster chasing behind. Fighting fires is important work, but I was born for this!

Wheel again. Lead them around the square. Hope Fullerman has the troops formed up and ready again. He could spare a moment to look. The innkeeper and his waitress daughter were carrying the wounded inside. Fullerman had the remaining troops formed and ready. Everything was all right. “We’ll take a run past Fullerman’s troop.”

“Make ready to throw!” Chalker shouted.

“Make ready. Steady lads, hold on. Ready now—throw!” Fullerman ordered.

There was a cheer from the guards, but Sandry couldn’t look back. The horses were flecked with foam now, and they were harder to control. “Steady, Blaze. Steady, Boots.” Horses liked to hear their names, and to hear a calm voice from a human. “Steady, you beauties.”

“Another one down,” Chalker said. “Two left, one’s wounded, and all that running has slowed them a bit.”

“About time,” Sandry said. “Okay, what?”

“Turn up ahead, and slow down. I’ll throw the last spear. When I throw, move again, sir.”

“Right. Good tactics.” Maybe he knows what these things are? “Turning. Slow, slow, you beauties, slow.”

The horses didn’t want to slow to a trot. They wanted to run flat out. It was all Sandry could do to slow them.

“I’m ready—here it goes. Go, sir.”

The horses leaped ahead without waiting for orders. They could sense the urgency in Chalker’s voice.

“Got him!” Chalker shouted. “And here come the Lordkin! They’re on the wounded one! Hacking him up!”

“Where’s the last one?”

“About twenty feet behind us, sir.”

“Get a rope out.”

“Sir?”

“Rope. I’m going to wheel. Try to lasso it.”

“Don’t know how.”

“Blast. Me either,” Sandry said. But I thought you knew everything! He continued to lead the remaining bird in a wide loop. “What are the Lordkin doing?”

“Distracting the bird,” Chalker reported. “You can look back.”

Sandry slowed the horses to a walk and looked behind him. The Lordkin were challenging the bird.

“We need it alive!” Sandry shouted. No one listened. These were Lordkin. Ah. There was Ilthern, some kind of relative to Wanshig, young but clearly a leader. “Ilthern! As a great favor, we need that one alive!” Sandry shouted. “We’ll pay a bonus.”

That got some attention. One Lordkin stripped off his shirt and waved it at the bird.

“It’s confused, I think,” Chalker said. “Too many targets. I don’t think them things are any too smart.”

Maybe it will chase us until it’s exhausted, Sandry thought. He wheeled again and dashed past the bird. The sight of the horses set it off toward them, but faster than before, and Sandry had to let the horses run to pull away from it.

“Sir, I can lay the rope in a loop out behind us. When it steps in, you go. It’s falling behind, it’s not as fast as it was. Tiring out, I think.”

I hope so, Sandry thought, as he watched the buildings of the square flash past. The horses are tired, but they’ve still got some spunk. “Okay. Get ready. Tell me when to stop.”

“Got the rope…. Got a loop…. Okay, sir, anytime.”

“Whoa!”

The horses were startled. Stop? Here? But he hauled on the reins, and they slowed, stopped, quivering.

“Laid out. Move at a walk; I’ll lay out line. Here it comes.”

Sandry wanted to look back, but it was better to look where he was going—He felt Chalker jerk hard on the rope. “Got him! Ride!”

“At a trot,” Sandry called to the horses in as calm a voice as he could manage. “Trot. Go.” He kept light pressure on the reins to keep the horses from pulling too hard.

“It’s down, sir.”

Sandry turned hard left, whipping around in a circle. “Wrap him up.”

“Doing that. Here come the Lordkin.”

“We want it alive!” Sandry shouted. Now he could look. The beast was down.

The Lordkin stood back, then one ran in and threw his shirt over the bird’s head. Another came up to do the same and was slashed by one of those wing-spears. He fell back, cursing.

“There’s Chief Wanshig,” Chalker said carefully. Then he shouted, “Yes, sir!” and leaped out of the chariot with another rope. Chalker ran up to throw the rope over the beast’s neck, then hauled in the direction opposite the chariot. “Chief Wanshig, if some of your laddies could help here?” Chalker shouted.

Wanshig laughed and came over to take hold of the rope. A half dozen others joined him.

The bird was trapped. And now, Sandry thought, all I need is a cage to put it in.









Chapter Five

Wagon Train




“Maydreo said seven more coming,” Sandry said. “Only five got here.”

“Yes, sir. Maybe they went back to the border station.”

“Waterman’s in trouble,” Sandry said. “And there’s a caravan. A Feathersnake caravan.”

“Yes, sir,” Chalker said. “I understand, we have to look into all that. But you better let Fullerman change horses first. You’ll need fresh. No point in going until you get them.”

Which was true enough. The sudden spurts of flat out running had tired the horses quickly. Better to have new. “See to that, and load up with spears,” Sandry said. “And have Fullerman choose us a good spearman to ride up with us.”

“Right.” Chalker led the chariot toward the stables behind the inn, where the soldiers were clustered around the innkeeper’s smiling daughter.

“And hurry!”

 

The square was alive with people. Kinless stood in knots, watchfully eyeing the Lordkin, but speaking in agitated tones. When Sandry came near any of them, they cheered. Some were even cheering for the Lordkin Fire Brigade.

The fountain artisan was talking to Wanshig. “Your men, Lord Wanshig—” He glanced hastily at Sandry, who pretended he hadn’t heard. “They saved my boy—I saw them. That man waved his shirt when the beast was running toward the fountain. Ask anything. A new fountain for your meetinghouse? We will build it for you!”

Wanshig looked amused, but he nodded. “Thank you, Master Artisan. We accept.” He turned to acknowledge Sandry. “Lord Sandry.”

“Chief Wanshig. Your men have earned a bonus.”

“Lost four,” Wanshig said. “And two more will be out for months. Lord Sandry, what were those things? I never saw anything like them.”

“Me either,” Sandry said, but then he stopped. Actually, he thought, I have. Burning Tower was wearing a costume made out of feathers like those when she did her high-rope act. The wagon people must know what those things are.

Wagon train. There were seven more of those birds, and the wagon train was in danger. “What’s keeping those fresh horses?” Sandry shouted. “Peacevoice Fullerman, if you please….”

 

The road north to the border was strewn with bodies. The creatures had killed at least a dozen kinless. Further north a kinless woman hugged two children, while a teenage kinless laid a blanket over a body.

“Lordkin,” Chalker said. He pointed to the dead man.

“We’ll have to tell Chief Wanshig,” Sandry said.

“Not one of his,” Chalker said. “Flower Market, I’d say. What you think, Yiler?”

The borrowed spearman sucked his teeth. “Yeah, reckon so from the tattoos, but you don’t expect to see Flower Market Lordkin killed protecting kinless.”

“You reckon he was doing that?” Chalker asked.

“Had to. Why else would that kinless kid be covering him?”

“Is it unusual for Lordkin to protect kinless?” Sandry asked.

“Used to be you never saw that, but lately it happens in Serpent’s Walk,” Yiler said. “But Flower Market is different—”

“Trouble ahead, sir,” Chalker said.

A cluster of Lordkin surrounded a monster. One of its legs was gone at the knee, but the bird seemed able to stand and even to hop forward. Whenever it did, Lordkin would attack it from behind, rushing forward to chop at its remaining leg. Sandry didn’t recognize any of the Lordkin, but they seemed to have the situation in hand.

“That’s the missing two,” Chalker said.

“Two?”

“Yes, sir. One of them Lordkin was standing on a dead one.”

“Oh. All right—if Maydreo counted right, there’s five left.” And, he didn’t say, just us to deal with them. Peacevoice Fullerman would be marching up the road, but only about half of his troopers were effective. Two troopers dead, three wounded. “Let the Lordkin deal with that one, then. How many troops at the border station?” Sandry asked.

Chalker shouted through clenched teeth. It was hard to talk as the chariot jolted over the rutted road. “Standard group if they didn’t send for more when they heard a caravan was coming.”

“Would they?”

“Being it’s Feathersnake, probably not,” Chalker shouted.

Sandry nodded to himself. That made sense. The border post collected taxes, but it was a welcoming committee too, now that there was actually traffic on the old forest road. Before Yangin-Atep went mythical, the forest fought back against traffic, and the Toronexti who’d held the border station were Lordkin. Lordkin had been no more willing to work at keeping the road open than to work at anything else. There hadn’t been real traffic for generations. But the Toronexti were gone, and Master Peacevoice Waterman had become Bordermaster Waterman and would be learning his duties as he went along. Keep the roads open, keep the streams clean and fresh, store plenty of fodder for the beasts. Serve good meals, dishes they wouldn’t have found out on the Hemp Road. Don’t drive the caravans away—we need the business. Don’t gouge on taxes, make this a safe place to stop, and have lots of kinless ready to do any services needed at reasonable prices. Welcome to Tep’s Town and Lordshills.

Beyond the tollhouse was a long, narrow road winding north and west through the forest and out to the main north–south trade route. Sandry remembered that Burning Tower called it the Hemp Road. He could still hear her voice. But that wasn’t quite it. The section here was called the Hemp Road, but that was part of a greater road stretching far to the north and south, farther than Tower or any of the Bison clan had ever traveled.

The road connecting Tep’s Town to the Hemp Road was already known as the Greenway. Between the creepers and the muddy stream crossings nothing traveled fast on the Greenway. Nothing could sneak up on the border post, so there wasn’t any reason to keep a lot of expensive troopers out there. The whole Lordsmen army could come to the tollhouse at need. Otherwise, it was sufficient to have enough troops to keep order, a Younglord messenger, kinless stable hands, and some kinless foresters to keep the road clear of vines.

It had all made sense when his uncle explained it to him. But nobody expected monsters! Sandry’s whole heart wanted to ride like the wind. But racing ahead would mean getting there with tired horses, and those birds were fast. Sandry took a deep breath and tried to look calm, but he couldn’t get rid of the metallic taste of fear in his throat.

 

They rounded a bend in the road, and there was the border station, a brick two-story building with a rail fence corral and brick-walled courtyard, paved road for a couple of hundred feet on each side of the gate. It looked neat and clean, as it was supposed to, but there were signs of a fight: torn bloody clothing near the main entrance, a green-and-orange heap in the center of the courtyard. Dead bird, Sandry thought. Waterman got one.

Someone shouted, and a moment later Waterman came to the upper window opening. His head was bandaged and his left arm was in a sling. Bordermaster Waterman was a decade younger than Chalker, but just now he looked older. “Careful, my Lord Sandry,” Waterman shouted. “There’s a whole bunch of them things left!”

“How many did you kill?”

“One, sir, and the Feathersnake guards got one.”

“Three left, then,” Sandry said. “Assuming there were a dozen to start.”

“Hoo!” Waterman sounded impressed for the first time that Sandry could remember. “You killed seven of them things? Hoo-haw!”

“Not just me,” Sandry said. “The Lordkin got a couple, and I had Fullerman’s troops to help. Where are the monsters now?”

Waterman shrugged. “They was here a few minutes ago. They smell those horses, they’ll be back. Seems like they really have it in for horses.”

“Where’s the caravan?”

“Just ahead, sir, on the road up around the bend. You can’t miss it.”

“How many effectives do you have, Bordermaster?”

“Three, sir. And no more spears.”

Sandry nodded. First things first, then. He wheeled the chariot toward the dead bird. Two spears stuck out of it, and another lay on the ground nearby. Sandry gestured, and Yiler leaped down to gather the spears. As he did, the dead bird convulsed, and its beak fastened onto Yiler’s leg.

Chalker leaped down with a curse and ran a spear through the bird’s neck. The beak opened and the head flopped over. Yiler drew his sword and hacked at it again and again.

“You can stand on that; you ain’t too bad off,” Chalker said. “But I think we let him deliver them spears to the toll house, Lord Sandry. He’s bleeding.”

“Right.” Another lesson learned. Just because the birds looked long dead didn’t mean they were. Take Yiler and the spears back to the tollhouse. Stand ready while they open the barred door and let Yiler in. Do I want another spearman, one of Waterman’s people? Nobody seemed to be volunteering, and Sandry didn’t know any of the troopers except Waterman. “Just you and me again, Chalker.”

Chalker grinned narrowly. “Yes, sir.”

 

They saw the birds before they rounded the bend. All three of them, running back and forth. Then the caravan became visible, a circle of wagons. Big rectangular wagons with high wooden sides and gray tentcloth roofs, drawn into a tight circle with little space between them. Men with slings stood on the wagon seats, and men and women with long spears crouched between the wagon wheels among sturdy wooden boxes that exactly fit the empty spaces. Inside the wagon circle was a circle of hairy beasts, shaggy with big horns. They stood in a solid ring, their horns out. Bison. Sandry had never seen one before the first Feathersnake caravan came to Tep’s Town. He still wasn’t sure he believed they were domesticated animals.

There were horses inside the bison circle. No, Sandry corrected himself, not horses. They’d be kinless ponies if they weren’t so big! And they had horns growing out of their foreheads. Boneheads, one-horns. Some of the seaman traders had stories about one-horns. Could they be true? Everyone said they were true.

“They see us!” Chalker shouted.

The birds were coming.

“It’s the horses,” Sandry said. “They want to kill the horses. Ruby! Steady there!” Ruby and Rose, two mares, not as fast as the stallion and gelding team he’d had in Peacegiven Square. “This is going to be tricky,” Sandry said. “Keep an eye out to the caravan. See if there’s going to be any help there.”

“Looks like they’ve got a gate and people ready to open it,” Chalker said. “We could run inside.”

“And be trapped like they are,” Sandry said. “Maybe when the horses tire. The birds have been running; they can’t be all that fresh—”

“They look fresh enough to me!”

They did. The birds were coming fast now. Sandry wheeled the horses. Lead them up the road, get them close to Waterman’s tollhouse. Lead them to the spears—

“They’ve opened that gate!” Chalker shouted. “Something’s coming out. Something, somebody.”

Sandry didn’t dare look. The road was none too straight, and the birds were getting closer, and the mares were terrified—

“It’s a girl, riding one of them boneheads,” Chalker shouted.

Now Sandry had to look behind. It was Tower, Burning Tower, long hair tied behind her, trousered legs astride a white stallion with a gleaming horn, her perfect feet bare and appealing as always. She was shouting in a language Sandry didn’t know.

And that got their attention! The birds wheeled, abandoning the chase to turn after Tower. Not too bright, easily distracted, Sandry thought. Remember that—they run for the nearest victim. And they were running after Burning Tower!

“Whoa! Turn! Gee! Gee!” Sandry shouted. He wheeled the horses to the right. “After ’em! Chalker!”

“Ready, My Lord!”

He pushed thoughts of the girl from his mind. Steady, Sandry thought. Steady. He pulled up close to a bird. It started to turn, and Chalker thrust the spear directly into its chest just where the neck came out. The bird leaped and Chalker let go.

“That’s one,” Chalker said with satisfaction.

The bird ran on, squawking horribly, blood gushing out around the spear. Chalker held on with one hand and worried a spear out of the spear pod with the other. “Ready, sir!” Chalker shouted.

Sandry stole a glance. Chalker might be ready, but he was tired, gray, breathing hard, and no wonder. I should have got another spearman from Waterman. I should have.

“Pull up on him,” Chalker said. “Little closer, sir—”

“Heay!” Sandry flicked the reins. “Go!”

A spurt of speed, and Chalker thrust at the bird. The spear went home, and the bird dropped, pulling Chalker out of the chariot and onto the ground. He made a loud thud! as he fell heavily to the ground beside his victim. The bird flopped around, spurred feet kicking, toothed beak opening and closing, and Sandry had to look to his driving.

The last bird was closing on Tower and her mount. She led it directly toward the wagons. At the last moment, she turned the pony and leaped from its back onto the wagons. The one-horn put on more speed…

And the bird crashed against a wagon. As it did, a dozen stones flew. Some hit it. A wagoneer, big, big as a Lordkin, leaped off the wagon. Another, smaller, jumped down waving a blanket. They spread out, taunting the bird. It turned toward the smaller one with the blanket.

Sandry urged the horses forward. They didn’t want to close with the bird. “Can’t blame you,” Sandry said through his teeth. “On! On, ladies!”

The wagoneer threw his blanket. It settled over the bird’s head. The big one—Green Stone, that was his name, Tower’s brother, Sandry remembered. Big, big as a Lordkin. And nearly as strong. He had a big knife, like the Lordkin knives but better made, sharp, and he swung it at the bird just as Sandry’s chariot reached the scene. Sandry hurled a short spear into the bird, but it wasn’t needed. It was down.

He looked back. Chalker was limping, but he was upright, and that bird wasn’t.

Down. All down.

And there was Burning Tower. Here. And she’d been riding a one-horn, and everyone knew what that meant. Sandry was ready to cheer.









Chapter Six

Twisted Cloud




“Welcome,” Green Stone said. “We have not set up facilities for receiving guests, but we freely share what we do have.”

It sounded like a formal speech. Was that because Green Stone was speaking in the Lordkin dialect of Tep’s Town? He’d have learned that from his father, but it could hardly be the language he used most. There’d be no need for that along the Hemp Road. But there was more to it than that. Someone had told Sandry that hospitality offered was a big deal to the wagon people.

“Come in, come in!” Burning Tower was jumping excitedly, chattering. “It’s good to see you! I told you we’d be back. Did you come to meet us? Did they tell you I was here?”

She was wearing a leather skirt over the leggings she’d worn when she rode. It was tattooed leather, painted over with suns and tents and wagons and exotic birds, all painted in colors, far too fine a garment to be worn fighting. Sandry was certain she couldn’t have been wearing that when he first saw her. Her long brown hair was flowing free now. Brown, but it flashed red in the sun when she turned. She’d had it in a queue when she was riding. She was wearing soft leather slippers, beaded with tiny shells, over her perfect feet.

“You are a gracious host, Wagonmaster,” Sandry said. “We will return your hospitality as soon as feasible, and all is ready for you at Peacegiven Square. Or—well, it’s not my place to invite you, but I’m sure that if you would care to bring your caravan farther toward the harbor, we can find accommodations nearer Lordshills. Tower, it is great to see you!” He knew he was grinning like a fool. “I was hoping you would come, we waited, but then we thought you would not be here this year, the caravan was late. And I didn’t know you were here, I learned that when I learned the monsters were attacking, then I came as quickly as I could, it is great to see you—”

Green Stone looked from Sandry to his sister and back again and sighed. “We were late because this is the fourth attack of terror birds we’ve had to fight off, Younglord Sandry.”

“Lord,” Chalker said carefully. “Your pardon, Wagonmaster. Lord Sandry has been made a Lord since you were here last. He is chief of the Fire Brigades.”





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/frontis.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frontis-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frontis-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frontis-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
BurNinG
"Tower

LARRY NIVEN
&
JERRY POURNELLE

ﬁ
POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto  Sydney





