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“It is not God who kills the children. Not fate that
butchers them or destiny that feeds them to
the dogs. It’s us. Only us.”


From Watchmen by Alan Moore
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There was fire on Earth before the fire god came. There has always been fire. What Yangin-Atep gave to humankind was madness. Yangin-Atep’s children will play with fire even after they burn their fingers.


It was only Yangin-Atep’s joke, then and for unmeasured time after. But a greater god called down the great cold, and Yangin-Atep’s joke came into its own. In the icy north people could not survive unless the fire god favored one of their number.


Cautious men and women never burned themselves twice; but their people died of the cold. Someone must tend the fire during the terrible winters. Twelve thousand years before the birth of Christ, when most of the gods had gone mythical and magic was fading from the world, Yangin-Atep’s gift remained.
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WHANDALL PLACEHOLD









PART ONE
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Childhood








CHAPTER
1
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They burned the city when Whandall Placehold was two years old, and again when he was seven.


At seven he saw and understood more. The women waited with the children in the courtyard through a day and a night and another day. The day sky was black and red. The night sky glowed red and orange, dazzling and strange. Across the street a granary burned like a huge torch. Strangers trying to fight the fire made shadow pictures.


The Placehold men came home with what they’d gathered: shells, clothing, cookware, furniture, jewelry, magical items, a cauldron that would heat up by itself. The excitement was infectious. Men and women paired off and fought over the pairings.


And Pothefit went out again with Resalet, but only Resalet came back.


Afterward Whandall went with the other boys to watch the loggers cutting redwoods for the rebuilding.


The forest cupped Tep’s Town like a hand. There were stories, but nobody could tell Whandall what was beyond the forest where redwoods were pillars big enough to support the sky, big enough to replace a dozen houses. The great trees stood well apart, each guarding its turf. Lesser vegetation gathered around the base of each redwood like a malevolent army.


The army had many weapons. Some plants bristled with daggers; some had burrs to anchor seeds in hair or flesh; some secreted poison; some would whip a child across the face with their branches.


Loggers carried axes, and long poles with blades at the ends. Leather armor and wooden masks made them hard to recognize as men. With the poles they could reach out and under to cut the roots of the spiked or poisoned lesser plants and push them aside, until one tall redwood was left defenseless.


Then they bowed to it.


Then they chopped at the base until, in tremendous majesty and with a sound like the end of the world, it fell.


They never seemed to notice that they were being watched from cover by a swarm of children. The forest had dangers for city children, but being caught was not one of them. If you were caught spying in town you would be lucky to escape without broken bones. It was safer to spy on the loggers.


One morning Bansh and Ilther brushed a vine.


Bansh began scratching, and then Ilther; then thousands of bumps sprouted over Ilther’s arm, and almost suddenly it was bigger than his leg. Bansh’s hand and the ear he’d scratched were swelling like nightmares, and Ilther was on the ground, swelling everywhere and fighting hard to breathe.


Shastern wailed and ran before Whandall could catch him. He brushed past leaves like a bouquet of blades and was several paces beyond before he slowed, stopped, and turned to look at Whandall. What should I do now? His leathers were cut to ribbons across his chest and left arm, the blood spilling scarlet through the slashes.


The forest was not impenetrable. There were thorns and poison plants, but also open spaces. Stick with those, you could get through… it looked like you could get through without touching anything… almost. And the children were doing that, scattering, finding their own paths out.


But Whandall caught the screaming Shastern by his bloody wrist and towed him toward the loggers, because Shastern was his younger brother, because the loggers were close, because somebody would help a screaming child.


The woodsmen saw them—saw them and turned away. But one dropped his ax and jogged toward the child in zigzag fashion, avoiding… what? Armory plants, a wildflower bed—


Shastern went quiet under the woodsman’s intense gaze. The woodsman pulled the leather armor away and wrapped Shastern’s wounds in strips of clean cloth, pulling it tight. Whandall was trying to tell him about the other children.


The woodsman looked up. “Who are you, boy?”


“I’m Whandall of Serpent’s Walk.” Nobody gave his family name.


“I’m Kreeg Miller. How many—”


Whandall barely hesitated. “Two tens of us.”


“Have they all got”—he patted Shastern’s armor—“leathers?”


“Some.”


Kreeg picked up cloth, a leather bottle, some other things. Now one of the others was shouting angrily while trying not to look at the children. “Kreeg, what do you want with those candlestubs? We’ve got work to do!” Kreeg ignored him and followed the path as Whandall pointed it out.


There were hurt children, widely scattered. Kreeg dealt with them. Whandall didn’t understand, until a long time later, why other loggers wouldn’t help.


Whandall took Shastern home through Dirty Birds to avoid Bull Pizzles. In Dirty Birds a pair of adolescent Lordkin would not let them pass.


Whandall showed them three gaudy white blossoms bound up in a scrap of cloth. Careful not to touch them himself, he gave one to each of the boys and put the third away.


The boys sniffed the womanflowers’ deep fragrance. “Way nice. What else have you got?”


“Nothing, Falcon brother.” Dirty Birds liked to be called Falcons, so you did that. “Now go and wash your hands and face. Wash hard or you’ll swell up like melons. We have to go.”


The Falcons affected to be amused, but they went off toward the fountain. Whandall and Shastern ran through Dirty Birds into Serpent’s Walk. Marks and signs showed when you passed from another district to Serpent’s Walk, but Whandall would have known Serpent’s Walk without them. There weren’t as many trash piles, and burned-out houses were rebuilt faster.


The Placehold stood alone in its block, three stories of gray stone. Two older boys played with knives just outside the door. Inside, Uncle Totto lay asleep in the corridor where you had to step over him to get in. Whandall tried to creep past him.


“Huh? Whandall, my lad. What’s going on here?” He looked at Shastern, saw bloody bandages, and shook his head. “Bad business. What’s going on?”


“Shastern needs help!”


“I see that. What happened?”


Whandall tried to get past, but it was no use. Uncle Totto wanted to hear the whole story, and Shastern had been bleeding too long. Whandall started screaming. Totto raised his fist. Whandall pulled his brother upstairs. A sister was washing vegetables for dinner, and she shouted too. Women came yelling. Totto cursed and retreated.


Mother wasn’t home that night. Mother’s Mother—Dargramnet, if you were speaking to strangers—sent Wanshig to tell Bansh’s family. She put Shastern in Mother’s room and sat with him until he fell asleep. Then she came into the big second-floor Placehold room and sat in her big chair. Often that room was full of Placehold men, usually playful, but sometimes they shouted and fought. Children learned to hide in the smaller rooms, cling to women’s skirts, or find errands to do. Tonight Dargramnet asked the men to help with the injured children, and they all left so that she was alone with Whandall. She held Whandall in her lap.


“They wouldn’t help,” he sobbed. “Only the one. Kreeg Miller. We could have saved Ilther—it was too late for Bansh, but we could have saved Ilther, only they wouldn’t help.”


Mother’s Mother nodded and petted him. “No, of course they wouldn’t,” she said. “Not now. When I was a girl, we helped each other. Not just kin, not just Lordkin.” She had a faint smile, as if she saw things Whandall would never see, and liked them. “Men stayed home. Mothers taught girls and men taught boys, and there wasn’t all this fighting.”


“Not even in the Burnings?”


“Bonfires. We made bonfires for Yangin-Atep, and he helped us. Houses of ill luck, places of illness or murder, we burned those too. We knew how to serve Yangin-Atep then. When I was a girl there were wizards, real wizards.”


“A wizard killed Pothefit,” Whandall said gravely.


“Hush,” Mother’s mother said. “What’s done is done. It won’t do to think about Burnings.”


“The fire god,” Whandall said.


“Yangin-Atep sleeps,” Mother’s Mother said. “The fire god was stronger when I was a girl. In those days there were real wizards in Lord’s Town, and they did real magic.”


“Is that where Lords live?”


“No, Lords don’t live there. Lords live in Lordshills. Over the hills, past the Black Pit, nearly all the way to the sea,” Mother’s Mother said, and smiled again. “And yes, it’s beautiful. We used to go there sometimes.”


He thought about the prettiest places he had seen. Peacegiven Square, when the kinless had swept it clean and set up their tents. The Flower Market, which he wasn’t supposed to go to. Most of the town was dirty, with winding streets, houses falling down, and big houses that had been well built but were going to ruin. Not like Placehold. Placehold was stone, big, orderly, with roof gardens. Dargramnet made the women and children work to keep it clean, even bullied the men until they fixed the roof or broken stairs. Placehold was orderly, and that made it pretty to Whandall.


He tried to imagine another place of order, bigger than Placehold. It would have to be a long way, he thought. “Didn’t that take a long time?”


“No, we’d go in a wagon in the morning. We’d be home that same night. Or sometimes the Lords came to our city. They’d come and sit in Peacegiven Square and listen to us.”


“What’s a Lord, Mother’s Mother?”


“You always were the curious one. Brave too,” she said, and petted him again. “The Lords showed us how to come here when my grandfather’s father was young. Before that, our people were wanderers. My grandfather told me stories about living in wagons, always moving on.”


“Grandfather?” Whandall asked.


“Your mother’s father.”


“But—how could she know?” Whandall demanded. He thought that Pothefit had been his father, but he was never sure. Not sure the way Mother’s Mother seemed to be.


Mother’s Mother looked angry for a moment, but then her expression softened. “She knows because I know,” Mother’s Mother said. “Your grandfather and I were together a long time, years and years, until he was killed, and he was the father of all my children.”


Whandall wanted to ask how she knew that, but he’d seen her angry look, and he was afraid. There were many things you didn’t talk about. He asked, “Did he live in a wagon?”


“Maybe,” Mother’s Mother said. “Or maybe it was his grandfather. I’ve forgotten most of those stories now. I told them to your mother, but she didn’t listen.”


“I’ll listen, Mother’s Mother,” Whandall said.


She brushed her fingers through his freshly washed hair. She’d used three days’ water to wash Whandall and Shastern, and when Resalet said something about it she had shouted at him until he ran out of the Place-hold. “Good,” she said. “Someone ought to remember.”


“What do Lords do?”


“They show us things, give us things, tell us what the law is,” Mother’s Mother said. “You don’t see them much anymore. They used to come to Tep’s Town. I remember when we were both young—they chose your grandfather to talk to the Lords for the Placehold. I was so proud. And the Lords brought wizards with them, and made rain, and put a spell on our roof gardens so everything grew better.” The dreamy smile came back. “Everything grew better; everyone helped each other. I’m so proud of you, Whandall; you didn’t run and leave your brother—you stayed to help.” She stroked him, petting him the way his sisters petted the cat. Whandall almost purred.


She dozed off soon after. He thought about her stories and wondered how much was true. He couldn’t remember when anyone helped anyone who wasn’t close kin. Why would it have been different when Mother’s Mother was young? And could it be that way again?


But he was seven, and the cat was playing with a ball of string. Whandall climbed off Mother’s Mother’s lap to watch.
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Bansh and Ilther died. Shastern lived, but he kept the scars. In later years they passed for fighting scars.


Whandall watched them rebuild the city after the Burning. Stores and offices rose again, cheap wooden structures on winding streets. The kin-less never seemed to work hard on rebuilding.


Smashed water courses were rebuilt. The places where people died—kicked to death or burned or cut down with the long Lordkin knives—remained empty for a time. Everybody was hungry until the Lords and the kinless could get food flowing in again.


None of the other children would return to the forest. They took to spying on strangers, ready to risk broken bones rather than the terrible plants. But the forest fascinated Whandall. He returned again and again. Mother didn’t want him to go, but Mother wasn’t there much. Mother’s Mother only told him to be careful.


Old Resalet heard her. Now he laughed every time Whandall left the Placehold with leathers and mask.


Whandall went alone. He always followed the path of the logging, and that protected him a little. The forest became less dangerous as Kreeg Miller taught him more.


All the chaparral was dangerous, but the scrub that gathered round the redwoods was actively malevolent. Kreeg’s father had told him that it was worse in his day: the generations had tamed these plants. There were blade-covered morningstars and armory plants, and lordkin’s-kiss, and lordkiss with longer blades, and harmless-looking vines and flower beds and bushes all called touch-me and marked by five-bladed red or red-and-green leaves.


Poison plants came in other forms than touch-me. Any plant might take a whim to cover itself with daggers and poison them too. Nettles covered their leaves with thousands of needles that would burrow into flesh. Loggers cut under the morningstar bushes and touch-me flower beds with the bladed poles they called severs. Against lordwhips the only defense was a mask.


The foresters knew fruit trees the children hadn’t found. “These yellow apples want to be eaten,” Kreeg said, “seeds and all, so in a day or two the seeds are somewhere else, making more plants. If you don’t eat the core, at least throw it as far as you can. But these red death bushes you stay away from—far away—because if you get close you’ll eat the berries.”


“Magic?”


“Right. And they’re poison. They want their seeds in your belly when you die, for fertilizer.”


One wet morning after a lightning storm, loggers saw smoke reaching into the sky.


“Is that the city?” Whandall asked.


“No, that’s part of the forest. Over by Wolverine territory. It’ll go out,” Kreeg assured the boy. “They always do. You find black patches here and there, big as a city block.”


“The fire wakes Yangin-Atep,” the boy surmised. “Then Yangin-Atep takes the fire for himself? So it goes out…” But instead of confirming, Kreeg only smiled indulgently. Whandall heard snickering.


The other loggers didn’t believe, but… “Kreeg, don’t you believe in Yangin-Atep either?”


“Not really,” Kreeg said. “Some magic works, out here in the woods, but in town? Gods and magic, you hear a lot about them, but you see damn little.”


“A magician killed Pothefit!”


Kreeg Miller shrugged.


Whandall was near tears. Pothefit had vanished during the Burning, just ten weeks ago. Pothefit was his father! But you didn’t say that outside the family. Whandall cast about for better arguments. “You bow to the redwood before you cut it. I’ve seen you. Isn’t that magic?”


“Yeah, well… why take chances? Why do the morningstars and laurel whips and touch-me and creepy-julia all protect the redwoods?”


“Like house guards,” Whandall said, remembering that there were always men and boys on guard at Placehold.


“Maybe. Like the plants made some kind of bargain,” Kreeg said, and laughed.


Mother’s Mother had told him. Yangin-Atep led Whandall’s ancestors to the Lords, and the Lords had led Whandall’s ancestors through the forest to the Valley of Smokes where they defeated the kinless and built Tep’s Town. Redwood seeds and firewands didn’t sprout unless fire had passed through. Surely these woods belonged to the fire god!


But Kreeg Miller just couldn’t see it.


They worked half the morning, hacking at the base of a vast redwood, ignoring the smoke that still rose northeast of them. Whandall carried water to them from a nearby stream. The other loggers were almost used to him now. They called him Candlestub.


When the sun was overhead, they broke for lunch.


Kreeg Miller had taken to sharing lunch with him. Whandall had managed to gather some cheese from the Placehold kitchen. Kreeg had a smoked rabbit from yesterday.


Whandall asked, “How many trees does it take to build the city back?”


Two loggers overheard and laughed. “They never burn the whole city,” Kreeg told him. “Nobody could live through that, Whandall. Twenty or thirty stores and houses, a few blocks solid and some other places scattered, then they break off.”


The Placehold men said that they’d burned down the whole city, and all of the children believed them.


A logger said, “We’ll cut another tree after this one. We wouldn’t need all four if Lord Qirinty didn’t want a wing on his palace. Boy, do you remember your first Burning?”


“Some. I was only two years old.” Whandall cast back in his mind. “The men were acting funny. They’d lash out if any children got too close. They yelled a lot, and the women yelled back. The women tried to keep the men away from us.


“Then one afternoon it all got very scary and confusing. There was shouting and whooping and heat and smoke and light. The women all huddled with us on the second floor. There were smells—not just smoke, but stuff that made you gag, like an alchemist’s shop. The men came in with things they’d gathered. Blankets, furniture, heaps of shells, stacks of cups and plates, odd things to eat.


“And afterward everyone seemed to calm down.” Whandall’s voice trailed off. The other woodsmen were looking at him like… like an enemy. Kreeg wouldn’t look at him at all.





CHAPTER
2
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The world had moved on, and Whandall had hardly noticed.


His brothers and cousins all seemed to have disappeared. Mostly the girls and women stayed home, but on Mother’s Day each month the women went to the corner squares where the Lordsmen gave out food and clothing and shells, presents from the Lords. There were always men around that day and the next. Later, they might be around or they might be gone.


But boys appeared only for meals and sleep, and not always then. Where did they go?


He followed a cluster of cousins one afternoon. As in the forest, he took pride in being unseen. He got four blocks before four younger men challenged him. They’d beaten him half senseless before Shastern turned around, saw what was happening, and came running.


Shastern showed the tattoos on his hands and arms. Whandall had once asked about those, but Shastern had put off answering. They blended in with the terrible scars Shastern carried from the forest, but many of his cousins had them too. He never asked that kind of question of his cousins. Now Whandall did not quite hear what Shastern and his cousins said to them, but the strangers turned him loose and his cousins carried him home.


He woke hurting. Shastern woke around noon and sought him out. Shastern was barred from speaking certain secrets, but some things he could say…


Serpent’s Walk wasn’t just this region of the city.


Serpent’s Walk was the young men who held it. These streets belonged to Serpent’s Walk. Other streets, other bands. The region grew or shrank, streets changed hands, with the power of the bands. They put up signs on walls and other places.


Whandall had been able to read them for years. Serpent’s Walk had a squiggle sign, easy to draw. Dirty Birds was a falcon drawn wild and sloppy. Shastern showed him a boundary, a wall with the Serpent’s Walk squiggle at one end and a long thin phallus to mark Bull Pizzle territory at the other. Unmarked, one did not walk in Serpent’s Walk, or in Bull Pizzle or Dirty Bird either, if one did not belong. As a child Whandall had wandered the streets without hindrance, but a ten-year-old was no longer a child.


“But there are places with no signs at all,” Whandall protested.


“That’s Lord territory. You can go there until one of the Lordsmen tells you not to. Then you leave.”


“Why?”


“Because everyone is scared of the Lordsmen.”


“Why? Are they so strong?”


“Well, they’re big, and they’re mean, and they wear that armor.”


“They walk in pairs too,” Whandall said, remembering.


“Right. And if you hurt one of them, a lot more will come looking for you.”


“What if they don’t know who did it?”


Shastern shrugged expressively. “Then a bunch of them come and beat up on everybody they can find until someone confesses. Or we kill someone and say he confessed before we killed him. You stay away from Lordsmen, Whandall. Only good they do is when they bring in the presents on Mother’s Day.”


Whandall found it strange to have his one-year-younger brother behaving as his elder.


He must have spoken to Wanshig too. Wanshig was Whandall’s eldest brother. Wanshig had the tattoos, a snake in the web of his left thumb, a rattlesnake that ran up his right arm from the index finger to the elbow, a small snake’s eye at the edge of his left eye. The next night Wanshig took him into the streets. In a ruin that stank of old smoke, he introduced his younger brother to men who carried knives and never smiled.


“He needs protection,” Wanshig said. The men just looked at him. Finally one asked, “Who speaks for him?”


Whandall knew some of these faces. Shastern was there too, and he said, “I will.” Shastern did not speak to his brothers, but he spoke of Whandall in glowing terms. When the rest fled the forest in terror, Whandall had stayed to help Shastern. If he’d learned little of the customs of Serpent’s Walk, it was because he was otherwise occupied. When none of the boys would return to the wood but took to the streets instead, Whandall Placehold continued to brave the killer plants, to spy on the woodsmen.


The room was big enough to hold fifty people or more. It was dark outside now, and the only light in the room came from the moon shining through holes in the roof, and from torches. The torches were outside, stuck into holes in the windowsills. Yangin-Atep wouldn’t allow fires inside, except during a Burning. You could build an outside cookfire under a lean-to shelter, but never inside, and if you tried to enclose a fire with walls, the fire went out. Whandall couldn’t remember anyone telling him this. He just knew it, as he knew that cats had sharp claws and that boys should stay away from men when they were drinking beer.


There was a big chair on a low platform at one end of the room. The chair was wooden, with arms and a high back, and it was carved with serpents and birds. Some kinless must have worked hard to make that chair, but Whandall didn’t think it would be very comfortable, not like the big ponyhair-stuffed chair Mother’s Mother liked.


A tall man with no smile sat in that chair. Three other men stood in front of him holding their long Lordkin knives across their chests. Whandall knew him. Pelzed lived in a two-story stone house at the end of a block of well-kept kinless houses. Pelzed’s house had a fenced-in garden and there were always kinless working in it.


“Bring him,” Pelzed said.


His brothers took Whandall by the arms and pulled him to just in front of Pelzed’s chair, then forced him down on his knees.


“What good are you?” Pelzed demanded.


Shastern began to speak, but Pelzed held up a hand. “I heard you. I want to hear him. What did you learn from the woodsmen?”


“Say something,” Wanshig whispered. There was fear in his voice.


Whandall thought furiously. “Poisons. I know the poisons of the forest. Needles. Blades. Whips.”


Pelzed gestured. One of the men standing in front of Pelzed’s chair raised his big knife and struck Whandall hard across the left shoulder.


It stung, but he had used the flat of the blade. “Call him Lord,” the man said. His bared chest was a maze of scars; one ran right up his cheek into his hair. Whandall found him scary as hell.


“Lord,” Whandall said. He had never seen a Lord. “Yes, Lord.”


“Good. You can walk in the forest?”


“Much of it, Lord. Places where the woodsmen have been.”


“Good. What do you know of the Wedge?”


“The meadow at the top of the Deerpiss River?” What did Pelzed want to hear? “Woodsmen don’t go there, Lord. I’ve never seen it. It is said to be guarded.”


Pause. Then, “Can you bring us poisons?”


“Yes, Lord, in the right season.”


“Can we use them against the enemies of Serpent’s Walk?”


Whandall had no idea who the enemies of Serpent’s Walk might be, but he was afraid to ask. “If they’re fresh, Lord.”


“What happens if they aren’t fresh?”


“After a day they only make you itch. The nettles stop reaching out for anyone who passes.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know.” The man raised his knife. “Lord.”


“You’re a sneak and a spy.”


“Yes, Lord.”


“Will you spy for us?”


Whandall hesitated. “Of course he will, Lord,” Shastern said.


“Take him out, Shastern. Wait with him.”


Shastern led him through a door into a room with no other doors and only a small dark window that let in a little moonlight. He waited until they were closed in before letting go of Whandall’s arm.


“This is dangerous, isn’t it?” Whandall asked.


Shastern nodded.


“So what’s going to happen?”


“They’ll let you in. Maybe.”


“If they don’t?”


Shastern shook his head. “They will. Lord Pelzed doesn’t want a blood feud with the Placehold family.”


Blood feuds meant blood. “Is he really a Lord—”


“He is here,” Shastern said. “And don’t forget it.”


When they brought him back in, the room was dark except for a few candles near Pelzed’s chair. Shastern whispered, “I knew they’d let you in. Now whatever happens, don’t cry. It’s going to hurt.”


They made him kneel in front of Pelzed again. Two men took turns asking him questions and hitting him.


“We are your father and your mother,” Pelzed said.


Someone hit him.


“Who is your father?” a voice asked from behind.


“You are—”


Someone hit him harder.


“Serpent’s Walk,” Whandall guessed.


“Who is your mother?”


“Serpent’s Walk.”


“Who is your Lord?”


“Pelzed…. Argh. Lord Pelzed. Aagh! Serpent’s Walk?”


“Who is Lord of Serpent’s Walk?”


“Lord Pelzed.”


It went on a long time. Usually they didn’t hit him if he guessed the right answer, but sometimes they hit him anyway. “To make sure you remember,” they said.


Finally that was over. “You can’t fight,” Pelzed said. “So you won’t be a full member. But we’ll take care of you. Give him the mark.”


They stretched his left hand out and tattooed a small serpent on the web of his thumb. He held his arm rigid against the pain. Then everyone said nice things about him.


After that it was easier. Whandall was safe outside the house as long as he was in territory friendly to Serpent’s Walk. Wanshig warned him not to carry a knife until he knew how to fight. It would be taken as a challenge.


He didn’t know the rules. But one could keep silent, watch, and learn.


Here he remembered a line of black skeletons of buildings. The charred remains had come down and been carried away. Whandall and others watched from cover, from the basement of a house that hadn’t been replaced yet. Kinless were at work raising redwood beams into skeletons of new buildings. Four new stores stood already, sharing common walls.


You knew the kinless by their skin tone, or their rounder ears and pointed noses, but that was chancy; a boy could make mistakes. Better to judge by clothing or by name.


Kinless were not allowed to wear Lordkin’s hair styles or vivid colors. On formal occasions the kinless men wore a noose as token of their servitude. They were named for things or for skills, and they spoke their family names, where a Lordkin never would.


There were unspoken rules for gathering. There were times when you could ask a kinless for food or money. A man and woman together might accept that. Others would not. Kinless men working to replace blackened ruins with new buildings did not look with favor on Lordkin men or boys. Lordkin at their gatherings must be wary of the kinless who kept shops or sold from carts. The kinless had no rights, but the Lords had rights to what the kinless made.


The kinless did the work. They made clothing, grew food, made and used tools, transported it all. They made rope for export. They harvested rope fibers from the hemp that grew in vacant lots and anywhere near the sluggish streams that served as storm drains and sewers alike. They built. They saw to it that streets were repaired, that water flowed, that garbage reached the dumps. They took the blame if things went wrong. Only the kinless paid taxes, and taxes were whatever a Lordkin wanted, unless a Lord said otherwise. But you had to learn what you could take. The kinless only had so much to give, Mother’s Mother said.


Suddenly it was all so obvious, so embarrassing. Loggers were kinless! Of course they wouldn’t help a Lordkin child. The loggers thought Kreeg Miller was strange, as the Placehold thought Whandall was strange, each to be found in the other’s company.


Whandall had been letting a kinless teach him! He had carried water for them, working like a kinless!


Whandall stopped visiting the forest.


The Serpent’s Walk men spent their time in the streets. So did the boys of the Placehold, but their fathers and uncles spent most of their time at home.


Why?


Whandall went to old Resalet. One could ask.


Resalet listened and nodded, then summoned all the boys and led them outside. He pointed to the house, the old stone three-story house with its enclosed courtyard. He explained that it had been built by kinless for themselves, two hundred years ago. Lordkin had taken it from them.


It was a roomy dwelling desired by many. The kinless no longer built houses to last centuries. Why should they, when a Lordkin family would claim it? Other Lordkin had claimed this place repeatedly, until it fell to the Placehold family. It would change hands again unless the men kept guard.


The boys found the lecture irritating, and they let Whandall know that afterward.


Mother never had time for him. There was always a new baby, new men to see and bring home, new places to go, never time for the older boys. Men hung out together. They chewed hemp and made plans or went off at night, but they never wanted boys around them, and most of the boys were afraid of the men. With reason.


Whandall saw his city without understanding. The other boys hardly realized there was anything to understand and didn’t care to know more. It was safe to ask Mother’s Mother, but her answers were strange.


“Everything has changed. When I was a girl the kinless didn’t hate us. They were happy to do the work. Gathering was easy. They gave us things.”


“Why?”


“We served Yangin-Atep. Tep woke often and protected us.”


“But didn’t the kinless hate the Burnings?”


“Yes, but it was different then,” Mother’s Mother said. “It was arranged. A house or building nobody could use, or a bridge ready to fall down. We’d bring things to burn. Kinless, Lordkin, everyone would bring something for Yangin-Atep. Mathoms, we called them. The Lords came, too, with their wizards. Now it’s all different, and I don’t understand it at all.”


One could keep silence, watch, and learn.


Barbarians were the odd ones. Their skins were of many shades, their noses of many shapes; even their eye color varied. They sounded odd, when they could talk at all.


Some belonged in the city, wherever they had come from. They traded, taught, doctored, cooked, or sold to kinless and Lordkin alike. They were to be treated as kinless who didn’t understand the rules. Their speech could generally be understood. They might travel with guards of their own race or give tribute to Lordkin to protect their shops. A few had the protection of Lords. You could tell that by the symbols displayed outside their shops and homes.


Most barbarians avoided places where violence had fallen. But lookers sought those places out. The violence of the Burning lured them across the sea to Tep’s Town.


Boys who gave up the forest had taken to spying on lookers instead. Whandall would do as they did: watch the watchers. But they were far ahead of him at that game, and Whandall had some catching up to do.


Watch, listen. From under a walk, from behind a wall. Lookers took refuge in the parts of the city where kinless lived, or in the harbor areas where the Lords ruled. Lordkin children could sometimes get in those places. Lookers spoke in rapid gibberish that some of the older boys claimed to understand.


At first they looked merely strange. Later Whandall saw how many kinds of lookers there were. You could judge by their skins or their features or their clothing. These pale ones were Torovan, from the east. These others were from the south, from Condigeo. These with noses like an eagle’s beak came from farther yet: Atlantean refugees. Each spoke his own tongue, and each mangled the Lordkin speech in a different fashion. And others, from places Whandall had never heard of.


Serpent’s Walk watched, and met afterward in the shells of burned buildings. They asked themselves and each other, What does this one have that would be worth gathering? But Whandall sometimes wondered, Does that one come from a more interesting place than here? or more exciting? or better ruled? or seeking a ruler?
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When he was eleven years old, Whandall asked Wanshig, “Where can I find a Lord?”


“You know where Pelzed lives—”


“A real Lord.”


“Don’t talk like that,” Wanshig said, but he grinned. “Do you remember when those people came to the park? And made speeches? Last fall.”


“Sure. You gathered some money in the crowd and bought meat for dinner.”


“That was a Lord. I forgot his name.”


“Which one? There were a lot of people—”


“Guards, mostly. And lookers, and storytellers. The one that stood on the wagon and talked about the new aqueduct they’re building.”


“Oh.”


“The Lords live on the other side of the valley, in the Lordshills mostly. It’s a long way. You can’t go there.”


“Do they have a band?”


“Sort of. They have guards, big Lordsmen. And there’s a wall.”


“I’d like to see one. Up close.”


“Sometimes Lords go to the docks. But you don’t want to go there alone,” Wanshig said.


“Why not?”


“It’s Water Devils territory. The Lords say anyone can go there, and the Devils have to put up with that, but they don’t like it. If they catch you alone with no one to come back and tell what happened, they may throw you in the harbor.”


“But Water Devils don’t go into the Lordshills, do they?”


“I don’t know. Never needed to find out.”


How do you know what you need to find out until you know it? Whandall wondered, but he didn’t say anything. “Is there a safe way to the harbor?”


Wanshig nodded. “Stay on Sanvin Street until you get past those hills.” He pointed northwest. “After that there aren’t any bands until you get to the harbor. Didn’t used to be. Now, who knows?”


The forest had fingers: hilltop ridges covered with touch-me and lord-kin’s-kiss that ran from the sea back into the great trees with their deadly guards. There were canyons and gaps through the hills, but they were filled with more poisonous plants that grew back faster than anyone could cut them. Only the hills above the harbor were cleared. Lords lived up there. When the winds blew hard so that the day was clear, Whandall could see their big houses. The adults called them palaces.


Whandall pointed toward the Lordshills. “Does anyone gather there during a Burning?”


Wanshig squinted. “Where? On Sanvin Street?”


“No, up there. The palaces.”


“That’s where the Lords live. You can’t gather from Lords!”


“Why not?”


“Yangin-Atep,” Wanshig said. “Yangin-Atep protects them. People who go up there to gather just don’t come back. Whandall, they’re Lords. We’re Lordkin. You just don’t. There’s no Burning up there either. Yangin-Atep takes care of them.”


At dawn he snatched half a loaf from the Placehold kitchen and ate it as he ran. The energy boiling in him was half eagerness, half fear. When it faded, he walked. He had a long way to go.


Sanvin Street wound over the low hills that separated Tep’s Town from the harbor. At first there were burned-out shells of houses, with some of the lots gone back to thorns and worse. The plants gradually closed in on the old road. When he reached the top of the hills, all was thorns and chaparral and touch-me, just sparse enough to permit passage. It was nearly dark when he reached a crest of a ridge. There were lights ahead, the distance enough that he didn’t want to walk farther. He used the dying twilight to find a way into the chaparral.


He spent the night in chaparral, guarded by the malevolent plants he knew how to avoid. It was better than trying to find a safe place among people he didn’t know.


The morning sun was bright, but there was a thin haze on the ground. Sanvin Street led down the ridge, then up across another. It took him half an hour to get to the top of the second ridge. When he reached it, he could see a highlight sun glare, the harbor, off ahead and to the left.


He had reached the top. He knew of no band who ruled here, and that was ominous enough. He crouched below the chaparral until he was sure no eyes were about.


He stood on a barren ridge, but the other side of the hill was—different. Sanvin Street led down the hills. Partway down, it divided into two parallel streets with olive trees growing in the grassy center strip, and to each side of the divided street there were houses, wood as well as stone.


He was watching from the chaparral when a wagon came up from the harbor. He had plenty of time to move, but close to the road the chaparral was too sparse to hide him, and farther in were the thorns. He stood in the sparse brush and watched the wagon come up the hill. As it passed him the kinless driver and his companion exchanged glances with Whandall and drove on. They seemed curious rather than angry, as if Whandall were no threat at all.


Couldn’t they guess that he might bring fathers or older brothers?


He went back to the road and started down the hill, openly now, past the houses. He guessed this was Lord’s Town, where Mother’s Mother used to go when she was a girl.


Each set of houses was banded around a small square, and in the center of each square was a small stone cairn above a stone water basin, like Peacegiven Square but smaller. Water trickled down the cairn into the basin, and women, Lordkin and kinless alike, came to dip water into stone and clay jars. Down toward the harbor was a larger square, with a larger pool, and a grove of olive trees. Instead of houses, there were shops around the square. Kinless merchants sat in front of shops full of goods openly displayed, free for the gathering, it seemed. In the olive grove people sat in the shade at tables and talked or did mysterious things with small rock markers on the tables. Shells—and even bits of gold and silver—changed hands.


Were these Lords? They looked like no one he had ever seen. They were better dressed than the kinless of Serpent’s Walk, better dressed than most Lordkin, but few had weapons. One armed man sat at a table honing a big Lordkin knife. No one seemed to notice him; then a merchant spoke to him. Whandall didn’t hear what was said, but the merchant seemed friendly, and the armed Lordkin grinned. Whandall watched as a girl brought a tray of cups to a table. She looked like a Lordkin.


No one paid him any attention as he walked past. They would glance at him and look away, even if he stared at them. He wasn’t dressed like they were, and that began to bother him. Back of the houses, he could sometimes see clothes hanging on lines, but gathering those might be riskier than remaining as he was, and how could he know that he was wearing them right?


He went on to the bottom of the hills, nearer yet to the Lords’ domain. Soon there was black, barren land in the distance to his right, with a gleam of water and a stench of magic. It had to be magic; it was no natural smell. Breathing through his mouth seemed to help.


The place drew him like any mystery.


Whandall knew the Black Pit by repute. Scant and scrawny alien scrub grew along the edges of black water a quarter of a mile on a side, and nobody lived there at all. He’d heard tales of shadowy monsters here. All he saw were pools that gleamed like water, darker than any water he’d ever seen.


A palisade fence surrounded the Pit, more a message than a barrier. A graveled wagon road led into it through a gate that Whandall was sure he could open. The fence was regular, flawless, too fine even for kinless work. Kinless working under the eyes of Lords might make such a thing.


Such offensive perfection made it a target. Whandall wondered why Lordkin hadn’t torn it down. And why did Lords want people kept away? He saw no monsters, but he sensed a malevolent power here.


The distant harbor drew him more powerfully yet. He saw a ship topped by a forest of masts. That was escape, that was the way to better places, if he could learn of a way past the Water Devils.


Ahead and to the right was a wall taller than any man. Houses two and three stories tall showed above the wall. Palaces! They were larger than he’d dreamed.


The street went past an open gate where two armed men stood guarding a barrier pole. They looked strange. Their clothing was good but drab and they were dressed nearly alike. They wore daggers with polished handles. Helmets hid their ears. Spears with dark shafts and gleaming bronze spearheads hung on brackets near where they stood. Were they armed kinless? But they might be Lordkin.


A wagon came up from the harbor and went to the gate. The horses seemed different, taller and more slender than the ponies he saw in Tep’s Town. When it reached the gate, the guards spoke to the driver, then lifted the barrier to let the wagon in. Whandall couldn’t hear what they said to each other.


If the guards were kinless, they wouldn’t try to stop a Lordkin. Would they? He couldn’t tell what they were. They acted relaxed. One drank from a stone jar and passed it to the other. They watched Whandall without much curiosity.


The gate was near a corner of the wall. Whandall became worried when he saw the guards were looking at him. There was a path that led along the wall and around the corner out of sight of the guards, and he went along that, shuffling as boys do. The guards stopped watching him when he turned away from the gate, and soon he was out of sight around the corner.


The wall was too high to climb. The path wasn’t much used, and Whandall had to be careful to avoid the weeds and thorns. He followed the path until it led between the wall and a big tree.


When he climbed into the tree he was glad he hadn’t tried to get over the wall. There were sharp things, thorns and broken glass, embedded in its top. One bough of the tree not only grew over the wall but was low enough that it had scraped the top smooth. That must have taken a long time, and no one had bothered to fix it.


Mother’s Mother had told him that kinless believed in a place they called Gift of the King, a place across the sea where they never had to work and no Lordkin could gather from them. The other side of the wall looked like that. There were gardens and big houses. Just over the wall was a pool of water. A big stone fish stood above the pool. Water poured from the fish’s mouth into the pool and flowed out of the pool into a stream that fed a series of smaller pools. Green plants grew in those pools. There were both vegetable and flower gardens alongside the stream. They were arranged in neat little patterns, square for the vegetable gardens, complex curved shapes along curved paths for the flower beds. The house was nearly a hundred yards from the wall, two stories tall, square and low with thick adobe walls, as large as the Placehold. The Gift of the King, but this was no myth. The Lords lived better than Whandall could have imagined.


It was late afternoon, and the sun was hot. There was no one around. Whandall had brought a dried crabapple to eat, but he didn’t have any way to carry water, and he was thirsty. The fountain and stream invited him. He watched while his thirst grew. No one came out of the house.


He wondered what they would do to him if they caught him. He was only a thirsty boy; he hadn’t gathered anything yet. The people outside the walls had glanced at him, then glanced away, as if they didn’t want to see him. Would the people in here do the same? He didn’t know, but his thirst grew greater.


He crawled along the tree branch until he was past the wall, then dropped into the grass. He crouched there waiting, but nothing happened, and he crept to the edge of the fountain.


The water was sweet and cool, and he drank for a long time.


“What’s it like outside?”


Whandall jumped up, startled.


“They don’t let me go outside. Where do you live?”


The girl was smaller than he was. She’d be eight years old or so, where Whandall was already eleven. She wore a skirt with embroidered borders, and her blouse was a shiny cloth that Whandall had seen only once, when Pelzed’s wife had dressed up for a party. No one in Whandall’s family owned anything like that, or ever would.


“I was thirsty,” Whandall said.


“I can see that. Where do you live?”


She was only a girl. “Out there,” he said. He pointed east. “Beyond the hills.”


Her eyes widened. She looked at his clothing, at his eyes and ears. “You’re Lordkin. Can I see your tattoos?”


Whandall held out his hand to show the serpent on the web of his thumb.


She came closer. “Wash your hands,” she said. “Not there; that’s where we get drinking water. Down there.” She pointed at the basin below the fountain pool. “Don’t you have fountains where you live?”


“No. Wells.” Whandall bent to wash his hands. “Rivers after it rains.”


“Your face too,” she said. “And your feet. You’re all dusty.”


It was true, but Whandall resented being told that. She was only a girl, smaller than he, and there was nothing to be afraid of, but she might call someone. He would have to run. There wasn’t any way out of here. The branch was too high to reach without a rope. The water felt cool on his face and wonderful on his feet.


“You don’t need to be afraid of me,” she said. “Now let me see your tattoo.”


He held out his hand. She turned it in both her hands and pulled his fingers apart to bare his serpent tattoo to the sun.


Then she looked closely at his eyes. “My stepfather says that wild Lordkin have tattoos on their faces,” she said.


“My brothers do,” Whandall said. “But they carry knives and can fight. I haven’t learned yet. I don’t know what you mean by ‘wild.’ We’re not wild.”


She shrugged. “I don’t really know what he means either. My name is Shanda. My stepfather is Lord Samorty.”


Whandall thought for a moment, then said, “My name is Whandall. What does a stepfather do?”


“My father’s dead. Lord Samorty married my mother.”


She’d spoken of her father to a stranger, without hesitation, without embarrassment. Whandall tasted words on his tongue: My father is dead; we have many stepfathers. But he didn’t speak them.


“Do you want something to eat?”


Whandall nodded.


“Come on.” She led him toward the house. “Don’t talk much,” she said. “If anyone asks you where you live, point west, and say ‘Over there, sir.’ But no one will. Just don’t show that tattoo. Oh, wait.” She looked at him again. “You look like someone threw clothes at you in the dark.”


Huh?


“Miss Batty would say that,” she said, leading him south around the house. “Here.” Clothes were hanging on long lines above a vegetable patch. The lines were thin woven hemp, not tarred. “Here, take this, and this—”


“Shanda, who wears this stuff?”


“The chief gardener’s boy. He’s my friend, he won’t mind. Put your stuff in that vat—”


“Is anyone going to see me who knows who we gathered it from?”


She considered. “Not inside. Maybe Miss Batty, but she never goes to the kitchen. Wouldn’t eat with the staff if she was starving.”


A band of men carrying shovels came around the house. One waved to Shanda. They began digging around the vegetables.


The gardeners were kinless, but they were better dressed than Lordkin. They had water bottles, and one had a box with bread and meat. A lot of meat, more than Whandall got for lunch except on Mother’s Day, and often not then. If kinless lived this well, how did Lordkin live here?


A Lordkin should have guile. Watch and learn…


Shanda led him into the back of the house.
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The house was cool. Shanda led him through corridors to a room that smelled of cooking. A fat woman with ears like a Lordkin’s stood at a counter stirring a kettle. The kettle frothed with boiling liquid. Whandall stared. The smells went straight to his hunger.


The counter she stood over was a big clay box. The top was an iron grill, and flames licked up through it, under a copper pot.


A fire, indoors, that didn’t go out. Squinting, he approached the yellow-white glare and lifted his hands to it. Hot. Yes, fire.


Shanda gave him the funniest look.


The fat woman looked at them with an expression that might have been menacing but wasn’t. “Miss Shanda, I got no time just now. Your daddy is having visitors. There’s a wizard coming to dinner, and we have to get ready.”


A wizard! But Shanda didn’t act surprised or excited. She said, “Serana, this is Whandall, and he’s hungry.”


The fat woman smiled. “Sure he’s hungry. He’s a boy, isn’t he? A boy’s nothing but an appetite and trouble,” she said, but she was still smiling. “Sit over there. I’ll get you something in a minute. Where do you live?”


Whandall pointed vaguely west. “Over there… ma’am.”


Serana nodded to herself and went back to the stove, but then she brought out a bowl and a spoon. “Have some of my pudding,” she said. “Bet your cook can’t make pudding like that.”


Whandall tasted the pudding. It was smooth and creamy. “No, ma’am,” Whandall said.


Serana beamed. “Miss Shanda, this is a nice boy,” she said. “Now scoot when you get done. I’ve got my work to do.”


After he finished the pudding, he followed Shanda down another corridor. The house was built around an interior courtyard, and they went upstairs to a long outside balcony over the atrium. There was a small fountain in the center of the courtyard.


There were half a dozen doors along the balcony. Shanda led him to one of them. “This is my room.” She looked up at the sun. “It won’t be long until dark. Can you get home before night?”


“I don’t think so,” Whandall said.


“Where will you stay?”


“I can stay out in the chaparral.”


“In the thorns?’ She sounded impressed. “You know how to go into those?”


“Yes.” He grinned slightly. “But I don’t know how to get out of here. Will the guards stop me?”


“Why should they?” she asked. “But if you don’t come home tonight, won’t someone worry about you?”


“Who?”


“Your nurse… oh. Well, come on in.”


The room was neat. There was a closet with a door, and there were more clothes hung up in it than any of Whandall’s sisters had. There was a chest against one wall, and the bed had a wool blanket on it. Another blanket with pictures woven into it hung above the bed. There was a window that faced out on the balcony, and another on the opposite wall. That looked out on a smaller interior courtyard crisscrossed with clotheslines and drying clothes, more rope than Whandall had ever seen in one place. He eyed the clothesline with satisfaction. It looked strong, and there was so much they might not miss one piece. It would get him up to the tree branch. If he could take it home, it would make Resalet happy. They always needed rope at the Placehold. But he didn’t know the rules here.


“Could you really sleep in the thorns?” she asked. “How?”


“Without leathers you can’t go far into the chaparral,” Whandall said. “There’s a lot worse than thorn. You have to know what plants are safe. Most aren’t.”


“What are leathers? Where do you get them?”


“You need a leather mask and leggings, at least. Some kinless have them, and the foresters use sleeves and vests. I don’t know where my uncles got them. They must have gathered them.”


“But you don’t have any with you. There’s nobody in the room next to this. You can sleep there tonight.”


They ate in the kitchen at a small table in the corner. Serana put food in front of them, then went back to her stove. Other servants came in and Serana gave them instructions on what to do. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry, but there was no shouting, and no one was frantic.


There were more kinds of food than Whandall had ever seen for one meal. Serana arranged trays of food, eyed them critically, sometimes changed the arrangements. When she was satisfied, the servants came and took the trays out to another room where the adults ate. It was like… the gardens here, and the neat little fence around the Black Pit… it was orderly. Serana was making patterns with her cooking.


Whandall couldn’t take his eyes off the stove.


Once during dinner a tall woman with serious eyes and dark clothing looked into the kitchen. She nodded in satisfaction when she saw Shanda. “Did you study your lessons?” she demanded.


“Yes, ma’am,” Shanda said.


She fixed Whandall with a critical eye. “Neighbor boy?” she asked.


“From down the road,” Shanda said quickly.


“You behave yourself,” the woman said. She turned to the cook. “Did she get a good dinner?”


“I always make a good dinner for Miss Shanda, even when I’ve got guests to cook for,” Serana said huffily. “Don’t you worry about that.”


“All right. Good night.”


After she left, Shanda giggled. “Miss Batty’s not happy,” she said. “She wants to eat with the family, but they didn’t invite her tonight.”


“That’s as it may be,” Serana said. “Miss Bertrana’s all right. Not like that other nurse you had. You be nice to her.”


Miss Batty was kinless. Whandall was certain of it. He wasn’t quite as certain that Serana was Lordkin. And neither seemed to care much.


A servant came carrying a tray of dirty dishes. Some were piled high with uneaten food.


After dinner they went back to the balcony. The adults came out to the atrium to finish their own dinner. Whandall and Shanda lay on the balcony outside her room and listened to them.


The courtyard was lit by a central fire and by candles in vellum cylinders. There were four men and three women in the courtyard. Lazy wisps of steam curled up from the cups they were holding. One of the men said, “I thought that wizard was coming to dinner.”


“He was invited, Qirinty. I don’t know what happened to him.”


“Stood you up, did he, Samorty?”


Samorty had a deep and resonant voice, and his chuckle was loud. “Maybe. I’d be surprised, but maybe.”


When Placehold men talked in the evenings, there were usually fights. These men smiled, and if anyone was angry, it was well hidden. Whandall came to believe that he was watching a dance. They were dancing with the rhythm of speech and gestures.


It was a thing he could learn. A Lordkin should have guile.


Qirinty’s voice was feeble; Whandall had to listen hard. “We need a wizard. The reservoir’s getting low again. If it doesn’t rain pretty soon we could be in trouble, Samorty.”


Samorty nodded sagely. “What do you propose we do?”


“It’s more your problem than mine, Samorty,” the other man said. He picked up two cups, interchanged them, tossed them lightly in the air. The cups were chasing each other in a loop, and now he’d added a third cup.


“Lord Qirinty has such wonderful hands!” Shanda said.


It enchanted Whandall that Shanda already knew how to lurk. He asked, “Are those Lords?”


Shanda giggled. “Yes. The big man there at the end is Lord Samorty. He’s my stepfather.”


“Is that your mother with him?”


“Rawanda’s not my mother! Stepmother,” Shanda said. “My mother’s dead too. She died when Rabblie was born.”


“Rabblie?”


“My little brother. There. With her. He’s five. She doesn’t like him any more than she likes me, but he gets to eat with them because he’s the heir. If she ever has a boy, he’s dead meat, but I don’t think she can have children. She had one, my sister, and that took a week. It was almost two years ago—”


Whandall tapped her arm to shut her up, because Lord Samorty was talking: “… Wizard. Can he do it again?”


“Would you want him to?” one of the others asked. “The iceberg damn near wiped out the city!”


The women shouted with laughter. The man with the clever hands said, “It did not, Chanthor! It crossed your farm.”


Samorty chuckled. “Well, and mine too, and left nothing but a plowed line three hundred paces wide and longer than any man has traveled. That cost me, I admit, but it didn’t cross much of the city, and it sure solved the water problem.”


Chanthor snorted.


Qirinty snatched his cup and added it to the dance.


Samorty said, “A mountain of ice from the farthest end of the Earth. Don’t you sometimes wish you could do that?”


“That, or any real magic. But he said he could do it only once,” Lord Qirinty said.


“He said that after we paid him. Did you believe him? I’d say he wants a better price.”


Qirinty set the cups down without spilling a drop. “I don’t know if I believed him or not.”


One of the servants came in. “Morth of Atlantis,” he announced.


Morth? Whandall knew that name…


He stood tall and straight, but Morth was older than any of the Lords, fragile and perhaps blind. His face was all wrinkles; his hair was long and straight and thick but pure white. He tottered very carefully into the circle of firelight. “My Lords,” he said formally. “You will have to forgive me. It has been twenty years since I was last here.”


“I would think Lordshills is easy enough to find,” Samorty said. “Even if you had never been here before.”


“Yes, yes, of course,” Morth said. “To find, yes. To get to, perhaps not so easy for one in my profession. I came by the back roads. The ponies I hired could not climb your hill, and as I walked up, this change came on me. But you must know all this.”


“Perhaps we know less than you think. A dozen years ago a Condigeano wizard offered us a spell that would let cook fires burn indoors,” Samorty said. “Cheap too. He didn’t have to cast it himself. Sent an apprentice up to do it. It worked, but since then the only horses that can get up the hill are our big ones. The Lordkin ponies can’t make it. We don’t know why.”


Morth nodded. He was amused without making a point of it. “But surely this—spell—has not lasted a dozen years?”


“No, he sends an apprentice to renew it. He’s done that twice since. We’ve discussed having him cast it for other areas, but we decided not to.”


“Oh, good,” Morth said. “Very wise. May I be seated?”


“Yes, yes, of course. Dinner’s finished, but would you like tea and dessert?” Samorty’s wife said.


“Thank you, yes, my lady.”


Rawanda waved to a servant as Morth sat with an effort.


The fourth Lord was older than the rest. The others had come out with women, but he reclined alone on his couch. The servants treated him with as much respect as they treated Samorty. He had been quiet, but now he spoke. “Tell us, Sage, why is it wise not to cast this spell in the other parts of the city? Why not in Tep’s Town?”


“Side effects,” Qirinty said. “The Lordkin need their ponies.”


“Yes, that and the fires, Lord Jerreff,” Morth said. His voice had changed slightly. There was less quaver.


“Could you cast such a spell if we asked you to?”


Morth cut off a laugh. “No, Lord. No wizard could do that. Only apprentices cast that spell, and I’ll wager that it’s never the same apprentice twice, either.”


“You’d win that wager,” Samorty said. “Is this spell dangerous?”


“Confined to a small area, no,” Morth said. “Cast throughout Tep’s Town? I am certain you would regret it.”


“Fires,” Lord Jerreff said. “There would be fires inside houses, anytime, not just during a Burning. That’s what our Condigeano wizard told us. He wouldn’t tell us what the spell was. Just that it would keep Yangin-Atep at a distance. Sage, I don’t suppose you will tell us either?”


Morth solemnly shook his head. “No, Lord, I cannot.”


“But you do know what the spell is.”


“Yes, Lord, I know,” Morth said. “And frankly I am concerned that a hedge wizard from Condigeo would know about—about that spell. I am also surprised that you would employ powerful magic you do not understand.”


“Oh, we know what it does,” Qirinty said. “It uses up the power in magic, the manna. Gods can’t live where there’s no manna.”


“I didn’t know that,” Lord Chanthor said. “Did you know, Samorty?”


Lord Samorty shook his head. “All I bargained for was a way to let the cooks work inside. Does that mean the fountains aren’t magic?”


“Just good plumbing, Samorty,” Lord Qirinty said. “But there is magic in running water—I suppose that’s why our Sage looks better now. He found some manna in the fountains.”


“Astute, Lord. But very little, I fear.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “I do not believe you need pay to renew the spell this year.”


“Is that why the wizards can’t bring rain?” Samorty demanded. “No manna?”


“Yes,” Morth said. “The manna is dying all over the world, but especially here in Tep’s Town. The void you have created here isn’t helping.”


“Where can we find more manna?” Chanthor asked.


“The water comes from the mountains,” Qirinty said. “Look there, if we can find the way.”


“There are maps,” Chanthor said. “I recall my father telling me of an expedition to the mountains. They brought back manna—”


“Gold. Wild manna. Unpredictable,” Samorty said. “Some of the effects were damned odd.”


“Yes, Samorty, and anyway, they got all they could find,” Chanthor said. “We wouldn’t do better. But there was water. Can we get water from the mountains?”


“We can’t. Maybe nobody can.”


“We did once.”


“Yes, Jerreff, and long ago the kinless were warriors,” Chanthor said.


“Do you believe that?” Samorty asked.


“Oh, it’s true,” Jerreff said.


“My Lords, we are neglecting our guest,” Samorty said. He turned to Morth. The wizard was quietly sipping tea. He looked less ill than when he had come to the table.


“Sage, if we don’t have water, there’ll be a Burning, sure as anything. How can we stop it?” Qirinty asked. “Can you bring more water?”


Morth shook his head. He spoke solemnly. “No, my Lords. There is not enough manna to bring rain. As for the gold in the mountains, you don’t want it.”


“Isn’t it magic?”


“Wild magic. I’ve heard some very funny stories about gold’s effect on men and magicians, but in any case, I would not survive the rigors of the trip.”


“There are other mountains,” Jerreff said. “The Barbar Mountains remain. Too far to go by land, but we could take ship.”


Morth smiled thinly. “I fear I must decline that as well,” he said.


“The ice. Can you bring more ice?” Qirinty demanded. “We will pay well. Very well, won’t we, Samorty?”


“We would pay to have the reservoirs filled again, yes,” Samorty said. “You would not find us ungenerous.”


“Alas, as I told you then, I could do that only once. Loan me a charioteer and I could fill your reservoirs, but I do not believe you would care for salt water.”


“Salt water?” Samorty demanded. “What would we want with reservoirs full of salt water?”


“I can’t imagine,” Morth said. “But it is the only kind I control just at the moment.” His smile was thin and there was a tiny edge to his voice. “It would be difficult but not impossible to drown the city and even parts of the Lordshills, but the water would be sea water.”


“Are you threatening to do that?” Samorty demanded.


“Oh no, Lord. I have worked for many years to prevent that,” Morth said. Mother’s Mother’s humor sometimes matched this old man’s: they laughed at things nobody else understood. “But do not be deceived, it could happen. For example, if you were to use in Tep’s Town the spell that that idiot Condigeano used here, you might well find the sea walking across the city. May I have some more tea?”


“Certainly, but it is a long way back, Sage, and I perceive you are not comfortable here,” Samorty said. “With your permission I will arrange transportation with our horses, and an escort of guards.”


“Your generosity is appreciated,” Morth said.


Morth. “He’s too old,” Whandall murmured.


The girl asked, “Too old for what?”


“He’s not who I thought.” Too old to be the Morth who killed my father and put my uncle to flight. But wasn’t that also Morth of drowned Atlantis? Mother’s Mother had told another tale. “The wizard who wouldn’t bless a ship?”


“Yes, that’s him,” Shanda said.


Samorty clapped his hands for a servant. “Have the cooks prepare a traveler’s meal for the wizard. We will need a team and wagon from the stables, and two guardsmen to accompany Morth of Atlantis to the city.”


“At once, Lord,” the servant said.


“He will see to your needs, Sage,” Samorty said. “It has been our honor.”


“My thanks, Lords.” Morth followed the servant out. He leaned heavily on his staff as he walked. They watched in silence until he was gone.


This powerless wizard couldn’t be the Morth who had killed Pothefit. Was it a common name in Atlantis?


“Well, he wasn’t any use,” Chanthor said.


“Perhaps. I want to think about what he didn’t say,” Jerreff said.


“What I learned is that he can’t get us any water. So what do we do now?” Samorty demanded.


“The usual. Give out more. Increase the Mother’s Day presents,” Chanthor said.


Whandall’s ears twitched. More Mother’s Day presents was good news for the Placehold, for Serpent’s Walk, for everyone! But Lord Qirinty said, “The warehouses are getting empty. We need rain!”


“There’s a ship due with some sea dragon bones,” Chanthor said. “Magic to make rain, if Morth is as good as he says he is.”


“It won’t happen,” Jerreff said, “and you know it. Do you remember the last time you bought dragon bones? Ebony box, lined with velvet, wrapped in silk, and nothing but rocks inside.”


“Well, yes, but that merchant is crab dung now,” Chanthor said, “and I keep my hemp gum in that box. This time the promise comes from a more reputable ship captain.”


“He’ll have a good excuse for not having any dragon bones in stock,” Jerreff said. “Chanthor, Morth wasn’t revealing secrets; he was speaking common magicians’ gossip. Magic fades everywhere, but here…. Why would anyone send objects of power here? What can we pay compared to the Incas? Or Torov? Even Condigeo could pay more than we can!”


“All true,” Qirinty said. “Which brings us to the question, why does Morth of Atlantis stay here? We all saw him move a mountain of ice!”


“Forget Morth. He has no power,” Samorty said.


“It is a puzzle worth contemplation, even so,” Jerreff said. “Here he is weak. He would be more powerful in a land better blessed with magic. An Atlantis wizard could command respect anywhere.”


“They’re rare, all right,” Lady Rawanda said. “And there won’t be any more.”


A ripple of response ran around the table. Horror brushed its hand along Whandall’s hair. Tellers even in Tep’s Town spoke of the sinking of Atlantis.


Chanthor said, “Ship captains are still telling stories about the waves. Wiped out whole cities. Do you suppose that’s what Morth is talking about? Salt water. Can he raise big waves? That might be useful, if anyone attacked us from the sea.”


“Who’d attack us?” Qirinty asked.


“We’ve been raided a few times,” Chanthor said. “The last one was interesting, wasn’t it, Samorty?”


Lord Samorty nodded. “Nine dead, though.”


“Nine dead, we sold six more to Condigeo, and we got a ship out of it,” Chanthor said.


“Oh, what happened?” Rawanda asked.


“Ship’s captain ran out of luck,” Chanthor said. “Lost his cargo; talked the crew into raiding in our harbor for their pay. Water Devils saw them coming. Happened to be my watch. I took Waterman and his ready squad down. All over in an hour. As Samorty said, nine dead, four of them Water Devils. No Lordsmen hurt, and we made a pretty good profit selling the survivors even after we paid off the Water Devils.”


“What about the captain?” Jerreff asked.


“He owes us,” Samorty said. “I let him recruit crew from unemployed kinless. Seems to be working well. The kinless bring money back for their relatives to spend here, and we have a merchant ship—not that I’ve thought of any use for it. It can’t bring us rain.”


“We’re due for rain, though,” Chanthor said.


“If Yangin-Atep doesn’t chase it away,” Qirinty’s wife said.


“There’s no predicting that,” Qirinty said. “But, you know, I think he’s less powerful when it rains. Fire god, after all: why not?”


Yangin-Atep. The Lords knew of Yangin-Atep. And they had fires indoors. Yangin-Atep never permitted fires indoors. And they’d hosted Morth of Atlantis, who had killed Pothefit, but he seemed too frail to defend himself at all.


They talked so fast, and it was all hard to remember, but that was part of a Lordkin’s training. Whandall listened.


“We need a small Burning,” Jerreff said. “If we stop the Burnings altogether, the lookers won’t come here anymore, and we’ll all die of boredom. A little Burning, just enough to get it out of their system.”


“You’re a cynic, Jerreff,” Samorty said.


“No, just practical.”


“If we don’t get some rain soon, there’ll be more kinless wanting to move out of the city and into our town,” Chanthor said sourly.


“Can’t blame them. But we have no place to put them,” Qirinty said. “No jobs, either. I’ve got more servants and gardeners than I need, and without water there won’t be enough crops to feed the people we have, Samorty.”


“Tell me the last time you didn’t see a real problem coming,” Rawanda said.


Qirinty shrugged and produced a dagger from thin air. “Someone has to worry about the future.”


“And you do it well. Just as Jerreff worries about the past. I’m grateful to you both.” Samorty stood. “Now, I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me. I’m on watch tonight.” He raised his voice. “Antanio, bring my armor, please.”


“Yes, Lord,” someone called from the house. A moment later two men came out struggling under a load. They dressed Samorty in a bronze back-and-breastplate. They hung a sword longer than two Lordkin knives on a strap over one shoulder and handed him a helmet.


“Is the watch ready?” Samorty asked.


“Yes, Lord; they’re waiting at the gate.”


“Armor all polished?”


“Yes, Lord.”


“Fine.” To his guests, he said, “Enjoy yourselves. If there’s anything you need, just ask. Rawanda, I’ll be late tonight. I have a double watch.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” the lady said.


“She’s not sorry,” Shanda whispered. “She doesn’t even like him.”


“Do you?” Whandall asked.


“Samorty’s not so bad,” Shanda said. “He was very nice to my mother after my father was killed in the Burning.”


There was so much to learn! The Lords who controlled Mother’s Day knew supplies were running out. They needed water. Whandall had never thought about water before. There were the wells, and sometimes rivers, and the fountain at Peacegiven Square, and sometimes those were nearly dry. Water was important, but Whandall didn’t know anyone who could control water.


But this wizard had brought water once, and he was welcome here now. Because he was a wizard, or because he brought water? And how did you become a Lord in the first place?


“Was your father a Lord, Shanda?”


“Yes. Lord Horthomew. He was a politician and an officer of the watch, like Samorty.”


“How was he killed?”


“I don’t know,” she said.
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When it was light, he waited outside Shanda’s door. It seemed like a long time until she came out, but the sun was still very low in the east. He fidgeted, and finally said, “I have to piss, and I don’t know where, and—”


She giggled. “I told you—the room is at the far end of the hall under the stairs. Didn’t I tell you?”


He didn’t remember. Certainly he hadn’t understood. He thanked her and ran toward the stairs.


“Lock the door when you’re inside,” she whisper-called.


The room below the stairs had windows too high up to look out, and a door with a latch. Inside a stream washed into a basin at his chest level, then spilled over into a trough on the floor. It was all clean, and nothing smelled. When he came out, there was a man waiting outside the door. He had the round ears of a kinless, and he looked like the man who had brought Samorty’s armor. He didn’t say anything to Whandall as he went inside.


They ate in the kitchen. Serana fussed over them and didn’t seem surprised to find Whandall was still there.


“We’re going to play in the big park,” Shanda told Serana. “Will you tell Miss Batty for me?”


Serana made disapproving sounds. “I’ll tell Miss Bertrana you called her that.” She didn’t sound like she meant it. “You’ll need a lunch. I’ll fix up something. You be back by suppertime.”


They went to the courtyard where the clothes were drying, and Whandall selected a length of rope. He went to the tree branch and threw the rope over it and tied knots in the rope. With the rope there, he felt safer, because he thought that once he was over the wall no one could catch him in the chaparral. Not without magic.


The Lords did magic. Everyone said so. Lord Qirinty made cups dance and pulled a dagger from thin air, but it was Lord Qirinty who had wished they could do real magic. But the stove was magic. It all made Whandall’s head hurt. Learning things was not the same as understanding them…


He started to climb the rope. When he got on the branch, he saw Shanda was climbing up. She wasn’t good at climbing.


“Help me up,” she said.


He reached down and took her hand and pulled her up to the branch. Then he looked around. One of the men with shovels had seen them climb up, but he only went back to work.


“Can I get back in this way?” she asked.


“You’re not going out.”


“Yes, I am.”


“Shanda, the chaparral is dangerous. You’ll get hurt and your stepfather will kill me.”


“I won’t get hurt if you show me what to do.”


“No.” He crawled along the tree limb until he was over the wall. She came right behind him. “No,” he said again, but he knew it was no use. “Go back and pull the rope to the outside of the wall.”


Just near the wall the plants seemed weak and almost lifeless, but farther away they grew thicker. In a mile they’d be luxurious. Two miles farther were the first of the redwoods. “Those are wonderful,” he told her. “Wait till you see them close.”


But she wasn’t avoiding the plants. He stopped her. He showed her lord’s-kiss and nettles and thorn bushes, and three kinds of touch-me. “Three leaves,” he said. “Three leaves and white berries, and it doesn’t just sit there. Watch.” He saw a stick on the ground and examined it carefully before he picked it up. Then he rubbed his hands on one end and held it by the other end, moving it closer and closer to a large vine. At a hand’s distance, the vine moved just enough to brush the stick.


Whandall showed her an oily smear on the stick. “You wouldn’t want to touch that.”


“Would it kill you?”


“No, it just makes you swell up in bumps. The vine can kill you. Things it touches only hurt you.”


She still wanted to move too fast. He showed her some of the scars the plants had left on him when he was with the foresters. He made her follow just in his footsteps, and whenever she wanted to look at something, he stopped.


There wasn’t the ghost of a chance they would reach the redwoods today.


At noon they stopped and ate lunch, then started back. Whandall took his time, pointing out plants even if she’d seen them before. He’d forgotten often enough, and Kreeg had had to remind him…


She held a branch at the broken end. Glossy red-and-green leaves grew at the tip. “What would happen if I rub that stick on my stepmother’s chair?”


“Not the stick, the leaves. Shanda, really?”


She nodded, grinning.


“Well, she won’t die. She’ll itch and scratch.”


“It’s magic?” Shanda asked. “If it’s magic it won’t work at all inside the walls. That’s what my stepfather says.”


That would explain the cook fires, Whandall thought. But not Qirinty’s dancing cups.


“I’m going to try it,” she said.


He stood under the rope as she climbed it, in case she fell. She waved from the top and was gone.


It had been a glorious day.


He was out of the chaparral before the light of sunset died, but the night was turning misty. When Whandall reached the hilltops, he could see fog curling in from where the harbor had been. He watched it for a time, humped above the land. Then he heard shouts. Had someone seen him? Water Devils, perhaps someone worse. He couldn’t see anyone, but he ran into the fog, running as hard as he could until he was exhausted.


Fog was all around him as he caught the stench of the Black Pit. The Pit itself was not to be seen. What he saw was dark shadows racing toward him.


He ran back the way he had come, but he was too tired to run far. When his breath ran out he trailed to a stop.


He hadn’t heard a sound.


He’d seen… what had he seen? Dogs or wolves, but huge. But nothing chased him now. He had to get past the Pit to get home, and someone had chased him up the hill. A band was more dangerous than shadows.


The shadows came again as he crested the hill. This time he watched. Bent to pick up a sharp-edged rock in each fist, and watched again. He wished with all his heart that he already had his Lordkin knife. He had outrun them before and he could again… but they were only shadows. Wolf-shaped shadows, and something much larger, racing silently toward him.


They were less real as they came near. Whandall yelled and swung his rocks to smash skulls, and then he was among them, in them, and breathless with wonder. They were pockets in the fog: half a dozen wolf shapes all merged now into one thrashing bubble of clear air. The larger shape was a cat as big as Placehold’s communal bedroom, armed with a pair of fangs very like Lordkin knives. Then that too was part of the bubble, thrashing as it fought the wolves, and Whandall could watch the shadow shapes of huge birds wheeling above the misty slaughter.


They’ll never believe me. But what a day!
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He had carried his own clothes in a bundle. Now he put them on over his new ones, so that he could get back to Placehold safely. It took all day. After noon, he ate the roll that Serana had given him. The waning moon was high when he got back home. Hungry, he checked out the tables and cookpot for leftovers. That got him nothing but sticky feet. He crept into the sleeping room and fell asleep at once.


In the morning his toes remembered the clean blond wood that floored Lord Samorty’s kitchen as they squished across Placehold’s sticky flagstones. In the roar of Placehold’s shouts and laughter and curses he remembered the busy quiet around Serana.


He tore a piece of bread off what Wanshig had gathered. Wanshig jumped, then laughed. “Where did you gather the new clothes?”


His sisters and cousins all looked at him. “Pretty,” Rutinda said. “Are there more?”


A Lordkin should have guile, even with his own kin. Whandall wanted to think about what he had seen before he talked about it. There was no way to explain that gathering was not a way of life to the Lords and those who worked with them.


So… “Clothesline at a house off of Sanvin Street,” Whandall said. “Kinless house, nobody looking, but there wasn’t anything else worth gathering.”


“Too bad,” Wanshig said. “Ready for knife lessons?”


“Sure.”


They practiced with sticks. Whandall was still clumsy. He’d have been killed a dozen times if they’d used real knives.


“Next year.” The uncles who’d been watching the lessons were sure about it. “Next year.”


The Lordsmen fought with spears and swords, not with the big Lordkin knives. Whandall thought about the Lordshills, where even the gardeners lived as well as Pelzed and Resalet did. The Lordsmen would live even better than gardeners. Fighters always did. His uncles would never be able to teach him to fight the way Lordsmen did. But someone might. He knew he had to go back.


He washed his new clothes, but he could think of no place to dry them where they would not be stolen. He carried them as a damp bundle when he took to the roads four days later. They smelled of damp.


His path ran through Flower Market. He kept to shadow when he could, and the windowless sides of buildings, and was still surprised to get through untouched.


Beyond Flower Market nobody lived, or so he’d been told. He saw occasional dwellings but was able to avoid them. When he reached the ridge it was nearly dark. He thought of staying in the chaparral, then laughed. He knew a better place.


The Black Pit was stench and mist and darkness, and a misty blur of a full moon overhead. The moon lit shadows that came bounding to greet him. Wolves as big as Whandall himself, all in a leaping pack. Birds big enough to pluck him from the ground. Two cats bigger than Whandall’s imagination. Bubbles in the fog, they merged in a frantic seething bubble, and Whandall laughed and tried to play with them, but he touched nothing but fog.


Rumor spoke that the Black Pit had swallowed people. He shied from going too deep into it. He didn’t want any more of that alien stench, either. He spread some marsh grass over a flat rock and lay down on that. With two layers of clothes around him, he wasn’t even particularly cold.


Half asleep, he watched another shadow edging toward him several feet above the black swamp. It was rounded and almost featureless, and the ghosts already around him made shadows to interfere with what approached. It was even bigger than the cats. Sleepily he watched it come and tried to guess its shape, then fell asleep still wondering.


The gardener’s boy’s clothes were still damp when he put them on at dawn. His own Serpent’s Walk garments were underneath. He wasn’t cold, just sodden. He walked his clothes dry before he reached the broad wagon path that must be Sanvin Street.


When he got to the barren lands, a wagon came up behind him. The kinless driver looked at Whandall and stopped. “Need a ride?”


“Yes, thank you.” He hesitated only a moment. “Sir.”


“Climb on. I’m going to the harbor. Where are you headed?”


“To see… friends. At Lord Samorty’s house.”


“Inside, eh? Well, I’ll let you off at the fork. Hup. Gettap.” The two ponies drew the cart at a pace faster than Whandall would walk. The kinless driver whistled some nameless tune. He was a young man, not much over twenty.


The cart was filled with baskets with the lids tied on them. “What is that?” Whandall asked.


The driver eyed Whandall carefully. “Who did you say your friend was?”


“Shanda.”


“Samorty’s daughter?”


“Stepdaughter,” Whandall said. “Sir.”


“Right. Your father work for Samorty?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Explains the shirt,” the driver said.


Whandall widened his eyes and looked up at him.


The driver grinned. “If you was to look in one of those baskets you’d see cloth just like what you’re wearing. My cousin Hallati has a loom in his basement. Weaves that cloth, he and his wives and daughters. We sold a stack of it to Samorty last month.”


Hallati. Whandall had never heard the name, but he would remember it. How many other kinless were hiding valuables?


“Hope we can move Hallati out soon. I don’t like this drought much. Gets dry and those Lordkin jackals get ugly. Almost got my cousin’s place last time. Almost,” the cart driver said, and pulled the animals to a stop. This was the road to the Lordshills. Whandall got out and waved a good-bye.


There were different guards when he got to the gate. They didn’t pay much attention to Whandall as he came up the road.
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