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  Ahjvar—Surnamed the Leopard, a Five Cities assassin suffering under more than his fair share of curses; originally from Praitan, living in Sand Cove in the Tributary Lands.


  Akay—A fisherman’s widow of Sand Cove in the Tributary Lands.


  Andara—Deyandara’s god; god of the Duina Andara in Praitan.


  Anganurth—A wizard of unknown origins who became the devil Jasberek.


  Angress—Champion of Queen Cattiga.


  Arhu—A devout priest of the Lady, sent to speak for her in the Duina Catairna.


  Arrac-Nourril—One of the Twenty Families alleged to have founded Marakand.


  Ashir—A priest, the Right Hand of the Lady, husband of Rahel.


  Attalissa—Goddess of the lake Lissavakail in the mountains called the Pillars of the Sky; foster-daughter of Holla-Sayan, formerly protected by the Blackdog.


  Auntie—Midwife living with Talfan the apothecary; former nurse of Jugurthos Barraya.


  Badger—A mastiff belonging to Deyandara.


  Barraya—A Family or clan name in Marakand; one of the Twenty Families, supposed founders of the city.


  Bashra—A Black Desert god, god of Gaguush’s folk.


  Beccan—Sister of Nour, late wife of Hadidu; she died in childbirth some years before this story began.


  Bikkim—Serakallashi former member of Gaguush’s gang; mortal husband of the goddess Attalissa.


  The Blackdog—Thought to be a guardian spirit who bonded with a chosen warrior of Lissavakail to protect the goddess Attalissa; now the Westgrasslander caravaneer Holla-Sayan, free of Attalissa and said by Moth to be the damaged soul of a devil wounded and lost in the world in a forgotten devils’ war.


  Cairangorm—A king of the Duina Catairna in Praitan; some songs say he was murdered by his elder son, some by his young wife, on the Day of the Three Kings, about ninety years before this story takes place. The songs are still popular among the bards in Praitan, though they are not often sung in the royal hall of the Duina Catairna. It is believed the land and the folk have been under a curse of ill fortune since that day.


  Catairanach—Goddess of a spring and patron of the Duina Catairna.


  Catairlau—Son of Cairangorm’s first wife, his heir, champion, and wizard. Alleged by some to have murdered his father; died not long after him on the Day of the Three Kings.


  Cattiga—Queen of the Duina Catairna shortly before this story begins.


  Choa, high lord of. Ghu’s former master, ruler of a province of northern Nabban.


  Clentara—Alias used by Ahjvar in Marakand.


  Cricket—Deyandara’s pony.


  Dann—A Praitannec brigand.


  Deyandara—Youngest sibling and only sister of Durandau, king of the Duina Andara and high king of Praitan. Niece and heir of Catigga of the Duina Catairna. Sometimes called Deya.


  Django—A member of Gaguush’s gang, originally from the Stone Desert, brother of Kapuzeh.


  Dotemon—One of the seven devils, otherwise the wizard Yeh-Lin the Beautiful.


  Dur—Priestess of the Lady, caretaker of the Voice.


  Durandau—King of the Duina Andara and elected high king of Praitan; eldest brother of Deyandara.


  Elias Barraya—A senator of Marakand; wife of her cousin Petrimos Barraya; mother of Jugurthos. She was executed in the cages shortly after the earthquake.


  Ermina—Second daughter of Varro and Talfan.


  Esau—Son of the priestess of Ilbialla and only person from that family to survive the earthquake and the subsequent slaughter of all priests but the Lady’s. His name was changed to Hadidu and he was raised by the family of the Doves coffeehouse.


  Fairu—A lord in the eastern part of the Duina Catairna.


  Farnos—A baker in Sunset Ward.


  Feizi—One of the Twenty Families of Marakand.


  Gaguush—A Black Desert caravan-mistress and gang-boss, recently married to Holla-Sayan.


  Gelyn—A bard of the Duina Catairna, daughter of Queen Cattiga’s chief bard.


  Geir, Red Geir—One of the first three kings in the north, nephew of the wizard Heuslar.


  Ghatai—One of the seven devils, otherwise the wizard Tamghiz, also known as Tamghat, the Lake-Lord of Lissavakail. Father of Ivah.


  Ghu—A young Nabbani man, a runaway slave, Ahjvar’s servant and companion.


  Gilru—Young son of Queen Cattiga, her heir after the deaths of his older brother and sister.


  Gisel—A sea-raider and mistress of Red Geir in the stories of the north.


  Gurhan—Hill-god of Marakand, formerly served by a clan of hereditary priests.


  Guthrun—A Northron caravaneer, camel-leech in Kharduin’s gang.


  The hag—Ahjvar’s name for the ghost which possesses him.


  Hassin—Street-guard captain of the Riverbend Gate in Marakand.


  Heuslar—Northron wizard who became the devil Ogada, uncle of Red Geir.


  Holla-Sayan—A Westgrasslander caravan-guard who unwillingly became the host for the Blackdog of Lissavakail and foster-father to the goddess Attalissa; now one with the Blackdog and a free agent. Husband of Gaguush.


  Hravnmod the Wise—One of the first three kings in the north, brother of Ulfhild, said to have been slain by her.


  Hyllanim—Son of Hyllau, successor of Cairangorm and Catairlau as king of the Duina Catairna on the Day of the Three Kings.


  Hyllau—Second (and much younger) wife of Cairangorm, King of the Duina Catairna. She is said in many songs to have murdered her husband; died on the day of the Three Kings.


  Ilbialla—Goddess of a well in Sunset Ward in Marakand, patron of Sunset and Riverbend Wards, formerly served by a single hereditary priest or priestess.


  Iris—Third of Varro’s and Talfan’s four daughters.


  Ivah—A wizard, whose father Tamghat was, unbeknownst to her, the devil Tamghiz Ghatai.


  Jasberek—One of the seven devils, merged with the wizard Anganurth.


  Jasmel—Eldest daughter of Varro and Talfan.


  Jecca—A Praitannec brigand.


  Jochiz—One of the seven devils, called Jochiz Fireborn; bonded with the wizard Sien-Shava.


  Judeh—A Marakander-born caravaneer of Gaguush’s gang.


  Jugurthos Barraya—Captain of the Sunset Gate fort of the Marakander street guard; son of two executed senators and dispossessed heir of the main branch of the Family Barraya.


  Kapuzeh—A member of Gaguush’s gang, originally from the Stone Desert, brother of Django.


  Keeper—Moth’s sword, forged by the demon wolf-smith, inherited from her grandmother. “Keeper” is the meaning of its proper name, Kepra.


  Kepra—Moth’s Northron sword. For the inscriptions on it, see “The Storyteller.”


  Ketsim—A Grasslander warleader, formerly among the chief of Tamghat the Lake-Lord’s noekar, or vassals, and the governor of conquered Serakallash, now a mercenary hired with his followers to take the Duina Catairna for Marakand.


  Kharduin—A caravan-master from the eastern deserts, Nour’s partner in business and otherwise.


  The Lady of the Deep Well, Lady of Marakand—the foremost of the original three gods of Marakand, served by a large number of priests and priestesses. Though the most-worshipped of the three gods, she never appeared to any but her priests. The Voice of the Lady was her intermediary in dealings with the city.


  The Lake-Lord—Title taken by Tamghat as ruler of Lissavakail.


  Lakkariss—A black sword, which at least looks to be made of obsidian, belonging to Moth.


  The Leopard—see Ahjvar.


  Lilace—The Voice of the Lady, a priestess chosen to be the shy underground goddess’s intermediary with the city, also a prophetess.


  Lin—A wandering Nabbani wizard, tutor to Deyandara.


  Lug—A Grasslander warrior, one of the mercenary Ketsim’s noekar and tent-guard. Husband of Chieh.


  Lu—A Five Cities caravaneer and horse-dealer involved with Nour and Hadidu in smuggling the wizard-talented out of Marakand.


  Mansour—Member of the family of priests of the Marakander hill-god Gurhan; father of Zora. Used the alias Mankul and lived as a street-singer after the massacre of his family and the proscribing of his god.


  Marnoch—Queen Cattiga’s chief huntsman, son of Lord Seneschal Yvarr, warleader of the Duina Catairna after Cattiga’s murder.


  Miara—A wizard and friend of Ahjvar’s, who died long ago.


  Mikki—Moth’s demon lover, a verrbjarn, or werebear, bear by day and man by night; his father was a Northron sea-raider turned homesteader, his mother a bear demon of the Hardenwald and the guardian of the grave of the devil Vartu.


  Mina—A priestess of the Lady.


  Moth—A Northern wanderer, wizard, warrior, storyteller; the devil Ulfhild Vartu.


  Mother Nabban, Father Nabban—River and mountain, the only gods of the Nabbani empire.


  Nasutani—A young Grasslander caravaneer in Kharduin’s gang.


  Nour—Marakander wizard and caravaneer of the eastern road, brother-in-law of Hadidu, business partner and lover of Kharduin.


  Ogada—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Northron wizard Heuslar.


  Otokas—A Lissavakaili man, host to the Blackdog before it took Holla-Sayan.


  Pakdhala—Name used by the goddess Attalissa as Holla-Sayan’s supposed daughter.


  Palin—A bard and prince of the Duina Catairna, alleged true father of Deyandara, brother of Queen Cattiga.


  Petrimos Barraya—Senator of Marakand, husband of his cousin Elias Barraya, father of Jugurthos; executed in the cages shortly after the earthquake.


  Praitanna—Goddess of the River Praitanna and the Duina Praitanna, one of the seven tribes of Praitan; regarded as the greatest of the seven patron deities of the duinas.


  Ragnar—A Northron caravan-master, cousin to Guthrun of Kharduin’s gang.


  Ragnvor—A queen of the Hravningas in the north, long ago, descendant of Hravnmod.


  Rahel—A Marakander priestess of the Lady, Beholder of the Face of the Lady, wife of Ashir.


  Rasta—The elderly master of a caravanserai in Marakand’s suburb, where Gaguush’s gang usually puts up.


  Sa-Sura—A Nabbani merchant lodged at Master Shenar’s caravanserai.


  Samra—A Marakander wineshop keeper’s daughter, wife of Mansour and mother of Zora.


  Sayan—A god of the Sayanbarkash in the Western Grass, Holla-Sayan’s god.


  Sayyid—A servant in Hadidu’s coffeehouse.


  Senara—Older lady of a northern region of the Duina Catairna.


  Sera—Goddess of Serakallash, a town in the Red Desert on the western caravan road.


  Seoyin—A Nabbani man in Kharduin’s gang.


  Shemal—Young son of Hadidu, nephew of Nour.


  Shenar—Master of a caravanserai in Marakand’s suburb where Kharduin’s gang is lodged.


  Shija—A priestess of the Lady, Mistress of the Dance.


  Sien-Mor—A wizard from the southern ocean who became the devil Tu’usha; younger sister of Sien-Shava.


  Sien-Shava—A wizard from the southern ocean who became the devil Jochiz; older brother of Sien-Mor.


  Storm—A bone-horse, a necromantic creation anchored to a horse’s skull; Storm appears to have ideas of his own, which a bone-horse should not.


  Styrma—Storm’s name in Northron.


  Syallan—Catairnan shield-bearer to Lord Angress, intended to be champion to Prince Gilru; his illegitimate half-sister on their father’s side.


  Talfan—A Marakander apothecary, wife of Varro, mother of Jasmel, Ermina, Iris, and an infant daughter.


  Tamghat—Name used by the devil Tamghiz Ghatai when he conquered Lissavakail.


  Tamghiz—Grasslander chieftain and wizard bonded with the devil Ghatai; onetime husband of Ulfhild; father of Ivah.


  Thekla—A Westron woman in Gaguush’s gang.


  Tihmrose—A Marakander woman in Gaguush’s gang.


  Tulip—Adjutant (and mistress) of Captain Jugurthos Barraya of the Sunset Gate garrison in Marakand.


  Tu’usha—One of the seven devils, called Tu’usha the Restless by the Northron skalds; bonded with the wizard Sien-Mor.


  Ulfhild of Hravnsfjall—King’s Sword of Hravnmod the Wise and his younger sister; wizard who became the devil Vartu Kingsbane. She, however, maintains she did not murder her brother. Once married to Tamghiz; their children were Maerhild and Oern; see Moth.


  Vardar—A man of the Malagru hillfolk in Kharduin’s gang.


  Varro—A Northron man in Gaguush’s gang, married to the apothecary Talfan.


  Vartu—One of the seven devils, bonded with the wizard Ulfhild; see Moth.


  Viga Forkbeard—One of the first three kings in the north.


  Watcher—The apothecary Talfan’s watchdog.


  Xua—One of the Twenty Families of Marakand.


  Yeh-Lin the Beautiful—A Nabbani wizard, courtesan, general, and regent, or possibly empress, depending upon which history you prefer to believe; became the devil Dotemon.


  Yselly—A Praitannec bard with whom Deyandara travelled as an unofficial apprentice.


  Yvarr—Seneschal of Queen Cattiga of the Duina Catairna, father of Marnoch.


  Zavel—A Serakallashi-raised Grasslander in Gaguush’s gang.


  Zora—A dancer and musician in the temple of Lady, daughter of Mansour, the only survivor of the massacre of the priests of Gurhan.


  [image: Prologue]


  In the days of the first kings in the north, there were seven wizards . . .


  Mountains rose into a frost-cold sky, but she lay in a hollow of ash and cinder and broken stone. Fire ringed her, lighting the night. She could not move. The dead did not. Her body had faded and failed; well, she had never felt it was hers, anyway. Even the woman she had been before . . . before she was what she had become, when she was only one, weak and mortal, solitary, that woman had not felt she owned her body. It had never been more than an awkward shroud of flesh, a thing wrapping her, a thing that betrayed her, a thing he owned. Since she was a child, she had only lived in it, a prison of hip and breast and smooth brown skin. She had longed to leave it behind, and never dared. He would be hurt if she left him behind, and she mustn’t hurt him, ever. He had saved her life when they were children, or he a youth on the edge of manhood and she still a child. The war-canoes came out of the south and the king’s palace burned, flames rising from its wide verandas, and the great village burned, all the palm-thatched houses, and the fishermen’s huts on the white beach.


  Who had they been, she and her brother? Noble or servant, tiller or fisher? She did not remember. She remembered the raiders, the folk of the next island but one southwards, the strange accents, the stone axes. She remembered a man with red feathers in his hair and a gold ring around his neck. She—no, she did not remember that. She would not. She remembered her brother, looking down on her, and a spear standing out from the red-feather man’s back. Her brother had not said anything, only flung his own sealskin cape over her nakedness and walked away into the night, but she had followed. They had salvaged a canoe and left, going island to island, sometimes staying, taking service here or there, that chieftain, this queen, that king, but travelling, travelling . . . no one liked her brother to stay long. They did not like his eyes. He doesn’t blink enough, a woman had told her once, a wizard who wanted to take her as an apprentice. She didn’t even let her brother know the offer had been made. She had known what his answer would be. Her brother warned her against the danger of allowing strangers to falsely try to win her love.


  Wizards, royal wizards, they had been, before their king and his queens were slain and his palace burned. Her brother said so, and whether it was truth or lie she did not know. It might have been true. It became that. He learned from every master he found, and took what learning was not given willingly. They had the strength, the two of them together. They took the knowledge to make his strength dreadful. He could have made himself a king, but that wasn’t what he wanted. In time they came all the way up the islands to Nabban. Such a vast land, not an island, and beyond it, land and land and no ocean, lands even without water, lands where water stood half the year turned by cold to stone, and still he pulled her on with him, never sated. He would learn more, be more. Always. And she followed. Of course she did. He was all she could call hers.


  But now she was dead, or near enough. Flesh had long rotted, and it was over. Now she was her own. She could sleep through the centuries, a conjoined soul bound still in the remnant of a human body, a lace of bones buried in ash and cinder, protected by a fire that never died. The Old Great Gods and the wizards allied with them had thought it a prison as well as a grave when they left her here, bound in spells that they believed the seven devils themselves could not break. And that meant even he, who was the strongest of them all, could not come at her. She was . . . her own, as the long years did pass, and she knew peace.


  But the bonds of the Old Great Gods failed. Not all at once. Slowly, fretted away by cautious and patient work. First one, then another, ravelled them to nothing and stretched again into renewed life, crawled from the grave, walked the world.


  Not she. She did not want the world. She wanted sleep; she wanted forgetting. The wall of flame, which would burn so long as the strange gases roiled in the earth and found vents to the air, was no prison but a safe castle, all her own. Her undying fire would hold her, safe and warm, forever, and the spells that bound her in what could pass for death were spells of sleep and safety, like a lullaby woven over a baby. The little soul of the earth that guarded her, a creature of fire, a demon whom she knew only as a flicker lizard-like over her mind, was all the companion she needed. It never spoke.


  Her brother called her.


  She did not answer. She would not wake. He could not reach her here, safe behind her wall, behind flame born of earth and lightning, of deep and secret wells. Like a little child, she curled her soul-self up small and still, trying to be invisible, intangible. She was dead, but not dead enough. He had found her.


  One day, he was there amid the broken mountains, standing on the edge of her flame.


  Come, he said, and when she pretended she was not there, he dragged the chains of the Old Great Gods from her interwoven double soul, from her bones, and forced flesh to those bones again, shaping her, not as she had been, not the woman she had grown into, but the girl of the islands, the little sister.


  Open your eyes, he ordered. See me. Come with me. We are betrayed.


  The little demon of the fire flung its flames about him, trying to keep her, to defend her as no one ever had—her gaoler, warder, companion of centuries. Her brother snarled and burned into flame himself, golden, brilliant, furious. He tore down the walls, found the demon’s heart, the heart of the flame, and crushed it, reached for her—


  Her flames. Her guardian. Her castle of peace. Her abhorred body woke and stirred, and she sang the names of cold at him, of ice, of the deep black of the sea. No more. Never again. Never, never, never, never, never . . .


  She had never raised a hand against him, never a word in all the long years. He screamed, drowning, freezing; screamed more in fury than in pain, that she, she of all people, she who belonged to him and him alone, should dare.


  And he lashed out. He sang the names of fire, the fire of the forge and the burning mountain, the fire that lay in the secret hearts of stars. Her walls of flame roared hot and white, closed in, a fist clenched upon her, upon new flesh and old bone, upon ancient soul and baffled child. If not mine, he screamed, then whose are you? Then whose, traitor?


  His fire devoured her. She screamed and could not scream, flesh consumed, bone flaking to ash, and she burned, burned. Her souls, soul, two spun into one, fled down and down, following the vents of the flame that had not, in the end, been enough to keep her safe. Down to the deep ways, the hidden, secret ways of the earth, down the chain of the mountains, far beneath their roots. She fled and pain followed, but then between the layers of the stone there was water. It was cold, and kind. It eased the pain of her twofold soul, which had not even bone left to feel. Old water, patient water, it waited for the day it could course free again. Could she become water? Without form belonging to the world to anchor her in the world, she would perish. Suddenly she was afraid. True death, true finality, true oblivion held out the arms she had thought she longed to have enfold her, and she fled them. She tried to shape herself to water and could not, but all unexpected the water opened to hold her, to hide her; in pity and mercy it offered sanctuary, embracing her, and the water said, Who are you? What are you? Don’t fear. Rest here, be safe.


  She saw how she could be safe. She could hide within water. Her brother would not see her; he would not know her; he thought he had killed her. So long as he thought her destroyed, she was safe. So long as he did not come to this place or send eyes to this place, she was safe. The water, the old, patient, mild water, all its wild and its wilderness forgotten, held her as a mother holds her child, offering love and comfort.


  But then she realized the truth. She was a small, weak, lost thing, an ember, a guttering light with the great cold darkness reaching to her. So was the water. It was only a reflection of broken light, a whispering echo that had not yet ceased to sound. It was weak; this goddess was weak. This deity of the water could not offer shelter or mercy or safety. This was a trap. Her brother would hunt her. He would come, he would . . .


  But not if he did not see her. She would make certain he did not see her. He would see water. She could wear water. She could be water, within the water’s shell, within the shape of water, within, within, within, deeper within, burning, where the heart of water lay . . .


  And in the days of the first kings in the north, there were seven devils . . .


  The Voice of the Lady of Marakand, the goddess of the deep well, was serving pottage in the public dining hall when the ladle dropped unheeded from her hands. The old man whose bowl she had been filling backed away, nervous.


  “Revered?” he asked. He knew who she was, of course. Though the priests and priestesses of the Lady of the Deep Well served, in humility, the poor of the city, feeding any who came to their hall for the evening meal, the white veil over her black hair proclaimed her not merely any priestess but the Lady’s chosen, the one who spoke face to face with the shy underground goddess and carried her words from the well. He knew also that she—or the goddess who sometimes spoke through her—was occasionally gifted with prophecy.


  “Lady?” the Voice whispered. Her eyes fixed on the old man, wide and black. He backed farther away, looking around, and the queue shuffling along the serving table, taking bread and pottage and sweet well-water from the hands of saffron-robed priests and priestesses, bunched in confusion behind him. “Where—? Lady? Lady!”


  “Revered one,” he whispered hoarsely to a young priest hurrying up, a sweating pitcher of water in each hand. “Revered one, I think . . . I think the Voice has need of you.”


  “Lilace?” asked another priestess. “What is it? Are you ill?”


  The Voice flung up her arms before her face as if to shield it, shrieking, and then turned her hands, clawing at her own cheeks. “No!” she cried. “No! No! No! Out! Get out! It hurts! It hurts! It burns!”


  “Voice!” cried the young priest, and he dropped the pitchers, spilling the sacred water, to lunge across the table for her wrists.


  “Death! Not like this! No!”


  Priests and priestesses clustered around.


  “Lilace, hush! Not here! And who is dead?”


  “Stand away from her, you people.”


  “Give us room here.”


  “Go to the benches, sit down, out of the way.”


  But the line of charity-seekers did not disperse, of course. They pressed in about the clerics, those at the front staring and silent, those at the back clamouring to know what was happening.


  “The Voice prophesies.”


  “What does she say?”


  “A fit, she’s having a fit.”


  “My brother has fits. You should lay her down on her side . . .”


  “Away, away!” The Right Hand of the Lady pushed through, Revered Ashir, a youngish man for his high office, but balding, easy to take for older. He elbowed the other priest aside and leaned over the table to shake the Voice, which did no good, and then to slap her, which drew shocked murmurs and hissings of breath from those around, but likewise achieved nothing useful. The priestess who had been serving the bread wrestled Revered Lilace from behind, trying to force her arms down, but she could not overcome the Voice’s frenzied strength. Lilace’s nails grew red with her own blood; she turned on the priestess who held her, raking that woman’s face. The Right Hand cursed irreligiously and scrambled over the table, but the Voice, breaking away from his snatching hands, fled, the white veil of her office floating behind her.


  “Lilace—Revered Voice!” Ashir gave chase, leaving others to look to the injured woman. “Lilace, what did you see?”


  The entrance to the well was covered by a squat, square, domed building of many pillars, the double doors in the entry porch carved and painted with flowering trees. The Voice reached it before the Right Hand and fled within, down the stairs, not stopping to light a torch at the carefully tended lamp, down into cool, moist air, where the walls were carved from the layers of living rock and the stone sweated. The stairs ended at a dark, still reservoir.


  “Lady!” Ashir heard her wail as her feet splashed into the water. “Lady, come to me!”


  The earth heaved. The earthquake tossed Marakand like a householder shaking dirt off a rug.


  It was three days before the survivors of the Lady’s temple thought to dig out the entrance to the deep well, to recover their Right Hand and their Voice. Revered Ashir was alive, though weak with hunger. The dome of the well-house had stood firm; only the porch had fallen in the earthquake, blocking the door.


  The Voice, however, rocked and muttered, playing with her fingers like a baby, as she had, Ashir said, ever since he dragged her out of the heaving surface of the sacred pool onto the stairs. Her eyes focused on nothing, blank as stones, but she spoke as they carried her to the hospice, which, by chance or the Lady’s grace, was the least damaged of the temple buildings other than the well-house.


  “Let all the wizards of the temple go to the Lady in her well. She calls them. She calls, she calls, she calls, let them go now, they must go now, make haste, haste, haste, haste, she calls . . . Let the wizards of the library be summoned to her, let the wizards of the city be brought before her, she has need of them, she will have them, she must—they must—No, no, no, no . . .”


  In the end they drugged Revered Lilace into sleep to silence her, and prayed for her. The several priests and priestesses who were wizards, the one weakly wizard-talented of the temple dancers, and a son of the Arrac-Nourril, who, being devout, had come to help dig out the temple’s survivors rather than those in his own ward, answered the summons at once. All went down the steps of the deep well to face their goddess.


  None came back. Not that day. Nor the next, as Revered Rahel sent messengers out to the city and the undamaged caravanserai suburb north and west of the city walls with the summons. Hearing that the Voice summoned wizards in the Lady’s name, they came, scholars from the library, both native-born and foreign visitors, scruffy outlander rovers from the caravans, wizards in the service of the Families or soothsayers from the nearby villages of the hillfolk of the Malagru and the silver-mines of the Pillars of the Sky. Some thought it meant a paid commission, involvement in rebuilding and restoration; some for pity and mercy, wanting to use what skills they had to bring aid to the stricken city.


  None came back from the deep well.


  And after that, two of the three gods of Marakand fell silent, and there was only the Lady of the Deep Well, and the Voice of the Lady to speak her will.
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  The assassin’s house was reached by a mud path up along the cliffs from the village; Deyandara, who had been calling herself a bard outright since she left the Duina Catairna two months before, found it by asking a young widow. Not that she asked for the assassin. A mercenary, she said, as she had through all her wanderings. Ahjvar, by name, called the Leopard, a lordless spear for hire, who dwelt somewhere on the coast, at a place called Sand Cove. She had wandered long through what her own folk called the Tributary Lands, where the folk looked like Praitannec folk but spoke a language that was half the bastard Nabbani of the Five Cities and, though they lived under little chieftains of their own tribes, owed allegiance and paid tribute to this city or that. Sand Cove, in either language, was unheard of, though once she reached the south she had been helpfully directed to both Sandy Bottom and Sandy Creek, in the green lands between Two Hills and Gold Harbour. Neither sheltered the Leopard under any guise she could penetrate. He wouldn’t be calling himself an assassin; they had law, in the cities, though it wasn’t the law of the kings. Everyone knew that such killers for hire flourished, that the lords of the cities hardly dared trust their own kin and harboured assassins among their own household folk, but even so, such a man would hardly deck himself in whatever the assassin’s equivalent of the bard’s ribbons were, to proclaim his trade.


  But finally, south of Gold Harbour, when she was near despairing of ever finding the place she sought, Deyandara met a shepherd who had heard of Sand Cove and then encountered a donkey-cart of seaweed driven by an old man—she never did find out where the seaweed was going or why—and was set on the right path. And finally, the place itself, round, stone-walled, thatched houses that looked almost homelike, a muddy lane meandering through, and a helpful inhabitant.


  “Master Ahjvar from the inland hills? Is that the man you mean? But he’s no mercenary. He’s a man of law, I think. Of course I know him. I send one of the little ones up there every morning with bread and milk.” The woman left off her task of spreading laundry to dry over the wall of her yard and propped a haunch on the stones instead, ready to gossip. “He’s always being called into the cities by the clan-fathers there, the great lords and ladies. And he has a book of the law, a fat scroll. He showed the headman once, when there was a quarrel between him and his sister over their mother’s inheritance. Master Ahjvar settled it fairly and they’re good friends again. A wise man, and a kind one.”


  “I thought he was a fighting man.”


  The widow frowned. “Oh, no, Master Ahjvar’s not that. A peaceful man, and a quiet neighbour. But maybe he’s not the Ahjvar you’re looking for.”


  A name of the eastern desert, belonging neither to Praitan nor the Tributary Lands nor the cities themselves; it was hardly common. “He lives in a ruin, I was told—” Had she been told that? She didn’t remember it, if so. It unfurled in her mind like a memory only now. “On the cliff, near Sand Cove in the south, on the sea.”


  The widow—she had already introduced herself as such, as if it were a title, Widow Akay—laughed. “He’s on a cliff, that’s true enough. And this is Sand Cove. Master Ahjvar has been living in that ruin on the headland to the west there, oh, it seems years now. Since before my husband died, anyway. Just him alone, and now the boy, too.”


  “What boy? I didn’t hear he had a child.”


  “Ghu, of course. Not his son, at least, I don’t think he is. A city boy, a Nabbani. He came along a few years ago to do for Master Ahjvar, you know, look after his horses, cook his meals.” A smile touched the widow’s lips. “Maybe he’s something more. We all thought it a pity Master Ahjvar didn’t marry. The sea takes so many men, you know. But wherever he came from, anyone can see they’re fond of one another, and the boy’s been good for him. Master Ahjvar was—well, he didn’t look after himself properly, didn’t think about regular meals. You know what men are like when they live alone. Now that the boy’s there, he does whatever it is lords can’t do for themselves, and Master Ahjvar’s the better for it, even if young Ghu is a bit short in his wits. I can’t see there’s any harm in his being simple, myself, so long as his master treats him fairly, and Master Ahjvar’s not a man to hurt the innocent. A quick wit’s more likely to grow restless and discontent, when the Old Great Gods’ doom for you is nothing but a spade and stewing-kettle, now, isn’t it?”


  Deyandara smiled, consolingly, she hoped, as one who had never had to face that fate. “Master Ahjvar’s a lord? Of where?”


  A godless man could not be a lord of anywhere, not among the tribes of Praitan, surely not even among the tribes of the Tributary Lands. And godless he was. The goddess of the Duina Catairna had told her so.


  “Where from? That I couldn’t tell you. He’s never said as much, but we all know. He has that air about him. The north, maybe, by his speech. Praitannec. Maybe you’d know better than I?”


  Deyandara shook her head. “He might be the man I’m seeking. He might not be.” But he had to be.


  “You’re a bard, mistress?”


  A question asked for mere courtesy, to introduce the topic, with the bard’s ribbons garlanded around her brow and fluttering down behind, and the komuz at her shoulder. Deyandara’s bow was wrapped and slung behind the saddle, the muddy leathers she wore when she was not about to enter a village cleaned and bundled away. This close to the cities, the tribes were peaceful, and a bard could not afford to look like a straying hunter.


  “You’ll be coming back when your errand’s done? The smith’s our headman, and his wife keeps the tavern. Travellers always have a good welcome from them. You’ll be heading inland to the chief’s hall, of course, but stay a night here, first. If you go to the smithy and ask . . .”


  “Tell them I’ll be back by this afternoon, then, if not before.” Or else she’d have the whole village trooping up to Master Ahjvar’s to make sure she didn’t escape them. That she was a bard was a lie, of course, but wearing the ribbons seemed safer than not. Still, the woman should have questioned it. Or was she so worn by the road that she looked old enough to be what she claimed?


  It was simple ignorance on the widow’s part of what it really meant to be a bard, that was all; there were few left among the tribes of the Tributary Lands. They took their news from tramp pedlars and drovers and entertainers from the city, their stories from play-actors and puppeteers. Nabbani stories. These here were a lost folk who had forgotten their own tales. Deyandara’s tutor Lin, no bard but a foreign wizard, had said so. She had given Deyandara old stories of the southlands of Over-Malagru, stories from before the colonies were ever planted, from the days when the tribes had had kings and paid tribute to no overlord, from even more ancient times, from the great years of peace under the emperor of Marakand, and back and back, to when the summer rains were frequent and kind, and the forest stretched all the way to the coast and the folk, using only axes of stone, cleared lands in the river bottoms, worshipping the goddesses of the waters. They had feared the darkness under the oaks and burnt the hills of the gods to make new pastures . . . Deyandara might not believe all the tales, but she had drunk them in.


  She would give this folk some of those stories back, when her errand to Master Ahjvar was done. And they would not understand it was their own history, and the hill overlooking the bay at Gold Harbour a stronghold from which a queen had ridden to battle and defeat and death, hacked to pieces on the plain of the Yellow Stone, which was now lost under the city of Gold Harbour.


  Perhaps whatever god cared for this folk saw no point in keeping old stories alive. Better they dwindled into a peasantry, tilling their fields and guarding their herds and no longer dreaming of past glory, which would serve only to stir up the young and the rash to no good end. Not all the villages of the Tributary Lands were free and governed by free headmen under a chief of the tribe. Nearer the colony-cities, manors engulfed the village fields in walls and legalities, and the folk paid rent to work the lands that had once been held of god and king alone, or traded labour in the vast vineyards and olive groves and wheatfields of the city clans’ estates for the right to feed themselves by tilling a scrap of land they did not even own. She had seen it for herself. The kings and the blood of the kings were gone in this land, gone to ash and smoke, forgotten, and the gods diminished, withdrawn, defeated, some even forgotten by their folk, who made their prayers to the gods of the cities, grown in grandeur, adapted to the ways of their new folk. Lady Lin, her tutor, had told her that gods, bound to their hills and waters, unable to flee, must do so when war swept over their lands and their kings failed them.


  As Queen Cattiga had failed the goddess Catairanach of the spring of the mountain ash and the tribe called the Duina Catairna in the north? Surely not; to die a victim of murder was not failure. Even the abandonment of the dinaz, the royal hill-fort, was not failure but a tactical retreat on the part of her bench-companions. In the hills, they could not be pinned down. Lord Seneschal Yvarr and Marnoch, his son, could not be said to have failed the goddess, not unless and until they surrendered, which Deyandara was sure they would not do. And Catairanach had no intention of relinquishing her folk’s freedom without action, un-Praitannec though that action was.


  Deyandara gave the widow a Two Hills fish-copper in thanks, mounted her pony again, called Badger from his gossiping with the widow’s bitch, and turned to the path that left the fields and groves of the village to climb the rising downland towards the ruin on the cliff. Two miles, she made it. Not a sociable man. A long walk for a child with a jug and basket.


  In her own land, Praitan of the two rivers, of the seven duinas, the seven tribes and seven kings, part of a bard’s duty was to remember and carry messages between the kings of the tribes, but she had never heard of anyone taking a message for a god before. Certainly not such a message, and not to such a man.


  The track seemed nothing more than a sheep-path, plodding between hummocks of wiry grass and mats of fragrant thyme and lavender and rue, over patches where the wind had blown the very soil away, rock bare and slippery, fissures opening into mysterious depths. It wound without apparent purpose. Always, though, Deyandara was exposed to the gaze of the ruin on the headland, which was surely only a few more years of gnawing storm from becoming an island. Lin had taught her to look at the very earth that way, as not fixed and immutable but a thing in flux, like the lives of men and their tribes.


  She left a stone shed and a thorn-hedged field on her right, inland. Three sleek horses watched her, white and piebald and lion-hued. Looking at the way ahead, she tied her own bay pony to a branch of the thorn, dwarfed and bent by the wind, told Badger to stay there on guard—a whistle would bring the big mastiff running to her defence—and went on foot. The path forked, onwards along the cliff and, her way, out, abruptly down and up again, across the narrow stem of stone that was all that connected the peninsula of the ruin to the mainland. Below her, waves crashed and threw white spume into the air.


  Deyandara did not like heights. Wind and heights were worse. It was no comfort that the neck of land was a clear three yards across and that, so long as she kept to the well-trodden track in the middle, she could not trip and plunge to her death without a running start.


  “Andara guide my feet,” she muttered. She clutched the amulet-pouch on its thong under her shirt, as if the touch could run from the little carved thorn-wood disc away to the god on the Gayl Andara, the hill that rose higher even than the hill of her brother’s hall. Then, self-conscious, she let it go. A bard was a free-comer to all Praitans, sacred; that was as true among the folk of the Tributary Lands and the lands west beyond the Malagru as it was among her own folk. And she was on a god’s errand. No godless outcast murderer who sold himself to the merchant-lords of the Five Cities was going to see her cringing.


  But she did not like heights.


  Her bravado was wasted, anyway. No one hailed her. No one watched. She flicked her braids over her shoulders, made sure her ribbons were secure against the wind, and walked on.


  The ruin was fenced with a drystone wall, itself fallen into ruin. Someone had filled the gaps with dead thorn boughs. The servant was hoeing weeds. He only straightened up to watch Deyandara when she coughed, politely—though perhaps he had been watching her crossing, as she stared at her feet, shuffling. She wiped a slick of sweat from her upper lip and pretended it was sea-spray, wishing she could sit down. At any rate, the boy did not seem startled to see her, but gazed with as little reaction as the hens scratching about his feet. His thick black hair was short and shaggy, and his narrow eyes, too, were black, his skin a golden brown. He looked Nabbani, as the widow had said, not colony Nabbani but someone new-come from the empire, without a grandparent from the Tributary Lands to give him height and a sterner nose. He was slightly built, with high cheekbones. Quite . . . good-looking, really. Not quite all there, the widow claimed, and yet . . . what made her think so? There was none of the deformity of face, the slack mouth or dull eyes, to warn of it.


  Something was missing, though. She couldn’t put her finger on what. He seemed a child, in the open innocence of his gaze, but when she looked carefully, she realized he was older than she by several years, a man and not a boy at all, for all his hairless chin.


  “I’m Deyandara of the Duina Andara,” she said. “I bear a message for Ahjvar the Leopard of Sand Cove, if this is his dwelling.” And she repeated herself in the Nabbani of the cities, what they called trade Nabbani or bastard Nabbani; it slid half into a bastard Praitannec and was the usual speech of the Tributary Lands.


  He replied with a bow and a soft-voiced “Master Ahjvar’s down on the shore” in trade Nabbani. “He’ll be back soon.”


  He bent to his hoe again and did not offer to show her in or even open the gate to her.


  She didn’t see a gate to open. One of the thorn-blocked gaps, probably. Deyandara shrugged and seated herself on the wall. She could hear the waves below, like the ocean’s breath over the stones. She had no desire to go and look.


  Half a dozen speckled hens and a clutch of chickens, in that motley half-fuzz, half-pinfeathers stage, followed the boy’s hoe between the young cabbages and onions, clucking with satisfaction over turned-up grubs, while the red rooster eyed her warily from a wind-ragged plum tree. A peasant’s garden, a peasant’s morning. When the boy straightened up, looking towards the sea, Deyandara turned, though she had heard nothing, in time to see the man appear over the edge of the cliff.


  There must be some path there, climbing down. He paused, a shaggy, unbraided head of brass-gold hair that made her think of nothing so much as a lion’s mane, gold hoops in his ears, low, straight eyebrows shielding pale-blue eyes, deep-set and startlingly bright against the oak-tan brown of his skin, the sort of eyes that could make a girl forget she had promised her brother to live a chaste and virtuous life if he let her go to the road for a season . . . No. Not this man. Nothing of warmth and playfulness there, as remote as his servant’s gaze and not nearly so gentle. His beard needed trimming. He wore a grubby tunic of chequered white and brown and carried a wood-tined fork over his shoulder. If you disregarded the earrings that marked him a man of modest wealth, he looked, in fact, neither lord nor lawyer nor assassin—save for the bleak, winter-sky eyes, so rare among even those light-haired Praitans—but some villager returning, mud-spattered, from his fields.


  “Master Ahjvar?” Deyandara rose and bowed. “I’m—” But the boy Ghu was speaking rapid and unintelligible Imperial Nabbani. She caught her own name and, in Praitannec, “leopard”; that was all.


  The man answered in the same tongue. No peasant, indeed. The widow’s tale of his being a man of law became more plausible, as who but a scholar of the Five Cities spoke Imperial Nabbani outside of the empire?


  “I’m—” she began again, when the boy’s introduction or explanation had ended and they were both regarding her steadily, as if waiting, without any great faith, for wonders.


  “Lady Deyandara, of the Duina Andara,” the man interrupted. “High King Durandau’s sister, I take it? And travelling alone? I’m Ahjvar, yes, called the Leopard in the Five Cities, these days. What does the high king want of me? Is his champion and the law of the kings not enough now to keep the peace of the kings?”


  She bristled. “My brother has no need of—of your sort.”


  And she had not given the boy any title. Master Ahjvar was Praitannec enough to know that only a child of the royal house would be named for the god. He simply guessed she was . . . herself. Everyone knew the high king had four younger brothers and only the one sister. Speculation as to which king or heir she might marry had circulated around the tribes ever since Durandau’s election to the high kingship three years before. Her name was known to those who took an interest in the shifts of power among the tribes, which even a Five Cities assassin might, as it could affect trade, and that certainly affected the clan-fathers. That was Lady Lin’s teaching, making her see the whole branching tangle. She didn’t want to have to think about such things. She should have called herself Yselly, as she had on her way south, appropriating the dead bard’s name along with her right to the ribbons.


  Deyandara tried again, more courteously. “The high king wants nothing of you, Master Ahjvar.” She wouldn’t call him lord without better proof than a foreign peasant-woman’s guess. “My errand to you is from Catairanach of the Avain Catairna, the goddess of the Duina Catairna.”


  “I know who Catairanach is,” he said, mildly enough, but his voice was ice. “And I’ve no interest in any words from that goddess or that folk. So you can be off.”


  He came the last way up the cliff, revealing muscular bare legs, black nearly to the knee with mud, and a wooden pail.


  “My lord—” That slipped out without her intending. “I gave my word to carry the message.”


  “Consider it carried.” He climbed over the wall. “Now go away. Ghu, is there milk today? We can make a chowder.”


  The boy spoke in Imperial again and seemed to find whatever he said amusing as he took the pail. The assassin ripped up a fistful of grass to wipe down his legs, scrubbing his hands on the skirt of his tunic after, running still-muddy hands through his hair, defying her to comment. When it seemed he was going to follow the boy into the house without another word to her, Deyandara slid down off the wall into the garden herself.


  He heard the movement and turned, swift and balanced and . . . yes, she did think leopard suited. Her heart beating a little too rapidly, she bowed, which she shouldn’t have done, since he knew who she was and no princess should be bowing to a lordless exile. “I gave my word to deliver the message.”


  He said something. It sounded obscene, but Nabbani, so the fact that she could pick out the name of the goddess Catairanach did not need to offend her. “Come in, then, and say your piece.”


  He ushered her in ahead of him with mocking courtesy. The ruin had no door, only a curtain of hide. She had sheltered in such places before. One of those grand halls built without mortar, in form like a giant stone beehive, which dotted the high places of all the lands Over-Malagru, abandoned, except maybe as shelters for straying cattle or wandering tramps, long before the first colonists came from Imperial Nabban to claim the coast, or so her tutor had said. They mostly stood open to the sky. This one had been inexpertly re-roofed with poles and turf. Even to Deyandara’s eye, not used to troubling about such things, it seemed likely to let in wind and rain in equal measure, and probably to come down in a mess of beams and mud in some spring gale.


  It didn’t look like a home, only a place to camp, despite the hens and the garden.


  Ahjvar left her standing and flung himself onto a block of stone with a striped rug thrown over it, part of the wall that had fallen, but he made it look like a throne. A sword, unsheathed, leaned against the wall. A fire burned on a central hearth. The boy squatted beside it, prying the big white clams open with a crook-bladed forage-knife, a peasant’s tool. He left off and brought Deyandara a beaker of water from a jar in the corner, courtesy his master hadn’t offered. She thanked him and drank, as he went back to his cookery.


  Neither man asked her to sit.


  Walls thrust inward, dividing the place into dark bays, though there was better light than she would have expected in the open central room, due to a hole in the roof, which might have been for the smoke or might have something to do with a heap of muddy grassroots on the floor.


  “Two months ago,” she began, “I was in the Duina Catairna, when Queen Cattiga died . . .”


  The queen gave a little grunt, almost a mew, and her eyes, meeting Deyandara’s across the fire, went wide. Deyandara felt the fumbling, the notes gone wrong, as if her fingers understood before she did. Cattiga, in her great chair draped with a black bull’s hide, stared, open-mouthed. Deyandara slung her komuz to her shoulder by its leather strap—she couldn’t say why, except an instinct not to drop it—and rose to her feet, mouth open like a mirror to Cattiga’s. The queen’s chief bard and his daughter Gelyn both trailed off their own playing, a squawk of flute and a soft dying of the great harp, turning to her, then to see where she stared, the shout—or would it be shriek?—still rising in her throat. The queen’s champion, Lord Angress, had his sword singing free before Deyandara made a sound, before the queen had begun to slump, the dark flood spreading down her blue and white tunic.


  The red-armoured, red-masked priest beside her, courtesy guard to the yellow-robed one who had been bending a knee to speak, the queen leaning forward a little to hear, straightened up. She—a slight thing, so probably she, though the shirt of lacquered scales and the triple-crested helmet with its narrow eyeslits flattened or hid any feature that might say—still held the long, slender dagger an ambassador should not have been carrying in the hall. The yellow priest sprang away, back against the wall, as the champion’s sword came around in a swing that should have taken the Red Mask’s head.


  It did not. The red priest staggered aside, and there was a flare of the firelight so that it seemed her body was outlined for a moment in flame. She punched Lord Angress in the chest with the staff of office the Red Masks all carried, a two-foot-long, carved, whitened rod. It should not have been allowed, but the staff was a sign of their service, their oaths, their honour, and Cattiga, against Lord Angress’s advice, had permitted it.


  The champion seemed to have been struck with a fist of lightning. White sparks and spiderwebs crackled; there was a stink of smoke, and he dropped.


  Gilru, the prince, a brat of nine or ten, red-haired and freckled, had been by Deyandara’s feet. Probably considering his chances of tying her bootlaces together. He shouted—she could never afterwards recall the words—and flung himself away around the hearth, running to his mother even as Deyandara grabbed for him. After that it was all swords and spears and shouting, taller, broader people between her and the queen and the boy she was still trying to reach, and the fire gone mad, leaping and twisting and then dying away to embers and choking smoke as if someone had smothered it in wet straw. Lord Marnoch, chief huntsman and the seneschal’s son, came down the stairs from the upper room with an axe in his hands and felled two yellow priests before he himself was laid low by a glancing blow from a Red Mask’s white staff, something that hit his axe-haft, not his body. One of his own hunters stumbled on him, was struck across her shoulders, and did not get up. The lamps on the posts that supported the upper storey, an enclosed loft, went out then. In the darkness someone’s elbow struck Deyandara’s chin and she fell.


  “Gilru!” she heard Syallan screaming. The champion’s shield-bearer was a young woman some few years older than Deyandara, everything Deyandara was not—she didn’t tell the assassin that—handsome, skilled, respected and honoured in the hall even though she was the bastard-born daughter of the queen’s late husband—loved.


  And what followed . . . Dim light from the embers on the hearth, painting everything in faded red and shadow. Someone trod on Deyandara’s hand as she tried to reach Syallan’s voice, to be what aid she could to the prince, and then a trampling foot struck her head. Sick and momentarily blind, she grabbed it, heaved, and the man fell on her. He was one of the queen’s bench-companions, and as he rolled away a Marakander temple guardsman stabbed down with a Praitannec spear, and the man grunted and spewed blood over her. She didn’t dare move, face to face with the dying man, whose eyes, surely, looked beyond her and did not accuse, please, Andara, she hadn’t meant—Great Gods forgive her, it wasn’t her fault, everything she did went twisted, but that didn’t mean she was cursed, it did not.


  One of the queen’s household, slain, fell beside her; that was what she told the Leopard, who had his eyes shut, as if he saw the hall and the smouldering light and the dying men and women there. Deyandara had snatched the dead warrior’s dagger from his hand—she was lying on her own—and come up onto her knees, driving the long blade upwards with both hands into the Marakander temple guard’s back ribs under his short shirt of lacquered scales. He had tried to look around at her and come down on top of her, coughing and bubbling, spitting blood onto her face. His helmeted head had struck hers, a last savage blow at his enemy as he died or plain ill-chance. That second blow to the head had been one too many, and that was all Deyandara had seen of the battle in Cattiga’s hall.


  By some miracle, her komuz had survived unharmed.


  Gilru and Syallan they found in the morning, hacked down in the yard as they tried to flee, the young warrior’s body still lying over the boy’s, protecting him. It had not been enough against the axes.


  And the Marakanders, the red priests and the yellow and the temple guardsmen who had escorted them, were all fled, those that lived. Of yellow priests and guards they had bodies enough, but not a single one of the mute Red Masks seemed to have fallen. The tales of the road called them divinely protected, of course, but no one had thought that was more than poetry.


  “Gilru was the youngest son,” the Leopard said, opening his eyes again. He didn’t seem moved by the tale in the least, now; his voice was quiet, soft, even, as if he feared waking some sleeping child. “What of the older boy, and the daughter?”


  He knew the duina so well?


  “The queen’s elder son and only daughter both died last autumn, and her husband and—and her brother as well. The bloody pox, the southern pox.” She had the scars herself, scattered white over cheeks and forehead and hands, from an earlier, less deadly outbreak of the eastern pox when she was a child. One could save you from the other. Somehow it was always the bleeding southern pox, which came with the ships from the sea beyond the Gulf of Taren and was almost always fatal, that broke out in the Duina Catairna. “There was a tide of it last year, flowing up the river valleys from the Five Cities, it’s said.” But he’d know that, living so close, though neither he nor his boy bore the scars of it. “All of the queen’s near kinsfolk died. People believe they’re an ill-fated family. An ill-fated folk. Every plague, every murrain, every slow cold spring or summer of drought hits them hardest. The old song says, ‘A broken branch, a twisted root, and poison in the vein.’” This was how Mistress Yselly would have given the message, anyway, casting in scraps of song, embroidering a great vision in words, but Deyandara wished she had not said it as soon as the words were spoken. The tale of the curse on the royal blood of the Duina Catairna and on the folk itself couldn’t be true, because if it were, it meant . . . it couldn’t.


  What if she were a plague herself and had somehow brought doom to Cattiga and Gilru and all their folk? No. Because if she were cursed, so were they in their own right.


  “It came on the ships, last summer,” the man offered. “Some captain bribed the harbour-master to clear them out of the quarantine, call something the four-day fever that wasn’t.” He frowned, and apparently not at that criminal failure in honour and duty. “These priests murdered the queen and her son, and the folk of the hall let them get away? What were Marakander priests doing in the hall, anyway? And armed?”


  She did not like the way he sat now, so still, hands fisted on his thighs. She was reminded of that staring frozen stillness that could snap like a string over-tuned and become the snarling, spitting, ripping blur of a catfight.


  “They came as an embassy, seeking alliance—so they said, for the benefit of the tribe and Marakand both. The queen and her council welcomed this.”


  “Fools,” Ahjvar said mildly. The boy shook his head. Ahjvar shrugged, and Deyandara was left feeling that there had been some whole conversation in that. The Leopard took up the sword and a bit of oily fleece. He didn’t watch her any longer but stretched out his legs, ankles crossed, and frowned over the blade, polishing at flecks she could not see, if they were there at all. Long, strong, brown fingers. The blade had a dappled pattern in the steel, which caught the firelight. Northron work; they were the only ones who made blades with such patterns enfolded in the very fabric of the metal, a demon’s art they had brought over the western sea, and a secret jealously guarded by their swordsmiths. Her brother had a Northron-bladed sword, inherited from his father. Even the hilt of the Leopard’s looked antique, though, made her brother’s look like some merchant’s showpiece, no life in it. On Ahjvar’s, the grip was carved ivory, a twisted animal-form gone creamy brown with age and . . . stained.


  He raised his eyebrows, waiting, and she pulled her gaze from the sword. The pommel was an animal’s snarling head, cast bronze dull and smooth, with traces of worn gilding still caught in the fine detailing. A sword for a story, if she could find one it suited . . .


  The boy had finished with the clams, setting them in a wide pot with butter and milk on the edge of the fire. The smell turned her stomach. Now he sat, arms wrapped around his knees, listening wide-eyed, as if it were a tale told for fireside pleasure.


  The huntsmen of the dinaz turned scout and pursued the assassins. Deyandara stumbled over the word, but Ahjvar didn’t react. As if some other will opposed Marnoch and his scouts, opposed what should surely be Catairanach’s blessing on their hunt, they lost the enemy in the night, in fog and dark-lashing rain. And then they found the army.


  Overrunning the little unwalled settlements in its path, an army of Marakand was coming straight up from the caravan road, following the well-trodden track that skirted the butt end of the hills. The folk, the lucky ones, scattered into the hills with what they could carry and drive before them, while the laggards died amid the looting and the thatch burned. The invading army travelled light, without wagons to slow and mire it in the winter mud. The largest part of the force consisted of warriors of the Great Grass and the deserts, mounted on good horses and camels; a much smaller company were priest-led Marakanders, not so able in the saddle or at travelling cross-country, easy prey. There were twenty or thirty Red Masks. It was not so large an army as all that, sixty-score, a hundred-score—both estimates swore they had lain in hiding to count, so whether one was in error or whether it had divided, and when and where the other part was, no one reported, but either way it was large enough to threaten the dinaz, especially in the wake of last autumn’s plague, which had killed so many. If all the spearmen of all the lords could be summoned in time . . . they could not.


  They lit the hill-beacons, but of course there was no time for the lords of the outlying regions to come down the valleys and over the hills with their warriors. Dinaz Catairna was only a day’s hard ride on a good horse from the caravan road, and though the Marakanders weren’t advancing quite so swiftly, they were not dallying over-long at their looting, either. Deyandara was sick with headaches, throwing up whenever she moved too quickly, though the queen’s physician said her skull was sound and she had taken no permanent harm. She had strange dreams, of the Avain Praitanna, the western of the two rivers of Praitan, rising in flood and carrying her away; of drowning in a bog, a great weight on her; of a burning roof falling in on her while she screamed and beat at someone she could not see, who held her down by the wrists and shrieked with laughter. Fever, Lord Yvarr told her.


  The assassin stirred restlessly. Yes, this wasn’t meant to be her story.


  There had been no warning from Catairanach their goddess. Her spring on the hillside, where the clear water welled up into a pool of mossy stones overhung by three mountain ash trees, still naked and winter-grey, was troubled, cloudy with sand. When Yvarr knelt on the flat stone where the kings stood to call her, there was no answer but a skirl of wind and a spatter of rain, like tears, from an unclouded sky.


  “Nothing but tears,” he reported back to the old bard in the hall.


  “A goddess may mourn as much as a man,” the bard said.


  “But we need her. If men crawled away and hid in their grief, the world would soon fall to ruin. If she would speak to someone, anyone . . .”


  Marnoch was appointed war-leader, in default of any other, before the lords could begin quarrelling over that right. He led out a war-band to nip at the army’s heels, test them, harry them in the twilight and by night. He didn’t have the force to meet them in the open. Before long he was falling back on the dinaz, though they still made harrying attacks on the Marakander camp in the dawn and dusk, and few of the enemy scouts got far when they left the protection of their main body. But he could not hold up the advancing Marakanders for long. The nearby lords who answered the summons of the beacons had come with the bare minimum of spears, thinking it no more than a raid out of the Tributary Lands south of the road.


  Who went to war now, in the cold rains of the lambing season?


  A city folk. Mercenaries, with no land and no god.


  And the Duina Broasoran to their east would not come to their aid, would not set old quarrels aside and stand together as Praitans should. Yvarr sent a messenger, but without much hope. There was outstanding between them the matter of a raiding party led by Queen Cattiga’s late brother, he who had died last autumn of the southern pox, and a woman of the Broasorans carried off from her husband, who was kin to the Broasoran queen. The Catairnans said it had been elopement, the woman a willing conspirator, but folk of the husband’s household had died in the pursuit, and the woman had died of the southern pox as well, so there was blood between them, and they had not agreed on asking a wizard to divine for the truth, neither tribe trusting the divination of the other.


  If truth be told, they had expected either a demand for a combat of champions or outright war with the Broasorans to follow the lambing and spring planting. That did not mean they were ready for Marakand; maybe it was the threat of the Duina Broasoran that had led Cattiga to listen when the Marakander priests falsely spoke of alliance.


  Lord Yvarr sent couriers bearing messages, pleas, to the high king in Dinaz Andara as well, but that was a ride of many days. Dinaz Andara lay east and north, between the two great rivers of Praitan, the Avain Praitanna and the Avain Noreia, and quite far north of the caravan road that was the southern boundary of Praitannec lands. Deyandara signed them, as Yvarr asked, and then she went away to the queen’s bower, a separate, stone-walled building, hung with tapestries from the distant east, where it was quiet. There she carried on turning words, discarding words, making a song of the death of Cattiga and Gilru. But they fell stiff and leaden, never the ring of true silver. She was not a poet. She thought she never would be, and there was an ache in her heart for that lack in herself, heavy as the weight of Cattiga’s death.


  What followed was her own story. She did not need to tell the assassin how, when Marnoch returned to the dinaz, she, with Badger at her side, met him at the gate, watching as the file of men and a few women threaded their little horses up the twisting path between the earthen banks. They eyed her warily, wearily . . . knowingly. It was late afternoon, and the sun slanted over the hills, touching gorse-flower into golden fire. A few of the lords reined aside, once through the gate in the innermost dyke, the outer face of which had a drystone facing and was topped with wooden pales. They were already preparing to burn all that would burn, including the wooden gates, and flee, not to be penned up here like pigs awaiting slaughter. The lords milled about between the low-eaved roundhouses, as if waiting. Deyandara’s stomach had grown tight and sick. She wasn’t waiting for them; she had only come to see that Marnoch was safely returned. He rode near the last, muddy and tattered; he would have gone out with the scouts, she knew, war-leader or no. He was a fox of the hills, not a wolf. But maybe a fox was what the folk needed, now. For a moment she had thought that she should tell him so. There was defeat already in his eyes. But he saw her and swung a leg over his horse and came down to fling his arms around her, which startled them both. She pulled away, heart racing, and cursed herself the next moment for the look on his face, gone careful and closed.


  “My lady,” he said. She had always been Deya, before. “When I left, I feared I’d come back to find you’d joined the dead.”


  “It was only a knock on the head,” she said, and felt the blush burning from her breasts to the roots of her hair. “I’m—I didn’t come out here to be in the way. I wanted to see you were safe, you all were safe.” Damn her tongue for adding the last.


  “Those we didn’t leave on the hills,” he said. “The Marakanders are close behind. They’ll be here tomorrow.” He crouched to scratch Badger’s ears, and the dog leaned into him, tail stirring welcome. “I should go to my father.” He eyed the hovering lords, sought Deyandara’s eye, which dropped to her boots; he waved the lords on. They went without a word, though they leaned heads together and whispered.


  “We need to talk, lady,” Marnoch had said. “You and I and my father.”


  She nodded, with a sick churning in her stomach that had nothing to do with the headaches that still chased her. She should have ridden with the first couriers sent to her brother, but had been too ill. And now . . . before she died, Queen Cattiga had spoken to Lord Yvarr about Deyandara and what she had sought in the Duina Catairna. Of course she had.


  “Once we’ve started readying the folk to flee to the hills,” he said, “we’ll talk. The land’s lordless; Catairanach can’t like that.”


  She had licked her lips and nodded; he had given her a weary smile and gone away.


  It had not been only Yvarr and Marnoch waiting for her in the queen’s bower, later. The old bard and his daughter, all the lords and ladies who had answered the beacons, they all stood, waiting, when she came, hesitating in the doorway, a hand on Badger’s head for courage.


  “Lady,” said Yvarr, “we need to know. Are you our—are you kin to our queen?” He looked around, a challenge, but no one disagreed. “All the hall has watched you all the winter, ever since you came in the last of the autumn. All the hall could see it, when you stood by the queen, like enough to be her sister. All the hall,” he sighed, “knew Prince Palin, and there have always been rumours out of the Duina Andara. Your mother was sent back to her own people after your birth, was she not?”


  And died of a broken heart within a year. Deyandara nodded, took a breath, and looked up.


  “I didn’t know,” she said. “Nobody told me. I was supposed to be a seven-months’ baby, though my nurse says I was born fat and hale. But—but if I had been carried the full term, then my father, my mother’s husband, was away beyond the river fighting the eastern hillfolk with the Duina Noreia at the time I should have been begotten, and—and the bard Palin was in Dinaz Andara, they say, then.” She hadn’t dared ask the god the truth; she had been too angry with him, angry at all the hall, at all her kin and the lords who had kept this from her all her life. By the time anger cooled, she was with Yselly in the Duina Galatan, far from Andara’s land. And after Yselly died . . . “I came here to ask Prince Palin the truth.”


  And came too late, on the heels of the bloody pox, to find him dead, and the queen’s husband dead, and the queen’s two elder children dead, and here she was, the high king’s sister, or half-sister, almost claiming to be the queen’s niece and next heir after her only surviving child, as if she wanted, as if she hoped . . . but all she had wanted was to know, to understand if that was why her mother’s husband, for all he claimed her and gave her a royal name, possibly just to spite her mother, had shoved her out of the way all his life, and taught her brothers to do likewise, to call her clumsy, unlucky, a lodestone for mischance.


  Tainted with the curse on the royal blood of the Duina Catairna, she understood now.


  “What did Cattiga say of it, lady?” Yvarr asked gently.


  She took another steadying breath. “Cattiga said it was all too likely, knowing her brother, but that none other of his bastards had ever survived their first year; they were born sickly and never did thrive. He thought it was the curse and treated it as a blessing, freeing him from responsibility. She put our faces side by side in her mirror and said, ‘No one can doubt it.’” Red hair, golden-brown eyes, the dusting of freckles; that was something a score of women within a day’s ride might claim. Deyandara had her mother’s longer face, darker lashes, but the nose, the chin, the set of her mouth, were all doubled in Cattiga’s mirror. “‘I don’t wish another heir,’ the queen said,”—with sorrow in her eyes, because she knew and Deyandara knew that one child was not enough to safeguard her line—“and I said I was not looking to be one, that I wanted only to find my kin, to be—to be among friends.” She raised her chin. “So. Yes, she acknowledged me her niece. And no, she did not publicly acknowledge me her next heir after my cousin Gilru. Why should she have? She was still a young woman; she would likely have other children; she knew the need to remarry soon, whatever her grief. I didn’t come here for that. I’m a bard’s apprentice—” Still that lie. “I’m not of age. I’m no warrior, no wise old woman, I’m not the queen you need.”
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