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Chapter One

^ » 



THE fishing boat  rose  to  the surface  of  the  bay  like  an  abandoned  vessel  of  the old  gods.  Such  was  the  angle  that  the  masthead,  draped  in  pennants  of  torn  and dripping sail, had barely emerged before the bow broke  through,  water sheeting over the  gunnels  back  into  the  sea.  A  moment  later  the  stern  followed,  cradled  on  the crest of  an unnatural wave.  Long  ropes  of  weed  trailed off  the rudder  as  though  the depths had attempted to hold their prize. 

Ignoring waves  and  wind,  the boat  cut  across  the chop  toward  a  nearly  identical vessel  carrying  four  oilskin-wrapped  people.  Three  of  the  four  watched  the approach,  openmouthed.  The  fourth,  a  young  man  standing  alone  in  the  bow, watched the water and Sang. 

A few moments later, the salvaged  boat  drew  parallel with the other  and  stopped, both boats keeping their position as though held by unseen hands. 

"That's  her,  that's  my   Second  Chance."  Leaning  over  the  gunnels  for  a  closer look,  one  of  the  identical  trio  pushed  her  hood  back  off  salt-and-pepper  hair  and squinted  into  the  spray.  "Well,  I'll  be  hooked  and  fried,  they  even  brung  up  both pairs  of  oars."  Half-turned  toward  the bow,  she  lifted  her  voice  over  the  combined noise  of  wind  and  sea  and  Song,  "Hey  bard!  We're  close  enough  to  use  the  gaff. 

Should I hook her in and make her fast?" 

Still Singing, Benedikt shook his head and shuffled around on his damp triangle of decking to face the shore. 

Shoulders  hunched  against  the chill, he changed  his Song,  and  both  boats  began to move toward the gravel beach  at the head  of  the bay  where the tiny figures  of  the villagers paced up and down. 

When the keels scraped bottom, he changed the Song again. 

Two roughly human translucent figures  rose  up  out  of  the shallows  on  either side of  the  bow  and  brushed  against  the  ends  of  Benedikt's  outstretched  fingers  like liquid  cats.  Closing  his  eyes,  he  allowed  the  four  notes  of  the  gratitude  to  linger  a moment or two after the kigh dissolved back into the sea. 

"Right,  then!"  The  owner  of  the   Second  Chance  took  command  of  the  silence with an authoritative bellow. "Let's have some help here before the tide turns!" 

His part  in the salvage completed,  the  bard  stayed  where  he  was  until  it  became obvious that there was nothing left to do but disembark. Clambering awkwardly over the  side,  he  winced  as  the  frigid  water  seeped  into  borrowed  boots.  The  uneven footing threw him off balance. He staggered forward, then back, then forward again. 

A sudden grip on his elbow kept him from falling. 

The  figure  beside  him,  indistinguishable  from  all  the  others  in  the  ubiquitous oilskins,  was  considerably  shorter  than his own  six feet.  Under  his hood,  he felt  his ears burn. Bards were not supposed to need rescue. Especially not  from  rescuers  so much smaller than themselves. 

The hand  remained around  his elbow  until dry  land was  reached,  then  it  released him and  rose  to  push  back  the  masking  hood.  Fortunately,  he  recognized  the  face. 

Bards were not supposed to fumble for names either. 

"Lucija." 

The woman who'd offered her boat for the trip  out  into the bay  smiled up  at him. 

"Benedikt." 

Wobbly  on  the  slippery  piles  of  beach  gravel,  he  had  no  idea  of  what  he  was supposed to say next. 



As  though  she  sensed  his  unease,  Lucija's  smile  dimmed  a  little.  "That  was  an impressive  bit  of  Singing  out  there;  what  with  Tesia  swamping  right  over  the  cleft and all. I never knew bards could control the kigh so deep." 

He could  feel the tension  start  to  leave  his  shoulders.  It   had  been  an  impressive bit of Singing, and he was pleased that she'd noticed. "It was nothing." 

"Nothing?"  Drawn  around  by  the  sound  of  her  name,  Tesia  stomped  over  and smacked  the bard  enthusiastically on  the arm.  "You've  given me back  the fish,  boy. 

That's  an  unenclosed  sight  more  than   nothing.  Now  you  head  over  to  my  place around dark, and I'll cook you a meal that'll make a start at payin' you back." 

"You don't have to…" 

"I know  that.  I want to."  She  grinned  around  him  at  the  younger  woman.  "I  can see what you're thinkin', Lucija. You may as well come, too." 

The  entire  village  ended  up  at  Tesia's  cottage.  From  where  Benedikt  sat,  there seemed  to  be  a  man,  woman,  or  child  in  every  available  space—occasionally,  two deep.  Lucija  had  a  seat  close  by,  and  the  heat  in  her  pale  eyes  made  him  wish  his place of honor wasn't quite so close to the fire. 

When  they  called  for  a  song,  he  dried  his  palms  on  his  thighs  and  lifted  his quintara  like  a  shield.  He  wasn't  good  in  large  crowds;  there  were  just  too  many people to please. 

"It's  all  right,  these  things  happen."  Up  on  one  elbow,  Lucija  stroked  the  soft triangle of golden hair in the center of Benedikt's chest. "Don't worry about it." 

It took an effort, but he kept his voice light. "Easy for you to say." 

"Maybe you just need a little encouragement." 

As  her  hand  moved  lower,  Benedikt  closed  his  eyes.  When  Lucija  had  finally come  right  out  and  invited  him  to  her  bed,  he  hadn't  been  able  to  think  of  a believable  way  to  say  no.  He'd   wanted  to  be  with  her,  but  he'd  been  afraid  that exactly what had happened would happen. 

It  wasn't  his  fault  really,  it  was  the  pressure.  After  his  performance  in  the afternoon, he'd known that she'd expect an equivalent performance  in the dark.  He'd been magnificent out on the bay. The need to be that magnificent again—and the fear that he wouldn't be—had made him so tense…

It would've been easier to raise another fishing boat. 

"Maybe you're just too tired." 

There  was  sympathy  in  her  voice,  not  blame,  but  he  couldn't  have  her  telling others that Singing the kigh had exhausted him. Grasping  at straws,  he began  a silent Song, calling up the one thing that had never failed him. Sleek, fluid, the image of  the water kigh was not entirely human-seeming. 

Not that it mattered. 

"Ah, there we are." 





"A lot of us  fatten  a pig and  pretty  much  everyone  keeps  some  chickens,"  Lucija explained,  forking  the  strips  of  bacon  onto  Benedikt's  plate  beside  the  two  fried eggs. "There's a limit to how much seafood a body can eat." 

"It does lose its appeal after a while," Benedikt agreed  with a laugh. "When  I first went to the Bardic Hall, I didn't eat fish for almost a year." 

"You're from a fisher family, then?" 

He nodded  around  a mouthful of  breakfast.  "My  three older  brothers  fish  out  of Three Island Cove," he told  her when he'd  swallowed,  adding  proudly,  "They  all go out to the deep water." 

"Brave boys." 

"Yeah,  they  are.  Absolutely  fearless.  But  not  reckless,"  he  hastened  to  explain. 

"Just  really good  at what they do.  And  my father's  the factor  at  Three  Island   Cove. 

There hasn't been a surplus in the last  twenty years  that he hasn't  convinced  the Due of  Sibiu to  pay  handsomely  for."  One  dark-gold  brow  lifted.  "Whether  she  started out wanting the fish or not." 

"Your father'd be bored  stiff  here,  then.  We're  so  close  to  Elbasan  that all of  our surplus is contracted in advance, and  all we have to  do  is hand  it over  to  the regular traders."  Grinning  and  shaking  her  head,  she  sopped  up  egg  yolk  with  a  bit  of toasted bread. "But you're a bard. You already know that." 

"You've heard the rumors that we know everything, then?" 

Her laughter added  a special  savor  to  the  food  and  he  almost  stopped  worrying about the impression he was  making. He'd  only been  Walking on  his own  for  a year and, sometimes, being a  bard of Shkoder was as much a burden as a blessing. 

"So, where do you go from here?" 

"Fort Kazpar for the Queen's visit." 

"So she's actually going through with it this quarter?" 

"I don't  know."  Sighing contentedly,  Benedikt  pushed  his  empty  plate  away  and picked up the heavy clay mug of tea. "I won't know until I arrive." 

Lucija  mirrored  his  movement.  "Seems  a  shame  you  have  to  go  all  that  way  if nothing's happening. Can't you send a kigh ahead to the fort?" 

The silence stretched and lengthened until the distant  screams  of  scavenging  gulls moved into the cottage to fill the void. 

"Benedikt?" 

"I Sing only water." Hands flat on the table, chin lifted, he dared her to comment. 

"Ah."  Looking  somewhat  taken aback,  Lucija took  a  long  swallow  of  tea  before saying, "We  had  a Headwoman  back  when I was  real young  who  could  Sing water, but  she  decided  to  stay  fishing  rather  than  become  a  bard.  Not  that  I'm  suggesting you  should've  gone  fishing,"  she  added  hurriedly  when  she  caught  sight  of Benedikt's expression. 

He felt  the  muscles  tighten  across  his  shoulders,  the  tension  moving  right  down both  arms  and  curling  his  fingers  into  fists.  "If  I'd  gone  fishing,"  he  reminded  her, 

"Tesia's boat would still be at the bottom of the bay." 

"Hey, calm down." Hands making soothing motions  in the air, Lucija gave him as much  distance  as  the  chair  would  allow.  "We  were  all  impressed  by  the  way  you Sang the kigh yesterday. Obviously, you made the right decision becoming a bard." 

Shoving  his  own  chair  back  with  a  shriek  of  protest,  wood  on  wood,  Benedikt stood. He'd hoped this time would be different, but it always came  to  the same  thing in the end. "My thanks for breakfast and for last night, but I don't need your pity." 



Arms  folded,  Lucija  stood  by  her  cottage  and  watched  Benedikt  grow  ever smaller as  he climbed  to  the  top  of  the  cliff,  resolved  that  if  he  turned  and  waved, she  wouldn't  wave back.  When  Tesia  came  up  behind  her,  smelling  of  warm  pitch, she grunted a greeting but kept her gaze locked on the path. 

"So, he's leavin' is he?" Without waiting for an answer,  the older  woman  spat  and added, "I never met a bard so uncomfortable at bein' the center of attention." 

Lucija snorted. "I never met a bard I so desperately wanted to smack." 

 "Can't you send a kigh ahead to the fort?" 

It always came to that. No matter how  well he Sang  or  how  long he spent  playing song after song after song, in the end, they always found him wanting. 

"  I Sing only water." 

His  parents  had  been  thrilled  when  Karlene  had  Walked  into  the  village  and discovered  his  talent.  It  explained  why  skills  his  brothers  performed  as  easily  as breathing came  so  hard  to  him. His father  had  bragged  about  the  discovery  up  and down  the road  to  Sibiu  and  even  the  due  had  sent  her  congratulations.  His  mother had  made  him a new suit of  clothes,  his alone instead  of  outgrown  bits  and  pieces. 

To have a bard  in the family was  a thing to  be  proud  of.  So  what that he only Sang water—he was  untrained.  "  After training,"  they'd  told  him as  they proudly  sent  him off to the Bardic Hall in Elbasan, "  you'll surely improve." 

They hadn't  understood.  He'd  been  taught  Command,  and  Charm,  and  tricks  of memory  that  allowed  him  to  recall  months  of  travel  down  to  the  tiniest  detail.  He could  Witness  in  cases  of  judgment  and  be  an  integral  part  of  any  service  in  any Center anywhere the honoring of the Circle had spread. 

But he would  only,  ever,  Sing  water.  Nothing  he  could  do,  nothing  he  could  be taught could change that. 

He couldn't tell if his family was embarrassed for him or by him. Visits home were a  trial;  everyone  smiling  too  broadly,  making  excuses  to  the  neighbors,  telling  him too heartily that it didn't matter. 

And  it  wasn't  just  his  family.  Even  the  other  bards  told  him  it  didn't  matter.  " 



 There're  half  a  dozen  bards  Walking  through  Shkoder  who  Sing  only  air,"  they told  him.  "  And  don't  forget  Jazep.  Jazep  Sang  only  earth."  Jazep  had  been  a fledgling with Annice, the Princess-Bard.  Jazep  had  been  the best  teacher  the Bardic Hall had  ever seen.  Jazep  had  died  saving the kingdom.  Benedikt  was  sick  to  death of  hearing about  Jazep  and,  when asked  to  play "In  the Arms  of  the Earth,"  Jazep's song, he'd begun to deny ever having learned it. 

 "Can't you send a kigh ahead to the fort?" 

He'd hoped Lucija would be different. 

Settling  the  straps  of  his  pack  more  comfortably  on  his  shoulders,  Benedikt turned  toward  Fort  Kazpar  and  settled  into  the  rocking  stride  the  bards  used  when they  needed  to  cover  distance  quickly.  Unable  to  learn  if  the  queen  would  be attending the ceremony, he had no choice but to arrive before her. 

* * *

"Everyone understood why you decided against  visiting the forts  in First  Quarter, Majesty, why you sent His Highness in your stead, but you can't do it again." 

Jelena, Queen in Shkoder for almost exactly four full quarters, raised an imperious brow  and  leaned slightly forward,  her palms  pressed  flat  against  the  crested  papers scattered over her desk. "Can't?" she repeated. 

"Shouldn't, Majesty." The Bardic Captain carefully kept his tone neutral. 

After a moment of narrow-eyed consideration,  Jelena accepted  his correction  and sat  back.  "Why  can't  Tavas  go  again?  He's  willing,  and  the  visits  are  only ceremonial. They serve  no real function." 

"On  the  contrary,  Majesty."  This  time,  Kovar  allowed  his  voice  to  rise.  "Even ignoring the very real function  ceremony  itself serves,  it is necessary  that you  dispel the lingering fear amongst your people that the road to Fort Kazpar is ill-omened." 

"Ill-omened?"  The  young  queen  shuffled  paper  from  one  pile  to  another.  "Kings and Queens of Shkoder have traveled that road hundreds of times." 

"Yes, Majesty, they have. Until a queen died." 



"And then he dared—dared!—to remind me about my mother's death."  Unable to remain still, Jelena paced  from  one  end  of  the  terrace  to  the  other,  the  soles  of  her half-boots slapping against the wet granite. "As though I've forgotten!" 

"Lena, I don't think he meant…" 

"He meant it, all right. The smug, self-satisfied windbag!" 

Tucked  up  tight against  the palace  wall in a futile attempt  to  find protection  from the Fourth  Quarter  chill,  His  Imperial  Highness  Prince  Otavas,  youngest  brother  of the Havakeen Emperor and  the consort  of  Shkoder's  queen,  frowned  as  he watched his beloved travel back and forth and then forth again. 



"He as  much  as  implied that if I didn't  go  on  this  ever-so-symbolically-important ceremonial visit, I was  being a bad  queen."  As  she  passed,  Otavas  snagged  Jelena's arm  and  pulled  her  to  his  side.  With  the  thumb  of  his  free  hand,  he  smoothed  the wrinkles  from  her  forehead.  "You  are  not  a  bad  queen."  he  murmured,  "but  the Bardic Captain is right." She jerked her head away from his touch. "Right?" 

"Right,"  he repeated.  "You've  put  it off  once;  if  you  put  it  off  again,  how  much easier will it be to put it off a third time or a fourth?" 



"So after the Bardic Captain tells me I'm a bad queen, Tavas as much as tells me I have to get back onto the horse." 

"And  do  you  think  you  should?"  Magda  asked,  tossing  her  saddlebags  onto  a chair and shrugging out of her damp jacket. 

"Do I think I should what?" 

"Get  back  onto  the horse."  She  hung the  jacket  on  an  iron  hook  by  the  fire  and turned in time to see Jelena's lips thin. "Problem?" 

"I am  not a bad queen." 

"I never said you were." 

"You never said I wasn't." 

"Oh, I see." Dropping  down  into the closest  chair,  Magda  began  working off  her boots. "You followed me up from the stables  so  that I could  tell you  that I think it's too soon, that you can put off the visit to the forts one more time." 

"No…" When the healer raised both dark brows, the young queen sighed. "Yes." 

Magda smoothed all expression  from  her face  as  she  studied  her royal patient.  In spite of the best efforts of tailors and valets, her clothing seemed a size too  large, the embroidered  velvet filled out  with quilted  under-tunics  to  keep  out  the cold.  But  the weight loss  worried  the healer  less  than  the  shadows  that  continued  to  linger  under the hazel eyes. "It's been almost four quarters since  your  mother  died,  Jelena. I think that, if on your way to Fort  Kazpar,  you  visited  the spot  where it happened,  it might help you heal." 

"I doubt it." 

Boots tossed to  the hearth,  Magda  stood,  trying to  decide  if the protest  sounded petulant or obstinate. Not that it mattered; queens could ill afford the luxury of  either. 

"Jelena, you have  got to move past the moment of your mother's death." 

"So  you've  said."  Jelena's  left  hand  jerked  up  into  the  space  between  them,  the royal signet inches away from Magda's face. "But how can I when everything I am,  I became  when  she  died?  Her  death  made  me  Queen.  How  can  I  get  beyond something I have to live with the rest of my life?" 

"That's a question only you can answer." 

Jelena's hand fell back to her side. "You are no help at all," she  muttered,  spun  on one  heel,  yanked  open  the  door  and  stomped  off  down  the  hall,  her  two  guards hurriedly falling into step behind. 



"Of  course  I'm  worried  about  her,"  Magda  snapped,  "but  keep  in  mind  it's  been barely four  quarters  since  her mother  died.  Her spirit,  her kigh, was  wounded.  That takes time to heal." 

Behind  the  barricade  of  his  desk,  the  Bardic  Captain  raised  both  hands  in symbolic  surrender.  Although he could,  as  much  as  any of  the bards,  Sing  the  fifth quarter,  the kigh carried  by  every living being,  Magda  i'Annice  a'Pjerin  was  the  first and, so far, the only person in Shkoder who could  Heal it. That  she  was  half his age made  no  difference;  in  this,  he  and  everyone  else  in  Shkoder—except  perhaps  her mother—defered to her. 

Sighing deeply, Otavas leaned forward in his chair, slender brown fingers  clasping and unclasping  between  his knees.  "I  hate to  see  her so  unhappy.  It's  like the Jelena she  was  and  the queen  she  is are two  separate  people.  I  just  don't  understand  how she can feel guilty about something she had nothing to do with." 

"The  death  of  her  mother  made  her  queen,"  Magda  reminded  them,  "and  in  her grief  she  began  to  believe  that  all  those  times  she'd  said  'when  I  am  queen,  I'll  do this, or when I am queen, I'll do that,' she was wishing her mother dead." 

Otavas cut her off before she could continue an explanation  he'd  heard  a hundred times.  "Maggi,  I  understand  it  up  here."  He  tapped  his  temples  with  his  fingertips then pressed both palms over his heart. "But not here. It wasn't her fault." 

"Jelena  has  the  same  problem,  Tavas."  Of  an  age  with  the  consort  and  second cousin  to  the  queen,  Magda  had  been  more  friend  than  healer  until  this  last,  dark year. "She knows in her head it's not her fault, but she can't convince her heart." 

"If only she had something to  distract  her,"  Kovar  mused,  one  finger stroking  the graying length of his mustache. 

The  consort  leaped  to  his  feet.  "Don't  you  start,"  he  snarled  at  the  astonished bard. "I have had it up to here…" His hand chopped the air above  his head."…  with everyone in this unenclosed  country  wondering  why we haven't  had  an heir! There's nothing wrong with either of us!" 

Kovar opened his mouth and, with no idea of how to respond, closed it again. 

"It's not often you see a bard at a loss for  words,"  Magda  murmured.  When  both men turned toward her, she shot them her most  professional   calm  down  expression. 

Kovar was  quite honestly  confused  by  the  response  he'd  evoked,  but  Otavas'  kigh was beginning to feel as fragmented as Jelena's and that wasn't  good.  "Jelena doesn't need a distraction, she needs to find acceptance.  And,  given the sudden  tragedy  that put  her  on  the  throne,  it's  only  natural  the  people  should  worry  about  an heir—although  I  realize  the  speculation  hasn't  made  this  year  any  easier  on  her." 

When Otavas  continued  to  glower,  she  added,  smiling, "No  one's  suggesting  you're not doing your part." 



"Magda!"  Ears  burning,  Otavas  sat  down,  wondering  if  the  healer  had  read  that fear off  his kigh or  if it had  been  out  on  his face  for  anyone  to  see.  Honesty  forced him to acknowledge, at least  in the privacy  of  his own  mind,  relief that his manhood wasn't being questioned over every dinner table or mug of beer in Shkoder. 

"Which  brings  us  back,"  Kovar  said  after  a  moment's  silence,  "to  the  matter  at hand.  Her  Majesty  must  lay  the  tragedy  to  rest.  She  must  make  the  journey  to  the forts." 

"She knows that," Magda told him. 

"But will she act on the knowledge?" 

Magda tucked her hands into the wide sleeves  of  her Healer's  robe  and  shrugged. 

"We  three  are  her  closest  counselors  and  she  knows  how  we  feel;  since  she  can't deal with how she feels, that may have to do." 

The  sound  of  heavy  footsteps  approaching  drew  their  attention  around  to  the door.  Kovar  separated  the  sounds  and,  his  voice  pitched  to  carry  only  within  the confines of the room, announced, "Her Majesty." 

The door swung  open.  Guards  flanking her at a respectful  distance,  Jelena's  gaze swept  over  healer, bard,  and  consort.  "Is  this a private  meeting,  or  can  anyone  join in?" 

She sounded, Kovar realized with a start,  remarkably like her grandfather,  the late King Theron. He'd had a way of using the same dry, very nearly sarcastic  delivery to remind  those  around  him  just  who,  exactly,  was  in  charge.  The  resemblance  was disturbing, coming, as it did, from a young woman only a year or two past twenty. 

"Well?" 

Magda read excuses rising in Otavas' eyes and quieted him with a look. 

Standing, Kovar bowed. "Your Majesty is always welcome in my office." 

"Thank  you.  How  fortunate  you're  all  here.  It'll  save  me  the  bother  of  repeating my decision."  When  she  folded  her  arms,  the  royal  signet  flashed  through  a  ray  of sunlight  slanting  in  from  the  window.  "I've  decided  to  go  to  the  forts."  Before anyone could respond, she added, "And you'll all be going with me." 

* * *

Stonemasons had built Fort Kazpar and,  across  the water,  Fort  Tunov,  up  out  of the stones of the headlands  so  that they seemed  an extension  of  the cliffs.  From  the sea, the seam between the rock carved by the elements and  the rock  carved  by  hand was  nearly  invisible.  By  land,  a  small  village  and  the  well-traveled  Capital  Road leading up to the gate helped define the perimeter. 

As Benedikt identified himself to the guard at the gate,  he wondered  what he'd  do if he was  challenged.  Stop  being  such  an  idiot.  Why  wouldn't  she  believe  you?  No one in Shkoder ever lies about being a bard. And even if she did challenge you, it's not like you couldn't…



"So's Terezka expecting you today?" 

Jerked  out  of  his  reverie,  Benedikt  repeated  the  only  word  he'd  actually  heard. 

"Terezka?" 

"The bard who's already here." 

"Terezka's here?" 

Amused  by  his confusion,  the guard  nodded.  "I  was  just  talking  to  her,  and  she didn't  tell  me  to  keep  an  eye  out  for  you,  is  all.  Don't  you  guys  usually  send  kigh ahead of you, or is this some kind of a surprise?" 

Feeling a familiar tightening in the pit of  his stomach,  Benedikt straightened.  "You should be expecting me. I'm here to Sing the queen's boat safely across the strait." 

"You're that bard? That's wonderful!" 

Somewhat taken aback, Benedikt searched her face for mockery  but  found  only a visible  complement  to  the  pleasure  that  had  been  evident  in  her  voice.  "Why wonderful?" he questioned. 

"Well if you're  here to  Sing the queen  across  the strait,  then the queen's  gotta  be coming. Right?" 

"I guess." 

"You  guess?"  Stepping  aside,  she  waved  him  through,  eyes  sparkling  under  the padded edge of her helm. "Hey, you're a bard; you don't guess, you know." 

Recognizing  an exit line when he heard  one,  Benedikt returned  her  smile,  shoved his thumbs under his pack straps, and strode out into the sunlight of  the inner bailey. 

It seemed  that now   he'd  arrived,  Her Majesty had  no  choice  but  to  follow.  It  was  a pleasant conceit, and he enjoyed it for a full half-dozen steps. 

"Benedikt! Up here!" 

He squinted  toward  the  source  of  the  summons  and  could  just  barely  make  out Terezka waving an enthusiastic greeting from the top of the inner wall. 

"Keep  moving,  darlin',"  she  shouted.  "I'll  be  on  the  ground  by  the  time  you're inside." 

His  smile  broadening,  he  hurried  toward  the  second  gate.  The  older  bard  had been one of his favorite teachers when he'd been  a fledgling. She'd  never offered  the reassurances the others had and so had  been  the only one  to  truly convince  him that she  found  nothing  lacking  in  his  ability  to  Sing  only  water.  He  envied  her indiscriminate way of  sweeping  those  around  her  up  into  her  excess  of  personality and agreed with her assumption that she was his closest friend among the bards. 

He barely managed to get his pack off in time to survive her hug. 

"Let me look  at  you."  Shoving  him  out  to  arm's  length,  she  swept  a  critical  eye from head to toe. "I like the beard. Perhaps a little sparse on the cheeks, but it makes you look like a Petrokian pirate. What made you decide to attempt it?" 

"A dislike of shaving in cold water." 



"Wimp." 

"Hag." Leaning forward,  he kissed  the top  of  her head.  "Don't  worry,  I'm  getting rid  of  it  before  the  queen  arrives.  Will  the  queen  be  arriving?"  he  asked  as  he straightened. 

"That's what they tell me." 

"Nice to know I haven't made the trip for nothing." 

"Nothing?"  Grabbing  one  side  of  his  pack-frame,  she  led  him  toward  a  heavy wooden door built into the inner wall. "How  can  it possibly  be  nothing when there's me?" 

That  night, they sang  themselves  almost  hoarse  in front  of  an appreciative  crowd of  guards  and  villagers.  Buttressed  by  Terezka,  Benedikt  managed  to  ignore  the tightening  noose  of  attention  and  create  two  new  verses  to  the  ale  house  favorite, 

"What  Would  I  Do  for  Your  Love."  Just  before  dawn,  he  collapsed  into  bed pleasantly buzzed by the certain knowledge that he'd met all expectations. 



"But why the Bardic Captain?" Benedikt asked, not for the first time, as he walked Terezka to the village limits. "He's never come before." 

"Have you not been listening to  me?"  Terezka  demanded,  shifting her pack  into a more comfortable  position.  "Her  Majesty  requested  his  presence.  This  has  nothing to  do  with  you."  The  older  bard  sighed  and  frowned  at  the  plume  of  her  breath. 

"You  know,  when  you  get  to  be  my  age,  you're  not  so  fond  of  walking  in  Fourth Quarter. I should've agreed to teach again." 

"Terezka,  you  seem  to  be  ignoring  the  fact  that  Kovar  Sings  all  four  quarters. 

Four," he repeated. "Including water." 

"Lots of bards Sing water, darlin', but  none  of  them Sing it like you  do.  I've  seen you Sing up kigh in a raindrop, and I can't  think of  anyone  I'd  trust  more  to  sing the queen across the strait." 

"You're deliberately not understanding—with Kovar here, they don't  need me." 

"Need?"  She  snorted,  blowing  a  cloud  of  heated  breath  into  the  air.  "Need  has nothing to  do  with it. All bards  who  Sing water take turns  Singing the queen  across the strait, and now it's your turn." 

He shoved his hands into his pockets. "Well, it's nice to be useful for something." 

"You  bet  your  ass  it is.  Plenty of  people  never know  the  place  they're  supposed to  fill, but  us,  we're  lucky.  We  have  the  security  of  knowing  that  our  talent  defines us. And as  for  you…"  She  stopped  walking and,  when Benedikt turned  to  face  her, poked  him  in  the  chest  with  a  gloved  and  emphatic  finger.  "There's  nothing  that makes a good-looking  man  less  attractive  than  watching  him  feel  sorry  for  himself. 

You're  a  bard  of  Shkoder,  Benedikt—one  of  the  few,  one  of  the  proud—and  I've never met a bard  that didn't  have an  ego  big  enough  to  hold  the  entire  Citadel  with room left over for Dockside. You hear me?" 



"I hear you." 

"What did I say?" 

The corners of his mouth curled up. "That you think I'm  too  good-looking  to  feel sorry for myself." 

"Ah.  I see  you  didn't  actually need  that reminder about  bardic  ego."  She  studied his face for  a moment  then reached  up  and  patted  his cheek.  "Just  remember  you're as  much  a  bard  as  Kovar  is,  and  if  I  wasn't  freezing  my  ass  off  standing  here,  I'd pass  on  a  few  choice  tidbits  about  our  exalted  captain."  Leaning  forward,  she dropped  her  voice  and  murmured,  "He  has  a  tendency  to  be,  well,  windy  in  the morning." 

Benedikt rolled his eyes. "I'll remember that." 

Stepping back, Terezka grinned. "You will, you know." A quick  glance at the sky brought on a tightening of straps. "If I don't get going, I'll never reach Planter's Basin before  dark,  and  these  old  bones  have no  intention  of  spending  the  night  without  a bed." She thrust out her fist. "Good music, Benedikt." 

He touched his fist to the top of hers. "Good music, Terezka." 

"So that's it, then. Give me a kiss and point me up the Coast Road." 

Having  done  as  she  commanded,  Benedikt  stood  where  she'd  left  him  until  a curve  in  the  road  took  her  from  view.  A  breeze  ruffled  his  hair  as  he  turned  back toward  the  fort,  and  he  couldn't  help  thinking  that,  with  him  around,  at  least  the Bardic  Captain  wouldn't  be  taken  away  from  more  important  duties  during  the voyage. 

* * *

"What  do  you  think  they're  saying?"  Otavas  wondered,  nodding  toward  Jelena and  her grandmother.  The  two  women  were  standing  together  on  the  palace  steps, well out  of  the way  of  the  jostling  crowd  of  horses  and  riders  that  nearly  filled  the Citadel's main courtyard. 

Magda  looked  up,  twisted  around  in  the  saddle,  and  grinned.  "Her  Majesty, Queen  Lilyana,  is  telling  her  granddaughter,  Her  Majesty,  Queen  Jelena,  that  she should  be  wearing  a  heavier  coat.  Jelena  is  protesting  that  it's  almost  First  Quarter Festival. Queen  Lilyana is reminding her that we could  still get snow  and  at the very least would she please put on a scarf.  Jelena is insisting she'll be  fine, but  if it makes her grandmother happy, she'll wear the scarf." 

As Magda finished  speaking,  the queen  accepted  a length of  crimson  fabric  from her grandmother and wrapped it around her throat. 

Kovar,  on  Magda's  other  side,  turned  his  attention  from  the  groom  adjusting  his stirrups  and  looked  down  a  disapproving  nose  at  the  healer.  "It  is  impolite  to eavesdrop." 

"I wasn't. When I said good-bye to  Her Majesty—that  is,  Queen  Lilyana—earlier, she  was  carrying  the scarf.  It didn't  take  half  a  lifetime  of  studying  the  fifth  kigh  to work out  the  rest."  Reaching  across  the  distance  between  their  mounts,  she  patted the Bardic  Captain  on  the shoulder.  "Don't  worry,  Kovar.  Cloud  Dancer  here  is  the calmest  horse  in the Citadel stables.  All you  have to  do  is  stay  in  the  saddle.  She'll do the rest." 

"I suppose  it would  be  a  waste  of  time  to  tell  you  I'm  not  concerned  about  my horsemanship?" 

"It would as long as you maintain that white-knuckled grip on the saddle horn." 

On the palace  steps,  Jelena kissed  her grandmother,  descended  into the chaos  of the courtyard,  and  rose  above  it  almost  instantly  as  she  accepted  a  leg  up  into  the saddle. 

"Are you  all right?" Otavas  asked  softly  as  her groom  led her horse  into position beside his. 

Jelena pulled on a pair of riding gloves, using the time to  find a neutral expression before she turned to face her consort's concern. "Grandmother wanted to come  with us, at least to the city limits, but I convinced  her that my sister  and  the idiot  courting her would be sufficient escort that far." 

"Not to mention Bannon and two full troops of the Queen's Guard." 

"Not  to  mention."  A  glance  across  the  courtyard  showed  that  the  ex-Imperial assassin had taken up position where he could  defend  all possible  approaches  to  his royal charges. "If Bannon's coming, why do we need the guard?" 

"Even soldiers like to feel wanted." 

"I  suppose."  Leaning  back,  Jelena  peered  around  Otavas  at  the  young noblewoman  murmuring  the  Circle  only  knew  what  into  her  sister's  ear.  "The  lady Marineka reminds me of my father." 

Otavas  couldn't  see  a  resemblance,  but  as  he  spent  very  little  time  with  Lord Jurgis, the queen's  father,  he realized he could  be  missing subtleties.  "Is  that a good thing?" 

"I haven't decided." 

Lord Jurgis was a hearty and  athletic man who'd  never been  comfortable  at court and, once he'd helped ensure continuation  of  the royal line, had  spent  very little time there. Except  for  state  occasions  where it was  necessary  they present  a united front and  during  specific  family  celebrations,  Queen  Onele  and  her  consort  had  lived separate  lives—growing  up,  Jelena  and  her  sister  had  used  their  father's  country estates  as  a  refuge  from  the  duties  and  responsibilities  that  fell  to  them  from  their mother's  position.  Although  he'd  honestly  grieved  at  the  death  of  his  queen,  he'd returned  to  the  country  the  moment  her  body  had  been  interred.  Jelena  still  wasn't certain how  she  felt about  that;  as  much  as  she'd  wanted  his support,  as  long  as  he remained unchanged, safe in the country, he was still a refuge. 

"Majesty?" 

She  jerked  out  of  her  reverie,  glad  of  the  groom  at  her  bridle  as  her  horse responded to her shifting weight by moving forward. 

"The company is assembled, Majesty." 

"Very  well,  then."  She  glanced  up  at  the  sky.  Midmorning.  The  last  time  it  had been  midmorning  on  the  sixth  day  of  the  third  moon  of  the  Fourth  Quarter,  she'd been  standing  on  the steps  next  to  her  grandmother,  waving  good-bye.  If  we  leave now,  we'll  reach  the  place  where  my  mother  died  by  late  tomorrow  afternoon. 

"Open the gates, Troop-Captain, and let's get this over with." 



As the company moved  out  through  the gate and  into the city,  Lilyana folded  her hands  inside  her  muff,  fingers  laced  tightly  together  to  keep  her  from  reaching  out and grabbing hold of  her granddaughter.  She  smiled as  the young  queen  rode  away, experience  hiding the lie.  Given  a  choice,  she'd  have  kept  Jelena  from  going  to  the forts,  kept  her  safely  in  the  Palace,  kept  her  off  the  road  where  Onele  had  died. 

Where  the  crown  had  been  passed  on.  Again.  Loss  of  a  husband.  Loss  of  a daughter.  Lilyana  didn't  think  she  could  bear  it  if  she  outlived  a  third  monarch  of Shkoder. 

* * *

"  Captain,  we  seem  to  have  left  the  cheering  crowds  behind— at  least  for  a moment. Would it be possible to speed things up a little?" 

 The  Troop-Captain  glanced  over  at  his  queen,  then  ahead  at  the  road. 

 "Majesty, with the sun in our eyes and the road following so close along the  cliff,  it would perhaps be safest to proceed at a walk." 

 Drawing in a deep lungful of sea  air,  Onele  kicked  both  feet free of the  stirrups and  stretched  her  legs.  "I've  been  on  this  horse  for  a  day  and  a  half,  I've  smiled and I've waved, and I've accepted half  a  dozen  bouquets  from  small  children.  The sooner we reach Fort Kazpar the happier I'll  be.  I think  we  can  risk a  trot."  When the  Troop-Captain  hesitated,  she  sighed.  "This  is  my  eighth  trip  out  to  the  forts, Captain.  We're  as  safe  on  this  road  as  we  would  be  riding  down  Hill  Street  in Elbasan. We'll just keep Stoyan here in the  center  of the  company  so that  we  don't lose him." 

 "Majesty,  you  cut  me  to  the  quick!"  The  young  bard  placed  one  hand  on  his heart  and  tightened  the  other  around  the  saddle  horn.  "Has  my  horsemanship  so disgraced you ?" 

 Onele grinned as the Troop-Captain muttered, "Horsemanship ?" 

 "I did  not  fall  off,"  Stoyan  protested  with  dramatic  dignity.  "I was  dismounting and  taken  by  surprise  when  the  ground  was  not  where  I  expected  it  to  be. 

 Although,  I must  admit,  I agree  with  Her  Majesty…"  He  shifted  uncomfortably  in the saddle. "… the sooner we get to Fort Kazpar, the happier I'll be." 

 "So we trot," the queen announced. 

 Six  horses,  six  soldiers  in  the  Queen's  Guard  riding  two  by  two,  had  already passed  the  nest  when  the  bird  decided  to  rise.  Shrieking  in  panic  or  defiance  or both, her wings drumming against the  air,  she  catapulted  into  the  air  right  under the nose of the queen's horse. 

 Eyes  rolling,  white  showing  all  around,  the  gelding  flung  himself  four  feet  to the  right.  Taken  by  surprise,  Onele  lost  her  stirrups  and  made  a  desperate  grab for the  saddle  horn.  Mane  whipping  her  face,  she  slammed  forward  into  his  neck as he reared and flipped back off over the cantle when he landed. 

 The  Troop-Captain  had  insisted  that  the  queen  ride  on  the  inside  position, away  from  the  edge  of  the  cliff.  At  first,  he  thanked  all  the  gods  in  the  Circle  he had. 

 And then he realized it hadn't mattered. 

 Stroking  sightless  eyes  closed  with  trembling  fingers,  Stoyan  howled  a  lament onto the wind and the kigh spread the news that the queen was dead. 

* * *

"This is where it happened?" 

"Yes, Majesty." 

"And the rock?" 

"Her guard threw it off the cliff. It was the only vengeance they could take." 

Jelena  turned  to  look  at  her  own  guard,  standing  by  the  horses  a  respectful distance away. Every one of them had been with her mother that day. 

"  Let  them  come,"  Magda  had  advised  her  when  the  Troop-Captain  made  the request. "  They need this as much as you do." 

"Who built the memorial?" 

"Fyona  i'Amalica,  a  stonemason  from  Fort  Kazpar,  and  Stoyan,  the  bard  who was with her when it happened." 

The  stone  pillar  stood  exactly  as  tall  as  the  late  queen.  The  crowned  ship  of Shkoder  had  been  carved  into  its  seaward  face.  The  other  three  sides  had  been polished silken smooth. 

"If you would allow me, Majesty?" When Jelena nodded, the Bardic Captain  Sang the four notes of Onele's name. 

From  the  stone,  or  the  air  around  the  stone,  came  a  song  wild  with  grief  and denial. It wasn't long, but it didn't need to be. 

"Stoyan's lament." 

"Yes, Majesty." 

She  couldn't  remember  moving  into  the  comforting  circle  of  Otavas'  arms  nor could she remember crying,  but  his arms  were around  her and  her cheeks  were wet. 

Her  body  felt  awkward  as  she  stepped  slowly  forward  and  pressed  both  palms against the stone. This place, this monument, the lament—all three had  nothing to  do with her. Together they lifted the dark weight of  her mother's  death,  the weight she'd carried since the day the Bardic Captain had told her she was queen and could finally do all the things she'd planned. 

She  waited  until  the  stone  turned  warm  under  her  hands,  then  she  turned  and started walking back toward the horses. "We should go." 

His own eyes damp, Otavas fell into step beside  her.  She  leaned gratefully against his support. 

"Are  you  all  right,  carimei?"  He  murmured  the  Imperial  endearment  against  her hair. 

"I  don't  know."  Every  movement  she  made  seemed  to  take  more  conscious thought than it ever had. "I feel empty." 

A  half-dozen  careful  steps  behind,  Kovar  turned  to  the  healer  and  pitched  his voice for her ears alone. "Empty? Is that good?" 

Most of her attention still on the queen,  Magda  shrugged.  "That  depends  on  what moves in to fill the space." 

* * *

"This  is  Benedikt,  Your  Majesty.  He'll  be  Singing  your  boat  across  to  Fort Tunov." 

As he straightened  out  of  his bow,  Benedikt  found  himself  being  examined  by  a pair of shadowed eyes. 

"I've heard you Sing at festivals." 

"Majesty?"  All fledglings Sang  in the  Citadel's  Center  as  part  of  their  training  so she'd definitely heard him, he just couldn't believe she'd remember. 

"You  Sang  water.  My mother  once  told  me  that  she  thought  you  could  Sing  the kigh out  of  a tear.  I can't  think of  anyone  I'd  rather  have  Sing  me  across  the  strait. 

 And," she continued as he searched for a response, any response, "I read your  recall on the floods in Seven's Bay back in Third Quarter. Good work." 

He  stammered  his  thanks,  managing  not  to  disgrace  his  training  too  badly although  he  barely  heard  the  Bardic  Captain's  request  for  a  meeting  so  they  could discuss  the next day's  ceremony.  When  the  consort's  Imperial  bodyguard  snapped his fingers  under  his nose,  Benedikt  was  astonished  to  see  that  the  royal  party  had moved into the inner bailey. "I'm sorry." Feeling as  though  he'd  could  walk on  water if the queen  required  it, he smiled apologetically  at the waiting ex-assassin.  "Do  you want me?" 

While  golden-haired  young  men  with  that  pouty  just-smacked-in-the-mouth vulnerability  weren't  exactly  his  type,  Bannon  flashed  him  a  predator  smile  on principle. "Maybe later. Right now, I need you to show me tomorrow's pattern." 

A thick Imperial accent added strange emphasis to the words. "Pattern?" 

"Where Her Majesty will be, where His Highness  will be,  where everyone  else will be."  When  Prince  Otavas  had  contracted  to  join  with  the  Heir  of  Shkoder,  Bannon had  added  the Princess  Jelena to  his responsibilities.  No  one  had  asked  him  to,  but since  his prince  had  thought  it an excellent  idea,  no  one  had  been  able  to  stop  him either. 

Benedikt frowned. Kovar had told him he'd be attending the ceremony  at the forts before his last Walk, almost as he was on his way out the Citadel gates.  He'd  had  no time to  read  the recall of  his immediate predecessor,  but  some  things  were  a  given. 

"You accompanied His Highness here in Second Quarter." 

"I did." 

"It'll be the same ceremony." 

"Not  quite.  Her  Majesty  wasn't  here  in  Second  Quarter."  Gripping  the  bard's shoulder  a  little  harder  than  was  strictly  necessary,  he  turned  him  in  a  slow  circle. 

"Those barrels weren't here in Second Quarter; two  of  the flagstones  by  the gate are cracked,  there's  a new half door  on  the stable,  and  there's  evidence  of  repair  on  the rim of the well." 

Benedikt  whistled  softly  in  amazement  and  remembered  some  of  the  stories floating  around  the  Citadel  concerning  the  ex-assassin.  Apparently,  those  involving his obsessive attention to  detail were true.  Remembering  other  stories,  a chill spread out  from  under  the  pressure  of  the  gripping  fingers  and  lapped  against  the  bard's spine.  If some  were  true,  then  all  could  be,  and  many  weren't  particularly  pleasant. 

Although  some  were.  An  unexpected  heat  followed  the  chill,  and  Benedikt  had  to swallow before he could ask, "Is there any danger?" 

"Always.  But if you're  asking if Her Majesty is in any danger…"  Bannon  grinned ferally. "Not when I'm around." 

Benedikt didn't doubt that for a moment. 

And as  he pointed  out  the places  the  queen  and  her  consort  would  stand,  as  he waited  while  Bannon  calculated  lines  of  sight,  he  couldn't  stop  thinking  of  how   he was now one of the details the ex-assassin noted. 

* * *

"You're looking solemn," Kovar commented quietly as he and Magda picked  their way down a spiral staircase to the floor below the royal suite. "Is there a problem?" 

"Not  exactly.  A couple  of  the guards  are still carrying  a lot of  guilt about  the late queen's death but I feel that escorting Her Majesty here safely should help them work through it and move on." 

"Since  we're  speaking  of  Her  Majesty…"  Conscious  of  the  way  the  stone bounced sound all around  them,  Kovar  dropped  his voice  until the words  were little more than a soft buzz against the healer's ear. "Shouldn't you be with her?" 

"No. Otavas can do more for her right now than I can." 

"You believe that His Highness can fill the emptiness?" 



"I believe love will fill the emptiness," Magda told him, her tone  leaving little room for argument. 

Kovar nodded thoughtfully. "Ah, yes, an heir would help." 

"That  wasn't  what  I  meant."  Stepping  out  into  the  corridor,  she  turned  and favored  him  with  a  disapproving  scowl.  "And  they  don't  need  you  repeating  the opinion of every other old fusspot in the country." 

"Every  other old fusspot?" 

His indignant protest banished the scowl  and  drew  a laugh. "Kovar,  you're  a year older than my father." 

"And that makes me incredibly decrepit, I'm sure."  He sighed,  wondering,  not  for the first  time, when the children  had  taken over.  "And  as  I  am  so  decrepit,  I'd  best have  the  room  closest  to  the  garderobe."  When  Magda  indicated  he  should  go ahead,  he  pushed  open  the  door  and  glanced  into  the  small  rectangle.  "All  the comforts of home." 

"And  exactly like this one,"  Magda  added,  looking into  the  next  room  along.  "A bed, a chair, and a washstand. I can see why the members  of  the court  aren't  exactly falling over  each  other  to  accompany  Her Majesty on  this trip.  Can  you  imagine  the Due of Vidor's reaction  to  this?"  She  peered  curiously  down  the corridor  at another half-dozen  identical  doors.  "I  wonder  if  they've  ever  managed  to  fill  their  guest quarters." 

"I expect young Benedikt's in one of them." 

"Ah." 

About  to  enter  his  room,  Kovar  paused.  "Was  that  a  professional  ah,  or  a personal  ah?"  When  Magda  hesitated,  he took  a step  toward  her.  "I  know  you  saw him a great deal when he was a fledgling, but I'd thought all that had been dealt with." 

Both Magda's brows rose and she  folded  her arms,  suddenly  looking much  older than her twenty-five years. "All that?" 

"The  boy's  belief that he wasn't  worth  much  because  he only Sang  water.  He's  a fine bard, you know, does an excellent recall." 

"In spite of his handicap." 

Kovar drew  himself up  to  his full height and  stared  down  at the healer,  mustache quivering. "I  never said that." 

"You didn't have to, I can feel your pity." 

"Pity?"  Only years  of  voice  control  kept  him from  shouting.  "Benedikt  is  a  bard of Shkoder, and he Sings a stronger water than anyone I have ever known." 

"I'm aware of that."  She  cocked  her head  to  one  side  and  held Kovar  in a steady gaze. "But it's very rare for a bard  not  to  be  able to  Sing air, isn't  it? In fact,  when a bard  sings  only one  quarter,  it's   usually  air. I can't  think  of  another  bard  alive  right now that doesn't sing air, can you?" 



"You know very well there isn't." He pushed the words out through stiff lips. 

"So you don't feel just a little sorry for Benedikt because he can't do the one  thing all the other bards can do?" 

"Of course, I feel sorry for the boy…" 

"He's  not  a boy,  Kovar.  His voice  broke  late, and  he'll be  twenty  before  Second Quarter Festival." 

"Fine.  He's  not  a  boy.  And  sympathy  is  not  the  same  as  pity.  Jazep,  your name-father, Sang only earth, the most restricted  of  all the four  quarters,  and  I never felt pity for him." 

"Because he never invited it. Benedikt does. Thanks to the misplaced  enthusiasms of his parents, who were rather like ducks raising a songbird,  he doesn't  see  what he has,  only  what  he  lacks.  Not  all  the  time,  of  course,  or  I'd  have  kept  him  with  me longer—but often enough that he's convinced the rest of you it's a lack as well. He is a bard, after all, and bards can be very convincing." 

"Do  you  think,"  the  Bardic  Captain  growled,  "that  I  should  keep  Benedikt  from Singing the queen's boat across the strait?" 

Magda  smiled.  "Why,  if  he  Sings  a  stronger  water  than  anyone  you've  ever known?" 

After a long moment  during  which  he  reminded  himself  that  throttling  the  young healer wasn't  an option,  Kovar  expelled  a  long  breath  through  his  nose  and  spread his hands.  "Thank  you  for  the lesson.  In the  future  I  will  try  to  keep  in  mind  those talents Benedikt has,  not  those  he lacks.  There  is no  reason  to  feel sorry  for  a  bard of Shkoder." 

"Hey." Magda spread her own hands in turn. "You don't have to convince me." 



The next morning Her Majesty, Queen Jelena, inspected the troops gathered  in the inner  bailey,  then  walked  the  walls  to  ensure  they  remained  in  good  repair.  While Benedikt Witnessed  and  Kovar  Sang  the air kigh to  ensure  that  everyone  in  the  fort could  hear,  she  stood  on  an  artificial  cliff  facing  the  sea  and  swore  that  Shkoder would not fall as long as Fort Kazpar stood. 

Just  after  noon,  the  Troop-Captain  handed  his  queen  down  onto  the  small  boat that  would  take  her  across  the  Bache  ky  Lamer—the  Mouth  of  the  Sea  in  the  old Riverfolk tongue—to Fort Tunov. Another captain, another troop would meet her on the other side. "Thank you, Majesty," he said as he released her hand. 

Jelena  nodded,  a  gracious  smile  carefully  hiding  emotional  turmoil.  As  much irritated that  Madga  had  been  right  as  she  was  pleased  that  wounds—hers  and  her guards—seemed to be healing, she allowed Otavas to lead her away from the side  so that the crew  could  cast  off  lines. Unfortunately,  the  morning's  ceremony  had  done little to  fill  the  emptiness  left  behind  after  the  dissipation  of  despair.  The  ritual  had required  only  a  surface  involvement  and,  looking  back  on  it,  she  could  barely remember  what  she'd  said  or  done.  She'd  discovered  during  her  long  year  of grieving  that  when  performing  many  of  the  queen's  duties,  show  sufficed  where substance was lacking. 

* * *

"We're away from the dock."  Bannon  nodded  toward  the deckhands  stowing  the lines. "Aren't you supposed to be Singing?" 

"Me?"  Suddenly  realizing  how  stupid  that  must  sound,  Benedikt  hurriedly answered the actual question.  "No.  Not  yet."  The  ex-assassin  had  been  close  by  his side all day; charming because he wanted to  be,  threatening because  he couldn't  not. 

Benedikt wasn't  sure  how  he felt  about  the  unexpected  companionship.  Or  how  he was supposed to feel. "I don't know why you're even here," he protested. 

Bannon shrugged,  a minimal rise and  fall of  one  shoulder,  deliberately infuriating. 

"I go where my prince goes." 

"Any danger  out  in the strait  will come  from  the sea."  The  waves  grew  choppier as they moved from the shore. "How can you protect him from that?" 

"I can't. I guess I'll just have to depend on you." 

Sarcasm  blended  so  smoothly  with  threat,  a  bard  couldn't  have  done  it  better. 

Benedikt stiffened.  He didn't  have to  put  up  with that kind  of  attitude  from  anyone. 

Not  even  from  an  Imperial  assassin.  His  muscles  had  actually  tensed  to  turn  and walk  away  when  Bannon  caught  and  held  his  gaze,  and  he  suddenly  realized  that turning his back on this man was quite possibly the stupidest thing he could do. 

Suddenly  aware  that  they  were  standing  alone,  a  considerable  distance  from anyone else on the ship,  Benedikt's  mouth  went dry.  "I  won't  let anything happen  to him. To them. To their Majesties." 

"Good." 

Benedikt could  clearly hear the consequences  of  failure in that single word.  Walk away? What good would that do? Anywhere he went, Bannon could follow him. 

 Where do assassins sleep ? 

 Anywhere they want to. 

Imperial humor leaned toward the obvious. 

"Benedikt!" 

Jerked out of his search for a response  by  Kovar's  summons,  Benedikt realized it was  time.  He  glanced  down  at  the  smaller  man,  who  gracefully  indicated  that  he should  move  toward  the bow.  Heart pounding,  unsure  of  what  he'd  just  gotten  free of, he hurried gratefully to his place. 

Carefully  keeping  his  concern  from  his  face,  Bannon  watched  the  younger  man walk  away.  In  eight  years  in  Shkoder,  he'd  never  met  a  bard  so  precariously balanced.  If he was a blade, I'd have him reforged. 



A product  of  Imperial Army training that many intended  assassins  didn't  survive, Bannon'd  often  thought  that  the  Bardic  Hall,  in  insisting  that  bards  were  born  not made,  stupidly  depended  on  talent  at  the  expense  of  discipline.  How  they  could justify sending this particular bard out into the world so ill prepared to face  it, he had no idea. He couldn't decide if he was intrigued or appalled. 

 I am definitely going to have to keep an eye on him. 

Benedikt  felt  the  weight  of  Bannon's  regard  all  the  way  to  the  bow.  It  doesn't matter what he thinks…

Except that it did. 

The moment  he opened  his mouth,  he would  be  responsible  for  the safety  of  the queen  and  her  consort.  He'd  be  taking  on  Bannon's  responsibility,  and  Bannon clearly didn't believe it was good idea. 

As he stared  down  into the gray-green water,  Benedikt's  fingers  tightened  around the rail. He should never have agreed to do this. Should never have risked…

"Any time, Benedikt." 

He half turned, intending to make some  kind of  excuse  to  the Bardic  Captain,  but saw only the queen. Saw her smile at him, and nod. 

"  I can't think of anyone I'd rather have Sing me across the strait." 

Her Majesty believed in him. 

He wouldn't let her down. 

The rest of the world, Bannon included, could go suck a wet rope. 

* * *

As Benedikt's  Song  rose  over  the myriad sounds  of  a ship  at  sea,  the  waves  fell away until the boat rested in the center  of  a spreading  circle  of  calm.  The  surface  of the  water  gleamed  like  polished  silver,  and  when  Kovar  leaned  over  the  side,  the reflection staring  back  at him was  truer  than  he'd  ever  seen  in  any  glass.  Before  he had time to wonder if Benedikt had misunderstood what he was  to  do,  the boat  rose gently  up  on  the  crest  of  a  massive  wave.  The  wave  might  have  been  made  of  a thousand kigh, or it might have been only one—although  he,  too,  Sang  water,  Kovar couldn't tell. 

With  the  boat  cradled  safely  in  the  water's  hold,  Benedikt  reached  out  with  his Song and told the kigh what he needed them to do. 

The wave began to move toward the opposite shore. Had it not  been  for  the wind of  their passage  and  the rapid  approach  of  Fort  Tunov,  it would  have  been  hard  to believe they were moving at all, so perfectly still did the boat itself remain. 

Wide-eyed,  the boat's  captain,  who  had  made  this  journey  a  dozen  times  with  a dozen bards, turned to stare at Benedikt, tracing the sign of the Circle on her breast. 

Others in her crew hurried to follow her lead. 



"You're astounded, aren't you?" 

Kovar  turned  his  head  just  enough  to  catch  Magda  in  the  corner  of  one  eye, keeping most of his attention on Benedikt. "Yes, I am," he told her. 

"You couldn't do this, could you?" 

"No, I couldn't." 

The healer looked thoughtful. "I wonder if Benedikt knows that." 



Standing  at the rail, Jelena barely noticed  the boat,  let alone the  kigh  it  rode.  She had  given  reassurance  when  it  was  needed  and  now,  one  hand  tightly  gripping  the polished  wood,  she  stared  westward  out  toward  the  Broken  Islands  listening  to  the voice of memory plan for the future. 

"  When I'm Queen…" 

And she was queen. Not grief nor guilt nor anger could change that. 

"…  I'm going to send ships as far west as they can  go  and  see if they  end  up  in the east again." 




Chapter Two

« ^ » 



"YOUR Majesty, Your Highness, this is Lajos i'Lajosne a'Ulrik, the sailor." 

"Thank  you,  Ermi."  As  the  page  left  her  office,  Jelena  studied  the  old  man straightening laboriously up from a deep  bow.  Wind  and  sun  had  etched  a thousand fine lines into skin the color of tanned leather. He wore his thin, gray hair pulled back into a narrow  braid  with blue beads  hanging from  the tie and  similar beads  threaded onto the long ends of his mustache—a  style she  dimly remembered  as  popular  back when she was very young. His clothes were worn but clean and, judging by  the fit of the tunic, he'd probably borrowed someone else's best for this meeting. 

When  his  head  rose  high  enough  that  she  could  meet  his  eyes,  she  smiled  and said, "Thank you for coming, Lajos." 

He  returned  her  smile,  his  few  remaining  teeth  in  surprisingly  good  condition. 

"Your  wish,  Majesty,  is  my  command.  Before  he  dipped  too  far  forward  into another bow, he thought better of it and nodded instead. 

"Please,  sit down."  Jelena had  no  difficulty reading a startled,  "  Sit  in  front  of  the queen?"  in  the  way  he  looked  from  her,  to  the  chair,  to  Otavas,  and  back  to  her again. She  masked  her  impatience  with  a  smile.  "It's  all  right;  you  may  be  here  for some time." 

"I  may?"  The  beads  on  the  ends  of  his  mustache  danced  out  away  from  his mouth as he exhaled. "Beggin' your pardon, Majesty, but why?" 

"I… that is, we…" Turning slightly, she  included  Otavas  in the request.  "…  want to hear the story of the dark sailor." 

"The  dark  sailor?  You  don't  say?  I  done  gave  that  story  to  the  bards  when  it happened." His forehead creased and he rubbed at the ridges  with the side  of  a bent finger. "They  even done  a song  about  it. Not  meanin' no  disrespect,  but  you  musta heard it." 

"Yes,  I've  heard  the  song,  and  I've  read  the  original  report."  Jelena's  fingers closed around the edge of a leather-bound  journal borrowed  from  the bardic  library. 

"But you were there, and I want to hear the story from you." 

Lajos  snorted  and  lowered  himself  down  onto  the  chair.  "Well,  them  bards  just mighta put a bit more in the song than was  in the story  I gave 'em,  now  I think on  it. 

The dark  sailor,"  he repeated  again as  he settled.  "We  musta  picked  him up  twenty, twenty-one year ago… Twenty, that's it, 'cause it were the year Hanicka i'Gitka—she were  our  second  mate—got  herself  a  baby,  and  little  Gitka's  twenty  next  quarter. 

She's sailin' on the  Two  Sisters  now,  but  she  stops  by  to  see  what's  left of  her ma's old crew when she's in port." He sighed, caught sight of  the queen's  expression  and, grinning unself-consciously, brought himself back on track. "But  you  wants  to  know about the old days on the  First Ashore, back when we took up the dark sailor. 

"Until we was half a day out from the Broken Islands, it were just another  voyage. 

Then we got caught in a storm.  I'm  tellin' you,  Majesty,  I ain't never been  in a storm so  wild."  Both  hands  rose  to  sketch  the storm  in the air between  them.  "The  winds come down out of  the northeast  like demons,  like demons  howlin' around  the edges of  the  Circle,  tryin'  ta  get  in.  A  normal  wind  don't  come  out  of  the  northeast,"  he explained solemnly,  looking first  to  the consort  and  then  to  the  queen,  making  sure they understood this. "Prevailin' winds is out  of  the northwest  and  that'll take you  to the south current, and if you don't wanna stop in the Empire, you can ride all the way to  the Gates  of  Hamilkas—he were a pirate  what sailed  the Fienian  Sea  and  since  it were the Fienians what named the gates…" He shrugged and continued. 

"This  storm  blew so  bad  the captain,  she  thought  of  headin'  back  to  the  Islands, but  by  that time it were too  late. We  run in  front  of  those  winds,  sails  ripped  all  to ratshit—beggin' Your Majesty's pardon—timbers  creakin'  and  groanin'  like they was gonna split and send us to the bottom  for  five full days.  I still wakes  up  in the night, hearin' mem sounds and that sure I'm about to be drowned." The  beads  swung  from side  to  side  as  he  shook  off  the  effect  of  the  memories,  then  the  intensity  of  the queen's attention  locked  his gaze back  onto  her face.  "When  the sky  finally cleared, we was surrounded by more water than I ever seen before or since. No sight of  land. 

No cloud that might tell a body where land was lyin'. And  when it got  dark,  the stars was  twisted  all  outa  shape.  We  knew  we  was  south,  'cause  we  knew  some  of  the stars and it'd gotten right warm, but we had no idea how  far west  we'd  been  driven." 

The memory  layered the slow,  rocking  cadence  of  a  ship  becalmed  onto  his  voice. 

"We sat there, a day and another, all of  us  patchin'  together  what we could  for  a sail

'cause we knew if we didn't get a sheet to the wind,  we'd  never see  home  again. Late on the second day, a breeze come up  from  the south  and,  with it, what was  left of  a ship like I never seen before. It looked like it'd been  caught  in the bad-tempered  twin of  the storm  what'd  done  us,  and  I'm  tellin'  you,  Majesty,  that  boat  were  only  half our  size  to  begin  with.  Why  it  weren't  bashed  to  bits  I  had  no  idea  then  nor  none now.  There  was  three  dead  on  board—died  of  thirst  we  figured.  They'd  been  out there longer  than  we  had,  that  were  for  sure,  and  the  storm  had  busted  their  water casks to kindlin'—three dead and one alive." 

"The dark sailor." 

Lajos  nodded  solemnly.  "The  dark  sailor.  Dark  skin  like  in  the  south  of  the Empire."  Pausing,  he glanced  toward  Otavas.  "Lot's  darker  than yours,  if you  don't mind me sayin',  Highness.  Dark  as  a  Fienian's  I'd  say,  but  redder.  And  though  his hair  were  black  as  a  pirate's  heart,  it  were  straight  and  a  Fienian's  is  mostly  curly. 

Fact,  it were so  black  that when the sun  hit it, it were almost  blue.  His  eyes  was  so dark  they  looked  like  they  was  all  pupil  and  he  had  black  designs  on  his chest—which didn't have a hair on it even given he were no boy—designs  what were written right into his skin." 

"These?" Forcing herself to show a calm she didn't feel, Jelena opened  the journal to a faded  sketch  and  turned  it toward  Lajos.  Caught  up  in the story,  Otavas  leaned over for a closer look. 

"If them's  what I told  the bards  they looked  like, then I guess  they did."  The  old sailor shrugged apologetically. "Truth is, I don't exactly remember now." 

"I thought the designs might be a map." 

"A map?" The lines around his eyes deepened  as  he squinted  at the page.  "If  you say so, Majesty. But I can't say that I see a map. Or ever did. But it were a long time ago," he added hurriedly as Jelena's face fell. 

"Never mind, Lajos. Please, continue." 

"Well, the dark sailor were ravin' when we found him. We didn't  have no  bard,  so we couldn't figure what he was sayin', but we soon found that unless  he were lookin' 

to  the  southwest,  he  wouldn't  stay  where  we  put  him,  so  we  made  him  a  bed  on deck.  Me,  I figured he had  one  of  them fore-warnings  that he'd  never  see  his  home again. He lay there,  gettin'  weaker and  weaker spite  of  everything our  old  Jon  could do—we didn't  have no  healer,"  he explained,  "so  old  Jon,  the cook,  he done  mosta the healin'—while the captain had us strip every bit of usable sail off  the wreck.  Next mornin',  the  dark  sailor  died.  We  put  him  back  onto  his  ship  with  his  friends, torched  it,  and  pushed  away.  I  seen  the  captain  throw  a  handful  of  earth  outa  her personal altar onto it, givin' it all four quarters  'cause  they was  sailors,  too,  and  there but for what the Circle enclosed was us. 

"While we was watching the fire burn, a wind come up headin' east. We  rode  it all the way back  to  shores  we knew.  I always figured it was  the dark  sailor,  thankin' us for not leavin' him and his shipmates for crab food." 





"I am familiar with the song,  Majesty.  Slane—the  bard  who  wrote  it—and  I were fledglings together."  Kovar  paused  a  moment  to  consider  the  most  diplomatic  way to  continue,  frowning down  at  a  worn  spot  on  the  old  carpet  the  queen  refused  to replace.  "I  just  don't  think  you  should  base  such  an  important  decision  on  such  a flimsy melody.  Two  full quarters  passed  before  Lajos  i'Lajosne  even  told  the  story to  a  bard,  and  that  wouldn't  have  happened  had  he  and  Tadeus  not  met  down  in Dockside and ended up… uh…" 

"In  bed?"  Magda  offered  helpfully.  When  Kovar  shot  her  a  black  look,  she smiled. "That  is where Tadeus has always heard his best stories." 

"And it is  not something that should be discussed in front of the queen." 

"I don't  care  where Tadeus  first  heard  it,"  Jelena interjected,  making it quite clear she  expected  both  her  advisers  to  behave.  "According  to  the  recalls  I  read,  he offered the story to Slane because he thought it should go to a bard who Sang water, and  Slane  checked  with  the  other  crew  in  port  at  the  time.  They  backed  up everything Lajos said." 

The  Bardic  Captain  shook  his  head.  "But  to  conclude  that  there's  a  whole  new land to the southwest based on such a tale…" 

"And what would you conclude, based on such a tale?" Jelena asked him dryly. 

"Majesty, that is not the point." 

"I think that's exactly the point. Answer the question." 

"Sailors  are  known  to  exaggerate,  Majesty."  He  could  see  she  remained unconvinced.  "I  have even heard  stories  of  giant kigh  that  turn  the  water  of  the  sea into  a  trap  for  ships  and  a  graveyard  for  sailors."  Spreading  his  hands,  he  asked. 

"Surely if these kigh existed, we bards would know of them?" 

"Why  surely? You didn't learn of the fifth kigh until recently." 

Once  again,  if  the  obvious  differences  were  ignored,  it  might  have  been  King Theron,  sitting  behind  the  desk.  Kovar,  who'd  spent  eight  years  as  Bardic  Captain under the old king, had  to  fight an instinctive reaction.  Theron,  he reminded  himself, had  been  the voice  of  experience.  Jelena was  not.  "The  legends  refer  to  water  kigh, Majesty,  and  that  is  a  quarter  we  have  always  known.  If  these  giant  kigh  existed, surely we would have heard." 

"So you're saying that the dangers are legendary?" 

"I  am  saying,  Majesty,  that  even  though   some  of  the  reported  dangers  may  be legendary,  it  is  my  opinion  that  it  would  be  foolhardy  to  send  a  ship  out  into  the unknown with such an untenanted hope of success." 

"I thank you  for  your  opinion,  Captain."  Sitting back  in  her  chair,  Jelena  studied the bard  for  a moment  or  two.  When  the  weight  of  her  steady  regard  began  to  dip his brows  toward  the bridge  of  his nose,  she  turned  her  attention  to  Magda.  "What do  you think?" 

The healer  took  a  moment  to  glance  at  the  man  beside  her.  The  Bardic  Captain was sulking, uncomfortable  with the queen  thinking for  herself.  From  the feel  of  his kigh,  Magda  suspected  that  he  preferred  Jelena  unsure  in  her  role  and  willing  to embrace  the  advice  of  someone  who'd  seen  more  of  life.  Willing  to  embrace  his advice.  Perhaps  it  was  time  that  he,  too,  came  to  terms  with  the  young  queen's sudden  ascent  to  the  throne.  "I  think,  Majesty,  that  songs  often  provide  valid inspiration." 

"That's  a  platitude,  not  an  opinion,"  Kovar  snorted.  "Not  to  mention  complete and  utter  nonsense.  There  can  be  no  good  reason  to  send  a  ship  out  into  the unknown." 

Both hands flat on  her desk,  Jelena stood.  Color  burned  on  both  cheeks,  but  her voice  remained  level  as  she  said  quietly,  "I  disagree.  After  careful  consideration,  I have decided to outfit a vessel and call for volunteers to crew her." 

The older man folded his arms over his quartered  robe.  "I  cannot  approve  such  a ridiculous scheme." 

"You  forget  yourself,  Bardic  Captain.  I  am  Queen  in  Shkoder,  and  I  am  not asking for your approval." 



"Now  that's what I call healing." 

Having strode  half a dozen  angry paces  down  the hall outside  the queen's  office, Kovar stopped and turned to glare at Magda. "Surely you don't approve of this?" 

"Surely I do.  We  wanted  Jelena to  move  past  her mother's  unfortunate  death  and accept that she's queen. I think we've succeeded admirably."  Walking past  him, fully conscious  of  him pivoting to  keep  her locked  in  the  beacon  of  his  displeasure,  she frowned thoughtfully. "Let's  see,  the Council  won't  be  meeting again until after  First Quarter  Festival.  I  expect  Her  Majesty  will  wait  and  make  her  announcement  then. 

After that, things should get interesting." 

* * *

Five days into the new quarter,  Benedikt woke  to  find his hand  in a puddle  and  a pair of  tiny water kigh playing tag around  his fingers.  Cupping  his hand  so  that they swam lazy circles on his palm, he asked them how much rain had fallen in the night. 

Too much. 

There  had  been  heavy  snowfalls  in  the  high  country  throughout  Fourth  Quarter, enough to guarantee a certain amount of flooding  in the valleys below  as  the weather warmed. Unfortunately, it had rained every day since First  Quarter  Festival.  If it kept up, the flooding would be severe. 

Pushed  by  a  sense  of  urgency,  he  quickly  packed  up  his  camp  and  ate  a  cold breakfast  while  he  traveled.  Much  of  the  path  was  wet  enough  that  kigh  rose  up around  his  boots  with  every  step.  As  much  as  he  appreciated  their  company,  that wasn't good. 

He reached the village of Janinton just before  noon,  although,  with the sun  hidden beneath  a  thick  blanket  of  gray  cloud,  he  had  to  tell  the  time  by  the  state  of  his stomach.  He  was  looking  forward  to  a  hot  meal  when,  just  as  he  spotted  the  first cluster of villagers sitting miserably in the damp  circle  of  their possessions,  he heard the Song. 

It seemed  there was  a bard  already in Janinton;  a bard  who  Sang  water  and  was, even now, Singing the river away from the village. 

Other bards could plan their paths to cover the country most efficiently; he had  to show up and discover he was of no more use than a bottomless boat. Then  he heard the desperation in the Song. The river's kigh were not responding. 

Stripping  off  the  encumbrance  of  his  pack,  Benedikt  raced  for  the  river's  edge. 

Those last few notes, more wailed than Sung, told him he had  no  time to  waste.  The villagers called out  to  him as  he pounded  past,  but  he ignored  them.  Leaping over  a wet chicken, too miserable to move out  of  his way,  he rounded  the last  building and rocked to a stop. 

The original settlers of Janinton had  built in a bend  of  the Silverglass  River.  Most years  when  the  water  was  high,  the  Second  Quarter  melt  poured  around  the  upper half of the bend and then spread out over the banks into the marshlands  to  the north. 

This year, something had clearly happened upstream  and  a wave of  icy water roared directly  toward  the  village,  the  only  barrier  a  slender  figure  Singing  to  kigh  that weren't listening. 

The leading crest would reach the unknown bard  in a heartbeat.  Rushing  forward, Benedikt  sucked  in  a  damp  lungful  of  air  and  threw  his  Song  toward  the  surging water. Dark with mud  and  debris  churned  out  of  the  mountains,  the  flood  smashed into the bend  and  began  to  rise  behind  the  twisting,  translucent  bodies  of  the  kigh. 

The  other  bard  jerked  around,  but  Benedikt  had  no  time  to  acknowledge  him. 

Weaving a complicated  melody  in and  around  the notes  that  held  the  kigh  in  place, he  layered  them  along  the  path  of  the  river,  in  some  places  three  feet  above  the banks.  On  the  other  side  of  the  village,  he  allowed  the  water  to  spill  out  of  its translucent chute and into the marsh. 

Toward  midafternoon,  a  hand  lightly  touched  his  arm  and  a  quiet  voice  wove itself  into  the  Song  where  he'd  be  certain  to  hear.  "Benedikt,  you've  taken  the pressure off. The levees should hold now." 

Should hold? Benedikt waved the interruption away. He would Sing until the flood had passed. 

It was  dark  when that same  hand  gripped  his shoulder  and  told  him  it  was  over, he  could  stop  Singing.  Somehow,  he  managed  the  four  notes  of  the  gratitude, releasing  the  kigh.  When  he  looked  down,  he  could  just  barely  make  out  the  river lapping against the toes of his boots. 

"The village?" he whispered. 

"Safe."  The  hand  on  his  shoulder  turned  him  around,  then  folded  his  fingers about  the  warm  curves  of  a  clay  mug.  "Drink  this,  Benedikt.  The  village  herbalist says it'll ease your throat." 



Using both  hands,  he got  the mug to  his mouth  and  took  a tentative  sip.  "Tastes like goat piss and honey." 

"Doesn't it always?" 

He studied the pale oval that seemed to float in front  of  him as  he drank,  trying to put  the  features  together  into  some  sort  of  recognizable  face.  "Pjazef  ?  You're supposed to be in Somes. Singing earth." 

"I'm on my way to Somes, but I had to run an errand for the healers first." 

Pjazef  had  finished  training  just  as  he  was  beginning.  They'd  never  known  each other  well—which was  amazing in itself considering  how  well  rumor  insisted  Pjazef knew  most  of  the  bards  and  half  the  country—but,  as  far  as  Benedikt  could remember… "Didn't think you Sang water." 

"After today,  I don't  think I  do  either,"  the  other  bard  admitted,  taking  back  the empty mug and  slipping  an arm around  Benedikt's  waist.  "Come  on,  I've  got  a  bed all ready for you; we can talk in the morning." 

"I can walk." 

"Good. 'Cause you're too unenclosed tall. I don't think I can carry you." 

Beginning to  tremble,  Benedikt  surrendered  and  sagged  against  Pjazef's  warmth. 

Left on his own, he'd have fallen where he stood. 



Next  morning,  Benedikt  crouched  by  the  water's  edge,  peering  intently  down  at the kigh. Everything he'd  done  yesterday  could  be  destroyed  today  if the conditions upstream hadn't changed. In spite of the remarkable healing powers  of  the herbalist's tea, he hadn't  voice  enough  to  compel  so  he  had  to  convince.  Time  after  time,  the kigh  flung  themselves  away  from  his  quiet  Song,  wanting  to  play.  Finally,  he  got enough of an answer, straightened and turned. 

"There's  still plenty of  runoff  coming,"  he announced,  wishing that,  like  the  bard beside him, he could use the air kigh for volume instead of his abraded throat. "But it shouldn't be any more than the river and the wetlands can handle." 

Gathered between the two bards and the first of the half-timbered  houses,  the half circle of villagers cheered.  Pjazef grinned up  at Benedikt,  pitching  his voice  over  the sound. "I said it last night and I'll say it again now. You were absolutely amazing. If I hadn't seen you do it, I wouldn't have believed it could be done." 

Two spots of color high on his cheeks, Benedikt grinned. "I did  do  a pretty  good job, didn't I?" 

"Pretty  good?  Center  it, man,  you  did  what no  one  else  could  have.  I  had  to  try because I was here, but I fully expected  to  be  swept  away.  My only hope  was  that I could Sing a strong enough water to keep from drowning." 

Having heard a little of Pjazef's Song, Benedikt had his doubts. 

"I'm  just  glad  I  was  here  to  Witness  for  you  'cause  the  way  you  were  Singing, your  recall's  going to  be  full  of  kigh  and  not  much  else.  This  is  Urmi  i'Margit,"  he added  on  his  next  breath  as  a  middle-aged  woman  stepped  forward,  "the  village headwoman." 

Too  quickly for  him to  avoid,  Urmi dragged  Benedikt into a vigorous  hug.  "You saved  our  homes,"  she  told  him,  cheeks  wet.  "Probably  our  very  lives,  there's  no way we can thank you sufficiently for what you've done." 

The  men  and  women  behind  her  murmured  in  agreement.  Releasing  him,  she swiped  at her face  with  the  palms  of  her  hands.  "If  there's  ever  anything  you  need that the people of Janinton can give you, anything at all…" 

Benedikt watched, astounded, as her eyes slowly slid together  in the center  of  her face. A heartbeat later, Pjazef caught him and heaved  him back  more  or  less  vertical. 

"I'm all right," he insisted as the shorter bard slipped a shoulder under his left arm.  "I can walk." 

"I know." There was a definite wink implicit in the tone.  "I  just like hanging on  to you. Why don't we head back to the herbalist's, and you can spend a little more  time recovering from saving the world." 

"I didn't save the world." 

"Then  you  can  recover  from  saving  this  part  of  it.  Unless,  you're  up  to  a  bit  of gratitude."  Eyes  crinkling  at  the  corners,  he  glanced  up  through  a  fringe  of  russet hair. "The head-woman might think there's  no  way to  thank you,  but  a couple  of  the younger villagers have come up with some pretty inventive ideas." 

His tone made the general, if not the specifics, of those ideas quite clear. 

The  last  thing  Benedikt  wanted  to  do  at  the  moment  was  Sing,  but  sex  came  a close second. "I think I'll just go with you." 

"Wise choice." 

The  herbalist's  small  house  was  dry  and  warm,  and  that  alone  would've recommended  it,  but  it  also  smelled  wonderful—a  mix  of  summer  meadows  and woodland  clearings.  The  two  bards  had  spent  the night in  the  downstairs  room  she kept  for  the  sick,  and  Benedikt  assumed  he'd  be  returning  there.  Pjazef,  however, guided  him to  the couch  beside  the stove.  "This  way you  won't  be  so  cut  off  from what's happening." 

It would've taken too much effort to insist that he didn't  mind,  so  he lay back  and closed his eyes. 

He had no idea how long he'd been asleep when the voices woke him. 

"Don't  fuss  so,  Pjazef,  it's  no  wonder  he's  exhausted.  The  body  is  full  of  water, you  know;  he  was  Singing  a  different  Song  to  bits  of  himself  even  while  he  was Singing the river. Let him sleep." 

Benedikt forced his eyes open. "I'm awake." 

The  herbalist,  a  spare  woman  in  her  mid-forties,  shot  him  one  keen  look  and reached  for  a covered  pot  on  the stove.  Benedikt  would've  liked  to  have  asked  her what she'd seen, but he didn't get a chance as Pjazef suddenly filled his line of sight. 

"I was  beginning to  worry."  He dropped  down  on  the side  of  the couch  and  laid one hand lightly on Benedikt's chest. "How are you feeling?" 

Benedikt blinked at  him,  trying  to  focus.  "How  do  you  make  that  sound  like  an invitation?" 

Looking a little startled, the other bard brushed a bit of hair back  off  his face,  and smiled. "Practice," he suggested. 

Her opinion  of  his practices  plain on  her face,  the herbalist  reached  past  Pjazef's shoulder  and  handed  Benedikt  a  familiar  mug.  "This  lot  should  taste  like  goat  piss and  raspberries,"  she  told  him. "You  get that down  you,  and  you  should  feel  more like yourself. And you…" 

Pjazef recoiled dramatically from her smack on the shoulder. 

"… you let him rest." 

"I was only going to tell him the news from the Bardic Hall." 

"That's what you say," she sniffed as she gathered up a wooden  bucket  of  scraps and headed out the back door. "And I'm sure you're sincere while you say it." 

"How long have you  been here?" Benedikt wondered as the door closed. 

"Just a little longer than you. Why?" 

"Your reputation seems to have preceded you." 

Unrepentant,  Pjazef  grinned.  "I'm  kind  of  memorable,  being  the  only  redheaded bard." 

"What about Sergai?" 

"You  call  that  red?"  He  ran  both  hands  back  through  shoulder-length  hair  the color of frost-touched leaves. "He's a strawberry blond at best." 

They  were  alone  in  the  kitchen.  Very  conscious  of  the  warm  thigh  pressed  up against  him,  Benedikt  reminded  himself  that  for  Pjazef  flirting  came  as  naturally  as breathing.  He  didn't  mean  anything  by  it.  When  the  silence  stretched,  empty  and echoing,  he swallowed  the last  truly vile mouthful of  herbal tea and  said,  "You  have news from the Hall?" 

"The Hall?" 

"The Bardic Hall?" 

"Oh. Yeah."  Mixed  messages, Pjazef thought,  forcing  his attention  up  off  the full curve  of  Benedikt's  lower lip.  That's  what's  wrong  with  the  world.  He  masked  his disappointment  behind  a  superficial,  almost  arch  tone.  "I  Sang  the  Hall  a  report about  the  flood,  or  rather  the  lack  of  a  flood,  this  morning  before  you  woke  up and… What's the matter?" 

Benedikt's  own  report  would  have  to  wait  until  he  returned  personally  to  the Bardic Hall and gave his recall. "Nothing." 



"Then  you  shouldn't  frown  like  that.  You'll  make  lines."  He  took  his  thumb  and smoothed out the skin between Benedikt's  eyes—and  got  the same  lack of  response he had  before.  Oh,  well,  can't  blame  a  guy  for  trying.  "You'll  be  happy  to  know that I finally got  an explanation  for  all the lost  ship  stuff  we've  been  getting from  the kigh." 

"We've  been  getting?"  Benedikt  snorted,  staring  into  the  bottom  of  the  empty mug.  The  warmth  of  Pjazef's  thumb  clung  to  his  forehead.  He  fought  against responding and embarrassing himself. 

"Oops.  Sorry.  You  wouldn't,  would  you,  'cause  none  of  the  water  you've  been Singing has  come  from  Elbasan,  so  the water kigh wouldn't  know.  It seems  that the queen has decided to send a ship southwest from the Broken Islands to find the land the dark  sailor  came  from.  She's  calling for  volunteers.  And  she  wants  a bard  to  go along, but Kovar's against it." 

That pulled an incredulous gaze up onto Benedikt's face. "He's not allowing it?" 

"You're frowning again. He can't not allow it, now can he? This is the queen  we're talking about,  not  some  fledgling who  wants  to  make a quick  pile of  coin  at  the  Ax and Anchor—which, I'd like to point  out,  is not  half as  bad  a place  as  rumor  makes it.  Anyway,  I  heard  from  Evicka  that  he's  really  singing  low  notes  and  minor  keys about it. Nothing but doom and gloom.  And  Imrich says  that you  can't  really expect anything  else  when  the  kigh  are  referring  to  it  as  the  lost  ship  already.  But  Tadeus said he thinks everyone's  overreacting  and  that if we paid  attention,  we'd  realize that the kigh name any ship  lost  if  it  sails  out  of  sight  of  land,  so  they're  obviously  not foretelling the queen's  voyage.  He also  says  that asking the kigh  their  opinion  about something  is  a  waste  of  time  since  we  have  no  frame  of  reference  for  what  they believe." 

"You heard all this, this morning?" 

"Plus  that Evicka got  her hair cut  and  it looks  a lot better  than those  long braids, that  the  bolt  of  dark  blue  wool  I  ordered  at  the  beginning  of  last  quarter  finally arrived,  and  that everyone  thinks what you  did  with the river was  amazing.  So  what do you think?" 

Benedikt  had  no  idea  that  bards  who  Sang  air  spent  so  much  time  gossiping. 

Although he had to admit that in Pjazef's case  he wasn't  really surprised.  "What  do  I think about what?" 

"About  this trip  Her Majesty's  planning. Calling for  volunteers  to  sail off  into  the unknown.  I  mean,  it's  one  thing  to  leave  Shkoder  to  go  to  Petroika  or  to  the Havakeen Empire,  but  this is another  thing entirely. Doesn't  Her  Majesty  realize  that we're all part of the pattern that keeps the country strong?" 

"And  removing,  say,  you  from  the  pattern  would  result  in  what?  Complete collapse of the whole?" 

Although  he  laughed  at  the  conceit,  Pjazef  held  to  his  opinion.  "What  would happen to Shkoder if we all went off walking on water?" 



Walking on  water was  a bardic  term used  to  describe  those  rare occasions  when one  of  them  took  ship  for  foreign  lands.  It  wasn't  what  Benedikt  had  meant  when he'd  silently  declared  himself  willing  to  walk  on  water  for  the  queen—at  least  it wasn't what he'd meant at the time. "I think I'm going to volunteer." 

Pjazef's reaction was everything he could have hoped for. 

* * *

"Because you're too old, Tadeus." 

The blue silk scarf tied around his eyes  did  nothing to  hide the pique  on  the blind bard's face. "Too old?" 

"You're fifty. Don't deny it, your age is a matter of  record."  Kovar  leaned back  in his  chair  and  rubbed  at  his  temples  with  the  heels  of  both  hands.  "And  more importantly, you don't Sing water,  a talent Her Majesty has  decided  is necessary  for this  idiot  adventure.  In  case  they  run  into  those  giant  water  kigh,  I  assume.  And yes…" As  Tadeus  opened  his mouth,  he raised  a hand,  aware as  he moved  that the gesture  was  superfluous.  "…  the  queen  knows  my  opinion.  It  merely  makes  no difference to her." 

Brows, still sleek and black, rose up above the scarf,  personal  indignation pushed aside. "My, my, someone's not happy about the fledgling leaving the nest." 

"Her Majesty is perfectly capable of making up her own mind." 

"Without your help?" 

Lips pressed into a thin line, Kovar glared across his desk  at the other  bard.  After a moment, he trusted his voice enough to say, "Was there anything else, Tadeus?" 

"I  was wondering if any other bards have expressed an interest." 

"No." 

"No?"  Tadeus  traced  the  brilliant  embroidery  on  his  sleeve  with  the  tip  of  one finger. "I wonder why." 

As he wasn't asking, Kovar saw no reason to answer. 

"I can see  why those  who  Sing earth might not  be  interested.  They  have a strong attachment to this piece of land, and I suppose many of the older bards have families they'd  be  loath  to  leave  or  physical  frailties  they'd  be  loath  to  risk,  but  I  can't understand  why  the  younger  bards  aren't  leaping  at  this  chance  to  discover  songs that no  one  in Shkoder  has  heard."  He  lifted  his  head,  and  Kovar  had  the  uncanny feeling that behind the scarf the blind eyes were staring directly into his. 

"What  good  are new songs  if no  one  ever hears  them sung?"  the  Bardic  Captain demanded. "We have no proof that there is land to the south and west, and we bards are too important to Shkoder to throw our lives away." 

"Are we?" Again the black brows rose above the blue silk. 

"Stop being irritating just because you can be, Tadeus. You know full well that we bards are the strength of a small country." 

"So  I've  heard  you  tell the fledglings. We're  all part  of  the  pattern  that  keeps  the country strong." 

"Exactly." 

"  Part of the pattern, Kovar." 

Outside the office window, a small brass bell rang an imperious summons. 

Grateful  for  the  interruption—arguing  with  Tadeus  often  resembled  arguing  with one  of  the  kigh—the  Bardic  Captain  stood  and  flipped  up  the  latch  that  held  the multipaned  window  closed  during  inclement  weather.  As  he  pulled  open  the  left panel, he kept  a tight hold  on  the frame lest  the  kigh  decide  to  slam  it  back  against the  wall  just  for  the  joy  of  hearing  things  break.  The  wind-sketched  outline  of  an elongated  body  separated  from  the  bell,  dove  into  the  office,  looped  once  around him, and delivered its message. 

Kovar  Sang  his  answer  as  it  raced  up  and  out  of  sight,  then  stepped  back  and closed the window. 

"He's needed where he is?" Tadeus repeated behind him. 

"You're  all needed  where  you  are,"  Kovar  said  wearily,  turning  to  find  the  other bard  standing  barely  an  arm's  length  away.  "Over  the  last  four  quarters  we've  had five losses  to  age and  one  to  accident.  Six dead  and  only two  fledglings found.  We haven't bards enough to lose one on this fool's quest." 

"Shouldn't  that be  an individual choice?"  Tadeus  asked  seriously,  all  affectations gone. 

"No. Our duty is to Shkoder." 

Recognizing  a  dismissal,  Tadeus  shook  his  head  and  walked  unerringly  to  the door. With one hand  on  the latch,  he paused  and  faced  the Bardic  Captain  again. "I remember my oaths, Kovar." 

And  the  blind  bard's  voice  was  so  exquisitely  controlled,  Kovar  had  no  idea where his emphasis lay. 



The  small  assembly  room  had  not  been  changed  in  living  memory.  From  the carved  rosewood  throne,  to  the  stained  glass  in  the  narrow  windows  casting multihued reflections on the polished  stone  floor,  to  the seal of  Shkoder  carved  into the great roundel  in the center  of  the ceiling, the room  had  been  designed  to  quietly impress. Those standing before the throne at the edge of  the low dais  were left in no doubt of  the power  they faced.  While much  of  the actual business  of  the realm was conducted  in  Council  Chambers  and  in  the  monarch's  private  office,  the  small assembly  room  was  used  for  the  exchange  of  information,  for  the  meeting  of ambassadors…

… and to make a point. 



"It  has  come  to  my  attention,  Bardic  Captain,  that  you  are  denying  your permission to those bards who wish to volunteer for  the voyage."  No  need  to  define what voyage. Jelena's fingers were white around the arms  of  the throne.  "Would  you care to explain yourself?" 

"I have not had to deny my permission, Majesty," Kovar told  her matter-of-factly. 

"The only bard who has shown an interest does not Sing water." 

The young  queen  leaned slightly forward  without releasing her grip on  the carved wood. Her knuckles  were white and  her voice  suggested  she  barely kept  her temper in  check.  "What  of  Benedikt?  Or  were  you  not  planning  on  telling  me  he  had requested a position on my ship?" 

How had  she  known?  Kovar  wondered,  trying  to  think  past  the  sound  of  blood roaring in his ears.  The  kigh had  brought  the news  directly  to  him and  then left with his answer. He'd been alone at the window and Tadeus… Tadeus,  that had  to  be  the answer.  He'd  forgotten  how  far  into  a  building  the  kigh  were  willing  to  go  for  the blind bard. 

"  I remember my oaths, Kovar." 

No doubt where the emphasis lay now. 

"Captain?" 

He  started,  pulling  himself  back  into  the  assembly  room.  "If  you  have  had  an opportunity to read Pjazef's report of flood at Janinton,  Majesty,  I think the situation amply illustrates my belief that all the bards are needed where they are." 

"Let  me  reassure  you,  Captain,  that  I  read  both  the  day's  reports  and  any  new recalls nightly—" Her lips curled up into a tight, warning smile. "—as  did  my mother and  my  grandfather  before  her,  and  I  value  the  work  the  bards  do  in  maintaining Shkoder. The  Starfarer will not leave Elbasan until the third moon  of  this quarter  so, you see,  I don't  pull Benedikt abruptly  from  your  pattern  but  give  you  a  chance  to reweave it." 

"Majesty, you may not realize that Benedikt Sings only water." 

"Then  removing  him  will  disrupt  your  pattern  even  less."  Jelena  sat  back  as though  it were settled.  Looking  up  at her set  expression,  Kovar  realized  that  it  was. 

"I would appreciate it if you tell him to return to Elbasan, Bardic Captain." 

Bardic  Captains  conducted,  they  did  not  control.  Kovar  had  nothing  to  say  to Tadeus. 

Or rather, he had a great deal to say but as it all came  down  to  "How  dare  you  go to  the  queen  behind  my  back?"  and  he  already  knew  what  Tadeus  would  reply  he saw no reason to waste his time. 

"  I remember my oaths, Kovar." 

Bardic  Oaths  were sworn  to  the  greater  good,  which  unfortunately  left  room  for differences of opinions. 

No,  Tadeus  had  done  all the damage  he could,  and  if Kovar  wanted  to  stop  this blatant  disregard  of  what  was  best  for  Shkoder,  he  needed  to  put  his  energy elsewhere. 



"Magda, you must speak with her. She won't listen to me." 

Setting  her  fluted  glass  pen  carefully  back  in  the  inkwell,  Magda  sighed  and looked up from her notes. "What do you want me to  say  to  her,  Kovar?"  The  healer laced her fingers  together  as  he began  an impassioned  tirade  against  the exploration. 

Some time later, when he'd  started  to  wind down  and  no  longer seemed  in imminent danger  of  exploding,  she  said,  "Her  Majesty listens  to  you,  Kovar,  she  just  doesn't agree with you." 

He took a deep breath and slowly released the bunched handful of  robe  he'd  been gripping. "And you?" 

"Do I agree that she's sending a shipload  of  fools  to  their deaths?  No.  Do  I agree that  we  have  too  few  bards  to  waste  one  on  this  nonsense?  No.  Do  I  agree  that you're  doing  the  right  thing  in  discouraging  the  bards  from  volunteering…"  Before she could add one final no, Kovar interrupted. 

"I am not,"  he growled,  drawing himself up  to  his full height and  glaring down  at her,  "discouraging  the  bards  from  volunteering.  They  have  brains  enough  of  their own to see this  exploration for the death trap it is." 

"And  yet,  if  you  hadn't  been  making  it  quite  so  clear  that  you  see  it  as  a  death trap,  I  can't  help  but  think  that  some  of  the  younger  bards  might  be  a  little  more willing to take the risk." 

"Some  of  the  younger  bards?"  he  repeated  with  a  harsh  laugh,  as  nonmusical  a sound as Magda, who'd spent her entire life among  bards,  had  ever heard.  "Tell that to  Tadeus.  The  old  fool  is  the  only  bard  who  thinks  himself  immortal  enough  to try.'" 

"And Benedikt?" 

"He doesn't think enough of himself to see the danger." 

That, Magda had to admit, was a distinct  possibility,  but  Tadeus  was  no  fool.  He was nearly of  an age with Kovar,  and  so  it was  only to  be  expected  that  the  Bardic Captain  would  have  less  influence  on  him  than  on  the  younger  bards.  Was  this indicative, she  wondered,  of  a split  in ideology  by  age? "Perhaps  I should  speak  to Tadeus." 

"You  might  as  well,"  Kovar  told  her  tightly.  "Since  it  seems  you've  nothing  of value to  say  to  the  queen."  Quartered  robes  whipping  around  his  ankles,  he  strode for the door and paused, one foot over the threshold. Pivoting around, he pointed  an inkstained finger at the healer. "This voyage is nothing but a personal indulgence by a monarch who doesn't seem to realize we have everything we need right here." 

Magda sat  where she  was,  forehead  creased,  until  the  staccato  beat  of  his  angry footsteps  faded  then  she  slowly  pushed  back  her  chair,  stepped  out  into  the  wide hall, and flagged down the first apprentice she saw. 

"Find Tadeus, tell him I need to speak with him as soon as possible." 

"Here, Healer?" 

"Here." 

She'd start with Tadeus. 

And she'd call in a few favors  to  make certain  that when Benedikt arrived  back  at the Citadel, he'd come to her before he spoke with the Bardic Captain. 

* * *

The applause  when he finished  playing flung Benedikt up  onto  his  feet  and  spun him  around,  heart  beating  so  hard  against  his  ribs  he  thought  it  might  break  free. 

"Pjazef! How long have you been standing there?" 

"Just  for  the  last  song."  A  little  taken  aback  at  the  reaction,  he  pushed  his  way through the last bit of dog willow. "Are you okay?" 

Benedikt shook his head and then protested he was fine when he saw  the concern on the older bard's face. "You shouldn't sneak up on people like that!" 

"I didn't want to interrupt. It's a great piece, Benedikt. Did you just write it?" 

He bent and carefully laid his quintara in the instrument case. "Why?" 

"Because  it sounds  like  a  brook  dancing  down  the  mountainside,  and  there  isn't anyone else who can interpret water like you do." 

"Oh." Pleased, he straightened and nodded. "I finished it last night." 

"Could you teach it to me?" 

It hadn't  been  his for  very long,  but  there wasn't  a graceful  way  to  refuse  such  a normal bardic request. "Sure." He bent back toward the instrument case. 

Pjazef stopped him with a touch  on  his arm.  "Not  now.  I have news."  Brushing a bit  of  forest  flotsam  from  the  sleeve  of  his  jacket,  he  grinned  at  Benedikt's expression  and  continued.  "I  have  a  message  from  the  queen.  Well,  actually,  it's from Evicka since she Sang it, but…" 

"Pjazef!"  Benedikt  was  not  in  the  mood  for  a  lengthy  monologue  of  bardic gossip. He had a message from the queen. The queen. 

"Right.  You're  to  cut  your  Walk  short  by  swinging  around  this  side  of  Ohrid's border and  cutting  back  through  Vidor  to  arrive in Elbasan  no  later than the dark  of the second moon." 

"First Quarter?" 

"First Quarter." 

That was, indeed, cutting his Walk short. "Why?" 

Pjazef spread his hands. "It seems you're going on a voyage." 



"Me?" The queen wanted him. Benedikt felt a rush of joy so  great that he couldn't contain  it. Giving a great shout  of  laughter, he grabbed  Pjazef  around  the  waist  and hoisted him up into the air. 

The older bard laughed as well. "So you're happy about this?" 

"Happy? Are you kidding? Out of all the bards  in Shkoder,  the queen  has  chosen me!" 

As Pjazef's feet hit the forest floor,  russet  brows  dipped  down  momentarily. That hadn't quite been the gist of Evicka's message. 




Chapter Three

« ^ » 

"THERE she is, Majesty, the  Starfarer" 

Jelena stared  up  at  the  ship,  gaze  sweeping  along  the  curved  side,  out  the  bow, and alighting momentarily on each of the three masts. "She looks so bare." 

"She'll look  less  bare  once  we've  got  her yards  and  sheets  up,"  the master  of  the Elbasan  shipyards  told  her reassuringly.  "We're  concerned  right  now  about  making her watertight, and we can't know that for certain unless she's in the water." 

"She's  not  very…"  Otavas  paused  but  was  unable  to  think  of  a  tactful  finish. 

"She's not very big." 

"No,  Highness,  she's  not,"  the  master  shipwright  agreed.  "Including  her  castles, she's only seventy-three feet long. The castles are those  bits  that rise above  the main deck," he added, when both queen and consort turned confused  expressions  toward him. "She's got  a twenty-one-inch  beam  over  all and  an air draft  of  seventy-one  feet including her topsail. But she'll carry 2,360 square feet of sail when she's fully rigged, and you won't find a better bark in these yards." 

Head swimming with nautical terms  he  barely  understood,  Otavas  glanced  down at Jelena. Although he suspected she  understood  no  more  of  the description  than he did,  she  was  staring  at  the   Starfarer  with  shining  eyes,  one  hand  stretched  out  as though to close the distance between them.  He quickly suppressed  a disquieting  hint of jealousy, reminding himself that this visit had been his idea. 

"I think she's beautiful." 

"Thank you, Majesty." The master  shipwright beamed  proudly  up  at the hull, one scarred hand holding blowing hair back off his face. "I think so, too." 



"So you've decided on a captain?" 

"Lija i' Ales a'Berngards." 

Otavas rested a thigh on  the corner  of  the queen's  desk  and  leaned across  it until he could read the papers spread in front of her. "The merchant captain?" 

Jelena studied his profile, a little confused by the smile in his voice. "That's right." 

"Lord Dumin will be disappointed." Otavas and Dumin i'Janina a'Vasil,  Lord  High Commander of the Shkoden Navy had  disliked  each  other  on  sight.  Fully aware that Dumin considered him not only feckless  but  dangerously  foreign,  the prince  thought the  Lord  High  Commander  a  self-righteous,  pompous,  old   harnivatayger—which had  no  direct  Shkoden  translation  although  a  number  of  the  younger  bards  were cheerfully  working  on  it.  While  he  wouldn't  go  so  far  as  to  wish  the  older  man  an injury,  he  wasn't  above  enjoying  his  disappointment.  "He  wanted  you  to  chose  a navy captain." 

It  suddenly  became  clear  why  Otavas  found  her  choice  amusing.  "Yes,  well,  I wanted  a captain  who  actually wanted  to  go  on  this voyage;  not  one  encouraged  to volunteer by Lord Dumin." Leaning back  in her chair,  Jelena twisted  the royal signet around her finger. It had been  sized  to  fit her just after  her mother's  death,  but  she'd lost  so  much  weight during those  dark  quarters  that only her knuckle  kept  her  from losing  it  with  every  movement  of  her  hand.  "I  didn't  expect  hundreds  of volunteers—successful  captains  are  seldom  reckless  captains—but  neither  did  I expect  to  have  so  few  to  choose  from.  Fewer  still  after  subtracting  Dumin's politically motivated suggestions. And do you know why?" 

Although he did know—at least he knew what Jelena believed—Otavas  obediently shook his head, realizing that she was going to say it again regardless. 

"Kovar," she declared, eyes narrowing. "There've  been  no  songs  wondering  what might be over the next wave, no songs extolling the adventure of discovery.  There've been  no  songs  about  this voyage  at all,  and  the  people  of  Shkoder  know  very  well what that means. Kovar is against the idea, and the bards take their cue from him." 

"And you can't tell the bards what to sing…" 

"Or  I'll  be  spending  the  rest  of  my  life  wondering  about  every  new  piece  of information—is  it  the  truth  or  is  it  what  the  bards  think  I  want  to  hear?"  Shoving back her chair, she surged to her feet and brandished a sheaf of  maps  at her grinning consort.  "I  don't  care  what  that  narrow-minded  old  man  thinks,  the   Starfarer  will find the homeland  of  the dark  sailor,  and  when she  comes  back  with  proof,  I  hope he'll enjoy eating his words.  And  if she  doesn't  find the dark  sailor's  homeland,  then she'll  just  keep  going  west  until  she  lands  in  the  silklands  in  the  east,  giving  the Fienian traders the surprise  of  their lives and  proving  once  and  for  all that the world is  round.  And  Kovar  can  eat  that,  too."  Pausing  for  breath,  she  finally  noticed Otavas' expression. "What are you smiling about?" 

He swung  himself over  the desk  and  scooped  her into  his  arms.  "I'm  just  happy to  see  you  like  this.  Alive.  Questioning.  It's  exciting."  Pushing  the  maps  aside,  he drew her close. "I'm  thinking," he murmured  against  her ear,  "that  maybe  we should go on our own voyage of discovery." 

Her  eyes  widened,  then  slid  nearly  closed  as  he  took  her  earlobe  between  his teeth. "And discover what?" she sighed. 



"Why not the center of the Circle?" 

"Tavas!" But her protest at his irreligious comment carried  little force.  She  arched her back  as  he unfastened  the bottom  three buttons  on  her  tunic  and  slid  a  hand  in under the outer layer of wool. "Now?" 

"Now." 

"Here?" 

"Why not?" 

The maps fell unheeded to the floor. 

A familiar knock froze them in place. 

One hand fumbling with Otavas'  belt,  the other  entwined in his hair, Jelena turned scarlet  and  forced  her  voice  into  something  resembling  normal  tones.  "I'm  busy, Nikki." 

"Begging  Your  Majesty's  pardon,"  the  page's  voice  came  muffled  but  audible through  the heavy door,  "but  you  asked  me  to  remind  you  about  that  meeting  with Lord  Brencis  and  Lady  Hermina.  They're  waiting  for  you  in  the  small  audience chamber." 

"Tavas…" 

"I know."  He released  her and  stepped  back  so  she  could  fix  her  clothing.  "But it's  lucky  for  you,"  he  added,  with  a  leer,  "that  I  was  raised  to  recognize  the responsibilities of royalty." 

Smiling  distractedly,  Jelena  tucked  her  shirt  back  into  her  waistband.  "Lord Brencis  and  Lady  Hermina  were  instrumental  in  convincing  the  Council  to  agree  to fund the  Starfarer and her crew." 

"Were they?" he asked softly, reaching out to  fasten  the buttons  he'd  undone.  "In my  opinion,  the  Council  was  so  happy  you'd  found  yourself  again,  they'd  have agreed to almost anything you asked." 

"Perhaps." Her fingers  closed  over  his for  a moment  then she  hurried toward  the door.  "But  Lord  Brencis  and  Lady  Hermina  were   perceived  as  being  instrumental, and you know as well as I do that needs a perceived response." 

Laughing at her sudden descent into politics, Otavas blew her a kiss  and  began  to fasten various buttons and ties of his own. He'd  always known  she'd  be  a wonderful queen,  and  now  that they'd  gotten  through  those  four  horrible  quarters  of  grief  and guilt, he was relieved to see he'd been right all along. 

He  only  hoped  she  could  come  to  an  understanding  with  the  Bardic  Hall.  Eight years  in his adopted  country  had  taught  him  that,  eventually,  everything  in  Shkoder came back to the bards. 

* * *

Benedikt  was  at  the  Bardic  Hall  in  Vidor  before  he  heard  the  details  about  his captain's disagreement with the queen. 

"Well, I wouldn't go so far as to  say  it was  a disagreement,"  murmured  Edite,  the new lieutenant, leading the way into her office and  motioning for  Benedikt to  sit.  "Of course  Kovar  disapproves  of  this  voyage,  but  he'd  never  go  so  far  as  to  disagree publicly with the queen." 

Arms  folded  over  his  quintara  case—held  shieldlike  on  his  lap—Benedikt frowned. "What do you mean, of course?'" 

"We're  a  small  country,"  she  told  him  sharply,  "surrounded  by  larger  countries. 

Our  attention  must  remain  focused  on  the  situation  here  at  home,  not  on  chasing some wild melody out over the sea." 

"What  situation  here  at  home?"  This  was  just  one  of  the  many  reasons  why  he hated  not  being  able  to  Sing  air.  Every  bard  in  the  country  knew  what  he  didn't. 

There  certainly  hadn't  been  a  situation  back  when  he'd  left  Pjazef.  Unless  Pjazef knew something he wasn't telling. There  had been a guarded  tone  to  the older  bard's voice. 

"Benedikt?" 

Jerked  out  of  memory,  he  focused  on  Edite's  face  only  to  see  an  expression  of impatient disapproval. 

"When  you  ask  a  question,  you  should,  at  least,  attempt  to  pay  attention  to  the answer." 

"Sorry." 

"Yes, well. I said, the situation in Shkoder is the same as  it has  always been."  She leaned  back,  hands  clasped  under  the  prominent  shelf  of  her  breasts.  "If  we  allow our strength to be bled away…" 

"I hardly think one ship will bleed much of anything away," Benedikt protested. 

"One  ship  is where it starts.  Where  does  it end?"  Her dark  eyes  narrowed.  "One bard  lost  is one  bard  too  many; we're  all  part  of  the  pattern  that  keeps  the  country strong." 

Pjazef had  used  that exact  line and,  his memory  prodded  by  repetition,  Benedikt now knew where it came  from.  As  Bardic  Captain,  Kovar  had  taught every fledgling since  Liene  had  passed  over  the  title  a  dozen  years  ago.  Although  Benedikt  now remembered the lesson, it seemed to  have had  less  effect  on  him than on  the others. 

He could think of only one reason,  only one  way he was  different.  "Do  all the bards think like you do?" 

"Well, I certainly can't say that I know  what  all  the bards  think, but  those  who've Walked out of Vidor since First Quarter  Festival  have no  intention of  supporting  the queen's fancy." 

"Isn't that treason?" Behind what he hoped was  an expressionless  mask,  Benedikt worked  at  pulling  all  the  bits  and  pieces  into  a  recognizable  tune.  Edite  had  been appointed to her position by Kovar. Although his choice  for  the lieutenant's  position in Vidor  had  been  limited to  those  bards  who  Sang  all four  quarters,  would  he have chosen Edite if she hadn't supported his views? 

"I  hardly  think  it's  treason  to  have  a  different  opinion  than  the  queen."  I  "What about acting opposite to the queen's desires?" 

"We  do  not  act  opposite  to  the  queen's  desires.  We  merely  keep  our  mouths shut." 

Edite's tone suggested that the discussion was over and she backed it up by  rising and nodding toward the door. 

Too  angry  for  caution,  Benedikt  paused,  half  over  the  threshold  and  without turning,  threw  one  last  protest  back  over  his  shoulder.  "When  bards  keep  their mouths shut, it  is an action." 



Later that evening, in the largest ale house in Vidor, Benedikt took  his quintara  out of  her  case,  wiped  damp  palms  against  his  thighs,  tried  not  to  think  of  how  many eyes, how many ears, were on him, and sang "The Dark Sailor." 

The queen  had  remembered  him, had  acknowledged  his work,  had  put  her  trust, her life in his Song. 

He would not join this conspiracy of silence against her. 

By  the  time  he  sought  his  bed,  he'd  sung  the  haunting  ballad  in  three  more  ale houses and to a group of Riverfolk down by the docks. Although he couldn't see the air  kigh  swooping  around  his  head,  the  night  had  become  distinctly  breezy  by  the final chorus. 

The  next  morning,  fingers  white  around  the  handle  of  his  instrument  case,  he managed  to  look  Edite  in  the  eye  and  calmly  say,  "Am  I  not  as  entitled  to  have  a different  opinion  to  the  Bardic  Captain  as  he  is  to  have  a  different  opinion  to  the queen?" 

"You  don't  Sing air,"  Edite told  him sharply.  "You  don't  know  what  other  bards are thinking." 

It was the first time any of them had ever come right out and said it. He only Sang water. He wasn't as good as the rest of them. Well, bugger them, too. 

"I don't Sing air," he snarled, "so I think for myself." 

He carried  the look  on  Edite's  face  with  him  from  the  room—eyes  wide,  mouth opening  and  closing,  she  looked  like  a  fish  out  of  water.  And  if  he'd  alienated  the people  he had  to  spend  the rest  of  his  life  with,  well,  he  didn't  Sing  air,  did  he,  so how would he know? 

The  anger  prodded  him  to  sing  "The  Dark  Sailor"  in  every  inn  along  the  River Road. 

* * *



Tadeus  ran into an old  friend on  his way to  the  River  Maiden  so,  what  with  one thing and another—mostly  another—it  was  late evening by  the time he arrived  at the inn. Stomach growling, guided as much by his nose as by the kigh, he hurried across the landward yard toward the closest entrance. 

"Fried  fish and  potatoes.  Fresh  fiddleheads  in butter.  And,  if  I'm  lucky,"  he  told the breeze by his cheek, "stewed pears in custard." 

One foot  on  the porch  step,  he stopped  and  cocked  his  head,  a  pair  of  breezes dancing  through  the  silvered  curls  above  his  ears.  There  was  a  bard  already  inside and he was about to sing. When the kigh told him which bard, he whistled softly. 

That  changed  things.  The  River  Maiden  had  long  been  one  of  Tadeus'  favorite inns,  and  he'd  long  been  a  favorite  of  the  inn's  regulars—his  sudden  appearance would pull attention away from  the younger  bard.  That  kind of  grandstanding  would be  rude  at  the  best  of  times.  Tadeus  wasn't  sure  what  it  might  be  called  in  these particular times. 

"  In spite of everything  I tried  during  his  training,  Benedikt  has  hung  on  tightly to  his  feelings  of  inadequacy."  Magda's  shrug  had  admitted  a  weary  defeat.  "  But Benedikt is the queen's choice and I don't  even  want  to consider  what  will  happen should Kovar convince him not to go on this voyage." 

Padding  noiselessly  across  the porch,  he cracked  open  one  of  the  double  doors and  slipped  into the broad  hall that ran the  width  of  the  building.  Designed  to  keep Fourth Quarter winds from  blowing in on  the paying customers,  it held a number  of pegs for wet weather gear and a Bard's Closet tucked under a locked flight of stairs. 

The noise  from  the common  room  masked  any  sound  he  may  have  made  as  he crossed  the hall and  quietly Sang  the notes  to  open  the  closet  door.  Sifting  the  din into  its  component  conversations,  he  smiled  as  he  shrugged  out  of  his  jacket  and lifted his harp  free of  her case.  Word  had  spread  that there was  a bard  at  the  River Maiden and the room was full. Good. The night's performances would  deserve  a full house. 

As  a  quick  run  of  notes  from  the  strings  of  a  quintara  commanded  something approximating  silence,  he moved  to  a shadow  just  outside  the  archway  leading  into the common  room—a  position  that  should  keep  him  hidden  if  the  bard  by  the  fire happened to glance his way. 

"The Dark Sailor" was  a ballad,  tied to  the rhythms  of  the sea.  Tadeus  had  never heard it sung as a defiant  anthem be  fore,  and  he wasn't  entirely certain  it was  suited to  the  role  Not  that  it  mattered.  When  a  bard  sang  the  way  young  Benedikt  was singing, lyric and melody both were only the framework of the greater Song. 

Defiance. 

 I am as good as any of you. 

 You can't tell me what to sing. 

 I stand by the queen. 



 So there. 

Sifting the room for reaction, Tadeus grinned. Benedikt was young and  handsome with  a  fine,  strong,  and,  more  importantly,  bardic  baritone.  He  could've  sung  the menu and  still gotten  an  appreciative  response  from  most  of  this  audience—a  trick Tadeus  himself  had  tried  successfully  a  time  or  two  in  the  past.  But  if  Benedikt wanted  to  do  more  than  merely  air  personal  grievances—if,  say,  he  wanted  to influence public opinion, to drum  up  support  for  the queen's  voyage—he  was  going to need a little help. 

In the moment  between  the applause  and  the next  song  Tadeus  stepped  out  into the light. 

"Tadeus!" 

The  weight  of  the  crowd's  attention  moving  from  him  was  almost  a  physical sensation,  and  its  sudden  absence  brought  on  relief  so  overwhelming  Benedikt  felt nauseous.  Swallow  ing  convulsively,  he  stopped  fiddling  with  strings  that  wen already perfectly tuned and looked, with everyone else toward the back of the room. 

In  spite  of  everything,  he  couldn't  prevent  a  smile.  The  old  bard  certainly  knew how to make an entrance. Dressed in spotless  black,  silver hair above  the scarf  over his eyes  silver  buttons  down  the  front  of  a  velvet  vest,  one  huge  silver  ring  on  the first  finger  of  his  right  hand,  he  was  the  epitome  of  elegance  and  wouldn't  have looked  out  of  place  at  Court  Glancing  down  at  his  own  travel-stained  clothing, Benedikt  scraped  at  a  bit  of  mud  with  his  thumbnail  and  wondered  how  Tadeus managed  to  keep  so  clean  on  a  First  Quarter  walk  when  he  couldn't  even  see  the puddles to avoid them. 

As the welcome  rose  to  a  crescendo,  Tadeus  bowed  and  moved  slowly  toward the fire. Crossing a crowded  room  was  something  he enjoyed  doing,  and  he saw  no need to hurry—after all, a blind man saw through his fingertips. 

Laughing,  he  turned  down  several  offers  of  company,  one  or  two  gratifyingly explicit,  and  stopped  an  arm's  reach  from  Benedikt,  bestowing  upon  the  younger man the full force of his smile. 

"May I join you?" 

Confused,  Benedikt  nodded,  realized  what  he  was  doing  and  said,  "You  can't stop me from singing 'The Dark Sailor.' " 

"Of  course  I  can't."  Reaching  behind  him,  Tadeus  pulled  a  chair  to  the  fireside and sat, arranging his harp on his lap. "You just sang it." 

With a worried glance at the nearest tables, Benedikt pitched his voice for Tadeus' 

ears alone. "Then why are you here?" 

"I always stop at the River Maiden on my way to  Vidor."  Frowning  at the tone  of a  string,  he  reached  into  his  vest  pocket  for  his  harp  key.  "You're  causing  quite  a stir, you know. Most of the other bards think you've got a chip  on  your  shoulder  the size of the Citadel.  That  you're  deliberately causing  trouble.  Unfortunately,  this is an opinion shared by bards who would otherwise support your position." 



The younger man stiffened. "I don't care what most of the other bards think." 

"I  know.  You  haven't  exactly  gone  out  of  your  way  to  make  friends.  Now, personally, I think that a bard, any bard,  should  be  able to  sing anything that doesn't contravene  our  oaths  and  that  each  of  us  have  as  much  right  to  an  opinion  as  our illustrious Bardic Captain." 

"That," Benedikt muttered, "is not what our illustrious Bardic Captain thinks." 

"If  we're  entitled  to  our  opinion,  Kovar's  equally  entitled  to  his.  No  matter  how irritating,  shortsighted,  unimaginative,  commonplace,  provoking,  and  tiresome  it might be." 

Which  was  more  or  less  what  he'd  said  to  Edite  back  in  Vidor.  Minus  a  bit  of description. Benedikt's  heart began  to  pound  so  loudly he could  barely hear himself speak. He hadn't realized how good it would feel to have an ally. "  We're entitled?" 

Satisfied with his tuning, Tadeus tucked the key away and lightly ran his thumbnail over the strings. "I assume you know 'Search Beyond Tomorrow'?" 

"Well, sure, but it's…" 

"One  of  those  feel-good  songs  everyone  in  this  room  probably  knows."  He turned  his  head,  and  Benedikt  had  the  strangest  feeling  that  the  blind  eyes  were looking right at him. "It's a song about  being open  to  new possibilities.  When  you're trying to change someone's mind," he added  with a sudden  grin, "it's  always best  to begin on common ground." 



"It was different under Liene," Tadeus murmured into the darkness of the loft." 

Benedikt turned toward the other bard's voice. "Different how?" 

"You've heard it said that Bardic Captains don't command, they conduct?" 

"Of course." 

"Liene  encouraged  our  individual  strengths  and  expected  us  to  do  what  we thought was right. While she quite often felt she knew best, she never tried to  impose her opinions  on  the whole.  She  conducted  a complex  melodic  line  during  her  years as Bardic Captain." 

"Are you sure that's not just wishful thinking about  the good  old  days?"  Benedikt muttered, punching his pillow. "All the elders in my village insisted the fish had  fewer bones  when they were young."  Then  he  realized  how  that  might  be  interpreted  and winced. 

"Age,"  Tadeus  said  dryly,  "gives  perspective.  Kovar  sees  us  as  a  group  and wants to forge a group identity." 

"We're all part of the pattern." 

"So  he keeps  saying.  But I'm  afraid  he only  sees  the  pattern,  not  the  parts.  He's always been  the cautious  type,  and  now  he's  trying to  make us  all as  cautious  as  he is." 



Benedikt rolled over onto his back and stared up at the night. "Not all of us." 

"No.  Not  all  of  us."  Dry  became  positively  desiccated.  "If  I  wasn't  so  old…" 

Tadeus laughed as Benedikt mumbled  an apology  and  went on  in a lighter tone.  "…

and  if I Sang  water,  I'd  be  going  with  you.  Excitement,  adventure,  new  lands,  new people…" He rolled the list off his tongue. "… new songs…" 

"I'm not going for  a song."  At the other  end  of  the loft,  someone  began  to  snore and  was  quickly  silenced  by  a  thrown  boot,  the  tone  and  timbre  of  the  thud unmistakable to  bardic  ears.  Beside  him  in  the  Bard's  Corner,  Benedikt  could  hear only the silken whisper  of  Tadeus'  breathing,  could  feel him waiting patiently for  the rest of the answer. Before Benedikt could stop it, the past, so long pressed  into dark corners, began to spill from his mouth. 

"I  was  nine  years  younger  than  my  closest  brother—there  were  three  of them—Pavel,  Dusan,  Nikulas—then me.  I spent  my entire childhood  trying to  catch up  and  never  being  quite  good  enough.  They  could  do  so  many  things  that  I couldn't.  They  were natural sailors,  all three of  them,  right from  the  time  they  could walk. Nikulas a little younger even than that, if the stories were true. And  they weren't just great sailors, they had an amazing affinity for fish. Any boat  my brothers  crewed came back riding so  low in the water a fly landing too  heavily would  swamp  it. You can imagine how popular they were in a village totally at the mercy of the sea. 

"By the time I was old enough to go out, Pavel and Dusan had their own  boat  and there  was  only  Nikulas  left  to  spread  the  bounty  among  the  fleet.  You  see,  until they'd saved enough  to  go  out  on  their own,  Mother  kept  them rotating  between  the boats  so  no  one  boat  had  the  advantage.  My  father  was  the  village  factor,  and  my mother's planning provided a solid power base for him to work from. 

"They all expected to gain as much from me as they had from my bothers, but  the first time  I  crewed,  the  boat  nearly  sank  beneath  me."  He  could  still  remember  the gray swells,  growing,  rising, the fishing boat  thrown  from  crest  to  trough  as  though caught  between  the  paws  of  a  watery  cat.  More  confused  than  afraid,  unable  to concentrate on the tasks at hand,  he'd  lost  an oar  overboard,  tangled the anchor  line almost beyond salvaging, and had driven a triple hook  deep  into the ball of  his foot. 

"Subsequent trips were worse, if anything, and finally the entire village decided  I was a jinx. After the second  time  an  abnormally  high  tide  wiped  out  the  drying  racks,  I wasn't  even allowed to  work  on  the  beach.  My  father  would've  taken  me  with  him, but the others were afraid I'd jinx his trading." 

A familiar  hand  reached  out  of  memory  to  stroke  his  hair.  "  Sorry,  son.  Do  you understand why you can't go?" 

Of course he'd understood. Did understand.  His father  had  sided  with the village. 

Against him. Although they were  all  very sorry  for  him, of  course,  and  they  always found him work to do far away from the water. 

"You do understand why the sea behaved the way it did?" Tadeus asked softly. 

Blankets  clutched  in  damp  fists,  Benedikt  realized  he  didn't  have  to  answer  this new  question—the  compulsion  forcing  his  disclosure  had  passed.  But  once  again Tadeus  was  waiting  and,  somehow,  that  seemed  to  be  reason  enough.  "Karlene explained about the kigh when she tested me, how my talent attracted them." 

"I  hope  she  explained  that  only  a  very  powerful  talent  would  cause  the  kigh  to show such an interest before your voice changed." 

"Don't  worry,  she  explained it all and  everyone  was  very impressed."  He  paused to enjoy the memory of his moment in the center of  the Circle and  laughed bitterly at how quickly it passed.  "They  were impressed  until they found  out  that I could  only Sing water." 

"I see." 

"See what?" 

"You're  sailing into the unknown  in order  to  prove  something  to  all  those  people who don't think you're good enough." 

"I  am  not."  Drawing  in  a  deep  breath,  Benedikt  cursed  himself  for  picking  the scabs off his past. "If you must know, I volunteered because Her Majesty believes in me." 

"When no one else did?" 

"No!"  The  silence  reminded  him  that  bards  can  hear  a  lie.  But  he'd  heard  it himself,  he  didn't  actually  need  reminding.  "If  I  Sang  air…"  And  then  he remembered. "If I Sang air," he repeated smugly, "I'd be just another  one  of  Kovar's drones." 

"What are you talking about?" 

It was the first  time he'd  ever heard  Tadeus  sound  unsure.  He wondered  if it was the first  time anyone  had  ever  heard  Tadeus  sound  unsure.  "You  said  that  Kovar's trying to  make us  all as  cautious  as  he  is.  He  teaches  caution  to  the  fledglings,  and after they start  Walking, he keeps  at it with the air kigh. I  don't  Sing  air,  so  I  didn't get the reinforcement. He hasn't conditioned me to  sing the same  song  as  the rest  of you." 

Bedding whispered as Tadeus shifted on his pallet. "Do you have proof of this?" 

"You Sing air. How often does  he tell you  to  be  careful?  How  many of  the bards he trained have volunteered for this voyage? Only me. Because I don't Sing air." 

"I think that's a tad simplistic…" 

"You would.  You Sing air." 

"Do try to remember who your friends are." 

The  edge  beneath  Tadeus'  gently  chiding  tone  cut  through  his  confidence  and Benedikt felt himself deflate. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean…" 

"Yes, you did, but I accept your apology. And I admit you may have a point." 

"Well, thank you very much," Benedikt muttered. 

"Don't  sulk,  Benedikt.  It's  quite  unattractive."  After  a  moment,  he  added,  "Are you  sure  you're  not  going  on  this  voyage  to  prove  to  Kovar  he  can't  push  you around?" 

"No.  Maybe.  I  don't  know."  Benedikt  sighed  and  laced  his  fingers  behind  his head. "You're beginning to sound like Magda." 

"Which reminds me, she wants to see you as soon as you get back  to  the Citadel. 

She wants  to  impress  on  you  how  important  your  going on  this expedition  is to  the queen,  and,  given Her Majesty's  recent  state  of  mind,  how  important  it  is  you  don't allow Kovar to talk you out of going." 

He'd  been  trying  not  to  think  of  what  would  happen  when  he  got  back  to  the Citadel. "The queen believes in me. I won't let her down." 

"It might be better if you believed more in yourself." 

"It might be better if you two shut up!" growled a voice  from  the other  end  of  the loft. 

Tadeus  rose  up  on  his  elbows,  head  cocked  to  pinpoint  the  speaker.  "Loomic? 

You shouldn't be able to hear us." 

"Yeah? Then  you  oughta  pay  more  unenclosed  attention  'cause  I  can  hear  about one  word  in  ten.  Buzz,  buzz,  buzz;  voyage.  Murmur,  murmur,  murmur;  prove. 

Mutter, mutter, mutter; might be better. It's driving me nuts!" 

"I've always said you had a touch of bardic talent…" 

"I don't  give a crap  about  bardic  talent, Tadeus.  Not  now.  It's  the  middle  of  the unenclosed  night,  and   I've  got  to  do  a  full  day's  work  tomorrow,  unlike  some decorative bits of fluff." 

"Perhaps  we'd  best  call it a night,"  Tadeus  admitted,  dropping  his  voice  directly into Benedikt's ear. "Good night, Benedikt. Good dreams." 

"  It might be better if you believed more  in  yourself."  Did he want to  continue  the argument past that point? "Good dreams, Tadeus." A few minutes later, he frowned. 

"Tadeus? Did Magda send you all the way out here to find me?" 

"She might have." 

"Pushy." 

"Tell me about it. She gets it from her mother." 

The boot bounced twice on the floor between them. 

"What part of shut up do you two not understand?" 



Next morning, the two bards walked together to the road and paused. Tadeus was heading east to Vidor, Benedikt west to Elbasan. 

"I doubt  I'll see  you  again  before   Starfarer  sails,"  Tadeus  said,  rain  beading  on the waxed leather mask tied over his eyes,  "so  I'm  going to  gift you  with my advice. 

Keep  singing  'The  Dark  Sailor'  if  you  want  to,  but  remember  that  when  you  do, you're  invoking  a  desperate  desire  for  home,  not  a  sense  of  adventure.  If  you're trying to  change  people's  opinions  about  this  voyage,  you'll  have  more  luck  if  you engage  their  hearts,  if  you  get  them  to  wonder  about  what's  over  the  horizon."  He grinned suddenly.  "If,  however,  you're  just trying to  overwind  Kovar's  strings,  then carry on as you were." 

Benedikt protected his eyes with a hand as  Tadeus'  hood  billowed out  against  the direction  of  the  wind  and  the  rain  began  to  fall  every  way  but  down.  "He  seems angry enough now." 

"What,  this?"  A  quick  four  notes  and  the  air  around  them  stilled.  "That  wasn't Kovar. I'm heading for Ohrid and Annice seems to think I'm part packhorse.  At least once a day she  comes  up  with new lists  of  things I should  bring with me.  I'd  ignore her, but  I have no  real desire  to  have  her  change  the  weather  patterns  over  half  the country."  As  a light breeze  touched  Benedikt's  worried  frown,  Tadeus  sighed.  "I'm kidding. And  now,  as  we've  both  got  a long,  wet  walk  before  us,  I  suggest  we  say good-bye  and  get  started."  Reaching  out,  he  gripped  the  younger  man  by  the shoulders. "One last bit of advice; you're a bard now, Benedikt, let the past go." 

"Concentrate  on  what  I  can  do,  not  on  what  I  can't."  Benedikt  snorted  and stepped back. "Easy to say when you can do what I can't." 

One ebony  brow  rose  above  the  mask.  "I  was  under  the  impression  that,  at  the moment,  you  were  proud  of  not  Singing  air,  proud  to  stand  apart  from  Kovar's caution." 

"Well, yeah, but…" 

"No  buts."  He  held  out  his  fist.  "Good  journey,  Benedikt.  Bring  me  back something nice." 

"Bring you back… ? Oh. Right. Sure. Good journey, Tadeus." 

As he turned into the angle of the rain, he tried to  decide  how  he felt about  having Tadeus'  company  in  his  rebellion.  He  was  defying  Kovar  to  go  on  this  voyage because the queen believed in him; Tadeus would have gone  for  a song.  It's easy  for Tadeus, he Sings air. He doesn't know what it's like not to be able  to do  something every other bard takes for granted. 



Three  days  later, with the smoke  from  Elbasan's  chimneys  smudging  the  evening sky  behind  him,  Benedikt  stood  in  the  shipyard  and  stared  at  the   Starfarer.  She'd been painted pale blue and cream, the castles trimmed in a darker blue, and it seemed as though half a hundred pennants flew from every line. 

"Beauty, ain't she?" said an admiring voice. 

Shifting his pack, Benedikt turned. 

"She's the best we ever built, I'm tellin' ya." Hands on her hips,  the woman  beside him kept  her gaze  locked  on   Starfarer.  "Rides  them  waves  so  pretty  you'd  almost think she were Singin' the kigh." 



There   was  a certain  music  in the way the water lapped  against  the painted  wood, in the shump,  shump  of  the  heavy  rope  bumpers  rubbed  between  the  ship  and  the pier,  in  the  dance  of  the  pennants  in  the  evening  breeze.  For  the  first  time  since Vidor, he felt a touch of the joy that had come with the news he'd been chosen. 

"Yer sailin' on her, ain't ya?" 

Surprised,  he  took  a  closer  look  at  his  companion.  The  leather  apron  streaked with tar and  the sawdust  in her close-cropped  hair supported  her statement  that  she worked at the shipyard.  As  far as  he could  recall, he'd  never seen  her before.  "How could you tell?" 

She  smiled  broadly  enough  to  show  a  missing  molar.  "I  know  the  look.  You know 'When the Work is Done,' bard?" 

"Of course I do." 

"Then  we should  get along just fine."  A  callused  fist  thrust  toward  him.  "Emilka i'Dasa.  Call  me  Mila.  I've  signed  on  as  ship's  carpenter.  I  helped  build  her,  so  I figured I'd best make sure she makes it home." 

"Benedikt." He touched his fist to the top of hers. "What look?" 

"Say again?" 

"You said you knew I was going because you knew the look. What look?" 

Mila laughed.  "We  get a lot down  here lookin'  at her.  Some  of  'em,  they  look  all disapprovin', faces scrunched up  like an old  apple,  like they think we're  wastin'  time and money even buildin' her. Some of 'em, usually them that's  too  old  or  too  young, look  kinda wistful, like they can  see  the  adventure  but  they  know  it's  not  for  them. 

And a very few folk,  the ones  that're  goin',  they smile and  their eyebrows  kinda  dip down  in the middle like they're  thinking'…"  She  paused,  caught  Benedikt's  eye,  and turned his gaze back  toward  the ship.  "They're  thinkin' about  all that water out  there and they're thinkin',  I thought she'd be bigger." 



Benedikt slipped  into the Citadel through  the Bard's  Door  and  rolled  his  eyes  as the notes  of  his name activated  the  message  Kovar  had  left  for  him.  All  bards  saw the Bardic Captain as soon  as  possible  after  returning from  a Walk; did  Kovar  think that he'd rebelled so thoroughly he wouldn't bother? 

With good  weather sending  every able-bodied  bard  out  into the country,  the Hall was nearly empty. Even the year's two fledglings were gone,  no  doubt  taking a short Walk up  coast  with Petrolis  who  thoroughly  enjoyed  teaching  starry-eyed  teenagers the more  mundane  aspects  of  their new lives. In Benedikt's  opinion,  for  a bard  who didn't Sing earth, Petrolis was just a little fanatical about latrine pits. 

He saw no one as he made his way up to the second  floor  although he could  hear the faint sound  of  a flute from  somewhere  up  above.  When  the  same  three  or  four bars  were  repeated  with  minor  variations,  he  suspected  the  song  was  a  work  in progress. It was a catchy tune and he hummed it softly as he went into his room. 



In  an  effort  to  fight  off  the  cold  and  damp,  servers  lit  fires  in  the  unoccupied rooms at the new moon and the full. Unfortunately, neither the occasional fire nor  the bowls  of  dried  mint could  keep  a  place  from  smelling  musty  when  it  had  remained essentially empty for a full quarter. Nose wrinkled, moving carefully in the near dark, Benedikt crossed to the window and opened the inner shutters. 

Somehow,  the  room  looked  as  abandoned  as  it  smelled  even  though  it  looked very little different from  when he was  actually living in it. Shrugging out  of  his pack, he unbuckled his instrument case and paused, about  to  lift it up  onto  the small table. 

There  was  a slate  propped  up  on  the shell he used  as  a catchall  dish.  Someone  had come into his room while he was gone and left him a note. 

 In case  Tadeus  missed  you, it read,  please  see me  before  you  speak  to Kovar. It was signed, Magda. 

"Does  a  healer  outrank  a  Bardic  Captain?"  Benedikt  wondered,  smudging  the chalk lines with his thumb. As a fledgling, he'd  had  significantly more  long talks with Magda than the others. The talks had  been  intended  to  convince  him that his lack of air made  him no  less  a bard  than the  rest,  but  the  mere  fact  that  they'd  singled  him out for reassurance had shown him what they really thought. 

Magda could  only  want  to  talk  to  him  now  about  the  queen's  voyage.  He  knew what Kovar was likely to say, and he had no real desire to  test  his resolve  against  the full  orchestration  of  the  captain's  opinion;  therefore,  it  only  made  sense  to  begin defending his decision at the Healers' Hall. 

Besides, from what Tadeus had said, Magda was likely to be on his side. 

A quick  wash  and  a change  of  clothes  later, he started  across  the  Citadel's  outer courtyard.  It seemed  unlikely that Kovar  would  have the kigh watching  for  him,  but since  something  as  simple  as  a  glance  out  a  window  could  still  give  him  away,  he moved quickly. 

"Benedikt!" 

Not  quickly  enough.  He  turned  to  see  Kovar  hurrying  across  the  cobblestones, looking distinctly  displeased.  Unfortunately,  in direct  confrontation,  a healer did  not outrank  a Bardic  Captain.  He waited,  shifting his weight from  foot  to  foot  as  Kovar closed  the distance  between  them,  quartered  robes  whipping  around  his  ankles  like angry, multicolored cats. 

An  arm's  reach  away,  closer  than  Benedikt  would  have  liked,  he  stopped.  "Are you unwell?" 

"Unwell?" Benedikt repeated,  confused.  Expecting  some  kind  of  accusation,  the question  took  him  by  surprise.  Then  he  realized—in  another  three  strides  he'd  be climbing the steps to the Healers' Hall. "No, I'm fine." 

"I see." Kovar's tone suggested this answer came as no surprise. "Did you not get my message?" 

Benedikt stiffened. "Of course I did." 



"I wasn't  suggesting  you  wouldn't  understand  it, Benedikt,  I  was  wondering  why you chose to ignore it." 

"I'm not ignoring it." 

The silence wondered why, then, he was going to the Healers' Hall. 

"Magda  wanted  to  see  me."  He  hated  how  defensive  he  sounded  and  struggled for the voice control that should be second nature to a bard. 

"Your  responsibilities  to  the Bardic  Hall should  have brought  you  immediately to me. If you aren't sick, Magda can wait." 

"Are you accusing me of ignoring my responsibilities?" 

"Not out here," Kovar said pointedly and Benedikt suddenly  became  aware of  the half-dozen  guards  over  by  the  stable  and  the  multitude  of  windows  overhead. 

"Whatever  our  differences,  we  will  not  end  up  brawling  like  a  couple  of  riverboat pilots out in public." 

If he became  recognized  as  the bard  going on  the queen's  voyage,  any  argument would begin to attract attention. One or  two  of  the guards  were already looking their way. The  thought  of  attracting  a  crowd,  of  a  face  staring  down  at  him  from  every one of those windows, from the Bardic Hall, from the Healers' Hall, from  the Palace, made Benedikt's palms itch. 

Stepping  to  one  side,  Kovar  half  turned  back  the  way  he'd  come.  "Shall  we discuss this in my office?" 

He could say no. Say  no  and  walk right into the Healers'  Hall. But as  much  as  he despised  himself for  it. he didn't  have the courage.  To  walk  away  from  Kovar  now would turn a difference of opinion into something much more significant. 

He  nodded  and  fell  into  step  beside  the  Bardic  Captain.  It  was  likely  to  be  an unpleasant  interview  and  he  couldn't  blame  himself  for  trying  to  postpone  it.  If Magda's  as  concerned  about  the  queen  as  Tadeus  thinks,  why  isn't  she  out  here supporting me? 

"Benedikt?" 

The high-pitched voice turned both bards around. 

The page slid to a stop and grinned up  at Benedikt,  panting slightly. "Her  Majesty would like to see you." 

"Tell Her Majesty he'll be up momentarily." 

An indignant gaze lifted to  Kovar's  face  and  thin  arms  crossed  over  royal  livery. 

"Her Majesty wants to see him  now." 



"Her Majesty hasn't  seen  the Bardic  Captain  in ever  so  long,"  the  page  confided as they entered the Palace through one of the smaller, private  doors.  "She  sees  other bards and reads all the recalls and stuff, but she doesn't  see  him. She  saw  you  cross the courtyard from upstairs and sent me to get you." 



The queen  herself  had  come  to  his rescue.  Benedikt felt his mouth  curve  up  into an idiotic smile he couldn't seem to stop. 

"This  way,  follow me."  Racing  up  the stairs,  the  page  turned  on  the  landing  and stared  mournfully down  at Benedikt.  "I  wish  I  was  going  on  the   Starfarer  but  they say I'm too young. I'm not." 

"Of course you aren't." 

Benedikt jumped,  but  the page  merely turned  as  though  Bannon  appeared  silently behind her all the time. Perhaps he did. 

"Hi, Bannon. Where's His Highness?" 

"You tell me." 

Ignored for the moment,  Benedikt realized that,  in spite  of  an imposing  presence, the Southerner wasn't significantly taller than the page he quizzed. 

"Urn, it's  late afternoon,  you're  not  with him…" Her face  lit up.  "He  must  still be meeting with Chancellor Cecilie." 

"About?" 

"The new Fienian ambassador." 

"Correct."  The  minimal  movement  of  his  head  was  clearly  a  dismissal.  "I'll  take the bard from here." 

"Her Majesty told  me to  get  him."  She  folded  her  arms.  "Did  Her  Majesty  send you ?" 

Bannon smiled. "No." 

After studying him for a moment—and  Benedikt would've  given much  to  know  if she  saw  threat  or  promise—she  returned  the  ex-assassin's  smile.  "Okay,  you  can walk with him, and I'll go  on  ahead  so  I can  announce  you  when you  arrive, and  if I get in trouble with the Page Master, you've got to get me out of it." 

"Deal." 

"Bard?" 

It took a moment for Benedikt to realize what she wanted. "Oh. Witnessed." 

As  the  page  raced  up  the  remaining  stairs  two  at  a  time,  Bannon  motioned  for Benedikt to join him on the landing. They took half a dozen steps in silence. 

Benedikt could  feel  himself  wanting  to  babble,  to  fill  the  stairwell  with  nonsense just  to  cover  the  drumming  of  his  heart.  He  only  wished  he  knew  why.  Perhaps  it should have been fear, but it wasn't. 

"This voyage is very important to Her Majesty." 

Only  a  bardic  ear  could  have  detected  the  difference  in  Bannon's  voice.  To anyone  else he would  have sounded  the same  as  when  he'd  been  speaking  with  the page—friendly, unconcerned. Benedikt could hear the warning, but  he couldn't  think of a safe response. 



"His Highness has said that the  Starfarer  has  given Her Majesty back  the self she lost in grief." 

They climbed another three steps. 

"Do you understand why I'm telling you this?" 

"I think so."  A step  apart,  they were eye to  eye.  Benedikt tried  to  look  away and couldn't. 

"Your captain has made  his feelings on  this clear—he  disapproves  of  the trip  but if the ship sails without his approval, he doesn't want a bard on board." 

"I've already agreed to go." 

"What happens if your captain gives you a direct order to stay?" 

"It doesn't work like that." 

"Then what if he tells you that your going will split the bards,  make them less  able to do their work,  that you  must  respect  his opinion,  keep  a united front  for  the sake of everything that makes a bard?" 

"He  wouldn't…"  But  looking  into  the  gold-flecked  eyes,  Benedikt  knew  that Bannon was  right. That  was  exactly  what  Kovar  would  do.  Announcing  a  threat  to the good of the many was his greatest power. "I don't know what I'd do." 

Bannon cupped Benedikt's chin in his hand,  fingers  and  thumb  indenting the flesh along the jaw just on the edge of pain. "I do." 

"You're  not  a bard."  To  disagree  with Kovar  was  one  thing.  To  place  himself  in opposition  to  what  it  meant  to  be  a  bard,  that  was  something  else  entirely.  "You don't know what it's like." 

"And  I  don't  care  what  it's  like.  If  your  captain  shoves  at  you  from  one  side, remember that I'm here, on the other." 

His breathing a little ragged, Benedikt pulled away. "You can't threaten me." 

Bannon's  gaze  followed  him,  expression  unreadable.  "Then  call  it  support,  you fool." 

Bannon handed  the bard  back  to  the  page  outside  the  door  to  the  queen's  solar and  continued  on  his  way  without  a  backward  glance.  Shoring  up  another's insecurities was a new experience for him but, with any luck, he'd managed to exert a force  equal to  that of  the Bardic  Captain,  enough  to  keep  Benedikt  from  collapsing under the weight of  being a bard. 

Bards.  Everything in Shkoder  came  back  to  the  bards.  Right  now,  everything  in Shkoder came back to Benedikt. 

Absently  rubbing  the  lingering  warmth  of  Benedikt's  skin  on  his  fingertips,  he sighed.  All he  could  do  was  see  to  it  that  Her  Majesty's  choice  got  onto  the  boat. 

The rest of the slaughtering country would just have to work things out on its own. 





"You've seen the  Starfarer?" 

"Yes, Majesty." 

"What did you think?" 

Remembering  Mila,  Benedikt  smiled.  I  thought  she'd  be  bigger  was  not  the answer  the  queen  was  looking  for,  so  he  told  her  another  truth.  "I  think  she's beautiful, Majesty." 

"Isn't  she."  Eyes  gleaming,  Jelena  smiled  down  at  her  secretary.  "Taska,  have  I got time to take the new Fienian ambassador down to see her tomorrow?" 

"I'm sorry, Majesty, but no." 

"Majesty,  please…"  Her  tailor  muttered  his  plea  through  a  mouthful  of  pins.  "If you keep moving, your hem…" 

"My  apologies."  She  stilled,  and  the  tailor's  assistant  draped  another  piece  of fabric over her shoulder. "What about after Council?" 

"You're meeting with the Due of Vidor, Majesty." 

"Oh,  well."  Sighing  philosophically,  she  turned  her  attention  back  to  Benedikt. 

"You'll just have to sing him a song describing it." 

"Yes, Majesty." But that wasn't the song he wanted to sing. 

 "This voyage has given her back the self she lost in grief." 

The difference  between  this Jelena and  the Jelena he'd  Sung  across  the strait  was like  the  difference  between  a  running  river  and  a  stagnant  pool.  If  he  was  all  that stood  between  her and  the loss  of  her joy,  then Kovar  could  do  his  worst.  He  was insulted that everyone seemed to think he wouldn't be up to the responsibility. 

"What is it, Benedikt? You're frowning." 

"Am I? I beg your pardon, Majesty." 

Risking  another  reprimand  from  her  tailor,  Jelena  moved  farther  into  the  room. 

She liked the way he looked  at her.  He'd  done  it at Fort  Kazpar  and  he was  doing  it again  now.  He  made  her  feel  worthy  of  the  risk  the   Starfarer's  crew  was  about  to take in her name.  There  were those  on  the Council  who  suggested  it might be  better if the  Starfarer carried a bard able to Sing more than one quarter but,  for  the sake  of that look,  Jelena would  not,  could  not,  imagine  any  other  bard  in  Benedikt's  place. 

"His Highness and I will be going with you as far as the Broken Islands." 

His Highness meant Bannon, and Bannon meant… Actually, Benedikt didn't know what Bannon meant; figuratively and literally most of the time. He resisted the urge to rub his jaw. "You honor us all, Majesty." 

She  laughed.  "Carrying  crowned  ballast  is  hardly  an  honor."  Her  outstretched hand was a symbolic gesture, given tailors and secretaries and tailor's assistants there was  no  way  to  physically  bridge  the  distance  between  them.  "Thank  you  for volunteering, Benedikt. If I could have chosen any bard, I'd have chosen you." 

Bards  could  hear  the  truth.  At  this  moment,  and  he  couldn't  insist  on  any  more than this moment, she meant what she said. 

"Majesty, please…" 

Murmuring apologies,  Jelena allowed the tailor to  place  her  back  in  the  center  of the low pedestal.  "Could  you  sing me something,  Benedikt?  Something  to  keep  me from moving and destroying Edgard's work." 

He wanted to reassure her, to tell her that he wouldn't let her down, so he sang  her

"The Dark Sailor." Not the way he'd been singing it, as a protest, but as  a gift. When he  finished,  she  smiled  down  at  him  and  said  softly,  "I  don't  want  you  to  worry about anything Kovar says to you." 



Later,  in  the  Bardic  Captain's  office,  during  an  interview  that  was  just  as unpleasant as he'd anticipated, where all the possibilities  Bannon  had  suggested  were thrown  at  him,  Benedikt  held  on  to  the  memory  of  the  queen's  smile,  so  almost everything Kovar said made no impression at all. 

Almost. 

"All right, Benedikt.  If you  won't  consider  the  good  of  the  bards,  then  consider the good of the  Starfarer. You  only Sing water! Think man! What  if a storm  comes up or you need to send a kigh for help?" 

"Then  I'll Sing water.  Or  do  you  think they'll be  worse  off  with  me  than  with  no bard at all?" 

"That's not what I said." 

"You  didn't  have  to."  Benedikt  stood  and  stared  down  at  the  captain  through narrowed  eyes.  "You  want  me  to  consider  the  bards?  Well,  how  about  this;  by sending a bard on  Starfarer, we support  the queen  and  by  sending  me,  we send  the bard  you  can  most  afford  to  lose.  As  far  as  I  can  see,  the  bards  win  either  way." 

Heart  pounding,  triumph  making  him  feel  like  throwing  up,  he  made  it  out  of  the office before Kovar could voice a protest. 

Or agreement. 




Chapter Four

« ^ » 



MAGDA stood  with two  friends  just  off  the  end  of  the  gangplank,  their  healer's sashes  allowing  them  a  prime  position  as  well  as  protecting  them  from  the  rough jostling of  the crowds.  Behind them,  the people  of  Elbasan  packed  the  pier  and  the waterfront,  personal  opinions  on  the  value  of  the  voyage  keeping  no  one  from enjoying  a  warm,  sunny  day  and  a  celebration  paid  for  by  the  crown.  In  front  of them, the gangplank length of  empty  pier away,  the  Starfarer  bobbed  gently  on  the light chop. 

Supplies and trade goods had been loaded. The captain and crew were on board. 

"What's  taking  so  long?"  Magda  wondered,  bouncing  up  and  down.  Not particularly tall, she  couldn't  see  a  thing  when  she  turned  except  hundreds  of  other people, all waiting for the arrival of the queen and her consort. 

"I can  see  the  pennants!"  Jerrad,  one  of  the  other  healers,  announced.  "They've made it to Lower Dock Street." 

A sudden  rise in the volume of  cheering toward  the other  end  of  the pier  backed up his observation and  the crowd  began  to  rearrange  itself into two  crowds  flanking a wide aisle. A curse  and  splash  marked  the spot  where someone  went off  the edge and into the water. A moment later a man's voice yelled "He's  okay!"  and  the healers relaxed. 

"I  can't  believe  you'd  rather  stand  out  here  with  us  peasants  than  parade  to  the docks with the royal party," Jerrad shouted by Magda's ear. 

She grinned  and  ducked  as  one  end  of  a  streamer  escaped  the  hands  holding  it and flapped over her head. "What?" she yelled up at him. "And miss all this?" 

Once it had been determined she wouldn't be going with them…

 "Because no matter how it may have seemed  over the  last  four  quarters,  I'm  not your personal healer. Johan is. He goes, Majesty; I stay and get some work done." 

…  personal  good-byes  had  been  said  in  the  quiet  of  the  royal  apartments.  As friend  and  cousin,  she'd  enthused  with  them  over  the  possibilities  unfolding  and demanded that they bring her back  a souvenir  from  the Broken  Islands.  As  a healer, she'd  kept  her  mouth  shut.  Jelena  was  healing;  the  idea  of  the  voyage  had  brought her out  of  her grief, and  Kovar's  opposition  to  it  had  strengthened  her  hold  on  the crown. Grinning, Magda wondered if Kovar had any idea of how helpful he'd been. 

"You  look  like  a  cat  that's  been  into  the  cream,"  Jerrad  told  her.  The  streamer retrieved, they straightened. 

"Are you surprised?" demanded  their companion,  one  hand  clutching  her healer's sash  as  though  afraid  she  might  lose  it.  "She's  surrounded  by  overstimulated  kigh. 

Everyone who touches her is giving her a buzz.  She'll be  sizzling before  this is over, you mark my words." 

"Anzie!" Cheeks burning, Magda smacked Jerrad on the arm before  he could  add his quarter gull's worth. "That's not how it works!" 

Anzeta's answer got lost in the roar of the crowd. 

A pair of  standard-bearers,  each  carrying  the  crowned  ship  of  Shkoder  over  the symbols of the five principalities and the leaping dolphin of  the Broken  Islands,  took up  position  at  the  bottom  of  the  gangplank.  They  braced  themselves  as  the  silk banners,  rising more  than a bodylength  over  their heads,  caught  the offshore  breeze and threatened to send them out to sea. 

With everyone  else craning for  a first  glimpse of  the queen,  Magda  was  the  only one  who  saw  their  expressions  of  relief  as  the  air  around  them,  and  only  around them,  suddenly  stilled.  As  she'd  seen  no  bards  actually  on  the  pier,  she  assumed Kovar was making himself useful from his place in the procession. 

Four  of  the  Queen's  Ceremonial  Guard,  their  long  pikes  topped  with  pennants similar to  those  flying from  the  Starfarer's  rigging, took  up  position  just in from  the standard  bearers.  Her  view  blocked  by  a  broad  shoulder  clad  in  gleaming  armor, Magda bumped her hip against Jerrad until he moved down far enough for  her to  see again. The guard, a young woman she knew by sight, was grinning. Leaning forward, Magda aimed her voice  at the  edge  of  the  ceremonial  helmet.  "Someone's  going  to get a strong laxative in her beer one of these nights." The grin vanished. 

Her Majesty, Jelena, Queen of Shkoder, High Captain of the Broken Islands, Lord over  the  Mountain  Principalities  of  Sibiu,  Ohrid,  Ajud,  Bicaz,  and  Somes,  looked terrific.  Under  her  blue-and-cream  travel  clothes  she  remained  a  little  thin,  but  her eyes  sparkled  and  her cheeks  were flushed  with excitement.  Magda  felt as  proud  of the result as if she'd been personally responsible for it. 

Two  steps  behind  the  queen,  Otavas  looked  as  incredible  as  he  always  did.  He smiled and  waved  to  the crowd  as  they  called  his  name,  but  Magda  could  see  that most of his attention was on Jelena and most of his joy was for hers. 

Six or seven paces back, Bannon and Benedikt walked side by side. 

His hands  folded  into white-knuckled fists  by  his  thighs,  Benedikt  seemed  to  be doing  his  best  to  ignore  the  crowd.  Magda  could  read  his  kigh  from  across  the pier—she  suspected  she'd  be  able  to  read  it  from  across  the  city.  He  loved  the adulation. He was terrified of the possibility he might fail in front of so many. 

Magda had to admit that, had it been her choice,  she'd  have chosen  a more  stable bard—by  default,  any  other  bard.  On  the  other  hand,  it  was  quite  clear  that  the queen's faith in him had done more for his self-esteem than she ever had. 

Right at the moment, he was thinking that he should never have listened to  her and should have boarded earlier with the crew; she could see it in his face. 

Bannon's face, on the other hand,  gave nothing away.  As  far as  Magda  knew,  the possibility  he  might  fail,  at  anything,  had  never  entered  Bannon's  head.  To  her surprise, he suddenly looked directly at her and winked. 

"Magda!"  Anzeta  followed  the  path  of  the  wink  and  was  astounded  to  see  it answered. "You haven't! Have you?" 

Magda put on her best healer-of-the-fifth-kigh expression. "What do you think?" 

"I hate it when you do that." 

Behind  the  ex-assassin  and  the  bard,  a  careful  distance  back  of  the  boarding party,  walked  four  priests  from  the  Center  in  the  Citadel,  the  Marshal  of  Shkoder, most of the members of the Queen's Council, and the Bardic Captain. From the look of  it,  Kovar  and  Benedikt  had  never  had  as  much  in  common  as  they  did  this morning—Kovar, too, was doing his best to ignore the crowds. 



After that first  disastrous  interview, he hadn't  spoken  to  the  younger  bard.  "  Why should I, Magda ? He doesn't listen to a word I say." 

Privately,  Magda  had  very  little  sympathy  for  Kovar.  Tadeus  was  right,  he  was attempting to make all the bards as cautious as he was himself, and  it was  frightening how well he'd succeeded. But he wasn't her patient, and it wasn't her business. 

When  the  queen  reached  the  top  of  the  gangplank,  the  captain  of  the   Starfarer stepped  out  to  meet  her,  and  the  cheers  of  the  crowds  doubled  in  volume  once more. 

During  their  single  meeting,  Captain  Lija  i'Ales  a'Berngards  had  gained  Magda's full approval. She was a tall, thin, practical  woman  who  dealt with difficult questions by first  staring  into the distance  as  though  she  could  see  the  answers  there.  For  all Magda knew, she could. 

Magda had  briefly met with all the members  of  the  crew.  Far  from  shore,  sailing an unknown  sea,  was  not  the time to  discover  that one  of  the people  confined  on  a tiny island of wood had a less than healthy kigh. 

With  queen,  consort,  and  captain  at  the  rail,  Benedikt  paused  halfway  between ship  and  pier,  wet  his  lips,  and  raised  his  hands.  By  the  time  he  spoke,  there  was silence enough for him to be heard. 

"Shkoder's Throne," he said simply, and began to sing. 

The  sound  of  the  anthem  crashed  over  Magda  like  heavy  surf,  and  she  threw herself joyfully into it, adding her own voice to the din. She'd heard it sung  better  but never louder; the crowd on the left side of the pier seemed  to  be  trying to  drown  out the crowd on the right. 

On the  Starfarer, the flag of  Shkoder  rose  to  the top  of  the mainmast,  caught  the breeze, and spread the crowned ship out  against  an azure sky.  Jelena was  smiling so broadly, Magda suspected her cheeks would hurt for the remainder of the voyage. 

As  the  last  line  of  the  anthem  deteriorated  into  screams  of  approval,  Benedikt, looking a little battered  by  the volume,  hurried the rest  of  the way up  onto  the  main deck. The crew on board drew the gangplank in while crews  standing  by  on  the pier released  the  lines.  The  priests,  tokens  of  the  four  quarters  divided  amongst  them, stepped forward and enclosed both vessel and voyage in the blessing of the Circle. 

Since the noise level made it unlikely that a kigh would  respond,  a pilot  boat  took the  Starfarer  out  to  mid channel where she  and  the two  ships  accompanying  her  as far as  the Broken  Islands  swept  out  of  the harbor  on  the ebbing  tide.  A  little  larger, the   Starfarer's  companions  carried  the  rest  of  the  queen's  company  and  would provide a way for her to return home. 

"Almost makes me wish I'd volunteered," Jerrad  murmured  as  they waited for  the crowds to thin. 

Anzeta poked  him in the ribs.  "They  wouldn't  have let you  go.  Those  of  us  with the talent are too precious to risk." 



"They let a bard go." 

"That's different. Bards need to keep finding new songs. 

The  last  thing  we  need  to  find  are  new  injuries.  And  speaking  of  bards—"  She jerked  her  chin,  and  Magda  turned,  knowing  what  she'd  see—she  could  feel  the many prickly bits of his kigh jabbing into her. 

"Magda."  Kovar  nodded  at  her  and  then  past  her  at  the  others.  "Jerrad  and Anzeta, isn't it?" 

"That's  right."  Grabbing  Jerrad's  arm,  Anzeta  tugged  him  around.  He  began  a protest but stopped as he saw  who'd  joined them.  "If  you'll excuse  us,  we were just going to  gel something  to  eat.  The  smell  coming  up  off  that  sausage  can  made  me hungry." 

Magda nodded.  She  could  see  no  polite  way of  dumping  the Bardic  Captain  and going with her friends—the down side of position in the Citadel. "I'll see you  back  at the Hall then." 

"If  they're  actually  going  to  eat  one  of  those  sausages,"  Kovar  murmured  as  he watched  them  make  their  way  down  the  pier,  "they'd  both  better  be  very  good healers." 

"That's  an  unfair  stereotype,"  Magda  protested.  "Perpetrated  by  bards  and  that stupid  sausage  song:   I  bit  into  c  sausage  and  found  half  a  fly…  That  can't  have made you lot very popular with the street vendors." 

"Actually,  they  said  it  improved  their  business.  Not  our  intent  I  assure  you." 

Hands  tucked  into  the  cuffs  of  his  quartered  robe,  he  turned  to  stare  out  into  the harbor. "I sen Evicka along on the  Sand Hawk." He nodded toward the distant  sails. 

"That's  the   Hawk  there  on  the  left.  Her  Majesty  seems  to  have  forgotten  that  the crown  never travels  without a bard,  and  as  she's  determined  to  throw  away  the  one she has with her now, she needed another for the trip back." 

Gulls crying challenges over bits of garbage filled tin pause. 

"Her  Majesty  saw  me  for  a  moment  yesterday.  Do  I  have  you  to  thank  for  the meeting?" 

Magda shrugged. "I may have said something." 

 "Try to see it from  his  position,  Jelena.  You  spent  four  full  quarters  leaning  on his  knowledge  and  experience,  seeking  his  advice  on  everything  from  foreign policy  to replacing  an  old  tunic  then,  suddenly,  you're  not  listening  to  him  at  all. 

 He feels tossed aside, abandoned. Is it any wonder he overreacted?" 

"I tried one last time to convince her not to send these  people  to  their deaths.  She accused me of overreacting and said I want to keep her dependent." 

Magda winced. 

"She  said  that  I've  asked  the  bards  to  choose  between  their  queen  and  me.  As though  refusing  to  have any part  of  this fool  voyage  has  anything to  do  with loyalty to the crown. I never heard anything so ridiculous in my life." 



"And you told her so?" 

"Of course I did." 

 She's  no  longer  my  patient,  and  he  never  was, Magda  reminded  herself.  This  is none  of  my  business.  Pity  I  can't  just  knock  their  heads  together.  "What   do  you want, Kovar?" 

"I want to keep Shkoder safe, and to do that I need every available bard." 

Reaching out, Magda laid her hand lightly on Kovar's arm.  "Safe  from  what?"  she asked softly. 

Slowly, deliberately,  he turned  his head  and  stared  down  at  her  for  a  moment  or two,  lips  pressed  so  tightly  together  they  disappeared  under  the  fringe  of  his moustache. Then he shook himself free of her touch. "You wouldn't  understand,"  he said, pivoted on a heel, and strode away down the pier. 

Magda watched  him go,  noting how  the stragglers,  still  standing  about  in  groups of two or three, called out to him as he passed. There  had been  a bard  on  board  the Starfarer, and Kovar  had come down to the docks to give his support to the sailing. 

For  most  of  Elbasan,  most  of  Shkoder,  that would  lay to  rest  the  rumors  of  a  split between  Her  Majesty  and  the  Bardic  Captain.  Laying  the  substance  of  their disagreement to rest wouldn't be so easy. 

"  Safe from what?"  she'd asked. 

And under her touch, Kovar's kigh had answered, "  Change." 

* * *

Having insured that his instrument case was stored safely below in the corner  he'd claimed  as  his,  Benedikt  leaned  on  the  rail  amidships  and  watched  the  shore  slip away.  All  around  him,  members  of  the  crew  tied  off  lines,  stowed  last-minute supplies,  and  took  care  of  the  hundred-and-one  tasks  that  began  every voyage—albeit  a  little  self-consciously  under  the  fascinated  gaze  of  queen  and consort. 

Leaving  the  bowl  of  the  inner  harbor  behind,  they  soon  passed  the  last  of  the smaller, private docks. Not long after, the land began  to  climb up  onto  the cliffs  that edged  the  harbor's  throat,  north  and  south,  until  they  ended  at  the  Forts  and  the Bache ky Lamer,  the Mouth  of  the Sea.  The  rock  face  had  just  cut  off  his  view  of the land beyond  when a kigh lifted out  of  the water and  passed  on  a  message  from Evicka. 

 Are you excited? 

He turned,  saw  her on  the  forecastle  of  the   Sand  Hawk,  and  waved.  During  his second  year  as  a  fledgling,  the  healers  had  been  forced  to  amputate  her  legs,  and she'd been confined pretty much  to  the Citadel ever since.  It had  been  her flute he'd heard  his first  night back.  Nagged  by  Tadeus'  criticism—"You  haven't  exactly gone out of your way to  make friends."—he'd  sought  her out,  ostensibly  to  learn the new piece she was working on, actually to prove Tadeus wrong. 



Although philosophical about her loss, she'd been so  excited  at a chance  to  Walk on water as  far as  the Broken  Islands  that  the  air  kigh  had  broken  two  windows  in the Hall and a cistern had overflowed into the cellars the night Kovar had told her she was to go. But was  he excited? 

 Not yet. 

With  a  breeze  from  the  wrong  direction  lifting  the  hair  back  off  his  forehead, Benedikt  watched  the  kigh  rise  almost  even  with  the   Hawk's  deck  to  deliver  his answer. He thought he heard Evicka laugh as she sent it back to him again. 

 Then look behind you. 

Behind? He turned. 

Standing barely an arm's reach  away,  his balance  unaffected  by  the motion  of  the ship, Bannon smiled. "Trade secrets?" 

"No,  we  just…"  Suddenly  realizing  what  the  older  bard  had  meant,  he  felt  his cheeks burn, the heat not at all cooled by the breeze now blowing lazy circles  around his  head.  "Um,  excuse  me  for  a  moment."  When  Bannon  gracefully  indicated  he should  do  what he felt had  to,  Benedikt turned,  Sang  briefly  to  the  kigh,  reinforced the Song because he knew Evicka'd be expecting a response,  and  sent  it back  to  the other ship. Where it drenched her. 

The breeze vanished. 

"Why did you do that?" Bannon asked, leaning on the rail beside him. 

"I  don't  Sing  air."  He  shrugged  and  tried  to  keep  from  sounding  defensive.  "It was the only way I could get rid of the kigh buzzing around u… me." 

"You don't think that was an extreme reaction?" 

"No. Why?" 

"That bard has no legs." 

"So? She has a towel." 

Taken by surprise, Bannon laughed aloud. 

Benedikt  relaxed  at  the  sound—it  came  without  the  overt  manipulations  of  the ex-assassin's smile and had no expectations he'd fail to live up to. 

Still  smiling,  Bannon  rested  his  weight  on  his  forearms  and,  while  appearing  to watch the scenery, studied Benedikt's reflection in the water. It seemed that under the nerves  and  patchwork  armor,  Her  Majesty's  pet  bard  had  a  sense  of  humor  to  go with his pouty good looks.  It's three days to Pitesti; I wonder  what  else he's   hiding

…

Finding out might be an amusing way to kill some time. 

* * *

Approaching the Bache ky Lamer,  Starfarer  cut  her way through  a river of  liquid gold toward the center of the strait and the point  where the sun  would  touch  the sea. 



Pennants marked with a crimson circle were hoisted  on  all three ships  and  the crews fell silent as Evicka and Benedikt Sang  the sunset.  Their voices  rose  to  fill the space between the cliffs—first air and water alone then together for the Gloria. 

In the pause  that followed,  Benedikt moistened  his lips and  waited for  Evicka,  as senior, to begin the choral that would take the place of the two missing quarters. 

Instead,  from  Fort  Kazpar,  squatting  gray  and  impenetrable  to  the  North,  came the unmistakable sound  of  Terezka's  soprano  Singing fire.  Spiraling  down  from  the heights, it seemed, on the deck of the  Starfarer, as though the sun  itself was  singing. 

When she finished, all three bards lifted the Gloria again and, as the last note faded, a male voice began to Sing earth from Fort Tunic. 

 Pjazef,  Benedikt  realized.  Much  younger  than  Terezka,  he  didn't  have  the projection to bridge  the distance  across  the strait,  but  Singing earth that didn't  really matter. The cliffs themselves resonated to his Song. 

All four  quarters  rose  to  close  the  Circle  as  the  ships  slipped  from  between  the cliffs and into the sea. 

"AH right you  lot,  look  to  those  lines! We  need  to  make the Arrow  Head  before dark!" 

Jolted  from  the lingering aftereffects  of  the  Song  by  the  mate's  bellow,  Benedikt gripped  the  rail  as   Starfarer  hit  heavier  chop.  Behind  him,  Evicka,  Terezka,  and Pjazef  would  be  exchanging  news—although  given  the  other  two,  he  somehow doubted  Terezka  would  be  able  to  get  a  kigh  in  edgewise.  For  the  first  time  since Vidor, he felt his lack of air; felt excluded and a little lonely. 

"Benedikt?" 

He turned,  careful  of  his balance,  and  bowed.  "Majesty."  When  he  straightened, he noticed that her eyelashes were clumped together in damp triangles. "Is  something wrong?" 

"No.  Everything's  right."  Her  smile  trembled  at  the  corners  as  though  the emotions  creating  it  were  too  great  to  contain.  "I've  heard  the  sunset  Sung  a thousand times but never like that. I've never felt so enclosed in the Circle,  as  though I was a part of everything and everything was a part of me. Thank you." 

"  Recent  research  based  on  Karlene's  experience  with  the  fifth  kigh  has indicated  that  when  the  four  quarters  are  Sung  correctly,  the  fifth  is  evoked."  But Kovar's lesson, learned way back  in his first  year as  a fledgling, would  be  a dry  and pedantic response to the queen's joy. 

"You're welcome, Majesty."  Benedikt returned  her smile. "I'll tell Evicka,  and  she can pass your thanks on to the others." 

Stepping forward into the curve of the bow, Jelena pressed herself against  the rail. 

Wondering  what  he  should  do—there  being  very  little  between  the  queen  and  the sea—Benedikt  glanced  around  for  Bannon.  He  found  the  ex-assassin  amidships, talking with  Prince  Otavas.  Clearly  no  one  who  mattered  thought  the  queen  was  in any danger with only a one-quarter bard by her side. 



All at once Benedikt's tongue felt too big for  his mouth,  and  he doubted  he could Sing if he had to. 

"I don't believe in omens," Jelena said quietly, unaware of the turmoil her trust had provoked.  "I  don't  believe  in  things  that  can't  be  measured  or  proven.  The  dark sailor existed, so therefore his homeland exists, and I'm sending the  Starfarer  to  find it. But what happened in the strait, two bards  with the right quarters  there at the right time, that seemed like an omen  to  me.  Kovar  would  say,  Coincidence,  Majesty,  is a bard's stock in trade, but if all things are enclosed in the Circle,  can't  coincidence  be those  things  falling  into  place?"  Eyes  locked  on  the  horizon,  she  drew  in  a  deep breath  of  the salty air. "I  choose  to  believe that Song  was  an omen—a  good  omen, the best of omens—and that  Starfarer will succeed beyond our wildest dreams." 

"We'll do it for you, Majesty," Benedikt told her. But he said  it so  softly,  only the wind heard him. 

* * *

That  night,  the  three  ships  anchored  in  the  lee  of  the  Arrow  Head,  the  huge outcrop  of  rock  that  marked  the  most  eastward  point  of  the  Broken  Islands. 

Although  many  captains  of  deep-keeled  vessels  risked  the  passage  between  the islands  on  moonlit  nights,  that  wasn't  a  risk  the  captain  of   Starfarer  was  willing  to take, not with queen and consort tucked up in her cabin. 

As  a  quiet  voice  announced  the  first  half  quarter  of  the  fifth  watch,  Lija  i'Ales climbed  into  a  hammock  slung  in  with  the  mate  and  settled  to  sleep.  There'd  be plenty of risk ahead. No need to tempt the sea. 



Jelena's  great-grandfather,  King  Mikus,  had  been  the  last  ruling  monarch  to  visit the  Broken  Islands.  It  had  been  near  the  start  of  his  reign,  and  he'd  come  with enough ships and troops to leave bearing the title, High Captain.  As  the relationship, political and economic, had turned out to be  to  the benefit  of  all parties,  the title had remained  comfortably  with  the  crown  of  Shkoder.  Both  Jelena's  grandfather,  King Theron,  and  her  mother  had  made  multiple  visits  while  they  were  heir.  Jelena  had been planning her first trip when her mother died. 

By the time the three ships  reached  Pitesti,  and  the deepest  harbor  in the  islands, they'd  acquired  an  accompanying  flotilla  of  smaller  craft.  With  Evicka  Singing  all flags and  banners  to  their best  advantage  and  Benedikt parting  the waves  before  the Starfarer's  bow,  Jelena,  Queen  of  Shkoder,  made  an  entrance  worthy  of  her ancestors. 

Although a massive rock jetty had been begun, ship's boats were still the only way to  land  in  Pitesti  Harbor.  As   Starfarer's  boat  approached  the  shore,  it  became obvious that the entire Council had come to the gravel beach to meet the queen. 

"As well as every man, woman, and child on the island," Otavas noted. 

"And  a  number  of  other  islands  as  well,  Highness."  Eyes  narrowed,  Bannon stared disapprovingly at the crowds. "So many strangers puts  you  both  in danger.  If I may suggest, you should both stay in the boat  until your  people  have gained a little more control." 

Jelena laughed. "These  are my people, Bannon. They're  not  strangers,  and  there's no danger." 

"Majesty…" 

"Don't  worry,  Bannon.  I'll  have  Benedikt  Witness  both  your  objection  and  my refusal to listen to you. If anything happens, it won't  be  your  fault."  Smiling broadly, she twisted around on her seat. "Benedikt?" 

"Witnessed,  Majesty."  But  as  they  drew  close  enough  to  pick  out  individual expressions,  Benedikt  began  to  wonder  if  perhaps  Bannon  wasn't  right.  Although everyone  seemed  excited,  no  one  looked  terribly  happy.  He  turned  and  noted  that her  Majesty's  six  Ceremonial  Guards,  coming  in  on  the  boats  from  the  other  two ships, were too far back to do much guarding. 

When  the  sailors  shipped  their  oars  in  the  shallows  and  leaped  out  to  drag  the boat the last few feet up onto the beach, an old woman moved  out  of  the crowd  and walked  slowly  forward.  The  staff  she  carried,  carved  with  an  entwined  pattern  of kelp and  topped  with a leaping dolphin,  clearly had  a  ceremonial  function  although, as she leaned her negligible weight against it, it also worked well as a support. 

Jelena stepped out onto the shore. 

In  the  silence  that  fell,  Benedikt  could  hear  Evicka,  about  half  a  dozen  boat lengths behind him, Singing softly. 

"Jelena,  Queen  of  Shkoder,  High  Captain  of  the  Broken  Islands…"  Carried  by kigh, the old woman's  voice  rang out  over  the harbor.  "…  are we,  the people  of  the Broken Islands, of Shkoder or are we not?" 

A  gesture  from  Prince  Otavas  held  Bannon  where  he  was  as  Jelena  answered. 

"You are." 

"Then why have we been slighted so?" The staff lowered to  point  at the  Starfarer

. "You send a ship to seek the land of the dark sailor, and yet you ignore the best  the sea has to offer. Why have none from the islands been asked to sail for you?" 

Jelena spread her hands.  "Why  would  I ask  such  a thing through  emissaries?  No. 

Captain  Lija i'Ales a'Berngards  has  chosen  only eighteen  of  the  twenty  in  her  crew, the  other  two  she  hopes  to  find  here."  Without  pausing,  she  raised  her  voice  and lifted her arms  to  shoulder  height.  "Are  there  two  among  you  with  heart  enough  to sail in search of the unknown?" 

The roar  from  the crowd  needed  no  help from  the  kigh  to  make  itself  heard.  As the old woman handed the staff to a nearly equally old man and  clasped  Jelena in her arms, Benedikt noticed a bicolored robe—blue  and  green,  air and  water—in the first line of islanders. It had to be Tomas, the senior of the two bards in the islands. 

No  doubt  warned  of  his  attention  by  the  kigh,  Tomas  looked  up  and  mimed wiping his brow. 





The celebration lasted two days and watches were arranged so everyone on board the three ships  could  take part.  On  the morning of  the third day,  Captain  Lija chose the final  two  members  of  the  crew  and  then  began  the  serious  business  of  loading extra water casks and as much food as possible. 

"Shouldn't you be down there helping?" 

Snapped out of his reverie by Tomas' question, Benedikt straightened  and  turned. 

He'd been standing with his forearms oh the peeled cedar rails that edged the rooftop deck  of  the combined  Healer/Bardic  Hall—a position  he'd  come  to  enjoy  on  board ship—watching  the activity down  in the harbor.  "You  know  how  we're  all  taught  as children never to allow a bard to do anything you can do yourself?" 

Tomas  smiled.  "I've  always  thought  it's  how  we  bards  acquired  our reputations—we're only ever asked to do the impossible. Or at least, the unlikely." 

"Well, I was  told  in no  uncertain  terms  that they knew what they were  doing  and didn't  I have something  bardic  to  take care  of."  He shrugged.  "Her  Majesty  wanted me to give you my recall of the trip this far, so I thought  now  would  be  a good  time. 

If you're available." 

"Of course I am. Did you want to work out here?" 

"If we could."  Benedikt waved  an enthusiastic  hand  out  over  the  rail.  "If  I  don't look down, it's almost as if I'm back at sea—blue above and blue below. 

"Yes,  well,  you  can  be  thankful  you're  not  here  in  Fourth  Quarter,"  Tomas muttered,  frowning  out  at  a  passing  cloud.  "Then  it's  gray  above  and  unenclosed cold down below. I'll go get my writing materials, and we can set up over there in the corner out of the wind." 

As  recalls  went,  it  didn't  take  long.  They  could  still  hear  the   Starfarer's  mate shouting  instructions  down  on  the  beach  when  Tomas  brought  Benedikt  up  out  of his light  trance  and  handed  him  a  glass  of  honeyed  tea  for  his  throat.  "That's  one, then."  He  frowned  down  at  the  topmost  page.  "Legible  but  not  pretty,  I'm  afraid. 

Liene was always appalled  by  my penmanship.  Do  we pass  this straight  over  to  Her Majesty's secretary or give it to Evicka to take back to the Hall?" 

Benedikt cradled the heavy glass in both hands. "Actually, Her Majesty wants  you to  copy  it—there  should  be  plenty  of  time  before  she  sails.  You're  to  keep  the original and give the copy to her secretary." 

"But…"  Uncertain of  just how  exactly he'd  intended  to  word  his  protest,  Tomas settled  for  running  both  hands  up  through  his  thinning  hair.  "Did  her  Majesty  say why?" he asked at last. 

Surprised by how miserable he felt thrust  back  between  the queen  and  the Bardic Captain,  as  though  the  three  days  they'd  already  sailed  counted  for  nothing  at  all, Benedikt  nodded.  "She  doesn't  trust  Kovar  to  deal  fairly  with  the  recalls  from Starfarer." 



Tomas'  jaw  dropped.  Up  until  that  moment,  he'd  considered  the  expression merely a figure of  speech  but  there was  his jaw, hanging loose.  He  snapped  it  shut. 

"Has it gone that far?" 

"Apparently." 

"I'm  not  saying  Kovar  doesn't  have  a  point,"  Tomas  muttered,  "there's  few enough of us for Shkoder…" 

"So you don't think I should be going?" 

The challenge in his tone lifted Tomas' brows. "I think you' re a Walking bard  and fully capable  of  making your  own  decisions,"  he said  sharply.  "And  I think Kovar's forgotten  that we were never intended  to  be  a political entity.  We  Sing  the  kigh,  we bring the people to each other, and anything beyond that is an individual concern." 

Somewhat  abashed,  Benedikt  plucked  a  leaf  off  a  potted  herb  and  rolled  it between  his  fingers.  If  the  scent  released  was  supposed  to  be  soothing,  it  wasn't doing much good. "The only high note in this whole mess is that by tomorrow's tide, it won't have anything to do with me." 

By  the  time  Imperial  assassins  made  their  move,  they  knew  more  about  their targets  than their targets  knew about  themselves.  Ever since  Benedikt had  made  him laugh  on  the   Starfarer,  Bannon  had  been  observing  the  bard.  It  had  been unexpectedly  hard  to  keep  his  distance,  but  he  had  no  intention  of  starting something—even  something  brief  and  physical—with  a  man  so  insecure  and  was actually a little appalled to find himself wanting to. 

Amongst other things, he'd discovered  that there were only three people  in Pitesti Benedikt felt comfortable with. Evicka, who had no legs, and Tomas, who Sang only two  quarters  in  a  four-quarter  position,  he  saw  as  handicapped  as  himself  and relaxed around them. Her Majesty,  whom  he adored,  he saw  as  the one  person  who didn't  expect  him to  fail. Concentrating  on  his noble  effort  for  the  queen,  he  hadn't yet given a thought to the people he'd be sailing with. 

"It ought to be an interesting trip." 

Benedikt  jerked  around,  wondering  how  anyone,  even  an  ex-assassin  could  get that close to a bard on a pebble beach without being heard. 

Reading the thought off the other man's face—not  difficult as  it was  a reaction  he often,  and  deliberately,  evoked  just  for  fun—Bannon  grinned.  "No  second thoughts?" 

Confused  by  the absence  of  edges  in  Bannon's  smile,  Benedikt  shook  his  head. 

"Don't worry. I won't let Her Majesty down." 

"Would  it surprise  you  to  find  out  that  I'm  not  worried  about  that?"  Impatience sharpened Bannon's tone. He'd asked an innocent  question  and  had  it treated  like an accusation.  Why  was  he  even  bothering?  "No  one  is  slaughtering  worried  about  it except you." 

"You  were." 



"The  only  way  you  could've  let  Her  Majesty  down  was  by  not  showing  up." 

Smiling tightly, Bannon spread his hands. "And here you are." 

They stood in silence for a moment. 

Surprised and  irritated by  how  easily Benedikt had  taken him from  amusement  to annoyance,  Bannon  breathed  in  through  his  nose  and  out  through  his  mouth, attempting  to  regain  his  equilibrium.  Up  until  this  moment,  he'd  thought  only  his sister could have that effect on him. 

Benedikt's  gaze  flickered  over  the  beach,  the  sky,  a  wheeling  gull,  and  finally settled  back  on  Bannon.  It  seemed  that  every  time  he  turned  around  of  late,  the southerner was there in the background.  I think of him, and there he is. 

Every time. 

"Why are you here?" he asked at last. 

Wondering  that  himself,  Bannon  chose  to  answer  the  general  rather  than  the specific.  He  turned  and  indicated  the  queen  and  her  consort  standing  talking  to Evicka  and  the  eldest  of  the  Pitesti  Council  by  one  of   Starfarer's  boats.  "Her Majesty  and  His  Highness  are  going  back  out  to  the  ship  to  address  the  entire company  before  you  sail.  Where  they  go,  I  go.  Looks  like  you're  not  quite  rid  of me." 

Wondering  why he felt  slightly  cheated  by  that  answer,  Benedikt  shrugged.  "I'm not trying to get rid of you." 

Their small section of the beach seemed suddenly, impossibly, silent. 

After a moment, Bannon nodded. "Good." 



Standing  on  the  aft  deck,  looking  past  the  crew  gathered  amidships,  past  the forecastle,  the bow,  and  out  of  the  harbor,  Jelena  gave  half  a  moment's  thought  to ordering  the  anchor  raised  and   Starfarer's  nose  pointed  out  to  sea.  Exploring  the unknown  was  her  dream,  had  been  her  dream  since  the  first  night  she'd  stared through a distance viewer at the stars; she wanted to  be  there to  share  the discovery. 

 If I weren't queen . .. She sighed. If she weren't queen,  there would  be  no   Starfarer. 

Nor  would  there  be  a   Starfarer  if  she  hadn't  decided  to   be  queen.  Kovar  would never have allowed it. 

"You  can't  go  with them,  Lena."  Otavas'  breath  lapped  at her  ear  "Let's  let  them go." 

She  turned  her  head  enough  to  smile  into  her  consort's  incredible  eyes, unsurprised  he'd  know  what she  was  thinking. Taking  a  deep  breath,  she  held  up  a gold  coin  between  thumb  and  forefinger.  The  crew  below  fell silent, all  eyes  locked on her hand. 

"I have one  of  these  for  each  of  you;  a gold  Jelena."  A little embarrassed  still  by the coin  that bore  her name,  she  ducked  her  head.  The  twenty  men  and  women  on the main deck  murmured  their approval  and,  looking up  again, she  smiled.  "It  is,  of course,  too  small  a  reward  for  what  you  dare,  and  when  you  return,  there  will  be many  more."  A  pause  while  that  received  the  anticipated  reaction.  "I  want  you  to have these  coins  now,"  she  continued  after  a  moment,  "for  a  purely  selfish  reason. 

When you see them, when you hold them, you'll think of me. In this small way,  I can be a part of your adventure." She spread her arms.  "May  the Circle enclose  you  and protect you and bring you all safely back home." 

For a heartbeat there was no sound at all. 

The  cheers  that  followed  the  silence  were  so  loud  they  echoed  back  from  the buildings of Pitesti. 

To  Bannon's  horror,  Jelena  walked  down  the  ladder  to  the  deck  and  personally handed  out  the coins.  Everyone,  from  the  ship's  jack  to  the  captain  had  a  moment with the queen  before  she  left, a word  and  a gentle touch  that  would  carry  her  with them more surely than any coin. 

Finally standing  by  the rope  ladder  that led down  to  the boat  and  back  to  shore, she  reached  out  with both  hands  and  drew  Benedikt  to  her.  "You  are  my  eyes  and my ears,  Benedikt."  Stretching  up,  she  kissed  him  on  both  cheeks.  "I  can't  wait  to hear the Songs you'll bring me." 

Benedikt could only bow, his chest too tight for words. 



"Now we leave our hearth and home." 

"Heave,  hard  o're,  heave  ho."  The  main  yard  began  to  rise,  mainsail  spilling  off below. 

Standing in the very spot on the aft deck where Queen Jelena had  stood,  Benedikt tossed the next piece of the chanty  down  to  the crew.  "We  follow aught but  dreams alone." 

"Heave,  hard  o're,  heave ho.  Heave ho,  on  we  go."  The  great  square  belled  out, lines tightened. "Heave, hard o're, heave ho." 

"Now we leave familiar shores." He could hear the lateen rising behind him. 

"Heave, hard o're, heave ho." 

"Seeking lands not seen before." 

"Heave, hard o're, heave ho." 

"Mains'il  secured,  Captain."  With  the  ease  of  long  practice,  the  mate's  voice inserted itself into the rhythm of the chanty. 

"Heave ho, on we go. Heave, hard o're, heave ho." 



"I can't say I'm not glad to see them go,"  Otavas  murmured,  watching Jelena who was still watching the empty horizon. "Perhaps now, things will get back to normal." 

"I hope  so,  Highness."  Bannon  forced  himself  to  watch  the  crowds  and  not  the same horizon as the queen.  I slaughtering hope so. 



"Actually, we'll be  near familiar  shores  for  a  while."  The  captain  leaned  back  so Benedikt could  see  her finger trace  their  route  on  the  map.  "We'll  run  south  before the  prevailing  northerlies,  keeping  to  the  western  trade  routes  as  far  south  as  the Astobilies.  If  this  wind  stays  with  us…"  She  traced  the  sign  of  the  Circle  on  her breast.  "…  that  should  take  no  more  than  six,  seven  days.  We'll  refill  our  water casks,  take  on  fresh  stores,  and  start  west  from  there.  First-quarter  winds  by  the Astobilies  blow  from  the east  and  the ocean  around  them is  as  calm  as  a  millpond. 

Northern waters are dark and cold and  the winds  cruel and  fickle. There's  no  reason I know of suggesting we can't sail into the unknown in comfort." 

She looked  up  at the bard  and  smiled,  the skin at the corners  of  her eyes  folding into deep creases. "Doesn't sound much like an adventure, does it?" 

Benedikt sputtered, aghast at having his thoughts read so easily. 

"There'll  be  adventure  enough  before  we're  finished,  lad."  The  captain  lightly tapped  the paper  where  figures  of  giant  kigh  rose  out  of  an  empty  sea.  "I  promise you, you'll come home with songs enough for a dozen bards, and you'll see and  hear plenty to  enthrall the queen."  She  paused,  stared  past  Benedikt  for  a  moment,  then brought her attention back to the young bard. "I want your word that while you're  on board this ship, you'll not Sing the kigh without my express permission." 

"But…" 

"No  buts.  No  exceptions.  When  it  comes  to  matters  between  this  ship  and  the sea, I must be the final arbitrator. A ship must have only one Captain." 

"I  would  never…"  he  began,  recognized  her  expression  for  what  it  was  and realized she would accept only one answer. "I give you my word." 



"Well, bard, wadda ya think?" 

Benedikt  shuffled  over  to  give  Mila  room  at  the  rail.  "It's  nothing  like  a  fishing boat," he admitted. 

"I should think not," the carpenter snorted. "Fishin' boats stink of  fish.  Comparin' 

my grand lady here to one of them runts is like comparin', uh…" 

"Artur's snoring to a song?" 

She snickered approvingly. "Aye, you've got it." 

Artur's  snoring  had  kept  most  of  the  crew  awake  two  nights  running.  It  was  the only  flat  note  in   Starfarer's  melody.  The  morning  of  the  third  day,  three  of  the company  had  held  him  down  while  the  cook  forced  him  to  snort  a  spoonful  of brandy  up  each  nostril.  Benedikt  had  no  idea  if  the  cure  worked  or  if  Artur  stayed awake lest it be tried again, but the snoring stopped. 

He  hadn't  expected  just  how  different   Starfarer  would  be  from  a  fishing  boat. 



He'd known she'd be much larger than anything that had ever sailed  out  of  his village but that was only the most obvious of the differences. 

Fisherfolk, even those, like his brothers,  who  fished  the deep  water,  navigated by dead  reckoning.  The   Starfarer  found  her  way  by  compass.  An  invention  of  the Fienians, it was set on a brass pillar on the aft deck  and  minded  by  the officer  of  the watch. 

"I've  no  idea how  the unenclosed  thing works,"  the mate  admitted  scratching  his beard. "But it does.  This  bit here that always points  north,  it's  mounted  on  a gimbal so it swings with the motion of the ship. Those thirty-two points on that circular card it swings  over;  they tells us  what way we're  headed."  After a moment,  staring  down into the binnacle,  he  shook  his  head.  "I  guess  I  do  know  how  it  works,  but  I'll  be unenclosed if I could tell you  why.  It was  Her Majesty's  idea to  install it; she's  got  a right mechanical turn of mind." 

Too big to be steered by a single sweep,  Starfarer's rudder was controlled from  a tiller in the aft castle.  While this offered  the helmsman welcome  protection  from  the elements, he could see very little and had to be conned by the officer of the deck. 

"Through this?" Standing by the helm, Benedikt peered  up  through  the brass  tube that led to the deck above. 

"Oh,  aye."  Leaning on  the heavy tiller, Janina watched  the  bard  indulgently  as  he poked about. "You'd be amazed at how loud sound comes through. Mind you,  once you know what's what, you can keep a steady course  by  the feel of  the helm. Here." 

Adjusting  her  grip,  she  straightened,  moving  her  body  back  away  from  the  wood. 

"You have a go." 

"I couldn't…" 

"We're  right  straight  now,  best  time."  She  waggled  heavy  brows  suggestively. 

"You know you want to." 

He did. 

"Just tuck yer butt in here. Aye, that's it. Now wrap  yer arm around  like mine. Put yer weight back on yer heels like. If you have to  turn her,  you'll want to  be  using yer whole body." Releasing the tiller, Janina moved only far enough  to  allow him her old position—still close enough  for  body  heat to  warm the air between  them.  "You've  a nice lot of muscles for a bard." 

"We  do  a lot  of  walking,"  Benedikt  told  her  absently,  distracted  by  the  song  of the sea resonating in the tiller. He felt as  though   Starfarer  was  his instrument and  he could play whole concerts on her with the slightest movement. 

"Walking?" She  leaned back  and  looked  down.  "Aye,  that's  nice,  too,  but  I  was talking of  yer back  and  arms."  The  sleeve of  his shirt  compacted  under  her  fingers. 

"If there was something else you might like to try out later like, I'm willing." 

Her touch  got  through  where her words  might've  been  lost.  "Uh,  thanks,  but…" 

He  indicated  she  should  take  back  the  tiller.  When  she  did,  he  stepped  away  and faced  her.  He'd  studied  the ship's  roll  back  in  Elbasan.  Janina  was  two  years  older than he was, unjoined, no children. The entry hadn't mentioned the dusting  of  golden freckles  across  all  exposed  skin,  eyes  almost  turquoise,  and  hair  that  seemed  to ignite in the sun.  Nor  did  it  mention  the  breadth  of  her  shoulders  and  hips  and  the deep round bells of her breasts. Suddenly afraid he was staring, he took another  step away and spread  his arms.  "Where?"  he asked  hoping  she'd  recognize  a request  for information not an oblique acceptance. 

Janina laughed.  "I  forgot  this was  yer first  time out.  Well,  there's  no  real  privacy that's for sure but there's places less public than others." 

"Please don't take this the wrong  way,  but…"  He shook  away a disturbing  vision of performing in front of the crew. "…I couldn't." 

"Don't  fret.  I'm  not  insulted.  It  takes  time  before  you  get  used  to  living  in  each other's  breeches."  She  winked.  Explicitly.  "But  when  you  are  used  to  it,  the  offer stands." 

It  wasn't  his  last  offer,  but  he  couldn't  shake  the  thought  of  watching  eyes.  He wasn't all that fond of  singing in front of an audience—and that, at least,  worked  out well  because  sailors  weren't  all  that  fond  of  being  sung  to.  They  preferred,  he discovered, to be sung with. 

At dawn  and  dusk,  Benedikt Sang  the sunrise  and  sunset  and  led the crew  in  the chorals. 

"Every day?" he asked the captain in astonishment. 

She raised a brow. "Feeling overworked?" 

Under normal circumstances, he reacted  badly  to  sarcasm,  but  on  board  ship  the captain held rank equivalent to  one  of  the ancient gods.  "It's  not  that.  I thought  only the  Centers  Sang  sunrise  and  sunset  every  day.  I  didn't  know  sailors  were  so religious." 

"Religious?"  The  captain  looked  thoughtful.  "I  wouldn't  say  that,  but  when  we're out  too  deep  to  anchor,  on  nights  with  cloud  or  without  a  moon,  we  sail  blind. 

Sunset,  we  ask  the  Circle  to  enclose  us.  Sunrise,  we  give  thanks  that  it  did.  Not religious." A half smile curved a long line around one side of her mouth. "Practical." 

During the day,  the crew  taught Benedikt the Songs  of  the sea,  frequently  adding increasingly salacious  verses  to  those  commonly  known.  He'd  never be  able to  sing any of  them  to  the  queen.  In  return,  he  spent  his  evenings  making  the  connections that  kept  Shkoder  strong,  telling  tales  of  the  land  and  her  people  to  an  audience who'd never been away from the sea. 

Almost  within  sight  of  the  Astobilies,  Starfarer  ran  into  a  calm.  The  sails  hung limp from  their yards  and  the heat baked  the  moisture  from  wood,  rope,  and  flesh. 

By  the  afternoon  of  the  third  day,  the  captain  finally  allowed  Benedikt  to  Sing  the kigh. 

"This  is  no  riverboat,"  she  warned  him.  "We're  deeper  keeled  than  anything you've ever had the kigh move."  Watching  the last  sail lowered,  Lija shook  her head and  wrapped  one  hand  around  the  quartered  Circle  medallion  she  wore.  "It's  bad luck to Sing the kigh into the sails; it causes the wind to turn against you." 

"That's not really relevant," Benedikt reminded her peevishly. 

"It is if I say it is." She turned a warning glare toward him. "If the water kigh don't want to help, don't force them, don't plead with them. The sea's capricious enough, I don't need her actively irritated." 

Benedikt's  song  called a glistening tumble of  bodies  to  gather about  the ship  and by evening they'd  moved   Starfarer  far enough  for  a  freshening  breeze  to  cause  the sails to be raised again. 

The captain broached a cask of sweet rum and they toasted  their bard  far into the night. 

Benedikt had never been so happy in his life. 



In  the  Astobilies,  they  filled  the  water  casks  yet  again  and  took  on  barrels  of pickled beef. Benedikt was not permitted ashore  and  for  safety's  sake  the crew  were forbidden to mention there was a bard  on  board.  The  only other  bard  ever to  sail as far as the Astobilies had barely managed to escape the interest of the prince. 

"I  can  protect  myself,"  he  muttered,  not  really  wanting  to  go  ashore  until  it  had been denied him. 

"Can  you  protect  all  my  crew?  And  this  ship?"  the  captain  demanded.  "And remember, you'll be the one who tells Her Majesty why we went no further." 

Instead of exploring a strange, exotic port, Benedikt stayed  on  board,  working on his  recall  of  the  voyage  so  far.  Captain  Lija  had  promised,  as  there  were  no  other Shkoden  ships  in the area,  she'd  pass  the  sealed  scroll  to  an  Imperial  ship  heading north. He knew he should have been grateful for the time to prepare the recall and for the opportunity  to  send  it to  his queen,  but  for  the three days   Starfarer  remained at anchor, the tides were the highest the Astobilies had ever known. 



For the next ten days, the eastern trade winds blew steadily, and Benedikt savored every morning.  He Sang  a new song  daily  to  the  beauty  of  a  dawn  that  kindled  the clouds and tinted the sails  a delicate  rose.  The  sea  was  smooth  and  the air so  fresh, every breath promised  new beginnings.  He grew to  love the smell of  the dew  drying on the wooden  decks,  and  as  that faded,  he happily replaced  it with the scent  rising from a cup of sah. 

"Named  for  the sound  the first  Astobo  made  as  he picked  the dried  bean  up  out of  the  sun  and  breathed  in  that  intoxicating  bouquet."  Pjedic,  the  cook,  matched action to words, bean  dwarfed  between  a meaty thumb  and  forefinger.  "Saaaah,"  he sighed  as  he  exhaled.  "This,  I  truly  believe,  is  the  fragrance  at  the  center  of  the Circle." 

"Why,"  Benedikt  wondered,  almost  as  entranced  as  the  big  man,  "has  no  ship ever brought barrels of these beans back to Shkoder?" 



"A  few  make  it  back,  a  precious  few  and  for  nearly  the  price  of  a  bottle  of brandy,  those  of  us  who  note  what ships  are  in  harbor  and  know  the  ports  they've visited can enter the haven of a select ale house in Dockside and  remember  mornings like these." 

This was the first Benedikt had ever heard of  select ale houses in Dockside.  There were a couple  that Bard's  Hall warned  their people  not  to  enter alone,  but  somehow he didn't think those were the places Pjedic meant. 

"You  see,  my friend the bard,"  the cook  continued,  "these  precious  beans  travel oh so very badly. Time and moisture are their mortal enemies." 

"Fish shit,"  grunted  Mila, leaning into the galley to  refill her plate.  "The  stuff  may smell good, but it tastes like boiled bilge water and sawdust." 

"That, my dear, is because you have the palate of a barnacle." 

"And I ain't given' it back neither." She flicked Benedikt's coin as she passed. The first day  out  she'd  drilled a hole in the  gold  Jelena  for  him  so  that  he  could  hang  it about his neck. "We coulda just had Cookie talk at the sails and saved yer voice." 

"I  have  a  dream,  friend  bard."  Pjedic  began  when  they  were  alone  again. 

"Someday, I'll find a way to  keep  the beans  both  fresh  and  dry  and  I'll open  a small place  just up  from  Dockside,  where  discriminating  patrons  can  enjoy  a  cup  of  sah together with those of like mind." 

"Witnessed," Benedikt told him and raised his cup. 

As the days  passed,  he never tired  of  the constant  play of  light and  color  on  the bellying square  sails;  silver  in  moonlight,  black  in  starlight,  cloth  of  gold  at  sunset, white as  the clouds  themselves  at noon.  Occasionally,  a black  squall  came  up  from windward but passed harmlessly with only a brief lashing of  rain—the crew  stripping down  to  stand  naked  in the fresh  water.  For  days  the  sheets  and  braces  needed  no attention except to alter the nip on the block so they wouldn't  chafe  through.  One  by one, the crew brought their stories to  where Benedikt stood  in the bow,  leaning over the rail and watching the silver flash of kigh dancing in the bow wave. 

"There's  little  enough  adventure  at  sea,  if'n  yer  lucky.  No,  it's  once  you  make landfall, that's  where the adventures  start.  I recalls  once  landin'  in  the  Empire,  Sixth Province, Harak it was.  There  was  an army garrison  there,  and  I met me a corporal, not real tall but oh, so pretty…" 

"Me  da  was  a  sailor.  Me  ma  never  knew  which  sailor,  but  I  guess  it's  in  me blood…" 

"Yer  family's  fisher  folk?  Well,  fillet  me  sideways—mine,  too.  Let  ya  in  on  a secret, though. I can't stand fishin'. Love the sea, can't stand fishin…" 

"Them  birds  up  there? Look  sorta  like brown  gulls? We  call 'em  sky  rats.  I  shot one once. Cross bow. Slapped it right onta the deck. Tasted like fish shit…" 

"My family wanted  something  better  for  me,  but  I  can't  think  of  anything  better, can you? With a fair and steady wind singing in the rigging…" 



Sometimes, Benedikt forgot why they were there, forgot the dark sailor, forgot the search for the unknown, forgot the young queen  waiting patiently back  in the Citadel surrounded  by  stone  instead  of  sapphire  white-capped  sea.  When  the  glint  of  gold against  his  chest  jolted  his  memory,  guilt  swept  away  in  the  rush  of  great  waters alongside. At night, he watched wide-eyed  as  familiar constellations  twisted  and  new ones appeared. 

After ten days, the captain had the bottom sounded, but they were deeper than the line. 

That afternoon, Benedikt climbed to the stern rail and found  the mate there before him, glowering back at their wake. "What's wrong?" 

The mate shook his head without turning. "It's  this unenclosed  wind.  It keeps  up, we'll never beat back against it." 

Back. It was first anyone had mentioned going back. 

That night the wind changed.  Tacking  against  it,  Starfarer  made  less  distance  but the mate stopped glowering. 

Five  days  later,  Benedikt  began  to  notice  a  growing  unrest  in  the  crew.  They'd been  out  of  sight  of  land  much  longer  than  any  of  them  had  been  before,  and  he began to hear the words, "go back," muttered more and more often. 

No.  He wasn't  going to  fail at this as  well. He would  not  return  empty-handed  to the queen.  Using the familiar tunes  and  rhythms  of  the  chanties,  he  began  tease  the crew with the possibilities  lying ahead.  Some  were absurd,  some  were obscene,  and some appealed to that most basic of emotions: greed. 

"Do  I understand  correctly;  you're  telling my crew  there's  gold  in the  land  of  the dark sailor?" 

The dawn choral had been sung, the sun was safely in the sky.  Benedikt turned  to the  captain  and  shrugged.  "I've  also  told  them  there'll  be  three-legged  whores  and rivers of beer." 

"And you may continue to do so with my blessing." Her tone suggested she  knew full well why he'd  been  singing such  songs.  "But  I don't  want them thinking of  gold when we…" 

"Land ho!" 

The cry  from  the ship's  top  brought  everyone  out  on  deck,  jostling,  crowding  at the rail, squinting into the distance. 

Benedikt felt some of the tension leave the muscles of his back. Unfortunately,  the land turned out to be no more than a cloud bank above the western horizon. 

"It's an unenclosed shame," the mate told him as  Starfarer returned to  her original course and her crew returned to abandoned tasks, "but  it's  not  unusual.  You  stare  at the  same  unenclosed  sea,  day  after  day.  You  strain  your  eyes  for  a  sign  that  the Circle hasn't  shit you  out  to  rot  alone.  You  start  to  see  what  you  want  to  see."  His teeth  flashed  white  in  the  shadow  of  his  beard.  "Me,  I  wouldn't  mind  seeing  that unenclosed river of beer." 

The air hung hot and  heavy as  Benedikt walked to  his place  on  the bow  rail. Like most  of  the others,  he wore  only a pair of  thin  cotton  breeches  and  sweat  clung  to his exposed  skin like a film of  oil. Swinging aside  the queen's  coin,  he  scratched  at the damp  hair on  his chest  with one  hand  and  let  his  weight  drop  forward  onto  the other  arm.  The  clouds  on  the  horizon  had  grown  darker  and  closer  and  were unmistakably not land. 

"If we turn around right now, we'll be home by Third Quarter." 

He could only see her hands without turning but there was no  mistaking the voice. 

Mila. 

"I'm  not  sayin'  he'll  have  found  another  bedmate  by  then,  but  the  longer  we're gone, the better the odds. You know what I mean?" 

"If you're worried about keeping his affections, why did you leave?" 

She  sighed.  "I  never  really  had  his   affections.  And  I  figured  this  might  impress him, you know. Dangerous adventures, finding a new land." 

"I thought you came to keep an eye on your ship?" 

"That, too." 

"When   Starfarer  sails  back  into  Elbasan  Harbor,"  Benedikt  told  her,  dropping into a storytelling cadence,  eyes  locked  on  a kigh beckoning  to  him from  just below the surface,  "with all flags  flying  and  a  thousand  strange  and  wonderful  new  things crowding  the  decks,  it  won't  matter  if  he's  taken  another  bed-mate.  He'll  be  so impressed that you've been to the other side of the world that he'll be impressed right out of the arms of that bedmate and back into yours. 

"Yeah?" 

"Yeah." 

He  could  hear  the  smile  in  her  voice.  "Then  I  guess  we'd  better  get  somewhere so's I can bring him back somethin' pretty." She picked at a scab  on  the back  of  her left hand for a moment. "You leave someone behind, Benedikt?" 

About to say no, he found himself thinking of Bannon. 

 "I'm not trying to get rid of you. " 

 "Good." 

At the time, he'd  thought  it a threat.  He'd  stood  and  watched  Bannon  walk  away and  wondered  why the other  man was  so  angry.  All at once,  he wasn't  sure  that the heat had come from anger. Had Evicka, with her teasing   Are you  excited?  Then  look behind you. sensed something? 

He'd  never been  a great percussion  player but,  even so,  this had  to  be  the  worst timing  ever.  Here  he  was,  sailing  across  uncharted  seas  toward  an  unknown  shore and suddenly realizing… what? 

Fear, anticipation, desire—he didn't know which—dragged a chill down his spine. 



Mila pulled an answer  out  of  his  silence.  "What,  no  one?  A  good-lookin'  young guy like you?" 

Her  tone  pulled  his  head  around.  She  smiled  knowingly  at  him.  "It's  okay.  You don't got to tell me.  You  left without anything settled  between  you."  The  scab  came free, and  she  rubbed  at the pale,  new  skin  beneath.  "I  guess  we  both  got  someone we think we got to impress." 

Before  Benedikt  could  protest,  a  sudden  gust  of  wind  flattened  their  breeches against their legs. 

Frowning out at the cloud, Mila straightened. "I don't like the feel of that." 

And that was almost all the warning they got. 




Chapter Five

« ^ » 

THE first  violent squall  came  on  them  so  suddenly,  it  split  the  main  course  and blew the furled forecourse and mizzen out  of  their gaskets,  whipping them to  ragged ribbons  in a few moments.  Stripped  down  to  bare  poles.  Starfarer  scudded  before the wind, laboring heavily. 

"Bard!" 

Attempting  to  make  his  way  aft  without  being  decapitated  by  a  line  or  flung overboard,  Benedikt jerked toward  the  sound,  lost  his  balance,  and  fell  into  the  aft castle,  slamming his shoulder  against  the wood.  Strong  fingers  wrapped  around  his arm and dragged him into a more-or-less upright position. 

"Now," Captain Lija declared, her mouth almost on his ear, "might be a good time to Sing." 

Benedikt opened his mouth, but the wind whipped his answer away. 

They staggered  together,  hip  to  hip,  as  the  bow  slid  up  another  crest  and  raced down the far side. 

The captain's grip tightened. "If you were waiting for my permission—" 

A line torn loose smacked into the wall over  Benedikt's  head  hard  enough  to  dent the wood. 

"—you have it. Sing!" 

"The kigh will never hear me!" he yelled. "Not over this wind." 

"They sure as fish shit won't hear you if we go to the bottom!" 

A  wave,  crowned  with  foam  and  anchored  in  darkness,  broke  over  the  side, smacking  the Starfarer  down  into  the  sea.  The  crew,  fighting  desperately  to  secure the  whirling,  striking  snake's  nest  of  ropes,  hung  on  to  what  was  at  hand  as  the rushing water wrapped around their waists and tried to drag them into the depths. 



Miraculously,  Starfarer fought her way free,  groaning and  shaking but  gaining the surface.  As  certain  death  poured  back  off  the  decks,  the  pin  Mila  held  broke.  She had no time to scream as the water closed triumphantly around her. 

Shoving himself away from the captain, Benedikt Sang. 

Almost absorbed back into the sea, the wave paused  and  reformed  into a vaguely human  shape,  the  struggling  figure  of  the  ship's  carpenter  clearly  visible  inside.  A featureless face turned toward the bard. 

He added a command to the Song. 

The  huge  kigh  hung  motionless  beside  the  ship  for  a  moment,  then  it  leaned forward and dropped Mila out onto the deck. 

Benedikt saw her cough once, twice,  and  that was  all the attention  he could  spare as the kigh turned toward him again. He added layers to the Song, and a second  kigh rose to join the first,  then a third,  a fourth,  and  a fifth. For  every kigh there was  one less wave. 

Finally,  Starfarer  bobbed  gently,  ringed  by  a  barrier  of  translucent  bodies  that kept  the waves  at bay.  Essentially, the kigh listened  to  the  same  Song  that  had  held the flood  from  Janinton;  essentially,  in the way  that   Starfarer  and  a  river-boat  were sister ships. 

Janinton  had  been  exhausting  only  because  of  the  time  he'd  spent  Singing.  This was  different.  Benedikt  had  never  had  to  reach  so  far  into  himself  to  find  a  Song. 

Among those  who  believed all things were enclosed  in the Circle,  all kigh  were  said to be part of one greater kigh. A Song to any one kigh, was believed to  be  a Song  to them all. Benedikt had never doubted that. 

These kigh had never been Sung to. 

They  listened,  intrigued,  but  he  could  feel  how  precarious  the  balance  was.  His Song  weighed  against  the  violent  passions  of  the  storm.  He  had  to  do  something, something more to hold their attention. 

So he Sang seduction. 

The  captain  backed  away  as  a  translucent  hand  reached  out  to  lap  its  fingers against  the  bard's  bare  chest.  She  watched,  concerned,  as,  eyes  closed,  Benedikt moved out onto the main deck and each of the kigh wrapped  their touch  around  him in turn.  If they were responding  to  him, the wet cotton  breeches  made  it  quite  clear he was equally responding to them. 

The ship began to rock gently back and forth to the rhythm of the Song. 

The muscles and tendons stood out in hard relief on Benedikt's throat. Rivulets of sweat began to draw their own salty paths down damp skin. 

With glowers and  gestures,  the mate sent  the crew  back  to  their unfinished  tasks. 

As the captain  approached,  he leaned toward  her,  her words  barely  louder  than  her breath. 

"How long do you think he can last?" 



The storm  screamed  through  the rigging, furious  at being denied  its rightful prey. 

It  swept  down,  blew  over  the  decks,  caught  up  the  queen's  coin  Benedikt  wore, dragged  it to  the length  of  the  leather  cord,  and  slapped  it  back  against  his  mouth. 

The ship  jerked,  once,  twice then,  eyes  still closed,  Benedikt  licked  the  blood  from his lower lip and forced  his voice  over  the shrieking of  the wind.  The  gentle rocking began again. 

The mate snorted  and  turned  his mouth  to  the captain's  ear.  "He's  barely  twenty. 

If he's lasted this long, he should be able to last all day." 

Outside the ring of kigh, the sea raged. And waited. 

With  the  sun  behind  a  barricade  of  green-gray  cloud,  time  passed  unmarked. 

Wide-eyed  and  silent, the  crew  watched  the  storm  throw  itself  against  the  constant fluid motion of the kigh and tried to hear past the winds for any faltering of the Song. 

Benedikt  had  no  idea  how  long  he'd  been  Singing.  He  couldn't  feel  the  deck beneath  his  feet  or  the  pain  in  his  lip  or  the  wet  cotton  clasp  of  his  breeches.  He could feel the Song. And the kigh. They didn't so much Sing with him as  within him. 

He ran up  one  series  of  notes  and  down  the other,  the kigh never allowing the Song to build to the point where he'd have to bring it to its only possible conclusion. 

He could  still hear the wind,  the creaking and  groaning of  the tortured  masts  and spars,  but  he ignored  it just as  he ignored  the roar  of  his own  blood  in his ears,  the racing of  his heart,  and  the taste  of  copper  in his mouth.  There  was  only  the  Song. 

And the kigh. 

"They're gonna kill him." 

The captain forced her gaze off the bard and down to the woman by her side. 

Hair  whipping  about  her  face,  Mila  kept  her  own  eyes  locked  on  Benedikt. 

"They'll just keep takin' it till he's got nothin' more to give." 

"He's a bard," Captain Lija reminded her quietly. "This is what they do." 

That  brought  Mila's attention  around.  She  snorted.  "This  is  not  what they do.  At least not that I ever heard of. He's givin' them too…" 

A sudden violent gust of wind won the battle it had  been  waging and  ripped  a line and  pulley  free  of  its  mooring.  Mila  threw  the  captain  hard  back  against  the  rails, grabbed for the wildly swinging rope  and  missed.  They  whirled around  together  and watched the weighted end swing wide across the deck, missing Benedikt by inches. 

Other hands reached out, other hands missed. Rope and pulley began the return. 

"Benedikt!" 

He heard his name. He tried to ignore it. Couldn't. 

The ship stopped rocking. 

Benedikt opened his eyes. 

At the bottom of its arc, the pulley struck him a glancing blow  against  the back  of his head.  Had  it struck  him full on,  it would  have silenced  him forever.  As  it was,  it stopped the Song. 

He  blinked  once,  twice,  sustained  for  a  moment  by  the  kigh.  It  almost  felt  as though  he  went  with  them  as  they  left,  driven  out  of  his  own  body  by  shock  and pain. 

It  had  happened  too  fast  for  reaction,  too  fast  for  anything  but  Mila's  one desperate cry. The crew watched in stunned silence as Benedikt crumpled apparently boneless to the deck. 

The kigh  drew  back,  peaks  folding  over  once  again  into  foam-capped  crests  as the storm threw itself past any lingering form and against the Starfarer. 

As  though  making  up  for  lost  time,  cross  seas  created  dangerous  pyramidal waves that broke over the ship from  stem  to  stern.  Bruised  and  battered,  the captain fought  her  way  in  from  the  aft  rail  and  fingers  white  around  the  upper  end  of  the brass tube, she  shouted  directions  to  the helm below.  With half the stores  gone,  the Starfarer  was  under  ballasted.  If  they  turned  to,  the  waves  would  roll  her  over  and take her straight to the bottom. 

Smashed  down  onto  the  deck  by  Benedikt's  side,  Mila  could  do  nothing  more than  keep  his  face  above  water  as  the  sea  threw  them  back  and  forth.  The  deck tipped. His head lolling against her shoulder, they began to slide. 

Then something  grabbed  the waistband  of  her breeches.  The  wet fabric  dug  into her stomach,  stretched,  and  held.  They  stopped  sliding and  actually began  to  move against the angle of the deck. 

The angle changed. 

Still  cushioning  Benedikt  with  her  body,  Mila  slammed  into  Pjedic's  unyielding bulk. The sea swirled around them unable to gain ground, the irresistible force  hitting the immovable object. 

"We'll take him to the galley!" he bellowed.  "But  I suggest  we do  it on  our  hands and knees." 

Together  they  began  dragging  Benedikt  toward  the  forecastle.  They  moved slowly,  careful  not  only  for  his  sake  but  for  their  own.  When  waves  broke  over them,  Pjedic  hunkered  down  and  created  a  pocket  of  calm  in  the  lee  of  his  body. 

Against all evidence, Mila began to think they'd make it. 

And then the sea drew back. For  a moment,  the decks  were dry  and  the wind fell as silent as the bard. 

The cook and the carpenter slowly turned. 

Rising up off the bow was a wall of water. 

 Starfarer slowly began to turn. 

"Helm!  Maintain  heading!"  The  captain's  command  bounced  back  and  forth between the walls of the trough. 

The wave no longer rose directly off the bow. 



 Starfarer continued to turn. 

The wave rose up beside them. 

It trembled. 

It fell. 

"I should  have sent  a  bard  who  sang  air  as  well  as  water."  Jelena  stepped  away from  the  window  without  having  seen  either  the  sunlight  or  the  new  growth  that painted the courtyard topiary in pale green.  "I  never thought  it would  be  so  hard  not have news." 

"You sent the bard who wanted to serve," Otavas reminded her. 

"But not necessarily the best bard. It was  an emotional choice,  not  a rational one. 

I  chose  Benedikt  because  I  was  angry  at  Kovar  for  assuming  that   he  had  the  final decision. Perhaps if I'd waited…" 

Otavas  rose  and  drew  the queen  into the circle  of  his  arms.  "You  wouldn't  have found anyone more anxious to please you. That has to count for something." 

Grabbing  his  shoulders,  she  locked  her  eyes  on  his.  "Have  I  sent  them  to  their deaths?" 

"You  haven't  sent  anyone,  Lena."  He  cursed  Kovar  silently  for  not  only  putting the thought into his queen's  head  but  for  repeating  it so  often  she  almost  believed it. 

"They all volunteered, and they all knew what they were getting into.  Magda  touched every single kigh on  board  that ship  and  they  were  all  willing  to  dare  the  unknown. 

You made something possible that many of them had only dreamed about." 

"I know." She dropped her head against his chest and sighed. "I'm being stupid.  I just hate waiting." 

"Speaking of waiting, the Fienian ambassador…" 

Jelena  laughed  at  his  tone  and  pushed  him  away.  "Is  he  still  attempting  to  take Bannon from you?" 

"He is." Otavas plucked his gloves off the mantle and slapped them down  into his other palm.  "We're  going riding this afternoon;  theoretically to  exchange  nonbinding opinions on the trade route and the taxes my brother, the Emperor,  is proposing,  but I expect Bannon will be discussed." 

"In a nonbinding manner?" 

"Count on it."  He stroked  her cheek  with the back  of  his hand  as  he straightened from  their  kiss.  "They're  all  watching,  you  know:  Fienia,  Petrolka,  even  my  most Imperial brother.  They're  all waiting to  see  how  this venture of  yours  turns  out,  and they're all cursing themselves that they didn't dare to send a ship out first." 

"There's  nothing  stopping  any  of  them  from  sending  a  ship  out   second,"  Jelena snorted. 

"Perhaps,  but  Fienia,  Petrolka,  and  the  Empire  are  all  ruled  at  this  time  by  men and men, my darling love, would rather not make an attempt at all if they know  they'll come in second." 

"  Starfarer  was  certainly no  secret.  I'm  surprised  they didn't  try to  beat  us  out  of the harbor." 

"With Kovar opposed, they didn't think you'd go through with it." 

She  reached  up  and  tugged  gently  at  the  point  of  his  short  beard.  "More  fools them." 



To  Otavas'  surprise,  Bannon  was  not  waiting  outside  the  royal  apartment.  When questioned, one of the duty pages pointed to the double doors at the end  of  the long hall and asked if His Highness would like him fetched. 

"Thank you, no. I'll fetch him myself." 

The balcony on the other side of the double  doors  was  the balcony  where he and Jelena had first really spoken without the rules of rank between them.  She  still used  it to view the western stars. 

Bannon turned  from  the railing  as  Otavas  stepped  outside,  saw  who  it  was,  and dropped  gracefully  to  one  knee.  "My  apologies,  Highness,  I  meant  to  stay  only  a moment,  but  I…"  Explanation  trailing  off,  he  dropped  his  gaze  to  the  toes  of  the consort's  boots.  He  knew,  they  both  knew,  he  had  no  business  being  anywhere  in the royal wing but with his prince or outside his door. 

"I assume you had a reason for wandering off?" 

The ex-assassin looked up, saw  that his prince  was  smiling, and  sighed.  "Do  you remember, Highness,"  he asked  in Imperial, "how  it feels  when there's  a huge storm overhead? Not Shkoden  storms  but  the storms  back  home  when the sky  seems  low enough to touch and the hand of Cieri reaches down to flatten the land?" 

A little surprised by  the reference  to  the empire's  god  of  storm,  Otavas  motioned for Bannon to rise. "I remember. Why?" 

"That's  how  I feel now,  Highness."  He lifted the  edge  of  a  glance  to  the  brilliant blue sky above and shrugged. "I don't know why." 

Otavas  glanced  up  as  well.  It  would  be  hard  to  imagine  weather  less  likely  to evoke the misery of an Imperial storm. 

"Perhaps  these  feelings have nothing to  do  with weather,"  he said,  continuing the thought aloud. "Could it have something to do with your sister?" 

"No, it's  not  Vree.  And  it's  not  you  nor  Her Majesty."  Bannon  turned  to  face  the west  again, knowing his prince  would  forgive the slight. "I  don't  know  how  I  know that, but I do." 

"Then who?" 

He  shook  his  head,  almost  wishing  it  had  been  one  of  the  few  he  cared  for because then he could answer foreboding with action and drive it away. 

As  near  as  Otavas  could  tell,  Bannon  was  at  least  as  much  annoyed  by  this unwelcome feeling as  he was  distressed.  Both  responses  would  have to  be  defused if  they  were  to  ride  that  afternoon.  Personal  sympathy  aside,  the  company  of  a distressed assassin would be  almost  as  dangerous  as  that of  an annoyed  one.  There were  very  good  reasons  the  Imperial  army  trained  emotions  out  of  their  blades  of Jür.  He  moved  to  stand  beside  Bannon  at  the  railing,  their  shoulders  touching. 

"Perhaps it's the Fienian ambassador." 

Which was so ridiculous Bannon forgot himself and said so. 

Otavas  grinned.  "He's  about  to  spend  at least  half of  the afternoon  courting  your service. I know I'm feeling foreboding about that." 

"I'd never leave you, Highness." 

"I have no doubt of that. I'm just afraid you may think he's  more  trouble  than he's worth and put a knife in him." 

Gold flecks danced in Bannon's eyes. "Would you like me to, Highness?" 

"Yes. But since diplomacy forbids the order, we'll both have to  put  up  with him." 

Otavas laid his hand for  a moment  on  the other  man's  arm.  "Come.  Let's  hope  your storm warning is nothing more than anticipation of an extremely tiring afternoon." 

"As you say, Highness." But as he smiled and bowed and led his prince  back  into the royal apartments, he hadn't lost the feeling, the certainty, that something had  gone very wrong. 



The day   Starfarer  had  sailed  had  been  the first  time  in  years  Kovar  had  gone  to the harbor. He was the Bardic Captain. Every bard in Shkoder was his responsibility. 

He almost never left the Citadel. 

Standing on the end of the wharf, staring down into the brackish water, he realized that this was his eleventh trip since then. One more, he thought, watching the shadow of  a fish disappear  under  the wharf,  and  he'd  have an even dozen.  And  there would be  one  more.  And  one  more  after  that.  And  as  many  as  it  took  until  he  knew  that Benedikt was safe. 

Missed Councils were unimportant since the queen had no use for his counsel. 

Air kigh sent for news would not go out of sight of land. They'd never been asked before, and no one knew what Songs to Sing. 

He had  bards  all along the coast,  north  and  south,  waiting  for  a  message.  Water kigh  dispersed  at  the  best  of  times  and  not  even  Benedikt  could  keep  one  on  a straight course from so far. 

There were no messages  today  just as  there had  been  no  messages  on  any of  the ten previous trips. 

He turned, walked in to shore, and began the long climb up the hill. 

 I  should  have  stopped  him  somehow.  I  should  never  have  let  him  leave  the pattern.  But  all  he'd  done  was  fight  with  him,  allowing  the  boy  no  room  to  back away from his foolishness.  If my pride has gotten him killed…

His pride. And the queen. 

* * *

"Look,  look  at this!"  Jelena brandished  the bardic  scroll  at  Otavas  as  he  entered their  apartment.  "It  came  this  afternoon  while  you  were  out  riding.  It's  from Benedikt!  They  made  it  safely  as  far  as  the  Astobilies  fifteen  days  ago.  They're sailing  west  from  there.  The  captain  expects  steady  winds  and  smooth  seas!"  She tossed  the  grimy  scroll  into  a  chair  and  grabbed  him  by  the  collar.  "Isn't  this amazing!" 

"Amazing!" he repeated, reflecting her smile. 

"I wish I was with them!" 

"I'm glad you're not." 

"You'd be with me of course." 

He widened his eyes. "So we'd be lost at sea together? I don't think so." 

"Don't  be  an idiot."  Releasing  him  with  a  kiss,  she  scooped  up  the  scroll  again. 

"Everything's fine." 

* * *

"Hentee! Come and see!" 

The  boy  put  down  the  stick  he'd  been  poking  sand  crabs  with,  sighed,  and straightened. "If it's another dead sacfish, Mija…" 

"It's  not."  At  the  other  end  of  the  small  beach,  his  sister  continued  to  dig, throwing sand behind her like a puppy. "It's made!" 

"Made?"  Hentee started  to  run.  Children who  returned  stuff  lost  from  the  village fishing  boats  were  often  given  shells  from  the  deep  water.  His  best  friend  Hootay had  a  big  old  shadow  shell  with  only  two  broken  spines.  More  than  anything  else, Hentee wanted a bigger shell than his friend. 

By the time he reached his sister,  she'd  paused  to  study  what she'd  found.  It was flat and  round,  bigger around  than his head,  and  it gleamed a shiny  gray  against  the black sand. Nudging her aside with his hip, Hentee bent and picked it up. 

"Hey!" 

He ignored her. The bit that had been in the sun was warm and the rest,  the buried bit, was cold. 

Mija pushed up against his elbow, digging her head  against  his shoulder.  "What  is it?" she demanded. 

"I don't  know."  Palm flat against  her scalp,  he pushed  her  away.  "Mamon  needs to  shave  your  head  again."  If  the  edge  had  been  sharp,  he  might  have  thought  it  a weapon, but the strange stuff it was made of sort of rolled under itself all around. 



"You know what I think it is? Do you? I think it's a plate." 

"It's not like any plate I ever saw." 

She hissed through the space  where her front  teeth used  to  be,  her opinion  of  his greater experience obvious. 

"It has a picture in the middle." He rubbed at the raised  image with his thumb  and both children leaned in for a closer look. "I think this is a boat." 

Mija hissed again. 

"No, look. This is the part that floats and this is the mast and this here in behind  is the sail." 

"Wrong shape." 

"Different  shape,"  Hentee  corrected  smugly.  He  knew  he  was  right.  Tentatively, he licked at the edge. All he could taste was salt. It rang against his teeth. 

"What's that in front of the sail then?" One fat finger poked at the ship. 

It was  flat on  the bottom  and  had  points  on  the top.  "A  flower.  This  never came off one of our boats, Mija." 

"Then from where?" 

It  was  round  and  shiny  gray.  Hentee  looked  toward  the  horizon  where  a  pale moon was just barely visible against he sky. "From Xaantalicta." 

Mija followed his gaze and her eyes widened. "Do you think she dropped it?" 

"I don't know. But I heard Papon say it's almost time for the change." 

Loud voices approaching the far end of the beach jerked them both around. 

"It's the big kids," Mija whispered. "They'll take it!" 

"Not  if they don't  see  us.  Come  on."  He grabbed  her arm and  pulled  her  toward the jumble of rock that marked the end of the sand. "We'll hide in here until they go." 

"But  Sorquizic  will  be  rising  soon!  Mamon  says  we're  not  to  go  into  the  rocks when Sorquizic is rising!" 

"Don't  be  such  a baby.  Sorquizic  won't  be  rising  for  ages  yet."  Half  lifting,  half dragging, he got her up onto the first rock. "This is ours, and they're not getting it." 

The  word   ours  worked  like  he  knew  it  would.  Twisting  free  of  his  grip,  Mija began  to  climb.  When  she  was  safely  out  of  sight,  he  tucked  Xaantalicta's  treasure under one arm and followed. 

"If  they  look  over  that  edge,  they'll  see  us,"  she  told  him  as  he  dropped  down beside her. 

He  looked  up  the  way  she  was  pointing  and  realized  she  was  right.  "Then  we'll wade out around this rock and hide on the other side. They'll never find us there." 

"Never?" 

"I promise." 



Looking dubious, Mija slid into the water. 

Since he was taller, Hentee moved to the outside  and  together  they waded  around and onto a tiny enclosed triangle of sand. 

Waves lapping at the backs of their knees, both children stood and stared. 

"Did Xaantalicta drop this, too?" Mija breathed at last. 

Hentee shook  himself  as  his  sister's  voice  broke  the  spell.  "Don't  be  silly.  It's  a man." 

"But he's all yellow." 

"It's a man," Hentee repeated but with less certainty. It looked like a man, that was true, but it was bigger, much bigger than even his Papon who  was  one  of  the biggest men  in  the  village,  and  Mija  was  right,  it  was  very  yellow.  The  skin  was  almost brown,  but  there was  yellow hair on  its head  and  darker  yellow hair  on  its  face  and around its pee-er and on its chest instead of a man's tattoos. Nestled in the hair on its chest…

"Is it dead?" 

"No.  Now  shut  up."  Handing  Mija  Xaantalicta's  treasure,  Hentee  waded  ashore and squatted by the great yellow thing's side. 

"What, Hentee? What?" 

"I  don't  know."  He  reached  out  slowly  and  pinched  the  leather  thong  between thumb and finger, lifting the disk that hung from it up onto its side. 

A narrow  beam  slanting out  from  the late afternoon  sun  found  its  way  through  a cleft in the rocks and touched the disk with glory. 

Hentee swallowed  hard.  "Gold.  Mija. It's  gold."  Under  the band  of  sunlight,  skin and  hair  gleamed  golden  as  well.  "Tulpayotee.  He's  sent  a  warrior  to  fight  the change!" 

Mija hugged their treasure tighter. "You shouldn't be touching him. I'm telling!" 

"I'm not touching him!" Still holding the thong, Hentee turned to glare at his sister. 

"I'm just touching…" 

A huge, damp hand closed around his. 

Hentee screamed. 



"You say a pair of children found him on the beach?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"They ran for their father who ran for the Ooman who ran for you?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"Good. I like to  have these  things straight  in my mind.  If rumors  of  his existence come to me from other sources, I'll know who is to blame." 



"Yes, gracious one." 

"You may go." 

"Thank you, gracious one. I am unworthy of your time." 

The  only  sound  for  some  moments  was  the  shuffling  of  sandals  growing increasingly distant. 

"Take  him  to  my  personal  physician.  Tell  her;  if  the  golden  man  dies,  so  does she." 




Chapter Six

« ^ » 



AFTER  death,  so  said  the  priests,  the  fifth  kigh—the  kigh  of  self—is  gathered back  into the Center  of  the Circle to  rest  and  be  cleansed  until it  is  spun  a  physical form again. Benedikt was vaguely aware of  being carried,  of  warm,  wet cloth,  bright light, and of liquid voices he thought belonged to the kigh who had saved  him. For  if all things were enclosed in the Circle, would his kigh not  be  there as  well? As  bits  of memory  floated  by—the  storm,  the  Song,  the  cowardly  retreat  from  sudden pain—the thought  of  the kigh was  the only  thing  that  made  bearable  the  knowledge of his failure. 

He  was  swimming  for  the  surface  and  for  air,  fighting  against  a  great  weight  of water.  Behind  him,  in  the  darkness,  swam  horror.  Above  him,  in  the  light,  was rebirth.  His  heart  pounded.  Surely  his  lungs  would  burst.  One  arm  broke  through. 

And then the other. 

He opened his eyes. 

The light was  dim,  the  silence  that  of  a  large,  almost  empty  space.  He  wore  the body  he'd  spent  twenty years  growing  into  although  he  wore  it  with  unaccustomed awareness.  These  are  my  feet.  These  my  legs.  I  move  my  fingers  so…  His  tongue reported oil on his lips but couldn't identify the flavor. 

The  soft  shuff,  shuff  of  approaching  footsteps  froze  him  in  place,  eyes  half closed, hardly daring to breathe. 

He felt a touch against his foot, saw a small, dark hand. 

The touch moved lightly up his leg, he saw arm and shoulder…

A  girl.  No,  a  woman,  full  breasts  and  hips  pressed  against  her  cream-colored shift, but she was so small he could easily tuck  her under  one  arm.  Her skin held the deep,  rich  tones  of  old  copper  and  both  of  her  upper  arms  were  marked  by  an intricate  design  of  interlocking  black  patterns.  When  he  dared  open  his  eyes  a fraction more, he saw a profile dominated by an imposing angle of nose. Etched with silver, her dark hair had been gathered at the nape of her neck and fell down her back in a single braid. 

One  hand  resting  just  above  his  knee,  she  turned.  Her  eyes  widened  and  she started,  fingers  tightening  on  his  skin.  Then  she  frowned,  said  something  he understood  to  be  an  admonishment—she  clearly  considered  it  his  fault  she  was startled—and quickly left the room. 

Benedikt  had  barely  begun  sorting  out  this  new  information  when  she  returned accompanied  by  another  woman,  no  taller,  perhaps  ten  years  older,  and  clearly  of higher  status.  What  he  could  see  of  this  second  woman's  shift  had  been  bleached white, and  over  it she  wore  some  kind of  loose  multicolored  coat.  She  had  a  black pattern  drawn  on  one  cheek  and  her  multiple  braids  had  been  decorated  with  small white feathers. 

She stood at the foot of the bed,  and  at her command  the first  woman  slipped  an arm  behind  his  shoulders  and  tucked  pillows  behind  him  until  his  upper  body reclined  at  an  angle.  Her  breasts  were  soft  and  heated  against  his  shoulder  and  he could  feel her nipples  through  the thin fabric  of  her shift.  His ears  began  to  burn  as he realized he was responding. 

A sarcastic comment from the woman at the foot of the bed took care of that. 

Smiling, the woman who'd lifted him placed a cup to his mouth. 

He hadn't realized how thirsty he was until the cool water splashed against his lips. 

Eyes  half  closed,  he  gratefully  drained  the  cup  and  sank  back  into  his  pillows exhausted  by  the effort  of  so  much  swallowing. An imperious  thumb  pried  one  eye open  again.  He  had  barely  time  to  recognize  the  woman  from  the  end  of  the  bed before  he  found  his  head  pushed  forward  and  the  back  of  his  skull  undergoing  a close  examination. When  her touch  sent  shards  of  pain bouncing  around  behind  his eyes, he found strength enough to wrap his fingers about her wrist. 

She effortless  broke  his  grip  and  said  something  to  her  companion,  the  musical tones of the strange language making it no less clearly a command. 

The  other  woman  knelt  and  touched  his  chest,  drawing  his  gaze  to  her  face. 

"Ochoa,"  she  declared,  fingertips  denting  the  fabric  between  her  breasts.  Then  she touched his chest again, lifting both brows in an obvious question as she did. 

It took  him a moment  to  remember  how  to  work  his mouth.  "B…  Bene…  dikt." 

His eyes widened at the sound of his voice  and  all at once  he realized what it meant. 

"I'm not… dead." 

Ochoa patted his chest encouragingly. 

If he wasn't dead, perhaps there were others! Ignoring the pain, he jerked his head from side  to  side.  The  silence  hadn't  lied. The  room  was  large and  empty  of  all  but his bed. No other beds. No other…

A firm grip on  his  chin  stopped  his  movement,  and  a  sharp  admonishment  held him in place. 

Ochoa, still kneeling by his side, made it quite clear that he was to remain still. 



Benedikt caught  her gaze and  held it, hoping  to  make her understand  by  intensity alone what he needed  to  know.  "Am I…  the only one?"  When  she  frowned,  clearly confused,  he repeated  the  question.  He  hadn't  realized  he  was  crying  until,  shaking her head, she reached out and traced the path of a tear down his cheek. 

There were no other beds. 

As  the  other  woman  released  his  head  and  stepped  back,  he  groped  for  the comfort of the queen's coin. 

Gone. 

Gone! 

His nails dug frantically into his chest. 

"Bene Dikt!" 

Something cold  was  shoved  under  his fingers.  Cold  and  flat  and  round.  Gulping air,  he  blinked  away  tears  enough  to  see.  On  one  side,  the  queen's  profile.  On  the other,  the crowned  ship.  With the coin  safe  within the cage  of  his  fingers,  Benedikt sagged back against the pillows and deep water claimed him again. 



"I begin to think he might live." 

"The gracious one will be pleased," Ochoa muttered dryly. 

Her  companion  snorted.  "I  admit  to  some  joy  myself,  given  Tul  Altun's command." 

"You don't really believe he'd have tied your  life to  the stranger's?"  Ochoa  asked, stepping  back  so  that  the  other  woman  would  cross  the  threshold  first.  "To  Bene Dikt's?" 

"If it was the gracious one's will…" 

"Imixara!" 

"However,"  the  Tul's  personal  physician  continued,  moving  through  her  outer room  to  the  herbarium,  "I  believe  in  this  instance  he  was  merely  making  certain  I understood how important the stranger is to him." 

"And do you?" 

"I understand the gracious one wants the stranger to live." 

Accepting  the  reproof  in  the  physician's  voice,  Ochoa  bowed  her  head  and murmured an apology.  "Do  you  believe he's  one  of  Tulpayotee's  warriors,  come  to challenge the change?" 

Imixara,  who,  arms  crossed,  had  been  scanning  the  contents  of  the  woven shelves,  turned  to  face  her  favorite  assistant.  "No,  I  do  not.  Would  one  of Tulpayotee's warriors have taken an injury that made his eyes so sensitive to light." 

"If he is to work against Xaantalicta in the darkness…" 



"The  stranger  is  a   man  and  not  a  very  old  one  at  that,  given  his  little  display earlier." 

"Not exactly a little display," Ochoa observed, beginning to grin. 

The two women locked eyes, and neither could repress a snicker. 

"Yes, well, at least our young giant is proportional." Crushing a dried leaf between thumb  and  forefinger,  Imixara  shook  her  head  and  moved  onto  the  next  rack  of shelves  where  she  began  dropping  leaves  and  the  occasional  flower  into  a  small basket.  "You're  not  pronouncing  his  name  correctly.  It's  Benedikt,  one  word.  He paused only to catch his breath." 

"Are you sure?" 

"I  have heard the effects of injury before." 

Ochoa  murmured  another  apology.  "When  will you  tell  the  gracious  one  that  the stranger,  Bene…"  Caught  in the pause,  she  rushed  to  finish  before  Imixara  thought she was being deliberately defiant."… dikt, is awake." 

"Not until he can stay awake for the duration of the tul's interest. Meanwhile, make an infusion." The basket of herbs changed hands.  "Have  him drink a cup  cold  every time  he  awakes.  If  he  indicates  hunger,  he  may  have  clear  broth.  Under  no circumstances is he to rise to relieve himself. Continue using the gourds." A bell rang in the distance. "If the tul doesn't need me after I've checked his fluids, I'll drop  in to look  at  Benedikt  this  evening."  She  paused  and  leaned  back  out  of  the  alcove  that separated her rooms from the hall. "And for glory's sake, shave him. He's a man,  not an animal." 

"Shave how much of him?" Ochoa asked with some concern. The  young  stranger was quite definitely the hairest man she'd ever seen. 

Imixara stopped in mid step. "Good  question.  Shave  his face.  The  tul can  decide himself if he wants the hair removed from other places." 



"He cannot speak to me?" 

"No, gracious one." 

"Does he understand what I say?" 

"He seems to understand a great deal from tone and context, gracious one." 

"Does  he?  Good."  Gathering  up  the  folds  of  his  robe  in  one  hand,  Tul  Altun crossed to the bed and stared down at the young man lying in it. "You  are certain  he is nothing more than he seems?" 

"I  am  certain  he  is  a  young  man,  gracious  one."  Imixara  shrugged,  both  hands lifting to cup the air. "More than that he will have to tell you himself." 

"Fine. See to it that he can." 

"Yes, gracious one." 



The tul smiled down  at the golden-haired,  golden-skinned,  pale-eyed  stranger.  "It is possible  that  Tulpayotee  gave  one  of  his  warriors  a  man's  form  to  better  assess the strength of his followers." 

"It is possible, gracious  one."  Twenty-four  years  of  practice  kept  Imixara's  voice respectfully neutral. 

"Benedikt."  Tul  Altun  lingered  over  the  unusual  name  and  smiled  when  the  pale eyes widened. "We'll have much to speak of, you and I. Learn quickly." 



Suddenly  chilled  in  spite  of  the  damp  heat  lying  across  him  like  a  blanket, Benedikt  watched  Tul  Altun  leave  the  room  and  listened,  frozen  in  place,  until  the sound  of  his  footsteps  faded  away.  Ochoa  had  named  his  visitor  before  he arrived—although  whether  it  was  title,  name  or  a  combination,  Benedikt  wasn't sure—and had made it unmistakably clear that he was her lord and the lord of a great deal  more  besides.  Whether  she  was  warning  him  to  beware  or  only  behave,  she needn't  have  bothered.  Benedikt  had  seen  the  kind  of  easy  arrogance  Tul  Altun exhibited  in  only  one  other  person.  Bannon.  An  ex-Imperial  assassin  who  knew, bone deep, that he could bring an unpreventable death to everyone around him. 

 I have plans for you. 

Those might not have been Tul Altun's exact words, but Benedikt would have had to  have  been  deaf  not  to  have  heard  the  meaning.  Even  a  non-bard  would  have understood. 

Physical  and  cultural differences  made  it difficult for  Benedikt  to  judge  the  other man's  exact  age  by  appearance  alone,  but  unless  he'd  had  voice  training,  tone  and timbre  put  him  between  twenty  and  thirty.  He  wasn't  much  taller  than  the  women. 

While  he  seemed  to  be  carrying  no  excess  flesh,  neither  was  there  much  muscle apparent  through  the opening  of  the loose,  multicolored  coat,  similar  to  the  healer's but finer and cut long enough to drag behind him on the floor. 

Ochoa  wore  a  single  braid,  the  Healer  between  ten  and  twenty,  their  lord  many, many more. It had probably taken Tul Altun's barber hours to weave the tiny, perfect plaits  and  fix  a  green  feather  in  each.  The  braids,  Benedikt  concluded  had  to  be  a status  symbol—only  the very rich  and  powerful  could  afford  to  waste  that  kind  of time. It made sense; back in Shkoder the wealthy wore clothing they couldn't get into without the help of  servers.  Here,  wherever  here  turned  out  to  be,  where  it  was  far too hot to be laced into anything, hair clearly served the same function. 

Reminded of the heat,  he realized how  thirsty  he was  and  reached  for  the mug of water beside his bed, thankful that for the last  couple  of  days  Ochoa  had  let him out of  bed  to  use  a  pot.  When  he  could  walk  to  a  privy,  he'd  be  more  thankful  still. 

When he could walk on out of here…

And go where? 

Perhaps he could convince Tul Altun to give him a ship. 

 I have plans for you. 



Perhaps  fish would  sing.  Benedikt  couldn't  decide  if  Tul  Altun's  expression  had been speculative or predatory. Not that it much mattered. 

He sagged back against the pillow and wondered,  What next? What do I do? 

 What would Bannon do ? 

Benedikt  stared  up  into  the  shadows  that  clung  to  the  ceiling  surprised  by  the comfort he found in such a simple question. 

What would Bannon do? 

He'd survive. 



"No, you're too valuable to me to be wasted as Benedikt's tutor." Imixara pulled a braid  forward  and  stroked  the dove's  feather  laced  into  it.  "We  must  find  someone born  to  the house—the  tul won't  want  him  to  pick  up  a  common  accent.  We  need someone  young  so  that he can  believe he has  a friend—that  belief may be  useful  to the tul later. It had better be someone male just in case they get very friendly—the tul won't  want  any  golden  bastards  toddling  about."  The  tul's  personal  physician glanced  up  as  Ochoa  made  an indeterminate noise  and  smiled.  "Were  you  planning to  comfort  him  yourself?  Try  to  remember  what  herbs  to  use  and  when  to  use them." 

"I'm  not  saying  I  want  to  comfort  him,"  Ochoa  protested.  "I'm  not  saying  I haven't  thought  about  it,"  she  quickly  added  to  cut  off  the  other  woman's incredulous response, "but he's young enough to be my son." 

"Your son still works with Bon Kytee?" 

"He does." 

Imixara glanced  up  at the circular  calender.  "Xaantalicta will hide  her  face  in  two days. The Bons have to be back  to  the house  for  the service.  Find  out  if Bon  Kytee has  returned  and,  if he has,  inform  him  that  I  speak  with  the  tul's  voice  and  I  have another position for your son." 

"You'd do that for my son?" 

"No, foolish one, I would do that for  you.  I have no  children  of  my own  to  bring to the tul's attention, why should I not advance your son's position in the house?" 

Ochoa  leaned  forward  and  gently  kissed  the  other  woman's  cheek  above  her physician's tattoo. "And it will irritate the glory out of Bon Kytee." 

"That  had occurred to me." 

* * *

Language  lessons  began  with  Benedikt  reclining  against  his  pillows  and  Xhojee, Ochoa's  son  kneeling  beside  the  low  platform  of  the  bed.  His  teacher  was  a  year younger—determined  by  the  simple  process  of  banging  chests  and  holding  up fingers—and had answered, just by entering the room, the question of where the kigh had brought him ashore. 

He  wore  only  high  sandals  and  a  short  unbleached  skirt,  belted  with  multicolor netting threaded  with  shells.  There  were  netting  bands  on  both  wrists  as  well.  Like his mother and the healer and  the lord,  he had  thick,  dark  hair, drawn  back  and  then split into two short braids. He had no hair on his legs or  his arms  or  his chest.  What he  did have in the center of his chest was a dark drawing, somehow  set  right into the skin. 

The dark sailor had worn "patterns drawn in darkness etched above his heart." 

Benedikt clutched the queen's coin and tried not to weep. He had reached the land of the dark sailor, but there would be no answers, no  wonders  returning back  across the sea to delight Her Majesty. 

Xhojee  had  not  inherited  his  mother's  hawklike  profile  nor  her  bedside  manner, but  Benedikt ignored  the undercurrent  of  discontent  and  concentrated  on  mastering words enough to ask what Tul Altun had  planned.  Although his new teacher  seemed not  to  care  how  fast  or  even  if  he  learned,  language  was  a  bardic  skill  that  had nothing to do with the number of quarters Sung. 

A few days later, Imixara pronounced her patient fit to be  moved,  and  the lessons continued in what Benedikt was made to understand were his rooms. 

"All mine?" he asked, clutching close his sleeveless robe. 

Imixara looked  impressed.  "All yours,"  she  told  him, then turned  to  Xhojee.  "He seems to understand a great deal. I will see that the tul knows of your success." 

"I cannot  take the credit,  Physician."  Xhojee bowed,  a momentary  expression  of pleasure  replaced  by  resignation.  "If  I  were  not  here  to  teach  him,  Benedikt  would learn from the birdsong. He takes in meaning like a sponge." 

"Then perhaps the tul should  hear of  your  honesty."  She  nodded  toward  the wall of shutters. "He may go out onto the terrace  if it rains or  at night. I do  not  want him in Tulpayotee's sight until I am certain it will not blind him." 

"Does Tulpayotee punish his warrior for becoming a man?" 

The sarcasm in Xhojee's voice drew Benedikt out of the adjoining bathing room. 

"Don't ever take that tone with me, young man." The  physician  tapped  him on  the chest  with  a  polished  fingernail.  "I  will  ignore  your  sulks  for  your  mother's sake—don't  think for  a moment  I haven't  noticed—but  if you  ever speak  to  me  like that again, I will have your head shaved and return you to the children's  compound.  I don't care what attitude Bon Kytee put up with from you, do you understand?" 

"Yes, Physician." 

"Good.  Let me know  the instant  you  believe him  capable  of  conversing  with  the tul." 

Benedikt bowed  as  she  nodded  toward  him, then  waited  until  her  footsteps  died in the distance  before  crossing  to  Xhojee.  When  the  other  man  turned  toward  him, he poked his finger toward his chest, rolled his eyes, and mimed an overreaction. 



The  tall  golden  man  did  a  wicked  imitation  of  the  short  dark  woman.  Xhojee couldn't help it, he started to laugh. 

So Benedikt expanded on the performance. 

A few  moments  later,  they  sagged  against  the  wall,  exhausted.  Xhojee  couldn't remember the last  time he'd  laughed so  hard.  Then  Benedikt jabbed  his finger at the air and it set them off again. 

Gasping  in, gasping  out  lungful after  lungful of  air, Xhojee  thought  he  was  going to  be  sick,  his  stomach  hurt  so.  He  managed  to  bring  the  last  of  the  giggles  under control  and  realized  that  the  gnawing  resentment  at  being  dragged  away  from  his position  with Bon  Kytee was  gone.  The  laughter had  released  his  grip  on  it.  He  felt cleansed. 

Breathing  finally  back  to  normal  he  turned  to  Benedikt,  still  gasping  for  breath beside him, a little worried that his student hadn't seemed to have recovered. 

Benedikt  wasn't  certain  when  the  laughter  had  turned  to  tears,  he'd  moved  so effortlessly between them. It was as if in allowing the one,  he'd  somehow  left himself open to the other. Drawing in great gulping breaths,  he closed  his left fist  around  the queen's  coin  and  punched  his  right  into  the  wall,  over  and  over.  The  steel  bands around  his chest  were gone,  and  all  the  grief  and  all  the  fear  came  pouring  out.  He was making some kind of horrible noise, he could hear it but he couldn't stop it. 

Captain Lija was dead. 

Pjedic was dead. 

Mila was dead. 

The  Starfarer would never return to Shkoder. 

… to the queen. 

… to Bannon. 

He had failed again. 

Xhojee barely managed  to  catch  the  bigger  man  when  his  knees  buckled.  All  he could  do  was  guide the collapse  to  the  floor  and  use  his  own  body  to  cushion  the impact. Bracing his back  again the wall, he tucked  the golden  head  into his shoulder and  searched  his  heart  for  words  of  comfort.  When  he  couldn't  find  any  Benedikt would have understood, he tightened  his grip and  quietly sang  a cradle  song.  To  his surprise,  although the weeping continued,  it  lost  the  wild  sound  that  had  frightened him so.  When  he  finished,  he  sang  another  and  another  until  Benedikt  finally  slept, exhausted. 

Settling them both  a  little  more  comfortably,  Xhojee  brushed  his  lips  against  the golden hair and sighed. All of a sudden, in spite of his lost  position  with the bon,  his life didn't seem so bad. 

* * *

"No,  you're  karjet  if  you  have  more  than  one  braid  so  to  the  karjen,  the  one braids, pretty  much  anyone  is karjet. If you  have six braids,  then anyone  with seven braids or more is karjet." 

Benedikt frowned. "Then what is person with six braids called?" 

"That  depends.  He's  a karjet to  anyone  with five braids  or  less  but  just  a  person with  six  braids  to  anyone  with  more  braids."  Xhojee  scrubbed  his  face  with  his palms. "It's like an oven in here. Let's take a break. Is there any juice left?" 

"No, there are…" 

"Is." 

"… is no juice left. Will I have more juice?" 

"Will you get more juice? Sure." 

Scooping  up  the  pitcher,  Benedikt  walked  to  the  alcove  that  led  out  to  the  hall. 

The louvered shutters separating the terrace  from  his suite were the closest  things to doors  he'd  seen.  Privacy  seemed  to  be  maintained  by  closetlike  entries—with  the outer  door  in the side  wall at one  end  and  the inner door  in the opposite  wall  at  the other  end—and  a  hanging  string  of  bells  placed  so  that  they  were  impossible  to avoid. 

He  wasn't  permitted  to  go  out  into  the  hall—not  that  he  was  sure  he  wanted  to while  wearing  only  a  knee-length  skirt—but  if  he  put  the  empty  pitcher  outside  the alcove and retreated back into the room, in a few moments  the bells would  ring, and he  could  retrieve  it  refilled.  It  was  a  spooky  system.  When  he'd  asked  about  it, Xhojee'd explained that the tul had given orders he was not to be seen. 

 " I don't see them?" 

 "No. They don't see you." 

It didn't  seem  to  make much  sense,  but  by  now  he  knew  better  than  to  question the  orders  given  by  Tul  Altun.  Tul  was  his  title,  Altun,  his  name.  Actually,  his  full name was Kohunlich-tul Tulpay Altun. Tul Altun for  short.  Kohunlich was  the house he  was  head  of—Benedikt  knew  that  house  meant  more  than  dwelling  but  didn't quite  understand  how  much  more.  He  was  twenty-four  years  old  and  had  been  tul since  he was  sixteen.  Tul meant he was  the  male  head  of  the  house.  His  sister  was the female head, which made no sense to Benedikt at all, but  Xhojee had  promised  it would in time. Tulpay was a name to honor Tulpayotee, the sun. Because he was  tul, he didn't  have  a  name  to  honor  Xaantalicta,  the  moon,  although  everyone  else  did. 

Everyone except Tul Altun's sister, Xaan Mijandra, who didn't have a name to  honor Tulpayotee.  Xhojee's  full name was  Kohunlich Payo  Alans Xhojee.  The  whole thing made Benedikt's  head  ache.  He'd  explained  in  turn  that  he  only  had  one  name  and left it at that. 

And the tul had a use for him, although Xhojee didn't know what it was. 

The bells rang. The pitcher was full. 

"Is  too  hot,"  he  agreed  as  he  filled  Xhojee's  glass  and  passed  it  over.  "Open shutters  all  the  way?"  The  louvers  were  open,  but  the  shutters  themselves  were closed. "Maybe find breeze?" 

"If  it  was  cloudy  out  there,  sure,  but  not  with  Tulpayotee  glaring  down  on  us. 

Your eyes are still too sensitive." 

"Not." 

"Hey,  I'd  be  perfectly  happy  to  let you  go  blind in order  to  get  a  breeze  in  here, but Imixara would skin me." 

"I explain with Imixara." 

"  To Imixara. Wouldn't matter, she'd still skin me." 

Benedikt  gave  up,  stretched  his  legs  out  on  the  floor,  and  leaned  against  the triangular stone  back  rest.  He hadn't  expected  it to  be  as  comfortable  as  it was,  but in the heat it was  a lot cooler  than the pile of  cushions  they used  after  dark.  Xhojee had  snickered  derisively at his explanation  of  chairs.  Since  there were no  drafts  and cool floors were to be welcomed not avoided, Benedikt supposed he understood the lack.  He  took  a  swallow  of  an  unidentifiable  fruit  juice  and  stared  down  into  the amber liquid. "You sing good." 

"I sing… ? Oh. I wasn't sure you'd even heard me." 

They  hadn't  spoken  of  that  afternoon  and  although  nightmares  of  bloated, crab-eaten  faces  threw him out  of  sleep  every night, Benedikt had  managed  to  keep his  grieving  private.  Sometimes,  lying  awake  in  the  dark,  he  softly  sang  what  he remembered of the first lullaby, and it helped. 

"I heard. Good voice. True." 

"Thank  you."  Too  far  reclined  to  bow,  Xhojee  tapped  his  tattoo.  "What  about you?" 

He could see his reflection in the juice. "What about me, what?" 

"Do you sing?" 

The kigh had smashed the  Starfarer, taken her and all on  board  her to  the bottom of the sea. 

Benedikt shook his head. "Not very good." 



Unable  to  sleep,  Benedikt  stared  up  at  the  ceiling.  Shadow  hid  the  complex  tile pattern,  flowed  down  the  walls,  and  pooled  around  the  furniture.  Head  aching, Benedikt  couldn't  decide  wether  he  was  the  source  of  the  shadow  or  its destination—whether  it  poured  out  of,  or  into,  his  heart.  The  dim  light  seeping through  the  open  louvers  managed  to  push  the  shadow  back,  and  all  at  once, Benedikt wanted to be on the other side of that fragile barricade. 

He slid out  of  bed  and  into a loose  robe,  its weight lost  amid  the  dark  weight  of memory he carried on his shoulders. Feet bare, he padded quietly to  the first  shutter, unlatched it, and pushed it open just far enough to slide through. 

Barely  on  the  terrace,  not  really  outside,  he  paused  and  listened  to  the  silence. 



Xhojee slept  in  a  small  room  just  off  his,  an  attendant's  room—he'd  laughed  when Benedikt had  asked  him if he'd  minded—and  slept  lightly enough  to  have  heard  the soft sigh of the folding hinges. It wasn't  that Xhojee would  insist  he stay  inside;  he'd been  on  the  terrace  after  dark  and  in  the  rain  a  number  of  times,  but,  following orders, Xhojee would insist he come along. 

Benedikt wanted to be alone. 

His  rooms  were  on  the  second  floor.  The  broad  terrace  overlooked  a  large enclosed courtyard filled with fruit trees  and  a garden  so  lush its growth  masked  the first-floor rooms. There were other terraces—on his side  of  the square  as  well as  on the other three—and all but his had been screened by huge pots of plants. 

About fifteen feet from the building, a low sculpted stone wall provided more  of  a decorative than a functional  barricade  at the edge  of  the drop.  Benedikt walked to  it slowly, welcoming the feel of  the cool  tiles beneath  his  feet—the  stored  heat  of  the day having long since been given up to the night. 

Then a shadow  moved.  Heart in his throat,  Benedikt froze  in place,  hardly daring to breathe. 

A gray cat,  larger and  more  angular than the cats  at home,  launched  itself  off  the stonework  and  into the branches  of  a flowering tree.  From  there,  it  seemed  to  flow to the ground like smoke, disappearing into shifting patterns of gray and  black.  Once his heart started beating again, Benedikt was glad to see it. They had cats  at home,  in Shkoder, and just for a moment home didn't seem so terribly, horribly far away. 

The stars,  barely holding their own  against  a lightening sky,  were not  the stars  of home.  They  might  have  been  the  stars  that  had  kept  watch  the  last  few  nights  on board  the  Starfarer, but  Benedikt wasn't  sure.  It  was  as  if  the  storm  had  driven  all the extra details of the trip out of his head, leaving him only with the painful certainty that he was responsible for the sea's victory. 

The upper  edge  of  the low stone  wall pressing  into his thighs,  he hugged  himself and  listened  to  the  quiet.  As  the  sky  grew  paler  and  paler  and  the  gardens  below more and  more  distinct,  greens  and  golds  replacing  black  and  gray,  it felt as  though the world were waiting for something. 

Then  a  bird  began  to  sing.  The  very  uppermost  tiles  on  the  roof  across  the courtyard were touched with gold. A hundred birds joined the first. 

Dawn. 

Without  stopping  to  think, Benedikt drew  in  a  deep  lungful  of  air  and  began  the sunrise  song.  He  started  softly,  for  he  hadn't  sung  a  note  since  he'd  lost  the  Song that  held  the  kigh,  carefully  working  around  the  highs  and  lows  as  he  warmed  up. 

He'd  sung  the sun  into  the  sky  every  morning  on  board   Starfarer.  His  voice  knew what to do with no conscious direction. 

The  last  of  the  stars  disappeared,  the  line  of  gold  moved  down  the  tiles.  Eyes blurred  with unshed  tears,  Benedikt drew  in a deep  breath  of  warm,  damp,  scented, unfamiliar  air  and  surrendered  to  the  Song.  It  filled  the  courtyard  and  terraces perfectly and then lifted up to touch the rising sun. 

As  the  last  note  faded,  Benedikt  heard  rustling  down  below  and  abruptly remembered  where he was.  I've probably  terrified  that  cat. He blinked,  rubbing  his cheeks  with sweaty  palms,  and  glanced  down.  Half a dozen  wide-eyed  faces  stared up at him. Then  half a dozen  more.  A breathy  murmur  drew  his  attention  up  to  the terraces where karjet and karjen alike clutched robes and stared. 

"Benedikt…" 

He turned.  Xhojee stood  barely an arm's  reach  away,  his  eyes  open  so  wide  the whites showed all the way around, his focus on the far side of the courtyard. 

Benedikt  turned  again.  He  could  see  a  slight  figure,  a  sheet  clutched  about  his waist, dark  hair loose  on  his  shoulders.  Even  after  a  single  meeting,  there  could  be no mistaking that stance. 

Tul Altun had heard him Sing. 

"Benedikt, what have you done?" 



"I  assure  you,  gracious  one,  I  was  in  the  temple.  This  stranger's  song  touched Tulpayotee. I felt him stir. The rumors must be true." 

"What rumors?" 

"That  you  give  shelter  to  a  warrior  of  Tulpayotee.  There  can  be  no  other explanation." 

Tul  Altun  frowned  and  turned  to  pluck  a  date  from  the  platter  of  fruit  by  his elbow,  his  pair  of  barbers  following  the  motion  smoothly  and  continuing  to  braid. 

"You're sure it was the stranger's singing that invoked the god?" 

"Yes,  gracious  one.  Why  has  he  been  here  so  long  without  being  brought  to me…"  As  high priest  of  the house  temple,  Ooman  Xhai took  risks  others  of  House Kohunlich  wouldn't  dare—it  was  his  right  to  argue  religion  with  the  tul—but  there were still lines even  he  didn't  cross.  Suddenly  aware  he'd  come  perilously  close  to one such line, he folded his hands over his yellow robe  and  hurriedly continued.  "…

so that I may help him find his feet in this world?" 

"He'll have your help in time." 

Uncertain  of  where  the  tul's  sarcasm  was  aimed,  Ooman  Xhai  settled  for  the safest response. "Thank you, gracious one." 

"Think  nothing  of  it."  The  tul  sat  back  and  motioned  that  his  barbers  should hurry. 

After  a  moment,  Ooman  Xhai  cleared  his  throat.  "May  I  stay  and  speak  to  the stranger, gracious one?" 

Remembering how he'd been dragged from sleep by visions  of  the sun,  Tul Altun nodded. "Yes, I think that might be a good idea." 





"Follow  my lead.  When  I kneel, you  kneel.  When  I  rise,  you  rise.  Unless  the  tul tells you to rise, then you do what he says and don't worry about what I'm doing." 

"I feel better if I have my  breeches." 

The Shkoden word pulled Xhojee around. "What are you talking about?" 

"My   breeches."  Benedikt  waved  his  hands  around  the  thin  skirt  he  wore.  He couldn't have felt more self-conscious if he'd been naked. "For my legs." 

"I  don't  know  what  you're  talking  about."  Xhojee  grabbed  the  other  man's  arm and  jerked him back  into motion.  "Don't  stop  walking.  When  the  tul  commands  an audience, you don't dick around in the halls discussing your legs." 

"Not legs. Clothes." 

"You  look  fine."  He swept  a quick  glance over  his charge,  head  to  toe.  The  new sawrap  clung  low  to  slim  hips  and  fortunately  Benedikt  had  a  well-shaped  foot because all he had so  far were open  house  sandals.  The  only problem  Xhojee could see was all the hair. Arms and legs were thick with the stuff,  there were gold  curls  in the center  of  the  broad  chest,  and  the  line  of  hair  that  ran  down  from  the  navel  to disappear  behind  the  sawrap  met  up  with  more  hair  than  Xhojee  really  wanted  to think about. 

"I dangle!" Benedikt protested, ears red. 

"Yeah, well, don't  worry  about  it. Once  we reach  the tul, everything'll crawl back up inside." 

The wide halls were deserted,  but  as  they hurried toward  a distant  flight of  stairs, Benedikt thought  he heard  movement  from  every  alcove,  eddies  of  air  that  stroked quiet whispers from the hanging bells. Once, an awed  voice  murmured  "Tulpayotee" 

and then fell silent. 

Tulpayotee  was  the god  of  the  sun,  or  in  the  sun,  or  maybe  just  represented  by the sun; Benedikt wasn't sure. Xhojee's explanation seemed to have involved all three possibilities. 

"Xhojee, when I Sang, have I broken religious… uh…" He didn't know the word. 

"Have you  broken  religious?" Xhojee's  laugh held no  humor.  "You  woke  the  tul. 

Isn't that enough?  Somehow,  I doubt  you  woke  the god.  And  even if you  did,  we'd probably  be  in less  trouble.  All  right.  We're  almost  at  the  stairs.  From  now  on,  be quiet. Do you understand?" 

"Don't talk." 

"Don't  talk. Don't  sing."  Xhojee smiled nervously  and  clapped  the  other  man  on the arm. "Especially, don't sing.  And  by  the way,  if that's  not  singing very good,  I'd like to hear what you consider very good to be." 

"It's just…" 

"Don't  talk.  Remember,  you  call  him  gracious  one  if  you  have  to  speak  to  him. 

You keep  your  eyes  locked  on  his feet if you  don't.  Unless  he  tells  you  differently. 



And don't volunteer anything." 

"What is volunteer?" 

"Don't offer him more than he asks for. Now, be quiet." 

The  stairs  were  broad  and  awkward  to  descend.  They  led  down  into  a  large square  room  with  no  outside  walls.  A  line  of  guards,  alternating  men  and  women, stood  facing  out  into  the  courtyard  and  another,  identical  line,  faced  out  into  what had  to  be  the world  beyond  the house.  Set  into the wall directly  opposite  the stairs, was a huge set of stone doors carved with a bas relief of nightmare imagery. 

They were the first doors Benedikt had seen, and they were a full two stories high. 

Xhojee hurried across the room and pulled one open. 

"Counterbalanced,"  Benedikt  muttered  trying  to  see  where  they'd  hidden  the weights.  A  glare  from  Xhojee  pressed  his  lips  together.  Surely  they  couldn't  be  in that much trouble just because he'd woken the tul? 

The stairs on the other side of the door were more awkward to climb than the first set  had  been  to  descend.  Benedikt  knew  that  some  keeps  were  built  with  uneven stairs in case an enemy got  through  the outer  defenses.  He was  pretty  sure  the older parts  of  the keep  in Ohrid,  the  parts  where  Annice  maintained  her  Bardic  Hall,  had been built using that design. These, however, seemed to be more for  humiliation than defense,  to  keep  those  approaching  the  tul  off-balance.  By  the  time  the  upper  hall was finally gained, it was impossible not to feel clumsy, tired, and frustrated. 

Benedikt had believed the tile work adorning the walls and  ceiling in his room  was elaborate.  In  comparison  to  the  tile  work  in  the  long  hall  leading  to  the  tul's chambers,  it  was  virtually  nonexistent.  Instead  of  plain  geometric  repetitions,  tiny tiles, no  bigger than a thumbnail, had  been  used  to  create  pictures  on  the walls. The colors were brilliant and the pictures exquisite—in spite of  the dim morning light and the speed Xhojee insisted he maintain. 

The  tul  had  no  door  at  his  chamber,  but  the  alcove  was  so  narrow  they  were forced  to  walk  in  single  file  and  it  turned  twice,  becoming  almost  a  hall  in  its  own right. A single string of golden bells chimed musically for each of them. 

Benedikt  barely  had  time  to  note  that  Tul  Altun  wasn't  alone  before  Xhojee dropped to one knee. Right arm between his legs in the hope  he could  keep  his skirt down, Benedikt followed. 

Sandaled feet walked across the room  and  stopped  in front  of  Xhojee.  The  metal on the sandals had been gilded and the toenails trimmed square  and  polished.  As  the other man had been wearing a floor-length yellow robe, they had to be the tul's feet. 

"Does he still understand more than he speaks?" 

No mistaking the tul's voice. Or the effect of the tul's voice. Although the question had been directed at his companion, sweat beaded Benedikt's bare back. 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"Can he speak for himself?" 



"He  sometimes  gets  words  wrong,  gracious  one,  but  he  can  make  himself understood." 

"Good. Wait in the hall, I will speak with you later." 

"Yes, gracious one." 

Benedikt listened to the sounds of Xhojee leaving and  tried  not  to  feel abandoned by  his  only  friend.  Xhojee  had  no  more  choice  about  leaving  than  he  did  about staying. The sandals moved more fully into his line of sight. 

"Just what were you doing this morning, Benedikt?"  The  tul's  pronunciation  made the final tee almost a syllable on its own. 

"I were Singing the sunrising,  gracious  one."  Remembering  Xhojee's  warning  not to  volunteer,  he closed  his teeth on  an explanation  he didn't  think he  had  the  words for anyway. In either language. 

The other  person  in the room  gasped,  and  a  yellow  hem  swayed  into  Benedikt's view. "Gracious one, out of his own mouth, he was evoking Tulpayotee!" 

"He said no such thing, Ooman. Benedikt, look at me." 

Benedikt swallowed and lifted his head. He was enough taller than the tul that even kneeling their faces weren't  that far apart.  Given differences  in decoration,  they were dressed identically. 

"Do you know who Tulpayotee is, Benedikt?" 

"Yes." The tul's expression indicated  he should  continue.  "He  is God  of  Sun.  Or is  Sun.  Or  the  sun  is  his…"  He  didn't  know  the  word  for  symbol,  so  he  came  as close as he could. "… sign." 

Tul  Altun  nodded.  "The  Ooman  thinks  you  were  singing  to  Tulpayotee  this morning. Were you?" 

Remembering how his Song had risen to touch  the sun,  Benedikt nodded,  hoping he hadn't broken any religious taboos. "Could have, gracious one." 

"Really?" Tul Altun walked around  behind  the kneeling man and  lifted a strand  of the golden  hair. It was  long enough  to  braid,  but  he'd  given  orders  it  be  left  loose. 

Watching  the  colors  change  as  it  spilled  through  his  fingers,  he  actually  spent  a moment wondering  if the god  had  truly blessed  him before  reminding himself of  his physician's  certainty  that  this  was  just  a  man.  A  man  with  an  appearance  he  could exploit  and  apparently  a  few  other  talents  as  well.  "Can  you  sing  the  same  song tomorrow morning, Benedikt?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"Good.  You'll  sing  it  tomorrow  in  the  temple,  and  we'll  both  see  if  the  Ooman tells the truth." 

With  the  tul  still  behind  him,  Benedikt's  gaze  flicked  over  to  the  other  man.  His head  had  been  shaven  and  covered  in  black  patterns  that  extended  out  onto  his cheeks. 



"Although I've done what I could to keep your existence  secret,  there are those  in this house who believe you've come from Tulpayotee, that you're one of his warriors here to prevent the change. It turns  out  that Ooman  Xhai listens  to  rumors  and,  after this  morning,  he  believes  them.  What  do  you  think  now  that  you've  seen  him, Ooman?" 

"The  invocation,  his  appearance…"  The  priest  shook  his  head.  "Can  he  be anything else?" 

"A good question. Why don't you go out onto the terrace and think about it?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

Although he'd never seen the shaved man before and had no idea if he were friend or  foe,  Benedikt  found  it  difficult  to  breathe  as  he  watched  him  leave.  There  was something very disturbing about having the full attention of the tul. 

"Who are you really, Benedikt? Where do you come from?" 

Startled,  Benedikt  looked  up  and  met  a  penetrating  stare  looking  down.  It  was clear that  whatever  the  priest  might  believe,  the  tul  did  not.  "I  come  from  over  the sea,  gracious  one."  They  had  a  long,  complicated  name  for  the  sea  but  Benedikt couldn't remember it. "From a land called Shkoder. It are very far away. We were on a ship, there were a storm." He swallowed and  spread  his hands  to  give himself time to regain control of his voice. "Now I am here." 

"Do you know where here is? Do you know where you are?" 

"I am in Petayn, gracious one, in the House Kohunlich." 

"At the feet of the tul." 

"Yes,  gracious  one."  His  tongue  felt  thick  as  he  answered.  Or  maybe  he  was reading way too much into a simple statement; he couldn't tell. 

Smiling, appreciative  of  the discomfort  he'd  caused,  Tul Altun slowly  circled  the kneeling man. "How did you do what you did this morning?" 

"I have told you, gracious one. I Sang the sunrising." 

"And Tulpayotee just happened to respond?" 

"I don't know, gracious one." He shrugged a little. "Not to me." 

"Nor  to  me."  Except  there  had  been  those  dreams  of  the  sun…  "But  if  the  god responds  to  priests,  why  not  to  a  poor  shipwrecked  sailor?  Will  the  god  respond tomorrow?" 

"I can only Sing, gracious one." 

"I suppose that will have to do." The stranger wasn't as golden as he'd  been  when he first  arrived,  but  his eyes  were still the color  of  an evening sky.  Perhaps  the  god looked down and was himself confused. It was a pity about  all the hair, but  it would help  to  set  him  apart.  "Stand,"  he  commanded,  stepping  back.  A  moment  later  he shook his head. "No, you'd best kneel again. It isn't  good  for  anyone  to  be  so  much taller than his tul." 



"I am sorry, gracious one." 

The tul caught  his arm as  he began  to  sink back  toward  the floor.  "It  was  a joke, Benedikt." 

The tul hadn't  actually been  joking. No  matter  what  he'd  said,  the  emotion  in  his voice made his feeling on  the matter quite clear.  It  wasn't  good  for  anyone  to  be  so much taller than the tul, but as there was nothing Benedikt could  do  to  be  shorter,  he straightened. 

"Your  body  is  damp."  Tul  Altun  spread  one  hand  on  the  warm  air  rising  from Benedikt's  chest  and  leaned  slightly  forward.  "And  there  is  a  musky  scent…  not entirely unpleasant. Why is that?" 

Ears burning, Benedikt hung onto his skirt with both hands. The tul smelled faintly of cinnamon, and the sharp, exotic scent only made his reaction worse.  There  wasn't a Petayn  word  for  it so  he used  Shkoden.  "I   sweat, gracious  one."  Born  and  raised in  the  heat,  the  Petayans  didn't  seem  to  sweat,  and  his  sweating  had  fascinated Xhojee as  much  as  it now  did  the tul—although his reaction  to  Xhojee's  fascination had not been so extreme. 

"You are uncomfortable in these clothes." 

It wasn't actually a question, but it seemed safest to agree. "Yes, gracious one." 

"Have  clothing  made  as  you  would  wear  in  your  own  land.  Tell  your  attendant that you speak with the voice of the tul; he'll see to the details." 

It  took  Benedikt  a  moment  to  realize  that  his  attendant  could  only  be  Xhojee. 

Attendant to a warrior of Tulpayotee— he could just hear Xhojee's reaction to that. 

"So what did you do in Shkoder over the sea?" A sudden thought  locked  the tul's gaze back on Benedikt's face. "Were you a priest?" 

"No,  gracious  one."  About  to  declare  himself  a  bard  of  Shkoder,  Benedikt paused. There was no  word  for   bard  in Petayn,  perhaps  that was  a sign.  Time after time,  he'd  proved  himself  not  particularly  adept  at  carrying  the  responsibilities  that came  with  the  position,  perhaps  it  was  time  to  put  them  down.  Besides,  he  was  a bard in Shkoder because  in Shkoder  people  recognized  what a bard  was.  Here…  "I Sang, gracious one." 

"You sang?" 

"No, gracious one, I Sang." About to explain about the kigh, a dark glare from the tul closed his teeth on the difference. 

"I  understand.  You  sing.  I  heard  you  this  morning.  An  entertainer,"  he  added eagerly, almost to himself, "will be an asset. You've been trained to perform?" 

Benedikt nodded. "Yes, gracious one." 

"Good." Circling around him once again, he tapped  the taller man in the center  of his chest. "Do you know what I want from you, Benedikt?" 

"You want I should pretend to be a warrior of Tulpayotee?" 



"Gracious one." 

A deaf man could have heard the warning. 

"Gracious one." 

"Very good. Yes, I want you should  pretend  to  be  a warrior of  Tulpayotee."  The tul's  eyes  narrowed.  "This  morning's  happy  accident  has  convinced  Ooman  Xhai you  are  who  rumors—my  rumors—say  you  are.  I  had  my  doubts  that  your  looks alone could do it, so perhaps Tulpayotee is smiling on my attempt." 

 Attempt to do what? Benedikt wondered. 

"If  you  can  evoke  the  god  on  demand,  however,  it  occurs…"  His  voice  trailed off, and Benedikt had the impression the tul was staring into a future he couldn't  wait to begin creating.  Considering  the predatory  edges  in his smile, it wasn't  likely to  be a  very  pleasant  future  for  everyone  involved.  "As  for  this  morning,"  he  said, suddenly  returning  to  the  present,  "you're  pardoned  for  waking  me.  Don't  do  it again." 

Benedikt  watched  the  tul  walk  over  to  a  low  dais,  step  up  onto  it,  and  sink gracefully onto a pile of cushions.  What if I don't want to pretend to be a warrior of Tulpayotee?  He  had  a  feeling  that  his  choices  were  limited,  that  the  tul,  who  had made it quite clear from  the beginning that he'd  had  a use  for  him, would  not  take a refusal well. Did it matter?  What would  I pretend  to be  instead? His gaze locked  on the  smooth  planes  of  the  tul's  face,  he  discovered  he  didn't  want  to  know  the answer. 

"I  won't  finalize  my  plans  until  I  know  how  useful  you  can  be.  After  tomorrow morning…" 

 Maybe I should warn him that he's counting on the wrong bard… man. 

The tul paused and focused on Benedikt once again. "What is it?" 

His attention felt like the calm before the storm that had driven the  Starfarer to  the bottom  of  the  sea.  He'd  had  no  control  over  that  storm  either.  "Were  there  others found like me, gracious one?" 

"Like you?  You  mean  the  others  on  your  ship?  No."  Tul  Altun  shook  his  head, slender  braids  tipped  in  scarlet  feathers  sweeping  across  his  shoulders.  "I  sent  my people out to scour the beaches, but you were the only one found." 

"The only one…" 

"Yes, the only one." The tul's expression spoke concern, his tone spoke triumph. 

" 

"The tul want to see you now." 

 Now  left  no  time  for  anything  but  a  quick  squeeze  of  Benedikt's  arm  as  Xhojee hurried into the chamber wondering why his mother had thought it such  a good  thing he be brought to the attention of the tul. 

Benedikt stood  where he was  for  a  moment,  until  he  heard  the  bells  at  the  other end of the entrance chime, and then he started back to his rooms. He'd been  told  not to  wait. He  hoped  that  meant  the  tul  assumed  he  could  find  his  own  way,  not  that there'd be no point in waiting as he wouldn't be seeing Xhojee again. 

Through  the stone  doors,  standing  in the open  hall,  Benedikt  looked  out  at  what little of  the  world  he  could  see  past  the  shoulders  of  the  guards.  Would  they  stop him  if  he  tried  to  leave?  And  would  they  stop  him  with  words  or  with  the  barbed points of their spears? 

 And where would I go ? 

 "We're lucky, we have the security of knowing that our talent defines us." 

 Redefines  us,  Benedikt  corrected  the  Terezka  of  memory  as  he  started  up  the second flight of stairs.  He wants me to be a warrior of Tulpayotee. 

 And what does that involve? 

 I'm sure he'll let me know. 

The halls were empty  again. He wondered  how  they,  the other  inhabitants  of  this huge building, knew when he'd  be  returning.  Surely  the  tul  hadn't  insisted  they  stay hidden from the moment he left his rooms until he was safely tucked away again? 

All at once,  he had  the sudden  fear that there weren't  any  others.  He  hadn't  seen the healer or  Xhojee's  mother  for  days.  Perhaps  he,  and  Xhojee,  and  the priest,  and the tul were the only four  people  left in the world.  And  Xhojee had  been  taken away from him. 

All right, so  he hadn't  gone  out  of  his way to  make friends  among  the bards,  but wasn't it enough that he'd never see those few again? 

The faint sounds of his footsteps,  the only sound  he could  hear,  seemed  to  grow louder, to echo, to slam against his head  until he had  to  stop  and  put  his hands  over his ears. 

"  I sent out my people to scour the beaches, but you were the only one found." 

He  hadn't  realized  how  much  he'd  held  onto  the  hope,  deep  in  his  heart,  that there'd been other survivors. That he hadn't failed them all. 

That hope was gone. 

Empty heart,  empty  halls; hands  still clutching  his head,  he  stumbled  back  to  his rooms,  bounced  back  and  forth  from  wall to  wall in the entrance,  and  finally  ended up in the bathing room where he teetered on the edge of the deep tile tub. 

The  water  was  tepid  and  scented  with  one  of  the  flowers  from  the  garden.  He stripped  off  skirt  and  sandals  in  seconds  and  slid  into  the  bath.  The  tub  was  large enough that he could lie down with his head under the water. 

So he did. 

The tul would just have to consider him ungrateful. 

A familiar touch lifted him back into the air again. 



Blinking  water  from  his  eyes,  Benedikt  stared  at  the  ripples  where  the  kigh  had been. This was the first kigh he'd seen in Petayn, but  then this was  the first  time he'd tried to  drown  himself.  Pushing  wet  hair  back  off  his  face,  he  got  his  feet  beneath him and began to rise. The water clung to his body, pulling him back. 

He  allowed  the  water  to  win  although  he  could  have  broken  its  hold.  When  he softly Sang the four notes to call the kigh, it reformed  so  quickly it had  to  have been waiting for the call. 

Had  probably  been  waiting  every  time  he'd  bathed.  If  all  kigh  were  part  of  a greater kigh, changing the water was of no significance. 

Reaching out a nearly human hand, it touched his check. 

"I am the only one who survived." He spoke in Shkoden.  "Why?"  The  fluid body reformed behind the blow from his fist. "Why did you save me and not the others?" 

The kigh didn't  answer.  Benedikt  hadn't  expected  it  to,  its  presence  was  answer enough. He was a bard of Shkoder. 

Had been a bard of Shkoder. 

Tears,  three,  four,  a half a dozen  fell  into  the  water  and  the  kigh  drew  them  into itself.  For  a  moment,  Benedikt  thought  he  could  see  them,  separate  saltwater droplets, as little a part of the whole as he was a part of the life he now found himself living. 

When the kigh leaned forward, he leaned back  and,  weeping quietly, accepted  the comfort it offered. 




Chapter Seven

« ^ » 



A very young  priest,  his  head  only  partially  tattooed,  came  for  Benedikt  while  it was still dark. He woke  to  see  the boy  bending  over  him, fingers  on  his lips,  and  he slid out of bed without waking Xhojee. 

He'd  still been  in the bath  when the other  man had  returned,  and  he'd  thanked  all the gods in the Circle that he'd  made  it very clear from  the beginning he preferred  to bathe privately. He'd managed some kind of  reply to  Xhojee's  worried  call and  then, a few moments later, managed to Sing a gratitude and dismiss the kigh. 

"  I have  told  the  tul  everything  I know  about  you,"  Xhojee had  said  with  a  smile when he emerged.  "  I'm  to continue  giving  you  instruction."  Some  time between  the tul and the suite, his hair had been divided into six braids. The smile had  disappeared as  he  got  a  closer  look  at  his  charge.  "  Are  you  all  right?  Should  I  send  for  the physician ?" 

Benedikt  had  shaken  his  head  and  sunk  down  onto  the  bed.  He  didn't  need  the physician, he needed not to be alone. So Xhojee stayed. 

It  was  cool  so  early  in  the  morning,  and  Benedikt  gratefully  put  the  loose  robe offered by the young priest on over his skirt… his sawrap. When he slid his feet into his  sandals,  the  boy  hurriedly  put  his  hooded  lamp  on  the  floor  and  knelt  to  lace them. Embarrassed, Benedikt tried  to  pull his foot  away,  but  a stern  glance told  him quite clearly to stop. 

Apparently, warriors of Tulpayotee didn't lace their own shoes. 

The temple was not in the main building. Benedikt followed  his guide down  to  the open hall—lit now by lamplight, the two lines of guards  still on  duty—and  around  to the  eastern  part  of  the  square  where  an  open  archway  led  to  a  wide  tiled  path. 

Although it was still too  dark  to  see  clearly, the lush growth  of  the courtyard  garden seemed  to  be  missing  here.  In  both  directions,  he  could  see  grass,  cropped sheep-pasture short, blending into the darkness. 

At the end of the path, a flight of stairs covered the entire side  of  the building—all four  sides  of  the  building  Benedikt  realized  when  he  reached  the  top.  He  snuck  a glance back over  his shoulder  and  was  amazed  to  see  that he was  even with the top of  the house.  Essentially, the temple of  Tulpayotee  stood  on  a  huge  platform,  three stories high. 

The actual temple appeared to be made primarily of columns,  roofed  but  open  on all sides  to  the  weather.  As  Benedikt  stood  staring,  the  young  priest  offered  him  a leather  flask  and  indicated  he  should  drink.  The  water  was  warm  from  being  held next to  the boy's  body  and  tasted  faintly  of  honey  and  herbs.  The  sudden  thought that  they  were  trying  to  drug  him  disappeared  as  he  realized  he'd  never  have  been able to sing with his throat dried by sleep and the climb. He smiled his thanks. 

The  boy's  only  response  was  to  take  back  his  empty  flask,  point  toward  the center of the temple, and then start back down the stairs. 

Tul Altun and Ooman Xhai were waiting by a large, square block Benedikt took to be  the altar. The  light changed  as  he moved  toward  it and,  glancing up,  he  saw  that the roof  ended  where the altar began.  Considering  the  violent  storm  he'd  witnessed from  the  safety  of  his  rooms,  he  figured  some  services  had  to  be  distinctly unpleasant. Although perhaps Tulpayotee, being a god  of  the sun,  wasn't  worshiped in the rain. 

The  tul,  the  loose  hair  rippling  over  his  shoulders  making  him  look  younger, softer, pointed an inarguable finger. "Stand there." The command proved the implied softness to be illusion. "Sing as the sun rises." 

The position put the altar between Benedikt and the sunrise. 

No  one  seemed  inclined  to  talk  much  after  that,  so  Benedikt  shifted  his  weight from foot to foot and wished that the whole thing was over. What if it didn't happen? 

What if he sang the sunrise and nothing manifested? 

 This is crazy. This isn't my god. I shouldn't be here. 

Then he remembered that the tul had planned  to  use  him right from  the beginning, probably from the moment he'd been carried unconscious off the beach,  long before he'd  Sung  the sunrise,  and  a  failure  this  morning  wouldn't  change  that.  He  was,  by his own admission, merely waiting to finalize his plans. 

That didn't actually make Benedikt feel much better. 

The  sounds  of  the  night  began  to  fade  and,  one  by  one,  the  stars  were extinguished by the coming day. 

Benedikt  took  a  step  away  from  the  altar  and  felt,  rather  than  saw,  the  tul  turn toward  him. He forced  his  lips  apart.  Bards  do  not  hit  wrong  notes,  the  talent  that makes  them  bards  makes  that  impossible—Benedikt  had  been  told  that  time  after time while in training, but the opening  notes  he managed  to  squeeze  out  of  his throat were as close as any bard had ever come. 

"I doubt that would call pigs," the tul muttered. 

Anger replacing the first flush of  embarrassment,  Benedikt locked  his eyes  on  the distant  flush of  gold  and  filled his lungs.  Sliding into the vocals—"  Oh,  light  of  day we  greet  you…"—he  held  nothing  back,  playing  his  voice  like  an  instrument.  His ribs expanded painfully far, his highs had never been so high, his lows  so  low,  or  his tones so ringingly clear. 

On the edges  of  his vision,  he saw  Tul Altun and  the priest  turn to  face  the altar. 

Ooman Xhai looked beatific—in spite of  his shaven  head  and  tattoos;  the tul looked predatory.  They  were  both  doomed  to  disappointment.  Technically  brilliant,  the song  was  emotionally  flat.  The  sun  would  rise,  regardless,  but  Benedikt  knew  that the only thing he was evoking this morning was a sore throat. 

And then, as the first low rays of light touched the altar, he felt something  stir;  not a  god  but  the  prayers  and  promises,  the  fears  and  joys  of  all  the  people  who  had come to this temple, who had stood where he stood and believed in something  larger than themselves.  Opening  his arms  to  the light, he stopped  showing  off,  gentled  his voice, and added his Song to theirs. 

A soft  exclamation  from  the  priest  dropped  his  gaze  to  the  altar.  There,  in  the center, lay the golden translucent form  of  a newborn  baby  boy.  A heartbeat  later the infant opened his eyes and became a thousand tiny suns that spun off into the sky. 

Benedikt let the last  note  fade,  then,  breathing  heavily,  he  stumbled  forward  and lightly touched the altar's edge. The stone was warm. 

When a hand  closed  around  his arm,  he jerked back,  afraid  he'd  broken  a temple taboo,  but  instead  of  censure  he  saw  only  awe  on  the  face  of  Ooman  Xhai.  This close  and  in  this  light,  the  priest  was  older  than  Benedikt  had  first  assumed,  the tattoos  had  distracted  from  the deep  lines around  his eyes  and  at the corners  of  his mouth. There were tears running down both his cheeks. 

"Yesterday,  the god  could  barely be  seen,  but  now,  when you  sing  in  his  house, he favors you greatly." 

"That was the god? A baby?" 



Ooman Xhai smiled. "Every morning Tulpayotee  is born.  Every evening he dies." 

He stepped away from the altar, pulling Benedikt with him and indicated that the bard should  look  down.  The  ages  of  the  god  marched  around  the  sides  of  the  stone  in gilded bas relief; an infant at sunrise,  a man in his prime at noon,  an ancient at dusk. 

"There are small services for the priests at the beginning and end of  each  life, but  the people  come  at  noon  when  he  is  strong  enough  to  carry  their  need.  If  there  are enough people  and  a strong  priest,  or  merely enough  priests,  we can  evoke  the god as a young man and he is able to intercede in the lives of his worshippers." 

"Do you sing?" 

"Not as you sing; we wrap our voices around  the heartbeat  of  Tulpayotee  and  lay out the measure of the god. If  you would sing at noon…" 

"I'm  sorry."  To  his surprise  he was.  In the light of  what had  just  occurred,  there could  be  no  question  of  the  priest's  sincerity.  "I  only  know  songs  for  sunrise  and sunset." 

"It  doesn't  matter."  The  tul's  voice  cut  them  apart.  "I  don't  need  you  to  be  a priest."  As  the Ooman  bowed  over  the altar  and  began  to  pray,  he  pulled  Benedikt aside. "The god seems to like whatever it is you're doing. Can you repeat this?" 

"At  sunrise,  in  a  temple…"  He  could  still  faintly  feel  the  touch  of  those  other kigh."… yes, gracious one." 

"Good.  Is  there  anything  else  you  can  do  that  I  should  know  about?  Any  other hidden talents?"  It's not wise to keep  things  hidden  from  your  tul. The  meaning was so clear, he might as well have said the words aloud. 

"I Sing…" 

"So you keep saying. So I heard. Or do you have songs to evoke other powers?" 

"Water, gracious one." 

"Water?" The tul rolled his eyes. "What can you make water do?" 

Benedikt shrugged. "What do you want it to do, gracious one?" 

"Nothing. Water is of no use to  me."  He turned  to  face  the altar and  smiled.  "But this, this is.  Return  to  your  room,  Benedikt.  The  change  is coming,  and  the  Ooman and  I have much  to  discuss.  Oh,  one  more  thing—this."  His  gesture  included  altar, temple, and sunrise. "No more singing to gods unless it's by my command." 

Benedikt  had  already  decided  on  his  own  that  there'd  be  no  more  Singing  the sunrise. Evoking a god, even an infant one, was  just a little more  than he felt capable of  dealing  with.  He  bowed  and  turned  to  go,  but  Ooman  Xhai  stopped  him. 

Reaching up, he slipped a cool  hand  behind  the taller man's  neck  and  drew  his head down until he could  murmur,  "Thank  you,"  against  Benedikt's  forehead  and  seal the words softly with a gentle touch of his lips. 

"Enough of that." 

Doubting  very  much  that  the  priest's  blessing  could  stand  against  the  tul's disapproval, Benedikt hurried away. 



"And  what was  that in aid  of?"  Tul  Altun  demanded  as  the  sound  of  Benedikt's footsteps descended the stairs. When the priest turned toward him, he noted  that the old man seemed calmer, more sure of himself. 

"I merely thank him, gracious one, for showing me the birthface of my god." 

"This  isn't  about  you  and  it  isn't  about  Tulpayotee.  It's  about  me."  Pushing  his loose hair impatiently back  off  his face,  the tul walked out  to  the edge  of  the temple and stared out toward the coast where Benedikt had been found. "  I have a chance  to strengthen  my position before the change." 

"How, gracious one?" 

"Think  about  it,  Ooman;  what  would  be  the  result  if  I  took  my  warrior  of Tulpayotee to court and had him invoke the god in the Great Temple?" 

"You  would  attract  the  attention  of  the  Tulparax,  gracious  one,"  the  priest answered  promptly.  "The  Sun  in  Splender  would  consider  you  blessed  by Tulpayotee." 

"So  he would."  One  so  blessed  would  gain  the  favor  of  the  court,  and  those  in favor  of  the  court  were  those  given  powerful  contracts  and  commissions.  Until Benedikt, his  future  had  been  bleak  at  best,  but  now  he  could  feel  the  possibilities stretching out before him. "Which is why we're  going to  court  and  you're  presenting Benedikt in the Great Temple." 

That got the priest's full attention. "I am, gracious one? Now?" 

"No,  not  now.  I  have  a  few  plans  to  put  in  motion  before  we  leave—but  soon. 

The Tulparax won't live much longer and if I don't strengthen my position  before  the change, my loving sister will quite happily destroy me." 

"Gods are for the gullible." 

Nodding thoughtfully, Benedikt reached  across  the low table and  plucked  a piece of  steaming  fish  out  of  its  leaf  wrapping  and  popped  it  into  his  mouth.  The  tul seemed  to  think that,  given his performance  in  the  garden,  there  was  no  longer  any need  for  him  to  remain  hidden.  Two  giggling  karjen  had  taken  a  long  look  at  him when they brought in the food.  Both  were nicely rounded  under  their shifts  and  he'd taken a long look  at them in return.  One  of  them was  missing the  smallest  finger  on her left hand. "Then how do you  tell me of  the golden  baby?"  he asked  mildly when he'd finished chewing. 

Xhojee  scowled,  well  aware  he  was  being  patronized.  "How  do  I   explain  the golden baby? A trick of the light." He snorted. "A trick of the priests." 

"The priest was as surprised as Tul Altun. He thanked me." 

"The tul?" 

"The priest." 

"For glory's sake, Benedikt, do  you think you evoked Tulpayotee?" 

"If I understand evoked, no. I give form to what was there." 



Xhojee snorted again. "  That is what it means to evoke." 

Benedikt shrugged. Some day,  he'd  take Xhojee to  the temple and  show  him, but he  saw  no  need  to  waste  his  morning  on  an  explanation  that  could  only  suffer through lack of common vocabulary. "The tul wants people to believe I am a warrior of Tulpayotee." 

That  drew  Xhojee's  attention  off  the  fruit  paste  he  was  spreading.  "He  does? 

What people?" 

"All people as far as I can tell." 

Squirming  backward  far  enough  to  miss  the  low  table,  Xhojee  banged  his forehead  into  the  floor.  "All  hail  great  warrior!  Tulpayotee  blesses  me  with  your presence." 

"Stop it." 

"I believe what my tul tells me to believe," Catching the grapes  Benedikt threw,  he moved back to the table and continued eating. "Did he say why?" 

"The  tul  did  not  explain  to  me  but  he  said,  yesterday,  '  There  are  those  in  this house who believe you have come from the court of Tulpayotee, that you  are  one  of his warriors sent to prevent the change' ." 

The  next  few  moments  involved  a  great  deal  of  back  pounding  as  Xhojee attempted to cough up the mouthful of  flat bread  he'd  inhaled. "You  sounded…  just like him," he gasped when he could speak. "Don't do that!" 

"Sorry." 

"I  hope  so."  Wiping  streaming  eyes  with  one  palm,  he  took  a  slow,  careful mouthful of chilled mint tea. 

Benedikt waited until he swallowed. "Xhojee, what is the change?" 

The younger  man sighed  and  stared  into  the  depths  of  his  tea.  "The  Tulparax  is dying." 

"Who?" 

"The Tulparax. The Sun in Splendor." 

"The high priest of Tulpayotee," Benedikt guessed. 

"That, too. The Tulparax rules all of Petayn." 

"The Tulparax is a man?" 

Xhojee looked insulted. "Of course." 

"And his death is the change?" 

"No.  His  death  causes  the  change.  When  the  Tulparax  dies,  his  heir,  the Xaantalax, the Rising Moon, takes the throne." 

A  lifted  hand  paused  the  explanation  for  a  moment.  Benedikt  felt  a  need  to regroup. "The Xaantalax is a woman?  And  high priestess  of  Xaantalicta, the moon?" 



When  Xhojee  nodded,  he  nodded,  too.  Petayn  titles  were  so  derivative  they  made certain associations unmistakable.  "When  the Xaantalax is on  the throne,  Xaantalicta is stronger than Tulpayotee?" 

"If you  believe in that sort  of  superstitious  crap,"  Xhojee snorted.  "What  it really means  is  that  Xaantalicta's  priests  become  more  powerful  and  that   they  collect  the daily offerings while Tulpayotee has only the four monthly festivals to pay the bills." 

"I  forget  you  was  apprenticed  to  a  tax  collector."  Benedikt  ducked  a  thrown grape. "So that is the change? The sun for the moon?" 

"Not  all of  it. When  the Xaantalax takes  the throne,  the  Xaans  will  command  the great houses. Xaan Mijandra, the tul's older sister will rule House Kohunlich." 

"And what happens to the tul? He gets tossed out on his ear?" 

"She won't  hit him." Xhojee looked  appalled.  "She  probably  won't  even see  him; he keeps his personal holdings and the bons make sure that the tax rolls  of  the house are  given  over  to  her.  Imixara  hates  the  bons,  because  they'll  be  taking  the  power away from  the tul whom  she's  taken care  of  all his life. She   really  hates  Bon  Kytee, but I think that's personal." 

"So  around  here…"  Benedikt  waved  his  arm  to  take  in  the  immediate  area.  "…

nothing changes?" 

Xhojee  stared  down  at  a  cold  and  congealing  piece  of  fish.  "I  don't  know,"  he said  at  last.  "The  Tulparax  was  on  the  throne  for  thirty-seven  years.  I've  never known a change. My mother was a child when the last change happened." 

Benedikt  thought  about  the  predatory  young  man  who  was  currently Kohunlich-tul. If he willingly stepped  down  into  second  place,  it  would  be  only  so that he could  attack  his opponent  from  behind.  "What  if the tuls  don't  want  to  give up power?" 

"But it's  the xaan's  turn,  they have to.  The  tax rolls  will  have  passed  and  no  one will deal with the tuls because they no  longer speak  for  the house.  All they can  do  is wait for the next change." 

Wait? Somehow, Benedikt didn't think so. "Tul  Altun said  some  people  thought  I was a warrior of Tulpayotee sent to prevent the change." 

"That's  because  they've  only  known  Tulpayotee.  They  thinks  he's  real,  and  they think he's going to stop it, but they're wrong. He isn't,  he won't,  and  you  aren't,  so  it doesn't matter what they think." 



"I've decided you're to have religious instruction.  A warrior of  Tulpayotee  should know something  of  the  rituals  of  his  god."  The  tul  paced  a  circle  around  Benedikt and  stopped  too  close  to  his  left  shoulder.  "Xhojee  assures  me  you  have  the vocabulary." 

It  wasn't  a  question,  but  his  pause  suggested  a  response  was  called  for.  "Yes, gracious one." 



"Good.  One  of  the  junior  priests  will  be  joining  us  shortly.  Ooman  Xhai  feels  it should  be  his  responsibility,  but  I  don't  want  the  shine  wearing  off  this  morning's performance. Do you understand what I'm saying?" 

Benedikt jumped  as  the tul began  playing with his hair. "You  do  not  want  him  to realize I am only a man, gracious one." 

"Exactly." 



"The symbol of House Kohunlich." 

"Good." Xhojee touched another pattern on his chest. "And this?" 

"The symbol of your apprenticeship to the bons." 

"Good. And this?" 

"A brand  new symbol  of  Tulpayotee."  After two  days  instruction  with an intense young priest  who  wore  the symbol  inked into  the  skin  between  his  eyes,  it  was  the one symbol Benedikt never got wrong. And if he was  to  be  a warrior of  Tulpayotee, that was probably for the best. 



"Benedikt. Good. I have people here who want to meet you." 

As Benedikt moved  farther  into  one  of  the  terraced  rooms  on  the  first  floor,  he noted  that  some  of  the  tile  work  appeared  to  have  been  recently  repaired  and  the exposed  walls had  been  given  a  fresh  coat  of  paint.  He  also  noticed  that  the  room held the  most  people  he'd  seen  in  one  place  since  he'd  arrived  at  the  house  of  the Kohunlich-tul. 

Ooman  Xhai  stood  just  off  the  dais,  at  the  tul's  left  shoulder,  tattooed  head bowed,  hands  thrust  into the sleeves  of  his yellow  robe.  He  looked  up  as  Benedikt entered and quickly down again. He might have been  frowning,  but  the tattoos  made it impossible to be sure. 

Two  guards,  male  and  female,  flanked  each  side  of  the  door  and  two  more  the low dais. A young karjen—or at least a boy Benedikt assumed would be karjen when he had hair enough  to  braid—stood  by  a tray table of  food  and  drink,  ready  should the tul decide to refresh himself. Two  slightly older  karjen stood  by  the open  terrace doors, each holding a large woven fan. 

He  noticed  that  both  sets  of  guards,  bracketing  his  path,  were  taking  full advantage  of  their position  to  stare  at  him  without  appearing  to.  The  karjen,  caught between their curiosity and their tul, did the best they could. 

The two people who wanted to meet him were both  men,  one  about  the same  age as the tul, one  considerably  older.  Both  wore  their hair in multiple braids,  the braids then braided  and  decorated  with  feathers.  Neither  style  seemed  as  elaborate  as  that of Tul Altun although given the dark-on-dark shadows in their hair, Benedikt found  it difficult  to  be  sure.  Tul  Altun,  he  noted,  wore  three  long  and  iridescent  green feathers,  the whole  arrangement  falling  so  elegantly  onto  one  shoulder  he  made  the other  two  seem  coarsely  overdone.  Although  they  also  sat  on  the  dais,  their  heads were much lower than the tul's. 

 Looks like he had a riser added  before  company  came. An unnecessary  addition in  Benedikt's  opinion.  Tul  Altun's  eyes  blazed  and  drew  attention  the  way  a  moth was drawn to a flame. Benedikt wasted a moment wishing he Sang fire. 

Both  men  stared  at  the  bard.  The  older  man  opened  a  fan  of  red  feathers  and waved it slowly back and forth in front of his face. 

Tul Altun smiled.  "Benedikt,  these  are the Becan-tul and  the Campeche-tul.  They wanted to see you for themselves." 

Dropping  onto  one  knee,  Benedikt  noted  how  everything,—position,  tone,  the tul's  smile—indicated  that  the  Becan-tul  and  the  Campeche-tul  were  by  no  means equal  to  the  Kohunlich-tul.  House  Kohunlich  was  one  of  the  six  upper  houses. 

Benedikt was willing to wager that House Becan and House Campeche were not. 

"Stand, Benedikt." 

He straightened,  resisting  the urge to  tug at his sawrap.  At least  the  heavy  leather girdle gave it some weight against his hips. 

"He is everything you said he was," the Becan-tul murmured, eyes wide. 

"He  is  not  as  golden  as  you  said  he  was,"  the  Campeche-tul  amended,  his expression vaguely petulant behind the fan. 

"No,  he isn't."  Tul Altun's  words  were  honeyed  but  the  honey  dripped  from  the edge  of  a  very  sharp  blade.  The  continuous  movement  of  the  Campeche-tul's  fan paused,  and  Benedikt  hid  a  smile.  Clearly,  he  wasn't  the  only  one  who'd  heard  the steel. "Why is that, Benedikt?" 

"I need to be more in the sun, gracious one." 

The  tul's  silent  approval  allowed  him  to  release  a  breath  he  hadn't  remembered holding. 

"Then I suggest you spend more time out of doors." 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"Take your…" Only a bard  could  have heard  the pause  as  the tul decided  on  the most effective way to refer to Xhojee. "… guide with you when you go." 

"Yes,  gracious  one."  He added  a flourish  to  his bow,  the merest  hint  of  Tadeus, and  was  rewarded  by  a  flash  of  honest  amusement  crossing  Tul  Altun's  face.  A small thing, but his heart pounded as he left the room. 

"Oh, my," the Becan-tul sighed after a moment.  "He  is magnificent. Tulpayotee  in the flesh.  Such  shoulders.  Such  hair. And  his  eyes,  have  you  ever  seen  such  eyes? 

And his voice—it stroked feathers up and down my spine." 

The Campeche-tul snorted. "You don't honestly believe this stranger  has  anything to do with Tulpayotee, do you?" 

"He wears Tulpayotee's symbol around his neck. And his looks…" 



"Yes,  yes.  We  know  what  you  think  of  his  looks."  He  slapped  the  folded  fan down into his other palm. "But do you believe he comes from Tulpayotee?" 

"I,  well…" Catching  up  a cushion,  the Becan-tul looked  beyond  his  companions to the priest. "Ooman, what do you think?" 

Ooman Xhai sighed,  the sound  as  different  from  the Becan-tul's  earlier exhalation as was possible. "I have seen him invoke the god at sunrise." 

"So do priests," the Campeche-tul snorted. "That proves nothing." 

"But combined with his looks…" 

"Exactly,"  Tul Altun broke  in. "What  do  you  think  the  result  would  be  if  I  took him to court?" 

"And gave him to the Tulparax?" 

"Shut  up,  Gonzile.  You're  more  of  an  idiot  than  your  father  was."  The Campeche-tul  glared  the  younger  man's  protest  into  irritated  and  unintelligible muttering then continued. "The most religious members  of  the high houses  remain at court to be near the Tulparax and have, as a result, been there to  receive power  from the throne. Should you arrive with this golden  stranger,  you  will appear  to  have been blessed by the gods." 

"And one so blessed by the gods would be also blessed by the state." 

"He'd be tested by the priests." 

Tul Altun inclined his head toward his priest. "Ooman?" 

"He will pass the tests." 

"But  will  he  cooperate?"  The  Campeche-tul  raised  his  fan  to  forestall  any response.  "I  ask  only  because  men  of  power  are  not  always  predictable,  and  the gods never are." 

"The  gods,"  Tul  Altun  told  him  dryly,  "are  infinitely  predictable.  The  sun  rises, the  sun  sets.  The  moon  waxes,  the  moon  wanes.  Have  no  fear,  this  warrior  of Tulpayotee will cooperate. He's a stranger here, and he is  mine." 

"Yours?"  When  Tul Altun nodded,  he fanned  himself thoughtfully for  a moment. 

"Then I also am yours," he said at last. "In the understanding  that one  so  blessed  by the gods and then by the state will bless others in turn." 

"To what extent?" 

"Blessing  enough  so  that  I  may  have  the  Uxmal-xaan  assassinated  before  the change. My niece cannot stand against her, and I will not see my house absorbed." 

"Her heir?" 

"A  child.  Seven,  perhaps  eight  years  old.  Interhouse  rivalry  over  regenting  will keep them busy until my niece finds her strength." 

"Agreed." 

"Wait."  The  Becan-tul  held  up  both  hands.  "I  don't  understand.  Are  we  saying that this stranger is really and actually a warrior of Tulpayotee?" 

"I'm saying that you should judge for yourself." 

"If he  isn't from Tulpayotee, who is he?" 

Tul  Altun  smiled  and  stroked  one  finger  down  the  length  of  an  iridescent  green feather. "Exactly." 



"There have been no headaches?" 

"No." 

"No spots before your eyes? No pain in the light?" 

"No." 

"Physician,  the tul said  Benedikt must  go  out  in  the  sun."  Xhojee  threw  up  both hands,  walked across  the room  and  back  again. "Good  weather doesn't  last  forever in this season; what more do you want?" 

"I want him to  survive the experience,"  Imixara told  him  tightly,  turning  Benedikt toward the light and peering into his eyes. "You're lucky I was here when he returned for  you.  And  if you  call  me   physician  in  that  tone  of  voice  again,  I'll  put  so  much laxative in your soup, you'll be shitting out your brains. Close your eyes." 

Grinning broadly, Benedikt obeyed. 

"Now open. Are you sure there's no pain?" 

"I'm sure." 

"All right, then." She patted  him on  the shoulder.  "You  may wander  about  during the youth and the age of  the day,  but  you  are not,  do  you  hear me,  not  to  be  out  as Tulpayotee gains his manhood." 

"I  hear  you."  Early  morning  and  late  afternoon,  Benedikt  translated.  Not  at midday. They weren't hard terms to agree to as even the tiny lizards that hunted  bugs on his terrace sought out shade at noon. 

"He is now officially out of my care," Imixara told  Xhojee as  she  passed.  "Which makes  him  your  responsibility."  Pausing  in  the  doorway,  she  threw  a  grin  back  at him. "I've  brought  you  to  the attention  of  the  tul  with  a  vengeance,  haven't  I?  Your mother is pleased." 

"My  mamon  will  never  have  more  than  karjen  because  of  that  old  woman," 

Xhojee muttered  when the sound  of  the physician's  footsteps  had  faded.  "She  says she stays with her out of love. Can you believe it?" 

Benedikt  shrugged,  trying  and  almost  succeeding  in  not  thinking  of  anything,  or anyone, at all. "Love is confused." 

"I  think  you  mean  confusing."  He  jerked  his  head  toward  the  door.  "Let's  go before  the  tul  finds  out  you've  been  stuck  in  here  instead  of  out  obeying  his expressed desire." 



They went to temple. An acolyte burnished the images of the god  on  the altar, but otherwise they had the place to themselves. 

"You  can  see  a  lot  from  up  here,"  Xhojee  panted  as  they  climbed  the  last  few steps. 

In  the  full  light  of  day,  the  house  was  resplendent  with  both  colored  tiles  and paint.  One  hand  shading  his  eyes,  Benedikt  doubted  he  faced  so  much  as  a handspan  ofundecorated  wall.  Down  at  the  far  end  of  the  huge  building,  three  tiny figures worked on what had to be perpetual upkeep. 

"There  should  be  a  team  responsible  for  each  side,"  Xhojee  said,  following  the direction  of  Benedikt's  gaze.  "I  was  almost  apprenticed  to  one  of  the  plasterers. 

Good thing I turned out to be quick with numbers." 

"What do you mean, should be a team?" 

"I  mean  there  isn't.  And  don't  ask  why,"  he  added  hurriedly,  "because  I  don't know." 

Benedikt watched the work for a moment. "Is the tul in trouble?" 

"The bons bring him the taxes…" 

"That's not what I meant." 

Xhojee shrugged. "You're the warrior of Tulpayotee, you tell me." 

The acolyte's wide-eyed gaze followed them as they crossed from  the inner to  the outer edge and Benedikt remembered a question he'd been meaning to ask. 

"Why  do  the  priests  shave  their  heads?  I  thought  shave  was  what  you  did  to children?" 

"We are all children in the house  of  the gods."  Xhojee snorted.  "Or  at least  that's what  they  say.  If  I  went  in  under  the  pillars,  I'd  have  to  unbraid  my  hair.  I   should unbraid it even out here—that's probably why we're being stared at." 

Benedikt smiled at the acolyte who tossed his cleaning rag out  of  sight behind  the altar and bowed. 

"Or maybe it's because you've been sent from the god." 

"I haven't." 

"You  have  if  the  tul  says  you  have."  Dropping  his  voice,  Xhojee  punched  the other man lightly on the arm. "Besides, what else have you got to do?" 

Fortunately,  since  Benedikt  had  no  answer,  the  view  from  the  outer  edge  of  the temple drove the question right out of his mind. "The sea." 

"Sorquizic.  Not  worshiped  but  respected.  Giver  of  bounty.  Dangerously unpredictable—not that I need to tell you. Do you want to go closer?" 

He wrapped his fingers around the queen's coin. "Yes." 

Colored gravel had been used to create a broad path from the temple to the shore. 



"Stay  on  it,"  Xhojee warned.  "If  you  go  into this longer stuff,  you  won't  be  able to see the snakes." 

Set  back  from  the  tiny  crescent  of  black  sand  beach,  a  dozen  wooden  posts supported a roof over what looked like the pieces of a boat. 

"The  tul's,  before  he  was  tul,"  Xhojee  explained.  "They  say  he  used  to  come down  here  a  lot,  but  now  the  boat  master's  left  pretty  much  on  his  own.  He  lives over there behind… Benedikt?" 

But Benedikt wasn't listening. Stumbling a little on  the loose  sand,  he walked until he stood  just beyond  the touch  of  the surf.  This  sea  did  not  look  as  if  anyone  had ever been shipwrecked in it. It stretched out toward the horizon, turquoise, then blue, sunlight kissing the upper curves of lazy waves. 

It was  hard  to  believe that under  the beauty,  under  the  seduction,  lay  the  broken remains of the  Starfarer and the bodies of her crew. 

He could  see  the kigh beginning to  gather,  not  the huge kigh of  the outer  sea  but smaller, familiar kigh that he knew from the shores of home. He wanted to  Sing,  Sing his grief, Sing his loneliness, Sing his sorrow,  but  he held his lips tightly closed.  Not even Xhojee knew about the kigh. He had begun  to  tell the tul about  them twice,  and now he found  himself glad that they weren't  a part  of  what the tul wanted  from  him. 

The kigh were still his alone. 

"Is this where I was found?" 

"No. That way." A gentle touch turned him to the south. "The village is in the next cove; two children found you a bit beyond that." 

"Can we go there?" 

"It isn't far, but I don't know if the tul wants you seen in the village." 

"Did not they already see me?" 

Xhojee thought about that a moment. "Good point," he admitted  at last.  Squinting up at the sky, he looked dubious.  "I'm  not  sure  we can  get there before  you  have to go back inside, but…" 

His next observation  was  cut  off  by  the sound  of  sandals  against  gravel.  A  very young man,  his hair a short  brush  over  his scalp  and  the skin around  the first  of  his tattoos  still red  from  the  needle  and  dye,  pounded  down  the  path,  onto  the  beach, and  fell to  his knees  as  his feet sank  into the sand.  "The  tul,"  he  gasped,  "wants  to see the warrior of Tulpayotee." 



"So you were out in the sun, were you?" 

"Yes, gracious one." Only the tul remained in the room. 

"Some  of  your  skin  is  touched  with  red."  Gathering  up  the  folds  of  his  robe  in one hand, Tul Altun rose, walked over to the kneeling man and  laid the fingers  of  his free  hand  on  Benedikt's  shoulder.  "It's  heated.  You  haven't  injured  yourself,  have you?" 

"No, gracious one. The heat will fade."  Tul Altun's  touch  was  as  cold  as  his tone had  been,  and  it  sent  an  involuntary  shiver  skittering  across  the  muscles  of Benedikt's back. A line of sweat ran down his spine.  His skin felt tight, too  small for his body in a way that had nothing to do with a minor sunburn. 

The touch became a caress that lifted strands of hair, and  rested  for  a moment  on the other shoulder. "It doesn't seem to be fading. Never mind, I brought you here for other reasons. Why do you think I wanted Becan and Campeche to see you?" 

He had  a  sudden  vision  of  a  dancing  bear  Petrolkian  traders  had  brought  to  his village when he was  boy.  It wore  a coat  and  a hat,  and  it shuffled  about  on  its  hind legs pretending to be a man. 

"Benedikt?" 

"Because  if  one  assumed  to  be  from  the  god  is  in  your  house,  you  will  be  in  a strong  enough  place  to  find…"  He  didn't  know  the  word  for  allies.  "…  to  find friends." 

"And why do I want to find… friends?" 

"To be stronger at the change." 

"Who told you of the change?" 

There  was  something  in  his  voice,  a  dark  edge,  that  made  Benedikt  suddenly afraid for Xhojee's safety. "You did, gracious one. You spoke of it to the priest." 

"Did I? And then you had the boy explain?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"Ah."  Pivoting  on  the  ball  of  one  foot,  the  tul  sank  gracefully  back  onto  the cushioned  dais  amid  the  billowing,  multicolored  folds  of  his  robe.  "You're  right about  your  presence  in  this  house;  the  rumors  alone  have  brought  me  some  small benefits,  and  today  I've  secured  the  support  of  Becan  and  Campeche—lesser houses,  but  they'll  help  strengthen  my  position.  You  see,  Benedikt…"  He  leaned forward, eyes glittering, "I'm taking you to court." 

"To court, gracious one?" 

"Oh, yes. Do you know what the Campeche-tul asked me, Benedikt?" 

"No, gracious one." 

"He  asked  if  you'd  cooperate.  Perhaps  he  truly  believed  you  were  a  warrior  of Tulpayotee  and  that,  therefore,  you  had  a  choice.  You  understand  that  you  don't, don't you, Benedikt? You owe me your life, so I choose what to do with it." 

He would  have died  on  the shore  if not  for  the tul. Perhaps  he should  have died, but  he hadn't.  He wondered,  briefly, what kind of  life that  Petrolkian  bear  had  lived before it began its impersonation. What had brought it to the coat and the hat and the shuffling walk. "You can't make worse choices than I have," he sighed. 

"Good.  Come…"  A  gesture  indicated  the  cushions  on  the  lower  dais  where  the Becan-tul had sat. "… and I'll go over more of what you'll need to know to survive." 

Survive. There was that word again. 

What would Bannon do? 

Survive. 

"Gracious  one,  if  they  find  out  I  am  not  from  the  god  but  survived  from  a shipwreck, what will happen?" 

"You'll die. So if you have any idea of  throwing yourself  on  the mercy  of  another house when we arrive in Atixlan, it wouldn't be wise." 

"I have no  idea of  doing  that,  gracious  one."  He  sank  awkwardly  down  into  the cushions. 

"Very nice."  The  tul waited as,  ears  crimson,  Benedikt  shoved  his  sawrap  down between his legs. "But what happened to the  breeches you were to have made?" 

"They are not ready, gracious one." 

"Why not?" 

Benedikt spread his hands apologetically. "I never paid attention to how they were sewn. Without a pattern…" 

"I  want  you  in   breeches  for  court.  Am  I  to  wait  on  the  pleasure  of  this  karjan tailor?" He threw the braided skein of  hair and  feathers  behind  his shoulder.  "Would the loss of a foot encourage him to sew a little faster?" 

To  his  horror,  Benedikt  realized  this  was  not  a  rhetorical  question.  Spinning around, he locked eyes  with the tul. "That's  insane! You  can't  take a man's  foot  just to make him sew faster!" 

Tul Altun stared at him for  a long moment,  nostrils  flared  and  lip curled.  Then  he leaned  back,  lifted  a  handbell  from  between  the  cushions,  and  gave  it  one  violent swing. 

A guard  appeared  while the summons  still echoed  off  the walls. She  had  to  have been waiting in the hall—although the hall had been empty when Benedikt had arrived moments  before.  Guards  and  karjen  appeared  and  disappeared  so  quickly,  he'd begun to suspect the walls were hollow.  The  guard  approached  the dais,  rapped  her spear butt twice on the floor, then waited for orders. 

Benedikt  knew  the  tul  was  about  to  prove  he  could  do  exactly  what  he  said  he could.  He  was  no  longer  punishing  the  tailor,  he  was  teaching  Benedikt  to  think before he spoke. 

"Please  forgive  me,  gracious  one."  Charm,  like  Command,  was  a  bardic  skill Benedikt had  never had  the self-confidence  to  fully  master  but  it   was  a  bardic  skill and  he used  what he could  of  it now.  Sliding off  the dais,  he  rose  up  on  one  knee, head bowed. "I should have said, please don't." 

"You  should  have  said  nothing  at  all,"  the  tul  snarled.  "This  does  not  concern you." He drew in an audible breath and  said,  a little more  calmly, "Why  do  you  care about this tailor?" 

"Where I come from, gracious one, the punishments are not so severe." 

"But you are not  there now, are you?" 

"No,  gracious  one."  In  the  dark  on  dark  of  the  tul's  gaze,  Benedikt  saw  a mutilated tailor and truly realized for the first time that he was not in a world he knew. 

He  had  one  card  left  to  play.  "Will  you  not  grant  the  mercy  of  Tulpayotee?"  he asked, using just enough Voice to touch the words with power. 

Behind  him,  the  guard  gasped  and  Benedikt  risked  a  glance  at  Tul  Altun's  face. 

The finely arched brows were knit together, but after a moment he slowly smiled. 

 If cats could smile, Benedikt thought. 

"The  mercy  of  Tulpayotee  is  not  to  be  ignored,"  the  tul  allowed  graciously.  A raised  hand  dismissed  the  guard.  "Very  convincing,"  he  declared  when  they  were alone  again.  "If  you  can  be  that  convincing  at  court,  we  should  have  nothing  to worry about." 

 We? Benedikt wondered. But the tul continued speaking before he could ask. 

"Ooman Xhai will arrange your visit to the Great Temple as soon as  possible  after we  arrive.  You'll  sing,  just  like  you  did  in  the  temple  here.  That,  and  your appearance,  should  be  enough  to  convince  most  of  the  court  you're  from  the  god. 

I'll do  what I can  to  keep  you  from  having to  deal with awkward  questions,  but  the Tulparax will want to speak with you and that I can't control." 

He motioned for Benedikt to rejoin him on the cushions and waited until he settled before asking, "What  will you  say  when he asks  you  if you  come  from  Tulpayotee? 

Remember, to do me any good, you have to make him believe the lie." 

"Then  I  won't  lie,  gracious  one."  Benedikt  risked  a  small  smile.  "I'll  ask  him,  in turn, if the sun is not the giver of all life." 

An ebony brow rose. "Are you sure you're not a priest?" 



Tul Altun studied and discarded a piece of melon. Examined and rejected a bunch of grapes. It was the waiting that was the hard part, the preparing. 

It would have been  easier  to  have had  Benedikt killed and  his golden  body  found in  such  a  way  that  the  blame  was  laid  on  one  of  the  other  houses.  On  the Kohunlich-xaan if he could have gotten close enough. 

"My  sister  has  killed  a  warrior  of  Tulpayotee!"  He  took  a  bite  from  a  piece  of fresh sugar cane  and  threw the rest  aside.  Unfortunately,  although the rumors  would have weakened her, they wouldn't have strengthened him. 

"And why waste a perfectly good warrior of Tulpayotee?" 

Sometimes  he  caught  himself  believing  that  Benedikt  came  from  the  god. 

Sometimes he caught himself wondering if there might not be other uses for him. 





The tul needed him. 

The tul's  plan would  not  succeed  without him. He was  the only person  in Petayn who could do what the tul needed. 

Tul Altun needed  him in a way his parents  and  his  village  hadn't  with  three  older brothers  who  so  excelled  at  what  they  did.  Needed  him  in  a  way  the  Bardic  Hall hadn't with so many others who could do so much more. 

Benedikt sagged  back  into the kigh's  liquid embrace,  his head  against  the  side  of the bath, one hand closed around the queen's coin. 

Needed  him  in  a  way  Her  Majesty  hadn't.  She'd  only  needed  a  bard  who  Sang water, she hadn't needed him. 

 "You are my eyes and my ears, Benedikt." Stretching up, she  kissed  him  on  both cheeks. "I can't wait to hear the Songs you'll bring me." 

Benedikt  banished  the  memory.  "There  are  dozens  of  bardic  names  she  could have substituted for mine," he told the kigh, his voice rough. 

"  You are my eyes and my ears, Karlene."  Stretching  up,  she  kissed  her  on  both cheeks. "I can't wait to hear the Songs you'll bring me." 

 " You  are  my  eyes and  my  ears,  Ziven."  Stretching  up,  she  kissed  him  on  both cheeks. "I can't wait to hear the Songs you'll bring me." 

 " You  are  my  eyes  and  my  ears,  Aurel."  Stretching  up,  she  kissed  her  on  both cheeks. "I can't wait to hear the Songs you'll bring me." 

"STOP  IT!"  Shrinking  back  from  the  echos,  he  stared  down  at  his  right  hand, blood  welling  up  in  two  half  moons  where  the  edges  of  the  coin  had  cut  into  his palm. Breathing heavily, he dropped  it against  his chest  and  offered  his  hand  to  the kigh. For a heartbeat, the translucent features were tinted pink. 

"You see," he told it hoarsely, "I've let go of the past." 

By  some  blind  turning  of  the  Circle,  he  was  the  only  one  who  could  help  the Kohunlich-tul strengthen his position before the change. 

 No responsibilities. He makes all the decisions. 

 So? 

 He's using you. 

But  he  was  used  to  that.  He'd  been  a  bard  of  Shkoder,  and  Shkoder  used  the bards. 

 What of the tailor? 

Benedikt  couldn't  ignore  his  own  abilities  enough  to  deny  that  the  tul  had  been entirely  serious.  But  if  that  sort  of  casual  cruelty  went  on  as  often  as  the matter-of-fact  suggestion  seemed  to  indicate,  the  house  should  be  overrun  with missing limbs. And it wasn't. 

Benedikt  closed  his  eyes,  trying  not  think  of  a  predator's  smile  as  the  kigh wrapped around him and began to move. A small, dry noise in the back  of  his throat was almost a laugh. 

He couldn't decide if the smile belonged to Bannon or the tul. 

He didn't Sing fire, and he was going to get burned. 



"My sister  knows  he's  here.  My  eyes  and  ears  tell  me  she's  moving  to  confront me at court." 

"Why at court, gracious one?" 

"If  she  discredits  me  at  court,  power  shifts  in  her  favor.  And,  if  this  golden stranger  turns  out  to  actually  be  what  I  say  he  is,  she's  there  to  try  and  take advantage of any benefits that may fall to House Kohunlich." 

"Is Benedikt in danger, gracious one?" 

The  tul  smacked  his  barber's  hand  away  from  a  green  feather  and  pointed  to  a white. "Does Tulpayotee not protect him?" 

Ooman  Xhai gestured  toward  the window.  "Tulpayotee  hides  his  face  today.  He will not see if Benedikt is in danger." 

"Then I'll have to protect him, won't I?" 

"But your sister has eyes and ears as well, gracious one." 

"And  the heads  of  two  are being used  in  the  ball  court—although  I  may  remove the larger, he rolls  distinctly  to  the left."  Ebony  brows  drew  in  as  though  a  thought had just occurred. "Are you suggesting that I  can't protect him?" 

"No, gracious one." 

"Good.  Stop  wasting  time  worrying  about  my  sister.  She  may  be  a  very successful  gambler,  but  she's  not  fool  enough  to  try  anything  until  we're  on  the road." 

"We'll have some distance to travel before we reach Atixlan, gracious one." 

"Which  is why we'll be  traveling with Becan  and  Campeche.  If  that  isn't  security enough  for  you…"  He  shot  an  irritated  look  out  the  window  at  the  pounding  rain. 

"…  perhaps  you'd  better  pray  Tulpayotee  reappears  before  we leave so  that he  can keep an eye on the warrior he sent us." 



After the two  giggling karjen—and  always the same  two  giggling karjen, Benedikt noted—had cleared away the remains of breakfast, the string of bells chimed softly. 

"Your rooms," Xhojee mouthed. 

Benedikt  grinned  and,  in  his  best  multibraid  voice,  commanded  the  visitor  to enter. 

A thin  man,  short  even  for  a  Petayn,  poked  his  head  timidly  around  the  corner. 



"Pardon," he murmured. "But I think I have finished." 

 "Would the loss of a foot encourage him to sew a little faster?" 

Benedikt jerked at the memory, waved off Xhojee's question, and told the tailor to come in. 

Frowning  slightly,  Xhojee  got  to  his  feet  and  glanced  between  the  two  men.  "If you'll be busy for a while," he said, "I've got some things to do." 

Distracted  by  thought  of  mutilations, Benedikt  waved  a  hand  in  Xhojee's  general direction.  "Yeah.  Sure."  When  Xhojee  snorted,  he  actually  focused  on  the  other man. "What? You'll be back, right?" 

Rolling  his  eyes,  Xhojee  bowed.  "Of  course  I'll  be  back,  oh,  warrior  of Tulpayotee." 

The tailor made a small sound in the back of his throat. 

"Stop it, you  idiot."  Benedikt stepped  forward  and  froze  when it looked  as  if the frightened man might drop to his knees. "You're not the idiot,"  he clarified, gesturing at  Xhojee.  "He  is."  In  a  strange  language  it  was  harder  to  pitch  his  voice  so  that there'd be no  question  of  belief, but  he did  the best  he could.  "You  have nothing to be afraid of." 

"The  warrior  of  Tulpayotee  is  in  a  gracious  mood  today,"  Xhojee  added solemnly. 

Benedikt whirled to  face  him, trying unsuccessfully  not  to  laugh. "Would  you  get out of here!" 

"As you command,  great one."  Bowing with every step,  Xhojee backed  from  the room, disentangled himself from the string of bells, and disappeared. 

The tailor looked as though he might follow at any moment. 

"The  breeches," Benedikt prodded gently. 

"Ah. Yes. The  breeches, great one." 

"Not  great one.  Benedikt."  The  tailor seemed  so  shocked  Benedikt  sighed.  "Just not, great one; all right?" 

"Yes,  gr…"  Flustered,  he  shook  out  the  garment  he'd  been  clutching  to  his tattoos.  "I  think  I  have  solved  the  problem  of  the  fabric  between  the  legs.  If  you would try them…" 

They fit the way Benedikt remembered  breeches  fitting. He  settled  himself  to  the left,  buckled  the  waistband  that  crossed  over  much  like  the  top  of  a  sawrap,  and stared  down  at his fabric-enclosed  legs.  It  felt  weirdly  confining  in  places  and  very loose in others. 

"The  legs  must  be  wide,"  the  tailor  explained  when  Benedikt  mentioned  it. 

Twitching  a  seam  straight,  he  searched  for  an  explanation  that  wouldn't  sound insulting. "When  it is hot,  you  are damp,"  he said  at last.  "The  fabric  is very fine. It will stick." 



This  made  sense—the  only time he wasn't  covered  in a fine patina of  sweat,  and sometimes not so fine a patina, was while he was in the bath. 

Benedikt glanced  down  at the blue chalk line angling out  from  his crotch.  "Can  I guess I don't get to keep these?" 

"Keep? No. These are my pattern. With these I can make you many  breeches." 

"Just  one  pair  I  can  keep  would  be  fine,"  Benedikt  muttered,  stripping  and reaching  reluctantly  for  his  sawrap;  modesty  in  this  case  merely  wasted  time.  Not only was there nothing the tailor hadn't seen, there was very little he hadn't measured. 

When the small man left, still adjusting chalk lines, Benedikt wiped  the sweat  from his chest  with  the  palm  of  one  hand.  The  rain  that  had  been  pounding  down  since before dawn had made it no cooler. Only wetter. 

Smiling suddenly, he walked out onto the terrace. 

He staggered  a little as  a gust  of  wind slammed  a  sheet  of  rain  into  him,  then  he found  his  balance,  threw  back  his  head,  and  opened  his  arms  to  the  sky.  Another man  might  have  had  trouble  breathing  but  around  Benedikt's  nose  and  mouth  the driving rain became a gentle mist. 

A second gust brought a wave of jasmine up from the garden below. 

A third brought the cold, dark, almost oily scent of wet stone. 

A fourth brought the warm, salt smell of the sea. 

He was standing  on  the deck  of  the  Starfarer, the storm  crashing  all around  him. 

He opened  his mouth  to  Sing,  but  there was  no  Song  powerful  enough  to  stop  this particular storm. 

Saltwater  joined  the  fresh  on  his  face  as  he  made  his  way  indoors  and  leaned, water pouring off him, against the wall. 

He had to Sing the  Starfarer to rest. 

Xhojee  was  probably  with  Tul  Altun.  Benedikt  suspected  he  reported  to  the  tul every morning. If he wanted to Sing the  Starfarer to rest, he had to go now. 

Singing softly under his breath, he stepped out into the hall. He passed  one  karjen who  frowned  at  the  water  dribbling  off  his  sawrap  and  sandals,  but  the  Song  was enough to keep her from looking directly at him. 

Still Singing, Benedikt made his way to the temple exit. 

He  moved  unnoticed  out  of  the  house,  up  the  broad  stairs,  across  the  deserted temple, and down, toward the sea. 

He  stayed  on  the  path  more  by  feel  than  sight— Although  any  self-respecting snake is probably inside…—and he found the beach by falling onto  his knees  in the sand. 

The  wind  was  stronger  here.  It  blew  great  holes  of  visibility  into  the  rain.  As Benedikt got  to  his feet,  the boatshed  appeared  suddenly  to  his left. Behind the  hull of the tul's boat, an old  man stared  at him from  under  lowered  brows.  The  the wind shifted and boatshed, boat, and boat master, if that's who he was, were gone again. 

Standing ankle-deep in the sea, Benedikt turned in the direction Xhojee'd  said  he'd been found and  began  a new Song,  weaving his voice  into the sounds  of  the storm. 

It  opened  a  path  before  him,  and  he  moved  quickly  along  the  shore.  He  wasn't certain  how  far  his  voice  would  carry,  but  he  hoped  the  weather  would  keep everyone safely in doors. Whether for their safety or his, he wasn't sure. 

Passing  the village, he paused  a moment  and  directed  the  Song  just  long  enough to see a large grouping of huts. Less than what could be survived in back  in Shkoder but here, with nothing but  the unrelenting heat,  lattice-work  walls made  the only kind of sense. When a curious  dog  stuck  its head  out  a doorway,  he redirected  the Song and moved on. 

The kigh showed him where to go. 

When he'd crossed another beach and  reached  a rock  outcropping,  they rose  out of the sea and let him know he must go over or around. 

They wanted him to go around, to walk out into their embrace. 

He went over. 

Sheltered from the storm, the small crescent  of  sand  was  an island of  calm.  Head bowed,  Benedikt stood  silently for  a  moment  catching  his  breath.  When  he  looked up,  it seemed  that the sea  and  the sky  had  become  one,  the  rain  so  heavy  even  the kigh blurred between the boundaries. 

As a wave washed over his feet, he wet his lips, and Sang. 

He Sang his pain at his failure. His guilt because  he'd  been  expected  to  save  them and hadn't been strong enough. 

He Sang for the loss of life, for the loss of dreams. 

He Sang, asking for a forgiveness the kigh couldn't give. All but one of  those  who could were dead, and that one was far, far away. 

He had  failed  her  most  of  all,  for  she  had  entrusted  those  lives  to  him.  He  held one  low note  and  then another  a little higher. If he could  only let  her  know  it  hadn't been her fault but his…

She would  wait and  wonder  and  finally,  when  hope  was  gone,  she  would  blame herself. He would willingly give his life to  take that pain from  her,  to  place  the blame where it belonged. 

And only water lay between them. 

It  might  as  well  have  been  an  ocean  of  sand  or  fire.  If  he  couldn't  save  the Starfarer,  how  could  he  hope  to  convince  the  kigh  to  carry  a  message  across  the unknown width of an angry sea? 

The Song became a wail, then a sob. 

The kigh moved up the beach and tugged at his ankles, at his knees, at his thighs. 

 Come, lose yourself in us. 



Almost. 

He took a step forward. 

He remembered. 

There  was  someone  who  needed.  Someone  to  give  his  life  purpose.  One  more person he must not fail. 

One more chance. 

He clutched at it and managed to Sing a gratitude. 

Eyes wet with more than rain, Benedikt staggered backward until his back  pressed hard  against  the  surrounding  rock.  The  sudden  pain  of  sharp  edges  scraping  over bare skin brought him a little distance and he realized that even a gratitude  would  not keep  the kigh away for  long.  He had  to  move  away  from  the  sea  before  he  gave  in and became a part of it. 

He turned. 

A cloth pressed down over his mouth and nose. 

A smell like rotting orchids. 

Blackness. 




Chapter Eight

« ^ » 



"KOHUNLICH  Quilax,  the  old  boat  master,  saw  the  Benedikt  by  the  sea, gracious  one."  Eyes  focused  on  the  wall  over  the  tul's  head,  the  guard  gripped  her pike with white knuckles.  When  the tul was  this  angry,  it  made  very  little  difference who  was  to  blame.  "He  said  the  warrior  of  Tulpayotee  headed  south,  along  the shore." 

"He saw?  He said?"  Eyes  narrowed,  the tul paced  slowly around  behind  her.  His hands  were empty,  but  the skin between  her shoulder  blades  itched  regardless.  "He saw the warrior of Tulpayotee heading south, and he did nothing?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"Your  Five went after  him?" He stood  beside  her now,  leaning close  enough  that she  could  feel  his  breath  hot  on  her  shoulder  and  smell  the  cinnamon  he'd  had rubbed into his hair. 

"Yes,  gracious  one."  As  the  Five's  Second,  it  had  been  her  responsibility  to report back to the tul.  You work  your  way  up  from  nothing,  and  then  you're  in  the wrong  place  at  the  wrong  time.  Starving  on  the  house  periphery  with  her  siblings had never looked so good. 

"Rejoin them."  The  pause  held her in place;  he clearly  wasn't  finished.  "On  your way, kill the boat master." 

"Yes,  gracious  one."  Relief made  her almost  light-headed  as  she  spun  about  and hurried  from  the  room.  Death  would  walk  House  Kohunlich  until  the  warrior  of Tulpayotee was found,  and  every step  it walked with someone  else meant there was one less chance that it would walk with her. 

Tul Altun remained motionless  for  a moment,  standing  facing the place  where the guard had been. 

"Shall  I  send  one  of  the  temple  workers  to  retrieve  the  boat  master's  body?" 

Ooman Xhai asked softly. 

Jerked from his reverie, the tul slowly turned toward the priest. "No. His body  will be left to the gulls." 

"Gracious  one,  the  boat  master  has  served  you,  and  your  father  before  you, faithfully all his life." The priest spread his hands  imploringly. "To  die for  failing you is one thing, but to be denied the final rites…"  His voice  trailed off  at the expression on the tul's face. 

A weighted silence settled. 

And lengthened. 

"Your position allows you a great deal of license, Ooman." The tul's  voice  pinned the  priest's  title  to  the  silence.  "It  would  be  safest  if  you  did  not  presume  more influence than you have." 

Even  the  oldest,  most  faded  tattoos  stood  out  in  bold  relief  against  the  sudden paling of Ooman Xhai's skin. He opened  his mouth,  closed  it again, and  said  finally, 

"Your pardon, gracious one." 

"And  now  you."  Tul Altun ignored  the apology  and  moved  slowly  across  to  the kneeling figure before the dais. "What do I do about you?" 

A line of  blood  still  dribbling  from  one  corner  of  his  mouth  where  the  tul's  ring had split his lip, Xhojee stared mutely at the floor. 

"You  were  with  me  when  Benedikt  left."  The  backs  of  two  fingers  stroked  a bruised  cheek.  "You  returned  to  me  immediately  after  you  found  him  gone."  The hand slipped  under  the younger  man's  chin and  lifted his head.  "It's  very difficult to find  fault  with  you,  but  Benedikt  is  still  missing  and  fault,  after  all,  must…  be…

found."  With each  of  the last  three words,  the tul's  grip tightened  until his fingertips drove into the soft flesh of Xhojee's throat. 

Found…

Xhojee  clawed  at  the  tul's  wrist  and  gasped  out  his  suspicions.  Released,  he sagged forward, desperately sucking in air. He could barely hear the tul snapping  out orders  through  the roar  of  blood  in  his  ears,  and  surely  it  was  the  pounding  of  his heart  he  felt  not  the  vibrations  of  a  hundred  feet  running  for  the  tiny  cove  where Benedikt had washed ashore. 

When the silence  settled  again, he  became  aware  of  a  single  gilded  sandal  thrust into his line of sight. 

"Why didn't you mention this earlier?" The tul's fingers tightened in his hair. 

"I didn't know he—Benedikt—had gone to the shore, gracious one." 

The fingers tightened and released, tightened and released. 

"Granted." 

The sandal  moved  away and  Xhojee  fought  to  calm  his  breathing.  If  they  found Benedikt in the cove, the worst was over. If not…

"Someone  besides  the  boatmaster  must  have  seen  him."  Moving  out  onto  the terrace,  the  tul  savagely  ripped  a  feather  from  his  hair  and  began  methodically stripping  it  to  the  shaft.  "He  didn't  fly  from  his  room  to  the  shore.  There  may  be more shadows than people in this house, but the halls are never entirely empty  unless I order  it so.  And  I didn't."  He flung the shaft  aside,  spun  on  his heel and  reentered the room,  glaring over  Xhojee's  back  at the priest.  "I  want to  know  who  was  in  the halls with him." 

"It  is  a  large  house,  gracious  one,"  Ooman  Xhai  protested.  "The  house  master may not know  exactly where anyone is." 

"She'll find out, then, or she'll be joining the boat master on the shore." 

"Gracious one…" 

Tul Altun ignored him. Robe billowing out behind, he strode to the dais and  threw himself down into the cushions. "If I lose Benedikt, I lose  Becan  and  Campeche  and my  best  opportunity  to  gain  power  before  the  change.  Remember,  Ooman,  your position wanes with mine. Have we had any luck in poisoning my sister's brat?" 

"No, gracious one. But a son of your own…" 

"And has a woman of  high enough  house  announced  her willingness to  carry  that son?  No.  What  woman  would  align  herself  with  the  Kohunlich-tul  right  before  the change when he controls so little and the Kohunlich-xaan has a son  of  her own  she'd like to ensure inherits? Without Benedikt, I won't  live to  see  the first  festival after  the change." 

Eyes wide, Xhojee shook his head. 

The  motion  caught  the  tul's  attention.  He  gave  a  harsh  bark  of  laughter.  "You didn't know it was so bad?" 

"No, gracious one." 

"No.  Why  would  you."  His  lip  curled.  "My  sister  gained  control  of  our  father when  I  was  too  young  to  prevent  it.  He  adored  her  and  never  realized  that  she'd added  up  the  years  the  Tulparax  had  ruled  and  had  decided  she'd  better  start preparing  for  the  change.  She  poisoned  him  slowly,  protecting  him  from  my attempts  to  end  his  life  before  all  the  power  of  the  tul  was  lost.  When  I  finally managed to  have him killed, the bons  came  to  me,  but  that was  all.  I  could  do  little more  than  keep  myself  alive.  Benedikt  gave  me  hope."  He  stared  at  nothing  for  a moment, then brought his gaze down to  meet Xhojee's.  "It  is far worse  to  lose  hope than to have never had it." 

Xhojee had  no  memory  of  the last  tul. He'd  still been  in the children's  compound when  the  Kohunlich-xaan  had  taken  her  father  away.  His  hair  had  barely  begun  to grow when the bons  returned  and  his  apprenticeship  had  begun.  The  distant  image of Tul Altun had represented power and splendor  for  all of  his life that mattered.  To be brought, as he had been, to the attention of the tul, was  the dream  of  every karjen in the house. 

To discover that the power of life and death over every man,  woman,  and  child in the compound and  the surrounding  lands  was  no  power  at all left Xhojee's  thoughts reeling. "Perhaps," he began, faltered under the lack of  interest  in the tul's  dark  eyes, and  forced  himself  to  start  again.  "Perhaps  Benedikt  will  be  found  at  the  cove, gracious one." 

"Perhaps he has returned to Tulpayotee," Ooman Xhai offered gloomily. 

"But he's…" Xhojee's  voice  trailed off  as  he realized that the priest  truly believed Benedikt had  been  what the tul declared  him.  He  glanced  over  at  the  tul  and  found himself coloring under the heat of a bitter smile. 



He wasn't at the cove. 

"He was  there,  gracious  one.  We  found  the  marks  of  his  sandals;  but  he  wasn't alone. There were other sandal  marks,  normal sized,  sunk  deep  into the sand  behind his." 

"Sunk deep?" 

"Yes, gracious one. As though the man was heavier." 

The tul stared at his hands, not really seeing them. He couldn't  return to  the life he had  before.  Not  because  he'd  breached  his  own  security  in  going  to  Becan  and Campeche;  they were lesser  houses,  even he  could  handle  them.  No,  I've  begun  to move forward. I can't go back. 

Decision  made,  he surged  to  his feet and  was  viciously  amused  to  see  discipline hold as the guard who'd brought him the news jerked but remained in place. 

"Empty  the  temple,"  he  snarled  as  he  swept  from  the  room,  "I  want  everything with a godmark in that cove. Tulpayotee has returned in strength  after  the storm,  and I want answers." 



The  black  sand  all  but  steamed  under  the  heat  of  the  noon  sun.  Sorquizic  had withdrawn from the land,  and  there was  room  enough  for  the five senior  priests  and the twelve junior priests  to  crowd  together  in front  of  the flat rock  designated  as  the altar.  The  temple  workers,  each  bearing  a  single  god-mark  on  their  shaved  heads, perched  around  on  the  rocks  and  stood  knee-deep  in  the  sea.  Tul  Altun,  his  many braids  clubbed  back  and  secured  with a length  of  golden  wire,  watched  impatiently from the highest of the surrounding ledges. 

As  the  priests  chanted  cleansing  prayers,  Ooman  Xhai  laid  out  the  symbols  of Tulpayotee—the  rayed  disk  of  gold,  the  triangular  dagger,  and  the  bowl  of  dried corn. Beside  them,  he set  what they had  of  Benedikt—a  few hairs from  his bedding and  an  unwashed  sawrap.  Here,  in  the  place  where  Benedikt  had  been  found  and then lost again, it would probably be enough. 

The cleansing prayer ended. 

Ooman  Xhai  raised  his  hands.  Each  of  the  junior  priests  began  beating  out  the measure  of  the god  on  the small drums  hung around  their necks.  The  senior  priests chanted the evocation. 

Sunlight  poured  down  onto  the  altar.  Shaped  by  the  high  priest,  it  took  on  the form  of  a  young  man  in  his  prime.  The  voices  of  the  priests  low  and  urgent,  they created a background rhythm that would hold the image of their god in place. 

Scooping up the dagger in his right hand, the high priest extended  his left over  the bowl of  corn  and  pierced  the fleshy mound  of  his thumb.  The  image of  Tulpayotee watched as one large drop of blood fell into the bowl. 

 Ask, it commanded, outlines shimmering. 

Ooman Xhai raised his head so that he could stare directly into the sun.  "Where  is your warrior called Benedikt?" 

 In a caravan. 

"Where  is  the  caravan?"  he  asked,  outstretched  hand  beginning  to  tremble, breathing beginning to quicken. He could see nothing but golden fire. 

 On the causeway to Atixlan. The shimmer grew more pronounced. 

Eyes burning,  his entire body  shaking,  lips pulled back  off  his teeth,  he  managed to suck in enough air for one last question. "Who commands the caravan?" 

 The Kohunlich-xaan. 

As Ooman Xhai collapsed onto the sand, the image of Tulpayotee shattered into a thousand points of light that spun up and away until they were lost against the sky. 

On  the  altar,  nothing  remained  of  Benedikt's  hair  except  a  fine  line  of  ash.  The inside waist of the sawrap had been badly scorched. 

"Send him to me the moment he recovers," the tul commanded with a nod  toward the fallen priest.  "Tell him we're  leaving for  Atixlan and  the court  of  the Tulparax  as soon as possible." 

* * *

The first thing he remembered  was  throwing up.  It was  also  the second  and  third thing he remembered.  As  his stomach  twisted  and  his  throat  convulsed,  he  had  the vague idea that there should  be  more  to  life than a fight to  breathe  through  the  taste of bile. 



"What's the matter with him?" 

A woman's  voice,  only  academically  interested.  She  didn't  care  one  way  or  the other. 

"He's reacting badly to the orchid distillate, peerless one." 

"Will he live?" 

He found himself almost hoping that he would not. 

"I expect so, peerless one. He's already much better than he was." 

"Then accept  payment  for  the body,  and  my people  will see  that you  get the rest when and if I can speak with him." 

"There is one  thing more,  peerless  one.  He was  singing the entire time I followed him  along  the  shore,  and  when  he  reached  the  small  cove,  it  seemed  the  sea  was answering." 

"Answering how?" 

He could feel damp ground under his cheek. He wanted to shout,  "Don't  tell her!" 

but  he  couldn't  find  his  voice,  and  he  didn't  understand  why,  or  even  what,  she wasn't to be told. 

"Waves rose up, peerless one, and moved to his singing." 

"The waves obeyed him?" 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"Really?" 

"I would never lie to you, peerless one." 

"True enough." 

He  heard  something  whisper  close  to  his  head  but  he  couldn't  make  out  the words. 

"Tell  my  caravan  master  that  you  speak  with  the  mouth  of  the  xaan.  You're  to have one quan more than we agreed." 

"The information pleases you, peerless one?" 

"All information pleases me." 

It was clearly a dismissal. 

He heard  the whispering again, closer,  and  the small part  of  his  mind  that  wasn't concentrating on breathing said,  silk. 

"Have  that  idiot  killed.  He  can  obviously  go  in  and  out  unimpeded  through  my brother's  perimeter,  and  I  don't  want  him  going  back  in  and  selling  the  location  of our guest." 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"Where do you really come from?" 



She was  talking  to  him  now,  her  voice  holding  no  more  or  less  expression  than when she'd ordered the death of—of whoever it was she'd ordered the death of. 

"Did my foolish  little brother  actually believe he could  pass  you  off  as  a  warrior of Tulpayotee?" Something—a foot, a shoe—prodded him. "Clean him up and bring him to me when he can speak." 

"Yes, peerless one." 

Benedikt.  He  was  Benedikt.  The  door  to  memory  had  barely  opened  when another stomach spasm slammed it closed again. 



For  a moment  Benedikt thought  he was  lying on  the deck  of  his brother's  fishing boat,  watching the sail luff  as  they  came  about—except  that  his  brother's  sails  had never been dyed so many incredible colors. And then he remembered. 

He was in Petayn and had slipped out of the house of the Kohunlich-tul in a storm to Sing peace to the crew of the  Starfarer. He had gone to the small cove where he'd been found and had just Sung a gratitude  when someone  pushed  a cloth  soaked  in a foul-smelling liquid in his face. 

His stomach  churned  at the  memory,  but  it  had  been  too  thoroughly  emptied  to do anything more. 

He was  lying, curled  up  on  his side  on  short  grass  and  the canvass  he  could  see moving in the wind was the wall of a tent. 

 "Did my foolish little brother actually believe he could pass  you  off as  a  warrior of Tulpayotee ?" 

Which  seemed  to  indicate  that  the  tent  belonged  to  the  Kohunlich-xaan.  Tul Altun's sister. 

 This  cannot  be  good. Moving slowly,  his head  balanced  on  his  neck  like  an  egg balanced  on  a  stick,  he  got  one  hand  flat  against  the  ground  and  pushed  until  he flopped over onto his back. 

"He's awake!" 

A tiny, pointed face framed in a soft fringe of hair popped into his line of sight. 

"Can you talk?" 

His throat felt like he'd been swallowing sea urchins whole. "I think…" 

"Good." The face withdrew. A small hand fumbled at his waist and  the next thing he  knew  his  sawrap  had  been  unwrapped  and  pulled  from  beneath  him.  "Do  him now." 

The water had  obviously  been  sitting in the sun,  and  Benedikt  drank  as  much  of the warm liquid as came into his mouth, not really caring how clean it might be. 

"If you can get him on his feet, I could do a better job." 

The face reappeared. "Can you stand?" 



Drawing in what felt  like  his  first  full  breath  in  years,  Benedikt  blinked  the  water from  his  eyes.  "Yes.  I  can  stand."  He  wasn't  actually  positive  that  he  could,  but showing weakness  right now  seemed  like a really bad  idea.  In the  end,  both  the  girl attached to the face and the boy who'd been throwing the water, had to help. 

When he reached  for  the queen's  coin,  Benedikt's  hand  closed  around  his  wrist. 

"Leave it be." 

The boy  shrugged  and  returned  to  his leather bucket.  "I  guess  I  can  see  how  he might  come  from  Tulpayotee—now  that  he's  not  covered  in  his  own  puke.  He  is kind of big and golden." 

"Big anyway," the girl grunted as she ducked  under  his arm and  tried  to  keep  him on his feet. "But awfully hairy." 

By  the  third  bucket  of  water,  Benedikt  could  stand  on  his  own.  When  the  girl approached him with a drying cloth— towel, he reminded  himself—he pulled it from her hands. "Thanks, but I'll dry myself." 

"Up to you."  The  girl told  him. "But  do  it fast  'cause  the peerless  one  won't  wait forever, and you really don't want to face her with no clothes on." 

Nodding  agreement,  the  boy  held  out  a  clean  sawrap.  "It's  still  gonna  be  short, but it was the longest in the caravan." 

"Caravan?" Benedikt didn't recognize the word. "What is a caravan?" 

"This is."  Her gesture  seemed  to  take in more  than just the partial bit of  tent they stood in. 

"The  Kohunlich-xaan  is  traveling?"  Handing  back  the  towel,  he  reached  for  the sawrap. 

Expressive eyes rolled. "Well, yeah. The  peerless  one  is traveling in her caravan." 

Her  tone  suggested  that  he  had  asked  quite  possibly  the  stupidest  question  she'd ever been forced to answer. 

The sawrap  was too short. As he secured  the waistband  as  low on  his hips  as  he dared,  Benedikt  thought  longingly  of  the  growing  stack  of  breeches  back  at  Tul Altun's compound. 

"There's  no  way  anyone  had  sandals  that'd  fit  you  so  you're  gonna  have  to  do without."  After  a  critical  sniff,  she  splashed  him  with  lime  and  handed  him  a wide-toothed  wooden  comb.  "Put  this  through  your  hair,  and  I'll  tell  the  guards you're ready." 

"Guards?" 

"The  peerless  one  never  takes  chances  even  though  I  heard  you're  not dangerous." 

Mildly  piqued,  he  frowned  down  at  her.  "You  heard  I'm  not  dangerous?  From who?" 

She shrugged.  "People  talk in the bath.  I  hear  you're  from  a  long  way  away  and your  boat  sank  and  you  washed  ashore.  The  Kohunlich-tul  was  gonna  pretend  you were from the god 'cause of how you look. He was  gonna  say  that you  were here to prevent  the  change,  but  that's  just  stupid  'cause  no  one  can  stop  Xaantalicta  from rising." 

It seemed  Tul Altun hadn't  been  exaggerating when he'd  said  his  sister  had  spies everywhere. 

When  the  girl  ducked  around  the  edge  of  a  canvas  flap,  Benedikt  saw  that  one foot turned in and she walked with a limp. Not that it seemed to slow her down any. 

Turning  toward  the  boy,  he  asked,  "Why  did  the  xaan  have  me…"  Not surprisingly, Xhojee had never taught him the word for kidnapped. "… taken?" 

The boy  snorted.  "The  peerless  one's  not  gonna  let  you  help  the  tul  to  more  of Kohunlich's power, now is she?" 



It was the first time Benedikt had  ever seen  a tent with a corridor.  When  a pair of guards escorted him from the bathing room,  he found  himself standing  astounded  at one  end  of  a narrow  hall. Straight  ahead,  maybe  twenty feet away,  was  an exit from the  tent.  On  his  right,  three  more  doors  like  the  one  he'd  just  used.  On  his  left,  a seemingly  unbroken  expanse  of  brilliantly  colored  canvas.  Underfoot,  equally brilliant carpeting.  At least  he assumed  it  was  equally  brilliant,  the  dim  light  filtering through the canvas ceiling didn't quite reach the floor. 

He  could  hear  a  low  murmur  of  voices.  One,  male,  baritone  if  Benedikt  had  to guess,  rose  up  out  of  the  mix  for  a  word  or  two  but  not  long  enough  for  him  to make out what they were saying. 

He  could  smell  burning  lamp  oil  and  lime  and,  remembering,  scratched  at  the dried lime juice on his chest. 

The guards,  who  wore  ornately  decorated  breechcloths  instead  of  sawraps,  were both  men  and  both  significantly  shorter  than  Benedikt—although  they  carried themselves  in  such  a  way  he  wouldn't  have  dared  to  mention  it.  The  overlapping pieces of their broad metal collars clanging quietly with each  step,  they marched  him a dozen paces forward and turned him to the left. The  wall was  not,  as  it turned  out, unbroken. 

A string  of  tiny  silver  bells  chimed  as  one  guard  pushed  the  canvas  aside  and brusquely motioned that Benedikt should enter. 

The first thing Benedikt noticed, as he was intended to, was the tiny woman sitting amidst the piles of cushions on the dais.  Everything in the room  pointed  toward  her; all the people,  all the things,  the patterns  painted  on  the  canvas,  even  the  light  from the  lamps.  It  wasn't  overt,  but  any  stranger  walking  into  the  room  would  have  his attention captured and diverted. 

The second  thing he noticed  were the huge palm frond  fans  turning slowly under triangular  openings  in  the  ceiling.  Although  they  managed  to  keep  warm  air  made warmer  by  the  press  of  bodies  from  being  completely  unbearable,  Benedikt  had already  begun  to  sweat.  The  moisture  running  down  his  sides  made  him  feel self-conscious  in  a  way  that  the  sawrap  couldn't—after  all,  he  wasn't  wearing significantly less than any other man in the room. 

The tiny woman on the cushions glanced up from the piece of  paper  she  held and beckoned him closer. 

When  he  got  a  better  look,  his  eyes  widened  in  surprise.  This  was  the Kohunlich-xaan? This  tiny, plain woman  was  the powerful  sister  who'd  stripped  Tul Altun of power? 

Then she met his gaze, and just for an instant he saw  a woman  who  could  inflame a bardic  imagination into the worst  kind  of  excess.  She  knew  exactly  who  she  was and  what  she  was  capable  of.  No  doubts.  No  self-delusions.  It  wasn't  arrogance, although the arrogance was there; it was knowledge, a truth incontestable. 

Then it was gone. 

No, he decided, not gone, contained. And, once seen, unforgettable. 

Power had burned off her brother in a violent aurora. If the Kohunlich-tul was fire, the Kohunlich-xaan was ice. 

If asked,  he had  no  doubt  she'd  describe  herself  as  a practical  person  and  that  it would be a completely accurate description. 

She wasn't  smiling, but  neither was  there any overt  displeasure  in her expression, and  Benedikt began  to  hope—although  what exactly he was  hoping  for,  he  couldn't have said. The odds were not good that she'd return him to the tul. 

As he walked forward, bare feet making no noise against the carpets,  heads  began to  turn and  conversations  died.  There  were a number  of  karjen  on  the  edges  of  the crowd,  but  most  of  the twenty or  so  men and  women  standing  about  wore  multiple braids  and  some  wore  the  kind  of  complicated  hairstyle  Benedikt  had  previously only seen  on  the three tuls.  He saw  no  shaven  heads  covered  in  tattoos  and  would have been  willing to  bet  that  a  small  cluster  of  hooded  white  robes  represented  the priests  of  Xaantalicta.  Dropping  to  one  knee  before  the  xaan,  he  found  himself comparing the crowded tent to the tul's empty room and wishing he were back  in the latter. 

"So…" The cool, almost  liquid tones  confirmed  that it had  been  the xaan's  voice he'd  heard  while  lying  semiconscious.  "  Are  you  a  warrior  of  Tulpayotee  come  to prevent the change?" 

There  didn't  seem  to  be  much  point  in  keeping  up  the  pretense  when  even  the xaan's bath attendants didn't believe in it. "No, peerless one." 

"Then who  are you, Benedikt?" 

He wondered what he should tell her. Given what the bath girl knew,  he suspected his time with the tul had been thoroughly analyzed by the everyone in this room. 

Who was he if he wasn't a warrior of Tulpayotee? 

He was a bard of Shkoder. 



No. He had been a bard of Shkoder…

Now, he was a man without a country, or a position, or even the dubious  comfort of an uncomfortable situation he'd begun to understand. 

He'd  heard  someone  shifting around  beside  him, but  the open-handed  blow  took him completely by surprise. His head snapped back, and he tasted blood. 

"Answer the peerless one, dog!" 

A high-pitched yapping drew laughter from the crowd. 

"Gently, cousin. My Shecquai thinks you insult him." 

Pushing  his hair back  off  his face,  Benedikt turned  to  glare  up  at  the  man  who'd hit  him  but  instead  found  his  attention  caught  by  the  smallest  dog  he'd  ever  seen. 

Mostly  white  with  black  marking  around  eyes  and  ears,  it  had  a  rounded  head, bulbous  dark  eyes,  a  sharp  little  muzzle,  and  legs  no  longer  and  much  thinner  than his fingers. Standing on the edge  of  the dais,  front  paws  braced,  it continued  to  yap at him until the  xaan  called  it  back  to  her  lap.  When  it  turned,  Benedikt  saw  that  it was very obviously  male and  seemed  to  be  making up  in some  areas  what  it  lacked in overall size. 

As the dog  settled,  the xaan glanced  back  down  at the papers  she  still  held,  then fixed him with an impatient frown. "My time is valuable, Benedikt." 

It  was  an  almost  gentle  reminder,  completely  at  odds  with  the  sudden  violence that had preceded it. 

Who was he? 

Who had he been or who was he now? 

The man she'd called cousin shifted his weight impatiently. 

"I'm a man, peerless one, from far across the sea."  Benedikt forced  his voice  into a  storytelling  cadence,  using  it  to  distance  himself  from  what  had  happened.  "We had  traveled  many  days  from  land  with  nothing  but  the  sea  and  sky  for  company when a great storm swept down upon  us.  The  ship  was  destroyed,  and  everyone  on it  drowned  except  for  me.  I  washed  ashore  in  Petayn.  The  people  of  the Kohunlich-tul found me, lying on the sand where the waves had thrown  me,  and  they took me to his compound." 

"You speak the language well, considering  your  short  time among  us.  Better even than some of my own." She smiled toward her cousin. 

"I serve  my  xaan  in  other  ways."  Benedikt  could  hear  an  answering  smile  in  the cousin's  reply and,  from  the corner  of  an eye,  Benedikt  saw  him  bow.  Although  of average  height,  he  was  so  heavily  muscled,  so  broad  through  the  chest  and  arms, that he seemed short. 

"Why do you speak our language so well, Benedikt?" 

"I have a gift for languages, peerless one." 

"Really? What other  gifts do you have?" 



A woman's voice made a quiet observation, and Benedikt felt his face burn. 

"Clearly you have excellent hearing," the xaan declared dryly, then added, "when  I want your  opinion,  Hilieja,  I'll  ask  for  it."  She  swept  a  serene  gaze  over  the  room. 

"The next person who  deliberately embarrasses  my young  guest  loses  their tongue." 

The gaze returned  to  Benedikt.  "I  apologize  for  my  cousin's  lack  of  manners.  You were about to say?" 

Confused  by  the  realization  that  both  statements  had  been  equally  true—the Kohunlich-xaan had  sincerely  apologized  and  just as  sincerely  threatened  to  remove the  tongue  of  a  relative—Benedikt  stammered,  "I  Sing,  gracious  one."  He  realized what he'd  done  a heartbeat  too  late  as  another  backhand,  less  casual  than  the  first, flung him to the carpets. 

"I suppose we should have expected as much," the xaan murmured as he dragged himself back  onto  one  knee.  "I'll  excuse  your  error;  this  time.  Don't  make  it  again. 

Now then, the singing. You sang at sunrise in my brother's house." 

"Yes,  peerless  one."  Wiping  blood  from  the  corner  of  his  mouth,  he  wondered how much she'd heard. About the first song? Definitely. The  courtyard  had  been  full when he'd finished, there was no chance her spy—spies—could have missed  it. Had she heard about the second song, when the god had manifested? 

"And in his temple." 

"Yes, peerless one." But had she heard that he'd invoked the god? 

"Interesting  that  you've  found  a  god  to  worship  so  soon  after  arriving  in  our land." 

"Worship?"  Even  to  his  own  ears  that  protest  sounded  a  little  shrill.  "I  don't worship Tulpayotee, peerless one." 

"No, of course not. Or you wouldn't have been willing to pretend to be  one  of  his warriors. That's sacrilege, you know." 

"Sacrilege?" 

"Don't worry, I'm sure it was my brother's idea. You were merely making the best of the situation at hand." 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"I shall have to ensure that you receive some proper religious instruction, then." 

Benedikt could hear people moving about, but with his back  to  the greater  part  of the room, he couldn't see  who.  The  sound  might have been  coming  from  the corner where he'd seen the clump of white robes. 

"Not now, Yayan," the xaan sighed. "I'll let you know." 

She couldn't have found out about the invocation, Benedikt decided, relief making him feel nauseous again, or she'd have surely said. 

"I hear also that the waves obey you." 

He had  to  clench  his  teeth  and  swallow  bile.  Fortunately,  his  stomach  had  been empty. She was watching him with nothing more  than mild curiosity,  but  he couldn't shake the feeling she knew exactly how he'd reacted. "Yes, peerless one." 

"Obviously not very well, considering what happened to your ship." 

As his head  jerked up,  a large hand  came  down  on  his  shoulder  and  closed  in  a painful  warning.  She's  right,  Benedikt  reminded  himself,  memory  banishing  the anger. He watched  the xaan watch  him, ignoring the response  to  her  jest.  When  the laughter died, he said, "Obviously not, peerless one." 

She  nodded  once,  satisfied,  but  with  what,  he  had  no  idea.  Under more-or-less-similar  circumstances,  Tul Altun had  said  that  water  was  of  no  use  to him. With no knowledge of the kigh, how would the xaan interpret…

"Sing for me, Benedikt." 

Jerked  out  of  the  whirlpool  his  thoughts  were  forming,  Benedikt  stared.  "Sing, peerless one?" 

"Yes." 

The last thing he wanted to do was to sing, here and now, in front  of  these  people and this woman. "I know only simple songs in your language, peerless one." 

"Then sing in your own language." 

"This position…" 

"Stand." 

The single word  cut  short  further  discussion.  He would  sing,  or  he would…  She hadn't actually left him another option. 

Running his tongue  around  the  inside  of  his  mouth  to  gather  moisture,  Benedikt swallowed and  stood.  His throat  burned  from  the vomiting, his head  ached,  and  the second blow had left his right cheek swollen and hot. If the xaan wanted  him to  sing, he'd  give  her  the  only  song  that  seemed  to  fit  the  circumstances.  Fortunately,  he'd sung it so many times as he'd traveled toward Elbasan, he could sing it in his sleep. 

Breathing deeply, he closed his eyes and remembered what Tadeus had told him. 

 "Keep singing 'The Dark Sailor' if you want to, but remember that  when  you  do you're invoking a desperate desire for home, not a sense of adventure." 

A desperate desire for home sounded about right to him. 

When he finished,  the silence  was  so  complete  he could  hear the soft  whisper  of the  fans  moving  through  the  air.  He  could  feel  the  connection  he'd  made  with  the kigh  all  around  him,  could  feel  tears  on  his  own  cheeks  that  he  didn't  remember crying. 

He opened his eyes to  see  the xaan staring  up  at him. The  song  had  touched  her, too, but not in the way he'd intended. Power recognized power. 

Then, to Benedikt's surprise, she dropped her gaze and absently stroked  the small dog on her lap. "You were a performer back in your distant home?" 



"Yes,  peerless  one."  He  felt  calmer  than  he  had  in  a  long  time.  "Although performing was only part of what we did." 

"You  can  tell  me  the  rest  later."  This  time,  when  the  xaan  glanced  up  at  him, Benedikt saw  only honest  amusement.  "I'm  not  at  all  surprised  my  brother  planned on  using  you  to  better  his  position.  Only  a  complete  idiot  would  have  ignored  the opportunity.  Who  knows,  it might have  worked.  You  would  have  spent  the  rest  of your life living a lie—but he cares little for that. 

"Personally,  I have no  need  to  better  my position,  but  I could  use  someone  who can  occasionally  make  me  forget  there  are  several  dozen  problems  constantly requiring my attention."  Her smile suggested  weariness  although nothing else  agreed with the smile. "Will you  become  a member  of  my household,  Benedikt? Unlike my brother,  I can't  offer  you  a large role to  play,  but  I would  like it  if  you  sang  for  me now and then." 

Briefly, Benedikt wondered  what would  happen  if  he  declined  the  invitation.  But only briefly. He wasn't  fooling himself that  the  xaan  offered  any  more  choices  than the  tul  did.  The  only  difference  he  could  see,  was  that  the  tul  had  assumed compliance and the xaan had asked for it. 

 Does that count when the question only has one answer? 

Feeling as though he'd been pulled from a rushing tide only to be sucked down by the undertow, Benedikt bowed as gracefully as he was able to in the short sawrap. 

"I would be honored, peerless one." 

And  if  it  sounded  more  as  if  he'd  said,  Why  fight  the  inevitable,  no  one commented. 

"Good. I'll see to it that you're taught some new songs." 

* * *

"You'll have to ride covered,  Benedikt,  I'd  rather  not  have every peasant  we pass screaming  Tulpayotee  and  rushing  the  caravan.  You'll  have  more  freedom  after  the change, of course." 

"I understand, peerless one." His hair, divided into six feather  entwined braids  felt strange and tight, but it was the best indication that he was  a part  of  Xaan Mijandra's household  rather  than  a  curiosity  to  be  confined  and  exhibited.  Xhojee  had  six braids when he got back from that first meeting with the tul. He found it difficult to maintain a fatalistic attitude against the xaan's acceptance of him. 

Whether he liked it or not, he was starting over. 

"Yayan Quanez doesn't approve of how I've dressed you." 

The hooded  robe  he wore  was  white and  identical to  that worn  by  the  priests  of Xaantalicta only much,  much  larger. The  xaan's  tailors  had  made  it  while  the  xaan's barber had been braiding his hair. 

The high priest snorted, her breath pushing out the gauze that filled the opening  of her hood and  masked  her face—gauze  left off  Benedikt's  robe.  "While I understand the necessity, peerless one, he is not a priest. He violates the symbolism." 

The  fourth  passenger  on  the  platform,  the  muscle-bound  cousin  of  the  xaan, echoed the snort. "How could he be a priest? He's a man." 

Benedikt  hid  a  smile.  Even  the  shadowy  outlines  of  Yayan  Quanez's  face  were enough to interpret her expression. 

"I know  he's  a man,"  she  snapped.  "That  is  not  the  point.  When  people  look  at me, they see a representative of Xaantalicta. When they look at him, they see a lie." 

"But his face isn't covered." 

"That's  not  the  point,  Hueru."  The  crescent  moon  tattoos  on  the  backs  of  her hands stretched as she clutched a double handful of white fabric and  thrust  it toward him. "People see what the robe symbolizes and not what it covers." 

"Which  is  why  he  wears  the  robe,  Yayan.  The  symbolism  will  survive.  Yayan Quanez is my mother's  sister,"  the xaan explained,  turning to  Benedikt.  "She's  been anticipating the change  her whole life, waiting for  her god  to  take ultimate power—it makes her… cranky." 

Xaan Mijandra had  a very  different  relationship  with  her  priests  than  the  tul  had, Benedikt realized as  the high priest  muttered  behind  her gauze.  But then the oomans were about all the companionship the tul had. 

The xaan  ignored  the  muttering.  "What  do  you  think  of  Petayn,  Benedikt—now that you're getting a chance to see it." 

"It's very beautiful, peerless one." 

"What's  beautiful about  the laborers  of  a  lesser  house  working  in  fields?"  Hueru muttered. 

"This lesser house is one of our allies," the xaan reminded him. 

"They're  still fields  of  laborers,  peerless  one."  Arms  behind  his head,  so  that  the tattooed  muscles  of  his  chest  and  the  taut  ripples  of  his  abdomen  showed  to  their best  advantage,  he lay back  against  his woven  support  and  closed  his  eyes.  "Wake me when there's something interesting to see." 

The xaan raised a thin eyebrow but said nothing, so Benedikt returned to watching the scenery,  determined  to  find it fascinating  because  Hueru found  it dull. He hadn't forgotten  either  blow—his  cheek  would  bear  the  mark  of  the  second  for  some time—nor had  he forgiven.  Thrust  into yet another  situation  where his choices  were made  for  him,  he  clung  to  his  anger,  using  it  like  an  anchor.  It  was  the  first uncomplicated emotion he'd had for some time. 

Panels  of  the  same  gauze  that  masked  the  features  of  the  priests  hung  down around  the  platform  but  did  little  to  obscure  the  view.  Up  above,  a  brilliantly patterned square of silk provided welcome shade. The platform  itself rode  on  top  of a storage compartment almost a man's height deep that held both  the xaan's  personal tent, the household tent, and most of their furnishings. 



Although  large,  long-necked,  vaguely  sheeplike  animals  called  coloas  carried packs  and  pulled  small  carts,  the  actual  forward  movement  of  the  caravan  was provided by the single and double braids who  served  the xaan.  Two  long poles  with many  smaller  crosspieces  extended  out  from  the  front  of  each  of  the  three  large wagons. Two shorter poles trailed behind. 

At his first sight of men and women taking their places by the poles,  Benedikt had been appalled, but  Hueru had  made  it quite clear that he was  to  climb the ladder,  sit down, and shut up. He found himself searching for the girl from  the bath,  wondering if her limp excused  her or  made  an expected  service  painful  and  difficult.  He  didn't see her at the xaan's poles, but there were two other wagons. 

Getting  under  way  was  as  bad  as  he'd  imagined  it  could  be—backs  straining, heavy, ridged  sandals  digging into the  causeway,  angry  voices  demanding  a  greater effort. Once the wagons were moving, it didn't seem so bad. 

The causeway had been built up with hard-packed gravel and  kept  as  smooth  and as  level as  possible.  The  wagon  wheels  were  so  large  and  narrow  that  very  little  of them came  in contact  with ground  at any one  time. The  pace  never  moved  above  a fast walk. The xaan's  staff  could  catch  up,  climb the ladder,  conduct  their business, and climb back  down  again all without interrupting the steady  forward  movement  of the caravan. 

Friends  pulled  or  pushed  side  by  side,  talking  or  singing.  Even  the  four  junior priests walked at a crosspiece, robed and gauzed. 

"They'd  be  walking anyway,"  the xaan had  pointed  out,  amused  by  his  reaction. 

"I  don't  use  whips  or  chains,  and  those  who  call  the  cadence  walk  with  the  rest. 

There are brakemen for the hills, and  I don't  travel during the heat of  the day.  If you weren't  so  noticeable,  you  could  try  it  yourself  and  see  that  I'm  not  forcing  my people to endure untold hardships." 

Benedikt, who had walked from one end of  Shkoder  to  the other,  carrying  almost everything he owned on his back,  found  it difficult to  argue.  Later,  he found  himself watching the fields pass by and not even thinking of how. 



"Xaan Mijandra cannot sleep and wants you to sing to her." 

Having just gotten rid of the senior groom, who seemed to determine to  teach  him the chorus of a dozen  songs  he didn't  actually know  the verses  to,  Benedikt opened one  eye  and  peered  wearily  up  at  the  old  woman  looming  over  him.  Before  the groom,  he'd  endured  an  incredibly  long  dinner  in  the  big  audience  chamber surrounded  by  strangers  who  also  had  six braids  and  nothing  else  in  common  with him—although  the  caravan  master  had  attempted  to  include  him  in  a  conversation about  causeway  repairs.  All  he  wanted  to  do  was  spent  a  quiet  moment  trying  to absorb the day. "She wants me now?" he sighed. 

Backlit by  the small lantern hanging from  the central  crosspiece  of  his  small  tent, the xaan's senior attendant gave Benedikt much the same look she'd have given a bug found  in the bedding.  "No.  She  wants  you  to  sing to  her tomorrow  so  that  she  can sleep tonight. Get up, fix your hair, and follow me." 

The  server  had  two  braids,  Benedikt  had  six.  It  seems  the  number's  less important  than  the  head  the  braids  are  hanging  from,  he  reflected,  reluctantly doing as he was told. 



The xaan's  personal  tent  was  only  slightly  smaller  than  the  household  tent.  Two guards  stood  under  the awning that protected  the entrance  from  the  weather  but,  to Benedikt's surprise, they were the only two guards he saw. 

He followed the attendant  across  a sitting room,  through  a belled flap in the inner wall, and  into the xaan's  bedchamber.  The  bed,  a  thin  mattress  over  the  ubiquitous dais,  looked  large enough  for  six or  seven  people,  but  it held only the xaan  and  her dog. 

As they entered, the dog's head rose, his ears  went up  like triangular flags,  and  he began to bark, bouncing stiff-legged forward and back on the embroidered coverlet. 

"Hush,  Shecquai!"  Smiling  fondly  down  at  him,  the  xaan  reached  out  and scooped  him  back  to  her  side  where  he  continued  to  glare  at  Benedikt  even  as  he thoroughly licked her fingers. "Leave us, Zulich." 

The attendant bowed and backed out through the canvas wall. 

Uncertain  of  protocol,  Benedikt  decided  to  err  on  the  side  of  caution  and dropped down onto one knee. 

"Ah, Benedikt. Does your tent suit you?" 

Benedikt's small tent had been raised  close  to  the xaan's  at the point  of  maximum privacy and minimum time needed to get to her side should she  send  for  him. To  his astonishment, the senior tent raiser  had  a number  of  such  positions  drawn  on  a map of  the camp  with the lines of  sight  drawn  in  and  the  time  needed  to  reach  the  xaan marked precisely in each. 

The tents of dependents with more than five braids  and  no  blood  tie consisted  of two  long,  supple  poles,  crossed  and  pegged  at  the  middle  with  their  ends  shoved into  the  earth.  A  square  of  thin  waxed  convas  was  arranged  over  the  frame  as  the occupant required—illusion of privacy balanced against necessary air flow. 

"The tent suits me fine, peerless one." 

"Good." 

Benedikt stared down at his bare foot  and  wondered,  as  the silence  stretched  and lengthened,  if  he  was  supposed  to  speak  next.  He'd  been  brought  here  to  sing; should he just start? 

It  was  very  quiet.  The  multiple  layers  of  fabric  between  the  xaan  and  the  camp made the silence seem weirdly muffled. 

And then he realized where here was. 

They  were   alone  in  her  bedchamber.  Him.  And  the  xaan.  And  that  barking  rat. 



Trust? Or a test?  Or…  He'd  been  alone with the tul more  than once  but  never in his bedchamber. He felt his ears begin to burn. 

"You aren't very old, are you, Benedikt?" 

Startled, he raised his head to find her watching him speculatively. 

"Don't  worry,  I'm  not  belittling  your  manhood.  I  was  wondering  if  your  relative youth makes it easier or harder to be so far from your home." 

He  spread  his  hands,  attempting  to  appear  unaffected  by  her  interest  in  his feelings. "Having never been any older than I am, I cannot say, peerless one." 

"Well  put,"  she  acknowledged,  her  mouth  curving  momentarily  up  into  a  smile. 

"But  still,  it  must  be  difficult  to  be  so  different  from  everyone  around  you.  Every face you see emphasizes how alone you are." 

Her casual  sympathy  almost  undid  him. Not  even Xhojee,  intent on  following  the tul's  commands,  had  realized how  alone he'd  felt. Tears  pricked  at  the  inside  of  his lids and it took him a moment to find his voice. "Not  your face, peerless one." 

It was the kind of charming, throwaway compliment that Tadeus might have used, but  Benedikt  meant  it.  For  the  first  time  since  he'd  opened  eyes  in  the  tul's compound, someone had  seen  him. He felt as  though  he were suddenly  doing  more than  merely  surviving;  that  he'd  started  to  actually  live  again.  I'm  not  wearing  the bear suit anymore.… He could never thank the xaan enough for that. 

She  leaned  back  against  her  cushions,  the  dog  curled  up  in  an  indignant, wide-eyed ball by her side. "Pinch off that lamp to your right and come closer." 

A few moments  later, he stood  by  her bed,  shifting his weight from  foot  to  foot, wondering what came next. 

The  xaan  looked  up  at  him  and  shook  her  head.  "You're  far  too  tall.  No,  don't kneel. Sit. Can you sing when you sit?" 

"Not as loudly, peerless one." 

"Volume won't be necessary tonight." 

The bed came up to  Benedikt's  mid-calf—an  awkward  height at the best  of  times and  more  so  under  these  particular  circumstances.  He sat  as  gracefully  as  he  could and as near to the edge as possible. 

The dog lifted its tiny head and growled. 

"I don't think he likes me, peerless one." 

"Shecquai doesn't like most people, but he'll get used to you in time." Half lidded, her  eyes  glittered  in  the  remaining  lamp  light.  "What  are  you  wearing  about  your neck? It is  not a sign of Tulpayotee, or I would have had it removed." 

Removed.  Lost.  Like all the rest.  Benedikt's  hand  closed  around  the coin.  "It's  a token from my  queen, peerless one." 

 "Queen?" 



He  didn't  know  an  equivalent  word  so  he'd  used  the  Shkoden.  "My  Xaantalax. 

She rules my land." 

"Ah. Should I be jealous?" 

Anyone  else  might  have  thought  she  was  flirting,  but  even  as  off  balance  as  he was, Benedikt was still a bard. Xaan Mijandra had meant the question as  asked.  "No, peerless one." And reluctantly he added, "She's a part of my past." 

"You still wear her token." 

Slowly, his hands  rose  to  the thong  and  lifted it over  his head.  He  felt  as  though he were watching himself do it—too shocked to stop himself. Dropping the coin into his right palm, he closed his fingers tightly around it. 

The xaan made no further reference to his queen or the coin, but  he could  feel her approval and that helped. A little. 

"I often have trouble sleeping when I travel," she told him, stroking  the dog.  "Can a song brush away the day's distractions and help me rest?" 

"Shall I try,  peerless  one?"  When  she  nodded,  he sang  one  of  the  songs  Xhojee had  sung  to  comfort  him the day  he'd  fallen so  desperately  apart;  a  children's  song about  an  old  woman  who  tucked  the  animals  into  bed,  but  because  there  were  so many  animals,  it  was  daylight  before  some,  like  the  bats  and  the  anteaters,  were asleep. Although the small dog stared  at him throughout,  occasionally  quivering with indignation,  the  xaan  visibly  relaxed.  He  could  have  ensured  that  she  slept  but remembering how  she'd  reacted  to  "The  Dark Sailor"  he  was  afraid  she'd  be  aware of the manipulation. 

When  he  finished,  she  sighed  sleepily.  "A  stranger  sings  the  songs  of  my childhood  better  than  my  own  people.  I'll  have  to  make  certain  you  learn  others." 

One  hand  waved  a  minimalist  dismissal.  "Many  of  the  great  houses  keep  personal entertainers, but I never have. Perhaps I was waiting for you." 

Standing, he bowed. "I'll try to be worth the wait, peerless one." 

 I  am  the  personal  entertainer  of  the  Kohunlich-xaan,  he  thought  as  he  left  the tent. He grinned at one of the guards and was  pleased  to  see  the flicker of  a reaction in spite of discipline. 

It felt great to know who he was again. 



Hueru  pushed  aside  the  canvas  at  the  end  of  Xaan  Mijandra's  bed  and  thrust himself forward into the room. "I don't like him being alone with you, peerless one." 

She yawned. "I don't care." 

"I know what he meant when he said  he'd  try to  be  worth  the wait. He was  being familiar." 

"He was trying to impress me." 

"Impress you?" Hueru scoffed. "You aren't impressed so easily." 



"No, I'm not." 

"Do you believe the waves obey him?" 

"He does." 

"The waves obey  him? Does he think we're fools, peerless one?" 

"No. He doesn't, which is why I'm inclined believe him." 

"I don't believe it," Hueru muttered, shaking his head. "I still say  the Kohunlich-tul intended you to take him so that he could turn on you from within your defenses." 

"Don't  be  an idiot.  Benedikt is of  more  use  to  my brother  with my brother."  The xaan  sat  straighter,  rippled  hair  falling  forward  to  bracket  the  swell  of  her  breasts. 

The movement distracted Hueru as  she'd  known  it would.  It was  a game she  played with herself, seeing how little flesh would make him hers all over again. 

As for Benedikt, she could recognize threat as  she  recognized  power,  and  he was no threat. He wanted a place to belong. She  could  give him that—and  he would  give her everything he had. 

Hueru forced his gaze back to the xaan's  face.  "You  shouldn't  let him so  close  to you." 

Her brows  rose.  "Don't  presume  to  tell me what I should  or  should  not  do,"  she suggested softly. 

Reacting to her tone, Shecquai opened one eye and growled. 

"Your  pardon,  peerless  one."  Curling his lip at the dog,  Hueru stepped  closer  to the  bed,  his  shins  pressing  against  the  edge  of  the  platform.  "Do  you  want  him, peerless one?" 

"Do  I  what?"  Her  laughter  brought  a  sleepy  yap  from  the  dog.  "Don't  be ridiculous.  He's  too  young,  he  has  no  understanding  of  what's  happening  around him, and he's far too hairy." Stretching out an arm,  she  slid a hand  up  under  Hueru's sawrap. In her experience, once a person  began  to  think with their crotch,  it became increasingly hard for them to dissemble. "Do  you want him?" 

"Peerless… one." 

"You  do.  Why?  Because  he's  so  much  larger  than  you?  Never  mind.  You  can't have him. No one has him; willing, unwilling." 

"Why not?" 

Up under the sawrap,  her fingers  closed  and  Hueru gasped.  "Because  I said  so." 

Benedikt  was  hers,  and  when  the  time  came,  she'd  let  him  know  exactly  what  that meant. 

* * *

The  waves  were  behaving  strangely.  Bards  who  Sang  water  had  no  fear  of  the sea,  but  Karlene  paused  knee-deep  and  checked  the  beach  to  see  that  her  clothes remained high and dry. She had others in her pack, but  they'd  been  well worn  during the Walk she  was  just finishing and  she'd  as  soon  not  put  them on  again before  she reached the Bardic Hall in Elbasan and the whole lot of them had been boiled. 

"The older I get," she  muttered  to  the wind,  "the  more  I consider  a good  laundry the ultimate sign of civilization." 

The sea moved like cool silk against her skin as she waded  deeper  until she  finally threw herself forward into the waves' embrace. To her surprise,  they set  her back  on her feet again. 

Skimming the water off her face with both hands, she rolled her eyes and Sang the four notes to call the kigh. 

There  were more  kigh  in  the  cove  than  she'd  ever  seen  in  one  place  before.  No wonder the waves had been behaving strangely. 

It took her the rest  of  the afternoon  to  work  out  what they were trying to  tell her. 

Each of them held a piece of the message—a single note, a half a tone, a tear. 

Sorrow diffused over a very long distance. 




Chapter Nine

« ^ » 



KARLENE hadn't slept for  almost  two  days.  All she  wanted  was  a chance  to  fall into her bed  and  stay  there for  an equivalent time. Later,  when body  and  mind were functioning  again,  she'd  grieve  properly  for  the  loss  of  Benedikt  and  all  the  bright dreams  that  had  died  with  him.  The  old  wood-and-leather  chair  creaked  as  she shifted her weight, impatient for the Bardic Captain to finish his deliberations. 

"I  think,"  Kovar  said  softly,  pulling  one  end  of  his  mustache  hard  enough  to distort his lip, "I think this is the sort  of  message  that should  be  delivered  personally to the queen by the bard who received it." 

"What  are you  talking about?"  Rebalancing  her head  on  her neck,  Karlene  glared across the desk at him. "I sent you word by air when I left the cove." 

"  The  sea  tells  me  the  Starfarer   is lost—not  exactly something  I could  take to  the queen." 

"You  haven't  told  her?"  Too  tired  for  dramatics,  Karlene  covered  her  face  with both hands. "I don't believe this." 

"I thought it was important she hear such news directly from you." 

"From me?" 

"I doubt she'd want to hear it from me." 

"But  you're  the  Bardic  Captain!"  When  Kovar  made  no  reply,  Karlene  dropped her  hands  and  found  him  looking  obstinate.  "Center  it!  Don't  tell  me  you  haven't made up." 

"Her Majesty is not  interested  in  my  opinions."  He  purposefully  shuffled  papers from one pile to another. "I do my job, and we maintain as little contact as possible." 

"Contact  is  part  of  your  job,"  Karlene  snarled.  She'd  never  have  spoken  to  her captain  in  such  a  way  had  she  not  been  so  exhausted  but,  having  started,  she decided  to  get the entire judgment off  her chest.  "This   situation  is not  good  for  us, it's not good for Her Majesty, and it's sure as slaughter not good for Shkoder!" 

Kovar's  brows  drew  in  over  his  nose.  "I  find  your  use  of  Imperial  Army  oaths distasteful." 

"Imperial  Army  oaths?"  The  younger  bard  stared  at  him,  openmouthed.  "That's all you have to say?" 

"I needn't  defend  myself to  you  or  to  anyone  else."  His  tone  made  it  quite  clear the discussion was over. "Do you really think Her Majesty would  want to  hear about the   Starfarer  from  me?"  he  continued,  voice  too  reasonable.  "All  things considered?" 

Her burst of indignant energy spent, Karlene could only numbly shake her head. 

"Good.  You  should  find her  in  the  small  audience  chamber.  If  not,  Marija  is  on duty at the Palace and will be able to tell you where the queen has gone." 

Dragging herself  up  onto  her feet,  Karlene  paused,  one  hand  on  the  back  of  her chair. "Was I the only bard the kigh found?" 

"There were other  bards  by  the sea,"  Kovar  acknowledged  reluctantly, "but  none who Sing so strong a water." 

The  only  bard  who  Sang  a  stronger  water  than  Karlene  was  Benedikt.  The knowledge hung in the air between them. 

"The others don't know, do they? You haven't even told the bards that one  of  our own is dead." 

Kovar's  chin rose,  his  eyes  narrowing  defensively.  "The  queen  must  be  the  first informed." 



 The  sea  tells  me  Starfarer   is  lost…  There  really  wasn't  much  else  to  say.  The Starfarer was lost and Benedikt was dead. 

The  queen  could  have  been  told,  should  have  been  told  the  moment  Kovar  got her message and the bards told directly after that. It wasn't  right that a bard  had  died and  no  one  mourned  him.  Granted,  Benedikt  had  more  than  his  fair  share  of  the arrogance  and  insecurities  of  the young  and  was,  at best,  prickly  company,  but  that still didn't make it right. He was one of theirs. He was a bard of Shkoder. 

Dashing a tear away  with  an  angry  hand,  Karlene  entered  the  Palace  through  the Dawn Doors and beckoned to the first page she saw. 

"Go to the Healers' Hall and find Magda i'Annice a'Pjerin," she  told  him. "Tell her it's extremely important that she meet Karlene immediately outside  the small audience chamber." 

"What if she can't come?" he wanted to know, bouncing on the balls of his feet. 

"She  has  to  come."  The  bardic  emphasis  probably  hadn't  been  necessary, Karlene realized as  the page  raced  away—at  his  age,  every  message  he  carried  was of  equal  and  vital  importance—but  she  needed  to  be  sure  Magda  would  be  there. 

The  queen  had  invested  so  much  of  herself  in   Starfarer's  voyage,  only  the  Circle knew how its loss would affect her. 

There  were  three  people  already  waiting  in  the  hall  outside  the  small  audience chamber.  Seated  in  various  anticipatory  postures  on  benches  along  one  wall,  they were attempting  to  look  serene  about  the  wait  under  the  steely  gaze  of  the  queen's secretary.  Karlene  recognized  the  harbor  master  and  the  new  head  of  the Glassmakers'  Guild,  but  the  third  man  she  didn't  know.  Pitching  her  voice  for  the secretary alone, she leaned over the desk and said, "I have to see Her Majesty." 

"You're a bard." During the moment  she  studied  her face,  Karlene bit back  half a dozen scathing replies to that bland observation. "Karlene, isn't it?" 

"That's right." 

He  glanced  down  at  his  appointment  book.  "And  why  do  you  need  to  see  Her Majesty?" 

"I'm  a  bard,  remember.  I  have  information."  She  sagged  forward  so  that  her elbows  were  on  the  desk  and  they  were  eye  to  eye.  "It's  what  we  do;  we  gather information and  make it  available  to  the  crown  so  that  well-informed  decisions  can be made for the good of us all." 

To her surprise he smiled,  showing  deep  dimples  in both  cheeks.  "When  was  the last time you got any sleep, Karlene?" 

"Almost two days ago. Why?" 

"Just wondering. There's a representative from the Furriers'  Guild in with her now but she shouldn't be much longer." 

"Thank you." Strongly suspecting that if she sat down she wouldn't be  able to  get up  again,  Karlene  crossed  the  hall  to  a  bit  of  smooth  paneling  and  set  about propping it up. She  could  feel the eyes  of  the other  three,  feel them wondering  what business  she  had  that was  more  important  than theirs.  They'll  know  soon  enough…

Tears pricked against the inside of her lids, and when she closed her eyes  they rolled slowly down her cheeks, and into the corners of her mouth. 

Magda  arrived  before  the  Furriers'  Guild  finished  their  business.  Her  impatient expression  disappeared  as  soon  as  she  came  close  enough  to  read  Karlene's  kigh. 

"What's wrong?" she asked quietly, closing a hand around the other woman's arm. 

Karlene told her. 

"And you want me with you when you tell the queen?" 

"Unless you think you should tell her." 



"No. As much as I hate to admit it, Kovar's right. This has to come from you." 



"And  here  I  thought  I  was  due  for  a  tedious  meeting  with  the  harbor  master," 

Jelena  laughed,  beckoning  bard  and  healer  closer.  "What's  happened  that  you've upset Johan's…" As Karlene stepped out of  the shadows  and  into the late afternoon sunlight  streaming  into  the  chamber  through  a  high  window,  the  queen's  smile vanished. "Tell me," she said quietly. 

Karlene wet her lips  and  swallowed.  This  would  be  the  third  time  she'd  told  the story  since  arriving  back  at  the  Citadel.  It  should  have  gotten  easier.  It  hadn't. 

Hoping for  the distance  she'd  need  to  finish,  she  fell  into  a  storytelling  cadence.  "I was two  days  out  of  Elbasan,  Majesty,  and  I stopped  to  bathe  in  a  small  cove  just north of Gull's Head Point…" She left nothing out, not her amazement at the number of  kigh nor  her  feelings  as  each  gave  up  a  piece  of  the  message.  "…  and  the  only thing I can  conclude,  Majesty,  is  that  the  kigh  have  brought  us  news  of  Benedikt's death and the loss of the  Starfarer." 

In  the  silence  that  followed,  someone  laughed  outside  in  the  courtyard,  and  all three women glanced toward the window. 

"The  message  was  shattered,  spread  over  a  great  many  kigh."  Jelena  locked  her gaze on  Karlene's  face  as  though  she  could  gain the answer  she  wanted  by  force  of will alone. "The  Starfarer may be lost, but there must be survivors.  If Benedikt died, who Sang the news to the kigh?" 

"No  one,  Majesty.  When  a bard  dies,  the kigh carry  the  emotional  imprint  of  the last moments of life and surrender it only when they reach another bard." 

"But  with  so  many  kigh  carrying  so  many  pieces,  you  can't  be  absolutely positive," the queen insisted. 

"Unfortunately, Majesty,  there're  only a few ways  those  pieces  go  together.  They were  nothing   but  emotional  imprint  and  they  all  agree  that  the   Starfarer  was  lost." 

Karlene had to swallow hard before she  could  continue.  "He,  Benedikt,  was  thinking of you when he died." 

"Of me?" 

"Yes, Majesty. He was asking for your forgiveness." 

"Forgiveness?" 

"For failing you." 

A tear trembled  on  Jelena's  lower  lashes  and  fell  to  splash  unheeded  against  her breast. "How could  he have failed me? He dared  so  much.  How  can  forgiveness  be all he asks of me?" 

Karlene  took  a  small  step  closer  to  the  queen.  "As  I  understand  it,  Majesty,  he also asked you to believe in him, and I think he wants to be forgiven for that as much as for falling before the storm. He doesn't want you to blame yourself." 

"Foolish,  foolish  Benedikt,"  she  murmured  as  much  to  herself  as  to  the  women listening.  "And  I  would  tell  him  so  if  he  weren't  dead."  Her  fingers  opened  and closed  on  the arms  of  her chair,  and  she  stared  at them as  though  they  belonged  to someone  else.  Then  she  drew  in a deep  breath  and  lifted  her  head.  "Thank  you  for bringing me this news,  Karlene. As  dreadful  as  it  is,  it  would  be  more  dreadful  still not to know. Will there be a service Sung for Benedikt in the center tonight?" 

"I don't know. It's Second Quarter, there are almost no bards in Elbasan…" 

Jelena's  chin lifted. "There  are others  who  cared  for  him. Tell the Bardic  Captain that there will be a service Sung and that his Highness and I will be there." 

Close to tears again, Karlene bowed. "Thank you, Majesty." 

"Magda will stay with me, but you'd best go and get some sleep." 

Karlene shook  her  head.  There  was  nothing  she  wanted  more,  but…  "I  need  to tell the others." 

"One last Song, then let the air kigh carry  the burden  for  a while. You  need  some rest."  Trembling lips formed  themselves  into what  was  very  nearly  a  smile.  "And  if anyone tries  to  keep  you  up,  you  tell them you've  been  commanded  to  rest  by  your queen." 

"Thank you, Majesty." 

"Karlene?" 

She paused, one hand on the door. 

"Why were there so many kigh?" 

"It happened a long way away, Majesty. Ripples spread." 



Karlene didn't  wait for  Kovar's  approval.  She  stepped  outside  the  Palace,  called the  kigh,  and  Sang  Benedikt's  passing  into  the  air.  When  she  finished,  the  kigh circled  her once,  ethereal hands  outstretched  as  though  in comfort,  and  then  it  flew straight up where it either met or became a half a dozen other kigh. 

The residents  of  the  Citadel  were  so  used  to  bardic  Singing,  none  of  them  paid her any attention  as  she  crossed  the courtyard  toward  the main doors  of  the  Bardic Hall. 

"Karlene?" Evicka opened  one  of  the  floor-to-ceiling  ground-floor  windows  and beckoned  her over.  "Is  it true? No.  Sorry.  Of  course  it's  true."  She  rolled  her  chair back  out  of  the  way  so  Karlene  could  enter  the  lounge  and  grabbed  the  other woman's sleeve. "What do you know?" 

"Little more  than I  Sang."  She  regretted  her  abrupt  answer  when  Evicka  flushed and tried  to  make up  for  it by  telling her the entire story  and  asking if she'd  reply to any Songs that came in. 

"Of course. You go get some sleep." Releasing Karlene's  sleeve,  Evicka spun  her chair to face out the window again. "I was the last bard to see him alive, you know." 

"I know." 



"He could  be  an irritating little shit at times,  so  ready  to  take offense,  but  he  was awfully cute and I kept thinking that once he'd been a bard for a few more  years  he'd figure out how it worked and…" 

"You could jump him?" 

"Well, fall over on him anyway." She folded her hands on her stumps and  drew  in a breath that quivered  around  the edges.  "Will we Sing for  him tonight?  There  aren't many of us in the city." 

"We'll Sing. Her Majesty informed me that Benedikt had other friends and that she and His Highness will be attending." 

Evicka snorted. "Well, that ought to be put a set of pipes up Kovar's butt." 

 Once  the  world  stops  rocking  back  and  forth  so  violently,  Karlene  promised herself  heading  out  into  the  hall  and  up  the  stairs,  I'll  ask  her  why  she's  so  happy about that. Things had clearly gotten a lot worse around the Bardic Hall than anyone had been willing to Sing. 



Perhaps it was  just because  they were listening for  it, but  Karlene's  Song  seemed unusually loud inside the small audience chamber. 

"The  windows  do  open  onto  the  main  courtyard,"  Magda  murmured  as  the  last note faded. "And I suspect she Sang the moment she stepped outside." 

"Did you  understand  any of  it?" Jelena asked,  her  fingers  white  around  the  arms of her chair. 

"Only  the  grief.  I  can  hear  the  emotions  when  bards  Sing  the  kigh,  but  if  they don't use words, not the actual communication." 

"Only  the  grief,"  Jelena  repeated.  She  shook  her  head.  "I  suspect  this  time  that was the actual communication." 

Magda stepped  forward  and  laid one  hand  on  the  queen's  arm  both  for  comfort and to get a clearer reading of her kigh. Under  the thin linen, muscles  were rigid, and under an outward composure lay pain and guilt. 

Well  aware  of  what  the  healer  sensed,  Jelena  sagged  back  into  her  chair.  "If  I hadn't sent them out searching for a land across  the sea,  they'd  all still be  alive. This is my fault." 

"And who did you coerce?" 

"No one. They were all volunteers." 

"And do you control the storms?" 

"No.  Not  here  in  Shkoder  nor  so  far  out  to  sea."  A  gesture  stopped  the  next question unvoiced. "I understand in my head  that this loss,  these  deaths,  are not  my fault, but  here…"  Her free hand  touched  her breast.  "…  here  I  will  always  feel  it.  I had to say it once, myself, just to hear how it sounds  because  you  know  as  well as  I do that everyone will be saying it soon." 



Magda  tightened  her  grip,  just  a  little.  "Not  everyone,"  she  said,  surprised  her voice  sounded  so  steady.  She'd  been  afraid  that  the  loss  of   Starfarer  would  throw Jelena back into despair, but her kigh held none  of  the twisted,  self-loathing that had blighted that first long year after the death of Queen Onele. 

The  Starfarer had made Jelena actually  be the queen in a way that the death  of  her mother  had  not.  To  realize her dream,  she'd  had  to  take up  both  the  power  and  the responsibilities  of  the throne.  She'd  held both  long enough  to  be  able  to  put  neither down. That was good to know but was it worth the loss of twenty lives? 

There'd  be  many  in  Shkoder  willing  to  answer  that,  but,  answering  only  for herself, Magda didn't know. 

One of the twenty had been a bard. 

"Will you see Kovar?" 

Jelena jerked around and stared wide-eyed  at the healer. "See  the Bardic  Captain? 

Now?  No.  I'll  see  him  tonight  at  the  Center.  That'll  be  soon  enough!"  She  paused and laughed shakily, a little embarrassed  by  her own  vehemence.  "I  couldn't  bear  to see him now, not  when the news  is still so  raw and  painful. He'll be  all  I told  you  so

…." 



"It was not exactly unexpected news." 

And  not  exactly   I  told  you  so,  but  close  enough.  Palms  flat  on  the  Bardic Captain's desk, Magda leaned forward. If she hadn't  been  able to  feel the grief in his kigh,  she'd  have  been  unable  to  stop  herself  from  slapping  him.  "Her  Majesty  will need your support through this." 

"My support?" 

"Everyone's support." 

Kovar  matched  the  healer  glare  for  glare.  "The  support  of  the  families  of Starfarer's  crew?  The  support  of  the bards  when one  of  their own,  of  the  few,  has died? If she'd listened to me…" 

"If she'd listened to you,  she'd  still be  trapped  in the guilt of  her mother's  death." 

Realizing  that  if  she  stayed  within  arm's  reach  she  really  would  hit  him,  Magda stepped  away.  Both  her  parents  had  tempers,  and  she'd  never  felt  so  much  their child. 

"If she'd listened to me, Benedikt would still be alive." 

"You  don't  know  that!"  She  whirled around,  took  three steps  from  the  desk  and three steps back. "A rock could have fallen on his head. A bandit could have jumped him from  behind.  A cut  could  have  gotten  infected  when  he  was  Walking  far  from help."  He  sat  there,  expressionless,  and  she  couldn't  believe  the  arrogance  of  the man. "How  can  you  possibly  believe that your  directions  are all that keep  the  bards alive!" 

"I have to believe it. They are my responsibility." 



 Change leaves us unprepared, undefended. 

 If we keep the pattern strong, the edges can't unravel. 

 When we Walk too far, we weaken the pattern. 

 When we Walk on paths unknown, we weaken the pattern. 

Reeling under the onslaught  of  Kovar's  kigh, Magda  barely managed  to  stand  her ground. 

 When one of them dies, a piece of me dies. 

Magda thought  she  had  a pretty  good  idea  of  what  pieces  of  Kovar  had  already died. Had she been concentrating so intently on the queen she hadn't seen how  badly the Bardic Captain needed healing? 

A Healer can't be everywhere at once. 

It was one of the first things she'd learned. 

Sometimes it helped. 

Moistening her lips, she managed a close  approximation  of  her usual professional tones. "Kovar, I need to see you." 

"You will see me tonight, at the Center." 

He'd  known  what  she'd  meant  and  had  deliberately  shut  her  out.  All  she  could think of was the stupid joke the apprentices at the Healers' Hall found so funny.  How long does it take Magda to change her clothes?  That  depends;  her  clothing  has  to want to change. 

"I  will  see  Her  Majesty  at  the  center  tonight  as  well,"  Kovar  continued.  "And  I think she owes me an apology." 



"Karlene, if you would Sing water, Evicka air, and Marija fire…" 

"If no one minds, I'd like to Sing fire." 

"Tadeus!" 

He  hugged  Karlene,  bent  and  kissed  Evicka,  then  gathered  the  other  half-dozen bards  into  his  smile,  before  turning  to  unerringly  face  Kovar.  "I  was  just  east  of Riverton when the kigh told me. I'd have sent word, but I wasn't sure I could  make it in time." 

Kovar nodded. "If Marija doesn't mind." 

"Please,  Tadeus,  Sing  fire."  Marija  blew  her  nose  into  a  large  handkerchief  and fixed him with a damp  gaze.  "I  hate Singing memorials.  I'm  just no  good  at  holding back tears, and that always puts the fire out." 

The others smiled at the joke, weak though  it was.  Tadeus,  his own  eyes  wet,  put his  arm  around  her  shoulders  and  pulled  her  close.  "Who  Sings  earth?"  he  asked. 

"None of us here…" And then he realized, his voice trailing off. 



Kovar sighed.  "I  was  not  happy  with  Benedikt  for  going  against  my  wishes  and going off  on  this voyage,  but  that doesn't  mean I am unwilling to  Sing for  him."  He paused  and  stared  at nothing for  a moment  before  softly  adding,  "Or  that  I  will  not mourn him." Then  he shook  himself and  brought  his attention  back  to  the  moment. 

"One more  thing before  we go  to  our  places.  Those  of  us  at the service  tonight will tomorrow  personally  go  to  those  families of  The   Starfarer's  crew  who  live  close  at hand.  We  are not  the  only  ones  to  suffer  loss,  and  it's  best  the  truth  reaches  them before rumor." 



When it was Karlene's turn to Sing, she Sang the song the sea had given her. 

"Bardic Captain." 

"Majesty." 

Kovar had  left the gallery as  the last  choral  ended  and  had  placed  himself  by  the Second  Quarter  doors,  the doors  that led from  the Center  to  the Palace.  The  queen couldn't  help  but  see  him.  She  would  apologize  for  not  trusting  his  judgment.  He would graciously  suggest  that they never speak  of  it  again,  and  then  they  could  get on with the monumental task  of  keeping Shkoder  safe.  There  had  been  any  number of  things  she  could  have  used  his  advice  on  over  the  last  quarter,  but  with  the exception of the  Starfarer, there'd been no real damage done. 

He would  be  so  happy  when things were back  to  normal.  No  matter  what  rumor suggested,  he had  not  enjoyed  their  estrangement  nor  prolonged  it  in  an  attempt  to gain personal concessions from the queen. 

Who seemed to be waiting for him to speak. 

Very well. He would give her the opening she needed. 

"A great loss, Majesty." 

"Yes,  it  was."  She  seemed  older  than  he  remembered,  and  she  had  her grandfather's  way  of  locking  her  gaze  on  the  eyes  of  those  she  spoke  to.  Her eyelashes  were clumped  together,  as  though  she'd  been  weeping.  "I  will  be  sending the bonus  I  promised  the   Starfarer's  crew  to  their  families.  Would  the  Bardic  Hall like to pass on Benedikt's to his parents, or will I send it directly from my hand?" 

"As Your Majesty wishes." 

"Then  I  will  send  it  directly  from  my  hand.  From  what  I  know  of  Benedikt's family," Jelena added  bitterly, "it  will  ease  their  grief  to  know  he  was  owed  a  great deal by the queen." 

Confused,  Kovar  shook  his  head.  "I  don't  believe  you  owe  him  a  great  deal, Majesty." 

"You're  wrong,  Bardic  Captain.  I  owe  everyone  on  that  ship  a  great  deal."  Her gaze released him and she turned away. "Benedikt most of all." 

He couldn't  bring himself to  say,  So you  admit  I was  right. It had  to  come  from her,  from  the  queen,  freely  and  unprovoked.  He  watched  her  walk  away,  her  arm tucked  in  the  consort's  and  her  head  near  Otavas'  shoulder,  and  he  silently  cursed her for a foolish, stubborn child. 



"I  didn't  know  you  knew  Benedikt  so  well,"  Evicka  murmured  as  she  bumped down the steps toward the Bard's Door. 

Following  close  behind  her,  Tadeus  sighed.  "He'd  been  wounded,  but  he  was healing. In time…" 

"Yeah."  While  Karlene  steadied  her  chair,  she  flung  herself  into  it  off  the  third step. "Me, too." 

Dark brows rose  from  behind  a strip  of  scarlet  silk. "As  flattered  as  I am at your opinion of my stamina, I'm old enough  to  have been  his grandfather.  In that respect, my appreciation was purely aesthetic." 

When Evicka looked up, Karlene spread her hands. "Hey, mine, too." 

"You're both so limited," she told them reproachfully,  maneuvering her chair over the threshold and through the narrow door. "Did I ever tell you  what Benedikt did  to me on the way to the Broken Islands. We'd just left the harbor…" 

As  the  other  two  headed  back  to  Bardic  Hall,  reminiscing,  Karlene  leaned  back against the cool  stone  of  the Center  and  looked  up  at the stars.  After having Sung  a surprisingly  poignant  earth,  Kovar  had  left  the  building  ahead  of  the  other  three quarters. Now, with Tadeus and Evicka gone, she was alone. 

The  four  stars  the  bards  called  Night's  Quarters  were  rising  over  the  Palace. 

Karlene  wondered  if  Benedikt  had  been  able  to  see  them  that  last  night  before  the storm. Although she'd been the one to discover his talent and bring him to the Bardic Hall where he belonged,  she  hadn't  known  him well. It seemed  no  one  had,  and  that upset her almost as much as his loss. 

"Karlene? Can I talk to you?" 

"You're asking?" She didn't have to see Bannon  standing  in the shadows,  or  even recognize  his voice.  He was,  after  all, the only person  in  Shkoder  who  could  sneak up  on  a  bard.  Then  she  frowned.  They  weren't  exactly  friends,  but  she  knew  the ex-assassin  better  than  most,  and  he'd  sounded  honestly  in  need.  Regretting  her flippancy, she stepped over to a bench and sat. "Here?" 

"Here's fine." 

He dropped down onto the other end of the bench  and  sat  silently staring  into the darkness.  There  wasn't  light  enough  to  see  his  expression,  but  Karlene  would've sworn  his  silhouette  looked  awkward.  Ex-Imperial  assassins  were  never  awkward. 

"Is there something wrong with Vree?" 

"What?" Bannon jerked then shook his head. "No. She's fine. Seems to  be  getting the hang of  that  whole  motherhood  thing."  He  drew  in  a  deep  breath  and  let  it  out slowly.  "His  Highness  told  me  you  were  the  one  who  found  out  about  Benedikt." 

Another breath. "I need to know exactly what was said." 



"Why?" When he turned  to  look  at her,  her eyes  had  adjusted  enough  to  see  one emotion  after  another  cross  his  face,  and  the  pain  they  revealed  made  her  speak without thinking. "Bannon, were you in love with Benedikt?" 

She thought he'd look away, but he didn't. 

"I  don't  know.  He  was  an  irritating,  arrogant,  insecure  little  pissant.  And  too pretty.  Way  too  pretty.  I'm  really  not  fond  of  that  soft  pouty  look.  And  he  was young." 

"Too young." 

That  brought  back  a  bit  of  the  Bannon  she  knew.  "The  same  age  difference  as between you and Vree," he growled. 

Karlene acknowledged the point. 

"I  never  even  touched  him,  but  I  can't  stop  thinking  about  him.  And  it  was irritating the slaughtering shit out of me.  And  now  he's  dead."  He leaned toward  her, eyes  locked  on  hers.  "I  don't  believe  he's  dead.  Shouldn't  I  feel  differently  if  he's dead?" 

"How do you feel?" 

"Like  I  want  to  grab  him  and  shake  him  until  his  nose  bleeds  for  putting  me through this crap!" 

Greatly daring,  she  reached  out  and  laid her hand  over  his.  "I'm  no  expert,  but  it sounds like love to me." 

To her astonishment, he let her hand lie for a full three heartbeats  before  tossing  it off. "Tell me what the kigh told you." 

So she did. 

When she  finished,  he exhaled loudly,  as  though  he'd  been  holding his breath  the entire  time  and  said  hoarsely  in  Imperial,  "Slaughtering,  stupid,  gods-abandoned idiot.  You  don't  slaughtering Sing to  a storm,  you  batten  down  and  ride it out.  You know what the  worst  of  it  is?"  he  added,  switching  back  to  Shkoden.  "He's  dead, and I'm never going to slaughtering know." 

"How he feels?" 

Bannon laughed. "How I feel. Or what I feel. Or even if I feel anything at all." 

"And yet you can't stop thinking about him." 

He rose fluidly to his feet; all awkwardness gone, all predator again. "If any of  this makes it into a song, I will kill you." 

Imperial assassins didn't bother making elaborate threats. 

Karlene watched him stalk off  into the shadows  and  sighed.  The  others  would  be wondering  what  had  happened  to  her.  They'd  spend  the  night  singing  and  sharing memories,  a steady  stream  of  kigh  coming  and  going  from  the  bards  out  Walking. 

The night would become their touchstone, their mutual recall of  one  of  their number, of Benedikt. 



Hopefully there'd be enough of them that they could  piece  together  a true song  in spite  of  how  little  each  of  them  seemed  to  know.  They'd  be  like  the  kigh  who'd brought the news of his death across the sea, she realized. 

Sorrow diffused. 




Chapter Ten

« ^ » 



IT  had  been  raining  for  five  days,  a  constant  gray  deluge  so  pervasive  that  it turned the air to water and made it hard to remember a time when the world had  been dry.  After  spending  the  first  day  in  camp,  the  Kohunlich-xaan  had  ordered  her caravan back onto the causeway. 

"If  I'm  going  to  be  damp  and  miserable,"  she  declared  tightly,  pulling  her  shift away  from  her  body  between  two  tinted  fingernails,  "I'm  going  to  be  damp, miserable, and moving closer to Atixlan." 

At the xaan's  order,  four  karjen  had  fought  the  downpour  and  replaced  the  roof on the wagontop shelter. The stretched  canvas  wasn't  exactly waterproof  but  neither had the tents been. Xaan Mijandra sat  under  a second  sheet  of  canvas  draped  down from the center of the first, Shecquai  curled  up  on  her lap looking distinctly  put  out, the  two  of  them  as  far  from  the  sides  as  it  was  possible  to  be.  The  high  priest, Hueru,  and  Benedikt  shifted  around  to  avoid  the  leaks  and  endured  an  occasional gust  of  rain  in  through  the  gauze  sides.  There   were  canvas  sides,  but  the  weather remained so hot no one would have survived their use. 

The  running  of  House  Kohunlich  continued.  As  far  as  Benedikt  could  tell,  the only difference  the rain made  was  in the disposition  of  those  who  climbed  up  onto the wagon with information for the xaan. 

Those  who  pulled  and  those  who  pushed  no  longer  talked  or  laughed  or  sang. 

Although  the  ground  drained  quickly  and  the  hard-packed  causeway  remained essentially  firm  underfoot,  they  had  to  fight  the  rain  for  every  breath.  It  pounded heads  down.  It  rolled  shoulders  forward.  It  added  not  discomfort  but  misery.  The junior priests  who  would  not  remove  their  robes  of  office  and  strip  down  to  shifts suffered  the most.  After the caravan  had  stopped  for  a  second  time  rather  than  run over a priest pulled down by the wet weight of her robes, the xaan ordered all four to the last position on the rear poles. 

"If I can't  order  the priesthood  into sensible  clothing,  I  can  at  least  see  to  it  that they won't inconvenience the rest of us when they fall." 

"There are two  other  wagons,  peerless  one,"  the high priest  reminded  her as  they waited out the adjustment. 

"Your point?" 



"If  they  fall  behind  this  wagon,  they  could  still  be  in  danger  from  the  one following." 

"Then tell them to take off their robes." 

"I can't  do  that,  peerless  one.  As  priests  of  Xaantalicta,  even  junior  priests,  they have the obligation to be identifiable." 

"Then stop complaining." 

The  wagons  were  some  distance  apart,  but  the  small  two-wheeled  carts  and members  of  the xaan's  household  with braids  enough  to  avoid  a  place  at  the  shafts filled the space.  Fallen priests,  Benedikt realized, would  have to  be  nimble  to  regain their feet before something or someone ran them over. "Perhaps we should  wait until the rain stops, peerless one." 

"I don't  wish to  wait."  She  fed  a bit of  meat to  the dog  who  gulped  it  down  and began digging through her robe in search of more. 

"But…" 

"Nor do I intend to justify my actions to you." 

Behind  her,  Hueru's  expression  suggested  any  further  argument  would  be  met with violence. 

Benedikt  touched  his  tongue  to  his  lip  and  the  not-quite-healed  reminder  of  the back of Hueru's hand. No doubt, one or  two  of  those  walking would  help the fallen. 

They were priests, after all. They were in no real danger. 

The wagon lurched forward. 

"Sing for  me,  Benedikt."  Lifting Shecquai  to  rub  the  top  of  his  head  against  her cheek,  the  xaan  sighed.  "Give  me  something  to  think  about  besides  this  unending rain." 

"It rained in the dark  of  Xaantalicta,"  Yayan Quanez  murmured  behind  her gauze. 

"With such a sign, we should have expected it to rain until she smiles on us again." 

"Is  your  name  Benedikt?"  the  xaan  snapped,  glaring  at  the  high  priest.  "When  I want your opinion, as meaningless as it is, I'll ask for it." 

"Your pardon, peerless one." 

 This  weather  is  enough  to  make  even  a  high  unhappy,  Benedikt  reminded himself,  a  little  taken  aback  by  the  venom  in  Xaan  Mijandra's  tone.  Quickly examining and  discarding  over  half of  the Petayan  songs  he  knew,  he  finally  settled on the improbable journey of a farmer trying to get his  kuskis to market. 

The final disastrous  verse—involving the  kuskis, two  members  of  the  city  guard, three pitchforks, and a goose—evoked an actual smile from the xaan. 

Basking in her approval,  Benedikt  took  a  long  drink  of  lukewarm  water,  then,  at the xaan's  command,  started  in on  the rest  of  the songs  he'd  been  learning from  the members of her household. 

It seemed  that every waking moment  he hadn't  actually been  with Xaan Mijandra, someone had been  singing at him. Although no  one  with more  than three braids  had been  involved,  he'd  had  no  privacy  and  very  little  sleep  since  joining  the  caravan. 

Every evening, he thanked all the gods in the Circle that he ate in the same  tent as  the xaan,  albeit  some  distance  away.  On  his  own,  he'd  have  missed  every  meal.  Even taking a piss  had  gained him an  anthem,  another  lullaby,  and  a  rhyming  explanation of why a banana was better than a man that he decided his current audience probably wouldn't  appreciate.  He only wished  he'd  had  time to  actually talk to  some  of  these people; they came to him, they sang, they left. He knew no one's  name that he hadn't overheard, nor anything about them. 

He missed Xhojee, missed having someone  he could  just talk to  without guarding every word he said, and, probably because of the amount  of  music  he was  suddenly exposed to, he missed having other bards around more than he had at any time while he was with the tul. It wasn't even specific  bards  he missed—although  Evicka would have enjoyed  the song  about  the banana  once  he'd  explained  the  dimensions  of  the unknown fruit—he missed just knowing they were there.  I guess I miss  being  part  of Kovar's stupid pattern. 

Fortunately,  two  dozen  new  songs  in  a  short  time  left  him  too  busy  to  be  very lonely.  Although  none  of  the  songs  were  lyrically  complex,  he  had  to  completely rework  a number  of  the  tunes  as  more  than  one  of  his  teachers  sang  in  impossible keys. 

The  xaan  didn't  seem  to  mind  the  new  melodies.  Benedikt  suspected  she  didn't even notice. 

Singing  from  the  top  of  the  wagon,  he  tried  to  fit  what  songs  he  could  to  the cadence of the walkers. The chance that he might be  easing their drudgery  helped  to lessen a vague, undefined guilt. 

Late afternoon,  on  the fifth day  of  rain, the caravan  came  to  a  sudden  halt  at  the point  where  the  causeway  moved  from  cultivated  land  and  onto  the  heart  of  the broad river delta that held at its center the Atixlan, the capital city. 

"Our  way is under  water,  peerless  one."  The  caravan  master  balanced  on  one  of the huge wheels and  peered  apologetically  into the shelter.  "I  sent  a  man  across  the flood and  the causeway  appears  to  have held but,  unless  the xaan commands,  I will not  risk  any  of  the  wagons.  What  may  be  solid  under  one  man…"  An  eloquent gesture finished the thought. 

"I have as  little desire  to  lose  a wagon  as  you  do."  Lips  pressed  into  a  thin  line, she locked her gaze on his face. "So, caravan master, what do you suggest?" 

"We must return to the last freehold and make camp, peerless one.  Once  the rains stop, the causeway will quickly reappear." 

The  xaan  exhaled  sharply,  drawing  an  interrogative  bark  from  the  dog.  "Whose stupid  idea was  it to  build a causeway  in such  a  place?"  she  demanded,  looking  as though she'd like to bark herself. 

"It is only a problem  for  the wagons,  peerless  one.  And  it is  unusual  that  one  of the great houses would be traveling at this time of year." 



"Not  one,"  the  xaan  told  him  shortly.  "All.  I'll  let  the  Tulparax  know  you disapprove of the season he chose to die." 

Up at the front of the shelter, Benedikt stared out past the poles and the exhausted men  and  women  who  crouched  beside  them.  It  was  still  raining  but  lightly.  On  its own, it would be a miserable day. Compared to the four just passed, it wasn't  all that bad. 

Up in front of the poles,  in front  of  the double  line of  guards,  a hundred-foot  dip in the landscape had filled with water.  What  looked  like swamp  on  both  sides  of  the causeway had risen, met in the middle,  and  kept  on  rising. Given the lay of  the land, Benedikt could  only assume  culverts  under  the  causeway  handled  the  more  normal amounts of rain. 

A huge drop  of  water came  through  the canvas  and  landed  hard  enough  to  soak immediately through the shoulder of his robe. 

The xaan knew he Sang  water even if she  didn't  know  exactly what it meant.  She hadn't  mentioned  it  since  that  first  interview,  but  then,  neither  had  he.  He  waited, listening, but only heard her issuing terse  instructions  to  the caravan  master,  none  of which involved him. 

Had she forgotten? 

From  what  he'd  observed  over  the  last  few  days,  he  doubted  she  ever  forgot anything. 

 "I hear also that the waves obey you." 

 " Yes, peerless one." 

"  Obviously not very well…" 

Benedikt had  thought  at the time she'd  been  mocking  him, but  he'd  gone  back  to the  memory  again  and  again,  and  now  he  was  certain  she  hadn't  been.  She'd  been asking for confirmation. She'd been making an observation based on what she knew. 

And she didn't think much of it. 

Benedikt  could  almost  understand  why  his  abilities  had  been  trivialized  in Shkoder.  Unable to  Sing air he was  crippled  around  other  bards.  But  no  one  Sang air here. Or fire. Or earth. Or anything except water. 

Another  drop  of  rain  collected  in  the  canvas  and  fell,  striking  him  in  the  same place. 

Clearing the water from  the  road,  ensuring  that  the  caravan  could  move  forward without  delay,  would  do  nothing  to  mitigate  his  failure  with  the   Starfarer,  but  it should  impress  the  xaan.  Or  at  least  convince  her  that  he  was  more  than  he appeared. 

 This is your life now. The more you have to offer, the more she'll respect you, the better your chances. 

Turning to face her, he bowed in the Shkoden way, and said,  "Peerless  one,  I can clear the water from the causeway." 

Hueru's  bark  of  laughter  was  cut  short  by  the  xaan's  quiet,  "Do  it,  then."  She waved  the  caravan  master  off  the  wheel,  then  looked  up  at  Benedikt.  "Can  you follow him?" 

"Yes, peerless one." It would  feel good  to  move,  to  use  his body  after  sitting for so long. "The robe…" 

"Remains  on.  And  the  hood  stays  up.  For  your  own  safety,"  she  reminded  him pointedly as he opened his mouth to protest. 

"As  you  wish,  peerless  one."  Sliding  under  the  gauze  wall,  he  lowered  his  body over  the edge  of  the wagon  and  groped  for  the wheel's  hub.  A  rough  hand  gripped his calf and directed his step. Balanced precariously, he threw a quick  smile down  at the caravan  master,  suddenly  thankful for  the voluminous  folds  of  fabric  around  his legs. When he'd asked to get rid of  the robe,  he hadn't  really thought  about  climbing down  the  wheel  in  nothing  but  a  sawrap  and  sandals.  Although,  with  all  that unbleached  cotton  plastered  against  their  skin,  everyone  looks  vaguely  naked anyway. 

Suddenly,  now  that he'd  brought  the observation  to  the  front  of  his  thoughts,  all he could see were breasts  and  buttocks  and  soft  pouches  of  flesh swinging forward against  wet  fabric.  Water  wrapped  up  around  his  feet  as  he  walked,  clinging  more than water should. 

"That  boy  couldn't  move  water in a bucket,"  Hueru growled,  absently  rubbing  at his tattoo with the palm of one hand. "The waves obey him, my ass.  Do  you  see  any waves out there?" 

Standing  beside  him, the xaan ran a fingernail down  the cleft  of  his spine.  "So,  if he  fails  I'll  punish  him  and  make  you  happy.  Shall  I  punish  you  for  doubting  my judgment if he succeeds?" 

"If  he  succeeds  in  moving  the  water  out  of  our  way,  peerless  one?"  Hueru laughed,  good  humor  restored  by  the  ridiculous  thought.  "If  he  succeeds,"  he declared, thumbs  behind  the waist of  his sawrap,  chest  thrust  out,  "you  may punish me as you see fit." 



"Out  there  in  the  middle,  it's  as  deep  as  your  shoulders—well,  my  shoulders anyway,"  the  caravan  master  amended  with  a  sideways  glance  up  at  Benedikt's height. "Current's slow, though.  Easy  enough  to  move  against.  If you're  planning on diverting the flow, I don't know where you're gonna move it to.  You've  got   bajos  on both sides…" 

 "Bajos?" 

"You know, water over mud  and  rotting  plants—you  should  smell this place  as  it starts to dry up." 

 Swamp, Benedikt translated. 



"Oh,  sure  there's  a  few   chowcis."  He  waved  toward  a  clump  of  moss-draped trees  up  to  their lowest  branches  in water.  "And  that  there's  an  old   atix—we'll  start passing  plenty more  of  them as  we  get  closer  to  Atixlon—but  right  here  there's  no solid ground. Nothing to build a levee out  of,  nowhere  to  anchor  it if there was,  and no  way  the  Kohunlich-xaan  would  give  you  the  time  to  build  it."  He  looked  up  at Benedikt again. "How  many warm bodies  you  gonna  need  to  help you  do  this thing you're going to do?" 

"None." 

"None?  A word  of  advice,  boy,  from  someone  who's  had  six  braids  longer  than you've been alive; if you can't do what you told her you can,  your  best  bet  would  be to walk out there and drown yourself. It'd be quicker and a lot less painful." 



"He's just standing there." 

"I'm  not  blind,  Hueru.  If  you  have  nothing  useful  to  say,  I  suggest  you  say nothing." 



Benedikt could see the kigh waiting for  him out  in the deep  water,  waiting for  him to  come  to  them.  He  gave  the  caravan  master's  suggestion  a  moment  or  two  of careful  consideration.  The  beckoning  bodies  of  the  kigh  made  it  almost  tempting. 

"As soon as  the causeway  clears,  begin moving the caravan  forward.  I can  hold  the water for as long as necessary, but I'd rather not Sing myself hoarse." 

"Sing?"  The  caravan  master  sighed  deeply  and  clasped  Benedikt's  arm  for  a moment  before  moving  away.  He'd  been  at  that  first  interview  where  the  xaan  had taunted the boy  about  waves  and  ships  and  the like. Assuming  that it concerned  the boy's time with the tul, he hadn't  been  paying much  attention.  Clearly, Benedikt was a great deal more  deluded  than he'd  thought.  Just  as  clearly, the xaan had  called  his bluff. 

It  was  a  pity.  The  boy  really  did  have  a  nice  voice  and  the  caravan  master  had enjoyed every opportunity  to  hear him sing—or  more  exactly,  overhear  him sing for the xaan.  Oh, well, if he's going to sing now, at least I'll hear him once more before he dies…

Wishing  he  could  ditch  the  robe  and  feel  the  rain  actually  on  his  skin,  Benedikt moistened his lips— Funny they should be dry when everything else is so wet.—and began.  The  four  notes  to  call the kigh were really just  for  tradition's  sake.  He  never had to call them anymore. 



In the shallower water on  the far side  of  the flood,  half a dozen  bright pink birds lifted broad-billed heads on ropelike necks, and stared. 



"He's  singing,"  Hueru  scoffed,  arms  folded.  "Does  he  expect  the  flood  to  just move out of his way if he asks it nicely?" 

Watching the pattern  of  ripples  on  the  water's  surface,  the  xaan's  mouth  curved up in a triumphant smile. "Yes," she said. "He does." 



When the kigh finished  pushing  the flood  back,  the small flock  of  pink birds  had returned to their interrupted meal—the clear implication that whatever was  happening was none of their business. 

Benedikt  added  a  sequence  of  eight  notes  to  dry  the  gravel,  then  walked  to  the lowest  point  of  the  causeway.  Still  Singing,  he  stood  with  his  back  against  one translucent  wall  of  water  and  faced  the  other.  According  to  the  kigh,  the  stone culverts  beneath  the gravel had  neither collapsed  nor  washed  out;  they  were  merely full.  Half  turning,  the  movement  dropping  his  hood  down  onto  his  shoulders,  he paused  to  enjoy the  expressions  on  the  faces  he  could  see.  Then  he  beckoned  the caravan forward. 

At that instant, and just for that instant, the sun found a break in the clouds. 



"Tulpayotee…" 

The murmured name could have come from one throat or a dozen.  Heard  through the filter of Benedikt's Song, there was no way for the two women up on the front  of the wagon to tell for certain. 

Beside the xaan, Yayan Quanez hissed through her teeth. "They know  he isn't!  He told you so himself." 

"People  believe  what  they  see,"  Xaan  Mijandra  remarked  thoughtfully,  with  no understanding  at all in her voice,  "It   is a remarkable resemblance.  Just  think  of  how he would have looked with his hair loose and out of that robe." 

"He defiles the robe," the high priest snarled. 

The xaan took a moment to let the astounded  caravan  master  know  he should  get things moving,  then favored  Yayan Quanez  with a  speculative  gaze.  "Is  that  all  you have to say?" 

"I have said it from the beginning, peerless one." 

"Fascinating  that you  fixate  on  an  article  of  clothing  and  miss  the  point  entirely. 

Hueru,"  she  turned  to  her  cousin  who  watched  wide-eyed  and  silent  as  the  first  of the guards stepped between the walls of water, "do you recognize the significance  of what Benedikt has done?" 

His breath coming in short,  sharp,  gasps  as  though  he'd  just run a great distance, Hueru shook his head. "He moved the water from our way, peerless one." 

"There, you see, even Hueru understands." 

He faced her then. "Did you know he could do this, peerless one?" 

"He   told  me  he  could  do  this.  In  fact,  he  told  us  all.  It's  hardly  his  fault  if  you didn't believe him." 

"Then our agreement…" 

"Don't  worry,  cousin.  I  remember  our  agreement.  But  I  have  no  intention  of holding you to  it…"  Her pause  was  exactly long enough  to  give him hope.  "…  here and now." 

Shecquai began to bark as the wagon started to roll. 

"Hush,  little one.  Even the  hartilcos  are  paying  no  attention,  and  you're  certainly braver than a bird." 

Frowning,  Hueru  stepped  forward  and  clutched  at  Xaan  Mijandra's  arm.  "You can't intend the caravan to pass through there, peerless one!" 

 "I can't?" 

He snatched his fingers back. 

The  xaan  stared  at  him  for  a  moment,  her  expression  of  disbelief  becoming annoyance. "Here and now suddenly seems like a good  idea."  Calling to  the caravan master, she had the wagon stopped. "Get down and pull, Hueru." 

His mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. 

"Now." 

Benedikt had no idea why Hueru had suddenly been put to one  of  the poles  at the front  of  the  xaan's  wagon.  He  didn't  go  willingly,  that  much  was  certain.  I  bet  his mother  never  warned  him  about  his  face  freezing  like  that.  Serves  him  right,  the arrogant shit. 

At first, he thought the delay in moving forward again had to do with Hueru—who was definitely enjoying his new position  much  less  than the men and  women  around him were—but then he saw an older  man shaking his head  and  singlehandedly  trying to  back  the entire wagon  away from  the divided  flood.  His  eyes  were  so  wide  they showed  white  all  the  way  around,  and  his  cry  of  inarticulate  terror  rose  up  in counterpoint to the Song. Too far away for  Benedikt to  try figuring out  the complex pattern  of  his  tattoo,  the  single  braid  and  sawrap  gave  no  clue  to  the  old  man's occupation in camp. 

No one  had  ever been  afraid  of  what he did  before.  The  realization that someone feared him, created an interesting and not entirely unpleasant sensation. 

The old man's fear had  begun  to  affect  those  around  him by  the time the caravan master  got  to  his  side.  With  most  of  his  attention  on  holding  the  water,  Benedikt couldn't  quite make out  the shouted  exchange  of  words.  Finally, the caravan  master pried  the old  man's  fingers  from  his crosspiece  and  dragged  him  bodily  away  from the wagons. 



"Give him to  Javez and  Intega,"  the xaan called down  from  the wagon  top.  "Tell my  cousins  you  speak  with  the  mouth  of  the  xaan.  They're  not  to  hurt  him,  but they're to see that he continues traveling with us. I'll deal with him later." 

* * *

When  the  wagon  finally  got  moving  again,  Benedikt  glanced  up  at  the  xaan  and found her not quite as awestruck as he might have hoped. 



"Our young singer is wiser than he looks," Xaan Mijandra acknowledged, stroking the  dog  nestled  into  the  curve  of  her  arm.  "See  how  he  stands  halfway  across  the parted  flood?  If  he'd  sent  us  on  ahead,  I'd  have  suspected  a  trap.  If  he'd  gone through before us, reaching the other  side  before  we began  to  move,  again, I'd  have suspected  a  trap.  By  standing  there,  in  the  middle,  he  knows  that  I  know  he  can't release the flood  without drowning  himself and,  if  I  can't  trust  him  not  to  kill  me,  I can  at  least  trust  him  not  to  kill  himself."  She  nodded  slowly.  "Easily  manipulated doesn't always mean stupid." 

The priest  glanced  nervously  from  side  to  side  and  finally  focused  on  the  backs of  her  hands  and  her  crescent-moon  tattoos.  "Hueru  is  Benedikt's  enemy  now, peerless one." 

"So?" 



The  guards  passed  him,  eyes  front—the  only  indication  of  their  emotional  state the white-knuckled grips  around  the  shafts  of  their  spears.  As  they  drew  even  with him, both lines swerved a half step away. Fear  or  caution,  Benedikt didn't  know,  but he liked the feeling of power it gave him. 

As  though  aware  of  his  scrutiny  and  the  thought  that  went  with  it,  the  closest guard  turned  his head  a fraction  of  an inch toward  him,  lip  curled.  I  don't  like  this, his expression said,  but I'm not afraid of you. 

All  but  two  of  those  pulling  the  xaan's  wagon  kept  their  gazes  locked  on  their footing. All but two…

The  first  stood  at  the  second  crosspiece  on  the  near  side.  As  he  passed,  he looked up and Benedikt clearly saw him mouth the name of the sun god,  Tulpayotee. 

Suddenly  realizing  his  hood  lay  on  his  shoulders,  Benedikt  grabbed  it  with  both hands and yanked it back up over his hair. 

Not everyone had seen him. With any luck, he hadn't completely alienated the high priest—who  fortunately  had  considerably  less  influence  on  Xaan  Mijandra  than Ooman Xhai had on Tul Altun. 

The  second  gaze  he  encountered  belonged  to  Hueru.  What's  he  so  mad  at  me for? It's not my fault he's pulling the wagon. 

As  the  xaan  passed,  he  thought  of  asking  the  kigh  to  rise  and  acknowledge  her presence but, without knowing how long it would take for the entire caravan  to  reach the  other  side  of  the  flood,  decided  not  to  risk  it.  The  odds  were  good  he'd  be Singing for some time, and loss of control would impress no one. 



"I can't  make out  any words,  but  it's  a pretty  song,"  the  xaan  noted  thoughtfully as  the wagon  creaked  into the  lowest  point  of  the  crossing  and  began  to  climb  the low hill on the other side. "I  wonder  if the power's  in the song  or  the one  who  sings it?" 

Her  hands  scrubbing  around  and  around  so  that  the  fingers  of  one  continually stroked  over  the  tattoo  on  the  other,  Yayan  Quanez  kept  her  gaze  locked  on  the narrow  wooden  planks  beneath  her.  "Does  it  matter,  peerless  one?"  The  question quavered slightly. 

"Of course it matters, Yayan. If the power is in the song, he can teach it to  others. 

If the power is in the singer and that singer is mine…" Her voice  trailed off,  touching four or five possibilities as it went. 



The  coloas  seemed  intrigued  by  Benedikt's  Song.  Everyone  of  them  swiveled  a ludicrously  small head  toward  him and  gave him a supercilious  look  of  approval  as they passed.  Most  of  the people  accompanying  them  kept  their  eyes  locked  on  the back of the xaan's wagon although two of her cooks  continued  plucking chickens  as they walked, oblivious to  where they walked. 

The  second  and  third  wagons  had  no  choice  but  to  follow  the  xaan  down between the walls of water, terror of the known far outweighing that of the unknown. 

* * *

"It  seems  I  underestimated  you,  Benedikt."  She  saw  that  the  admission  pleased him. Good.  It was  supposed  to.  "The  waves  do  indeed  obey  you.  Although  saying that water obeys you would be more accurate, wouldn't it?" 

"Yes, peerless one." 

There  had  been  a  freehold  not  far  past  the  flood  and  the  xaan  had  decided  to camp  one  more  night  rather  than  arrive  at  Atixlan  after  dark  with  her  people  still openmouthed  at the impossible.  By morning,  they'd  know  what she  wanted  them to think. 

When Benedikt had rejoined her on the wagon, she'd said only, "Thank you. We'll talk  later,"  before  closing  her  eyes  and  leaning  back  against  her  cushions.  She'd almost  been  able  to  hear  him  wondering  why  they  weren't  talking  now  and  had known  the  moment  she'd  reopened  her  eyes  at  the  freehold  that  he'd  convinced himself she'd been too overwhelmed to find the words for an immediate reaction. 

 "I hear also that the waves obey you." 

 " Yes, peerless one." 

She'd  known  at  the  time  he'd  been  telling  the  truth  but  had  no  intention  of admitting, in front of  everyone,  that she  didn't  know  what that truth implied. He was a stranger; who knew what strangers could do? 

She did. 



Now. 

She'd  kept  him by  her side  as  the  tents  went  up,  and  led  him  immediately  into  a private audience. 

"You  saved  me  a  great  deal  of  inconvenience  this  afternoon,  Benedikt.  The  rain could have kept us out of Atixlan for days." 

"I'm glad I could help, peerless one." 

He was,  too.  He reminded  her a little of  Shecquai  as  a  puppy.  "Tell  your  barber tomorrow that you speak with the mouth of the xaan. You're to have eight braids." 

"Thank you, peerless one." 

"Was what you did this afternoon the extent of your power?" 

"No, peerless one." 

A brow  rose.  Clearly  the  thought  that  she  believed  removing  the  water  from  the causeway had taxed his abilities upset him. "Are you  telling me that parting  the flood was easy for you?" 

"Shallow, slow-moving water is always the most responsive." 

"Is it?" 

"Yes, peerless one." 

He had  his chest  thrust  out  in  a  hairier  imitation  of  Hueru's  favorite  posture.  On her cousin, she found it amusing—he had nothing beyond his conceits, after  all—but as  much  as  Benedikt's  assurance  had  pleased  her,  she  wasn't  going  to  put  up  with that posture from him. 

"Would the water obey anyone who knew that song?" 

"Not song, peerless one. Song. The emphasis is slightly different." 

"Is it? Answer my question." 

Deflated by  her tone,  Benedikt stared  at the xaan for  a moment,  confused.  It had never  occurred  to  him  that  anyone  would  assume  the  Song  could  have  an  effect without  the  bard.  The  Song  couldn't  exist  without  the  bard.  "The  power  is  mine, peerless one. I have a…" How to explain something so intrinsically inexplicable? "…

connection with water." 

"Through the song?" 

"The Song expresses the connection, peerless one." 

"And have you connections with anything else?" 

Her tone  suggested  she  already knew  the  answer,  and  he'd  better  be  careful  that he matched  it. But he didn't  have connections  with anything else,  Benedikt  reflected bitterly.  What  could  she  have  heard?  He'd  done  almost  nothing  but  learn  Petayn songs and sing them to her since joining her caravan. And before that…

Could  she  have  heard  about  him  evoking  the  god?  She  clearly  knew  what  Tul Altun had planned for him. "If you mean the sunrise  song,  peerless  one—that  wasn't connecting with Tulpayotee but with the people who worship him." 

Her eyes narrowed. "You connect with people?" 

"Not  always,  peerless  one,  but  sometimes  a  Song  touches…"  He  couldn't  give her  the  kigh.  He'd  intended  to,  he'd  intended  to  give  her  everything,  but  when  he opened  his  mouth  to  say  the  word,  the  sense  of  betrayal  almost  choked  him.  "…

something inside." 

He didn't think she noticed the pause. 

 If  you  were  going  to  mention  the  kigh,  why  didn't  you  mention  them  before  ? 

 You told her the water obeyed you. Not the water kigh. 

Water kigh would  have meant a long explanation  that  would  have  given  the  xaan not  only water,  but  air, and  earth,  and  fire  as  well.  With  one  quarter  explained,  any reasonably  intelligent  person  would  arrive  at  the  rest.  And  I  don't  want  to  live  this new life as the person who Sings only water. 

It sounded  good.  If memories  of  being  drawn  into  a  liquid  embrace  hadn't  been taking up so much space in his head, he might even have believed it. 

"Yes,  I'm  sure  most  songs  touch  something  inside."  The  xaan  clearly disapproved of such blatant sentimentality. "Can  you  make people  obey  you  as  well as water?" 

About  to  deny  the  ability—he'd  been  absolutely  pitiful  at  Command  and  only moderately  better  at Charm—Benedikt  suddenly  realized that the xaan   expected  him to say no. She didn't believe he could do it. 

He  remembered  the  feeling  he'd  had  during  that  moment  of  power  over  the frightened  old  man  and  when  the  guards  had  taken  that  half  step  away—it  was  a heady, addictive feeling. It was probably what the xaan felt all the time. 

 If you  could  feel like that, her tone  said,  you  would.  You  don  %  so  you  can't.  I ask only because I don't like to leave these things unsaid. 

He thought about explaining bardic oaths— I will not use the kigh for gain.—then remembered he wasn't exactly a bard anymore and that here, in this new land, he was making it up as he went along. 

"I can Command, peerless one." 

This time she heard the inflection. "Then why haven't you?" 

"And  what  would  I  Command,  peerless  one?"  Benedikt  spread  his  hands  for emphasis. "Take me home? There's no point in asking for  the impossible.  Give me a place in your household? You've already done so." 

"Yes,  I have.  And  now  I  discover  you're  so  much  more  than  you  appear."  The xaan lifted a small string of bells and gave it three short sharp jerks. 

One of her guards slipped silently into the room. 

"Command  him,"  she  told  Benedikt,  flicking  a  polished  fingernail  toward  the guard. "I need to see what you can do. Have him bend down and touch his toes." 

Trying  not  to  panic,  Benedikt  rose  up  off  his  knee.  You  can  do  this,  he  told himself.  Guards are  used  to being  commanded. Breathing a little faster  than he had been, he turned and moved two steps closer to the guard. 

Who looked up and sneered. 

Benedikt  recognized  the  sneer.  The  same  guard  had  given  him  much  the  same look as he passed during the flood Song. After a moment,  Benedikt caught  the older man's gaze and managed to hold it. "Bend over,"  he said, "and touch your toes." 

The guard  blinked once,  shook  his head  as  though  he  were  dislodging  flies,  and peered over Benedikt's shoulder. "Is it your wish, peerless one?" 

"No. It is not. Again, Benedikt." 

Ears red, Benedikt shifted position until he regained the guard's gaze. "Bend over and touch your toes!"  He heard embarrassment force his voice up on the last word and fought unsuccessfully to keep it down. 

The  guard's  answering  snort  held  all  he  would  have  said  had  his  xaan  not  been able to hear. 

The  failure,  although  bad  enough,  was  not  the  worst,  Benedikt  reflected  as  the guard  slipped  back  through  the  canvas.  The  worst  was  that  the  xaan  had  expected him to fail. 

"There  are  those  born  to  command  and  those  who  take  command."  The  xaan stood,  rising  gracefully  out  of  her  cushions.  "You  are  neither.  I  am  both.  I  am obeyed  because  my people  recognize  the benefits  of  doing  what I  ask  far  outweigh the consequences of refusing." 

The  top  of  her  head  barely  reached  the  middle  of  Benedikt's  chest.  When  she moved,  her breasts  swayed  under  a thin covering  of  brilliantly died  silk. He thanked all the gods  in the Circle that she  hadn't  told  him to  kneel  again  because  that  would have put  his eyes  and  her breasts  at roughly the same  level.  "I  understand,  peerless one." 

"Do you? I hope so. I enjoy your singing and don't want to lose it." 

Compliment  or  threat?  Benedikt  was  discovering  truth  could  have  many interpretations. 

"Does water obey everyone in this land you come from across the sea?" 

"No,  peerless  one.  Only  a  few  are  born  with  the  ability."  Fewer  still  without  the ability to Sing air, but she didn't need to hear that. 

Unfortunately, she heard something. "What are you hiding from me, Benedikt?" 

What—if not the other kigh…

"We,  that  is,  I,  have  a  very  good  memory."  In  this,  at  least,  he  knew  he  could make up  for  his inability to  Command  the guard.  "I  can  recall every word  you  have ever said to me, peerless one." 



She  listened  to  him  repeat  their  first  conversation  and  nodded.  "That  might  be useful, but remember what I have said to you is not as important as what I am saying to you." 

 Do not forget that your position is only as secure as I say it is at this moment. 

Her actual meaning was so obvious  it hardly qualified as  subtext.  She  had  moved very  close  to  him.  Close  enough  that  he  could  feel  the  air  warming  between  them. 

She smelled wonderful, like sun-warmed limes. His mouth began to water. 

"Tell me how your abilities can be of use to House Kohunlich." 

It wasn't  what he expected  her  to  say.  Although  he  didn't  know  exactly  what  he had expected. She was so close he found it hard to think. "You, uh,  you  sleep  better when I sing to you, peerless one," he stammered. 

"Not of use to me personally, Benedikt. Of use to House Kohunlich." 

"At home, I mean back in Shkoder, we Witness…" 

"You're not in Shkoder, Benedikt." 

"I…  I  know,  peerless  one."  He  had  to  move  away.  Or  he  had  to  touch  her.  It didn't  really  matter  which.  His  body  argued  for  the  latter,  his  mind  for  the  former. 

Caught  between  them,  he  could  only  stay  where  he  was,  hoping  she  didn't  look down. 

"Benedikt?" 

"Peerless one?" 

"I want you…" 

She wanted him? His erection vanished so quickly it might never have existed. 

"…  to  go  to  your  tent  and  think  of  a  way  water  can  be  of  use  to  House Kohunlich." 

Relief mixed with embarrassment  rushed  the blood  to  his face  so  quickly it made him lightheaded. He couldn't bow,  there wasn't  enough  room,  so  he backed  up,  one hand groping  behind  him for  the opening  in the wall. His fingers  had  just  closed  on the edge, when the xaan stopped him. 

"One more thing, Benedikt. Did my brother know about this?" 

This? It took him a moment to bring his mind back to what  this meant. "I told  him I could Sing water, peerless one. He said water was of no use to him." 

She  nodded  thoughtfully,  a  fringe  of  blue-and-black-banded  feathers  brushing against her cheeks. "My brother is an idiot." 

As  he  doubted  she  wanted  agreement,  Benedikt  bowed  then  and  backed  out under the overlap. He didn't,  couldn't,  draw  in a full breath  until he was  safely in the next room  where the air still carried  her scent  but  not  as  strongly.  He  was  useful  to her. It was a start. 

"How about  you bendin' down and touchin' your toes, singer?" 



The  softly  growled  question  lifted  all  the  hair  on  the  back  of  Benedikt's  neck. 

Distracted  by  his  reaction  to  the  xaan,  he  hadn't  noticed  the  guards  standing  with their  backs  to  either  side  of  the  slit  in  the  canvas  wall.  The  guard  he'd  failed  to command was now inches behind his left shoulder. 

"I got a song I wanna make you sing…" 

Pulling  himself  back  together,  Benedikt  turned  and,  using  his  height  to  its  best advantage,  dragged  a  disinterested  stare  over  the  guard's  body.  "I  doubt  it,"  he snorted as the man glowered. "You can't sing along with a  zados." 

The zados was a very small horn  that children  hummed  into,  creating  a noise  that resembled a swarm of angry wasps. A young karjen had shown him one. 

The other guard snickered. "He's got your number, Cazzes." 

"Shut up." 

"You don't think a  zados might be a bit generous?" 

"I said, shut up." 

Benedikt  left  the  tent,  moving  quickly  to  avoid  his  sawrap  settling  in  any  one place.  After  that  interview  with  the  xaan,  he'd  have  accepted  an  honest  invitation from just about anyone.  I wonder if she knows she has that effect on people? 

* * *

"Has he relieved himself?" 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"Good."  The  xaan  took  her  dog  from  the  hands  of  his  senior  attendant  and indicated that the guard should fold open the door to her large assembly room. 

Benedikt, she  had  needed  to  see  in private.  This  next bit of  business  required  an audience. 



"Your name is Kohunlich Porez. You are my senior lamplighter." 

The  old  man  raised  hopeful  eyes  to  the  xaan's  face  while  all  around,  her attendants,  her  priests,  and  those  karjen  who  could  leave  their  tasks  without inconveniencing  her  looked  impressed.  She  knew  they  were  wondering  how  she managed to remember not only the name but the position of such a lowly member  of the  household,  and—given  that  she  knew  such  a  thing—they  also  wondered  what else she might know. Which was exactly what was intended. 

She noted those who looked particularly nervous before turning her attention back to  the  senior  lamplighter.  "You're  here  because  this  afternoon  you  refused  a  direct order from your xaan." 

Porez shuffled forward on his knees, hands uplifted in supplication.  "I  was  afraid, peerless one." 

A number of those listening reacted to the old man's declaration with surprise—he hadn't been expected to offer a defense. 

"Your  fear  is  no  concern  of  mine,"  Xaan  Mijandra  reminded  him  wearily.  "You can  be  afraid  of  whatever  you  want.  You  can  be  afraid  or  in  love  or  just  generally pissed  off—that's  your  life  and  it  does  not  involve  me.  But,  you  are  of  House Kohunlich and I am the Kohunlich-xaan.  I gave the order  to  move  forward,  and  you did not move." 

"Peerless one, the water, the stranger, the flood…" 

"I  gave  the  order  to  advance   my  wagon  through  that  flood.  By  refusing,  you showed the world you doubted my decision." 

"Peerless one…" His whole body shaking, he collapsed facedown on the carpet. 

The xaan stared at him for  a moment,  her left hand  rhythmically stroking  the dog. 

"Since he didn't want to walk, take his legs." 

Wailing  inarticulately,  Porez  scrabbled  toward  her  on  hi;  belly,  clawing  at  the carpet with fingers and toes. 

"And his tongue, too if he can't learn when to be silent." 

The wailing became a low, continuous moan as two  guards  hauled the old  man to his feet,  dragging him from  the audience  chamber  and  out  the  back  of  the  tent.  His leg; dangled, unused, as though they were already no longer a part of him. 

The  xaan  sighed  and  glanced  around  at  the  silent  faces  of  her  household.  "I'm sure I don't  have to  tell any of  you  that Benedikt's  solution  to  our  flooding  problem is  not  to  be  discussed."  She  smiled  at  the  low  murmur  of  agreement,  agreement reinforced  by  the  fate  of  the  old  man.  "Now  then  you'll  all  want  to  get  cleaned  up before the evening meal Not you, Otypez," she  added  as  they began  to  disperse.  An inarguable  gesture  indicated  that  the  eldest  of  her  physicians  should  approach  the dais. 

When they were alone,  except  for  the servants  raising the  outer  walls  and  setting out  low tables  for  food  at the other  end  of  the room,  she  murmured.  "You've  been drinking." 

Otypez bowed, a bit unsteadily, the movement  causing  the fine silk of  his robe  to whisper  secrets  to  itself.  "From  the  moment  the  lamplighter  refused  to  move forward, peerless one." 

"Don't let it interfere with your work." 

"It  never  does,  peerless  one."  He  blinked  bloodshot  eye!  at  her  and  added bitterly, "It never has." 

"Good. A legless lamplighter is of no use to me. See that he doesn't survive." 

Rubbing  at  the  physician's  tattoo  on  his  cheek  with  one  shaking  hand,  Otypez nodded, brilliant green feathers  flash ing in amongst  the gray of  his many braids.  "It will be as you command, peerless one." 

"I know." She watched him leave, noted how he took a serpentine path to the exit, and  shook  her head.  He had  beer  her father's  physician,  so  she  granted  him  a  great deal of license. There were, however, limits. 

 Still,  as  long  as  he's  useful…  Pleased  with  the  way  the  day  had  turned  out,  the xaan set  Shecquai  on  the ground  and  made  her  way  to  the  exit,  the  dog  dancing  at her heels. 

Porez  had  no  children  back  in  the  children's  compound,  he  had  no  life  partner, and both of his parents were dead. The trick in applying an object  lesson  was  not  to create  a martyr.  It was  the first  lesson  her aunt,  the  last  Kohunlich-xaan,  had  taught her. 



Just wet enough to be miserable by the time he crossed from the xaan's  tent to  his own,  Benedikt dropped  cross-legged  onto  the dead  center  of  his pallet and  the last, small  island  of  dry,  any  and  all  physical  urges  discouraged  by  the  clammy  slap  of damp  cotton  sawrap  against  skin.  Rubbing  at  the  moisture  trickling  down  his  face, he glared out at the rain. While the canvas  above  was  essentially waterproof,  the rug on  the  ground  was  not,  and  the  whole  camp  smelled  of  damp  wool  and  mold. 

Fortunately, there was water enough for frequent washing—Benedikt had  been  trying very hard to not overhear what people were growing in personal crevices. 

"There's  got  to  be  some  way  water  can  be  of  use  to  House  Kohunlich,"  he muttered,  scraping  mud  off  his  sandals  with  the  edge  of  his  thumb  nail.  "Because there's certainly enough of it around. I've never seen so much unenclosed ra—" 

A muffled  wail  cut  across  his  complaint  and  brought  him  to  his  feet.  He  could hear no words,  only an inarticulate terror  so  strangely  familiar that it lifted every hair on his body. 

He  took  a  step  out  into  the  rain,  back  toward  the  xaan's  household  tent,  and stopped as the sound did. It wasn't repeated. Whatever had happened was over. 

In Shkoder,  he'd  have investigated  and  not  been  satisfied  until  he  knew  who  had cried  out  and  why.  In  Shkoder  he'd  been  a  bard  with  all  the  rights  and responsibilities  that entailed, but  here he was  still trying to  make a place  for  himself, and  that  place  didn't  yet  include  the  right  to  go  charging  into  a  situation  he  knew nothing about. 

The rain began to soak through the shoulders of his robe. 

The  camp  was  strangely  empty.  Benedikt  could  hear  karjen  working  over  in  the kitchen  area,  could  smell  the  evening  meal  cooking  but  could  only  see  the  guards standing  outside  both  of  the  xaan's  tents.  There  should  be  more  people  moving about,  talking,  laughing,  snarling  about  the  weather,  making  plans  for  later  in  the evening should the xaan not need them. There should be  someone trying to teach him the inane words to  a tuneless  song.  This  was  the longest  he'd  been  totally alone and awake since joining the caravan. 

 So what do I do? 

A quiet murmur of  voices,  like the  sudden  sound  of  distant  waves  answered  his question.  The  voices  grew  louder  as  the  flaps  of  the  household  tent  were  folded back  and  Benedikt  watched  in  amazement  as  everyone  in  the  caravan  seemed  to come  boiling out.  First  the members  of  the xaan's  family in varying degrees  of  silks and  feathers,  then  a  white  clump  of  priests,  then  the  caravan  master  talking  to someone  Benedikt  thought  was  one  of  the  junior  barbers—where  junior  clearly referred  to  rank,  not  age.  The  number  of  braids  per  head  grew  less  until  only  a steady stream of single braids were exiting the tent. 

The  karjen  seemed  subdued,  Benedikt  noticed  although  they  hurried  off  to  their evening tasks too quickly for him to get more than a vague impression of mood. 

Only Hueru noticed him, standing motionless in the rain. 

When Benedikt had  chosen  to  sail on  the  Starfarer, he had  believed Kovar  hated him for it. If that had  been  hate,  it was  a weak,  lukewarm response  compared  to  the emotion that burned in Hueru's eyes. 

Benedikt  stopped  himself  from  taking  an  involuntary  step  back  and  his  hands formed  fists  within  the  masking  folds  of  his  robe.  If  it  came  to  a  fight,  he'd  bring Hueru down in the biggest puddle he could find.  He doubted  he'd  even have to  Sing anything. 

Hueru's  lip curled,  and  already impressive  muscles  seemed  to  swell.  Then  Javez, one  of  the other  cousins—a  term the xaan applied  to  most  of  the  relatives  traveling with  her  regardless  of  actual  connection—draped  an  arm  over  his  shoulders  and tugged him away, talking urgently in the big man's ear the whole time. 

One breath. Two. Benedikt's heart began to slow. Was this how Bannon felt when a  challenger  thought  better  of  it  and  backed  away?  Somehow  Benedikt  doubted Bannon felt vaguely nauseous,  but  the memory  of  the  ex-assassin—even  a  memory brought  on  by  the  threat  of  violence—was  surprisingly  comforting.  I  know  you didn't  think  much  of  me,  he  told  it.  But  considering  how  I  washed  up  on  shore, naked  and  alone,  I  haven't  done  so  bad.  If  anyone  could  appreciate  survival,  it would be Bannon. 

The last of the karjen left the tent, and the camp came to life around him. 

Why had  Xaan Mijandra deliberately excluded  him from  whatever  it  was  the  rest of the caravan had been involved in? As a punishment? In spite of his failure with the guard, she'd seemed pleased with him when she'd sent him to his tent. 

They had to have been talking about him. 

He smiled as he realized there could be only one  explanation  for  Hueru's  reaction. 

Xaan  Mijandra  had  told  them  about  his  rise  in  status.  The  xaan's  attention  was moving elsewhere, and Hueru was jealous. 

A line of karjen carrying  low tables  and  dishes  went into the household  tent while another group began rolling up the outer canvas walls exposing the gauze inner walls. 

Barely managing to  keep  the rolled  canvas  from  slipping,  they scrambled  out  of  the way  as  an  elderly  man  emerged.  A  fast  recall  identified  him  as  Otypez,  the  best dressed and most highly braided of the xaan's physicians. 



As  he  cleared  the  awning,  he  staggered  slightly  and  stared  in  surprise  up  at  the rain.  Before  Benedikt  could  move  forward  to  help,  he  drew  a  bottle  wrapped  in woven  straw  from  under  his  robe  and  took  a  long  swallow.  Not  sick,  the  younger man realized, drunk. 

Otypez had barely moved out of Benedikt's line of sight before the xaan came  out of  the tent.  Two  guards  moved  into position  before  her,  two  fell  into  place  behind, and  a pair of  karjen, their hair still too  short  to  braid,  flanked her holding a piece  of waxed  canvas  stretched  between  painted  poles.  Protected  from  both  the  elements and more mundane dangers, the xaan made her way to her personal tent. 

Queen  Jelena,  Benedikt  remembered  suddenly,  had  arrived  at  Fort  Kazpar  on horseback.  Accompanied  by  guards,  yes,  but  if it rained,  she  got  wet.  Her  Majesty traveled considerably  lighter than the xaan,  not  only in personal  effects  but  in  sense of importance as well. 

Somehow,  Benedikt  couldn't  see  Xaan  Mijandra  allowing  the  Bardic  Captain  to maintain a public disagreement. She'd use his guts to tie her braids. 

His  movement  hidden  by  her  guards,  Benedikt  backed  up  until  his  heels  hit  the rug.  While  he  had  no  intention  of  going  inside  his  tent,  like  a  small  boy  sent  away while  the  adults  talked,  neither  did  he  intended  to  jeopardize  what  status  he  might have gained by appearing to blatantly disregard the xaan's wishes. 

At the exact  point  on  her path  where  the  guards  had  moved  far  enough  forward but  the  karjen  holding  the  canvas  weren't  yet  between  them,  she  glanced  over  and smiled approvingly at him. 

Heart pounding,  Benedikt felt as  if he'd  just won  some  rare  and  wonderful  prize. 

Next time he got the chance, he definitely would  have the kigh rise and  acknowledge her. 



"What  happened  to  the  woman  who  usually  lights  my  lamp?"  Benedikt  asked, watching a harried young man touch his lit taper to the wick. 

"She's  senior  lamplighter  now,  and  I  got  the  whole  shittin'  camp  to  light  on  my own." His eyes widened as he turned and realized who he was talking to. "I shouldn't have said that. You took me by  surprise,  askin.  No  one  with more'n  two  braids  ever asked me nothing before. Please, I'm sorry." 

"Hey,  it's  okay."  Stepping  forward,  Benedikt used  enough  Voice  to  sooth.  "This is a big camp, you've got a right to complain." 

The lamplighter flashed  him  a  grateful  smile,  admitted  he  didn't  know  no  songs, dropped the burned end of the taper into his bucket of hot coals, and ran off. 

"I guess I'll have to wait to find out  what happened  to  the old  senior  lamplighter," 

Benedikt  remarked  philosophically  to  the  night.  The  xaan  would  send  for  him shortly,  but  until then he wanted  nothing more  than a chance  to  lie down  and  digest an indigestible meal. If he lived in Petayn  another  hundred  years,  he'd  never get used to  baked  grubs,  four  inches  long,  as  part  of  the  main  course.  It  wasn't  that  he disliked the taste, it was more that they were, well, baked grubs. 

Arms  folded  behind  his  head,  he  stretched  out  and  stared  up  at  the  lamp, watching  the  shadows  flicker  as  the  night  air  danced  around  the  flame.  For  some reason  the patterns  they made  reminded  him of  the terrified cry  he'd  heard  earlier  in the evening. 

The strangely familiar cry. 




Chapter Eleven

« ^ » 

BENEDIKT woke  early the next morning after  a restless  night,  his  sleep  plagued by a kaleidoscope  of  images.  Most,  he  couldn't  remember,  but  two,  repeated  over and  over,  he carried  with  him  into  the  day.  In  the  first,  his  mother  held  him  by  the shoulders,  screaming  at him  that  his  brothers  had  drowned.  "  You  knew  they  were dead,  you  just  weren't  paying  attention!  You  never  pay  attention  to  anything  but yourself! "  In the second, Bannon stood beside him as  the waters  over  the causeway parted  and  asked,  more  seriously  than he had  on  the beach  at the Broken  Islands,  " 

 No second thoughts?" 

Lying  in  a  puddle  of  his  own  sweat,  he  stared  up  at  the  lamp.  His  mother  and Bannon.  "I'd  love  to  know  what  Magda  would  make  of  that  combination,"  he muttered.  Magda  had  believed that dreams  could  be  the kigh's  way of  talking to  the conscious mind.  Benedikt had  believed that was  a load  of  fish shit and  had  told  her so. This morning, he'd have given almost anything to have heard her say it again. 

"Great,  a  dream  of  my  mother  calling  me  selfish  makes  me  homesick.  My childhood  must've  been  more  pathetic  than  I  thought."  Sighing,  he  sat  up  and reached  for  his  sawrap,  his  mother's  accusation  chasing  Bannon's  question  around and around in his head.  He'd  dreamed  of  Bannon  a lot right after  leaving the Broken Islands,  but  this  was  the  first  one  in  a  while,  and  he  had  to  admit  that  the  other dreams had been considerably more enjoyable. 

As his body  reacted  to  the memory,  he  reminded  himself  that  he'd  be  in  Atixlan by noon and in a bath as soon as possible after that. 

It had stopped raining during the night. A pale yellow sun  sat  on  the horizon,  and the camp gleamed in the near luminescent light of early morning. Standing outside  his tent,  Benedikt  had  the  strangest  feeling  that  he  was  seeing  clearly  for  the  first  time since  he'd  come  to  Petayn.  Everything  he  looked  at—the  tents,  the  wagons,  the coloas  in  their  corral,  even  the  guards—all  seemed  defined  by  the  shadows stretching  out  behind  them.  The  largest,  darkest  shadow  stretched  out  behind  the xaan's  tent,  and  he  stared  at  it  for  a  long  moment,  holding  his  breath  so  as  not  to disturb the perfect quiet. 

Then a bird shrieked in the surrounding bajos, half a dozen more  answered  it, two servers walked over toward  the cooking  area carrying  strings  of  fish,  and  something took a chunk out of the side of Benedikt's neck. 

"Center it!" His fingers  came  away bloody,  the body  of  a small insect  crushed  in the  gore.  Flicking  his  hood  up,  Benedikt  hurried  toward  the  bathing  rooms.  Six braids entitled him to a gentler version of the wash he'd had his first day in camp. 

Eight braids didn't seem to change the service any. 

Sluiced  down  and  dripping  wet,  he scooped  out  a handful  of  the  soft  soap  and, after banishing his two bath attendants to the side of  the tent,  lathered.  He'd  come  to the  point  where  he  could  cope  with  them  being  there,  but  he  still  drew  the  line  at having them help. 

As  the  girl  limped  over  to  the  reservoir  with  her  bucket,  he  realized  it  was  the same  pair  who'd  cleaned  him  up  for  his  interview  with  the  xaan.  Usually embarrassment  added  to  the  pressure  of  others  waiting  moved  him  in  and  out  as quickly as  possible,  but  this morning,  with dreams  lingering, he found  he  wanted  to talk. 

"So where have you two been for the last six days?" 

The boy looked startled. "We didn't go anywhere, karjet." 

It  wasn't  the  first  time  he'd  been  called  karjet,  but  having  awakened  already susceptible to emotional overreaction, he missed Xhojee so badly he ached with it. 

"  You don't go out of your way to make friends." 

And now he'd lost another one. 

 Stop  it.  He's  with  the  tul,  you're  with  the  xaan,  and  they're  not  exactly  a  close family. 

"You don't have to call me that," he said, pushing Xhojee out of his mind. "I'm no different than I was."  He added  enough  Voice  to  the  protest  to  set  them  at  ease.  It didn't take much. He was so different from everyone else they obviously  had  trouble thinking he could then be  different  from  himself. "I  just wondered  why I hadn't  seen you…" A self-conscious wave took in the small canvas room. "… here." 

"It's  'cause  you've  never  been  up  this  early,"  the  girl  told  him,  setting  her  filled bucket  on  the  grass.  "We're  most  junior,  so  we're  here  first—and  that's  why  we washed  the puke  off  you.  Most  days,  by  the  time  you're  up,  we're  off  gettin'  more water, and the older ones are in here. We seen you,  though.  And  we hear you  sing.  I was gonna  sing you  the three monkeys  song,  but…"  Her shrug  eloquently  told  how another had beaten her to it. "You're still awfully hairy." 

"You're  never  gonna  get  two  braids,"  the  boy  hissed,  handing  over  the  first bucket of rinse water. "You don't learn to shut up, you might not even get one." 

Although  she  gave  a  defiant  sniff  as  she  switched  her  full  bucket  for  his  empty one, Benedikt thought she looked a little worried. 

"It's okay," he said. "I don't mind." 

"Others do," the boy muttered darkly. 



"His hair's  growing faster,  so  he'll get his braid  first,"  the girl told  Benedikt as  he poured  one  last  bucket  of  water down  his back.  "So  he thinks he's  the boss  of  me. 

But  I'm  not  gonna  be  a  junior  bath  attendant  forever.  When  I  get  to  Atixlan,  I'm gonna learn about  pipes  and  cisterns  and  stuff,  and  I'm  gonna  get my  second  braid makin' sure he's got enough water to clean up with." 

"You  like  water?"  Benedikt  asked  her,  wrapping  a  towel  around  his  waist  and sitting on the low leather stool to be shaved. 

"I like pipes." 

He'd  have preferred  to  shave  himself as  he had  with the tul, but  he  had  no  blade of  his own  and  those  provided  were slightly curved.  The  one  time  he'd  tried  to  use the unfamiliar shape, he'd  made  such  a mess  that the xaan had  laughed and  told  him to not do it again. 

"  I don't want people thinking you've been ineptly tortured." 

Lifting  his  chin,  he  wondered  a  little  nervously  just  how  much  experience  these two children had had. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw  the boy  smile for  the first time. 

"S'okay,"  he  said,  moving  around  so  that  his  lean  stomach  pressed  against  the back of  Benedikt's  head.  "They  wouldn't  let us  do  this to  a karjet if we didn't  know how." 

"Did  you  have  bath  attendants  with  the  tul?"  the  girl  asked  from  over  by  the reservoir. 

"He didn't even have braids with the tul." 

"Oh, yeah." 

"I had a bath, though," Benedikt protested. "I had a whole bathing room." 

"But no attendants?" 

"Well, someone cleaned it, but there was no one like you two." 

"See?" 

The blade finished  a final sweep  of  his throat  and  Benedikt turned  his head.  "See what?" 

"We  heard  that the tul's  got  almost  no  karjen in  his  household.  That  it's  just  him and his ooman and the bons." 

"Where did you hear that?" 

"People  talk  in  the  bath."  Smiling  broadly,  she  limped  out  into  the  tent.  By  the time  Benedikt  finished  drying  off  she'd  returned  with  clean  clothes.  "The  senior leather  worker  finished  these  for  you  last  night,"  she  said  holding  out  a  pair  of sandals. 

Although  they  looked  ludicrously  large  dangling  from  her  small  hand,  they  fit perfectly.  The  clean  sawrap  was  still  too  short,  but  under  the  robe  it  didn't  much matter. 



"You're lucky you got it," she told him as he sniffed it distastefully, then put  it on. 

"It's not rainin', so there's gonna be about six different kinds of blood bugs  swarmin' 

around until we're outa the bojos." 

Benedikt rubbed at the itchy welt on his neck. "And when will that be?" 

She rolled her eyes. "When we start cross the river just before we get to Atixlan." 

"You've been to Atixlan before?" 

As the boy snorted, she grinned. "No, but like I told you, people talk in the bath." 

He paused  at the exit and,  as  there was  no  one  waiting, glanced  back.  "What  are your names?" 

"I'm  Herexi."  She  jerked  her  head  toward  the  boy,  who  sighed  the  sigh  of  the elder and wiser. "This is Domez. Are you gonna sing 'The River Dances' today?" 

"Maybe." 

"Please." 

"I'm not sure I remember it." 

"You sang it yesterday!" 

"I did?" 

Hands on her hips she scowled at him. "Yes!" 

Grinning,  Benedikt  held  up  his  free  hand  in  surrender.  "I'll  sing  it  if  the  xaan allows. Okay?" 

"Well, yeah." Clearly that went without saying. 

As  the  First—the  xaan's  Troop-Captain  as  near  as  he  could  translate  the position—pushed past him and into the bathing room,  Benedikt waved  and  dropped the flap. It felt good to be appreciated instead of merely useful. 

On his way to  the barber,  he realized that had  been  the longest  conversation  he'd had with anyone but the xaan since leaving Xhojee. 

* * *

That  morning,  they  broke  camp  even  later  than  usual.  The  wagon  boxes,  once reassembled, had  to  be  hung with silvered  ropes  caught  up  behind  huge silver disks embossed with the spread hands  and  crescent  moon  symbol  of  the Kohunlich-xaan. 

Blue pennants  with silver tassels  flew  from  poles  on  the  wagon  tops,  and  the  plain gauze  curtains  that  usually  hung  around  the  xaan  and  her  companions  had  been replaced by gauze embroidered in blue and silver along both the top and bottom. 

As the sun rose higher, great clouds of biting insects swarmed out of the bojos. 

The  xaan  stood  it  as  long  as  she  could  but  finally  called  a  sudden  halt  to  the refurbishing, ordering the caravan out onto the causeway. 

"You can  finish before  we reach  Atixlan," she  told  the caravan  master,  a drop  of blood  running  down  her  cheek.  "We're  not  staying  here  another  moment.  And  I'm telling the Tulparax what I think about the time of year he chose to begin dying,"  she added,  grinding  the  words  out  through  her  teeth.  Handing  Shecquai,  wrapped  in  a protective  bit of  gauze,  up  to  Hueru,  she  climbed  up  to  join him on  the  wagon  top. 

"Benedikt, get up here. We're leaving." 

The entire caravan  agreed  with the wisdom  of  presenting  a  moving  target.  Had  it not  been  for  the  double  row  of  guards  setting  the  pace  out  in  front,  Benedikt suspected that the cadence caller would have had the xaan's wagon moving at a trot. 

Just  out  of  sight  of  the  capital,  a  fresh  breeze  cooling  the  bloody  welts  on exposed  skin and  lifting small waves  on  increasingly less  muddy  water,  the  caravan master called a halt. 

The guards replaced leather greaves and vambraces with silvered metal and  added white plumes tipped with blue to round helms—the size and number of  plumes  rising with rank. Finally, they draped the pelts of great spotted cats down their backs,  tying them  over  their  metal  collars  by  the  front  legs.  They  looked  both  barbaric  and beautiful and Benedikt found himself searching  for  a song  for  the first  time since  the kigh had taken the  Starfarer down. 

Behind  a  hastily  erected  canvas  barrier,  the  priests  exchanged  robes  no  longer white for robes so brilliantly clean they were difficult to look at in the sunlight. Yayan Quanez wore silver embroidery almost as high as  her knees,  the senior  priests  a little less,  and  a gleaming thread  wove  around  the  hem  of  the  juniors.  Although  the  high priest  remained  with  the  xaan,  the  rest  left  former  positions  and  fell  in,  massing behind the guards. 

Girdles of silver-and-blue net were handed  out  to  those  at the wagon  crosspieces and the coloas' harnesses were quickly fitted out with silver tassels. 

Faster  than Benedikt thought  possible,  the whole glittering caravan  began  moving again. 

"Keep  your  hood  forward,"  the xaan told  him, "or  you'll have to  wear the gauze. 

Fortunately, you're not too dirty. Remember to ignore the people." 

 You've  gone  to  a  lot  of  trouble  to  impress  people  you're  about  to  ignore, Benedikt thought. 



Atixlan was a lot larger than Benedikt had expected and, unlike Elbasan  which had grown undirected  between  the harbor  and  the Citadel and  spread  from  there,  it  had obviously  been  planned.  Even  from  the  far  side  of  the  river  he  could  see  that  the streets had been laid out in a grid around a central square of huge buildings. 

As the causeway put down stone arches and crossed the river, Benedikt found his place on the wagon harder and harder to bear. Bards walked. 

"What is it, Benedikt?" 

He  spread  his  hands  apologetically.  "I  feel  isolated  from  the  people,  peerless one." 



The xaan stared  at him for  a moment,  nonplussed,  one  eyebrow  raised.  "Good," 

she said at last, and that was all Benedikt dared say about that. 

The caravan  came  to  a halt between  a pair of  temples  bracketing  the  Atixlan  end of  the  bridge.  The  temple  to  the  left  had  been  built  in  the  familiar  square  shape  of Tulpayotee and even before  the caravan  had  stopped,  three priests  and  half a dozen temple  attendants  had  emerged  and  arranged  themselves  on  the  broad  steps.  The attendants  were swinging spiked  orbs  at the end  of  lengths of  chain,  and  not  even a coat of gleaming yellow enamel was symbolism enough to hide their function. 

The temple to the left rose  up  on  the same  platform  of  steps  but  the pillars at the top  were  arranged  in  a  circular  pattern.  A  single  priest,  almost  indistinguishable against the white marble, waited halfway down the stairs. 

Benedikt  watched  in  surprise  as  the  caravan  master  approached  the  priests  of Tulpayotee  and  handed  over  a purse.  He must  have made  some  noise,  for  the  xaan gave a quiet snort and said, "Until the change, Tulpayotee collects the toll." 

Yayan  Quanez  muttered  something  behind  her  gauze,  words  lost  but  bitterness clearly audible. 

"Soon," the xaan told her. "Soon." 

The  wagon  began  moving  again.  Xaan  Mijandra  turned  and  nodded  toward Xantalicta's temple. The lone priest acknowledged her gesture with a graceful bow. 

"I  see  the  Xantalax  took  my  advice  and  replaced  Yayan  Laruta  with  someone younger. I only hope they'll have temple attendants ready and waiting." 

"Do you expect trouble, peerless one?" 

The xaan  glanced  over  at  Benedikt,  her  face  expressionless.  Hueru,  who'd  been silent  all  morning,  stirred,  anticipating  punishment  to  be  meted  out.  Xaan  Mijandra raised a hand and stilled him. 

"I expect the change," she said. 



The outer  edges  of  the city weren't  much  like the cities  Benedikt had  left  behind. 

Not  only  were  the  buildings  on  both  sides  of  the  causeway  made  of  thick  adobe, painted  in  a  visually  painful  kaleidoscope  of  colors  and  patterns,  they  were  farther apart  than  anything  in  either  Elbasan  or  Vidor.  No  need  to  huddle  together  for warmth, he decided, sweat running down his sides under the robe. 

The  caravan  moved  farther  up  and  farther  in  through  heated  air  thick  with  the smells of civilization. They were unimpeded by traffic,  and  Benedikt wondered  if the xaan had sent news ahead to clear the road or if the people of Atixlan got  themselves out  of  the way when they saw  her coming.  He suspected  no  one  in  their  right  mind would challenge her to  the  right  of  way.  Small  crowds  had  gathered  at  each  of  the cross  streets,  although  he  wasn't  sure  if  they  were  waiting  to  cross  or  merely enjoying the spectacle. A few of  those  watching wore  the familiar unbleached  shifts, sawraps,  and  house  tattoos,  but  most  wore  multicolored  cloth  that clashed  with  the walls around them. 

Close to the causeway, the noise  seemed  muted  although Benedikt could  hear the normal sounds of life and commerce rising up from unseen streets. 

The buildings  began  to  get  bigger,  walls  surrounding  them,  flags  flying  from  the rooftops—building  materials  aside,  very  much  like  the  houses  of  the  wealthy  and wellborn  in  Elbasan.  The  causeway,  which  had  been  climbing  slightly,  leveled  out again, and Benedikt could see a large open area directly ahead. 

A  strip  of  trees  and  gardens  appeared  on  either  side  of  the  wagons.  Already overstimulated  after  so  many  days  of  nothing  but  rain-drenched  fields  or  bajos, Benedikt blinked in amazement at the rainbow  stripes  that  had  been  painted  around the  trunks  of  some  of  the  trees.  A  thick  stone  wall  topped  with  steel  spikes  ran behind  the  gardens  and  behind  that,  a  three-story  building  that  seemed  to  go  on, unbroken  for  a  very  long  time.  Gardens,  wall,  and  building  all  ended  in  the  largest paved square Benedikt had ever seen. Six huge buildings filled three sides and  on  the fourth…

This time, he knew he made a sound; he just wasn't able to prevent it. 

"The Great Temple," the xaan told him quietly. "Soon it will be ours again." 

It was a temple of Tulpayotee on an almost unfathomable scale. There was  a large double  entrance  at ground  level and  then six or  maybe  seven  stories  of  stairs  rising up to the pillared platform. It was the temple where he was to have Sung the dawn  as a warrior of Tulpayotee. 

"It looks like my brother has arrived before us." 

 Arrived  where,  Benedikt  wondered,  and  then  he  realized  that  the  caravan  was pulling up in front of one of the six huge buildings  and  that a blue-and-gold  flag was flying from  the southwest  corner.  Two  things hit him at once.  The  first,  was  that he was no  longer traveling toward  his new  life,  he'd  arrived.  The  second,  was  that  the xaan's brother had arrived before them. 

The tul had arrived before them. 

Tul Altun was in Atixlan. 

"The Kohunlich-tul can't be here," Hueru growled, getting to his feet as  the wagon stopped. "We left days before he did." 

"I doubt  he took  the causeway.  He won't  be  here long,  so  he  wouldn't  have  had much to transport." 

Benedikt watched understanding dawn on the big man's  face,  followed  closely  by an unpleasant smile. 

"He must be desperate, peerless one. The change…" 

"Will  happen  soon  enough."  She  passed  Shecquai  over  to  his  junior  attendant, waiting on the ladder with a basket. "And I'd like to be unpacked before it does." 

The front of House Kohunlich, the building, had been divided  into thirds.  Each  of the  exterior  pieces  had  an  identical  entrance—double  latticework  doors  within  a pillared colonnade.  The  central  portion  had  been  exquisitely tiled in more  shades  of blue than Benedikt had realized existed, with gold accents to  the left and  silver to  the right. 

In  spite  of  an  eerily  empty  square  and  no  sign  of  life  from  any  of  the  other buildings, Benedikt couldn't shake the feeling he was being watched. Glancing up,  he thought  he  saw  a  familiar  face  at  a  third  floor  window.  Xhojee?  Then  the  window was empty. 

 Don't  be  an  idiot, he told  himself.  Why  would  the  tul  bring  Xhojee  to Atixlan  ? 

 You're only seeing him because you want to see him. 

As the  xaan  walked  toward  the  door  on  the  right,  it  opened,  and  a  middle-aged woman wearing multiple braids  took  three steps  forward  and  dropped  to  one  knee. 

"Your return to Atixlan is greeted with joy, peerless one." 

Xaan Mijandra indicated  that  the  older  woman  should  rise,  then  looked  down  at her barking dog and smiled. "It seems Shecquai remembers you, Serasti. He is…" 

The other door opened; Benedikt felt his chest tighten as  a smoldering  voice  said, 

"He is out of Shecquaz, our father's dog, is he not? There is a resemblance." 

The xaan raised a cautioning hand as her guard moved forward and turned  to  face her brother.  "You  have a good  eye,  Altun.  I  doubt  you  saw  our  father's  dog  more than twice." 

"I have a good memory." 

Benedikt wondered if anyone besides himself heard the double meaning. 

A pair of  guards  followed  the tul out  the door  but  stayed  next  to  the  building  as he walked closer to his sister. 

 He's  daring  her  to  do  something.  Even  from  a  distance  Benedikt  could  see  the glitter in the tul's eyes. The feeling of being watched grew stronger, and he wished  he could put the bulk of a wagon between himself and the other five great houses. 

"Your  son  was  well  when  you  left  him?"  The  tul's  emphasis  on  the  last  four words leaned an innocent question toward provocation. 

Her expression unchanging, the xaan turned to the woman beside her. "Serasti?" 

"A  bird  arrived  this  morning,  peerless  one.  Your  son  was  fine  when  it  left  the compound." 

The  tul  spread  his  hands,  the  concerned  movement  in  complete  contrast  to  his tone  of  voice.  "So  many terrible things could  have happened  while  that  bird  was  in flight." 

Hueru jerked  forward  one  step,  two,  before  the  xaan  stopped  him  with  a  raised brow.  "Thank  you  for  your  concern,  Altun,  but  I  have  complete  faith  in  my  son's security.  I wouldn't  have left him otherwise.  It's  a  pity  you  haven't  children  of  your own to worry about." 



"I have plenty of time." 

She  smiled  at  him  then,  an  older  sister's  smile  to  a  younger  brother  who  wasn't very bright. "Of course you do." 

Benedikt  could  almost  feel  the  heat  of  the  hatred  that  flared  behind  Tul  Altun's dark eyes. 

"If you'll excuse  me,"  the xaan continued,  "it's  been  a long  morning,  and  I'd  like to change." 

The word  change, even thrown away as it had been, hung over the group. 

"The Tulparax is still alive," the tul told her, smoldering tones now in flame. 

"Good.  Then  I'm  in  time  to  pay  my  last  respects."  She  stepped  forward,  and Benedikt  wasn't  surprised  to  see  the  tul  back  instinctively  out  of  her  way  although there'd  been  no  overt  menace  in  her  movement—much  the  way  there  was  no  overt menace in the movement of the ice fields that swept down over the north lands. 

He  watched  her  as  she  passed  him,  smiled  mockingly  at  Hueru,  then  looked Benedikt full in the face,  aware of  what he'd  seen  within the masking hood.  "I  didn't know that Xaantalicta admitted men to her priesthood," he purred. 

Benedikt had  to  remind  himself  to  inhale  before  he  could  speak.  The  tul  burned even brighter than he remembered. "She doesn't, gracious one." 

"It's a disguise, then?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

"So you've decided to switch sides?" 

He saw the xaan pause, waiting for his answer. "The Kohunlich-xaan has given me a place in her household, gracious one." 

"You were  mine first." 

Although  his  face  flushed  and  his  heart  began  to  beat  uncomfortably  hard, Benedikt shook his head, courage bolstered by  the place  he was  making for  himself. 

No more a performing bear… "I am my own, gracious one." 

The tul  stared  at  him  for  a  moment,  then  threw  back  his  head  and  laughed  with what looked very much to be  sincere  enjoyment.  "Your  own?"  he said.  "Sun  above, that's priceless. Thank you, Benedikt, for that bit of entertainment." 

Sudden  anger caused  his cheeks  to  burn  hotter  still  even  as  it  touched  his  voice with frost. "You're  welcome,  gracious  one."  A man who  needed  a lie to  gain even a part  of  his own  power  had  no  right  to  laugh  at  him.  Benedikt  bowed  and  followed the xaan into the building, catching up with her just inside the doors. 

"You handled yourself well with my brother, Benedikt." 

"Thank you, peerless one." He pushed back  his hood,  hoping  the shadows  in the hall would hide the color of his face. 

"Serasti, take Benedikt to  a room  suitable  to  his braids  and  send  the tailor to  him immediately. He needs clothing that fits him." 

Eyes  locked  on  impossible  coloring  and  size,  a  hundred  questions  chasing themselves across her expression, Serasti said only, "Yes, peerless one." 

"He's a shipwrecked sailor, Serasti, and he sings beautifully." 

"Ah." Curiosity satisfied for the moment,  the house  master  gathered  up  her robes and started up the flight of stairs that curved down into the hall. 

Benedikt bowed to the xaan, and followed. 

"You liked the way he handled the tul, peerless one?" 

"Yes, Hueru, I did." 

Climbing as quietly as possible, Benedikt strained to hear the conversation wafting up from below. 

"  I would have killed him, had you given me a sign." 

"I know. I thought about sacrificing you, but you're still more use to me alive." 

Hueru laughed at the xaan's jest. 

 She wasn't joking, Benedikt thought. 

The room  suitable  to  eight  braids  was  just  that,  a  room,  large  and  pleasant  with access to the small balcony that ran along the courtyard  side  of  the second  floor  but in no way comparable to the suite he'd occupied in the tul's  compound.  But  this  I've earned, he reminded himself.  The room and everything in it is rightfully mine. 

"You'll  want  to  wash  before  the  tailor  arrives,"  Serasti  told  him.  "This  room shares  the bath  directly  across  the hall. It has  no  attendants  while  the  xaan  is  in  the country, so you'll have to wait until a pair are released from the wagons." 

"I  don't  need  the  attendants."  When  her  brows  went  up  and  the  corners  of  her mouth tucked down, it took him a moment to realize what he'd forgotten. "Karjet." 

Serasti  sniffed,  only  slightly  appeased.  "You  know  how  to  operate  the  cisterns? 

The boilers? The showers?" 

"I can operate the showers," he protested indignantly. 

"Fine.  Do  so."  Nostrils  flaring,  she  looked  as  though  she  smelled  something unpleasant. "I expect you'll be using the shower frequently." Turning on her heel, she left the room. 

"It's  the   robe!"  She  made  no  response  although  she  had  to  have  heard  and Benedikt  sighed.  He'd  already  bathed  once  today.  In  fact,  he'd  probably  bathed more since he'd arrived in Petayn than he had all the rest of  his life. "It's  not  my fault it's  always  so  hot  here."  He  used  the  robe  to  wipe  sweat  from  his  sides  as  he crossed the hall. 

The  shared  bath  had  an  alcove  entry  hung  with  bells  instead  of  a  door.  A  huge wooden  tub  and  its boiler  filled one  corner.  It was  a soaking  tub  and  built for  more than  one  occupant  at  a  time.  Benedikt  had  never  seen  one  before,  but  he'd  read about  them  in  recalls  bards  had  sent  from  the  Havakeen  Empire.  Although  it  was deep  enough  for  the  kigh,  with  no  door,  attendants,  and  bathing  companions, Benedikt doubted he'd be calling them any time soon. 

"I'm going to have to see what I can do to get more braids,"  he muttered,  pushing aside  a  beaded  curtain  and  stepping  into  one  of  the  half-dozen  shower  alcoves.  It was no different from his shower at the tul's compound. Opening the lever, he let the lukewarm water from the cistern pour over him, then, turning it off, he scooped  soap up on a cloth and began to wash. 

The xaan wanted him to think of a way water could be of use to  House  Kohunlich but, at the moment, all he could think of was how water could be of use to him. 



The  division  of  the  front  of  the  house  continued  its  entire  length.  One  outside third  belonged  to  the  xaan,  the  other  to  the  tul,  and  the  center  held  a  divided courtyard.  The  wall between  the halves had  a guarded  door  in  the  middle  of  it,  but Benedikt doubted that it had been opened in recent memory. 

Finally wearing a sawrap  that fit, Benedikt  walked  in  the  gardens,  waiting  for  the xaan  to  have  time  for  him.  In  the  two  days  they'd  been  in  Atixlan,  he  hadn't  been called to  sing her to  sleep  nor  had  she  joined  her  household  for  any  meals.  Feeling forgotten,  Benedikt  made  himself  feel  even  worse  by  spending  all  his  time  thinking about  Xhojee  and  the  tul  on  the  other  side  of  the  wall.  He   had  seen  Xhojee  at  the front  of  the  house;  while  standing  out  on  the  balcony,  he'd  seen  him  again  in  a third-floor window staring  at the xaan's  part  of  the house.  Once  he'd  seen  Benedikt, he'd disappeared. 

Benedikt  could  think  of  only  one  reason  why  Tul  Altun  would  have  brought Xhojee to Atixlan. The tul wanted him back. 

But  the  xaan  knew  he  wasn't  a  warrior  of  Tulpayotee.  And  the  xaan's  people knew. As far as Benedikt could see, the tul would gain nothing but  his sister's  enmity by  repossessing  him  although,  given  the  tul's  performance  the  day  they'd  arrived, that might be all he was after. 

 At least  living  with  the  tul  I had  someone  to talk  to. It was  incredibly  frustrating knowing his one friend in Petayn was on the other side of  that wall and  might as  well be  in  Shkoder  for  all  the  time  they'd  be  able  to  spend  together.  He  wouldn't  have given the wall a thought had it not  been  separating  him from  Xhojee,  but  as  it was,  it made him feel like a prisoner. Pacing along its length, he listened for sounds from  the other side and heard nothing. 

The call of falling water drew him at last to a small fountain screened on  two  sides by  flowering  vines.  Water  poured  from  a  pair  of  clasped  hands,  cascaded  down three white ceramic basins, and finally spilled into a round pond where tiny silver fish swam over a blue ceramic bottom.  Given that Petayn  taste  tended  toward  overdoing both color and design, it was the prettiest thing he'd seen. 

Smiling, he settled  onto  the intricately carved  stone  bench  that curved  around  the edge of  the pond.  A few moments  later, the kigh were dancing  to  his Song,  the tiny fish flashing silver within them. Their joyful response eased his need  for  Xhojee even as  it  increased  his  desire  to  throw  himself  into  their  embrace—it  was  probably fortunate that the water was so shallow. 

An approaching conversation, only partially blocked by the vines hiding him from the speakers, seemed to indicate that his Song had been overheard.  It doesn't matter, he reminded  himself.  They  know  what  you  can  do. So  with part  of  his  attention  on his imminent audience, he continued doing it. 

There were three of them, two women and a man, and  although they'd  fallen silent by the time they were standing  behind  him, he could  feel their interest.  Changing his Song slightly, he had a kigh leap up  from  the pond  to  the first  basin  and  back  again, still carrying the fish. 

"Oh, look what he's making the water do!" 

Intega's  breathy  tones  were  unmistakable  and  made  it  very  likely  that  the  man  in the trio was Javez, her twin. 

"Oh, can you make it go all the way to the top?" 

Aware he was showing off but unable to help himself, Benedikt Sang  two  kigh up to  the  pair  of  hands,  had  them  form  a  single  vaguely  human  shape  at  the  top  and bow,  then split  apart  and  chase  each  other  back  to  the  pond.  Intega's  requests  and increasing  delight  kept  him  busy  for  the  next  few  moments.  Then  feeling  his  voice begin to burr, he Sang the kigh a gratitude and finally turned around. 

Their  reaction  was  everything  Benedikt  could  have  hoped  for.  Even  Javez  was impressed and told him so. 

"It's like something out of one of the old  tales,"  he said,  clapping  Benedikt on  the shoulder.  "The  man who  talked to  water."  He rolled  the  words  off  his  tongue,  then grinned. "It could be a companion tale to the old woman who lived in the sea." 

"The  old  woman  needs  an  old  man,"  Intega  protested,  pressing  up  against  his side. "Benedikt is young, he needs a young woman. Don't you, Benedikt?" 

"Look  how  red  his  ears  are  turning."  Yexli,  the  second  woman—girl  really, Benedikt doubted  she  was  even as  old  as  he  was—was  the  youngest  of  the  xaan's

"cousins"  who'd  accompanied  her  into  Atixlan.  Her  braids,  although  heavily interwoven with feathers,  were still  quite  short.  "You're  making  him  uncomfortable, Intega." 

"Am  I,  Benedikt?"  Reaching  out,  she  stroked  the  golden  triangle  of  hair  in  the center of his chest. "It's soft. I've been wondering." 

"Wondering?"  he  repeated,  wishing  he  could  think  of  something  a  little  more original to say. "Really?" 

"Don't  get  your  hopes  up,"  Javez  laughed,  smacking  his  sister's  finger  away. 

"Xaan  Mijandra's  told  everyone  not  to  touch."  He  laughed  again  at  Benedikt's reaction.  "You  didn't  know  that,  did  you?  Since  you're  too  big  to  need  her protection, I'd say she's got you marked for herself." 



"No…" 

"Can you think of another reason?" 

Actually, he couldn't. 

"I don't  think that's  fair,"  Intega protested,  still a  warm  weight  against  Benedikt's side. 

"The  xaan doesn't  have to  be  fair,"  her twin reminded  her.  "She's  the  xaan.  You ought  to  get all that hair  shaved  off  and  get  yourself  a  house  tattoo,  Benedikt."  He tapped  his own  chest  in the thickest  part  of  the design.  "You  couldn't  have one  like this, of course, but the needle master would know what you're entitled to." 

"Maybe  he's  afraid  it'll  hurt,"  Yexli  snorted.  The  skin  above  her  elbow  was  still red  and  puffy  around  the  interlocking  blue-and-black  design  that  circled  her  arm above the elbow. "It doesn't." 

"Your pardon." The house master managed to make the interuption sound neutral, but  in  no  way  did  her  tone  defer  to  the  cousin's  superior  rank.  "The  peerless  one wishes to see Benedikt now." 

Intega sighed and peeled herself from Benedikt's hip. 

"Here,  fix  your  feathers,"  Javez  muttered,  reaching  out  and  doing  it  for  him. 

"Can't go to the xaan with your feathers all cocked up." 

Yexli looked  rebellious,  although at what Benedikt wasn't  certain,  and  moved  out of his way. 

"Adjust  your  sawrap,"  Serasti  sniffed  as  she  spun  on  one  heel  and  led  him  back toward the house. 

When the  sound  of  their  sandals  against  the  gravel  paths  had  faded  sufficiently, Intega  dropped  down  onto  the  bench  and  scrubbed  both  hands  in  the  pond.  "He was damp." 

"That's  what you  get for  plastering  yourself  all over  him,"  her  brother  sniffed.  "I don't know why he keeps all that hair. He's like an animal." 

"So  he's  damp  and  hairy—tell  me  again  why  we  were  being  nice  to  him?"  Yexli asked, kicking the gravel up into ridges. 

"We  were being nice  to  him,  infant,  because  he's  in  the  xaan's  favor."  Javez  sat beside his twin and flicked water up  at the younger  girl. "She  obviously  plans  to  use him  to  benefit  the  House  and,  if  he  succeeds,  that'll  give  him  influence  with  her. 

Influence he'll be able to use for his friends." 

Yexli wiped the droplets off her face and scowled. "He doesn't have any friends." 

"Nonsense. He has us." 



Sarasti  stopped  so  quickly  just  outside  Xaan  Mijandra's  private  terrace  that Benedikt almost stepped on the edge of  her robe.  Leaning toward  him, she  shot  him an irritated glare when she realized that his ear was a considerable  distance  above  her mouth. 

Trying not to smile, Benedikt bent over. 

"The  xaan is not  alone,"  the house  master  told  him, grabbing  a  braid  and  pulling him so  close  her breath  lapped  against  the  side  of  his  face.  "Be  respectful,  and  do not  embarrass  the  House."  She  released  him  with  a  final  tug  for  emphasis  and pushed past him onto the terrace. 

"I have brought Benedikt, peerless one." 

"Thank you, Serasti." 

The house master  turned,  flashed  Benedikt a silent warning, and  left him standing alone  on  the  edge  of  the  multicolored  tiles.  Remembering  her  admonishment  to  be respectful, he dropped to one knee. 

"Get up, Benedikt, and come closer." 

Studying  the  xaan's  companions  from  under  his  lashes,  he  did  as  he  was  told. 

Seating  arrangements  suggested  that  the  two  women  were  of  equal,  or  very  nearly equal, rank as the Kohunlich-xaan.  Although they both  wore  an uncountable  number of  tiny  braids  Benedikt  suspected  the  woman  to  Xaan  Mijandra's  left  wore  some kind of a wig. Her hair couldn't possibly have grown  that long in the few years  she'd been out of the children's compound. 

She  tossed  her  head,  as  though  somehow  aware  of  his  scrutiny.  "My  mother always makes  her house master kneel." 

"Your  mother  never  leaves  her  house,  Omliaz,"  Xaan  Mijandra  reminded  her, amazing Benedikt with the patience she  showed  such  a petulant  comment.  "Both  my house masters are alone for a portion of the year. I need to show I trust them." 

"What does that have to do with kneeling?" the younger woman demanded. 

"By  not  insisting  she  kneel,  it  means  I  respect  what  she  does  for  me.  Besides, she's a cousin." 

"My mother  makes  the  whole  family  kneel."  Omliaz  looked  down  into  her  glass and  frowned.  "This  is empty.  My mother's  karjen would  never allow a guest's  glass to be empty," she added as a karjen Benedikt didn't  recognize  hurried forward  to  fill it. 

"Your  mother  never  has  guests,"  the  woman  to  Xaan  Mijandra's  right  slurred. 

Benedikt suspected she, at least,  was  not  drinking fruit juice. "No  one  goes  near her since that thing with the Shanshich-xaan." 

"That was an accident!" Omliaz protested hotly. 

"Sure it was. And it was a coincidence that your mother's brother had fathered the next Shanshich-xaan." 

"Well, that didn't matter, did it? Because she died, too." 

"Because  no  one  wanted  so  close  a  tie  between  House  Shanshich  and  House Calakroul." 



Omliaz leaned forward, eyes narrow. "When I am xaan…" 

"When that happens," Xaan Mijandra interjected,  "and  given your  mother's  health it will happen  soon,  you  must  begin  with  a  clean  slate  and  not  bring  your  mother's mistakes into  your rule of the house." 

"My mother made no mistakes." 

"Really? Your Aunt Leyza believes  differently and  seems  willing to  work  with the other great houses." 

From  the  expression  on  Omliaz's  face,  Benedikt  assumed  that  Aunt  Leyza  was another claimant for the soon-to-be available position of Calakroul-xaan. 

"I'm willing to work with the other great houses," she muttered. 

"Good."  Xaan Mijandra fed  Shecquai  a small  piece  of  melon,  then  looked  up  at Benedikt. "Sing for us now, Benedikt." 

Glad  he  hadn't  been  forgotten  about—there  being  few  things  less  comfortable than hovering on  the edge  of  a conversation  unable to  join  in  and  equally  unable  to leave—he bowed. "What song would the peerless one like to hear?" 

She turned to the older woman. "Rayalmi?" 

Benedikt  found  himself  being  scrutinized  by  a  pair  of  small  dark  eyes  nearly hidden  in  folds  of  fat.  "Do  you  know  this?  '  I  came  down  from  the  mountains  for battle/down  to the  still  hot  air  of  the  plain/My  blade  it  ran  red  with  the  blood  of the dead./I'll not see my home in the mountains again.' " 

"Oh, that's cheerful," Omliaz muttered into her glass. 

The heavy-set  woman  had  a good  voice,  the slurring less  evident  when  she  sang than when she spoke. Benedikt knew the song. One of  the guards  had  sung  it to  him while they were on the road. Breathing deeply, he set  himself into a light recall trance and began. 

When he finished, it was so quiet in the courtyard  that the sounds  from  the aviary on the roof seemed to be coming from just beyond the terrace. Rayalmi wiped  damp eyes  on  the  wide  sleeve  of  her  robe  and  motioned  for  a  karjen  to  refill  her  glass. 

Omliaz stared  at him openmouthed  until she  realized he'd  noticed,  then  she  brought her teeth together with a snap. 

"Well, what do you think of my shipwrecked sailor?" Xaan Mijandra asked. 

"He's too tall and too hairy…" 

 I'm getting really tired of hearing that, Benedikt decided. 

"…  and  I  don't  think  he  looks  anything  like  a  warrior  of  Tulpayotee."  Omliaz threw herself back into her cushions and bit into a piece  of  fried  spice  bread.  Voice, movement, and expression all adding an emphatic,  so there. 

"Who cares what he looks like," Rayalmi sighed. "That voice." 

"I think he should sing for the Tulparax before he dies." 



"You're going to kill him?" 

"Before the Tulparax dies, Omliaz." 

The  sudden  sensation  of  drowning  faded  and  Benedikt  drew  in  a  long,  grateful breath. 

"My  brother  is  in  Atixlan,  and  I  want  the  Tulparax  to  meet  the  true  Benedikt  in case something goes wrong before the change and he's presented with the lie." 

"A reasonable  precaution,"  Rayalmi admitted,  gesturing  for  another  drink.  "But  it won't  be  easy  for  the  Kohunlich-xaan  to  gain  the  ear  of  the  Tulparax—even  this close to the change." 

"True."  One  hand  stroked  Shecquai,  but  that  was  the  only  movement  Benedikt could see. 

"Why aren't you having him sing for the Xaantalax?" Omliaz demanded. 

"Because  she'll  want  to  keep  him.  The  tuls  won't  allow  the  Tulparax  to  take anything from a xaan." 

"My  nephew  has  just  been  made  an  attendant  of  the  bedchamber.  He's  fond  of me—the change being so close there was  no  reason  for  him not  to  be.  I'll invite him over for the evening and see what I can do. I assume you'll want to  be  with Benedikt all the time?" 

Xaan Mijandra smiled. "It seems a reasonable precaution." 

"Doesn't  it."  Amused  about  something—the  lack  of  trust  between  the  great houses  if  Benedikt  had  to  hazard  a  guess—Rayalmi  shifted  her  bulk  and  gazed curiously  up  at  him.  "Do  you  play  any  instruments,  Bene…  dikt."  She  stumbled  a little over the unfamiliar name. 

"Yes…"  He suddenly  realized he had  no  idea  of  how  to  address  her  and  shot  a panicked plea toward Xaan Mijandra. Somehow,  given the convoluted  Petayn  social structure, he doubted a simple karjet would do. 

"Yes,  peerless one"  she told him. "This is the Palenque-xaan." 

He bowed  his thanks.  "Yes,  peerless  one."  The  words  seemed  wrong  applied  to another, but he covered his unease and continued. "I play pipes and the  quintara." 

"These were lost when your ship sank?" 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"I don't  know  that second  thing—the  quitata,  was  it?—but  we've  certainly  pipes about.  My  senior  attendant  plays  for  me.  Very  pleasant  to  have  around."  She emptied her glass and held it out to the side for  a refill, confident  that a karjen would appear  when  needed.  "You  might  consider  sending  for  an  instrument  maker  and getting this boy  re-outfitted,  Mijandra. If he plays  half  as  well  as  he  sings…"  Glass refilled, the end of the thought got lost in its depths. 

"Why does he have eight braids?" Omliaz asked suddenly. 

"Because that's what he's worth to me," Xaan Mijandra said  levelly. "Rewards  are as important a motivation as punishments." 

The younger woman tossed her head again and, closer now, Benedikt realized that the braided hair was all her own. 

Moving with exaggerated care, Xaan Rayalmi set  her empty  glass  on  a small table and yawned. "Sing me something cheerful,  Ben…  edikt.  Give me a tune to  hum as  I haul myself back across the square." 

Xaan Mijandra nodded her permission,  and  Benedikt sang  "The  Coloas  Chorus," 

hiding as  he did  a moment's  regret  he  hadn't  been  rescued  by  House  Palenque.  He couldn't help think that Xaan Rayalmi would know what to do with a bard. 



Called  to  the  xaan's  bedchamber  for  the  first  time  since  arriving  in  Atixlan, Benedikt paused  to  smooth  his hair before  he reached  the string  of  silver  bells.  Still tightly braided and feathered, it didn't really need smoothing, but he needed that extra moment to  compose  himself. He couldn't  stop  thinking of  what  Javez  had  said  that afternoon. 

 "Since  you're  too  big  to  need  her  protection,  I'd  say  she's  got  you  marked  for herself." 

For herself. His mouth was dry, and he'd had to wear one of his new blue-on-blue robes over the nonexistent camouflage of his sawrap. 

 She probably just wants you to sing, he told himself sternly.  The  same  thing  you did for her on the road. 

He found  the  thought  of  the  xaan…  and  him…  together…  equally  arousing  and terrifying. Would she ask, he wondered, or assume? The tul would  assume.  Why  am I thinking of him now? 

"What are you doing?" 

Benedikt leaped backward. "Nothing," he coughed, choking on spit. 

The xaan's senior attendant narrowed already narrow eyes. "Then  get in here.  The peerless one is waiting." 

Shecquai lifted his head off the bed and growled as  Benedikt came  into the room. 

He seemed fuzzier, looking less like a starved rat than usual. 

"He's  just  had  his  bath,"  the  xaan  announced,  following  Benedikt's  line  of  sight and  smiling fondly  down  at the tiny dog.  Returning her attention  to  the attendant  on his knees, rubbing oil into her feet, she lifted his chin on  two  fingers,  caught  his eyes with hers, and asked, "Are you done?" 

It wasn't really a question, and the attendant realized it as much as Benedikt. 

"Yes,  peerless  one."  Picking  up  the  glass  flask  of  oil,  he  stood,  bowed,  and hurried from the room. 

"Good. We're alone." 

Would she come to him, or should he go to her? 



The dog  gave him a "one  step  closer  to  her and  I'll rip your  ankle off"  kind  of  a look. 

"What did you think of the Palenque-xaan?" 

Benedikt blinked. "Peerless one?" 

"The  Palenque-xaan."  Two  vertical  lines  appeared  between  plucked  brows.  "I want your impression of her." 

Feeling as though he was coming about into the teeth of a gale, Benedikt banished hopes  and  fears  and  attempted  to  consider  the  question.  "Xaan  Rayalmi  is  a powerful ally of House Kohunlich, peerless one." 

"She  wouldn't  have  been  here  if  she  wasn't  an  ally."  Rising,  Mijandra  walked  to the bed and sat down, gathering Shecquai into her lap. "Why powerful?" 

"You treated her as an equal, peerless one." 

"And Omliaz?" 

"You were instructing her, peerless one. You and the Palenque-xaan." 

"And why would we be doing that?" 

"Because  her mother  spoiled  her and  you  can't  have  an…"…   untuned  quintara in  the  band.  Shkoden  metaphors  wouldn't  be  understood  and  he  didn't  know  any Petayn ones. "You can't have a xaan of a great house who doesn't know the rules." 

"What makes you think her mother spoiled her?" 

"Her  hair,  peerless  one.  She  never  had  her  head  shaved  in  the  children's compound, so she was probably raised to consider herself as xaan." 

"What's wrong with that? It's very likely, she  will be xaan." 

"Overindulged children seldom make good leaders, peerless one." 

"Then  why would  I support  Omliaz over  her aunt?"  Her  tone  suggested  he  think carefully about his answer. 

Benedikt shrugged.  "I  can  think of  two  reasons,  peerless  one.  The  aunt  is  older, less easy for you to mold, or House Calakroul has  something  you  need  and  you  can get it more easily from the girl." 

"House  Calakroul  controls  the  land  nearest  Atixlan.  The  Calakroul-tul  is  a religious  idiot  and  no  problem,  but  House  Kohunlich  had  no  guarantee  of  safe passage  after  the  change.  Thus  I  bring  Omliaz  under  my  influence.  You  see  the things  that  are  in  front  of  you.  That's  a  rare  skill,  Benedikt.  I'm  impressed."  Lips stained a deep red curved up into a smile. 

Flustered  by  her  praise,  Benedikt  bowed  in  the  Shkoden  way.  "I  was  trained  to observe, peerless one." 

"Can you train others?" she asked as he straightened. 

"I can  try,  peerless  one."  Fortunately,  it  hadn't  been  that  long  since  he'd  left  the Bardic Hall. 



"Good.  There's  something  I need  you  to  do  for  me first,  but  after  that,  we'll  see how good a teacher you are." As Benedikt wondered if teaching entitled him to  more braids,  the xaan settled  back  against  her cushions.  "I've  been  at the palace  much  of the last three days. Tell me everything that's been happening here." 

Wanting to  show  her  that  his  earlier  observations  were  no  accident,  he  reported much the way he would  have reported  to  his Bardic  Captain,  mixing observed  detail with  overheard  bits  of  conversation.  When  he  saw  he  had  the  xaan's  full  and complete  attention,  he lightly embellished a story  one  of  her "cousins"  had  repeated about the tul. 

"Where did he hear that story, I wonder?" 

"I think it's common gossip, peerless one." 

"Of course." She raised a hand when he would have continued.  "Sing  to  me now, Benedikt." 

 Interesting  evening, he thought  three songs  later as  he made  his way back  to  his room.  Not at all what I expected. 

His ears  burned  as  he  remembered  his  earlier  expectations.  He  didn't  know  why Xaan  Mijandra  had  told  the  others  to  stay  away  from  him,  but  she,  herself,  was clearly more  interested  in his mind than his body.  Head  up,  gaze  locked  on  the  not too  distant  future,  he  could  see  a  day  when  he  became  her  primary  councillor. 

Indispensable.  Doing  the  job  a  Bardic  Captain  should  be  doing  were  he  not  an opinionated old fool. 

 "Stick that  in  your  four  quarters  and  bang  it,  Kovar.  Watch  me  learn  what  not to do from your example." 

He had a future. 

The  xaan's  cousins  were  trying  to  make  friends.  Xaan  Mijandra,  herself,  was impressed by him. 

For  the first  time  in  what  seemed  like  forever,  he  felt  secure.  And  if  the  bath  is empty, maybe I can even get laid. 



"Hueru, what do you think of the Palenque-xaan?" 

He snorted.  "Fat  old  coloas  who  drinks  too  much.  Don't  know  why  you  put  up with her." 

"And Omliaz?" 

He looked down at the xaan suspiciously. "Why, peerless one?" 

"Because I asked you." 

"She's got a great body." 

"What does her body have to do with House Kohunlich?" 

"It doesn't, peerless one." Hueru swallowed nervously. "You did ask." 



"True.  I did."  She  sighed  and  moved  Shecquai  off  her lap.  There  are  times,  she thought  as  Hueru  sat  beside  her  and  nuzzled  his  face  into  the  rippled  mass  of  her hair,  that I regret not being able to trust the more intelligent members of my  family. 

Which reminded  her.  "When  you  leave here,  see  that Hilieja has  her tongue  notched for repeating gossip." 




Chapter Twelve

« ^ » 



WONDERING  if  the  barber  had  braided  his  wet  hair  extra  tightly,  Benedikt scratched  his  head  and  walked  out  onto  his  tiny  balcony  to  get  a  look  at  the  new day.  "Maybe  I  shouldn't  have  laughed  when  he  told  me  he  had  a  good  voice,"  he muttered, trying to ease the tension on his scalp. 

Although  thick  cloud  combined  with  the  surrounding  walls  to  keep  him  from seeing the sun, the distant chanting and drumming from  the Great  Temple  told  him it couldn't  be  long after  dawn.  He'd  been  amazed  to  discover  that  the  square  and  the great  houses  surrounding  it  had  been  constructed  in  such  a  way  as  to  carry  the sound  of  the  prayers  to  as  many  of  the  faithful  as  possible—no  one  but  Benedikt seemed  concerned  about  sleeping  after  the  change  when  the  priests  of  the  moon would be in charge.  Maybe you get used to it after a while…

Scratching his head again, he took a moment to  congratulate  himself on  what he'd already gotten  used  to.  Had  anyone  ever  told  him  he'd  not  only  eat  fried  honeybee larva but  like the combination  of  sweet  and  spicy,  he'd  have assumed  they were out of their mind. And although he hadn't  gotten  used  to  the heat,  he had  gotten  used  to the lack of  clothing  the high temperatures  demanded.  He'd  more-or-less  gotten  used to the braids. 

Benedikt  leaned  his  forearms  on  the  balcony  railing  and  stared  down  into  the courtyard.  He'd  thought  he was  used  to  living on  the edge  of  things—of  no  help  to his village on  the boats,  without the ability of  every other  bard  to  Sing air—  but  his old life put him in the center of  the Circle compared  to  how  he lived now.  He hadn't realized how used to a bard's welcome he'd become until he ended  up  where no  one knew what a bard was. 

"Oh,  stop  feeling  so  unenclosed  sorry  for  yourself,"  he  muttered  as  he straightened.  "Considering  that  the  kigh  dumped  you  here,  naked  and  alone  after having failed to  save  any of  the lives entrusted  to  you,  you've  done  better  than  you deserve.  You  have  a  position  of  some  importance  with  a  very  powerful  person which will only improve as she realizes what you can do.  You   could  be  faking a god connection for the tul, remember." 

From where he was  standing,  he could  just barely see  the edge  of  upper  bowl  of the fountain through  the greenery.  It wasn't  really that he didn't  go  out  of  his way to make friends, he just wasn't very good at it. Anticipating the moment  they'd  discover he  was  less  than  they  thought  always  left  him  guarded  and  uneasy.  He  knew  that some  of  the  other  bards  had  thought  he  was  full  of  himself,  but  they  didn't understand.  They could Sing air. 

He grinned as he tugged at a particularly annoying braid. Singing air was no  longer an issue.  "Here  in  Petayn,  they'll  only  discover  what  I  can  do  and  that'll  make  that whole friendship thing a lot easier. Which is a good thing," he added in Shkoden as a tiny,  ruby-throated,  iridescent  green  bird  caught  his  attention.  "Because  unless  I'm talking to you, I'm spending far too much time talking to myself." 

Ignoring him completely, the bird  backed  out  of  a huge red  blossom  and  flew up and  over  the dividing wall, taking Benedikt's  gaze with it. Squinting a little to  keep  it in sight,  he realized there was  a  figure  in  one  of  the  tul's  third-floor  windows.  Why not? He waved. 

As the figure moved  forward,  out  of  the shadows  and  into an identity,  he  waved again, more vigorously. Xhojee looked startled but waved back. 

Distance  made  communication  difficult.  Shouting  would  draw  the  attention  of both  halves  of  House  Kohunlich  and  as  far  as  mouthing  the  words,  Benedikt doubted he'd be able to recognize the shapes of a language he'd  only just learned the sounds of. 

"I'm…" 

He brought one hand in and thumped himself on the chest. 

"… happy…" 

Forefingers drew a broad smile in the air in front of his mouth. 

"… to see…" 

Two fingers then a line drawn out from both eyes. 

"… you." 

An exaggerated point across the courtyard. 

Xhojee  smiled  and,  using  the  same  system,  signaled  back,  "Me,  too."  Then suddenly  he grew serious,  scanned  the  xaan's  side  of  the  building,  leaned  forward, and beckoned. 

"You want me to come over there?" Grasping the balcony railing with both hands, Benedikt tried to work out a gesture that meant,  I can't. 

"What are you doing?" 

Had  he  not  been  holding  the  railing,  Benedikt  was  fairly  sure  he  would've  gone over  it.  Heart  pounding,  he  whirled  around  and  glared  at  Serasti.  Had  he  not  been certain  he  was  doing  something  he  shouldn't  be,  it  would  have  been  a  more convincing glare. 

"I asked  you  a question,  Benedikt."  Blue-on-blue robe  whipping around  her  bare legs, the house  master  strode  toward  him, one  hand  outstretched  as  if  to  pluck  him bodily from the railing. 

Trusting Xhojee to  have faded  back,  Benedikt stepped  out  of  her direct  path  and drew himself up to his full height. "I was looking at a bird," he told her, using enough Voice  that  she  had  to  believe  it,  telling  himself  that  he  wasn't  using  his  training  to support a lie. He  had been looking at a bird. 

Serasti  peered  out  into  the  courtyard,  inspecting  the  tul's  side  of  the  building through  narrowed  eyes.  "A  bird,"  she  repeated.  "I  see."  When  she  turned  toward him, Benedikt had the strangest feeling that,  in spite  of  the way he towered  over  her, she  was  looking  down  her  nose  at  him.  "The  Kohunlich-xaan  wants  to  see  you. 

Now." 

Knowing that he'd think of a hundred clever responses  later, when it would  be  far too late for them to be of use, Benedikt sighed  and  fell into step,  following one  pace behind the house master's heels. 



Benedikt leaned back  in the small cart  and  stared  at the  stubby  tail  of  the  coloas flicking flies off its rump. He knew he should be happy about being out of the house, even  hidden  by  the  enveloping  priest's  robe,  but  something  nagged  at  him.  "Why does the house master dislike me so much, peerless one?" 

"It's  not  dislike, it's  distrust.  You  came  to  me  from  my  brother."  Xaan  Mijandra paused  while the coloas'  groom  shifted  her  grip  on  the  cheek  strap  and  clucked  to get the animal moving.  "Serasti  expects  you  to  betray  me,"  she  added  when guards, coloas,  cart,  and  following  pair  of  guards,  were  moving  toward  the  street  directly opposite the Great Temple. 

Startled,  Benedikt  squirmed  around  and  stared  at  her,  his  nose  pressing  against the gauze. "How?" 

"You  could  strangle  me  while  you  sing,  arrange  the  body  so  I  appeared  asleep, then be gone, back to my brother, before my death is discovered." 

The  xaan  sounded  so  matter-of-fact  about  her  own  murder  that  Benedikt  found himself at a loss  for  words.  Gaze  locked  on  House  Carakoul's  outer  wall, not  really seeing the green-and-gold tile work, he tried to work out the result  of  such  an action. 

When he spoke,  he matched  her tone.  "If  I returned  to  your  brother  after  strangling you,  peerless  one,  the other  great houses  would  know  he had  something  to  do  with your death." 

"He'd insist you went crazy, remove your tongue lest you implicate him, and  hand you over to the authorities. Appearances would be satisfied and,  after  a great deal of pain, you'd be as dead as I was." 

"And  the  house  master  thinks  I'd  be  stupid  enough  to  do  that?"  he  demanded, adding  a quick,  "peerless  one?"  and  a muttered,  "I'm  not  stupid!"  before  she  could answer. 

"You wouldn't sacrifice yourself if my brother asked you?" 



"No, peerless one." 

She studied him measuringly over the edge of her fan. "What if I asked you?" 

Once  again,  Benedikt  realized  that  the  xaan  did  not  ask  rhetorical  questions. 

Would  he  sacrifice  himself  for  her?  He'd  have  sacrificed  himself  for  the   Starfarer. 

He'd  have  sacrificed  himself  for  Queen  Jelena.  He  supposed  he'd  have  even sacrificed  himself to  save  Janinton from  the flood—it  was  what  bards  did,  after  all. 

Squirming under the weight of the xaan's  regard,  he considered  his options.  A "yes" 

would be  a lie. A "no"  would  not  only be  a lie but,  he suspected,  a really  bad  idea. 

So…  should  he lie to  himself or  to  her? Survival suggested  the former,  integrity  the later. 

"I don't  know,  peerless  one,"  he said  at last,  hoping  ambiguity would  cover  both options. 

The fan waved slowly, back and forth. "Anyone else in my household would  have said yes without hesitation." 

"But would they have meant it?" He bit his tongue,  but  it was  too  late. The  words had slipped  out  before  he could  stop  them.  It was  an instinctive,  bardic  question.  A self-righteous, suicidal question, Benedikt corrected.  We aren't a bard anymore. 

Out of the corner of one eye, he saw the fan stop moving. 

"What difference would that make?" 

And  she  meant  that  question  just  like  she  meant  every  other.  Thankful  for  the masking  gauze,  Benedikt  opened  and  closed  his  mouth  and  finally  fell  back  on,  "I don't know, peerless one." 

"Exactly." As the fan began moving again, she patted  him lightly on  the thigh with the other hand. 

Benedikt would have been a lot happier about that had he not just seen  the coloas' 

groom pat a woolly shoulder in much the same way. 

"… I'd say she's got you marked for herself." 

Maybe. But he was beginning to get the feeling sex had nothing to do with it. 



The road  they were on  went straight  from  the square  to  the  docks.  While  not  as wide as the causeway, it was clearly one of Atixlan's major streets. 

As  they  moved  by  the  lesser  houses,  Benedikt's  attention  was  caught  by  the rumbling  of  a  heavily  laden  cart.  A  quick  look  while  they  passed  the  mouth  of  an alley set  between  garden  walls showed  him the back  end  of  the  cart  piled  high  with garbage. It hit a bump while he watched, and a cloud  of  flies lifted off  the surface  of the pile. 

"Peerless one, there was a body…" 

"You  seem  shocked."  The  xaan,  herself,  seemed  mildly  amused  by  his  reaction. 

"Don't people die in Shkoder?" 



"Yes, but we don't throw them out  with the trash."  They  were past  the alley now. 

"I saw a foot sticking out of a garbage cart." 

"Just  a  foot."  Now  she  looked  bored.  "Then  you  don't  know  it  was  a  whole body, do you?" 

"No, but…" 

"You're supposed to be a priest of Xaantalicta, stop squirming." 

He sat still as the xaan commanded, but he also stared down  every side  street  and alley  they  passed,  afraid  of  what  he'd  find  amidst  the  debris  yet  unable  to  stop examining it. 

Leaving  the  houses  of  both  greater  and  lesser  families  behind,  they  entered  a commercial  area  where  the  occupants  of  those  houses  found  amusements  and necessities  of  the quality  they  demanded.  The  farther  they  moved  from  the  square, the  less  discriminating  the  shops  until,  finally,  they  moved  between  the  large, grayish-yellow bulk of warehouses. 

Benedikt  straightened  and  drew  in  a  deep  breath.  Even  overlaid  with  a  hundred other smells,  there was  no  mistaking the salt  tang of  the sea.  He hadn't  realized how much he'd missed it. 

"Been feeling confined lately?" 

"A  bit,  peerless  one."  He  should  have  known  she'd  notice.  She  noticed everything. 

The road ended with the warehouses. The groom led the coloas  out  onto  a broad paved  thoroughfare  that  followed  the  curve  of  a  deep,  bowl-shaped  harbor.  Five huge  stone  piers  jutted  out  like  teeth  around  the  bottom  curve  of  the  bowl,  with smaller docks clustered closer to the open  sea  on  either side.  A sudden  breeze  from the right brought  a familiar stink and  Benedict  figured  he  had  a  pretty  good  idea  of where the fishmarket had to be. 

Used  to  the  constant  bustle  of  the  harbor  at  Elbasan,  he  was  amazed  to  see almost  no  activity  on  either  ships  or  shore.  Maybe  it's  the  heat.  The  air  was  so heavy and still, his breath barely made it out through  the gauze.  A quick  glance up  at a  gray-green  sky,  amended  the  theory.  Or  maybe  it's  because  we're  about  to  get very wet. In his admittedly  limited  experience,  Petayn  didn't  have  such  a  thing  as  a light shower. 

He wasn't the only one to check the sky. 

Prodded  by  bellowing  in  a  language  he  didn't  understand,  sailors  suddenly swarmed  over  a  low,  sleek  ship,  tying  down  lines  and  dragging  canvas  over  the cargo piled into the open hold. 

They were heading,  the coloas  moving more  quickly than it had  been,  toward  the same pier. 

"All the way to the  Kraken," the xaan commanded  as  they passed  a pillar marked with the hands of House Kohunlich. 



The dressed  stone  of  the  thoroughfare  extended  out  onto  the  pier.  As  the  metal reinforcement  in  the  guards'  sandals  rang  against  it,  the  man  doing  the  bellowing turned to check out the noise. 

 Must have bardic ears, Benedikt thought, amazed he'd been able to  hear anything over the combined sounds of his yelling and his crew's compliance. 

"Peerless  one!"  The  volume  remained  constant  although  the  language  changed. 

Shouting  what  could  only  be  instructions  to  keep  working  over  his  shoulder,  he bounded up the ladder to the pier and fell into step beside  the xaan's  cart,  apparently unconcerned when it didn't stop. 

Coarse  dark  hair  had  been  cut  short  around  the  front  half  of  his  head  but  hung loose  over  his  shoulders—the  first  unbraided  hair  Benedikt  had  seen  outside Tulpayotee's  temple—and  the  puckered  line  of  an  old  scar  was  all  that  marred  the gleaming copper  skin of  a  muscular  chest.  Dark  eyes  gleamed  under  heavy  brows, and  the  smile  that  split  the  broad  face  showed  a  front  tooth  inset  with  jade.  "My heart sings at the sight of your beauty, peerless one." 

"I'm  surprised  to  see  you  here,  Ah  Chak.  Not  many  ships  continue  trade  at  this time of year." 

"All the more profit for those of us who  do,  peerless  one."  He dropped  his voice to a near conspiratorial whisper. "Word is, Petayn's sun is setting." 

"If you mean the Tulparax is dying; yes, he is." 

"I will rejoice when you are paid the fee for docking and not your brother. Has the news  of  the  Aliphat's  most  recent  attempt  to  take  Balankanche  reached  your  ears? 

Three  ships  were lost  and  with them most  of  their crews.  The  Aliphat swore  on  the sacred rock that she'd return again when the rains are done. The yards of  Becan  hum with the building of many small, deep-keeled ships." 

"Many  small,  deep-keeled  ships,"  Xaan  Mijandra  repeated  thoughtfully.  She turned  to  face  Ah  Chak  fully  for  the  first  time  as  the  cart  stopped  in  front  of  a two-masted ship flying the colors of House Kohunlich, a great wooden  squid  tucked up  under  the  bowspit.  "After  the  change,  I  will  personally  deal  with  your  docking fees." 

His smile broadened. "The peerless one is generous as well as beautiful." 

"Only when she's dry." 

Arms spread, palms facing out, Ah Chak bowed and backed away. 

Benedikt  hurriedly  followed  the  xaan  out  of  the  cart  and  up  the  gangplank,  the guards  visibly straining to  maintain her dignified  pace.  Every  line  on  the  ship  stood out in stark relief against a glowering sky  that seemed  close  enough  to  reach  out  and grab. Hoisting up his robe for faster movement, he began to count under his breath. 

On four, he reached the deck and the first drops of rain slammed  dark  circles  into the sun  bleached  wood.  On  six he stood  on  the  threshold  of  the  cabin,  waiting  for the ship's  master  to  finish greeting the xaan.  He stepped  into  the  dim  shelter  just  as the clouds grew tired of restraint. The  last  thing he saw  before  nearly solid  sheets  of water blocked  his view, was  the philosophical  expression  on  the face  of  the coloas. 

He couldn't see the groom, but he suspected she was looking a little less accepting. 



When the rain stopped a short time later, the very wet crew  of  a waiting pilot  boat rowed the xaan's ship out to the mouth of the harbor. 

Out of  his robe,  Benedikt stood  on  the deck  and  tried  not  to  think of  how  much water there was  all around  and  of  how  loudly it called to  him.  The  xaan  hadn't  told him they were going on  a voyage.  She'd  told  him  she  wanted  his  company  but  not for  what.  Chased  on  board  by  the  rain,  he  hadn't  had  time  to  think  about  what  he was doing. Now, unfortunately, he had nothing but time. 

Once  the sails  went up  and  only the open  sea  lay ahead,  he  paced  up  and  down the center line of the deck, as far from both railings as he could get. 

"The xaan wants you inside." 

By  the  time  Benedikt  turned,  the  guard  had  already  started  back  to  the  cabin leaving him no choice but to follow. He ducked under the low lintel and paused to  let his eyes  grow  accustomed  to  the gloom.  Xaan Mijandra sat  cross-legged  at the rear of a small dais, a large map spread out in front of her. 

"Frightened, Benedikt?" 

"No,  peerless  one."  When  he  saw  her  expression,  he  spread  his  hands,  and sighed. "Yes. Maybe. I don't know." 

"Sorquizic beat you once. I'm going to give you a chance to even the score." 

"Peerless one?" He had no idea what she was talking about. 

"Come here." 

He came. 

"Look at this." 

He  sat  on  the  edge  of  the  dais  and  looked  at  the  map.  There  was  no  sign  of Shkoder or the empire or even the Antibolies.  Idiot. Why would there be? 

"This  is Petayn."  One  hand  swept  down  from  the mountains  to  the  sea.  "Atixlan is here. We control the coast as far north as here." A tinted fingernail tapped the map a  considerable  distance  from  the  capital.  "And  south  to  Becan,  here.  This  is Balankanche." The fingernail traced the outline of a large island. 

The island had been drawn an equal distance from  both  Petayn  and  Becan.  "Who controls Balankanche, peerless one?" 

"No  one.  In the time of  the last  Xaantalax,  the  islanders  traded  with  both  Petayn and  Becan."  Xaan Mijandra settled  back  against  a wicker rest,  habit stretching  out  a hand to scoop  an absent  Shecquai  into her lap.  Recovering  smoothly,  she  laced  her fingers  together  and  continued.  "Balankanche  had…  has…  huge  deposits  of  gold. 

The Xaantalax decided to add those  deposits  to  the riches  of  Petayn.  After ensuring that no Balankanche trader would be able to  return and  give warning, she  sent  a fleet to  take the island.  They  met the Becan  fleet just before  they arrived  at  Balankanche. 

That unexpected conflict gave warning enough." 

"The islanders were ready for them when they landed?" 

"They never landed. Although mostly abandoned on  the mainland, the worship  of Sorquizic  was  strong  on  Balankanche.  The  priests  went  out  in  small  boats  and prayed to their god who took every one of them to the bottom—unfortunately,  along with most  of  the remaining Petayn  ships.  No  one  has  been  able to  get a ship  of  any kind near any part of that island since."  She  paused  and  looked  Benedikt right in the eye. "The sea rises up and prevents it." 

Watching the rippling shadows thrown across the map by the swinging lantern, he had a horrible feeling he knew where this was going. 

The xaan's smile had all the warmth of a curved blade. "Water listens to you." 



"If we're going to take Balankanche, we have to do it now, before the Aliphat tries again."  They  were  leaning  on  the  bow,  the  xaan  braced  comfortably  against  the railings,  Benedikt  standing  uncomfortably  behind  her.  "The  xaan  who  captures  the island will capture  most,  if not  all of  Petayn  as  well. The  Xaantalax has  survived  the years  of  the  Tulparax's  dying,  in  spite  of  having  several  living  female  relatives, because  I  threw  my  strength  behind  her  as  did  the  houses  that  follow  my  lead.  I made sure  she  came  to  depend  on  my  strength  rather  than  develop  her  own.  After the change, I would have been the second most powerful person in Petayn." 

 Would  have  been?  Benedikt  wondered.  He  realized  this  quiet  explanation  was probably as close to bragging as the xaan ever came,  but  he didn't  feel at all relieved to  discover  that  even  the  mighty  needed  to  be  reassured  occasionally  about  how clever they were. 

"Then  you  came  into  my  hands.  At  first  I  discounted  your  so-called powers—who  wouldn't,  you  couldn't  even  save  your  own  ship,  after  all—but  you dealt with the flood  and  I began  to  ask  myself,  why second?  Why  not  first?  It  isn't unheard of for houses to rise and for other houses to fall." 

The matter-of-fact way she announced what amounted to a palace  coup,  lifted the hair  on  the  back  of  Benedikt's  neck.  It  made  the  tul's  desire  for  power  look  like childish pique  at being denied  what he considered  his fair share.  "Peerless  one,  isn't the Xaantalax the earthly representative of Xaantalicta?" 

She cocked an eyebrow back over her shoulder at him. "Your point?" 

"Doesn't that make her almost divine?" 

Xaan  Mijandra  grinned  and  scooped  a  handful  of  blowing  braids  back  off  her face. "Trust me, Benedikt, if I capture Balankanche, I'll be divine enough." 

"Island, ho!" 

"There,  peerless  one."  Benedikt pointed  past  her at a blue-gray smear  against  the horizon. 

"I see it. Now, let's see how close we can get before we're stopped." 

They  came  close  enough  to  see  interior  mountains  and  the  blurry,  undefined outline of a good-sized town, then the waves began to move almost at right angles to the  wind.  The   Kraken's  master  brought  her  around  and,  with  minimum  sail  up, maintained a course more or less parallel to the disturbance. 

"Any closer, and Sorquizic will stop us." 

"You want me to Sing you through Sorquizic's barricade, peerless one?" 

"No.  If  you  can't  remove  it  entirely,  I  want  you  to  Sing  my   fleet  through Sorquizic's barricade." 

"Your  fleet,"  Benedikt repeated  as  he walked  to  the  part  of  the  railing  closest  to the unusual wave pattern. When he leaned over the side  and  stared  into the water,  he saw what he expected to see—the giant kigh of the depths. One of them rolled  to  the surface,  became  part  of  crest  and  trough,  and  beckoned  him  in.  He  thought  of Xhojee beckoning  to  him  that  morning  and  wondered  if  he'd  known  what  the  xaan had planned.  Don't be a fool. How could he? 

"Can you do it?" 

"This  isn't…"  He dried  suddenly  damp  palms  on  the  front  of  his  sawrap.  "This isn't like the flood, peerless one." 

"More difficult." 

It wasn't a question, but he answered it anyway. "Much." 

He heard  her sigh and  walk  forward  until  she  stood  very  close  behind  him.  The billowing folds  of  her robe  wrapped  around  his  bare  legs.  "I  can't  say  that  I'm  not disappointed."  Her  hand  was  cool  where  it  gripped  his  arm.  "But  I  understand. 

You're not a priest of Sorquizic, how can you undo what they set in motion." 

He stiffened. "It's not that, peerless one." 

"You lost your confidence when you lost your ship?" 

"No…" 

Her grip tightened, then released. "It's all right." 

It was   not  all right. She'd  brought  him out  here expecting  him to  fail, and  he  was not  going to  fulfill that expectation.  Benedikt moistened  his lips,  worked  up  enough saliva to swallow, and Sang the four notes to call the kigh. It was  enough  to  get their attention but not enough to pull them out of their pattern. 

 You come to us, they replied. 

He  felt  himself  responding,  reaction  to  the  kigh  mixed  up  with  reaction  to  the warm  presence  of  the  xaan,  and  he  threw  himself  into  the  Song,  away  from  the distraction of his body. 

Caught  up,  thrown  about,  he  was  a  pebble  in  a  current,  his  rough  edges  worn smooth  by  the unceasing  movement  of  the water all  around  him.  He  wasn't  Singing the pattern  the priests  had  set  in motion  with their sacrifice  so  many years  before,  it was Singing him  and,  had  the  kigh  not  helped  him  learn  the  Song  of  Sorquizic,  he would have drowned standing dry on the  Kraken's deck. 

When he finally Sang  the gratitude  and  came  back  to  his body,  he  found  himself pressed  painfully  tight  against  the  railing.  At  some  point,  although  he  couldn't remember  when,  one  of  the  kigh  had  come  to  him.  He  was  dripping  wet  and  the deck around him was soaked. Not all the moisture on his sawrap  had  come  from  the sea. 

A hand touched his shoulder and he half-turned, clutching the rail for support. 

The xaan's mouth moved, but he could hear nothing over a Song  almost  too  large to  be  contained  within  one  bard's  head.  She  frowned,  and  spoke  again.  "The barricade is still there, Benedikt." 

Nodding,  he managed  to  gain control  of  his voice  and  wasn't  surprised  to  find  it little more  than a rough  whisper.  "But  now  I know  how  it was  built,  peerless  one,  I can create a Song to remove it." 

"Now?" 

"No. It'll take time." 

"How much time?" 

He rubbed  saltwater  from  his  eyes  and  considered  the  complexities  of  a  pattern twenty-three priests had died for. "I don't know, peerless one." 

"That's three times today. I'm beginning to dislike that answer." 

When  she  moved  toward  him,  he  tried  to  step  back,  but  his  hips  were  already pressed against the side of the ship. There was nowhere to go but into the sea. 

Trapped. 

Barely back in control of his own thoughts,  really not  up  to  marshaling a defense, he asked himself what Bannon  would  do  and  didn't  much  like the answer.  He hadn't known  the  ex-assassin  well,  but  he  had  a  feeling  that  if  approached  by  a  beautiful threatening woman, Bannon wouldn't have backed up. 

Standing  so  close  Benedikt's  sawrap  dampened  her  robes,  the  xaan  stared  up  at him.  "I  must  have  Balankanche  before  the  end  of  the  rainy  season.  You  have  a limited time to create your Song." 

"Peerless  one.  I  must  turn  the   Kraken  now  if  we're  to  reach  the  harbor  before sunset." 

At  the  ship  master's  interruption  the  xaan  closed  her  eyes  and  shook  her  head. 

"Of  course,"  she  murmured.  Opening  her eyes,  she  sighed.  "Do  it.  A  limited  time," 

she  repeated  to  Benedikt  as  the  minimal  crew  raced  for  the  lines.  "Get  yourself something to drink. You look like you could use it." 

Completely  confused,  Benedikt blinked stupidly  down  at  her.  Had  she  just  been threatening him? 

* * *

Wrapped in a coloas wool blanket and sipping a carved  wooden  mug of  honeyed wine,  Benedikt  followed  the  xaan  to  the  stern,  and  together  they  watched Balankanche disappear from sight. 

"Amazing how much power that miserable little blot on the horizon represents." 

Benedikt  watched  the  xaan  watch  Balankanche.  He'd  never  seen  her  look  so animated. Her eyes were shining, there were spots of color on her cheeks not  entirely the result of the wind, and her voice had dropped to a throaty purr. 

"You are as little aware of your fate as the Xaantalax." 

It took him a moment before he realized that "you" referred to the island. 

"Power  should  go  to  those  best  able to  wield it."  Whirling around,  she  stared  up at him, dark eyes burning. "Don't you agree, Benedikt?" 

Very  glad  he  had  no  wine  in  his  mouth  to  choke  on,  Benedikt  managed  a strangled, "Yes, peerless one." For the first time, she  showed  the kind of  raw power that blazed so continually off her brother. For the first  time he realized he was  in just as much danger now of being burned as he ever had been with the tul. 

 And I still don't Sing fire. 

How could he have ever thought she was cold? 

He felt—no, he knew—he was about to do something very,  very stupid.  Maybe  it was the wine, but he didn't think so. 

Dropping the blanket, he took a step toward her. 

Out in the water, the crest of a wave rose higher still as the kigh responded. 

She reached up and laid heated fingers against his chest. "The survivors  will go  to the mines. Perhaps I'll put Hueru in charge of the operation. He'd like that." 

Survivors?  When  Shkoder  had  conquered  the  Broken  Islands,  it  hadn't  been entirely bloodless but neither could the losers have been referred to as survivors. 

Survivors implied slaughter. 

When she turned to face  the island again, he didn't  stop  her.  Wrapping  himself in the blanket, he stepped away to think. 



In spite  of  another  downpour,  the  Kraken  reached  the harbor  before  full  dark  to find  the  pilot  boat—her  crew  even  more  wet  and  miserable  than  they  had been—waiting to take them back to the pier. 

Wearing his priest's  robe,  thankful for  the  masking  gauze,  Benedikt  followed  the xaan and her guards  down  the gangplank and  into the cart.  Whether  it was  the same cart  or  a  different  one,  he  had  no  idea—he  couldn't  tell  the  coloas  apart  and  he hadn't looked very closely at the groom. 

He felt as if hadn't looked very closely at anyone during his time in Petayn. 

Survive. 

Survivors. 

 He was a survivor. It wasn't so bad. 

Careful not to move his head and give away his interest,  he stared  at the xaan.  All traces  of  the  passion  that  had  so  nearly  sucked  him  under  were  gone.  She  hadn't asked  him if he would  Sing an invasion fleet to  the island.  She'd  assumed  that  if  he could, he would. 

The xaan said nothing on the return journey through  Atixlan, leaving Benedikt free to  chase  half-formed  thoughts  around  the  inside  of  his  own  head.  Perhaps  she assumed he was already working on the Song. 

The  city  streets  were  packed  as  the  cooler  evening  air  brought  out  buyers  and sellers,  lovers  and  the lost,  and  those  who  just  wanted  to  be  seen.  Any  other  time, Benedikt  would  have  stared  in  fascination  at  the  parades  of  people,  shifts  and sawraps in incredible color  combinations,  heads  wearing anything from  one  braid  to a dozen, but this time he barely saw  them.  Sounds  and  images pounded  against  him like another cloudburst with as little lasting effect. 

They reached the square  just after  the ending of  the sunset  service.  Small clumps of people were heading back to the greater or lesser houses or to the heart of the city beyond.  Trying to  seem  as  though  he  were  paying  no  attention,  Benedikt  searched the clumps for Xhojee or the tul but was unable to find either. 

"Say nothing of your journey today." 

Drawn from  his search,  Benedikt followed  Xaan Mijandra  from  the  cart  and  into the house. 

"If anyone  asks,"  she  added  just  before  Serasti  met  them,  "say  your  mouth  has been closed by the hand of the xaan." 

"Yes, peerless one." From the look Serasti shot him, he realized the house  master had not only heard but didn't much like the idea of  him having secrets  with the xaan. 

So she didn't trust him. So what. 



The  xaan  had  his  evening  meal  sent  to  him  in  his  room  along  with  a  stack  of paper,  a ceramic  jar of  ink, and  a metal pen.  Ignoring the food,  Benedikt  picked  up the pen and turned it between his fingers. Dipped, the ink ran down  a spiral  path  to  a smoothly  rounded  point,  similar  to  the  glass  pens  of  the  Fienians  the  Bardic  Hall used  for  writing recalls.  A quill needed  to  be  cut  several  times during a recall,  but  a glass Fienian pen lasted forever—as long as no one dropped it. 

When Benedikt deliberately dropped the metal pen, it rang against the tile. 

This  was  something  he  could  have  brought  home.  Something  useful.  Something wondrous. The paper was better too. White, smoother, and more flexible at a similar thickness. The librarians would have loved it. 

He hadn't thought about going home for a while. 

The xaan wanted a Song that would help her destroy a people. 



Xaan  Mijandra  explained  the  supplies  when  she  sent  for  him  that  night.  "You mentioned once, at a meal, that you could read and write." 

So he wasn't the only one  who  recalled  the conversations  she  might have missed. 

"Only in my own language, peerless one." 

"I don't care what language it's in. Have you begun?" 

"It isn't the sort of Song you write down, peerless one." 

"That's not what I asked you." 

He knew that but  he'd  been  hoping  he  could,  if  not  change  the  subject,  move  it sideways. Wishing he could risk using Voice, he spread his hands and said as calmly as  he  was  able,  "Peerless  one,  I  swore  an  oath  not  to  use  my  abilities  to  harm others." 

"You didn't swear that oath to me." 

"No, peerless one." 

"I see." 

Startled,  he looked  up  and  met  her  gaze.  It  had  sounded  as  though  she  actually understood. 

"Fortunately,"  she  continued,  "you  won't  be  harming  others.  You'll  just  be moving  a  bit  of  water  out  of  the  way."  Her  mouth  curved  up  into  something  that roughly resembled a smile. "Where's the harm in that?" 

"It's the intent, peerless one." 

Her expression  no  longer resembled  a smile in any way.  "My  intentions  are  none of  your  concern.  Your  job  is to  provide  me with  access  to  Balankanche  before  the end of the rainy season." 

And  if  he  didn't  do  what  she  wanted,  what  happened  then?  Did  he  lose everything? If,  when he moved  the flood  from  the  causeway,  someone  had  shoved an enemy into the wall of  water and  drowned  them,  was  that his responsibility?  If all he  did  was  move  a  bit  of  water  out  of  the  way…  "It  would  help  if  I  had  an instrument, peerless one." 

"I'll send an instrument maker to you tomorrow." 



Xhojee  didn't  come  to  the  window  at  sunrise  although  Benedikt  waited  on  his balcony until he was almost late for the morning meal. 



Talk  around  his  table  centered  on  one  of  the  junior  priests  who'd  gone  into convulsions the night before after eating from a bowl of deep-fried duck intestines. 

"You  know  how  the  gauze  kind  of  dangles  while  they  eat?"  one  of  the  guard Seconds  asked  as  she  passed  Benedikt  a  bowl  of  steamed  egg  and  beans.  "She ripped it right off her face." 

"Wonder what they used for a marinade," the senior record keeper snickered. 

"We're  not  entirely  sure,"  the  junior  physician  answered  seriously.  "Physician Otypez is still running tests." 

"Why  would  someone  want  to  poison  a  junior  priest?"  Benedikt  wondered, appalled. 

The others at the table turned as one, and stared. 

The Second  recovered  first.  "They  weren't  trying to  poison  the  priest,  you  hairy moron, they were trying to poison the xaan." 

"The  dish  was  intended  for  the xaan's  table,  but  she  decided  she  didn't  want  it," 

the record keeper explained. "So she sent it to the priests." 

"The  strange  thing  is,"  the  physician  said,  leaning  forward  slightly,  "the  karjen who tastes the xaan's food had no reaction." 

"Didn't taste  that," snorted the Second. 

"Did,"  the  physician  corrected.  "And  the  xaan  made  him  finish  the  whole  bowl. 

Nothing.  Otypez  thinks  it  was  a  poison  targeted  specifically  to  the  xaan,  and  the priest just happened to be sensitive to the same thing." 

The Second looked as though she didn't believe a word of it. "Question  is,  how'd it  get  into  the  food?  The  peerless  one  should've  had  more  than  one  of  the  kitchen staff punished." 

"Punished?" Benedikt repeated. 

"Yeah."  The  record  keeper  sighed.  "And  with  the  change  so  close  and  both halves of all the great houses full, do  you  have any idea how  hard  it's  going to  be  to replace that man with someone reliable?" 

"Bet the priest'll be replacing the taster," the guard offered. 

The junior physician looked doubtful. "  If she regains consciousness." 

"But she's a priest," Benedikt protested. 

Everyone seemed to think that was  very funny and  he realized that although these were the people  in the household  he knew the best—there  weren't  many six to  eight braids, it was too many for servants and too few for family, and they not only shared a table but a bath—he didn't know them at all. He felt a little like the priest must have, choking on something everyone else could eat with pleasure. 

Glancing  the  length  of  the  room,  he  saw  the  xaan  nod  as  she  sipped  her  tea,  a minimal, businesslike gesture in response to whatever Hueru was telling her. 



She'd  put  the survivors  of  Balankanche  in  the  mines  and  Hueru  in  charge  of  the survivors. He'd enjoy that. 

"I spent  the day  in  the  herbarium,"  the  physician  noted,  spreading  honey  thickly on a small, round biscuit. "Who do they think is responsible for the poisoning?" 

The  Second  shrugged,  reaching  across  the  table  for  the  last  piece  of  baked banana.  "It  was  probably  the tul, but  there's  only one  way for  most  us  to  know  for certain."  The  others  waited while she  chewed  and  swallowed.  "Just  keep  an  eye  on the other houses until someone dies." 

"  That  could  just  as  easily  be  a  family  quarrel  as  retaliation,"  the  record  keeper stopped  eating  long  enough  to  point  out.  "I  wonder  if  it  was  Hilieja.  She  is  the Xaan's heir, and she just had her tongue notched." 

"So  what   were  you  doing  in  the  herbarium?"  The  senior  record  keeper  leaned over  and  pointedly  poked  the  junior  physician  in  the  shoulder.  "Looking  for  a seasoning the tul's people couldn't trace?" 

Everyone thought that was pretty funny, too. 

Benedikt thought that no  one  in the household  of  the Kohunlich-xaan would  have any trouble with any part of the invasion of Balankanche. 

Was  he or  was  he not  a  member  of  the  household?  And  if  he  wasn't,  what  was he? 

* * *

The instrument maker had  a set  of  multi-reed pipes  essentially identical to  the  set Benedikt  had  lost  with  the  sinking  of  the   Starfarer  and,  after  a  spirited  discussion over the many possible types of  stringed  instruments,  seemed  determined  to  attempt a quintara. 

"It's only a bigger  okalie, yes?" 

Benedikt had  picked  up  one  of  the tiny, three-stringed  toys,  laughed  and  agreed, and felt better than he had in days. 

Unfortunately, it didn't last long. 



"You have your instrument, Benedikt." The xaan cast a dubious look  at the pipes. 

"Now get to work. I expect a return on my investment." 



With  a  Song  of  Sorquizic  caroling  in  his  head,  Benedikt  went  back  to  the fountain. He needed  a friend.  He  needed  someone  to  tell  him  what  they  thought  he should do. 

 What  would  Bannon  do?  he  asked,  watching  the  kigh  dance  down  from  the uppermost basin. 

Survive. 



But the survivors would go to the mines. 

He turned the pipes over in his hands,  passing  them back  and  forth,  learning their weight and  feel so  that he could  better  find  their  song.  For  the  first  time  since  he'd washed ashore, he missed his old pipes, but the differences between the old and new were barely noticeable—more  in  decoration  than  construction.  Each  reed  had  been stained a different color and even the leather bindings were dyed. 

Finally raising the pipes  to  his mouth,  he blew a tentative scale.  They  had  a good sound.  A  bit  breathy,  but  he  was  willing  to  allow  that  might  be  a  weakness  in technique. It had  been a while. 

He let the music wander  where it would,  noting,  out  of  habit,  some  bit of  melody he  might  make  use  of  later,  but  mostly  just  playing  what  he  felt.  It  wasn't  a  very happy tune. 

Even the fountain seemed to have slowed in response. 

When he looked up a short time later, he realized he had an audience. Showing off a little, he added a chorus  of  "Three  Dancing Pigs,"  then lowering the pipes,  smiled. 

"Hello, Herexi." 

"Did you make that up?" she demanded. "Not the pig stuff but the stuff before?" 

When  he  nodded,  she  limped  over  to  his  side  and  looked  at  him  with  concern. 

"Why're you so sad? You got eight braids." 

Benedikt shrugged and dropped the pipes on his lap. "Braids aren't everything." 

"That's 'cause the peerless one  gave you  eight of  them,"  Herexi snorted.  "I'm  not sayin'  it  wasn't  pretty,  though.  Just  sad.  Those  yours?"  She  jerked  a  pointed  chin toward his lap. 

He grinned, remembering their last conversation. 

"Yeah, these are  my pipes. Have you found yours?" 

The girl drew  herself  up  to  her full height. This  put  them pretty  much  eye to  eye, although  Benedikt  had  remained  sitting.  "I,"  she  said  proudly,  "am  a  training  pipe attendant. When I get my braid, I'll be a junior pipe attendant." 

"Congratulations." 

"The pipes in this place are so great,"  she  confided.  "I  thought  the country  house had pipes but not like here. Pipes  all over.  Like for  this fountain,  they go  right down under  the  garden.  There's  these  old  tunnels  under  the  house  where  you  go  to  fix them.  Tunnels  even  older  than  the  house—from  the  olden  days.  One  of  the  junior pipe  attendants,  he  told  me  that  they  go  out  under  the  square  and  to  all  the  great houses  'cause  there  used  to  be  a  temple  to  Peta  where  the  square  is  now  and  the olden  days  people  used  to  use  the  tunnels  to  get  there.  I  get  to  go  in  them  a  lot

'cause some of them are small and I'm smallest." 

"Olden-days tunnels must be dark and scary." 

She  glanced  around,  as  if  making  sure  Benedikt  would  be  the  only  one  to  hear such a confession. "A little." Then  she  shrugged  and  the grin returned.  "But  it's  part of doin' the pipes. So, if you don't mind…" 

When Benedikt indicated she should go ahead, Herexi balanced one-legged on  the lowest basin, her bad foot dangling down as a counterweight,  and  jabbed  her fingers into the fountain's source between the two stone hands. Her brow  furrowed,  and  she jabbed again. 

The  water  began  falling  faster  and  Benedikt  realized  the  slowing  had  been  a mechanical problem—a pipe problem—and nothing to do with his song. 

"Well done." 

"You just wait till they let me at the cisterns," Herexi told him gleefully. 

"Did you  want  me  to  play  you  something?"  Benedikt  asked  hurriedly  as  the  girl turned to leave. 

She paused  and  looked  back  at  him.  His  ears  started  to  burn  as  he  realized  she was looking back in sympathy. He didn't need her sympathy, the xaan had  given him eight braids. 

"Maybe another time," she said softly. "I gotta go back to work now." 

"Sure." 

The fountain seemed to be laughing at him as she limped away. 

That  wasn't  the kind  of  friends  he  needed.  He  needed  someone  who  could  give him advice, not a half grown ex-bath attendant with a plumbing fixation. 



The xaan went to the palace that afternoon, so Benedikt ate his evening meal in his room, then blew out  his lamp and  went to  sit on  the tiny balcony,  staring  at the tul's half of  the house.  As  his eyes  became  accustomed  to  the  darkness,  he  could  make out  the  dark  gray-on-gray  rectangle  of  Xhojee's  window—not  that  it  did  him  any good,  the  two  halves  of  House  Kohunlich  were  no  closer  in  the  dark  than  in  the daylight. 

"I  don't  want  to  do  it,"  he  admitted  and  could  almost  hear  Xhojee  answer,  So? 

 What  you  want  has  nothing  to  do  with  what  the  xaan  commands.  Wouldn't  you obey the commands of your, what was that word, queen? 

"No.  Not  a  command  like  that,  not  one  that  would  result  in  the  slaughter  of  a whole people. The bards of Shkoder take oaths." 

 First, you're not in Shkoder. Second, you're not a bard, you're  the  xaan's— well, I don't know what she calls you, but you're hers. The  xaan's  reaction  is likely  to be a whole lot different than your queen's. 

Benedikt sighed and sagged back against  the cool  stone  of  the wall. "You're  a lot of help." 

His  choices  were  simple.  He  could  do  what  the  xaan  wanted,  help  her  conquer another people, and secure his place high in House Kohunlich. Or he could refuse. 



He could  hear singing, very faintly, from  the kitchens—probably  the cook  who'd found the time to  give him three songs  while they were on  the road.  For  all his size, he sang a pure, light tenor that reminded  Benedikt of  Tadeus.  Back  in Shkoder,  he'd have  taken  his  pipes  down  to  the  kitchens  and  the  two  of  them  would  have  made music long into the night. In Petayn, karjet didn't socialize with karjen. 

"I  don't  like  it  here  very  much,"  he  admitted  to  Xhojee's  window.  The  new  life he'd made for himself had turned  out  to  be  one  he didn't  want to  live. Problem  was, he didn't think he could stop living that life and keep living. 

Living the tul's lie would have been easier. 



He dreamed that night about the day he'd left home for the Bardic  Hall—except  in the dream he wasn't fourteen and he was wearing a sawrap and braids. Karlene didn't seem to  notice,  but  Benedikt cringed  every time she  looked  at him, expecting  her to laugh. 

"The training's going to be  pretty  intensive for  the first  couple  of  years,"  she  said as she settled her pack on her shoulders. "You'll learn to control your voice,  listen to the  kigh,  recall,  witness,  command,  charm,  and  probably  pick  up  a  second instrument.  It's  funny,"  she  turned  to  him  and  smiled,  "but  every  new  bard  that comes in already plays something." 

"Why  is  that  funny?"  he  asked,  pulling  at  his  sawrap  and  hoping  they  wouldn't meet anyone on the road. With every step he took it got  shorter.  If this  keeps  up,  I'll be wearing nothing more than a belt and sandals long before we get to Elbasan. 

"It's funny because the xaan only brought in the instrument maker this morning." 

Even to  the dream  Benedikt that didn't  sound  right, but  Karlene continued  before he could protest. 

"Mostly  you'll  learn  how  to  be  the  string  that  holds  the  shells  of  Shkoder together." 

"What shells?" 

She slipped  off  a  necklace  of  polished  shells  that  one  of  the  village  women  had given her just before  they left. "Hold  out  your  hands."  When  he did,  she  draped  the necklace over his palms. "Think of this as our way of life here in Shkoder. The shells are  all  the  bits  and  pieces  that  way  of  life  is  made  of  and  the  bards  are  the  string, holding everything together." 

"I'm  going  to  learn  to  be  string?"  Suddenly  realizing  his  hands  were  wet,  he looked  down  at  what  he  held  and  saw  that  the  shells  were  turning  to  water  that dripped through his fingers and sank into the packed gravel of the causeway. 

The causeway was in Petayn and Karlene had never been in Petayn. 

It  didn't  seem  to  matter  because  Karlene  was  turning  to  water,  too.  He  tried  to scoop  her up,  contain  her somehow,  but  the ground  absorbed  her too  quickly,  and he was left holding nothing but  another  piece  of  damp  string  while the xaan's  wagon came crashing toward him. 

Heart  in  his  throat,  he  woke  up  drenched  in  his  own  sweat,  still  hearing  the thunder of the runaway wagon. Then he realized, it was thunder indeed  and,  although his  room  was  so  hot  and  so  damp  it  was  like  trying  to  breathe  underwater,  he managed to draw in a calming breath. 

"Other guys my age dream about sex," he sighed,  getting out  of  bed  and  padding naked to the balcony. 

Lightning  flashed,  close  enough  to  illuminate  the  courtyard  in  stark  black  and white.  Thunder  crashed,  and  the  sky  opened.  Benedikt  spread  his  arms  and welcomed the deluge. A hundred  kigh flowed  over  him, into and  around  each  other, continually replaced, continual sensation. He thought of  Karlene turning to  water and slipping away and  wished  that he could  join her.  Then  it almost  seemed  like he had; as his knees buckled, he grabbed the railing to keep from falling. 

The hundreds of kigh continued, and arousal began to build again. 

And again. 

Finally, he realized that if he wanted  to  survive the night, he had  to  get out  of  the rain. He fought his way back to the safety of his room, sinking down cross-legged  to the floor as  his legs gave way beneath  him on  the other  side  of  the raised  threshold. 

After  a  while,  when  his  breathing  returned  to  normal,  he  grinned  and  murmured, 

"Nothing left but another piece of damp string. I hope it was as good for Karlene." 

He felt better than he had in a long time. He was tired, but the kigh seemed to have washed away mental clutter along with physical tensions. For the first time in ages  he was thinking in one  language instead  of  bits  and  pieces  of  two,  even  the  dream  had been in Petayn. 

If he was looking for the symbolism behind the dissolving shells, he didn't have to look far since it seemed that Shkoder had, indeed, disappeared. 

The string remained. 

Bardic oaths weren't made to Shkoder, they were just made. 

 "I'm going to learn to be string?" 

Benedikt  swallowed  a  lump  in  his  throat  and  stared  down  at  his  wet  hands. 

Without  Shkoder,  he  was  no  less  a  bard.  He'd  been  asking  the  wrong  question  all along. 

"Not what would Bannon do," he told the rain. "What would Benedikt do?" 

Without  a  visible  moon  or  stars  he  had  no  idea  of  how  much  time  he  had  until dawn. All he could do was hurry and hope he had enough. 

 At  least  it  doesn't  take  long  to  dress…  In  sawrap  and  sandals,  he  scooped  the queen's coin  off  its hook  and  dropped  it over  his head.  With the coin's  cool  weight scything  a  familiar  pattern  against  his  chest,  he  shrugged  into  the  priest's  robe  and slipped silently out past the string of bells into the corridor. He felt bad  about  leaving the pipes  behind,  but  when it came  right down  to  it, they  weren't  his,  they  were  the xaan's. 

The house  was  completely  quiet  and  absolutely  dark.  One  hand  against  the  wall and  the  other  holding  the  robe  away  from  his  legs,  Benedikt  moved  as  fast  as  he could through the blackness. One door,  two  doors,  three doors,  and  nothing.  Given room enough to spread, the darkness seemed to gray over the stairs to the first floor. 

The doors would be guarded. Two by the front portico, two  by  the kitchens,  two by the stables. It would have to be through the front, then. 

Giving  thanks  that  the  Petayns  went  for  cluttered  color  not  furniture,  Benedikt made  it  safely  though  the  public  rooms  to  the  front  of  the  house.  Standing  on  the half flight of stairs that led down to the ground floor, he could  see  the dark  of  armed figures through the open stonework to either side of the door. 

He  wished  now  he'd  paid  more  attention  to  either  of  the  guard  Seconds  when they'd  complained  about  night  watches.  He  had  no  idea  when  or  how  often  the watches changed. 

 Although,  as  I've  no  idea  what  unenclosed  time  it  is  now,  it  wouldn't  help  if  I did know. 

The sound of the rain covering any noise he made, Benedikt moved as close as he could get to the door without actually touching it, and began to Sing. 

After  a  few  moments,  the  guard  on  the  right  shifted  in  place  and  muttered, 

"Xaantalicta save me, I can barely keep my eyes open." 

"Your  eyes  close,  and  the  xaan'll  sew  them  shut,"  the  other  hissed.  "You  don't sleep until your watch is done." 

Had  it  not  been  raining  so  hard,  Benedikt  doubted  that  his  lullaby  would  have worked, even adapted to the situation.  But the kigh seemed  to  lend him strength  and finally, his pectoral  chiming softly,  the  guard  on  the  left  sagged  down  out  of  sight, murmuring, "Glad  that's  over."  The  guard  on  the right,  already  on  the  ground,  only snored in reply. 

Still  Singing,  Benedikt  opened  the  door,  stepped  over  an  outflung  arm,  and hurried  toward  the  edge  of  the  portico.  Masked  by  rain  and  hood  and  gauze  he changed  his Song  slightly and,  in spite  of  the danger,  waited until  he  was  sure  both guards had roused before moving on. 

"What's that?" 

Heart pounding so loudly he could hardly hear, Benedikt kept walking. 

"Just a Priest of Xaantalicta. Closer it gets to the change, the more of them are out walking around in the night." 

The  guard's  voice  dropped  to  an  irritated  mumble.  "Hate  those  faceless  robes. 

Makes them look like…" 

Benedikt strained  to  catch  the  last  word,  but  it  disappeared  under  the  weight  of the falling rain. Now  he was  safely away from  the xaan,  there was  only one  place  he could go where she wouldn't be able to get her hands on him again. 



Balankanche. 



The rain stopped as suddenly as it had started while Benedikt was  still in amongst the expensive shops. He hadn't gone much farther when the sky cleared, and  he saw, to his horror, that the east had begun to gray. 

Eyes locked on the dawn, he picked up his robes  and  ran.  He didn't  see  the other priest until he was almost on top of her. 

She whirled around as he skidded to a stop, arms windmilling. 

"Is that you, Aralich? I thought you weren't  going to…"  And  then she  noticed  his feet, and his hands, and his height. "You're not…" 

Desperate,  Benedikt flung back  his gauze with one  hand  and  hers  with  the  other. 

He  got  a  momentary  glimpse  of  a  middle-aged  face  twisted  with  anger,  then  he caught  her gaze  in  his  and  said, "You  see  only  a  priest  of  Xaantalicta—one  of many. No differences." 

He'd never been good at Command, but need lent him strength. 

"Watch where you're going," the priest snapped,  her gauze falling back  into place as  she  pushed  past  him.  "Honestly,  if  you  young  priests  were  where  you  were supposed  to  be  on  time,  you  wouldn't  have  to  run  all  over  Atixlan  every  night. 

Things weren't like this when I was  young,  I'm  telling you.  If this is what the change is going to bring…" 

At which  point  her  voice  merged  with  the  distance  and  the  sound  of  Benedikt's sandals against the street. 

As shutters  were thrown  open  and  the day  began,  he had  to  slow  to  a  walk.  His Song could distract from his size and his sex but not at a dead run—he simply didn't have breath enough for both. 

It was farther to the docks than Benedikt remembered, and  the sunrise  services  of Tulpayotee  were  well  underway  before  he  reached  the  relative  safety  of  the warehouses. With trade slowed by  the rainy season,  there shouldn't  be  many people about,  but  he kept  Singing anyway.  It would  only take  one  person  saying,  "Strange looking  priest,"  to  draw  a  crowd  and  end  his  one  chance  to  save  himself  and Balankanche. 

As he emerged out onto the docks, a group  of  karjen, hurrying along the harbor's edge,  barely  glanced  at  him.  A  carpenter,  passed  him  by  muttering  about  the  hour and  swinging  her  hammer  so  that  it  Sang  counterpoint  for  a  measure  or  two.  Two cats, intent on a pile of fishguts, ignored him completely. 

The docks  of  the great houses  held no  ship  smaller  than  the   Kraken.  Size  didn't matter—the  kigh would  take anything that floated  anywhere  he  asked.  The  problem was,  ships  like the  Kraken  had  crews  on  board  at all times.  Probably  no  more  than two  or  three  people  if  they  weren't  expecting  to  sail  that  day,  but  that  was  two  or three people more than Benedikt wanted  to  handle.  Once  on  the open  sea,  he would need all his strength and then some to control the kigh. 

One  of  the  smaller  fishing  boats  would  have  been  perfect,  but  with  the  fleet already out,  he had  to  fall back  on  his second  choice,  the pilot  boat.  Unfortunately, at low tide without a mast,  it was  too  small to  be  seen  above  the  edge  of  the  piers. 

Logic  said  it should  be  tied  up  near  shore,  but  to  be  certain  he  didn't  miss  it,  he'd have to go all the way out to the very end of each pier and look down. 

Unless…

If each of the great houses had their own…

No.  Or  if  they  did,  House  Tayasal,  the  holder  of  the  first  pier,  berthed  theirs somewhere else. 

 Keep  calm,  Benedikt  told  himself,  fighting  the  urge  to  run.  There's  nothing unusual about a priest walking around the docks. 

At least he hoped there wasn't. 

The pilot boat that had taken the  Kraken  in and  out  of  the harbor  hadn't  been  left tied at House Kohunlich's pier. 

As he passed the  Kraken, the hair on the back of  Benedikt's  neck  lifted and  when he  turned,  pulled  by  the  feeling  that  something  was  very  wrong,  he  saw  the  ship's master  standing  at  the  rail.  Although  he  held  a  steaming  cup  of  something  in  one hand,  he  wasn't  drinking.  He  was  staring  directly  at  Benedikt.  Because  he'd  seen  a too tall, too male priest of Xaantalicta only days before, the Song had to work harder to convince him he wasn't seeing it again. 

Feeling a little light-headed—he'd  never realized it was  possible  to  both  Sing  and hold his breath—Benedikt gripped the queen's coin through his robe and Sang a little louder, loud enough to cover the sudden increased pounding of his heart. 



"Gone?" 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"I see."  Shecquai  tucked  into the crook  of  her elbow,  the xaan stood,  shook  out her robe, and strode toward the door. Without breaking stride,  she  beckoned  Serasti up beside  her.  "Send  half  the  guards  not  on  duty  to  the  docks  now.  Remind  them that  Benedikt  will  be  wearing  the  robes  of  a  priest  of  Xaantalicta.  They're  to  hold every priest they find. The rest of the guard will be with me." 

The house master shook her head. "But your brother, peerless one." 

"What about him?" 

"Surely Benedikt has gone to him. I have  seen him staring at the tul's windows." 

"And I've seen him staring at the sky. That  doesn't  mean he's  sprouted  wings and flown away." 

The tone was clearly a dismissal, and Serasti hurried off, still shaking her head. 



Hueru watched  the house  master  leave,  then  followed  the  xaan  into  her  dressing room. 

"You  have eyes  and  ears  in  your  brother's  townhouse?"  he  asked  as  one  of  the junior attendants replaced the xaan's house sandals with streetwear. 

"Of course, I do." 

"And he isn't there?" 

"My brother?" 

"Benedikt." 

"No." She handed Hueru the dog and allowed the attendant to  replace  her robe  as well. 

"Do you have eyes and ears at the docks, peerless one?" 

"Don't be ridiculous." 

"Then how do you know that's where he is?" 

"Benedikt  is  young  and  easily  manipulated,  but  he's  no  fool.  He  knows  there's only one place he can go where I can't reach  him." With Shecquai  back  in the crook of  her  arm,  the  xaan  brushed  past  her  cousin.  "He's  either  already  at  the  docks  or he's on his way there, and I will not lose him." 

* * *

"You're sure  they're  searching  for  him?" Tul Altun crossed  the room  to  stand  by the  open  stonework  that  overlooked  the  Great  Square.  Four  Fives  of  his  sister's guards had just formed up and marched off, leaving…

He rested his forehead against the polished stone. 

… leaving too many guards still in the house for him to make a move  that had  any hope of success. Hope of success had been in very short supply lately. 

"You're sure?" he asked again. 

"Yes, gracious one. The Kohunlich-xaan's  house  master  checked  to  be  certain  he wasn't here." 

"Good." When the tul turned, his smile had  regained a certain  feral cast.  "Tell my First you speak with the mouth of the tul. He's  to  put  as  many guards  as  I can  spare in house sawraps—I don't want news of this getting back  to  the tulpayotee.  Tell him they're to find Benedikt first." 

"I could search as well, gracious one." 

The  tul  studied  Xhojee  for  a  moment,  as  though  weighing  where  the  younger man's loyalties lay. "Go." 



Benedikt had begun to doubt the pilot boat's existence. He'd searched the piers  of all the great houses  and  found  nothing.  A ship  from  House  Calakroul  had  come  in, sails furled and  oars  out,  without using a pilot  boat  at all.  From  what  he  overheard, they'd  spent  the  night  before  anchored  just  up  the  coast  and  waited  for  daylight before making the attempt. Which did him no good at all. 

Caught between  the crowd  that disembarked  and  the crowd  that boiled  out  from the  warehouse  and  the  crowd  that  gathered  from  nowhere  just  because  something was happening. Benedikt began to lose  control  of  his Song.  He found  himself trying to  influence individuals instead  of  the group  as  a  whole.  He  began  to  receive  a  few curious glances. 

And then a few more. 

Clutching the coin,  trying not  to  hurry,  he  started  toward  the  smaller  piers  along the left arm of  the harbor.  No  one  tried  to  stop  him, no  one  even shouted  after  him, but  he  couldn't  help  feeling  as  though  they  were  all  watching  him  walk  away.  He'd reached  the  point  where  he'd  have  gone  to  sea  in  a  coracle  if  he  could  have  only found one. 

He  heard  the  guards  before  he  saw  them.  Only  guards,  in  this  land  of  minimal clothing,  rattled  as  they  walked.  Heart  in  his  throat,  he  dove  flat  behind  a  pile  of wicker  baskets.  When  no  one  raised  a  hue  and  cry,  he  squirmed  carefully  around and peered out. 

They  were  the  xaan's  guards,  no  mistaking  the  uniform.  As  he  watched  them spread  out,  Benedikt realized this wasn't  a  random  search—they'd  come  straight  to the docks and expected to find him. 

Curious about where and why the guards of  House  Kohunlich were going in such a hurry so  early in the morning,  about  a  dozen  people  had  followed  them  out  from between  the warehouses.  There  were  now  a  number  of  small  crowds  milling  about on  the  docks  but  among  them,  no  priests  of  Xaantalicta.  It  didn't  matter  what  he Sang, the guards would be looking for the robe.  Glad  to  be  rid of  the gauze at least, he  slipped  it  off  and  stuffed  it  between  two  baskets.  Which  was  when  he  saw  the boat. 

Not much bigger than a coracle,  it lay on  its side  between  the baskets  and  one  of the  buildings.  There  were  no  oars,  but  that  didn't  matter  if  he  could  get  it  into  the water. He could only hope it was watertight because it was the only chance he had. 

The  guards  were  searching  the  piers  of  the  great  houses  first.  All  he  had  to  do was get the boat  up  and  onto  his  right  shoulder  where  it  would  mask  his  head  and most of his body. He could only hope that one pair of  legs under  a boat  would  look pretty much like any other. 

First, he had to get  to the boat. 

Drying damp palms on his sawrap,  he got  to  his feet and  glanced  over  the top  of the baskets. As long as the guards  continued  searching  the piers  for  just a few more minutes…

He reached  the boat  and  swung  it up  onto  his shoulder  in one  easy  motion  then, hissing  in  pain,  he  jerked  his  head  to  free  his  hair,  trapped  between  shoulder  and crossbrace. 

 Oh, that's got things off to a good start. 

Eyes locked on the water, he hurried toward  the harbor  edge,  wanting to  run,  and knowing he couldn't. 



Cazzes  had  no  idea  why  the  xaan's  singer  had  run  away,  and  he  didn't  want  to know. If he found  him, he'd  get some  of  his own  back  for  the  zados  crack  and  that was good  enough  for  him.  Besides,  guards  never  asked  questions.  He  had  a  good life, and  he wasn't  about  to  mess  it up  by  wondering  what  could  have  happened  to make a man throw away eight braids. 

He  was  still  thinking  about  braids  when  he  glanced  up  and  saw  the  small  boat being carried toward the water. Still thinking about braids, he was looking at the spot where  the  boat  covered  the  head  of  the  man  carrying  it.  A  strand  of  golden  hair flickered for an instant over the upper gunnel. 

Shouting for his Second, he started to run. 



Once the shouting  began,  Benedikt shifted  his grip on  the boat  and  raced  toward the water.  He could  hear the  guards  closing  fast,  but  the  water  was  barely  a  dozen strides away. He was going to make it. 

He had to make it. 

He didn't see the cat although he heard  it shriek as  he tripped.  Twisting as  he fell, he  threw  the  boat  as  hard  as  he  could  and,  moments  after  he  smashed  knees  and elbows  into  stone,  heard  it  hit  the  water.  The  retaining  walls  were  lower  here,  no more than four  or  five feet high. All he had  to  do  was  throw  himself  off  them  after the boat. The kigh would do the rest. 

Scrabbling to his feet, he took one step, two, and launched himself forward. 

Arms closed around his legs and dragged him down. 

His hips hit the edge of the harbor wall, and he barely managed to  protect  his face as  momentum  slapped  him down  toward  the  vertical  stone.  He  could  see  the  boat, so close below, as he fought to drag himself over into the water. 

Then other hands grabbed hold and pulled him roughly back onto the shore. 

When  they  rolled  him  over,  he  found  himself  staring  up  into  a  circle  of  almost familiar faces. 

"Gag him," commanded a voice beyond the circle. "If he can sing a flood…" 



On his knees, straddling Benedikt's body, Cazzes took the strip  of  cloth  someone offered and leaned forward. "This'll teach you to call mine a  zados," he murmured  as he tied it tightly underneath the golden hair. Straightening, he pushed a finger in under the corner of the singer's mouth, now stretched  and  disfigured,  and  checked  that the gag wouldn't shift. Then he grinned down in triumph at his captive. 

He  expected  to  see  anger  or  fear,  wouldn't  have  been  surprised  to  see  him begging  silently  behind  the  gag,  but  the  strange  blue  eyes  looked  up  into  his  with such raw desperation that it caught his breath in his throat. 

What could have happened to make a man throw away eight braids? 

He didn't want to know. 

Rising, he stepped aside but, when one of the others prepared  to  deliver a vicious kick to the stranger's side, he stepped back and blocked it. 

"Well  done,  Cazzes."  The  Second  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder,  then  glared around at the rest of the guards. "The xaan only wants us to hold him, she'll give him what he deserves  herself.  Tie  his  hands,  then  move  him  away  from  the  water.  And find something to cover  him with before  someone  screams  Tulpayotee  and  the xaan has  our balls for breakfast." 

"Your  balls,"  muttered  one  of  the women  as  the Second  moved  the crowd  away in the name of the Kohunlich-xaan. 

Cazzes  watched  while the singer's  hands  were  tied,  while  a  futile  escape  attempt was almost absently dealt with, then he bent down and yanked him to his feet. 



When the gag went on,  Benedikt stopped  fighting.  It  was  almost  funny  that  they bothered.  He'd  been  hiding  behind  a  Song  since  before  sunrise  and  he  didn't  have strength enough to control even one of the guards,  let alone the half dozen  who  held him. Almost  funny,  but  not  quite.  He  couldn't  fight  his  way  free,  and  voiceless,  all hope was gone. 

He knew they were talking about  him, but  all he  heard  was  a  dull  roar  of  sound. 

Two  guards  forced  his  arms  together  behind  his  back  while  a  third  tied  his  wrists. 

Hoping they'd  be  distracted  while they worked,  he tried  to  throw  himself  backward into the harbor. They stopped him without really trying. 

Then strong  fingers  wrapped  around  his upper  arm and  heaved.  Benedikt  stood, staggered, and a surprisingly gentle touch steadied him. 

The  touch,  an  unexpected  kindness,  cut  through  the  insulating  despair  and  right into  his  heart.  It  brought  the  world  back  into  focus.  Out  over  the  water,  a  gull shrieked and he wished he could echo the cry. 



The despair  in the blue eyes  changed,  focused,  but  didn't  lessen.  Cazzes  cursed himself for a fool.  Don't look in his eyes! He tightened his grip again. 



By  the  time  the  xaan  reached  the  harbor  front,  the  guards  had  Benedikt  on  his knees  by  the  pillar  that  marked  the  House  Kohunlich  pier,  his  discovered  robe pooling  on  the  ground  around  him.  Guards,  groom,  and  coloas  emerged  from between  the  warehouses  at  full  speed  and  clattered  to  a  stop.  The  coloas  looked vaguely  surprised  by  how  fast  it  had  been  moving.  Stepping  out  of  the  cart,  Xaan Mijandra  might  have  been  arriving  to  inspect  a  warehouse  ledger  but  Hueru's expression was one of dark anticipation. 

* * *

His  house  tattoo  covered  by  the  bib  of  a  leather  apron  and  his  hair  back  in  a single braid,  Xhojee pushed  as  close  to  the  edge  of  the  crowd  as  he  dared.  A  few dozen men and women lingered just beyond the area of the harbor claimed by  House Kohunlich,  wondering  what  was  going  on  and  more  interested  in  it,  whatever  it turned out  to  be,  than in going back  to  work.  When  the Kohunlich-xaan arrived,  the interest level peaked. Three or four karjen wearing house  tattoos  scurried  off  and  the rest settled down to enjoy a bit of street theater. 

Telling  himself  that  his  tul  would  want  to  hear  of  how  the  xaan  dealt  with Benedikt's capture, Xhojee stayed. 



"I don't  have time for  this,  Benedikt.  You  are  going  to  Sing  for  me,  one  way  or the other.  Willing,  unwilling,  I  don't  really  care."  She  slipped  two  fingers  under  his chin  and  lifted  his  head  so  she  could  stare  down  into  his  face.  Her  thumb  came around  to  stroke  the gag.  "You're  willing to  die so  that  doesn't  happen,  aren't  you? 

Too bad. Dead, you're no use to me." 

She stepped back, looking thoughtful, and Benedikt felt sweat roll down his sides. 

If she  wasn't  going to  kill him,  she'd  try  to  force  him  to  agree  to  Sing.  He  glanced beyond  her  to  Hueru.  It  wasn't  difficult  to  see  where  the  force  would  come  from. 

He'd  never been  beaten,  never even been  badly  hurt.  He'd  never  been  so  frightened in his life, but  he was  a bard—he  hadn't  been  for  a  while  but  he  was  again—and  a bard would never agree to destroy a people. 

No matter what. 



Although  no  one  in  the  crowd  had  a  very  good  line  of  sight—the  surrounding guards  saw  to  that—everyone  knew  what  was  coming.  Remembering  days  and nights his peace  of  mind  would  have  just  as  soon  he'd  forgotten,  Xhojee  clenched his fists, and yelled, "That's a priest of Xaantalicta! 

The houses can't punish a priest!" 

* * *

"I can have that fool taken care of," Hueru muttered. 

"No.  I  don't  want  the  rumor  that  I'm  punishing  a  priest  to  get  back  to  the xaantalax. It must be killed now." 

"Take the robe off him." 

As annoyed by  her cousin  as  by  the interruption,  Xaan Mijandra shook  her head. 



"And start a new rumor that he's a warrior of Tulpayotee; I don't think so." 

"Don't  take  the  whole  robe  off  him,  then."  One  hand  clutching  hood  and  hair, Hueru hauled Benedikt to his feet and flipped the bottom half of the robe  up  over  his head. 

Face  covered  by  the  fabric,  Benedikt  struggled  but  the  guards  behind  him maintained their hold. 

"Peerless one, if you would move the guards aside." 

A gesture opened a line of sight to the crowd. 

"Take a good look at your priest!" Hueru roared. 

The  crowd  roared  back.  As  the  guards  closed  ranks  again,  Xhojee  knew  he'd spent the one chance Benedikt had and bought nothing more than a short delay in the inevitable. 

As  Benedikt  was  thrown  to  his  knees  again,  Xaan  Mijandra  patted  her  cousin approvingly on the arm.  "Well done."  Reaching  out,  she  dragged  the bottom  half of the  robe  down  into  place  and  held  Benedikt's  wildly  staring  eyes  with  hers.  "Your defiance  has  created  quite  a  spectacle  for  the  people  of  Atixlan,  and  I  don't appreciate  it."  Still staring  into his face,  she  beckoned  to  Hueru.  "Since  he wants  to run away, take his legs." 

This  was  more  than just a beating.  Benedikt  jerked  back,  unable  to  help,  himself then fought for calm.  Evicka has no legs. And is no less a bard. 

Sword half drawn, Hueru stepped forward only to be  stopped  by  the xaan's  hand on his chest. 

"You  can  live with that,  can't  you,  Benedikt?  Interesting."  Her  fingernails  tapped thoughtfully against  Hueru's  tattoo.  "If  he  can't  see,  he  can't  run,"  she  said  slowly, allowing her arm to fall back by her side. "Take his eyes instead." 

Breathing heavily, Benedikt found his gaze locked on Hueru's hands.  The  big man flexed them as he advanced, jabbing the thumbs into the air the way he'd jab them…

 Stop thinking about it! Tadeus is blind, and he's certainly no less a bard. 

 But Tadeus has eyes! The second thought was a silent wail, inside his head. 

 I said, stop thinking about it! 

"Wait." 

Hueru snarled down at Benedikt then turned. "Yes, peerless one?" 

"It bothers him, but not enough." 

Relief made Benedikt dizzy, and he swayed where he knelt. 

Motioning for Hueru to move aside,  the xaan stepped  forward  again. She  stroked one  finger up  the  column  of  Benedikt's  throat  then  ran  it  along  his  lower  lip.  "You really would rather die,  wouldn't  you?  And  because  you'd  rather,  you  won't.  But…" 

The finger tapped against the gag."… if I can't use you, neither will anyone else." 



Her eyes  were very black.  Unable to  look  away,  Benedikt felt  as  though  she  had his kigh squirming on the ends of two dark daggers. 

"Hueru." 

When  she  released  him,  Benedikt  sagged,  only  to  be  yanked  back  upright  by  a guard. 

"Yes, peerless one?" 

"Cut out his tongue." 

He saw the dagger from the comer of one eye. 

Without a tongue, he'd be voiceless forever. 

 Voiceless. 

The dagger caught the light as Hueru turned the edge toward him. 

 Forever. 

If the gag had  removed  hope,  this shattered  it into a million pieces  that  shredded Benedikt's resolve. He threw himself at the xaan's feet, screaming, crying, begging. 

Rough  hands  grabbed  him and  hauled  him  back  to  his  knees.  Terror  took  over, and  he fought  them  with  everything  he  had  left,  shrieking  his  surrender  through  the gag. 

The blade touched his cheek. 

A moment's pressure, and the gag was gone. 

"Peerless one! Please…" 

Hueru's fingers dug into his jaw. 

The xaan turned slowly. "Let him speak, cousin." 

When  Benedikt  looked  up  into  her  face,  he  knew  he'd  lost.  He  swallowed  and forced the words through chattering teeth. "I'll sing for you. Just, please, don't…" 

She studied him for a long moment. 

He felt sick.  He hated  himself so  much  he  wanted  to  puke.  But  he  couldn't  take the words back. 

"You'll sing for me?" 

He couldn't say it again so he nodded and hoped that would be enough. 

"Good. Hueru, take an eye anyway. I want him to remember this later." 

He didn't  actually believe it  was  going  to  happen  until  Hueru  grabbed  his  hair  in one hand and pressed his thumb against the bottom of his right eye. 

He started to scream as the pressure built. 

And he kept screaming. 

Those  not  of  the  xaan's  household  who  were  still  on  the  docks,  pretended  they didn't hear. 

Out in the harbor, a wave formed. 

The xaan watched it grow, and when it reached the height of a tall man,  Benedikt's height perhaps, she tapped her cousin on the shoulder. "Get  him into the warehouse. 

Now." 

Benedikt  stopped  screaming  as  Hueru  threw  him  over  his  shoulder,  one  bloody hand bright red  against  the white robe.  He moaned  once  as  his  head  flopped  down against the shorter man's hip.  Again as  blood  dripped  onto  the stone.  One  final time as Hueru dropped him on the warehouse floor and turned to help the guards  with the door. 

They got it shut just as the wave hit. 

"Is he doing that?" Hueru demanded. 

"He was."  Xaan Mijandra looked  down  at Benedikt and  prodded  him gently with one toe. "He isn't doing anything now. I expect the waters will retreat." 

"You  expect, peerless one?" 

When they opened  the door,  the stones  of  the harbor  front  were  steaming  in  the morning sun, washed clean of Benedikt's blood. 

* * *

Dagger in one  hand,  Bannon  crouched  by  the  side  of  his  bed.  Not  even  such  a dream  could  make  him  break  years  of  training  and  cry  out,  but  it  had  been  close. 

Breathing  heavily,  he  stood  and  slipped  the  dagger  back  into  its  sheath  with trembling hands. 

Karlene had been wrong. Benedikt was still alive. He'd bet his life on it. 

Assassins' hands never trembled. 




Chapter Thirteen

« ^ » 



OTYPEZ straightened and, wiping his hands  on  the damp  cloth  his assistant  held out to him, turned to face the xaan. "I assume you want him to live, peerless one." 

"I do." 

"Then it would  have been  better  had  you  waited to  discipline  him until you  had  a physician immediately available." 

"I expect you to keep him alive, regardless." 

The physician sighed. "As you wish, peerless one." 



"Keep his throat lubricated…" 

"Lubricated, peerless one?" 

Her  expression  hardened  at  the  interruption  although  her  tone  remained reasonable. "Lubricated. You're the physician, you figure it out. If he loses his voice, you lose yours. I need him functional as soon as possible." 

"Begging  your  pardon,  peerless  one…"  Otypez  glanced  back  at  the  motionless figure on the bed and  continued  without sounding  remotely apologetic,  "…  but  how do you define functional." 

"Able  to  function—walking,  talking,  standing,  singing,  thinking."  Gathering  the trailing  edges  of  her  robe  up  over  one  arm,  she  paused  on  her  way  to  the  door. 

"You've done this before, Otypez. Just do it again." 

"She's never wanted  them thinking before,"  Otypez  told  his assistant  dryly as  the bells noted the xaan's departure. 

Without  the  senior  physician's  protective  history,  his  assistant  pretended  not  to hear. 

* * *

Five days  later, Benedikt stared  at the xaan's  feet without really seeing them.  The world had taken on a flatness, a permanent reminder of his weakness and his betrayal of his oaths. Because it was easier than thinking for himself, he'd done  everything the physician  had  asked  of  him and  his eye was  healing  well.  His  kigh  still  bled,  would bleed, he knew, for the rest of his life. 

"I want the solution to the Song of Sorquizic by Xaantalicta's next rebirth.  Twelve days, Benedikt. That's all." 

He wanted to say he'd forgotten the song, that the terror and the pain had  driven it right out of his head, but  he didn't  have courage  enough  to  lie to  her.  "Yes,  peerless one." 

* * *

Second  Quarter  had  been  kind  to  the  Broken  Islands  with  lots  of  warm  sunny days  and  very  few  of  the  devastating  storms  that  blew  in  so  suddenly  from  the Western  Sea.  Leaning  over  the  railing  on  the  third-floor  deck  of  the  combined Bardic/Healer  Hall,  Adamec  squinted  against  the  reflected  sunlight  and  watched  a small boat sail into Pitesti Harbor. 

"Lisbet's in early. If she's full, she must've run into an early school." 

Tomas  grunted  distractedly  as  he wondered  just how  much  of  young  Aniji's  last recall  he  needed  to  put  into  the  quarter's  report.  "The  trouble  with  remembering everything," he sighed, "is that nothing becomes trivial enough to leave out." 

"Tomas, are you listening to me?" 

"You said it's too early for  Lisbet  to  go  to  school.  I don't  think Elbasan  needs  to know what the Captain of Shatterway fed her for dinner, do you?" 

Adamec  sighed.  About  to  turn and  offer  his assistance,  he took  a  closer  look  as the crew  leaped  out  of  the  fishing  boat  and  began  dragging  it  high  onto  the  pebble beach. "I think something's wrong." 

* * *

"And  I'm  tellin'  you,  Tomas,  it's   not  a  storm.  Sky's  as  clear  as  it  is  over  your head, but there's somethin' right wrong about those  waves."  Lisbet  rubbed  a scarred hand  through  close-cropped  hair,  shaking  her  head.  "I've  been  sailing  out  of  this harbor  'most  every day  since  I was  sixteen,  and  I've  never  seen  waves  act  like  that before. It was like the regular waves were bein' overtook by these other waves." 

"I'm sorry." The bard spread his hands apologetically. "I don't understand." 

"Okay."  She  took  a deep  breath.  "Waves  got  rules.  I don't  need  to  tell  you  that, you Sing water,  you  probably  know  it better'en  me.  These  waves  were not  followin' 

the rules. It was sorta like a big, big ripple catchin'  up  and  ridin' right over  the waves that were already there." 

"Were they big waves, the ones not following the rules?" 

"No. Not yet." 

"Not yet?" 

"That's  what  I've  been  tryin'  to  tell  you—I  took  a  look  through  my  glass,  and behind them little waves there's something big comin'." 

"But not a storm." 

"If it is, it's like no storm I've ever seen." 

"Due west?" 

"And headin' this way fast." 

Frowning, Tomas waded out  into the harbor,  his bicolor  robe  floating around  his calves. He Sang the four notes to call the kigh and then,  after  a moment,  he Sang  the same  four  notes  again.  The  kigh  were  there,  in  the  water,  but  they  weren't responding. He got the impression that they had already been called and  were simply too busy to bother with him. 

"This isn't good." 

Back on shore, Lisbet rolled her eyes. 

Fortunately,  the air kigh were willing to  listen and  Tomas  Sang  them  out  to  warn the rest of the fishing fleet. When  the kigh rang the storm  bell hanging on  each  boat, the fleet would make all speed to a safe harbor. 

"We're  still  gonna  lose  some,"  Lisbet  told  him  grimly  as  he  came  ashore.  "It's comin' that fast." 

Tomas shoved his feet back into his sandals and yanked the laces  tight. "All right, then, I'm going to the western arm to meet it. Maybe  I can  do  something  from  there. 



I'll  let  Aniji  know  what's  coming,  and  she  can  Sing  warning  to  the  west  coast settlements." 

"Bard?" 

He paused,  half out  of  his robe,  glad he hadn't  take the time to  remove  his  short breeches when he'd thrown it on. He'd never heard Lisbet use that tone before, and it lifted the hair on the back of his neck. 

"What's happening?" 

"I don't know." 

Tomas  was  no  longer  a  young  man,  and  since  Aniji  had  come  to  the  Broken Islands,  doubling  the number  of  bards,  he hadn't  done  as  much  walking as  he  once had, but fear put wings on his feet. He couldn't have run faster had all the demons  of the Circle been behind him—instead of in front of him as he feared. 

By  the  time  he  reached  the  seaward  side  of  the  harbor's  western  arm,  he  was breathing  so  heavily,  he  could  barely  stand.  The  first  few  waves  that  smacked  up against the rocks  could  have been  square  for  all he noticed.  When  he finally got  his breath back and managed to focus, he stared in astonishment at the sea. 

It looked like a storm approaching except that there was  no  storm.  Up  above,  the sky  arced  a  clear  and  pale  blue  all  the  way  to  the  horizon,  but  down  below,  huge gray-green  waves  crashed  and  roiled,  crests  rising  ten,  even  fifteen  feet  above  the troughs. Whatever it was, it stretched as far north and south as Tomas could see. 

When he Sang to call the kigh, he very nearly choked  on  the last  note.  The  waves were  full  of  kigh.  Or  perhaps  they   were  kigh,  he  couldn't  tell  for  certain.  He  did know  they  were  the  biggest  kigh  he'd  ever  seen,  somehow  drawn  up  from  deep water and speeding straight toward him. 

Tomas  Sang  a  strong  water,  but  these  kigh  wouldn't  listen  to  anything  he  Sang, and  the  pain  they  Sang  back  at  him  nearly  drove  him  to  his  knees.  He  didn't understand what could have happened to have hurt them so, nor would they give him any kind of an answer beyond the pain. He hadn't known the kigh could feel pain. 

High on the rocks, he should have been safe enough. 

Then the first wave hit. 

Eyes widening, he watched it rise,  stared  into a wall of  greenish-black,  and  barely had  presence  of  mind enough  to  jam  himself  in  behind  a  boulder  before  it  crested. 

For  a  heartbeat,  he  was  completely  engulfed,  saltwater  in  his  eyes,  his  nose,  his lungs, the pain the kigh carried cutting through to his heart. 

Then the water  was  gone,  running  back  through  cracks  and  crevices  to  the  sea, and only the memory of the pain remained. 

Coughing and  sputtering,  Tomas  dragged  himself up  far enough  to  look  over  his shelter. 

The waves were parting, going around the island. 



By  the  time  he  found  his  voice,  the  giant  kigh  were  gone,  and  they'd  added  the kigh from the shallows to their bulk. 

They were taking the pain home. 

And if home wasn't the Broken Islands…



The kigh dove  through  the open  window  of  the small audience  chamber  and  into Karlene  so  hard  it  very  nearly  knocked  her  over.  Hair  flying  in  all  directions,  she Sang it calm enough to deliver its message. 

Jelena  watched  the  bard  pale.  "What  is  it?"  she  asked  before  the  older  woman could speak. 

"It's  Tomas,  from  the  Broken  Islands,  Majesty."  One  hand  holding  her  hair  in place,  Karlene  Sang  the  kigh  a  gratitude  and  sent  it  on  its  way.  "He  commands  all bards who Sing water to the coast immediately." 

"Commands? Does he say why?" 

"The kigh seem confused, Majesty."  Pain is coining? That makes no  sense. "But I got the impression that something dangerous is on its way." 

"A storm?" 

"The air kigh say no, but…" She watched as a kigh came  back  into the room  and circled her head. "Excuse me, Majesty, I  have to get to the harbor." 

"Of course." 

Karlene  had  taken  two  steps  toward  the  door  when  the  senior  member  of  the Imperial  Trade  Delegation  moved  into  her  way.  "Begging  Your  Majesty's  pardon," 

he  said,  turning  toward  the  queen,  "but  without  a  bard  to  Witness  our negotiations…" 

"The  negotiations  can  wait,"  Karlene  snapped,  wishing  her  oaths  allowed  her  to Command the pompous little man out of her way and into a midden. 

The  Imperial  delegate  ignored  her.  "Begging  Your  Majesty's  pardon,  but  the Emperor  is  most  insistent  we  conclude  as  soon  as  possible.  He  fears  this disagreement has already gone on too long." 

"Karlene,  go."  Settling  back  in  the  rosewood  throne,  Jelena  stared  down  at  the delegate as the bard raced from the room. "The Emperor does not rule here." 

Out in the hall, Karlene dodged around a pair of pages, and nearly ran straight  into Tadeus. "You heard?" 

He nodded. "They came to all of us, not only the bards who Sing water. I thought Her Majesty might need someone else to Witness." 

"You're  a  wonder.  What  about  him?"  A  jerk  of  her  head  indicated  Bannon hovering impatiently behind Tadeus' right shoulder. 

"His  Highness  wanted  to  accompany  you  to  the  harbor,"  Bannon  explained. 



"Tadeus said it might be dangerous, so I was the compromise. If this summons is so urgent, shouldn't you be moving?" 

"You're right." Spinning around, Karlene grabbed one of the pages. "Find  Magda. 

Tell her to meet me at the harbor—at the royal wharf—right away." 

"Why Magda?" Bannon demanded as they left Tadeus by the assembly  room  and raced through the Palace, scattering courtiers and servants alike. 

"The kigh said something about pain, and a kigh in pain can only mean Magda." 

They  burst  out  through  one  of  the  smaller  doors  and  ran  across  the  courtyard, Bannon easily matching Karlene's longer stride. The bard on the gate— Air and earth

,  Karlene  noted  absently  as  they  passed—waved  them  on  with  one  hand  while sketching explanations for a pair of puzzled guards with the other. 

As  they  crossed  the  wide  road  that  circled  the  Citadel  and  started  down  Hill Street,  they  could  see  the  harbor  sparkling  in  the  distance.  Given  the  angle  of  the street and the amount of traffic it wasn't going to be a pleasant run, but when Karlene hesitated, three kigh dove toward her, urging her to hurry. 

"At least it's downhill,"  she  muttered  and  uttered  a silent prayer  to  whatever gods were listening that she didn't break an ankle before they reached level ground. 

Hill Street took them all the way to Lower Dock Street, and  crossing  Lower  Dock Street put them in Dockside, close enough  to  the harbor  to  change  the smell and  the feel of the air. 

"I don't like this," Karlene declared, stumbling to a walk. 

"That's because you're out of shape," the ex-assassin told her scornfully. 

She ignored  him. Turning  to  the  posse  of  children  they'd  acquired  on  their  mad dash  through  the center  of  Elbasan,  Karlene used  just enough  Voice  to  send  the  lot of them home. 

"What  if some  of  them didn't  want to  go  home?"  Bannon  asked  as  they  covered the last bit of ground side by side. 

"Better than… what they'll face here." 

In  spite  of  her  heavy  breathing,  there  was  something  in  Karlene's  voice  that reminded Bannon of why he had come, of the danger Tadeus had said  was  too  great for the prince. "What is it?" 

"I  wish  I  knew."  She'd  have  given  a  great  deal  to  have  been  able  to  define  the foreboding.  Unfortunately  the  only  definition  that  seemed  to  fit  was  the  one  the  air kigh had provided. 

Pain. 

To her surprise, Kovar was on the royal wharf before them. 

"I was trying to  spend  a quiet afternoon  with my cousin,"  he explained.  "She  has a  shop  in  White's  Lane."  He  waved  a  hand  out  over  the  harbor.  "I  don't  see  a storm." 



Karlene  shook  her  head,  trying  to  listen  to  the  waves  and  hearing  nothing  she could make sense of. "That's not what's coming." 

"Well, if it isn't  a storm,  what is it, that's  what I  want  to  know?"  Mustache  fairly bristling with indignation, Kovar stepped around a pile of  rope.  "Why  wasn't  Tomas more precise?" 

"I don't think he could…" 

Both  bards  were  nearly  blown  over  by  the  force  of  the  sudden  wind,  and  even Bannon was rocked back on his heels. He watched and listened as they Sang,  voices wrapping around each other and around the wind. Then the air was still. 

"What…" 

Karlene waved him quiet and began a new Song as Kovar faced the water. 

"All  vessels  get  to  shore  immediately.  It doesn't  matter  where,  just  get  off the water. ALL crews pierside, secure your vessels, then get to shore. Now." 

Carried by Karlene's Song,  Kovar's  voice  boomed  out  over  the harbor.  As  half a dozen  small  boats  and  two  larger  ones  came  about,  and  the  wharfs  began  to  look like an anthill stirred with a stick, he sagged  down  onto  a crate.  "Do  you  think they'll have time?" he asked numbly. 

Eyes locked  on  the  west,  toward  the  long  arm  where  the  harbor  spilled  into  the sea, Karlene shook her head. "Not if it's already through the Bache." 

"If what's already through the Bache?" Bannon demanded. 

"Kigh," Karlene told him shortly, then began to Sing air into sails. 

"What kind of kigh?" demanded a new voice. 

Only Bannon turned toward Magda. 

"Kigh from  the deep  sea,"  Kovar  said,  his attention  on  the  breezes  darting  about his  head.  "They're  slamming  into  the  coast  from  one  end  of  Shkoder  to  another. 

Ziven's  at  Fort  Kazpar,  he  says  it's  almost  as  if  they're  looking  for  something. 

Petrolis  is at Eel Cove.  They've  lost  two  boats,  maybe  four  people.  There're  bards all up and down the coast trying to calm the sea, but nothing we Sing is working." 

"And now it's coming here?" 

The Bardic Captain nodded. "Look at the angle on those waves." 

"But why did Karlene want me?" 

"The  kigh that came  to  her  said  something  about  pain,"  Bannon  explained  when Kovar shook his head. 

"These kigh are in pain?" 

With all sails full and the boats making the best time they could  for  shore,  Karlene stopped  Singing and  finally turned  toward  the healer. "No,"  she  said  softly.  "I  think these kigh  are pain." 

"That doesn't make any sense," Kovar sputtered. 



"Maybe  not,"  Karlene  admitted.  She  pointed  past  Magda's  shoulder.  "But  we're about to find out for sure." 

The  waves  that  came  rushing  from  the  narrows  were  green  and  dark  and  larger than anything that had  ever been  seen  in the sheltered  harbor,  even during the  worst of the Third Quarter storms. Karlene and Kovar Sang in unison  and  in harmony,  and nothing made  any difference.  Bannon  barely had  time to  grab  Magda  and  scream  at her to hang onto something when the first wave hit. 

Then they were under water. 

Since  fighting would  do  no  good,  Karlene  relaxed  and  let  the  wave  take  her.  As her  feet  left  the  pier,  she  half  expected  to  be  slammed  into  the  side  of  the  nearest ship  but  there was  nothing but  water  all  around  her.  She  tumbled,  unable  to  tell  up from  down,  her  whole  world  the  kigh  and  what  they  were  trying  to  say.  The  pain made it hard to concentrate on anything  but the pain. 

And  then,  just  as  her  chest  began  to  tighten  and  her  body  cry  for  air,  she understood. 

With the last of her air, she Sang four notes. 

A heartbeat later, she lay coughing on the pier, Magda, Bannon, and  Kovar  beside her. Dragging herself up onto her knees, she realized the harbor  had  gone  completely calm. 

"Blood." 

Wiping  at  the  saltwater  running  out  of  her  nose,  she  turned  and  found  Bannon kneeling beside a deep red puddle. "Yours?" 

He shook his head. 

"The kigh left it,"  Kovar  said  quietly. He looked  up  at the younger  bard.  "I  heard you, under the water, but I couldn't make out the actual notes. What did you Sing?" 

Karlene licked salt off her lips. "The four notes of Benedikt's name." 

"The  kigh  couldn't  bring  Benedikt  home,"  Magda  said,  her  voice  unsteady,  "so they brought his pain." 

The Bardic Captain shook his head. "But Benedikt's dead." 

The cry that burst from Bannon's throat drew all eyes to him. He lifted both hands from the pier, palms stained red. "Dead men don't bleed," he said. 



"But  the  kigh  said  that  the   Starfarer  was  lost.  That  it  sank  in  a  storm  and everyone  died."  Jelena  gripped  Otavas'  hand,  her  fingers  white  around  his.  "If everyone died, how could Benedikt still be alive?" 

A murmur,  echoing  the  queen's  confusion,  ran  around  the  room.  Every  ranking Palace official, most of the nobility in residence,  almost  half the Council,  and  one  or two  officials  from  the  city  had  crowded  into  the  large  assembly  room  for  an explanation. Rather than have a thousand rumors started,  the queen  had  commanded the bards,  the healer, and  the  ex-assassin—the  four  who'd  experienced  the  disaster from  the  inside—into  the  large  assembly  room  the  moment  they  returned  to  the Palace. So far, the explanation hadn't clarified much. 

Karlene  glanced  over  her  shoulder  toward  the  Bardic  Captain.  When  it  became clear he wasn't about to answer, she  stepped  forward.  "Benedikt  Sings  the strongest water  the  Bardic  Hall  has  ever  seen,  and  he  seems  to  have  a  more…  personal relationship with the kigh than any of  the rest  of  us.  It's  not  impossible  that the kigh would save Benedikt even while they destroyed the  Starfarer and her crew." 

"Then why didn't Benedikt Sing the  Starfarer safe?" 

"I'm  sure  he  tried,  Majesty.  I  suspect  that  the  kigh  saved  him  after  the  ship  had gone down.  This…"  She  waved  a hand,  unable  to  think  of  what  exactly  to  call  the brutal  pounding  the  coast  of  Shkoder  had  undergone.  "…  visit  today  wasn't Benedikt's idea. He didn't tell the kigh to bring his pain home, they just did it." 

"They just did it." Jelena repeated. 

"Are  you  sure  that's  what  was  going  on  out  there?"  Otavas  asked  quietly.  He raised  his free hand  before  anyone  could  protest  the  question.  "I'm  sorry,  Karlene, but  first  you  told  us  Benedikt  was  dead  with  all  the  others  and  now  you  tell  us Benedikt is alive.  You  had  to  have  been  wrong  at  least  once—is  it  possible  you're wrong today?" 

"No,  Highness."  Heads  turned  as  Magda  answered  for  the  bard.  "The  first message  had  diffused  into  hundreds,  maybe  thousands,  of  kigh.  This  one  didn't.  I felt the pain." She had to swallow before  she  could  go  on.  "The  pain of  the wounds Benedikt had taken and the pain of being so far from  home—of  being so  completely and utterly alone." 

Some of that pain made  itself heard  in Magda's  voice,  the rest  of  it, resonating  in her kigh, made itself felt throughout the room, touching each kigh in turn. 

After  a  moment,  Iancu  i'Nadina,  the  Queen's  Chancellor,  coughed  into  his  fist, drawing all eyes. "If Benedikt is alive, Majesty, what do the kigh expect us to do?" 

Bannon made a sound low in his throat. 

Magda,  who'd  stayed  close  by  the  ex-assassin's  side  ever  since  he'd  bathed  his hands in Benedikt's blood, reached  over  and  lightly laid two  fingers  on  his wrist.  He started  at  the  touch  of  her  kigh  and  jerked  away,  but  the  sound  stopped.  "We're expected to do the right thing, Chancellor. No more but certainly no less." 

"Which is?" the chancellor insisted. 

"We  will send  a ship  to  bring him home."  Jelena's  words  rang in  the  room  like  a trumpet call. Releasing Otavas' hand,  she  stood  and  swept  an uncompromising  gaze over the faces staring up at her. "I will not abandon one of my own." 

"Majesty."  The  Chancellor's  voice  was  apologetic  but  firm.  "The  Council  will never agree.  We  have already lost  a ship  and  twenty lives. Will we risk twenty more to save one?" 



Jelena's brows drew in at the sounds of agreement coming from the crowd. 

"We  lost  more  lives  today,  Majesty."  The  Chancellor  spread  his  hands.  "There isn't a fishing village up coast or down not mourning their losses. Isn't that enough?" 

Otavas  saw  Jelena's  shoulders  stiffen,  and  he moved  up  to  stand  behind  her.  No matter  what  decision  she  came  to,  he  knew  she'd  added  the  day's  deaths  to  the deaths she already carried,  and  he wanted  her to  realize that she  didn't  have to  carry them alone. 

She drew in a deep breath and her chin rose. "Abandoning Benedikt will not  bring those people back." 

"And  those  you  send  out  to  rescue  him,"  the  Chancellor  prodded  gently.  "What of them?" 

The  sounds  of  agreement  and  disagreement  grew  momentarily  louder,  then  shut off as Jelena raised her hands. Before she could speak, Kovar stepped forward. 

The  Bardic  Captain  had  said  very  little  on  the  way  back  from  the  harbor  and nothing at all during the explanation  of  why the sea  had  thrown  itself with such  fury against the Shkoden  coast.  His shoulders  were bowed  under  his quartered  robe  and his face  was  not  only  pale  but  almost  gray.  Those  of  the  court,  who'd  barely  seen him since the  Starfarer had sailed, thought he was growing old. 

The bards and Magda realized he'd aged that afternoon. 

As he  approached  the  dais,  the  nearer  edge  of  the  crowd  drew  back  so  that  he stood  alone.  He drew  in a deep  breath,  gathering  strength  much  as  Jelena  had,  and slowly lifted his head. 

"Majesty,  when you  send  a ship  for  Benedikt,  bards  strong  in both  air and  water will sail on  it. I will send  strength  enough  to  fill the sails  and  calm the sea.  No  more than you do we abandon one of our own." 

"That  isn't  how  you  felt  when  the   Starfarer  sailed,"  the  queen  reminded  him coldly. 

Kovar closed his eyes for an instant, then met her gaze. "I  was  wrong,  and  I most humbly  beg  Your  Majesty's  pardon."  Gathering  his  robe  up  out  of  the  way,  he dropped  to  one  knee.  "The  bards  are  Your  Majesty's  to  command.  I  am  Your Majesty's to command." 

The room had gone so quiet, Jelena's surprise could almost be heard. 

Karlene stepped forward  and  knelt behind  Kovar's  right shoulder.  Hardly had  her knee touched the marble when Tadeus dropped gracefully down by her side. 

Feeling  a  hysterical  giggle  rising  in  the  back  of  her  throat  and  viciously suppressing it, Magda knelt where she stood. Under normal circumstances,  Shkoden monarchs  would  be  knelt  to  en  masse  only  once  in  their  reign—during  the  final moments of their coronation,  in a final acknowledgment  of  their sovereignty.  As  she heard Bannon kneel beside her and  the rustle  of  clothing  as  more  and  more  of  those in the room were caught up in the moment, Magda felt kinder toward  Kovar  than she had since First Quarter.  Trust a bard to find the symbolic gesture…

Brows  drawn  in,  the  Queen's  Chancellor  stared  out  over  the  kneeling  crowd  in disbelief.  Then  he  shook  his  head  and  smiled.  Lowering  himself  carefully  to  one knee, he turned  the movement  into a truncated  bow.  "Majesty,  it appears  we are   all yours to command." 

* * *

"So, Benedikt, how is my Song coming? Will you be finished on time?" 

"Yes, peerless one." She asked him that question, or a variation on  it, every night. 

Benedikt didn't know why as he no longer had the courage  to  answer  any other  way. 

It was always Song, never song, she  never missed  the emphasis,  and  somehow,  that bothered  him  more  than  the  rest.  He  braced  his  fingertips  against  the  floor  as  she walked around  him, her palm brushing  the soft  stubble  on  his head.  He'd  lost  much of  his sense  of  balance  when he lost  his eye and  it didn't  help  that  the  xaan's  touch sent deep shudders through his body that he could neither prevent nor show. 

Her robe  trailed  a  silken  caress  across  the  bare  skin  of  his  back.  He  swallowed hard  as  his body  reacted.  Barely breathing,  he watched  her as  she  came  around  his blind  side  and  settled  before  him  on  her  bed.  Brushing  a  rippling  fall  of  dark  hair behind  one  shoulder,  she  tucked  her  feet  up  under  her  robe  and  nestled  Shecquai against her hip. 

The  dog  licked  a  front  paw,  ignoring  Benedikt  completely  as  if  no  longer considering him a threat. 

"Sing  '  The  Mountain  Maiden' ,  Benedikt.  It  has  a  gentle  melody  that  always relaxes me." 

"Yes, peerless one." He spent  his day  in his room—the  same  room  as  before  the loss of his eye, only guarded now—but every evening he was  brought  to  the xaan to sing.  Perhaps  she  liked  to  see  how  well  she'd  molded  him  to  obedience,  perhaps she'd just grown used to her nightly lullaby. He didn't know, he couldn't care.  He did as he was told and he sang. 

* * *

When the guard  returned  him to  his room,  Benedikt sank  down  on  the  floor  and leaned against the stone backrest. Singing for the xaan, the constant struggle  to  show nothing of  what he felt, left him too  numb  to  work  on  the Song  of  Sorquizic  during what remained of the evening. Perhaps—if  even once—he'd  succeeded  in hiding his emotions from her, it might have been different. Perhaps, but he didn't think so. 

It wasn't the fear that gave him the most difficulty. 

He stroked his palm over his head, much as she had,  and  trembled  at the memory of her touch. Her gentle caresses were far more dangerous than Hueru's  brutality. He was  so  afraid  of  her;  he  needed  to  know  she  was  no  longer  angry  with  him,  and every  time  she  fulfilled  that  need,  he  felt  himself  tottering  on  the  edge  of  a  dark precipice. 



He found himself wanting to please her. 

He  had  broken  that  afternoon  on  the  wharf.  He  remembered  every  word  he'd screamed,  every promise  he'd  sobbed,  every  plea  for  mercy.  He'd  agreed  to  break his oaths and use the kigh as a weapon. 

Had the xaan been able to use him immediately, the pieces he'd broken  into would have been  forever  scattered.  But  she  couldn't.  And  every  day,  while  he  worked  on finding  an  answer  to  the  Song  of  Sorquizic,  he  remembered  he  was  a  bard  of Shkoder. And every night, he managed to step back from  the precipice  and  work  on putting the broken pieces of himself back together, one at a time. 

Trouble  was,  there  probably  wouldn't  be  enough  time  for  him  to  finish,  and  his courage  seemed  to  be  broken  into  the  smallest  pieces  of  all.  If  he  truly  wanted  to keep  his  oaths,  all  he  had  to  do  was  fling  himself,  head  first,  off  his  balcony. 

Twenty-three  priests  had  already  died  to  keep  Balankanche  safe.  What  was  one foreign bard? 

All he had to do…

But he couldn't. 

If  he  wanted  to  save  both  Balankanche  and  himself,  he  had  to  come  up  with another way. 

His  hand  rose  to  the  edge  of  the  linen  bandage  over  his  eye  but  didn't  actually touch it. He knew he couldn't get to the island before the xaan caught him. 

Who was strong enough to protect him from the xaan? 

Not  the  tul.  Benedikt  had  a  feeling  that  the  tul  was  only  alive  because  his  sister hadn't bothered to kill him. 

"After  all,"  he  sighed,  stretching  out  his  legs  and  staring  out  through  the  open balcony  doors  at  the  falling  rain,  "why  risk  upsetting  the  Tulparax  so  close  to  the change?" 

He began  to  frown  and  stopped  as  the movement  pushed  painfully  at  his  healing eye. If he was right, and the tul was  only alive because  the xaan didn't  want to  upset the Tulparax,  then  all  he  had  to  do  was  find  a  way  to  put  himself  under  that  same protection. 

Perhaps as a warrior of Tulpayotee. 

All things considered, he could live such a lie. 

But to get to the Tulparax, he had to first get to the tul. 

Benedikt sat  up  and  peered  out  to  the  space  where  the  tul's  half  of  the  building was unseen, black on black in the rain. Serasti had told him, with a significant degree of  satisfaction,  that if he was  seen  even glancing across  the courtyard,  he'd  lose  the other  eye.  He hadn't  been  out  on  the balcony  since  and  now,  heart  in  his  throat,  he dropped his gaze to the flickering flame dancing  in the small lamp beside  him on  the floor. 



The  clipped  wings  of  his  courage  couldn't  carry  him  across  the  courtyard,  so how? 

The guards  on  his door  wore  cotton  plugs  in their  ears  and  even  if  he  could  get by them,  he didn't  think he could  just walk out  the front  door,  not  anymore.  They'd all be watching for him, and they'd taken his priest's robe away. 

Out of favor, he had no friends to call on for aid. 

So, not over. Not through. Under? 

If he could get into the tunnels Herexi mentioned…

If he could find his way to the tul…

If he wasn't captured again…

If he wasn't…

Benedikt dried damp palms on his sawrap and fought to breath through the fear in his throat. If. Too may ifs.  If broke him back into pieces again. 

* * *

"She's  essentially  the  same  ship  as  the   Starfarer."  The  master  of  the  Elbasan shipyard  tucked  his  thumbs  behind  his  wide  leather  belt  and  rocked  back  on  his heels,  watching  the  activity  down  on  the  pier  through  satisfied  eyes.  "She's  not  as new or  as  pretty,  but  the  Silver  Vixen  is  as  good  a  ship  as  ever  came  out  of  these yards." 

Jelena  swept  a  worried  gaze  from  bow  to  stern,  noting  four  different  crews  of carpenters  and  twice  that  many  assorted  trades  she  couldn't  identify.  "Will  she  be ready in time?" 

"Count  on  it,  Majesty.  The  upper  harbor  took  the  brunt  of  the  assault—kigh hardly touched us. By the time you get a crew on her, she'll be ready to sail." 

"Good." 

The  master  shipwright  peered  sideways,  past  the  queen  and  her  consort  at  the front  of  the  royal  party  to—surprise,  surprise—the  Bardic  Captain.  Although  the latter  wasn't  looking  too  good,  he  still  hoped  Her  Majesty  had  kicked  the sanctimonious  old  coot  right  in  his  tunemaking  ass  before  accepting  him  back  into her good graces. "I hear there're more bards going this time," he said. 

"Three. Karlene, Evicka,  and  Jurgis,"  Kovar  answered  without taking his eyes  off the ship. Everyone in Shkoder knew what bards were going and  how  well they Sang; the  yardmaster  was  deliberately  digging  at  him,  making  him  pay  for  his  earlier stubborn  stupidity.  He wasn't  the first,  and  he wouldn't  be  the last.  Kovar  accepted such mild censure,  half wishing for  stronger  accusations  to  help allay his feelings of guilt.  "Karlene  Sings  a  strong  air  and  fire  and  a  stronger  water.  Evicka  and  Jurgis both Sing a strong air and water. 

They'll be picking up Jurgis at Fort Kazpar; he's got to come down the coast." 



All three bards had been trained  under  Liene. The  bards  he'd  trained,  the younger bards,  would  have gone  if he'd  asked,  but  none  of  them had  volunteered.  He  had  a lot more than Benedikt to pay for. 

"Isn't Evicka the bard with no legs?" 

That pulled Kovar's attention off his failings. "The  loss  of  her legs hasn't  affected her voice," he said coldly. 

"Never suggested it had." The  yard  master  rocked  back  on  his heels again. "Was thinking she  was  a  wise  choice,  actually.  Vixen'll  be  a  bit  crammed  for  space,  and she'll take up less room." 

Kovar narrowed  his  eyes  suspiciously,  but  there  was  nothing  in  the  other  man's face to suggest he'd intended anything more than he'd said. Still…

"What's  happening  down  at  the  pier?"  Jelena's  question  cut  short  Kovar's annoyance. 

"Where, Majesty?" 

"There." She pointed. "Where the mate is taking names for the crew." 

The Bardic  Captain  Sang  a  quick  series  of  notes—not  even  quite  a  tune,  to  the kigh—who  sped  down  and  back.  "It  appears  we  have  three  volunteers  who  won't take no for an answer." 

"And  not  the  first  time,"  the  yardmaster  muttered.  "We  could  hardly  fill  the Starfarer, but it seems like everybody wants to go rescue young Benedikt." 

Nobody mentioned, although everyone  thought,  of  how  the difference  could  only be a result of bardic support. 

The  first  day,  the  line  of  potential  sailors  had  stretched  from  the  pier,  along  the shore,  past  the lumberyard,  and  almost  to  the  gate.  Fortunately  for  Hanicka  i'Dasa, the  Vixen's beleaguered mate, nine out of ten volunteers were completely unsuitable. 

The  numbers  had  dropped  off  as  positions  were  filled,  but  as  the  royal  party approached the disturbance, it became clear suitability was still an issue. 

It was  just as  clear that the two  men and  the woman  at the  front  of  the  line  were not going to take their rejection without a fight. 

"But if you'd just listen…" 

"To  you  and  to  everyone  else?"  The  mate  sighed  and  shook  her  head.  "Look,  I appreciate  that  you  want  to  help,  but  you  know  nothing  of…"  Her  eyes  widened. 

"Majesty!" The  table rocked  as  she  surged  to  her feet and  made  a wild grab  for  her inkwell. 

Bannon caught it before it spilled and handed it to her with a small, mocking bow. 

Gaze  locked  on  the  queen,  Hanicka  ignored  him.  "Captain  Juzef  is  in  Riverton, Majesty. I'll send someone for him." 

"There's no  need,"  Jelena told  her with a smile. "I  just wondered  what was  going on." 



"Majesty?" The  younger  of  the two  men stepped  forward.  "We're  from  Janinton, Majesty, and we want to help rescue Benedikt." 

"Janinton?"  The  queen  stared  at  nothing  for  a  moment  then  refocused  on  the anxious face before her. "That's in Bicaz, isn't it?" 

The young man looked relieved. "Yes, Majesty, it is." 

"But that's days from the sea." 

"Yes, Majesty, it is." The mate's tone suggested everything could  be  explained by that  statement.  "None  of  them  ever  even  saw  the  sea  before  they  got  to  Elbasan. 

They've no experience at all." 

"We  were  chosen  because  we're  the  best  archers  in  our  village,  Majesty."  The young  woman  stepped  forward  as  well,  her  chin  high  and  the  line  of  her  jaw determined.  "You'll  need  those  who  can  fight  once  the  sea's  been  crossed.  And we're not stupid.  We  can  learn what we need  to  so  we're  pulling our  own  weight on the ship." 

"Archers."  Jelena's  brows  drew  in  unhappily.  "How  did  you  hear  there'd  be fighting?" 

"Stasya, Majesty.  She'd  Walked  from  Ohrid  to  check  on  the village 'cause  of  the First Quarter floods. "And Stasya says there'll be fighting?" 

"She said that's what the kigh said,  Majesty."  Jelena glanced  at Kovar  who  shook his head. 

"They didn't say it to me, Majesty, but that doesn't mean they didn't say it." 

"Majesty?"  The  final  member  of  the  trio  joined  his  companions  in  front  of  the queen.  "Benedikt  saved  Janinton,  he  saved  our  village.  He  put  himself  between  us and  a flood  out  of  the  mountains,  between  us  and  a  rushing  wall  of  ice-cold  water filled with crushing  debris.  He risked  his life to  save  our  homes,  our  land,  our  lives. 

He stood there all day  and  Sang  himself hoarse,  and  not  one  drop  of  water got  past him. We owe him, we all owe him, everything we are. Please, Majesty, let us help." 

Jelena felt Otavas' hand rest lightly on her shoulder. She looked from face  to  face, then turned toward the mate. "Find a place for them," she said. 



"But, Majesty…" 

"I said  no,  Magda,  and  I  meant  it."  Jelena  dropped  into  a  chair  and  rubbed  her eyes.  "I've  asked  the  Healers'  Hall  to  provide  two  volunteers  for  the  voyage,  but you're still the only healer in Shkoder  who  heals the fifth kigh and  you're  simply too precious a resource to risk. You can't go, and that's final." 

"I felt Benedikt's pain in the kigh, Jelena. He needs me." 

"And  he  can  have  you  as  soon  as  they  bring  him  back,  but  you're  not  going." 

Most  of  her  face  still  hidden  behind  her  hands,  she  sighed.  "What  would  I  do  if  I lost you, too?" 



"No, Tadeus." 

"It's because I'm blind, isn't it?" 

Kovar sighed  and  set  both  palms  flat on  his desk.  "Tadeus,  not  only do  you  not Sing water but you've never been to sea, and," he continued  quickly before  the other bard  could  comment,  "although  you  still Sing a strong  air, you  don't  have the range you once did." 

Even the scarf over Tadeus' eyes looked indignant. "So it's because I'm old." 

"Yes."  Kovar  spun  his chair around  to  look  out  the  window,  to  the  west,  to  the sea, to Benedikt. "But I know how you feel." 

"Oh?" 

"I can't go either." 

Otavas stepped through the double doors, indicated Bannon should stay where he was,  and  crossed  the balcony  to  his side.  Of  late, when the ex-assassin  couldn't  be found, this was where he was, staring  toward  the west.  Although,  couldn't  be  found isn't  entirely  accurate,  Otavas  mused,  settling  against  the  railing,  since  I  always know exactly where he is. 

"I'm  sorry,  Highness.  I  thought  you  were  with  the  Council  until  late  this afternoon." 

The prince  waved  a hand  toward  the sun,  a bare  hands'  span  above  the  horizon. 

"It is late this afternoon, Bannon." 

"Highness, I'm…" 

"Sorry.  Yes,  I  know."  Leaning  on  his  left  elbow,  he  reached  out  with  his  right hand and turned Bannon toward him—knowing his touch was  one  of  two,  or  maybe three, that wouldn't provoke old instincts. "Why haven't you asked me?" 

Bannon closed his eyes for an instant and when he opened  them again, the misery on his face  hit the prince  like a physical  blow.  "How  could  I?"  he  whispered.  "The risk is so great—if you let me go and something happens, who will guard your  back? 

If I go to him, I leave you unprotected." 

Another  man  might  have  mentioned  that  Shkoder  was  not  at  war  and  the  only dangers  the consort  might encounter  could  easily be  taken care  of  by  someone  less specialized  but  Otavas  knew  Bannon's  protection  was  only  another  word  for Bannon's  love,  so  he  smiled  and  tightened  his  grip.  "You  went  to  him  the  moment you knew he was alive. There's only one way I'm going to  get you  back.  I've  already told Captain Juzef of the  Vixen that you'll be sailing with him." 

"Highness,  I…"  Bannon's  mouth  worked,  but  no  sound  emerged.  Spinning  back toward the west, he slammed his fists, one after the other and then both  at once,  into the railing. 

"Are you all right?" 

Sucking air through his teeth,  Bannon  managed  a shaky  smile. "I'm  a slaughtering idiot, Highness. Thank you." 

"You're welcome." 

And  neither  man  mentioned  that  although  Otavas  wouldn't  need  Bannon's specialized skills, Benedikt might. 




Chapter Fourteen

« ^ » 



PERCHED  on  a  bale  of  rope,  Evicka  waved  at  the  distant  figures  of  Broken Islanders  gathered  on  the  western  arm,  then  dropped  to  the  deck  and  palm-walked forward to the bow. "So here we are," she declared, heaving herself  up  onto  a barrel so that she could see over the rail. "Sailing due west into unknown seas." 

"Southwest,"  Karlene pointed  out.  She  waved  a  hand  toward  the  distant  horizon off the starboard side of the ship. "That's west." 

"Bardic license. Sailing vaguely southwest just doesn't start the chorus off right." 

"It's  the unknown  seas  part  that concerns  me,"  Jurgis admitted,  not  turning  from his  place  by  the  rail.  "The  world  seems  to  be  bigger  than  we  thought  it  was,  and Benedikt could be anywhere." 

"The  kigh know  where he is."  Karlene knew she  sounded  more  definite  than  she felt. Both  the other  bards  knew  it,  too,  but  she  hoped  they'd  been  able  to  fool  the crew.  They'd  all  sent  air  kigh  out  to  find  Benedikt  and  all  received  identical answers—he was too far away.  Only the water kigh could  get them close  enough  to find  him,  but  none  of  them  knew  if  the  water  kigh  would  cooperate.  So  far  they'd been less than helpful. 

"What happens if we can't get an answer  out  in deep  water?"  Jurgis asked,  finally turning and tucking a strand of pale blond hair behind his ear. 

Karlene shrugged. "We keep sailing southwest until we get an answer." 

"But we don't  know  how  far south  or  west  is far enough.  We  could  sail  right  by him." 

"Pessimist,"  Evicka  grinned.  Her  companions  both  had  that  north-coast, sun-kissed look she preferred in a bedmate  and  she  had  every intention of  taking the opportunities  offered  by  long  nights  at  sea.  Yes,  it  was  a  terrible  thing  that  the Starfarer was lost. Yes,  it was  a terrible thing that Benedikt had  been  so  badly  hurt. 

But she had no intention of dwelling on either. Bad things happened—who  knew that better than she did?—but life went on. 

Spreading her arms, she tucked one stump under a strap  on  the barrel  top  to  help her keep her balance on the pitching ship and dramatically declaimed,  "We  are bards of Shkoder, and we do not abandon one of our…" 



Jurgis and Karlene exchanged a questioning glance. 

"One of our what?" Karlene asked. 

Serious now, Evicka pointed. "There. Do you see it?" 

They turned together. 

"I see a wave…" 

Karlene frowned as Jurgis' voice trailed off. "It's not a wave. It's a kigh." 

"If it's a kigh, it's the biggest unenclosed kigh I ever saw," Evicka muttered. 

"It's  a  kigh,"  the  older  woman  repeated.  She  swallowed  to  moisten  her  throat, then Sang the four notes to call their distant companion closer. 

It didn't respond. 

Each  of  the  bards  tried.  Then  in  pairs.  Then  all  together.  Harmony.  Unison. 

Nothing worked. They could hear sailors gathering behind them, beginning to  mutter, as aware as the bards that they needed the kigh if they hoped to find Benedikt. 

"It's  just like when they hit  the  coast."  Jurgis  pushed  hair  back  off  his  face  with both hands. "Nothing we Sang made any difference." 

"I'm an idiot." 

The other two bards glanced over at Karlene. 

"That's a little harsh," Evicka offered. "We're not having much luck either." 

Gripping the railing so  tightly her knuckles  whitened,  Karlene Sang  the four  notes of Benedikt's name. 

The kigh rose  up,  higher, higher, until even those  on  board  with no  bardic  ability at  all  realized  this  was  more  than  just  a  wave.  It  lingered  for  a  moment,  water behaving the way water didn't—couldn't—behave then it dove toward the southwest, surfaced, and dove again. The  ship  surged  forward  along the same  path.  As  one,  all three bards looked over the side. 

"Do  you  think  we  ought  to  tell  the  captain  that  we're  not  doing  this?"  Jurgis wondered. "That the kigh have decided to take us to Benedikt on their own?" 

"If that's where they're taking us," Evicka said thoughtfully. 

Lifting her gaze from the giant forms  within the water,  Karlene sighed.  "I  think I'd better go tell the captain not to fight the current." 

"What should we do?" 

"Sing  your  memories  of  Benedikt  at  it,  at  them,  see  if  you  can  get  them  to respond.  But  be  careful,"  she  cautioned  as  she  turned  to  go,  "don't  make  them jealous." 

"Jealous?" 

Evicka  grinned.  "Karlene  thinks  Benedikt  has  a  more   personal  relationship  with the kigh than the rest of us." 



"More  personal?"  Jurgis  took  another  look  over  the  side  and  whistled  softly. 

"Okay. I'm impressed." 



Captain  Juzef wasn't  happy  about  giving over  control  of  his ship  to  the kigh,  but since  he'd  known  from  the beginning it was  likely to  happen,  he  acquiesced  with  at least an outward show of good grace. 

Karlene left him discussing  the situation  with the  mate—as  she  didn't  even  know what a mizzen  was, she  saw  no  need  to  stay—and  made  her  way  amidships  to  the slender figure standing motionless by the rail. "Are you all right?" 

It  was  a  good  thing  she  hadn't  expected  an  answer  because  she  didn't  get  one. 

Behind  them,  the  crew  fought  to  get  the  sails  down,  the  canvas  sheets  having become more hindrance than help. "The kigh will take us  right to  him, Bannon.  We'll be there in time." 

"Don't  be  more  of  a  slaughtering  idiot  than  you  have  to  be,"  Bannon  snarled  in Imperial. "You have no way of knowing that." 

"I was trying to be comforting." 

"Comforting?" He turned  toward  her,  eyes  narrowed.  "If  you  hadn't  got  that first message  wrong,  we'd  have  saved  him  before…  before…"  Unable  to  voice  what they'd both felt in the wave, he turned away again. 

"We don't know that for sure. I'm not making excuses," she added hurriedly as he tensed.  "Since  that day  on  the wharf I've  gone  over  and  over  the pieces  a  thousand times—in recall and out—and given what we knew about  the kigh then…"  One  hand gestured  toward  the too  large, too  regular waves  around  the  ship.  "…  not  what  we know  now,  I  came  to  the  only  possible  conclusion."  Karlene  closed  her  eyes  and allowed the wind to brush a tear from the end of her lashes "But I am sorry." 

"For what?" 

She could  hear the curl in his lip even if she  couldn't  see  it.  "For  your  pain.  For his. For Her Majesty's. For mine." 

They stood together, remembering, as  the giant kigh carried  the  Vixen  farther  and farther from shore. 

"You…" Bannon cleared his throat and tried again. "You mourned him, too." 

It was  forgiveness  of  a sort.  Karlene leaned on  the rail  beside  him,  staring  out  at nothing, inside the circle  of  pain his kigh projected.  Magda  would  have known  what to say; all Karlene could do was be there, just in case. 

"If he dies…" The ex-assassin's voice was so soft, only a bard could have picked it out from the sounds of another twenty lives on a small ship. "If they kill him before I get there, I will destroy them. I will destroy anyone with his blood on their hands." 

Remembering  Benedikt's  pain,  Karlene  wanted  to  say  she'd  help.  She  didn't because she knew Bannon had spent too much time around  bards  to  believe her and lying  to  an  ex-assassin,  even  in  kindness,  was  less  than  a  good  idea.  But remembering  Benedikt's  pain,  the  muscles  along  her  jaw  tightened  and  she  said instead, "Witnessed, and we won't try to stop you." 

Bannon's  hand  covered  hers  for  an  instant,  long  enough  for  her  to  know  he'd found at least a little of the only kind of comfort he'd take. 

* * *

Xaantalicta  would  be  reborn  in  two  nights.  Benedikt  turned  his  pipes  over  and over in his hands, comforted by the familiar feel of the bound  reeds.  He was  running out of time. 

He knew how to defeat the Song of Sorquizic and  unraveling such  a complicated, intricate, powerful Song had taught him more about  Singing the kigh than all his time in  the  Bardic  College.  Although  nothing  could  be  certain  until  he  actually  Sang,  he was fairly sure  he could  Sing  open  a  passage  to  allow  the  xaan's  fleet  through  and then close the barrier  again lest  other  ships  follow.  If not,  he knew he could  dismiss the barrier completely. 

He hadn't yet told the xaan. 

When  she  asked  him,  as  she  did  nightly,  if  he'd  be  finished  by  the  rebirth,  he truthfully  answered  yes.  Truth  or  lie,  it  didn't  matter  as  that  was  the  answer  she wanted to hear. She'd discover which in three days. 

Two nights. Three days. All the time he had left. 

He had a plan; he only needed the courage to use it. 

Three days. He didn't have to do it now. 

Sighing deeply, Benedikt stopped turning the pipes and stared out at the curtain of rain.  The  rain  was  a  necessary  part  of  his  plan.  The  rain  had  filled  the  cisterns  to overflowing  and,  if  chance  left  watchers  in  the  garden,  the  rain  would  keep  them from looking up. If he waited, and the sky cleared…

 It's the rainy season. I could safely wait until tomorrow. 

Behind the bandages, the empty socket throbbed. 

 Or even the day after. 

He lifted the pipes  to  his face,  laid his mouth  against  the familiar  shapes,  and  set them aside again without even exhaling over the holes. 

 If I'm caught…

All the xaan needed was his voice.  She  could,  and  would,  destroy  the rest  of  him to  ensure  his  service.  It  was  easier  to  be  defiant  before  the  failure  of  defiance  had been paid in blood. 

 I am a bard of Shkoder. 

But was  he? He'd  given it up  once.  Could  it be  taken up  again so  easily? Had  he managed to cobble together enough pieces to call himself a bard  of  anything? And  if he had,  would  the shape  hold  against  the sorts  of  pressures  the xaan could  bring to bear. 

There was only one way to be sure. 

Benedikt brought  the pipes  to  his mouth  again and  closed  his  eye.  He  could  feel the  kigh  confined  in  the  cisterns,  waiting  for  his  attention,  and  as  he  blew  the  first four notes, he felt them respond.  The  guards  had  grown  used  to  him playing bits  of tunes over and over. With any luck, they'd think that was all he was doing now. 

Of course, his luck hadn't been especially good of late. 

His  Song  drove  the  kigh  against  the  walls  of  their  prisons,  searching  for  weak points and, once found, slamming into those  weaknesses  again and  again. Water  cut riverbeds  into  mountainsides  and  wore  those  same  mountains  smooth.  The  floor quivered  and  a  heartbeat  later,  the  roar  of  blown  masonry  and  rushing  water combined  to  drown  him out.  He stopped  playing, listened  to  the guards  shouting  in the hall, and waited. 

"You! What are you doing?" 

Benedikt turned  toward  the door  and  opened  his eye.  "Working  on  the  Song  for the xaan." He let his fear spill into his voice to help the lie. "What happened?" 

"Never mind," the guard snarled. "Keep working,  karjo." 

Karjo.  Roughly,  no  braid.  It  didn't  apply  to  either  children  or  priests  of Tulpayotee  and  was,  as  near  as  Benedikt  could  determine,  one  of  the  most  potent insults  in  the  Petayn  vocabulary.  The  xaan  had  ordered  his  head  shaved,  not  to disturb  him, a foreigner,  but  to  evoke  a  reaction  in  those  around  him.  Even  guards who'd given him songs now treated him with heated disdain. 

Bowing his head as the guard left, Benedikt waited until he heard the bells over  the sound  of  the  chaos  beyond,  then  scrambled  to  his  feet.  Earlier,  he'd  gathered rainwater into a deep metal basin, pushing it into the far corner of the room,  and  now he stood  over  it, watching the kigh and  praying to  all the gods  in the Circle that this would work. 

Bards who Sang air strongly enough could echo Songs  off  distant  objects  so  that the effects were felt long after  the bard  had  left the area.  It was  mostly  a party  trick, amusing but not very useful. Benedikt planned on using a version  of  the trick  to  help him escape. 

He piped the four notes to call the kigh, added a short sequence he'd been  playing over  and  over  for  days,  then  asked  the  kigh  for  their  help.  In  the  basin,  the  water started  to  spin.  The  metal  basin  began  to  hum.  Faster.  Louder.  Finally,  the  kigh recreated the short sequence of notes. 

Benedikt started  to  breathe  again. It wouldn't  fool  anyone  up  close,  but  from  the chaos  in the  hall—those  cisterns  had  held  a  lot  of  water—it  should  sound  as  if  he continued to practice, too frightened to use a god-given opportunity. 

Which was very nearly the truth. 

 Xaan  Mijandra  calculates  everything  to  her  benefit,  he  reminded  himself  as  he hesitated.  She  won't   take  my  voice.  He  raised  his  hand  to  the  place  on  his  chest where the queen's  medallion had  rested.  The  xaan wore  it now,  reforged  into  a  pair of earrings.  I won't let her take my honor. 

Singing  softly  to  the  rain,  he  paused  on  the  raised  threshold  between  room  and balcony.  When  he  was  sure  the  kigh  knew  what  he  needed,  he  stepped  outside, pulled  himself  up  onto  the  railing,  and  swung  around  the  dividing  wall  to  the  next balcony.  The  rain  pressed  him  hard  against  the  stone.  The  kigh  couldn't  hold  him, but  they could  keep  him  from  falling.  Had  he  been  able  to  see  more  than  a  hand's distance  in  front  of  his  face,  his  lack  of  depth  perception  would  have  probably caused a misstep and sent him to  his death  on  the multicolored  paving stones  of  the courtyard below. As it was, he had to depend  on  his sense  of  touch,  and  that hadn't changed. 

Hurrying across  the next  balcony,  Benedikt  heard  his  name  spoken  and  froze  in place,  his heart nearly  deafening  him  with  its  terrified  pounding.  Then  he  realized  it came,  not  from  the  room  itself,  but  from  the  hallway  beyond.  Someone,  caught  in the cascade of water from the cistern, was wondering why he couldn't sing this flood back as well. 

If they went to get him, and he wasn't in his room…

"Ain't gonna  happen.  Xaan  said  he's  to  stay  in  that  room,  and  that's  where  he's stayin'." 

"But the water…" 

"Take it up with the xaan." 

Some  members  of  the  xaan's  household  might  risk  initiative,  but  not  the  Guard. 

The Guard  followed  orders.  Although he hadn't  appreciated  it  at  the  time,  Benedikt thanked  all the gods  in the Circle that the xaan had  seen  fit  to  waste  a  guard  on  his door. 

Wanting nothing more  than to  crawl into a corner  and  be  sick,  he  forced  himself to keep moving along the eight balconies  to  the wall over  the kitchens.  As  he rested, sucking  air  through  the  rain,  he  could  hear  screams  of  outrage  as  the  artiste  who prepared the xaan's meals raged against the sudden flood in his domain.  Although he couldn't maintain it, Benedikt found himself smiling briefly. The kitchen cisterns  were as large as the bathing cisterns and had been just as full. 

From  the  outside  lip  of  the  last  balcony,  he  gripped  the  railing  and  managed  to find toehold enough on the kitchen wall that all his weight didn't  slam suddenly  onto his outstretched arms. Dangling put him less than three feet from the ground.  He was significantly taller than the people the house had been built to contain. 

He dropped. 

The rain came down thicker around him. 

There had been  a guard  in the courtyard  under  his balcony,  but  that balcony  was now some distance away. Between all the shouting  from  inside and  the sound  of  the downpour smashing into the building, he should be safe. 



Should be. 

For the moment. 

Now  he  had  to  get  past  the  kitchen,  into  the  cellars  below,  and  then  into  the passageways below that. From overheard conversations,  he knew there were at least two levels of cellar under the kitchen; he could only hope  that they held an access  to the old tunnels. 

Getting  past  the  kitchen  turned  out  to  be  surprisingly  easy.  Between  the  initial destruction  when  the  cistern  blew  and  the  continuing  destruction  caused  by  the xaan's cook, no one noticed either a bent figure racing for the stairs or  the way those stairs got suddenly darker. 

In the first cellar, Benedikt carefully set  the lamp he'd  taken from  its bracket  onto the  floor  and  took  a  moment  to  still  a  rising  panic.  His  empty  socket  throbbed  in time  to  his  heartbeat,  the  pain  a  constant  reminder  of  what  he'd  face  if  he  were caught. 

 If they  found  me  in  the  house,  I could  say  I just  wanted  to  help  with  the  flood. 

 But if they find me down here…

He turned back toward the stairs, then turned himself around again. The cellar was quiet, the only sound the dripping of water from the floors above. 

 If you're a bard of Shkoder— be one. Pick up the lamp and find those tunnels. 



"What is going on here?" 

The  karjen  dropped  to  one  knee  with  a  splash.  "The  cisterns,  peerless  one.  It, they…"  He really didn't  have an explanation  for  what  the  cisterns  had  done.  "Your rooms are flooded, peerless one." 

"She can see that, you fool," Hueru growled from  behind  the xaan's  left shoulder. 

"Tell her something she doesn't know." 

Visibly tensing, the karjen stammered, "There's water everywhere, peerless one." 

A light touch on his tattoo stopped Hueru's forward movement. "Leave it." 

"Peerless  one,  you've  returned  early!"  Serasti  bustled  out  of  the  xaan's bedchamber  wearing  only  her  shift,  her  arms  filled  with  billowing  folds  of multicolored cloth. "The Tulparax… ?" 

"He lives, although there was  an assassin  dismembered  in  his  private  garden  last night." 

"Whose?" 

"The  remains were mostly  eaten,  impossible  to  tell."  A  brief  flash  of  what  might have been  satisfaction  was  quickly replaced  by  the sardonic  lift of  a  brow.  "Have  I returned at a bad time?" 

As  Hueru  snorted,  Serasti  glanced  down  at  the  damp  fabric  in  her  arms  and flushed. "The cistern wall collapsed  into your  bathing chamber,  peerless  one.  Flying masonry  has  destroyed  most  of  the  tile  work,  the  boilers  were  smashed,  and  the water had barely slowed by the time it reached your wardrobe. We're saving what we can, but the damage…" 

A  lifted  hand  cut  off  the  flow  of  explanation.  "Yes,"  Xaan  Mijandra acknowledged softly, "water can  be  more  dangerous  than we suspect."  She  nodded toward the kneeling karjen. "He said cisterns." 

"Yes, peerless one. All three." 

"All  three?"  Her  tone  suggested  she  found  it  more  interesting  than  upsetting. 

"Where is Benedikt?" 

Serasti's  fists  clenched,  bunching  her  burden  into  disapproving  rosettes.  "In  his room, peerless  one.  The  guard  checked  on  him immediately, and  he has  been  heard since." 

Hueru's lip curled. "Singing?" 

The house master nudged the kneeling karjen with her foot. 

"N-no, karjet," he stammered. "Playing the pipes." 

Xaan Mijandra lifted the trailing edge  of  feathered  robe  she'd  worn  to  court  as  a rivulet of  water reached  the  mosaic  at  her  feet,  spread  into  the  spaces  between  the tiles, and  divided  into a thousand  tiny streams.  "I  think I'll go  and  have a word  with him." 

"It will be difficult, peerless one. The cistern wall is blocking the upper hallway." 

"I go where I please in my own house." 

It was almost a warning. 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"It's  still  raining."  The  xaan  glanced  toward  the  ceiling.  "Have  you  closed  the cistern intake on the roof?" 

"Yes,  peerless  one.  It  was  the  first  thing  I  ordered  when  I  was  told  what  had happened." 

"Good." She turned, Hueru following like a shadow. "You see,  cousin,  I told  you Serasti excels at her job. You shouldn't repeat such unfounded rumors." 

Enjoying the sudden  flash  of  fear  on  the  house  master's  face,  Hueru  grinned.  "I won't do so again, peerless one." It didn't matter that he never had. 



The entrance to the old tunnels had to be fairly obvious if the pipe attendants used them for maintenance. Unfortunately,  the cellars  were large and  Benedikt's  one  small lamp  threw  more  shadows  than  illumination.  Time  after  time,  he  started  toward  a certain opening in the wall, only to have it disappear when he came closer. 

He began to fear the tunnels were hiding on his blindside. 

His search lost all system as again and again he staggered into the darkness  on  his left. 

He began lighting other lamps as he found them. 

It didn't help. 



"Benedikt is not in his room, peerless one!" 

"And the pipe music?" the xaan asked, continuing to feed Shecquai bits of melon. 

"It came from a bowl," Hueru snarled. "I smashed it." 

"Of course you did." 

Stopped  in mid-stomp  by  her matter-of-fact  tone,  Hueru's  brows  drew  in.  "You aren't  surprised  he's  gone,  peerless  one?  I  could  have  sworn  that  he  broke  when  I took his eye." 

"He  did,"  she  told  him,  wiping  juice  from  her  hands  with  a  scented  cloth. 

"Apparently,  he put  part  of  himself  back  together  again;  enough  to  force  the  water through the cisterns to cover his escape." 

"Force the  water, peerless one?" 

The xaan ignored her cousin's confusion  and  continued,  speaking  more  to  herself than to  him. "The  flood  has  gained Benedikt the freedom  of  the house,  but  it  won't have  distracted  the  guards  on  the  exits."  Pausing,  she  frowned  slightly.  "They'd better not have been distracted. Where's the First?" 

Hueru jerked away from  the platter  of  sliced  fruit. "Making sure  the failure of  the cisterns wasn't meant to cover an attempt on your life, peerless one." 

"It  wasn't.  Find  him.  Have  him  make  certain  Benedikt  is  still  in  the  house,  then have  the  house  searched."  Scooping  up  the  small  dog,  she  settled  back  on  her cushions. "There are a limited number  of  places  a one-eyed  karjo that size can  hide. 

When he's found, he'll pay for the damage he's done." 



Benedikt found  the entrance  to  the tunnels in a  small  room  in  the  lowest  level  of the cellars. It was the second  room  he'd  looked  into.  Sweating in spite  of  the cooler air,  he'd  peered  into  the  first,  expecting  to  see  the  desiccated  body  of  a  forgotten prisoner, and had seen only a double stack of small stone crocks. 

 Dungeons aren't the xaan's way. If she has a use for you, she puts you back into a parody of your  life,  reminding  you  constantly  not  only  of what  you've  lost but  of what you can have again if you only behave. If she has no use for you…

He remembered the body he thought he'd seen on the waste wagon and  the xaan's reply. 

 "People die, Benedikt." 

Dying would have been so much easier. 

The tunnel was  a great  deal  older  than  House  Kohunlich,  an  arched  passageway carved from the rock for a people still shorter than those who'd replaced them. 

Hunched  over  his  lamp,  following  the  signs  of  use,  Benedikt  didn't  look  too closely  at either the crumbling walls or  the piecemeal  attempts  at  repair.  He  ducked under  angled,  worm-eaten  beams,  stepped  over  piles  of  loose  rubble,  and  tried  not to think of the weight of stone above him. 

Herexi had  said  she  used  the tunnels  to  get  to  the  pipes  under  the  fountain.  The fountain was  very close  to  the wall separating  the xaan's  half  of  the  house  from  the tul's. If he could only get to the fountain, surely he could find a way across to safety. 



Cazzes  approached  the  house  Second  cautiously.  His  actions  on  the  pier  had made  him  a  Second  of  Five  and  he  was  now  discovering  the  down  side  to  the promotion.  Even such  a small addition  to  his tattoo  meant he was  no  longer  hidden safely in the ranks. "Second?" 

"What?" she growled, lifting her sandal as a sudden stream of water washed  a pile of cut vegetables past her foot. 

"We found lamps lit in the cellars." 

"So?" 

"The kitchen karjen say they didn't light them." 

The Second  smiled grimly. She'd  shared  food  with the missing karjo before  he'd lost  his  braids,  and  she  couldn't  help  but  feel  that  had  tainted  her  slightly.  Others who'd been in her position assured her it didn't,  but  she'd  be  happier  if she  were the one to return the fugitive to the xaan. "You, go find the First and tell him. The  rest  of you…"  Her voice  filled the kitchen,  pulling the guards  from  their  search.  "…  come with me." 



He found the fountain by listening for the song  of  the water in the pipes,  although an ancient rockfall closed the side tunnel to anyone even half his size,  preventing  him from  actually  reaching  it.  Standing  with  one  hand  on  the  damp  rock  and  die  other clutched tightly around the handle of his lamp,  he tried  to  orient  himself to  the world above. 

If the fountain was to his left, then the tul was to his right. 

Unfortunately,  the main tunnel  continued  parallel  to  the  wall,  heading  out  toward the Great Square. 

Herexi had  said  that the tunnels connected  the  great  houses  to  the  site  of  an  old temple under  the Great  Square.  Perhaps  he had  to  find  that  temple  before  he  could make his way back in to another building. 

Perhaps  Herexi  was  wrong  and  the  tunnels  had  collapsed  everywhere  but  under the house of the Kohunlich Xaan. 

Pushing  his free hand  against  the edge  of  his empty  socket,  trying to  press  away the pain of  a heated  spike  being driven  back  into  his  skull,  Benedikt  lifted  his  lamp and moved carefully through the rubble toward the Great Square. 

It was  simple really; he could  go  forward,  or  he  could  go  back,  and  going  back wasn't an option. 



"Into  the  old  tunnels?"  To  Cazzes'  surprise,  the  First  looked  pleased.  "Good. 

Rejoin your Five and tell the Second to follow him in. I'll have another  group  try and cut him off at this end." 

Sketching  a  quick  salute,  Cazzes  hurried  less  than  enthusiastically  back  to  the cellars  with  the  message.  He  hadn't  even  known  the  tunnels  existed  until  they'd followed  the  lamps  into  the  lowest  cellar  and  a  quick  search  had  turned  up  the ancient  stonework.  Clearly,  the  First  not  only  knew  they  were  there  but  knew  of other accesses and planned to use them. 

"Yeah,  but  I'll  bet  he  won't  be  going  down  into  the  dark,  dangerous  things,"  he muttered. "Don't find house Firsts and  Seconds  marching into the realm of  the dead with the rest of us." 

Chasing  the xaan's  runaway out  in the city was  one  thing, chasing  him down  into the bowels of the earth was another thing entirely. 



A sudden  draft  indicated  another  passage  to  his  right.  Another  passage  leading back  to  the  house.  The  wrong  direction.  Benedikt  took  his  hand  from  the  wall  to protect the tiny flame in his lamp and froze. 

Voices. 

Guards. 

He should have known there was more than one way into the tunnels. Should have known the xaan knew they were there and  had  worked  out  a way to  use  them to  her advantage. 

He should blow out his lamp, find a dark corner, and hide. 

Glancing toward the house, he saw the glow of lanterns in the distance. They were bringing enough light to fill the corners.  There  was  nowhere  to  hide.  He had  to  keep moving. 

He turned his lamp down as far as  it would  go,  put  his left hand  back  on  the wall lest he miss the passageway he needed and began a desperate, bowlegged run. 

There were lights in the tunnel behind  him when his left hand  finally fell away into nothing. Relief making him almost sick, he turned toward the tul and safety. 

Relief lasted three steps. The side tunnel had been filled in with loose stone. 

As far as  he could  tell, none  of  the pieces  were larger than his  head.  Given  time, he could  clear  the  passage.  But  time  was  the  one  thing  he  didn't  have.  The  guards would find him here, trap him here, take him to the xaan…



Benedikt  bit  off  an  involuntary  moan  and  hurried  back  to  the  main  tunnel.  The lights were closer. 

Breathing  heavily,  he  started  running,  tripped,  and  slammed  one  knee  painfully into the debris  covering  the floor.  Lifting his lamp,  he saw  that a section  of  the arch had fallen, leaving a jagged, unbraced hole behind.  Either the maintenance had  ended or this was  a recent  collapse—either  way,  it seemed  he was  now  in as  much  danger from the rock itself as from the guards. 

"I see his lamp!" 

The tunnels presented him with the triumphant cry,  wrapped  in echoes  and  joined by the slap of sandals against stone. 

They were farther away than they seemed. 

He still had a chance. 

Careening off rough walls, bare  skin scraped  and  bruised,  Benedikt threw himself forward,  no  longer  caring  where  he  ran  to  as  long  as  he  got  away.  His  back screamed  protests,  but  he  couldn't  straighten.  Every  movement  jangled  half-healed nerves in his empty socket, filling it with fire, but he couldn't stop. 

He scrambled  up  and  over  rockfalls.  He  threw  himself  down  and  under  another section  of  collapsed  roof  propped  to  knee  height  on  two  slabs  of  stone.  He squeezed past jagged edges, opening new lines of pain on back and chest. 

If there were side tunnels, he didn't notice. 

He had to get away. He couldn't let them take him back. 

But  the  lights  were  still  behind  him  when  he  reached  the  dead  end.  Another rockfall. 

The tiny part of his mind still clinging to  rational thought  kept  him on  his feet and spun him about, frantically searching for another way. 

The flame in his lamp flickered  and  he froze.  Without  even such  a pitiful light, he couldn't run, and if he couldn't run…

Run where? 

Despair brought with it false calm.  Benedikt sagged  against  the stone  that trapped him and drew in a long shuddering breath. He could see  the lanterns,  hear the guards coming closer. He could wait or he could go to meet them and get it over  with a little quicker. 

"Maybe,"  he whispered,  amazed  at  being  able  to  speak  at  all,  "if  I  charge  them, they'll kill me." 

His sawrap  slapped  against  his legs as  he stepped  forward,  spraying  water down his calves. 

Water? 

Stumbling around  to  face  the  rockfall  again,  he  found  the  glistening  line  that  ran from ceiling to floor and back along the wall until it disappeared into shadow. 



Frowning, he bent lower and followed. 

The shadow hid a crevice. 

His  lamp,  thrust  in  as  far  as  his  arm  could  easily  go,  suggested  an  opening beyond—another tunnel, a natural cave, Benedikt neither knew nor cared. 

The crevice was wide enough to allow a small man turned sideways to pass. 

Benedikt was not a small man. 

 Still… He swallowed and forced his right shoulder into the crack after  the lamp…

 there's less of me than there was. 

Stone pressed against his throat as he angled his head into the only possible  place that  would  pass  his  skull.  Head  unshaven,  he  would  never  have  made  it.  His  hair would have caught on the rough rock and trapped him. 

Why would anyone give up eight braids? 

 Here's a reason. 

He could feel hysteria rising and bit it back. 

Chest. Hip. Right leg bent almost into a squat. 

Ribs creaked but slick with sweat and blood, his chest moved through. 

Left hip. Left leg. Left shoulder. 

Everything except his right hand was in the crevice. 

Fighting panic, Benedikt struggled toward the lamplight a hair's width at a time. 

His right foot pushed into freedom. 

The  gouge  of  rock  into  his  groin,  forced  forward  by  the  unnatural  bend  in  his legs, was  just one  more  pain amidst  the  many.  He'd  have  ignored  it  except  that  the sawrap  caught,  and  with  movement  so  minimal  it  had  strength  enough  to  hold  him fast. 

All  he  could  hear  was  the  pounding  of  his  heart,  but  he  knew  the  guards  were closer. Soon, they'd find him. Yank him out. Drag him back…

He  had  nowhere  to  put  the  lamp;  he  had  to  hang  onto  it  or  be  plunged  into darkness.  His  left  hand  fought  to  find  purchase  on  the  rock,  to  push  against  the friction of the wet fabric. 

A moment's  panic  added  a  little  more  blood,  but  it  wasn't  enough  to  slide  him through. 

 What would Bannon do ? 

He couldn't help it, he started to laugh. Bannon was half his size. Bannon wouldn't have gotten stuck. 



Cazzes frowned. "Did you hear that?" 



The  guard  beside  him  nodded  and  held  the  lantern  higher.  "It's  the  dead.  The dead live underground." 

"The dead don't live, asshole. And they sure as shit don't laugh." 

"Shut  up,  both  of  you,"  growled  the  house  Second  from  the  back  of  the  pack. 

"We let this karjo get away, and the dead will be the least of your concerns." 

Trite, Cazzes allowed, but true. 

The two  clumps  of  guards  had  come  together,  then separated  once  again, half to check  the tunnels behind  to  make  sure  their  quarry  hadn't  hidden  himself  until  they passed and half moving on toward the Great Square. As the tunnels moved  out  from under House Kohunlich, they'd spotted their quarry's light and given chase. 

Once  or  twice  they'd  lost  the  light  and  the  Second—with  them  still  to  Cazzes' 

surprise—had sent reluctant guards into every nook and cranny they'd passed. 

At  the  moment,  they'd  lost  the  light  again;  Cazzes  wasn't  looking  forward  to taking his turn alone in the next nook and or cranny they found. 

* * *

With his weight held by the stone,  Benedikt hooked  his right heel on  the crevice's edge  and  used  the  muscles  of  his  legs  to  drag  himself  free  of  the  rock's  embrace. 

Teeth  clenched,  eye  shut,  explosions  of  light  filling  his  skull,  he  began  to  move. 

Amid a hundred other bits of pain, he couldn't feel the sawrap dig into his waist.  Nor could he feel the ties begin to part. 



"Rockfall up ahead, Second." 

"So I see." 

"Whole tunnel's blocked, and there's no sign of the karjo." 

"Then find out where he's gone." 

When the sawrap  finally gave way,  Benedikt came  out  of  the  crevice  like  he  was being  birthed  a  second  time.  Naked,  covered  in  blood,  he  slammed  down  onto  a sandy  floor  and  lost  his  hold  on  the  lamp.  He  lay  there  for  a  moment,  breathing shallowly, beyond both panic and despair, and then opened his eye. 

A small flame flickered  in the darkness.  The  lamp,  cradled  in a  pile  of  fine  black sand,  had  not  gone  out.  The  last  few  precious  drops  of  oil  hadn't  spilled.  The darkness hadn't won. 

Taking  strength  from  that  simple  gift,  Benedikt  crawled  forward,  lifted  the  lamp and looked around. 

He was  in a small round  cave,  with walls that had  once  curved  down  to  become colonnaded entrances to a myriad of tunnels. Time had blocked many of  the tunnels, but some, he thought, were open still. 

In the center of the cave was a seated statue of a woman. 





There was only one possible place the karjo could have gone. 

"Give Cazzes a lantern," the Second commanded. 

"If there's only one  place  the karjo could  have gone,"  Cazzes  argued,  "why  don't we all go?" 

The  Second  glanced  over  at  the  shadowed  crevice  and  hid  a  shudder.  She'd heard the same stories in the children's compound as the others. 

The dead lived underground. 

"First," she told him, "you make sure." 



As Benedikt moved  around  to  the front  of  the statue,  he wondered  why the head seemed  so  out  of  proportion.  The  body  had  been  carved  along  generous  lines, broad hips and rounded shoulders cradling generous swooping  curves  of  breast  and belly, but the head seemed small and almost delicate. 

Then he saw that the head had not actually been carved. 

"…   there  used  to be  a  temple  to Peta  where  the  square  is  now,  and  the  olden days people used to use the tunnels to get there." 

The remains of a skull, sat on the pedestal of a stone neck, the jawbone wired into place.  It  had  been  a  very  long  time  since  this  ancient  goddess  had  chosen  a  new avatar. 

A muffled curse pulled Benedikt around and he realized he could see a line of light near where he'd entered the cave. 

No, not near. 

The guards were in the crevice. 



There  was  blood  on  a  bit  of  jagged  stone  by  Cazzes'  cheek.  It  glistened  in  the lamplight and told him they were very, very close. 

Shuffling sideways, attempting without much  success  to  keep  the new and  tender part  of  his  tattoo  from  touching  the  rock,  he  choked  off  a  curse  as  his  foot  came down on something soft that wrapped a damp fold up over bare toes. 

Hanging the lantern on a projecting rock,  he managed  to  hook  his finger around  it and bring it up to where he could see. 

A sawrap. 

The  karjo  was  naked  and  injured,  and,  Cazzes  reminded  himself,  just  barely recovered from the loss of an eye. 

He hadn't been able to look away when the xaan's cousin had taken the eye. It had been no more brutal than many a punishment he'd seen and  certainly no  less  than the runaway  deserved,  but  somehow  it  had  meant  more.  He  hadn't  been  able  to  stop thinking of the despair he'd seen in those strange blue eyes. 

He  couldn't  stop  thinking  of  it  now  as  he  closed  his  fingers  tightly  around  the crumpled sawrap. 

The  karjo,  Benedikt,  was  harmless.  He  had  a  smart  mouth,  sure,  and  maybe  he could push water around, but Cazzes had seen him embarrass  himself in front  of  the xaan. 

If he backed  out  of  the crevic,  if he said  it ended  barely a body  length in and  the karjo could not have gone that way, would the Second believe him? 



Benedikt didn't know why the first of the guards hadn't already come  through  into the cave, but he was willing to believe the goddess had something to do with it. 

"Peta,  please,"  he  whispered,  his  free  hand  staining  her  thigh  with  blood  as  he dropped to his knees. "Help me." 

Staring up at the empty sockets of the ancient skull he touched  the cloth  wrapped over the place where his left eye had been. Tears ran down his cheek. 

The goddess cried with him. 

Heart racing, Benedikt lifted the lamp higher. 

No.  Water  dripped  from  the  ceiling  above,  ran  down  the  rounded  curves  of ancient bone, and dripped dark promises onto the stone breasts. 

The rock all around the cave was saturated with water. 



"Cazzes! What's taking you so long?" 

The harder he tried to think of something  else,  anything else,  the more  the despair in those eyes filled his thoughts. 

 What harm would it do to let the kid go ? 

He felt the movement of the rock before he heard the Song that caused it. 

Heard the Second yell a moment later. "Get him out of there now!" 

Felt hands grab his wrist and yank him back into the tunnel as the world  collapsed around him. 




Chapter Fifteen

« ^ 



"YOU'RE certain you can't clear the rockfall?" 



"Yes,  peerless  one.  When  we  moved  one  rock,  another  two  fell.  If  we'd  kept going,  we  would  have  collapsed  the  tunnels  right  back  into  your  cellars.  Perhaps miners…" 

"No." The xaan cut off the nervous  flow of  words  before  they provoked  her into a more definitive response. Two steps took her from  the house  Second  to  the filthy, bleeding  guard  kneeling  beside  her.  "You  had  your  hands  on  him  when  the  rocks began to fall?" 

"I'm  sorry,  peerless  one."  Right  hand  cradled  against  his  chest,  Cazzes  held  up the sawrap in his left. He'd been clutching it when the rest  of  his Five had  pulled him from the crevice,  and  he  hadn't  argued  with  the  Second's  assumption.  He  knew  he should  have  been  terrified  by  how  close  he'd  come  to  betraying  his  xaan,  but somehow  it just didn't  matter.  The  certain  death  of  the karjo,  of  Benedikt,  bothered him more. He didn't know why. 

"You caught him on the pier as well?" 

Her  question  took  him  by  surprise.  He  hadn't  realized  she'd  been  told.  "Yes, peerless one." 

"And you were the guard he failed to command." 

"Yes, peerless one." He was amazed she'd remembered.  Too much  attention  from the  xaan  always  ended  badly.  The  terror  smashed  through  whatever  had  been holding it back and he swayed where he knelt. 

"Is he injured?" 

"Not badly, peerless one," the Second began. 

Xaan Mijandra cut her off. "Take him to a physician. He has served me well." 

The last was almost a ritual statement of praise. Cazzes struggled to feel the joy he should have with little success. 

The xaan waited until the Second  helped  Cazzes  from  the room,  then  she  turned to her First. "I thought the tunnels were closed off." 

"The pipe attendants use them, peerless one, to…" He paused  and  finished  a little sheepishly. "… attend to their pipes." 

"Then  find  out  which  of  the  pipe  attendants  has  been  speaking  to  Benedikt.  He didn't stumble into those tunnels by accident." 

"And when I find out, peerless one?" 

"Deal with it." 

"Yes, peerless one." 

"He'll likely die in the tunnels," Hueru offered when the First had left them alone. 

"Best  case  scenario,"  the xaan agreed,  stripping  an iridescent  green  feather  to  its shaft  with tiny vicious  movements  of  her fingers.  "If  he  doesn't,  he's  going  to  wish he had." 





Benedikt's  lamp  had  gone  out  just  after  he  left  Peta's  cavern;  the  last  of  the  oil burned, the darkness  enveloping him like deep  water.  He should  have been  terrified, but  he  wasn't.  Whether  the  ancient  goddess  continued  to  aid  him  or  he  was  just emotionally  numb,  he  neither  knew  nor  cared.  He  set  the  useless  lamp  aside  and moved on. 

The xaan couldn't find him in the darkness. 

Eye closed, humming the Song of Sorquizic softly  to  himself, he crawled  on,  one hand in the tiny stream  of  water that guided  him. Water  would  save  him. Water  had always  saved  him.  Although  he  clambered  painfully  over  rockfalls  and  inched forward  flat  on  his  belly  through  a  horizontal  crack  in  the  rock,  there  were  never obstacles so great he lost track of the water. 

Until it disappeared under the lip of a worn stone. 

Kneeling carefully, Benedikt opened his eye. 

The  darkness  no  longer  pressed  so  heavily  against  him.  There  was  distance, depth, shades of darkness where for  so  long there had  been  nothing at all. Reaching out,  he  stroked  an  opening  a  little  higher  than  his  head,  a  little  narrower  than  his shoulders. Breathing heavily, he inched forward. 

The distance grew a little more distinct. 

His  shoulder  brushed  against  an  object  more  yielding  than  stone.  Warmer. 

Rougher.  It  took  him  a  moment  to  remember  what  it  was  called.  Wood.  Curved. 

Fitted. Round. A barrel. 

The water had disappeared beneath an ancient lintel. 

He was in a cellar. 

His nose led him to the kitchen. 

Benedikt  wasn't  sure  he  could  make  it  up  the  final  flight  of  stairs,  but  he  pulled himself  up  into  the  light  along  the  smell  of  roasting  pork.  Gripping  the  wall  for support,  he  levered  himself  up  to  his  knees  and  stared  around.  The  xaan's  kitchen had barely been large enough to  contain  her staff;  with food  and  equipment  added  it bulged  at  the  seams.  This  room  was  as  large  but  almost  empty  except  for  the half-dozen karjen at the far end of the room…

"Assassin!" 

… and the one behind him. 

He  went  down  without  a  fight  and  lay  quietly  under  the  weight  of  his  young attacker,  too  tired  to  care  what  was  going  to  happen.  Far  too  tired  to  do  anything about it. 

Whatever it was, it seemed to involve a lot of shouting. 

He kept his eye closed and tried  to  remember  that this was  happening  to  him, but it wasn't  easy.  His body  seemed  unattached,  not  really  a  part  of  him,  no  longer  his concern. 

"If this is some kind of a joke…" 

"No joke. We caught a karjo assassin." 

"Why tell me?" 

Benedikt  stirred  and  moved  his  head  away  from  the  small  hand  pushing  at  the bandage over his eye. Something familiar…

"So you can tell the tul." 

The  tul?  There  were  eleven  tuls.  One  for  each  of  the  great  houses  and  one  for each of the lesser houses.  You see, I was paying attention. 

"He's at the palace." 

Very familiar. 

"You can tell him when he gets back, karjet." 

"The karjo assassin's only got one eye." 

That  came  from  the skinny boy  sitting on  his  chest.  Eye  open,  Benedikt  tried  to focus  on  his  face,  couldn't,  and  focused  instead  on  the  red  edges  around  a  brand new tattoo  centered  on  a  thin  chest.  Boy  indeed.  Had  just  gotten  his  house  tattoo. 

That should have meant more, but he couldn't seem to make it. 

"And he's naked." 

Shadows darkened as everyone drew in for a closer  look.  Benedikt waited for  the inevitable. 

"And he's hairy." 

"Hairy?"  The  familiar  voice  became  a  familiar  touch  and  a  familiar  face. 

"Benedikt?" 

"You know the karjo assassin, karjet?" 

Xhojee sat back on his heels, staring at the filthy, bleeding body before him. "This isn't an assassin, this is a warrior of Tulpayotee." 

"This?" 

Benedikt couldn't help smiling at the disbelief  in the boy's  voice—for  all it wasn't funny. 

"This.  Get  off  him  and  go  get  the  physician.  The  rest  of  you  can  get  back  to work." 

"We should help you guard him." 

"He's  not  going  anywhere."  When  the  two  of  them  were  finally  alone—although the  karjen  had  only  gone  to  the  other  end  of  the  kitchen,  Xhojee  reached  out  and gently stroked an abraded shoulder. "What happened to you?" 

Benedikt dragged his tongue over his lips. Back in the tul's  country  house,  Xhojee had  told  him a story  about  how,  unwilling to  wait for  a change,  the moon  fought  to cover the sun until only a circle of light was left. Those  who  stared  at the battle  went blind. Somehow, the story seemed apt. "I got eclipsed," he said. 



"Benedikt is with the tul, peerless one." 

"My  brother?"  Surprise  pushed  the  xaan's  usual,  calm  tones  to  a  higher  pitch. 

"Are you sure?" 

Serasti  bowed.  "Positive,  peerless  one.  The  karjen  you  placed  in  your  brother's house  spoke  to  her  brother  this  morning  at  the  trash  heap.  Benedikt  staggered  into the kitchens last night and was  taken away by  the physician.  The  girl said  he did  not appear to be badly injured." 

"Good." 

"Shall I send for the First, peerless one?" 

"The First? Why?" 

"So that before you go to the palace, you may make plans to get Benedikt back." 

"No, I don't think so." Carefully keeping her left hand and  its wet nails away from her  robe,  Xaan  Mijandra  moved  to  gaze  out  through  the  stone  latticework  that overlooked the Great Square. A party from House Calakroul was heading toward  the palace. 

Confused,  the  house  master  shuffled  closer.  "The  guards  seem  to  think  at  least one  of  the tunnels between  your  house  and  your  brother's  could  be  cleared.  A  Five could…" 

"…  find  itself  picked  off  one  by  one  as  it  crawled  through  the  opening.  My brother is not always a fool, Serasti. He knows how to defend himself." 

"But, peerless one, Benedikt…" 

"I don't think I'll bother getting Benedikt back right away."  While she'd  been  busy covertly  arranging  a  fleet  and  weapons,  Omliaz,  she  who  would  be  the Calakroul-xaan,  had  become  very close  to  the xaantalax. Sooner  or  later—probably sooner—the  silly  chit  would  mention  that  the  Kohunlich-xaan  had  an  exceptional singer in residence.  The  xaantalax would  want to  hear him sing and,  if she  liked him well enough, would want to add him to her own household. 

House  Kohunlich  was  powerful  but  not  powerful  enough  to  refuse  a  direct request from the xaantalax. Yet. 

 How much  simpler, Xaan Mijandra mused  as  she  watched  the Calakroul banners disappear  behind  the Great  Temple,  to tell  the  xaantalax  that  Benedikt  has  run  to my brother.  After the  change,  the  xaantalax  can  order  Altun  to  give  him  up  and thus avoid a lot of potential unpleasantness during these unstable times. 

 How unfortunate for the xaantalax that after the change will be too late. 

"Peerless one?" 

"I know my brother, Serasti. Benedikt has only one thing to  offer  him now.  When he  tries  to  use  it,  I'll  be  there  to  take  it  away."  Smiling  serenely,  she  waved  her unpainted  nails  at  the  housemaster.  "Send  my  adorner  back  in,  would  you.  I  don't want to be late arriving at the palace." 



"You didn't exactly take care  of  yourself  while you  were gone,  did  you?"  Imixara held Benedikt's jaw firmly and turned his head from side to side.  "It  seems  Sorquizic was kinder to you." 

His reaction  pulled his face  from  her  grip.  For  a  moment  the  Song  of  Sorquizic drowned out conscious thought. "Why do you say that?" he managed at last. 

"I say  it because  the  sea  didn't  take  any  body  parts."  Rising,  the  physician  held out  her hand  for  a scented  cloth.  "And  having  saved  your  sight,  I'd  have  preferred you hadn't lost part of it to the xaan." 

Benedikt fought to keep his voice steady. "I tried to get away." 

"We  know."  Xhojee  knelt  by  the  other  side  of  the  bed.  "I  was  the  one  in  the crowd who yelled that the xaan couldn't punish a priest." 

"That was  you?"  He remembered  the voice  and  the moment  of  hope  it had  given him. 

"The  tul  sent  us  out  looking  for  you  when  he  heard  you'd  run."  A  braid  tipped with a red-and-black feather fell forward as Xhojee ducked his head. "I'm sorry." 

"For what?" 

"For not finding you before the xaan's guard." He looked up,  needing Benedikt to believe that he'd  tried.  "I  wasn't  even  sure  it  was  you  at  first,  because  of  the  robe, then I covered my tattoo and got as close as I could. Xaan Mijandra was smart  using the robe.  It covered  just enough  to  hide  your  strangeness  and  what  it  didn't  cover, well, no  one  ever  looks  too  closely  at  prisoners  of  the  great  houses.  I  stayed  until they took you into the warehouse." 

Tears filled Benedikt's eye and spilled down behind his ear and  onto  the bed.  Just to know that he hadn't been alone… "Thank you." 

Xhojee  flushed  as  Imixara  cleared  her  throat,  glad  she'd  drawn  the  other  man's attention.  Everyone  in the room  but  Benedikt knew he'd  stayed  only because  the  tul would have wanted him to. 

"The eye is healing as it should. Now that you're clean, I see  that most  of  the new damage looked  worse  than it is."  The  physician  stepped  back  and  motioned  Ochoa forward.  "A  few  days  of  this  salve  on  your  knees  and  across  the  stitches  I  put  in your  hand  and  there should  be  no  scarring."  Physical  scarring,  she  added  silently, watching the way he reacted to Ochoa's touch. 

Hearing voices outside the room, she moved the string  of  bells aside  and  stepped out into the hall. 

"Well?" 



"If you'd  let Ochoa  finish tending him, gracious  one,  then you  can  speak  without interruption." 

Tul Altun dismissed  her response  with  an  impatient  wave  of  one  hand.  "Did  my sister leave me enough to use?" 

"Your  sister  only removed  his  eye,  gracious  one.  The  injuries  he  received  in  the tunnels will heal." 

"What  about  his  voice?"  Ooman  Xhai  leaned  past  his  tul  and  clutched  at  the physician's robe. "Can he still sing?" 

"He hasn't done any singing since  he arrived  last  night so  I couldn't  say,  although his speaking voice seems much as I remember it." 

The priest  clasped  his hands  together  and  sighed.  "Tulpayotee  is  merciful  to  his warrior." 

"Not that  I've noticed," Imixara observed with thinly veiled contempt. 

"Has she broken his spirit?" The tul demanded, his question cutting  through  the ill will between priest and physician. 

"Kohunlich-xaan is a dangerous person, gracious one." 

"Just answer the question." 

Imixara's  lips thinned and  she  spent  a moment  deliberately provoking  the tul with her  silence.  She  hadn't  approved  of  the  way  he'd  exposed  himself  by  coming  to Atixlan  and  she  used  every  opportunity  to  remind  him  of  that.  Finally  she  said, 

"Bent,  gracious  one,  but  not  broken,  or  he  would  have  never  made  it  back  to  you. 

Go carefully if you want to make use of him." 

"Thank you for your advice, physician." The tul's voice was cold. 

Imixara bowed and, as Ochoa came out of the room, took her assistant's  arm and included her in the dismissal. 

"What did you say to him?" Ochoa whispered when they were safely away. 

"I merely told him to go carefully with Benedikt." 

"Merely?" the other  woman  snorted.  "Why  didn't  you  just  tell  him  to  poke  your eye out, too?" 



"No one told me she shaved his head." 

Looking anxious,  Xhojee rose  to  face  the tul.  "It  seemed  unimportant  beside  the rest, gracious one." 

"The rest?" An edged gesture moving Xhojee aside,  Tul Altun walked to  the head of  the  bed  and  frowned  at  Benedikt.  "The  rest  I  could  work  around,  but  not  this! 

This  ruins  everything."  Drawing  in  a  deep  breath,  the  tul  closed  his  eyes  for  a moment  and  visibly  forced  himself  calm.  "You  owe  me,  Benedikt.  I,  the Kohunlich-tul, had to go to the tuls of  two  lesser  houses  and  convince  them to  keep quiet about a plan  I had  approached  them to  support.  Fortunately,  they had  no  wish to come to the attention of  the Kohunlich-xaan."  He glanced  up,  toward  the window and his sister's half of the house, then back  down  at the karjo she'd  sent  him. "What am I supposed to do with you?" 

"Gracious one…" 

"Quiet.  The  physician  said  I was  to  be  careful."  Almost  to  himself,  he  added,  "I wonder  what  she  thought  I was  going to  do."  Reaching  down,  he  stroked  his  palm lightly over the golden stubble. 

Staring  up  at  the  ceiling,  Benedikt  tried  not  to  tremble.  He  had  no  defenses  left against gentleness, not even gentleness intended to provoke. 

Fingers  cradling  the soft,  round  curve  of  the  other  man's  skull,  Tul  Altun  turned Benedikt to  face  him, catching  his gaze and  holding it. "You  can't  be  my warrior  of Tulpayotee,  you're  just  not  golden  anymore.  The  tulparax  would  never  believe  in you." 

"But he can  call up  the god,  gracious  one!"  Ooman  Xhai shifted  his weight  from foot to foot  on  the other  side  of  the bed.  "He  can  sing in the temple and  call up  the god." 

Ignoring his  high  priest,  the  tul  continued  speaking  quietly  to  Benedikt.  "Even  if you  could  sing  Tulpayotee  right  into  the  bed  of  the  tulparax,  you  wouldn't  get  the chance  because,  more  importantly,  the  people  around  the  tulparax  wouldn't  believe in  you.  And  looking  like  you  do  now,  if  we  smuggled  you  into  the  temple,  you wouldn't sing out two notes before you were brutally silenced." 

"Your priests could protect him, gracious one." 

This time, the tul looked  up.  "The  four  I brought  to  Atixlan against  the priests  of the Great  Temple?  Do  you  have some   connection  with  Grand  Ooman  Cuauhtemoc you haven't mentioned?" 

Glancing  from  Benedikt  to  his  tul,  Ooman  Xhai  shook  his  head.  "No,  gracious one…" 

"I thought not. Go away, Ooman, I'm tired of your interruptions." 

"But, gracious one…" 

"Now." 

Recognizing  that it had  become  dangerous  to  stay,  the  priest  bowed  and  left  the room. 

Maintaining his grip  on  Benedikt's  head,  Tul  Altun  waited  until  he  heard  the  bell before continuing. "In spite of what Ooman Xhai seems to think, you're  of  no  use  to me. My sister,  however,  clearly wants  you."  There  was  a  hint  of  desperation  in  the tul's dark gaze. "What would she give me to get you back?" 

Benedikt swallowed and didn't answer. 

"Wouldn't it be worth keeping him just to annoy her, gracious one?" 



"Would  it?"  Smiling  tightly  at  Xhojee,  Tul  Altun  straightened  and  flicked  the sleeve of  his robe  back  into place.  They  all  knew  that  if  the  xaan  decided  to  move against him, the tul wouldn't have the resources  to  stop  her.  "If  she  wants  him badly enough, she might be grateful." 

"He brought you the tunnels, gracious one." 

"Yes,  the tunnels.  How  interesting that no  one  in my household  seemed  to  know they were there.  Now  they're  found,  do  I  fill  them  in,  so  preventing  my  sister  from using them against  me,  or  do  I clear them out,  so  I  can  use  them  against  her.  Your return…" Sarcasm weighted the words.  "…  as  welcome  as  it may be  to  Xhojee and Ooman Xhai, is not without problems, Benedikt." 

As the dark gaze settled on his face, Benedikt had the strangest impression he was looking  into  a  pool  of  still  water  and  seeing  a  reflection  of  a  familiar  despair,  of  a man  very  near  the  end  of  his  resources.  With  the  death  of  the  tulparax,  the Kohunlich-xaan would  move  quickly to  replace  her brother  with her son,  and  in Tul Altun's eyes was the certain knowledge there was nothing he could do to stop it. 

Benedikt  felt  as  though  he'd  been  struggling  in  high  seas  and  had  unexpectedly discovered he could touch bottom. "If you return me to  your  sister,  she'll see  it as  a sign of weakness," he said softly. 

"Suppose I return you in pieces? She clearly wants you alive." 

"So do you." 

"Do I?" 

He wondered if the tul even noticed they were speaking as equals.  "I  can  give you the power you need to survive the change." 

The tul stiffened. "Xhojee, out." When they were alone, he turned  the full force  of his attention on Benedikt. "You can give me my sister?" 

"No,  gracious  one."  No  longer weighted by  intimidation,  Benedikt  pulled  himself up  to  a  sitting  position  and  drew  in  a  deep  breath,  tasting  the  cinnamon  scent  that had come into the room with the tul. "I can give you Balankanche." 



"You  told  me  you  sang  water."  The  tul  stared  down  at  the  bowl  where  only moments  before  the  contents  had  divided  themselves  into  four  equal  parts.  His mouth thinned as  he transferred  his gaze to  Benedikt's  face.  "You  should  have  told me what it meant." 

"You stopped me from doing so, gracious one." 

"So?" 

Even  given  their  new  relationship,  there  really  wasn't  a  safe  answer  to  that.  "It didn't mean anything until I learned the Song of Sorquizic." 

"But you would have learned it for  me, had I known." 

The protest had an edge Benedikt hastened to dull. 



"You wanted a warrior of Tulpayotee, gracious one, not a bard of Shkoder." 

"I did, didn't I." The tul's lip curled. "I should have let the Ooman  stay,  he'd  have named you a warrior of Sorquizic  instead."  Without  looking down,  he pushed  at the bowl with his foot. "You can do this to the barrier?" 

"Yes." 

"It makes  no  difference,"  he snarled  as  the water spilled  and  spread  over  the  tile floor. "Unlike my sister, I have no fleet." 

"You don't  need a fleet, gracious  one."  Benedikt wondered  if assuming  conquest was a family trait or a national one. "I'll take us through the barrier  on  the single ship. 

You'll negotiate a treaty with the islanders and then return to  the Tulparax  with a way for him to get his hands on the gold of Balankanche." 

"But not all of it," Tul Altun protested. 

"More than he has now." 

The tul nodded  reluctantly, alternately crushing  a feather  and  fluffing it  out  again. 

"True enough. But what makes you think the islanders won't kill me on sight?" 

"Gracious one, they're  as  locked  on  that island as  you  are locked  away from  it. I guarantee there will be  those  open  to  trade.  The  rich  and  powerful  are  always  open to more wealth and  power,  and  you'll be  the way they'll get it. You'll be  the way the Tulparax gets it. And you'll get a good bit yourself." 

Brows drawn in, the tul studied Benedikt for a long moment.  "And  what's  in it for you?" 

"When you return to Atixlan, you'll leave me on the island." 

"Do  I look  like a fool!"  Throwing  the feather  aside,  Tul Altun got  to  his feet in  a billowing  cloud  of  multicolored  silk  and  glared  down  at  the  younger  man.  "I  leave you on that island, and I'll never get through the barrier again." 

"I think the islanders  would  have something  to  say  about  that,  gracious  one,  after having promised them the riches of trade." 

"No. I want you with me. You're too valuable to let out of my sight." 

"I'm too valuable to risk losing." He had to stop his hand  from  rising to  touch  the new bandage over his eye.  "Balankanche  is the one  place  where your  sister  can't  get to me." 

And they both knew she'd try. 

"Suppose she gets to me?" 

For  all  the  careless  way  the  tul  tossed  off  the  question,  Benedikt  realized  he actually  needed  an  answer.  "You  need  to  get  to  the  island  and  back  before  the tulparax dies. The balance of power will shift in your favor." 

"The Tulparax could die any time. What if it doesn't shift quickly enough?" 

"Then  ask  yourself  what  would  the  Xaantalax  rather  have,  the  goodwill  of  the Kohunlich-xaan or the gold you'll bring into her treasury? I'll open the barrier  for  you alone."  When  the  tul  hesitated,  Benedikt  added,  "You  might  also  point  out  to  her how  very  powerful  the  Kohunlich-xaan  has  gotten  and  how  it  isn't  unheard  of   for houses to rise and for other houses to fall." 

Tul Altun's eyes widened. "That could have been my sister's voice." 

"That  was your sister's voice." 

"She said as much to you?" 

"She didn't expect me to leave." 

For the first time since he'd entered the room, the tul smiled.  "No.  She  didn't.  But how to make the xaantalax believe…" 

"It shouldn't  take much."  Benedikt found  himself returning the smile just because it  had  been  so  long  since  someone  had  smiled  at  him.  His  cheeks  felt  stiff.  "You people are always trying to kill each other; that's got to make her just a little paranoid. 

The prospect of all that gold should get you an audience at least." 

"It  should,"  the  tul  agreed.  Then  his  smile  slipped  into  something  more speculative. "You've changed." 

Benedikt shrugged  and  tried  to  keep  any real emotion  from  showing  in his voice. 

"I  had  to  rebuild  what  I  thought  of  as  myself  after  your  sister  took  my  eye.  If  I wanted to hold together, I didn't have time to use anything but the strongest pieces." 

"And now you offer this new, more definitive, you to me. Why?" 

The question burned. Tul Altun was both intrigued and flattered, and  Benedikt felt the muscles  across  his back  relax. "You're  the only chance  I have,"  he said  simply. 

"Just as I'm the only chance you have." 

"I'd kill or maim you just as easily as she would if it suited me." 

"But not as coldly." 

After a long moment the tul nodded and wrapped warm fingers  around  Benedikt's wrist. "No.  Not  coldly."  It was  an acknowledgment,  if only a momentary  one,  to  an equal. "We have to move quickly before my sister does. She knows you're here." 

"She has a  spy..." Unable to  think of  the Petayn  word,  he used  the Shkoden.  "…

one of her people in your house." 

"I know. So much easier to keep the old eyes and  ears  than remove  him and  have to  go  looking  for  his  replacement."  He  shot  Benedikt  a  disdainful  glance  as  he moved away from the bed. "Try and remember that I have survived this long without you." 

"I beg your pardon, gracious one." 

"Good.  And  while  you  remember  it,  remember  also  that  what  isn't  spoken  can't be overheard." A toss  of  his head  lifted the feathers  braided  into his hair. "Now  I'm about  to  let  my  sister  know  how  your  trip  through  the  tunnels  left  you  a  blithering idiot and how nothing you say  makes  sense.  What  kind of  idiot  would  believe that a song would open the barrier of Sorquizic?" 

"And she'll believe that?" 

"She  would  never believe  that  we'd  work  together…"  The  tul  paused  just  inside the  door  and  threw  an  edged  look  back  at  the  man  in  the  bed,  gratitude  and resentment equally mixed."… karjo." 



"Gracious  one,  his  hair  will  grow,  and  you  can  put  him  in  the  sun  again." 

Frowning deeply  enough  to  pull the tattoos  on  his scalp  out  of  shape,  Ooman  Xhai clutched  at  the  tul's  robe.  "To  return  him  to  your  sister  might  give  you  immediate gain, but  it would  lose  you  the future."  He snatched  his hand  back  as  the  tul's  gaze flicked down to his fingers then up to his face.  "Gracious  one,  please.  The  eye does not matter. He is still a warrior of Tulpayotee." 

"After what my sister  has  done  to  him, I doubt  it."  Tossing  a  skein  of  feathered braids back over his shoulder, the tul motioned Xhojee back into the room. "Go, talk to him. Perhaps you can make more sense of his raving." 

Confused, the younger man slipped back inside. 

"I should speak with him, too," the priest began, but Tul Altun cut him off. 

"No. My sister has him convinced he's a warrior of Sorquizic." 

"Sorquizic?" Surprise stopped  him in his tracks  and  he had  to  hurry to  catch  up. 

"There haven't even been priests of Sorquizic for generations." 

"There's one now." 

"But why, gracious one?" 

"How should I know?" the tul growled. "But you can rest easy, I'm not giving him back. At least I'll die knowing I took something of hers." 

"You're not going to die, gracious one." 

"Do you know that for a fact?" 

"Gracious one?" 

"I  thought  not."  Robe  whispering  against  the  floor,  he  swept  toward  his  private apartments. "If I'm to wait on the Tulparax today, I'd best get ready." 

"But, gracious one; Benedikt?" 

"Leave him alone. He's of no use to me until he comes to his senses." 



Crossing  the  room,  Xhojee  wondered  if  Benedikt  had  lapsed  back  into unconsciousness.  His  head  lolled  against  the  wall,  and  something  about  him suggested he just wasn't there. "Benedikt?" To his relief, the startlingly blue eye—not less startling for being on its own—opened and fixed on him. "The tul says you were raving." 



Sliding back  down  in the bed,  Benedikt managed  half a  shrug.  The  strength  he'd used  to  convince  the  tul  had  been  almost  all  the  strength  he  had,  physically  and emotionally.  "Maybe  I  was."  He  expected  the  younger  man  to  ask  what  he'd  been raving about, but Xhojee only sat down and watched him carefully. Finally, he had  to fill the silence himself. "You've gotten close to him since I left." 

"Left? I thought you were taken." 

"I  wouldn't  have  been  if  I'd  stayed  inside."  And  if  he'd  stayed  inside  that  day, how  would  things  have  been  different?  He  used  the  pain  from  his  missing  eye  to chase the thought away. "Well?" 

"He hasn't many people he trusts." 

Compared to his sister, Tul Altun didn't  have many people,  period.  Still, when he came right down to it, he was no  more  alone than the xaan.  Benedikt wondered  if all the great houses  were like that,  or  if  fate  and  the  kigh  had  played  a  cruel  joke  with their choice. "And he trusts you?" 

"As much as anyone." 

"You blushing?" 

Xhojee's cheeks  flushed  a little darker.  "No."  He rubbed  at the edge  of  his tattoo where  a  new  addition  to  the  pattern  still  itched  and  watched  exhaustion  paint shadows  over  the  hope  on  Benedikt's  face.  Although  it  had  vanished  almost instantly, that same  unexpected  hope  had  marked  the  tul  as  he'd  come  out  into  the hall. 

There could be only one reason for hope. 

Xhojee  had  seen  exactly  what  Benedikt  had  gone  through  to  get  away  from  the xaan,  and  he  saw  daily  what  the  tul  went  through  as  the  certainty  of  the  change moved closer. 

A common enemy. A common solution. 

He had no illusions that the tul's household wouldn't meet the same fate as the tul. 

A common solution indeed. 

His hope  was  that the  other  two  knew  what  they  were  doing  because,  based  on what he'd  seen  before  the  bathing  and  the  bandaging,  he  strongly  suspected  that  if Benedikt came face-to-face with the xaan, he'd fall apart. 

"Benedikt, what's the xaan like? I'm sorry," he added as the shadows darkened.  "I just wondered if she was like the tul." 

"Sort of. On the surface.  They're  both…  what's  the Petayn  word  for  animals that eat other animals?" 

"Predators?" 

"Yeah. The  tul is like a leopard."  Benedikt,  who'd  grown  up  surrounded  by  cats, had  been  fascinated  by  the  size  of  the  pelts  the  xaan's  guard  wore  over  their ceremonial  armor.  "He's  dangerous.  Unpredictable.  Personal.  Stretching  the metaphor, he likes to play with his food." 

When  Xhojee  winced  but  didn't  disagree,  he  went  on.  "The  xaan  is  quicksand. 

Not exactly a predator but the same idea. She  gives no  warnings,  plays  no  games.  A traveler sees a leopard, steps off the path to avoid it, and disappears. It's not that she waits for her prey to come to her, she just  always happens to be where it is." 

He watched  Xhojee thinking about  the wet sand  closing  over  his  head,  the  terror rising in his eyes, and wished he'd kept his mouth shut. It was just such a great image that it had  gained him a little distance  from  the  reality.  He  looked  for  a  way  to  give that distance to Xhojee. "I know it's supposed to be a disgrace, but there's an upside to having had my hair shaved. My head's cooler." 

Jerked out of his reverie, Xhojee stared at Benedikt's pale scalp. "Then  they ought to shave the rest of you," he said. 



"Your  brother  doesn't  believe  that  the  karjo,  Benedikt,  can  do  what  he  says  he can, peerless one." 

"Good."  The  xaan  held  Shacquai  on  his  back  in  the  crook  of  her  arm  and absently  scratched  his  chest.  "Did  my  ears  and  eyes  mention  what  my  brother doesn't believe?" 

Serasti  nodded.  "Yes,  peerless  one.  Your  brother  says  that  the  karjo  has  come out of the tunnels raving that he is a warrior of Sorquizic." 

"Interesting. Do we know what Benedikt actually said to my brother?" 

"No, peerless one. The boy couldn't get close enough. 

The tul has  allowed no  karjen  into  the  karjo's  room.  Today,  while  he  was  at  the palace, there was a guard posted." 

"So we know what my brother wants us to know." 

Confused, the house master looked past the xaan to Hueru, who shrugged. 

The xaan set the dog onto his feet and watched indulgently as  he began  digging in a cushion.  "Altun hasn't  searched  for  my  eyes  and  ears  since  just  after  he  came  to Atixlan. He knows I have someone in his household. What comes from  his mouth  to me is what he wants me to hear." 

"So he  does believe what the karjo says?" Hueru asked, frowning. 

"That's impossible to tell." 

"But, peerless one…" 

"Don't strain yourself, cousin. Tell the First you speak with the mouth of the xaan; I  want  to  know  immediately  if  anyone  in  my  brother's  house  takes  more  than  one step toward the harbor." 

What he knew of Benedikt marched visibly, point  by  point,  across  Hueru's  broad features—the  flood  on  the  road,  the  wave  on  the  pier…  "Is  he  a  warrior  of Sorquizic, peerless one?" 



The xaan lifted ebony brows into a sardonic arch. "Does it matter?" 



"She's  watching  the  house  and  everyone  in  it."  Wearing  only  his  sawrap,  Tul Altun  turned  from  the  window  and  held  out  his  arm  so  that  Xhojee  could  began removing the designs painted from fingertip to elbow. "I, however, am only watching her and she's still at the palace." 

"She doesn't…" Benedikt waved a hand at the disappearing body paint. 

"She wouldn't. It's  a style from  the Tulparax's  youth.  He's  fond  of  it, so  those  in attendance on him wear it." 

"Does it help?" 

Xhojee looked  shocked  at  the  implication  of  pandering,  but  the  tul  smiled.  "Not that I noticed." When his arms were clean,  he crossed  to  the bed.  "Imixara said  you slept most of the day. Have you regained your strength?" 

"Does it matter, gracious one?" 

"No.  Tomorrow  night is  the  rebirth  of  Xaantalicta.  She'll  come  for  you  then,  so she  can  use  you  as  soon  as  she  has  you.  Having  lost  you  once,  she  won't  move before  she  has  to  and  risk  losing  you  again.  We  have  to  be  out  of  here  and  away before then." 

"But she's watching the house." 

"So?  If in the cool  of  tomorrow  morning,  while  the  streets  of  Atixlan  are  full  of people, I leave here with banners flying, with you and all my guard, what can she  do? 

Start  a  pitched  battle  in  the  street?  No.  She  can  kill  me  in  the  privacy  of  my  own home,  that's  a family matter,  but  a great house  taking its  quarrel  to  the  street  would bring the guards  of  the tulparax  and  immediate  execution,  House  Kohunlich  and  all its assets claimed by the palace. It's a very old law that keeps up appearances  for  the common people and ensures a certain  amount  of  political stability.  All she  can  do  is send  her guard  after  us  and  all we have to  do  is get to  the harbor  before  her.  If  she cuts us off, we'd have to retreat back to the house." 

 Where  it's  legal  for  her  to  kill  you,  Benedikt  added  silently.  It  was  a  strange system,  and  he found  it hard  to  believe it worked  as  well  as  it  seemed  to.  "Do  you have a boat?" 

The tul examined the sheen on his fingernails. "We'll take the  Kraken." 

"Her boat?" 

"No."  His upper  lip  curled.  "The   Kraken  belongs  to  house  Kohunlich  and  I  am the Kohunlich-tul." Eyes glittering in the lamp light, he smiled. "Until the change, I am the head of the house and the ship master will obey me." 

One dry  summer,  Benedikt had  seen  lightning start  a forest  fire. Something  in the tul's  smile  reminded  Benedikt  of  that  now.  The  ship  master  would  either  obey  or die—a  dead  master  would  no  doubt  bring  the  mate  around.  It  wasn't  a  scenario Benedikt cared much for, but he couldn't see that they had a choice;  he had  no  more chance of controlling the tul than he'd  had  of  controlling  that fire. "If  you  can  get us onto the  Kraken, I'll make sure she can't be caught." 

"You're sure he's sent no one to the harbor?" 

"Positive, peerless one." 

"And that he's not spoken in private to…" She ran over which of the great houses had deep-water ships in Atixlan. "The Shanshich-tul or the Palenque-tul?" 

"We  had  him watched  all day  at the palace,  peerless  one.  The  Shanshich-tul  was not present, and he never approached the Palenque-tul." 

"Interesting." 

The First bowed. "What do we do now, peerless one?" 

"Now we prepare to get Benedikt back." 

* * *

The lookout had spotted land at midday,  and  the kigh had  brought  the  Vixen  into shore cloaked in a heavy fog.  During the course  of  the day,  the captain  had  chewed three  pipe  stems  to  splinters.  The  bards  had  taken  turns  reassuring  him  with  only partial success. 

"It feels  like we've  sailed  off  the edge  of  the  world,"  Jurgis  murmured,  tucking  a strand of hair back behind his ear. 

"You're  not  helping,"  Karlene  told  him  shortly.  During  the  day,  it  had  been  just barely  possible  to  make  out  the  shadowy  outlines  of  the  bow  from  the  sterncastle but  since  they'd  lost  even  the  filtered  sunlight,  visibility  had  dropped  to  an  arm's length. Lanterns  remained unlit but  ready,  and  bows  had  been  given  out  to  all  crew members who could shoot. Karlene had  instructed  the kigh to  keep  them away from other  ships  and  made  objects  like  piers,  but  she  wasn't  certain  of  either  how  much they'd understood or were willing to cooperate. 

Sitting  on  the  bench  built  into  the  rail,  her  stumps  allowing  her  to  face  the  sea, Evicka  leaned  over  the  side  and  trailed  her  fingers  through  the  fog.  "I  don't  know whether  to  Sing  air  or  water  to  this…"  Frowning,  she  straightened.  "We've stopped." 

"Are we here, then?" 

All three bards turned to face the captain. 

"And if we are, where might here be?" he continued. 

Karlene cocked her head. "I can hear breakers, we're close to shore." 

"I  don't  know  how  you  can  hear  anything  in  this  unenclosed  fog,"  the  captain muttered.  Leaning  over  the  amidship  rail,  he  whistled  softly  to  catch  the  mate's attention.  "Hanicka,  send  down  a  line."  Turning  back  to  the  bards,  he  added,  "A person  shouldn't  have to  whisper  orders  on  their  own  ship.  I'll  be  unenclosed  glad when we've picked up Benedikt and are well away." 



They  waited  silently  while  the  depth  was  taken  and  Hanicka  climbed  up  to  the sterncastle with the measurement. 

 "How much?" 

She repeated it. 

"There's nothing under us!" 

"There are kigh under  us,"  Karlene reminded  him. "I  promise  you,  the kigh won't let us run aground." 

"Well, if we've arrived, what do the kigh want us to do?" the captain asked tightly. 

"Yes,  what?"  Seemingly out  of  nowhere,  Bannon  appeared  by  the captain's  side. 

For the first time since they'd  left Shkoder,  he was  wearing both  belt knife and  wrist sheaths. "Ask the kigh where I can find Benedikt." 

"You?"  Evicka shook  her head.  "You  can't  go  ashore,  you  don't  even  know  the language." 

"I'm not planning on talking to anyone." 

"Forget it, you're…" 

Eyes  locked  on  Bannon's  face,  Karlene  cut  the  other  bard  off.  "You're  wasting breath,  Evicka.  He'll  go  anyway,  so  we  might  as  well  send  him  to  the  right  place." 

Walking over  to  the rail, she  Sang  the  four  notes  to  call  the  kigh  and  then  the  four notes of Benedikt's name. 

The  Silver Vixen rocked slightly as the kigh replied. 

Unfortunately, they didn't know where Benedikt was, only where he'd been. 

"If he was on that ship,"  Bannon  growled  as  the two-man  dinghy was  lowered  as quietly  as  possible  over  the  side,  "someone  there  knows  where  he  is  now.  At  the very least, I'll get some idea of the situation before you  three march  in with a rousing chorus of wind and water." 

"You still don't speak the language," Evicka reminded him. 

"If  I  can't  make  myself  understood…"  His  tone  suggested  that  wasn't  likely  to happen."… I'll bring the slaughtering someone back here for  you to talk to." 

She reached out and patted him on the thigh. "Good enough." 

"Bannon?" 

Eyes narrowed, he paused, half over the rail. 

Karlene suddenly found she couldn't say everything that needed to be said, so  she settled for, "Be careful." 

"Assassins don't survive if they're careless," he told her, and disappeared. 

When  she  heard  the  kigh  moving  the  dinghy  away,  she  sighed.  "And  assassins aren't at their best when they're in love." 





The fog had broken into patches like low-lying clouds by the time Bannon  entered the harbor and  had  disappeared  entirely as  his boat  drifted  almost  directly  under  the high, curved prow of a ship and bumped silently against a massive pier. 

There  was  no  moon,  but  the  unfamiliar  stars  were  bright  enough  for  Bannon  to note the carved squid wrapped around the bow. According to the kigh, Benedikt had sailed on this ship, had Sung to them from it, had been hurt on the pier beside it. 

Hurt. Apparently the kigh, as translated by Karlene had no gradations of pain. 

Bannon did. 

Benedikt had been tortured on the pier next to this ship. 

 When I find out who did it, Bannon promised as he tied off  his boat  and  climbed through  shadow,  I'll  make  that  person  wish  they'd  never  been  born.  A  good assassin killed instantly. This time, he'd make an exception. 

The sailor on watch stiffened  as  Bannon  passed,  sensing  a threat  he couldn't  see. 

He spat  a question  into the darkness,  but  by  the time he turned  toward  the  right  set of shadows, Bannon was gone. 

While part of the ex-assassin reveled in the chance  to  put  fatally acquired  skills to work  once  again,  the  rest  noted  low  voices  coming  from  inside  the  sterncastle. 

Voices but no lights. It didn't  sound  like the sort  of  dialogue that went with sex,  but he  couldn't  think  of  another  reason  for  the  lack  of  lights  nor  could  he  think  of  a better  time  to  get  some  information.  People  interrupted  in  the  midst  of  sex  were usually too rattled to put up any kind of a defense. 

His soft boots making no noise on the deck, he sped aft. 

Up close, it began to sound more like an actual conversation. 

 Then  why  are  they  sitting  in  the  slaughtering  dark.  To  his  surprise,  the  walls weren't  solid  planking  but  make  of  louvered  shutters  like  many  of  the  walls  back home  in  the  Empire's  Sixth  Province.  Bannon  supposed  that  made  sense,  the temperature seemed about the same. But, if the crew had come on deck to get out  of the heat below, why were the shutters closed? Unless they weren't supposed  to  be  in there. On the  Vixen, the roughly equivalent space was the captain's cabin. 

Barely  breathing,  he  listened  to  the  rise  and  fall  of  conversations,  trying  to determine  just  how  many  of  the  crew  were  in  there.  None  of  the  words  sounded familiar and  even the cadences  were strange.  He identified two  speakers,  then  three, then  a  fourth  said  something  that  could  have  only  been  Benedikt,  and  the  others laughed. 

Bannon's lips drew back off his teeth, and his belt knife was in his hand. 

The fourth voice  continued,  exaggerating fear with high-pitched  babbling,  then he ended with a shriek, a pause, and a word  that sounded  very much  like, "Oops."  The others thought he was hysterically funny. 

Kicking in the shutter, Bannon threw himself on the fourth voice,  dagger  aimed up under the ribs, going for the safer body kill in the dark. 



But the dagger met unexpected resistance. 

And there were a lot more than four people in the room. 



"The  sun's  up."  Karlene scowled  at the sky.  "Or  as  up  as  it seems  willing to  get. 

Bannon won't be back now until tonight." 

Evicka  heaved  herself  up  onto  her  barrel  and  peered  out  into  the  fog.  "If  he comes back." 

"He's just got caught by daylight and is holed up somewhere safe." 

"You sure?" 

"He's  an Imperial assassin.  He  sneaks  into  cities,  villages,  camps,  whatever,  and kills  people.  This  time,  he's  trying  to  save  someone,  it's  probably  got  him  a  bit confused." 

"And if he doesn't come back tonight?" 

The ship rocked  slightly, and  a sudden  gust  of  wind shifted  everything not  nailed down. 

"We go in after him. Them." 

As Karlene strode  off  amidships,  Jurgis  came  out  of  the  forecastle  shirtless  and yawning and walked over to Evicka. "What got the kigh all worked up?" 

Evicka jerked her chin toward Karlene's rapidly disappearing figure. "She did." 

Jurgis sniffed  the breeze  then leaned back  against  the rail. "I  guess  we  got  lucky, then." 

Dragging  her  fingers  through  disheveled  hair,  Evicka  snorted.  "Lucky?  How  do you figure that." 

"She forgot she also Sings fire." 

* * *

"Gracious one, I must protest this sacrilege." 

"What  sacrilege?"  Arms  folded,  the  tul  turned  to  Ooman  Xhai  while  Xhojee continued  to  paint  black  patterns  on  Benedikt's  head.  "If  he  is,  as  you  believe,  a warrior of Tulpayotee, why would the god mind him pretending to be a priest?" 

"A warrior perhaps, but  not a priest." 

Tul Altun waved the protest aside. "I'm sure he can cope with the demotion." 

"I'm  finished,  gracious  one."  Xhojee  stepped  back  and  studied  his  handiwork. 

"But I think your adorner could've done a better job." 

"Probably.  Had  I  wanted  my  adorner  to  know."  The  tul  examined  Benedikt critically and smiled. "If  I get the chance,  I'll have to  thank my sister  for  both  giving me the idea and for shaving your head. Stand up." 



Thinking  that  the  tul's  smile  had  become  increasingly  reckless  as  the  morning progressed, Benedikt shook out the folds of his yellow robe and stood. 

"You're still too tall." 

"My apologies, gracious one." 

"Never mind. Nothing we can do about  it now."  He glanced  down  at the measure of  fabric  Xhojee had  inexpertly sewn  to  the  bottom  of  the  robe,  and  his  lip  curled. 

"Fortunately, you'll be in the cart, so your height will be less easy to see." 

"In  the  cart,  gracious  one?"  A  sudden  realization  drew  Ooman  Xhai's  attention from the fake tattoos on Benedikt's head. "But if he's in the cart…" 

"Then you're walking. Or staying here. I don't care either way." 



The Kohunlich-tul, Xhojee, Benedikt, a disgruntled  Ooman  Xhai, and  every guard the  Kohunlich-tul  had  in  Atixlan  save  those  actually  on  the  doors,  waited  in  the vestibule for  a karjen from  the stable  to  bring the cart  around.  They  left the building in  their  order  of  march  and  by  the  time  the  last  three  guards  were  in  line,  the  first three were moving. 

"A  fast  walk,"  Tul  Altun  instructed  the  karjen  holding  the  coloas'  bridle.  "But don't  run.  A run through  the streets  of  the capital,"  he added  for  Benedikt's  benefit, 

"would attract the attention of the other houses." 

"Your  sister  and  her guard  ran  through  the  city."  Remembering  how  quickly  the xaan  had  been  traveling  when  she  arrived  at  the  harbor  after  he'd  been  caught, Benedikt had to suppress a shudder. "The other houses didn't seem to notice." 

"They  noticed,  and  they  stayed  out  of  her  way.  When  the  powerless  run, however, it means something entirely different. It draws the scavengers to  feed."  The tul's  eyes  glittered, their dark  centers  reflecting back  the sunlight  like  polished  stone and Benedikt could feel an almost feverish heat rising off him. 

"Are you all right?" 

"Why  wouldn't  I  be?"  His  laugh  held  the  faint  cadences  of  hysteria.  "I  was  just thinking  of  how  Balankanche's  gold  would  buy  me  power  enough  to  ensure  a Kohunlich-xaan that's  easier  to  live  with.  I'm  sure  Mijandra's  trained  the  cousins  to be properly subservient." 

"But your sister…" 

"When  the gold  gets  me the ear of  the Xaantalax, my sister  will suffer  the fate  of all those whose reach exceeds their grasp." 

They were neither of  them very pleasant  people,  Benedikt reflected  as  their  small procession  began  to  pass  the  more  expensive  shops  and  their  shoppers.  The  only real difference was the that tul's position forced him to cooperate rather than compel. 

Still,  if  it  came  to  a  choice  between  death  by  leopard  and  death  by  quicksand, Benedikt preferred the former. 



 "I'd kill or maim you just as easily as she would if it suited me." 

 "But not as coldly." 

Had the tul ordered his eye removed, there would've been emotion involved,  not  a dry  taking-care-of-business.  At least  I could've  gotten  a  song  out  of  it,  he  thought, slumping lower in the seat.  It wouldn't have been a total loss. 

 But nothing else would've changed, he reminded himself. 

 But if I at least had a song, I'd be ahead. 

"Stop sweating, Benedikt. The designs on your head are smearing." 

"Your pardon,  gracious  one."  Tul Altun was  clearly not  the only one  affected  by the day's activities.  At least I'd have a song? I'm losing my mind. 

"Gracious  one!"  Breathing heavily, a karjen with the tul's  tattoos  on  her  arms  fell into step beside the cart. "Two Fives of the xaan's guards  have left the Great  Square at a quick march." 

"Good  work."  The  tul's  voice  had  picked  up  a manic edge.  "Tell the house  First you speak with the mouth of the tul and that we need to move a little faster." 

For the first  time, Benedikt appreciated  a social  system  that arbitrarily cleared  the way  for  the  great  houses.  In  spite  of  crowds  in  the  lower  town,  their  pace  never faltered,  and  as  far  as  Benedikt  could  tell,  no  one  was  hurt.  Reaching  the  harbor safely, they clattered across the stones, and right out onto the House Kohunlich pier. 

"Run."  Gathering up  his robe,  Tul Altun leaped  from  the cart  before  it  had  quite stilled.  Benedikt  followed  less  gracefully.  "Now  I  deal  with  the  ship  master,"  he announced, grinning wildly as they approached the gangway, "and then we're gone." 

"Not quite." 

The calm declaration stopped both men in their tracks.  Benedikt didn't  know  how the tul felt, but he was  glad he'd  eaten so  little back  at the house.  He'd  never wanted to vomit quite so badly as he did on hearing that voice. 

Two  guards  stood  on  either  side  of  the  upper  end  of  the  gangway,  crossbows trained on the tul. Her hair braided with hundreds  of  tiny white-and-blue  feathers,  the xaan appeared  between  them  and  started  down  toward  the  pier  followed  by  Hueru and a double row of guards. 

The tul backed  up  a step  and  then another,  Benedikt  following.  Neither  man  had to turn to know that the sudden slap of cleated leather on  stone  behind  them was  the rest of the xaan's guards, blocking escape. 

"Don't worry," the xaan told them as she stepped off onto the pier and  her guards took up position. "I  won't  start  a fight that will destroy  our  house.  My people  won't prevent your retreat." 

"If you were already here, why even bother  to  have us  followed  from  the square" 

the tul asked  scornfully.  The  contempt  in  his  voice  suggested  he  couldn't  care  less about  her  answer.  Only  the  many  small  movements  of  his  hands,  arms,  and  head betrayed him. 

"If  I  hadn't  had  you  followed,  you  might  have  realized  where  I  was  and  gone somewhere else. Right at the moment, the guards  behind  you  are only preventing  the curious from interrupting our conversation. I can't have that." 

"Can't  you?"  Tul  Altun's  gaze  swept  his  guards,  then  hers.  As  it  swept  over Benedikt, he had  a terrible fear he  knew  what  the  fire  in  the  tul's  expression  meant. 

"If  I'm  going  to  die  anyway,  it  might  be  worth  dying  now  to  ensure  that  you're executed, too." 

"Melodramatic nonsense. I'm not interested in killing you." 

Hueru looked startled but the tul's laughter cut off his protest unspoken. 

"Since when?" 

"Since Benedikt. I have bigger plans now." 

"And what if I, too, have bigger plans and don't want to give Benedikt up?" 

"You don't have to. He'll come back to me freely. If you allow that, you can  live a long and prosperous life." 

"And if I stop him from going back to you?" 

"I'll take him later, and you'll die." 

"If I kill him rather than let you have him?" 

"You'll die a heartbeat after the Tulparax. Slowly, since,  you'll have annoyed  me." 

No one could have looked more reasonable than the Kohunlich-xaan. "You  have one logical choice." 

The tul tossed his head, gold and black striped feathers lifting in his braids.  "How do I know you'll let me  live a long and prosperous life!" 

"It doesn't matter," Benedikt broke in. 

The tul turned on him. "It matters to me!" 

Eye locked on the xaan, Benedikt shook his head. "I won't return to her freely and if I'm forced, I won't Sing." 

"Yes, you will," she said softly. Behind her, Hueru grinned. 

"Or I'll die?" 

"No."  Holding  her  braids  back  out  of  the  way  with  one  hand,  she  turned  just enough to direct their attention back to the ship. "He will." 

Between  the  two  guards  at  the  top  of  the  gangway  were  two  more,  holding  a bound, but still struggling, man. All three were bleeding from multiple wounds. 

"Did he try and escape  again?" 

"Yes, peerless one. But we've got him tied tightly enough this time." 

"That's what you said the last time." 



"Sorry, peerless one, he's just…" 

"Never  mind."  The  xaan  sounded  more  weary  than  annoyed  as  she  cut  off  the explanation. "Lift him so that Benedikt can see his face." 

Benedikt didn't need to see his face. He'd known who  it was  by  the shape,  by  the movement, by the blood. He didn't know how, or why, but he knew who. 

"Bannon." 



The  night  had  been  a  long  one.  Bannon  considered  his  physical  injuries  minor compared  to  the  shame  of  being  caught.  Imperial  assassins  might  die—often died—while taking out a target, but they were never captured. This was all Benedikt's fault. Bards, nothing but trouble. 

Then he'd  heard  Benedikt arrive and  had  realized he had  only  one  last  chance  to be of any help at all. 

He failed and took very little comfort in knowing how close he'd come. 

When the very dangerous  woman  in charge  had  commanded  he be  displayed,  he lifted his head  before  the guard  could  pull it up  by  the  hair.  His  eyes  widened.  The pretty,  golden  boy  he'd  stupidly  expected  to  see  was  gone,  replaced  by  a  gaunt, one-eyed  man  with  black  paint  making  a  mess  of  his  shaven  head.  Only  the  full mouth and  its pouting  lower lip hadn't  changed.  When  it  formed  his  name,  Bannon went limp in the guard's hold. 

Assassins depended only on themselves. 

Assassins weren't supposed to fall in love. 

 I slaughtering surrender, all right? 

Briefly,  he  wondered  if  it  had  been  this  bad  for  his  sister,  but  since  Vree  had never spent  the night tied and  wrapped  in  a  stinking  net  in  a  rat-infested  bilge,  with four less than friendly guards, he doubted it. 

 He'd almost rescued himself when you arrived. I have to let him finish it. 

Eyes locked on Benedikt's face, he nodded and working mouth  and  throat  behind the gag, said, "It's up to you." 



Only a bard could have heard him. 

Benedikt stiffened. He felt as  though  he were drowning.  And  then he realized. He only sang  one  quarter,  but  that  quarter  was  water  and  by  all  the  gods  in  the  circle, after  what  he'd  been  through,  he  wasn't  going  to  drown  now.  He  straightened,  no longer hiding his height but using it. 

The xaan's  eyes  widened.  "You  have  hidden  strengths  after  all.  Good.  Too  late, but  good.  Your  friend  crept  on  board  my  ship  last  night.  The  only  word  he understood was your name, so I kept him for  you.  He wasn't  easy  to  keep  either; he killed three of my guards, one of them after  they took  his blades  away.  So  if you  go with my brother, your friend dies slowly.  If you  come  back  to  me,  he gets  to  live as long as you cooperate. And if you so  much  as  sing a single note,  my guards  will kill you both." 

In  the  silence  that  followed,  the  sounds  of  the  harbor,  the  sounds  of  men  and women who  pulled a living from  the sea,  rose  momentarily to  the foreground  as  the fishing fleet returned.  Beyond  the  barricade  of  guards,  Benedikt  realized  with  some surprise, life went on. This little drama only mattered to those involved. 

Except that…

 If I go to the xaan, I'll be responsible for the  destruction  of an  entire  people.  If I don't…

Rescue came from an unexpected  source.  Throwing  off  Xhojee's  cautioning  arm, Ooman Xhai stepped forward to stand by Benedikt's  side.  "This  man is a warrior of Tulpayotee,"  he said,  the complete  and  utter  absence  of  doubt  in  his  voice  forcing belief. "He is nothing to do with you." 

"A  warrior  disguised  as  a  priest?"  Hueru  snorted.  "He  was  more  believable wearing the woman's robes of a priest of Xaantalicta." 

"My…" The xaan paused and nodded at her brother, "… our cousin has a point." 

The Ooman stiffened. "Your ignorance does not change what he is." 

"True. Then let him prove it. If he is a priest of Tulpayotee, let him call to  his god and have his god answer." 

To her surprise,  the ooman  stepped  back  and  said.  "Very  well. Benedikt,  call the god." 

"This is ridiculous." 

"You offered him a chance to prove it." 

"Oh, very well." She folded her arms and glanced impatiently up at a clouded sky. 

"When he fails, it will put  that lot of rumors to rest at least. 

Benedikt moistened dry lips. "I have to Sing…" 

"No." 

"If you  don't  allow him to  prove  it, you  may trust  my ooman's  word."  Tul  Altun murmured, smiling. 

The tul's guard had seen Benedikt in full golden glory. Xaan Mijandra remembered the beam  of  sunlight just after  he split  the flood  and  realized, so  had  hers.  Glancing around  the surrounding  circle  of  guards,  hers  and  her  brother's,  she  realized  that  if she  didn't  allow Benedikt to  fail now  that  the  words  had  been  spoken,  there  would be trouble later. 

"Fine.  Sing.  But one  wave,  one  ripple  out  in  that  harbor  and  both  you  and  your friend here die." 

He'd called the god in a temple, with a song  he'd  sung  a hundred  times.  But here? 

And even if he could call the god, that wouldn't save Bannon. 



There was no rain. Nothing he could use. 

"You're wasting my time, Benedikt." 

And then he remembered  the herbalist  in Janinton.  He'd  been  lying in her kitchen, not quite awake, listening to her explain to Pjazef why he was so tired. 

"  The body is full of water, you know; he was Singing a different  Song  to bits  of himself even while he was Singing the river." 

What would Bannon do…

… for him? 

He Sang the four notes to call the kigh. 

He'd  taken  an  oath  not  to  use  the  kigh  against  others,  but  the  xaan  stood condemned out of her own mouth. 

"  You'll just be moving a bit of water out of the way. Where's the harm in that?" 

He  looked  into  the  xaan's  eyes  and,  using  what  he'd  learned  from  the  Song  of Sorquizic, he Sang to her. 



"What  the…"  Jurgis  grabbed  for  the  rail  as  the   Silver  Vixen  suddenly  jerked forward.  The  volume and  variety of  cursing  suggested  he wasn't  the only  one  taken by  surprise.  Bracing  himself,  he  leaned  over  the  bow  and  Sang  a  question  to  the kigh. 

"Well?" 

He  straightened  and  slowly  turned  to  face  the  other  two  bards  and  the  captain. 

"Benedikt's Singing." 

"To them?" 

"No." 

"Then why… ?" 

Jurgis shrugged. "As near as I can tell, they think he needs them." 

Karlene blinked. "They  think?" 

Jurgis shrugged again. "So it seems." 

The ship  flung itself  out  of  the  fog  and  into  hazy  sunlight.  Riding  the  crest  of  a massive  wave,  the   Vixen  crossed  the  broad  mouth  of  a  swollen  river  and  raced toward a low point of land capped with a brilliantly patterned tower. 

The  captain  whirled  around,  scanned  the  faces  staring  up  at  him  and  pointed. 

"You, Janinton,  grab  your  friends  and  bows  and  get up  in the lookout.  This  is what you came for. The rest of  you,  prepare  for…"  He shot  an irritated look  at the bards behind him."… anything." 

They  swept  around  the  point  without  slowing,  so  close  they  could  see  the reactions  of  the people  out  working in small, square  fields.  Ahead,  at  the  base  of  a deep harbor, they saw a red-roofed city rising up onto a plateau. 

Karlene Sang Benedikt's name to an air kigh and was almost blown off her feet. 



Xaan Mijandra's mouth opened. And closed. Covered in a sheen  of  moisture,  she fell to  the pier.  Her knees  snapped  up  to  her chin with an audible crack  of  bone  on bone  and  her  face  collapsed  in  on  itself.  All  those  watching  had  seen  death  often enough to know it again. 

Benedikt Sang a gratitude and fell silent. 

Stepping  forward,  Ooman  Xhai  lifted  one  of  the  xaan's  arms.  Flesh  that  had moments  before  been  plump  and  round  was  now  dried  and  desiccated  as  though  it had  spent  months  roasting  under  a  burning  sun.  "The  judgment  of  Tulpayotee,"  he said. Releasing the xaan, he held both palms up to the sun and began to pray. 

Ignoring  the  priest's  drone  and  the  uneasy  murmuring  all  around,  Benedikt  met Bannon's  astounded  gaze  and  held  tightly  to  the  thought  that  he'd  just  saved hundreds of lives. That he'd just saved  this life, and that was all that really mattered. 

He'd just moved a bit of water out of the way. 

The xaan's  guards  shuffled  in  place,  unsure  of  what  to  do.  The  xaan  was  dead, and  they  knew  the  means  if  not  the  method  of  her  death.  Should  they  not  avenge her? 

The tul's  guards  shuffled  in  response.  Their  god  had  spoken,  and  the  enemy  of the tul was dead. 

Up on the  Kraken, Cazzes felt the world tottering  and  came  to  a decision.  Maybe the  xaan's  death  was  a  judgment  of  Tulpayotee,  maybe  it  wasn't.  He  didn't  really care.  From  his  vantage  point  it  had  seemed  that  Benedikt's  one  remaining  blue  eye had  been  slightly  mad  while  he  sang  and  Cazzes  knew  whom  to  blame  for  that madness. 

"The peerless one asked  for  proof,"  he said  into the rising tension.  "The  god  did no more  than give her what she  asked  for."  As  all eyes  turned  toward  him,  he  took the quarrel from his crossbow and laid the bow down. 

The xaan's First stared up at him for a long moment,  then he glanced  down  at the body. Even the xaan's  hair had  gone  dry  and  brittle and,  while he watched,  a breeze in  off  the  harbor  pulled  half  a  dozen  feathers  out  of  the  braids  and  danced  them down the pier. "Stand away," he commanded. 

Almost everyone stepped back a pace. 

Ooman  Xhai continued  his prayers  and  beside  him,  Hueru  stared  at  the  wizened remains of  his xaan,  of  his  lover.  He  looked  up  at  Benedikt,  and  one  hand  rose  to touch  the  edge  of  his  left  eye.  There  had  been  one  judgment  of  Tulpayotee,  the gesture said. Why not another? 

"Your protection, gracious one!" Diving forward, he threw himself to  his knees  at Tul Altun's feet. "I only did what she told me to!" 



The tul stepped back in disgust. "Don't ever touch me." he said,  drawing his robe out of the other man's grip. "You are no cousin of mine." 

"Gracious one…" 

"Your next word will be your last. Second?" 

"Gracious one?" 

"See  that  this  karjo  stays  where  he  is  and  doesn't  crawl  off."  Pushing  past  the kneeling  man,  he  glanced  up  at  the   Kraken  as  he  walked  to  Benedikt's  side.  "And you  two,  release  the  friend  of  the  warrior  of  Tulpayotee.  No,"  he  said  quietly  as Benedikt began to move forward. "Stay here. They'll bring him to you." 

They brought him so quickly Benedikt had no time for further protest. 

"I can stand on my own," Bannon growled, shaking free of restraining hands. 

… and barely time to catch him before he hit the pier. 

"You're hurt." 

"A little," Bannon admitted, turning his head  and  spitting  a mouthful of  blood  out onto the stone. "Mostly  I'm  stiff  from  being tied."  He raised  a hand  and  stroked  the back of his fingers over Benedikt's cheek. "What about you." 

"I'm okay…" 

"Are you?" 

Benedikt blinked,  confused.  Wasn't  he? "Oh,  you  mean the eye."  He felt his ears redden. "I've nearly healed." 

"So I see." 

There  was  a speculative,  almost  amused  tone  in the  ex-assassin's  voice  Benedikt didn't understand. Nor, he found, did he want it explained. 

"So these are  breeches?" 

"Yes, gracious one." 

The  tul  stroked  a  gaze  over  Bannon's  body.  "They  look  hot.  So  it  seems  you weren't the only survivor, after all." 

"Survivor?" 

"Of the wreck." 

Benedikt stiffened and stared down at the man in his arms. 

It  was  an  understandable  assumption  except  that  Bannon  hadn't  been  on  the Starfarer. "H-how?" he stammered. 

"Did  I  get  here?"  Bannon  grinned,  winced  as  it  pulled  his  torn  lip,  and  stood, Benedikt  reluctantly  rising  with  him.  "The  kigh  came  to  Shkoder  and  told  us  you were in trouble, so we came to rescue you." 

"We?" 



"Did you think I came on my own? Well, I would've, but three bards, two  healers, and a whole shipload of people came along to help bring you back." 

"Bring me back?"  Benedikt  shook  his  head  in  disbelief.  This  wasn't  making  any sense. "That's…" 

"Not possible?  Don't  take my word  for  it, then."  Placing both  hands  on  the taller man's  shoulders,  Bannon  turned  him  around  to  face  the  harbor.  "Here  comes  our ride." 

The  crowned  ship  of  Shkoder  flying  from  bare  masts,  the   Vixen  made  an impossible curve around three fishing boats and,  at the last  second,  turned  sideways to the House Kohunlich pier and came to a full stop. 

"Assassins are trained to notice things," Bannon murmured at Benedikt's back. 

Benedikt's  knees  felt  as  if  they  were  going  to  buckle,  and  he  couldn't  catch  his breath.  The  best  he'd  dared  hope  for  was  a  protected  life  on  Balankanche.  He'd never  dared  to  hope  that  one  day  he'd  get  to  go  home.  Fool.  How  else  could Bannon have gotten here ? 

The  fingers  of  one  hand  dug  into  the  wood  of  the  railing  and  the  other  keeping Jurgis from leaping ashore, Karlene stared down  from  the forecastle  at the incredible figure the kigh told them was a bard of Shkoder. "Are you two all right?" 

Since  Benedikt seemed  no  more  capable  of  speech  than anyone  else on  the  pier, Bannon answered for them both. "More or less." 

Jerked from his prayers by this new arrival, Ooman Xhai stared up  at the ship  and the  golden-haired,  golden-skinned  bodies  at  the  rail.  "The  ship  of  Tulpayotee!"  he cried. 

Tul  Altun  rolled  his  eyes.  "I  can't  let  you  go,"  he  said  quietly,  leaning  toward Benedikt. 

"You can't keep me," Benedikt told him, drinking in the sight of the familiar faces. 

"Because you're a warrior of Tulpayotee?" 

"No. Because I'm a bard of Shkoder." 

"Are you? Really? After everything that's happened to you?" 

Turning, Benedikt stared down into the heat of the tul's gaze. He still couldn't Sing fire, but now it didn't matter. It had taken him this long to  remember  that water could put fire out. "Yes, I am. Really.  Because of everything that's happened. Besides,  you don't need me. You have all of House Kohunlich now." 

The tul glanced back at Hueru, still on his knees, and nodded slowly. "True." 

"And  this  much  attention  from  your  god  should  advance  your  cause  with  the Tulparax." 

"Also true." 

He  was  smiling  so  broadly  his  cheeks  hurt.  "And  there're  three  archers  in  the lookout who'll kill anyone who tries to stop us getting on that ship." 



"I had noticed that, yes." 

Eyes  on  the  tul,  recognizing  the  only  other  predator  on  the  pier  now  that  the woman was dead, Bannon pushed forward. "Come on, Benedikt. We're leaving." 

"Leaving?" 

"As in going. Now." 

Benedikt  took  a  deep  breath  and  let  Petayn  drop  away.  As  he  turned,  he  met Xhojee's gaze and raised a hand in farewell. "Thank you for being my friend." 

The younger  man grinned.  "It  wasn't  so  hard  most  of  the time. I'm  glad your  old friends came for you." 

"Benedikt!" 

Breezes that were more than breezes pulled at his robe. "Coming." 

* * *

The   Silver  Vixen  sped  out  of  the  harbor  as  fast  as  she'd  sped  in,  and  no  one followed—a sudden torrential downpour probably as much  to  blame as  anything for the lack of pursuit. Propelled by the kigh instead  of  sail, the  Vixen  raced  through  the nearly solid sheets of rain like a fish. 

Everyone but the helm and the lookouts crowded belowdecks  while Benedikt was thoroughly  examined by  the two  healers—although  he  kept  sending  one  of  them  to Bannon who kept sending her back. 

It  took  the  rest  of  the  afternoon  and  into  the  night  to  tell  the  bare  bones  of  his story  to  an enthralled audience,  and  by  the time he got  to  the  death  of  the  xaan,  he was too tired to make excuses. 



"When you saw Bannon, you must have known…" 

"What?" 

Karlene  ran  both  hands  back  through  her  hair,  searching  for  the  words,  but Benedikt didn't give her the chance. 

"I must have known that the kigh had taken my pain all the way to  Shkoder?  That my  pain  would  be  enough  to  change  Kovar's  mind about  sending  a ship  across  the sea  when  nothing  else  of  mine—except  the  unfortunate  fact  that  I  only  Sang  one quarter—had ever made the slightest  impression?  That  Her Majesty would  think one bard worth the risk of  so  many other  lives? Especially  when that bard  had  failed her so badly?" 

"Her Majesty doesn't believe that, Benedikt; or do I need to  give you  her message again?" 

"No."  Bardic  recall  had  insured  that  none  of  the  queen's  words  had  been forgotten and bardic mimicry had provided the tone and timbre of  the queen's  voice, but he wouldn't really believe until he could kneel at her feet and  she  forgave  him. He stiffened, ready for an argument. 

To his surprise, Karlene only shrugged. "We all screw  up  sometimes—as  Bannon keeps  reminding  me—then  we  make  what  amends  we  can.  We  learn  from  our mistakes, and…" 

"…  and  eventually,  we  get  on  with  our  lives.  But  what  about  the  families  of  the dead?" He stared searchingly into her face. "Is it enough  to  say  that if I'd  been  given a choice I would have died to save them?" 

"You're a bard, Benedikt, they already know that." 

Some  of  the  tension  left  his  shoulders.  "Yeah,  I  guess  they  do."  Ducking  his head, he stared  at his new reflection  in the waves  below.  "When  I saw  Bannon,  all I could  think  of  was…  I  mean,  I  couldn't…  I  didn't…"  He  sighed  and  surrendered. 

"You know." 

"I  know."  Karlene  copied  his  position  on  the  rail.  It  was  cute  that  this  new, self-assured,  bardic Benedikt couldn't  put  his feelings into words  any better  than an ex-assassin,  but  it  didn't  solve  their  problem.  "You  used  the  kigh  to  kill  that  xaan woman." 

"I  know.  I  called  it  something  else,  but  I  knew  I  was  doing  it.  At  the  time,  it seemed worth it." 

"And now." 

She was  standing  on  his blind side,  so  he had  to  turn most  of  his upper  body  to actually  look  her  in  the  eye.  "If  you're  asking  if  I'd  do  it  again  under  the  same circumstances,  then  yes.  If  you're  asking  if  I  regret  doing  it…"  He  paused  and examined what he felt. "I had two choices: Bannon's death or hers." 

"What about yours?" 

"No." To  Karlene's  surprise,  he smiled.  "I  didn't  want to  die,  but  I would  have if had been the only way to protect the island." 

"Because there're just some things that bards of Shkoder aren't willing to do?" 

It was Benedikt's turn to look startled. "Yeah, something like that." 

"Do you know what the kigh say about what you did?" 

What he did would only ever refer to one thing. "No, what?" 

"That  you  just moved  a bit of  water."  And  the  opinion  of  the  kigh  would  weigh heavily when it came time for Benedikt to face judgment. "There isn't  another  bard  in Shkoder who could have done what you did." 

"Would have?" 

"Been  able  to.  Your  relationship  with  water  is  going  to  become  the  stuff  of songs." 

A  sudden  wave  curved  high  against  the  ship  and  extended  an  almost  hand  to brush Benedikt lightly on one cheek. 



He watched  the kigh retreat,  then  turned  back  to  Karlene.  "You  didn't  expect  to rescue an oath breaker. I've complicated things, haven't I?" 

"Yes." 

"Sorry you came and got me?" 

She leaned forward and kissed him lightly where the kigh had caressed. "No." 



"The way I saw it, you'd pretty much rescued yourself by the time we got there." 

"I'd created a sort of life for myself out of compromise." 

"All lives are compromises,  Benedikt.  Don't  let the bards  tell you  different.  Look at me, I had to stop killing people." 

Benedikt looked at him. After a moment, he smiled. "Yeah. Me, too." 



"I've  never  heard  Bannon  laugh  like  that  before,"  Jurgis  murmured.  "Maybe  this thing with Benedikt will work out." 

Sprawled in a coil of rope, Evicka twisted around until she could  see  the two  men by the rail. "Hope he realizes it's going to be a damp threesome. 



When  Bannon  had  stopped  laughing  and  other  questions  had  been  answered without words,  he looked  back  toward  the vanished  shore  and  said,  "Do  you  think we'll ever see them again?" 

Thinking he looked  more  like  a  Petrokian  pirate  now  than  he  ever  had,  Benedikt glanced up from his reflection and asked, "What do you mean?" 

"Well,  they  have  ships  and  they  know  we're  out  here,  somewhere.  What  if  they come looking?" 

"They won't find us. I learned a new song while I was away." 

Unsure of the connection, Bannon frowned. "Just one?" 

Benedikt waited until  the  Song  of  Sorquizic  faded  back  into  memory.  "Just  one that counts." one quarter—no one  could  deny  that the young  bard  Benedikt was  the most powerful Singer of water in the entire; kingdom  of  Shkoder.  But water was  the only Quarter he could Sing. And without the ability to  Sing air, he was  isolated  from his fellow bards in a way few among them could  even begin to  understand.  So  when Queen Jelena  asked  for  a  bard  to  volunteer  for  a  dangerous  mission—to  take  ship aboard  the newly built  Starfarer  and  search  beyond  the known  lands  on  a  quest  to find  the  homeland  of  the  legendary  Dark  Sailor,  Benedikt  immediately  volunteered. 

After all, he had  more  to  prove  than any other  bard,  and  with Bardic  Captain  Kovar adamantly  against  the  queen's  proposed  expedition,  Benedikt  was  the  only  one rebellious enough to go. 

The trip went smoothly enough  until  Starfarer  was  deep  into uncharted  waters.  It was  then  that  disaster  struck,  leaving  Benedikt  stranded  with  no  way  to  get  a message  back  to  Shkoder,  no  way to  let anyone  know  what had  happened,  no  way to tell anyone that he was still alive. 

Washed  up  on  the  shores  of  a  distant  land,  Benedikt  was  soon  claimed  by  his rescuers as a pawn in their intricate and perilous game of  politics  and  religion. Could this One  Quarter  bard  find a Song  that would  let him survive  without  disturbing  the precarious power balance of a civilization he barely understood? 
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