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Dedication

The Gathering of the Lost is dedicated to the memory of the 181 people who lost their lives in the Christchurch earthquake of February 22, 2011.

And also to the police and fire service personnel, the urban search and rescue services from many countries, and to the Student Volunteer Army, the “Farm-y Army,” and all those individual people who pitched in and made the difference, most particularly on and after February 22, but also following the September 4, 2010 and June 13, 2011 earthquakes.
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Prologue

Malian’s dream was darkness: blackness without stars, water without light, a tower without a shadow that she remembered climbing—but that too fell away as she plummeted, diving head first through the dream. She kept her eyes open, remembering the crow in the shadow tower, the one that had told her this was something she would need to learn how to do.

The crow had been right, Malian thought, not that it helped when the universe of her dream was devoid of light.

“It is not the eyes.” The voice of Nhenir, the legendary helm that had once belonged to Yorindesarinen, the greatest of all Derai heroes, was a mixture of light and dark, speaking into Malian’s mind. “Your inner awareness must be open: you must learn to eat the dark lest it eat you.”

Malian did not answer as she plunged deeper, and then deeper again into the well of her dream. Mind, heart, and soul, she felt as if she were made of darkness—but was that not fitting since her name was Night?

She was far, far down in the dream before she saw light, a single star drowned at the bottom of the well. She turned toward it and the light grew, finally becoming a torch that gleamed white in a crystal bracket. Malian caught at it with her mind and stepped forward—into the center of an enormous cave that was ringed with more torches.

The cave was so vast that both its roof and the light were lost in the darkness overhead. But the space surrounding Malian was not empty: thousands of warriors lay all around her on stone biers. All were armed, but their helms and weapons, like their companion beasts—horses, hounds, and even the occasional hawk—were disposed around them. They looked exactly, Malian thought, like the depictions of legendary heroes in ancient sepulchres. Yet these warriors were alive: she could see the steady rise and fall of their breath.

“Asleep,” Malian whispered, “they’re all asleep.”

Slowly, she paced their silent rows—and saw young faces and those that were older, keen faces and grim, worn faces and sad. Every face looked resolute, as though some grave purpose had brought them to this one place, and a great many, Malian noticed, were beautiful, the men and the women alike.

The crystal torches were spaced evenly around the cavern, with a gonfalon hanging beside each light. Malian did not know either the runes or the heraldic devices depicted, but saw that every pennant was colorful and finely wrought. Far down the length of rows, in the very heart of the cavern, three great standards rose on staves of yellow, white, and bright red-gold. The banners were worked in the colors of fire, and their brilliance both dazzled Malian and drew her close.

The central banner and the highest of the three was vermilion silk with a pattern of silver and gold flames at its center. Living fire, Malian realized, when she finally stood below it, and with some kind of creature, a serpent or perhaps a lizard, coiled at the heart of the conflagration. The eyes of the lizard, too, were burning coals.

It’s just a banner, Malian told herself, only a device.

She would never say now: It’s just a dream. For her kind, there was no such thing. She looked away with an effort, turning her eyes to the banners on either side. The one on her left was orange and gold and fiery rose, all three colors shifting and weaving together with a fire bird device extending its full length. The bird’s wings were like knives, its tail a fall of shooting stars. The banner to Malian’s right bore a bird device as well, partially concealed by folds in a fabric that was both intensely white and indigo-blue as the hottest flame. The brilliance hurt Malian’s eyes, so she looked down at the biers instead, one beneath each of the blazing banners.

All three were draped with rich cloth that matched the standard overhead—but for the first time in all that vast hall, two of the three biers stood empty. Armor and weapons alone were laid out on the central plinth and the one immediately to its right. Malian considered them, her brows drawn together, before turning to the bier beneath the white-hot banner. The warrior who lay there was armed like all his companions, but a coif of silver mail covered his head and chin, and a naked sword was set upon his breast. His gloved hands curved around the hilt and his expression was full of grief and weariness, the folded lips stern.

The mail of the coif was cunningly wrought, a master smith’s work, but the sword was plain, with a simple guard and straight blade that was dull as pewter. Clearly, though, the man was a leader, despite the plainness of the sword. The runes worked into the cloth on which he lay, as well as his position beneath the standard, led to that inevitable conclusion. Although perhaps, Malian decided—with a quick glance at the bier’s empty companions—he had not always been the only leader.

Her eyes returned to the sword, because there was something about it despite the unadorned simplicity—something that drew the eye and asked to be grasped, held aloft and wielded against one’s foes. Malian half extended her hand, even though she knew that grasping the sword might trigger some warding spell.

“It is not yet time.” The voice spoke out of the flames on the central banner and Malian snatched her hand back. Her eyes flew to the creature in the fire’s heart and saw that the watching eyes were no longer fiery coals, but had grown dull.

“Time for what?” Malian’s dream voice echoed in the vastness of the chamber.

“The Awakening. But it is not yet time and you are not the one appointed. So who are you then, that steps so boldly into my ages-old dream?”

Malian knew that it was dangerous to reveal her name—but it could be even more dangerous not to, caught in so deep a dream. Her heart was racing, but she raised her chin. “Malian of Night is my name and I, too, dream.”

Silence fell all around her and the fire in the torches lengthened, growing brighter. When the voice spoke again, it held a note of wonder: “Malian. Who named you, child?”

What an odd question, Malian thought, astonished. “I don’t know,” she said finally.

“It is not,” the voice reflected, “a name that belongs to Night.”

Malian could not recall ever having thought about her name before, but it certainly wasn’t a common Night form. “No,” she agreed. “Does it matter?”

“I would be interested to learn who it was that gave it to you,” the voice replied. “When you find out, you must return and tell me.” Malian heard a note beneath the unhurried, reflective voice that she could not quite identify, although she thought it might have been excitement.

“I may not be able to find you again,” she said.

“I think you know that you will,” the voice replied. “You are very strong, for all your youth. Besides, it will be easier if I wish to be found.”

Did you wish to be found this time? Malian wondered. She decided to be bold. “Who are you? And who are they, all these warriors? What are they doing here?”

“They are sleeping,” the other replied, “until the hour and the time appointed, which is not now. Your name would mean something to them, too, though—as would the name of the one who gave it to you. It could be ... a very great gift.”

Malian shook her head. “You talk in riddles,” she said. “But one gift deserves another: you still have not told me your name.”

Humor tinged the voice’s reply. “You still have not told me who named you. So: a riddle for a riddle, an answer for an answer, a gift for a gift. You know my name already for it is also your name—although you might not recognize it as such.”

Malian ran a hand over her hair. “I’m not sure that you play fair,” she said ruefully. “Is that a prerogative of age?”

“My dear,” said the voice, “it is not that I am old. I am dead. I died a long time ago, so that they might live.”

Malian reflected that she might have erred, after all, in venturing so deep within the Gate of Dreams, where the dead were always more powerful than the living.

“Generally,” the voice continued, “I am not kindly disposed toward those who disturb my dreams, but you I could almost like, despite your youth.” A ghost of a laugh shivered through the cavern. “Besides, you bear a good name.”

“And,” Malian suggested, “may be able to discover something that interests you?”

“And,” the voice answered, laying a fine emphasis on the word, “you have powerful friends beyond this Gate of Dreams. They have been tolerant of my presence here; I do not wish to test their goodwill. The other reason is also worthy of consideration, of course.”

“Of course,” echoed Malian. She took a step back, away from the biers and the banners. On impulse, she bowed. “Farewell,” she said, “until we meet again.”

“Farewell, namesake.” The torches snuffed out so that Malian was again in darkness. She reached upward with her mind and back all the long way that she had come—and realized that she was far deeper in than she had thought.

“You must learn to be less reckless, child.” The voice whispered around her, dry, but a little amused as well, and Malian was given a sudden boost, so that instead of climbing against the weight of darkness she arced through it like a comet. “You are strong, yes, and young, but the Gate, too, is strong, its depths more profound than you can imagine. And not all those you may meet here are disposed to be ... kind.”

The voice snuffed out as the flames had done, and Malian breached the surface of the darkness like a diver, to find herself standing before the main gate of the Keep of Winds. The keep cleaved the dream realm like the prow of a great ship, yet the Derai world massed behind it was as closed to her now, even in the realm of dreams, as it was in the waking world.

“Exile.” Malian whispered the word to herself, but the echo came back from the keep’s height: exile-exile-exile!

This time, it was Nhenir’s voice that spoke into her mind. “There is no part of the Gate of Dreams that is more closely warded. The barriers flung up when the Derai first arrived here have endured, and the two realms, the world of the Derai and that of Haarth, have not bonded. They overlap, but no more than that, a schism that is even clearer here on the dream plane than it is in the physical world.”

The dream was thinning, Malian thought, the Keep of Winds and the Derai world withdrawing into the whiteness. She could hear the bluster of the wind over the Winter Country and smell the smoky interior of a Winter lodge. Yet still she lingered, unwilling to cross back. “So even here,” she said, stifling a rush of grief and loss, “I cannot enter my own world anymore.”

“Not unless you force a way through, which I don’t advise until you have learned to conceal your use of power rather better than you can now. Even then, you would risk drawing attention—and creating a greater rift between Haarth and the Derai.”

And my reason for leaving the Wall, Malian reflected, was to disappear out of sight and mind among the lands of Haarth. Not without regret, she released the dream and opened her eyes to the smoky darkness of the lodge. She grimaced, feeling the cold of the frozen ground rising through the layers of felt and fur piled on the floor as she lifted Nhenir from her head.

The fire was a dull glow, turning the leather and felt-hung walls to sepia, but Malian felt the touch of Kalan’s mind before she turned her head and saw him by the fire pit. Swathed in furs, his shadow hulked even larger against the lodge wall. “You went too far,” he said abruptly, but Malian could hear his fear. “The contact between us broke. I know we’ve both learned a lot from the shamans this winter and you have Nhenir ...” His mind voice trailed off as he shook his head. “You still need to be careful.”

“I know.” He could speak directly into her mind, but she could not respond in kind as she could with Nhenir—and as both of them had been able to do with Tarathan of Ar and Jehane Mor, the heralds of the Guild, when beyond the Gate of Dreams. The lack of reciprocity was a bitter frustration for Malian, and a danger, too. All the histories made that clear, even though they also indicated that the two-way link could well come with time. But what, Malian thought, if it does not, especially since we are not to remain together once the thaw begins?

“Did you find anything?” Kalan asked, still silently, because there were some things they tried never to speak of openly. “Any sign at all of the sword and shield?”

Malian shook her head. She had felt drawn to the sword on the sleeper’s breast, but Yorindesarinen’s armring had not burned with silver fire as it had when she found Nhenir. The helm, too, had not given any sign of recognizing the sword—which it would have if the sleeper’s blade had been Yorindesarinen’s famous, frost-fire sword.

“You have the armring,” Kalan replied. If he had spoken aloud his tone would have been heartening. “And Hylcarian said that all the lost arms would be rousing themselves to answer your need, as Nhenir did. So it has to be just a matter of time.”

“Besides, you already have me,” Nhenir pointed out. “And I am the greatest of the three.”

“Also the most modest?” Malian queried silently. She got up and sat close to Kalan, so that she could whisper a description of the cave and the sleepers without fear of being overheard. His eyes widened as he listened.

“It’s like something out of the oldest stories. But the sword you saw, you’re sure that it wasn’t Yorindesarinen’s?”

“It was too plain, and didn’t have any qualities of either frost or fire ...” She let her voice trail off, and he nodded.

“That namesake business, though—that’s really strange.” His look was curious. “And you really don’t know who named you? What about a naming ceremony sponsor?”

Malian shook her head, because if she had a sponsor, no one had ever told her—and not every Derai child, even those of the Blood, had a ceremony and a sponsor in any case. She remained silent, watching the flicker of the flames and listening to the roar of the wind. Linden, the spring-singer of Rowan Birchmoon’s clan, had told them this might be the last storm before the snowmelt began. “And once the floods that follow snowmelt are done,” she had added, “you can begin your journey south.”

Our separate journeys, Malian thought now, feeling hollow. She and Kalan had argued against being split up, each sharply aware that the other was all they had left of the Derai world, but the Winter leaders had been adamant. “If those you flee seek a girl and a boy together,” Linden had observed in her gentle way, “then the wise course must be to send you south by diverse routes—and to different destinations.”

“Besides,” the oldest of the shamans, Wolf, had added, “both smoke and stars show you following disparate paths to your power. Best, then, that we not meddle.”

He was Rowan Birchmoon’s great-uncle, Malian had discovered, his eyes shrewd in a face that was a mass of weathered seams—and his was the final ruling. So as soon as the weather allowed they would leave as part of separate hunting parties, each band following a distinct tributary of the Wildenrush south toward the River. A journey across the Wild Lands, Malian thought, which Linden says will take most of the summer. Yet only a few short months ago I believed that no one ever went there.

Despite the separation from Kalan, she felt a thrill of excitement. “One day,” she said, “I should like to go as far as Ishnapur and look out on the great sea of sands.”

“We should go there together,” Kalan agreed. “One day.”

They fell silent again, listening to the snowstorm buffet the lodge roof and scream around its entrance. From Ij to Ishnapur, Malian thought dreamily—and Linden will go with me as far as the Wildenrush, so that I may continue what I have begun and learn to read the patterns of smoke and stars like a shaman.

A vision of the cave of sleeping warriors filled her mind again, wavering into the Keep of Winds emerging out of mist and darkness. I must never forget why I am here, she told herself—that my duty to Night and to the Derai Alliance is why I follow this path. “We mustn’t change,” she said, quick and fierce, then wondered if the need to say the words at all was driven by her fear that Haarth would alter her. She saw the same thought reflected in Kalan’s face as he studied hers.

“We may have to,” he said slowly, “to survive where we’re going.” His eyes held hers. “But we must never change to each other.”

No, Malian thought silently, but if we alter in other ways ... She shivered as the wind gusted again, shaking the lodge.

Kalan built up the fire. “Spring coming or not, it’s still freezing. Sometimes, I think I’ve forgotten how to be warm.” He remained crouched on his heels, watching the flames lick across the dry wood and spark along a smear of resin. “When I was in the Temple quarter there were stories told. About the Lost.”

“The Lost?” Malian asked, her inner sight flashing to the cave of sleepers again.

“Renegades. Priest-kind—those with old powers who managed to flee the Wall and disappear into Haarth.”

As we’re doing, Malian thought. Her warrior upbringing made her wrinkle her nose at the association, before she reminded herself that she, too, was priest-kind now. “I thought the fugitives were always caught and brought back?”

Kalan shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors that some find sanctuary well beyond the Wall, although it’s probably just a story we spin to delude ourselves there’s hope. But you should know, just in case.”

In case I’m recognized as being warrior Derai, Malian wondered, and vengeance is sought against me for wrongs done on the Wall? These Lost would have to know who I am for that—although I suppose if they include seers in their number, they well might. Then again, if the Lost exist, they are still Derai. They might want to return home, if a path of honor opened for them.

And, she reflected, narrowing her eyes on this possibility, the Alliance is going to need all of those with the old power that it can get, even if most Derai on the Wall don’t realize it yet.

The day when they did was probably some way off though, as was the time when she and Kalan, let alone anyone else, could even contemplate returning. Kalan grinned when she said so aloud, but soon afterward they both yawned and burrowed into their separate piles of furs. Kalan’s breathing deepened quickly, but Malian kept thinking about the cave with its crystal torches. Time after time, she traversed the rows of sleeping warriors and wondered what it all meant: who were the sleepers and why had her seeking taken her there—and where exactly was there?

I know I went deep within the Gate of Dreams, she reflected, but are the sleepers of the present, the future, or the past? And why is my name a riddle to the power that guards them? Malian half thought that Nhenir might respond, but the helm remained silent even when she stretched out a hand and touched its curved surface. It was only when she was almost asleep that the ghost of a whisper crept into her mind.

“You stood in the long ago past, so deep and so long ago that you frightened even me. The dream touches on the present and the future, too, but as for the puzzle of your name—even I cannot resolve that.”

Riddles, Malian thought drowsily, before she let sleep take her—and so did not hear when the helm spoke again, a shiver across the blizzard’s roar.

“I wonder, Child of Night, if you could have returned so easily, despite your strength, if you had not had help? And how could you possibly understand the wonder of the help that you received? But then,” Nhenir continued, meditative, “she always was disposed to be kind—although that is something the Derai have chosen to forget.”





Part I

Festival of Masks





Chapter 1
 The Road to Ij

Spring came to the River in a flurry of blustering winds and driving rain that turned the local roads into quagmires and hurled the first fragile blossoms to the ground. Two heralds were blown out of the city of Terebanth with the weather and turned east toward Ij, following the great Main Road that had endured since the days of the Old Empire. At any other season a river passage would have been faster, but the combination of contrary winds and spring floods, fed by snowmelt in the headwaters of the Ijir and the Wildenrush, would keep the merchant galleys in port for at least another month. And unlike the adjoining local roads, the Main Road was well paved and drained and would not turn to mud in the spring rain.

Even so, it took the heralds the best part of a chill and dreary month to complete their journey. The rain continued, steady and unrelenting, and they slept in small wayside inns or camped in the leafless woods. Both heralds were swathed in thick gray cloaks, but they and their horses were equally sodden by the time the first watery sunshine appeared, just before the toll bridge and the great Patrol fort at Farelle.

The bridge, with its seven great arches spanning the river, was a relic of the Old Empire. Together with the fort, it marked the last stop before Ij, which lay an easy, two-hour ride away. The floodwaters had finally begun to recede and the riverbank was lined with barges, while mules, wagons, and foot travelers crammed the bridge. The heralds stood up in their stirrups, trying to make out why the flow of people and goods had slowed to a trickle.

“Something on the far side,” the first one said, while his companion angled her horse toward a solitary traveler coming toward them. His garb and the lute on his shoulder suggested a journeyman minstrel, and his progress was steady despite the crowd, although he seemed glad to stop in the lee of the herald’s great, gray horse.

“ ‘The whole world comes to Ij in the springtime’—isn’t that what they say?” He addressed the gray-clad rider cheerfully. “Just my luck to be going the other way as the festival’s beginning! But Arun-En, on the Wildenrush, has lost its minstrel and someone must take her place.” He settled the pack on his back into a more comfortable position.

“Safe journeying,” the herald said politely. “But what is holding up the Ij-bound traffic?”

The minstrel pulled a face. “Oh, it’s some bunch of uncouth foreigners from northern parts who don’t understand civilized ways and have taken issue over the tolls. The Patrol were shifting them out of the way as I came through, so things should start moving soon. Mind you, it did look like the Patrolers might have to bang a few heads there for a time, but it didn’t come to that in the end.”

He raised one hand in cheerful salute and carried on west, against the current of travelers. His prediction proved true, for the congestion on the bridge began to ease and the trickle through the tollgate became a steady flow just as the rain began again. The heralds held up their official sigils as they reached the far end of the bridge and were waved through, but they, like most others, glanced curiously at the small band of foreigners who had objected to paying the toll. A mounted unit of the Patrol had moved the strangers to one side and were watching, silent behind their visors, as a harassed looking clerk related the lawful charges. It was clear that the foreigners either did not understand or chose not to—and that the Patrol were leaving the business of explanation to the clerk and would only intervene if violence was threatened.

The heralds exchanged a glance before the woman of the pair turned her horse and rode over. Her hair, within the shadow of her gray hood, was fair, her gray-green eyes tranquil. “Greetings,” she said to the clerk, her tone as calm as her expression. “You appear to be having some difficulty. Perhaps I can assist?”

The clerk turned, wiping the fine beads of rain from his face, and bowed low when he saw who had addressed him. “Greetings, your honor. Serivis of Farelle at your service. I am trying to explain the tolls to these foreign folk but they don’t seem to understand our language very well. Or don’t want to,” he added darkly.

The herald nodded. “Jehane Mor,” she murmured, “of the Guild House in Terebanth.” She studied the strangers, her expression thoughtful, and they stared sullenly back. She counted fourteen in their band, all well armed and with two or more horses for each rider, and understood why they would have blocked the bridge once stopped—and why the Patrol had not moved away as soon as the bridge was cleared. “They are Derai, I believe,” she said to the clerk, “from the Wall of Night, far to the north. Many of them do not speak our River tongue, but as it happens, I speak theirs.”

“Do you?” exclaimed Serivis. “That is wonderful! At least, that is, if your honor is willing to speak with them?”

“Gladly,” the herald replied, smiling. “Greetings,” she continued in Derai, addressing the warriors in front of her. “Honor to you and to your House.”

The nearest Derai looked at her from under his brows. He was a bull of a man, very tall and heavily muscled, especially across the shoulders, and his expression was far from pleasant. “Light and safety on your road,” he grated out finally, just before his silence became outright insult.

She inclined her head. “I am Jehane Mor, of the Guild of Heralds. Perhaps I may help resolve your difficulty here?”

“Difficulty?” he growled. “We would choose another word. Is it your custom to rob travelers?”

Jehane Mor’s brows went up. “Do you mean the tolls? They are not theft, but a lawful charge set by agreement between all the cities of the River.”

The giant warrior slanted another look from beneath his lowered brows, this time at the visored riders of the Patrol, then back to her. “So how much is this daylight extortion of yours?”

“Extortion is a strong word,” Jehane Mor observed, “as is robbery, especially from a newly arrived visitor.” She met his sullen stare, her own gaze still tranquil, and he was the first to look away.

“Tell me about these ‘tolls’ then,” he sneered, “since you seem determined to stick your nose—unasked—into our business.”

The herald’s mouth quirked. “Of course,” she replied meditatively, “a man of courtesy would introduce himself before demanding the help that has already been freely offered.”

A man laughed and the ranks of the Derai shifted, revealing a bare-headed warrior who had dismounted and was seated on a milestone, apparently at his ease despite the rain and the watching Patrol. “But Orth is not a man of courtesy, Mistress Herald,” he said. “He is a warrior of the House of Swords, untiring in his pursuit of war. But courtesy, no.”

The warrior Orth muttered under his breath as Jehane Mor studied the new speaker. He was slightly built compared to his hulking companion and far less heavily armed than most of those around him, with only a light mail shirt and a sword beneath his worn jacket. His rain-speckled hair was tawny and cut square across his nape, while the eyes that looked back at her were a warm, bright brown, their expression both humorous and measuring at once.

A dangerous man, she thought, more so even than the other, because this one is clever.

The Derai rose and made a slight, ironic bow before coming to stand at her horse’s shoulder. “Allow me to pay the arrears of Orth’s discourtesy. I am Tirorn, also of the House of Swords. My companions and I understood that the roads of the River lands were free to all, but now we learn that we must pay money for crossing this bridge. On the Derai Wall we would call that extortion and so we have refused to pay. Yet it seems,” with a slight jerk of his head toward the Patrol’s impassive riders, “that such a refusal will not be countenanced.”

Jehane Mor’s brows had crooked together. “Here on the River, we do not consider the tolls extortion. Our cities rule themselves, but the lands between them must be kept safe for travelers and the roads and bridges maintained. Yet if one city were to reach out to control the in-between lands, then that move would be seen as a threat by its neighbors, an expansion.” She could see that this, at least, they all understood. “So the Patrol keeps the peace and the Company of Engineers, from Ar, maintains the road. In order to provide for these services, the cities have agreed that all travelers must pay a toll. The charges are gathered at places such as this, where those who use the road and the river come together at one point.”

“You didn’t pay,” Orth muttered, “I saw them wave you through.”

“I did pay,” Jehane Mor replied calmly. “I bought a herald’s pass for my whole journey before I left Terebanth. You could buy similar passes, if you wished,” she said to Tirorn.

“So we could,” he agreed, “and now that you have explained the matter to us so clearly, Mistress Herald, we will do just that.” His face and voice were smooth but she caught another note beneath it, something that might have been mockery, or even a jeer.

“You could have done so before,” she said quietly, “if you had wished to understand the clerk. He is a good and patient man and he was trying to help you.”

The brown eyes met hers and then he bowed again, more deeply this time. “Forgive our discourtesy, Lady Herald, both to you and this”—he paused, seeming to test the word—“clerk.”

“For my part,” she said, “there is nothing to forgive. It is the duty of heralds to assist in such matters.” She turned to Serivis before the Derai could reply. “If you tell me the charges,” she told the clerk, smiling when he blew out his cheeks in relief, “they will pay them now.”

All the same, it was sometime later before the process of purchasing passes was satisfactorily completed and the Derai finally clattered off toward Ij. Both heralds watched their departure with thoughtful expressions. “I am certain,” Jehane Mor said, “that they speak our River tongue, despite their display of ignorance.”

Her companion nodded. “He admitted as much, when he apologized. But why pretend that they didn’t?”

“Spying out the way of things, I should think,” a cool voice said from behind them. “The Derai are like that, we find.”

“Aravenor!” Jehane Mor turned, smiling, as a Patrol horse moved alongside hers. The rider wore a captain’s pin on his dark cloak, and the trademark visored helm covered his face. ‘The helm of concealment’ was what River folk called it, for the Patrol never revealed their faces, or entered a city or town, or stayed in any of the inns along the Main Road. They had their own forts close by the major cities and otherwise camped in the woods and fields, keeping to themselves and maintaining the peace of road and river as they had for centuries. Despite the enigmatic visors, it was still possible to tell Patrolers apart by the personal emblems displayed on their black tunics—below any marks of rank like a captain’s bar—and etched onto their helmets.

In this case, Jehane Mor recognized the rider’s voice even before she saw the striking hawk device and the captain’s pin above it, for they had met many times on the road. The Patrol captain sat relaxed and easy in his saddle, but the focus of his visored helm was on the Derai. “They like to test our resolve,” he said, and the closed visor turned toward her. “But you and Tarathan both speak their language—and you were sent to their Wall, five years back. I had forgotten that, until today.”

Jehane Mor nodded. “We bore a message to their Earl of Night. But we had no dealings with any other Derai house.”

“Night,” Aravenor repeated, then shook his head. “Most of the Derai we’re seeing are from Swords, like this lot, or the clan they call Blood.”

Tarathan frowned. “You make it sound like they’re coming here in numbers?”

“They’ve begun to, especially these past few years.” Aravenor glanced around as a wagon wheel clipped the low stone rampart adjoining the bridge and the driver cursed. “There were always some, of course, because of their dealings in specialized armor and weapons. The trade in the metals they mine from their Wall is much larger, but the River merchants have always been the go-betweens for that. Their Derai contacts, if they travel at all, rarely come farther south than Grayharbor.”

“But not anymore,” Jehane Mor said softly.

“No. Although until today, the Derai who come have still only been in twos and threes—for the weapons trade, they always say, or heading for the southern tourneys, or simply seeing the wider world.”

Tarathan’s dark gaze studied the hawk visor. “But you don’t believe the reasons they give?”

Below the visor, Aravenor’s smile was grim. “How many generations has it been? And yet it is only now the Derai are seized by this desire to see the wider world? No, I do not believe it. Besides, there have been too many whispers out of the north in recent years. One is that the Derai have finally tired of their bitter Wall and are doing what we have long feared—turning their warlike eyes to the rich and peaceful River.”

“And the others?” asked Jehane Mor.

“Chiefly that their old enemy is stirring again and they seek alliances.” It was impossible to tell, from the Patrol captain’s level tone, what he made of this. “Perhaps both explanations hold some truth and there are factions within the Derai. But like these Sword warriors today, those we encounter are always pushing to see what they can get away with. So far there’s been no real trouble, but it’s coming, especially if we have more groups of this size—and attitude.” The smile beneath the visor was thin. “Today, though, you drew their teeth, Herald Jehane, and for that I am grateful.”

“Only,” she said slowly, “because their leader, the one called Tirorn, chose to have them drawn.”

“I think you’re right,” the Patrol captain agreed. “But I am still grateful.” He took one long, last look at the Derai band, small now with distance, before turning back to the heralds. “But what of you? What brings you out of Terebanth to Ij so early in the spring, when you haven’t been this way for several years?”

“We’ve been kept busy on the Ephors’ business,” Jehane Mor agreed, “shuttling between Terebanth, Enkot, and Ar, with the occasional journey up the Wildenrush to keep in touch with the new settlements there.” She shook her head, thinking of the miles they had covered. “We’ve been over into Emer and Aralorn as well. Trade with those lands is growing, particularly in Emer now that the Duke’s peace is taking hold. But who would turn down a trip to Ij in time for the Festival of Masks?”

“Who indeed?” Aravenor replied, with a faint smile. “They say it’s to be a fine festival this year, the best ever.”

“Don’t they say that every year?” Tarathan inquired, and the Patrol captain’s smile became a grin.

“Look at the crowds—they seem to believe the boasts. We’re told the city is overflowing already, so you’re lucky you have your Guild House to go to.”

Jehane Mor’s answering smile was rueful. “Even that may be full, given that the Conclave and festival have fallen together this year. But no doubt we’ll find a spare corner. The Guild may not be one of the Three, but we can generally house our own.”

“The Three of Ij,” Aravenor said, his tone thoughtful. “One should never meddle in their affairs, they say. Then again, the merchant princes, in my experience, are not to be taken lightly either.” He raised one gauntleted hand and began to turn his horse. “Safe journeying. I will look for you on the road when the festival is done.”

The heralds raised their hands in reply and rode on, weaving their way through the press of travelers that had still not thinned out again after the delay at the bridge. They remained alert for any sign of the Derai, but the Sword warriors were nowhere to be seen. “They move fast.” Tarathan used mindspeech as he turned in the saddle, his eyes searching the country to either side. “Or they’ve left the road, although I see no sign of that.”

Jehane Mor spoke softly to her horse, letting it thread between foot travelers and a well-laden mule train. “The whole world comes to Ij, indeed.” Her gray extended its stride, clearing the line of mules and overtaking a cart piled high with bales beneath a stained tarpaulin. The carter flicked her a glance from beneath his hat, and the horse pulling the cart shifted slowly to the side of the road. The next cart was some distance ahead, but already the gray horses had begun to narrow the gap. Tarathan caught her eye as his mount drew level with hers.

“Do you think Aravenor was trying to tell us something at the last?” he asked. “Or was he just being cryptic?”

Jehane Mor grimaced. “A typical Patroler, do you mean? It would be unusual for the Patrol to comment on the affairs of a city—and who would dare interfere with the business of the Three of Ij?”

“Other than at least a half-dozen merchant princes and several Ephors, no one that I can think of.” Tarathan’s mindtone was dry. “It’s not unusual for friction to flare up at festival time, and only a fool would ever ride into Ij unwarily.”

“And we, of course, are not fools.” Jehane Mor’s swift, sidelong glance caught the answering gleam of his rare smile.

They let the gray horses increase their pace as the road cleared further—and crested a last, low hill in the early afternoon to see Ij spread out below them, glittering beneath the rainbow arch of a sun shower. Both heralds had seen the jewel of the Ijir before, but they still paused to take in its vastness, which spanned a series of islands between the river and the sea. Three great bridges led into the city on its western, landward side, with a river port to the south that was still clogged with the galleys and barges that plied the Ijir and its navigable tributaries. There was a Patrol fort close by the port, one of the major bases for their fleet of black galleys that patroled the river from Ij up to Enkot in the far west. On the city’s seaward side, the islands were hemmed in by the masts of oceangoing ships, the great merchant vessels that traded from Ishnapur to Grayharbor.

The city itself was a sprawling jumble of roofs dominated by three soaring landmarks: the slender spires that marked the Academy of Sages, the great dome of the College of Minstrels, and the single, sheer tower of the Assassins’ School. Each dominated one of the city’s central islands, with the marble cupolas and copper domes of the old nobility and merchant princes clustered around them. The far greater expanse of tiled roofs that sheltered the lesser citizens of Ij spread away on every side, interspersed by markets and warehouse areas. The heralds’ Guild House was located on a large island known as Westgate, where the Main Road officially entered the city.

For the first time since Terebanth, the main road branched at the foot of the hill where the heralds had drawn rein. One branch ran south to the river port and the Great Southern Gate, while the other led north, toward a smaller gate where red-roofed merchant houses sprawled along the city side of the river. The main, western gate was simply known as the Road Gate, and the closer the heralds came to it the busier the road became. Merchants and other long distance travelers were joined by farmers and carters coming and going from the city markets, as well as country families eager for the sights and entertainment of the festival. First hawkers’ booths, and then inns and stables, began to crowd along either side of the road—and the clatter of hooves and jingle of harness, the creak of carts and the cries of the hawkers, filled the afternoon air.

The intermittent rain had begun again by the time the heralds arrived at the long bridge into the city, a fine drizzle with the sun shining through it and rainbows dancing in every puddle. A guard post barred the western entrance to the bridge, but Tarathan and Jehane Mor were waved through as soon as they held up their passes. An Emalni merchant was less fortunate and glared at the heralds as the guards threw back the tarpaulins over his wagons.

“Their feud with Sirith must have flared up again,” Jehane Mor said.

“And you know what they say about the spring festival, that the murders and the masks come out together.” The hooves of their horses reverberated on the wide flagstones of the bridge. “I hope they have some spare masks at the Guild House,” Tarathan added out loud. “I’d hate to have to try and buy one at this late stage.”

“The price would be golden,” Jehane Mor said, “if not the mask.” She glanced up at the walls and roofs looming ahead. “At least the city sounds quiet.”

“For now.” Tarathan moved his horse farther to one side as a wagon approached from the opposite direction. “It’s the middle of the afternoon and the festival has only just begun.”

Bunting fluttered from the city walls, dominated by the heraldic colors of the Three: gold for the sages, the crimson of the minstrels, and assassins’ white. The three colors were repeated in the great standard of Ij, quartered by the city’s shield-of-arms—the river galley and the scales, the mace and the galleon—which floated above the Road Gate. Both the heralds raised a hand in formal salute as they clattered beneath the gate arch, and the guards on duty there saluted in reply. They seemed more relaxed than their comrades on the far side of the bridge, and the sergeant inquired about the condition of road and river as he stamped their passes.

“Peaceful, eh?” he said, when they had assured him this was the case. “I wish I could say the same, but we’ve had three assassinations already since the festival began, even though the Conclave won’t begin for another three days. It gets worse every year,” he added in weary resignation. “It’s not just the representatives of the Three jockeying for position, or the vendettas between the great families anymore. Other folk are bringing their quarrels and feuding here as well.”

“What other folk?” Tarathan asked.

The sergeant shrugged. “The quarrels between Emaln and Sirith seem to escalate every year, as well as trade disputes between any number of other cities. But these new folk from the north are the worst.”

“Do you mean the Derai?” Jehane Mor asked.

“That’s it, your honor.” The sergeant nodded, handing back her pass. “They don’t seem to like anyone very much, let alone us. Then there’s the other northern lot we had for the first time last festival and who’re back again this year—the Derai seem to really hate them. Although I must admit, that latest lot give me the creeps.” He scratched at his neck. “More than a little bit.”

“Who are these other northerners?” Tarathan inquired, his tone carefully casual. “Are they an opposing Derai sect?”

“No,” the sergeant replied. “They seem to be a completely different outfit. Envoys, they called the lot that came here last festival—and they certainly spent a lot of time talking with the Masters, although no one seems to know what all their gabbing was about.” He spat into the gutter. “Personally, I’d rather not have anything to do with any of that northern lot. Let ’em kill each other off, I say.”

“Good riddance, too,” agreed another guard, “but just not in our city or on our watch. We’ve enough going on with the festival and Conclave, without that.”

The arrival of the Emalni wagons, rumbling in under the arch, drowned out the muttered agreement from the other guards. Tarathan rode close to Jehane Mor as they emerged into the square beyond the gate, his dark eyes fierce as a hawk’s. “That was interesting news.”

Jehane Mor looked around at the cheerful, festival bustle. “These new envoys have to be from the Swarm. Very interesting indeed, with Derai here as well.”

Tarathan nodded, but his expression gave nothing away as they navigated the wide cobbled streets that led to the market quarter where the Guild House stood. Ijiri trading houses and embassies from the other River cities adjoined each other, most with trees grown in tubs set to either side of ornate entrances. Tarathan nodded up at the banner above the door to one of the larger trading houses. The blue cloth was so dark and wet with rain that it was almost black, its lone device that of a golden leopard, rampant, with extended claws. “Unusual for the Ilvaine kin to fly their banner,” he said

Jehane Mor contemplated the leopard. “A scion of the house must have come home, but which one?”

“ ’Ware my claws, lest you wear a glove.’ ” Tarathan quoted the Ilvaine motto, then added: “Perhaps they intend becoming active in the Conclave again? The Ilvaine kin have strong links to both Academy and College—and probably to the School as well.”

“Yet follow their own road, always.” Jehane Mor’s mindspeech was soft.

“But why get involved again now, after so many years?” Tarathan’s expression was still thoughtful when they clattered into the Guild House yard and found that it was as full as every inn they had passed along the way. The only space left for their accommodation was a landing where some camp beds and screens could be squeezed in.

“And no complaining,” the caretaker said, as she brought them towels and soap and blankets. “I’ve heard there’s not a spare corner to be had in the whole city and I hardly expected a contingent from Ishnapur, let alone half the Guild members from Emaln and Sirith.”

“Trying to keep the peace, I suppose,” said Tarathan. He was already lying on one of the camp beds, his hands clasped behind his head. “Without much success, I gather?”

The caretaker shook her head. She was a slight woman with short, grizzled hair and the trace of an Enkot burr in her voice. “Not noticeably,” she said, “although everyone’s trying. But an Emalni warehouse burned down the night before last, so of course the stables used by the Sirith consulate went up last night. The fire was put out before it spread, praise be! But with three assassinations already and word on the street that the School is inundated with contracts, it doesn’t bode well.”

“It doesn’t,” Jehane Mor agreed. “But what are our Ishnapuri kindred doing here, Naia? We heard no word of their coming.”

“They came by sea, with messages from the Shah for the Masters.” Naia shrugged. “That’s all I know, except that they’ve been going from Academy to College to School for most of this week. They aren’t saying much but I suspect that the desert tribes are growing restless again.”

“Even so, it’s still a very long way from Ishnapur to Ij.” Jehane Mor shook her head, dismissing the matter. “I don’t suppose you have any spare masks for us?”

“If you don’t mind them old and tatty. Our store has been well picked over with so many in before you—but you won’t get anything better for love or money in the city. You appear to have been expected, though,” Naia added, pulling some gilt-edged cards out of her pocket and handing them over. “I’ve already received the usual invitations for you: a banquet at the Conservatory tomorrow night and a debate at the Academy the following noon, with cards for Prince Ath’s masque and fireworks that same evening. Heralds are always good for making up numbers,” she said slyly, “and for some reason the prince thinks you two have the ear of the Ephors, in Terebanth.”

Jehane Mor sat down on her own cot, reading the cards in turn. “ ‘My vewy dear fwend the Ephor Vhiwinal,’ ” she murmured, imitating the lisp for which the princely sage was famous. “Will old and tatty masks do for His Illustriousness’s masque? I suppose they’ll have to. And no one will notice if we stand in a dark enough corner.”

“Now that,” said Naia firmly, “would not do at all. You know you’ll be expected to mingle.” She paused. “You will be careful, won’t you?”

“We’re always careful,” said Tarathan. After a moment he raised his head. “Is something in particular bothering you, Naia?”

The caretaker grimaced, her shoulders rising in a half shrug. “I don’t know. The streets are wild this year and there are all sorts of strange folk about. And you two never stay close. You’re always off and about, all over the city.”

Tarathan smiled at her. “Dear Naia. But we are a little older than the wild youngsters you first knew—and have survived this long, to plague you again now.”

“You don’t plague me!” Naia protested. “And you were never wild ...” Her eyes met his and she half smiled before her expression clouded again. “Well, maybe you were, just a little. But all these strangers—what if they don’t know that the law forbids violence against heralds? And it’s the Festival of Masks, in Ij. Anything could happen.”

Anything could happen. The words hung, cool as a shiver in the afternoon air, and the heralds exchanged a glance.

“We have to go about the city,” Jehane Mor said gently. “We have commissions to discharge. But we promise to be careful, Naia.”





Chapter 2
 A Libation for Seruth

Dusk was the festival hour, when everyone who ventured onto the streets went masked. The city was already humming when the heralds left the Guild house, with dancing in the market squares and every street corner boasting a juggler or puppeteer. Lanterns had been strung amongst the trees that lined the wider streets, and flambeaux blazed outside every inn and public house. The festivalgoers laughed as they came and went, yet the heralds detected a nervous edge to the gaiety—as though the Ijiri were tensed for the next fire or random act of violence.

“But are they random?” Jehane Mor studied the crowded street from behind her mask.

“Perhaps we should take a look at the School’s register, since it’s so full this year?” Tarathan’s mindvoice was dry.

“The register is not the business of heralds.” Jehane Mor paused, applauding a juggler as he completed a particularly spectacular cascade.

“Naia was right though,” Tarathan replied as they strolled on. “Something’s bubbling beneath the surface here. Can’t you feel it?”

Jehane Mor nodded as another performer breathed out fire into the violet dusk. “Heralds must still stick to their own business and let the Ijiri manage theirs—which they appear to be doing,” she added as a stronger than usual contingent of the city guard tramped past.

Naia’s summary of the overnight news, given at breakfast the next morning, seemed to support Jehane Mor’s observation. “No further fires,” the caretaker said, “and only one attempted riot, which the guard suppressed before it got under way. Oh, and an assassination attempt on Academy Island, a Conclave representative, but it was thwarted.” She placed a square of folded paper on the table. “And here is another invitation, addressed to you both.”

Jehane Mor turned the paper over, tapping one finger against the leopard rampant insignia pressed deeply into indigo wax, before passing it to Tarathan. “Ilvaine,” she said, as he broke the seal.

“Our attendance is requested at the Inn of the Golden Lute, on the Minstrels’ Island,” he read out, as Naia brought in more bread with a rounded, yellow cheese.

“Why would an Ilvaine stay there?” Jehane Mor wondered, “rather than in the palace on Academy Island, or the town house by the river port?”

Tarathan folded the invitation again. “Why not? Don’t the Ilvaine kin have fingers in every Ijiri pie?”

Naia sniffed, placing a knife by the bread. “So they say, as well as estates in the countryside and ships that trade in every port between Grayharbor and Ishnapur. But not many of the kin actually live here in the city anymore.”

“I wonder what this one wants?” murmured Jehane Mor, then looked around as the hall door opened and two heralds in the flowing grays of the Ishnapuri branch of the Guild walked in. They looked alike enough to be brother and sister, and their accents, when they spoke their good mornings, bore the lilt of the far-off southern empire.

Jehane Mor and Tarathan rose and bowed as one, speaking their names and Guild house in the formal style, and the Ishnapuri heralds replied in kind. “I am Ileyra,” the young woman said, “and this is Salan, my brother in both blood and the Guild.”

“ ‘It is a very long way from Ij to Ishnapur,’” Salan quoted gravely, then added, with the ghost of a smile, “but we came by sea, which made the journey swifter. And safer, since I understand the overland route still runs through very wild country.” He sat down, reaching for the bread basket. “We have yet more meetings with the Masters today, but fortunately not until this afternoon.”

Ileyra smiled. “We stayed out too late with the festival—every night there is more to see and do.” She shrugged. “Yet why not, when the Masters of this so-great city are all busy ahead of their Conclave?”

Jehane Mor concealed her surprise. “I would have thought those on the Shah’s business would be given priority.”

“We have appointments,” Ileyra assured her, “but always there are delays. The Masters may be late from earlier meetings, or their advisers cannot get through the press in the streets.”

“But at night,” said Salan, with a gleam of white teeth, “we get to see something of the famous festival without detracting from our duty. You are also here for business, of course?” His tone made the statement into a question.

“Sadly dull stuff and none of it with the Masters.” Jehane Mor set her plate aside. “But we may see you if you are attending the evening revels. The whole world, Naia tells us, is to be at Prince Ath’s party. It will be one of the great events of the festival.”

Ileyra shrugged and held up her palms. “There are so many invitations. ... And maybe we shall not see you anyway with all the masks, if it is such a large affair?”

“True, although I am sure that we shall meet again here.” Jehane Mor stood up. “But now we must be about that dull business of ours.” The sister nodded, smiling, while the brother pulled a sympathetic face. Jehane Mor opened the door into the hall and waited until Tarathan had closed it before mindspeaking: “Odd, don’t you think?”

“To come so far and be kept waiting? Yes,” Tarathan agreed. “And the Guild is so new in Ishnapur. Why would the Shah commission heralds for his business at all, let alone just one pair? I would have expected an ambassador, or special envoy at least.”

“Something doesn’t add up.” Jehane Mor lifted her gray cloak from a peg beside the door. “The last rumors I heard centered around trade treaties or even a maritime alliance. That would require a full ambassador.”

Tarathan tapped the paper with the Ilvaine seal against his hand. “I can’t imagine the Shah sending heralds for any other purpose than to announce the ambassador’s subsequent arrival. Odd,” he repeated, and the invitation tapped again.

Naia was sweeping the Guild House porch when they stepped out into the brightness of the morning. “I’ll have a groom take your horses down to the exercise meadow by the river port, if you’re busy today,” she said. “You could probably leave them there, if you wished, as the Guild keeps space in the port’s livery stable.” She straightened, looking around the small yard. “It will be a pleasanter spot for them and leave more stable room for newcomers here.”

Jehane Mor thanked her, and she and Tarathan spent the morning delivering the Ephor’s dispatches, as well as dropping off sealed reports from business agents in Terebanth to a series of merchant warehouses. They ate their lunch beneath an awning in the largest of the Westgate markets, with the heat of the sun on their backs and the last of the rain puddles disappearing from the cobbles. A clerk from one of the trading houses found them there, with a request that they call for more dispatches, and it was mid-afternoon before they turned toward Minstrels’ Island and the Inn of the Golden Lute.

The inn was located close to the great, golden dome of the College, and was a substantial, three-storey affair, with the upper levels built around three sides of a large courtyard. Timber balconies overlooked the central area, and the heralds’ boots thudded on the stairs as a servant led them to the topmost gallery. The afternoon air was heady with the scent of jasmine growing along the balustrade, and a College bell rang out the hour. The servant paused before a door of honeyed oak and knocked once before opening it. “Them heralds are here, your honor,” he announced, before slipping away.

Jehane Mor stepped into the room ahead of Tarathan and saw a man lounging in the window seat. “Ah,” she said. “I wondered if it might be you.”

The man laid aside his lute, rose gracefully to his feet and crossed to a table that was set with glasses, a flask of wine, and a plate of candied fruit. “I was unsure,” said Haimyr the Golden, the Earl of Night’s minstrel, “whether you knew that I was of the Ilvaine kin—although I suspected that you might.” The golden bells on his sleeve tinkled as he raised the wine flask. Both the flask and the goblets set around it were golden, too, wrought from the delicate and costly glass of Ij.

“It has been a long time since the Keep of Winds,” the minstrel continued, “but the two of you have remained in my thoughts. Would you care for some wine?”

Jehane Mor came further into the room, Tarathan’s shadow stretching alongside hers after he closed the door. “If that is an Emerian white in that flask, then yes,” she said. “To whom or what do we drink?”

“We must pour the libation for Seruth,” Haimyr the Golden replied, matching his action to the words. “It really is a very fine wine—and from Emer. I salute your perception, Herald Jehane!”

The herald accepted the glass he held out and sipped, regarding him across the rim while he poured a second glass for Tarathan. She noted the faint lines around eyes and mouth that had not been there five years before, but there was no thread of silver in the bright hair or lessening of mockery in the golden eyes. “I had forgotten that you were of the Ilvaine kin,” she said, after the wine had been duly appreciated. “But once we received the invitation, I reflected further on who might room so close to the College.”

“As a minstrel my business is with the College, so it makes sense to stay nearby.” Haimyr swirled the wine in his glass. “I could stay in the mausoleum they call our palace, I suppose, but I find all that marble and gloom of family history a little dismal.”

“We saw the banner over the Ilvaine trading house yesterday, the one on Westgate. Is that for you, even though you stay here?” Jehane Mor asked. “Or for another of your kin?”

“For me?” Irony glinted in Haimyr’s smile. “No, my illustrious great-uncle, the Prince Ilvaine, intends coming in for the festival, and another uncle and several cousins will be with him. Although some other of my cousins,” he added lazily, “will be coming by way of Emaln and Sirith.”

Jehane Mor felt Tarathan’s attention sharpen, but she said nothing, careful to hold her thoughts as still as her face. Haimyr smiled, watching the play of light through the golden glass. “But I did not invite you here to speak of my family. How long has it been, exactly, since we last met? Five years? Six?”

“Over five, since we waited by the Border Mark,” Jehane Mor replied quietly.

The minstrel looked at her, his eyes lambent. “And they never came,” he said. “I know this because the Earl’s agents followed you all the way to Terebanth to be sure you really had returned alone. He was, I regret to say, sadly suspicious of you both. It was not until the following spring that we knew for certain that Malian and her party had turned aside, becoming lost in the winter that fell on Jaransor.”

“Jaransor,” Jehane Mor repeated, shaking her head. “That information never made its way to the River, or to the Guild. I am grieved to learn it now. Such news makes ill hearing.”

The minstrel was still watching her face, but now he shrugged. “It is a long road from the Wall to the River, almost as great a distance, in its way, as the fabled journey from Ij to Ishnapur—which is quite the end of the world, would you not say?”

“Not entirely,” Tarathan replied. “But I do not think you invited us here to talk of the distance between lands.”

“I suppose it is all in the way one looks at things,” Haimyr mused. “Perhaps heralds, who are always traveling the world, think less of distance than those who live more settled lives. But where was I? Ah!” He snapped his long fingers together. “News from the Wall: that was it. But I am forgetting my manners. We have poured the wine and made our libation to Seruth. Now we must be seated and comfortable in our talk.”

Jehane Mor smiled slightly and moved to a high-backed chair, while Tarathan remained standing behind her.

“How many years have you dwelt on the Wall of Night?” she asked.

Haimyr threw up a hand. “Over twenty now, since I first met the young Lord Tasarion and accepted his offer to see the Derai Wall. And there I have remained. Fate is a curious thing, is it not?”

“It is,” Jehane Mor agreed. “But I don’t think you asked us here to speak of that either. News from the Wall, you said, and that Lady Malian was lost in Jaransor. That seems a very strange road for any Derai to have taken.”

Haimyr shrugged. “I think she and her companions were driven there, out of the Gray Lands. Night’s trackers found evidence of that before full winter fell across the plain. But the snow came earlier in Jaransor, overtaking Malian and her party—as it overtook us all,” he added musingly. “Even on the Wall there had never been a winter so long or so hard. Lannorth and a hundred-squad were bailed up for months in Westwind Hold, waiting for the spring before entering Jaransor.”

“The Derai sent numbers into Jaransor?” Jehane Mor could hear the frown in Tarathan’s voice.

The minstrel shook his head. “In the end, no. The Commander of Westwind forbade it, so only Lannorth and a handpicked few went in, with the best of the hold’s hunters and scouts.”

“Wise,” Tarathan said shortly.

“As you say,” Haimyr agreed. “The shamans of the Winter country believe that the gods walked Jaransor once, in the very dawn of time, and that their memory dwells there still.” He took another sip of the wine. “Ijiri lore, too, suggests that it is a place of ancient power, not to be ventured lightly.”

“Jaransor-of the-many-legends,” said Jehane Mor. She paused before speaking again, conscious of advancing the next pawn across an invisible board. “What did they find, the handpicked few?”

“Dead bodies, mainly.” Haimyr’s gaze held hers, before shifting to Tarathan. “Lannorth had wyr hounds, accursed beasts in my opinion, even if they can track their quarry across stone and through water. The hounds led them to the guards, Kyr and Lira. Their bodies were still frozen in snow, but they had died from battle wounds, not the cold. The searchers found the bodies of their adversaries as well, all of them Darkswarm. And more Swarm dead later, in a pass further to the south—yet no sign of the Heir; or the boy, Kalan; or Nhairin, the high steward, who were both with Malian when she left the Keep of Winds.”

“If no bodies were found,” said Jehane Mor slowly, “how can you be certain they are dead?”

Haimyr studied his wine with great interest. “The winter was severe and they had no provisions, even if they could have found shelter. But there are no habitations in Jaransor. The Westwind scouts thought it possible their bodies might never be found, not in that country.”

Jehane Mor was silent, recalling snow falling from gray skies above a tall standing stone: the flakes had floated down steadily, soundless as death. Behind her, Tarathan neither moved nor spoke, but she knew his eyes would be intent on the golden minstrel. On the windowseat, Haimyr drained his glass.

“I think something froze in all of us that winter, but with the Earl it is as though the frost has never lifted. For a long time he spoke only to give commands. He wouldn’t even talk to Asantir, who has been his right hand these many years.” The golden bells chimed as Haimyr shrugged. “Nhairin’s defection hit him hard—and what he saw as his daughter’s disobedience, even more so. He even spoke of striking Malian’s name from the record of their Blood.”

“They are a strange people, both rigid and vengeful.” Tarathan’s tone was dispassionate. “Who else would seek to disinherit one already thought dead?”

“Who indeed?” the minstrel said. “Although I think Tasarion spoke in the anger of the moment. He is not by nature a vindictive man. And he has too much else to occupy him, between reclaiming the Old Keep—vast, benighted place that it is—and rebuilding the Derai Alliance. Asantir, whom you knew as his Honor Captain, is Commander of Night now, and he has sent her to all the keeps along the Wall, strengthening Night’s old alliances and seeking to rebuild those broken in the civil war.”

“What of allies beyond the Wall?” Jehane Mor asked. “Does Night, too, send envoys to the Masters of Ij?” She paused. “Perhaps that is what brings you here, just in time for the Conclave?”

Haimyr laughed. “The Earl of Night has sent no embassy here—and even if he had, I would not be part of it.” He rose and refilled their glasses and his own before returning to the window. “This is certainly a very fine vintage,” he said appreciatively, “even for an Emerian white. As it happens, I am aware of the Derai in Ij, but that is not what brought me south.” He raised his glass in salute. “The main reason I am here is to speak with you.”

Not a pawn this time, thought Jehane Mor: I think the queen just moved down the chess board. Or the Heir, as the Derai would call the same piece. She waited, and felt Tarathan wait with her, their minds an opaque mirror behind expressionless faces.

“I have lost something that is very dear to me,” Haimyr continued smoothly. “And dear to friends of mine, also. I believe that you may have the ability to help us find what we seek, however well concealed.”

“Lost,” Jehane Mor inquired, “or stolen?”

Haimyr considered this point. “Some might say stolen,” he conceded, “but really, I prefer ‘lost.’ ” His eyes held hers. “I must have been quite dull-witted all these years, not to have thought of you both sooner. You have found her once before, after all—and under extreme circumstances.”

“Her?” Jehane Mor echoed, although she already knew what would come next.

“Her,” the minstrel confirmed and set his glass down. “I want you to find Malian, the Heir of Night, and bring her home to the Keep of Winds.”
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