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Praise for L. E. Modesitt, Jr.’s world of fantasy

“Modesitt has created an exceptionally vivid secondary world, so concretely visualized as to give the impression that Modesitt himself must have dwelt there.”

—L. Sprague de Camp

“This is a writer who cares about his characters and his world. This is disciplined fantasy, not fluff. L. E. Modesitt, Jr. is uncompromising when it comes to the effects of magic, both on the natural world and on the human heart. There are no cheap solutions to the problems of Recluce. Because of that, it is a world worth returning to.”

—Megan Lindholm

“A splendid fantasy that grips from the first sentence. For once this is a book that really does cry out to be turned into a trilogy.”

—Interzone
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I




The boy looks at the iron, cherry-red in the tongs.

The wiry man—small and compact, unlike the traditional smith—holds the tongs higher as he glances toward the boy. “That’s hot enough to bind storms and wizards, boy. Strong enough to hold giants, just like Nylan bound the 	demons of light for Ryba…” Sweat pours from his forehead despite the breezes channeled through the smithy by the very nature of the building. “Iron…iron runs through the center of Recluce. That’s what makes Recluce a refuge of order.”

“That story about Nylan isn’t true. The demons of light were gone by then,” states the child in a clear, but low voice. His narrow solemn face remains unsmiling. “And there aren’t any giants.”

“So there aren’t,” agrees the smith. “If’n there were, though, iron’s the stuff to hold ’em.” He returns to his work. “And black iron—that’ll hold the worst of the White Wizards. Been true since the time of Nylan.”

“The strongest of the White Wizards? They weren’t as strong as the founder.”

“No,” says the smith. “But that was back then. They’re a-breedin’ new demons in Fairhaven these days. You wait and see.” He lifts the hammer. “Then the Black Brothers’ll need black steel…even if I need an order-master to help me forge it…”

Clung…clung. The hammer falls upon the metal that the tongs have positioned on the anvil, and the ringing impacts drown out the last of his words.

The solemn-faced boy, his hair redder than the cooling metal, nods, frowns.

“Dorrin, I’m done. Where are you?” A girl’s voice, strong and firm, perhaps even a shout outside the smithy, barely penetrates between the hammer blows rippling through the heat and faint mist of worked metal.

“Good day, ser,” says the redhead politely, before dashing from the smithy into the sunlight.

…clung…

The smith shakes his head, but his hands are sure upon the hammer and the metal.







II




The red-headed youth leafs through the pages of the heavy book, his eyes flicking from line to line, from page to page, oblivious to the scrutiny from beyond the archway.

“What are you reading?”

“Nothing.” His thoughts burn at the evasion. “Just one of the natural philosophies,” he adds quickly.

“It wouldn’t be the one on mechanical devices, would it?” asks the tall man.

“Yes, father,” Dorrin responds with a sigh, waiting for the lecture.

Instead, his father responds with a deep breath. “Put it back on the shelf. Let’s get on with your studies.”

As he reshelves the heavy book and turns toward the tall, thin man, Dorrin asks, “Why don’t we build some of the machines in the books?”

“Such as?” The tall man in black steps around his son and proceeds toward the covered porch beyond the library.

Dorrin turns and follows. “What about the heated water engine?”

“Heated water is steam.” The Black wizard shakes his head. “What would happen if chaos energy were loosed in the cold water?” The wizard sits down on the high stool with the short back.

“It wouldn’t work. But—”

“That’s enough, Dorrin. There are reasons why we don’t use those machines. Some can be easily disrupted by chaos. Some actually require the constant attention of a chaos wizard, and you can understand why that’s not practical here on Recluce, I trust?”


Dorrin nods quietly, as he sits on the backless stool across from his father. He has heard the lecture before.

“We work with nature, Dorrin, not against it. That is the basis of order, and the foundation of Recluce.” The wizard pauses. “Now, tell me what the winds are like off Land’s End.”

Dorrin closes his eyes and concentrates for a time. Finally, he speaks. “They’re light, like a cold mist seeping from the north.”

“What about the higher winds, the ones that direct the weather?”

Dorrin closes his eyes again.

“You should have felt them all. You have to be able to feel the air, Dorrin, feel it at all levels, not just the low easy parts,” explains the tall man in black. He looks from the sky above the Eastern Ocean back to the red-headed youngster.

“What good is feeling something if you can’t do anything with it?” The boy’s voice is both solemn and curious.

“Just knowing what the air and the weather are doing is important.” Despite his tall, thin build, the man’s voice is resonant and authoritative. “I have told you before. The farmers and the sailors need to know.”

“Yes, ser,” acknowledges the redhead. “But I can’t help the plants, and I cannot even call the slightest of breezes.”

“I’m sure that will come, Dorrin. In time, and with more work.” The man in black sighs softly, turning his eyes from the black stone railing to the other covered porch where a shaded table set for four awaits. “Think about it.”

“I have thought about it, father. I would rather be a smith or a woodworker. They make real things. Even a healer helps people. You can see what happens. I don’t want to spend my life watching things. I want to do things and to create things.”

“Sometimes, watching things saves many lives. Remember the big storm last year…”

“Father…? The legends say that Creslin could direct the storms. Why can’t—”

“We’ve talked about that before, Dorrin. If we direct the storms, it will change the weather all over the world, and Recluce could become a desert once again. Even more people would die. When the Founders changed the world, thousands upon thousands died, and they almost died as well. Now, it would be worse. Much worse. Even if a Black as great as Creslin appeared, and that is not likely. Not with the Balance.”

“But why?”

“I told you why. Because there are more people. Because everything relates to everything else. And because there is more order in the world today.”

Dorrin looks at his father’s earnest face, purses his lips, and falls silent.

“I’m going to help your mother with dinner. Do you know where Kyl is?”

“Down on the beach.”

“Would you get him, please?”

“Yes, ser.” Dorrin inclines his head and stands. As he crosses the close-grown lawn, his steps are deliberate, carrying him along the knife-edged stone walk with the precision that characterizes his speech and dress.

After a last look at his son, the wizard turns to wend his way through the library and toward the kitchen.







III




“Until you can prove you are the man with the white sword—that’s how long before you could count on being the High Wizard, Jeslek.”

“I suppose I would have to raise mountains along the Analerian highlands? Is that what you’re saying, Sterol?”

“It wouldn’t hurt,” quips the man in white with the amulet around his neck.

“It could be done, you know. Especially with all the increased order created over the past generations by Recluce.” The sun in Jeslek’s eyes bathes the room.

“The day you do that, I’ll hand you the amulet.” Sterol laughs, and the sound is colder than the wind that swirls across the winter skies above Fairhaven.

“I mean it. It’s not a question of pure force, you know. It’s a question of releasing order bounds deep within the earth.”

“There is one condition, however.”


“Oh?”

“You must preserve the great road, and stand amidst your mountains as you raise them.”

Jeslek chuckles. “Getting more cautious, I see.”

“Merely prudent. One would not wish a High Wizard who could not control the chaos he released. That was the example of Jenred.”

“Spare me that lecture.”

“Of course. You young ones do not need the ancient tales and parables because they do not apply in a changing world.”

Jeslek frowns, but bows. “By your leave?”

“Of course, dear Jeslek. Do let me know when you plan to raise mountains.”

“I certainly will. I would not wish you to miss anything.”







IV




“Damn it, Dorrin!” The smith takes the short length of metal, already bearing a blackish sheen, even while it retains a straw brown color, and uses the tongs to set it on the brick hearth beside the anvil.

The youth flushes, the red from the forge combining with the red of chagrin climbing up from his neck. “I’m sorry, Hegl.”

“Bein’ sorry don’t count a whole lot. Now, I got a chunk of black-ordered steel that’s useless. Don’t fit nothing, and nothing but a wizard’s hearth gets hot enough to melt that. Darkness, you dump so much order in things, Nylan himself couldn’t have forged it.” Hegl snorts. “Not much call for black steel, anyway, but you don’t order it until it’s finished. What were you thinking of?”

“How it would look when you were done.”

The smith shakes his head. “Go on. Let me finish. I’ll send Kadara for you when it’s time.”

Dorrin swallows and turns, walking toward the open double doors designed to funnel the cool air through the smithy. Behind him, the smith extracts another rod of iron from the bin and lifts it toward the furnace.

The redhead holds his narrow lips so tightly they almost turn white. He has persuaded his father to let him spend time with Hegl, and if Hegl will not have him…

He steps through the open doors and out toward the washstones, where he pauses and splashes his face with the cool water, letting it carry away the heat of the smithy and the embarrassment. After pumping a drink from the spout, he leans toward the garden fed by the runoff from the washstones. Neatly edged in fitted gray stone, the different colored leaves of the herbs, and the few purple-flowered brinn plants, have formed almost mathematically precise rectangles.

Dorrin lets his senses touch the herbs, feeling the beginning of root rot in the winterspice, always a problem, according to his mother, because Recluce was far warmer than the climes of Nordla. With the practice borne of training, his senses enfold the winterspice, adding the strength the bluish-green-leaved spice needs to resist the dark fungal growths.

Out of habit, he checks the others, even the rosemary in the drier upper stone garden. With a shake of his head that displaces not a strand of his tight-curled and wiry red hair, he straightens.

“I wondered why my spices have grown so true this year.” A gray-haired and stocky woman stands by the washstones.

“Your pardon,” offers Dorrin.

“My gain, you mean, if you have even a fraction of the skill of your mother.” She smiles. “Why are you out here?”

“Wandering thoughts,” confesses the youth. “I thought about the wrong thing and turned an unfinished ingot into black steel. Hegl was less than pleased.”

“He would not be,” affirms the smith’s wife. “But he will find some use for it, if only to demonstrate the strength of his work.”

Dorrin shakes his head.

“Kadara will not be back from the Temple until later…she has afternoon classes.”

“I know. I’m going home until Hegl needs me.” The red-haired youth turns and walks down the flagged path toward the stone paved street.

Behind him, the smith’s wife shakes her head for an instant before looking at the herb garden. She smiles as she studies the plants.


Dorrin’s steps carry him past two of the stone-walled and split-stone shingled homes of Extina before he turns and walks up the stone drive slightly wider than the drives of the neighboring dwellings. A set of prints in the faint dust that has settled on the short wiry grass indicates where his mother’s light steps have trod as she has inspected her own garden and trees.







V




The man in black looks up, preoccupied, almost as if he does not see the youth on the covered terrace as he walks slowly up the stone walk.

Looking out beyond his father, Dorrin can see the Black Holding, where the Council on which his father serves meets. No one has lived there in the three centuries since the deaths of the Founders. Slightly to the left of the Black Holding begins the High Road, which stretches to the southeastern tip of Recluce. Much of the southern part of the isle remains forested and uninhabited, except for the few crafthalls and the rich Feyn River plains, where most of the isle’s grains are grown.

As his eyes flick back to the black buildings on the highest point of the cliffs, Dorrin frowns, absently wondering how true the tales are about Creslin and Megaera. How could they have died at the same exact instant—just as the sun rose? Or is that just another bit of superstition he is supposed to swallow? At least his models do not rely on belief. He frowns. Or do they?

“Dorrin…” calls the thin-faced man. “We need to talk. Get your brother. The kitchen is fine.”

“Yes, ser.” He turns and walks down the rear steps from the terrace. Kyl is weeding his own private herb garden, as result of their mother’s threat to withhold sweets until both youths’ gardens are presentable and orderly. Dorrin smiles. The order of Dorrin’s garden has never been a problem. On the other hand, Kyl—his dark-haired younger brother—prefers fishing or crabbing or just staring at the Eastern Ocean to any sort of gardening.

The stocky boy is not weeding. Instead, he sits disconsolately beside a small pile of wilted weeds. “I hate gardening. Why can’t I go off with Brice, like I wanted?”

“I suppose,” begins Dorrin, kneeling down beside Kyl and immediately removing small unwanted sprouts as he talks, “because father is a black wizard of the air and mother is a healer. If they were fisherfolk, like Brice’s parents, then they wouldn’t want us to be wizards or healers…”

“I hate gardening.”

Dorrin continues to weed, his hands quick and precise among the plants. As he weeds, his fingers stroke the herbs, infusing them with order. “I know.”

“You don’t like learning about the air, do you?”

Dorrin shrugs. “I don’t mind learning anything. I like to know about things. I want to make things—not like Hegl, but machines that do things and help people. I’ll never shift the winds or control the storms.”

“Father can only do little things with the winds. He said so himself.”

Dorrin shakes his head. “He only does little things, because he fears the effect on the Balance. What good is it to have a power you can’t use? I’d rather do something useful.”

“Fishing is useful,” Kyl observes. His eyes stray to Dorrin’s hands. “You make weeding look so easy.”

Dorrin shakes dirt off his fingers and stands, brushing off his gray trousers before straightening up. “Father sent me after you. He has some news.”

“About what?”

Dorrin shrugs again before he turns back toward the house. “I don’t think it’s good. He was walking slowly and thinking about something.”

“Like the time when you ruined Hegl’s iron?”

Dorrin flushes, but does not turn to let his younger brother see the reaction. “Come on.”

“I didn’t mean that…”

Dorrin keeps walking.

“…and thanks for the help with the weeding.”

“That’s all right.”

The weather wizard stands by the kitchen table that seats but four. Both youths incline their heads slightly as they step into the room from the covered porch where they all dine together in weather better than the raw overcast outside. Their mother is sitting in the chair by the window.

“Sit down,” suggests their father.

They sit, one on each side of Rebekah. Sitting on the remaining chair, the tall wizard clears his throat.

“…not another lecture…” mumbles Kyl under his breath.

“Yes…another lecture,” affirms their father. “This is a lecture that you have heard and forgotten. And it’s very important, because a time of change is upon us.” The wizard sips from the cup he has carried to the table. “Among the White Wizards of Fairhaven there is a chaos wizard whose like has not been seen for centuries. They call him Jeslek. He has even begun to raise mountains in the high plains between Gallos and Kyphros.”

Rebekah shivers. “Not even the Founders…”

Oran takes another sip from his cup before speaking. “Something is going to happen, and we have to be prepared. Chaos could crop up just about anywhere.”

“Anywhere? That’s silly,” comments Kyl.

“You think that Recluce is immune to chaos?” snorts the tall man. “You think that the order with which we live just happened?”

“No,” answers Dorrin heavily, wishing his father would get to the point. “This has something to do with me, doesn’t it?”

His mother looks out the window. Kyl looks at the tile of the floor, then at his brother.

“Dorrin, now is not the time for your games with machines and models.” Oran draws out the words.

“Now, Oran,” temporizes the red-haired woman. “He’s still young.”

“Young he may be, but order doesn’t flow right when he’s around. Have you talked to Hegl? Poor man’s afraid to work iron when Dorrin’s nearby. I can’t sense the storms when he gets worried. Crellor—Never mind! And with the Fairhaven wizards talking about fleets and pressuring the Nordlans to stop trading with us, things are getting too serious to have order disrupted.” The air wizard frowns, then coughs. “Too serious,” he repeats.

“What do you want me to do? Disappear?”

Oran shakes his head, pulls at his chin, then purses his lips. “Nothing is ever that simple. Never that simple.”


Dorrin picks up the heavy tumbler and sips the lukewarm redberry.

Kyl winks at his older brother, and Rebekah glares at her younger son. Kyl shrugs when her glance shifts to Oran.

Finally, Oran looks at Dorrin. “We’ve talked about this all before, about how you insist on making your models and thinking about machines. And I asked you to think about it.” The tall wizard pauses. “It’s clear that you haven’t taken my words seriously enough.”

“I have thought about it,” Dorrin says slowly. “I would rather be a smith or a woodworker. They make real things. Even a healer helps people. You can see what happens. I don’t want to spend my life watching things. I want to do things and to create things.”

“Sometimes, watching things saves many lives. Remember the big storm last year…”

“Father…? The legends say that Creslin could direct the storms. Why can’t—”

“We’ve talked about that before, Dorrin. If we direct the storms, it will change the world’s weather, make a desert of Recluce again, and kill thousands everywhere. You’re just going to have to concentrate on what you’re supposed to be doing. And I can’t make you. I’m sending you to study with Lortren.”

“Is that wise?” asks Rebekah.

“What else can I do? He doesn’t listen to me.”

“Father?”

“Yes, Dorrin.”

The redhead takes a deep breath. “I do listen to you. I can’t do what you want me to do, and I don’t want to. You are a great air wizard. I never will be. Can’t you just let me be what I am?”

“Dorrin, machines and chaos were what brought down the Angels. Now, admittedly, you couldn’t handle chaos if your life depended on it, which, thankfully, it doesn’t. But this obsession with building machines is unnatural. What good will they bring? Will they make people healthier, the way healers do? Or will we tear up the earth in search of metals? Will we poison the rivers refining them? And part of the order of Recluce is supported by the core of cold iron ore that runs down the hills above the Feyn. Would you throw that away for machines that would run and wither away?”


Dorrin looks down for a moment, then turns to his father. “It doesn’t have to be that way. Hegl doesn’t make a mess. Everything there is reused.”

“Hegl doesn’t need stones’ and stones’ worth of metals. Machines do.” Oran shakes his head. “Perhaps Lortren can make you two understand.”

“What did I do?” protests Kyl.

“Nothing,” answers the air wizard.

“But…?”

“Oh…I was referring to Dorrin’s friend Kadara. She thinks that strength and skill are the answer to everything. She refuses to listen to her mother, only to Hegl, because she only respects physical strength.”

“Kadara’s going to the Academy, too?” Dorrin looks from his brother toward his father.

Oran nods. “I am not exactly pleased with the idea. Nor is Hegl, but the Brotherhood is even less pleased about the thought of either one of you continuing essentially unsupervised, especially as friends. Lortren should be able to teach you a thing or two.”

“What if he can’t?” asks Kyl fearfully.

Both parents look at the younger son.

“Well, what if he can’t?” demands the dark-haired boy.

“We’ll face that later,” answers the air wizard. “And Lortren is a woman. She is equally adept with a shortsword and the manipulation of order.”

Kyl’s eyes dart from his father to his older brother and back.

Oran takes another sip from his tumbler.

Rebekah stands. “Dinner will be ready in just a moment. Kyl?” She inclines her head toward the pantry. Kyl scurries for the tableware.

“I need to check something,” the air wizard comments, setting the tumbler on the top of the pie safe before walking toward the study.

Dorrin looks toward his mother, who slices scallions into a skillet. After a moment, he walks toward the porch to think before dinner.








VI




“There are no great weather-wizards on Recluce now. Not like Creslin.”

A thin man in white shakes his head. “Was he as great as the records say? Destroying an entire Hamorian fleet?”

“That was before he really got going,” snaps a heavier man in the first row. “Check the older histories. Especially about the weather.”

“Don’t play games with the youngster,” croaks another voice. “Just tell him.”

“You tell him, Fiedner.”

“It is so simple, young master wizard,” croaks the dried-out wizard called Fiedner. “So simple, and so complex. Three centuries past, the Council included Blacks. Not many, to be sure, for the Whites looked down upon the Blacks. And the magic of order is more complex and less directly powerful than that of chaos. Or so everyone thought until Creslin walked off the Roof of the World.”

“He was real?”

“Aye, that he was. Real enough to change a White witch into an order-master near as great as he. Real enough to destroy scores of ships sent against him. Real enough to turn Kyphros into the hot desert it is today, and northern Spidlar into a cold and snowy wilderness. Real enough to turn Recluce from a desert into a garden island.”

The young man shakes his head. “Folk tales! Nonsense!” Fire flares from his fingers—not just red-tinged white, but a flame like a blade that saws a chunk out of one of the granite columns bordering the chamber.

Clunk…

“Folk tales, they are. But you’re here today because Creslin lived then.”

“Explain,” demands the slim young man with the sunlike eyes and white hair.

“The Balance is real. Aye, real, and you disregard it at your peril. Jenred the Traitor never believed in the Balance, and we have paid and paid for that ignorance. In Creslin’s time, chaos dominated, and the Balance was forced to find a focus. The Blacks manipulated the focus into creating Creslin, and they had him trained outside of Fairhaven.”

“Westwind? That much is verifiable.”

“It is what is not verifiable that concerns you, Jeslek. Creslin was order-bound, but trained as a Westwind senior guard. That meant more then. Along the way, even before he attained his powers, he killed an entire bandit troop singlehandedly, and three or four squads of White Road Guards. Oh, and he could sing almost as well as the legendary Werlynn.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“It saved his ass when magic wasn’t enough. You had better learn the same,” cackles the old voice.

“Bah!” The voice cuts nearly as deeply as the chaos fire of the speaker. “Not even the Blacks of Kyphros could stop me.”

“They are not the Blacks of Recluce.”

The words hang for a time in the air.

“Who said that?”

But no voice owns the statement, and in time Jeslek sheathes his fires and steps into the twilight outside the chamber, walking along the never-dark, white-lit streets of Fairhaven toward the old city center.







VII




The tall man tethers the horse and locks the brake on the two-seated wagon. The two redheads reach for their belongings. Shortly, four figures traverse the stone lane that leads gently uphill from the coastal road. The two redheads bear packs on their shoulders. The two men walk as though they bear heavier and unseen burdens.

The paved and time-smoothed walk of black stone stretches toward half a dozen black stone buildings roofed with a gray slate nearly as black as the stone walls. Even the wide windows in the buildings are framed with dark wood. The grass between the walks and walls and buildings is dark green, thick, wiry, and short.


The four pass a diamond-shaped garden of blue and silver flowers—set within low walls of the same black stones. The leaves rustle in the cool fall breeze. In the deep green-blue sky, white puffy clouds scud westward.

“Where are we going?” asks the sole female, too old to be a girl, too young to be a woman.

“To the black building on the right,” responds the tallest figure.

“All the buildings are black.”

“Kadara,” warns the shorter of the two men.

“This whole place is black.”

Dorrin glances from Kadara, who has had the nerve to voice his own feelings, to his father. “Why is it called the Academy?” He has heard the answer, but knows that Kadara has not, and does not want Hegl or his father to be critical of her.

Oran’s lips quirk before he responds. “Originally, it had no name. It started years ago when a former Westwind Guard tutored some younger Blacks in self-defense. They paid for the tutoring by teaching logic and the science of order to what was then the remnant of the Westwind Guard detachment.” Oran pauses, gestures at the building. “The side door, there.” He steps forward. “Someone supposedly called the place the Academy of Useless and Violent Knowledge. It became the Academy.”

They walk up two wide stone steps onto a small covered porch. Kadara tightens her lips, and her eyes rake over both her father and Oran before coming to rest on Dorrin. Hegl shifts his weight as he stops.

“Perhaps they can teach me about using a blade,” she says mildly.

Oran opens the dark oak door and holds it for the others. The three others remain on the wide stones of the porch without moving. Finally, Dorrin shrugs and steps inside. A white-haired and muscular woman a shade shorter than Dorrin appears in the doorway on the far side of a foyer that measures perhaps seven cubits on a side.

“Greetings.” Her voice is more musical than her stern and ageless face.

Dorrin nods. “Greetings.”

“Greetings, magistra,” offers Oran.


“I’m still Lortren, you pompous ass,” returns the black-clad woman. “You know what I think about titles between adults.”

Oran inclines his head slightly. “This is my son Dorrin, and this is Kadara, the daughter of Hegl, here.”

“Let’s go into the study.” Lortren turns and steps through the doorway.

Hegl looks quizzically at Oran, who follows Lortren. Dorrin and Kadara follow their parents.

“I might like her,” mouths Kadara.

“Maybe.” As they step into the next room, Dorrin notes the stacks of freestanding shelves filled with books—thousands, from what he can tell as they walk down a narrow passageway to the right of the shelves. Perhaps thirty cubits from the door, the shelves end, and the room opens onto a space filled with three tables. The corner table, set between two windows, contains two covered pots seeping steam and a tray filled with plain rolls. Six chairs are pulled up to the table.

Dorrin’s stomach growls, not loudly enough, he hopes, for the sound to be heard. It has been a while since the noon meal.

“Sit down anywhere,” offers the magistra.

Dorrin waits until his father and Hegl move toward seats, then glances at Kadara and offers her the chair he holds. She shakes her head and sits on the other side of her father. Dorrin sits beside his father, leaving the empty chair between himself and the smith.

Lortren nods toward the pots. “Hot cider or tea. Help yourself.”

As Oran lifts the teapot, Lortren clears her throat softly. “Some people have called this the Academy of Useless Knowledge and Unnecessary Violence…or the School for Sophistry and Swords. For most people who live on Recluce, the description is probably correct. We try to teach the understanding behind knowledge and the use of weapons for those who learn that understanding. Both tend to be necessary.” Her eyes turn on Dorrin. “Do you know why?”

“No, magistra.”

“I won’t force an answer from you. That comes later. The simple answer is that once you learn why things work, you generally upset people, particularly in places like Nordla and Candar. People who are upset often want to take it out on those who upset them. It helps if you can protect yourself.” The black eyes twinkle for a moment.

“You mention travel to Candar…” asks Hegl hesitantly.

“Most of those who learn here end up spending time in Candar or Nordla. Some even go to Afrit—Hamor, usually.”

“Why?” asks Oran casually, as if he knows the answer.

“Because instruction is never enough for those who have difficulty accepting things as they are.”

Hegl swallows and nods. Kadara nods, and Dorrin frowns, wondering if the Academy is nothing more than a way to educate troublemakers for exile. He keeps his words to himself, since saying anything will change nothing.

“You speak as though your…students…are almost troublemakers,” offers Kadara, her voice brittle.

“All of you are. I was once, also. It usually takes not only training and theory, but a healthy dose of reality to turn chaotic trouble-making into something useful.”

Dorrin sips the hot tea and munches on a roll.

Hegl glances from the white-haired magistra with the unlined face and melodic voice to his daughter, then toward the air wizard. “I wonder…”

“You wonder if entrusting your daughter to me is a good idea? I would too. It’s not a good idea. The only problem is that the alternatives are worse.” The melodic voice turns hard. “What happens to chaos-mongers?”

“They get exiled,” responds Hegl.

“What generally leads to chaos-mongering?”

The smith shrugs.

“Discontent, unhappiness with life,” answers the air wizard.

“That’s your real choice,” affirms the magistra.

“Because I’m not happy with the way you all have arranged my life, I have to learn all this nonsense and even study in Candar?” Kadara asks.

“No. You will learn enough so that you can live and survive in Candar or Nordla. Then you will decide whether you can accept what Recluce offers. And you are one of the lucky ones—whose parents can purchase the training. The others often just get a lecture and a boat ride.”

Dorrin shivers. This is something he has not heard before. His eyes and Kadara’s cross. Then they look at their parents, but neither man will meet his offspring’s question.

Lortren stands. “That’s about it. You two can go, and I’ll show these two youngsters to their rooms.”

While the words are polite enough, Dorrin understands that Lortren controls his future and perhaps even his life.

“How…where…?” the smith stammers.

Lortren smiles, faintly. “If you want to see where your daughter will live, come along. It’s just a small plain single room.”

Hegl steps after his daughter. Dorrin looks at his father and shakes his head. Although he will never be the wizard his father is, he can sense enough to know that Lortren tells the truth.

“You’d rather I didn’t?”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Dorrin confirms. “Besides, you know what the rooms look like. Hegl doesn’t.”

“Quiet, but sharp, isn’t he, Oran?” observes Lortren.

“Too sharp for his own good, I fear.”

“Good-bye,” Dorrin says, shouldering his pack. Oran remains by the table as the four leave.

Lortren leads them down a corridor through another dark oak door and onto another covered porch. “Over to that building.” She points to a two-storied, slate-roofed structure perhaps two hundred cubits uphill with narrow windows.

Dorrin counts the windows—ten on each level. If his estimate of the width of the roof line is correct and there are rooms on both sides, the building will hold forty students. “Is that the only place where students live?”

“Not the only one, but most students live there. There’s no absolute requirement for it, but it’s a long walk from either Land’s End or Extina, and you will be kept rather busy.” Lortren hurries down the steps and along the stone-paved path toward the student housing. She walks almost at a slow run.

Dorrin stretches his own stride out to catch up. “How long will our instruction take? Here, I mean.”

Lortren laughs, a short laugh that is half musical, half bark. “Probably about half a year, but that depends on you.”

“How often do you start groups—”

“Are there others—”

Both Kadara and Dorrin break off in mid-question, but keep moving to stay abreast of the black-clad magistra.


“We allow new groups to start about every five or six eight-days. We usually have three or four groups at different stages.”

Dorrin is certainly not the only one questioning the order or meaning of Recluce—not if Lortren is training nearly eighty young people a year.

The only sound is that of breathing, of booted feet upon stone, of the wind through the trees in their orderly spacing throughout the grounds, and of the intermittent and distant shhhhsss of the Eastern Ocean breaking upon the white sands under the cliffs to the east of the Coastal Highway that fronts the Academy.

Lortren pauses at the top of the uncovered stone stoop before yet another black oak door—this one to the student quarters. “Kadara, you can wait here or follow us upstairs. Dorrin, your room is upstairs on the far end.”

She opens the door, and Dorrin follows. After a moment, so does Kadara. Hegl trails them up the stone steps and down the dim hallway to the last doorway on the left. The magistra opens the door. “No locks. There’s a small privacy bolt.” She points to the metal fastening and steps aside to let Dorrin enter.

Dorrin’s room is not large, measuring no more than seven cubits long and a little more than five wide and containing only a wardrobe, a narrow desk with a single drawer, a chair for the desk, and a single bed not much more than a thin pallet upon a wooden frame. The polished stone floor is bare.

“Very plain, but adequate.”

On the foot of the bed is a folded sheet and a heavy brown blanket.

“At the fourth bell—that’s also the announcement for dinner—meet me in the library, and we’ll go over the rest of the rules and your schedules. By then, most of the others should have arrived. There are three others here so far. Feel free to walk anywhere on the grounds. You may enter any room with an open doorway, although I would suggest knocking first.” She pauses. “Any questions?”

“What would happen if I just left?”

“Nothing.”

“And if I go where I’m not supposed to?”

Lortren snorts. “You can go anywhere you demon-well want to. If you interrupt a class or someone’s work, they’ll naturally be upset. But that’s your problem. You could hurt yourself if you get careless in the armory, but that’s also your problem. There’s nothing secret about this place. I just don’t want to explain all the rules ten separate times. That’s why we’ll get together before dinner and do it all at once.”

The black-clad magistra turns to Kadara, who stands in the doorway. “Now…let’s get you to your room.”

As the sound of steps fades away, Dorrin stands alone in the small room.

Sniff…

The redhead wrinkles his nose at the faint mustiness, then glances at the desk which sits beneath the window. He has to lean across the wooden writing top in order to slide the window open. As he straightens up, his head brushes the oil lamp in the bracket affixed to the edge of the window casement.

Standing behind the desk, he looks through the open window toward the east. While the trees on the far side of the coastal road block his view, he knows that the Eastern Ocean is there, the breakers foaming on the kays of soft white sand that stretch toward Land’s End.

He looks at the pack, then back out the window.

Finally, he lifts the pack and begins to remove the clothing, first the lighter shirts and the underclothing, before beginning to place them in the wardrobe.







VIII




“I suppose I owe this to you.” Kadara does not look at Dorrin as they step onto the uncovered porch.

“Me?”

Kadara steps onto the stone walk to the library. “If you hadn’t been so interested in smithing, then father wouldn’t have gotten to know your father.”

“Maybe…” How can neighbors not come to know each other?

The stiff eastern breeze carries the tang of salt as it whips Kadara’s long red hair almost into Dorrin’s face.

“Do you mind if I join you?” The voice is mellow, deep, and youthfully enthusiastic.

Dorrin looks over his shoulder and up at the tall blond figure with broad shoulders. “We’re going to a meeting—”

“I know. I’m new, too. That’s why I thought you wouldn’t mind. I’m Brede.” Brede wears gray trousers and a blue, long-sleeved farmer’s shirt.

“Dorrin.” He continues to match strides with Kadara.

“Kadara.”

“I’m from Lydkler, in the hills above the Feyn Valley. It’s so small no one—almost no one, anyway—has ever heard of it. Where are you two from? Are you related?” Brede’s words tumble out and are followed by a broad and open smile. A gust of wind sprays fine blond hair around his face, and a hand twice the size of Dorrin’s absently brushes it back.

“We’re from Extina,” admits Dorrin.

“Brother and sister?”

“Hardly,” snaps Kadara.

“Oh…the red hair…I just thought…”

“It’s just coincidence—the red hair, I mean.”

A long shadow falls across the walk as a high puffy cloud scuds toward the western horizon and blocks the low sun.

“Oh…well…isn’t Extina close to Land’s End? It’s not far from here at all. I saw a road marker just before we got here…”

Kadara’s lips remain closed as she marches up under the covered porch and reaches for the dark steel handle of the black oak door. Sunlight returns to the Academy grounds.

“No,” admits Dorrin. “It’s only about ten kays north.”

Clunk…The black oak door thuds shut in Dorrin’s face.

“She’s a little unhappy, isn’t she?” observes Brede.

Dorrin opens the door.

“You’re both unhappy,” reflects the young giant.

“Neither one of us is exactly thrilled to be here.” Dorrin pushes through the doorway. Kadara opens the next door—the one to the library.

“She isn’t. That’s for certain,” adds Brede, an amused edge to the deep-toned voice. “It won’t change anything, though.”

Dorrin grins, warming to the big young man in spite of Brede’s forwardness. “Somehow, I don’t think it will.” He pauses to note the two silver-bordered cork boards, one on each side of the foyer. Both contain grids with times at the left, and boxes filled with a few words each. The grids look similar to the appointment sheets kept by his father. Dorrin crosses the foyer and continues along the short corridor toward the library.

After stepping into the library, Dorrin scans the tables, counting three female and four male figures seated around two tables. No one is seated around the window table. With a deep breath, he edges around the table to the far left and sits next to Kadara. On his immediate left is the wall. Brede settles in the last seat at the other table, grinning briefly as Dorrin looks across the perhaps ten cubits that separate them.

On the other side of Kadara sits a solid young woman, wearing a bright orange-red blouse that does not suit her dark brown hair and pale freckled face. Beside her sits a gangly youth with shoulder-length black hair wearing a one-piece shapeless brown garment.

“Greetings.”

Dorrin’s study of the other students is interrupted by Lortren’s entrance. The white-haired and well-muscled woman stands beside the vacant window table. The black eyes slash across the ten seated youngsters. “I am Lortren. For better or worse, I will be working with you over the next half-year to help you find out who and what you really are.”

A brief smile flashes across her face. “You only think you know who you are. If you really knew, you wouldn’t be here. You all have talent, of one sort or another, although we don’t have any out-and-out chaos wielders here.”

The dark eyes sweep the group again, and Dorrin shifts his weight in the hard and unyielding wooden chair.

“I won’t bother introducing you to each other. You can work that out among yourselves at dinner, or whenever. You are the red group. Your schedule for the eight-day is posted on the board that says, clearly enough, ‘Red Group.’ The board is in the south foyer. That’s at the end of the corridor behind me.

“No one will remind you where you are to be, or when. Getting there is your responsibility. Finding out where rooms and buildings are is also your responsibility. There is a small map in the foyer next to each board.”

“What if—” begins a broad young man with white-blond hair.


“If you make an honest effort and have trouble in the beginning, Loric, no one will say anything. If you continue to show a lack of interest, you’ll be asked to leave. Most people who leave here without finishing the course end up somewhere in Nordla or Candar, depending on the available shipping.”

“…that’s exile…” The whispered words are clear in the stillness.

“That’s correct,” affirms Lortren. “For those of you who have not figured it out, the Academy is all that stands between you and exile. In even clearer terms, the Academy prepares you for a controlled exile from which you can return—if you survive and if you choose.”

Dorrin senses the indrawn breaths and slow exhalations.

“What kinds of things will we be doing?” Brede’s overloud voice crashes through the silence.

“Your studies will concentrate on three things—the study of order and chaos; the basic history and cultures of Candor, Nordla, Afrit, and Recluce; and physical training. What is expected of you will be covered in greater detail in your first meeting tomorrow morning.” Lortren smiles grimly. “Most of you will discover how little you really know.” She pauses. “Are there any other questions?”

Dorrin frowns. Lortren will not answer more than she wants to, and she has said all she plans to say.

“Dinner is waiting. This one time, I’ll show you the way. The meal times are also on your schedule board.” The black-clad magistra is leaving by the time Dorrin stands.

“Kadara…?” he begins, but she too has moved out of earshot of his soft inquiry. He hastens after the others, ending up behind the girl in the red-orange shirt, so close that his left boot catches her sandal.

“I’m sorry.”

She turns with her hand on the door, revealing deep blue eyes that twinkle for a moment. “That’s all right. I’m Jyll. Who are you?”

“Ah…Dorrin…”

She steps through the doorway, and Dorrin follows. Kadara is already leaving the foyer. Several others, including Brede, stand by the schedule board and puzzle over the schedule printed there. Jyll and Dorrin join them.


“Is ‘Order’ fundamentals?”

“…how much physical training…”

Looking over the shoulder of the short and broad blond youth whose question was cut short by Lortren, Dorrin scans the schedule, his eyes drifting to a small map in the corner. He finds the dark oblong labeled “Dining,” then steps away. Jyll steps away with him.

Outside he checks the walkways and starts uphill, north of the student quarters, where two other figures are entering. “I think that’s where we’re supposed to go.”

“I’m sure someone will tell us if it’s not.” Jyll tilts her head, and her fine, dark brown hair, cut squarely at chin level, fluffs in the late afternoon breeze, then settles back.

Halfway to the dining building, Dorrin asks, “Where are you from?”

“Land’s End, like most of us.”

“Brede’s from the Feyn area.”

“Brede?”

“The big blond fellow with the deep voice.”

“He looks like a farmer or a Nordlan warrior.”

“He could probably be either, but he’s sharper than he looks.”

Jyll smiles. “Why did they send you here?”

“I kept telling my father that I wanted to build machines.”

“That’s scarcely grounds for exile.” She purses her lips. “Unless you really just wanted to build them for yourself.”

Dorrin flushes, but steps under the overhanging porch roof of the dining building and opens the door for Jyll.

“Thank you.”

Dorrin also holds the second door. The room contains six large circular wooden tables. At the far end of the room are two open doorways through which Dorrin can see the kitchen. A long serving table is set perhaps two cubits from the wall holding the doorways. Several of the other students from the introductory meetings are loading plates from the serving table.

Lortren sits at one of the tables, along with a thin older man, two other older students, Kadara, and the thin and gangly black-haired youth.

“You know her?” asks Jyll, her eyes focused on Kadara.

“Kadara? She is…was…my neighbor.” Dorrin forces a chuckle. “Right now, she thinks it’s my fault she’s here.”

“Oh?” Jyll steps toward the serving table.

Dorrin follows, his voice low. “I wanted to learn how to be a smith, like her father, but I messed up some of his iron by turning it into black steel. So he got to know my father better. When Hegl had trouble with her, he asked my father what to do.”

“All right.” The dark-haired girl grins. “I just thought I’d ask. Do you like her?”

Dorrin blushes again, caught off-guard by the question.

“Never mind. I think you answered the question.”

Dorrin follows Jyll’s example and picks up one of the heavy gray plates. From the serving platters, he takes two slices of heavy dark bread, some white cheese, a mostly ripe pearapple, and a large helping of a stew that probably has too much pepper in it. He passes by the platter of mixed greens, and pours himself a glass of redberry.

Jyll, on the other hand, takes only the smallest helping of stew and piles on the greens, sprinkling them with an apple vinegar. She sits at one of the two empty tables, and Dorrin, after glancing at Lortren’s table, where the gangly youth is leaning toward Kadara, sits beside Jyll.

He takes a sip of the redberry, warmer than he prefers. “If it’s not intruding…what’s your family like?”

She finishes crunching a mixture of celery and sliced fennel before answering. “My father is a trader in wools. My mother was a singer from Suthya. I don’t have any brothers or sisters, yet.”

Dorrin frowns. The words imply that her mother is dead, and that her father has another wife who may yet have children. “I take it that was a little difficult.”

“It was fun growing up, even if I only had a nurse. Father took me on his trips to Freetown. I had my own horses, and he even let me learn blades from one of the retired Guards. What about you?”

“My life was much less adventuresome. My father is an air wizard, and my mother is a healer. I’ve never been much farther from home than here, at least in person.” Dorrin takes a spoonful of the hot stew, followed by a mouthful of the black bread.

“In person?”

“…mmmhhh…” He waves a hand and swallows. “When you follow the winds, you send your mind out. Not that I’m very good at it. That’s the problem. Father wants me to work at being an air wizard, when I’m probably a better healer or a smith than an air wizard.” Dorrin sees Kadara’s eyes flicker from him to Jyll. The redhead’s face is impassive. Why should Kadara should be upset? She was the one who marched off and left him.

“Do you mind if we join you?” asks a petite strawberry-blond girl with pale green eyes. With her stand two others, plates in hand—a brown-haired youth as tall as Brede and a slender black-haired girl taller than Kadara.

“No…please do…” offers Dorrin.

“We should get to know each other. I’m Jyll.”

“Dorrin.”

“I’m Alys,” responds the strawberry blond.

“Shendr,” adds the brown-haired big youth.

“Lisabet.” The tall girl looks away from Dorrin’s direct appraisal and sets down her plate with a clunk.

“This isn’t much better than peasant fare.” Alys slides her chair up to the table.

“But there’s plenty,” mumbles Shendr with a full mouth.

Lisabet eats slowly from a plate filled, like Jyll’s, mainly with greens, cheese, and fruits. Her big hazel-green eyes seem unfocused.

Dorrin looks away from the tall girl and takes another spoonful of stew.

“…really can’t belief that they can get away with this…You think a thought of your own, and they want to throw you off the island…” Alys continues talking to Shendr as Shendr continues shoveling in his meal.

Dorrin munches on the not-quite-ripe pearapple.

“You never finished telling why your father sent you here,” prompts Jyll.

“I guess because he feels that all machines are linked to chaos. I think that you can blend order and machines, but everyone thinks that will lead to chaos. I know it won’t, but they don’t listen.”

Dorrin wonders what part her father’s new wife played in Jyll’s departure. “I take it your father found another woman?”

“Father? Let’s say that she found him. She’s also a singer, of sorts, and very devoted to him.” Jyll takes the last bite of greens.

Dorrin munches through the last of the black bread.

“Where are you from?” asks Shendr, from above a plate that is so clean the gray glaze of the earthenware almost glistens. “I’ve met Jyll before.”

“Extina,” offers Dorrin.

“I haven’t met her,” says Alys, adding quickly, “I’m from Alaren.”

“I’ve spent most of my time on Recluce in Land’s End,” answers Jyll.

“That’s a strange way of putting it. Have you traveled a lot?”

“I’ve been to Freetown and Hydolar and Tyrhavven,” explains Jyll.

Lisabet continues to chew slowly on the remaining greens before her.

Dorrin wonders at the odd grouping of the so-called students. Alys and Jyll both seem from a somewhat indulged background, yet Brede and Shendr seem almost common in background. Not dull, but common. And Kadara is bright and willful, but neither indulged nor privileged. Finally, he speaks. “Lisabet, why do you think you are here?”

The tall girl finishes her mouthful of greens, then takes a sip of redberry from her mug. “I would suspect that all of us are present because in our inner selves we do not accept the way things are on Recluce.”

“Rebels? I’m certainly no rebel,” asserts Alys. “I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. I mean, in Hamor, they lock you up after you’re married…”

Lisabet continues with the greens on her plate while Alys expounds on the oppression of women in the Hamorian Empire. Dorrin takes another mouthful of stew.







IX





The walled city that serves as the key to the Westhorns shall not fall nor sleep so long as her ruler holds fast to the Great Keep, and that keep remains girded in three layers of stone.




The fields of Gallos, the groves of Kyphros, and the highlands of Analeria shall support the same great ruler; they shall support that ruler until they are sundered by the mountains of fire.




A man with a sword of white shall lift hills from the earth; he shall set a road of stone down their spine, yet none shall see that road, nor ride it, save the servants of chaos.




From the blackness of the stars shall come one like an ancient angel, building unto himself tools such as those forged by Nylan that first vanquished the reborn masters of light, and he shall be rejected by chaos and by order; neither shall give him refuge.




He shall make a city of black stone in a place where none dwell, north of the sun and east of chaos; and the hand of every power shall be against him; his tools shall prevail and shall anchor the course of order.




Yet chaos will prevail west of the black city, north and south of the sun; and those in white shall serve light and travel the hidden highways; they shall attain richness and every favor for their pleasure.




Those of the black city and in that place where it dwells shall remain girded; their ships shall travel the oceans great and small, and they shall prosper so long as they remain in their land.




For in time, the double sun will wax in the high sky and sunder the servants of light; their towers shall melt like wax upon a forge; and their highways shall be lost; men and women will revile their names, even as seekers quest for the knowledge of light.




Never shall darkness nor light prevail, for one must balance the other; yet many of light will seek to banish darkness, and a multitude shall seek to cloak the light; but the balance will destroy all who seek the full ends of darkness and light.




Then shall a woman rule the parched fields and dry groves of the reformed Kyphros and the highlands of Analeria and the enchanted hills; and all matters of wonders shall come to pass…

The Book of Ryba
 Canto DL [The Last]
 Original Text









X




The second bells still ring as Dorrin steps inside the classroom for the introductory session of the red group. Only Edil is missing, but then Dorrin has just seen the gangly youth hastily putting away his guitar. Lortren stands at the window, her back to the eight students on the pillows.

Dorrin takes his place on one of the three remaining pillows, the one next to Lisabet. As he does, Edil, a sheepish look on his long thin face, tumbles through the doorway. Edil scrambles for the nearest pillow, nearly throwing himself into place beside Kadara.

Lortren turns. Her face is composed. “I will begin with a warning.” She smiles wryly. “No…the warning is strictly for your benefit. I would suggest that what you learn here be shared only with others who have a similar background and understanding. This is only a suggestion, but it could make things a little less troublesome.

“Second, there are no tests. You may learn as you please. If you choose not to learn, at some point you will be exiled. If you work hard and it takes longer for you than others, then you may have that time, at least until it becomes apparent that you have learned what you can.

“Third, if you have questions, ask them. Otherwise, I and the others will assume that you understand what you have been taught.


“And last…any violence, except as instructed in physical training, any theft, or any other form of personal, physical, or intellectual dishonesty will result in immediate exile.”

Dorrin looks at Lortren. “Could you define intellectual dishonesty, magistra? That seems awfully vague.”

The magistra grins briefly. “It is vague. We do not have time or resources to deal with lying. What that amounts to is a requirement for complete and honest answers to any questions you are asked by staff members. It also means doing the best you can to learn. As a matter of principle, I would also suggest the same honesty between yourselves. There is a difference between honesty and tact.” Her eyes range across the group. “If you look like the demon-dawn, don’t ask someone here how good you look.” A few smiles greet her sardonic comment.

“Any other questions? No? Then, I will begin with a slightly different version of the history of Recluce, highlighting a few points which bear on why you are here.”

Dorrin shifts his weight on the heavy brown pillow.

“…common notion is that the Founders were wise, loving, and gentle people, that Creslin was a gentleman among gentlemen, a wizard who only used his power for good, and totally devoted to Megaera. Likewise, the stories say that Megaera was beautiful, talented, nearly as good with a blade as a Westwind Guard, utterly devoted to and in love with Creslin, and possessed of one of the greatest understandings of order ever seen. In a way, these are all true—but more important, they are all false.”

A low hum crosses the room.

“Creslin was perhaps one of the greatest blades of his generation, and his trail from Westwind to Recluce did not drip blood—it gushed blood. At first, every problem he tried to solve with a blade. He even killed a soldier in cold blood because the man threatened Megaera—who was well able to take care of herself. He was strong enough to be able to use order to kill—and he did. More than several thousand died under the storms he called. Of course, after his feats of destruction he was violently ill, often puking all over his own men.”

The silence of the ten young people is absolute. “As for Megaera, the sweet angel of light—she first was a chaos wielder who threatened her sister’s rule of Sarronnyn and who killed a good score with the fire of chaos before renouncing chaos for order. She did not renounce chaos willingly, either, but fought it the entire way, submitting to the rule of order only to save her life. She took up the blade with the sole aim of besting Creslin and proving that she could kill as effectively as he could.

“And our revered founders—what of their harmonious life together? They squabbled and fought the whole way from Montgren to Recluce. They refused to share bedrooms until well beyond a year after they were married, and the lightnings and storms of their final fight were seen from dozens of kays away. Admittedly, they seemed to have settled into a less conflicting relationship thereafter, but I can guarantee it was scarcely one of sweetness and light portrayed by your teachers or conveyed by the Brotherhood.”

Lortren jabs a finger at Edil. “What does this tale tell you?”

“…Ah…that things are not always what they seem…”

“You can do better than that.” The magistra fixes her eyes upon Jyll. “You, merchant princess, what does the story tell you?”

“I think you are out to shock us with the truth—”

“Be very careful when you use the word ‘truth,’ child. Facts and truth are not exactly the same.” Lortren looks at Dorrin. “You, toy-maker. What do you think the purpose of my story is?”

Dorrin tries to gather his scattered thoughts. “Besides trying to shock us, you’re trying to show that you, and I’d guess the world as well, doesn’t care very much who or where we came from, and that we have lived a very…sheltered life.”

Lortren smiles, coldly. “That’s not too bad, for a start. All of that is correct. I am also trying to make you think. To reason, if you will.”

Dorrin thinks about how cool and detached Lortren appears, and wonders whether his father has seen this side of the magistra. Then he recalls how carefully the weather wizard had addressed Lortren.

“Remember this. There are two sides to reality. There is what is, and there is what people believe. Seldom are they exactly the same. Why not?” This time the magistra’s eyes fix on Tyren, the shaggy and brown-haired young poet who had attempted to charm Jyll the night before after dinner.

“Is it…because…people find what is…real…I mean, what is…I mean, is it too hard for them to believe in it?”

“That is correct.” Lortren’s voice softens. “All of us find some aspect of reality too hard to see as it is—even when we know better. That usually isn’t a problem when it remains personal, but it can be a problem when a village or a duchy all accepts unreality.”

Dorrin’s eyes flicker to the window and to the deep green-blue and fast-moving white clouds. His thoughts move to the question of machines and the unthinking belief by his father and Lortren that such devices are of chaos.

“You do not agree, Dorrin?”

“No…I mean, yes. I agree, but I was thinking that even people on Recluce might have beliefs like that.”

“I just gave you some, didn’t I? About the Founders?”

Dorrin nods.

“You look doubtful. Did you have something else in mind?”

“That’s different,” Dorrin stumbles, realizing he does not want to state the machine argument, but he is unable to find another.

“What about the rest of you?” Lortren’s eyes sweep the others.

Finally, the tall dark-haired girl—Lisabet—clears her throat, then begins in a voice so quiet that Dorrin leans toward her. “Maybe Dorrin is saying that what we believe about the past and what we believe about today are two different kinds of beliefs.”

“Huhhh…” The involuntary grunt comes from Shendr.

“I’m not sure it matters,” answers Lortren. “Whatever the cause, people have trouble accepting certain actions, events, or behaviors. Part of what I hope to teach you is to learn your own weaknesses and to guard against them.”

Dorrin tries not to frown. He is more interested in learning how to get other people to change their minds about their weaknesses than in learning about any more of his own weaknesses.

“Now,” continues Lortren, “why is the difference between what we have heard about the Founders and the sort of people they actually were important?”

Dorrin isn’t sure he cares. People are people, and others believe what they want to. Still, he watches the magistra and listens.
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“What is the social basis for the Legend?”

The social basis for the Legend? What does the Legend have to do with understanding anything? Dorrin looks around the small room. The Academy of Useless Knowledge and Unnecessary Violence indeed—but it is better than the alternative of immediate exile.

Kadara twirls a short strand of red hair around the index finger of her right hand, her forehead faintly creased. Brede shifts his weight on the battered leather cushion that serves as his seat. Arcol swallows and glances toward the half-open window and the morning fog outside.

“Come now, Mergan.” Lortren’s low voice carries an edge. “What is the Legend?”

“Well…it says that the women Angels fled and came to the Roof of the World. They founded Westwind and the Guard and the western kingdoms…” The pudgy girl looks at the polished graystone floor tiles.

The magistra clears her throat. “You come from Recluce, not from Hamor or Nordla. You should certainly know the Legend. We’ll try…Dorrin, what was unique about the Angels who fled to earth—to our world, if you will?”

Dorrin licks his lips. “Unique? Well…they fled from Heaven, rather than fight a meaningless war with the Demons of Light.”

“That’s spelled out in the Legend. But…” She draws out the word. “What was supposedly unique about those particular fallen Angels?”

Kadara lifts a hand.

“Yes, Kadara.”

“Weren’t they all women?”


“That is indeed what the Legend says. Why is that patently incorrect?”

“Incorrect?” stumbles the normally silent Arcol.

“Ah, yes…incorrect. Why?” repeats Lortren.

As the silence draws out, Dorrin answers. “Because they had children, I suppose, but…”

“You were going to say something else, Dorrin?”

“No, magistra.”

“You were thinking something else.”

“Yes,” he admits, wishing he had not.

“And?”

Dorrin sighs. “According to the Legend, the Angels had weapons that could shatter suns and whole worlds. Why couldn’t they have had machines that allowed women to have children without men?”

“Perhaps they did have such machines in Heaven, Dorrin…but…if they had such machines, where are they? Even more important, how did these powerful Angels, who had the supposed ability to shatter worlds, end up in a simple stone hold on a mountaintop with no weapons beyond the shortsword?”

“They renounced machines as the mark of chaos,” asserts Arcol, the round face and pug nose somehow incongruous with the dogged belief in the Legend.

“Ah, yes, the answer of the true believer.”

Arcol flushes, but his chin squares. “Destruction is the mark of chaos, and the Angels fled to avoid becoming the tools of chaos.”

“Shall we consider that?” asks Lortren.

Why bother? Even Dorrin knows that machines do not last forever, and that anything built long centuries ago would have broken or been reused for the metals or made into simpler artifacts—or even lost under the snows and ice of the Roof of the World.

“What’s the point of it all, magistra?” The voice is Brede’s, the deep mellow tones more appropriate to a graybeard than to a fresh-faced and muscular youth with hazel eyes. “I mean, some women wrote down that they escaped from a bunch of crazy men. They built a kingdom on a mountain top. They used their blades to chop up anyone who got in their way and claimed that the reason was that men were all weak and silly.”


“Blasphemer…” mutters Arcol.

Kadara’s mouth quirks as if she suppresses a grin.

Lortren does in fact grin, but the expression is more the look on the face of a hill cat who has discovered a meal than a look of amusement. “Brede, you raise an interesting question. Do, by chance, you happen to know the only country in Candar that had the same government and the same power from its inception until its destruction at the hands of the White Wizards?”

“That has to be Westwind, or you wouldn’t have asked the question.”

Dorrin wishes that he could think as quickly as Brede, or handle a blade as deftly, or…He catches his thoughts. Wishing will do no good.

“And what is the only country in the world that truly followed the Legend?” Lortren pursues.

“Westwind.” Brede is matter-of-fact. “That only proves the Legend held together a country based on female might of arms. It doesn’t prove the truth or untruth of the Legend. And, in the end, the white magic won out.”

“Where did Creslin come from? And why do you enjoy freedom from chaos?”

“Westwind. But he was rebelling against the Legend.”

Lortren smiles, faintly. “Brede is correct in his reasoning—so far as it goes. We will deal with that later, however. Back to the question of the moment—why is the Legend patently untrue on its face?” The black eyes scan the room. “Kadara?”

The redhead with the clean profile and clear skin nods momentarily. “Unless they had special wizardry or special machines, they couldn’t have had children. If they had chaos wizardry, that doesn’t fit, and the Legend doesn’t mention machines or men…”

“So you are saying, in effect, that the Legend lies by omission?”

Kadara nods.

“For now, that is enough about the truth of the Legend. We’ve avoided the Legend’s social basis, although Brede spelled it out rather bluntly.”

The blond youth looks at the floor, as if displeased at the attention.


Kadara smiles. Dorrin swallows as he watches her eyes light on Brede.

“Why is the Legend effective?” Lortren points at Mergan.

Mergan glances helplessly at the floor, at the window, and finally back at the white-haired magistra before mumbling, “I don’t know, magistra.”

“Think about it,” suggests Lortren. “Arcol is sitting there ready to strangle Brede, nearly twice his size, because Brede doubts the truth of the Legend. Westwind was the longest single continuing stable government in Candar, or in the world, and the only one which was guided since its beginning by the Legend. The next most stable and long-running is that of Recluce, founded by someone raised in the Legend. What do those things tell you?”

“I don’t know.” Mergan looks at the stones in front of her leather pillow-seat.

“Dorrin?”

“Is that because people believe in it?”

“Correct. Any government supported by a deep and widely-held belief will remain effective and stable so long as that doctrine remains widely believed. Why did Westwind hold to the Legend, despite the clear factual inaccuracies?”

“Because the Legend worked for Westwind.” Brede’s polite words are almost sardonic, but not quite.

Dorrin shakes his head. Beliefs! Machines and tools are much more solid than all the talk about governments and cultures. Even weapons are more solid than beliefs. He wishes he were back in his room, where he could work on the drawings of the new engine. His eyes turn toward the red-headed young woman, whose eyes, in turn, are upon the athletic and poised Brede.

“…then why are the Whites so successful…?”

Dorrin purses his lips. Lortren doesn’t understand, either, though she knows more than his father. Beliefs and blades are not all that can move the world, yet how can he prove that?

“…most people in Fairhaven are pleased with their lives. Why? Tell me why that might be, Arcol?”

Dorrin looks toward Arcol, whose mouth is open like a dying fish. He ignores the glimmer in Kadara’s eyes as she watches Brede, who, in turn, disregards that warmth bestowed upon him.
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“Why do I have to study weapons?” protests the wiry youth.

“First, we live in an uncertain world,” says the muscular white-haired woman. “Second, because the skills will improve your physical condition and mental processes. And third, because you will need them in Candar.”

“What? I’m not going to Candar. It’s dangerous there.”

The white-haired woman smiles, and her eyes twinkle. “You’re not going today, but you will go—along with a few others, like your friend Kadara.”

“Why is Kadara going?”

“For the same reason you are.”

“Because we don’t understand what a wonderful place we live in?”

“Not exactly. Because you don’t understand why it is a wonderful place.”

“But I do.”

“Then why do you use every free minute to sketch machines or build models of things that do not fit into our world?”

“But they could. The ones I think about are the ones you could use with order. I mean, you could forge them with black steel—”

“Dorrin…listen to what you’re saying. You’re admitting that there is no place for them. Who could build these machines? What smith could handle that much black iron? And who could use them?”

“You could,” Dorrin states.

“But why? Our fields are more bountiful than any in the world. Our healers keep us healthy and happy. Our stone and timber homes are solid and warm and proof against all elements. Our crafts are becoming known as the finest on the Eastern Ocean. And chaos is excluded.”

“But things could be so much better.”

“Better in what way? Would your machines make people happier or healthier? Would they make the crops stronger? The trees straighter or taller? Or would they require ripping open the mountains for more iron? Or digging through fertile fields for the coal that lies beneath?”

“But it doesn’t have to be that way.”

“Listen to your own words, Dorrin. Each time that I have said something, you have said ‘but.’ Doesn’t that say that you believe my words, but feel that the machines are worth more than the pain they will create?”

Dorrin cannot dispute her, yet something is missing, something he cannot exactly name or place. “It isn’t that way at all, but I cannot tell you why.”

Lortren shrugs. “You may be right. Darkness knows that you’ve taught me a thing or two. But—and it’s my turn to admit things—you cannot object to what is. You must find the understanding within you not just to build your machines, but to ensure that they improve our way of life. You will never gain that understanding here on Recluce.”

Dorrin looks helplessly at the desk in the corner of the study, with the row of texts. The faintest of breezes bearing the tang of the Eastern Ocean cools the dampness on his forehead.

“Now…off to the practice hall. You need to start on your weapons training.”

Dorrin’s steps are slow as he leaves, Lortren’s eyes hard upon his back. Even more deliberate are his steps into the room to which Lortren’s words have directed him.

“You’re Dorrin?” asks the guard. She stands next to a small table and chair, and her dark eyes pin Dorrin to a spot just inside the dark oak door.

The redhead nods, his eyes going past her to the racks of weapons that line the space, which is less than twenty cubits square.

“Well…the first thing is to wander around and pick a weapon that feels right.” The guard offers a lopsided smile that may conceal humor.

“I’m not particularly fond of weapons.”

“If you’re serious about traveling in Candar, you’re going to have to learn something about how to defend yourself,” says the thin woman in black. She gestures toward a rack of weapons on the armory wall. “We can give you some basic training in any of those.”

Dorrin steps toward the arrayed bows, blades, and other assorted tools to deliver force upon other individuals.

“Try a blade first.”

Dorrin takes another step. He recognizes the shortsword that many of the Brotherhood prefer, especially the women, perhaps because of the traditions established from their Westwind heritage. Or perhaps because the blade works.

His left hand grasps a plain hilt, and he lifts the blade. Somehow, the coldness of the metal, the feel of the edge—whatever the reason, the blade feels oily, almost unclean. He studies the weapon for a time, not only with his eyes, but with his senses, as a healer might study a sick person. Shivering, he sets it in the rack. Farther along he sees a battle axe. His eyes pass over the double-bladed weapon, as well as the broadsword, and the other bladed weapons, for his senses register the same uncleanliness.

At the end is a long staff, the wood polished smooth, although worn in places. His finger tips touch the wood, then grasp it. He nods as he picks up the staff.

“You a healer?” asks the guard. “Should have told me. Most healers have trouble with the edged weapons.”

Dorrin wants to protest that he is not a healer, but stops. He is nothing in particular, but a healer comes closest. That, or less than an apprentice smith. At least, that is what he thinks, and thinking so does not give him the throbbing in his skull that misstatements and evasions do.

“That’s as close as anything, but that’s the problem.”

“Oh…one of those…” nods the guard sagely, as if she has seen his kind before.

Dorrin finds himself flushing.

She gives an embarrassed grin in return. “I didn’t mean it badly. Besides, a staff is a better weapon for most travelers.”

“Why would that be?” He recalls the deadly feel of the blades.

“Most people don’t think of it as a real weapon, for one thing. For another, you can generally hold off two blades if you know what you’re doing. In time, a good blade can get you, though.”

“Then you must be a very good blade to know so much.”

The guard flushes. “You start here at the second morning bell.”

“That’s all I do today?”

“That’s all. You’ll make up for it on the days to come.”
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The chill breeze riffles through the youth’s hair, and, to the east, when the wind dies, he can hear the winter waves crashing on the eastern shore. In his left hand is a small length of spruce, in his right, a knife.

Whiicckk, whiccckk…

The low clouds seethe, grayness moving within and around grayness, but no rain has fallen since they rolled over the Academy after the second bell.

“Hello…”

At the sound of the bright voice, he looks up.

Kadara, wearing the faded blue of her heavy exercise clothes, stands by the black stone wall where he sits. “Carving again?”

“I don’t have a forge, and I get tired of reading all these theoretical arguments about the basis of order and the inherent conflict between…” He flicks off another bit of wood. “I still don’t believe that machines and metals are the tools of chaos…”

Kadara grins. “They aren’t. A sword is a tool, and they teach us bladework. Woodcrafters use saws and chisels.” She brushes a wisp of the short hair back over her right ear.

Dorrin looks into the blue eyes of the redheaded girl he has known ever since he can remember. “It’s just the complex ones, anything that might use something besides water or muscles to operate.” He opens his hand. “See?”

Kadara frowns at the object which resembles three carved triangles joined at one end. “What is that?”

“This? It’s a fan, a mechanical one. I got the idea from a drawing showing the Imperial Court at Hamor. This is just the blade, but if you put a handle here, and ran it through something like an axle hoop, you could turn it with your hand. If you put a simple gear here…”

“Dorrin…”

“Sorry. I know—you half-believe that garbage about machines.” He lowers the carving.


“I’m going to the practice hall. Do you want to come? Gelisel says—”

“I know. I need more practice. A beggarman does better with a staff, and I make a one-armed, white-haired bandit look like a master blade.”

Kadara shrugs her broad shoulders. “Practice would help, Dorrin.”

“I know.” He sheathes the knife, tucking the length of spruce into the pack lying on the stone beside him. “I know.”

“What are you working on?”

“Just an idea.”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“Even Brede?”

“Dorrin.” The lilt leaves her voice.

“Sorry…but Brede…”

“Brede is a good person. He’d never say anything. It’s not as though I’d tell him anyway. He feels everyone should do what they want as long as no one gets hurt.” Her stride lengthens as the paved stone walk steepens. “But don’t ask me to keep things from him.”

“I’m sorry.” Dorrin takes a deep breath. “It’s just that Lortren…well, she’s not very happy about my toys.”

“Toys?”

“That’s what she calls them.”

“Hmmmm…I hadn’t thought of that.”

Dorrin has to stretch his legs to keep up with Kadara, though she is only slightly taller than he is. “Thought of what?”

“Why don’t you just make toys?”

“I don’t want to make toys.”

Kadara stops. “You’re not only stubborn, Dorrin. You’re slow. You make models of machines. What’s the difference between toys and models except the name?”

“But that’s not honest.”

“Your toys, models, machines—even I know they’re not chaotic or evil. So call them something else if it will make Lortren happy.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Dorrin purses his lips.

“I promised Brede I’d spar with him. You want to join us?”

“All right. It probably won’t be much of a challenge, though. You’re both a lot better.”


“Maybe we’ll try staffs. Gelisel has started us with them.”

“Why?”

“She says that you should learn something about all the other weapons.”

“Kadara!”

Both Dorrin and Kadara look up at the sound of Brede’s voice.
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Jeslek walks along the edge of the hot springs, wrinkling his nose at the faint odor of sulfur. Finally, he brushes the snow from a small boulder and seats himself less than a dozen cubits from the springs.

The White Wizard frowns as he sends his perceptions into the water, tracing the warmth and the fire of chaos that feeds the springs. His thoughts flow ever deeper into the rock and heat beneath.

From under a pine that has been twisted and buffeted by the mountain winds until only the limbs on the southern side have retained needles, two White guards survey the cloudy afternoon.

The gray-bearded one glances from the rocky hillside behind the ice- and snow-strewn expanse back along the road leading down to the plains of Gallos. “This one’s a great one, light take him!” His voice is barely above a whisper.

The woman, her hair under the cold cap shorter than the man’s, smiles. “You don’t like the great wizards much, do you?”

“Demon’s flame, no. They do great deeds, and most everyone else gets scorched. We’re still paying for the great deeds of Creslin and Jenred the Traitor.”

As if to underscore his words, the ground trembles.

Both guards look toward Jeslek, who stands beside the boulder. Steam rises from the spring, yet the heat wells away from the figure in white, circling upward into a funnel that spreads into a white cloud.

Jeslek smiles, and his eyes flash.

The two guards exchange glances. The man takes a deep breath and shrugs; the woman smiles a smile of resignation.
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“There’s the Ryessa,” announces Gelisel, her long legs slowing.

The harbor spreads out beneath them—the stone piers, the round-sided ship, and the dark green swells beyond the breakwater, swells that surge over the rough stones with alarming frequency. The ship seems toylike against the unending expanse of the ocean beyond the northern tip of Recluce.

While he has certainly been to Land’s End before, even eaten in the old tavern reputedly built by the Founders, he had not come before with the idea that he would be leaving Recluce. “It’s rather small.”

“Nonsense,” snaps the arms-master. “You should see the paintings of the old Montgren sloops the Founders used. Or what the Hydlen free-traders use.”

Brede pulls at his longish chin.

Kadara looks from her tall and muscular blond companion to the shorter and wiry redhead. “They do this all the time?”

“As regularly as a sand glass is changed. In the summer they trade the northern ports, and in the winter they alternate between Lydiar and Esalia.” Gelisel clears her throat. “Come on. They’re expecting you, but there’s no sense in lagging.”

“Will Edil and Jyll and the others take a ship like this?” asks Dorrin.

“The next group is bound for Brysta. No—they’ll probably be on a Nordlan brig. That’s a bigger ship, but then, they’ll have to cross the entire Eastern Ocean.” Gelisel strides down the last kays of the northern terminus of the High Road. The fitted stones of the road stretch nearly six hundred kays from Land’s End in the northeast to the black cliffs at the southwest tip of the island continent of Recluce.

Dorrin again thinks of the Founders’ insistence on the High Road, even when southern Recluce had been a worthless desert before the rains came. He is willing to think about anything except the trip ahead.

“Come on, Dorrin.” The red-headed girl’s right hand touches the hilt of her blade, but she does not look back. Brede’s steps are easy, not even hurried as he matches the long strides of the arms-master.

Dorrin, on the other hand, has been forcing his shorter legs the entire walk from the coach stop at Alaren. The next wagon to the harbor would not have been until noon, and Gelisel had insisted that the five-kay walk wasn’t that far, especially considering the traveling the three have before them.

On each side of the inclined road that angles toward the old keep rise two- and three-story black stone dwellings, mainly of merchants and traders serving the spice and wool trade. The dark slate roofs appear silver in the bright but cool midmorning spring sun.

“…nyah, nyah, nyahhhh…Ferly is a White…Ferly is a White…”

Dorrin winces at the children’s taunting that drifts over the courtyard walls they pass, wondering who Ferly is and what the poor child has done.

“…nyah, nyah…Ferly is a White…”

“…am not…AM NOT!”

Dorrin hurries to catch up again.

…clickedy…click…

He steps to the left for a Brotherhood courier on a black mare. The young woman flashes a smile at Dorrin as she continues uphill. Dorrin smiles in return, although the dark-haired rider is already ten cubits behind him on her way toward Extina or Reflin or any number of towns on the High Road.

The four reverse direction as the port road swings through a wide descending turn away from the old black keep on the hillside and back toward the main pier of the harbor. The old keep still flies a replica of the Founders’ original ensign—the crossed rose and blade—rather than the current banner—the starker black ryall on a white background.

Dorrin’s nose twitches at the scent of winterspice and brinn from the narrow stone warehouses. For generations, Land’s End has smelled of spices, for only the master healers of Recluce can use their talents to grow all the world’s spices in one country, spices both to preserve food and to preserve health and life itself.

The calls of a few children, the conversations between older residents on the small hillside square below the wide turn in the road, and the muffled sounds from within shops and warehouses are carried on the spring breeze.

“…won’t see a port this clean again…”

Dorrin misses some of Gelisel’s comments as his eyes take in the statue of the Founders in the square downhill from the road.

“Why?” asks Kadara.

“Only Fairhaven is this clean. Even Lydiar has garbage and slop in the back alleys.”

Brede shakes his uncovered head, his blond hair streaming in the breeze.

“This way…”

The road straightens and heads straight north, arrowing toward the main pier of the harbor. A hundred cubits or so later, they walk past an inn—The Founders’ Inn, according to the sign. Dorrin has eaten there once before, with his father and his brother Kyl.

“There’s the Founders’ Inn,” announces Gelisel. “The food’s not bad, but the prices are damned high.”

“Hmmm…” offers Brede.

Kadara keeps her eyes fixed on the harbor ahead.

Dorrin follows the other three over the time-polished stones toward the only ship on the pier. His eyes drop to the dark green water, then rise to the plank-gangway, where a single sailor, wearing a short blade, lounges in an imitation of guard duty. As the man sees Gelisel’s black tunic, he scrambles to attention, waiting as the four travelers approach.

“Magistra…you are expected.”

“Thank you.” Gelisel starts up the gangway.

Dorrin pauses, again studying the rounded sides of the coaster, his eyes catching the name plate under the bowsprit—Ryessa. The name is familiar, although he cannot say why it is.

“Come on. You need to meet the ship’s master.”

As Dorrin follows the other three up the wooden plank and onto the smooth planks of the deck, the ship seems to rise slightly with the swells that the breakwater cannot totally damp.
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Brede is still snoring when Dorrin pries his eyes open. In the top bunk, Kadara’s breathing is far softer, unheard against the background of the ship’s noises.

The wiry redhead eases himself out of the bunk and into his heavy brown trousers and boots. The shirt follows. As quietly as possible, he leaves the closet-sized stateroom and clambers up the ladder and onto the rain-splashed deck. Although the rain no longer falls, the spring day is dismal under rolling gray clouds and a brisk wind. He shivers as he passes various members of the crew who are already working—adjusting various lines and cables, coiling a rope, and disassembling a winch.

With the hope that his stomach will remain settled, Dorrin ducks into the deck-level cabin that is the Ryessa’s mess and eases onto one of the oak benches at the empty table. One of the ship’s officers sits alone at the other table, a heavy brown mug in his hand.

Dorrin slides onto the bench at the empty table. On one platter before him are hard rolls and a wedge of cheese. On the other are dried fruits—apples, red currants, peaches. A pitcher sits inside the bracket fastened to the tabletop. Dorrin looks again, realizing that the platters are similarly constrained and that the heavy brown earthenware has raised edges, presumably to keep the food from sliding off. The two tables are attached to the floor, as are the backless benches.

The redhead takes a cup from the rack and pours the tea into it. Even with a healthy dollop of honey, he winces, both at the lukewarm temperature and the bitter taste. He dips a roll into the tea, hoping that it will at least soften the stale and hard crust.

He forces himself to eat slowly. The Ryessa’s mate never meets his eyes. Clearly, the crew has eaten earlier, much earlier. Just as Dorrin finishes his second biscuit and some dried peaches and is thinking about leaving, Kadara arrives, with Brede a step behind.

“You were up early,” she observes.

“I couldn’t sleep any longer.”


“Hmmphhh…” grumbles Brede.

Kadara sits heavily, but not quite so heavily as Brede, and then pours the dark tea into two brown earthenware mugs. “Honey?” she asks.

Brede shakes his head. “No.”

Dorrin downs the last of his mug, looking around for a place to leave it.

“Don’t leave just yet, Dorrin.”

“It’s not as though I have anywhere to go.” Dorrin looks at the heavy planks of the deck. Finally, he sets his mug down and refills it, following the tea with an enormous dollop of honey from the server, an earth-brown squat pitcher that matches neither the mugs nor the teapot.

“You’re something,” begins Kadara, her voice rising. “You stay on deck until we’re asleep. Then you come in and wake us up, and then you get up with the sun and do the same thing.”

Brede sips his tea and looks blankly at the table before him.

Kadara takes a deep swallow of the tea and pulls a pile of mixed fruit off one platter—mostly dried apples. She replaces most of the apples and picks some peaches and pearapples. Next come some of the hard rolls that it would take the force of Hegl’s hammer to dent.

At the moment, Dorrin misses the smith more than he appreciates Hegl’s daughter across the table from him. Dorrin takes a sip of his tea, bitter even with the large glob of honey.

Brede crunches through a hard roll, oblivious to the sounds or the force he has exerted. He follows the destruction with a gulp of tea that drains the mug. A huge hand reaches for the pitcher and refills the mug.

Finally, as the silence drags out, Dorrin puts his half-empty cup in one of the slots in the center of the table and stands, glancing from Kadara to Brede and back. Kadara looks up. “We’ll join you on deck later.”

Brede just keeps eating, slowly and methodically, his eyes on the smooth brown wood of the table as he shovels in the heaping pile of fruit, cheese, and hard rolls.

Outside on the main deck, the wind has dropped into a gentle breeze, and patches of blue appear in the clouds to the west. Dorrin stands on the left side of the Ryessa, watching the wind carry spray from the crests of the dark green waves. The Ryessa does not exactly cut through the sea, her motion more closely approximating a lumber.

Dorrin wipes the spray off his forehead. How can he even decide what he wants to do? Lortren, Gelisel, and his father have all been telling him that everything is obvious, that machines are the tools of chaos. But are they? A still small voice within Dorrin protests that classification.

The Ryessa surges through another heavy swell, and the spray from the impact cascades over Dorrin.

“May I join you?”

Dorrin jumps.

Kadara stands almost beside him.

“Where’s Brede?” Dorrin asks.

“You’re as direct as ever,” she says. “He’s still eating, but I imagine he’ll be here shortly.”

“Wonderful.”

“Dorrin…” Kadara’s voice is soft, but carries an exasperated edge.

Dorrin holds a sigh. Does he really want to talk to her? “Sorry.”

“Brede can’t help it if he’s good with a blade.”

Or with you, Dorrin thinks. Instead, he answers, “I suppose not.”

“You know I owe this to you?” Kadara does not look at Dorrin as they stand by the railing.

“You’ve said so more than once.”

The stiff western breeze carries the tang of salt as it whips the short red hairs around Kadara’s face.

“Do you mind if I join you?”

Dorrin looks over his shoulder and up at the tall blond figure with broad shoulders. “Feeling better, Brede?”

“I was hungry.” The blond man smiles, a warm and winning smile. He wears gray trousers and a bright blue, long-sleeved shirt. Without the long sword he usually wears across his back, he looks far more like the Feyn Valley farmer’s son he is than the well-practiced blade he has become in the two seasons the three have spent at the Academy under Lortren.

“How long before we get to Tyrhavven?” asks Kadara.

“Another day or so, at least,” answers Brede.

Dorrin shrugs, looking back at the bow of the Ryessa just in time to catch another faceful of stinging salt spray.

A gust of wind sprays fine blond hair around Brede’s face, and a hand twice the size of Dorrin’s absently brushes it back.

“That’s a long way from Land’s End,” muses Kadara.

Silence and the swishing of the sea are preferable to a dubious discussion. Instead, Dorrin watches the water. Brede frowns, then straightens and heads toward the stern. Another spray almost touches the edge of the deck.

“You don’t make conversation easy, you know.” Kadara’s voice is quiet.

Dorrin barely hears her above the waves, the whisper of the wind, and the creaking of the ship. “What is there to say?”

“That’s it. You never talk to me anymore. It’s as if we’re strangers, yet we grew up next door to each other.”

You have Brede, Dorrin wants to snap at her. Instead, he shrugs.

The Ryessa lurches, and a sheet of water sprays past Dorrin, leaving him with wet legs and a tighter grip on the railing.

When he looks up again, later, Kadara is gone.
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Dorrin walks the deck, studying how the ship is constructed. He probes at the underlying patterns, the forces, the stresses—and especially he looks at the simple machines.

Flappppp…thwipp…

Aloft, some of the crew are resetting sails. Not all of them, but the mainsails. A line of dark gray and brown stretches southward off the port side. Dorrin looks up where a huge Suthyan flag flies atop the aft mast. The clouds that had splashed the ship with rain in the early morning have lifted, but the skies are still gray.

The Ryessa continues to make surprising speed into the wind, angling toward a break in the low dark hills. Behind the coastal hills is another set of low clouds. Dorrin looks again, this time with his senses, before realizing they are not clouds at all, but a second line of snow-covered hills. While spring may have come to Recluce and to Tyrhavven, it has not yet reached the higher hills that lie south of the Sligan port.

He heads back toward the cabin. There Kadara and Brede have finished replacing their gear in their packs—long enough ago so that the two step apart as Dorrin opens the door.

“We should be landing in a little while,” he notes curtly, ignoring the flushed looks. He grasps the pack he has prepared earlier from his bunk.

“We’ll be up in a little bit,” offers Kadara.

“It takes a while to tie up,” adds Brede.

Neither moves away from each other or toward their packed gear. Brede does not wear his shoulder harness or sword, nor does Kadara.

“Fine.” Pack in hand, the wiry young man grasps the staff and turns back toward the door. He does not shut the door as he leaves.

As the Ryessa eases shoreward, Dorrin studies the harbor town. His pack and quilted leather jacket and staff now rest by his feet. Tyrhavven is scarcely inspiring. Only two short piers, smaller than those of Land’s End, comprise the harbor facilities, and the stone breakwater is half the length of its counterpart on Recluce. The two piers are of heavy weathered and unpainted gray timbers, except where a brown line shows the replacement of an older plank by a newer one.

“I told you it would take some time.” Kadara, wearing dark gray, appears with her pack. At her belt are two blades, both gray-hilted; the one on the left is a Westwind shortsword.

Brede towers behind her, his single blade heavier than either of Kadara’s, strapped in place in his shoulder harness. His open gray jacket shows his heavy blue shirt.

The wind seems to pick up as the ship wallows toward the pier.

“…sails!” Commands issue from the bridge. “…hard port…”

With his broad shoulders and long-chinned but square face, Brede grins. “Ready for an adventure?”

Dorrin is neither ready for an adventure, nor enthusiastic about the relationship between Brede and Kadara. But what can he do?

“Neither am I,” admits Kadara.

“Well…like it or not, we’re going to have one, and we stand a better chance together than separately.”

Brede makes sense, and Dorrin would be foolish indeed to spurn the assistance of the bigger and quicker man’s blade and disarmingly cheerful manner. Dorrin takes a deep and slow breath, nodding slowly.

“Why so reluctant, Dorrin?” Brede’s voice is warm and friendly.

“Dorrin would be happier if they had just let him play with his machines,” observes Kadara.

“They never will,” Dorrin adds. “So…I’m off on an adventure.”

In the short time the three have talked, the Ryessa has jockeyed up to the empty pier. Perhaps half a dozen figures stand waiting; two wearing white surcoats are armed.

“White guards…” Brede moves up to the railing.

Dorrin turns to see the captain motioning. “He wants us off the ship.”

“That’s not surprising,” Brede snorts. “Fairhaven hasn’t ever liked the coasters’ being involved with Recluce.” He swings his pack on his shoulder, readjusting the harness to ensure that he can still reach the blade quickly, and marches toward the gangway.

The gangplank is barely in place as the three line up.

“Thank you for a smooth trip, Captain.” Brede’s voice is deep and mellow.

“Yes.” Kadara offers a flash of the smile that Dorrin wishes were directed at him.

“My pleasure, lady,” answers the captain. “My pleasure.”

Dorrin nods politely to the ship’s master, but only mumbles a low “Thank you.”

The captain inclines his head in return.

A pair of seamen are still tying lines to the bollards on the pier as Dorrin steps onto the weathered planks.

A long-faced functionary with a white circular patch on the shoulder of his heavy quilted leather jacket waits just shoreward of the gangplank. He carries a thin leather folder. Behind him stand the two White guards, while off to one side loiter three travelers, all with grips or packs, presumably waiting to embark upon the coaster. Each guard wears a sword, but their hands are empty as they wait with bored looks upon their faces.


In the chill sunlight of midmorning, more like late winter than the spring that the calendar indicates, Dorrin wants to shiver. Instead, he stands straight behind Brede and Kadara, tightening his grasp on the staff.

“Travelers?” squeaks the long-faced man in a high and thin voice. Because he is not even as tall as Dorrin, his eyes must look up to Brede, who overtops everyone on the pier by a least half a head. “The entry fee is half a silver a person.”

Brede presents a single coin. So does Kadara. Dorrin fumbles forth five coppers.

The functionary places the coins in a purse and makes three marks on a parchment sheet. “Do you have any weapons beyond what you show?”

“Nothing except a brace of knives…”

“Knives…”

“A knife,” finishes Dorrin.

“Noted. You are free to travel the domains of Candar.” The functionary jerks his head at the guards. “The cargo and the manifest…”

Dorrin glances back at the Ryessa. Only a regular crewman remains by the railing looking at the pier. The man grins at Dorrin, then lets his face turn impassive as the captain walks past him to the top of the gangplank to greet the long-faced man with the folder.

Dorrin follows Brede and Kadara up the pier toward Tyrhavven. The wind from the hills behind the city ruffles his hair, but not even a gale would loosen those tight curls. His ears tingle in the chill that seems more like winter than spring.

Of the bollards on both piers, only three sets are used. The Ryessa is moored on the eastern pier. Two smaller fishing boats rest at the western pier.

Dorrin lengthens his stride to catch up to Kadara. Her steps are still quick, and she does not even look at the shorter man as the three step off the pier and onto the stone pavement in front of what appears to be a warehouse.

“Where now?” asks Dorrin.

“Who knows?” snaps Kadara.

“We need to see about mounts,” interjects Brede quickly. “We can’t just walk across Candar.”

“What about provisions?” asks Dorrin.


“That, too.”

The buildings behind the warehouse—timbered and weathered—scarcely resemble the neat and polished stone frontages of Land’s End. He swallows, wondering if he will see Land’s End again.
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Dorrin tries to match the map in his head, with its neat drawings, to the weathered, almost abandoned-looking buildings, the muddy street, and the ragged and disreputable figures lounging by the end of the pier. Tyrhavven is all too real, especially as the harbor town smells of salt and rotten fish and seaweed, overlaid with wood smoke. Finally, Dorrin looks southward up the gentle slope of a half-cobbled street that seems to lead toward a row of two-storied buildings. From the chimney of one building rises a thin gray plume.

“Come on.” Kadara’s voice is gently insistent. “The chandlery has to be this way.”

“But chandleries are for ships,” protests Dorrin.

“Here they sell everything,” adds Brede, over his shoulder.

“But shouldn’t we get horses first?”

“The chandlery is next to the stable.”

“How do you know?”

Dorrin adjusts his pack and scrambles to follow the two taller exiles as they stride away up the uneven pavement.

“…haa…haaa…”

The redhead with the wiry hair ignores the cackling laugh of the old man sitting against the seawall, but he moves even faster to catch up.

“…haaa…haa…”

The three turn left at the first cross street. While the brown cobblestones are worn and often cracked, the street does contain virtually all its paving stones. Only a few small puddles offer a reminder of the morning rain, although the clouds remain dark and threatening. A single horse, swaybacked, is tethered before the store Brede points out as a chandlery. The sign that swings from the protruding crossbeam has no name, just a crude black outline of two crossed candles on a white background. Much of the white has flaked away, showing weathered gray wood beneath.

Brede’s feet, half again as big as Dorrin’s, whisper on the wide plank steps, as do Kadara’s. Dorrin’s boots thump as though he were the heaviest.

The interior of the store smells faintly of oil, varnish, rope, and candles. Those are the scents which Dorrin can distinguish. A dozen steps inside the doorway stands a squat iron stove, radiating a gentle heat. On the right hand wall is a row of barrels. Each barrel is topped with a circular wooden cover. Across from the barrels is a counter running the remaining depth of the store. Another counter runs across the back of the store.

Beside the stove lies a thin dog on a tattered blanket folded into a rough bed. One eye opens as Dorrin closes the door with a thunkkkk…

“Is there anything special you need?” The flat voice comes from a man with thinning sandy and silver hair and a drooping handlebar mustache. His leather jacket bears a range of leather patches that do not match the original, and he sits on a stool behind the counter almost opposite the stove.

“We’re looking for some travel goods,” explains Kadara politely.

“Suit yourself.”

Brede studies the counter, while Kadara starts with the barrels.

…hhhnnnnn…

Dorrin looks at the dog again and swallows, sensing the animal’s pain. Then he looks at Brede and Kadara, efficiently determining their needs. He steps toward the counter.

…hhhnnnn…

With a sigh, he edges toward the stove and squats next to the hot iron and the dog. “You hurt, lady?” His voice is low.

“She’s just old.” The storekeeper’s voice remains flat.

“All right if I pet her?”

“Suit yourself. She’s a touch cranky.”

Dorrin extends his senses toward the dog, feeling the infection and the age within the body.

…hhhhnnnn…thump…The dog’s tail flicks against the plank floor.


His hands, as gently as he knows how, scratch the shaggy brown coat between her ears, even as he tries to help the ailing animal. Certainly, a little order cannot hurt.

…slurrppp…A damp tongue runs across his wrist.

“Easy, lady, easy…”

…thump…thump…

Dorrin scratches the dog’s head again before standing up. “You’ll feel better in a while, lady,” he says quietly, bending and patting her head.

Both eyes are open, watching as the wiry redhead walks to the counter.

“Like dogs, boy?”

Dorrin looks toward the flat-voiced shopkeeper. “I never had one,” he admits, “but I do like them. She seems nice.”

“Best bird-dog I ever had. Just got too old.” The man shifts on his stool, but does not rise.

There is another silence while Dorrin studies the small rectangles of dried travel food wrapped in paper and dipped in some sort of wax.

“The trail cheeses are in the cooler at the end.”

Behind him, Dorrin can hear Brede and Kadara quietly talking about cooking sets. “What about horses, ser? Is the stable across the way…”

“Hope so.” A snort follows. “My sister’s man runs the place for Rystel.”

Dorrin smiles faintly. “Do you have any saddlebags? Perhaps an older set?”

“Halfway down the counter. Some sets there, a few others on the bottom.”

Dorrin follows the instructions. One set is practically new, huge, and made of heavy stiff leather. He sets the bags aside, and picks up the second set, setting it down quickly as he feels the whitish red that signifies chaos. Although he has only felt chaos as a part of healing, there is no doubt that the bags have been associated with chaos. The third set is serviceable.

Finally, he drags out a dusty pair from underneath the counter. Although the leather is stained, and the bronze fittings are pitted in places, Dorrin nods, more to himself than anything.

“Good eye there. Cheap, too. A silver for you.”

“How much are the heavy ones?” Dorrin asks idly.


“Those? You’d need a draft horse to carry them. Half a gold.”

Dorrin purses his lips. While he has enough coins for the cheaper saddlebags, he does not know about the trail food, and he really needs a waterproof of some sort. He also does not like purchasing goods before he even has a mount to carry them. Unlike Brede, he worries about such details. “I need some sort of waterproof.”

“Hmmmm…”

A moment later a square of dark fabric appears on the battered wood of the counter top. “Nothing fancy. Just a good cloth dipped in the waterproof stuff. Probably a little small for the likes of your friend there.” The shopkeeper drops a shoulder toward Brede, who stands before a barrel from which he is extracting small pouches of something. “So I couldn’t ask that much for it. Say…half a silver.”

Dorrin nods. From what he has seen of Candar, he will need it.

“Shopkeeper?” asks Brede in his deep and polite voice.

“I’ll put these over here,” suggests the man to Dorrin. “Yes, young ser?” His voice flattens again as he addresses the tall blond man.

Dorrin drifts over to Kadara. “How are we doing trail food?”

“I thought we’d split the cost for meals. Anything extra you buy yourself. I told Brede that, too.” She smiles. “He did agree.”

“I don’t have that much,” Dorrin says.

“With your father, I can believe it.” Kadara looks back at the barrel.

Shrugging, Dorrin goes back to the other counter, avoiding Brede and the shopkeeper.

…hhhhnnnnn…

With a grin, he walks back over and pets the dog, adding another touch of order and reassurance.

…thump…thump…

Perhaps it is his imagination, but her eyes look brighter. “Good girl,” he adds, before returning to pick out two oblong packages from the cooler, with the words yellow cheese scratched into amber wax.


What else does he need? He has his heavy jacket, a bedroll, gloves, extra boots, what clothes he dares carry, a small pouch of healing goods, and now he has a waterproof and saddlebags. His only weapon is the staff. While he has a belt knife and the carving knife, of course, they are tools, not weapons. He could not carry a sword in any case, not with the conflict an edged weapon creates.

More compressed food, perhaps, he decides, in case he is separated from the others. He adds several blocks from the counter to the cheeses and places them beside the waterproof and saddlebags.

Brede examines the large bags Dorrin has rejected, and the shopkeeper slips along the counter back to Dorrin.

“All together, that’s two silvers and two.”

Dorrin fumbles in his wallet, still not used to the hardened leather outer case, and comes up with two silvers and a half. He hands the three coins across.

“You want this stuff in the saddlebags?”

“That would be fine.” Dorrin glances back at the dog, who has lifted her head. She struggles upright, then sits and looks back at him.

“Boy, how did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Stella. Poor bitch couldn’t move.”

Dorrin flushes.

“Recluce kid?”

Finding he cannot lie, Dorrin nods.

“Don’t tell anyone. You aren’t wanted.”

Dorrin waits.

“Boy?”

Dorrin looks up. “Here’s your change.” The shopkeeper counts out the coppers into Dorrin’s palm. Then he adds a wooden token. “Give that to Gerin. He’s at the stable. Tell him I sent you. Hertor…that’s me.” He lifts the partly full bags across the counter.

Dorrin nods as he takes the leather bags. “Thank you. I hope she”—he nods toward the stove—“is a little better. Maybe the warmth by the stove will help.”

“Best bird-dog I ever had,” repeats the older man in a low voice. “Tell Gerin. Now don’t you stand on pride, young fellow.”

“I won’t, ser.” Dorrin nods politely and steps back.

At the end of the counter, Brede is holding up the heavy saddlebags.

Dorrin turns to Kadara, who is looking at the dog, as if she has overheard the low-voiced conversation with the shopkeeper. “I’m going over to the stable.”

“I’ll need some coin from you.”

“How much?” Dorrin fumbles in his wallet again.

“I’d guess around five coppers.”

He hands her the coins. “If it’s more, let me know.”

“Those will be two silvers, young ser.” The man’s voice is flat again as he addresses Brede.

Dorrin says nothing as he steps into the chill breeze and closes the heavy oak door behind him. He pauses at the top of the wooden steps. Is it wise to leave the others?

A woman, bundled in a worn leather coat, ungloved hands red from the cold, walks away from him, downhill toward the port, where three wagons creak toward the Ryessa. Across the mud and cobblestones from where Dorrin stands, an older man, heavy and bald, strains to roll a barrel toward a side door.

With a deep breath, the young man shrugs his pack into place, steadies the saddlebags that he carries on one shoulder, and, staff in hand, heads down the steps and to the right, toward the stable.

Thweeeeett…The sound of a whistle drifts uphill from the harbor. Dorrin studies the storefronts he passes until his eyes and nose agree. Despite the chill, the stable smells like a stable, and Dorrin looks as much for where to put his feet as where to find Gerin, wherever the man may be.

Gerin is wrestling round bales of hay from a stack at the back of the stable onto a flat cart.

“I beg your pardon…” begins Dorrin.

“You want something…give a hand,” grouses the thin sweating figure.

Brede and Kadara are not around.

“Are you just going to stand there?”

Dorrin sets his gear on a half wall to an empty stall and hoists a heavy bale onto the cart. “Here all right?”


“Fine. Put the next one crossways.”

Dorrin lifts two more bales into place.

“That’s fine. If you want it, the job’s yours.”

Dorrin shakes his head.

“What do you mean? You don’t want it? You work good, but jobs aren’t that easy to find.”

“I’m sorry, ser. But I was really looking for a horse. Hertor sent me. Are you Gerin?” Dorrin flushes at the misunderstanding.

“And you hoisted hay?”

“You looked like you needed help,” Dorrin admits.

The thin man shakes his head. “Takes all kinds.” His face stiffens. “Lots of people say Hertor sends them.”

Dorrin fumbles and finally produces the wooden disc.

Gerin shakes his head again. “You’re too young to be buying a horse.”

“I really don’t have that much choice.” Dorrin reclaims his pack, staff, and saddlebags.

“And too damned young to be traveling alone.”

“I have two friends. They’ll need mounts, too. They’re still at Hertor’s, getting some supplies.”

“Stupid…should get the mounts first. How are they going to carry all that crap?”

Dorrin has no answer.

“Come on. I’ll show you what’s here. You ride much?”

“I can stay on a horse. That’s about it,” Dorrin says, feeling very inadequate at having to admit shortcoming after shortcoming.

“Hmmmmph…” The thin man heads back toward the front of the stable, ducking around a stall door that has fallen off its pins and dug into the packed clay floor.

Dorrin follows Gerin, wondering what is he doing alone in a strange country in a strange stable with a scarcely friendly liveryman. Still…what choice does he have? Lortren hadn’t said much, only that Dorrin can’t return until at least the following summer, and not until he has visited Fairhaven and until he knows why he had to leave Recluce. Dorrin takes another deep breath, and wishes he had not as they pass an open drain.

“Watch your step there.”

Watching his step is all he has been doing, it seems, but he steps even more carefully in skirting the sloppy mess around the hole in the clay floor.

“Here. Two golds is the best I can do, even for Hertor.”

Dorrin follows the man’s hand to the horse that stands in the stall—black with what appears to be a white patch on the forehead.

Wheeee…eee…

The horse tries to nip, but Dorrin casts his senses at the beast, attempting to calm it, and discovers that she is a mare. She settles down and lets him stroke her neck—the little he can reach over the stall door.

“Thought you didn’t know horses.”

“I don’t.”

“Why did Hertor give you a token?”

“I’m not sure.”

“He gave up a token, and you don’t know why?”

“His dog,” Dorrin admits.

“Stella?”

“I don’t know her name. She was by the stove.”

“And?”

“I helped her a little, I think.”

“She’s still alive?”

“She was sitting up when I left.”

Gerin shakes his head. “You a healer?”

“Just an apprentice.”

“That explains it.”

Dorrin remains bewildered. What is so strange about being a healer? Surely, there are healers in Candar.

“Maybe I could go a gold and a half, but I’d have to take the other for a saddle and blanket.”

“And a bridle?” Dorrin asks tentatively.

“That, too.”

Dorrin is saddling the black mare, under the eyes of Gerin, when Brede and Kadara march in.

“Those are my friends.”

“I don’t know as I have much that will carry a young giant.” Gerin’s voice is hard again, though the words are polite, as he steps over to address Brede. The horse dealer’s glance takes in the long and heavy sword.

“I am not as heavy as I look,” Brede answers softly.


“Anything you could do would be helpful,” adds Kadara, and her voice is gentle. Not manipulating, just gentle.

Gerin looks from Dorrin, who looks spindly even beside the broad-shouldered Kadara, to Brede and back to the apprentice healer. Finally, he adds. “I have a big gelding. Strong, but not too bright, and another mare.”
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“Oooooo…” As HE dismounts, Dorrin winces. He will never be able to sit on a hard surface again. He slowly fumbles with the straps on his pack.

Brede vaults off his gelding in a fluid motion, ties his mount, and begins to unstrap the packs.

Whheeeee…

“Sorry.” Dorrin apologizes to the mare.

Kadara has already unloaded, tied her horse to the post at the south end of the way station, carried her packs to the hearth inside the windowless square building, and returned. “You should have spent more time with exercises and horses, instead of carving machines that will never be made.”

Dorrin clamps his lips together, then continues to unstrap his pack, laying it beside Brede’s and following the taller man’s example by leading the mare down the stone-walled ramp to the stream.

With the sun behind the hills, the temperature has dropped. Despite the heavy wool-lined jacket, Dorrin shivers, and his legs seem to alternate between the hot aches from riding and the chill of the late afternoon.

“How much farther?” He stops beside Brede and lets the mare drink the chill water.

“We’ve just started, Dorrin. It’s at least another five days at this pace just to Vergren.”

“I still don’t understand why we have to go to Fairhaven.”

“Because,” answers Brede, “Lortren said Kadara and I did. I don’t know what she said to you.” He halts the gelding’s greedy slurping. “Don’t let your mare drink too much at once.” The tall man steps back, leading the gelding up the ramp and across the chopped ground that is beginning to refreeze.

Lortren had only told Dorrin he must visit Fairhaven and find himself, whatever that meant.

It takes Dorrin an effort to pull the mare away from the icy stream that gurgles across rocks long since worn smooth. Clearly, the watering space has been man-made, since the stream banks above the watering spot are steep and rocky, while the space where Dorrin and the mare stand slopes gently into the stream and is flanked by rough stone walls on all sides—except for the ramp itself, which rises through the walls to the higher ground by the way station.

As Dorrin struggles back up the ramp, his eyes lift to the southern horizon and trace out the outline of the hilltops. He stops on the uneven ground above the ramp and sniffs the air, but it seems only chill and damp, with the faintest odor of wet leaves and decaying matter. His senses go out toward the hills.

Whheeee…eeeee…The mare protests.

Dorrin’s brow furrows as he struggles to focus what he feels. Finally, he walks to the way station, part of his mind still in the low hills above the road.

“Dorrin, can you find some brush, small sticks for fuel? All they have here is logs.” Kadara gestures toward the pile of wood by the simple open hearth. The stew pot she had bought in Tyrhavven is before her.

Dorrin smiles faintly. Certainly, he never would have thought of bringing a stew pot, strapping it on a mount.

“Dorrin? I asked about fire starters…”

“Sorry…We have problems.”

“Problems?” asks Brede, sounding, for the first time, somewhat dense.

“There are three bandits on the hill. They’re watching us. I don’t think they have bows, but they’re waiting to catch us unaware.”

“How do you know—” begins Brede.

Kadara motions for silence. “What are they doing now? Right now?”

Dorrin squints, struggles in his efforts to sense the brigands. “They’re beginning to move downhill, I think, toward the horses. Just three of them.”

“Do they have horses?”


“I didn’t feel any.”

“Let’s go out and check the horses, Brede. That’s what they want.”

“But…” protests Dorrin.

“You stay a little behind. Let us know if they have anything besides blades. Or if more show up.” Kadara straps on both blades and looks at Brede, whose hands reach for the big sword, as if to make sure it is still in place.

By the time they reach the horses, three figures are emerging from the leafless trees across the frozen clay strip that is the road to Vergren. Brede continues toward the three, Kadara at his shoulder. Dorrin grips his staff and follows. Brede stops.

“No trouble, travelers,” rasps the center figure, a brown-bearded man almost as tall as Brede and easily two stones heavier, with a protruding gut. “You just let us have the horses, and we’ll let you alone. Even the lady, and that’s making things easy for you.” His sword gestures toward the horses.

Kadara snorts softly. “Why don’t you just set down those toothpicks and get out of here?”

“Oh…maybe we won’t leave you alone. Women with spirit are rare…these days.” He leers, showing blackened teeth.

The two smaller men, also bearded, one with matted blond hair, and the other with greasy black hair, raise their swords.

Snick…

Brede’s big blade glitters in the fading light. Equally quickly, if silently, Kadara’s blade has left its scabbard.

“You really don’t want to do that, youngsters. You Recluce types just can’t kill when it gets right down to it.” The big bandit laughs harshly.

Dorrin, standing three steps behind Brede and Kadara, holds his staff, wishing that he had practiced more with it. But how could he have known that so many people actually enjoyed killing? For a long moment, the cleared area before the way station is quiet, except for the raspy breathing of the black-haired bandit.

“So…you really aren’t going to give in.” The big bandit shrugs, half-turns. “Well, it was worth a try.”

Whhsttttt…


The heavy man swings through the turn and thrusts toward Kadara.

Brede slashes, not toward the big man, but toward the smallest, the blond man in the tattered blue surcoat. In two strokes, Dorrin marvels, the blond bandit is dead, and Brede is pressing the black-haired brigand. The big sword flashes as if it were only a toothpick.

Dorrin’s mouth opens, for the sword has dropped from the heavy bandit’s hand, and he sways in the twilight, like a rotten oak, before pitching onto the ground.

Kadara swings toward the black-haired man, who has circled away from Brede and is now closer to Dorrin than either Kadara or Brede.

Dorrin regrips the staff, waiting, swallowing, knowing what is about to happen, and hoping that it will not.

“…healer!” The bandit ducks and lunges toward Dorrin.

“…ooohhhh…” A line of fire lances across Dorrin’s shoulder even as the staff drops the bandit onto the frozen ground. Dorrin looks stupidly as Kadara’s blade flashes once again. Three bodies lie strewn around them.

“You’d better practice with that staff some more, Dorrin,” observes Brede.

Kadara glances at the big man, and Brede closes his mouth. “Are you all right?” she asks.

Dorrin looks at the slash in his sleeve, and the red line. “It’s just a surface cut, but the jacket won’t be the same.”

“The leather and quilting probably saved your arm.”

Dorrin rests against his staff, still wondering at how quickly things happened. Kadara is kneeling by the black-haired man, examining the body.

“Not much here. A gold necklace, silvers, and a few coppers.” Brede has already stripped the valuables from the other two, including the swords.

Dorrin squints. Looting the bodies makes sense, although, somehow, the thought burns a line across his brain. He rubs his forehead, but the throbbing remains.

“The blades aren’t much, but we can sell them—or teach Dorrin how to use one.”

“The staff…just need to get better…” Dorrin straightens. “What about the bodies? The ground’s frozen.”


Brede smiles crookedly. “I’ll dump them up in the woods. The big cats are probably hungry.”

Kadara gives Brede another sideways glance as she cleans her blade on the tattered blue surcoat before replacing it in the scabbard. “Dorrin? Could you see if anyone else is lurking in the woods?”

The healer takes a deep breath, but he sees the wisdom of her request and sends his senses beyond the road and the nearby trees. With the headache, mild as it is, the effort brings tears to his eyes. He sways as he returns to himself. “Nothing…nothing nearby.”

Brede and Kadara nod and walk in different directions.

By the time Dorrin has gathered his wits and senses into his own skull and cleaned the gash in his arm, Brede is carrying the second body up the gentle hill across the road from the way station, and Kadara has a fire started in the ancient-looking hearth. The sun has completely dropped behind the lower hills to the west when Dorrin straggles into the station with an armload of finger-width wood.

“Thanks. I can use that later, or in the morning. You might water the horses again. Just a little.” The redhead does not look up from her preparations with the stew pot.

With all the time it takes him, and the stubbornness of the mounts, the stew is ready when he stumbles back into the way station. Brede sits on one end of the stone bench.

…tu…whuuuu…

Dorrin jerks his head up.

“Just an owl,” Brede says quietly. “They hunt earlier here in the cold weather, I think. It’s probably too cold for the rodents late at night.”

“Here.” Kadara hands Dorrin a tin cup filled with something hot and brown. Then she hands a second cup to Brede.

“Thank you.” Brede’s voice is appropriately grateful.

“Thank you,” echoes Dorrin, conscious of sounding like an echo.

“You’re both welcome. Just eat it.” Kadara fills her own cup.

For a time, there is silence except for the chewing of hard travel bread and the muffled slurping of the stew.

Dorrin sets down his cup, then takes out the carving knife and a small piece of wood. In several deft strokes, he fashions a crude needle. Then he strips off the quilted winter jacket and uses the point of the knife to work a series of evenly spaced holes in the outer leather. After more stew, he uses the wooden needle to thread a thin thong he has worked down as finely as he can through the holes.

“Clever…” mumbles Brede through another mouthful of stew and travel bread. He is finishing his third cup of the spicy brown stuff.

“Had to do something,” Dorrin replies, as he redons the jacket, leaving the front unbuttoned, for the fire leaves the way station passably warm. He slowly finishes the cup and edges toward the pot for seconds, filling the cup perhaps halfway. Then he cuts a small slice of the travel bread, realizing that the headache has begun to fade.

“You’re a healer. Why can’t you heal yourself?” asks Brede after a large mouthful that finishes his fourth cup of the brown stew.

Dorrin shrugs, ignoring the twinge in his arm. The cut is not infected, but it will take a little while to heal. “It’s not that simple. It doesn’t take much to strengthen your body so a cut doesn’t fester, especially if you clean it. But knitting the muscle, or knitting bone especially, takes a lot of energy. There are stories about unwise healers who saved mortally wounded patients—and died. The patients lived.”

“Then what’s the point of healing?” Brede’s brow furrows.

“I’m not a great healer. But most battle deaths are from infections, and a good healer can stop a lot of those.” He grins crookedly. “You can’t fight again in that battle, but you get to fight a lot more battles.”

The blond man nods. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Also, sometimes healing makes a difference. Enough effort to exhaust a healer, but not kill him or her, might save someone just on the edge.”

Brede nods again as he finishes his second thin slice of travel bread.

“You think it will be like this all the way to Vergren?” Kadara’s eyes flicker toward the darkness outside.

Brede shakes his head. “Not likely. The higher hills are too sparse for highwaymen.” Then he shrugs his broad shoulders. “Still, you can’t really tell. I can’t. Glad Dorrin can, though.”

…tu…whuuuu…

“So am I,” admits Kadara.

Dorrin, pleased to be of some use to his more athletic and weapon-skilled companions, looks down at the coals of the fire, their red-white of honest destruction almost, but not quite, the white-red of chaos. As almost an afterthought, he pulls over the saddlebags and opens them, checking the contents. A glint of coin catches his eye, and his hand follows. In the bottom of the left bag is a silver…and another wooden token. He shakes his head, even as he replaces the silver in his wallet. After a moment, he puts the token there as well.

“What was that?”

“Wooden token,” Dorrin admits.

Kadara’s eyes narrow. “How did you work it, Dorrin?”

“Work what?”

“The horses?”

“I wondered about that,” Brede adds. “Nobody was really interested in selling to us, not until you started talking to that shopkeeper.”

“Hertor,” Dorrin says absently, musing about the silver and the token.

“Well…” Kadara shifts her weight, and the hazel eyes fix upon his.

Dorrin shrugs. “His dog.”

“What about the dog?” Kadara’s voice bears an exasperated tone.

“The poor thing was old and in pain. It had some sort of infection. I could sense how much she hurt. So I healed her a little.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t heal that much.” Brede’s voice is accusing.

Dorrin sighs. “It’s not that simple…”

“You said that before.”

“Dogs are smaller than people. It didn’t take very much for her, and she hurt a lot.”

Kadara shakes her head, slowly. “For that, he gave you a token? I saw you slip it to the horse dealer.”

“I didn’t know what it meant,” Dorrin says sheepishly. “I thought it might help, but I didn’t want to mention it in case it wasn’t anything.”

“Well,” Brede laughs easily, “it certainly helped get us the mounts. Who would have thought a dog meant so much?”

Dorrin frowns, recalling the tone in Hertor’s voice when the man had said, “Best bird-dog I ever had.” But he says nothing as he sets aside the saddlebags.

“Let’s get these cleaned up.” The firmness in Kadara’s voice indicates her words are not a suggestion at all. “We have a long ride tomorrow.”







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
L. E. Modesitt, Jr.

THE
MAGIC
ENGINEER





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE MAGIC
ENGINEER

Lo E-MODESITT R, -






