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They'd told Nirithu that his cousin Risokh was mad. They hadn't told him that Risokh had been used as a source for more than fifteen years. Though the mourning year for the king would be over when the rains came, it still wasn't safe to talk about things like that. But he couldn't avoid knowing, any more than one can avoid knowing when there's a dead rat in the kitchen.

When Nirithu had pictured him—and he had, often and resentfully, over the last months—he'd imagined hair grown tangled and matted, a mouth with more gaps than teeth, perhaps a thread of spittle dripping continuously from the side of it. Depending on his mood, Nirithu had pictured a body hidden beneath rolls and folds of fat, or else withered skin stretched over a heap of jutting bones. But there sat the man before him, bathed and combed and smelling faintly of amber and jasmine. He was slim, but not starved, and his eyes didn't need any adornment to look like deep, shaded pools. He was so dazzling in his white mourning clothes that one felt it was a pity that the king, or else some close relative of his, didn't die every year.

"Lord Lirun son of Jephuor; Lord Nirithu son of Lirun; please, sit. You must be tired after what was surely a long and difficult journey," said the queen. She had received Nirithu and his father in a small private garden, which saved them having to do the full prostration. Nirithu's father still winced as he heaved himself from his knees to a cushion, but Nirithu suspected that was due less to aching joints than to being addressed as Lord Lirun.

"I had understood the roads were easily passable this year," the queen went on. "Was I misinformed?"

"No, my lady," said Nirithu's father. "But we couldn't undertake to—to bring Commander Risokh home, until it was fit to receive him."

"You have found the Commander's quarters fit to live in, these last fifteen years." The queen's eyes—which were the only part of her that Nirithu could see aside from her hands, and layers of veils and drapery—narrowed. "My commands are not pet parakeets, to be attended to when one has leisure."

"No, my lady," Nirithu's father agreed.

"Nor do I care whether you like them. I can accept being a regent, and so can you." The queen turned towards Risokh, who hadn't made a sound yet. His eyes didn't rest on any one object, but flitted here and there, following the flight of a bird, then the sway of a branch in the wind, then nothing that Nirithu could see. Otherwise he was still. The queen relaxed her eyes and raised the pitch of her voice until it was almost a coo. "Commander Risokh, will you not greet your family?"

Risokh's lips formed the word family. He looked at Nirithu's father, then quickly away. "Lord Lirun," he said, almost too softly to hear. "I think... I remember you."

"I am at your service, my lord," said Nirithu's father, not bothering to disguise the bitterness in his voice. "And this is my son, Nirithu."

Here was the end of any hopes or plans Nirithu had for himself. He slid to his knees in front of Risokh. His eyes were fixed on the floor-tiles, so he didn't see what happened next—only heard the scattering of cushions and an intake of breath, a soft, pained sound. When he looked up, Risokh was standing in an odd half-crouch. A servant was setting his cushions in order while another coaxed him to sit back down. Risokh's eyes were white all around the irises, and his breath was coming fast, but everyone else acted like nothing remarkable had happened, and so did Nirithu.

"I am at your service, my lord," he said. "I am to be your armor-bearer."

"That can't be right," said Risokh. "I'm not a warrior."

Nirithu blinked, surprised by the sense in Risokh's words. He'd been hearing the same thing from his father ever since it had come out that the late king's source was their long presumed-dead cousin Risokh. Undeniably, he was the rightful Commander, but Nirithu's father could only construe it as an insult to himself personally and his family generally. And so, like anything else no one in the family wanted, the insult and the mad cousin had been handed down to Nirithu.

"No, my lord," Nirithu said. "But you're the Commander. It's not fitting that you should be without one."

"Oh," said Risokh. He hadn't looked at Nirithu yet and he didn't now. He drummed his thumb arrhythmically against his knee. "I accept your service Lord Nirithu," he mumbled, all in a rush. He was clearly never going to remember to raise Nirithu to his feet, so Nirithu stood up by himself, and then resumed his seat. He had been put in a ridiculous position, but he didn't have to start by making himself ridiculous.

"I see," said the queen. "You think you're clever, son of Jephuor."

"I hope I'm not stupid, my lady," said Nirithu's father. "The Commander must have an armor-bearer. And Commander Risokh must have someone to look after him. You cannot say that I've given him a servant unworthy of his dignity."

"Your son is a sorcerer," said the queen, and Nirithu felt his heart stutter in his chest. How did she know? If there was one thing his father had made clear to him ever since he'd bound his first source—apart from the fact that it would have been better if he'd never done it at all—it was that people outside the family weren't supposed to know.

But of course, there was a new king and things were different now. Nirithu's father certainly seemed unconcerned as he waved his hand and said, "Nirithu's a dabbler. He's studied a little of everything. But he's a good boy, and he knows the law."

"Lord Nirithu," said the queen, "come here." Up close, her gaze was dark and unsettling. Deep-set eyes, and a hint of the plump flesh surrounding them. "Be good to him, Lord Nirithu."

It was a simple enough command. But given how Risokh had been used, and the way the queen had brought up Nirithu's chosen field of study, the implication was insulting. Nirithu ducked his head. It was just an implication, and she was the queen. "I will, my lady," he said.

The bridge of the queen's nose wrinkled, reminding Nirithu of his teacher Hokhiun. Specifically, it reminded him of Hokhiun when he decided that Nirithu was too stupid to continue trying to explain something to him. Nirithu had been gone from home for less than a month, but he already missed Hokhiun.

"I hope you will all be my guests tonight," said the queen. "Tomorrow I will have my steward give you provisions for your journey home. Now you will excuse me. The king's naptime is over, and he will be wanting his mother."

Nirithu, his father, and Risokh were escorted through the corridors of the palace. The floor-tiles were bare for the dry season and the carved wooden shutters thrown open, letting in breezes heavy with the smell of flowers: magnolia, rose, and sweet orange. When they got to the apartments that had been set aside for them, they found Biyubh, Nirithu's father's armor-bearer and eldest grandchild, already there and getting the rest of the men settled in. Biyubh had managed to put on fresh pants and change his riding boots for slippers, but his white mourning robe hung askew and his face was bare. "My lord—" he said.

"Carry on, Biyubh," said Nirithu's father. "See me when you're dressed."

Relieved of his duty—and balked of his preferred source of information—Biyubh turned to the next one available. "Nirithu, come do my eyes and tell me what happened at the audience."

Nirithu looked towards Risokh, but the queen's servants seemed to have him well in hand. He let Biyubh draw him into a small bedroom and related the events of the afternoon while he rummaged through his nephew's poorly-organized cosmetics box.

"So, you've joined the fraternity of armor-bearers, eh?" said Biyubh.

"Not only that, but I take precedence over you," said Nirithu. "I'm the Commander's armor-bearer."

Biyubh looked up from straightening his sash, a scowl on his face. "Not funny, Nirithu."

"No, it isn't," Nirithu said.

"The gall of my lady," said Biyubh, "foisting that idiot on us."

"Hold still," Nirthu grumbled. It was one thing to talk like that at home, but they weren't home now. Biyubh obligingly composed his face while Nirithu painted his eyes with the falcon designs he preferred. "What would you have had her do? Keep him hidden in a tower for the rest of his days?"

"I would have had her do nothing," said Biyubh. "It's not royal business. It's family business. And whoever her sister-fucking husband used to be, Queen Hlbiri-jimbhi is not our family."

Nirithu's hand slipped, leaving a red line down the side of Biyubh's face. He turned to the cosmetics box again and found a damp sponge to wipe it off. "Don't you ever think before you speak, Biyubh?"

"Give me that sponge, I'll do it," said Biyubh. "Why shouldn't I speak what everyone thinks? Did anyone have any love left for that name-be-erased apostate by the time he died? But here we all are creeping around like children, afraid he'll jump out of the shadows and grab us if we say naughty things."

Nirithu looked Biyubh over. He looked good; he always did. The sharp lines of his nose and cheekbones matched his falcons for fierceness. His beard, which had grown in fully this past year, was neatly trimmed, his sash cinched his waist, and the fringed ends hung down artfully uneven. "Insult the departed king if you must," said Nirithu. "But don't let his widow hear any of your damned legal theories, eh?"

"Yes, Uncle," said Biyubh. As the elder of the two, Biyubh only called Nirithu Uncle when he wasn't taking him seriously. But Nirithu wasn't going to be responsible for two madmen in his family. He'd said his piece; let Biyubh look after his own neck.

From elsewhere in the apartments, there was the sound of pottery smashing, and running feet. Nirithu gave a guilty start. "I'd better go—"

Biyubh curled up a corner of his mouth. "Run after your charge?"

"Attend to my lord," said Nirithu with an answering smirk. "And let you attend to yours."

Coming into the room that had been set aside for himself and Risokh, Nirithu found one of the queen's servants kneeling in a pile of rice and lentils. The other servant, and Risokh, were nowhere to be seen.

"What happened?" said Nirithu.

"Lord Nirithu!" The servant, looking over his shoulder, seemed startled to find Nirithu there. Well, where else should he be? Though he hadn't been when whatever had happened, happened. "We'd just brought Commander Risokh his supper, and—"

Nirithu frowned. "Don't we all dine with the queen?"

"Oh, yes, but the Commander won't eat then," said the servant, picking through the food for fragments of painted pottery. "He never will, when anyone else can see. That's why Shimgiri and I were waiting in the hallway, and we didn't realize—until we heard the smash—he must have gone out the window. Shimgiri has gone to look for him, but he can be quite cunning at hiding. I'm sorry, Lord Nirithu."

Nirithu shook his head impatiently. Sorry was neither here nor there. "The window." He put one hand on the wooden lattice and the other on his chest, where his source was tucked inside his shirt, a warm weight against his breastbone. One pair of hands had opened the lattice frantically, one pair of feet had scrabbled at the sill. And since he knew the servant had gone out that way—"My—" Nirithu swallowed. "My lord didn't go out the window."

The remaining servant lowered his eyes. "As you say, Lord Nirithu."

Was that trifling display of sorcery enough to unnerve the residents of the palace? Nirithu wished he were home.

The floor-tiles were stone and ceramic, and Nirithu wouldn't be able to get anything from them, not with a mango pit as his source. If Risokh hadn't gone out the window, or through the door where the servants had been watching, then—Nirithu saw it, as clearly as if sorcery had shown him. A foot on the table, a lunge for the skylight, a slip and a crash.

The table was wood. He touched it, and it remembered. Feet, yes, and weight, and terror. Nirithu caught the edge of that terror himself, sick and dizzy, like the surgery after that big fire-blast, last war season. But this was his duty, now. Nirithu climbed up onto the table, and jumped for the skylight—Risokh was tall, like most of the family, but Nirithu wasn't—and hauled himself onto the roof.

Risokh was there, crouched low against the tiles, and he scrambled back just out of arm's reach as Nirithu climbed up. His robe was no longer white, and his hair was no longer combed. Nirithu edged closer. Risokh edged back, up against the gutter. Behind his shoulder, the sun was beginning to set. They'd been summoned, the whole family, into the royal presence—there wasn't time. "My lord," said Nirithu, "stop this. Come down."

There was no response. Nirithu hadn't had much hope there would be. At his back, someone was coming up the skylight behind him. "Lord Nirithu, you shouldn't—" said the servant, just as Nirithu darted forward and got Risokh by the arm. Risokh looked at him, and Nirithu's own chest felt suddenly tight with panic, and then Risokh launched himself forward, off the roof, and Nirithu's hand closed on nothing.

"God in Heaven," he breathed, crawling carefully to the edge of the roof and looking over. Risokh was curled into himself, huddled against the wall. The thump of his fall had drawn the attention of the other servant who'd been searching the courtyard, and he hurried over to Risokh's side with soft expressions of dismay and sympathy.

"He won't be touched," said the servant who'd climbed to the roof with Nirithu. "Especially not when he's already disturbed, it sends him wild."

"You might have told me," Nirithu snarled.

"I tried, Lord Nirithu." The servant cringed back as if expecting a blow. Well, Nirithu couldn't strike the queen, and couldn't strike his father, and certainly couldn't strike the miserable madman in the courtyard. It would have been satisfying at least to hit this man, whose name Nirithu didn't know and whom he would probably never see after today, and who was a bird-eater in any case and not of Nirithu's people. But Nirithu needed the man's help, not his grudging compliance, and there wasn't time.

"Well then," said Nirithu, as he and the servant climbed back down into the bedroom. "What else should I know, about my lord?"

There was a lot, as it turned out. Risokh wouldn't eat in front of other people, he didn't like to be touched, large groups of people sent him into a panic. When he was panicked, he would usually run, and sometimes hide. Recently, as he'd regained his strength after his captivity, he had looked for high places to hide and showed previously unsuspected skill in climbing to them. Sometimes he broke things, and rarely he would try to hurt himself, but he had never hurt anyone else. The servant repeated this several times, increasingly anxious. "He's harmless, Lord Nirithu. Please—"

"Be good to him," Nirithu sighed. "I know." He shut his mouth firmly on more words. Damned if he apologized to the servant for Risokh's fall.

The litany continued as Nirithu and the servant continued out into the courtyard and rounded the side of the building—Risokh wandered at night, sometimes he wouldn't respond to anything you said for days, and couldn't be persuaded to get out of bed—until they came upon Risokh himself, and the other servant hovering near him.

"He won't let me see it, but I think his arm's broken," he said. "I don't know... I'm not a bonesetter..."

"I am," said Nirithu. It hadn't been broken bones that had persuaded Nirithu that he'd never make a surgeon. It had been gaping abdominal wounds and heads scraped to pulp, the stink and the howls and the broken sobs—Risokh was utterly silent.

"My lord," said Nirithu, gently and firmly as if he were speaking to a nervous horse, unsure if his words were being understood or even heard, "you'll have to let me look at that arm. If it's broken, setting it will hurt, but leaving it will be worse... there, now." It was broken, the upper bone, near the elbow. "Hold here," said Nirithu to the servant, over his shoulder. The servant grasped the top of Risokh's arm as Nirithu moved the broken part back into line. Risokh whimpered at the touch of their fingers as he hadn't at the pain, and he shivered like a plucked bowstring, but he didn't try to run again. Nirithu wrapped the arm in strips from Risokh's ruined robe, and again against his side to hold it in place.

"Thank you," whispered Risokh, so quietly Nirithu wasn't sure he'd heard. He still didn't look at Nirithu, and Nirithu didn't know how to respond. You're welcome seemed—well. Nirithu shrugged and looked away as well, in time to see a head disappear back into a window in the wall above. It was one of his father's men from the Gmou Hisol. Part of his command, but not his family or his clan, he'd have no particular reason to think the best of Nirithu or to soften his report.

It couldn't be helped. Some minutes of soft talk from the servants persuaded Risokh to come back to the bedroom. There wasn't time for another bath, so the servants did what they could to clean up the scrapes and dirt Risokh had acquired. This was Nirithu's duty now, but it seemed that he could help best by watching the servants' careful way with damp cloths and a comb, the way they avoided any sudden movements and any contact between Risokh's skin and theirs, the continual meaningless murmur of their voices. They must be very practiced at this, Nirithu realized, and wondered if they would miss Risokh when he was gone. He shook his head at the thought. It hardly seemed possible.

Biyubh came in when they were nearly finished, with a spare mourning robe. It was his own, since he was the closest in size to Risokh.

"Is Baba very angry?" said Nirithu.

"Boiling. I'd put in a good word for you if I thought it would help, but..." Biyubh made a gesture encompassing Risokh and Nirithu and the situation in general. "This isn't your fault."

Nirithu shrugged. Fault, responsibility, what was the difference? Even granting the distinction he wasn't sure that Biyubh was right. But his sympathy was welcome. "Thank you," said Nirithu.

Biyubh waved and ducked back out, and the servants helped Risokh into the robe, leaving the bandaged arm inside and tying the sash to support it. Nirithu found his cosmetics box. He couldn't ask the bird-eaters to paint Risokh's eyes, so he drew on his source again, with an unspecified hope for speed and gentleness and nothing to go wrong. Birds for warriors, leaves for scholars—there was no traditional design for madmen. Risokh was the Commander, nominally; it had better be birds. Risokh kept his face still. He was a much better subject than Biyubh. He didn't meet Nirithu's eyes, but the fear and desperate energy seemed to have drained out of him, to be replaced by... nothing. It was selfish of him, but Nirithu rather hoped Risokh stayed that way. Blank absence he thought he could deal with.

He finished the wings, quickly sketched his customary strangler-fig leaves on his own face with the same green pigment, and went out to meet his father.

Nirithu's father was very formal in white, stocky and imposing, his eyes painted with vultures. Biyubh stood unfairly tall and handsome at his right hand and the other fifteen men at his back. Nirithu knew that he hadn't been able to get the dirt stains from climbing the roof out of his pants and that his eyes had been painted hastily, but that was barely worth a glance—it was Risokh that Nirithu's father looked over for several glowering seconds, his eyes getting narrower all the time until they nearly disappeared.

"We're late for the royal banquet, and what will we tell the queen? That you've broken the Commander's arm, after her specific instructions to you? And you've painted his history on his face."

Nirithu looked quickly at Risokh, and it was true. The green wings, which he'd meant to be the nondescript wings of something-or-other, were clearly moths. Moths were birds according to Piloru reckoning—Nirithu's brother Miren favored bees—and they did sometimes fly too close to candles, and burn. That was the trouble with using sorcery for everyday tasks. The results were often other than what one had intended.

"I had thought," Nirithu's father went on, "that if I couldn't rely on you to be wise, I could at least rely on you to be kind. Is this either?"

There was no point in making excuses. "No, Baba."

Nirithu's father's eyes narrowed even further, and his scowl showed a glint of teeth. But he must have realized that that was the best politeness Nirithu could offer him. Neither Commander nor the my lord of a direct subordinate applied anymore, and Lord Lirun couldn't be construed as anything other than an insult.

"Do you hope," said Nirithu's father, "to escape your duty through incompetence?"

"No, Baba."

"Then maybe you think I've given you a meaningless, make-work task, simply to humiliate you. If only I could! But court is a battlefield, do you understand, as deadly as any with elephants and cannon and war-spells. I've trusted you with my life and the lives of all my men—not by my choice, God knows!—but because there was no alternative. And this is how you repay my trust?"

Yes and no were equally bad answers, and there weren't any others. One of Risokh's hands twitched, and his shoulders hunched. Biyubh, secure in the knowledge that Nirithu's father's attention was elsewhere, risked a sympathetic lift of his eyebrows.

"I—I apologize, Baba, I—" Nirithu stammered.

"Enough. There's nothing to be done now, and we mustn't keep my lady waiting any longer," said his father. "Lead on, then."

Nirithu led. In practical fact, the servants led; this was Nirithu's first visit to the palace, and even his father probably couldn't navigate here with ease. The polite fiction was that Risokh led, and he had spent half his life in the palace—if rumor was to be believed, in a single room in one of the towers. These wide, cool corridors must have been more alien to him than to Nirithu. He walked by Nirithu's side like a sleepwalker or a man condemned to death. And what would Nirithu do if he bolted again? Nirithu's guts twisted uncertainly at every step, and his back burned with the heat of his father's glare. If this wasn't a punishment, it was still more fiendish than any his father could have devised.

Then the servants led Nirithu and his family through a particularly tall and impressively-carved set of doors, and Risokh tensed until Nirithu could nearly feel him hum. Now, Nirithu thought, he would run, when there was maximum humiliation and chaos to be had from it. But he didn't run; he just stood quivering and stared. Nirithu stared too.

The dining hall was hung with silken tapestries and lit with lamps of colored glass, and arched windows looked out on the formal gardens beyond. The tables were heavy and highly polished and the couches heaped with tasseled cushions, but there was a feeling, for all that, of desolation. Though a hundred people might be enough to put Risokh in a panic, they didn't come near to filling this grand hall—more people passed through the hall at home on any given new moon. It was a clearly diminished court they'd come to, with the tables scattered across the floor to disguise their sparseness, with no old men or old women at all. The king seated at the center of the high table matched the size of the court, four years old, his eyes slitted with boredom. His mother, dressed in even more floating white layers than before, sat at his right, and a taller, older lady sat on his left with a baby on her lap. The baby, Nirithu realized, must be the king's younger brother, and the chubby girl who sat at his mother's left, his sister. Aside from the royal family and their—nurse?—no one sat at the high table.

Seated at the tables below were a few women and an assortment of men with their eyes painted with the simple lines and shapes the bird-eaters used. They were all dressed alike in mourning robes, with no ornaments to distinguish them in rank. One of them caught Nirithu's eye, however, and held it there in revolted fascination. He was a mild-looking man, middling in height and girth, his beard and hair shot through with gray though his face was unlined. A small green snake poked its head out of the man's sleeve and flicked its tongue over his fingers. It was the queen's sorcerer. Nirithu knew that the law of the bird-eaters permitted them the use of living sources—though not people, of course—but it was another thing to see it.

He drew his eyes away, finally, and looked at the long table close to the end of the room where they'd entered. Only a handful of men sat there, their eyes painted with leaves in various shapes and colors. No warriors there, but no bird-eaters either. They were Nirithu's people, after a fashion; the queen's tame Piloruun. The places at that table, but not the others, were set with libation-bowls. Nirithu and his family approached the queen, made their bows, and waited to be invited to share her table.

"Greetings, Commander Risokh son of Horchimi, lords and warriors of the Gmou Bim," she said finally. "I cannot speak to the state of the roads, but I am sure there has been no flooding in my corridors. What delayed you?"

The court laughed. But the laughter of bird-eaters was the laughter of jackals—that was scripture—and if the court Piloruun chose to eat their own pride with the queen's food, what was that to Nirithu? Except that his father stood stiffly, chin up and mouth closed. If he was being ruthlessly correct and leaving the official answer of the Gmou Bim to Risokh, Nirithu would have to supply it. He had little skill in the use of words as weapons or as shields, but he swallowed and tried to marshal them anyway.

"I'm sorry." It wasn't Nirithu's broken whisper, it was Risokh's. He was looking at the queen, actually meeting her gaze and holding it, which Nirithu hadn't seen him do for anyone else. His face wasn't blank now, not empty, whatever else it was. "Don't send me away, my lady. Please."

"Not away. Home." The queen's voice was quiet, without its previous sharp edge. "It's the best place—Commander Risokh, what's happened to your arm?"

"Nothing," said Risokh, looking down at himself in honest surprise, as if he'd forgotten, as if it didn't hurt, though Nirithu knew it must. "My arm? I fell. It's not important."

The servant who'd climbed with Nirithu to the roof had meanwhile approached the high table, and the queen beckoned him over for a quick whispered exchange. Nirithu was glad he hadn't hit the man when he'd had the chance.

"It seems you're learning, Lord Nirithu," said the queen. "Learn quickly. If lasting harm comes to the Commander, it will not be well for your house."

"My lady," Nirithu started—and finished, because the queen cut him off there with a nod and a gesture of her plump fingers.

"Good," she said. "The friendship and loyalty of the Gmou Bim is a treasure I would be loath to lose, and I hope you will never have cause to complain of my conduct towards you."

There may have been, at that point, a nudge with a foot under a table, because the king startled, looked at the queen, then at Nirithu's family and said, "Lords and, um, warriors of the Gmou Bim, will you please share my table?" His voice was high, with a quaver in it, and when he was done with his speech he looked down at the table in confusion.

"My lord," said Nirithu's father, "we are at your service." The queen might have meant that nudge as appeasement to Nirithu's father—you see, I am as constrained as you—but he'd had to declare himself at the service of a woman, a madman, and now a boy, and Nirithu could see that it rankled.

But to someone who didn't know Nirithu's father as well as he did, he might have seemed quite calm. He took the seat to the left of the head of the Piloru table as if he were accustomed to it, and waited for Risokh to sit before he did.

A servant made his way between the tables with honey-and-water. A murmur of "Come drink with me," went up around the Piloru table, and the spill of honey-and-water into libation bowls. Risokh's hands stayed on the table. Nirithu barely hesitated before spilling Risokh's honey-and-water as well. He never ate in company, the servants had said. Nirithu didn't know if that went for drink as well, but in either case a full cup was an itch to him and to every other man at the table.

Risokh didn't touch his honey-and-water. He sat blank and still as the men around him drank and applied themselves to the fish and fried lentil balls that were brought out next. It was only by the tracks of pigment down his face that Nirithu could tell he wept.

The food was cleared away, and cups refilled. Biyubh, who had been to the palace before with Nirithu's father, had told Nirithu about the entertainers that performed between the courses of royal feasts, the shadow dancers and the zither-players. He also told Nirithu about one zither-player whose playing had displeased the king, and so the king had played her instead, dragging her fingers across the strings until they bled, until her bones snapped, and when her head hung limp from her broken neck and her soul had departed to its path, her body still played.

"And then what?" Nirithu had said, revolted yet not quite believing. He'd been fresh from his first war season, and seen his share of ugliness, but such gaudy evil seemed more like something from a demon-story than from life. And he'd still been smarting from the fact that his service with the warriors—in the surgery and not on the field though it might have been—had not been considered enough for his father to bring him along when the lords of the Gmou Bim paid their tribute to the king.

"Then we applauded. And I waited until we returned to our rooms to be sick. Grandfather—my lord held my hair back for me while I was, and said I'd done well. Believe me, Nirithu, you don't want to go to the palace."

Biyubh's bald description of his shame did more to convince Nirithu of the truth and horror of his story than the gory details that had gone before. And yet he still wanted to go to the palace. He and Biyubh had shared everything when they were small—it had hurt that Biyubh must be alone in his heartsickness now.

The king had kept a white mouse in a pocket of his robes. But even then, everyone had known that such a work of sorcery, that played on a dead woman's bones, couldn't be done with a mouse. Nirithu glanced at Risokh again, furtively. If he knew what his soul had been feeding, maybe it was no wonder that he couldn't eat.

There were no entertainers at the feast now, and wouldn't be for months. The court was in mourning. Instead of the flashing scarves of dancers and the notes of music, one of the queen's ministers stood up to deliver a lament. He was thick at the shoulders and around the middle, and his hair fell in coils like smoke. Above his eyes he wore the white line of the Path. Nirithu didn't know much about the court, but this man he recognized from description: Yrishi son of Tilbe, Keeper of the Shrines. Nirithu's brother Mephimor spoke of him with contempt, as a warrior who never went to war and a scholar of a religion that had no law. Mephimor was fonder of a well-turned, cutting phrase than he was of strict accuracy—Yrishi's warriors might not march forth to fight on the borders, but they faced dangers enough, and were dangerous enough, patrolling the roads were pilgrims walked. And the Walker faith might be, in some ways, less restrictive than the Piloru, and arguing its finer points might not be the favorite pastime of every child from the time they could speak, but they did have their own law—or so Nirithu gathered.

More importantly, Yrishi himself wasn't a man to take lightly. In the entire of kingdom of Gudikel, he was second only to Nirithu's father when it came to the number of men he personally commanded. He had spent the last years of the late king's reign holed up in his hill-country fastness of Lame Donkey, but he hadn't fled the country or been killed as so many had, including his three sons, all bold warriors cut down in their prime one way or another. When the queen had taken the crown, he had returned to court, and was said to be much in her favor.

Now he threw back his head and wailed. "Gudikel! O land of Gudikel, cover your face in shame, seat yourself by the ash heap, be silent. Where is the king who brought you the jewels of Iuvish, the jewels and horses and saffron of Tingadish and Yimji? Where is the one who adorned your daughters with silk, your sons with oil and kohl? Kumrish son of Prijlidi, victorious in battle, whose virtue shone like the morning, whose justice stood firm as a mountain. Kumrish has set his feet on the path of Heaven. God in Heaven! Will you welcome your son Kumrish to your house, while Gudikel sits bereft?"

The hall was still, with the alert stillness of a tiger, no longer a scattering of bored courtiers who wanted more food. For a bird-eater, a follower of the Path and the Walker faith, to name God as God in Heaven was... not wrong, but not usual. That was the Piloru phrase. After that, nobody could have missed Yrishi's supposedly rhetorical question: whether the late king—though during his lifetime he'd turned his back on the faith he'd been born into and adopted Yrishi's—would in fact be admitted to Heaven.

"The king is dead!" Yrishi moaned. "The sons of Gudikel rush forward to comfort her, they kiss the hem of her skirts, but she turns her face from them." Impossible to judge the queen's reaction from this distance, behind those veils, but Nirithu had seen the intelligence in her eyes earlier, cool and keen as a knife. "Weep, then, Gudikel. Let your tears be like the rains of winter; let your keening be like the wind of spring, that drives the migrating birds before it; Kumrish has set his feet upon the path of Heaven."

Yrishi resumed his seat to thunderous silence. One was not expected to applaud a lament. Nirithu's nerves felt scraped raw. But it was Biyubh who stood, rattling the table and scattering cushions in his haste, who bared his teeth and spoke.

"Who speaks of comfort to the mourner, or soft words in the house of grief? It is wind blowing across an empty cistern, the chattering of monkeys in the forest canopy." Where Yrishi had maintained the pretense, in his manner as well in the literal meaning of his words, that his poem was a lament, Biyubh met his eyes in open challenge. "Let your tears be like the rain, they cannot wash away the land; let your keening be like the wind, it cannot move the hills. The son of Prijlidi is dead, therefore turn your face to the wall and be silent."

Biyubh sat down, still glowering and defiant, but he wilted a little under Nirithu's father's more powerful glare. Nirithu was partly glad that Biyubh had drawn his father's ire, and partly afraid of what he had started, or at least continued. But mostly he was struck by Biyubh's lament. It was the best one the late king was likely to get, and much better than he deserved.

At any rate, it was the last one he got that evening. Yrishi apparently felt he had made his point and didn't rise to Biyubh's challenge, nor did anyone else in the court feel compelled to memorialize the late king, or advance any political or personal agenda under the guise of doing so. More food was brought out, meat-stuffed pastries and chilled melon and thin slices of tart cheese, but the conversations around the tables, never lively, had effectively been killed. It wasn't long before the king's head started nodding, and his nurse signaled the end of the feast by carrying him out of the room along with his little brother, already asleep on her breast.
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Chapter Two
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A month after they left the court in mourning, the great courtyard at home was filled with feasting and music. Nirithu's sister Bghali was dancing with her betrothed, Gomusir son of Hibhin, foremost of the warriors of the Gmou Hisol.

They were well-matched in looks. She was slim and he was solid; her heavy braid whipped out behind her like a rope and his curls were caught in a loose tail at the nape of his neck; a milky opal hung on a gold chain on her forehead and his eyes were deepened with the black wings of ravens. They didn't touch. It wouldn't have been proper before the wedding, and it wasn't that kind of dance. A woman Nirithu didn't know was singing. She was one of the upwards of thirty cousins Gomusir had brought with him when he came to finalize the betrothal, as well as his mother, brothers, sisters-in-law, and uncles, not to mention the wandering beggars and musicians who always knew where a celebration was happening. The song was a traditional one, about a foolish parrot who tried to court a cobra, and the singer changed the parrot to a raven in Gomusir's honor. When he reached for Bghali, she whirled away, their feet moving in perfect concert. Members of both families surrounded them, laughing and stamping their feet. Bghali's eyes were wide, and when she pressed her lips together, they trembled.

Nirithu didn't stop to see the end of the dance. His arms were full of a basket of food, a little of everything he'd managed to grab from the platters in the feast hall. Risokh, back in their rooms, was still waiting for his dinner. He was mostly used to Nirithu by now, and to their new quarters at home, but since the strangers had arrived four days ago he hadn't left their bedroom. He'd eaten little and not slept at all, and in consequence, neither had Nirithu. Nirithu had been using sorcery to keep himself awake; he didn't know how Risokh did it.

Making his way through the crowd, too bleary-eyed to look properly, Nirithu almost ran into his brother Miren. Miren put out a hand to steady him, grinning, flushed with the dancing and probably a pipe or two of hashish. Nirithu managed a smile of his own and ducked his head, using the music as an excuse not to talk. Once he saw that Nirithu was properly back on his feet, Miren slipped his arm around the waist of his young armor-bearer again. In his other arm, he held his son, asleep on his shoulder.

Between Nirithu and his rooms there was another cluster of people to get through. These were watching Nirithu's brother Mephimor and his wife Nulrin arm-wrestling, which they'd been doing at every family celebration and every new moon when Mephimor was at home since Nirithu was very small. They kept the contest interesting and the balance of wins and losses shifted over the years, but generally Mephimor won twice for every victory of Nulrin's. Mephimor was no weakling, nor was it in his nature to purposely lose, but Nulrin had the kind of arms that came from kneading dough and lifting children daily, and also from regular practice with the ballista when the men were at war and it was up to the women to defend the compound. Their three daughters hung on their knees and leaned against their backs, cheering for Nulrin when she offered them sweets and honeycomb, then switching their support to Mephimor when he promised them silver bangles.

Nirithu's uncle Jophli, his eyes never leaving the wrestlers, offered Nirithu a pipe as he pushed past.

"I shouldn't," said Nirithu.

"Stick around," Jophli urged. "Biyubh is going to sing next. He says it's something new."

A new song of Biyubh's would be worth hearing. But Nirithu only kept going until he was out of the great courtyard, away from the light of torches and the smell of smoke, and the music was only a distant hum. The clear air cleared his head a little. He made it to the rooms he shared with Risokh, set the basket down on the small wooden table, where Risokh didn't acknowledge it, and then went out into their courtyard while Risokh, hopefully, ate.

Nirithu was so tired he didn't dare sit down, but he settled his shoulders against the wall and ended up dozing off standing up. When he woke, he was muzzily convinced that he was with the warriors on the march, and that Miren was going to give him latrine duty because he'd overslept again. He was almost disappointed when he remembered the truth.

He didn't know how much time had passed, but Risokh was probably done with whatever eating he was going to do. "My lord?" Nirithu called at the door, and when there was no answer, cautiously opened it to find Risokh sprawled across the table, his hair trailing into a bowl of rice. Nirithu got his shoulders under Risokh's arm—and Risokh must have been fast asleep, because he didn't flinch or stiffen at all—and half-lifted, half-dragged him over to his bed. He was heavy, and Nirithu was exhausted, and with only half an intention, Nirithu drew on his source. Then Risokh was no longer a burden, but a warm, almost pleasant weight on Nirithu's back, and the last spark of life departed from his source, leaving it nothing but a dead mango pit against his chest. He could have wept.

Instead, he settled Risokh on the bed and brushed a few stray grains of rice from his hair. Nirithu was awake now, he might as well bring Risokh's dishes and uneaten food back to the kitchen.

There were two pairs of slippers, one small, one large, outside the kitchen door, and he heard voices as he toed his own slippers off before coming in, growing louder as he passed the ovens and drying racks for spices.

"I still don't understand what I said wrong." That was Biyubh, sounding as contrite as he could make himself.

"Everything you said was right. And you think it's funny." What was Bghali doing in the kitchen during her own betrothal celebrations? Sulking, by the sound of it. "Although," Bghali went on, looking up from the plates she was scraping with a sneer when Nirithu walked into the scullery, "can you see Nirithu bashing anybody's brains out on the floor? Really?"

"Well, maybe not," Biyubh admitted, looking Nirithu up and down. "But I'm sure he could manage a plague of lice, couldn't you, Nirithu?"

Nirithu didn't know what they were arguing about, but that particular topic wasn't funny to him recently. "You know I can't affect living things with sorcery."

Bghali grabbed the basket from his hands. "You can't do anything except complain about how put-upon you are and how nobody has any consideration for you," she said, savagely scraping the leftovers into the slop bucket. "And you," pointing a spoon in Biyubh's face, "can't do anything except admire yourself and make up stupid poems. You call yourselves men?" She dropped the dishes and spoon into the wash-basin with an impressively accurate clatter of pottery; Nirithu certainly would have broken something if he'd tried that. "You're the two most useless babies I ever saw off their mother's tit!" She whirled, braid snapping and skirts flaring behind her, and stormed out.

"What did you say?" said Nirithu.

Biyubh shrugged unhappily. "I made up a song for her. I thought it would cheer her up, since she'd got betrothal jitters. Maybe I shouldn't have sung it in front of everybody first... that was not jitters. Does she have an objection to Gomusir, do you think?"

"If she has, she should have made it before he brought the bride-gifts."

"She hadn't met him then," Biyubh pointed out. "Maybe it's something she just found out about."

"Still," said Nirithu. "Can you imagine the fit the Gmou Hisol would pitch if we backed out now? Baba's position has taken enough damage as it is."

"That's just politics. I'm talking about Bghali." Biyubh frowned. "I wish I'd never made up that song. I can't stop people from singing it now."

The annoying thing about Biyubh, Nirithu decided as he made his way back to his rooms to try to get some sleep, was the way he could combine compassion and incredible arrogance in a single breath. But he changed his mind the next morning, when he heard one of the Hisoluun singing a song on his way to dawn prayers:

Why does pretty Aunty Bghali

Look so sad and melancholy?

Sing a song to make her jolly

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Daughter, say what makes you grieve

Mother dear, I hate to leave

Carried off as if by thieves

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Dry your tears; you're nobly sold

Your husband's brought you wealth untold

You'll leave with honor and with gold

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Why do you weep the whole day long?

My husband looks so fierce and strong

And what if he should do me wrong?

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Your nephew and your brothers four

Will bash his brains out on the floor

And he won't do it anymore

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Why beat your breast and wail aloud?

His mother is so fine and proud

I fear I'll be completely cowed

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Daughter, do not be afraid

If she should treat you like a maid

I'll hang her by her lovely braid

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Why are you still all wrapped in gloom?

I fear to carry in my womb

A child that may be my doom

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

God deals no hurt without alloy

You will have pain, but also joy

And live to love your baby boy

Ta-rum ta-ra-rum ta-ra-rum

Nirithu had to suppress an urge to start humming himself. The really annoying thing about Biyubh was how often his arrogance was justified.

Nirithu came back from prayers to find Risokh awake, sitting up in bed, and unraveling a bed sheet. His knees were drawn up, and he had a little frown of concentration between his eyebrows as he pulled the long white thread from one side of the sheet to the other. A thick spool of thread wound around two of his fingers, and the ends of the sheet hung in draggled fringes onto the floor. At Nirithu's step, he looked up with a sunny smile directed about a handspan to the left of Nirithu's face. "Nirithu," he said.

"Good morning, my lord," Nirithu sighed. The sheet was already ruined; there was nothing to be done about it. And Risokh seemed happy and quiet for the first time in days, which was worth a sheet, perhaps. If it lasted. "Did you sleep well?"

Risokh bent his head to the sheet again, pulled the thread to one side, wound it around his fingers, pulled it to the other. Polite conversation may as well have been birdsong to him. Nirithu wasn't sure why he kept trying to make it. He crouched on the floor and began to fold the bedclothes that Risokh had thrown there.

"Your source went last night," Risokh remarked to the sheet.

Nirithu stopped, startled. Risokh had been asleep, he would have sworn. And even if he hadn't been, there would have been no way for him to have known, to have felt the bond between source and sorcerer as it failed and died—was there?

The mango pit was tumbled by the foot of Nirithu's mattress, where it had fallen this morning as Nirithu dressed for dawn prayers. He would never have left it if it were alive, but dead it had simply... slipped his mind. There was nothing mystical about Risokh's noticing that, if he had. It was only improbable that he would have been paying so much attention to his surroundings and drawing conclusions based on them.

"Yes," said Nirithu. "Are you hungry, my lord? You didn't eat last night."

Risokh didn't answer. Nirithu piled the bedclothes on the bed and picked up the mango seed, meaning to dispose of it, but he saw Risokh following it with his eyes, and set it on the table by the window. A source was bound to its sorcerer's soul, and died when it was used up, or when that soul moved on from its body. By all reason, Risokh ought to be as dead as the mango pit. Nirithu could not quite chuck it over the wall with Risokh watching.

There was a bustle of activity around the kitchen this morning. Servant girls trudged back and forth, hauling water, Nirithu's young nieces giggled as they pounded spices, and Nulrin knelt in the sun of the kitchen courtyard, folding the fancy fruit pastries she was famous for.

"Good morning, Nirithu!" she called cheerfully. "We've missed you at the feasts, but I should have known you'd come out for my pastries. Are you going to grab an armful of them and run off for the hills with Biyubh and Bghali, like you used to when you were little?"

"You know, I just might," Nirithu said slowly. Without Biyubh and Bghali, of course, but the idea was tempting. It wasn't as though he would be missed, after all. "Is Ammi around?"

"Inside," said Nulrin. "You'd think she could stay out of the kitchen for a few days, with her only daughter a bride, but she won't believe anything could be done right if she weren't supervising." This, with fond exasperation. Nirithu's mother had never inspired a proper sense of terror in her daughters-in-law. The only matriarch of the Gmou Bim for longer than Nirithu had been alive was his grandmother, and his mother and sisters-in-law stood united under a common tyrant, which suited his mother better, after all. He found her sitting on a low stool, frowning critically at a plate arranged with fruit and flowers, moving a bright red flower from one place to another, to no effect Nirithu could appreciate.

"Could I have some journey food for myself and my lord, Ammi?" said Nirithu. "We're going out to see Hokhiun."

"Now?" His mother eyed him with a look remarkably similar to the one she had been directing at the platter, as if she could work wonders with just a little judicious rearrangement. "Why?"

"My source went," said Nirithu.

Nirithu's mother didn't say good riddance the way his father might have, but the thought was as loud as words. She peeled a leaf, and then another, from the stem of a yellow flower, and replaced it with a nod of satisfaction.

"And it might do my lord some good as well," Nirithu went on. "To get away from the crowds, I mean. He doesn't like them."

"He has no reason to love Hokhiun," said Nirithu's mother.

"Why?" said Nirthu, surprised. Hokhiun's temper ran to the dry and sarcastic, but he had never, to Nirithu's knowledge, harmed anyone. Even his sorcery was a decidedly peaceful sort, to the occasional annoyance of Nirithu's father.

His question, like most questions about Risokh, went not just unanswered but unacknowledged.

"He has no reason to love any of us," said Nirithu finally. "At least Hokhiun will still be the same as he remembers. If he remembers."

Nirithu's mother contemplated her fruit platter a bit longer. Bghali, who was kneeling over a pot of frying dumplings, gave Nirithu a glance over her shoulder, but apparently wasn't speaking to him since last night.

"Vohi," Nirithu's mother called to a servant girl, "this will do." She handed the girl the platter and added, "And get Nirithu a day's journey's worth of provisions, for himself and the Commander."

His journey thus blessed by his mother, as well as fortified by a stack of flatbread, two skins of water, and large folded napkins full of dried fruit and fried chickpeas, Nirithu headed for the stables. Some of the Hisoluun, not of Gomusir's immediate family, who hadn't found sleeping space in the buildings of the Gmou Bim compound, had set up tents nearby. There was a knot of young men idling there, and Nirithu thought he saw a cockfighting ring drawn in the dirt and hastily scuffed out. The cocks themselves were nowhere in evidence. He ought to tell his father, he supposed, though most likely he already knew and was turning a blind eye. In most fights, no birds were killed, let alone eaten, but many of the older people still considered it a bird-eater's pastime, and Nirithu himself couldn't stomach watching it.

One of the men broke off from the group. Maybe he didn't realize that Nirithu had already seen the traces of the ring, and meant to head him off before he did—but maybe that was unfair. Long oiled hair, worn loose now in peacetime, broad shoulders, a familiar easy grin. Nirithu and Reghir had both served under Nirithu's brother Miren in the supply train, and Reghir had previously served under Miren in a more intimate capacity, having been his armor-bearer for several seasons. Nirithu was a fourth son and used to hand-me-downs: clothes, weapons, books, why not men? And Reghir was handsome and more generous than he had to be to a junior.

"You've been avoiding me," he accused. "Unkind, when you're half the reason I came to witness cousin Gomusir's betrothal."

That, Nirithu didn't believe, but as a piece of flattery he didn't mind it. "I haven't, truly. I've just been busy."

Reghir frowned, but whatever his thoughts may have been about Nirithu's new duties, the change in his father's status, and the continued wisdom of allying their families, he had no say in the matter. He was a son of a minor branch of the Gmou Hisol, and a younger son at that. "Don't you pity me at all, sleeping cold in my lonely tent, far from home?" he said instead. "Come see me some night."

"Maybe I will," said Nirithu. If Risokh would sleep, if Nirithu himself were not so exhausted that even eating felt like an onerous but necessary chore. If he didn't have a new source by then to occupy his attention, maybe. Nirithu missed—he wasn't honestly sure whether he missed Reghir, but he missed the days when a quick tumble among the grain sacks had seemed like a pleasant way to spend an evening, and not just another damned thing. "But right now I'm bound off."

"Tease," said Reghir, not unfriendly. "I'll be waiting."

Nirithu continued on to the stables, chose mounts for himself and Risokh, and suppressed the slight guilty pang he felt when he remembered their trip back from the palace and Risokh's wordless misery then. He'd been loaded onto a horse every morning and stopped at an unfamiliar place every night, driven forward without seeming to understand the purpose of it. That had been necessary, this was just Nirithu's whim—but Risokh needed to get away from home as badly as Nirithu did, and seeing Hokhiun might do him some good, might help him remember his life before his years of captivity.

That was what Nirithu told himself when he broke the news of his plan to Risokh. Risokh didn't argue—or, what would have been more likely, fled, hid, or just gone inert and unresponsive—but meekly let himself be dressed and mounted, and followed Nirithu out of the Gmou Bim compound and onto the road through the farmland beyond. Nirithu chose to see that as a good sign.

Along towards noon, when Nirithu brought the horses to a stop at a stand of trees and a fountain by the side of the road, he wasn't sure anymore. Risokh hadn't spoken since their conversation that morning, and though Nirithu had chosen the gentlest mare in the stables for him, she had been twitchy all day, shying at fallen twigs and dried-up puddles. Fortunately Risokh remembered how to ride, even if he couldn't remember learning, but it was clear the mare was picking up on his mood, and there was a certain tightness around his eyes, and in his hands on the reins, that promised trouble. You had to push him, Nirithu's thought chided, and an opposing one, petulantly: why shouldn't I do what I like for once?

Because you will be the one who has to handle him when he breaks down, logic pointed out. The trouble was that the voice of logic in Nirithu's thoughts sounded like Hokhiun, and thinking of Hokhiun made him stubborn. Maybe it had been a mistake to come, but they were nearly there. They might as well go on as back.

Nirithu dismounted and drew some water into the trough for the horses before finding the lunch his mother had had packed in the saddlebags. The smell of flatbread only a few hours old, and dates made sticky by travel on a hot day, went a way towards settling his nerves, and seemed to do the same for Risokh. At least, he sat crosslegged on the ground like a normal person, and not in the odd defensive hunch he sometimes adopted, and he looked at—well, near—Nirithu when he left half of the provisions on a napkin and withdrew behind a tree to eat his own lunch.

Nirithu uncapped his waterskin, spilled enough on the ground that it stood in a small puddle, and said, "Come drink with me." A few winged insects buzzed curiously around, but none alighted, which was a good omen, surely. Angels on a day like this wouldn't be bringing anything but trouble. Nirithu drank, alone. The water was cool, the bread was warm and chewy, and the dates were sweet. It was as pleasant a time as Nirithu could remember spending recently, and it was some minutes before he realized that he wasn't hearing anything from the direction of the fountain. Not that Risokh was in general a noisy man, but—Nirithu hastily swallowed what was left of his lunch and called, "My lord?" There was no answer, and when he looked around the tree, the napkin with Risokh's share of the food was still there, and so were the horses, but he himself was nowhere to be seen.

Nirithu's heart sank, and he cursed himself silently for a fool. He and the horses had trampled over any tracks Risokh might have left. If he had a pebble for a source, he could have asked the road where Risokh had gone; if he still had his mango pit, maybe the weeds growing on the road's verge had witnessed something. But Nirithu had only himself. He left the horses to look after themselves—he would suffer if he lost them, or let them come to harm, but not nearly as much as if the same happened to Risokh—and headed downhill. It was only a random guess, but it was as good as any, and he could cover more ground this way, at any rate.

The first sign that Nirithu was on the right track came at the bottom of a sharp, rocky drop-off, where a cloud of flies had been drawn to a puddle of fresh blood. The blood continued, a steady track winding along the bottom of the defile, and Nirithu wondered whether to call out. He had learned, over the past month and a half, that Risokh hated it when you came upon him without warning, but Nirithu didn't want him to run again. So he picked his way among the rocks as quickly and quietly as he could, and he heard a thump, and another one, just beyond a boulder—

"My lord." Nirithu heard his own voice, high and quavery, as if from the end of a long tunnel. There was blood all down the side of Risokh's face, completely coating his left eye, and on his hands as well, and he rocked forward on his knees and his head hit the boulder with another sick, wet thump. "Stop it," Nirithu begged. "Stop it, don't, please don't."

It was exactly the wrong tone to take, as surely as if Risokh were a panicked horse. Calm, Nirithu had to be calm, but one of Risokh's hands closed on a sharp, jagged rock, and he couldn't wait to see what Risokh meant to do with it. Nirithu lunged, grabbed Risokh's blood-slick wrist, and Risokh pushed him away with enough force to send him skidding down the slope in a tumble of rocks and gravel. Riding wasn't the only thing bred deep into Risokh's bones too deep for the past fifteen years to entirely erase; every son of the Gmou Bim learned to fight as soon as he could walk. But Nirithu was in better practice, and if Risokh had the strength of desperation, so did Nirithu. After a breathless, terrifying minute, Nirithu found himself on Risokh's back, bearing him to the ground—at least he couldn't draw his head very far back, though Nirithu wasn't sure how to stop him from beating it on the rocks in any case—but then Risokh went limp and nearly still, except for the trembling.

"My lord," said Nirithu, calm and gentle as he could, "do you understand me?"

There was no answer. Nirithu could feel Risokh's breath fluttering raggedly against his belly and Risokh's legs between his own, tense and shaking. It felt... very wrong. But Nirithu didn't know what else to do. Finally, Risokh nodded, quick and shallow, once.

"If I let you up, can you be still? No more," Nirithu swallowed, but kept his voice steady, "head bashing, or any of that?"

Another pause, another nod. "Thank you," Nirithu breathed, sliding off of Risokh's back. He stayed in a crouch, wary, waiting for Risokh's next move, but when it came after a throat-tightening wait, it was only to roll over into a sitting position, tuck his knees up and his face into them. Nirithu knew the moment when he was sure Risokh wasn't going to try to injure himself further, because he started to tremble himself as his exhaustion fell on him all at once.

Risokh glanced up, then away, bird-quick. "You're hurt," he said.

It occurred to Nirithu only then to imagine how he must look, wild-eyed, his clothing torn and dirt-stained. His palms were scraped raw from his slide down the slope, and his ribs on the right side felt tender, which he hadn't noticed before. He shook his head. "My bruises will look after themselves, but you—let me take a look at your face."

There was no hesitation before Risokh's answer now. His voice was harsh, the closest to angry Nirithu had ever heard it. "Don't."

Nirithu was at a loss. He didn't think he could use force on Risokh again; he felt as weak as a baby. Risokh wasn't looking at him, but Nirithu sat straighter anyway, and folded his hands formally in his lap. Calm. "I apologize, my lord. I have been selfish and stupid. Hokhiun is my teacher in sorcery, and
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