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      FOUR CULTURES—TWO HUMAN, ONE ALIEN, AND ONE CAUGHT IN STASIS BETWEEN LIFE AND DEATH. AND ONE QUESTION:

      What price survival?

      Ayrys, a glassblower and outcast.

      Jehane, a skilled female warrior.

      Dahar, with a deeply inquisitive mind.

      Grax, an alien with profound doubts.

      These four and hundreds of others are thrown together in an experiment to determine the fate of humanity, both on Earth and in her galactic colonies. For the Ged, the stakes are nothing less than the outcome of a war. For the humans, ignorant of the larger situation, the rewards for participating are incredible riches. But no one except the alien Ged understand the criteria for being chosen.

      As the experiment spirals out of control, it threatens to destroy everything, including the experimenters. Only a small handful of humans come to recognize the true nature of what is on offer in the mysterious city the aliens have built, seemingly from nothing.

      When that knowledge comes, there is no agreement about if, how, or when to use it. Some will betray others. Some will sacrifice. Some will die.

      And some must succeed, no matter what the price.

      Epic in scope, peopled by characters from every strata of profoundly different societies, An Alien Light is an unflinching look at the strengths and weaknesses of the genetic, evolutionary, and historical inheritance that all of us share.
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        All cities are founded on fear.

      

      

      
        
        —John Anthony
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      “One,” the Ged said. “From the third gate.”

      “What does it do?”

      “It beats on the wall to escape.”

      “Already,” the second Ged said, in the grammatical configurations of an observed fact. The two gazed at the wall screen, which showed a small, brightly lit, windowless gray room with a human pounding on the wall. The Ged closed all but his central eye, so high on his forehead that its field of vision extended to the zenith, against the hurtful brightness. His pheromones took on a faint tinge of discomfort, and the first Ged moved closer to him, his own pheromones smelling of sympathy.

      “How many now have come inside the perimeter?”

      “Five hundred seventy. We will admit thirty more,” the second said, although of course the other already knew it; that was why he had asked. Both voices were low, vaguely growly, almost entirely uninflected. For a moment the first Ged let his pheromones smell of weariness, and the sympathy smell of the other grew stronger.

      “This one?”

      “Probably not. If he conquers this violent fear and returns to his mind, perhaps. But he has not even taken the gem. His very desire seems to be lost to his violence.”

      The human, who wore the drab tebl of a Jelite citizen, sank to the floor and curled into a tight, trembling ball. The Ged watched, each holding back the strong pheromones of distaste out of courtesy to the other. The room where they stood, inside the double perimeter wall enclosing the empty and waiting “city,” was lit with the dim, orangey glow of the Ged sun; it smelled of the good, methane-based air of Ged; it was a suitable temperature for the seriousness of this Ged project. But it was not Ged, and both of them were homesick. They would have preferred to be on Ged, or else with the Fleet, were they not needed here. Each smelled the other’s homesickness, one strain of pheromones among all the others, but they did not speak of it. There was no need. All eighteen Ged within the perimeter smelled the same.

      The first Ged blanked the wall screen, returning the room to normal light, and the two opened their high central eyes. Although it had evolved to sight formidable dominant predators extinct for thousands of millennia and so was now mostly useless, there was still a feeling of discomfort when the central eye was closed. The Ged faces—bilaterally symmetrical, hairless, humanoid except for the three eyes and a lack of subcutaneous muscle—showed no expression. That had been one of the hardest things to grasp during the year spent observing humans outside the perimeter wall: that the grotesque distortions of the human facial muscles carried information. It had been hard for even the Library-Mind, which had taken much longer to find that pattern than the patterns of the language. The Ged had not expected the sophistication of pheromones, but neither had they expected muscle spasms. No other sentient race, anywhere, conveyed information by muscle spasms.

      One more bewildering difference.

      “Significant data,” the Library-Mind growled softly. Both Ged turned to listen. “Significant data, Level Three. Biology confirms that all humans are indeed of the same species. Central paradox is not resolved by multispecies explanation.” The Library-Mind offered the last two words in the configurations of an explanation discovered to be contrary to fact.

      The first Ged hummed softly in exasperation. The other courteously stroked his companion’s back and legs, radiating the pheromones of comfort.

      “It would have at least explained their violence to each other!” the first Ged said.

      “Yes. Harmony sings with us.”

      “Harmony sings with us.”

      “May it always sing.”

      “It will always sing. We are no closer to an answer than we were, Grax.”

      “No. Perhaps when the humans come inside.”

      The first Ged glanced at the darkened wall screen. The other did the same. In both minds ran the same thoughts—not because they shared mind, as some species did, but because the thoughts were the ones that all Ged, genetically similar and so capable of intelligent civilization, would have in this situation. They smelled each other’s pheromones and they thought of Ged, they thought of defending their home, they thought of the Fleet, they thought of the importance of resolving the Central Paradox.

      They thought of time running out.
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      Between its banks the river was rising, a dark rush of water moving in two directions at once. A Firstnight breeze carried the scent of mountain water to Ayrys, motionless beside her fire. Built on a wide, bare shelf of rock between the river and the upland veld, the fire could easily be spotted from the surrounding hills, a beacon in the deepening gloom. Such a fire for a lone, inept traveler was stupidity, or defiance, or both. Ayrys no longer cared.

      A knife, which she did not know how to use, lay on the rock beside her, along with a lumpy bottle of blue glass. Small Moon had risen, veiling the veld in cold white light. The vast stirrings of the veld as threenight began, which a few hours ago had sent her scurrying wide-eyed for the safety of the barren rock ledge, seemed to have finally ended. What next? Town-bred, she didn’t know. Dusk had been bizarre enough.

      Just beyond the rock ledge, a huge kemburi plant, which had sprawled quietly soaking up sunshine all threeday, had snaked vast spongy tendrils into a dense ball against the coming cold. One tendril had curled around some small, ragged-eared animal Ayrys could not identify, a small pocket of moving heat, and drawn it inward; the animal had screamed only once.

      Beyond the kemburi, spikebushes had fired sudden, sharp, spore-carrying thorns onto the scrubby grass. Small, hectic wildflowers, having grown feverishly in the glare from Firstmorning to Lastlight, just as quickly folded bright petals under spiny outer leaves. Something unseen sprayed pungent moldy scent onto the wind, and something else unseen had responded with quick crackling of twigs. The whole veld had folded in on itself against the night, a dull green spiny skin crawling over the rock beneath, and once those heaving vegetable hours had begun, no animal howled or moved.

      They were moving again now.

      Wearily, Ayrys moved from the fire to the riverbank, knelt, and thrust her hand downward to grope for the blobs of clay she had stuck under the overhang of rock. Both blobs were still there; the river, then, was not rising as fast as she had feared. It would not flood—at least, not this portion of it—until the threenight had passed. She could wait here, if she chose, until Firstmorning.

      Why should she wait? In a few more hours, Big Moon would rise, providing enough light to walk; there was no reason to wait. There was no reason not to wait.

      Embry.…

      Eyes squeezed shut, hand still cleaving the cold water, Ayrys waited out this fresh rush of pain. It would pass—that she had already learned in her three days of exile. It always passed. She dug the nails of one hand into the wrist of the other and waited.

      The fire had burned low. Ayrys rebuilt it, skillfully feeding in bits of grass and twig, making the most of each scrap and conserving the rest. A pile of woody scrub lay beside another pile of the long, fork-tipped grass that inexplicably grew in some places on the veld and not in others. A good fire builder, she thought derisively—all glassblowers were good fire builders. It was the first thing she had done well in her stumbling exile from Delysia.

      When the fire again blazed brightly, Ayrys squatted on her haunches and stared into it. Firelight slid over the curves of the blue bottle. On the dark veld the grass rustled, smelling of thornbush and some sharp, thin reek Ayrys couldn’t identify. Beyond the veld stretched more veld, always sloping downward, till somewhere three days behind her lay the wide valley sloping to the sea. And Delysia. And Jela. And ahead, higher in the mountains …

      Something with four wings and a huge, bobbing head flew an arm’s length above her head. In the distance a kreedog, night-prowling and vicious, howled at the cold moon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A sound like jaws snapping, and then a scream.

      Ayrys rolled from her blanket and scrambled to her feet. For a sickening moment, not fully awake, she didn’t know where she was, or why. The scream rose again, something flashed white in the gloom just beyond the rocky ledge, and Ayrys sprinted forward. Halfway to the kemburi, her mind, coming from farther away, caught up to her muscles. The scream hadn’t sounded the high pitch of fear; it was something else.

      The kemburi, hidden in waist-high grass, had sensed heat and opened its ropy vines. Encircled by gray-green coils near the rocky ledge, a woman fought.

      She slashed at the plant with her knife and screamed again, a cry high enough to hurt eardrums and with enough relish in it to stop Ayrys short, disbelieving: The woman was enjoying her battle with the kemburi! Two thick, spongy vines held her left leg, while more of the coils crept toward her. Slowed by the night cold, the bulk of the kemburi moved slowly as it shifted toward the warmth of the woman’s body. It would not shift in time; already the prey had severed one coil and begun on the other with a warrior’s practiced blows.

      Warrior—she was a Jelite sister-warrior.

      Ayrys tightened her grip on the knife that she had snatched up, without looking, in her half-sleep. But her grogginess had betrayed her; she held in her hand not the knife but the blue glass bottle.

      A fierce slash severed the second vine. The Jelite’s crossbow lay strapped uselessly to her back, but she didn’t need the crossbow to win this battle. With the same motion that cut her free of the second vine, the woman turned toward Ayrys, swinging her face into the moonlight. She was Jelite and she was smiling, a smile of bared, bone-white teeth. She stepped forward.

      “Delysian,” she said softly. “Now you, Delysian. Now you.”

      Something in Ayrys snapped. Delysian—she was going to die for being Delysian, just after Delysia had disowned her, torn her from her daughter, banished her to die on the veld. It was too much, too balanced; the last three days had been too much as balance teetered wildly and everything she thought she knew about the city that bred her had blown itself into fragments. Heretic, traitor, threat to the minds of Delysian children, including her own—and now she was going to die for being a Delysian. She! Reason collapsed and Ayrys covered her face with her hands and laughed, great howling sobs of laughter tearing up from belly and throat in shrieks and yowls, whooping and choking on shards of laughter. “Now you, Delysian.” Delysian!

      The Jelite woman frowned, hesitated—this was clearly not the reaction she had expected. In the moment of hesitation, the second kemburi struck. It lay upriver from the first, hidden in the grass; the Jelite’s fighting had moved her warm body toward it. Two coils as thick as wrists closed around her thigh, then another, and another. The woman faced Ayrys, not the kemburi, and she was both caught off guard and positioned badly to fight. But her reflexes were superb. In a moment she had twisted and begun to slash, warding off coils that reached for her knife arm, shrieking her battle yell as if it, too, were a weapon.

      Ayrys, as repelled by her own savage laughter—if I go on like this, I will go mad—as by the fighting, shrank back onto the safety of the rocky ledge.

      The Jelite slashed and yelled. She struck two ropes from her right leg while another snaked around her left ankle. To sever that one, she would have to bend, which would bring her striking arm too close to the coils that writhed in the grass. Instead she threw all her strength into straining backward, stretching the vine to weaken its grip, trying to edge off the veld and onto the ledge. But she had miscalculated. While her attention had been on Ayrys, the first kemburi, further aroused by the body warmth, had shifted toward her, and her straining backward once more brought her within its reach. A massive coil, gray hairs abruptly silver in the moonlight, wrapped itself around her hips.

      The Jelite stopped fighting. Her face, tipped to the light, was etched in white shock, each line as pure and hard as glass. Only a moment, and then she was battling again, evading more coils, slashing with power and precision, her superb reflexes keeping both striking arm and face protected from the coils that sought their heat. Only a moment, but Ayrys had recognized that moment’s glassy shock—this cannot come to me—in her own belly and spine. Nausea, cold, the quick black sweep of faintness—but, no, that had been her moment three days ago; this was the other’s. But by the time her dazed mind separated the two moments, her arm had swung, as it had not dared swing three days ago, to hurl her knife at her attackers.

      Blue glass spun from her arm toward the kemburi.

      The bottle, slim at the stopper and wide at the base, arced erratically, struck a rock, and exploded into blue shards and clear liquid. The sharp odor of acid filled the air. The kemburi screamed, a single unanimal note of gases hissing outward to blow off the burning acid, and released the Jelite. She sprang onto the rocky ledge, caught Ayrys around the waist, and rolled with her toward the river, out of range, as the kemburi in its agony sent coils thrashing and writhing in all directions. The kemburi screamed again and then, having blown off as much of the acid as it could, drew its shuddering and burned vines into its central mass. Within moments it had vanished into the grass.

      A bottleneck of blue glass rolled out onto the rocky ledge.

      Ayrys lay dazed. The Jelite sprang away. When Ayrys finally sat, staring at the shadowy line where veld met rock, the Jelite stood on the other side of the fire, Ayrys’s knife in her hand. She stared at the knife incredulously; when she raised her eyes to Ayrys, the incredulity still shone in them, and Ayrys suddenly saw how young she was.

      “This is a carving knife!”

      Ayrys said nothing.

      “A carving knife, Delysian. What did you hope to do with a carving knife?”

      The howling, horrifying laughter, sour as bile, licked again at Ayrys’s mind.

      “I asked you what you hoped to do with a carving knife!”

      “Carve,” Ayrys said, and pushed away the awful laughter, and resisted the impulse to put her hands to her ears. The bottle had been fired only a tencycle ago: Embry’s small hand excitedly pulling at the cooling tray, tracing the curve of rough blue glass with one satisfied dirty finger, showing off the childish design to the other women in the glassyard. And she, Ayrys, had smashed Embry’s bottle. In stupid panic, and to the benefit of a Jelite sister-warrior who, Ayrys now saw, was mistaking Ayrys’s bitter self-mockery for bravery.

      Across the fire, the two women studied each other.

      The Jelite was much younger—was in fact little more than a girl; her skills as a warrior must be formidable for her to already wear the embroidered tebl. She was beautiful. Smooth black braids coiled into a warrior’s knot at the back of her head; long slim neck; dark Jelite eyes; and the effortless vitality of a superb athlete superbly trained.

      “What did you throw at the kemburi?” she demanded.

      Ayrys looked toward the veld. The blue bottleneck, still stoppered, lay at the edge of the stone. She inched toward it, picked it up, and turned it over and over in her hands. A few drops of acid burned her fingers.

      “I asked you what the bottle held!”

      “Acid. To mix with copper paint,” Ayrys said; she scarcely heard herself. “It gives the paint a better flow, and a better bite on the glass.…”

      “You are a maker of glass?”

      “I was.” At the contempt in the Jelite’s voice, Ayrys looked up. “Fortunately for you. The acid burns plants as well as fingers.”

      The girl flushed irritably and moved closer to Ayrys, who stood, tightened her grip on the bottleneck, and said, “Be careful. Now I am armed.”

      “With that? Against me?” the Jelite said, outraged. “Sit down!”

      Ayrys sat. The girl squatted nearby, poised lightly on both heels, intensity radiating from her like heat from a kiln.

      “Delysian. Why did you save my life?”

      Ayrys. Why do you endanger your child’s life? The tone was the same: the circle of accusing men, city fathers of Delysia standing in the brilliant multicolored light from the council windows Ayrys’s own mother had once painted, and the Jelite sister-warrior, squatting in the chill gloom on bare rock. The same tone. The mirthless laughter pushed up against her yet again, and Ayrys almost opened herself to it, gave in, let her reason go—and with it, most probably, her life. Did it matter if she died at the hand of this girl, or from cold and exposure on the veld? Let the laughter come.

      But, bleakly, it didn’t. Apparently she was choosing to live. “Does it matter why I saved your life? I did.”

      The girl’s black eyes glittered, waiting.

      “I saved your life. Now we stand on the same blade of honor.”

      The girl sputtered at what must, to a Jelite, seem blasphemy. How did she, Ayrys, get so skilled at blasphemy? She?

      The Jelite said, “The warriors’ code does not extend to Delysians!”

      “Doesn’t it? Then it isn’t a code of true honor.”

      “A Delysian talks of honor?” The girl spat dramatically—and a little ridiculously—into the fire. An ember smoked.

      “Our cities are not at war. At this moment. Therefore, we stand on the same blade. What is freely given must be freely returned.”

      The Jelite studied her narrowly. Ayrys made herself see with the girl’s eyes: a Delysian citizen, not even a soldier; dirty despite the cold river; Delysia and Jela at war three years ago, uneasy allies this year, war already again in the wind for next year. And against that, only the girl’s youthful trust in the exaggerated simplicities of a warrior’s honor. She would not do it. She would find it easier to kill Ayrys and be done with her.

      Ayrys’s fingers tightened on the neck of Embry’s bottle.

      The girl swore, a vivid flow of warrior’s curses, and then spoke as if the words were carrion in her mouth. “You claim the blade of honor?”

      “I have saved your life.”

      “You haven’t said why!”

      “Honor does not require that I say why.”

      “You know too much about warriors, Delysian!”

      She was going to do it; she was going to acknowledge the claim of honor. Not until Ayrys became sure did she feel her own fear, and then it was a crawling thing, slimy at the back of her throat. Had she not thrown the bottle, had her glassyard not traded enough with Jela to learn its warriors’ convoluted ideas of honor, had the Jelite been older, or been male …

      “‘We stand on the same blade,’” the girl snarled, hatred in every word of the formal oath, “‘bound in—’ Stand up, Delysian whore! ‘We stand on the same blade, bound in the honor of life itself. What is freely given must be freely returned. None but children may accept as a right the strength of others without return, lest it weaken their own strength and they become cripples in life. None may choose to offer their own strength in bargain, lest they put life at the service of clay. What is freely given must be freely returned.’

      “Now name your return, you shit-licking kreedog!”

      Ayrys thought swiftly. “Your protection for one cycle of traveling. This threenight and next threeday. Then the claim of honor will have been met.”

      The Jelite scowled. She was free to refuse the offer; the oath bound her only to save Ayrys’s life once, as Ayrys had saved hers. But that would mean she would stand on the blade of honor with Ayrys until such an occasion arose, and plainly she hated the idea. Ayrys had learned from the furtive inter-city trading, which nothing short of actual war seemed to stop, of warriors’ alternate offers of settlement for claims of honor. Without them, the crossings and recrossings of loyalties for various claims of honor would have become a web too dense to unravel. She had never heard of a Jelite warrior who had not fulfilled a claim of honor. They died first—or perhaps they were killed by their own fierce, unbending kind. If so, not even their own citizens, considered not good enough for any warrior to even bed, ever heard of it. “Jela for loyalty, Delysia for treachery” ran a Jelite proverb quoted even in Delysia itself. Ayrys thought of the city council, and her mouth twisted.

      “I accept your return,” the girl said sourly. “Where do you travel?”

      “To the Gray Wall.”

      The Jelite’s chin jerked upward. “Why?”

      “I don’t choose to tell you that.”

      The girl scowled. “As you choose. But you don’t think they’ll take you behind the Gray Wall?”

      Ayrys stared at her. Slowly she said, “You’re going there, too. To the Wall.”

      “They accept only warriors and soldiers, Delysian.”

      Ayrys had not heard that. Rumor, counter-rumor, denial—Delysia boiled with conflicting stories about the Gray Wall, mixed and heated with conflicting stories of another war with Jela. Delysians did not like to leave the city to verify the rumors; better use of them could be made unverified. But she had not heard that only warriors and soldiers were admitted behind the Gray Wall. If it was true …

      If it was true, she would have no place at all left to go.

      “I don’t care where you choose to be denied,” the Jelite said. “The return has been accepted. My protection until we reach the Gray Wall. It won’t take a whole cycle—only a flabby Delysian citizen would think so. We sleep now and travel through Darkday, or as much of it as you can stand up for, and reach the Wall by the end of Firstmorning. Or during Lightsleep at the latest. But I don’t rest by fires that attract any scum on the veld, and I don’t make camp with whores. I’ll protect you, Delysian, but you sleep and walk alone. If you need me, call.”

      “Wait—what do I call? What’s your name?”

      “Jehane. What other weapons do you carry in your pack?”

      “None.”

      Jehane snorted. “Unarmed and alone on the veld?”

      “Yes!”

      “Then why so loud a denial? I need a better knife than this one.”

      She reached for Ayrys’s pack. There was nothing Ayrys could do. She couldn’t get to the pack first, couldn’t … what? Throw it into the river before the sister-warrior opened it? Helplessly she watched while Jehane searched for the weapon that was not there, and watched while Jehane’s hand closed and drew an object into the moonlight. The Jelite gasped.

      It was a sculpture of glass, a double helix half-blue and half-red, the two spirals joined by a curving ladder whose rungs, spaced not evenly but with some pattern of their own, shaded from blue to indigo through purple to magenta to red. Moonlight gleamed dully on the heavy glass. Against that watery light, the helix shone in balanced precision, curves balanced by straight lines, the lure to the cradling hand subtly balanced by some mysterious pull on the mind, as of a pattern glimpsed but not understood. The glass was without flaw, but some markings or light shifted between the walls of both spirals and made them seem more than glass, as if they curved of themselves and the breath that had blown them was their own and not the glassmaker’s.

      Jehane stared, stupefied, across the fire at Ayrys. “You dared to make … you …”

      The city council had asked her the same question, and with the same outrage. “Yes,” Ayrys said.

      “You—a Delysian?”

      Ayrys closed her eyes. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is beautiful.”

      “Beautiful! It’s the emblem of rank of a Jelite warrior-priest. Did you know that when you cast it? Did you?”

      “It is not cast. The glass is blown.”

      “Blown! You put your mouth …”

      So had the council looked. Stupid, they were all stupid. How could people be so stupid?

      That stupidity had lost her Embry.

      “You dared to—” Jehane said, and stopped, stifled by her own outrage. She had tightened her grip on Ayrys’s carving knife. Ayrys saw the girl’s murderous face reflected over and over again in the curved sections of glass, distortion upon distortion.

      “Delysia and Jela are not at war. What does it matter what emblems artisans make?”

      “We will be at war again. As soon as your city breaks the alliance!”

      It was probably true. It had always been true before. The fertile land along the coast shared by both cities was not quite enough to support them both, and growing crops on the higher ground of the veld was more trouble than arranging for Jela to have fewer mouths to grow crops for. Crops, game, fish, timber—Jela for loyalty, Delysia for treachery.…

      “I made the helix,” Ayrys said deliberately, “because it is beautiful. And because I knew how to make it. And because if the legend your priests tell should happen to be true—”

      “How do you know what legend our priests tell!”

      “—should happen to be true, and both Jela and Delysia were built by people who escaped in the same boat from the Island of the Dead, then your daughter and my daughter share motherlines. And because even if they do not, and even if the cities are enemies until the end of time itself, no city can own a shape made of matter and air. It is a shape, Jehane—look at it. A shape of glass. Not the object of fear and respect you make of it, just a shape—”

      “No more!” the girl yelled. With all her strength she threw the double helix to the ground and brought her boot heel, metal sheathed with leather, down hard on the fragments. The glass first shattered and then crunched. Jehane did not stop grinding her heel until the sculpture was a smear of powder on the stone.

      “I sleep within call,” Jehane said. “Don’t try to sneak up to me, Delysian, I sleep light.” Without glancing down, she stalked into the darkness.

      Ayrys sank to her knees and touched the powdered glass with one finger. A few grains stuck. Closing her eyes, Ayrys dragged her finger across the stone, pressing down as hard as she could. When she opened her eyes, blood smeared the rock and her finger was embedded with ground glass. Viciously she dragged another finger across the glass, and then a third.

      When she forced the heel of her thumb across the glass, a sharper pain leaped the whole length of her arm, so that for a moment she could not even see.

      For a long moment Ayrys crouched on the rock, head bent, blinded by pain. When it had subsided a little, she rose and thrust the hand into the river, holding it there until the cold had numbed it completely, and then a long time afterward.

      With her left hand she built up the fire and pulled her burnous around herself. Her right hand lost the cold of the water and began to hurt agonizingly. Ayrys laid it outside her bedroll, on the hard stone. With the pain of the mind thus dwarfed by the pain of the flesh, and for the first time since she had been pushed, hooded and booted and without Embry, through the east gate of Delysia, she was able to sleep without dreams.
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      The Delysian woman slept through all of Firstnight. She didn’t wake to tend her fire, she didn’t wake to as much as sniff the air, Jehane thought with disgust. From the moment the slug rolled in her blanket until the moment Jehane kicked her awake, she lay like a stone, blind as a stone to the kreedog that had slavered near, or to the new height of the river rising.

      Were they all like that, the Delysians? Couldn’t be, Jehane argued with herself, or in the last war—in which Jehane had been too young to fight—Jela would not have been forced into alliance instead of victory. Some Delysians must be skilled fighters. But of course this one was scum, blasphemy, a citizen outcast by even her own people. A Jelite warrior, in such an unthinkable position, would have killed herself. Pride—the Delysians had no pride. And such a thing she, Jehane, had bound herself to protect! An exile, a glassblower, a free-rutting bladder-muscled slug who snored on the open veld from Firstnight to Darkday, and would have gone right on snoring through Darkday if Jehane hadn’t woken her.

      Jehane had spent the long hours of Firstnight in four light sleeps. Between them she had driven off the kreedog, kept sentry net over a large semicircle backed by the river, retrieved her knife from beside the kemburi, now tightly sealed by its own warmth-preserving juices and so harmless. She had tested her weapons—knife and crossbow—and pitted her muscles against each other in a warrior’s motionless exercises. The periodic activity kept her body supple against the creeping cold as Qom made its slow turn away from the sun. With a warrior’s disciplined timing, she rose from her last short sleep just as the bright twin stars of the Marker rose above the horizon and signaled the start of Darkday. Jehane splashed her face and arms in the icy river, scattered all signs of her camp, and went to wake the Delysian slug.

      Fauggh, but it smelled! Jehane couldn’t remember hearing that Delysian women didn’t bathe, but apparently this one had not for several days. She lay heavily asleep, her scent enough to attract every kreedog on the veld. If Jehane hadn’t thought the thing would drown, she would have thrown it in the river before breakfast.

      “Delysian. Wake up. It’s Darkday.”

      No response. An enemy could have cut off this woman’s legs before she knew they were missing.

      “Get up!” Jehane kicked her, not gently.

      The woman moaned softly, sat up, and blinked, as if the light from the stars and the two moons were bright day. Her face was white, her movements stiff. Jehane had been right: a slug, with a slug’s stupidity. Jehane had had hours to think over last night; it was possible that the Delysian’s saving of Jehane’s life had been not battle but stupidity. Why else would she destroy the bottle of acid she needed to make her miserable citizen’s living? Stupidity. And she smelled.

      Then she threw off her blanket, and Jehane saw her palm.

      “What happened to your hand?”

      “I cut it,” the woman said levelly.

      “Cut it? Across all five fingers like that? It looks like ground meat!”

      The slug said nothing. Jehane said, “You did it yourself. You ruined your right hand. The thumb—”

      “Does that concern you?”

      “Ruin what you want,” Jehane said contemptuously. Crazy—the woman was not only stupid but crazy. Jehane stood on the blade of honor with a stupid, helpless, crazy woman who didn’t even have an animal’s respect for its own body, and Jehane had bound herself to protect this kreedung all the way to the Gray Wall on what was supposed to be her, Jehane’s, First Proving. The taste of it was bitter.

      “Eat and be ready to march.”

      The Delysian unwrapped food from her pack. Apparently she was not going to wash before breakfast. Cold air, the particularly cold air of a cloudless Darkday, stirred her hair. The woman shivered violently. In her matted hair was some sort of dust, some powder probably used in her glassmaking. She stared at her food.

      “I can’t eat it. Do you want some?”

      Surprised, Jehane glanced at the stores. Graincake, fresh dahafruit, salted fish—ridiculously bulky foods for a veld journey; but then, the Delysian was too stupid to have thought of that. Jehane carried only dried fruit and meat. The graincake was laced with red; sometimes Delysians put sugar in their graincakes. Jehane’s mouth filled with sweet liquid.

      “You might as well take it. I can’t eat.”

      “That’s stupid. You’ll have even less strength to march than you do now.”

      “I will manage.”

      “We march all of Darkday. No sleeping like a stone.”

      “I said I will manage. And the Gray Wall isn’t moving anywhere. It’s been there for nearly a year; it will still be there if we arrive one day later.”

      Jehane’s lip curled. Sluggish. Shivering, wounded, and her white face set in that closed, strained look—she would never last through Darkday.

      “Take some graincake, Jehane.”

      “I want none of your food, Delysian. And if you collapse on yourself while we march, I’ll leave you. Not even the blade of honor demands that I protect you from yourself.”

      “I’m not going to collapse on myself,” the woman said, and smiled so mockingly that Jehane was startled. What was there in the warning to make the slug look like that? No one could understand the mind of a Delysian; they were too devious. At least she, Jehane, would not have to walk near enough to smell her. Fauggh!
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      Nor did she. The two women kept to the river, cutting across sections of veld only when the banks became too steep or overgrown for travel, or when Jehane decided on a more direct route than following a great loop in the river. In the cold night the veld lay both still and alive, thornbushes and kemburi and the lush, spiny daha all motionless dark shapes outlined with starlight. The animal life stayed mostly unseen except for a quick rustling of grasses, a distant cry. Once they came upon a katl, that strange, symmetrical mass of hard green that grew in straight lines of crystalline rock but drank in water and light, and which not even the warrior-priests could name either plant or mineral. Jehane gave it wide berth.

      Ahead, dark mountains sliced across the starry half of the sky, blotting out part of the Scimitar, the edge of the Sign Wave. Kufa shone dull red, nearly alone in its part of the sky. Between its banks the black water of the river rushed and murmured, until in one quiet, unexpected pool it shone like dark glass reflecting the twin silver lights of the Marker.

      Jehane kept no fixed position. She traveled sometimes ahead of Ayrys, sometimes behind, sometimes alongside, with Ayrys between her and the river. Once she materialized at Ayrys’s side and loosed her crossbow. A solid thump, a howl of pain, and something ran yelping through the grass.

      Jehane smiled. “Kreedog.”

      The Delysian only stared at her with big, exhausted eyes.

      She was as bad as Jehane had feared. She crashed through immature kif and released their noxious smell, plodded with her head down along level stone, stumbled over air. She never even glimpsed the kreedog set to attack her until after Jehane had shot it.

      That was a saving of the slug’s life; that would have released her from the blade of honor, had she not sworn to protect the bladder-muscled carrion all the way to the Gray Wall. Fauggh!
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      When the Marker stood nearly halfway up the sky, Jehane again materialized beside Ayrys. “We rest now.”

      “Now?” Ayrys spoke dully, swaying with exhaustion.

      “Now. If you need to sleep again, do it now while your muscles are warm—or as warm as yours are likely to get. If you sleep later, you’ll freeze. And eat something.”

      The Delysian did not move. Jehane saw that her words meant nothing; the slug was too worn out with simple walking to understand. Cursing, she built a fire—she had hoped to avoid a fire—thrust the Delysian before it, and yanked open her pack. “That graincake—eat it all!”

      Ayrys ate. Before she had quite finished, she was asleep. Jehane wrapped the Delysian’s burnous around her—she, Jehane, could have survived without one, if she had to. That, the training masters taught, was the mark of a warrior: how much was not needed to survive. Not that the slug could have understood that.

      Jehane finished her food and sat with her back to a tree to keep watch. This was Qom’s darkest hour, halfway through Darkday, but not its coldest. The masters had tried to teach Jehane, who had not been a quick pupil, how all of Qom turned around on itself. Laboriously, and only because she would be beaten otherwise, she had mastered the strange idea of Qom rotating and the sun staying still. Then the Masters told her the even stranger idea that this turning produced one cycle: sixteen hours for Firstmorning, four for Lightsleep, sixteen for Lastlight, and then ten hours for Firstnight, sixteen for Darkday, ten for Thirdnight.

      But that knowledge—essentially useless; cycles passed whether you understood them or not, so it didn’t matter why—had not been enough to answer the one original question she had ever asked. If the cold comes because Qom faces away from the sun, demanded the child Jehane, and if Darkday faces away the most, then why is Thirdnight and not Darkday the coldest? The masters had not known. That, they said, was just the way it was. Such words had been exactly Jehane’s feeling about the matter of rotation, and thereafter she stopped struggling with the masters’ useless explanations and took their beatings instead.

      The welts still lay on the backs of her legs, accepted without resentment but with a certain contempt. The masters who taught weapons she obeyed scrupulously; that could save your life in battle. But to waste all your life after your Cadre Leaving with this bloodless stuff! Better, even, to mate with a brother-warrior and become a mother to warriors, or to become a designer of weapons that could, unlike this drivel about rotation, at least be touched.

      Jelite scouts had said that the Gray Wall could not be touched.

      Jehane scowled into the darkness. That had to be nonsense—how could a wall not be touched? A wall was a wall, solid, or it would keep nothing out, or nothing in. But Jelite scouts were not Delysians; they did not lie.

      That question led to all the others about the Wall, all the guesses and conjectures, based on the scouts’ scanty reports. What if the conjectures were true? It didn’t matter if they were true; all that mattered was that there were new weapons there, weapons that would arm Jela as she had never been armed before. Weapons, and danger. On that, all the reports agreed.

      Jehane pushed away the confusion about the Wall. Better to think first about reaching it. The Delysian could not be allowed to sleep much longer—only a slug would need to sleep in the middle of Darkday, after sleeping ten hours in Firstnight—or she would freeze. The Marker climbed up the glittering sky. Still, better she should sleep now than in the deeper cold of Thirdnight.

      The last time Jehane had passed a cycle on the veld, she had been in training, and her sisters not on the sentry net had slept close to her for warmth. Now Jamisu had been picked by a cadre, and what were Nahid and Aisha doing? Pretty Aisha …

      That confusion, too, Jehane pushed aside. Her task was to reach the Gray Wall and enter it. That was the way it was.
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      By Thirdnight, the cold penetrated to their bones. Clouds blew in from the lowlands. Clouds earlier, at Lastlight, would have warmed the threenight, but clouds now only obscured the stars. The land became wilder, shot with ravines and outcroppings of rock, as the veld rose toward the inland mountains. Cold and darkness and the terrain made travel impossible.

      “We’ll make a fire,” Jehane said.

      Ayrys said nothing; beneath the hood of her burnous, her teeth chattered too violently for words.

      Jehane would not let them sleep. She heated water on the fire, river water that burned their hand with cold when they dipped it and their throats with heat when they forced themselves to drink it. The water made them urinate, an agonizing exposure to the cold. Periodically Jehane hauled Ayrys roughly to her feet and made her run in place. Ayrys winded easily; the great gasps of air she took in made her lungs ache and her bones rattle.

      Kreedogs howled nearer. Jehane built up the fire with one hand on her crossbow. When Jehane made them eat, Ayrys silently pushed graincake toward her. Jehane ignored it.

      “P-p-payment,” Ayrys said. “C-consider it p-p-payment.”

      Jehane grimaced in contempt. “Payment is for b-b-buyers and sellers.”

      “What else are w-w-we?”

      Jehane’s hand tightened on her crossbow. “Say that again, D-delysian, and I will k-k-kill you. A warrior’s p-protection is not b-bought. Except perhaps in Delysia, w-w-where everything is for sale!”

      “N-n-not q-q-quite everything,” Ayrys got out. She covered her face with her hands and shook with what looked to Jehane like more of that weird howling laughter.

      Crazy. The slug was crazy.

      Despite the running in place, Jehane could no longer feel her feet in their leather boots. Now the western sky had cleared. The Markers had passed the zenith long ago, what seemed like days ago. But still the Marker was not far enough down the sky for Firstmorning. She had never seen them set; Firstmorning always washed them out. “Can one see the Marker set?” was a proverb for uselessness in Jela—and, she had once heard, in Delysia as well. How could that be, a Jelite proverb in Delysia? Probably they stole it.

      She did not want to freeze to death beside a Delysian.

      The kreedogs would not care from which city came their carrion.

      “W-w-wake up!” Jehane said, and kicked Ayrys. Ayrys stirred and moaned, shuddering violently. Jehane stood to haul her to her feet, and felt the air stir against her cheek. Through her own shivering and teeth-chattering, hope pierced her. The winds were starting.

      They would be severe; they always were when the night had been still. But Jehane would welcome their rawness, for when the winds began it was almost dawn. She had deliberately built their fire on the leeward side of the boulder. The wind was the last test, the final quarrel the veld could loose at the jelly-armed dung that was Jehane’s responsibility.

      “W-w-wake up!”

      Finally, clouds lightened in the east. The Marker paled, then disappeared.

      Exultation filled Jehane. She had done it. She had survived on the veld without her training sisters, she had not lost the Delysian slug to its own weakness, she had kept upright on the blade of honor.

      And when the sun rose, its light glinted off the Gray Wall.

      It stood a few hours’ march from them, yet clearly visible as a huge shining rectangle set high on a hill. Wanting to be seen, Jehane thought approvingly. And why not? A battlefield challenge always showed itself.

      “Look at the breadth of it,” the Delysian said. “Even from this distance.”

      “Natural rock,” Jehane said, before she knew she had spoken aloud.

      “No. It’s not.”

      Jehane said scornfully, “What else could it be but rock?”

      “Look how much light it reflects, and how evenly. That’s not rock.”

      “Afraid, Delysian?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      The quietness of the answer caught Jehane off guard. She frowned, squinting at the distant fortress. Her midriff tightened, a quick pull of muscles and flesh. So did the old stories say the Island of the Dead looked—a gray, dissolving pile of shining death.…

      “If you talked with your own scouts,” the Delysian went on, “you must have known it’s not rock. Even in Delysia rumor says—”

      “Shut up. See that hill, where the Gray Wall stands? At the base of it, my protection of you ends. The blade of honor finishes. At the base of the hill, I’m done with you, and what happens to you after that doesn’t concern me.”

      The Delysian didn’t answer. She stood, filthy and shivering, her hand raised to shade her eyes from the rising sun, studying the rocky land between the slight rise where they stood and the Wall. Jehane had started down the rise before she heard the woman say quietly, “Nor me, either,” but that was too stupid. She must have heard wrong. Even a Delysian—even as stupid and bladder-brained a Delysian as this one—must care what happened to herself. They could not have that little loyalty to themselves.

      No matter how they stank.
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      The Gray Wall was farther away than it looked. Four hours into Firstmorning, the women had not yet reached it. Ayrys’s muscles ached from the unaccustomed exercise, although the steadily increasing warmth of the sun soothed them slightly. Around her, kemburi plants uncurled and sent vines creeping across the veld, soaking up sunshine, as harmless now to walk on as grass. Wildflowers unfolded for their three-day bloom and turned blind centers toward the sun. Dahafruit glistened purple, ripening fast. The river sparkled in the light.

      “Wait,” Ayrys said.

      “You can eat after I’m rid of you. Move.”

      “I don’t want to eat, I want to bathe. We leave the river soon. There’s a calm pool over there by those trees, and I want to wash before we go on.”

      The Jelite was staring at her in surprise—why? Was bathing such an outrageous idea? Only if I don’t drown, Ayrys thought. She pulled off her clothing and dived off one of the great outcroppings of rock along the riverbank. The water was icy and she came up gasping and bluelipped. She scrubbed with soap from her pack—laundry soap, the first thing snatched up in the frantic packing permitted her by the council—and dragged herself back onto the bank.

      The Jelite stood with her back to the river, spine stiff. Ayrys had heard—who in Delysia had not?—sniggering jokes about sister-warriors, but surely lovers of women shouldn’t be so modest about nakedness before other women.… Shrugging, Ayrys picked up her leggings and tebl. They stank. She leaned over the bank, scrubbed them with the harsh soap, and pulled them on to sun-dry as she walked.

      The soap, lye-based, made an agony of her lacerated hand. Ayrys stared at her swollen fingertips and the deeper, rawer cuts at the base of her thumb. They were an angry purple; it was possible there were still shards of Embry’s glass embedded under the skin.

      Firstmorning—where was Embry now? Not in the glassyard, smashed into rubble by council soldiers. She had left Embry with Najli, the sister of Ayrys’s dead mother. Whatever Najli felt about the disgrace to the motherline, she would see that Embry was physically cared for. But what would Najli do with Embry’s bewilderment at the mother who had left her, or with Embry’s shame? Embry, who wouldn’t even permit herself to cry because eleven was too old for tears.…

      “Let’s walk,” Ayrys said harshly to Jehane, but Jehane was no longer there. They had not yet reached the place where Jehane said her protection would end, but she had melted into the rough country. Ayrys shaded her eyes and squinted toward the Wall, but she didn’t see the Jelite. She pulled on her boots, picked up her pack, and began walking alone.

      After a few steps, she heard voices moving toward her.

      Men’s voices, ahead of her. Ayrys glanced around, but the voices must have been closer than she thought and traveling fast. She stood in an open place by the riverbank; before she could find a place to hide, the men emerged from the trees ahead. There were two of them, their tebls Delysian, though both were nearly as swarthy as Jelite. When they saw Ayrys, both stopped.

      “Look,” one said. He had several days’ growth of beard and small, sharp eyes in a fleshy face. “You alone?”

      “Not likely,” the other said. He was smaller, with hands that twitched at his sides and a nose that had once been broken.

      “My lover hunts nearby,” Ayrys said. She tried to walk easily around them, hugging her pack in front of her.

      “Come on, Ralshen,” the small man said. He glanced fearfully across the veld.

      “Not yet. You’re very wet, pretty one. Wasn’t the water cold on that pretty skin?”

      The other said sourly, “Proving the Wall didn’t unman you, Ralshen?”

      “Shut up.” He smiled at Ayrys, the mocking smile of a man relishing his greater strength, his greater speed.

      Ayrys said carefully, “I am a Delysian.”

      Ralshen laughed. “And traveling to the Wall. I do you a favor if I delay you from that.”

      “My lover will return soon from hunting our meal.”

      He said softly, “Then we’ll need to hurry, won’t we?” and lunged forward. Ayrys threw her pack at him and dodged sideways, but she was not quick enough. Ralshen caught her arm and yanked her toward him. At the same moment she kicked him as hard as she could, and they both crashed to the ground. Then he was on top of her, her mouth full of his beard so that she choked and flailed uselessly against him. Her right hand struck his jawbone and the lacerated thumb exploded into pain. Ralshen crouched astride her, one hand pinning both of hers to the ground above her head, the other tearing her wet tebl from neck to belt in one vicious motion that yanked the cloth against the back of her neck hard enough to make her cry out. With his free hand Ralshen struck her in the mouth, and then closed the hand on one breast.

      The next moment his entire body shuddered violently, his head jerked back, and his mouth opened in a scream that came out a bloody gurgle. He slumped sideways across Ayrys, Jehane’s quarrel in the side of his neck.

      “Don’t move,” she said to the other man, who stood staring at her crossbow, pointed at him and already fitted with another quarrel.

      “No,” he said. And then, “I wasn’t going to touch her! Only he was!”

      “Who else is with you?”

      “Nobody! Just Ralshen and me! And I wasn’t going to touch her—you must have heard me say to him to come on! I did!”

      “Where were you going?”

      “Delysia.”

      “Where were you coming from?”

      “The Gray Wall.”

      “You? Why?”

      Ayrys shoved Ralshen’s body off her own, staggered to her feet, and wrapped her arms around herself. Jehane ignored her.

      “I asked you why you left the Gray Wall!”

      The small man hesitated. His eyes flickered in cringing puzzlement from the Jelite sister-warrior to the Delysian Ayrys, clutching her torn tebl across her breasts. Sweat and oil filmed his face. Finally he said, “We were afraid of what the Wall said.”

      “What it said?”

      The man nodded, licked his lips, and tried to smile at Jehane, a horrible twisting of lips like a whipped kreedog. Jehane grimaced in disgust and drew back her crossbow. The man whimpered. Jehane set her jaw and fired. The quarrel pierced the man’s throat; Ayrys cried out and turned her back, to not see the rest.

      “A Delysian,” Jehane said from behind her. “From your own city. You are less than animals.”

      Ayrys fought down nausea. She heard her own voice quaver and break: “And in Jela rape … rape never happens.”

      “Not by brother-warriors to Jelite citizens. For that we have whores.”

      “Who were once Delysian captives,” Ayrys said. She scarcely knew what she said; her voice had steadied, but now her knees felt watery, wavering and fluid as the river. She stumbled to a tree and leaned against it, closing her eyes, both hands holding together the torn front of her tebl.

      “I have needle and thread,” Jehane said calmly.

      “I have them in my pack!” Ayrys said. Did she have them? Or had Jehane smashed them? No, it was the double helix that Jehane had smashed, blue and red glass in the moonlight, blood on the dark stone, and rolling from the veld the other blue glass of Embry’s smashed bottle.…

      “Jehane,” she said slowly, closing her eyes against the dark rush in her head, “what if they had been Jelite? Would your blade of honor have protected me then?”

      There was no answer. Ayrys opened her eyes. Jehane stood over Ralshen’s body, wiping a quarrel free of blood.

      “Jelite citizens, Jehane. Would you have killed them to honor your oath?”

      “Cover yourself properly!” Jehane snapped, and stalked, spine stiff, to the small man’s body lying faceup on the riverbank. With one violent motion she ripped her quarrel from his neck; instantly the body was covered with blood. An insect crawling over the broken nose became mired in the gushing red.

      Ayrys fumbled in her pack for thread and needle, pulled the torn tebl over her head, and began to stitch. The repetitive motion calmed her a little; when she pulled the tebl back over her head, her fingers no longer trembled and her knees held. Jehane stood with her back to Ayrys, scanning the veld.

      Ayrys picked up her pack, keeping her eyes from the corpses lying in the sunlight.

      “Jehane. Thank you.”

      “I don’t want your gratitude, Delysian. It soils me.”

      Ayrys found nothing to say to that. The two women turned from the river and toward the hill crowned with the Gray Wall.

      Away from the river the land began to slope upward, and after a while it took all her effort to climb, panting, after Jehane. The Jelite moved lightly, not even breathing hard.

      Once Jehane stopped, shaded her eyes, and squinted at the sun; Ayrys guessed that Jehane was judging whether Firstmorning had ended and Lightsleep begun. Ayrys could not tell. A town woman, she had timed her days by the bells in Delysia’s towers. She was not sleepy, although she thought grimly that she ought to be.

      The sun grew hotter. The tenderest of the wildflowers that had opened at dawn closed against the harsh direct light of Qom’s approaching noon. Other plants, which Ayrys had never seen before, opened wide: great yawning green holes drinking in sunlight like water. One had a central orifice surrounded by a thick, waxy rim set in layers of spiny leaves. As Ayrys watched, the rim rose and fell in some unheard rhythm, as if sunshine were music. She looked away.

      Twice others had passed Ayrys and Jehane, one group traveling toward the Wall and one away from it, and both times Jehane had taken elaborate care to avoid getting close enough to identify either group by speech or dress, or to be identified by them. She had doubled back on their trail, circled off the direct routes, adding hours to their travel time. Ayrys had not protested. Sweating and exhausted, she kept up as best she could. Jehane’s face looked hard and dry as the baking ground, and her black eyes ceaselessly raked the landscape, missing nothing.

      At the foot of the hill on which the Gray Wall stood was a well-worn path, but when the two women reached its base, no one else was in sight. Jehane’s doing. The path was steep, snaking from the veld up over the unseen rim of the flat-topped hill. From below, the highest edge of the Gray Wall was just visible, a straight line of shining gray. Jehane stared at it a long moment, and then turned formally to Ayrys.

      “We have stood on the same blade, bound in the honor of life itself. What was freely given has been freely returned; strength has been honored with strength; the named return of my protection is dissolved. Agreed, Delysian?”

      “Agreed. My name is Ayrys.”

      “I never asked it,” Jehane spat, and was gone, bounding lightly up the trail and disappearing over the rim.

      Ayrys followed more slowly, leaning forward into the steep climb, pushing her pack over the rim and then pulling herself after it. When she stood on level ground, there was no sight of Jehane.

      The plateau extended much farther than she had imagined, and was absolutely level. The grasses had a low, young look, and no other plants were visible at all—as if, Ayrys thought dazedly, the wildest of the rumors were true and the evenness of the very ground, as well as the evenness of the Wall itself, were a made thing and the plants had had less than a year to flourish on new, empty ground. The Gray Wall stretched in both directions, and from where Ayrys stood she could see one corner, sharp and precise as sheared glass. Was the Wall a square? A cube?

      A figure, too distant to identify, rounded the corner in her direction, stopped, shrank back, disappeared again around the corner.

      Afraid, Ayrys thought. Of me. She put her hands over her face and laughed shakily. Then she picked up her pack and walked to the Wall.

      It towered ten times her height, and shimmered faintly. The material looked like some sort of lustrous metal, but Ayrys found that she could not touch it. Her fingers were stopped, within the span of an infant’s thumbnail, by some invisible material smooth as glass but with a faint tingle to it, like the fizz of certain drinks. How could that be? Palms flat on the surface, Ayrys leaned close to the Wall and sniffed. No smell. Only that sheath of something unseen, and that faint tingle in her palms.

      The Wall spoke.

      “This is the city of R’Frow. You wish to enter. The gates are in the eastern wall. Go to the eastern wall to be tested for entry.”

      Ayrys jumped back and looked wildly around. There was no one in sight. She stood alone, heart thumping in her chest, in the bright sunlight. Finally she reached out her left hand and pressed the palm to the Wall.

      “This is the city of R’Frow. You wish to enter. The gates are in the eastern wall. Go to the eastern wall to be tested for entry.”

      We were afraid of what it said, Ralshen’s companion had stammered.

      Again Ayrys pressed her palm to the Wall. It repeated its message a third time in the same voice, flat and a little fuzzy, like a growl deep in the throat but with none of the warning of a growl. She had never heard such a voice.

      I am afraid, Ayrys thought clearly. At the same moment she again stepped forward to study the material of the wall. What could it be made of? Whatever it was, the Wall seemed to be made of it uniformly, without flaw or variation, not even streaked by the weather.

      She trudged along the Wall, rounded the corner, and stopped dead, staggered by the length of the southern wall. It stretched at least four or five times the length of the huge western exposure; if the city inside were a long rectangle, its walls could encircle all of Delysia, all of the fields and vineyards that surrounded her gates, and part of the coastal forest. The southern wall took full sun, and it glittered like water, an upright sheet of untouchable gray water too vast to be real.

      In Delysia, rumor had said that the Wall, discovered standing here where less than a year ago had stood nothing, must have been built by spirits from the Island of the Dead. No one but children were supposed to believe in spirits; Delysia was too practical, too interested in metal and glass and cloth, to believe in spirits. But there were those who in the middle of Darkday would draw their burnouses close around them and mutter into glass cups of kaf that once people had come from the Island of the Dead—how else had Qom’s two cities begun? There must always be a beginning. And not even the most skilled fishers had ever found the island, nor any island at all in the vast empty sea, so obviously it must be very far away. Spirits could fly across the sea, spirits could build this mysterious wall.…

      Ayrys did not believe in spirits. But who had built it? Not Delysia—there were no artisans capable of even this material, let alone this scale. And certainly not Jela, that city of passionate battle and dark healing, that made well only weapons. So who? No one in the world.

      Dizzy, Ayrys closed her eyes and pressed her palm to the Wall.

      “This is the city of R’Frow. You wish to enter. The gates are in the eastern wall. Go to the eastern wall to be tested.”

      Far ahead, two figures moved along the wall—away from Ayrys, toward the east.

      Who?

      Her throat tightened. She began to walk along the talking Wall, over the young grasses on the flat plateau, which should have been covered with kemburi and thornbush, silverbell and nameless waxy vegetable mouths.
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      When, finally, she reached the edge of the southern wall and turned the corner, she stopped and stared.

      A ramshackle village—no, two villages—stood parching in the harsh sun. First came the eastern wall, made of the same material as the others but broken by three equally spaced gates, each twice as high as a man, framed in black and closed. Opposite the northern and southern gates stood a cluster of buildings. The cluster closest to Ayrys—the other was too far away to see clearly—consisted of lean-tos, badly patched tents, and rough stone-and-mud hovels, none of them even whitewashed. Between the Wall and the nearest tent was a wide empty stretch, as if no one wished to come too close to the Wall.

      From between two buildings a Delysian soldier, armed and unsmiling, walked toward Ayrys. Dirty brown hair fell to his shoulders.

      “Just come from Delysia?”

      She nodded numbly.

      “You’re in the right camp. Your good fortune you didn’t come around the other corner.” He said it with a somber intensity, as if her good fortune were personal to him. Ayrys glanced at him, but he was not looking at her. He gazed with hatred at the other cluster of buildings.

      “Jelite,” she guessed wearily.

      The soldier nodded, his head still turned.

      “The Wall said …” She heard herself, and a reckless bubble of
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