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What reviewers are
saying about Wings of
Power

 


“. . . an interesting
re-telling of an old legend. The ending is full of twists,
unpredictable, with a delightful discussion of death and
glory.”—Timothy Lane, Fosfax

 


“. . . an intense tale
. . . a complex and fascinating plot . . . resonances between
adolescent lust and mature love, between interior and exterior
beauty, and between faith and skepticism underlie the story with a
steely webwork of reality . . . an elegant thread of eroticism
woven with delicacy and wit through the story . . . the prose is
crafted with a jeweler's precision and the use of imagery is
masterful. Carl may well be the finest stylist working in fantasy
today.”—Ardath Mayhar, Thrust
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Chapter One

 


 


He ran, gasping and sliding,
but the beast followed him. Not that he could see it—he could never
see it—but he knew it was there. Its hooves drummed the rock,
deafening him. Its breath, foul with sulfur and decayed flesh,
lashed the back of his neck. The beat of its mighty wings
threatened to sweep his feet from under him.

He ran. The dark caverns
through which he struggled twisted like entrails spread across an
altar, an altar draped with blood-red amaranth. The winged bull was
almost upon him, and he was lost . . .

“Gard!”

A voice—a soft, warm, clear
voice. He stumbled toward it. Light, a lavender and silver dawn
unfurling outside the window. It was morning. He had survived
another night. But where was he?

Oh yes! How pleasant it was
to wake in a woman’s arms! It was when he did not sleep in a
woman’s arms that he feared he would never wake at all. The vision
stalking him struck without warning.

“You were moaning,” Raisa
said. “A nightmare?”

With an effort he quelled
the thunder of his heart, caught his breath, managed a diffident
shrug. “Maybe I ate too many savories at the banquet last
night.”

“Maybe you drank too much
wine.” She smiled and nestled close beside him, arranging the
coverlet over them both. Was that how it had finally happened?
Gard’s brows tightened for a moment, trying to remember clearly.
The banquet. The Emperor presiding with his usual easy grace. One
rhyton of red Sardian wine, or two or three; no, it had been
Raisa’s sparkling black eyes that had intoxicated him. For years
they had intoxicated him, and for years he had nobly confined
himself to teasing her with stolen kisses, eagerly
returned.

Well, she was sixteen now, and now
knew what a woman meant to a man.

Her body was warm, her skin
smooth against his, dissipating the lingering chill of his
nightmare. Her fingertips flirted delicately across his belly. “I
cannot imagine,” she murmured into his throat, “why my old nurse
told me it would hurt. You did not hurt me, Gard. You would never
hurt me, would you?”

“Of course not,” he
returned, blowing the long strands of her sable hair from his face.
His own hair was chestnut, and had not darkened with age as
everyone had once predicted. Crimson and black, he thought. Like
some heraldic emblem.

The day lightened. A lark
caroled across the sky. The city beneath the palace window awoke.
Muffled hoofbeats and cheerful shouts and the tantalizing odors of
cooking bread floated upon the breeze that raised goose flesh on
Gard’s perspiring back.

Ah, Raisa! He rocked as
peacefully upon her body as a ship upon the halcyon swells of the
sea, raining kisses and endearments like prismatic water drops
across her upturned face. Even though the affectionate phrases were
well-practiced, they were not lies. He had never lied to gain a
woman’s favors. He had never needed to.

Gard basked; surely he had
found bliss at last. The sun was warm, and the sea glassy-still,
and Raisa’s silk and saffron skin encompassed him. Pigeons cooed on
the windowsill. He could sift the fragile morning shadows through
his fingers, shaping them to his will. And he willed that this
moment would go on forever, that he would never have to decide how
best not to hurt her.

The steady tread of a
sentry echoed in the corridor outside the room. Was it not daring.
Gard thought drowsily, to take Raisa here in the palace, in her own
bed, under the very eye of the soldier detailed to protect her, and
two doors from her parents’ indulgent gaze?

On the distant horizon of
his senses the black clouds of a squall line gathered. A gust of
conscience rippled his sails. Ignoring them, he closed his eyes and
turned his face into Raisa’s hair. She murmured contentedly to the
coppery stubble on his cheek and he answered. Such harmonies were
all the more sublime after the dissonance of nightmare.

The door slammed. Gard had time to
think but not vocalize a wailing No! before a hand as harsh as a
talon grasped his hair and flung him sprawling onto the cold marble
floor.

The pigeons fled, wings beating. Raisa
gasped and muffled her shriek of dismay in her pillow. A princess
does not blame, does not plead for, does not dally with a beggar
who does not know his place.

“How dare you!” shouted her
father, Tembujin.

Gard looked warily up at the supple
figure clad only in breeches, face contorted, fists clenched.
Interesting, how in moments of outrage the civilized man dropped
away and left Tembujin the barbarian he had once been, his black
eyes smoldering like a pillaged city.

Gard grappled with
his wits. If I stand, he will knock me
down. If I stay here, he will think me a supplicant.
He stood, and fixed Tembujin with a placating
gaze. His clear, burnished gray eyes were like lanterns suddenly
opened.

Tembujin’s fists kneaded
his hips. He snarled, “She might as well be your
sister!”

“She is not, is she?” Gard
might try an innocent smile at this point, but that would be
lying.

“Filthy
bastard!”

“True, my parents were not
wed when I was born.” Intriguing; Tembujin’s invective was usually
more imaginative. Shock, probably. At least he had not interrupted
them earlier. This was embarrassing enough.

“How dare you!” Tembujin
shouted.

He really wants to know,
Gard realized. His thought spattered from one slightly blurred
image to the next: Raisa sitting up, clutching the bedclothes to
her breasts—lovely breasts, nice handfuls—her face glazed, not with
regret but sorrow; her mother, who had been a mother to him,
hovering protectively over her daughter and casting glances at Gard
that were more bewildered than baleful; Raisa’s maidservant, her
eyes huge, her hands knotted before her. Aha! It had been she, no
doubt, who had peeked in to wake her mistress and who had
dutifully, if uncharitably, raised the alarm.

One of Raisa’s brothers
forced his way past the servants and guards gawking in the doorway.
There was that barbarian face again, responding with rage instead
of hurt.

Gard said with a bitter
laugh, “Rather a challenge, you see.” And he added to himself, the
only power I have is over women.

Gods, did Raisa’s face
crumple at that? No, she could not believe she was only a challenge
to him! His gaze faltered and fell, but could not, somehow, reach
out to her. Had it been only moments ago that he had promised her
he would never hurt her?

Tembujin, with an incoherent growl,
hit him.

Gard saw the blow coming,
felt the fist like a bronze mace strike his mouth, heard the flat,
ugly sound. The floor jerked up beneath him and struck him again. A
wave of pain dashed against his skull and his teeth rattled. He
tasted blood. His for Raisa’s, that was fair enough.

Thank the gods that
Tembujin had not been holding a dagger. “Really,” Gard said
thickly, struggling to regain his footing, “It is much too early in
the morning for such unpleasantness. Can we discuss this after
breakfast?”

Tembujin coiled as if
around a mortal wound. Raisa’s face was a mask; her mother’s was
hidden by her hands. The faces in the doorway, angry, shocked,
amused, parted like the sea before the prow of a ship. The Emperor
stood in the doorway, his sheathed sword in his hand. It was the
dark depths of his eyes that sparked like a drawn blade.

He needed no explanation. His
superhuman perception rarely did. With a gesture he dispersed the
watchers. With a word he soothed Tembujin. And he looked at Gard in
an agonized despair more harrowing than any anger, any physical
injury, could be.

Gard turned away, wrapping
his arms about his own cold, raw flesh. Why is it, he demanded of
himself, that every time I touch gold it turns to lead?

He had been shaded from birth by the
outspread wings of power. The slow beat of those pennons mocked his
every waking moment and haunted even his hours of rest.

That was not much of an answer, but it
was the only one he had.

 


* * * * *

 


Gard stood in the center of
the throne room like an island in the midst of a marble sea. He
glanced from side to side, half expecting to see sharks’ fins
furrowing the smooth expanse of stone. But he was alone, without
even predators for company.

The Emperor, Andrion Bellasteros,
seated himself on his throne. He leaned back, sighed wearily, fixed
his nephew with the steady gaze and perilous silence that reduced
scribes and governors, legionaries and generals, to stammering
idiocy. The naked blade of his sword rested across his knees,
muttering to itself in quick rippling licks of light, driving back
the shadow.

Gard tightened his
hands clasped behind his back. He dropped his gaze to the floor and
eyed his toes flexing and loosing beneath their binding strips of
leather. He tongued his swollen lip. Say
something, he mutely ordered the
Emperor. Shout at me. Beat
me.

But his uncle had never beaten him for
his misdeeds, even as an orphan rescued from the storm his parents
had created. Andrion had always been supernaturally patient with
the son of his half-sister Chrysais and the demon Eldrafel, as if
by his patience he could atone for their evils.

Not all of us have supernatural
powers, Gard thought with an uneasy mingling of relief and
resentment. The room was so quiet he could hear the faint shimmer
of light in the blade of the sword and the furtive steps of
eavesdroppers lurking in the corridor outside the doorway. Palace
gossip, as usual, buzzed about him as bees about honeysuckle. But
it was autumn, and the honeysuckle was long gone.

Tembujin, Khan of the
province of Khazyaristan, Gard’s adoptive father, stood in his
habitually casual pose at Andrion’s right hand.

No, he only appeared casual. His body
was as taut as the string of the bow he wore over his shoulder, his
mouth was as thin as an arrowhead, and his black eyes were hooded,
choosing to reveal nothing instead of revealing too much. His
fingers tapped upon the arm of the throne like the fusillade of
hoof beats of messengers bearing bad news.

“Say something!” Gard
ordered Tembujin, raising his own eyes.

The Khan scowled at that
limpid gray gaze. “I have. When I found you with my daughter this
morning. What else do you want to hear?”

Go ahead, tell me
that I betrayed you, and Andrion, and your care of me these
thirteen years. Somewhere in the back of
Gard’s mouth a sense between taste and smell recalled Raisa and her
scent like fresh lemon-grass. It could not have been wrong to have
seduced her. Wrong to have been caught, yes, but not wrong to
expressed his affection for her.

It hardly mattered. He
could not undo what he had done any more than he could change his
ancestry. His skill with women was an innate faculty, nothing he
had deliberately cultivated—that certain half-smile, a quirk of the
brow, a careless, as if accidental, caress. He wondered suddenly,
irrelevantly, if magic were like that—visualization into reality as
casual as a kiss. Or as searing.

Andrion stared at him, no doubt
interpreting his reverie as stubborn cockiness. The Emperor wore
that unnerving all-knowing gravity he usually reserved for council
meetings and audiences. Gard had never been able to decide how much
of that expression was an act, and how much real perception. Now,
with himself as its focus, he did not want to know.

He tried inspecting
the tapestries behind the throne, stitched stories of his
ancestors’ heroism; he found no help there, just more accusing
glances. What did you expect,
he asked the thread-painted features of his
grandfather Marcos Bellasteros, the god-king, what could you possibly expect of me when my other grandfather
was a demon, and destroyed my island, my home, my inheritance in
one convulsion of infernal spite?

A breeze tickled the
tapestry, and the cloth rippled with a distant sound of wings. The
strong feathered wings of the falcon god Harus of Sardis,
Bellasteros’ father. The fetid leather wings of dead Tenebrio, the
shadow lord of Minras. The stern but hardly humorless face of the
conqueror seemed to smile; Bellasteros had had his moments of
caprice, Gard told himself. Always, of course, redeemed by
honor.

“Gard,” said Andrion, and
for a moment the miscreant thought it was the image that had
spoken. “Gard,” Andrion said. “King of Minras.”

“Do not taunt me,
Uncle.”

“When have I ever taunted
you with your title?”

“An empty
title.”

“Your kingship burns in
your heart.”

“My kingship was
extinguished when Minras was destroyed, in the battle of the dark
gods my father raised and drove mad.”

“Is that your fault?”
Andrion demanded. “Is it mine?”

“Blame it on the gods,”
answered Gard. “They take pleasure in tormenting the men who crawl
like lice in their robes.”

Oddly, Andrion smiled.
“Yes, let us blame the gods for the mingled dark and light in our
own souls, and then we shall not have to choose which to
follow.”

Gard looked again at his
feet, trying not to squirm. Get the lecture finished. Get onto the
punishment. Outside, asters and heart’s-ease bloomed beneath a
brilliant sky, a vast canopy of sapphire over the city. Outside,
the sunlight was as thickly golden as the gilded wings of angels in
miniature paintings of the Mohan. Outside, the air was green wine,
cool and tart and brisk, like Raisa’s kisses.

No doubt they were already dosing her
with herbs; a pregnancy would never do, would it? A bastard child
of a bastard child of a demon. Inside, clouds gathered like the ash
that had billowed above dying Minras, or chittering flocks of bats
pouring from the dank labyrinthine cavern-temples through which
Gard, it seemed, was doomed to eternally wander.

“Why,” asked Tembujin
caustically, “when no one rests your parents’ crimes upon your
head, do you try so hard to commit crimes of your own?”

“Crimes?” Gard muttered to
his feet. “Pranks, yes, but I have never murdered
anyone.”

Andrion winced, and
his eye dimmed for a moment. Yes, Gard’s mother Chrysais had paid
for her crimes, killed by the same hands that had used her.
Eldrafel, Gard told
himself. My father.

The breeze eddied again
about the room. The wind, the breath of the goddess Ashtar,
Andrion’s other divine ancestor. Even though I have none of her
blood, thought Gard, even though I worship at her shine, she teases
me with the beauty of women, like sounding a trumpet call before a
war horse.

The Khan cleared his
throat. “I would ask Andrion to marry you to Raisa, but she has
long been promised to my chief nuryan. And he will take her still,
he says, for he would affirm his allegiance to me.”

“He is an old man!” Gard
protested.

“Twice your age,” said
Andrion dryly, “but hardly old.”

Marriage was for men with
names. “How generous,” Gard said. “It could not be, by any chance,
that he has five children by his late first wife? And his
concubines grow restless without a wife to rule them? And you would
not marry a Khazyari princess to a beggar whose only legacy is
darkness?”

Tembujin spun away from the
throne, hands gripping the horn and wood of his bow rather than,
perhaps, gripping Gard’s throat. Andrion’s brows arched almost to
the short fringe of dark auburn hair framing his face. He turned
his most relentless glance upon his nephew. “When I was your age,
Gard . . .” he began.

“You had been Emperor for
two years,” the young man replied, obscurely pleased that Andrion’s
patience was at last wearing thin.

The Emperor exhaled and
slapped the sword across his lap. Its light rippled through the
room, making the chamber seem for a moment like a submarine grotto.
He said in the voice that brought legions to a halt between one
tread and the next, “When I only a little younger than you, I, too,
pitied myself, and scorned the game that I thought the gods played
with me. But in the end we choose for ourselves. Gard, which gods
to follow, and which games to play.”

He was right. Of course he was right.
He was always right. Gard sealed his lips over his teeth. Did the
man never grow tired of being right?

Apparently not. “When you
were eighteen,” Andrion went on remorselessly, “I set you to study
with my secretaries, hoping to make of you a scribe and then a
governor, but you already knew how to read and write and recite the
catechisms of Harus and Ashtar, and preferred spending your
allowance on racing horses and courtesans.

“When you were
nineteen I sent you to the temple of Harus in Sardis, where you
performed the duties of an acolyteonly, it seemed, to explore beneath
the veils of the women who came to the temple to worship. Until the
governor asked me to bring you back here to Iksandarun before the
men of Sardis trussed you and threw you into the river as they used
to sacrifice bulls in my father’s youth.”

Yes, Gard thought, bulls were
sacrificed in my youth, too. And people. Many people.

Andrion, as usual, sensed
his nephew’s thought. His expression softened, anger eroded by
regret. Tembujin tapped his bow against the side of the throne,
clinging to his anger by pretending, presumably, that he had merely
stumbled upon an academic discussion between dried-up scholars. But
his features, too, struggled less with fury than with a dull and
gnawing sorrow. These men are more my fathers than Eldrafel ever
was, Gard thought glumly. They love me, and in return I put thorns
in their boots.

Andrion said, “When you
were twenty I made you a centurion with the Second Legion. You
gambled and drank with your men, and during the campaign you rushed
into battle without them, so that they had to protect you instead
of fighting the bandits. Now you are twenty-one. Now
what?”

Gard groped after contrition. No, he
thought, I have accomplished nothing except to embarrass Andrion,
who gave me this life I am wasting. Peasants tell stories about me
in the marketplace, amusing stories for the most part, but none of
them link my name with the duty and integrity and honor that follow
Andrion the way sheep follow a shepherd.

Still the footsteps padded
up and down the corridor. An aggrieved husband, perhaps, enjoying
Gard’s humiliation. Because humiliation was coming; he sensed it as
surely as he could sense a thunderstorm building on a summer’s
afternoon. He should have paid long since for his misdeeds, but
always Andrion had protected him. Until at last he had gone too
far.

And he realized, as that sudden squall
swamped and sank his small pleasure boat, they meant for him never
to see Raisa again. His heart sank and abruptly he retrieved
it.

All right then. Commit
justice—it is a rare enough commodity.

Andrion had pulled
something from behind his belt. No, not a weapon, more’s the pity;
a silk purse bulging with coins. Gold solidi, if Gard knew Andrion.
The Emperor’s dark eyes fixed on the purse he held just as surely
as if he contemplated an executioner’s sword. But Andrion had not
looked that sad when he had with his own hands executed Eldrafel.
Gard shuddered. Tembujin shivered as if brushed by a chill
breeze.

Andrion looked up. “Gard,”
he said, his voice husky with emotion.

“Is it to be exile,
then?”

“Let us say rather a chance
to find your own path.”

“As long as it is outside
the borders of the Empire?”

“If that is where you wish
to go.”

Gard slowly raised his hand, palm open
and empty. Andrion placed the purse in it. The coins were heavy and
cold against his skin. On the whole, he would rather have had Raisa
in his hands; she was much warmer than gold.

Someone stepped from the doorway,
shedding the cool, translucent shadows of the corridor like water.
Gard started; more old sins, coming back to haunt him?

Yes and no. It was Sumitra,
Andrion’s first—and only—wife. Another face struggling for reason
beneath the flood of his own irrationality. Her brows, like firm
brush strokes above her eyes, were knitted in concern; her plump
chin looked as if it might break, so tenaciously did she hold it
steady. “Gard,” said her turtledove’s voice, “I have written a
letter of introduction to my father, the Rajah Jamshid of
Ferangipur in the valley of the Mohan. If you choose to go
there.”

Where should he go, then?
North, to Sabazel, the kingdom of women? No, they would only admit
him for the equinoctial rites, laughing both contemptuously and
indulgently at his enthusiasm, but he could not make their land
his. Northeast, to Sardis? No, he had already worn out his welcome
there. Beyond, to the island province of Rhodope? A chill,
sulfurous breath clogged his nostrils; no, that was too close to
the blackened reef that had been Minras. Inland, he was both
stifled and protected by the expanse of earth around him. The sea
was as beautiful as it was deadly, he mused. No wonder sailors
called it “she”.

“There is unrest in the
Mohan now,” Sumitra said, “with the rise of the Apsuri
Alliance.”

Oh? He fidgeted under her
gold and cinnamon gaze which disconcertingly never condemned and
never pitied. He knew that she saw much more than other women saw.
To her his gray eyes were genuine, because his father’s gray eyes
had been tarnished counterfeit. His red hair, the legacy of the god
Harus to Bellasteros’ descendants, was particularly smooth and trim
compared to his mother’s elaborate curls. And if Sumitra saw his
lean and well-knit body as a shorter version of Andrion’s, she also
saw its fluid movement as Eldrafel’s devilish grace reined in by
uncertainty. He should, he supposed, be grateful for that
uncertainty. Otherwise they would have thrown him out long
since.

“There is opportunity in
the Mohan,” said Sumitra, “for a young man of considerable
daring.”

In spite of himself, Gard smiled. West
to the Mohan; if Sumitra came from there, it could not be too bad a
place. A place where no one would know him or his ancestry, and
would expect nothing of him, good or ill. Although he would be
damned before he would ask her father or anyone else for charity.
He was no longer a child. He would make his own place in the world,
and show them all what a man was. He took the proffered letter from
her hand and thrust it behind his belt, where it crackled teasingly
at every breath.

He turned away from the
eyes of his adoptive parents, and saw whose steps had been pacing
the hallway. Tembujin’s three sons, Raisa’s brothers, Gard’s
adoptive brothers, more eyes filled with anger and chagrin and
pain. Gods, but he had played out many scrapes with the boys those
men had once been. They had filched food from the palace kitchens,
and raced ponies in the Khazyari camp, and wrestled and hunted
rabbits and flirted with farmers’ daughters.

A slightly smaller shape
stood just behind the triptych of Khazyari faces; Marcos, Andrion’s
son, who followed the older boys like an appealing puppy. He
already wore, like his father, a certain quiet assertion—the
numinous cloak of the god-touched, not god-haunted.

Marcos’ ears were wagging,
no doubt, although his as yet unmolded face was more confused than
condemnatory. At thirteen, he, too, was beginning to fall under the
spell of women. But as heir of the Empire he had his choice of any
woman, to use or to wed.

Choices. Gard’s smile dried
into parody. He had made one choice in his life, at the age of
eight; he had betrayed Eldrafel for Andrion. And for choosing good
over evil, Furies followed him. Perhaps, just perhaps, their claws
could not reach as far as the Mohan.

He looked back to the
Emperor, Sumitra, and Tembujin, and whispered, finding his throat
closed, “Thank you for your care of me.”

Andrion sank back
upon the throne, somehow deflated, and, for just a moment,
old. If you had never had sons,
Gard asked him silently, and I were your heir . .
.

He turned away. The faint song of a
lark drifted through the room, carried upon the breeze. But song
and breeze were only daydreams, and it was the heaviness in his
hand, in his heart, that was real.

“No apologies?” asked
Tembujin, so quietly Gard almost did not hear him.

Gard could see the dark
face, the sardonic eyes, without looking around. “No apologies,” he
said.

He heard the several
breaths sigh as one, as if responding to some poignant rite. He
heard the string snap as Tembujin released it from the bow. He
heard Andrion’s sword slide with a reluctant hiss into its sheath.
Its reflected light winked out. The shadows, no longer discouraged,
flocked forward.

“May the wings of Harus
protect you,” said Andrion. “May Ashtar smile upon you.”

Annoying, how everyone kept
invoking those gods. “No,” Gard whispered, his breath breaking over
his teeth like waves against a rocky beach, “No
apologies.”

He turned and strode from the room,
the rhythmic stamp of his feet shattering the silence.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


I must, Gard thought, have
come to the end of the world. He settled down in the lee of a camel
and arranged his supper on a handy rock. The beast inspected him,
shrugged superciliously, returned to its ruminations. Dust swirled
from the stone into Gard’s eyes. Tears of irritation left pale
tracks in the scum already on his face.

Cursing, he scrubbed his
flesh with a corner of the gray kaffiyeh that had once, in the
market in Iksandarun, been white. Something darted past his ear
like an angry wasp, not so much buzzing as whirring tiny, insistent
wings. A small voice jeered, “Hail, Lord of Darkness.”

Gard started, blinking
frantically to clear the mud smearing his sight. All he saw behind
him was the caravan coalescing into an encampment; the camels’
self-pitying groans died away, the elephants knelt with ponderous
gravity, the merchants and drivers squatted around tiny
fires.

On his left the sun drowned
in a pool of blood-red light contained by the black rim of the
horizon. On his right a faint silver aura dissolved sky and horizon
alike, presaging the rising of a full moon. It had been one month,
then, since he had left Iksandarun under another moon’s round and
baleful eye.

Nothing moved on the
barren, windswept plateau before him. This was the caravan route’s
most southerly reach, the Royal Road sweeping around the end of the
great mountains before turning back north toward the vast
flood-plain of the Mohan. Here the caravan was farthest from
civilization, imperial or Mohendra. Here the sea was unimaginably
remote, Gard’s memories of it as bizarre as a fever dream. No
wonder the insects in this godforsaken place were miniature mocking
demons.

Again Gard settled down, drawing his
burnoose like chain mail around him. A camel at his back was better
than nothing; at least it cut the force of the everlasting wind. He
lifted his wineskin from the rock.

Exile was actually quite
pleasant. No accusing glances, no suddenly concealed snickers, no
exhortations to nobility. No laughter, no embraces . . . He drank.
He grimaced. That had been a false economy; the cheap wine had
already turned to vinegar. Penance, he assured himself virtuously,
and took a bite of the stale bread and overripe cheese garnished
with dirt.

“Gath!” called a deep voice
from the encampment. “Come here, boy!”

The sun pool oozed over the
horizon, drawing a veil of star-spangled indigo across the sky.
Gard raised the skin, saluting the face of the moon as it peered
over the encompassing peaks. “So, Ashtar, you thought you had me
securely caught in your nets, but I have escaped.” He drank again,
and this time he choked. From the corner of his eye he saw a rising
spiral of darkness smudge the moon’s pristine silver glow. “Leave
me alone!” he protested. “I am no longer annoying your son
Andrion!”

The cloud of bats winged their way
into the north and disappeared. The camel shifted and muttered
grumpily, its pungent odor permeating the scents of burning acacia,
of steaming tea and hot bread. Gard put down his own food,
scratched the dust that turned his short beard from copper to
brown, and decided with characteristic contrariness that what he
really wanted now was a bath. The one thing he could not
have.

“Gath!” the voice
bellowed.

With a sigh Gard loosened his kaffiyeh
and pulled the concealing fabric from his head. Darkness had its
benefits. At least the autumn sun had not quite turned his nose the
same distinctive color as his hair.

He cocked his head. There, on that
escarpment, was a building. It was silhouetted so sharply in the
grotesquely gravid face of the moon that it seemed to be hacked
from it. Odd, he had not seen a building there earlier.

Of course, earlier he had
been unloading the wares of the merchant from whom he had bought
passage with work; not as another economy but in a wish to keep his
bag of gold solidi—and his identity—hidden. The King of Minras,
working as a common laborer . . . But then, the theoretical King of
nonexistent Minras had had no better offers of late.

His thought broke an axle and lurched
to a stop. Very odd that he had not seen that building earlier. But
it had to be a building, the rim of rock shaped by design, not
chance. A smooth strip, like a roof, was edged with right-angled
eaves, and another roof ended in a funny bulbous tower; threads of
darkness might be poles for banners or merely structural supports.
He squinted. Those dark threads were spinning.

Beyond the tower a wizened
tree looked like a hand groping after the moon as it glided
impassively away, leaving the rim of rock obscured by darkness. Was
the structure an abandoned fort, a haunted ruin? No, there, one
tiny lamp flickered beside a particularly opaque blot of blackness
that might be a gateway.

“Gath!”

Gard started. Pinfeathers!
The man was calling him! In a moment of mordant humor he had named
himself after his mother’s ill-fated first husband, one of the
numerous victims of Eldrafel, the Lord of . . .

“Gath! Damn you,
boy!”

When he stops calling me
“boy,” Gard thought, I shall answer.

A soft voice like an errant
zephyr queried in his ear, “. . . Lord of Darkness?” He surged to
his feet, limbs flailing, and spun about. No one was there. His
backrest complained vociferously. The full force of the wind struck
him, as chill as the breath of a mountaintop ice field. “No,” he
snarled under his breath, “I rejected the Lord of Darkness long
ago. I am not his son. I am not his heir.”

“So there you are!” roared
Gard’s employer. “If it would please you to stir yourself, your
highness, bring a bag of apples from my stores.”

Gard started to retort and
found his tongue seemingly turned to stone by his defiant whisper.
He had to be content with an exaggerated bow and a lingering
moment, shaking his robes free of sand and crumbs before sauntering
toward the place where he had piled the merchant’s
wares.

Linen, brass, pistachios,
Khazyari bows and arrows—Sumitra had spoken of unrest in the Mohan;
anyone would be restless if their neighbors armed themselves with
such weapons. The Khazyari had sacked parts of the Mohan two
generations ago.

He shouldered a large bag
of dried apples, the knobby shapes pummeling his back and neck. He
glanced toward the escarpment. The building was still there, no
longer a furrow in the moon’s brilliance, but no longer obscure,
either; in the moonlight it was an elegant, almost unearthly
battlement painted in silver and ebony. The solitary lamp was like
the golden eye of a Mohendra tiger.

The merchant was talking to an old
man, a stranger who was leading a donkey on a rope. The beast
snuffled just beyond the edge of the firelight, the pots on its
back clinking, like a little ghost too pathetic for chains. Where
had they come from? Gard lowered his burden and stared. The old man
wore a hooded robe. The sinister priests of Minras had slithered
about in hooded robes.

The merchant snatched the
bag from Gard’s limp fingers and extracted a sample of his wares.
The old man looked not at the merchant but at Gard.

His hair and beard and
brows were so bushy that his eyes seemed to be those of a feral cat
peering from a haymow. Uncannily bright eyes, not reflecting
firelight or moonlight, but gleaming like lamps from within. Their
pale intensity seemed to see through Gard’s automatically lowered
lashes and into the recesses of his mind, pausing to consider the
images within as a shopper in a bazaar evaluates the merchandise
displayed before him. Gard might have wondered if Andrion’s
perceptive gaze was an act, but somewhere in his stuttering thought
he knew that this was not.

“Here.” The merchant handed
the old man an apple. “Nice and sweet.”

The stranger winked at Gard and
lowered his scrutiny to the fruit.

Gard sagged and shook his
head, trying to jounce his senses into their accustomed places. As
a boy, his playmates would toss him in a blanket until the palace
walls danced before his eyes; he felt distinctly less steady now. A
shape appeared from the darkness and elbowed Gard aside. “Ho,
Senmut, is that you?” bellowed the caravan-master.

“Still wearing this body,”
the old man replied.

Gard retreated into the
ring of firelight. Light like pale cider vinegar, casting
transparent shadows that camouflaged man and animal, cart and pack
alike.

“I see they let you out,”
the caravan-master continued. “Discipline getting lax up at the
monastery?”

Ah. So the building on the
escarpment was a monastery. That made sense; religious fanatics
liked to live at the end of the world as well as at the end of
their wits.

Senmut grinned jauntily. He
had so many teeth his mouth resembled an ivory warehouse. “Darkness
conceals many things, she-camels and she-elephants and women, so my
eyes are not contaminated by the sight of them.”

Gods! Gard exclaimed
to himself; woman-hating fanatics—the worst kind. Was it not
cheating to remove yourself from temptation instead of fighting it
like a man? And succumbing to it like a
man, some tiny voice said in that corner of
his mind which Senmut had been contemplating with such
interest.

The master explained to the
merchant in a stage whisper, “Place called Dhan Bagrat. No women
allowed. No female animals. Not even female plants.”

“How,” inquired the
merchant, “can you tell whether a plant is female?”

The master replied with a bawdy but
good-natured joke.

The monk listened, nodding and smiling
with what Gard might have assumed was moronic affability. But after
that piercing look, he knew that if the monk was anything, he was
not a moron.

In the midst of the pool of
watery light, like some sea creature paddling from its lair, one of
a merchant’s retinue of slave-girls began to dance. The bells on
her wrists and ankles tinkled faint and shrill, not quite in time
with her movements.

An image surged from the
depths of Gard’s mind; his half-demon father, Eldrafel, dancing
with a grace and beauty so perfect as to be infernal, degrading
those who watched . . . Senmut glanced up as if struck by the
needle-sharp spray of Gard’s thought. The eyes snapped. “Hail, Lord
of the Dance,” he murmured. “Hail, Leader of Souls.”

The merchant eyed the
master. The master’s forefinger traced circles in the air beside
his ear. The merchant nodded in understanding.

How in the Seven Hells did
the old monk know? Gard shook himself again, his lightheadedness
increasing. Catcalls greeted the girl’s performance. Several men
began dicing with her owner in an effort to win her for the night.
A camel driver, too eager to waste time with games of chance,
secured the services of one of her sisters by the simple expedient
of dropping a coin into the outstretched palm of the merchant. The
buyer drove his sullen purchase into the shade of an elephant and
dumped her unceremoniously onto the ground. The shadow was dark,
but not quite dark enough.

Gard turned away, his gorge
rising. Every night it was like this, the women vended like plucked
chickens in the marketplace. He had only to look at one, and their
owner would be at his elbow, hands clutching, tongue lolling in a
canine grin. Gard had insisted again and again, “Just
browsing!”

Pitiful slaves—they
probably smelled like camel, too, not like lemon grass or asphodel
or jasmine, as women should smell—gods knew he would never stoop to
such crass behavior as to buy one!

Senmut gesticulated in the direction
of the girl; a warding sign, Gard realized. Not a bad idea. His
eyes watered, the scene before him blurring and then clearing
again. The burning acacia branches must be green, they made so much
smoke. It clotted in his throat. Still he could not
speak.

A second merchant scented a customer,
and began offering dried fish and rice. A third extolled the
virtues of his sticks of frankincense. Senmut plucked a jar from
his donkey; the merchants tasted the honey inside. They haggled. A
deal was struck.

Gard stood swaying from side to side
as the dust undulated beneath his feet, as the voices rose and fell
in his head like the meaningless keening of insects. The men, the
beasts, the wares both human and inanimate, seemed less real than
the shape of the building on the escarpment, less genuine than the
luminous eyes of the donkey, less valid than the silver orb of the
moon etched upon the sky.

“Gath!” said the merchant.
“Unload the honey. Load the donkey with these.”

Numbly, Gard moved to obey.
His legs refused to saunter, his knees bending the wrong way. The
earthenware jars were as smooth as fine porcelain, and the scent of
the honey filled his nostrils with sunlight and green and warmth.
The honey flowed slow and sticky into his mind, miring his
thoughts. The merchants and the huddled shapes of the beasts ebbed
from his awareness like flotsam carried away on the tide. He
reached out as if to recall them, and let his hand fall empty at
his side.

Old Senmut was startlingly
clear. He held an apple. No, the apple floated a handsbreadth above
his palm, caught in the grasp of the air itself. Illusion, Gard
insisted to himself with one last tendril of sanity, it was all
illusion.

“Winter,” said Senmut
softly, “is necessary to spring.” The apple began to spin, faster
and faster. Its wrinkled peel filled out and blushed red in the
elusive light of the monk’s hand. The light glinted, and what
Senmut held in—no, above—his palm was a gold pentacle. “A wizard’s
foot,” he said. “To protect your power.”

Gard sputtered, and spoke
with such vehemence that the sinews stood out like cords in his
jaw, “I have no power!” There. He had managed to say that all
right. He had shouted it, and surely every head in the encampment
turned toward him.

No. They were oblivious. He and the
monk might as well have been standing alone on a mountain peak,
leagues from any other human being.

Senmut grinned again. The
pentacle vanished in a tiny flare of light. The apple lay secure in
his weathered palm. The donkey’s velvet nose butted Gard in the
back. Far, far away the dancing-girl plodded through her paces, her
bells a remote jangle. The man lying in the shadow of the elephant
snuffled into his toy like a pig into mire; the other men bartered
obscene jokes. All of them, flies upon a dunghill.

“Stop it!” Gard shouted.
But the words left his lips in an almost incomprehensible
mutter.

Senmut understood. “Stop
what?”

Gard gaped at him, his
mouth opening and closing like a fish. “I do not know,” he muttered
disconsolately. “I have never known.”

“Then you had best come
with me, and find out.”

Silence. No bells, no snuffling, no
raucous laughter. Only the wind, pealing down from some remote
depth of heaven. It is a nightmare, Gard promised himself.
Different from the usual one, but a nightmare
nonetheless.

Or was it? Somehow, he was
not at all frightened. His cheeks flushed despite the wind, as if
he had just drunk an entire carafe of unwatered wine. And he heard
himself laugh. And honorable man would stay with his employer, but
he was not an honorable man. “I quit!” he cried to the
merchant-phantom. “Load your own camels!”

That penetrated the mist.
The man’s tenuous shape turned laboriously and he glanced back. His
mouth moved. In slow waves Gard heard him say, “You are going with
him? You must be crazed by the sun, boy!”

“Or by the moon,” Gard
returned. “Farewell.”

If the merchant cursed him, the oaths
dissipated before reaching his ears. The man himself dissipated
into that strange, pale, inside-out shadow that shrouded the
encampment.

Gard stumbled behind the
monk and his donkey, his burnoose fluttering and flapping in the
wind, climbing the rough slope to the monastery. The building rose
before him, the lamp at the gateway shining as bright as all the
brass sconces in Andrion’s banqueting hall.

Senmut gestured. The gates opened, not
onto darkness but onto light. Tiered surfaces emitted a soft glow,
as though the interior were a temple embellished with gold
leaf.

If against the moon the
buildings had appeared orderly, here on the doorstep he could see
they were not. Walls met at weird angles; stairways coiled upward,
burped tiny landings, veered off into midair; pavements billowed
like stone seas. The tower flexed and stretched like an elephant’s
trunk, lifting what seemed to be tangled spider webs toward the
sky. It was around them that the light gathered, pulsing
gently.

They were long staves
entangled with ropes, spinning in the airy blast like the sails of
windmills. “Soul-nets,” explained Senmut. Gard nodded, dazed. Sure,
he thought. But it was not dementia that polished the old man’s
eyes. Senmut’s eyes were the same uncanny gray as his
own.

Gard spun around and looked back over
his shoulder. The plateau was deserted. No fires, no caravan, just
drifts and sparklings of moonlight. The world from which he had
come was no more substantial than the shifting images in the depths
of a crystal.

He looked up. The moon
floated complacently in a sea of stars, stars drained of
luminescence by her light. “Saavedra,” said Senmut. “The goddess of
love and death.”

“Who has too many aspects
to be escaped,” Gard added, exhaling a long, truculent sigh. Senmut
cackled agreement.

So be it, then. Gard
squared his shoulders and stiffened his back—a Sardian legionary,
inspected by his emperor—stepped out and tripped across the
threshold. Damned dizziness. Damned caravan, damned
monk!

The lamp was an ancient
iron lantern holding a candle stub. The gates were weathered wood.
The buildings were dim mud-brick slabs disposed about a courtyard
illuminated only by moonlight. A small lugubrious man shuffled away
with the bags and bales of Senmut’s purchases; the donkey was gone.
This is simply another divine jest at my expense, Gard
thought.

“Gard,” asked Senmut,
“would you prefer the gods to take delight in tormenting you, or
not to care for you at all?”

“Ah,” Gard said. Of course
the man would know his real name. He summoned a smile, determined
to play along politely with his hallucination. “I would like very
much to find out.”

With a crash the gates swung shut
behind him. Disturbed, something flapped its wings and squawked.
The soul-nets spun. Gard listed to the side, spinning with them,
turning, toppling.

The pavement floated gently up and
embraced him in sun-warmed stone. The firm bosom of the goddess, he
thought, smiling. She sneaked in through the gates when Senmut was
not looking.

He surrendered to the blessed
nothingness of sleep.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Gard opened his eyes and
peered quizzically upward. He saw an expanse of dun-colored
plaster, cracked and peeling. The fissures were probably in some
arcane pattern, showering the sleeper beneath with disorienting
spells, incantations of confusion, giddy thaumaturgies . .
.

He sat up, groaning. A hammer pounded
upon the anvil of his skull. I must, he told himself, stop waking
up in strange beds.

But the room’s very
banality was reassuring. If he had waked on a goose-down mattress
draped with silk, he would have given himself up for mad. But the
string cot on which he lay was exactly the kind of bed he would
expect to find in a monastery like Dhan Bagrat, so uncomfortable as
to mortify the flesh and drive the mind, in self-defense, into
contemplation of the ethereal.

Gard thrust aside the threadbare
blanket and swung his feet onto the floor. Last night had been the
first since he had left Iksandarun that he had not staggered
through the labyrinth of his nightmare. In fact, he had not dreamed
at all. Unless the visions of caravan and monastery had been
dreams. If so, he was still dreaming.

Abruptly the hammering in his head
stopped. This was the strangest hangover he had ever
had.

His boots lay tidily
toe-to-toe upon the cold plaster floor. He slipped them on. He felt
beneath his robes, behind the belt snugging the folds of his linen
chiton to his waist, and assured himself that the purse of gold
coins was safe. As was Sumitra’s letter. And a short Sardian sword,
a souvenir of his brief career as a centurion, was still sheathed
at his hip. Ordinary government issue, nothing like Andrion’s magic
blade. Power gathered only about the powerful.

Standing, he discovered he
could span the room’s breadth with his arms. For once he was glad
to be shorter than Andrion; anyone taller than average height would
have had to stoop. Cautiously he approached a rickety shutter,
tenuous gray light glowing between its slats, and opened
it.

Outside the window the land
fell abruptly away to the plateau. If a caravan had camped there
last night, it had left no sign. Scraggly thorn bushes tumbled down
the scree like acrobats in the wind. Or perhaps the wind was
throwing about the boulders themselves as it tossed and stirred the
banks of cloud above. Black, gray, white, with an occasional
glimpse of blue like a rock emerging from an airy surf, the clouds
danced to the piping of the wind, and drew complex textures of
light and shadow upon the distant mountain peaks that marked the
borders of the world . . .

Gard’s reverie shattered at
the crash of the door. “Did you not hear the morning bell?”
demanded Senmut, his beard bristling indignantly.

Morning bell? That insistent clamor
had been a bell?

“Move, boy, move! Fill the
basin with water!”

This was irritating;
usually Gard had only to open his mouth and repartee fell glibly
out. But before Senmut’s jaundiced gaze he nodded as dumbly as an
ox and trudged out of the room. His feet carried him down a narrow
passageway that smelled of damp clay, and around two or three
hooded figures. A bee whined past his face. Water? A
well?

He emerged into a large
courtyard surrounded by drab brown walls. There was a well. Cursing
under his breath he stomped across the pavement—it was uneven, but
not actively moving—grasped the bucket, sent it clattering
downward. What basin? Where?

A ray of sunlight glanced through the
clouds, some divine trickster flashing a mirror in his eyes. He
winced, and the light was gone, extinguished by a sudden shadow
that moved as though cast by giant wings.

Gard spun about. Clouds
reeled across the sky, but nothing watched him except a dozen blank
doors and windows. And a falcon, who sat on a perch high up on the
side of the tower, its feathers so fluffed against the morning
chill it had no more dignity than a broom. A—soul-net?—spun
silently just behind it, making it appear to be rotating. Its black
beady stare met Gard’s gray and resentful look with disconcerting
steadiness.

Gard shrugged and began to
pull in the heavy bucket. His sinews cracked. Blood sped tingling
through his veins. When he saw his own sulky face mirrored in the
well water, he had to laugh at it.

He might have been confused
last night, but now his head was quite clear. He had let the
caravan go on without him. By coming with Senmut he had tacitly
agreed to take whatever lessons the old man had to teach, even in
drawing water. It was winter, after all, no time to be staggering
around in the wilderness. A little poverty before sampling the
riches of the Mohan would be penance indeed. And no women. He was
cutting off his nose to spite his face, with a
vengeance.

A shame Andrion and Tembujin and Raisa
could not see him now, working as a menial for a lunatic asylum,
virtuous and conscientious. And you, Harus? He glanced over his
shoulder. The falcon preened itself, offering no praise.

Gard fumbled the bucket. Icy water
cascaded down his torso. He gasped. His eyes bulged and his skin
shriveled as wind and water sought the most intimate crevices of
his body.

Senmut stood in a doorway,
watching with such serene patience he made sober Andrion look like
a fussy child. And those eyes! Fathomless blue-gray, depth after
depth of shifting brightness. A magic blade indeed; Gard was
decapitated, his head upended and his thoughts poured out to lie in
small, pitiful piles upon the ground. Voices in the night, apples
and pentacles, invisible wings and the eye of a tiger glinting upon
the mud-brick walls . . .

He wrestled the
bucket from its clasp, his teeth chattering with cold.
And then again, he
thought, this winter might prove to be an
ordeal.

 


* * * * *

 


Gard’s nonchalant stroll
away from the refectory changed into a contemplative plod as soon
as he was out of sight of the monks. He could not decide whether he
was relieved or disappointed that upon Senmut’s introduction—as his
“new acolyte”, no less—no one in the monastery had recognized his
name or his ambiguous rank.

There was that grove of dilapidated
date palms again. Over there was the bath house, over here the
ranks of beehives, surrounded by a never-ending spiral of bees
intent upon their task. He walked on, kicking a pebble.

No theater, no taverns, no
paintings or tapestries to cover the bare walls. His stomach
growled, whether with hunger or virtue he could not tell. Breakfast
had been a dismal rice and lentil soup, prepared without even salt,
let alone peppers or mint or something else flavorful. And,
surprisingly, no honey. Perhaps the bees’ output was kept for
trade. At least the food was hot, if not distributed generously
enough to satisfy a young appetite.

The pebble caromed off yet
another blank wall. He made a face at it. The buildings were
scattered across the crest of the hill like the tesserae of a
bewildering mosaic. Roofs became walkways, irregularly spaced
windows served as doorways, gardens popped out as unpredictably as
bubbles in fermented fish sauce. Everything was as bland as the
food; even the olives and acacias were the uniform gray-brown of
the brick. The date palms beside an outer wall—female, Gard assumed
with a smirk—and a few bean plants in a garden no larger than his
bedroom in Iksandarun were the only patches of green, and they were
as tentative as the fuzz on a boy’s face.

And the silence! No groaning camels,
no cries of vendors, no marching guardian feet. No music, just the
eternal piping of the wind, now high-pitched and shrill, now
crooning as low as a lullaby.

After his visions of the
night before, he had expected Dhan Bagrat to be a storehouse of
wonders; talking idols, the wailing flutes of snake charmers,
shape-changers on flying carpets like the conjurors who performed
in the marketplace in Sardis. A trained monkey or two, at least.
But he had not even found the little gray donkey who had carried
the pots of honey to the caravan. He had let himself be seduced by
the monastery’s otherworldliness, only to find it depressingly of
this world.

Gard booted the pebble and
it bounced into the courtyard. He frowned. No matter which way he
went, he kept returning to the courtyard . . . Ah, he understood.
Dusty pavement and a few herb-beds adorned with dried sticks and
leaves. The wind channeled by the high walls into spinning the
staff-and-rope contraptions. The well, and nearby, the long stone
basin shaped like a sarcophagus which, according to Senmut, had to
be kept filled at all times. The smithy in the corner—had that
smithy been in the corner earlier? His impromptu bath had been
rather distracting.

Earth, air, water, fire; all the
elements gathered in one place. Clever symbolism. Maybe something
interesting would happen after all, like suckling pig and quince
jelly and wine for dinner.

Something moved in the corner of his
eye. He glanced around. Surely that had been the little lump of his
pebble. Now it was a scarab beetle, toiling across the pavement.
The skin on the back of his neck contracted.

He inhaled, closed his eyes, opened
his eyes, exhaled. As if summoned for his amusement, here came the
one other youth in this den of old men; Gard had spotted him this
morning, slurping his soup on the opposite side of the refectory.
He dumped the bucket into the well and drew it up, looking not at
it but at Gard.

Gard eyed him levelly in return. He
had long since learned how to deflect the curious looks provoked by
his chestnut hair. Me? Something unusual about me? You must be
mistaken.

At least no children ran
shrieking from him in this place, as had several in a village
passed by the caravan. Their parents had greeted him with the
crossed fingers that averted the evil eye. “Fire-demon,” he had
heard them say; did they think that red hair and deafness went hand
in hand? Just his luck to come to a land where everyone was
dark.

The youth turned toward the basin. He
tripped over his own feet, as if he had so recently reached his
full growth he had yet to learn how to use it.

“Greetings,” Gard offered.
He was rather surprised his voice worked.

The boy paused, balancing
the bucket precariously on the stone rim. “You are the new
acolyte.”

“I suppose I am, yes. My
name is Gard. From the Empire.”

Not the briefest flicker of
recognition crossed the heavy-jowled face. “I am Jofar. From
Apsurakand.”

Ah. He was not only from
the Mohan, but from the hereditary enemy of Sumitra’s Ferangipur.
He would be worth cultivating. “How long have you been here? What
do you do here? What have you learned?”

Jofar shrugged. “Forever.
Very little. Nothing.”

Taciturn? Or simply stupid?
That protruding jaw, half-concealed by a dark beard, might be
either strong or stubborn. Gard opened his mouth to ask more, but
Jofar, shifting the bucket from one massive hand to the other,
dashed the water into the basin and trudged back to the well. His
shoulders filled the brown robe, stretching it, fraying it until .
. . Gard blinked. No, the youth was not wearing armor beneath his
outer garments. Just a trick of the light. What a waste; someone
that big would make quite a warrior.

Another movement. Three
monks filed into the courtyard. Gods, they were wearing only loin
cloths! Even in his sheltered corner, Gard’s burnoose felt as light
as diaphanous silk, fluttering to the groping fingers of the
wind.

The monks ranged themselves against a
wall. One of them stood on one leg, arms upraised; one knotted his
legs together and laid his hands gracefully on his ankles; one lay
down and folded his legs so that his knees clamped his nose. Gard
waited. They did nothing, but remained as still as a frieze.
Meditating, perhaps. That was a monkish activity. Their shadows,
cast and then whisked away as the sun reeled among the clouds,
pirouetted on the wall behind them.

Several bees dived into the courtyard,
spun about the walls, exited. The falcon dozed upon its perch,
shifting and muttering. The soul-nets spun. Jofar poured another
bucket of water into the basin.

Gard stood tapping his foot, arms
crossed, waiting.

Another monk joined the first three,
stretching and twining his arms and legs until he looked like a
spider. Such posturing seemed hardly human. But then, the monks
were hardly human, no personality, no individuality, distinguished
only by the thickness and distribution of gray in their facial
hair. Only Senmut had that disconcertingly keen gaze. Or else only
Senmut looked directly at Gard.

His shoulders prickled. Sure enough,
there he was.

Senmut walked into the courtyard, up
to the cinder and rock-strewn hut that was the smithy, cast aside
his robe and beckoned to Gard. Without his robe the old man managed
somehow to be both wizened and muscular.

Had he always limped like
that? The limp was not pronounced, but was more of a lopsided
shuffle . . . Senmut had a clubfoot. “Let me help you!” Gard
exclaimed, rushing forward.

Something Senmut was
holding in his hand glinted in a ray of sun. “Look,” he said,
holding the object above the fire pit.

It was a little glass disc,
like the bottom of a perfume-vial. A broken one, as such vials
usually were after some irate feminine hand had cast them at Gard’s
fleeing figure. He had wondered from time to time whether it would
be feasible to fill a window with such discs, allowing light but
not wind into a room. But then, the Goddess would probably not
approve of her spy the wind being shut out of men’s
affairs.

Senmut moved the disc in a slow,
sweeping motion. The sun glanced out, hard, strong, almost hot. A
tiny point of incandescence danced among the twigs and leaves piled
on a heap of charcoal. Gard peered closer. Was that
smoke?

Yes, a tendril of smoke issued from
the fire pit. Then a spurt of orange flame, and the kindling was
burning with all the pops and crackles of happy
laughter.

With a smug smile, Senmut
put the glass disc into a pouch hanging from his neck. Gard caught
a glimpse of a gold pentacle inside. At least he had not imagined
that. “The lens focuses the power of the sun,” the monk said. He
fanned the flame and arranged a couple of metallic lumps at its
edge. “So, too, can you learn to focus your power.”

“I have no power,” Gard
said.

Senmut gestured toward what looked
like a dead animal lying beside the stone-rimmed pit. Ah, a
goatskin bellows. With a sigh, Gard shed his burnoose, and, clad
only in his chiton, picked up the long sticks extending from the
skin. He began to pump. The fire flared. Warmth. How
pleasant!

Out in the courtyard, one of the
meditating monks stirred and stretched and glided into a
passageway. Another trick of the light; for a moment Gard could
have sworn the man had grown wings.

The sunlight dimmed. Smoke billowed
up, filling the hut. Gard coughed and cleared his throat. A trickle
on his head heralded rain. Senmut organized his tools: hammer,
tongs, a bucket of water.

He began speaking, calm,
ordered words arranged as neatly as the tools. “According to the
Apsuri philosophers, the world is torn between two forces, good and
evil, personified by the gods Hurmazi and Raman. The sophists in
Ferangipur take a slightly different view; they see the world as a
dialogue between love and discord, in which both Vaiswanara and
Saavedra play parts.”

Gard nodded. Saavedra, whom Senmut had
named last night, was the Mohendra version of the
mother-goddess.

“In the Mohan, as in the
Empire, there are those who discount the mother-goddess’s role. In
Apsurakand She has been divided, each of her triple aspects
becoming a consort of Hurmazi. And Ferangipur’s ruling family
worships only Vaiswanara, ignoring the synthesis of extremes. Male
and female, if you like.”

Oh, yes, I do like, Gard said to
himself. But what is all this talk of gods to me? Just another
litany to learn in exchange for food and shelter.

Senmut manipulated the
glowing hot knob of ore from the fire pit, placed it on a flat rock
and began to strike it. Beneath his hammer it flattened like bread
dough in the hands of a baker. Gard’s blood pounded in his ears in
the exact same rhythm. His shoulders flexed and loosed, working the
bellows.

Rain rustled upon the
thatched roof of the hut, accompanied by the periodic swish-plop of
Jofar’s water bucket. “The soul-nets are only partly symbolic,”
Senmut continued. “They harness the energies of living beings, and
the energies released by the dying. For life serves the world as
blood vessels serve a man, and blood is power.”

Gard was swept with a
sudden manic vision; the god-king, Marcos Bellasteros, swinging on
one of the nets, playing seek and find with his wives, teeth
flashing in a grin. According to certain old campaigners, that
infectious grin had been passed on to the god-king’s son, Andrion,
and to his grandson Gard. But his daughter Chrysais, Gard’s mother,
would not be amused. And Eldrafel—he was not quite human. He would
not deign to linger in some mad monk’s fanciful web.

“Pay attention, boy,”
growled Senmut. “Save the imagery for later.”

Damn! Gard was growing dizzy again, as
if he himself were spinning round and round in midair. His breath
raced, his pulse scampered up and down his throat.

The pace of Senmut’s voice
did not hurry and did not falter. “But you will learn more of this,
as you learn to focus your power.”

“I have no power,” said
Gard.

“Soon you will make your
own amulet,” Senmut continued, unperturbed. “The metal would be,
like that of a bell or a weapon, stronger for being mixed with
virgin blood.”

“I did not come equipped
with virgin blood, mine or anyone else’s,” Gard
muttered.

The hammer clanged upon the
metal. “The five points of the pentacle, or the wizard’s foot,
symbolize the five senses. The senses that you must deny for a
time, while learning to control them.”

“Why should I control them?
They are most rewarding as they are.”

Senmut snorted impatiently.
“To develop and focus your power, boy. Are you not listening?” He
plunged the lump of metal into the bucket and replaced it in the
fire.

Gard pumped on. I am listening, he
thought, but this is not what I want to hear.

Senmut straightened and
tapped his hammer lightly on Gard’s forehead. “You wonder, no
doubt, how I know who you are?”

“Did my uncle, the Emperor,
send you a letter, asking you to waylay me?”

“It would have had to come
on the same caravan, would it not? No, I saw your coming in my
bones.”

Gard shook his head,
puzzled. “Like when Raisa’s old nurse says she can predict a change
in the weather by the way her bones ache?”

“Not quite, boy. But . . .”
Senmut, judging by his chuckle, found the idea appealing. “In my
fortune-telling bones. And in the stars as well. A boy of noble, if
mixed blood, born in the sign of the jester, with the bull rising
behind, caught between the falcon and the shadow under a waxing
moon. A powerful omen, one that I could not ignore.”

“Would you have preferred
to ignore it?” Gard swayed and caught himself. He was growing very
tired of this dizziness. Must be the unhealthy air here. Too much
smoke. No perfume.

Senmut jerked his head
toward the door, indicating Jofar’s bulky form. He bent and
retrieved the flat piece of metal. The hammer shifted in tone a
bit, the blows becoming sharper and brisker; the metal began to
take on a crescent shape. “Jofar, too, is of noble blood. He is the
nephew of Menelik ed Allaudin, the Shah of Apsurakand. Not that he
knows, you understand, and you must not tell him.”

“Who what?” The sudden
change of subject left a crick in Gard’s neck.

“Menelik was warned by a
seer that of two children born in Apsurakand on the day of the
Sun’s Awakening—the winter solstice—one would bring glory to the
Apsuri, while one would bring about the Shah’s death. Menelik felt
quite capable of making his own glory, so he ordered every child
born that day to be killed. Even the son born to his own
sister.”

Gard nodded again. This, at least, was
amusing.

“But Menelik’s sister did not,
understandably, want her baby killed. So she sent him secretly
here. Not only to protect him, but in atonement for Menelik’s
crime. Which crime the gods have no doubt noted against his
name.”

“But what of the other
baby?”

“If one baby was hidden
away, I daresay the other could have been, too. Which one is to
bring glory, and which death—and whether Jofar is really one of
them . . . Well, these prophecies have a way of working themselves
out.”

Oh yes, I am afraid
they do. Gard squinted through the mist of
smoke and rain. Jofar, having filled the basin, was now lumbering
about, waving a stick.

Oh, he was pretending
the stick was a sword. Even here he must have heard tales of
warriors and their battles. But gods, how clumsy!
Aloud, he said, “I cannot see that he has any
power, for glory or for death.”

Senmut smiled broadly,
every tooth glinting in the firelight, and again thrust the
implement into the water. Steam boiled up and concealed his
expression—sorrow or glee?

The old monk was making a
small scythe, Gard realized. Too small to be useful shearing grain;
probably more wizardry. He watched Senmut place the implement back
in the fire, watched it begin to glow, watched the old man pick it
up yet again. “Jofar has only power of the body, boy, not of the
deepest interstices of the soul. A different thing altogether, as
you well know.”

“No, I do not know!” The
bellows moved even faster, and the fire leaped upward. Gard’s face
and chest burned as red-hot as the scythe, and his back broke out
in goose flesh. “What if your bones and your stars lied about me?”
he demanded.

“They did not,” said
Senmut, calmly reasonable. He was not even breathing hard. “You
have an aura that confirms it all.”

“Do not taunt me,” said
Gard between breaths. Any aura he had was likely to be a sickly
phosphorescence.

The hammer pounded on.
“Your aura is silver-white, tinted purple at the edges. Rexian
purple, which was once produced on Minras. I hear the market for
purple dye has collapsed, since Minras is no more.”

“Is that my
fault?”

“No. It is not. But neither
is it a reason for you to waste your energies. Woman, for example.
A sink of . . .”

“Perdition?” Gard asked
caustically.

Senmut glanced up. His eyes
raked Gard fore and aft. “Of course not. Pay attention. Saavedra is
the consort of Vaiswanara, as Ashtar is the consort of Harus. A
synthesis of powers. But for you, now, woman and food and adornment
are distractions, leaving your senses unfocused and your power
unrealized.”

Gard’s shoulders ached. His
stomach churned, and his mind, too, was nauseated. “I do not have
power!” he growled.

“Say, rather, you do not
want it, because you fear what it can do.”

The smoke clotted with the
rain into a
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