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      “Gally must go with Kantees.”

      “And me,” said Ulina. “You promised. And I have saved your life, you owe it to me.”

      Kantees sighed and felt very uncomfortable. Why had she promised to take Ulina wherever she went? And what was this nonsense about owing a life?

      She glanced at Yenteel who was standing a short distance away by the door to the Slissac tower but he just shrugged unhelpfully. She had decided to talk in here because it was the only place in the town where they wouldn’t be overheard, and where she would be able to mount up and simply leave, with Yenteel.

      But only after she had persuaded the other two to remain behind. She had known that was not going to be easy.

      “Galiko, Ulina, this is very important. The Dunor will send armsmen, and probably tekrasa, to attack this valley in an attempt to capture or kill me. I have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      Ulina put her head on one side and the light from the candle reflected in her hard eyes. “That does not make sense, Kantees. You could take us. That would still save the valley.”

      “Gally has to stay behind because I have a very important task for him. You have to stay to protect him.”

      The big man shuffled a little. “Kantees. Gally is not clever but Gally is not stupid. Kantees does not want Gally to be hurt, and Kantees thinks Gally will do something wrong.”

      “No!” She caught herself, she shouldn’t shout at Gally, that’s what everyone else did. “No, Gally. That’s what I used to think, but then you asked Sheesha to fly like a golden arrow and he did. Not even Daybian or Levin could do that. Only Gally.” Which meant, according to Yenteel, that Gally was also Fahain, but he hadn’t been part of the prophecy.

      Gally cheered up being reminded of that.

      “The Dunor attacked Jakalain to steal away Daybian because they thought he was the one with the power over ziri. Since they discovered their mistake, they have been trying to get to me. They must not find out that Gally can make the ziri fly fast, because then they will try to kill or capture Gally as well.”

      She stopped so that he had time to process this information. It took less time than she expected; as he said, Gally was not stupid.

      “The Dunor must not know about Gally.”

      “No.”

      “We will not tell them, Kantees.”

      “No, but that’s why I need you here. It’s very important for you to stay here.”

      “Why, Kantees?”

      “These people, Gally, the monster that lived here made them fear the zirichasa. It drove the ziri away but our people, the Kadralin, we fly the ziri and I want you to teach them.”

      There was another long pause. “Gally must teach the Kadralin to fly?”

      “Yes, Gally, you must do it.”

      “That is a very important job.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “And you want me to stay with him so nobody treats him badly,” said Ulina.

      “And to make sure they listen to him,” said Kantees. “I don’t suppose there will be many who want to ride the ziri even though the creature is gone, they haven’t had any experience for a long time. They will be scared.”

      “Gally will teach them to ride,” said Gally firmly. “But Gally does not have a ziri.”

      “You can have Tabata,” said Kantees. “Because the ziri must learn to trust the people as well. Tabata has learnt and you can bring others here.”

      That idea took hold. “Kantees wants Gally to break wild ziri?”

      Kantees smiled. “I do.” She looked up at Yenteel. “Fetch Looesa.”

      “I’m not riding with you on Sheesha?”

      “No. Two ziri can fly faster than one with two riders.”

      He had never been happy riding and muttered as he disappeared into the dark. Kantees gave a silent call to Sheesha who came up behind her. Kantees knelt down to hug Ulina and, though she wasn’t expecting it, the child hugged her back.

      “Do not be killed, Kantees.”

      “I’ll try not to be.”

      Then Kantees stood and hugged Gally. “Be strong, Gally, remember that you know more about ziri than anyone in this place. And if they are not careful, they could get themselves hurt, you are the one who knows.”

      “I will teach them, Kantees.”

      Yenteel returned with Looesa in tow. They had packed food from the inn earlier in the day and together they moved out into the open air. It smelled of spring which came later this high in the mountains.

      “What about the other towns and villages?” said Yenteel.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The abomination spread its seed elsewhere.”

      “They’ll have to wait.”

      There was a large crowd of townsfolk gathered. It reminded Kantees of that first time she had entered the town, but unlike the eerie silence then, now they talked among themselves. There was still some confusion about who she was but they understood that, in some way, she had saved them.

      There were some ominous mutterings about the zirichasa, but nobody did anything threatening. Besides, most of them had never seen ziri up-close, and the size of their mouths, filled with sharp teeth, was intimidating.

      Sheesha and Looesa flattened themselves to the ground so that Kantees and Yenteel could mount.

      That should help Gally, she thought, and imprint the idea that the ziri would obey.

      Then two pairs of wings beat hard and they were in the air. Kantees took them around the tower a couple of times, climbing all the time. Then she waved to Gally and Ulina, and to the townsfolk. She set a course to the west and, using the power from the ley-circle, Sheesha and Looesa took the golden path, with the town dwindling into the distance as if it was a stone dropped into a well.

      And that should really impress them, she thought.

      

      There was something lonely about travelling with neither Ulina clinging to her waist, nor Gally on Looesa. It was not that she disliked Yenteel, they had managed to mend their differences, or perhaps more accurately, Kantees now accepted the way he had manipulated her and was willing to use it to achieve her ends.

      But there was not the closeness she felt for the others. It was a shame.

      There was little blue showing in the sky but the clouds were high and they did not need to get above them to avoid the mountains. Kantees watched the landscape rolling by. Between the mountains and the high ridges were plenty of green valleys, some of them as large as the plateau they had left behind—with columns of smoke rising from small groups of huts, and even larger settlements.

      She had been right, her people lived here in the mountains. They were not merely a legend. But how many of them were still under the sway of the children of the abomination? She could not be sure and, from time to time, she felt the insidious lethargy they emitted. But the ziris’ speed was enough to drive them past almost before it took effect.

      There were no more of the Slissac towers, at least not in this direction.

      She intended her first stop to be the ley-circle of Watching Pass, because the sooner she could alert the Dunor that she was no longer at the plateau, the better for Gally and Ulina. Unfortunately, she wasn’t entirely sure how to get there.

      When they were over a particularly rugged area, she had Sheesha drop to normal speed and found a ledge where they could safely rest.

      She slid from Sheesha’s back on to the broken mountainside where plants tried to gain a hold in the cracks. They startled a thin raggedy creature that galloped off along the increasingly steep slopes. It seemed oblivious to the danger of falling and was as sure-footed as a kichek on flat ground. Some sort of fenichak.

      Yenteel pulled out his far-seeing device and scanned the peaks about them.

      “This is very central,” he said.

      “Central?”

      “It’s the middle of nowhere.”

      She gave a half-laugh, since that was all his contrived humour deserved. “If you could see the Watching Pass from here, I would be happier.”

      “We’ve been heading in the right direction, broadly.”

      “That’s the problem, though, isn’t it? Without detailed maps we can’t know where it is, and we don’t even really know where we are. Who needs maps when they can travel by Patterner’s path, or a river?”

      “Sailors use the stars to guide them.”

      “Not at all helpful, Yenteel.”

      “It’s something you might want to consider for the future, though.”

      “I thought perhaps you might want to take up your old profession.”

      He gave her a sidelong glance. “Are you trying to lure me away from my master with the promise of cartography?”

      “I would not stoop so low as attempting to manipulate you.”

      He raised an eyebrow then went back to scanning the horizon.

      “Perhaps we should just go straight to Kurvin Port; if we spend too much time trying to find Watching Pass just to let the Dunor know where I am, we might as well not bother.”

      “I can’t decide for you, Kantees,” he said.

      She sighed. Her plan had seemed very simple, carrying it out was another matter. She stared at the sky, they still had much of the day remaining and could make a lot of progress. Even this short stop had lost them several leagues of travel.

      “Let’s move on,” she said.

      They mounted once more and the ziri threw themselves off the ledge rather than expend energy taking off straight up. But Kantees wanted height, as much as they could get without running into the clouds.

      They climbed slowly and the mountains dropped away below. The world turned into a map, just as Gally had said to her before. Streaks of colour went through the rocks and, in places, through entire ridges and slopes. In Garbalain, Kantees had heard men talk about veins of ore, perhaps that’s what they meant. The valleys were in shadow, some greener than others, filled with trees. Streams ran together to form rivers and they ran into lakes that reflected the grey sky.

      In some cases the rivers ran into deeper valleys and continued to grow. Some ran off to the north where, in the far distance, she could see the shimmering green of the great plains where they had spent a day. Other rivers went off to the south, where the only prospect was more mountains.

      Abruptly Kantees turned Sheesha. If those rivers went anywhere it would be to the wide valley on which the Watching Pass stood—and even if they did not, they would eventually reach the coast somewhere close to Kurvin Port.

      All she had to do was follow the rivers. She allowed Sheesha to descend once more, gliding silently on the air, with Looesa slightly behind and to the right as usual.

      The valley of the river she chose wound between the mountains in a channel it seemed to have carved for itself. At one point it poured out into a valley filled with trees and grass, and a lake of enormous size. She hoped it was not a dead end. The valley curved to the east and as they rounded the slope, she saw the lake ended in fog.

      A deep and thunderous roar echoed off the steep mountain slopes on either side as they approached the cloud. She had Sheesha climb as they shot out beyond the edge of the water that cascaded away and down in a tremendous waterfall. The land dropped away precipitously all around them as if it had been cut with a knife. And in front of them lay a flat green plain, with a wide river meandering along its length as far as the eye could see.

      The mountains began again on the far side, perhaps five leagues away.

      “Is this it?” she called out to Yenteel.

      “I expect so.”

      The last time they had been in this valley it had been night. The time before she had been tied up in the gondola of a tekrak, and she had not been paying a great deal of attention to the landscape.

      “Can you see a ley-circle?” he asked. She knew he was referring to the ability she had discovered when she had been blinded by the abomination. She had not really tried to use it since her sight returned but she closed her eyes and tried to concentrate.

      There might be something off to the right, along the valley, but she could not be certain.

      “Perhaps,” she shouted back but in the end it didn’t matter. Kurvin Port lay to the west and that was the direction they needed to go.

      She suggested the change of direction to Sheesha, as well as an increase in speed.

      He obliged.
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      As they sped along the valley, Kantees had Sheesha descend as well. She was not sure which would be better: at high altitude they would be able to see things clearly, but would themselves be more likely to be seen; close to the ground they might be surprised by what they encountered, but so would the Dunor.

      “Go across the river,” called Yenteel.

      She turned to see him pointing to the south.

      “Keep your distance from the ley-circle.”

      She had just about decided that he had made a good suggestion when their future was decided for them.

      They were approaching a line of low hills that came down from the mountains and lay across their path. Sheesha had gained altitude to go over them when one of the giant tekrasa came into view almost directly ahead on the far side of the hills.

      Immediately, Kantees encouraged Sheesha into a climb.

      “Don’t you want them to see you?” said Yenteel.

      Kantees frowned. Avoiding them had just been her first instinct. As they flew upwards she saw the tekrak was tethered and a group of armsmen were gathered at the base around a small fire.

      The one facing in the direction of the ziri stood up and pointed.

      “They’ve seen us,” she called back.

      “They might just think we’re wild ziri,” said Yenteel.

      Fine.

      At her thought, just as they were passing over the tekrak, Sheesha dived again and twisted until he was pointing back the way they had come, and flew directly over the armsmen. If they had been as surprised as Kantees, they were getting over it and she could see them reaching for their bows.

      Kantees urged Sheesha faster. The ziri’s wings beat hard against the air and they shot forwards; they were heading in the wrong direction now but she just wanted to get beyond the reach of the bows.

      As Sheesha went into a climb she looked back. They were not far enough, as the arrows were loosed. Kantees watched them arc upwards then Sheesha changed direction sharply. The arrows whistled by harmlessly but the next volley was already on its way.

      Although it would draw on his personal energy Kantees asked Sheesha to go very fast. For a moment the arrows hung in the air, coming directly towards them. Then a wall of golden light grew between them and the armsmen were vanishing into the distance.

      Kantees let them fly north like that for a few breaths and then slowed once more. It was easier to change direction at a slower speed. They came down on top of one of the hills. The tekrak was a blob in the distance. Kantees dismounted.

      “Good idea of yours, Yenteel,” she said, trying to suppress the anger she was feeling.

      “You didn’t have to do it.”

      “No, you’re right, I didn’t.”

      “They noticed us though.”

      “Yes, they did.”

      “Looks like the Dunor have decided the Watching Pass is no longer safe from you. I think you should take that as a compliment.”

      “So, should I continue past there or just go straight on to Hamalain?”

      “I’m not sure whether you want my opinion, Kantees, what if it leads you astray?”

      She closed her eyes and swore on the Mother’s milk.

      “Please tell me what you think, Yenteel.”

      “I think that it will be a day or so before that patrol gets to report back to their seniors. Even if they get the tekrak moving right away, it’s going to take time.”

      “So if I want to stop the Dunor from attacking the valley I still have to go to Watching Pass.”

      “But now we know they are on the look-out for you.”

      “So this was not a bad thing that happened, it was a good thing.”

      “Well, it wasn’t a bad thing,” said Yenteel.

      “We still don’t know how far the pass is.”

      “No, but you should be able to sense the ley-circle as we approach it, shouldn’t you?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      Yenteel smiled. “Well, we’ll find out.”

      Something golden flashed across Kantees’ mind leaving a trail behind it. She jerked her head up and saw it in the sky. The two images overlaid one on the other.

      “Or they’ll send a melinak to their masters with a message explaining what’s happened,” she said.

      “Or they could do that,” agreed Yenteel. “That changes things a little.”

      “It means they will be ready for us,” she said. “With bowmen no doubt.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Kantees sighed, the situation was unfortunately all too obvious. “I still have to convince them I’m no longer in the valley. We’ll keep going.”

      “South of the river?”

      “No,” she said. “We’ll continue as we are.”

      Yenteel nodded. “I think you’re right.”

      She gave a humourless smile. “Let’s hope they don’t manage to kill us.”

      “I’m in favour of that.”

      

      Once more in the air, Kantees adjusted their height until she was sure they were out of bowshot range from the ground. She did consider going even higher, in case of tekrasa, but if she followed that logic, they might as well be flying in the clouds so as not to be seen at all.

      However, the fact that she had been able to see the melinak trail with her pattern-sense as well as her eyes helped her confidence. It meant she had not lost the ability when her sight returned. She just needed to concentrate.

      They continued to follow the northern border of the valley at normal flying speed keeping an eye open for other patrols, whether on foot or in the air. She did not think the Dunor would deploy the flying armsmen as they had at the big Slissac tower, simply because they only seemed to be able to fly down.

      She kept calling it the Dunor as if that was a thing in itself. But she knew from what Levin had said it was cabal of Taymalin houses, aligned with powerful patterners. It was not a single entity, it could be in many places at once, and those who controlled their armsmen were probably not those on their inner council—or whatever they chose to call it—they would not do things directly themselves.

      Which led to the question of where the Dunor might be hiding. She could not think of them as anything else but cowards hiding in the background.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a glow in the distance which she recognised at once as a ley-circle. Without further thought she asked Sheesha to go fast. The ziri accepted and within moments they were accelerating. Kantees reached out and touched the power of the circle. Sheesha drew on it and the air became a golden shroud.

      This time Kantees tried something new. Up to now she had simply accepted the patterned speed for what it was. As if Sheesha could either use it or not. This time she urged him faster, even as the power of the ley-circle grew in her mind she channelled even more to Sheesha, and the golden light changed. It intensified and turned white.

      Fewer than fifty man-heights from the ground, it became a blur below them. Kantees had to focus forward to see anything at all through the blazing light.

      Her worst fears were realised when she saw a net of tekrasa around the ley-circle, just like the one which Kantees and her friends had broken on the island. But this time, it was just her and Yenteel.

      But Kantees was not planning to fight, her plan remained the same. The Dunor needed to be told she was no longer in the valley. She asked Sheesha to reduce speed and, as they rushed towards the ley-circle—with the sun low and shining through the flying tekrasa, she brought them back to normal flying.

      “Do we have to get close?” shouted Yenteel to make his voice carry over the blasting wind of their flight.

      “They have to know it’s me!”

      “We could just send a messenger.”

      Kantees angled Sheesha so they were flying up the valley instead of toward the ley-circle. More importantly, they were out of range of any arrows shot from the upper tiers of tekrasa. There were barns and cold stores this side of the ley-circle.

      Below them armsmen were running about, some attempting to shoot, others simply shouting, though their voices barely reached the zirichasa.

      “What now?”

      “Have you got any patterns for making fire?”

      “No, I have a flint for that. Why?”

      Sheesha curved in a wide arc and returned along the valley at an easy speed.

      “I was thinking that if we had some oil we might be able to set things alight.”

      “You want a dragon for that,” he called back. “One that breathes fire.”

      Kantees laughed. “Silly legends.”

      “Trouble ahead!”

      She turned to see the protective pattern of tekrasa had broken up and were heading in their direction, with their flame tubes roaring—but they moved too slowly to be a threat. Most of them were to the left while some of them were climbing and were already well above the ziri.

      Kantees was relaxed, it looked as if they were trying to bottle the ziri but, at her urging, Sheesha simply adjusted his direction and slid to the right on angled wings.

      The hills were higher in this direction and they had to climb.

      The tekrasa were moving in, they might manoeuvre slowly but in a straight line and given time they could manage a good speed. But there was no danger, they could always go back up the valley and the ziri were just about at the top of the hill—

      A horn blared a single note from somewhere ahead of them. Two dozen armsmen stood up at the crest of the hill, bows fully drawn.

      Fear overwhelmed Kantees. Time slowed. She stared at the death in every arrow.

      Slower to rise than the others, one man stood at the end of the line. He had no bow. There was something about him she recognised. There was no time to say where she knew him from. She saw him breathe in deeply.

      Her silent command to Sheesha flew faster than arrows but the ziri needed time to gather the power.

      Bowstrings quivered. Golden light formed about Sheesha and Looesa.

      The ground dropped away.

      Sheesha screamed and the gold flickered, then became firm again.

      Moments later they were far above the ground and a long way from their foes. Kantees could feel something was desperately wrong but Sheesha kept forcing himself onward, burning the air with golden light.

      “Stop, beloved,” Kantees whispered. “We are safe.”

      It lasted a few moments more, then the golden light faded away.

      Sheesha fell from the sky.

      Kantees hung on desperately as he tumbled through the air and the world spun out of control. Every now and then she caught sight of Looesa and the panicking face of Yenteel as they followed the falling ziri.

      “Sheesha,” she whispered.

      The ground was getting closer while the river flashed in and out of her vision. And the sky mocked her.

      “Sheesha, please.”

      She was crying with her arms wrapped round his neck and legs tightly braced against his wings.

      Sheesha!

      At the last moment his wings stiffened and caught the air. They stabilised for a moment then plummeted into the river.
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      The cold was a shock. The force of the impact tried to wrench her from him, but she clung to his neck.

      She was under the surface, surrounded by the rushing and thundering water.

      Sheesha rolled over, dragging her deeper. Above she could see the shifting image of the sky and, against it, the silhouette of Looesa. Then a cloud of something dark and red blurred her vision.

      Sheesha!

      He stirred again.

      Kantees, with her lungs burning in her breast, worked her way along his neck to his head, keeping a firm grip. Then she pumped her legs, attempting to force him up and out.

      A submerged boulder hit her shoulder, driving the breath from her in a cloud of bubbles. She braced against it with her feet and pushed upwards still holding tight to Sheesha’s neck.

      She broke the surface and pulled in a painful breath. Sheesha’s nostrils opened and he too took a breath. But nothing stayed still and the current was dragging his body past the boulder and downstream. She wouldn’t be able to hold him here and she couldn’t see the riverbank or anything protruding above the surface.

      A shadow went over then a rope hit the water in front of her. She snatched at it without thinking and looked up. Looesa was hovering, beating his wings hard and fast, he wouldn’t be able to maintain that for long.

      “Sorry, Sheesha,” said Kantees as she wound the rope round his neck just as the water carried him away. She hung on and was dragged out into the open water again.

      The rope tightened as Looesa awkwardly pulled away. Each beat of his wings tightened the rope and threatened to pull it from Kantees’ hands. She was barely managing to keep her head above water, though the rope was pulling Sheesha’s head up. Kantees was terrified it might also be strangling him.

      Then Sheesha stopped moving with the current. Looesa pulled once more but the only effect was for him to get dragged downward. He landed, sending up a fountain of water. He didn’t disappear but stood in the river covered almost to his body. Kantees managed to get her feet down on to shifting sands, but for her it was up to her neck.

      Yenteel jumped down, holding the rope, and Kantees felt it loosen around Sheesha’s neck. She pushed through the water to his head and lifted it, driving her feet into the sand. He was still breathing. But now she could see the water staining red with his blood.

      Yenteel arrived. “There’s a sandbank in this direction. We just need to get him on to it.”

      “You take his head, I’ll pull his body.”

      Together they wrestled the water-logged ziri. Every heave bringing Sheesha barely another fingers-breadth up the shallow beach. They were getting nowhere, even with Looesa trying to help by shoving from the rear.

      They gave up. Kantees located a log that had drifted on to the bank and managed to prop it under his head to make sure he could breathe. Yenteel found the arrow in Sheesha’s chest, and then a second in his abdomen.

      Yenteel did not need any prompting from Kantees. Once they were sure that Sheesha was safe he set about preparing the healing patterns.

      “We can’t take the arrows out yet,” he said when he saw Kantees’ face as she stared at the shafts. “He’s not strong enough, they will be barbed and will cause more damage.”

      “You’re going to heal him and then hurt him again?”

      Yenteel looked at a loss. “I don’t know, Kantees, I am not a healer. I can only do what I think is the right thing.” He hesitated. “It might not be.”

      She nodded in resignation. She understood and this was all her fault. She had been over-confident. She thought that on the back of a ziri—on the back of Sheesha—she was impregnable. When in truth she was just an ignorant slave who had managed to delude herself into believing she knew what she was doing.

      

      The sun had sunk below the mountains but the sky was still bright. They were sitting ducks if the Dunor armsmen turned up in their tekrasa.

      Kantees sat in the water and held Sheesha’s head as best she could, as Yenteel found a way to make the patterns he needed on wet feathers.

      The chant was becoming all too familiar, she had first heard it when it had been Yenteel himself who had been hurt, on their escape from Jakalain. There had been too many injuries, too much pain in the service of her goals. She was tired of other people getting hurt for her.

      And now Sheesha. She brushed a tear from her cheek, not that it made any difference. She was wet through and there was no prospect of that changing in the near future. Even if they managed to save Sheesha—when they saved Sheesha—they would still be stuck on a sandbar in the middle of the river with no shelter and little enough food.

      Looesa could hunt and they could individually ride out to fetch firewood and other things they needed, but that would mean attracting more attention to themselves.

      “Kantees?”

      She realised Yenteel had stopped working the pattern and for a desperate moment thought Sheesha must have died. But his breath still rasped in the back of this throat.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “These are very poor conditions.”

      “You can’t give up!”

      “I wasn’t going to give up, Kantees, but I don’t know how much good I can do. These are bad wounds and he’s already lost a lot of blood.”

      “I know—” And my heart is breaking.

      “I want to try something. This place has no power and Sheesha can’t help, have you got the chilafrah?”

      “Tenical drained it when he conjured the path.” And I haven’t told you about the opposite of a feeding.

      “There may be something left, anything would be an improvement on what I have now, but—” he stared at her “—I think I was wrong about the arrows, we need to get them out at the same time as the healing. And I can’t do both.”

      Kantees nodded as if the task was a fitting punishment for her stupidity. “You want me to do it.”

      “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

      “No, you’re right, I got us into this situation.”

      Yenteel looked as if he wanted to say something but then swallowed it. “The chilafrah?”

      She crawled out from under Sheesha’s head and made sure he could breathe properly before fumbling in her backpack and pulling out the carved stone wrapped in a rag.

      “I don’t know how we’d get anything from it even if it does have power.”

      “We’ll just put it here next to where I’m making the pattern,” said Yenteel. “If it can provide more power that will be good. If it doesn’t, we’ve lost nothing.”

      Kantees stared at the arrow sticking unnaturally from Sheesha’s chest. She forced her tears down and focused on the fact that this was her fault. Yenteel had laid cloths marked with the patterns across the feathers—all still bright blue and gold.

      “Don’t you need to be closer to the skin?” she said.

      “It would be better.”

      Kantees nodded. “I’ll do it.”

      She took hold of a feather near the arrow; she held it close to its base and tugged. It resisted, so she pulled harder until it came free. Again and again she pulled away the bigger outer feathers and then the smaller softer ones until she had cleared a patch around the arrow where dried blood stained Sheesha’s skin.

      “Is that enough?”

      “I’ll make it enough.”

      Yenteel gathered up the cloths he had been using and stuffed them back in his bag. He redrew the patterns on to Sheesha’s skin using charcoal. Then he placed the chilafrah beside the marks he’d made.

      “If you can see the pattern working,” he said, “you’ll know when and how to remove the arrow.”

      “All right.” She adjusted her position and grasped the arrow shaft with both hands.

      Yenteel placed his hand on her arm. She did not trust herself to speak and just gave a nod of her head.

      Yenteel started the chant again. Kantees closed her eyes, trying to see the patterns.

      Chaos is easy, order is hard…

      She relaxed and let the patterns come to her. It was as if they were far in the distance but as Yenteel chanted the light grew. Soon she could perceive the lines that made up Yenteel’s markings and, in some fashion, she could understand them. They were crude but all she could do was watch, she could not interfere or change what he was doing.

      The patterns imposed themselves on the intricate life pattern of Sheesha. The lines of it were infinitely thin and complex, patterns within patterns. In a flash of understanding, she recognised how the crude patterning of Yenteel’s charcoal marks, though on a gross level, matched with the pattern of the living flesh, and she saw how the one was intended to reinforce the other and to manipulate it.

      The glow became stronger and the echoes of Yenteel’s pattern drove deeper until it encountered the broken flesh and the arrow that pierced it.

      Now, she thought, and pulled.

      Where the arrowhead lay, the pattern structure collapsed and waves of distortion like a curtain fluttering in sunlight, or the ripples on a lake, moved out from the centre.

      You’re hurting him, she thought but it had to be done.

      As the arrow ripped from Sheesha’s flesh he shuddered, and she wept. But she did not stop until the arrowhead came free. She felt Yenteel’s chanting become more forceful as if that would help—he did not understand that was not how it worked.

      She dropped the arrow in the water and placed her hands over the wound in an attempt to staunch the blood that oozed from it. Her own hands became part of the healing pattern and she focused once more on the wound deep inside. Yenteel’s pattern pulsed with energy, perhaps the chilafrah was not completely dead. Sheesha’s flesh followed the pattern that was being enforced on it and she could see the underlying structure conforming and binding.

      Yenteel stopped but the power of the chilafrah continued to pulse through the lines he had drawn. Kantees withdrew her hands and opened her eyes. The wound was fresh and pink but it was sealed. She lifted the chilafrah away and the power subsided.

      “Almost like what happened back in the Talamyrth,” said Yenteel. “It did not need me to maintain the pattern. It just kept going.”

      “We know where that road goes,” said Kantees. “It never ends well.”

      “But for a healing pattern?”

      “No,” said Kantees. “Fire is a good servant but a bad master. That is what the Taymalin always forget.”

      “I doubt it’s only a failing of the Taymalin,” said Yenteel.

      “Sheesha has another wound,” said Kantees. This was not the time for philosophical arguments.

      They wasted no more time and stripped the feathers from around the second arrow. Yenteel carefully inscribed the patterns, they placed the chilafrah and began again.

      This arrow was not as deep but Kantees still cried as the pain of its extraction flowed in waves through her friend. It was over quicker. This time she gratefully tossed the arrow into the river.

      After checking Sheesha once more and making sure he could breathe safely, she stood up and surveyed the area for the first time. It was just as Yenteel had said. They were on a sandbar in the middle of the river. There were a few bushes that had taken the chance of rooting but they would be gone on the next flood. Kantees was not sure the sandbar itself would survive long either. But that was unlikely to affect them, long before that a patrol from the Watching Gate would find them and it would all be over.

      They may have fixed Sheesha’s injuries but she had no idea how long it would take for him to wake up, or how they would feed him, or how long he would need to recover. Zirichasa that were badly injured in races were often gone until the next season, sometimes they never returned. She knew that some families would simply kill their ziri if it was too much trouble to look after them—especially if they were female. At least a good male could still breed even if it could no longer race.

      “What are we going to do?” she said.
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      They spent what remained of the day getting Sheesha further up on to the sandbar and out of the water. She hoped they were not hurting him but it was impossible to be sure. Riding Looesa, Yenteel had gone across to the south and found some logs which, he insisted, would work like wheels.

      “Don’t go near any woods,” she had said, “and stay close to Looesa; if there’s anything strange, get out of there. And stay close to the ground. Trust Looesa.”

      He had accepted all her instructions amicably and assured her he had no intention of getting into trouble, or killed.

      It took three trips to get the logs. Kantees hacked at them with her knife trying to make them as smooth as possible—wishing she had Ulina’s knife—while Yenteel was fetching the rest. Then they manhandled Sheesha on to the first one and harnessed Looesa to Sheesha with the rope. Looesa wasn’t happy about it but submitted after a great deal of cajoling from Kantees. She suspected that if it had been Gally making the request Looesa would have allowed it immediately.

      So with Looesa and Yenteel pulling, and Kantees placing the logs, they finally managed to get Sheesha onto the sand. Water drained from his feathers but he remained wet. Kantees did not dare make a fire, they were exposed enough as it was. There was little point making a sign that any of the Dunor armsmen would be able to see.

      “With a bit of luck they won’t have realised Sheesha was hurt,” Kantees said, more to settle her own fears than allay any that Yenteel might have.

      “I’m sure they would have found us already if they thought that,” said Yenteel. She knew he was right but it did not make her feel any safer. Her foolishness had put them in the most dangerous position they had ever been in. They were as vulnerable as a sikechak drunk on fermented berries.

      “There are a couple of options,” said Yenteel. “We might be able to make a raft and just float Sheesha downstream.”

      Kantees pulled a face.

      “Or I find a farm and persuade the owner to help us.”

      “Or they just kill you and Looesa. Or play along while they alert the Dunor.”

      “Well, if you’re going to reject all my suggestions…”

      He fell silent. Kantees leaned back against Sheesha’s back, having assured herself she wasn’t putting any pressure on his wounds. She stared up at the clear sky and watched the stars coming out. There was a glow in the east where Lostimal was due to rise, she would make the night almost like day with her white light.

      So much for her plan of heading back to Jakalain and launching an attack against the Dunor. If only they knew where the Dunor were. Not just that island, although with Tenical, they would be able to get there again. The first time, they had got past the ley-circle guards and to the island by pretending she was a prisoner and her captors were working for the Dunor. If you pretended you knew what you were doing and that you had the right authority, most people would accept it as the truth.

      A piece of a plan came to her.

      But she must not be overconfident, look what that had done to Sheesha. But there was a difference between overconfidence without a plan, and desperation with one. After all, if she needed to get to Jakalain as fast as possible and Sheesha could not carry her, then perhaps she would have to carry Sheesha instead.

      

      Next morning she outlined her plan.

      “This is a crazy idea,” said Yenteel as he looked out across the wide valley with the far-seer.

      “I know,” she said. “That’s why it has a chance of working. Nobody would do this.”

      “I can see one,” he said finally. “It’s about two leagues away in the direction of Watching Pass.”

      Kantees clicked the flint over the kindling at the base of the fire they had built. She looked up when it caught and small flames flickered.

      “Go on,” she said, “get out of here.” He climbed up on Looesa’s back. “And stay low—at first.”

      “I understand the plan.”

      Kantees didn’t reply, she was busy blowing the embers and bringing in slightly larger twigs. She waved her hand at him, then felt the blast of Looesa’s down beat as he took off.

      The fire caught thoroughly and Kantees put a couple of damp branches across the flames. They steamed and smoked in a satisfying way. She hoped no one in the tekrak patrol would ask a very important question.

      Sheesha was breathing more strongly now although, as far as she could tell, he had not woken up. She hoped he would stay sleeping through what was about to happen because it might be inconvenient if he woke at the wrong moment.

      Kantees carefully poked her head around Sheesha’s wing to see if she could see the tekrak. It was already much closer, it must have seen the fire immediately and set off this way. Moving slowly and staying hidden she laid herself out beside the fire, next to Sheesha.

      She imagined what the armsmen would think—what she hoped they would think: a dead ziri lying on a sandbar, a body next to it, someone who had managed to light a fire but nothing else.

      Clearly no threat. They might scan the area for others but they would see nothing. “Left for dead” is what they would think, after all, that’s what they would do.

      She heard the roaring of the tekrak’s fire-tube and then it went silent. There were voices above her but she could not make out the words. They did not sound as if they felt threatened.

      This would not be a tekrak carrying a full complement of armsmen. This was just a patrol. There would be the patterner, and three, perhaps five, armsmen. Then they would drop a rope, or perhaps a ladder, and two of them would climb down. That was her problem, she had no direct way of dealing with two armsmen. But hopefully she would not have to.

      “See anyone else?”

      “I can see what you can see.”

      “No one else?”

      “Obviously.”

      Kantees groaned, it was a sound she had become used to making when she had been afflicted by headaches. She knew how to make it convincing.

      “Well?”

      “After you.”

      “Check the damn ziri.”

      “You know what they say, never poke a sleeping zirichak.”

      “Very funny. The thing’s probably dead, look at it.”

      “In that case you can poke it.”

      Kantees almost swore. But at that moment a ziri shriek filled the air and there was a crash from above them. Kantees jumped up from behind Sheesha. The two armsmen had already turned away and were looking up.

      The massive bulk of the tekrak filled the sky above them. But it was not hanging there motionlessly—it was shaking and shuddering as if something big was crashing around inside the gondola.

      The front of the gondola tilted down and Kantees saw the terrified face of a patterner, with the shape of Looesa directly behind him—for a moment she was worried the ziri would kill the only person that could control the flying plant. But then Looesa turned away. He tore a hole in the side of the gondola as Yenteel appeared at the patterner’s side.

      The men on the ground were armed but thankfully not with bows. But they drew their swords as Looesa exploded from the side of the structure and took flight.

      Kantees picked up the rope and found the end as she climbed over Sheesha’s neck. Above them Looesa turned in the air, seeming as if she balanced on the tip of one wing for the briefest moment, before tipping over and plummeting earthward. The men were transfixed at his approach, faster and faster.

      Kantees threw the loop of rope over the head of the armsmen on her left. Put a foot in the small of his back and yanked hard. He cried out as he fell, his partner turned to look just as Looesa flashed out of the sky and grabbed him by his shoulders.

      He screamed only once.

      Kantees pulled the rope tight around the armsman’s neck but it was too thick to strangle him. He was much bigger than her, and his struggling threatened to throw her off. She let go with one hand and jabbed the heel of her foot into his neck repeatedly to keep him distracted while she pulled out the dagger.

      The weapon was blunted from chopping wood but she slammed it into his neck. He cried out, though it barely even drew blood. She hesitated at the thought of cutting his throat with a blunt knife. Then, behind her, Sheesha made a noise that sounded like pain, and she remembered what they had done to him. The knife went in again and again. He was trying to pull away but then she hit something important and blood spurted.

      She kept hacking until she was certain he would never move again.

      

      “Kantees! Grab the rope!”

      She lay on her back panting and exhausted. She had never killed anyone in so personal a way and it had drained all her energy. The body was lying on her leg.

      “Kantees! Are you all right?”

      She opened her eyes and blinked against the brightness of the clouds. The tekrak was drifting out of her vision. Sitting up she saw the anchor rope dragging across the sandbar. To be honest she had not really thought past the fight, though she knew that managing the tekrak with so few people was going to be a problem—they should not have been in this position in the first place. And wouldn’t have been if she had not been so stupid.

      “Kantees!”

      She waved to shut Yenteel up and pulled her leg out from under the dead armsman. She was not steady on her feet but made it to the rope and grabbed it. She looked round for Looesa but he hadn’t returned. But there was Sheesha.

      Kantees turned and pulled the rope tight against her shoulder. She leaned forwards until she was angled precariously and stepped towards the unconscious ziri. It took a lot of effort but once the tekrak had begun to move, it kept going.

      “I’m sorry, Sheesha,” she said as she looped the rope around his chest and tied it off. Unfortunately, he was the heaviest object on the sandbar. She turned and waved at the gondola. Now she could see that Yenteel had a knife to the throat of the patterner, it would not aid his concentration but would make sure he did as he was told.

      They needed to get Sheesha into the gondola and get flying before the patrol was missed. For the time being she simply let Yenteel get the patterner to force the tekrak to the ground.

      Meanwhile Kantees stripped the armsman of anything useful—which amounted to everything except the clothes close to his skin—then she rolled him into the water and watched him float away. There was still no sign of Looesa, or the other armsman. Kantees suspected Looesa might be eating him. Allowing ziri to eat people was not recommended, it was suggested that if they got a taste for human flesh, they would turn on their owners.

      There was nothing she could do about it now so there was no point worrying.

      The gondola crunched to the ground. Kantees tightened the rope on Sheesha then hurried over and climbed on board.

      “This is Pellyn of Otu,” said Yenteel, the omission of the family honorific—Otulain—indicated that Pellyn was no longer bound to the family. “Pellyn has been cooperating so far, but I think that’s because I have a knife at his throat.”

      “I noticed you were doing that,” said Kantees. “Does Pellyn understand what’s happening?”

      “He knows we’ve killed the armsmen and we have a vicious ziri on our side.”

      Kantees did not mention that she had no idea where Looesa had gone. “Looesa is eating one of them,” she said instead. She moved to lean against the side of the gondola near the front. “Pellyn, I am Kantees of the Ziri—” he flinched “—and I think you’ve heard of me. You also know, I expect, that I and my friends destroyed several tekrak on the island of the Dunor, and stole a prisoner from under their very noses.”

      He said nothing and stared straight ahead.

      “Have you heard that story?” she said and Yenteel poked him in the back with the point of his knife.

      “I’ve heard it,” said Pellyn, he was big and had a voice to match. They would need to be careful, this man was not like Tenical who had been grateful to be rescued. But they had no choice, if they did not use the tekrak to get out of here they would be caught soon enough.

      “Pellyn, this is a dangerous situation for all of us. My friend and I because the Dunor want to capture or kill us. And for you, because we have nothing to lose and if you become a problem, we will simply kill you and continue without the tekrak.”

      Yenteel poked him again.

      “I understand what you’re saying.”

      “Good, because I really don’t like killing people, but if I have no choice I will not hesitate. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      And that was the best they could do for now. While Kantees kept a knife at Pellyn’s back, Yenteel dragged the gondola across the sand as close to Sheesha as possible. Then went round, driving mooring spikes into the ground and tying the vehicle down. Once that was achieved, they found some thin rope to hobble Pellyn, then the three of them together manhandled Sheesha into the gondola. That he was lighter than a ground animal of his size was no benefit since he was huge, but he was drier now so they weren’t moving water as well.

      Pellyn seemed fascinated by Sheesha. He was nervous at first but he grew in confidence. Kantees kept a close eye on him to make sure he did nothing wrong, instead he seemed to be feeling Sheesha’s bones, skin and feathers. As soon as they had succeeded in manoeuvring his bulk through the hole Looesa had made, Kantees insisted Sheesha was put right to the back. They broke down wooden benches to make space and kept them for firewood.

      Kantees helped Yenteel tie Pellyn to a strut and away from his station for controlling the tekrak though she was fairly sure he couldn’t do anything without using his hands or voice. So she gagged him as well.

      “Sorry,” she said without any conviction, “but we can’t take any chances.” Pellyn gave no sign and she was sure he was simply waiting for an opportunity to fight back.

      Where is Looesa? She cursed herself for making a habit of losing ziri. And scanned the skies looking for him.

      “Why don’t you just call him?” said Yenteel quietly in her ear.

      “What do you mean?”

      Yenteel glanced at Pellyn and then spoke even more quietly in her ear.

      “Your connection with the ziri is obvious, Kantees, why don’t you just call Looesa and tell him to come back?”

      “I don’t know how to do that, or even if it would work.”

      “Obviously not, but you won’t know until you try. I’ll stay here with our guest.”

      Kantees nodded and went out on to the sand once more. She was sick of it and the way it shifted beneath her feet. The fire she had made was still smouldering so she kicked it apart and sent it splashing and hissing into the water. Then she walked out to the far end of the spit and looked out across the flat plain of the valley. To the south and the north the mountains stood like the walls of a mighty fortress.

      She had no idea where to start. So she imagined the zirichak, imagined the pattern of his feathers, his mouth and teeth. His eyes.

      “Come, Looesa,” she said into the wind. She pictured the sandbar and the image of Looesa arriving so that they could head away.

      The old words, she thought, did they have power? The creatures had been named by the Slissac, the Taymalin had brought those names with them and the Kadralin had adopted them too.

      Surely we used our own names? Or do we use those names because they are closer to the patterns that make the creature itself? The Slissac for all their pride and hubris—which, if the Taymalin stories were to be believed, had finally brought them down—had understood patterns far better than either the Taymalin or Kadralin, because they had lived in the world so much longer than the rest.

      A shadow moved in the distance. It was travelling low and fast. It might not be Looesa so she did not want to take any risks and hurried back to the gondola. The roots holding on to the gondola were beginning to move, she had seen that before, it meant the tekrak might let go. They needed to put Pellyn back in his seat and let him work his patterns to keep the huge plant under control.

      She looked back, it was a zirichak, and it was Looesa. She sighed in relief but did not relish the prospect of an I told you so from Yenteel. It seemed that she could call a ziri from a distance. It was a good thing to know, and she wished she had known it before.

      But perhaps she couldn’t do it before.
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      There had been a discussion, quiet but heated, between Kantees and Yenteel about how to organise the trip, which had been followed by the question of what route they should take, though that was easier to resolve.

      Kantees had wanted to stay close to Sheesha in case he woke up and wondered where he was. Yenteel had pointed out that it would be better if someone was riding Looesa and that since she was the best rider it should be her. In the end she had given in because she knew he was right. And with Yenteel being male, Pellyn might think twice about attacking him, as opposed to Kantees.

      The choice of route was certainly not what Kantees wanted but she could not deny it was the best option. They could not stay in the valley because of the chance of being discovered; and there was no point in travelling further west to Kurvin Port since the news that she was no longer in the mountains would have been delivered just as she wanted. Their ultimate destination was Jakalain, so that was where they would go.

      That meant flying south and east, over the mountains and into the northern parts of the Talamyrth.

      “We don’t have to fly into it,” said Yenteel. “We can just stay on the mountain slopes to the north and follow the line to Jakalain.”

      She couldn’t disagree since it was the fastest route. That did not mean that she had to like it. “That loathsome place nearly killed us twice over. In one night.”

      “And now we know not to go near that ley-circle.”

      “Woods and forests are dangerous.”

      Yenteel looked as if he was suppressing a desire to argue, and just said, “We’ll stay clear but right now we need to get as far away from here as possible.”

      On that they both agreed which was how she came to be flying on Looesa’s back, high above the plain below, with the tekrak a dark lump below. This too was their plan. The tekrak was slow, compared to the ziri, and would stay close to the ground so that it was less obvious. At high altitude she would be able to keep an eye out for trouble.

      The day was moving towards night and the ground was rising out of the plains into the low slopes of the mountains, behind them was a village, barely more than a dozen houses but on a clearly marked road. Kantees had spotted it and gone down to get them to change their course. Now they were following a large tributary into a valley.

      After one more look behind to make sure the tekrak wasn’t being followed, she urged Looesa into a fast dive. The ziri appreciated the speed after spending the day idling along.

      Kantees shot down between the mountain slopes looking for somewhere they could make camp for the night. The giant plant needed a place to put down its roots, they needed a good supply of water but the place should also be defensible. And no more than five trees in a group—any more than that constituted a threat as far as Kantees was concerned.

      The tributary wound along the valley floor in a smaller imitation of the great river in the valley behind them. There were plenty of woods which Kantees frowned at but further in, as the land rose more sharply, she came upon an open grassland where kelukisa ran panicked at the sight of the zirichak. The place she found was not perfect, the ground was not flat, but it fitted her other criteria and the presence of kelukisa meant there was food for humans and ziri alike. And a single tree to which they could tie Pellyn, once the tekrak was firmly rooted for the night there would be nothing he could do.

      Having found what she was looking for, Kantees flew back downstream and encountered the others just as they were entering the valley. A few shouted words told them the news and she flew back to await them. After dismounting she sent Looesa off to hunt and bring something back. On previous occasions the ziri had returned with food for those who remained behind. She was not sure if the humans counted but Looesa would want to help Sheesha.

      Kantees gathered wood and stones to prepare a fire. She was very pleased when she succeeded in getting it well lit by the time the tekrak emerged from the bend in the river. Unlike the sandbar this place had anchors for the ropes and they had the gondola landed quickly. The second stage, getting the tekrak to release its grip and then land and root was more difficult with just the three of them, but they succeeded and soon had the beast staked to the ground so that it couldn’t lift off again.

      Pellyn cooperated though he remained sullen and uncommunicative. Kantees was not surprised and wondered whether he thought he’d be able to escape with the tekrak because by tomorrow it would take a ten-day to get back on foot—assuming he could make it across the mountains. He looked more competent than Tenical ever had but going through this terrain on foot would be very difficult.

      

      Looesa returned with food and did not object when Yenteel hacked off some pieces and placed them next to the fire pierced with sticks. She assumed Looesa must already have eaten because he let her take the remainder into the gondola to where Sheesha lay. The hind leg of what had probably been a kelukisa was still bleeding and she managed to get most of it into Sheesha’s mouth. Sheesha was still unconscious but something about the meat made him gulp and swallow. He had been without food or water for longer than a day.

      Kantees searched the gondola until she found a bucket. In the river she rinsed it out and carried it back half-full. The meat was still in Sheesha’s mouth, but she was sure it was more closed than it had been, as if he had tried biting down. The good news was that it provided a safeguard against him biting her hand off as she poured cup after cup of water into his mouth, even going as far as to put her hand right inside to make sure the liquid hit his throat.

      His body shifted and one wing lifted and shook as he gulped on the water. She picked up the bucket and poured all the remaining water into his mouth. The sound of his swallowing gave her hope. She fetched another bucketful and he managed to drink most of it until he finally crunched through the bone and his mouth shut.

      He took a deep breath and sighed. Kantees put her arm around his neck and hugged him. Though he did not wake up even once during the entire process. Somehow she could feel that he was asleep rather than unconscious. Looesa climbed into the gondola and curled up next to Sheesha. Kantees smiled.

      She finally left the gondola and looked up.

      The sky was clear and filled with twinkling stars. There was no sign of either moon although they were surrounded by mountains so they might not have been visible anyway. The air was cold but she did not mind, Sheesha was on the mend.

      One thought led to another and she wondered how Gally and Ulina were getting on. At least they would be safe now, the Dunor were not interested in them.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in the mountain air. It was scented with wood, flowers, the smoke from the fire, and roasting meat. She opened her eyes once more and looked for Yenteel, he was sitting by the fire but what drew her eye was Pellyn.

      He was beyond the fire and tied to the tree as she and Yenteel had decided. But he was watching her, the light of the fire reflected in his eyes. He was dangerous, she knew that. He was faithful to the Dunor and would be entirely happy to bring her back to them. Once Sheesha was able to fly again they would simply leave him behind, she held no particular malice toward him, but nor did she feel any obligation to help him. Let him try to fly more than a day alone with the tekrak. He would have to force it to fly through the night if he wanted to get back to his home in a reasonable time because once they landed he would lose it to the wild and have to walk.

      Or he would carry them all the way to Jakalain and let the lord decide how to treat him.

      Let the Taymalin deal with their own.

      

      Keeping her back to the mountain, and Pellyn where she could see him, Kantees sat by the fire, its warmth made her realise how cold the night was getting.

      “How’s Sheesha?”

      “Better, I think.”

      “Good.”

      Yenteel handed her one of the speared pieces of meat.

      “Do we know what it is?”

      “Does it matter?”

      She shrugged and ripped off a sliver, trying not to burn her fingers. It was juicy and flooded her mouth with flavour. The food in the town had not been this good. It occurred to her that she had no idea what its name was. Perhaps even the people who lived there had forgotten.

      “Kelukisa?”

      Yenteel was in the middle of a mouthful and grunted his assent while nodding.

      “Have we got enough for Pellyn?”

      “Plenty,” said Yenteel wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

      “We need to lose him as soon as we can.”

      “I know but have you got any idea how soon Sheesha will be able to fly? Let alone carry you? He’s going to be very weak after this.”

      “Can’t we use the healing patterns again?”

      “We can but there’s a limit to how much they can do. The power from—” he glanced at Pellyn “—your present pushed the pattern as far as it can go, I think.”

      Kantees glanced at her backpack lying on the ground near the fire.

      Yenteel sighed then shook his head. “I don’t see there’s anything we can do other than what we’ve planned. We keep him tied up when he’s not needed and make him fly us to where we need to go. Just make sure you keep that object close and don’t let him see it.”

      Kantees glanced across at the huge bulk of the tekrak rooted into the soil down the slope from them. Like everybody else, Kantees had only ever been aware of the migrating hordes of tekrasa that crossed the skies in spring and autumn. But those were tiny compared to this, even the largest was no longer than man-height.

      “Yes, all right,” she said. “I wonder what would happen if someone used my present to control a tekrak?”

      Yenteel turned his head towards the dark bulk.

      “I was in the south once where they were constructing a new palace. They had an arrangement for lifting stone blocks up the side of the wall they had built. But something went wrong, perhaps one of the ropes was worn through, anyway the stone fell a short distance before a second set of ropes and pulleys caught it.”

      “And they stopped it from falling any further?”

      “No, the power of the falling stone ripped them and their supporting mechanisms apart and splintered the entire gantry to little more than firewood. The whole thing was destroyed. Killed five men, one cut clean in half by a whipping rope.”

      “Horrible.”

      “It was.”

      “Your point?”

      “I suspect that if you put too much power into one of those flimsy gasbags you would probably rip it to shreds.”

      “You could just have said that.”

      “Stories stick better than mere facts. They give you somewhere to hang your knowledge.”

      “But a knowledgeable mage might be able to strengthen the patterns of the creature so that it was not pulled apart.”

      “Perhaps. It would be a very precise area of study.”

      “Not unlike healing though.”

      “Perhaps not.”

      They fell silent and Kantees stared into the flames and watched them flicker and play in the dark of the night. She was aware that Yenteel got up after a while and went to where Pellyn was tied up. He returned a short time later but by that time she was curled up in front of the fire.

      “Don’t you want to sleep with Sheesha?”

      His words seemed to come from a distant place.

      She tried to say not yet but the words came out in a mumble. Yenteel did not push the point.
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      It was full light when she woke. There was cold meat to eat and some biscuits that remained of their meagre food rations from the town.

      Pellyn did not look as if he had slept well, but considering he had been tied up, that was no surprise. Kantees found that she felt very much better, though a lot of that was due to Sheesha showing some signs of recovery.

      When she went to check on him, she found him curled up as if he were simply sleeping with Looesa beside him—that he had moved during the night made her very happy, as did the fact that she could not find the middle piece of the leg of kelukisa anywhere. He must have finished biting through it and swallowed it. She smiled down at him and did not disturb him.

      Once they had finished clearing the camp, they set about getting the tekrak back on top of the gondola. At least this time they could use Looesa to some extent. He had done this before and did not object to the looped harness being put around him to stop the tekrak from floating off into the sky.

      “Do you ever name them?” she said suddenly to Pellyn. He seemed as surprised at being asked the question as she was at asking it.

      “It’s not like your zirichasa…” He hesitated as if he was looking for a word to use for her and rejecting each one as he thought of it. She could imagine his choices, none of them complimentary and several that might result in violence against him. “It’s just a plant, it does not think, it only knows light which is life, dark which is death, and the desire to move.”

      “They know pain,” said Kantees.

      He looked sceptical and she chose not to enlighten him about seeing a tekrak react when it was hit by flaming arrows.

      Yenteel however did not see any reason to stop. “Armsmen name their weapons. Sailors their ships. They are completely inanimate. I knew a hermit who imbued life and names to every rock in his cave. They even had personalities.”

      “That is not our way.”

      “Everything has a unique pattern, why would you not give it a name?”

      Pellyn sighed as he pulled on his rope and they slowly dragged the tekrak up the slope. “There are some that name these creatures. They are laughed at by the rest of us.”

      “I can believe it,” said Yenteel. “I have more sympathy for those willing to recognise life and individuality.”

      “It’s a plant,” said Pellyn. “It does not think. It has no name.”

      Yenteel ceased baiting the patterner for which Kantees was grateful. It was bad enough they had him prisoner, it seemed cruel to taunt him as well. She decided that if ever she had a giant tekrak for her own, she would give it a name. It would do no harm, even if the thing itself did not appreciate it. But perhaps it would anyway, she knew there was more to the patterns of life than the simple structures that made the physical forms.

      Despite his tiredness—and the taunts of Yenteel—Pellyn was a competent patterner, perhaps better than Tenical, not that she was any judge. He soon had the tekrak winding its roots firmly around the structure of the gondola and they were ready to lift.

      This time Kantees was more reluctant to leave Sheesha but it was still the best choice to have her riding Looesa. She waited until Yenteel had Pellyn tied in his chair at the front of the gondola then released the ropes and threw them up to Yenteel who stowed them. Their previous journeys with these beasts had given them plenty of experience and they knew what to do. She wondered whether that surprised Pellyn, or whether he simply didn’t care.

      She took off with Looesa in a blast of beating wings. Looesa might be smaller than Sheesha but he was still powerful and fast. It was his smaller size that worked for him in the races: he could turn faster than the bigger ziri. He seldom won, but he had always placed well, the crowds loved him, and that had made him a valuable mount.

      Lord Jakalain had more or less forgiven her for stealing the ziri since she had now rescued both his sons. The clothes she wore were a gift from him and his lady, though they were suffering from the treatment they got being part of her life. She needed a new set, perhaps they would be supplied when she returned to Jakalain.

      She had Looesa climb above the mountaintops and headed back towards the river until she could see across the plain. There did not seem to be any sign of pursuit, no troops on the ground and no tekrak in the air.

      That either meant they had not yet found out their patrol was missing, or that they had chosen not to pursue. The latter option did not please her, but neither would visible pursuit. There was no point worrying over things you could not control, she decided, and headed back.

      She overtook the tekrak and circled it a few times to make sure everything was all right. Nothing appeared to be amiss so she set off again, this time looking for a route through the mountains that would not require the tekrak to gain too much altitude. The ones that migrated might go very high during the day, so the big one was probably capable of it, but it was more likely to be spotted so staying low was preferable.

      It soon became clear it would be impossible to achieve her aim. The mountains continued to rise the further south she went, until even the valleys between the ridges were filled with snow and everything was white. In one valley she spotted several big sikechasa wheeling in small circles. There must be something close to dying and they were waiting to finish it off.

      Despite the cold, she had Looesa climb higher until even the mountains were far below. The sky was clear but the sun offered no warmth. Its light gleamed blindingly off the snow-covered slopes, peaks and frozen lakes. One odd thing was a line of peaks all with their tops broken and jagged. Nearby were great bowls of rock, their edges were cliffs but some were deep enough to have running water, lakes and grassland.

      To the north lay the green and brown of the river plain, with more mountains beyond. All of it leagues away. To the south, the mountains piled up as far as she could see until, on the far horizon, she thought there was a dark line that might be green. The Talamyrth.

      She had no way of knowing how far it was but comparing the distance behind to the river it must be at least two days travel for the tekrak. A shiver went through her. It really was cold up here. If she had been wrapped in the golden power of Sheesha she would not feel it.

      Was it just Sheesha who could trigger the magic?

      Kantees looked at the back of Looesa’s head, his colouration was different to Sheesha, he had more green and yellow than gold mixed in with the blues. She was aware of the lineage lines, Looesa and Sheesha were barely related.

      Kantees leaned down and patted Looesa’s neck.

      “Can you do it too?” she asked him aloud. And Looesa made a rumbling noise that Kantees felt rather than heard. She smiled at the way the ziri liked to pretend they were talking. It was something Sheesha did too, and Kantees wondered whether they in some way thought they were human. “Let’s try.”

      She and Sheesha had first discovered the ability when he had been diving very fast. Looesa already had plenty of height for an attempt—Sheesha’s had been from a much lower altitude.

      Making sure everything was secure Kantees signalled Looesa to dive. The ziri arched his wings into the glide position and angled his neck down. His body followed. The blast of frigid air tore through Kantees’ clothes, chilling whatever parts of her had remained warm. But she did not care, there was nothing better than this.

      She leaned forwards and stretched her arms around Looesa’s neck as they flew faster and faster. She could barely look ahead but she knew Looesa would not collide with anything. She willed him on faster, and he steepened the dive. They were falling out of the sky. She felt him folding his wings in closer to his body.

      Come on!

      The terrain below was rushing at them but she could not tell how far it was. She was sure they could not be getting close yet. Turning her head to the side she watched as the mountain peaks rose up around them as if they were growing.

      Golden shards of light flickered around Looesa.

      “Yes!” Kantees screamed as the world turned gold. Looesa pulled out of the dive in a long curve that ran them parallel to a snowy ridge for a fraction of a second, which vanished behind to be replaced by mountain peaks flashing past. She encouraged Looesa up just as another mountain rolled beneath them.

      She could not let this go on. And the gold light flickered off, the cold air battered them both as his speed dropped, and they were flying once more. Kantees took a deep breath. Without a ley-circle nearby the fast travel was too exhausting for a zirichak to maintain for long.

      But she had done it—Looesa had done it. They had done it.

      It was not just Sheesha who had the power. Like the melinasa, it must be inherent in all the zirichasa but the little melinasa seemed to be able to do it as a matter of course, where the ziri needed someone to unlock it for them. Someone like Kantees of the Ziri.

      She hated Yenteel for that name. She hated him more for being right even if he hadn’t known the truth when he started it. That just made it worse.

      Now all she had to do was find the tekrak again.

      The world around her was all the same, endless ridges, peaks and valleys, all in white, with only the occasional one deep enough to be green at its floor. She was forced once more to climb to the frigid altitude where she could see the green horizon of the Talamyrth, it looked a little closer but that could just have been her imagination. She turned Looesa so it was at her back. To the north she could see the plain but that was significantly further away, however she could make out the river they had followed to bring them into the mountains. As long as she headed for that she should come close enough to the tekrak to be able to spot it against the snow.

      It was soon after she passed the range of broken mountains and deep bowls that she saw the giant plant’s black shadow sliding along the side of a mountain, moving forward and back as the slope changed. The tekrak came into view as she passed another peak, and she urged Looesa into a descending spiral that intercepted the course of the tekrak.

      Yenteel waved as she came into a position alongside. Pellyn was pushing the creature as fast as its fire-tube could drive it, flying between the taller peaks. It appeared to be more or less on a southerly course. A side gust pushed her in toward the tekrak and its gondola swung away and then back. Kantees remembered how the pattern-created wind on the tower had blown the attacking tekrak far away, assuming it had not forced it down, or even ripped it apart.

      They were not as sturdy as a ziri but they could carry a great deal more, and for longer.

      “It’s going to be four or five days,” she shouted.

      That got her a glower from Pellyn. He looked even more tired and strained. Flying a tekrak under these conditions must be hard. They were not very manoeuvrable and he would have to be constantly thinking ahead, as well as dealing with the crosswinds that could come at any moment.

      It was no consolation to Pellyn but if there had been another route, she would have been happy to take it.

      “How’s Sheesha?”

      “He’s still asleep.”

      Kantees nodded, more for her own benefit than Yenteel’s.

      “I’ll find somewhere to put down,” she called across. Yenteel gave her another wave as Kantees commanded Looesa to climb again.

      

      In the middle of the afternoon they were on the ground and the tekrak had been removed from the gondola and rooted next to a stream. She had chosen one of the deep bowls because they seemed to have no exit and she thought they might be safer from surprise attacks.

      There were a few trees near the lake at its centre but not in numbers that worried Kantees. The valley floor was covered in grass being grazed by small herds of kelukisa-like creatures. They were even smaller than the usual ones and their coats were very shaggy. Perhaps it was these the sikechasa were preying on.

      There were flowers too, red and yellow ones in their thousands.

      But the place smelled. Kantees had no idea what it was and she had not noticed when she had first scouted but there was the lingering scent of rotten eggs. It was not strong where they were but it was constant.

      Yenteel was as much at a loss as she was. Pellyn simply shook his head when asked if he knew what it was.

      Considering the variety of dangerous creatures they had encountered, Kantees was uncertain whether she had chosen a good place after all.

      “We have Looesa,” said Yenteel. “And I could set up a ward.”

      Kantees shook her head and then realised he was smiling. “There’s no ley-circle here so I suppose we would be safe from it working too well,” she said.

      “And it wouldn’t last long.”

      Pellyn snored.

      “Shall I tie him up?” said Yenteel.

      “Let him sleep,” said Kantees. “At this rate it’s going to take a five-day to get across these mountains. I’d rather he was sufficiently well rested that he could fly all day. He’s not getting out of here without our help.”

      She sent Looesa off to hunt then headed into the gondola to check on Sheesha. He had changed position since had last seen him but was still curled up. She sat on the deck with her back against the hull and watched him, idly sharpening her knife on a flat stone. Looesa was a good ziri but he could never replace Sheesha in her heart.

      Yenteel got the fire going and after a while Looesa returned with the remains of a kelukisa, enough for them to eat and some to force Sheesha to take into his mouth. Kantees wasn’t sure the meat would stop Sheesha from closing his mouth this time, so she used a piece of planking from the deck to prop his mouth open while she poured water down his throat. She was pleased to note his responses were much quicker. He even opened his eyes at one point but they didn’t focus.

      Kantees sat down next to Yenteel while the meat cooked.

      “Why have you decided to make war on the Dunor, Kantees?”

      She stared into the flames and said nothing for a while. “They made me into a criminal.”

      “You were a slave and, if you told the story truthfully, it was Sheesha who made you break the law—and you could have refused him if you had chosen to.”

      “You weren’t there.”

      “I was there, I just didn’t see what happened since I was locked up in the cells.”

      “That’s splitting hairs.”

      “Well, if that’s your real reason, it’s not a very good one.”

      “What does it matter to you?”

      “I’d like to know why I’m risking my life.”

      “You don’t need me to answer that,” she said. “It’s because you chose to follow the orders of a Taymalin patterner—and all because you wanted to see the world.”

      Yenteel shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      “All right, so answer me this: is it lawful for a group of Taymalin families to wage war on others?”

      “They aren’t supposed to,” said Yenteel. “They have an agreement, the Great Concordance, signed by all the major families about seven hundred years ago. It established the country boundaries for Faerholme, Taltia, Tirnia, Umran, Tenya, Mirriasmia, Raertane and Dirdin, and a council as arbiter of any disagreements between the families.”

      “But the Taymalin countries have kings, don’t they?”

      “Originally the most powerful families within the countries, yes. There had been fighting between the Royal families for two centuries with very few breaks. Alliances made and broken, all of them jockeying for position. It was Etrebus of Tanderlain in Faerholme who was the first to declare himself king of all the families that supported him. The others followed suit and the warring just got worse.

      “Eventually the Arch-Patterner at that time stopped it by commanding all in the Patterners Guild to stop supporting anything associated with war.”

      Kantees gave a short laugh. “So the patterners made war possible, I might have guessed.”

      “A lot of patterners were killed because of their refusal, others ignored the command because either they didn’t want to die or were perfectly happy supporting their lords’ goals. Yes they stopped it but it still took several years. Armies can still march and fight, they don’t have to travel by ley-circle. The Arch-Patterner kept increasing the range of his ban until no trade moved by ley-circle, even the Healers Guild stopped providing services to the war-mongering families.

      “Eventually the Arch-Mage called a Conclave and the kings and the major families sat down and worked out the Great Concordance. They have the Conclave once per year, moving it around among the families, and the families get together and have a fair and an opportunity to raise any issues between them. Grievances are resolved. There is no need for war among them.”

      “So the Dunor are breaking their Concordance.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time it’s happened. Mostly it’s Tirnia though, they’ve been encroaching on neighbouring land. It’s always the Tirnians.”

      “You didn’t mention Esternes in your list of countries.”

      “Esternes is part of the Kingdom of Tenya.”

      “I see.” She did remember some of this from her old master but politics was not what most of his customers were interested in. “So the Dunor are breaking the Concordance.”

      “What’s that to you, Kantees of the Ziri? I didn’t think the activities of the Taymalin houses was something you had any interest in.”

      “I—I feel responsible.”

      It was his turn to laugh. “For what? None of this is your doing.”

      “Yet the Dunor want me,” she said. “Because I am Kantees of the Ziri.” She glanced over at where Pellyn lay, he was still asleep but she dropped her voice anyway. “I made Looesa travel fast today.”

      “It’s not just Sheesha then.”

      “All the ziri must have it in them, it just doesn’t manifest as it does in the melinasa.”

      “But Levin could not even make Sheesha do it.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know why. I don’t even know why I can do it.”

      “That’s probably not important,” he said. “But the fact that a trained rider can’t do it on a ziri that knows how to, is good news.”

      “Is it?”

      “Can you think of any other reason the Dunor want you?”

      “But how could they even know? They were after me before I had even escaped from the Jakalain.” The prospect of Dunor armsmen riding into battle in a golden streak was not something she wanted to think about.

      Yenteel poked the fire and checked the meat. He sniffed the air. “Is that smell getting worse?”

      Kantees tested it. “I don’t think so.”

      “Just me then.” He gave a piece of meat to her.

      “You’re avoiding the question,” she said after testing the meat and deciding it was too hot to eat. “How did they know?”

      “The same way that I knew to come and find you, in the same place.”

      “That is also not an answer.”

      He sighed. “Have you ever heard of the Revered Malea?”

      “Sounds like a Sister of Taymar.”

      “She is, and has been for many years, the most senior Sister in Faerholme. And she is known for her visions.”

      “Visions.”

      “You don’t sound impressed.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You should be, it was a vision of hers that led me, and the Dunor, to you.”

      “So she’s the one I have to blame?”

      “Kantees, it was one of her visions that drove the Dunor to you ten years ago. Your old master decided to move you and look where that got him.”

      “They didn’t find me then, why did they give up?”

      “Visions are unreliable, and Malea had also had a vision that showed the daughter of a Duke leading an army against a terrible invader. The girl in question was only five at the time,” he said and shrugged. “It was ridiculous, of course, and people can be fickle. Your master saved you by getting you out of the way.”

      “But they came back.”

      “There were two parts to the vision, the second part pointed to Jakalain but not until a couple of moon-turns ago.”

      Kantees frowned. “How did Kevrey find out about the vision in time to sell me to Jakalain?”

      “My master told him.”

      “Your master knew who I was all the time? That’s how you knew it was me and not Daybian?”

      Yenteel did not reply but sniffed the air again. “That smell is definitely stronger.”
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      Kantees couldn’t disagree this time. “We’d better find out what it is,” she said. “Do you know of any strange creature or abomination that smells of bad eggs?”

      “No,” said Yenteel as he stood up. “But that doesn’t mean there isn’t one. The whole point of abominations is that they are random.”

      “That is not encouraging.”

      The light had faded and the air become frigid. The cliffs towered all around them and she got the impression that they had somehow grown taller. What had seemed at first to be good defence now felt like a prison.

      Kantees tried to throw off her sense of foreboding but it seemed to be tied to the smell which was strong enough to make her stomach turn.

      Yenteel took a burning branch from the fire and held it aloft. The light it gave was weak and ineffectual. The snow on the edge of the eastern slope shone white.

      She pointed at it. “Leave the branch, Yenteel, we’ll have Lostimal in a little while. Besides it’s worse than useless and if we do meet anything it will know exactly where you are.”

      “Most creatures are afraid of fire.”

      “Or enraged by it.”

      He didn’t reply but laid the branch back in the fire.

      “We’ll take it slow,” she said, “and we’ll have light before you know it.”

      “Or we could just wait until we have the light before we move.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “Any sane person would be scared at this point, Kantees.”

      She shrugged. “I’m glad I am also sane then.”

      “I find it strange that I wish a little girl was here right now,” said Yenteel.

      “Ulina would be useful.”

      The curved edge of Lostimal emerged above the cliff and bathed this side of the bowl in its silver-white light. It was enough to even cast a shadow. The ground grumbled.

      Kantees stared at Yenteel. “Is there a ley-circle here?”

      “Can you see one?”

      She took a deep breath and focused, though she already knew the answer. “I can’t see one but the ground groaned.”

      “I heard it.”

      The smell of bad eggs got worse. Kantees stared around, half-expecting to see some huge monster stalking them—but there was nothing. No movement, just the smell.

      “The ground belched,” said Yenteel. “Or farted.”

      Kantees stared at him, she thought he might be hysterical. “The ground is not alive, Yenteel.”

      They stood silent for a moment waiting for something to happen, but the only change was the increase in light as more of Lostimal appeared. It wasn’t full but only a small piece of it was missing. It was almost as bright as day though everything appeared in blacks, whites and greys.

      “Come on,” she said finally. She turned away from the fire and headed down towards the lake. She heard Yenteel’s boots crunching on stone until they reached the grassy area. She stopped where she could see the whole of the bowl as she turned on the spot.

      The silver-painted rocks stood out against the deeper shadows slightly further round from where they had made camp. She spied what looked like the red of a campfire—except it was too big. Her old master had received reports of giants from time to time, he had always rejected them, but perhaps he was wrong: a giant might make a fire that big.

      But that made no sense, they would have noticed a giant when they had arrived.

      Which was when she saw the head of a giant rising up from their camp. It took her a moment to clear her mind of the idea of giants because that wasn’t a giant’s head, it was the tekrak. Panic hit her as she realised she was watching Pellyn escape with their only means of transport.

      “Yenteel!” She pointed.

      “Bastard!” screamed Yenteel. He threw his knife as if he had the range, which he did not, and as if the knife could have made any impression on the tekrak even if he had hit it. Which it wouldn’t.

      Frantically Kantees tried to think of what to do, she even tried to reach out to the tekrak and control it.

      Then she stopped.

      Yenteel continued to shout and rage. His voice echoed off the cliff walls. She let him.

      The fire-tube of the tekrak exploded into life and its roar echoed around the stones. Unhindered by the weight of the gondola the creature accelerated away from them, rising all the time. She couldn’t see Pellyn and guessed he must be in the roots which were in shadow. It would make his ride uncomfortable.

      Yenteel’s anger was finally exhausted and he went quiet. They continued to watch until the tekrak breasted the cliff in the north and disappeared from their sight. The last they saw of it was the flame.

      Kantees took a deep breath and turned away. “Let us see what this fire really is.”

      She walked up the slope, listening out for Yenteel but he did not move. She stopped and turned.

      “Come on.”

      “Kantees.”

      “Yes?”

      “Pellyn stole the tekrak.”

      “It was his to take.”

      “We’re stuck here.” When she did not reply he continued, “Why aren’t you angry?”

      “I am angry at myself for not agreeing to let you tie him up. I’m angry at my naivety in thinking he wasn’t listening to our conversation while pretending to sleep. I am annoyed at my foolish assumption that he needed the gondola to fly. None of that will change anything,” she said. “But, frankly, I am glad he’s gone. He might have decided to try to kill one of us, he might have succeeded. We had to spend all our time on guard against him. No, Yenteel, we’re better off now he’s gone.”

      “He’ll bring the Dunor down on us.”

      “We have three days minimum. And that’s assuming he does not lose the tekrak, or simply die in this attempt. The gondola would be a problem for him but the lack if it means he can just force the tekrak to land and root. That’s good for him. But he has to fly at night which must be exhausting since the tekrak will not be happy. He’ll be so exhausted the chances are he will lose control anyway. And then he has to be able to find the right place again.

      “We have Looesa, and Sheesha is improving, given complete rest and plenty to eat, I’m sure he’ll be ready to fly in that time.”

      “And if he isn’t?”

      “It’s not like you to be such a pessimist, Yenteel.”

      That stopped him.

      “Come along, let’s investigate this glowing red fire.”

      Yenteel said nothing more and followed her up the slope. The light of Lostimal revealed the ground broken by cracks. At first they were almost nothing but they increased in size and length as they approached the red glow. Until finally they stood at the edge of a wide gash in the rock and the redness shone beneath them. Heat poured upwards, and with it the terrible smell.

      “A fire mountain,” said Yenteel.

      “But old,” she said. “So old and tired that all this life has grown up inside it. And all it can do is grumble and make unpleasant smells.”

      “I’ve known old people like that,” said Yenteel, and Kantees laughed.

      “It’s a family of them,” said Kantees. “I saw them when I was scouting, a dozen mountains without peaks. And even more that look like this, great bowls filled with life.”

      “That’s good, I don’t think we would want to spend any time next to a young one.”

      Kantees yawned. “Let’s get back to the camp and, in the morning, perhaps we’ll move away from this place.”

      

      In the light of morning, when they had woken fully and eaten, Kantees’ idea of moving the camp was obviously not going to happen. They had no way to move Sheesha. The smell was constant but usually not too bad. It depended on the direction of the wind.

      Kantees took Looesa up and scouted back into the north. Even using Yenteel’s precious far-seer she did not see Pellyn. It meant nothing either way. He could have lost the tekrak or he could simply be out of sight. She did not dwell on it.

      What did concern her, at least a little, was whether these fire mountains really were dead, or just sleeping. In the end she flew over every single one she could find. There was only one that looked as if it might overflow. It was easily identifiable because its rim, which should have been covered in snow, was bare. Kantees could feel its heat as she drew closer. Looesa was not happy about it and she did not force him. However, this one was a good distance from theirs.

      Looesa hunted and the poor kelukisa had nowhere to run. Still, a diet of only meat, no matter how succulent, soon palled and their stock of biscuits was gone. Yenteel looked for roots they could eat and came back with some very unappetising choices.

      But it was that afternoon that Sheesha woke properly for the first time.

      He lifted his head and made an odd barking sound almost like a zatek. It was plaintive and, to Kantees, seemed like a plea for help. She had been by the fire but when she turned her head at the sound and saw his raised head, wobbling and uncertain, she gave a little cry of her own and rushed to him. Flinging her arms around his neck and crooning to him.

      She shouted for Yenteel to fill a bucket of water and, when he brought it, Sheesha drank it all. It took another three bucketsful before his thirst was quenched.

      Looesa had immediately flown off and returned a short time later with an entire kelukisa but, by this time, Sheesha had dropped his head and fallen asleep again. So Kantees gutted the animal and disposed of the entrails. Yenteel had been using his knife to unthread some of the rope and proceeded to hack into soil close to the lake. Kantees did not ask what he was doing.

      In the evening Sheesha woke again and consumed the entire carcass Kantees had prepared for him.

      Later, the night air was filled with Sheesha’s snores and Kantees could not have been happier.

      

      The following morning Sheesha tried to get up. Despite her happiness in seeing him wanting to move, the way he staggered and kept collapsing back on to the ground had her in tears again. She desperately wanted to help but he was just too big. One misstep from him and he could crush her. Nor was it like waking up in the morning when all you needed was to stretch and everything worked properly. He did not improve as he moved.

      He eventually made it out of the gondola. Lying flat he stretched his wings to their fullest extent and the tips shook as the muscles stretched. Carefully and slowly he folded them back into his body and pushed himself up so his head was held high and he looked around. Kantees could see his nostrils working.

      “We don’t like the smell either,” she said. Sheesha lay down again, heavily as if stretching his wings had exhausted him.

      “His lordship is up and about I see,” said Yenteel coming up from the lake. Several large fish dangled from lines he had made. “Fish is good for those recovering from illness. But we get to keep one for ourselves. I’m getting very tired of ziri-caught kelukisa.”

      If Looesa was insulted he didn’t comment, he just lay on a rock slightly above the camp where he could see everything. Kantees was pretty sure Looesa had his eye on the fish as well. Perhaps he too was tired of a constant diet of grazing animal, though she wasn’t sure a ziri was really that picky, in her experience they would eat almost anything if they thought it was food.

      Yenteel dropped one of the fish by the fire and then glanced up at Looesa. “This is not for you.”

      Kantees grinned. “We’ll make a Ziri Keeper of you yet, Yenteel. Talking to your charges is the first step along a path from which there is no return. Although it’s when they reply you need to worry.”

      Yenteel went over to where Sheesha lay flat but wide awake—and why should he not be, he had been asleep for two or three days.

      “Open wide,” said Yenteel dangling one of the fish in front of Sheesha’s nose. The great mouth expanded and Yenteel threw the fish in, keeping his hand away from the dagger-teeth. Sheesha couldn’t eat with his lower jaw on the ground so he lifted his head and they watched as his neck flexed, swallowing the catch whole. He came back down with his mouth open again. The process was repeated twice more.

      Kantees glanced back at Looesa who stood up on his back legs, spread his wings and launched into the air. She thought for a moment he might be going for the fish by the fire but he flew over them with long lazy wingstrokes, and headed down to the lake.

      He flew low over the placid water, causing ripples from the breath of his passing, and landed on a rocky outcrop on the far side. Moments later he had manoeuvred himself into a position right on the edge by the water with his neck in an arch and his snout almost touching the surface.

      “Looesa has gone fishing,” said Yenteel.

      “I’ve never seen them do that,” said Kantees. “Was he watching you?”

      Yenteel shrugged. “Perhaps it’s something wild ziri do, and he just needed reminding.”

      Sheesha had fallen asleep again.

      “Can I look at the chilafrah?” said Yenteel.

      “Why?”

      “Curiosity. Boredom.”

      Kantees couldn’t argue with that and pulled it from the pack and handed it over.

      “You can’t see its energy?”

      “No.”

      He turned it over in his hands. “I wonder what it’s made of.”

      

      In the evening they ate kelukisa again, this time cold because Looesa did not make any fresh kills. Instead he stayed at the water’s edge until at least mid-afternoon. Every now and again Kantees would catch a movement out of the corner of her eye and see him pulling a fish from the water—or sometimes not—and stretching his head and neck upwards to swallow it down. She commented to Yenteel that he was eating every single fish he caught.

      His disinterested answer amounted to: “Perhaps he’s hungry.”

      But it turned out that wasn’t the situation. When Looesa finally decided he’d had enough he launched himself into the air. Kantees watched him climb a good distance over the lake, although he seemed sluggish—too stuffed to fly, she thought—then glide back into the camp to land right in front of Sheesha.

      Then he emptied the contents of his stomach on to the ground. Kantees screwed up her nose, first at the sight, quickly followed by the smell which was even more pungent than that from the crack in the burning mountain.

      To make things even worse Sheesha woke up and ate everything Looesa had thrown up.

      “That’s interesting,” said Yenteel.

      “Interesting? It’s horrible.”

      “Not at all, Kantees.” He gave her a piercing stare. “I always forget you’ve had a very sheltered upbringing.”

      “I was a slave.”

      “I know. I suppose I’m slightly surprised you didn’t pick this up from your time with Kevrey.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s very common for certain types of animals to feed their young by collecting food like that and partially digesting it for them. But,” he said, “only their young. This seems unusual.”

      “That Looesa is providing food for Sheesha? He did that before with the kelukisa.”

      “True, and for us too. I wonder if wild zirichasa do that, or whether it’s you.”

      “Me?”

      “You obviously have an influence on their behaviour, and feeding your people is a thing you would do.” He stared at Sheesha and Looesa and then back at Kantees. “Definitely you.”

      “It could be you,” she said but she wasn’t even convincing herself.

      “I’m insufficiently caring.”
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      After eating, Sheesha had crawled back into the gondola. This time Kantees went with him but she did not curl up under his wing; she bedded down a short distance away and was lulled to sleep by the soft sound of his breathing. Just as she had done all those years in the tower. It made her feel safe.

      The following morning Looesa delivered another stomachful of fish while Kantees and Yenteel ate the last of the kelukisa.

      “You might want to put more food for us as an idea in Looesa’s mind,” he said. “I’ve been hungry before and I do not relish the prospect of it happening again.”

      “We need to move,” she said. Three days was the maximum she had given before she thought Pellyn might have managed to return to the Dunor and have them send someone after them.

      They might even use melinasa to track them down, and that would mean even less time.

      “Only if Sheesha can fly,” said Yenteel.

      “Tell me something I don’t know!” snapped Kantees.

      “I know you’re worried but we can’t force him to heal faster or gain in strength.”

      “Then you think of something,” she said. “I’m going to scout around and see if I can find somewhere else we can hide, perhaps close by but just not here next to the gondola that anyone can see from above.”

      Yenteel nodded. “I’ll give it some thought.” He glanced at Sheesha soaking up the sunshine by lying flat with his wings stretched out. “He doesn’t look in any hurry to fly.”

      Kantees said nothing, she was still annoyed, and climbed onto Looesa’s back. Sheesha opened an eye and watched them as they took off. Perhaps she could make him jealous enough to at least try to get into the air—but if he was too weak flying might do him harm rather than good.

      Looesa went over the edge of the top of the cliff and Kantees was hit by the cold again. Their little valley was warm and so cut-off from the world, it was as if that was the only place that existed. Flying now, above the snowy mountains, she was reminded of what was happening in the real world. She wished she could pretend it didn’t exist and hide away forever but that was not something she could do. There were friends out here who were in danger.

      Friends? Daybian and Levin, Taymalin lordlings, were they really friends?

      She was unable to deny it. They were friends just as much as Gally, Ulina and Yenteel.

      With Looesa at a good height and travelling slowly she studied the landscape. Once past the fire mountains there were no green valleys that she could see even though spring was well advanced in the lowlands. Winter was still in control here.

      If the worst came, they would have to hide in the snow. She turned back and took her time exploring the valleys much closer to the ground and found some caves that might work—assuming there was nothing dangerous lurking inside them.

      It was at that moment a golden streak shot across the sky. Melinak. She was close to a cave and urged Looesa toward it. At this height perhaps Looesa would be taken for a sikechak, especially since there was just one of him and he was low.

      Kantees did not know how good the eyesight of a melinak might be. All she could do was trust to hope. The cave entrance was large enough to take a ziri. And she slipped off Looesa’s back the moment he was on the ground. The golden trail had not changed direction. Then she caught a glimpse of another one further to the east.

      They were searching and the forces of the Dunor would not be very far behind. If Pellyn was with them they would easily find Yenteel and Sheesha. And they could be used for bargaining and persuading her to do as they wished.

      The cave was dark and Kantees was reluctant to go any further in. They were hidden as long as they stayed just inside. She sniffed. The air seemed clean enough, if there had been something unpleasant in here there would be a trace, and Looesa did not seem unsettled.

      Kantees focused on the melinasa. The closest one continued in the same direction, heading south, so had missed them. Kantees tried to stretch her pattern-sense but whether she succeeded or failed she did not know. Either way she could not find anything that stood out in her mind.

      One day perhaps she would have time to explore her new sense when she wasn’t being threatened and chased. Her life had been so much simpler when all she had had to worry about was Sheesha—but that was old ground and the other path lay only in the direction of the Dunor. The one she had taken might be narrow and difficult but for now, at least, she was still free.

      Both of the melinasa had disappeared from her view. They would probably be back but for now she could move without being seen. She could not perceive any tekrasa with her sense so she should just stay low and move slowly. If she had any chance of rescuing Yenteel and Sheesha it would be through surprise.

      Except Sheesha would not be able to fly.

      Kantees shook her head as she remounted. There was no point worrying about that until it happened.

      Looesa dove from the edge of the cave and followed the snow-covered cliff down. His speed increased and as they approached the valley floor he extended his wings fully and went up the other side like an arrow. Kantees had him turn parallel to the cliff and keep climbing until they were just high enough to head over the next ridge and down the other side.

      So it went. Kantees kept herself tuned to her pattern-sense just in case the melinasa returned, while Looesa went up the slopes, over ridges and down into the valleys, staying as close to the ground as he could at all times.

      The first sign of something amiss was when they topped a ridge and Kantees saw a tekrak floating above the edge of the mountain side of her fire mountain. In a moment of panic she commanded Looesa to change direction.

      If her legs had not already been hooked tightly under his wings she would have fallen off as Looesa simply flipped over backwards with his head and neck leading the way in a graceful arch. Moments later they were plummeting back into the valley. Kantees remembered to breathe.

      Of course, Looesa was known for being manoeuvrable, that was what made him a great racing ziri despite his size—but his riders were usually strapped in.

      They fled along the base of the valley, Kantees hoping to put as much distance as she could between her and the place where she might have been seen. They had only been there for a fraction of a second, the men aboard would have had to be looking directly at the right place. But people saw movements, and they might investigate.

      The glittering ice of a frozen waterfall caught her eye. Near its base she saw a dark area and guided Looesa towards it. Beyond the huge pillars of frozen ice there was a cave and before she could stop him Looesa pulled in his wings and shot between them, pulling up for landing—which would have gone well if the floor had not been a sheet of solid ice.

      Looesa slid forwards, but back-winged hard. His talons slipped out from under him and he landed on his behind jarring Kantees with the shock. They were brought to a halt by the stone wall on the opposite side. Looesa grunted and Kantees swore by the Mother’s milk.

      But at least they were down, and hopefully hidden from any investigation by the men of the Dunor or their melinasa.

      Kantees dismounted carefully but her shoes still slipped on the ice. Taking slow sliding steps she made her way to the wall of the gallery and used it as best she could for support. It too was smooth and glistened with ice but it helped a little.

      After the third time she fell, Kantees gave up walking and slid cautiously on her behind to the opening to peer between the pillars and sheets of ice. The view was distorted but she was sure she would see a tekrak even if she missed a melinak.

      Looesa made an oddly plaintive noise and Kantees looked round. The ziri was lying on the ice as if he was scared of any attempt to stand up.

      “Don’t be a baby,” she said. “It’s only ice.” Then she told herself off for being a hypocrite, the ice was a real problem and she was just as scared of falling over as Looesa. “Just stay there. It will only be a little while to make sure there’s no pursuit.”

      She watched and waited while her feet froze. There was no movement outside: neither the slow churn of a tekrak nor the high-speed streak of a melinak. On the opposite cliff, a spur of shadow pointed upwards. It moved slowly across the face and Kantees saw a crack in the cliff in its path. “When it gets to there,” she said to herself and waited.

      “Come on,” she said when her shadow had almost reached the target she had set for it. “No need to wait any longer. If they were coming they would be here.”

      There was no sound from Looesa. She turned and looked. His eyes were shut. Asleep. “Chakik droppings,” she muttered. “Why do I have to come to you?”

      If Looesa had been one of the scaly ancient creatures she would have been more concerned. They didn’t like the cold. Kichesa could barely tolerate it at all and were almost useless in winter. She understood that horses were fine with it, and easier to train. Many of the rich Taymalin were cultivating herds over on the mainland.

      But a ziri was feathered. Underneath the big outer feathers was a layer of smaller softer ones that kept them warm.

      As she was thinking this she slid her way to where Looesa snored. She would have shouted but the sounds they made echoed forever in this ice tunnel and she couldn’t shake the idea that there was something lurking in the dark. If there was, she did not want to wake it up.

      She gave Looesa’s head a shove and he opened an eye.

      “We’re going.”

      He lifted his head and peered at the light.

      “Come on.” She shoved him hard. He opened his wing a little but refused to get up. “You’re not serious? You’re scared of falling over on the ice?” She got a look of reproach for that. “Fine.”

      Using Looesa for support she dragged herself to his rear-end, jammed her foot into a crack in the wall and pushed. She was surprised when he moved a little. “Ha!” With redoubled effort she put her shoulder into it and he slid forward an arms-length. With her support sliding away Kantees fell on her face. She swore.

      But her efforts seemed to have given Looesa an idea; rather than attempt to get up he dug his talons into the ice and pushed. He slid forward. Another push, another slide. He was already close to the edge, he adjusted his direction and headed for a gap.

      “Idiot!” Kantees shouted, forgetting her own concerns about monsters in the dark. She got down on her stomach and followed his example, although having differently-jointed knees made her task harder, but she slipped after him.

      She slammed into a wall of translucent ice as Looesa went over the edge. Through the distortions she saw him disappear down, and then shoot up and flip around, eventually coming to a landing on a large rock at the base of the frozen waterfall.

      “Show-off,” she muttered and worked her way along to a gap. The fall beneath her was precipitous and ended in a frozen pool of ice. She did not have the ability to take flight. This had not been her plan, she was supposed to be riding him as he launched himself into the air from the edge.

      She focused on him and gave him the very firm idea that he needed to come back into the cave.

      Looesa resisted. He did not like the ice.

      Kantees insisted.

      Reluctantly the ziri took to the air and circled round a couple of times. It was not a great distance from here to the other side but Looesa was not constrained. Eventually he sighted on the cave and, much more slowly than the first time, flew at the gap. He also aimed much higher and, as he slipped through, he blasted the air with back-beats to kill his speed and touched down lightly.

      And slipped over.

      Kantees did not laugh out loud but worked her way to him and climbed on his back.

      “Let’s go.”

      The prospect of sliding over the edge, even on a ziri, filled her with dread. It was not far to the bottom but it seemed Looesa had already thought of that. Using his talons to push he built up as much speed as he could over the distance.

      They went over and Kantees’ stomach was left behind for a moment. Then Looesa flipped out his wings, caught the air and beat hard. The ground was coming at them fast. Then the opposite cliff was their enemy. Looesa banked until he was sideways to the ground and as he began to slip through the air, he turned in that direction and flattened out. His wings hitting the air like a drum. They gained altitude with the cliff flashing past just to their right.

      Kantees let him continue in this direction along the tight valley as the walls closed in but had him slow so that they wouldn’t come on an enemy without warning.

      Moments later they went over the ridge and Kantees scanned the horizon. With nothing in sight, she had Looesa set down just below the top of the ridge but on the side away from their destination. Kantees pulled Yenteel’s far-seer from her pack and realised it felt strangely light. She remembered she had left the chilafrah at the camp. Her heart fell, not only had her friends probably been captured but she had lost that as well. Would her failures never end?

      Perhaps she could get everything back.

      Perhaps.

      Lying beside a rock for cover, she scanned the rim of the fire mountain. The tekrak she had seen before was gone and there was no sign of life. She was fairly sure she had escaped detection but every minute she wasted made the situation worse.

      But without certain knowledge she had no idea what she was up against, or even if they were still there.

      The sky was still perfectly clear and crystal blue. If there had been clouds she would have risked flying over the top at high altitude to see what was happening but that choice was not available.

      She climbed back down to Looesa and mounted. He launched into the next valley. Kantees had him fly out and round in order to come in to the fire mountain from the west. If she had been in charge of the Dunor’s men she would have kept the tekrak above the rim and, if they had another, have it patrol at low level round and round. But she saw no evidence of either.

      Looesa mounted the western slope and she had him land just at the point the snow ended. Then clambered the rest of the way to the rim. Small lizards sunbathed on the bare rocks; they slithered from sight when Kantees disturbed them. There was even a hum of insects.

      All else was silence.

      Mounting the last few lengths on all fours and taking care not to disturb the stones, Kantees made it to the top. She got down on her stomach and slithered forward like a snake until, finally, she could see down into the bowl.

      The lake was as serene as ever. The kelukisa grazed on the open grass. A haze drifted up from the broken area next to their camp where the burning mountain exuded its noxious fog. Creeping forward a little at a time Kantees could finally see down to where their camp had been.

      The remains of the gondola was there. Their untended fire still smoked a little.

      No Dunor. No Yenteel. No Sheesha.

      The place was abandoned. She was too late. She sent out a call to Looesa and he arrived moments later coming to rest next to her. She jumped on his back and he went into a fast steep glide, staying close to the ground. He shot past the camp, reached the lake, flipped around and flew back to land just short of the camp.

      Kantees jumped down. The fire was down to embers. She went into the gondola to see if there was anything she needed, and to see if, by any chance, the chilafrah had been left behind. She did not find it.

      She went back to Looesa, and prepared to set off after the Dunor. On Looesa’s back, she gave one last look and almost gave the order for him to take off.

      But something wasn’t right.

      She looked at the gondola again … then the fire … then further and higher at the haze over the mountain’s burning rocks. She dismounted again and headed round the curve of the bowl, then up towards the rocks. She sniffed. The air did not smell of bad eggs.

      For a moment she thought she was a fool for being suspicious simply because the air did not smell but then she saw a pattern scratched into a rock. It looked familiar. She went over to it and ran her fingers across it. There was no question it had been freshly made, the lichen had been scrapped off and bits of it fell away when she touched it.

      She could see the cracks that led down to the fire but could not feel any heat from them. She reached her hand closer and it came up against something solid in the air. Yenteel’s warding spell!

      But how was he holding it? The chilafrah might still hold enough power to keep a ward in place.

      Kantees grabbed a stone and scratched at the pattern on the rock. Moments later it was completely obliterated and a puff of pungent gas flooded out, making her choke, and the heat from the mountain warmed her skin.

      If one breath of this air was enough to make her choke what had it done to Yenteel and Sheesha?

      Despite the poisonous air she pushed on. Where were they?

      “Yenteel! Sheesha!”

      Someone groaned and the sound seemed to come almost from her feet she stepped forward again and tripped over someone. It was like seeing someone emerging from fog, except instead of grey they were a shadow against the colour of stone. And now she saw Sheesha as well, lying flat, his chest heaving.

      The air was still thick with the gas. Kantees summoned Looesa and commanded him to mount a rock and beat his wings to help clear the air. She rolled Yenteel over, even though his body looked strangely stone-like, he felt normal. He was clutching the chilafrah. She ripped it from his hands and threw it as hard as she could towards the camp. She did not care if it shattered.
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      “Remind me never to invoke patterns when I have an endless supply of the Mother’s blessed milk available. It never turns out well.”

      “I’m just glad you’re not dead.”

      She had propped him up against a boulder after which he had promptly thrown up. Sheesha she really couldn’t do anything about since she couldn’t move him. But the air had cleared and he was breathing normally, lying on the stones. Kantees sent Looesa off with the bucket in the hope the ziri would understand what was needed.

      “It’s my fault,” she said. “If I hadn’t been so cautious, I could have been back sooner.”

      “And run into Pellyn and his friends? That would not have ended well, they might have stayed around even longer then we really would have been dead.” He coughed again. Kantees glanced over at Sheesha, his eyes were slitted and she thought he was watching.

      “You had a pattern to disguise you?”

      “We had almost no time,” he said. “I saw the melinasa going over. I barely had time to cast the blending pattern before the tekrak came over the rim. I tried to grab everything that we wouldn’t leave behind to give the impression we’d gone, then got Sheesha up on to the rocks.

      “They landed by the lake and sent armsmen up. Their caution was my chance. I found the chilafrah so thought I might be able to keep two patterns going while they were searching. I managed to get a simple protective pattern in place. I wasn’t even sure it was going to work.” He cleared his throat painfully. He was probably talking too much. “It worked too well. Again. If it hadn’t been for the mountain’s farts, we would have been fine.”

      “It was a clever idea to leave that symbol outside the pattern so I could break it when I arrived.”

      “What symbol?”

      They were right next to the boulder so she pointed to the scratched-out symbol.

      “That was outside?” She nodded. “It wasn’t supposed to be, I told you I was in a hurry.”

      Both of them went silent thinking about the possible alternative outcome.

      “It didn’t happen,” said Kantees. “I got back in time, and you’re alive and so is Sheesha.”

      She shrieked as freezing water poured down her back accompanied by the thump of Looesa’s landing. “Idiot,” she hissed as she stood and turned round. The bucket hung from the ziri’s mouth. He was looking down at her slightly cross-eyed. She couldn’t suppress the laughter but carefully lifted the rope handle from between his teeth.

      “Thank you, Looesa.”

      Quickly she climbed the slope to where Sheesha lay. “Open your mouth.”

      Sheesha did as he was told and Kantees poured what was left in the bucket—still more than half full—down his throat. Then she dampened her sleeve with the dregs and wiped his eyes which she thought must be stinging because they looked bloodshot.

      “Can you move?” she said to him. “Let’s get down from here.”

      He was shaky and Kantees was concerned about the gaps into the heart of the mountain so she led him by a more roundabout route.

      “Perhaps Looesa could get us some fresh meat?” said Yenteel.

      “Good idea.” Kantees waved at the waiting zirichak who turned and pushed himself into the air. He gained height as he headed for the pastures to the north of the bowl.

      Yenteel frowned and using the boulder for support, climbed to his feet. He let Kantees and Sheesha go past and followed them down to the camp.

      “I’ll get the fire going,” said Kantees. The embers at its core were still hot. She piled on some tinder and blew. The flames sprang up. She added larger twigs and placed a log at one side. The chilafrah was lying among the stones beside the wooden frame of the gondola, she fetched it and put it in her bag. “I’m not leaving this behind again.”

      “It saved our lives.”

      Kantees noticed Yenteel was staring at her. He hadn’t done that for a long time.

      “Yes, I know, it saved your lives and I’m glad for that. But if things had gone differently the Dunor would have it.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      He continued staring.

      “What?”

      “When did you teach Looesa to fetch water?”

      It was Kantees’ turn to stare.

      “Or use his wings as a fan?”

      Kantees opened her mouth but no sound emerged.

      He turned to where Looesa was returning with a whole kelukik hanging from his talons. “Or have him fetch us food with just a hand wave?”

      “I—”

      Yenteel shook his head and held up his hand to stop her. “Don’t make excuses, Kantees.”

      She closed her mouth and watched almost as if she disbelieved what her eyes were telling her as Looesa flew over and dropped the kelukik on the other side of the fire where the blood from its torn-out throat soaked into the stones.

      Looesa headed back towards the lake and the small promontory from which he had fished the previous day.

      “It just happened,” she said weakly. “There wasn’t time.”

      “And you didn’t think.”

      “No.”

      “That’s always been your problem, Kantees, you think too much.”

      Anger flared in her. “And being rude has always been yours.”

      He shrugged. “I have never pretended to be anything other than what I am. Love or leave me.”

      “I certainly don’t love you.”

      “But you haven’t left me.”

      “I thought we were talking about me.”

      “You indicated that wasn’t a suitable topic for discussion.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “True.”

      “And you wonder why your master always sent you on missions as far away and as difficult as possible. I’m sure he’s hoping you’ll never come back.”

      “He doesn’t care if I come back, Kantees.”

      “Oh,” she said. “You’re better off without him then.”

      “He only cares that I succeed in my mission.”

      Kantees fell silent. She suddenly didn’t want to argue any more. It was always just a waste anyway, pointless.

      “Entertaining though,” said Yenteel.

      “Are you reading my mind?”

      “No, just your face, you’re really not very good at hiding your thoughts and emotions. That’s why it’s always so painful watching you when you’re thinking.”

      “You’re trying to anger me again.”

      “Sometimes it seems as if it’s the only way to get you to the truth.”

      “Oh? And what truth are we trying to reach this time?”

      He held up his hands. “I have absolutely no idea, that’s what makes it so much fun and so interesting. I push and prod, you explode and then, when the dust settles, progress has been made.”

      “And that’s how it works, is it?”

      “Not today.”

      They fell into silence again. Kantees looked across the lake at where Looesa stood hunched over the water. Yenteel went over to the dead kelukik and proceeded to skin it. It took a lot of effort, their knives were too blunt after all the use and misuse they were getting. Rather than just sit there and watch Yenteel, Kantees checked Sheesha who was sleeping again, then headed up towards the area where the gases from the heart of the mountain leaked out.

      The stones were smooth and looked as if they had been like this for a long time. The way that stones in a river were worn small and flat. The heat from inside the ground was a constant surprise, she could not imagine how these mountains could stay so hot for so long.

      Old and dead fire mountains, a long time ago they would have belched their insides across the land. What she could see deep inside these holes would have poured out. The World Pattern seemed infinite in its variety. But there was no ley-circle here nor anywhere close. She supposed that Yenteel would be able to explain that, how the movements of Lostimal and Colimar always missed some parts of the world.

      She sat on the warm stones and looked out across the lake and pastures. Up at the cliffs of the rim surrounding them. This was a peaceful place. She could hide here forever.

      But people needed her.

      She took out her knife and tried it on the rock. The surface was very rough but seemed hard. It wasn’t going to make the blade smooth but it might get a better edge to it. Almost anything would be better than now.

      Yenteel must have noticed what she was doing because he came over.

      “Is it working?”

      Kantees ran her thumb gently along the disappointingly uneven surface, then offered it to him hilt first. “What do you think?”

      He tried it. “Better than this one. Here.” He handed her his in exchange. It needed cleaning.

      “Thanks.”

      But Yenteel didn’t return to his task. “You’re controlling them more effectively, with more refinement.”

      “I don’t control them, Yenteel.”

      “Poor choice of words. You know what I mean.”

      “My desires seem to get across better.”

      “Better? You made Looesa fetch water in a bucket.”

      “I asked him to.”

      “That’s just playing with words, Kantees.”

      “Whatever you want to call it, Yenteel.” She took a deep breath and dispelled the anger that was building inside her again. “Looesa had already shown he wanted to help Sheesha, he brought food without being asked. This time he just helped in a different way.”

      “And what would you call him fanning his wings to dispel the gases? When did he do something similar to that before?”

      “In the Talamyrth,” she said with a certain smugness.

      It took him a moment to remember how she had got Sheesha and Shingul to beat their wings to stir up the air to prevent them from being suffocated. But Kantees did not need Yenteel to say that she was clutching at straws and, thankfully, he didn’t.

      “What happened when you were scouting?”

      “Nothing much, I couldn’t find anywhere else we could easily stay. I saw the melinasa and then the tekrak so I hid in an ice cave with Looesa. Then we flew back.”

      “And there was nothing different about that?”

      She thought back. “Looesa didn’t like the ice and I had to insist on him coming back for me.”

      “You insisted.”

      “It’s not wise to annoy someone who’s holding a knife, Yenteel.”

      “It’s too blunt to do any damage.”

      “I can sharpen it.”

      He just looked at her with his head on one side—which, even more annoyingly, reminded her of the way her old master Kevrey looked at his less bright clientele.

      “Yes, all right, I made Looesa do what I wanted. Happy?”

      Yenteel gave her a low bow and went back to skinning the kelukik.

      

      Looesa returned with a gut full of fish which he dumped in front of Sheesha. Yenteel had built up the fire and now had chunks of the kelukik roasting. The remaining pieces he threw to Looesa who caught and swallowed one at a time.

      Kantees finished sharpening the other knife and came down and sat by the fire. It was another sunny day and it wasn’t cold but the fire made it better anyway.

      Yenteel took his place opposite and watched her through the flame and smoke.

      “How long until Sheesha can fly?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Kantees, of the two of us here, you are the one who has spent their life with the ziri, you are the one who knows best what a ziri can do.”

      She looked across at Sheesha. “After this set-back? Another two days before he’s ready to even try, then he’ll have to get his strength back. Another two or three days after that?”

      Kantees shook her head. “It’ll be nearly a ten-day since we left the town before we even get out of the mountains.” She felt her eyes moistening as if there were going to be tears. She wiped them away before they even had a chance to form. “It’s almost as if the World Pattern is against me.”

      He gave her a measured look. “You don’t really believe that.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “You could live your life just giving in to the pattern,” he said. “Or you can change it.”

      “If I had given in to the pattern I would already be dead,” she said. “I’ve been over this a thousand times in my head. The pattern was set before I was even born. Everything I do is a battle against it.”

      “There is no plan, Kantees, the pattern doesn’t think. It’s just everything doing what it does in the world.”

      “What are we then?”

      “We’re magic.”

      She frowned at him and glanced at Sheesha eating his way through the pile of half-digested fish. It was not a pretty sight but at least she didn’t have to shovel what came out of the other end any more. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Sheesha gets shot by arrows—” she shot him a sharp look, “—and what would have happened if they had gone untreated?”

      “He would have died,” she said. “But he wouldn’t have been there if not for me.”

      “I’m coming to that. So we healed him. We used a Taymalin healing pattern to repair the damage to his pattern quicker than it would normally happen, so that he didn’t die while his body recovered.”

      She hesitated. “There’s something you don’t know.”

      His teeth shone from the wide grin he threw her. “Kantees, there are a world of things that I do not know. I have no illusions about that. But if you have something useful to tell me then I will gladly listen.”

      The strange little speech put her off her stride. “It’s about the healing pattern—it’s not very good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like the difference between a scholar’s writing and a child scratching a picture in the earth.”

      “I thought you couldn’t read.”

      “I can’t. But I am not stupid and I often saw Kevrey’s writing as well as the occasional words at Jakalain. That writing was always small and neat. Compared to the scratching of the symbol you did to make that protection pattern.”

      “I know you are not stupid Kantees. You’re saying that the patterns I’m using are not as complex as those they try to heal.”

      “No ... I mean, yes, that’s what I’m saying.”

      “How do you know?”

      She had not wanted him to ask that question but once she had started on this road, she knew it would be coming. “Because when you were healing Sheesha I could see it.”

      “You saw the patterns?”

      “That’s what I said. Are you hard of hearing now?”

      “Just clarifying to ensure I am understanding what you are saying,” he said. “How could you see a pattern?”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea, but I could see that the healing pattern could not do any more good by the time you had finished. It’s clever, I suppose, in its way. It allows you to channel the Mother’s power and mend the actual pattern, but it’s like—” She stopped because she simply could not think of a way to explain it.

      “Like?”

      Kantees was surprised at the passion in his voice, he was desperate to understand what she had seen. This was him being the ‘natural philosopher’ she supposed. The one who wants to understand everything about how the world works.

      Kantees took a half-burnt stick from the fire and went up to where the rocks were exposed and flat, closer to the fissures in the fire mountain. Yenteel followed like a zatek hoping to be fed. Perhaps she could feed him with the knowledge he craved.

      She found a stone as wide as her arm was long, and drew a big circle on it with the stick.

      “This is a pattern.”

      He said nothing and she had to look at him to make sure he was listening. He nodded. She scratched four smaller circles inside the big one, trying not to overlap them.

      “This is the same pattern,” she said, “if you look closer.” She chose the new circle nearest her and drew four smaller circles inside that. “It’s still the same pattern.”

      “But looking even closer.”

      “Yes.” She chose one of those and inscribed four more inside that. They were very poorly made because she was running out of space and the stick was not good for drawing at that size. She looked at Yenteel.

      “Every pattern is composed of smaller patterns and those of even smaller ones and so on until…”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps it goes on forever.”

      “You’re telling me that if the outer circle was damaged it would also affect the ones further and further in, but the healing patterns only change the biggest one.”

      Kantees was surprised at the clarity with which he had understood what she was trying to communicate. It would have been very difficult to convey in words. “Yes, that’s what I was trying to say. They’re not circles, they’re much more complicated and changing constantly.”

      Yenteel was nodding. “That all makes sense.”

      “Does it?”

      “Yes.” He stopped staring at the circles and looked at her face. She did not understand what she was seeing in him but he was happy.

      She dropped the stick. “So much for that. It doesn’t change anything. Everything I want to do, it’s just impossible. I feel like I’m swimming in mud.”

      He gave her a smile that could have been interpreted as condescending but she didn’t think he meant it that way.

      “You are swimming in mud.”

      “I thought you were going to be encouraging.”

      “Kantees, the World Pattern does what it does. The creatures that live in it do whatever their part of the pattern says they should do.”

      “If you’re expecting me to be happy I think you’re going about it the wrong way.”

      His grin got wider. “I said we’re magic, that we’re patterns, and we are. But we have the power to choose not to follow the course the World Pattern lays out for us, that’s our magic. That’s why you feel like you’re swimming in mud, you’re fighting the World Pattern. Anyone who is worth anything does that, you don’t want to follow the path that’s been laid out for you. You have your own ideas and you make your own choices.

      “This is a battleground, Kantees, for everyone who has discovered they have freedom of choice.” He paused to take a breath. “You’re remaking the World Pattern and that takes strength, and persistence.”

      Kantees pursed her lips. She wanted to say something but she could not think of anything.

      So instead she returned to the fire. Sheesha had finished eating and gone back to sleep. Looesa was sunning himself.

      Kantees realised she had been frowning for some time and forced her eyebrows to relax. Yenteel came and sat opposite again but she didn’t want to see him just now.

      “I need to think,” she said, almost like an apology, then got up and set off to walk around the lake.
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      Kantees’ introspection did not end when she returned to the camp that day, nor the next day. Or even the next. Yenteel’s words had got under her skin and she found herself re-evaluating so many things that had happened in her life.

      What she disliked was the idea that so much that had happened had been due to her own actions. It was impossible to blame others, or the World Pattern, as if that simple knowledge that Yenteel had given her was changing everything she had ever known. Except it was worse than that; she knew it was not distorting the past but giving it truth and clarity which, in some ways, made it even more unbearable.

      The weather had held out those two days but on the third the wind changed and clouds rolled in from the west carrying rain.

      They cleared out the gondola and used what they could find to block up the windows. It was not cold but the rain, when it came, was persistent and driven at a flat angle by the wind. Looesa still fetched food but stayed under cover in the gondola along with Sheesha.

      The big ziri had slept for most of the last two days, but come the third he seemed finally to wake up properly. He had never liked the rain but being cooped up in the gondola was not to his taste.

      Kantees did not issue him with any instructions and he took to spending time outside repeatedly stretching his wings and beating them, as if he was building up his strength again. She found herself questioning everything: was it her decision? Was she changing the World Pattern? Was Sheesha capable of sufficient independent thought to make changes to the pattern or was everything he did dictated by what was natural to him?

      “There is nothing I can do that does not modify the World Pattern,” she said finally to Yenteel.

      They were sitting round the fire they had brought inside, while the rain thrummed on the roof.

      He just nodded.

      “I am responsible for my every action.”

      He looked at her though his face seemed almost void of expression.

      “The bigger the change, the stronger the resistance.”

      He nodded again but said nothing.

      “And the only failure is giving up.”

      At that he gave a small smile. “I haven’t heard that one before.”

      “But you have heard the others?”

      “I went through it myself, in my own way.”

      “Your master told you that secret and it changed your life?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Am I supposed to become as cheerful and carefree as you are?” And willing to spend the night with anyone?

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “You’re just you. I’m just me. We aren’t the same.”

      “Well that’s good news, I think I’d hate being you.”

      “I’d hate you being me too.”

      She sniffed at him then stood and went to the entrance that Looesa had made and leaned against the side looking out at Sheesha. “I’ve liked these few days,” she said. “There have been parts of it I could have done without but these few days of quiet have been relaxing.”

      Yenteel came over too but stood on the far side, careful not to get too close. He knows I am not comfortable with familiarity and he never pushes.

      After a long moment, he asked, “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      “As long as you stay over there and don’t presume you’ll get an answer.”

      “Fair enough,” he said and stared out into the rain for a few moments before turning back to her. “Do you prefer Daybian or Levin?”

      “Prefer?”

      “Which one are you more attracted to?”

      Oh. She weighed her answer. “Neither.”

      “You like them equally?”

      “It depends on what you mean by like. Most of the time I don’t hate them. You want to know if I’d be willing to bed them, I suppose?”

      Yenteel shrugged and then laughed at himself. “Yes, of course, that is what I want to know.”

      “I don’t want to bed either of them.” Then she became suspicious. “Or you.”

      He held up his hand as if denying that thought. “You prefer girls?”

      She was shocked for a moment then remembered who she was talking to. “No, Yenteel, I do not prefer girls. Can I ask what this is all about?”

      “Just curious.”

      If it had been anyone else, she would not have believed them, but this was Yenteel and she did accept he might ask purely out of curiosity. She decided to be completely honest, because there was that thought that bothered her from time to time, Yenteel might be able to help.

      She put on her bravest face. “Can I tell you something I have never told anyone?”

      “In confidence? Of course, Kantees.” He spoke the words without his usual insouciance.

      “It’s something I noticed and I have worried about…” She hesitated. “I … I find that I am not attracted—in that way, you know—to anyone. I never have been.” She had offered herself to Levin but that was for his sake, not hers, and she was glad he hadn’t taken her up on it. “I thought perhaps there was something wrong with me.” She prayed he wouldn’t laugh, or make a joke.

      He sat back down by the fire and poked it so sparks went up to the ceiling which was now covered in soot from the smoke. They should probably make a hole.

      “Honestly, Kantees, it is not something I’ve experienced and it is a difficult thing for me to understand—being me.” That was almost a joke but it was at his own expense and he was simply making a point. She was under the impression he would have relations with almost anyone given a chance—that sergeant at Jakalain, and Lintha, of course.

      “There is something wrong with me, then,” she said. “I knew it. I always felt different.”

      “Ha, everyone feels disconnected, Kantees. That’s certainly not just you. I think I might be able to help but I can only explain through my own experience.”

      “But you’re the complete opposite of me.”

      “I am, but that makes us the same. If everyone else is somewhere in the middle, I’m at one end and you are at the other. Don’t think I never worried, Kantees, there are men who prefer men, there are women who prefer women, but both? I thought I was strange and unnatural for a long time.”

      “What changed?”

      “I realised I was just me.”

      “Are we the only ones?”

      “No. Definitely not.”

      “But how do you know?”

      “I’ll accept that it’s easier to spot someone who will lay with either a man or a woman,” he said. “But when I lay with a man, people assume I am a man who likes men. When I lay with a woman, they assume the other. They don’t see a man who likes both.”

      She shook her head. “Your experience has no bearing on mine, Yenteel.”

      “I haven’t finished. Let us suppose there was a woman like you, and that she was the daughter of a farmer, what would happen to her?”

      Kantees said nothing.

      “What would happen to her, Kantees?”

      She shrugged. “She would be married off and would be expected to go to her husband’s bed.”

      “What choice would she have?”

      “None.”

      “And she would look like one of so many other women unhappy in the matches made for them. Nothing different about her. What about a Sister of Taymar, what if she was like you? She would spend her life free of a man’s bed and no one would even think it odd. Or it could be a Brother, or a farmer’s son.”

      Kantees nodded with some reluctance. “And a slave makes the match dictated by their master. Or is simply forced by anyone in the house. I understand what you’re saying.”

      “I doubt you are alone, Kantees, but if someone is different in their affections—or lack of them—they are difficult to see.” He snorted. “They might as well have a blending pattern cast on them.”

      “You’re not as funny as you think you are, Yenteel.”

      “Yes,” he said, “I am.”

      

      It rained all that day, and Kantees was shocked awake in the night by thunder. It occurred to her that winter had truly broken, even here. The rain would wash away the snow and melt the ice. Not that it made any difference to their situation.

      She stared into the glowing red embers of the fire, listening to the rain and distant thunder rumbling between the mountain slopes. Sheesha and Yenteel both snored while Looesa’s breath whistled in his muzzle.

      Tiredness seemed to have abandoned her and she was wide awake. She didn’t want to move but got up anyway and went to the opening in the wall of the gondola. Above the cracks to the fire mountain’s interior the rain glowed with red while steam jetted up in spurts.

      Lightning momentarily illuminated the bowl in a flash of brilliant whites and dense black.

      “What can I do?” she said into the pouring rain. The only way to stop the Dunor from chasing her was to defeat them so thoroughly they fell apart.

      Yenteel had said they were breaking the Great Concordance but that there was no one to enforce it. Only the other Taymalin kingdoms could do that which was why the Dunor were moving in secret. Only a handful of people knew what was happening, and no one was going to believe a runaway slave. They might believe Daybian and Levin but perhaps not. Kantees knew people did not like to face the truth if it was ugly. She was one of them—had been.

      But the Dunor desperately wanted her because some Sister of Taymalin had foretold that she would exist and would have some sort of power over the zirichasa. If the Dunor could fly the ziri fast like the melinasa they would be unstoppable. The giant tekrasa gave them power and strength to invade but just one ziri had defeated dozens of them.

      They wanted the ziri because of the speed and agility with which they could attack. No castle could stand against them in sufficient quantities. The vision had identified her as if she was the only one who could do it. But Gally had succeeded as well.

      It seemed that prophecies did not know everything.

      She yawned.

      It was what Yenteel had been talking about with the World Pattern. She had already changed everything, because she had run away from Jakalain, because she had rescued Daybian, because she had survived the abomination, its blindness, and its effort to procreate.

      She and the Dunor were far beyond any prophecy or vision now.

      She went back to her blanket, and covered herself. With her head resting on the chilafrah wrapped in a cloth she went back to sleep.

      

      The rain had stopped by morning but the clouds were still scudding at speed across the sky. The sun tried to break through from time to time but always there were more clouds to roll in and prevent it.

      Kantees broke her fast with fish they had cooked the previous day. Yenteel was trying to build up a stock so that they could travel more quickly. Sheesha seemed almost back to his old self but had not tried to fly. Kantees wanted to be away. Looesa preened himself and then launched himself into the air as he had done every day to fetch fish for Sheesha.

      “No, Looesa!”

      It was almost as if the ziri had struck a wall, he snaked his head back and did one of his extraordinary turns which resembled falling out of the sky. He landed light as one of his own feathers and stretched his head in Kantees’ direction, turning it a little to one side as if he was asking why.

      “No more fetching food for Sheesha. He’s lazy. He can get his own.”

      Looesa gave a grunt as if he understood and accepted her explanation. He lumbered back up to the camp and curled up outside the gondola in such a way that he could see what happened. Kantees climbed up on to a rock above the camp where she could see most of the bowl laid out.

      “Sheesha!” she called and when his head popped out through a window of the gondola he looked so comical she laughed. The head withdrew immediately as if he was hurt. “Come out here!”

      The gondola rocked a little as he made his way to the large hole and pulled himself out on to the stones. He looked at Looesa, paused for a moment to sniff the ground where Looesa had unloaded the stomachful of fish the previous day. Then he looked across at the lake.

      “If you want some breakfast you can get it yourself, you lazy lump,” said Kantees. She pointed out across the bowl at the lake.

      Sheesha eyed her for a moment then looked at Looesa again but the other ziri had closed his eyes as if to avoid becoming part of this argument. Sheesha looked back at Kantees.

      She conjured a picture in her mind of Sheesha sitting on the rock that Looesa had used and snapping fish from the water. Then she gave the picture to the ziri. Sheesha shrieked in defiance.

      “Get it yourself!”

      Sheesha stared at her and bared his teeth. For a moment Kantees’ certainty wavered, as she was reminded of how he had been when she had been infected by the abomination’s egg. But she looked him in the eye anyway; Sheesha held it for a moment and then turned away. He moved into a better position to take to the air and stretched his wings.

      He held them there, as if he hoped Kantees would relent at the last moment.

      Then he pushed himself up and forward with his legs, beat his wings once, and was airborne. He drifted in a long glide down the slope, slowly picking up speed. Then he hit the flat and was out across the lake. Kantees swallowed her fear as the idea that he might fall into the water filtered into her mind. But she did not need to worry.

      Sheesha gave one lazy beat of his wings and gained enough height to cross the lake to the other side, but he didn’t stop. Wingbeat on wingbeat he kept heading towards the far wall of the bowl, climbing as he went.

      Another fear struck Kantees, that he might run away again.

      Sheesha changed direction to fly parallel to the far wall and each wingbeat carried him higher. Just before he reached the rim he turned inward again and floated out into the air above the grasslands below. Kantees smiled, he was so powerful, and so majestic. How could she have thought he would do anything foolish?

      Just as she had that thought, he dipped his head, folded his wings almost into his body and plummeted out of the sky. Moments before he hit the ground the wings whipped out again and he came down hard. Kantees launched herself down the slope, ready to leap on Looesa and get to Sheesha as fast as possible.

      But the gold and blue ziri launched himself from the ground once more, with a kelukik in his talons. But he did not bring the animal back to the camp, he flew to Looesa’s rock and proceeded to eat his prey in full view of everyone else.

      “That ziri would make a very bad husband,” said Yenteel.

      “And I’m the one who’s married to him.”
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      Sheesha returned to the camp, lay down along the length of the gondola and fell asleep. The effort had exhausted him and Kantees knew they would need to stay at least one more day.

      She took Looesa out to scout the way south again, because without the tekrak they would be able to travel faster. Even if Sheesha could not manage long distances at first.

      Since the rain, the landscape had changed completely. The pillars of ice that made up the frozen waterfall where she and Looesa had hidden had broken, and shattered pieces were melting at its base. There was still snow on the upper slopes but, in the valleys, water tumbled and poured in great torrents as the ice melted.

      The amount of water was a problem, there was nowhere to set down in the valleys she passed over but she kept heading south until she thought she had gone as far as Sheesha could easily manage in one day. There was no sign of the Talamyrth, the weather was too murky for that. In the end she had identified the tops of a few ridges and some small ledges where they might land and make camp for one night.

      They headed back.

      

      Yenteel had the fire burning intensely as he cooked what appeared to be three kelukisa carcasses.

      “I don’t think Sheesha wanted to be outdone,” said Yenteel. “He’s been circling the rim all the time you’ve been gone except for picking up these three.”

      “He can feel that I want to get going,” said Kantees. “Perhaps he knows he needs to build up his strength.” She looked at the ziri, once more fast asleep. “How many times did he fly round?”

      “I didn’t count,” said Yenteel. “Thirty or forty perhaps.”

      “Good, we’ll leave tomorrow. First light. Looesa, bring fish for Sheesha then eat.”

      Looesa launched himself into a low glide—copying what Sheesha had done the previous day.

      “Sheesha ate another one of these all by himself.”

      “Well, if he’s not hungry that’s fine but I want them fed tonight and ready to fly in the morning.”

      I’m not waiting a single day more.

      

      Next morning the air was much warmer than it had been, though it was still cloudy and the sun was not in view. Sheesha had eaten the night before, as had Looesa and they were both ready to fly. Yenteel had dumped all the cooked meat into a bag because they had nothing to wrap it in. But if things went to plan, they wouldn’t need to rely on it for more than a couple of days.

      When has anything gone to plan? Kantees shut down that thought as it formed. If things went awry, she would improvise until she was able to make a new plan.

      But she did change something.

      “I’ll ride Sheesha,” she said. “You take the food on Looesa.”

      “I thought you were concerned about Sheesha’s strength.”

      “I was, and I am. But both of us on Looesa is not good.”

      “He’s taken two fully grown men, and you’re not even close to Daybian’s weight.”

      “I know, but I’ll be better able to judge Sheesha’s strength if I’m on his back.”

      “Why don’t you just say that you can’t bear to be away from him for a single moment longer?”

      She sighed. “Because it’s selfish.” At that moment Sheesha’s huge muzzle came down on her shoulder and he slobbered on her cheek. Kantees shoved at him but failed to shift him. “And he wants me to ride him.”

      “You may be selfish, Kantees, but I believe Sheesha may be jealous.”

      Kantees gave up. “Let’s go.”

      Behind her Sheesha nestled down to the ground to make it easier for her to mount. It gave her a strange feeling of satisfaction as she climbed on between his wings with her legs on each side of his neck. Sheesha lifted himself up, pushing against the ground with the elbow joints of his wings.

      Kantees checked that Yenteel was also set then gave the command for Sheesha to launch. If the ziri was having any difficulty he hid it well. They were in the air and powering across the lake within moments. Sheesha spiralled upwards. They passed the rim of the fire mountain and the other peaks came into view. Kantees checked below and saw Looesa following. She took a bearing on the gondola—without the slightest concern that she would never see it again—and Sheesha headed south.

      The change in the weather had wrought something strange in the valleys: they were all filled with mist. Kantees was at a loss to understand it but it was as if they were flying above clouds, with the mountaintops and ridges poking up or closing through the white fog that lay everywhere. It was almost like flying across a white sea filled with islands.

      It was not a problem, she had not intended to fly low since that would require more effort on Sheesha’s part. She really wanted to go fast but she doubted Sheesha would have the strength to maintain it, even if he was able to achieve it in the first place. It was too soon to try.

      Instead, to save his strength, she had him glide as much as possible. It meant they travelled slower but his health was the most important factor. Not that he seemed to be having a problem. She had checked his wounds before they left. They seemed to be well-healed on the surface at least, and she knew the arrows had not penetrated too deeply. The healing pattern had performed its task well enough and perhaps, with the aid of the chilafrah, the best it could possibly manage.

      But Sheesha would be scarred all his life. The Dunor might want the power to fly the ziri at their magical speed but once they were flying at normal speed they were just as vulnerable to an arrow as any creature. And they could not carry armour like a fighting kichek because they would not be able to fly. No, she thought, zirichasa were not good for attacks against well-defended positions, that would be a job for tekrasa.

      The day wore on and Kantees became concerned. They had probably passed all of the landing places she had noted on her scouting trip the previous day. Sheesha needed to rest but the sea of white continued below them. Now they seemed to be following a river of fog, it was on the move following ridges and peaks on both sides. More of it flowed over ridges and down to join the main path.

      She supposed that if it was behaving like a real river then this was a valley heading south and it probably had a river at its heart. But they could not go down into it because they would be flying blind and could run into anything: trees, low hills, even Slissac towers. And if they made it through that they might land in the river itself.

      Or they could land on a ridge.

      Like that one.

      Kantees turned Sheesha towards the peak that barely broke the surface of the fog sea. Jutting out from it was the beginnings of a ridge that quickly plunged out of sight. Moments later Sheesha and Looesa settled on the bare rock. It was not flat but it was the best they could do.

      “It’s as if the world has turned upside down,” said Kantees as she dropped from Sheesha’s back. “I’ve seen fog on the ground from the Ziri Tower but…” Her words trailed away. The fog seemed to lap the ridge they were on like water.

      Yenteel said nothing as he dismounted and pulled open his pack. Kantees went round to Sheesha’s head and gave him a stern look. “Are you all right?”

      Sheesha grumped.

      “What does that mean?” said Yenteel between swigs from the water bottle.

      “I have no idea.” She studied her ziri. “I can’t see anything wrong.”

      “Can you feel anything wrong?”

      “No.”

      “How much longer can they fly, do you think?”

      “Looesa could manage the rest of the day, I’m sure.”

      “And Sheesha wouldn’t let Looesa appear stronger than he is?”

      “I can’t let him damage himself again, especially not for something like that.”

      She stared out at the strange landscape and the moving surface of the upside-down cloud filling the valley. A shape seemed to form in the surface of the cloud. “What’s that?” But as she said it the shape vanished.

      Yenteel turned to look.

      “It’s gone.” Kantees stared at where the movement had been.

      “What did it look like?”

      “I—no, it was nothing. My imagination.”

      Unfortunately, her imagination did it again. It was as if the fog formed into a moving arced shape that rose from the surface and then dipped down again.

      “That nothing?” said Yenteel.

      Another one rose up and disappeared. Like sea creatures coming up through the water and then diving back down again—yet they were made from the fog. It might have been the first one again because it was further along the flowing mists, but when it rose again there was another one a short distance behind it, and then a third to the side.

      Moments later the surface of the fog was being broken again and again by the arching shapes as they moved downstream.

      Kantees stood transfixed. More and more appeared, some much closer but all seemingly heading in the same direction. Then one reared out of the water close to them and she realised how huge it was, four times the length of Sheesha—and that was just the part she could see. The whole surface of the fog between them and the far side was now filled with them, rising and falling in complete silence. The smooth white of their backs—which seemed to be made of the fog—reflected the light.

      And then the numbers reduced, and they disappeared. One final arching back in the distance lifted from the fog and then sank from sight. Nothing remained, it could just have been a dream.

      “Did I imagine that?” said Kantees.

      “Only if I imagined it as well,” said Yenteel. “And, before you ask, no, I have no idea what they were.”

      “Tahulin,” she breathed.

      “Ghost patterns? That’s a story for children.”

      “What would you call them then?”

      Yenteel shook his head. “Whatever you say.”

      “Don’t be grumpy, Yenteel, they were wonderful.”

      “I particularly appreciated the part where they didn’t try to kill us. I think that’s the first time.”

      She realised she was still staring at the surface of the fog. And tore herself away. She noticed the ziri seemed completely unmoved, as if it had been nothing to them at all. She grinned to herself. “I’ve actually seen Tahulin.”

      “Are we planning on staying here the night?” asked Yenteel.

      “Let’s give the ziri a chance to recover and we’ll move on. This fog has to end some time.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “I was thinking we might land through it.”

      “I realise I’m not very knowledgeable in these matters but that strikes me as a dangerous idea.”

      “We may not have a choice. But can you check your device, is there a feeding due any time soon?”

      “What’s that got to do with it?”

      “Bear with me.”

      Kantees turned her attention back to Sheesha and went through the checks she had learned to do when he was racing. Running her hands along his neck and back to make sure there was nothing out of place. Similarly the leading edge of his wings, then checking and straightening his flight feathers—some longer than her arm. Finally his legs and tail. The familiarity of the routine relaxed her and it had the same effect on Sheesha who lay flat and accepted her examination without any complaint—though he looked round when she did the same to Looesa. Definitely jealous.

      “The next feeding is in a three-day,” said Yenteel finally. “Except it might be two days, or four.”

      “I thought this process was accurate.”

      Yenteel looked awkward. “It is completely accurate.”

      “So?”

      “I’ve lost track of the days.”

      It hadn’t occurred to Kantees, for her the passing days did not amount to much. There had never been much need for her to be aware of the day of the year with any precision. To be able to specify the day, and even time, for a feeding you would need to know what day today is.

      “That’s plenty of time,” she said.

      They ate some of the cooked meat and then launched into the air again. Once more following the fog-river, Kantees hoped they might catch up with the Tahulin but she doubted they would see them again. Ghost patterns was what some called them, but Tahulin was the old word, as if they were a race of thinking creatures, set apart from the animals.

      She remembered that Kevrey considered Tahulin to be completely made up. He did not think they could exist, but Kantees had heard a storyteller who said the Tahulin were a race that had been wiped out by the Kisharuk, the monstrous being let loose by the Slissac in their arrogance.

      Kantees frowned. Of course, most people didn’t think the Kisharuk was real either. Just a monster used to scare children when they wouldn’t go to sleep.

      But if the Tahulin were real, why not the Kisharuk as well? Or its opposite, the Kalamuk?

      The afternoon slid away and there was still no sign of the fog ending. Kantees looked at the sky. The cloud cover was complete and the warm wind from the west continued to pour across them, stirring up the surface of the fog.

      She closed her eyes and concentrated. For a long time there was nothing but then she caught the hint of a glow. A ley-circle somewhere ahead of them. Hopefully a small one, which would mean it was relatively close.

      With a single thought she had Sheesha change his course, she did not need to look to know that Looesa moved with them. She opened her eyes. They were no longer following the river but heading into an area where many more mountain peaks rose through the white mist.

      “Kantees?” shouted Yenteel.

      “I know what I’m doing.” Probably.

      The ley-circle must be a small one, because it quickly moved to a point below them. Kantees set Sheesha into a slowly descending spiral. She knew she was making a lot of assumptions but they were reasonable ones. Most ley-circles were either on the surface, or close to it—those that weren’t were usually below ground. And they were almost always in a flat open area, at least in her experience.

      If they kept the spiral tight above the ley-circle, and only descended very slowly, they should land safely.

      “Wait!” called Yenteel again.

      “What?”

      “Is this a ley-circle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Land over there.” He pointed at a low peak.

      Kantees was a little annoyed he had interrupted her plan but she did as he asked.

      “You should have shared your plan,” he said pulling his bag from Looesa’s back. “I can help.” He searched around for a moment and selected a fist-sized stone.

      Kantees looked at the failing light. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “That’s why you should have told me,” he said. “Now hush, I need to concentrate.”

      He pulled out the small book that contained his list of patternings and selected a page. Using charcoal, he drew a complex set of patterns as small as he could on the surface of the stone.

      “All right,” he said. “When we get back to the circle, let me activate this pattern before we go down.”

      “What does it do?”

      He grinned. “Let’s see how you like secrets, Kantees.”

      She huffed and remounted Sheesha. She barely gave Yenteel time to get in position before launching off the side of the mountain.

      A short time later they had re-established their position above the ley-circle. She could even feel Sheesha almost filling up with it. She did not say anything to Yenteel but he had got the message and was busy with his stone. It flashed with light and he dropped it into the fog.

      For a moment its brilliant white flare lit up the mist but it sank rapidly out of sight and disappeared.

      “That should last until we get down. We’ll be able to see the ground as we approach.”

      Kantees signalled Sheesha to begin his descent and she had to force herself not to hold her breath as they moved from the open air into the murk.

      From above, the mist had looked bright and ethereal. Inside it was just like any other cloud: dark and damp. The temperature dropped and she was soon shivering.
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      It was impossible to tell how high above the ground they were. The glow from the ley-circle, inside her head, increased so she knew they were still on target but it was so dark she could barely see Sheesha’s neck more than an arms-length from her.

      “Kantees?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Thanks.”

      She had never been in any doubt that Looesa was still flying in formation with Sheesha, but Yenteel needed the reassurance, it seemed. Somehow she found that pleasing, he was so self-assured most of the time, to the point of being irritating.

      Then she realised she could see the silhouette of Sheesha’s whole neck and his wings. There was light below. She peered down but it was just a sourceless brightness. Much more intense than the stone Yenteel had dropped but they knew what effect the proximity of a ley-circle could have on these simple patterns.

      Kantees could not ask Sheesha to descend any slower, they were barely dropping even now. So they kept heading down while Kantees stared into the steadily brightening abyss. She realised there was something wrong with the ground and the light a moment before Sheesha landed in water.

      She leapt off Sheesha’s back and the freezing water went over her head. But instead of fighting her way back up Kantees flipped down head first and pushed herself towards the light. The water bubbled and pressed into her ears. Kantees focused on the light below her and kept swimming down.

      The stone Yenteel had enchanted lay on bare stone. This was unquestionably the ley-circle—it glowed all round her—so nothing was likely to be living here. She grabbed the stone, got her feet under her and launched herself upward as her desire to breathe became a concern. As she headed up she could see the shape of Sheesha swimming awkwardly in one direction. She knew ziri floated but they did not like to be in water.

      This was not going to happen. They had been through too much.

      She broke the surface to see Looesa turning in the air above them. He must have reacted quickly enough when Sheesha hit the water. Good. Kantees breathed in a gulp of fresh air.

      “Kantees!”

      “Which—way—land!”

      There was a pause and Looesa went over and away on her left. “This way.”

      Kantees told Sheesha to move and struck out with an awkward one-handed stroke of her own while she held up the blindingly bright stone. The air was still thick with fog but there seemed less of it this close to the ground. Finally she saw where the water became stone. She and Sheesha pulled themselves out and dripped in the freezing cold. Looesa landed a short distance away.

      The immediate vicinity of the ley-circle was bare but there was a low wall about ten paces from the water. She dragged herself over to it and lay the stone down where it would illuminate what they were doing. Her teeth were chattering and she could barely talk as Yenteel came over.

      She let him wrap one of their threadbare blankets round her though it did seem to improve the cold. Sheesha shook himself and water went everywhere. Kantees made him lie down and went to curl up under his wing. He would stay warm and she needed him.

      He preened a little but not enough to disturb her. A short time later Sheesha lifted his wing and Kantees, who was beginning to warm up, saw Yenteel standing there, a silhouette against the light of the stone.

      “Not your best idea,” he said.

      “We’re—on—ground,” she said controlling her chattering teeth.

      “Granted. I have some news that is good and some less so.” Her silence prompted him to continue. “There aren’t any woods nearby for you to worry about. There’s no wood to make a fire. The stone looks set to glow forever in this place, but it doesn’t give off any heat.”

      “Sheesha—warm.”

      “Well I’m glad you’re happy. Here’s some food.” He passed her a couple of handfuls of roasted meat. “And I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Sheesha dropped his wing as Kantees wrapped her arms around the meat as if it would give her warmth.

      

      Sunlight filtered between Sheesha’s feathers. Kantees opened her eyes and blinked at the brightness. She was damp but not cold. She stood up and pushed the ziri’s wing out of the way. There was not a shred of mist or fog. The sky was filled with scudding cloud but the sun seemed to find a way between them and its light was warm on her skin.

      The pool in the centre of the ley-circle had ripples blowing across its surface but it was calm enough to clearly reflect the sky. Sheesha snored. She looked back at him, he was probably exhausted after flying all day and ending up in a freezing pool of water.

      Looesa was missing but Yenteel had found some wood after all and was busy trying to light it.

      “Do we need a fire?”

      “It’s the principle.”

      “Is it?”

      “Honestly, Kantees, I have no idea how we’re doing this.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Surviving.”

      “I thought I was supposed to be the one with all the doubts.”

      “Yes, well, last night must have been the last straw for me. I may have travelled but that ley-circle might have been the end of me.”

      “You don’t know how to swim?”

      “I never had the need. If Looesa hadn’t reacted fast enough I could be drowned now.”

      “Or shot with an arrow, or tortured by the Dunor, or eaten by an abomination from the Talamyrth. Or any one of a dozen deaths. You’re the reason we survived most of them, Yenteel. You think you don’t know how to live in the wild? I don’t know anything. I even have trouble starting a fire. If I had been on my own, I would have died through my own ignorance. I needed you, Gally, Ulina, even Daybian and Levin.”

      “Well, right now, you’ve only got me. And I have no idea how we’re going to manage.”

      Kantees looked at the sky. Then the snow-topped mountains surrounding them. Then back at Yenteel. “You don’t need to manage. We’re on the move and in less than a five-day we’ll be at Jakalain. With food cooked by other people, proper clothes, fires lit by other people, and you’ll have the pick of the male and female staff for night-time assignations.”

      “You make it sound like paradise.”

      She smiled. “Let’s face it, Yenteel, compared to this anything would be paradise.”

      “It would.” He laughed. “It probably would.”

      Looesa returned a short time later with half of something Kantees did not recognise. The carcass was dumped in front of Sheesha’s nose, at which point he woke up and consumed it in a couple of swallows.

      “I sometimes wonder if the food even touches the sides on the way down,” she commented as she and Yenteel chewed their cold meat. Strangely, the fire improved her mood. The light wind and sunshine dried her out and she ran her hand over her scalp. It was slightly bristly again, she looked forward to the next head-shave from Ulina and her wicked little knife.

      Kantees allowed some time for zirichak digestion to process their food and they set off again.

      “I’m going to leave the stone here,” said Yenteel.

      “Why?”

      “Because one day someone is going to come past here in the evening or early morning, and they’ll see the light. They’ll wonder who made it.”

      “Won’t the rain wash the patterns off eventually?”

      Yenteel looked thoughtful then moved the stone to a small natural alcove in the wall. “Now it’ll last longer.”

      Kantees shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “I want my life to have some meaning into the future.”

      “Even though no one will know who made it—assuming it’s ever discovered—and will care even less?”

      “You have no appreciation of the future, Kantees,” he said as he climbed up between Looesa’s wings.

      “Your mood didn’t last long.”

      “That was a good speech you gave me,” he said. “I appreciated it.”

      They took to the air and Kantees turned them south again.

      

      The dark green of the Talamyrth came into view shortly after the sun had reached its highest point, and not long after that the mountains gave way to hills and the flat green of the monstrous forest was laid out in front of them.

      Kantees shivered. She might make an unnecessary fuss about there being murderous creatures in any size of woods they happened to encounter. But in the case of the Talamyrth, there were monsters and of that there was no doubt whatsoever.

      Nothing would make her fly over that expanse of evil trees, but they did not have to. Once they were through the mountains they turned east and followed a line between trees and hills.

      When they had come this way from Jakalain it had not taken more than a day for them to reach the eastern edge of the Talamyrth—and they had made the mistake of trying to fly over it. It had taken another full day to do that, though she had not yet discovered the ziri’s magic. So at Sheesha’s reduced flying speed Kantees thought they probably had two more days of flying ahead of them. Though it might be less.

      Now they had descended from the heights of the mountains the air was decidedly warmer, and she appreciated it. Sheesha seemed to be managing the flight well enough though Kantees suspected he would keep flying until he fell out of the sky just to prove he was the strongest. It was a common thread among the males she had encountered.

      Which led her to think about the man who had followed her from Cliffedge down towards Dakastown, and then it struck her. He was the man she had recognised in charge of the armsmen who had sprung the trap at Watching Pass. So, he was trying to capture her before, but who was he?

      She shook her head. It didn’t matter who he was, because she now knew without a doubt he was part of the Dunor. It came to her with sudden clarity: he has been studying Sheesha and me. Perhaps he had tried to catch her in the town but when that failed he must have realised he was up against something stronger than he first thought. A slave girl on a stolen ziri? How difficult would someone like that be to capture?

      Much harder than he thought. So he’d followed and watched.

      There was something that had happened in Dakastown, she thought hard, the attack by the Farahalek had been awkward and the Farahalek had not followed up. From what she knew of them, though mostly hearsay and rumour, they would not have assumed she was dead unless they had seen her body, and would have made sure that any possible escape was prevented.

      The attack had almost killed her and Levin but when they survived, and were easy targets, no Farahalek had turned up to finish the job. The Dunor did not want her dead. Perhaps this agent of the Dunor had stopped the attack. It was thin reasoning but it made a kind of sense.

      So this man had seen her fighting for her life with Sheesha and with Levin.

      She had flown back to Jakalain but he could have used a Patterner’s path and been there before her. But then the other Farahalek had been attacking the tekrak carrying Yenteel, Gally, Levin and Tenical.

      Why would they be trying to kill her on the one hand and merely capture her on the other?

      It was difficult to understand what was happening—but from what she now understood, the Dunor was a group of powerful Taymalin houses. What if they didn’t agree on the right way forward? Perhaps some of them wanted to kill her while others wanted to catch her.

      This man who had followed her had learnt enough about her that he had managed to set a trap that had almost been successful. He recognised that she was stupid—no, not stupid, just inexperienced and that she did not understand what she was up against.

      Well, each encounter that she survived taught her something new. He may have been learning about her, but she had a better understanding of the Dunor too. And she knew things about the ziri that would never have been discovered if they had not pursued her.

      It was always the same in the stories, acting on a prophecy was always the thing that brought it about. That was the lesson of every tale the storytellers told.

      Did that mean she was the hero? She smiled. No, she was no hero, she had been running away the whole time. Daybian wore the mantle of hero far better than she did. She found that she was quite looking forward to seeing both him and Levin again—and that was quite surprising.

      

      They reached the eastern edge of the Talamyrth at about the same time that Kantees thought they’d better find somewhere to camp for the night. A river, bloated with the melting winter snow, emerged from the hills so she turned the ziri and headed into the mountains, intent on having a good distance between their camp and the forest. She wanted nothing sneaking out of the dark wood to attack them.

      There was a tall scarp cutting through the hills marking a significant increase in height. The swollen waters of the river thundered over it. Kantees nodded in satisfaction, that should provide a definite barrier to abominations from the forest.

      Then there were lights. Kantees stared at the large village, it might even be called a town, that lay in the valley carved by this river. The rushing water lapped at a bank constructed to protect the buildings and dozens of people were busy in the dwindling daylight, shoring it up and dropping buckets of mud on to sections that were being eroded by the flood.

      Some looked up as the ziri went over. One or two dropped what they were doing and ran towards the buildings, but most of the others went back to work. Kantees directed Sheesha to head for the higher ground on the other side of the town, where the buildings were dry.

      They set down outside the town. Lights burned in the houses and she could hear constant shouts, as well as the roaring of the waterfall. She told Sheesha and Looesa to remain, then, with Yenteel she headed towards the river.

      “What are we doing?” he asked.

      “Helping.”

      “I thought you wanted to get to Jakalain.”

      “Yes, of course, but we have to stop for the night anyway.”

      A man ran past them, glanced their way, then just headed towards the river at a faster pace.

      “Taymalin,” said Yenteel.

      “Some of my best friends are Taymalin,” said Kantees. “And yours too.”

      They stepped out from between the last row of houses. The ground was sodden and planks of wood had been set on stones to provide footing out of the river. In the dying light of the sun behind them, the huge expanse of the river lay before them, almost at their eyeline. Only the mud bank was higher, and only in places.

      Kantees looked around until she saw someone standing on the hull of an upturned boat. He became suddenly very animated and pointed at a place upstream. Kantees looked and saw water slopping over the bank. Some groups were simply trying to keep the mud bank high enough to keep the water out. They were the ones running about frantically with heavy buckets—they must be gathering the mud from somewhere.

      A smaller number of men were working to put in poles on the water-side of the bank. As a more permanent form of barrier, but it was slow work and they were still fighting the flood as they did it. Kantees could not see how they could win this fight.

      “We can’t help here,” said Yenteel. “We might as well just grab a mud bucket and start running.”

      “You’ve always made a protective pattern in the form of a circle.”

      “What?”

      “Why do you do that?”

      “Because you always want to protect yourself from attacks on all sides. What’s the point of a gate if there’s no wall?”

      “What if the enemy was only ever going to come from one side?”

      Yenteel was not a fool. “Is there a ley-circle here? I couldn’t do it on my own. I don’t even know if it will work in a line.”

      “There is but it’s not close, we have the chilafrah.”

      “And the fact that every time we’ve used a pattern with too much power we’ve nearly killed ourselves?

      “This is different.”

      “It always is.”

      With that she headed along the boards upstream with Yenteel following like a ziri in formation.

      They reached a place where the natural height of the land kept the water at bay. This was where the construction of the mud bank began, but here it was solid and there was no one working on it.

      “If the power in the chilafrah fails we will achieve nothing.”

      “We’ll have tried,” said Kantees. “And that’s better than doing nothing.”

      Kantees pulled the dark unimpressive cube from her backpack while Yenteel found something to inscribe the patterns.

      “A nail,” he said with considerable pleasure. “Better than a stick.” Then he stared at the ground as if he was at a loss.

      “Just start the pattern,” said Kantees. “When you finish the sequence, activate it and we’ll see what happens.”

      It took him a couple of minutes to get the sequence down, scratched into the rock and soil. He shook his head and looked at where the ground turned into mud. “I can’t see how this is going to work.”

      “One thing at a time, Yenteel, these people need our help and if this works they’ll be able to use all their people to put in stronger defences.”

      He nodded. “Yes, sorry.” He focused on the pattern and chanted quietly. A light burgeoned at his end. It flickered along the pattern like a flame across wood that was not ready to burn but it gave him more confidence and he chanted more loudly. From Kantees’ angle, the air above the pattern looked as if it had turned to glass with a blue-green tint.

      “It’s working,” said Yenteel with considerable surprise. He reached out, the wall colour intensified where his fingers touched. He ran them along it, shaking his head. Then he turned and grinned at Kantees. “You were right.”

      “So far. Step back, I’m going to see if the chilafrah will help otherwise this will be a very short-lived wall.” Kantees placed the unimpressive lump of stone against the end of the pattern. Nothing happened. “Perhaps there’s nothing left,” she said.

      “No, something changed.” He reached out again. The wall flared where he touched and he snatched his fingers back.

      “Did it hurt?”

      “Tingles.”

      “Well, I hope that’s all,” she said. “Start on the next sequence. If you make the patterns larger, you’ll be able to cover more distance.”

      Yenteel set to work, cautiously at first in case the wall moved with the patterns as he drew them, but the wall did not extend.

      “This is the moment of truth,” he said as he finished the last one in the sequence.

      Kantees was well aware that if the new section did not somehow link to the previous one their effort would be wasted. But while she was worrying over what might go wrong, Yenteel had started his chant and moments later they had a new section of wall. Yenteel touched it tentatively and confirmed it was as strong as the first section. They had merged.

      “I’m going to stay with the chilafrah,” said Kantees. “You work your way along—” and we’ll hope it works just as well on mud, “—and if anyone wants to talk to you, just send them to me.”

      Yenteel took a deep breath and set about inscribing the next group of patterns.

      Kantees stood up and put her foot on the chilafrah. No wonder Tenical had said it was worth a kingdom, with this you could take the power of a ley-circle with you. And it would make you the target of anyone who coveted it.

      Yenteel rapidly finished the next section and was already into the mud. She could see that he had taken her advice and made the symbols larger, and more stretched out too. That would probably work better on a soft surface.

      Every now and then water from the river would splash up and where before it would have landed on the ground, now it was hitting the barrier and sliding down it like rain. She was a little concerned that the wall might become unstable and fall over. She just did not know how these things worked.

      Their work was attracting attention.

      People were stopping to stare for a moment then going on with whatever they were doing to help save the town. There was a lot of trouble further down where the mud wall had been breached and water had flooded through, eroding the wall even more as it went.

      Kantees hoped they would be in time.

      As she expected the man who had been standing on the boat and giving instructions was heading her way through the gloom. He wasn’t running, but he was moving fast.

      “You, Kadralin! Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      She had rehearsed her reply to the expected question. “I am Kantees of the Ziri and I am trying to help you save your town from flooding. I and my patterner are building a wall of protection the river cannot penetrate. That will give you enough time to build stronger defences without having to keep the river back.”

      He stared at her for a moment. When he spoke again his voice was considerably less abrasive. “Will it work?”

      “It’s already working.” She pointed at Yenteel who was a good distance away now and the wall glowed softly in the darkening night.

      “Why?”

      “You’re asking that now when you should be making plans to use this respite?”

      “I need to know. You are Kadralin, and you ride the zirichasa, why would you be a friend?”

      “You needed help. I am giving it.”

      He did not seem convinced but did not push it. “Can we help your patterner?”

      “He needs to mark the patterns but mud is not a good surface for that. Flat stones, or wood at intervals would speed his progress. And if you have a patterner among you, they could also work. In fact it does not even need to be a patterner, anyone who can create the likeness of the symbols being used.”

      He nodded. “I will find women for that work, the men are still needed for shoring up the wall.” He took three purposeful strides back towards the town then stopped and looked back. “Thank you.”

      “Thank me when it’s done.”
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      It happened exactly as the man said. While the men continued to keep the wall in one piece and block the breach that had been made, first one then more women arrived; most scoured the town to find found flat items that could be drawn on, while six others spent their time copying the symbols Yenteel was drawing.

      The process reached the stage where there was a constant supply of surfaces, the symbols were being drawn, one woman carefully arranged them in order and made sure an even number of each were being created. She supplied Yenteel who simply placed them, chanted a few times to activate the pattern and the wall grew longer at a remarkable pace.

      The night became completely dark but the wall provided its own illumination for the women to work by. Kantees had no idea how much strength the chilafrah could provide but there seemed to be no sign of it diminishing. She had been certain that Tenical had drained it, but now it seemed as strong as ever. The effect of the wall was becoming more pronounced, it was now into the worst affected area and water was sloshing against it on one side but from the very happy reactions of the townsfolk and the way they worked even harder, she guessed the water was not getting through.

      They had not been able to dig under the wall of protection when they had been trapped by their own spell in the ley-circle in the Talamyrth, it must go down a distance as well as up. Though, in the Talamyrth, the protective wall had reached so high the ziri could not even fly out of it, here it seemed to peter out at perhaps twice the height of a man. Perhaps the chilafrah was not as strong as a ley-circle after all.

      The wall reached the breach. The river curved a little and it was at the bend that it had broken through, but that meant Kantees could see. The men were still working to repair the hole and there was some heated discussion between them and Yenteel—and the woman assisting him—as the work stopped. The man in charge got down from his boat and went to join Yenteel and the workers.

      In the end they ceased their work and allowed Yenteel to place the next set of patterns. Water was flowing through the gap but Yenteel chanted a few times. The wall sprang up and Kantees saw the water flow up the side of it as if it was surprised it couldn’t get through, then it settled back and stayed on its own side.

      Yenteel continued to build beyond the breach until the natural riverbank was tall enough to resist the river alone. An old woman brought Kantees a mug of something warming.

      “Thank you.”

      “I have never seen such a thing.”

      “Neither have we.”

      Kantees turned her attention back to the wall and two more segments had been added already but she could no longer seen Yenteel. It seemed he had stopped. The men who had been trying to fill the breach were now hard at work bringing stones and wood round to the river side to build up the defences.

      “You have given us service unbidden,” said the woman.

      Kantees shook her head. “I couldn’t ignore your plight, it would have been inhuman.”

      “There are many that would have passed us by.”

      “And others that would help, I’m not special.”

      “You’re a Kadralin flying a zirichak,” said the woman, her voice was low and carried power. “That was never a good omen in the old days. Your people raided the villages, farms and even the town itself.”

      “These are new days, mother,” she said carefully. “The Kadralin of old have been punished for their crimes and the right to ride the ziri was stripped from them. That is why they have not visited you in many years.”

      The old woman nodded, which was a relief because Kantees had only been guessing, but the woman stayed silent, expecting more.

      “I am Kantees of the Ziri. I have freed my people from their bondage, and it is my pledge that the old days will not return.”

      “I hold you at your word, Kantees of the Ziri.”

      The woman walked off into the dark with Kantees staring after her. The conversation had unnerved her though she had not felt any malice from the woman. Just doubt and suspicion, which was bad enough.

      What have I just done?

      She asked herself the question but she had a good idea of the answer. She had just taken responsibility for the behaviour of all the Kadralin in the mountains. Her people. She was relieved when she saw Yenteel walking along the inside of the wall, half of him lit by the eerie blue-green light of the protective wall. He was grinning.

      “We did it.”

      She smiled. “We did.”

      She glanced down the river again and the men were still hard at work driving stakes into the mud.

      Yenteel touched the wall again, it sparked at him. “Ow.”

      Kantees shook her head. “Why did you do that again?”

      “To convince myself that it really worked.” He turned his head and looked back into the dark. Kantees thought she could see someone there, lurking, or perhaps waiting. “They said it was your idea to have people making the symbols in advance so I just had to place and activate them.”

      “I did suggest it. I thought it might make the process go faster.”

      “I’ve never heard of anyone doing that.”

      “It seemed obvious.”

      “The Taymalin patterners wouldn’t do that.”

      “Too arrogant?”

      “The pattern is their creation. They don’t like sharing.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      Yenteel looked over his shoulder again.

      “Someone waiting for you?”

      “Yes, but I thought I should come back.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Her name’s Ithamel.”

      “Not one of those heavily muscled men?”

      He stared at her. “I think you’re teasing me.”

      Kantees grinned. “Was this the one doing the sorting out of the symbols?”

      “She’s a healer.”

      “And you’re in need of some healing?”

      “Can’t go amiss.”

      “I don’t mind, Yenteel, you don’t have to ask my permission.”

      “I thought you might want company, it’s a bit lonely out here.”

      “It’s surprising who comes by.”

      “Hagata, the wise woman. Ithamel saw her.”

      “Didn’t you want to bed her instead? In case you were given new and precious patterning scrolls?”

      “The night is long, Kantees. There’s always the chance for two,” he said. “And perhaps a young muscled ditch digger.”

      “Go and be healed, Yenteel.”

      Instead of turning away, Yenteel turned to face her directly and bowed.

      “Stop it. What’s that for?”

      “You, Mistress Kantees of the Ziri. I believe you may be one of the finest people I have ever known, and—” he stood up straight before moving closer, “—I have known a lot of people.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “A word to the wise, Kantees, you will have to learn to accept the service of others.”

      “I’m nobody.”

      “You can go on thinking that, but you cannot behave that way.”

      “Just go.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t interested in healing?”

      “Not with you, and certainly not with her and you!”

      “I’m sure I could find some young and well-muscled fellow who would serve.”

      Kantees put her hand gently on his shoulder. “Don’t. Not even as a joke.”

      “Sorry. But bear in mind what I said.”

      “About the healing?”

      “About accepting the service of others. You’ve made a difference here.”

      “Changed the pattern?”

      “Aye, yes, definitely changed the pattern.”

      

      Kantees came to the conclusion that while Yenteel might not have found a ‘young man’ for her, he and the woman had made some suggestions. He understood that Kantees did not want to leave the chilafrah and that it would be a long time before the repairs to the bank were complete, and it was not long before more women arrived.

      The first few carried the makings for a fire—presumably from their homes since it was bone dry—and it was soon blazing. Then came hot drinks and food. It was the best food Kantees had eaten in many a five-day and she ate until she could not eat any more. The women did not speak to her or look her in the eye. Their attitude reminded Kantees of the way servants always behaved to their masters and mistresses. But she did not ignore what Yenteel had said. She was on a new path now where every step was a change in the World Pattern. She let them treat her as someone important because that was what the new path demanded.

      Someone brought a chair and she sat with her back to the wall, over the chilafrah and face to the fire. She thought of Sheesha and Looesa on the edge of the town.

      She stood up and summoned them.

      Most of the women fled, some with screams, as Sheesha and Looesa touched down, their wings causing the fire’s flames to stream out sideways and roar with heat, scattering sparks. For the benefit of the women who stayed, mostly younger ones, Kantees went over to Sheesha and stroked his snout. He settled on to the rock with Looesa a little distance behind him.

      Kantees scratched him and then put her arms around his neck. The way he smelled was comforting, reminding her of all those years in the Ziri Tower when she had no concerns beyond making sure he was clean and ready for the next race.

      When she was a slave.

      She turned back to the fire. Three girls—she thought of them as younger even though they were probably her own age—stood off to one side in deference but they did not have to speak for Kantees to know what they wanted.

      Kantees beckoned to them. They hesitated, of course, because who would not when faced with such a monster. He could bite them in two if he had a mind to do it. But Kantees knew his mind and Sheesha just wanted attention. He was as vain as any male.

      One girl, blonde hair twisted into a ponytail, was bolder than the others and stepped forward. Kantees stroked Sheesha’s neck, showing that she must go with the lie of the feathers. Kantees stepped back and kept one eye on the chilafrah and the other on the girl. Perhaps this hadn’t been the best idea.

      The girl approached to where she was within biting distance of Sheesha’s sinuous neck. Then the girl bowed almost as if she was letting herself be a sacrifice if the monstrous beast wanted her. Sheesha turned his head and sniffed at the girl’s hair. She trembled.

      “His name is Sheesha,” said Kantees. “Tell him yours.”

      The girl stood slowly. Sheesha did not move and she was face to face with him. When she spoke her voice wavered. “Lord Sheesha, I am Helka, daughter of Ithamel, daughter of Hagata.”

      Kantees could not believe this was a coincidence—but did it need to be? If power over the patterns ran in this family perhaps Helka was drawn to the ziri for that very reason?

      “He likes to be stroked, Helka, like any male no matter how strong or mighty.”

      The girl smiled briefly and took a tentative step to his side and placed her hand on the small feathers where they first emerged from his skin and ran it backwards. Kantees could see she was being so careful he probably had not even felt it.

      “Also, like any male, if you are too gentle he does not even notice.”

      Helka stroked harder. Sheesha turned his head to move her hand further round.

      “He has an itch, scratch gently.”

      The other two girls giggled, and Kantees could see why. No matter how big and fierce Sheesha looked, when he wanted to be scratched he was like the most docile kelukik.

      Kantees gestured for the other girls to come forward. They also bowed and introduced themselves—Marla and Jynolee—referring to the ziri as “Lord Sheesha”. Kantees told Looesa to move forward and he came up beside her, slightly back from Sheesha. With one girl on each side of Sheesha’s head Jynolee changed to the other ziri after Kantees introduced him.

      Satisfied that no one was going to get eaten, Kantees went back to the chair where she could watch what was happening and make sure the chilafrah was not disturbed.

      Both the ziri were now lying down with their neck and head along the ground. The girls had become confident enough to lean on them though none had dared to get astride. Kantees was satisfied with that.

      The first one, Helka, finally stepped away from Sheesha and came up to Kantees. She stood a respectful distance away and bowed.

      “Lady Kantees of the Ziri…”

      Kantees bit down her urge to tell the girl to just use her name. “What?”

      “My grandmother said you ride the zirichak.”

      “That’s right.”

      “My grandmother said Kadralin would come from the mountains riding the zirichasa and attack the towns and villages, stealing and killing the Taymalin. We are trained in bow and knife to protect our town and our honour.”

      “Your grandmother does not lie.” I don’t think she’s lying, but stories grow in the telling, it might be an exaggeration.

      “But you helped us.”

      “I am not from the mountains though they are my people. As I explained to your grandmother, the Kadralin who lived there had their ability to ride taken from them and they have been punished. That was long ago, these are new days and things have changed.”

      The girl paused as if she was weighing her words. “How much have things changed, Lady Kantees?”

      She’s sly, I can see where this is going. “You want to know if you can ride the ziri.”

      The expression on her face was everything Kantees needed. The girl nodded dumbly as if she had no idea how transparent she was in her thinking.

      “It is possible. Send your mother to me in the morning and we will discuss it.”
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      Sometime around midnight a man had come to tell her they had finished their work and that she could erase the pattern. For a moment she had wished Yenteel was there but he was no doubt enjoying his time of “healing”.

      Kantees simply reached down and separated the chilafrah from the wall. The pattern collapsed and vanished. The night became darker but she could hear the water sloshing along the bank. She hoped their work had been successful because otherwise they would have to rouse Yenteel.

      Someone brought oil lamps and they checked the length of the bank. Then they went back into the town and the place became quiet. Kantees left the warmth of the fire and found sleep under Sheesha’s wing.

      

      She eventually woke to the sound of activity in the town. Talking, shouting, someone singing a work song. Even laughter. More than the sounds were the smells. Cooking fires, and bread dominated; it reminded her of Jakalain. Especially surrounded by the smell of Sheesha.

      Kantees pushed his wing out of the way and climbed out on to the stony ground. The day was bright though a high layer of cloud blocked the sun. Now that she could see clearly, the buildings along the riverbank were store houses with wide doors. Even as she watched, some men were pulling a boat from inside one of them. She took a moment to look at the bank and could see all the new construction further along. It looked sturdy with trunks driven deep into the mud, but men were still working on the inland side adding more rocks.

      At least she had given them a chance to protect themselves.

      Looesa was lying a short distance away, wide awake, while children stared at him and one of the girls from last night prevented them from jumping all over him or pulling his feathers. She had certainly overcome any fear of the beast. Unlike Helka, who was very clearly of Taymalin descent, this one—Kantees finally remembered her name was Jynolee—had darker skin and features that hinted of some Kadralin ancestors.

      The marauders had done more than simply raided. The idea that perhaps the Kadralin were not the perfection she had imagined them to be was difficult to deal with. And it was only because of the abomination they had not continued to raid.

      Kantees knew her promise that nothing like that would happen again was not the best idea. She doubted the plateau of the Slissac tower was the only place in which the Kadralin lived, even if it was most likely to be the centre. What right did she have to make these promises?

      She sighed and stared at the rushing water and then back at the buildings of the town.

      The people in the village must have noticed she was up because a small group of women arrived carrying various plates and bowls including a bowl of steaming tasa, Kantees could smell it before anything else, an aroma pungent enough to clear the head of any congestion and clear the body of tiredness. Drink enough of it and its smell came out of the very pores of the body.

      Kantees could take it or leave it, which was just as well because it did not come cheap. Which meant the townsfolk were doing her an honour by bringing her a bowl of it.

      A table was produced, she was asked which direction she would like to face, and when she chose the town that seemed to please them. In truth it was because there was so much activity going on there it would be far more interesting than facing the water—and with all the noises behind her she would worry about being surprised by someone.

      But it was an arrangement that seemed to work for everyone so there was no reason to worry.

      If Kantees had been hungry for the last few five-days it took almost no time at all for her to become completely full, washing each mouthful down with tasa. She could not eat all the breads, pieces of roasted meats and fried fat. When Yenteel arrived a short time later—looking tired but relaxed, and much cleaner than Kantees—he ate what was left. The women withdrew to a polite distance out of earshot.

      “Did you sleep well?” she asked, simply because he had, as yet, said nothing.

      “Eventually.”

      Kantees gave him her best withering look but he just grinned. She changed the subject. “Did you find out what this place is called by any chance?”

      “Riverrush.”

      “Good name,” she said glancing at the unending water pouring past them, then at where the men were working on the boat. They had turned it over and were applying something to its body. It did not look as if they intended to take it out on the river. “Are there patterns for boats?”

      “Of course,” said Yenteel, “but like most of these things, they’re meaningless. People inscribe what might or might not be a proper pattern but even if they have the skill to activate it, it doesn’t last. It’s like a promise. Easily broken.”

      “Unless they have a chilafrah.” Kantees glanced at her backpack.

      “It’s a powerful thing.”

      “Dangerous.”

      He gave a grim smile. “Mostly to whoever holds it.”

      She saw Yenteel staring at the girl looking after Looesa.

      “Who’s she?” he said.

      “I would appreciate it if you left her alone.”

      “I never go where I’m not invited, Kantees.”

      “Her name’s Jynolee, a friend of Helka.”

      “Oh, Ithamel’s daughter, yes I met her this morning. There’s another daughter, Marta.”

      “And how did they feel about their mother spending the night with you?”

      “I didn’t notice any ill feeling. Nor from Hagata. They rule this place.”

      “Not the man we saw?”

      “Loren. Yes, he’s in charge. They call him the townmaster. But he doesn’t do anything without consulting with the women first.”

      “Wise fellow.”

      “Helka wants to ride the ziri,” said Yenteel.

      “I know.”

      “And?”

      “I think Jynolee will be better at it.” Kantees looked at how the girl was with Looesa, confident and relaxed, even nudging him to move—and he obeyed. “But I’ll take Helka too.”

      “She’s ambitious, sees you as a rung to gain power.”

      “She’s mistaken about that,” said Kantees.

      “Name the Kisharuk…” muttered Yenteel.

      Kantees turned her head to see the women, Hagata, Ithamel, Helka and Marta. Seeing them all together the resemblance was clear. “Marta’s the younger sister?”

      “She is.”

      Kantees stood as they approach and all four bowed.

      “Greetings, Kantees of the Ziri.” At that moment there was an outbreak of loud giggling from the direction of Looesa. The ziri was allowing one of the very small children to slide down his neck, with Jynolee holding their hands. Kantees smiled. Definitely, Jynolee.

      She summoned Sheesha, and the giggles turned to little screams as the big ziri got up on to his back legs and stretched his wings so far they went over the top of Looesa’s playmates. Then he shook himself and waddled over to stand behind Kantees.

      “Good morning, wise women of Riverrush.”

      Hagata kept her eyes on Kantees but the other three kept looking up at Sheesha. He was such a show-off. Marta did not look happy.

      Kantees turned. “Lie down, Sheesha.”

      He did as he was told but arranged himself so that his head lay along the ground next to her.

      Kantees looked over to Looesa. “Jynolee! Take Looesa up the hill behind the town. He will become hungry soon and want to hunt. Just let him go.”

      “Yes, Lady Kantees.”

      Ithamel spoke quietly to her daughters who followed the ziri and the laughing children who chased after him, jumping over his tail. And occasionally landing on it. Kantees was impressed with how good he was being.

      “Do you want me to go, Lady Kantees?” said Yenteel.

      “No,” she said and then added more quietly, “Don’t let me say anything stupid.”

      “That might be hard.”

      “I could have Sheesha bite off your head.”

      “I will do my best, Lady.”

      Again she was forced to accept the title. This was the path she had chosen, and every step reinforced it. If she accepted the changes, she must accept the consequences.

      He indicated the chair and had her sit down while the other women stood. Kantees felt as if she was holding court just as the Lord and Lady did at Jakalain.

      “Lady Kantees of the Ziri,” began Hagata. “My granddaughter has asked that she may travel with you that she might learn to ride the zirichasa.”

      “She said she wanted to ride,” said Kantees.

      “She is a bold girl,” said Ithamel. “I hope you were not insulted.”

      Kantees wanted to say that, as a runaway slave, how could she possibly be insulted. But those were not words she could use. “Of course not, Ithamel. We are women, we do not need to be easily insulted like men; our honour goes beyond the opinions of others. She asked me because she is ambitious, and she thinks I am a path she can use.”

      “You understand her,” said Hagata. “That is good, yet you are still willing to take her?”

      “I am willing for her to travel with me, if you are willing to let her go, but I cannot promise the path she has chosen will lead where she wishes it to go.”

      “She will do better with you than remaining here where she chafes against barriers she can neither see nor break,” said Ithamel. “And it will be a boon to her sister.”

      “Will you protect her honour?” said Hagata.

      “I cannot promise that,” said Kantees. “She is a woman and will make her own choices. Nor can I promise to protect her life. My path has always been one of danger and those who accompany me are not shielded from it.”

      Hagata nodded. “The world is dangerous.”

      Kantees noticed Ithamel was looking at Yenteel, but she could not decipher her expression.

      Ithamel turned back to Kantees. “Can you, at least, promise to protect her from those in your retinue?”

      Ah. “I can do that. And I will promise to do my best on the other matters.”

      Ithamel nodded. “And where will you go, Kantees of the Ziri?”

      “I am returning to Jakalain, and from there I cannot say where I will go.”

      “When do you plan to leave?” said Hagata.

      “The ziri must feed and digest,” said Kantees. “I had intended to be in Jakalain by nightfall but I do not think that will happen now. Perhaps we may impose on the hospitality of your town and stay another night, then leave as soon as we have broken our fast in the morning?”

      It was Hagata who responded. “You and your patterner have provided us a great service, Kantees of the Ziri. If you chose to spend a ten-day, no one would begrudge you.”

      Kantees stood up, the women made their goodbyes and departed.

      “Of course, I wouldn’t touch the girl,” said Yenteel.

      “I know.”

      She sent Sheesha off to find some food, and encouraged him to search a good distance from the town. She didn’t want the two of them scaring the locals, or eating their livestock. The hospitality might become strained.

      

      With Yenteel in tow, Kantees wandered up through the town towards the fields on the slopes. She could see the power of the ley-circle lurking there. The people they came across bowed, or curtsied, or simply looked scared and ran. It was a new experience for Kantees, though she had had a hint of it in Dakastown when the cart-driver had recognised her.

      “Do you really want another day’s delay?” said Yenteel.

      “Not really, but another day of rest would be good for Sheesha and we would just end up camping in the mountains. It’s safer here, and we can make up the time tomorrow.”

      “And the food is good,” said Yenteel.

      “I’m sure you won’t object to more healing.”

      Yenteel laughed. “I find Ithamel’s healing to be very much to my taste.”

      The quality of the buildings improved as they moved away from the river and up the slope. She guessed the town must be home to several hundred inhabitants, probably with farms and villages stretching out around it. Yet it was cut-off from the rest of the world despite the local ley-circle. There had not even been a flicker of interest from Hagata or Ithamel when she had mentioned Jakalain. If she were to guess, Kantees suspected Riverrush was not tithed to any major house. It was simply forgotten.

      “Is there a feeding soon?” she asked as they left the buildings behind. A group of children played a game of catch-me around a small clump of trees. Jynolee was sitting in the grass looking out towards the mountains. Kantees smiled. She knew that look, and somehow she doubted Helka would ever stare that way after the ziri.

      “Just missed one,” said Yenteel, looking up from his device.

      “Do we know if any big ones are due?”

      “Spring usually produces one or two major feedings at the larger circles in this part of the world.”

      Kantees nodded. “I wish we knew where.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It might.”

      The glow of the ley-circle lay off to their left, somewhere over the ridge.

      Jynolee had noticed them. She jumped up and brushed off her skirts, then hurried down the slope. She bowed as she approached.

      “Lady Kantees, Looesa has gone into the mountains to feed.”

      “You like the ziri?”

      Jynolee looked down at the ground and held one hand tightly in the other. “I do. I mean, I was scared at first but Looesa is so gentle and he likes to play.”

      Kantees smiled. “He does, and it’s been a long time since he had the opportunity. I am glad that we came to your town.”

      The girl looked very serious. “We are honoured by your visit, Lady Kantees.”

      Kantees turned in the direction of the ley-circle and headed towards the low ridge. Yenteel and Jynolee followed.

      “Do you get many visitors here, Jynolee?”

      “We have a fair once each moon-turn, the farmers and traders from the land around come to the town.”

      They reached the top and Kantees paused. The slope rolled down into a set of fields striped with different crops. A set of standing stones marked a circular boundary but she could not see a clearly defined ley-circle within it.

      “Does anyone travel the patterner’s path?”

      Jynolee did not respond. Kantees turned to look at her. “I am so sorry, Lady Kantees, I do not know what that is.”

      “A magical path between ley-circles?”

      Jynolee looked no wiser. Kantees frowned and the girl took a step back as if she was threatened. Kantees forced herself to smile. “I’m not angry, Jynolee. I just thought everyone knew about the patterner’s path.”

      Kantees turned to look at the place where the ley-circle should be. The glow was there but … no. She concentrated and found the glow of the circle originated above the ground. She shook her head, then walked forward keeping her mind’s eye on the power she could see.

      By the time she reached the outer marker, a worn and ancient stone like a giant’s thumb, she could see the ley-circle was at least four man-heights above the ground. She had heard of this.

      “The circle is above the ground?” said Yenteel.

      “It is.” She pointed then turned to Jynolee who was staring at her in mute astonishment. “When there’s a feeding, the mother’s milk stops up there?”

      “You can see it?” breathed Jynolee.

      “Yes.”

      If Jynolee had been impressed with Kantees before, she now gave the impression she was in the presence of a goddess.

      “Does the mother’s milk stop up there?” Kantees repeated.

      Jynolee nodded.

      “Fascinating,” said Yenteel. “The plants all look normal, there’s even grass growing underneath.”

      Kantees walked further in until she was directly under the glow. And then wondered if the chilafrah was taking in more power. She hadn’t mentioned it to Yenteel but it was the fact she wasn’t dead that convinced her the chilafrah could take in a vast amount of power. When she had intentionally fallen into the Mother’s milk at the Slissac tower she should have died. It was the chilafrah that had saved her. It must have filled with the milk, taking it instead of her. Yes, the healing pattern had been triggered and also worked, but the majority of the power had filled the artefact.

      Tenical said a chilafrah was like a reservoir. If that was the case then it must be filled and a ley-circle was where that could happen. Perhaps every time she stood in a ley-circle with the chilafrah, it took in the milk.

      Maintaining the protective pattern last night would probably have consumed much of the reservoir so she had been hoping she might be able to fill it once more here. But she had a feeling she needed to be right in the circle for that to happen.

      They had a big ley-circle at Jakalain and that was on the ground. She could use that.

      Yenteel had joined her. “Can you feel anything?”

      Kantees nodded and turned back to Jynolee who had not come any further than the marker stone.

      “No visitors from the ley-circle?”

      “No, Lady.”

      She turned back to Yenteel. “What happens if a patterner’s path ends up there?”

      “Anyone walking it falls down.”

      “If they don’t know about it,” said Kantees. “But Tenical said a patterner must visit a circle before he can open a path to it. They would know they had to be careful.” She stared around at the green landscape rising to the browns and greys of the mountains. “Nobody comes here. Nobody knows about this circle.”

      Yenteel was looking at her. “You have a plan?”

      “Just ideas.”
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      They walked away from the circle. Kantees felt a tug and glanced towards the mountains to see two pairs of wings heading their way.

      “They’re back.”

      The ziri came in fast, each was carrying some sort of animal Kantees did not recognise. In both cases the horned head lolled on a long neck. The body was scrawny and the legs long.

      “What have they got?”

      “Fenichasa,” said Jynolee, proud to be able to offer her knowledge. “They live high on the mountain slopes.”

      “The ones I’ve seen tend to be fatter,” said Kantees. “These don’t look like they have much meat on them.”

      “We don’t eat them,” said the girl. “They live too high up and are very hard to catch.”

      Kantees decided she needed to ask the question. “Jynolee, do you want to ride the ziri, like me? With me?”

      The girl stopped walking, then, as Kantees turned towards her, she dropped to her knees. “That would be my dream, Lady Kantees.”

      “Do you need permission from anyone to accompany me?”

      “My father, Lokolo, Lady.” Confusingly Jynolee burst into tears.

      Kantees opened her mouth but before she could speak Yenteel put his hand on her arm. “Mistress, if I may have a word?”

      She frowned at him.

      “In private?”

      Jynolee scrambled to her feet and, mopping at her cheeks with her sleeve, she moved twenty paces away to wait.

      “What?”

      “Bride price.”

      “You’re not marrying her.”

      “But her father will be expecting it. Either the girl is paid for or she spends her days caring for her parents until they die.”

      “You’re saying she’s a slave.”

      “As much a slave as you were? No, but the difference is not great.”

      “I could just take her,” said Kantees. “You’ve seen her with Looesa.”

      “She’s like you, yes.”

      “There was no talk of a bride price for Helka.”

      “Hagata and Ithamel are the wise women of the town, they are not ruled by men, and Helka has a sister to continue after her mother. I think Ithamel is grateful, Helka would not make a very wise woman for the town. They made it easy for you.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “This is their life.” Yenteel glanced at the girl who looked as if she was still weeping. “Now you have mentioned it she will dream of nothing else. If you don’t think of a solution, you will have made her miserable for the rest of her life. Assuming she doesn’t turn to hate.”

      Kantees closed her eyes. Why was everything so complicated?

      “How do I solve this?” she said. “I have no money. The only thing I own is the chilafrah, and that is worth more than a hundred towns like this.”

      “If it’s all you have, what is the girl worth to you?”

      “Losing the chilafrah would not fit with my plans.”

      “I thought they were only ideas.”

      “Shut up, Yenteel.”

      “As you wish, Lady Kantees.” He bowed.

      Kantees shook her head and headed up to where Jynolee stood waiting.

      “Take me to Hagata.”

      

      The room was dark and smelled of herbs and wax. The house was built from timber just like all the houses and, from the outside it looked no different. Kantees doubted the inside of the others looked much like this. Ceramic pots lined the shelves from floor to ceiling, each had an inscribed label. Not that she could read them, for a moment she felt the bitter knowledge that even here in this forsaken outpost of Taymalin, these women could read and write while she could not.

      One day she would learn. Until then there were things to be done.

      Hagata was not at home but Ithamel was in the kitchen, working dough, and beckoned Kantees to come further in—Yenteel and Jynolee waited outside.

      “Thank you for taking time to see me,” said Kantees.

      “Lady of the Ziri, it is our honour to serve you.”

      Kantees fought down the impulse to say how little she deserved it. “I need some advice.”

      “We seldom give advice free but we are in your debt.”

      “My old master used to say that advice given free was worth all that was paid for it.”

      “He sounds like an unusually wise man.” Ithamel stretched the dough then kneaded it hard.

      “He knew a great many facts about the world,” she said. “As to his wisdom I could not comment.”

      “Where did he reside?”

      “Dakastown.”

      Ithamel nodded and slammed the dough on to the board. “I think perhaps the Lady of the Ziri was a slave.”

      Kantees’ blood froze. Ithamel paused in her kneading and looked up.

      “Don’t be surprised, Kantees, you arrive wearing little more than rags with your head shorn. Then you talk of your old master in a place where the Kadralin are slaves? We may be an unvisited backwater but we are not ignorant.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Do? What do you think I should do?”

      “I expect you will tell the townmaster and we will, at best, be sent on our way. Or you may attempt to enslave us again, though the ziri would have something to say about that.”

      Ithamel returned to the kneading. “There is a kettle of hot water by the fire, could you bring it here?”

      Kantees did as she was asked, using a thick cloth to protect her hand from the hot handle.

      “I am sure you are right,” said Ithamel. “The zirichasa could do a great deal of harm if we attempted to imprison you. But I do not think it wise to hurt you and, since I am a wise woman, I am sure I am correct.”

      She glanced up and in the shadowy light Kantees caught her smile.

      “So you won’t tell him?”

      “He’s not an idiot,” said Ithamel. “If he hasn’t worked it out already, I’m sure it won’t be long.”

      “What will he do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Why?”

      “As I said, he is not an idiot. And he owes you a considerable debt. You may not think much of what you and your friend did last night—” she paused her hands and looked into Kantees’ eyes, “—but preventing the river from overflowing was a tremendous gift.”

      “We just did what we could.”

      “Oh, make no mistake, we would not have died from it. Though there was one person lost to the flooding before you arrived. It would have damaged the buildings closest to the river and flooded the fields downriver from us. We could survive that as well but it would have made next winter more difficult.”

      “I’m sorry we didn’t arrive earlier.”

      Ithamel smiled. She reached out and patted Kantees’ hand leaving a floury mark. “You said you wanted some advice.”

      Kantees had almost forgotten. “Yes, it’s about Jynolee.”

      “She is very good with the zirichasa, isn’t she? Her father runs the smithy but she is happier handling the livestock than she ever was among the iron and fire.”

      “I want to take her with me.”

      “And you have already heard that he would demand a bride price? He is skilled at his trade but that doesn’t make him a generous man. The death of both wife and a son who would have followed his tradition made the man bitter.”

      “Does he mistreat Jynolee?”

      “His words are harsh but they are not reserved for his daughter only. He does not beat her but nor will he release her unless he receives what he sees as his due.”

      “Could he not remarry?”

      Ithamel nodded as she worked on the dough. “There are widows available, even unmarried girls who could go to his bed and give him the sons he desired.”

      “Then why doesn’t he?”

      “Why does one person do this and another that? Perhaps he is punishing himself.” Ithamel glanced up at Kantees. “It’s a skill many have.”

      Kantees sighed. “What do you think I can do?”

      “I have no advice, Kantees of the Ziri. You force the World Pattern to your will, so I imagine you will follow your own path. I have given you as much information as I can without betraying any confidences.”

      “And that is all?”

      “You are very young, Lady Kantees, and that makes you impatient. But there is one more thing that I will do for you: I will clothe you so that you do not look as if you have wandered from the mountains like a starving beggar.”

      

      Ithamel was as good as her word. Once she had placed the dough in a clay container next to the fire to rise she took Kantees to the upper floor and found her clothes to wear—Kantees was not pleased that it involved long skirts, she was not used to them. When she left Ithamel’s house she found Jynolee gone and Yenteel in conversation with Hagata.

      Hagata laughed at something Yenteel said then turned her smiling face on Kantees.

      “That looks much better,” she said. “Less the waif, and more the lady.”

      Yenteel looked round and studied her from her toes—encased in sandals rather than boots which had been relocated to Kantees’ bag—to the top of her head. He raised an eyebrow at the iron circlet now resting on the bristles of her hair.

      “Don’t say anything,” said Kantees.

      “The town is putting together a feast,” he said.

      Hagata took the opportunity to head for the house but she paused as she came level with Kantees. “You must look the part, Kantees of the Ziri, if you are to convince others.” Then she was gone.

      “Convince who of what?” Kantees glared at Yenteel. “What have you been saying?”

      “Nothing about you.”

      “And what feast?”

      “You’re the guest of honour.”

      Kantees sighed. “This is not me.” She lifted the dark red material of the skirts by way of illustration then let them fall. “How am I supposed to ride wearing these?”

      “You’re only supposed to go to the feast in those,” he said. “The crown is a nice touch.”

      “It’s only iron.” She took it off and stared at the twisted metal composed of four interwoven threads perfectly proportioned and spaced. She could not deny it was well made, she had to look hard to find the joint. She realised the piece had been made from a single strand that went around four times weaving in and out of itself. She put it back on her head.

      “We’re wasting time. We should have been at Jakalain days ago.”

      “You are getting good advice, Kantees, why aren’t you listening to it?”

      “Ithamel gave me no advice. Just clothes.”

      “Did she not?”

      Kantees shook her head.

      “Are you sure?”

      

      Kantees found Sheesha and Looesa in the field near the ley-circle. A few remains of their meal—the fenichak—bloodied the grass. He was lying out straight, slightly rolled to the side, as he always did when he had eaten well. It relieved the pressure on his stomach. Looesa was the same but asleep, while Sheesha was awake.

      She sat down next to his head and leaned against his neck. His scent filled her nostrils and it relaxed her, it reminded her of who she really was—just a ziri keeper. Sheesha was the one creature in this world who did not judge her, and she did not judge him. He was what he was.

      “Are you strong enough to fly fast now?” she said. Sheesha’s only response was to yawn. His breath smelled very bad, it was always the same after he had eaten.

      The ground was damp and she felt it leaking through to her skin. “Mother’s milk!” She stood and tried to see whether the skirt had been stained. It was darker where it was damp but she couldn’t tell if the mark would be permanent.

      “This is what I mean,” she said to no one in particular. “I was a slave, I don’t know how I’m supposed to behave.”

      “I can tell you, Lady Kantees.”

      Kantees whirled round to find Helka standing a short distance away. “You heard what I just said?”

      “You were speaking very loudly.”

      “I see.” Kantees sighed. “Well, now you know.”

      “Know?”

      “Me, being a slave. You may not want to come with me.”

      Helka’s eyes seemed to brighten and she smiled. “Oh no, Lady Kantees, I do wish to come with you. There is nothing I want more.”

      “I just said I used to be a slave.”

      “My mother and grandmother said as much after they met you.”

      “And you still want to come?”

      “Lady, you came to the town’s aid unasked and there is to be a feast in your own honour. You ride the zirichasa, your man makes patterns of great power and you offer to take me out into the world where I can be more than just another wise woman. Perhaps you were a slave according to the law, but were you ever one in your heart?”

      Kantees stared at the girl. Growing up with women like Ithamel and Hagata must have rubbed off. Her mother may not think she would make a good wise woman but the girl certainly knew how to praise and manipulate. And perhaps there was even truth in her words.

      “The place we are going is where I was a slave for many years. I was keeper to the zirichasa, particularly Sheesha—” his head bobbed up at his name but she ignored him, “—and I stole him away along with Looesa and others, and another slave.”

      “You cannot dissuade me.”

      Kantees almost mentioned Daybian and his dubious requests but she had a suspicion the thought of a young lordling would have the reverse of its intended effect.

      “Very well, if I cannot persuade you to stay then you can show me how to behave at this feast.”
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      The skirt dried out and there was no stain. But that did not make Kantees feel any less uncomfortable. The feast was not like anything that had taken place at Jakalain. It was true she had never even been close to such a feast, but from the top of the Ziri Tower she could see down into the main hall—at least some of it.

      At Jakalain there were rows of tables that would be filled with the nobility at the high tables and sufficiently wealthy merchants and their families lower down. Here the feast was in a large barn. There were two lines of tables, one on each side, and Kantees had been seated at one end, furthest from the main door. She sat with the townmaster and his wife, Pasimel, on one side and the wise women, Ithamel and Hagata, on the other. Kantees’ chair was raised to put her head on a level with the townmaster.

      At a Jakalain feast, everyone would be wearing their best clothes that would cost more than the price of a good slave—while what Kantees wore now would have been thrown out, if it had been owned at all. And that went for everyone else’s clothes here too.

      Apart from the russet skirt, she had a white linen top edged with embroidered patternings. Over that was a jacket of the same material as her skirt. She could not abide the sandals, her feet got wet, and so had changed back into her boots. They were mostly hidden so she did not think it mattered.

      And she had the circlet on her head though the dark metal blended with her colouration so she suspected it was not visible. Helka had suggested they put flowers into it but Kantees refused. Flowers in the hair meant a girl or woman was looking for a husband. If Helka had intended to trick her, she failed there. Though perhaps the girl was only trying to help. It was difficult to know. Kantees had always found it easier to talk to serious older women, not the young ones with their heads filled with lovers and nonsense.

      Kantees’ head had never been filled with that sort of nonsense.

      The meal went well enough. Helka had given her some instruction on how to behave but it had amounted to the fact that everyone in the room would be following her lead. So she had to taste each dish even if she didn’t like the look of it, so that the others could eat.

      It was torture.

      Every time new dishes were brought out the attention of everyone in the place focused on her until she had taken a bite, or a spoonful, or supped the drink. But she muddled through. Yenteel was on the end of the first table to her left and he kept smiling and nodding. He was trying to be encouraging, she knew, but most of his attention seemed to be on the young man next to him. Kantees could guess where that was leading, though she still found it unsettling. She hoped the fellow was either of a similar mind to Yenteel or, if not, that he would not be upset at Yenteel’s advances. Kantees did not like the idea of having to break him out of a cell again.

      Do they have a dungeon here?

      At Jakalain musicians were employed to play throughout the evening. Here there was no music while they ate.

      She heard someone say “Tahulin” and glanced round at Hagata who was talking across her to the townmaster’s wife.

      “I’ve seen Tahulin,” she said abruptly and then felt embarrassed that she had cut in on their conversation.

      “You’ve seen the ghost patterns?” Pasimel had a surprisingly deep voice and was as broad-shouldered as her husband. Her hair was grey and thinning but she carried herself with strength.

      “We both have, Yenteel and I.” She glanced at where he had been sitting. Neither he nor the young man were there.

      “Where did you see them?” asked Pasimel. “If you don’t mind me asking?”

      “We were in the mountains on a day that was upside-down,” said Kantees. “Riding the ziri we were high and the sky was clear. The sun shone on snowy mountain peaks and on the clouds below. The air above was warm and below was cold. Clouds filled the valleys between the mountains and flowed as if they were a great river of white.

      “We could only land on the mountaintops and my Sheesha was tired because he was recovering from injury. So we set down and watched the cloud rivers. Then we saw them, like great beasts in the sea, rising up to the surface and diving down again. It was the Tahulin, at first just one, then two, then so many they could not be counted and their size was three-fold greater than my Sheesha but they were made from the clouds.

      “They swam through the cloud river, heading downstream as if they were travelling to a great meeting of the Tahulin. Some came so close we almost felt we could reach out and touch them. And when they had all passed it was almost as if it had been a dream. But I remember and Yenteel remembers, and the ziri remember.”

      Kantees stopped with the sudden realisation that the entire room was quiet and that everyone had been listening to her. She was engulfed in a wave of embarrassment; she noticed she was sitting forward in the chair so she pushed herself back. She turned to Pasimel and smiled. “It was lovely.” Then she hid her awkwardness by taking a long drink of the beer which she had been avoiding. It was very dark and heavy with a bitter taste. She could not imagine why anyone would drink it from choice.

      “Thank you, Lady Kantees,” said Pasimel. “To think there are Tahulin so close. You must have been blessed by Taymar himself.”

      Kantees held her tongue. If Sheesha had not been shot with arrows they would not have seen the Tahulin and Kantees would have been content. Besides she was not entirely happy that she might have been blessed by Taymar, but she could not expect more from the Taymalin. Pasimel meant well.

      The meal had apparently finished although people were still eating. Some men who she knew had been seated at the tables now had instruments and were preparing themselves in a back corner. Others started moving tables.

      Ithamel touched her on the arm. “Lady Kantees, we shall move to the side. The townspeople would like to offer you a dance and some music as thanks. They have little else to give.”

      Kantees managed to get down from the chair and its pedestal without stumbling. Ithamel took her arm and guided her to the side of the room.

      “You’re not expecting me to dance, I hope?”

      “If you don’t want to, nobody will insist,” said Ithamel. “Your story will no doubt pass into legend and will be retold with many changes. I expect the storytellers will get rid of Yenteel. It will be the Lady Kantees alone in the mountains…” she laughed.

      “Doesn’t it bother you that it won’t be the truth?”

      “What is truth, Kantees? You, a runaway slave, promising to keep the Kadralin of the mountains in their place? Or you, a great power who consorts with the Tahulin promising the same?”

      “We didn’t consort with them, we just watched them—”

      A shadow crossed the fire.

      “Lady Kantees, I want a word with you.”

      The new voice was the growl of someone barely walking the right side of good manners.

      Kantees turned and looked up into the glowering eyes of a man who looked strong enough to break her in half. She was not sure whether it was the alcohol but she felt calm, even though this could only be Jynolee’s father. The conversation she did not want to have was being forced on her. At least Ithamel was here.

      Kantees looked round, but Ithamel had gone.

      “You are the blacksmith?”

      “I am Lokolo.”

      “Let us sit down.”

      That required him to locate two chairs and a place they could sit off to one side of the barn.

      “You want to take my daughter away.”

      “Yes.”

      “Pay me her bride price and you can have her.”

      Kantees seethed inside, she did not want to be part of any kind of slavery and this was nothing more.

      “I have no money.”

      He shrugged and sat back as if that was the end of the matter. Kantees turned her head and Lokolo took in a breath; she looked back at him.

      He was no longer leaning back but had placed both hands on the table.

      “What are you wearing?” His voice was strained even more than it had been before.

      Kantees frowned and looked down at her clothes.

      “On your head.”

      “A gift from Ithamel.”

      Lokolo gave the impression of a boiling kettle on the hearth but whatever emotion he was suppressing, somehow, he held it inside. Why would the circlet make him angry?

      Of course.

      “I meant no disrespect, Lokolo, I did not realise you had made it for her—” Though if I had been thinking, who else would have? “—and Ithamel told me of your sorrow.”

      “She had no right,” he hissed, though the tension in him seemed to dissipate.

      “I cannot make it right.”

      “The all-powerful Kantees of the Ziri cannot bring back the dead? I am surprised.”

      “Nor would I want to.”

      “You wish me to live with my grief, and you would take my daughter from me.”

      Kantees glanced around. It was as if they had a pattern of protection around them. Though the festivities and music were still going on, no one approached within a dozen paces.

      “I would not wish that upon anyone,” she said. “I will give the circlet back to you.”

      “I do not want it.”

      “Then I will return it to Ithamel.”

      “She has made her feelings clear. She gave it to you.”

      Kantees thought about Yenteel and his habits—and Ithamel’s. “Why not go to her?”

      “What?”

      “Ask her. Wed her if she says yes.”

      And it was as if the anger in him simply vanished. “How can I ask her?”

      Kantees lifted the circlet from her head and held it out to Lokolo. “Offer her this.”

      The man shrank back into the chair as if he feared the circle of iron. Then he took it from Kantees, his huge hand engulfing it.

      “And I will send you a journeyman blacksmith.”

      He frowned as if he did not understand her.

      “Soon,” she said, “the ley-circle of Riverrush will become active and there will be commerce beyond merely this valley and the farms. I must speak to the townmaster about this because there is work to be done before it can happen. And if you let me take Jynolee, I will send you a journeyman who can work with you. Or find an apprentice you can train, if you prefer.”

      “You would do this, for Jynolee?”

      “Does she desire to work in iron like her father?”

      “She does not.”

      “But she likes the ziri and they like her. She can learn to ride as I do.”

      He paused. “Will she be safe?”

      Kantees smiled. He did care for his daughter.

      “I will not lie, Master Lokolo, the world is a dangerous place and I am engaged in a battle. But your daughter is not required to fight and she will spend her time in Jakalain. She will be as safe there as anywhere. But I was told you are all taught to fight.”

      “It is many years since the Kadralin came marauding,” he said pointedly. “But we do not forget, yes, our young people are taught to fight.”

      He stood up and towered over her. He kept flipping the circlet in his hand. “I will give you your answer tomorrow, Kantees of the Ziri.”

      And he stalked away.

      

      Ithamel must have been watching from somewhere in the barn because she appeared a few moments later with a refill for Kantees’ cup.

      “He did not strike you,” she said as if it were some idle topic of conversation.

      “He came close.”

      “But he didn’t.”

      If she had been watching then she would know that Kantees had returned the circlet. But then, Kantees thought, why would Ithamel have given her the headpiece if she had not had a good idea of how Kantees could use it?

      “You manipulated me,” she said. “Yenteel used to do that until I made him stop. Don’t do it again.” Even Kantees was surprised by the steel in her voice.

      “As you say, Kantees of the Ziri.”

      “Well, good,” said Kantees. “Now, I need to talk to the townmaster, and I think you should be here as well. This time.”

      “I will find him,” said Ithamel and got to her feet.

      “One thing, Ithamel,” said Kantees. “Please do not spend another night with Yenteel.”

      “I believe he has found someone else of interest.”

      “Forgive me for asking but is it common for you to lie with the people of the town?”

      “We do not. In our position it could make things difficult, that’s why I took advantage of your man’s willingness.”

      Kantees nodded and without another word Ithamel departed.
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      Kantees slept with Sheesha even though she had been offered a bed. She still felt guilty over his arrow injuries even though they had healed well and he, of course, had completely forgotten them. He was back to his old self and as strong as ever. Nestling beneath his wing gave her strength.

      Helka brought her food in the morning, boiled eggs with fresh bread and butter. Kantees told her they would be leaving soon and to fetch her bag—also to have a word with Jynolee. The girl had gone off with a skip in her step.

      Yenteel turned up looking tired. Kantees had decided she was not going to ask him about his night, but somehow she could not resist.

      “Want to stay?”

      He glanced at her. “No.”

      “But a place that offers such a variety of attractions, it must be tempting.”

      “Did you leave anything for breakfast?”

      “Didn’t you get anything this morning?”

      He didn’t reply and checked her bowl. She had already finished it all.

      “There’s some dried meat still left in the packs.”

      He held up his hand as if wanting her to stop.

      “Well if you want to eat you’d better get something, we’re leaving as soon as Helka and Jynolee get back.”

      “You paid the blacksmith?”

      “I think I gave him what he needed. We’ll see, I suppose.”

      Yenteel disappeared back into the town. Kantees checked her meagre belongings. She had changed back into her old clothes but packed the ones Ithamel had given her. She made sure the chilafrah was safe.

      Twenty of the townsfolk emerged from between the buildings and headed down to where she and the two ziri waited on the rocks close to the river. The place where she and Yenteel had performed their minor miracle two nights before. A fitting spot for the send-off. She remembered Master Kevrey commenting to one of his clients as to how people wanted symbols, and how they made a stronger impression.

      This place was a symbol now and she would use it. Now I am the one doing the manipulating, she thought. It did not please her.

      The group was led by the townmaster and Hagata. His wife, Ithamel and Helka were on one side, the blacksmith and his daughter on the other. Both Helka and Jynolee had packs and wore men’s trousers instead of skirts.

      Kantees suppressed her pleasure at the triumph. Chaos is easy, order is hard. Had Kevrey really intended her to learn all these lessons, or had she just been nosey? All servants listened, secrets were currency, especially among slaves when they were not permitted to own anything.

      As the group arrived Kantees spotted Yenteel returning, while stuffing food into his mouth.

      The townmaster offered her the blessing of Taymar in her deeds and the Mother in her travels. Why not? In a place so out of touch with the rest of Esternes why not merge both cultures? Her heart told her that Taymar was just a usurper used to justify the theft of her people’s land. But the townmaster meant well, so she thanked him.

      Lokolo pushed Jynolee forward, unnecessarily since she was clearly eager to get started and came to stand behind Kantees on the bank of the river. Helka kissed her mother and grandmother then followed.

      A glint of metal in Ithamel’s hair caught Kantees’ eye: she was wearing the circlet. Lokolo had certainly wasted no time, nor should he. Perhaps the delivery of his daughter had depended on whether Ithamel would accept the gift this second time. It seemed she had.

      Everyone was looking at her expectantly and she realised she had to say something.

      “In the name of the Mother, I thank you for your hospitality which has been kind and generous. Whatever guided us to this place, it has been good fortune for all of us.”

      There was a murmur of agreement among the group, and most smiled. So far, so good.

      “I am returning to my home with two of your daughters, and in return I hope I will be able to repay everything you have given to me.”

      Kantees ran out of things to say so instead she glanced at Sheesha and Looesa who roared as one, their voices echoing across the river and bouncing from the cliffs. Those in the party who did not step back, flinched.

      The two ziri moved forwards—and Yenteel detached himself from the crowd, just swallowing down the last of whatever he had managed to find.

      “Helka, you will ride with Yenteel, Jynolee with me.”

      At a thought from Kantees, the ziri lay flat. To Kantees’ surprise, both girls bowed to their respective mounts first. Jynolee stood on one side of Sheesha’s neck with Kantees on the other.

      “Sit on his back between the wings, so his spine is … you know. And move back so I have enough room to sit in front of you. I’ll hold your pack.”

      Jynolee passed it over then straddled Sheesha’s neck. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “You won’t.”

      Kantees glanced at Helka who was already in place and holding her pack in her lap as Yenteel got in place. The girl sat gingerly then pushed herself back.

      “That’s fine,” said Kantees. She returned the bag and hopped lightly into her place. She hooked her legs under the wings and adjusted her position. She leaned forward and stroked Sheesha’s neck. With her head facing toward the river and away from the crowd. “Ready, beloved? We shall give them a show they will not forget.” Then loudly to Yenteel, “Ready?”

      “Aye, Lady Kantees.”

      “Hold on to me, Jynolee.” Kantees barely felt the hands that touched her hips. “No, girl, put your arms tight around my waist. Move closer if you must. What would your father think if you fell off as soon as we took to the air?”

      The girl said nothing but moved closer until her pack was firmly against Kantees’ back, and her arms were tight. Kantees looked over to Looesa and saw Helka clearly had no qualms about clinging to Yenteel. But he remained straight-faced without even a hint of the grin she might expect under other circumstances.

      All was ready. She spoke quietly to her mount. “Go.”

      Sheesha stood up on his hind legs and raised his wings for the first beat. The ziri’s back was at an alarming angle, Kantees held on with her legs hooked under his wings. Any reticence in Jynolee vanished as she clutched Kantees tighter.

      Sheesha crouched, brought his wings down with thunderous power and leapt upwards. They were at the maximum height of his jump as the second beat pushed them higher. And again, they moved forwards, he angled across the raging water. Beat after beat, each driving them a little higher and much faster.

      Kantees glanced round to see Helka white with fear on Looesa’s back. Clinging so hard to Yenteel, Kantees could only interpret his grimace as one of pain. It gave her perverse pleasure to see it. He was far too smug most of the time.

      “Are you alright, Jynolee?” she asked as Sheesha reached a good height above the river and was nearly over the other side. Kantees made him turn upstream, which meant that suddenly it was just air between the riders and the water below.

      Jynolee may have been starting to reply but all that came out was a squeal.

      “Faster, Sheesha!”

      The ziri stroked hard with his wings and they accelerated until the cold air streamed across their faces.

      “Enjoying it?”

      “Lady Kantees, this is the most wonderful thing I have ever known.”

      Kantees smiled and pushed Sheesha harder and higher. The mountains grew around them. The river below narrowed until it because a gushing torrent between the valley walls. There was a low peak ahead and to the left, Kantees had Sheesha go behind it as he turned back south towards the town once more. She intended to show them just how wonderful the ziri truly were.

      “There may be magic soon,” she shouted behind her. “Don’t be afraid.”

      “I am afraid, Lady Kantees, but there is no other place I want to be in this world than with you on the back of Lord Sheesha.”

      The town was visible a little less than a league away. Kantees was not about to push Sheesha if he did not want to go fast, but the town’s ley-circle was powerful enough to give them strength.

      She urged him faster.

      The angle may have been less severe but the careening descent toward Riverrush reminded her of the fall from the Hamalain Ziri Tower at Kurvin Port. When Sheesha had caught her and they first rode the golden path together.

      “Oh!” said Jynolee as flashes of gold appeared around Sheesha. Kantees glanced round to ensure Looesa was in position, as she expected him to be. She could feel him.

      Then they were wrapped in a cocoon of golden light. She had hoped to see the open mouths of the townsfolk as they went by, but it was too fast. The town and the river fell away behind them in a heartbeat and, moments later, they were crossing over the Talamyrth with nothing but a sea of trees below them.

      Kantees had Sheesha climb and turn into the east. In her mind’s eye, she thought she saw a glimpse of the powerful ley-circle in the heart of the forest. It was not a place she intended to visit ever again.

      Within a short time Sheesha was flying parallel to the mountains in the north. Kantees pushed him up and they broke through the thin clouds.

      Jynolee gasped at the white blanket spread below them as far as could be seen.

      “The magic of the zirichasa,” said Kantees. “Very few people can bring them to this place.” She almost said, “Only I,” but that would have been a lie.

      “Can I do it?”

      “Whether it is a gift the ziri will only share with a few, or whether it is the rider who brings it about, I don’t know. I know only one other who can, and he is Kadralin just as I am.”

      “You think Taymalin cannot do it?” Her voice dripped with disappointment.

      “I would say two things. First, I do not really know, though two experienced riders, lordlings of noble Taymalin houses, have tried and failed. Second, you have Kadralin in you.”

      “What if I can and Helka cannot?”

      “Then that is how it will be.”

      “Is the other your patterner?”

      “Yenteel? No, not him. He does not ride the ziri, he is carried, like a parcel.”

      “He is strange.”

      “Yes, but a good man, and reliable.”

      “We’re going to Jakalain?”

      “You’ve heard of it?”

      “We know the houses but we seldom see any travellers from one year to the next. I cannot even remember the last one who came, I was too young.”

      Kantees watched the land roll past. They left the Talamyrth behind, for which she was grateful, but now she had to consider Sheesha. She did not know whether he was fully recovered from his injuries, and swift flight was very draining. On the other hand, she was desperate to get back to Jakalain. There was a lot she had to do—if she was permitted.

      They crossed a large river that she did not remember from the original journey and as it dwindled into the distance behind them she called for Sheesha to slow.

      The ziri was becoming more skilled at moving into and out of the patterned flight, so when the golden wall collapsed, they were not blasted by the wind.

      Kantees focused her mind but couldn’t sense a ley-circle, instead she turned them north into the mountains once more and found a grassy but isolated ledge big enough to land both ziri and leave room to move about.

      She lifted her leg over Sheesha’s neck and slipped to the ground then hugged his head.

      “Thank you, Sheesha, you are strong but we shall rest a while so you can gather your strength.”

      She turned to find Jynolee behind her and saw Yenteel lifting Helka down from Looesa’s back. She frowned but when Yenteel stepped away Kantees saw the girl’s pale face and round eyes.

      Helka saw Kantees looking at her and immediately stood up straight as if she was fine, but she could not force the blood back into her face.

      Kantees wondered if she should have warned them in advance, but she had wanted them to be shocked just so that she could see their reactions.

      When she had come face to face with Sheesha for the first time she thought she was going to be eaten. And then she had been forced to travel the patterner’s path with no warning of what it would be like. The difference was that she at least understood what the magic portal did and had heard stories. These two girls had had no warning of what it was like to fly, and especially not what was going to happen with the swift flight.

      If she was going to recruit more riders she would have to think about that.

      The Taymalin aristocracy were not going to like that idea.

      Helka turned away and threw up. Yenteel wandered over to Kantees.

      “At least she managed to hold it in while we were in flight.”

      “That’s something.”

      Jynolee took a water bottle from her bag and hurried over to help Helka.

      “I wasn’t expecting that reaction,” said Kantees. “Was it the normal flight or the pattern?”

      “The pattern. She seemed to be quite enjoying the first part.”

      “Perhaps it just needs getting used to.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Kantees hesitated. Helka was sipping water and spitting it out again. “Should I help?”

      Yenteel shook his head. “Leave them to it. A leader can’t do everything.”

      “There’s only four of us.”

      “Start as you mean to go on.”

      Kantees gave a short bark of a laugh. “That would be fine, if I had the slightest idea what I intended for the future.”

      “Oh, I think you have quite a good idea.”

      She gave the sky a hard look. The wind was from the west and bringing a lot of cloud but it did not feel like rain. Still, if the wind was behind them they would make better time towards Jakalain.

      “Any idea where we are?” she said. “Or where Jakalain is?”

      Yenteel pointed east.

      “That’s not much help.”

      “It can’t be far,” he said, “we covered the distance in the other direction in a day or so.”

      “Not counting the time spent with you on your back.”

      She wished she hadn’t said it. Yenteel had taken an arrow and they had been laid up for a couple of days, even after he managed to use the healing pattern on himself. But it had been the same—or worse—with Sheesha. Struck by arrows and unable to travel for days. She knew she had to just accept these things might happen, but she did not want to see her friends hurt, especially not because of her actions.

      The consequences of doing nothing would be worse if the Dunor succeeded.

      “Don’t punish yourself,” said Yenteel gently.

      “That’s easy to say.”

      “Even easier when I’m not the one making the decisions.” He grinned at her, so she punched him in the arm.

      

      Jynolee fetched food from the bags and served Kantees with bread, a meat pie and water to wash it down. Being served felt very strange but Kantees forced herself to accept it with grace, even though it twisted her up inside. She did not want to make any other person feel like a slave. She was, however, amused that Jynolee did not do the same for Yenteel. He had to fetch his own.

      Helka had some colour back in her cheeks when Kantees had the two girls come to sit with her.

      “This afternoon we will arrive at Jakalain and I think I should explain what happened between the Lord and Lady of that place and their sons, and me. How I came to leave and how, though we may not be friends, they will hopefully not try to kill us when we arrive.”

      That last comment got their attention.

      She quickly went over the attack of the Dunor, riding Sheesha, escaping, rescuing the younger son, and then Daybian. She skimmed over the events at Kurvin Port, which they had heard of, and Dakastown, which they had not.

      “They should be grateful to you for returning their sons,” said Jynolee.

      “They are, as I have said, but I don’t really know how we’ll be treated this time. I did wonder if I should leave you two in the town outside the gates.”

      “I will stay with you.”

      “We must go together.”

      “Very well, then let us be going.”

      Helka hesitated. “Will we be flying very swiftly?”

      “We will not be taking the golden path,” Kantees said reassuringly. “It takes a great deal of strength and the ziri cannot maintain it for a long time.” She hesitated. “I am telling you a great deal of zirichasa lore which nobody else knows. Many have seen a ziri flying swiftly since I have learnt how to do it, but it would be best if the limits were not well known.”

      Helka in particular seemed to grasp this. “It is the same for my mother and grandmother, much of what they say is not as magical as people think. But they keep their secrets and everyone thinks they are more powerful than they are.”

      Jynolee shook her head. “It does not make them less powerful.”

      Kantees was not interested in a discussion and stood up. “We’re going.”

      Jynolee mounted more easily the second time and Kantees got in front of her. Sheesha raised his head and bellowed, Kantees laughed and gave his neck a solid thump. “Yes, Sheesha, we’re going home.” Home? Kevrey of Tander was dead and the place she was brought up had been torn down, the valley in the mountains held no good memories yet. Jakalain was the closest thing she had to home.

      A quick look to Looesa told her that they were ready.

      Sheesha waddled to the edge, and dropped. Jynolee screamed. Kantees smiled and allowed him to gain plenty of speed before asking him to pull up as the valley floor rushed toward them. They were crushed down into his back as his wings adjusted their trajectory and they shot away south weaving along a valley that snaked through the hills.

      They burst out on to the plain that stretched out west, south and east. Without instruction Sheesha adjusted his direction until they were flashing across the plain so close to the ground that he had to swerve around the taller trees.

      He’s showing off, she thought. And excited about getting back to Jakalain, he’s missed it, she thought. And so have I.

      The glow of a ley-circle grew in her mind. This was a big one and she knew that it must be the one at Jakalain, located less than a league to the west of the castle. They had been so close, still, a break meant that they would arrive fresh.

      The ziri topped a low range of hills and Jakalain was there before them, its dark brooding walls reflecting the dull day with not a single window on the exterior. There were armsmen moving on the battlements.

      Kantees ordered Sheesha to gain height so that they were out of arrow range. He obliged.

      Then she tripled the height again, in case the castle’s defenders decided to utilise one of the massive engines she could now see located on the towers. They had not been there two ten-days before when she had last been here.

      Jakalain must have taken her warning seriously. Good.
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      Kantees had Sheesha and Looesa circle above the castle while armsmen and servants dashed around below them. They went in and out of the doors facing into the inner courtyard and along the parapets like ants stirred up with a stick. The huge spear-throwing engines had been turned to point in their general direction but nothing had been loosed at them. Kantees also saw that there was construction work going on inside the courtyard though she could not quite see what it was.

      “How can anything be so big?” said Jynolee, clearly in awe of what was below them. Her words took Kantees by surprise, it had not even occurred to her that these country girls had never seen anything like a castle. She would probably have felt similarly about the town over the river; the buildings were not much bigger than the ones from her home, but they were mostly built from stone, unlike Riverrush.

      Just as well she hadn’t seen Kurvin Port and the Hamalain citadel first. Or the waterfall and lifting engines at Cliffedge.

      Kantees was about to reply when she spotted a familiar figure climbing up on to the walkway along the walls. “Daybian!” she called out to Yenteel and pointed down. Then she waved.

      He had a grin on his face and gestured for her to descend. In return she shook her head and pointed at the weapons aimed at the ziri.

      It took him a moment to understand but he sent armsmen off at a run to the towers and very soon the weapons were once more pointed out beyond the walls. Though the armsmen who manned them were still looking up.

      Kantees accepted the gesture and set Sheesha to descend in a gliding spiral.

      It was not long before they set down once more in the courtyard of Jakalain. Daybian must have thrown himself down the stairs inside the wall because he appeared from a door, jumped a new low wall and then reduced his speed to a sedate walk more in keeping with the heir to Jakalain.

      There were no servants in the courtyard now but several groups of armsmen—equipped with bows—moved out into view. They held their bows down with arrows nocked but not drawn. Kantees glanced round taking in the building work, it looked as if they were building an inner wall around the entire perimeter.

      Kantees hesitated, she was not completely sure what reception she would get but at least Daybian seemed pleased to see her. She lifted her leg over Sheesha’s neck and slipped to the cobbles.

      “My lord, stay back!”

      Kantees recognised the voice of Swordmaster Erang coming from the direction of the main tower. The armsmen parted to let him through. His sword was not drawn but he did not look happy, which did not surprise her.

      “Nonsense, Swordmaster,” said Daybian. He lengthened his stride and bore down on Kantees, moments later he had her in a tight embrace. “Kantees! I am so glad to see you!”

      She didn’t know what to say.

      “Daybian,” was all she could manage at first, then she gathered her wits. Making sure that her hands were clearly empty—for Erang’s sake—she reached as far round Daybian’s chest as she could. “It’s good to see you too.” She forced the words out, but found they were true.

      Then he took a half step back and let his hands move to her shoulders. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      She gave a gentle smile. “I did but that is not a tale for now.”

      “No, of course not.” He turned and looked round. “Yenteel! Welcome!”

      “Sire.”

      He paused for a moment to take in Helka and Jynolee. “Where is Gally? And the child?” His voice took on a tone of extreme concern. “Tell me they are well.”

      She gave him a bigger smile. “They were well when I left them among my people in the mountains. They were not in any danger and Ulina was charged with protecting Galiko.”

      “Daybian, if you’d like to put Kantees down, I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”

      Kantees smiled again at the sound of Levin’s voice.

      “I haven’t—” Daybian realised Levin was not being literal and abruptly released Kantees’ shoulders.

      Unlike the Jakalain lordling, Levin did not try to embrace her. Instead he simply bowed. “I am very pleased to see you, Kantees, it is a dangerous world and I could not help but be concerned for your safety.”

      “But I wasn’t coming back,” said Kantees.

      “I know, and I would have spent the rest of my sorry life wondering what had happened to you.”

      “Don’t mind him,” said Daybian, “he’s been moping ever since we parted.”

      Levin looked embarrassed. And Kantees turned back to the ziri. Both the women had dismounted.

      “This is Jynolee and that’s Helka, they’re my…” She realised she had at no point decided exactly what they were. “They’re my apprentices. This is Lord Daybian and Lord Levin.”

      Both girls went down on one knee and looked at the ground. Helka managed it more smoothly but she kept peeking up at the two men.

      There was some activity over by the Swordmaster and Kantees saw a runner moving away. Erang strode over to them. Sheesha got back up on his haunches and fixed his eye on the armsman. The movement was very obvious and Erang came to a halt a few paces away.

      “Lord Jakalain requests an audience with Kantees of the Ziri.”

      It might have been Kantees’ imagination but the Swordmaster almost seemed to choke on the title he had given her.

      “Thank you, Swordmaster. The ziri must roost and be fed. Are their eyries unoccupied?”

      “That is not my concern.”

      “Sheesha’s eyrie is as you left it, Kantees,” said Daybian, “and Looesa can rejoin Shingul.”

      Kantees glanced at the Ziri Tower and then back at the Swordmaster. “Please thank Lord Jakalain, I will be there as soon as I can but I must make sure the ziri and my apprentices are comfortable.”

      At her thought both Sheesha and Looesa dropped their long necks and bodies to the ground again. Jynolee and Helka climbed up. Yenteel hesitated. “Please stay here, Yenteel, I will return.” Then she looked over at Daybian who thankfully took the hint.

      “Let me assist you.” He almost bounded over to Looesa and Kantees heard him give Helka a cheery greeting as he climbed up in front of her. Kantees took her place and the ziri launched into the air. Sheesha was always one for making an impression so flew low round the courtyard once before climbing the Ziri Tower.

      Kantees was sure the door into the eyrie had not been open when they arrived but it stood wide as Sheesha glided in and came to a comfortable halt on fresh straw. She heard Looesa squawking two levels up and the replies from Shingul.

      Jynolee’s feet had barely touched the ground before Sheesha lifted his head and bellowed, just to remind all the zirichasa in the tower that their king had returned. It was answered by every ziri giving voice until the tower almost shook.

      Without even a thought Kantees glanced at the riding tack hanging from the walls. She noted it had been treated correctly and reflected the light from outside.

      “This is where I spent most of my life,” she said to Jynolee who was staring around at the piles of hay bales, used for warmth and nesting by the ziri. “My room is just above. You and Helka will have to stay there for now.”

      “You said we are your apprentices.”

      “Is that all right? I couldn’t think of a better word.”

      “Lady Kantees, I am honoured to be your apprentice.”

      Again, Kantees had to force herself not to correct the girl over the name. She understood that if she was to be a leader, others needed to treat her with respect and part of that came from having a title.

      “We’d best not keep Lord Jakalain waiting any longer than we need,” said Kantees. “Come on.”

      She headed up the ladder just as Daybian and Helka were descending and so introduced the women to their new room. Even Jynolee was unimpressed.

      “This was my home,” said Kantees. “If you want to ride zirichasa as I do then it will do you no harm to be here for a while. However, you two are not slaves and I think we can arrange for conditions here to be improved.” She gave Daybian a hard look.

      “Naturally. Proper beds for a start,” he said. “Better flooring.” He eyed the ceiling which was stained in places from accidents. “Perhaps a better ceiling too.”

      “Yes, good,” said Kantees. “Let’s keep moving, you two leave your bags and come along, you’ll need to be introduced to the other staff here.” Not something she was looking forward to.

      Daybian headed for the ladder, the two girls hung back. Kantees thought it was to let her go first so she followed the lordling.

      “Lady.”

      “Helka?”

      “Perhaps a change of clothes?”

      Kantees looked down at her well-used riding gear. There were the clothes she had been given at Riverrush she could put on. As she opened the bag Helka politely asked Daybian to remove himself. Kantees wondered if Daybian was also reminded of the night when she’d hit him over the head because asking him to leave would not work.

      

      It did not take long and soon they headed down again, finding Daybian on the floor below. After two more ladders they reached the level where the stairs started. Kantees did not give them a tour; while Daybian might be unconcerned about keeping his father waiting, Kantees could not afford to damage what little goodwill she had here, she had only been willing to take the time to change because the quality of her clothes would help.

      When they reached the first level above the refectory, they finally ran into Romain. For some reason Kantees was surprised that he had barely changed, she felt as if she had been away for years, yet it was barely more than a turn of the moon. Of course he had not, though she was now a completely different person. The smells in the tower had not changed either and she found those more welcoming than the expression on Romain’s face—but Daybian was with her and she no longer feared this small man whose knowledge of ziri was limited to maintaining their lives, he knew nothing of their magic. And though he might be of Kadralin descent, she trusted Daybian far more than she ever would him.

      “Romain, the Mother’s blessing on you,” she said moving towards him quickly so that he could not get the upper hand. Unfortunately it also involved taking advantage of Daybian, and the possibility his father might not agree. “Lord Jakalain requests my presence so I cannot spend a great deal of time with you. These are my apprentices, Jynolee and Helka, they are to learn the ways of the ziri, but they are not slaves. I cannot think of anyone who would be more experienced at providing that learning than you. You have taught so many, and you taught me.” She half-turned. “Do you not agree Lord Daybian?”

      “Most certainly, Lady Kantees. You are very wise.”

      Kantees shook her head slightly, she was glad he had got the point, but she thought he was overdoing it. Typical Daybian.

      But if Romain had been intending to say anything, it had gone from his head. He looked at her as if he had never seen her before. And it was true, he had never seen this incarnation.

      “We can’t keep Lord Jakalain waiting,” she said. “My apprentices need food; we have flown far today. They should be introduced to the tower and its staff.”

      “Mistress?” said Helka. “Did you not also order that Sheesha and Looesa should be fed?”

      Kantees did not smile. Helka had clearly seen the game being played here and assessed Romain for what he was. Very clever.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Make sure the ziri are fed, Romain,” said Daybian.

      Romain finally managed to speak. “Yes, sire.”

      Kantees turned to the girls. “Romain will guide you and instruct you for now. I will return as soon as I can.”

      Helka and Jynolee curtsied.

      With Daybian at her side, Kantees headed across the refectory towards the exit, knowing that all eyes were on her. So many of the castle staff were still slaves and, to them, she was just a runaway and a thief who had yet to face her comeuppance.

      “Where are you going to sleep, Kantees?” Daybian asked as they hurried across the courtyard. “With those girls?”

      She ignored him, she knew where that conversation was leading. Perhaps you could admire his persistence but not his ultimate intentions.

      “What are the walls for?” She pointed at the work being done. The tallest section had already reached the second line of windows on the side above the dungeons, elsewhere it had been barely started. Now that the fuss of Kantees’ arrival was passed there was an army of men and boys at work. It looked like a huge construction project.

      “In case of an attack brought in by tekrasa.”

      “Did your father need much convincing?”

      “If that original attack had not happened, if people had not seen the giant creature with their own eyes, I doubt we could have persuaded him.”

      “Swordmaster Erang?”

      “He’s not a fool, Kantees. He saw the beast the night Jelamie was abducted.”

      “And the walls?”

      “His idea, since the tekrasa might bring men directly into the courtyard we have to be able to prevent access.”

      Kantees glanced up at the windows of the main tower. “They don’t have to bring men to the ground.”

      Daybian followed her gaze. “The window shutters have been reinforced. They look normal from the outside only. Additional barriers can be put in place.”

      “It’s still a weak point.”

      “Have you become a master strategist?”

      “I’m just thinking what I would do.”

      “Then I’m glad you’re on our side.”

      Yenteel was waiting at the entrance to the main tower with Levin and Tenical. She greeted the patterner with a nod but there had never been any comradeship between them. She was simply glad he had not run back to his former masters.

      Two of the household staff must have been watching for them and drew back the doors as Kantees approached.

      

      She was led for a third time into the heart of the building and the room where she had first been subject to the questioning over who had raised the alarm during that night-time attack. The furniture here was different again than both the previous times, now there were several tables set in a circle with pairs of chairs at each.

      Lord Jakalain and the Swordmaster stood by one. Daybian went to stand by his father. There was another lord and a patterner who Kantees did not recognise at a table beside Jakalain. Levin and Tenical were guided to another, while Kantees and Yenteel were led to a fifth, that faced the lords. A couple of men she took for scribes sat slightly back from the group. She glanced back at the unknown lord, his hair was grey and he had an aspect of sadness about him; the patterner who accompanied him was surprisingly young, perhaps no more than thirty years, but what she found most interesting was the way he was staring at Yenteel.

      “Kantees of the Ziri,” started Lord Jakalain, dragging her attention away from the men. “Thank you for attending this council. Allow me to introduce Lord Corlain of Faerholme.”

      Faerholme? That was on the mainland and not even on the coast close to Esternes.

      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lord Corlain.”

      “This is the ziri thief?”

      Kantees felt her blood freeze. She did not expect to be treated as an equal but open insults were another issue.
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      Kantees glared at Corlain for a breath as she suppressed every sharp retort that went through her mind, then turned on her heel and headed for the door. Yenteel was ahead of her and had the door open in a trice, she was outside the room before anyone else reacted.

      She was breathing heavily as she stalked down the corridor. The sound of several pairs of boots emerged from the room and followed her. Nobody called for her to stop but Daybian appeared at her right hand.

      “Turn here,” he said in a clipped tone as they passed a passage.

      She didn’t argue and presently they came to a set of stairs.

      “Up,” said Daybian. They went.

      Eventually he guided them to a room with large windows looking out on the courtyard, it was equipped with various tables and upholstered chairs.

      “My mother’s day-room, sometimes,” said Daybian by way of explanation.

      Kantees glanced round to find Yenteel, Levin and Tenical had also followed her. She was grateful but her heart was too full of anger to trust herself to speak. Instead she went to a window and stared out at the activity in the courtyard.

      She was tempted to simply call Sheesha and fly off.

      But that would achieve nothing.

      She turned round to face them only to find they were all still standing. “Can we get something to eat?”

      Daybian went to the fireplace and pulled a cord.

      “Sit down,” she said and waved her hand at them. Yenteel did, but the others remained standing. “Oh for the sake of the Mother, just sit down, stop treating me like I’m someone special, you all know who I really am.”

      “It’s because we know who you really are,” said Levin, “that we remain standing.”

      “Well, I’m sitting down,” said Yenteel.

      Kantees turned on him. “And who was that man?”

      She watched half a dozen facetious remarks die on his tongue before he finally replied. “His name is Bejeren.”

      “Is he an ex-lover of yours?”

      The eyes of the other men in the room focused on Yenteel.

      “He isn’t.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I think I know who I spend my idle time with.”

      “Then how do you know him?”

      Yenteel looked particularly uncomfortable as he glanced at the others in the room. “I can’t…”

      “Tell me.”

      “Kantees, I would tell you but…” He waved his hand at the others.

      “You don’t want to say you and this Bejeren have the same master?”

      Yenteel did not respond.

      “I see.”

      Kantees turned back to the window.

      “Perhaps we should forgive Lord Corlain,” said Levin.

      “Why?”

      “He lost his wife in childbirth and the surviving daughter went mad.”

      “Very sad,” said Kantees.

      “The girl murdered three servants—two of them at a wedding—and escaped.”

      “This has nothing to do with me or his rudeness. I was invited to the council.”

      They fell silent until there was a knock on the door.

      “Come!” called Daybian.

      “I wondered where you had got to,” said Lord Jakalain.

      No food then, thought Kantees.

      “Lady Kantees, I have spoken with Lord Corlain.”

      She glared at the window as if her gaze could shatter the glass.

      “He wishes to express his apologies for his uncouth attitude and harsh words.”

      “If he wants to apologise, he can do it in person, not send someone to do it for him.”

      There was a pause.

      “Lady Kantees of the Ziri.”

      She spun round and faced Lord Corlain; the man, Bejeren, stood at his shoulder. She would have to be careful of that one, and anything Corlain said, if this lackey of the Arch-patterner was whispering in his ear. She returned her gaze to the lord.

      “Lady Kantees, I spoke out of turn and was unconscionably rude.”

      Kantees gave a thought to Sheesha and Looesa. “Yes, Lord Corlain, you were very rude.”

      “I cannot excuse it.”

      “But you were also right. I was a runaway slave. I did steal and ride Lord Jakalain’s zirichasa, all crimes which are punishable by death. I took another slave with me, and assisted in the break-out of a prisoner. On the other hand, I alerted the castle to attack, rescued Lord Jakalain’s younger son, and then his older son. And I brought word of the impending attack of the Dunor, giving Lord Jakalain the chance to prepare his defences.

      “But let us consider, Lord Corlain, that it was the Taymalin that invaded the lands of the Kadralin and ripped it from them. And here in Esternes, if not elsewhere, we were enslaved. It was the Kadralin that rode and commanded the zirichasa. I have taken back what is mine by right of birth.”

      At that moment, there were shouts from outside and the shrieking calls of half a dozen ziri penetrated the room, along with the thump-thump of their wings beating hard to hold them in the air. Since Kantees had her back to the window she could only see the reactions of those in front of her, but that was sufficient. They all took a step back and gasped. More than one hand went to a sword or dagger.

      Kantees knew the ziri wouldn’t be able to hover for more than a few moments but they had done their job. She raised an arm and waved, at the same time ordering Sheesha, and the others he had brought with him, to return to their eyries.

      It had all been for show, but the look on their faces made it worthwhile, even Yenteel looked impressed. She glared at the one called Bejeren, daring him to make a comment as he turned his eyes on her with a look of that unfortunately resembled satisfaction rather than astonishment. Apparently she was still playing the game the way they wanted.

      “You command them,” said Lord Jakalain and Kantees could not tell whether the tone of his voice was excitement or fear.

      

      They had returned to the room set aside for the council and proceeded as if there had been no interruption. There was no repeat of the rudeness.

      “There’s something I don’t understand,” said Kantees at a lull in the discussions of defences against the giant tekrasa.

      “What is that, Lady Kantees?”

      “Why is Lord Corlain here? I mean, with all due respect, his lordship is only the second most powerful family in Faerholme and that land is a very long way from here. Why is it just Corlain and Jakalain? Where are the others?”

      It was Levin who answered. “You know Hamalain belongs to the Dunor, and we were too unsure of my family. The Otulain are very close to Hamalain. I know my uncle is unhappy with the restrictions the Great Concordance places on him.”

      “The Garbalain?”

      “Rejected our approaches.” Levin hesitated. “We know from Tenical that the Tanderlain in Faerholme are part of the conspiracy. We have attempted to recruit other families but they are lukewarm to our approach. It’s not that they don’t believe us, some are aware of the Dunor it seems, but they are unwilling to pick a side.”

      Lord Jakalain stood up. “Those you see in this room are the only people willing to commit to opposing the Dunor. I cannot deny that if they had not kidnapped my sons, I would not be here. I would not even believe they existed.”

      “Do you have a plan?” she asked.

      “We believe the Dunor are not aware Lord Corlain is on our side, so we expect them to mount an attack against us alone. When that happens word will be sent to those families who indicated they might side with us if they can see there is a genuine threat.”

      “They won’t support you if you lose,” said Kantees.

      Lord Jakalain sat down. “No, they won’t.”

      “And if the Dunor don’t attack here but continue to build their forces while turning other families to their side, you lose again.”

      “We are aware.”

      Kantees sighed. “Then we must ensure they do attack here and that they are defeated.”

      Lord Corlain stirred. “And how do you propose we achieve that?”

      “Getting them to attack here is easy,” she said. “If their spies have not already seen, we must let them know that Kantees of the Ziri has returned to Jakalain. It was me they wanted then, and it is me they want now, whether to learn how I control the zirichasa or simply to kill me in revenge for embarrassing them.” She paused. “I will be the bait. They will not be able to resist.”

      A warning horn sounded outside. Kantees recognised the call as the one to indicate a foreign messenger coming from the ley-circle.

      Kantees stood up. “I will return to the Ziri Tower. Lord Jakalain, you might tell your household to keep silent about my arrival.”

      “You think that will stop tongues from wagging?” said Lord Corlain.

      “Of course not, it will guarantee they will wag, but secretly and that will give it more credence and importance. When a slave is not permitted any form of possession it is secrets that become currency.”

      With that she gave them a short bow and left, with Yenteel, Levin and Daybian in tow.

      They left the main tower and hurried across the courtyard.

      Kantees paused as they entered the buildings at the base of the Ziri Tower.

      “Daybian, will your father let you attend the meeting with this messenger?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then please do so, I want to know everything that’s said. Your father is a good man but I don’t think he would be entirely honest with me.”

      “You want me to be your spy in my father’s house?”

      “Yes.”

      He bowed. “It is my pleasure, Kantees. I owe you my life and that of all my family. I will honour that even if they don’t.” He turned and headed back across the courtyard.

      “Do you need me to do anything?” asked Levin.

      “I need you to come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Up there.”

      She led the way back through the stone passages and rooms, past the refectory to the stairs leading up the tower.

      “I’ve brought these two girls to ride ziri,” she said as they climbed. “I don’t really know what to do with them. I don’t know how to teach them, and I don’t have authority here.”

      Levin gave a short laugh. “You’ve made a great display of what you do not have.”

      “And it will come tumbling down like a castle built from cards if I do not get a firm foundation soon.”

      “Don’t the Kadralin here respect you?”

      “Why would they? I was one of them and now I’m a runaway and a thief. I’m like them, only worse. And they aren’t wrong, Levin, I am them. There’s no real difference.”

      Levin said nothing for a few moments. “Do you want me to teach these women?”

      “I don’t know. I think I should do it but I don’t even know where to start.”

      They had stopped between floors. Afternoon light filtered through doorways and highlighted the stones worn smooth by a thousand feet.

      “What do you want them to be able to do?”

      “What I can do.”

      “You mean make the ziri go fast?”

      “I don’t know if they can do that, but they need to be able to fly first.”

      “How did you learn?”

      Kantees shrugged. “Sheesha made me ride him. I just hung on.”

      “Did you use a saddle?”

      “Yes, at first. I didn’t know there was another way back then.”

      “Well, it seems to me that you should follow the same process.”

      Kantees frowned at him. “But…”

      “What?”

      “It’s just that I spent years tending to Sheesha and the other ziri. I looked after him, shovelled his shit, refilled his water when he kept knocking it over. Fed him.”

      “So you want them to spend years shovelling ziri shit before you let them fly?”

      “Of course not, but how much of what I learnt then was important in what came later? How can I know how much they should know?”

      “I suppose knowing how to care for a ziri is important,” he said, “but I never had to clean them. And I can fly.”

      “You can’t make them fly fast.”

      “You’re saying that you think your ability with Sheesha is thanks to you spending years cleaning up after him?”

      “Yes? No? I just don’t know.”

      “I don’t see the problem. Teach them how to look after ziri, teach them how to use a saddle and reins. Get them in the air in a way that they can’t fall off. Then teach them how to fly without.”

      Kantees thought about it for a few moments and nodded. “There’s another thing, though.”

      “More problems for me to solve for you?”

      “How do I deal with the enslaved Kadralin and the Taymalin here who only knew me as a slave?”

      “I have no idea. I was born with authority in my very bones. Do you need their approval?”

      “It would be nice.”

      Levin shook his head. “I’ve been here long enough to know that Romain is a complete jikasak.”

      Kantees giggled and Levin grinned. “You don’t need his approval, and the younger ones? They’ll look up to you because you’re a runaway who rides a ziri and has come back a hero. They’ll want to be like you.”

      “That just makes it worse; they’re still slaves.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with giving people hope, Kantees.” Then he stood back from her and stood straight. “Enough of the self-pity and worry, Kantees of the Ziri. You’ve already done far more than anyone here could achieve.”

      “Remaking the World’s Pattern?”

      “It’s what we all want to do, some of us succeed.”

      Kantees straightened up too.

      “So, what are your orders, Lady Kantees?”

      “I need two young ziri—”

      She was interrupted by Romain shouting up the stairs as he thumped his way up. “What have you done?”

      Kantees looked down at him as he came into view. He was a small man, she realised, not just in stature but in his imagination. It wasn’t so much that he knew the rules of how to train the zirichasa, it was more that he was the embodiment of them. But not as if they were alive in him, more that he had entombed them within himself. He spoke the law, but there could be no change and they rotted away inside him.

      “The ziri were in uproar! The ones that could get free flew away. And I know it was you, Kantees, don’t you deny it!”

      He climbed half the steps towards her but Levin took two steps down and loomed over Romain so he was forced to stop—he could not push past a member of the aristocracy, barely even dared approach him.

      “Yes, of course it was me, Romain,” she said glancing at Levin but he wasn’t looking back at her. The fact that he had taken a couple of steps down meant that she towered over both of them. “I am Kantees of the Ziri. I command them and they do my bidding.” Just for effect, she prodded Sheesha to make him roar but he ignored her. Perhaps he was asleep. Never mind. “I am a free woman, and you do not rule me.”

      “Bow,” said Levin.

      Romain’s eyes flicked towards him, uncertain and scared. “Bow?”

      “Make your obeisance to Lady Kantees of the Ziri.”

      Romain stared at him as if the words had no meaning. Kantees desperately wanted to disagree with Levin and tell Romain he didn’t have to bow. She didn’t want people to bow to her, not through force anyway, that was the Taymalin way. But she knew she couldn’t gainsay him without losing what little authority she had. Damn him.

      Then Romain’s gaze returned to her. She lifted her chin.

      He was old, but he was not infirm though you might think he was as he went down on one knee and turned his eyes to the steps in front of him.

      “Thank you,” she said, trying to keep her voice hard with a suppressed anger she did not truly feel. “Now, you interrupted my discussion with Lord Levin but it had to do with you so I shall order you directly. I require two ziri who are old enough to be ridden for my apprentices. They can share the mating eyries below Sheesha. They will require tack and saddles for riding. And the apprentices must learn the care of ziri.

      “I give you authority in that instruction, but that is your limit. You have no other command over them. You will arrange this as your first priority, after you ask Goodwife Leesa to attend me.”

      Romain did not look up, nor did he rise. “I must get approval from his Lordship. I cannot have my tower turned upside down.”

      “Lord Jakalain is dealing with matters of state at present,” said Levin. “You will do as Lady Kantees instructs for now. You will have your permissions when it is convenient for them to be delivered.”

      Levin glanced back at her and gave her a nod.

      “You’re dismissed, Romain,” said Kantees.

      He rose to his feet and without looking back headed swiftly down the stairs, making considerably less noise than he had on the ascent.

      Kantees realised she was holding her breath and let it out slowly. Then sat on the steps with her head in her hands. “This is not me, Levin.”

      “I know but sometimes it’s necessary.”

      “I hope that’s enough and I don’t have to do it again.” When Levin didn’t respond Kantees looked up at his face. “Well, I hope I don’t have to do it often.”

      “We can hope.”

      “That’s not very convincing.”

      “I’ll try harder in future.”
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      The rest of the day went quickly. The pressure she had put on Romain lasted long enough for him to organise the ziri for Jynolee and Helka. Kantees checked them first to make sure they were healthy, since she wouldn’t put it past Romain to use lesser beasts.

      Goodwife Leesa arrived and Kantees, with Helka’s assistance, arranged for some new clothes for herself, and riding gear for all three. The Goodwife was a widow, perhaps in her fiftieth year, who now lived in the tower providing repairs and making clothing mostly for the free servants, and the occasional slave who needed it for a special reason. Kantees had never been one of those.

      Although Goodwife Leesa was also concerned about providing the services without proper authority, Kantees assured her it would be forthcoming. She required much less convincing than Romain.

      “Another thing, if you don’t mind,” said Kantees. “What would it take to clothe all the staff properly, even the slaves?”

      The woman smiled. “A great deal of cloth, needles, thread and time.”

      After she had gone, Kantees took Jynolee and Helka to meet their ziri. It would not resemble her first encounter with Sheesha but that would not be a bad thing.

      The mating eyries were arranged so that a male and female ziri could be introduced to one another slowly, just in case, so there was a gate between the two main areas that could be drawn back and locked off so it would not open further. Sheesha had been through the process more than once, he was a popular sire and it brought money into the castle.

      However, these two ziri were both male and born of the same clutch laid by Shingul. The father had come from Hamalain, but Kantees did not hold that against them.

      “This is Kotoka,” she said as she put her hand out to the red-yellow feathers of the ziri. Kotoka was probably only half the size of Sheesha, but he would grow at least another half-length before he was done. “Jynolee, you will look after him.” Kantees took the girl by the hand and drew her up to Kotoka’s head. “Let him smell you. He will like to be scratched, they all do, but learn what and where he itches most.”

      The other ziri was all blue but shaded from almost black to purple highlights. “Helka, you are responsible for Yuleto, the same applies to you. He will become your friend if you give him a chance. The ziri are clever and they will understand you. They may be ruled by their appetites, but they learn and remember. They are more than mere animals. If you look after them they will care for you in their turn.”

      She stepped back as the two young women stroked and then hugged the ziri. Helka seemed the more nervous, perhaps because of her problems with flying. Jynolee expressed a quiet passion that Kantees understood, but she was determined not to have favourites.

      Leaving the girls, she went to a window and unshuttered it. Light flooded in but she was more interested in what was happening in the meeting across the way. Who had arrived? Perhaps an emissary from a family that had decided to align themselves with Jakalain? Kantees hoped that was the case.

      There was so much to do, and so little time. No, it was not that there was little time, it was that she had no idea how much time they had. There was no way to judge how much she could achieve, no way to decide what was more important.

      She heard Jynolee laugh and turned. Kotoka was using his head to push her back towards his wings and got down on his belly.

      “He wants you to ride already, but don’t be fooled, he’s a ziri, they always want to fly, that’s what he’s made for. Unless they’re sleeping, of course. He’s just being selfish and he thinks he can push you around.” Kotoka kept nudging but before Kantees could give any more advice Jynolee shoved him back. His head swung away from her and she took another step forward, shoving him again.

      There was a moment when Kotoka raised his head so he was looking down on the girl.

      “We’re not going out now,” she said. “You can just wait.” Then she put her hands on her hips and stared up at him. The contest of wills took fewer than ten heartbeats—or twenty, the way Kantees’ heart was pounding at that moment. Then Kotoka dropped his head, and slid it over to her so she could rub it more.

      Kantees turned to Helka. “Any problem for you?”

      She shook her head. “They’re like children, aren’t they?”

      “So I’ve been told,” said Kantees. “But a child that could kill you with a single bite, crush your ribs by sitting on you, or knock you out of the Ziri Tower with their tail by accident.”

      “Then a firm and caring hand is all they need.” Helka turned her attention to Yuleto. “You do as you’re told and we can have fun.”

      “Good,” said Kantees. “I expect they’ve been fed, they don’t seem hungry. I’m going to check on Sheesha.” She turned towards the door.

      “Lady Kantees?”

      “Jynolee?”

      “Back in Riverrush we played with them.”

      “Yes.” Kantees smiled at the memory.

      “Do we play with them here?”

      “What sort of thing?”

      Jynolee looked embarrassed. “Like a zatek, they like to chase after things and return them.”

      “Do they?”

      “You’ve never played with one?”

      Kantees felt her body stiffen with the awkwardness she felt. “I can’t say I’ve ever played with a zatek; there are a couple in the castle but…no. The younger ziri do chase each other, and fight over food, though it’s never serious. These two are beyond that stage.”

      “Do you mind if I…we…try?”

      “No, of course not, but I wouldn’t recommend tussling with them.”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      Kantees went up the stairs to Sheesha’s eyrie. He pretended to be asleep, although she saw him open an eye. Then he caught the smell of the other ziri on her and spent several minutes sniffing her while she idly scratched his head.

      “Did you want to play when you were young, Sheesha?”

      He paused for a moment in his snuffling and bumped his nose against her midriff, as if that meant something important. Perhaps it did.

      “I never had a chance to play when I was young, at Kevrey’s home. Then when I found you, I think I had forgotten play existed at all.” She sighed. “They took more from me than I even know about.”

      She jumped as she heard Jynolee shout and there was the regular thump of heavy ziri feet across the floorboards below. Then there was laughing and she relaxed. There was a pause and Jynolee shouted Let go you stupid thing, more laughing and the thump-scratch-thump of a ziri using elbows and talons to move faster across the floor. Helka was laughing too.

      Sheesha put his head on one side to listen and then bumped Kantees again.

      “I’m not going to stop them,” she said. “I may not have played with you but they are not me. Their lives have not been mine. They must befriend their ziri in their own way.” More laughter and now what sound like two zirichasa running across the floor. “Sounds like they already have. Well, let them wear themselves out.”

      She glanced at the hatch that led from the eyrie into open air. She was desperate to use it. She wanted to get out into the open and just fly. It didn’t matter where. But she was trapped. It didn’t matter who had come, the idea that she was here secretly needed to be maintained so that when the gossips’ tongues wagged the lie would be more convincing. Then the word of her presence here would spread faster and it would be believed.

      Kantees of the Ziri is hiding at Jakalain.

      And the Dunor would not be able to resist, they would have to come, and they would bring all their might so they could crush Jakalain fast and without a fuss. Then they would have Kantees and be able to wring the secret of the ziri magic from her.

      Kantees shook her head, she would never let that happen. The Dunor had to be stopped and if that meant she would help to protect Jakalain, then so be it.

      A bright golden line crawled above the horizon to the south.

      Even though she was inside the tower she jerked her head up as if she could see the melinak through the walls. She jumped to her feet.

      Only the Dunor used melinasa as far as she knew. If Ulina was right, they were a Farahalek secret. It would be spying on the castle, perhaps it was timed to arrive at the same time as the emissary. Perhaps it was just a coincidence.

      Did it matter if a melinak spied on the castle? It was almost a certainty the Dunor had spies here.

      Then she heard someone on the stairs. She backed up and turned Sheesha so he would be in a position to attack if needed.

      “Kantees!”

      She breathed out. “There’s a melinak coming, Levin.”

      “Oh, we’ve had them regularly.”

      “But they’ll have seen everything, why didn’t someone tell me?”

      “It’s all right, Kantees, they don’t see anything. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      “Where?”

      “Roof.”

      He headed up the next ladder. She hitched up her skirt and followed.

      The melinak was almost overhead by the time they came out into the daylight.

      “Look around,” was all he said.

      It took her a few moments to realise that the castle looked exactly as it had always done—which was not how it had been when she had arrived that morning. The spear launchers were gone and looking down she could not see the new walls.

      “Blending patterns?”

      “You know about them?”

      “Long story.”

      “They were cooked up between Tenical and the Swordmaster.”

      Kantees did not hide her surprise. “But Tenical is so unimaginative and the Swordmaster so…angry.”

      Levin smiled and shrugged. “I can’t deny it but he was the one who pointed out we needed to keep the defences hidden and Tenical was aware that such patterns existed. They scoured the town and found someone who knew them.”

      “A Kadralin wise-woman?”

      “A thief.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yes, well, in exchange for a pardon he revealed his very limited knowledge, and Tenical improved on it, then they employed a couple of scribes and the castle patterner to make scrolls—”

      “Ha,” said Kantees with a grin.

      “What?”

      “Tenical has a very low opinion of scrolls.”

      “Used to have, I think. Anyway, each of the teams keeps one of them and, when alerted, they hide.”

      Kantees changed the subject. “Who’s the visitor?”

      Levin’s good humour dissipated. “One of my father’s men.”

      “I see.”

      Levin leaned out over the low wall and stared down the height of the tower. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. I mean I don’t know if my father is one of those at the heart of the Dunor, but he is in league with them.” He turned round and sat with his back to the wall, facing in towards the cone-shaped roof on the tower. “It explains all the visits from Hamalain.”

      “Deenya?”

      Levin looked up at Kantees. “Oh yes, you met her.”

      “I didn’t like her.”

      “She doesn’t like servants, especially not slaves.”

      “We already knew that Hamalain were part of the Dunor.”

      “I just didn’t see the connection. It didn’t even occur to me until today.”

      “I wouldn’t be too upset about it, nobody knew about them until the attack here.” And that wouldn’t have happened if it hadn’t been for that stupid prophecy. “Let’s call that a good thing.”

      Levin looked at her more closely, as if he was trying to see into her mind. “You’ve changed.”

      Kantees hesitated with the words not really on the tip of her tongue. “Yes. It’s been an interesting time.” She did not offer any further information and he didn’t ask. They lapsed into silence.

      Closing her eyes and leaning back against the roof Kantees listened to the castle. It was almost as if she had never been away. The voices and the echoes. The pungent smell of the Ziri Tower—of ziri shit—with the constant aroma from cooking coming up from the kitchens.

      The hatch of an eyrie ground open. Kantees opened her eyes. Only Daybian rode for Jakalain and he was with his father, the only other two riders were on the roof. Then there was a woman’s squeal.

      Kantees flung herself to the wall and looked over, to see the tail of a blue ziri disappearing downward with a rigid figure perched on its back.

      “Idiots!”

      She dived for the door and went down the ladder as fast she could, one floor then two. She burst into the mating eyrie to see Jynolee mounted on Kotoka just inside the open hatch.

      “Stop!” In the moment of panic and anger she poured her order into Kotoka. The ziri froze, pulled in his wings and then dropped his belly to the ground. He wasn’t going anywhere. But now Kantees could see a man standing silhouetted against the light.

      “Romain! What are you doing? Levin, get that ziri away from the hatch.” Kantees rushed to the hatch and stared out.

      “You told me to get them in the air. Even though they are less than nobody and don’t deserve it.” His voice wavered but there was an undertone of triumph.

      “Get back before I push you over!”

      She must have been convincing because he moved away fast.

      “Kantees, this stupid beast won’t move.”

      She looked out again but she couldn’t see Yuleto. “Leave him, you get after Romain and don’t let him go downstairs.” She turned her attention to Jynolee; the beast was saddled and the girl strapped in properly but she wasn’t wearing protective clothing. And she looked terrified—of Kantees.

      Taking care to compose herself, Kantees spoke more gently. “Get off the ziri, Jynolee, then take him into the other eyrie. I’m sure you can work out how to remove the saddle and straps. Settle him down.”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      One problem at a time. If Helka and Yuleto had not been smashed to bits at the bottom of the tower they were probably safe for now. Kantees pictured the missing ziri in her mind and tried to instruct it to return to the tower. She added the idea of nice juicy lukisa meat waiting here.

      She heard Sheesha grumping above them as if he wanted the meat, then she felt Kotoka snuffling at her. Kantees shook her head. Food was the only thing zirichasa truly cared about. But Jynolee grabbed the reins near his halter and dragged his head round then towards the other eyrie. Kantees was pleased with that, anyway. Jynolee had learnt that where the head goes the body and tail will follow.

      It wasn’t long before Kantees saw a dark blob heading towards the tower. It resolved quickly into the blue of Yuleto, he was coming directly into the eyrie. Kantees stepped to the side of the entrance. Being smaller than Sheesha, the ziri didn’t have to fold his wings in as much to get through the opening and, moments later, the backwing downdraught set dust and straw swirling around them. The ziri landed neatly as Kantees pushed the eyrie hatch shut.

      Before it closed, she saw the one thing she did not want to see; a party of men in peacock colours at the entrance of the main tower and looking up at them. She was sure they couldn’t make her out beyond being a Kadralin so finished shutting the hatch. But she cursed Romain for being such a milk-puke and herself for being so trusting.

      She turned and leant her back against the wall. Yuleto was strutting and looking pleased with himself. Helka’s pale face was whiter than usual but she seemed unharmed.
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      Kantees stood in the meeting room while Lord Jakalain shouted at her. She did not argue with him and she did not justify, or try to lay blame elsewhere. It was the price you paid for being a leader, she understood that. That did not mean she was going to gloss over the truth. She certainly would not protect Romain.

      Finally Lord Jakalain wound down into silence. An awkward silence to everyone there except perhaps Kantees herself. She had been on the receiving end of much worse, and had received beatings for far less.

      “I did two things wrong, Lord Jakalain. I did not warn my apprentices to stay out of sight during the visit, and I trusted Romain.” She spoke quietly.

      “Romain has never liked Kantees, even before,” said Daybian. “If it weren’t for his skill with the ziri he should have been removed a long time ago.”

      Kantees wished for a moment that Daybian would not try to help her. He didn’t even realise that Romain’s knowledge of ziri was lacking and what little he did know was hidebound. He could not adapt. What she did not need was an outright attack on Romain as a person.

      “Romain taught me everything he knew about the zirichasa,” said Kantees. “If it had not been for that I would not have been able to do what I have done.”

      “It may not be all bad, my Lord,” said the Swordmaster. “It will add fuel to the rumour which we wanted circulated. You saw as much as they did, and that was only the tail of a blue ziri flying into the Ziri Tower.”

      Kantees stared in surprise at Erang, she had not expected support from that quarter.

      “Sheesha is blue and gold,” said Daybian.

      “Which is to our benefit, Lord Daybian, they will not be able to resist if their information contains uncertainty. If an opponent is in possession of all the facts their path becomes clear. They could choose to attack or not attack, and they would know how to prepare.” He paused for a breath. “However, in attacking Jakalain now they will be uncertain as to whether Kantees is here—though it remains the bait—and they know nothing of our defences.”

      “What about spies within the castle?” said Kantees.

      “The ley-circle is under firm control. Any spy would have to go to another ley-circle before they could report. And we are protected against the melinasa.”

      “Have you killed any of them?”

      “Certainly not, we don’t want to give the game away.”

      “You don’t think allowing spies to view the castle without any effort to stop them is not suspicious?”

      The Swordmaster did not reply but looked thoughtful.

      Kantees looked from Lord Corlain, who had said nothing but had consumed several glasses of wine, to Lord Jakalain.

      “I am responsible for my people but in this they did no wrong, the fault was mine alone,” she said. “Is there any action you feel you want to take against me?”

      Lord Jakalain raised his eyes and looked into hers across the room. She resisted the automatic response to stare at the ground, and met his gaze instead.

      “What’s done is done,” he said. “And you are beyond my jurisdiction. There is nothing to be gained from recrimination, which means this discussion is pointless. What is important, however, is what we have learnt from this emissary of Otulain.”

      He waved his hand to indicate that Kantees should be seated, so she took her place behind her table with Yenteel beside her.

      “They offered a bribe and a threat,” he said with barely concealed anger. “If I support the Dunor they will give me a position on their council and even new lands taken from the families that do not join. And if I do not, they will reduce Jakalain to rubble, killing me and my family.” He slammed his fist on the table. “They, who have already threatened my family, kidnapped my sons, and tortured my heir, offered me a seat at their table.” The fist struck the table again. “Then dared to threaten me.”

      He sat back in his chair, grabbed his goblet and downed the liquid within it.

      “What did you answer?” asked Kantees.

      The lord settled back in his chair with a smile that expressed nothing but contempt. “I said I would think about it.”

      

      Three days later, in a light drizzle, Kantees stood on the top of the Ziri Tower watching Jynolee and Helka take turns in launching from their eyrie, flying around the outside of the castle walls and returning. It had been going on all morning.

      “If I was them,” said Levin, “I would be craving something more than these baby flights.”

      “I flew off to the mountains the first time,” said Daybian. “Best day of my life. Out from under the thumb of Romain, and my parents.”

      “Women are more used to drudgery,” said Kantees.

      Daybian just laughed. “Says the woman whose first flight saved us all.”

      “I know what I’m talking about.”

      “They’ll do as you say, Kantees, because of who you are,” said Levin, “but don’t expect them to enjoy it.”

      Kantees suspected they might be right but she wasn’t going to admit it. But Levin had planted the beginnings of an idea in her head.

      “So, are all the lordling riders like you two?”

      “You’ve seen most of them, Kantees,” said Daybian laughing again. “What do you think?”

      “I think you like your cups too much, you take stupid risks when racing, and a wench as a bedfellow is your idea of a night well spent.”

      Levin also grinned. “There might be a reason for that.”

      “You’re male?”

      “There’s always too much responsibility at home,” said Daybian, with an almost serious tone in his voice as he looked at the works in progress. The inner walls were growing fast. They weren’t thick but no heavy siege weaponry would be dropped in by a tekrak. They just needed to stop infantry.

      “No responsibility and lots of excitement,” said Kantees, “yes, that sounds like you, Daybian.”

      “Just me? What about him?” He jabbed his finger at Levin.

      Kantees shrugged. “Levin stopped growing up when he was twelve I should say.” Levin frowned and Daybian grinned. “Of course you, Daybian, never got beyond five.” She smiled to soften the insult but Daybian just broke down in laughter.

      Helka was coming around for her landing. Kantees stuck two fingers in her mouth and let out a shrill whistle. Both rider and ziri looked up. Kantees gestured for them to fly up and land on the parapet beside them.

      “Bottle of my father’s favourite wine she falls off,” said Daybian.

      Kantees turned full towards them. “Levin, if you take that bet, I’ll make sure Waileth never lets you ride her again.” She glanced down at the ziri now labouring to climb to their level—Helka had taken the order too literally and not allowed Yuleto to climb more slowly. Kantees turned back to Daybian whose expression suggested he was expecting a roasting. “But I’ll take that bet.”

      It looked as if Helka had realised her mistake and launched Yuleto off to the side, building speed as he climbed more slowly. When they had reached a height above the top of the tower, they executed a good turn and Helka directed Yuleto at the tower. She let him glide in until they were just above the stones. Then the fierce blast of the backwing brought them to a stop but Yuleto’s wing caught on the sloping roof and they overbalanced.

      “Ha!” said Daybian.

      Instantly Helka leaned in, the change in balance giving Yuleto a moment to regain his footing. He brought in his outer wing first and then the inner one.

      Kantees looked over her shoulder at Daybian. “You owe me a bottle of wine.”

      “You don’t even drink wine.”

      “Reneging already?”

      Daybian held up his hand in surrender.

      Kantees turned back to the ziri. Helka had remained dutifully silent as the beast perched precariously on the wall, using both his neck and tail to balance.

      “That’s enough practice for today, Helka. Tell Jynolee and Romain that we will be riding out tomorrow, the ziri must all be fed. And that includes Waileth, Shingul and Looesa.”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      In a single smooth motion, Helka leaned to her left, Yuleto took the hint and allowed himself to fall off the tower. Moments later, rider and ziri shot out from the tower then into a reverse turn back to the eyrie below.

      “She’s good,” said Levin.

      “And looking for a nice lordling to entrap with her womanly wiles,” said Kantees.

      “Is that right?” said Daybian with sudden interest.

      “You keep your hands off her, young Lord Jakalain, your father won’t want you marrying a girl from some nowhere town.”

      “Who said anything about marriage?”

      “If Levin wasn’t in the way I’d slap you into the Mother’s embrace. I said no touching, and I meant it.”

      “I was joking.”

      “Of course you were,” said Kantees. “Just like that evening of the feeding.”

      Levin adjusted his position to face his friend. “Would that be the evening you were struck down by a shit shovel?”

      “I still wear the scar,” said Daybian.

      Kantees gave a short laugh. “I didn’t leave a scar, I didn’t even break the skin.”

      “You scarred my pride forever, Kantees.”

      “You deserved it.”

      Daybian grinned. “Yes, I did.”

      

      Kantees and Sheesha flew out to the ley-circle the following morning accompanied by Yenteel on the back of Looesa. The two girls were already far ahead of him in their skill on ziri-back but then he had no real interest in learning.

      Lord Jakalain had been very accommodating when it came to Kantees’ demands on his estate and resources; she was wearing her new riding gear but that was nothing compared to her acquisition of the two, very valuable, racing ziri. She suspected his largesse had nothing to do with her, but everything to do with his anger at the Dunor. She hoped she would be able to repay his generosity, and help him assuage his anger.

      She set down a short distance from the circle. The whole area inside and around it was cleared of every bit of plant life. Not even a blade of grass showed.

      “Lord Jakalain takes the protection against abominations and attack seriously,” said Yenteel as they approached a temporary wooden building that housed the usual guards. It was removed during feedings. Further out from the circle were dozens of tents filled with armsmen, comprising Jakalain’s regular troops, men from Corlain, and trained levies co-opted into service from the town.

      Between the circle and the castle were emplacements of spear launchers in case they brought in tekrasa through a patterner’s path.

      “I hope it’s enough,” said Kantees, and she was not talking about the abominations.

      At the guard-post they were given permission to inspect the circle itself. To Kantees the entire place glowed with power. Yenteel knew why she was here. Tenical would probably have guessed but he had not arrived yet.

      Kantees had the chilafrah in her pack. She had no real idea of how it stored power, but being in the presence of a concentration of the Mother’s milk seemed to work. So all she had to do was be as close to the power as possible.

      “You haven’t said where we’re going,” said Yenteel as they wandered across the damp dirt.

      “Riverrush first.”

      “Showing off their daughters on ziri-back already?”

      “Partly that, mostly so Tenical and Vonand can learn the circle’s pattern.”

      “You’re taking the house patterner?”

      “Only for as long as it takes for them to build a platform up to the circle, then he’ll make a path back here.”

      Sheesha screeched and the two of them turned to see four more ziri flying out from the castle.

      “You don’t need all of these for that. You could do it and be back by the evening meal.”

      “Then we’re going into the mountains to see Gally and Ulina.”

      Yenteel gave a slight frown. “More plans?”

      “More plans.”

      

      She and Yenteel walked back to the waiting group. The zirichasa kept beating their wings with excitement, letting out squawks and shrieks. Kantees could feel them all and their emotions were infectious.

      The only two people in the group who were not smiling were Tenical and Vonand. Jynolee and Helka stood close together holding the reins of their ziri, they were not ready to fly without saddles yet.

      Daybian and Levin with Shingul and Waileth stood without speaking but Kantees could see, for them, this was like that time before a race when they waited before heading out to the starting platform. It had been decided that the two patterners would ride with them, partly because the lordlings’ ziri were larger, and because it seemed more politic. Some modifications had been made to the saddles to make it more comfortable for the patterners sitting behind. Kantees was sure Tenical would rather be in the gondola of a tekrak, but it would be too slow.

      Kantees and Yenteel approached the group and she thought she ought to say something, but found she had no words. She just smiled and said, “Mount up please.” At her thought, every ziri lowered itself to the ground. Kantees saw the way Vonand stared at her. He was loyal to Jakalain, but she knew he would not show any such loyalty to her.

      Once they were all settled, Kantees mounted Sheesha. She had flown fast with more ziri than this but only Yenteel knew about that in this group.

      This would be interesting.

      She raised her arm, held it for a few moments and then dropped it. They launched into the air. Wings straining against the attraction of the earth. Armsmen came out of their tents to watch them, some of them even cheered as the group climbed. Kantees brought them over the ley-circle and had them gain altitude in a tight spiral. Her apprentices would learn a lot from this journey, she thought.

      She looked back. The ziri had organised themselves into a formation with Kotoka and Yuleto in the first row behind her, then Shingul, Looesa and Waileth in the back row. She wondered briefly how they decided on the ordering but it did not matter. If the Taymalin lords and patterners felt slighted that was not her problem.

      Once they had gained a good amount of altitude Kantees touched the ley-circle and guided Sheesha to feel it. She leaned forward and spoke to him so that no one else would hear. “Come, my beloved, consume its power. We have a long way to go and must get there swiftly.”

      Then, just as she had in the well of the circle at Hamalain, at the moment they were aimed along the southern border of the mountains, she gave Sheesha the command to move swiftly.

      The golden sheath enveloped them in a moment and the ground slipped away beneath them like a fast-flowing river. That would give the troops something to think about, and the spies that were no doubt watching might be horrified at the show of power. She had given up trying to keep it a secret. The Dunor knew about it, that was why they came after her.

      “Lady Kantees!” shouted Helka. “This is better than the first time.”

      Kantees laughed. “Of course it is!”

      She heard Daybian give a whoop of enthusiasm. She shook her head, she liked his irrepressible good humour, and she admired his bravery when faced with impossible odds. But she would never be the woman he took to his bed either in or out of marriage. Not that his father would allow such a marriage anyway.

      Now that she knew the rough distance to Riverrush, Kantees was more confident in allowing Sheesha to continue flying in the golden light. The distance they had covered at normal speed was a small part of the whole journey.

      It was not long before the dark edge of the Talamyrth appeared on the horizon. Kantees adjusted their direction so they ran along its northern border. Then the big river, pouring from the mountains, came into sight and Kantees had Sheesha reduce to normal speed so they could turn upriver.

      “There it is!” called Jynolee.

      Kantees set the ziri into a glide and flew in low over the river with the town on their left. She noted that the new protective bank looked firm and strong as they glided past. The sound of shouts and cheers from the town grew. They flew past the end of the town and turned to come down and land in the same place they’d arrived on that first night.

      Only Kantees and Yenteel lacked saddles and they slipped from the backs of their ziri and were there to greet the crowds that hurried out from the houses. But they all kept their distance while they stared and pointed, talking and whispering to one another. Kantees heard the names ‘Jynolee’ and ‘Helka’ spoken more than once.

      Finally, the crowds parted to make a path for Loren the townmaster with Hagata and Ithamel. Kantees spotted Jynolee’s father just behind them. He might even have been smiling.

      The town’s three elders stepped beyond the edge of the crowd and went down on one knee. Like a wave the people around them, then those further out, also knelt. Some younger children looked confused.

      Kantees wanted to tell them not to bow to her, but she knew she could not.

      “Lady Kantees of the Ziri,” said the townmaster. “We did not expect you back so soon, but we are happy to see you.”

      “Thank you, Loren,” she said. “Please do stand.”

      He did so and the rest followed suit.

      “We are not staying long,” she said. “But I have brought a master patterner who will activate your circle and allow communication with the ley-circle at Jakalain.” She turned to Helka. “Please take the patterners up to the circle, and take Jynolee’s father.” She turned back to the townmaster. “You will need to construct a platform, so the patterners can reach the ley-circle.”

      Loren gave some orders to his people. The crowd whispered as Helka headed away from the river accompanied by Tenical, Vonand, the blacksmith and a couple of other townsfolk.

      “I shall order a feast,” said the townmaster.

      “Please don’t,” said Kantees. “I am honoured, of course, but we don’t want to distract your people from their work, or consume more of your food than there is a need to. If you can find us a place to wait that will be all we need for now. If the patterners can do their work quickly then we will be gone very soon, if not we may need to stay overnight but we need nothing more than a place to sleep.” She glanced at the sky where the clouds hung threateningly. “And perhaps a place out of the rain for the ziri and their riding gear?”
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      They did not leave that day. The threatened rain hit in the middle of the afternoon and while work went on creating the platform by the ley-circle, it was considerably slower than hoped. The ziri successfully hunted and fed, Kantees had been a little concerned about letting the young ones out to feed on their own but her experiences with the wild zirichasa suggested they liked to stay together and would return. And they did just that before the rain let loose.

      It was now thundering on the roof of the boat house they had been given to stay in. Not as comfortable as Ithamel’s home but it was dry, except where the roof leaked. And it was warm enough with six ziri sleeping off their meal.

      “Do you know how to play Devil’s Bargain, Kantees?” asked Levin.

      She shook her head.

      “It will pass the time.” He pulled a leather card case from his bag and pulled out the pack. As he shuffled he explained the basic rules about drawing and discarding cards to create a hand that would beat the others. “Serious players bet on whether their hand is the best,” he said.

      “I don’t have any money.”

      He shrugged. “We’re friends, it wouldn’t be right anyway. Daybian, can you collect some stones? We’ll use those.”

      “I hate playing for worthless stuff,” he said. “Want to play, Yenteel?”

      “I don’t gamble.”

      Daybian laughed. “Must be the only vice you don’t have.”

      “I don’t have any vices.”

      Kantees was surprised at the edge Yenteel’s voice had. Thankfully Daybian did not respond but concentrated on locating as many pebbles as he could that were roughly the same size. He ended up with fifteen for each of them, and one over, which he kept. “Pays for my work.”

      “We’ll play through a few hands with everyone showing what they have, so Kantees can get an idea of how to play,” said Levin and dealt five cards to each and they began. Both lordlings felt the need to explain what they thought was the best play each time—each different from the other—whether to discard (always face up) and pick up new cards to get elements, processions, elemental processions, royal processions, families and feuds. The seniority of suits was complex, with Mother’s milk being the best but it could be outranked by other combinations of the five elements. The Kalamuk was a bonus in any hand by promoting card ranks, but could be cancelled by the Kisharuk. While, on its own, the Kisharuk demoted the cards in the other players’ hands.

      It was enough to make one’s head spin.

      “I don’t think I’m going to learn anything doing this,” said Kantees. “Perhaps we should just play properly?”

      She felt someone behind her and turned to find Helka and Jynolee watching. “Don’t hover.”

      “You can hover by me,” said Daybian. Kantees gave him a hard stare.

      Helka laughed. “I think I’m safer here, young Lord Jakalain. My mistress has told us everything about you.”

      “Everything?”

      “And what she has not said, it is easy enough to know. Tales of the lords taking advantage of poor village girls—”

      “Shall we start?” said Levin. He dealt the first hand.

      Kantees did not bet and tossed her cards in front of her.

      “You had an elemental run of three, or a simple run of four,” said Levin after he had taken the pot of four stones. “You could have changed a card and maybe improved it even more.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it,” she said. “Let’s play the next cards.”

      “Hand.”

      “Play the next hand.”

      This time she did bet a stone and the two lordlings let her win. She looked at their cards. “Don’t do that! You had much better hands than me, I do not appreciate being coddled like a child.”

      “You want us to play properly?”

      “What’s the point if you don’t?” she said.

      “It won’t fill up the whole afternoon then.”

      Kantees shrugged. “Are you saying I’m not your equal?”

      Levin grinned. “I value my life, Kantees of the Ziri, I would never even think such a thought. Though I’m not so sure about my foolish friend over there.”

      “I learnt my lesson before you even met her,” said Daybian rubbing the back of his head.

      “So you’ll play properly?”

      They nodded.

      Kantees promptly lost the next five hands and all except two of her stones.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” asked Levin.

      She frowned. “Deal the cards.”

      When they came to show their cards, Kantees unhappily dropped hers face up.

      “A royal fire and water feud!” said Daybian and tossed his down. “I have a peasant’s procession from two.” They weren’t even compatible suits.

      He and Kantees looked at Levin. He grinned and dropped his in front of him. “You win, Kantees, family procession but still only five up.”

      “Oh,” she said and dragged the six stones in front of her.

      They played three more hands with Kantees losing then winning until she was up by twenty stones.

      Levin looked at Kantees and then Daybian. “We, my friend, have been washed, wrung out, and hung to dry in the summer sun.”

      Kantees could not suppress her smile. “Another hand, my lords? You still have pebbles to lose.”

      “You’ve played before?” said Daybian.

      “What else do you think I did to while away the days between races? There’s only so much you can do to look after a ziri.” Kantees picked up the deck, shuffled it and dealt the cards. “But these are much nicer than the ones we had.”

      The game became tougher because Daybian and Levin started to work together, pushing the bets up when one of them had a good hand. But once Daybian had lost all his stones, Levin could only fight on for another two hands. Jynolee and Helka cheered and laughed.

      “Thank you,” said Kantees. “I enjoyed that.”

      Levin nodded. “It was very educational. You could have lost everything early on though.”

      “Then you would have let me start again.”

      Daybian sighed. “We would. The outcome would have been the same in the end.”

      “If you had realised earlier, you could have beaten me together just like you tried to.”

      “I never doubted you as a leader, Kantees,” said Levin with a serious tone. “Now I am more certain than ever that if anyone can make this work, it’s you.”

      “Life isn’t a game of Devil’s Bargain, Levin.”

      “Life might not be, Kantees, but I’m not so sure about war.”

      The door slammed open, a pair of very wet patterners stumbled in, and stood dripping in the entrance.

      “Is it done?” asked Kantees.

      “The platform will be complete before it gets dark,” said Vonand. “I intend to use it as soon as I can. I have no desire to sleep in a cold damp barn when I could be dry and warm in my own bed.”

      “I agree,” said Kantees. “And it will be good for the townsfolk to know that their ley-circle will bring them back into the world.” She turned to Yenteel. “I need to send a message to Lord Jakalain, would you write it for me?”

      “Do you want it sealed?”

      “Please.”

      He nodded.

      

      Kantees felt it was important to go to the ley-circle to see Vonand on his way, and wait until then to give him the letter, sealed with wax and wrapped in a greased bag to resist the water.

      The rain was still falling hard and the way over the ridge to the ley-circle was treacherous. Both Jynolee and Helka accompanied her, as did Yenteel. And, because they did, Daybian and Levin felt they should as well. Tenical felt no such need and stayed in the dry with the ziri. Kantees did not blame him for a moment. Their riding gear was proof against water and had hoods so it was not too bad. Apart from being slippery with mud.

      They were not the only ones, however, a good number of the townsfolk were also there.

      The platform looked far too well-made to have been simply constructed this afternoon. Not only that but there was a considerable amount of ironwork. Clearly the townmaster had been keeping it a secret, the blacksmith and whoever their carpenter was had been working on it since she had left a few days before. It was good to know, especially as Vonand had to prepare a considerable number of patterns on the surface.

      “What’s he using to make the marks?” she asked Yenteel as the patterner moved back and forth on the platform more than a man’s height above them.

      “Some sort of wax stick, I think.”

      “Well-prepared.”

      “He’s not the travelling sort, he probably assumed it would be wet out in the real world.”

      “He was correct.”

      

      Kantees knew from Tenical that preparing a patterner’s path took a long time, and the additional wetness must make it harder so the light was almost gone by the time Vonand was ready. He raised his hands and chanted.

      “The people are not going to be very impressed when he’s done,” she said even more quietly to Yenteel.

      Nothing changed when Vonand finally gave up the chant and lowered his arms. Sure enough there were mutterings among the watchers. They had probably been expecting flashes of Mother’s milk, or fires perhaps. The sort of thing from the tales of great mages battling terrible foes.

      Kantees pushed forward and taking care on the slippery wooden steps climbed up. Pulling the package from inside her cloak she passed it to Vonand. “Please deliver this to Lord Jakalain.”

      “I will.”

      “How long will the path hold after you’re gone?”

      “Until I reach the other end. I don’t recommend anyone following me.”

      “No, I was more concerned with guarding it.”

      “You can take the platform away.”

      “It moves?”

      “It can be let down and rolled away on wheels.”

      Kantees was even more impressed. They had listened to everything she had said. “Thank you for your help, Vonand.”

      He gave a short bow, turned round and walked away from her. And vanished.

      There were gasps from below. Someone screamed. Kantees faced the crowd. “Please lower the platform.”

      

      Back in the boat shed they dried out in front of a fire. The riding clothes kept out most of the damp but to get properly dry she would have to remove more clothing than was acceptable. She tried to see what arrangements they could make to split the men from the women. If this had been an animal shed they might have had hay to pile up. Or just stalls. But then they would not be able to light a fire. Once separated, they could get dry and curl up with the ziri to sleep. She was grateful Sheesha and the others were happy to remain out of the rain, damp zirichasa would have added smells to the overall unpleasantness.

      “We need to have a separate space for men and women,” she said finally, defeated by the problem. “We have to get dry.”

      “Blindfolds,” said Daybian.

      “I’m serious,” she said. “Yenteel, Tenical, do you have any patterns to provide a screen?”

      “You want to use magic for something so trivial?” said Tenical.

      “No, I don’t want to, but we need something.”

      There was a long silence.

      “Lady Kantees?” said Jynolee.

      “Yes, I know we need to sort out the other arrangements as well.”

      “No, I mean yes, we do but I have an idea. Couldn’t we put the ziri between us? I know they aren’t very big when lying down but it would probably be enough. And there wouldn’t be any accidental peeking.”

      Kantees glanced at Daybian fairly sure he would try to accidentally peek. With her clothes damp and rubbing, and no other option she agreed. It had been easier when her clothes were so thin they dried as fast as her skin.

      The ziri did not seem very keen on moving from the places they had found to be warm but they did as they were told and before very long they had two ranks of three zirichasa dividing the shed in half. Kantees could see the men on the other side but only their shoulders and heads. If the three of them on this side stooped the men would be able to see nothing by accident.

      They started a new fire in the rear and peeled off their damp clothes; by running a rope from one side to the other and hanging the clothes on that, they blocked the view more completely.

      Kantees finally started to warm up in front of the fire.

      And then curled up under Sheesha’s wing. The tension flowed out of her, another step had been completed. Levin wasn’t really wrong about this war being like a game of Devil’s Bargain. In fact, she was now playing the Dunor in exactly the same way she had played Levin and Daybian.

      But there was one major difference, although she, and Lord Jakalain, were giving the appearance of being weak and unprepared, there was no telling whether the hand they held was the stronger one. The cards were complex and the way they interacted far more difficult to understand.

      And with that final thought, she slept.
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      Next day, having consumed as much as the people of Riverrush could persuade them to eat, the six ziri launched into the air once more. Thankfully the rain had given up, though the river continued to live up to its name.

      Once in the air, the ziri adjusted their positions to the way they had been the previous day with Kantees at the point of the arrowhead.

      The rain may have let up, but the sky was still heavy with clouds. Kantees debated the right course of action. If they flew above the cloud they could move faster and would be out of sight from the ground, but they would have to descend through it to get their bearings or land. And that could be dangerous.

      Or they flew lower but slower, and risked being spotted by some Dunor scout. However they would not fly into a mountain by accident.

      Finally she decided speed was more important. This wasn’t a day where the clouds were fog in all the valleys, there would be open air once they broke through, and if they were careful in their descent it should be fine.

      Decision made, she started the zirichasa climbing in wide spirals. The air got colder as the ground beneath them dropped away. They could see the town and the river, then deeper into the mountains and farther out across the plain.

      Then everything became damp and grey as they went into the cloud.

      Now there was nothing to see at all. The five other zirichasa and their riders behind her were nothing but grey ghosts.

      And the cloud went on and on. Colder and colder. The wet seeped through to her skin and she felt as if all the effort to get dry last night had been pointless.

      “Will we fly all the way to Lostimal, Kantees?” said the small, cold voice of Jynolee.

      “Only to the sunlight.”

      They fell silent again. Kantees’ other sense could still see the ley-circle below them, glowing in the grey. Sheesha’s climbing spiral remained over the town, and if someone fell off they would splash into the river. But only she and Yenteel flew without saddles.

      The air around them brightened until everything was brilliant white and they burst out into sunshine while the strange puffball clouds became the landscape beneath them.

      Jynolee gasped, and Kantees thought she heard Helka swear under her breath. Let her swear, Kantees had not forgotten the first time she had seen the tops of the clouds. It was beautiful.

      Unfortunately she now had a problem, they had been turning so long in the clouds she no longer knew which was the right direction and they were so high that not a single mountaintop was visible.

      “That way!” shouted Yenteel. She turned to see him holding his device for judging direction and pointing off to their left. She waited until Sheesha came round and launched him in that direction.

      The Kadralin town was to the north, she knew that, and not even very far. Certainly closer than Jakalain. They had only taken so long coming south because she had been an arrogant fool.

      “Look!” shouted Daybian. Once again she twisted, he was pointing behind them and up.

      A stream of black blobs floated across the sky even higher than the zirichasa. A glow burned at the rear of each of them. Her heart skipped as she thought it was a huge army of giant tekrasa and that the Dunor were a thousand times more powerful than she could imagine.

      Then she realised this was a normal tekrasa migration and they were not huge. The biggest would be the size of a cart but no more than that. Most of them the size of a ziri’s head. Twice each year they gathered and flew across the land, heading in one direction or the other. Descending at night to root and feed. Rising again each morning to fly to wherever it was they went.

      It was spring and that was the first season when they flew.

      She turned away from them and focused on their journey. Sheesha would be able to fly fast for a short time without a ley-circle nearby. She gave him the instruction and he dived for speed. The clouds beneath them flashed by, they shot through a great billowing tower as the air around them flickered gold, stabilised and became perfectly still as the formation flashed into the north.

      

      She peered down at the clouds, and desperately wished she could see through them, to understand how far they had come, and whether they were even close to their destination.

      “Kantees!”

      It was Yenteel, she twisted on Sheesha’s back. There was no need to take a great deal of care when they flew like this since it was almost as if they were standing on the ground.

      “Why are you using your eyes?”

      Why indeed?

      She shut them and imagined the world around her, she could feel the ziri and their golden power. It was not as strong as it had been with the wild beasts, but there had been many more of them. She was looking for a ley-circle, no, she corrected herself. She was looking for two of them, close together, one more powerful than the other.

      She stretched out her senses. When they had flown above Riverrush, she had been able to feel it all the way up here. The circle at the Kadralin town was far stronger than that.

      It was almost a dream. She thought she could lie along Sheesha’s back, her face to the sky and her mind reaching further and further.

      Two diamonds sparkled in the distance: one to the left and the other forward and to the right.

      She could not recognise them the way that the patterners said they could but she knew the one in the distant west must be Watching Pass. The place where she had almost killed Sheesha with her arrogance. She had him adjust course until they were flying directly towards the other glow.

      She allowed herself a smile as it resolved into two sources, a small one standing a distance away from the other, but that one bubbling with golden light like a fire.

      “We’re returning to normal flight,” she called as she ordered Sheesha to slow down.

      A golden line crossed her sight. In the past, these had always been melinasa in the sky when she was on the ground. This time it was from below, something was etching a golden path from the hot glow of the ley-circle towards them. The distance from the ground into the clouds was nothing to a ziri flying with magic.

      And Kantees had barely a moment to shout a warning before a golden arrow erupted from the white billows. It ceased to use its magic in the blink of an eye and where it must have been coming up almost vertically it was now horizontal, a good distance higher than they were and powering down towards them.

      “Kantees! Kantees! Kantees!”

      She felt her face would break trying to express smile a hundred times too big for it. “Gally!”

      The ziri was the bland grey and brown of the wild ones, but Kantees recognised Tabata.

      Gally looped around behind the group staring down. “Yenteel! Levin! Tenical! And Daybian!”

      They called back their greetings. Kantees craned her head to watch him. He stared at the two women, and they gave back as good as they got.

      “Gally doesn’t know you,” he shouted. “But Sheesha likes you, so Kantees likes you, and Gally likes you.”

      Under his control, Tabata floated into a glide beside Sheesha.

      “It is only two ten-day since you were gone, Kantees, but Gally has missed you every day. Gally is very happy you have come back. Gally has worked very hard with the people but they are not helpful. They are scared of the ziri, except for Marakees and some others. She is very good and she likes Gally. And there was some trouble but Ulina fixed it. You were very clever to ask Ulina to look after Gally. Gally thinks he would be dead because some of the people are very bad, but Ulina fixed it.”

      “Stop, Gally!” she said with a laugh. “You can tell me all about it on the ground. It was good of you to come to meet us.”

      “Gally saw your light and he knew it was Kantees.”

      Kantees absorbed that information as she checked the cloud cover. It was as dense here as it had been the entire journey. There was only one explanation: Galiko could see the golden trails just as she could. She knew she should be pleased but it felt as if she had lost something.

      She tried to turn Sheesha but found him unresponsive. Instead he moved into a position behind and to the left of Tabata. Jynolee came up on the right, with Helka, Daybian and Levin in the third rank while Yenteel with Tenical were on their own at the back.

      Gally didn’t say anything but steered Tabata into a downward spiral just the way Kantees would have done and they descended into the clouds.

      There was no rain when they emerged into the dull light. The Kadralin town lay beneath them and came up to meet them. As they approached the Slissac tower, the formation changed until they were flying in line. Kantees did not even know how Gally had done it and she was chafing at her inability to control Sheesha—not that he seemed concerned at all. But how could a small wild female ziri be senior to Sheesha?

      She remembered that Levin had managed to break out of a zirichasa formation but Kantees wasn’t going to do that, not just to satisfy her…she was not even sure what the emotion was. Sadness?

      She saw changes below them: there was a new fence that stretched around the tower, and the ground between had been cleared. And there were some low wooden buildings, no more than sheds, built up against the tower itself and covering the entrance.

      Tabata landed lightly and the others followed suit making a colourful line around the tower’s base.

      Kantees slipped to the ground and took the full force of Gally embracing her.

      “Gally is so happy you’re here.”

      And then someone grabbed her hand. Kantees looked down into the dark serious eyes of Ulina. She disentangled herself from Gally and knelt down on one knee, unsure whether the child would want a hug or not. Ulina placed her arms around Kantees’ neck and buried her face in her shoulder.

      “Hello, Ulina. I am very pleased to see you.”

      “You came back.”

      “I said I would.”

      The hug tightened then she simply let go and stepped back. “Who are these people?”

      “You know most of them.”

      “Can the girls fight?”

      “Their names are Jynolee and Helka, they can fight but not like you. Nobody could replace you.”

      Ulina nodded.

      Kantees stood up and looked past the fence, between the buildings. On the surface the place looked the same as it had before, but the changes she had noticed after they destroyed the abomination were accentuated now. The people moved with energy—some of them—and there was the shouting and animal noises you expected in any town.

      It looked normal.

      “What’s this place called?” said Helka.

      Kantees opened her mouth and then realised she had no idea. She had never asked and when the people had been under the sway of the creature in the tower they probably hadn’t cared.

      “Two Circles,” said Ulina. “Even though the other circle is way over there.” She waved her hand in a generally westward direction. She stared at Helka. “Which one are you?”

      “Helka, she’s Jynolee.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Lady Kantees chose us to follow her, so we do. We do what she says.”

      “Good.”

      “Is there any food?” said Kantees.

      Ulina pulled a face. “We don’t have much.”

      “We have some from Riverrush. We can share it.”

      “Where’s Riverrush?” said Gally. The light of excitement was in his eyes, and Kantees found it hard to understand. He was so different. Though, in other ways, just the same.

      “A town to the south, near the border with the Talamyrth.”

      A woman emerged from one of the sheds, she might have been close to thirty years, or just sixteen, it was hard to tell, and her skin was as dark as anyone here. It was Daybian, Levin, Tenical and even Helka who were out of place. But Kantees reminded herself what Lintha had said about them all being the same. It was a hard lesson but Kantees did her best. After all, Ulina was very pale and Kantees regarded her almost as a daughter.

      The woman approached and gave a very low bow. “Kantees of the Ziri, welcome to Two Circles. I am Marakees. I am afraid the people of my town are too scared or too embarrassed to greet you.”

      “They’re bullies and cowards,” said Ulina.

      “They are lost and broken,” said Marakees.

      Sheesha bumped Kantees, she turned to face him, idly stroking the side of his face. He bumped her again. “You ate yesterday.” He put his head on one side. “Yes, all right, I did make you fly a long way.”

      “Tabata can show Sheesha where to feed in the mountains,” said Gally. “But the others must take off the saddles first.”

      There was a flurry of activity as the ziri were unburdened and then the party were treated to repeated blasts of air from seven pairs of wings launching into the sky.

      

      The shed was as rough inside as it looked on the outside. But there were more than enough tables and chairs to go round, as if it had been prepared for many more people than those who occupied it.

      They brought several tables together so they could sit and eat. Ulina, Gally and Marakees had fetched some stew that seemed to be mostly vegetables, although there were lumps of meat in it.

      “Tabata and some of the other ziri bring meat if we ask them to,” said Marakees apologetically, though no one had complained.

      Kantees was taken aback when Marakees sat down right next to Galiko. So close their legs must be touching, she thought. She tried to suppress the impulse to protect him, but he did not seem at all concerned by the woman’s closeness.

      Marakees was talking again. “After you left, while we were still befuddled by the after-effects of the abomination, the townspeople were happy to help and build these places for the riders of the ziri.” She sighed. “But that wore off very fast. Most of them don’t want to have anything to do with us.”

      “Do you ride?” said Kantees.

      “I have my Aratat.” She saw Kantees smiling. “Yes, Gally told me the story after he suggested it. Falling in love with his own reflection in the lake. Very foolish, I don’t think my Aratat will do that. But I liked the name.”

      “What did you do before?”

      “My father was a brewer, and I worked with him. The abomination didn’t stop people doing what was needed to stay alive. But—” she hesitated deep in thought and memory, “—it doesn’t matter.”

      “Didn’t everybody go back to being the way they were before?” said Daybian.

      “Nobody remembers what it was like before,” she said. “Nobody knows how long it’s been like this. It’s never been different in my life.”

      “There might be dates written somewhere—” started Yenteel.

      “Nobody wants to know!”

      Marakees looked around in acute embarrassment, stood up and bowed to Kantees. “I’m sorry, Lady, I can’t do this. There are too many people.”

      And she was gone. Without a word Gally chased after her.

      Ulina took a bite out of one of the pies from Riverrush. “These are the best.”

      “I should probably go and apologise,” said Yenteel.

      “I wouldn’t,” said Ulina. “They’ll be in their place by now. Gally knows how to look after her when she gets like this.”

      “Their place?” said Daybian with half a laugh.

      “You laugh at them, Daybian, and I’ll cut your precious clothes to ribbons.”

      Daybian shut up.

      “But Gally and this woman?” said Kantees.

      Ulina looked at her coolly. “Why not?”

      Her question did not require an answer and no one dared try for one.

      Finally Tenical broke the silence. “What is it you want me to do, Kantees?”

      “Learn the patterns of the two circles—or whatever it is you do to recognise them—there’s the big one here and a smaller one nearby. Then you can make a path back to Jakalain. I was hoping we might get a few more ziri riders here but it seems not. I suppose it was too much to hope for.”

      “It’ll get better, Kantees,” said Yenteel.

      “I hope so.”
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      Yenteel volunteered to ferry Tenical between the ley-circles. He was also aware of the zirichasa at the other circle and knew he needed to take care not to aggravate them.

      Kantees took a walk around the town with her apprentices, guided by Ulina. Daybian and Levin stayed behind partly to make sure the ziri were not disturbed but also because they were interested in exploring the Slissac tower.

      So the three women and one child set out into the streets. It had not changed since Kantees had been there last and there was not much to see. The people seemed to vanish as they approached.

      “I really hoped they would recover,” said Kantees as they looked out on another empty street.

      “It means they won’t be mounting their ziri and pillaging the towns in the lowlands, mistress,” said Helka.

      Kantees could not blame her for the thought but she had not seen what the people were like before. At least they were alive now, and not merely existing. Kantees could not even understand why the abomination had the effect on them that it did. What it did to zirichasa made some sense, they wanted to keep the ziri away most of the time, but needed them in order to reproduce. The ziri would carry their young to a new place, but it had to be at a time that suited the creature.

      But why keep the townsfolk in thrall? What would it be like to be controlled in that way for your entire life, then to be set free without warning? The people wouldn’t even really know what freedom meant.

      “There are stories,” she said without any warning, “of slaves who served their masters well. So well, the master offered them their freedom in gratitude. And the slaves would refuse because they did not know what they would do if they were free. It scared them.”

      “That’s stupid,” said Helka.

      “Sometimes the story is different,” said Kantees. “Where, for whatever reason, a slave suddenly finds themselves free. Perhaps their owners were all murdered. Sometimes they would plead to be killed as well, or immediately want to be the slave to someone else.”

      “Did you feel that way?” asked Jynolee.

      “It was different for me,” said Kantees. “I made myself outlaw by my own actions. I knew what life was like for those not born into slavery. It was always around me.” She sighed. “And I had more freedom than most, both at Jakalain and before that in Dakastown.”

      Kantees looked at the buildings again, she had expected too much. Even the one person who had wanted to ride was troubled. Gally had implied there were others, perhaps he had been exaggerating because he was trying to impress her.

      She turned to head back toward the tower, only to find a large group of men formed in the street a hundred paces away. Some of them carried large sticks and didn’t look friendly.

      Jynolee and Helka moved ahead of her then Ulina stepped in front of them. Her knife was in her hand.

      Kantees pushed past them. “Stop it. You can’t fight them.”

      Ulina looked round at her as if to say that she could.

      “You’re not going to kill any of them, Ulina.”

      Kantees faced the mob, they were not moving towards her yet but there were voices among them. Angry, desperate in tone though Kantees could not tell what they were saying.

      “I don’t know what to say to you!” she called out. “I can’t stop you from feeling what you’re feeling. Killing me won’t change anything.”

      “We’ll have done something.” The voice was stilted as if speaking in a foreign tongue. It was just one voice in the crowd but Kantees could not see who it was.

      “It wasn’t me who did this to you. It was the thing in the tower.”

      “Now you’re the abomination.”

      That got a rumbling of agreement. They knew the trouble came from the tower, there was still trouble—even if it was different—so it must come from the tower. Some of the braver souls at the front took more paces forward, or perhaps they were being pushed from those behind.

      Kantees called Sheesha to come right now, as the mob picked up their pace.

      There was a streak of gold. Sheesha stopped above them and, with a rapid beat of his wings, turned on the spot facing the crowd, which came to an instant halt. The air filled with ziri shrieks as the others arrived. Sheesha touched down beside Kantees and kept up his cries as the others flew low over the crowd, criss-crossing the street.

      Kantees stepped forward and instructed Sheesha to have the others fly in circles at a greater distance. Sheesha walked on one side of her, Ulina on the other with the other two behind as the ziri in the air drew back.

      The crowd retreated as she approached but those at the back stopped those at the front going too far.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry that thing was in the tower and it stole your lives. I’m sorry you feel like you’ve lost everything—” because that’s what it feels like, I know, “—but that wasn’t me. Hurting me won’t mend how you feel, and I won’t let you do that to me. I am Kantees of the Ziri.”

      She couldn’t tell if her words were having any effect, perhaps they were less tense but it was the fear of being ripped to shreds by zirichasa that was really holding them back. She was under no illusions.

      “I have come back to help you. My patterners will open the ley-circle. New people will come and you’ll be able to trade with them.”

      “We don’t want any new people!”

      Kantees nodded. “Yes, I understand that now. I will make sure there are only a few and only those who want to barter and trade on your market days.”

      The mood of the mob altered a little, though she felt it could still erupt at any moment.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you…” she said, letting her words trail off. A few of them laughed which, she thought, was the best sign she could get. “But my ziri will remain here until the crowd is gone. If that’s all right with you?”

      The ones on the outskirts of the crowd, who probably felt the most exposed, were quick to take her up on her suggestion. They peeled off and disappeared between the buildings. The ones who made up the new outer edge seemed to feel the same way, and so the mob evaporated. Kantees sent all of the ziri except Sheesha back to the tower. The last small clot of men headed off together down a side street, not looking back.

      They returned to the tower with Sheesha walking alongside, head high, balancing with his wings. It was a bit like his pre-mating posture, look at how great I am. Kantees smiled, it might look good to a female ziri but to her it was comical.

      “I’m not sure we can even take Marakees back with us,” said Kantees. “How will she cope with being in the castle? Perhaps in a battle?”

      “You must take her,” said Ulina. “If you do not, Gally will stay and if Gally stays you will make me stay too. And I will not.”

      

      Jynolee and Helka were very quiet as they sat in the shed later in the afternoon. Yenteel had returned while Daybian and Levin commented on how unimpressive the tower was.

      “Nothing of interest.”

      Yenteel gave them a look. “When you say ‘of interest’ I take it you mean ‘of value’, that you could acquire?”

      “The place is completely empty,” said Daybian.

      “I’m surprised you’re surprised, considering its age and what was in it up until recently. Then again, given your lack of education perhaps it’s not so unexpected.”

      “I had the very best education.”

      “Perhaps,” said Yenteel, “but did you have the wit to absorb it?”

      Daybian looked at Levin. “I have been insulted.”

      “Are you sure?” said his friend with a straight face.

      The room burst into laughter. First at the joke and then at Daybian’s hurt expression. Even Kantees smiled.

      “There’s not much for people like us to do,” said Daybian. “Life can get pretty boring.”

      “People like you?” said Kantees. “Poor little Taymalin lordling, what a sad life you must lead.”

      His face became pained. Kantees held up her hand. “Say no more, Daybian, there’s no warming yourself with a burned-out fire.”

      Gally came in with Marakees. She had been crying. Gally looked serious.

      Kantees still found it hard to credit that either of them would have taken up with the other but then what did she know of such things? Gally was kind and always tried to be thoughtful though he was not very bright—and had that strange way of talking about himself as if he were someone else.

      But if he can give Marakees what she needs, what business is it of mine?

      “I am sorry,” said the woman.

      “No need to be,” said Kantees. “We met some of the townsfolk, they wanted to be angry at something and they chose me.”

      “It’s very hard,” said Marakees and looked as if she might start crying again.

      Kantees changed the subject. “We’ve been discussing what we need to do next. I admit I was hoping we might get some more riders from here. But I can see I was asking too much.”

      “I think it’s going to be a long time before the people here are able to be useful to you, Kantees, or even think that it might be their duty.”

      “Do you?”

      “I know you gave us a chance to live our lives the way we’re supposed to. And we owe you for that, but they are all scared, and so am I.”

      “We’ll be leaving in the morning, Marakees. Do you want to come with us?”

      Galiko put his arm around the woman’s shoulder, his face more serious than Kantees had ever known him. He had changed a great deal in the time here and she wondered how much of that was because of Marakees.

      “Can I think about it?”

      “Of course.”

      Yenteel shifted his position, drawing the attention as Marakees and Gally moved into a corner and sat down.

      “What’s your plan?”

      Kantees looked at him through narrowed eyes. She had to remind herself, sometimes, that no matter how much help he had been as the moons turned, he was not working for her. He might be a friend but he had his own plans and aims as dictated by his real master.

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “But you do have one?”

      “I think so.”

      “But you’re not ready to tell us?”

      “No.”

      She stood up, and everyone in the room did the same. She sighed inwardly and wished she could do away with these silly rules, but it was what was expected.

      “I’m going to look at this empty tower,” she said.

      “I’ll come,” said Daybian.

      “No. Just Jynolee and Helka. We have things to talk about.” Daybian gave a good impression of a sad zatek but Kantees did not rise to his bait. “We probably won’t be long. Why don’t you have a think about how the Dunor might attack Jakalain? How would you do it if it was you?”

      Gally met them at the door and handed over a lantern which Jynolee took. “Gally thinks Marakees will go. She is scared but Gally will make her brave.”

      Kantees placed her hand on his shoulder. “You are a good man, Gally. And very lucky to have found someone who likes you so much.”

      He blushed and turned away. She watched him head back to Marakees, then glanced at the men who had pulled their chairs around a single table and were already deep in discussion.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s see if we can find something that Daybian and Levin could not see.”
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      As they passed the threshold of the tower, Kantees shivered. It was all very well knowing that the abomination had been eaten by the zirichasa, and that she had been scoured clean by the Mother’s milk during the feeding. But this place held no pleasant memories for her. On the other hand, it had been the place where she had recovered her sight.

      The way Daybian had described the place as completely empty, Kantees had got the idea that it would be swept clean. But instead it was littered with bits of shell, and a kind of dry white dust which she assumed was the desiccated remains of the abomination.

      The walls inside were as smooth and as black as the exterior but there was almost no echo. Despite the size of it, it felt small.

      “I don’t like this place, mistress,” said Helka.

      “You can go back out if you like.”

      “I didn’t mean that.”

      They followed the main passageway which wound through the building. Empty doorways led to empty rooms; they examined the first few they came upon, then ignored them.

      The passage gave out on to a room with six sides, much larger than any of the others.

      Kantees recognised it immediately. This was where the feeding had been focused. There was a hole in the ceiling and below it, in the exact centre of the room what might have been a six-sided table except it had no top. Just another hole leading down.

      There was no feeding due so it should be safe here. She could feel the power of the ley-circle beneath her, it was like walking across a fire mountain.

      Unlike the other rooms this one had patterns across every wall. Helka went to one of them and ran her hand across it. “I have never seen patterns like this.”

      “You’ve seen a lot of patterns?”

      Helka hesitated. “No, mistress, not a great many, but my mother and grandmother were skilled in patterning. I was learning too though my sister was more dedicated to the craft. There were things patterns had in common, not always the same, but there were none like this.”

      “You said it was made by the Slissac, Lady Kantees,” said Jynolee.

      “That’s what Yenteel said, and I have no reason to doubt him, he has seen a great deal of the world. Certainly more than you or I, and more even than the lordlings.”

      “He speaks to you with great familiarity.”

      Kantees shrugged and then held the lantern up to see down into the hole. It went deeper than the light could penetrate, but Kantees could see the power burning in the depths. She stood up straight again.

      “Yenteel knew me when I was still a slave.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “What?”

      Jynolee fell to her knees. “I’m sorry, mistress, I should not have said such a thing. Please beat me if you wish to.”

      “Get up. I’m not going to beat you. I was just surprised. You can ask me anything, I will not be angry no matter how impertinent it is. Just be sure to ask the difficult ones when we are alone.”

      Jynolee got to her feet, still looking very guilty.

      “I don’t love him, no, not at all. He is a friend, nothing more.” The next questions were obvious so she didn’t wait for them to be asked. “And no, not Daybian or Levin.” As an afterthought. “Nor Gally, and definitely not Tenical.”

      The other two laughed.

      “There must be some way up,” said Kantees half to herself.

      They left the room by the doorway opposite, and turned left to find a spiral staircase.

      “Have you had any men at all?” said Helka as they plodded up to the first landing which Kantees judged to be about the height of the main room.

      “No.”

      The stairs continued upwards but there was another exit. Kantees went through and they found themselves in a similar room to the one below, including the densely packed patterns on the walls. She stared at the hole in the ceiling for a long while.

      “But what about during the feedings?” said Helka. “Everybody who’s old enough enjoys that.”

      “I avoid them.”

      Which seemed to stump Helka, as if she could not understand why someone wouldn’t want to take part in the reckless abandonment of the post-feeding festival. Which was precisely why Kantees stayed away.

      They took the stairs again to another room. Kantees stared at the ceiling again.

      “Those holes are getting bigger.”

      “But the room is getting smaller,” said Jynolee.

      “The whole tower gets thinner towards the top,” said Kantees. “So the room getting smaller is to be expected, I suppose. But why are the holes getting bigger?” She tried peering up again.

      They took the next three levels more quickly.

      Helka had said nothing more and Kantees suspected she knew why. “You don’t have to be like me,” she said. “Just because I’m not interested in men, in that way, doesn’t mean you can’t be. I just want to make the Kadralin strong again, free them. I’m not like Taymar.”

      “You prefer women then?”

      This time Kantees was not embarrassed. “No, not that either. I’m just not interested, at all.”

      The hole in the ceiling, and the floor, was at least twice as wide as it was on the ground floor. Perhaps even bigger, the reducing width of the rooms made it harder to judge.

      “It’s a funnel!” Kantees said finally.

      The other two stared at her so she continued. “The Mother’s milk comes down on the top of the tower. The patterns on the roof and the walls of each room squeeze it inward, floor by floor. That’s why it doesn’t create abominations, and why the town can build all the way up to the circle and be perfectly safe.”

      “It wasn’t safe though, there was an abomination here.”

      “It must have got inside during a feeding somehow.”

      Would it be possible to intentionally create abominations? Kantees pushed that thought away. It was not a pleasant one.

      

      “Did you find anything?” said Daybian when they returned.

      “Not really, except the whole tower is a funnel concentrating the Mother’s milk and stopping it from affecting its surroundings.”

      Tenical looked up. “There is too much knowledge in these places.”

      She did not think he was looking for a reply so didn’t give him one. The builders of this place, perhaps the Slissac, knew far more about patterning than the Taymalin. But if Yenteel was right and she was Fahain then she did not need to know. She could touch the World’s Pattern without book-learning. Is that why Kevrey had not taught her to read? Had he known? Or would it have been too obvious?

      “How are your plans for an attack on Jakalain?” she said.

      Daybian looked up in horror and then relaxed. “I don’t think there’s anything they’re already doing at Jakalain that could be improved. The Swordmaster knows his business.”

      “What about a force of Farahalek attacking with stealth?”

      “They would not be able to gain entry without being seen.”

      Kantees nodded and looked for the child, unsurprisingly she was a short distance away. “How would your people attack Jakalain, Ulina?”

      And there it was. If any of them had ever wondered about the girl, Kantees had finally admitted it.

      “I do not know how they would do it,” said Ulina. “But if I wished to enter Jakalain in secret and I had a tekrak and those wings, I would wait until the night was dark and clouded, my patterner would fly above the clouds and I would jump from it. Like a sikechak I would descend on to the high towers of Jakalain and no one would know I was there.”

      “But there are sentries and guards on all the walls and towers,” said Daybian.

      “I would kill them before they knew I was there.”

      “Do you think you could?”

      Ulina shrugged. “Kantees asked what my people would do.”

      There was silence. Kantees glanced at the entrance. The day was still light.

      “We’re not doing any good here,” she said. “Back to Jakalain now. Tenical are you able to make a path from here?”

      “This is a strong ley-circle, Kantees, but I need to make the pattern down here and the tower is in the way. Its very construction distorts patterns inside.”

      “Then we’ll do what we did before, make it on top of the tower. Gather what you need to make the pattern.” She turned away from him. “Levin?”

      “Lady?”

      “You take him up.”

      “As you command.” The two men headed out of the building.

      “Gally?”

      “Yes, Kantees?”

      “You and Marakees gather your things, you’ll have to come with us.”

      The woman did not look very happy but Kantees had a feeling that was her normal expression, at least for now. Perhaps she would come around in time.

      “Gally, do you still have that melinak?”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      “We’ll take that along too.”

      “What do you want us to do?” said Yenteel.

      “Check the next feeding and—I almost daren’t ask—do you have anything in your box of tricks that will tell us when Lostimal is dark next?”

      He grinned. “We don’t need a device for that, Kantees, it’s been waning for the last few days, so in the next ten-day.”

      “Not a moment too soon for us to get back then.”

      Kantees looked down at Ulina. “Do you really think they might attack at night like that?”

      “I don’t know, Kantees. You asked what I would do. The Taymalin always think there will be a big battle, but sometimes it’s only shadow in the night.”

      “If you’re right, and we have luck, the Dunor won’t think of shadows either, after all, they are also Taymalin.”

      Ulina smiled. Kantees looked around for Jynolee and Helka but they were already gone, as were Kantees’ meagre possessions.

      Kantees asked Sheesha to come to the door.

      She left the building and climbed on his back, lifting Ulina into place before the great ziri launched himself into the air. Jynolee and Helka appeared behind her moments later.

      They touched down on the top of the tower alongside Waileth. Tenical was busy marking the top of the tower with chalk. Kantees reached into her bag and brought out the chilafrah. Two small grey ziri emerged with Gally and Marakees; instead of landing they circled the tower, with Tabata in the lead.

      Kantees had not had the opportunity to watch the wild zirichasa in flight before. They were smaller than the domesticated breeds but showed no strain in carrying their riders. Their smaller size would probably mean they turned faster. The wild ones had to fly almost every day to hunt. They were not inferior, just less gaudy.

      Looesa arrived and Yenteel landed awkwardly on the tower. It was getting crowded. When Daybian finally turned up on Shingul, he joined the wild ziri only to find himself second place to Gally. Kantees smiled, the ziri had their own rules. However she was not going to let Tabata lead this time.

      “Chilafrah!”

      Kantees frowned at Tenical. He was useful but he really had no respect for her and that was annoying. She walked over and placed the cube in his hands. It isn’t that he has no respect, she thought, it is that he is simply rude.

      “How long?”

      “Are you planning to fly through again?”

      “Of course.”

      “Get them in the air then.”

      Kantees stalked back to Sheesha, fuming at the man. She climbed up and Ulina settled herself.

      Sheesha dropped off the tower to gain speed and then swept his wings down and they soared up. There was a squeal from Helka when Yuleto did the same thing. At least she was strapped in. Kotoka chose to launch upwards, Kantees wondered if that had been under Jynolee’s instruction. Yenteel clung on as Looesa took him down and then up.

      The ziri moved in and formed the arrowhead formation but Kantees told Sheesha they needed to be in line and positions slowly adjusted. There was a flash of light from the top of the tower and Kantees jerked her head toward it. There was nothing for her eyes to see but this time the pattern made a shadowy arc in her mind.

      Waileth launched with Levin and Tenical on her back. Kantees led the train of ziri towards the top of the tower. A gap opened behind her and Waileth moved into position.

      “The chilafrah!” shouted Kantees.

      Tenical hesitated but, as Waileth came close, he tossed it across. Kantees grabbed it out of the air and gave Tenical a furious look. But at least she had it back. Sheesha accelerated at the top of the tower, it was somehow reassuring to Kantees that she could now see the portal that led into the path.

      Kantees realised she had not explained to Jynolee, Helka or Marakees what was about to happen.

      The daylight vanished and they were surrounded by the dark of the World’s Pattern.

      It was too late now.
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      The wings of the ziri hissed in the air as they stroked steadily forwards. Leather on the straps creaked. Someone sneezed. A zirichak stomach rumbled.

      But the tunnel through the World’s Pattern had no sounds of its own, and had no echo.

      Beyond the small sounds made by the group themselves, there was nothing.

      Kantees wondered where the air they breathed came from, was it conjured as part of the pattern making? Was it always here? Was there air here at all, or just something they imagined they were breathing?

      You could mistake the lights behind the walls as stars, if you ignored the fact they moved constantly and were all around, including below.

      Kantees urged Sheesha to fly faster.

      Could he become golden within the patterner’s path? Or would it destroy the path? There were tales of patterns interfering with one another and, of course, in those stories the outcome was never good—

      They burst into daylight.

      The air smelled of Jakalain. The ground before them sloped away but was covered in tents. Smoke rose from campfires. Armsmen jumped to their feet as the ziri exploded into existence above the ley-circle and arrowed to the south and east.

      The sounds of the world returned. And this time it was full of shouting men. Sheesha climbed. Kantees could feel the formation changing behind her. A glance at Jakalain showed it was not surrounded by tekrasa.

      Sheesha shuddered in the air and for the merest moment Kantees thought he had been shot again. But that wasn’t it, there was something wrong with the other ziri. She looked round and saw Waileth had pulled free. Levin was waving.

      “I’ll return!” was all she heard before he and Tenical turned away west heading in the direction of Kurvin Port.

      Kantees fumed but there was little she could do. With the other ziri tied to her in formation she could not go after him. Instead she brought Sheesha round and headed for the castle.

      

      Kantees was not sure whether Swordmaster Erang was avoiding her but it took a further two days before she had an opportunity to talk to him properly. In that time things had settled into an uncertain pattern that almost resembled her life before the Dunor turned it upside down.

      She spent time working with Romain and teaching the new riders about looking after their mounts. Sometimes they would ride out and get to know the terrain. Marakees would have kept to herself but Kantees insisted she join them too. It had taken a quiet word with Romain to prevent him making any derisive comment about the wild ziri.

      Finally, the Swordmaster agreed to talk to her, with Daybian in attendance, and she outlined her concerns about an attack. Swordmaster Erang nodded. “It makes sense they might try a hidden attack but I have the walls patrolled. There are men outside the walls too.”

      “What if they were killed and the attackers pretended to be the patrol?”

      “We have codes,” he said. “Your concern for the castle does you credit, girl, but it does not exceed mine. And you do not have the experience that I do in these matters.”

      Kantees sighed, she knew he was right, but the men of the Dunor—that one in particular who had lured her into the trap and nearly killed Sheesha at Watching Pass—they had experience and they had new tools of war which the Swordmaster was not familiar with.

      “We can only do our best,” said Daybian. “If the Dunor have a weapon we know nothing about we cannot plan for it.”

      That conversation had taken place shortly after they had landed and the ziri went to their eyries.

      It was late afternoon and Kantees now stood in the courtyard. The construction work continued. The new inward-facing walls had reached the third storey in most places. She could feel the tension in the air. The anticipation of the attack everyone knew would come.

      “They’ve built the wall solid across the main entrance. And made tunnels that lead round the edges and come out on each side. Grills allow us to attack anyone coming through. To get into the main building they have to come out into the courtyard, where they will be targets from above, and then re-enter similar tunnels.”

      “I wish we still had Tenical.”

      “You hate him.”

      “He knows the patterns of the ley-circles both at the Dunor’s island and that other Slissac tower in the south.”

      She called for Sheesha. Moments later he dropped from his eyrie and landed a short distance away. Not just landed, he judged the drop perfectly and without a single beat of his wings he swooped into the courtyard, angled up to kill his speed and dropped gently to the cobbles. Perfect.

      “Going somewhere?”

      “Just the ley-circle.”

      “Mistress?”

      Kantees had almost forgotten about her two shadows. Jynolee and Helka waited on her all the time. They wanted to come, of course, but it would take time for them to saddle their ziri.

      “Yes,” said Kantees. “I think the time has come for you to ride without saddles.”

      Kantees focused on Kotoka and Yuleto, and called them.

      They took longer to respond but two brightly coloured ziri tumbled from the tower and made a far less elegant landing. Kantees saw they were drawing the attention of the workers.

      “Can I come?” said Daybian.

      He was like a little lost boy, but Kantees was not about to take pity on him.

      “You’re home with your family and you are the heir, Daybian, no more running off on adventures for you.”

      “You sound like my father.”

      “I hope not. Anyway, no.”

      Kantees walked over to the younger ziri and helped the women get settled. They both put a brave face on it but they were clearly nervous, not being strapped in and not, they thought, having any way of steering their zirichak.

      “They’ll be following me, at least for now,” said Kantees. “Just remember to keep your legs tucked under the wings when taking off and landing, or doing anything difficult.”

      That made them even more worried.

      “But I won’t do anything difficult, we’re just flying out to the ley-circle.”

      Before they could say anything Kantees mounted Sheesha, only to find Ulina already there. Sheesha beat his wings and launched upwards. Helka gave a cry as Yuleto followed. Moments later they were over the walls and gliding west.

      Kantees checked the two women had not fallen off. Helka was looking unsure but Jynolee was smiling.

      The road between the ley-circle and the castle was filled with carts going in both directions. Looking back Kantees saw the line heading past the castle and towards the town. Keeping this army supplied and watered needed another army of strong backs, busy cooks and a hundred carts.

      Lord Jakalain must be spending a fortune buying food and bringing it in through the ley-circle. Although that other fellow, Lord Corlain, was presumably assisting. Was he taking precautions as well? She did not know a great deal about the country of Faerholme, except that it was both central but surrounded on three sides by mountains.

      It took very little time before they were over the encampment. Hundreds of armsmen looked up at them, faces of all shades from pale to dark. Some wearing Jakalain’s colours, some Corlain’s, and there were others she did not recognise. Kantees knew they probably ought to ask permission to go into the ley-circle but that would cause delays. Instead she aimed for a staging area just to the north of it where there was space to land.

      They landed easily. Kantees waited for some officious sergeant-at-arms to arrive and tell her she was not allowed to be here. But, although they received stares from between the surrounding pavilions, they were not approached. Perhaps Lord Jakalain had given orders not to interfere with her plans.

      Kantees looked at the circle. Bare earth surrounded by a region where the grass had been burned away as a precaution against abominations. Around it was the palisade for defence in case an attacking force came through the ley-circle. The fence was built in sections and each one was mounted on small wheels so it could be removed when the two moons aligned in the sky and a feeding was imminent.

      A collection of barrels stacked three high stood on a wooden pallet where the cart track entered though Kantees did not know whether these were inbound, or being sent out.

      “All right, now you need to practice on your own,” said Kantees. “You first, Jynolee. Get Kotoka to take off, fly round the ley-circle once and land back here.”

      The girl hesitated. “How do I steer him without reins?”

      “Lean in the direction you want to go. Lean back to climb and forward to descend.”

      “That’s all?”

      Kantees thought about it. For her it was different now, she only had to think about what she wanted and Sheesha would respond—even wild Tabata had done what Kantees wanted. But before that, yes, she had just leaned.

      “That’s all.”

      “I’ll go first if you like,” said Helka.

      Jynolee’s response was to make Kotoka lie down and she climbed on his back. Moments later, with Jynolee’s legs tight beneath his wings and holding on to his neck, the ziri launched. He had been pointing away from the ley-circle and that’s the direction he headed. For a long moment, his direction did not change and Kantees was ready to either send a request directly to the animal or jump on Sheesha’s back to recover Jynolee.

      Then Kotoka’s wings arched into a glide position and he turned effortlessly to the left.

      Kantees watched as Jynolee made her mount fly in a straight line past the ley-circle and then turn again, coming round it. Now Kantees could see the concentration on the girl’s face. Her eyes focused on the open ground. She leaned forwards. Kotoka got the idea immediately and came down in a blast of air from his wings to alight close to the others.

      Sheesha was preening and did not deign to notice.

      “That was good,” said Kantees as Jynolee slipped from Kotoka’s neck.

      “You only have to suggest it,” she said breathlessly. “Once he knows what you want you don’t have to do anything.”

      “The trick is making sure they get it right.”

      “My turn?” said Helka. She was already mounted.

      Kantees smiled and waved her hand. “Go ahead.”

      There was no hesitation. Yuleto launched immediately. Having learnt from Jynolee’s flight, Helka turned her ziri without a moment’s hesitation. Yuleto beat hard and climbed fast. His rider pulled him into a tight turn around the ley-circle and then, instead of landing, went out in a wider circle to make a second turn.

      Kantees frowned. She knew Helka was keen to show how good she was but she was not following Kantees’ instructions.

      Yuleto backwinged hard, turned on his wing—which meant Helka’s legs were the only thing holding her in place—and drove down to the ground in front of Kantees. He landed hard. Helka either was not gripping strongly enough or the jolt was too much, and she landed face down in the grass.

      Kantees walked over and went down on one knee beside her. “Unless you have more information than I do, when I give you an instruction, Helka, I expect it to be carried out just the way I said it.”

      Helka pushed herself up into a kneeling position but sat back and kept her gaze to the ground. “Yes, Lady Kantees. I am sorry.”

      “It is good you want to ride well,” said Kantees. “Come.” She held out her hand and after a moment Helka took it and Kantees helped her to her feet.

      “I have been arrogant in the past,” said Kantees to the both of them. “And my behaviour nearly killed Sheesha. Respect your mount and respect those around you who deserve it.”

      She stared at the sky. The day was bright but clouds were coming in from the east. Lostimal was high in the day-time sky. Kantees thought she’d better check with Yenteel to see when the next feeding was due.

      “Why don’t you two fly back to the castle without me? Take some time and learn how to fly your ziri, properly.”

      “We should stay with you,” said Helka, and Jynolee nodded.

      “Nothing’s going to happen to me here and you need to make your mistakes where I won’t see them. There is something I need to do, and besides, I have Ulina.”

      The two women took their leave and launched their mounts into the air. Their confidence was already improving and it showed in the way their ziri responded. A quick glance at Sheesha showed him flat out and sunning himself. Kantees told him he could stay where he was, to which there was no response, and then set off towards the palisade with Ulina at her side.

      There was a gate with a sentry post that led from the staging area to the ley-circle, with two armsmen guarding it. She could not imagine it was a very exciting duty, although even now she saw the golden power of a patterner’s path forming in the circle.

      One of the men touched his fingers to his forehead. “Lady Kantees.”

      She allowed herself a wry smile.

      A shimmering at the circle caught her attention.

      “A path is opening,” she said.

      Both of them turned to look, probably expecting to see carts emerging, but there was nothing. They turned back to her.

      “It’s there,” she said. “They haven’t had time to get through it yet.” She took a stone from the ground and flung it at the side of the path as she saw it. They followed its flight and saw it vanish.

      One of them went into the enclosed sentry box and checked a board. “Food shipments from Corlain are due about now,” he said.

      Kantees could not interpret the look they gave her. She shrugged. “Can I go through?”

      “Of course, Lady Kantees.”

      She thanked them as they opened the gate to let the two of them through.

      “You want to feed your box with the Mother’s milk,” said Ulina when they were out of earshot of the guards.

      “Yes.”

      “How do you do that?”

      Kantees shook her head. “I think I just have to be here.”

      “You don’t have to take it out of your bag?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” said Ulina. She glared at the palisade, and the men behind it who stared back. “We cannot trust these armsmen.”

      Kantees stepped out on to the ley-circle and the dry dirt crunched under her shoes. The exit from the patterner’s path did not occupy the entire space but was big enough to allow large carts and waggons through.

      “How do you know we can’t trust them?”

      “There are too many of them. There will be traitors among them. Whatever your Lord Jakalain said about taking care, people will have talked. The Dunor will know about the fortifications, they will know Jakalain is filled with armsmen. There may be Farahalek among them ready to sneak inside.”

      “That’s not encouraging.”

      “You wanted to know what I would do.”

      “And what would you do to defend against that?”

      Ulina shook her head. “There’s nothing to defend against treachery.”

      Kantees said nothing else but walked around the edge of the ley-circle. Beneath them the raw white power was like a blacksmith’s furnace. They walked around the end of the patterner’s path, for a moment it was a thin shining line in the air and then it expanded again. Kantees found another stone and tossed it through the portal. This time it did not vanish but bounced on the other side.

      “It only has one side.” Kevrey of Tander would have loved to know what I have learnt of patterning.

      “What will happen to the stone you threw in from the other side when the path stops?” said Ulina.

      “The patterner who creates the path must also walk it,” said Kantees. “So that he doesn’t make it stop before everyone is through.”

      “Is the stone destroyed?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps the Taymalin patterners do.” Perhaps Yenteel’s Arch-Patterner does.

      “What if you kill the patterner when people are on the path?”

      “Perhaps they will die and be absorbed into the World’s Pattern.”

      “And leave no bodies,” said Ulina.

      Kantees wondered how long it would take for the chilafrah to fill with the Mother’s Milk.
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      There were problems with rank when it came to the evening meal. Kantees had been invited to eat with Lord Jakalain but without any of her entourage. There had been discussions but in the end she had declined, and chose to eat in the refectory of the Ziri Tower.

      Daybian had been torn but, in the end, Kantees had told him he could not ignore his parents. He sulked like the child he was.

      Unfortunately the meal in the refectory was just as awkward. Libbibet insisted on serving them instead of them waiting in line with everyone else, which meant the staff were bringing food to two ex-slaves, herself and Gally, an escaped prisoner, Yenteel, along with a whole collection of other Kadralin. Only Helka seemed comfortable, as if being waited on was her due.

      Gally sat with Marakees, of course, and the fact the ‘simpleton’ now had a woman attracted stares and not a few laughs; thankfully Gally was oblivious to them. Kantees was sure that Marakees was not similarly blind, and it must hurt.

      But the food was good.

      “Did Levin say anything to you about leaving us?” Kantees asked Yenteel.

      He shook his head as he swallowed a mouthful. “Nothing.”

      Kantees glanced at Ulina and back to Yenteel. “Do you think he’ll betray us?”

      “No, of course not. He might not have the puppy-dog eyes, but he’s as dedicated to you as Daybian.”

      “I wish he’d told me what he was doing.”

      “Perhaps he was worried he might not be able to succeed.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s human.”

      Kantees fell silent as the serving staff took away the remains of the main course. She tore a piece from her trencher, dipped it in her wine and ate it. Lord Jakalain had sent them a pitcher of it as recompense for her having to eat in the Ziri Tower. She didn’t really like it but the others enjoyed it.

      There was a clamour of voices at the far end of the hall.

      Kantees had her back to the noise and had to turn in her seat. A couple of castle servants, Taymalin, were talking to Libbibet and Romain, they did not seem happy and were waving their hands to emphasise what they were saying.

      It took a moment but Kantees realised there was one word they kept repeating: Fire.

      Romain disappeared up into the tower as Libbibet bustled into the kitchens. Kantees was about to call out but realised Yenteel was already halfway across the floor.

      “What’s happening?” said Helka.

      “Fire.”

      “In the castle?” said Marakees.

      Kantees turned to Ulina. “We may need to fly, get our things.”

      “Is it an attack?” said Jynolee.

      “We’ll wait for Yenteel,” said Kantees. “But if it is an attack it would be best if we were in the air.”

      “But what can we do?” said Marakees.

      Kantees thought about suggesting she and Gally should just flee, after all, what could they do? She loved Gally but he had difficulty with complicated situations. And, as it turned out, Marakees had similar problems, if for very different reasons. Then she caught Gally looking at her.

      “We don’t know yet,” said Kantees.

      Yenteel hurried back and didn’t wait to be invited to explain. “Fires have broken out in the town.”

      “Fires? More than one?”

      He nodded.

      “A diversion,” said Ulina who had reappeared at Kantees’ side holding her bag. “It’s the start of an attack.”

      “That doesn’t mean people aren’t in danger from the fires,” said Jynolee.

      “Of course they are,” said Ulina. “What point is there if there’s no threat?”

      Kantees held up her hand. “That’s enough.” She took a deep breath to give herself time to think. “Yenteel, Gally and Marakees, you go to the town. There may be people who need help. Yenteel you’re in charge. Gally, don’t use the golden path unless you have to, it would be best if no one else knows you can do it.”

      The prospect of the Dunor torturing him to find the secret did not appeal.

      “If they try to come through the ley-circle they’ll have an army to deal with,” she said, “but they might try it. I can see a path if they make one, so I’ll go to the circle. Helka and Jynolee I want you two up high, circle at a distance from the castle. If you see tekrasa coming, return to warn the garrison.”

      Kantees took a breath and focused on the ziri above them, calling them down to the courtyard. “Come on.”

      They headed out, being forced to use the newly created side passages now that the main entrance did not give directly into the courtyard. Kantees came out into the light just as Sheesha and the other ziri touched down. She looked round and realised they had somehow lost Helka and Jynolee on the way.

      “Helka stopped to talk to some armsmen,” said Marakees noticing Kantees looking back at the dark exit. At that moment the two women appeared carrying crossbows.

      “Why…never mind,” said Kantees. “Do you two know how to use those?”

      “Yes, my lady,” said Helka.

      “I don’t like crossbows,” said Jynolee. “But it’s all they had.”

      “The light is fading,” said Helka throwing a belt over her shoulder.

      “Stay up as long as you can, but don’t get lost,” said Kantees. “The tekrasa don’t move fast so a timely warning will be of most use.”

      They nodded and mounted.

      “Count them but don’t pick a fight with something you can’t handle.”

      They launched into the air and if either of them replied it wasn’t heard.

      “I won’t tell you not to take risks,” Kantees said to Yenteel.

      “There’s no chance of that,” he said with a smile.

      Then he, Gally and Marakees were gone.

      “What’s going on?” said Daybian hurrying over. “Where are they going?”

      “Helka and Jynolee are going to scout for tekrasa, the others are going to help in the town if they can.”

      Daybian nodded. “You think it’s a prelude to an attack too? Good. I’ll tell my father and the Swordmaster what’s happening. What about you?”

      “We’re going to the ley-circle.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can see when a patterner’s path has been formed, before anything comes through.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “It’s recent.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “It’ll take you too long to get ready,” said Kantees. “I’m going now.”

      Sheesha put his head down as if he’d understood her words and she climbed up with Ulina who chose to stand behind Kantees, with a tight grip on her shoulders. They were in the air a moment later.

      

      Kantees felt strangely alone as Sheesha slipped noiselessly through the twilight air. Far to the west some of the higher mountain peaks were still lit by sunlight, brilliant white with snow. Here the sky was darkening and the mountains were shadows against a dusky sky.

      A sea of campfires spread around the dark of the ley-circle. Yet the power of the circle continued to shine—without illuminating anything around it. The difference between her outer and inner view was disconcerting but at least it gave Kantees a clear target. There was no patterner’s path that she could see yet.

      She had Sheesha move into a circular path out of bow-shot of the ground. Below her the various contingents of armsmen were being formed up and moved into positions around the ley-circle. The castle was alive with lights as they made preparations for the possible attack. And beyond that and to the south she could see the ruddy glow of fires in the town.

      Even if they were right and this was the prelude to an attack, the timing would be difficult. The saboteurs in the town would have been told what day, and at what time, to set the fires. But patterners did not know how long their paths would be. No doubt the Dunor would use the best they had but even so it was an uncertain factor.

      And if they were attacking from the air as well, they would find it very hard to determine exactly when the tekrasa would arrive.

      The air above the ley-circle shimmered and an arch took shape. The tension of waiting coalesced into an iron grip on her heart. They were coming and she froze.

      “Kantees?” Ulina’s voice cut through her fear.

      “The patterner’s path … they’re coming.”

      “We must warn the armsmen.”

      Kantees nodded and managed to direct Sheesha down to the staging area. It was full of armsmen, waiting. Swiftly Kantees adjusted their course to the ley-circle itself and landed just inside it.

      “I am Kantees of the Ziri, who commands here?”

      “Swordmaster Zagot, Lady.”

      “Fetch him, quickly.”

      She glanced at the magic behind her. “Ulina, find something to throw. A stone.”

      “Nobody will see a stone, Kantees, it’s too dark.”

      She nodded again. The fact she could see the light so clearly made her forget the others could not.

      “A torch or lantern then.” She stopped then added, “On a pole.”

      Not knowing how long it would take for the Dunor attackers to walk the path gnawed at her. Her nervousness was making Sheesha agitated. He kept dipping his neck and pushing at her. She tried to calm herself. She did not think she was very successful but Sheesha seemed to relax a little.

      A man emerged from the dark, flanked by two armsmen, one of whom carried a lantern.

      “I am Swordmaster Zagot. Lord Jakalain has ordered you be given respect, Lady Kantees.” From the way he said it she was sure respect was not what he was offering.

      “A patterner’s path has opened to here.”

      “I see no one.”

      Ulina pushed between the ranks of armsmen and handed Kantees a lantern on a pole. Instead of replying to the Swordmaster, Kantees walked across the dirt to the portal and pushed the lantern across the threshold. She breathed a sigh of relief when it vanished.

      “Here, Swordmaster, and they will come through from this direction.”

      He did not reply but was already issuing orders. One thing you could say about these Swordmasters, they might be confident in their own rightness but when they had the proof in front of them, they didn’t argue.

      Something scuttled out of the patterner’s path. Its small head was barely up to Kantees’ knee and it ran on its back legs. It glanced up at Kantees as it passed and chirruped.

      It took Kantees a heartbeat, then she swung the lantern hard at the creature and sent it flying as the lantern smashed on the ground and the oil exploded into flame. Then she ran hard towards Sheesha. Somebody among the armsmen laughed.

      More chirrups came from behind her, something shrieked with pain.

      “Ulina! Sheesha!”

      But Ulina was already running. Sheesha was up on his haunches and growling. Kantees told him to lie down so they could mount.

      Ulina was up in a moment. Kantees reached him as chakisa overtook her but Sheesha’s constant rumbling growl kept the space around him clear. Kantees jumped up and then sat with a thump between his wings. Just as his head lashed out, a chakik screeched, cut short by a wet crunch.

      Kantees stared back at the portal as dozens of chakisa erupted into view. Sheesha snapped left and right—it kept the space around him clear but the armsmen were in uproar as the little monsters ran into their ranks, snapping and biting. The chakisa were not organised into any groups but were attacking anyone who came in reach. Kantees didn’t understand, surely the mass of armsmen would scare them? And if not that, why did they not attack in groups the way they seemed to in the wild?

      Chaos is easy…

      Then the flow of creatures stopped, no new ones emerged and those in the ley-circle followed the rest out into the dark. A glance behind showed the surging and panicked armsmen battling their tiny foes—some men were on the ground.

      “Kantees.” Ulina’s voice wavered with fear. Sheesha sprang into the air before he had even started to beat his wings without waiting for her order. Kantees had never seen him strain so hard, as if he were clawing at the air to gain height. Then she heard the roar and turned to look at the portal. The noise was louder than the greatest waterfall, and made the air shake. A huge dark shadow pulled itself through the portal. The mouth opened wide, filled with teeth as big as Ulina and large enough to swallow Sheesha in one bite, and it roared again. The monster’s huge gait carried it across the ley-circle in two paces. Nose to tail it spanned the entire width of it.

      This was the reason the chakisa dived unheeding into the massed ranks of the armsmen.

      Nachak.
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      How would you bring an attacking force through a ley-circle when you knew an army lay in wait on the other side? Swordmaster Erang had said they would need shock troops, or cannon fodder.

      The Dunor had chosen a different method, though the shock was real.

      As Sheesha circled higher, Kantees watched the defending forces fall apart. The hundreds of chakisa had been unsettling enough and had done plenty of damage. But the monstrous nachak had destroyed any semblance of organisation in the forces intended to defend the circle. The chakisa were fleeing from the nachak but there must be something driving the monster forwards.

      She looked over towards the castle. It looked peaceful. She leaned forwards along Sheesha’s neck.

      “Fly fast, my love.”

      Drawing the power from the circle, he flashed gold for a moment. The cold air hit them as the golden light vanished and he backwinged down into the courtyard.

      “Get me Swordmaster Erang, now!” Kantees shouted as Sheesha descended to the cobbles.

      She did not dismount. An idea was forming in her mind. She was distracted as a ziri she didn’t recognise landed, the rider was another matter, however: Daybian in full racing gear. Then Waileth arrived.

      “Where did you get to?”

      “Greetings, Kantees, it’s lovely to see you too,” said Levin. “I brought some friends.”

      Kantees followed his pointing finger. Above them were six more ziri, shifting in and out of the shadows, but brightly coloured, she recognised a couple of them from the races.

      “Some of the heirs are not keen on having some emperor telling them what they can and can’t do in the lands they will inherit.”

      “And they’re willing to fight?”

      “Races might be fun, Kantees, but they aren’t real life.”

      “Will they follow an ex-slave girl?”

      “Rumours about Kantees of the Ziri have been getting about. They like the idea of being part of a legend,” he said. “And they all know Sheesha, of course.”

      Swordmaster Erang appeared and Kantees explained what had happened at the ley-circle.

      “A nachak?” said Daybian. “I’d like to see that.”

      The Swordmaster ignored him. “They will set up a defensive position around the circle as they bring in more troops.”

      “Yenteel says there might be a feeding here in a few days.”

      “If they have failed to establish their position by then, it will be too late for them anyway. If they have, a feeding will make no difference. The tekrasa will be here soon, we must prepare for their arrival.” He headed back into the castle.

      There were more wingbeats from above as Helka and Jynolee came down.

      “I would not have believed it if I had not seen it,” said Helka.

      “We followed your orders, Kantees,” said Jynolee. “We found them almost immediately. I counted fifty-three.”

      Kantees hesitated. She wanted to say goodbye to Gally and Yenteel but they were not here. And if they had been, they would have insisted on coming. But this was no fight for them, she did not really even want to take Helka and Jynolee.

      But I’m willing to take a little girl.

      They were waiting for her to speak.

      “You should stay, Daybian.”

      “If you fail then there will be nowhere for me to rule, Kantees.”

      “And if you die?”

      “That’s what Jelamie was born for.”

      Kantees shook her head as if to clear it.

      “Do you need me, Kantees of the Ziri?”

      Tenical emerged into the light. Accept the service of others.

      “No, Tenical, but you honour me with your offer,” she said. “We cannot have any ziri carrying two on this journey, and there’ll be a patterner or two at the other end to bring us home.” Then she reached into her pack and drew out the chilafrah. “Look after this, will you?”

      In the past she might have expected Tenical to grab it greedily but instead he hurried over and took it gently from her hand.

      “You might find a use for it,” she said. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “You do me a great honour.”

      “Defend Jakalain.”

      He bowed and stepped back from Sheesha. “I will, Lady Kantees.”

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      Sheesha spread his wings, beat down and they launched into the air. The others followed.

      Kantees directed Sheesha to join the group of lordlings on their ziri and listened to their astonishment as their mounts arranged themselves into an arrowhead behind her as the other ziri from below arrived and slotted into position.

      A glance told her that Daybian and Levin were on her right and left while Jynolee, Helka and someone she didn’t know were in the third rank and the others behind them.

      Kantees headed them to the north of the ley-circle. It didn’t take long to see that Dunor troops were marching through the portal and filling up the space around the circle. Each group brought some sort of defensive wall with them. It was hard to estimate the numbers but they were already in the hundreds. She couldn’t see the nachak but if it had not already been brought down it would probably be making for the mountains. Its only purpose had been to disrupt the defences long enough that the Dunor could establish their hold on this end. And it had succeeded.

      There was fighting already as the Jakalain forces re-organised and rushed the Dunor but if they were pushed back, they became more tightly packed and harder to move. In the light of the lanterns there were already many bodies

      I’ve delayed too long.

      There were eleven ziri in the group, too many for flying in line, but they could form three columns. Kantees suggested the idea to Sheesha and the ziri re-arranged themselves.

      The lordlings were once again surprised. Kantees smiled grimly. They haven’t seen anything yet.

      The arch of the portal was still clear before her and she lined up on it then gave Sheesha the instruction to dive. They had flown through a patterner’s path before so that was not a problem, but they had been alone, not facing an army coming the other way.

      There was only one way she could do this without killing them all—unless the very act itself killed them. It was a risk they had to take.

      Someone in the attacking force must have seen them descending faster and faster because there was a ripple of movement and she could see bows being pulled back.

      Not this time.

      “Now, Sheesha.”

      Her ziri drew the power from the ley-circle and a cocoon of golden light enveloped the entire group. She had a moment to see a face she recalled only too well commanding his men to fire. But they were already wrapped in the protective sheath and moving too fast. In the blink of an eye they entered the portal, even as more troops exited.

      Then they were inside. Like a burning arrow through a keyhole.

      How Sheesha kept them flying true when there was so little room to manoeuvre Kantees did not know. The path ahead was lit with torches, men marching in, rank after rank, kichesa pulling carts, even armsmen leading horses. The Dunor had been preparing for this a long time, perhaps years. Capturing the Fahain had been part of their plan, but Kantees upsetting the attack on Jakalain then escaping had not. Kantees alone had disrupted the pattern they were making for the world. They were readying themselves to attack any resisting families—she had forced their hand with Jakalain.

      “Look,” said Ulina, pointing down.

      Below them the marching ranks were being knocked down by their passage. Kantees tried to look behind. It wasn’t clear but their flight was leaving chaos in its wake.

      That, at the very least, would give Swordmaster Erang more time to take back control of the ley-circle. But if she could—

      —They burst into sunlight—the sky was a milky blue and the sun itself, close to the horizon, seemed to lack strength. Kantees made sure Sheesha was drawing power from the new ley-circle and kept going. It was just as well, it seemed the Dunor were planning to take tekrasa along the path as well and there were at least ten ready to go. And there were armsmen still preparing to enter the path; she could barely guess their numbers but there must be thousands. They would be settling in for a siege if necessary and would be supplied through the ley-circle, while the castle would be unable to last long.

      As she considered those things the ziri had flown far out from the circle.

      “This is not the same place,” said Ulina.

      Kantees looked around. This was not a tropical island. The terrain was undulating grassland and devoid of trees. She brought the formation round in a long turn. There wasn’t even a town or castle near the ley-circle. Just a huge camp. A big cage stood off to one side with a stockade next to it. The holding pens for the nachak and the big chakisa. That meant they must have been brought here from somewhere else first.

      The ziri streaked back towards the ley-circle. Kantees realised she should have explained the plan but the armsmen and patterners could not be given time. Before they arrived, Kantees shouted her instructions.

      “Hold off the armsmen. We’ll grab the patterner.” She hoped it was obvious who was supposed to do the fighting and who would deal with the patterners.

      Over the ley-circle, the golden light dropped and they were blasted by freezing cold air—wherever they were, it was not spring. The silence of the magic was replaced by the bellowing of a thousand men and the shrieks of the ziri, tense for the fight.

      Below them was a big wooden platform, slightly raised from the ground. She could see the portal, touching the boards. This must be a ley-circle slightly above ground-level, like Riverrush and Dakastown. Kantees encouraged Sheesha to land as fast as possible, she wasn’t sure how long these young lords would be able to hold off an entire army.

      Eleven ziri raised their wings into a V-shape and fell on the wooden platform. Sheesha was already snapping at armsmen in the immediate area as he landed. Ulina slipped off and Kantees hit the boards moments later.

      “Don’t run off, Ulina,” said Kantees. “Sheesha, stay close.”

      The sound of swords clashing, men grunting, ziri shrieks and cries of pain dominated.

      Someone ran out of the portal, saw the ziri and ran at them, sword raised. A crossbow bolt from behind Kantees took him in the chest and he stumbled then collapsed. She looked round in surprise to see Jynolee reloading.

      “I said I didn’t like them, not that I couldn’t use them.”

      A scream brought her attention back to the portal as Sheesha snapped off the arm of a soldier.

      The patterners stood in a group close to the edge of the portal, as Kantees stalked in their direction one of them slipped through the portal and vanished. Ulina ran after him.

      “Don’t kill him, bring him back!”

      Ulina vanished.

      Kantees closed on the patterners, but their eyes were only for Sheesha at her shoulder.

      “Where is this place?”

      They barely registered her words.

      Helka and Jynolee stepped into view either side of Kantees with their crossbows pointing at the three remaining men, all in patterner’s robes but with extra furs around the neck and muffs for their hands.

      “Where are we?” she asked again. “Answer, or my zirichak will tear you to pieces.”

      “Far north,” said one of them. “You are the Fahain.”

      “And where are the Dunor?”

      “They knew you might come, not here.”

      The fourth patterner emerged from the portal with Ulina behind him. She had a splash of blood across her face while his held a look of horror. Kantees did not want to know what she had done, but the blood had not come from this man.

      “Kantees.” A breathless Daybian was beside her. “This is a lot of fun but could we hurry it up? We’ve lost two already and the odds are not in our favour.”

      Kantees looked round, the other lords were still mounted and slashing left and right, as the heads of their ziri wove back and forth snapping and biting

      “I’ll be a moment, get mounted, tell them to be ready to ride.”

      “Thank you.”

      Two armsmen stepped warily from the portal. They saw Ulina, the battle being waged, and the crossbows now aimed at them. They retreated.

      Kantees turned back to the patterners. “The one who is the keystone of this path will come with me. The others can stay here. The one who comes may die. The others will most certainly live.” Kantees watched how their eyes flicked one to another. “Tell me or my ziri will bite your legs off. You may live but you’ll never walk again.”

      “That one,” said Ulina, pointing at the one who had answered her initially. He was older than the others and his hair was white.

      The man panicked and dived into the portal.

      Ulina chased after him.

      “Mount up!” Kantees cried. She was on Sheesha’s back in a moment.

      Now it was just the ziri biting and slashing. A pile of corpses filled the stairs up to the platform making it harder for those behind to approach. The occasional arrow came in from the side but it seemed they were reluctant to shoot in case they hit the patterners—their only route out of this place. But now they were encircling the raised platform and climbing up. Helka and Jynolee were loosing bolts as fast as they could but it wasn’t enough.

      Kantees turned Sheesha back to the portal to see Ulina emerging, pushing the older patterner before her. This time he was bloodied and he held his arm.

      Once he was close enough, Kantees dragged him with both hands and pulled him up and across Sheesha’s neck. Ulina was up and stood behind Kantees.

      “We’re going! Face the portal!”

      “They’re ready,” said Ulina.

      They were still on the ground and Kantees had no idea what was going to happen but she had no choice: “Go fast, Sheesha. Right now!”

      The shouts and screams of the outside world cut off as if by a knife. Instead, the shattering of splintering wood filled the air, more than one man and ziri cried out in pain.

      But they were already on the path. Once more streaming along its length. The devastation they had caused on the way through the first time was fully visible. The once-orderly troops were staggering, their ears and noses bloody. More than one kichek lay motionless while others ran amok. There were even fires.

      Kantees encouraged Sheesha to accelerate, confident now that nothing bad would happen to them.

      Below, within the golden cocoon, lay pieces of the platform. And body parts. Whatever had been within the power of the pattern when it formed. The ziri were ramrod straight now. Their wings pulled in tight.

      Their prisoner was not struggling, he studied the magic around him. Kantees realised this was what the Dunor wanted, knowledge of the ziri magic, and she was giving it to him.

      Once more they shot like an arrow out into the night, Jakalain was to the right and the two forces still faced off below them. They had not been gone long.

      Kantees commanded Sheesha to slow down. The magic went away and the warm familiar scent of Jakalain filled her senses. The debris they had carried with them fell away. At least now she knew what would happen if someone fell from their ziri while flying fast.

      She turned and climbed.

      She felt Sheesha shudder in the air.

      “Sorry, Kantees,” shouted Levin, “but we need to be down there.”

      Waileth and four other ziri broke free of the formation and dropped away towards the battle. Kantees turned Sheesha back towards the ley-circle. The portal was gone. The Dunor troops would receive no more supplies or reinforcements.

      “What happens to a person on the patterner’s path when it stops?” she asked the man, not expecting an answer.

      Above Jakalain there was a flash of light. A fire-arrow of huge proportions shot upwards and hit something large and dark. It erupted into a huge ball of flame, the gondola beneath it crashing to the ground. The sound of the explosion rolled over them moments later. The light of the burning tekrasa lit up the underside of the clouds, and the other monstrous plants that hung there.

      Another giant fire-arrow shot away, and another.

      The sky was filled with explosions and in the light, they could see the other tekrasa slowly turning away.

      “I want to kill you right now, patterner, you have seen the patterning the zirichasa can do. You have seen the power of the Fahain up-close. And I expect you are clever enough to make sense of it. I do not want you to have that knowledge.”

      Hanging awkwardly across Sheesha’s neck he said nothing, though he turned his head towards her.

      “But I expect the Lords Jakalain and Corlain will want to question you. Not to mention the lordlings who assisted in your capture. Two of whom are dead, and their families will no doubt want retribution.”

      He said nothing but she could see she had his complete attention.

      “We are flying quite high now. When the lords question you about the Dunor, you will probably try to be loyal. And then they will be forced to resort to torture. And when they have the truth from you, they will torture you more, to ensure that you were not lying. Have you seen the wrecks of men who have had their nails ripped out, their eyes gouged—”

      He jerked once, over-balanced and fell silently into the dark.

      “Oh dear,” said Ulina. “He fell.”
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      They landed in the courtyard and nobody tried to shoot at them. The lordlings were assigned eyries for their zirichasa and taken into the main castle to be treated as befitted their station. Even the bodies of the dead ones had been returned. They had been tied to their ziri in the middle of the fight and returned with the rest.

      Five of the Dunor tekrasa had been destroyed in all, the rest had escaped but Kantees was in no mind to go after them. Let them take the news of their defeat back to their masters.

      She just wanted to sleep.

      “Lady Kantees.”

      She groaned inwardly as Tenical strode through the torchlight to where she stood.

      He bowed and held out his hand. He was offering the chilafrah. She took it.

      “Did it help?”

      “You saw the fire-arrows?”

      “They were effective.”

      He nodded. “Both their fire and range were supplemented by patternings that would have exhausted any patterner. We kept the attackers at sufficient distance they could not deploy their forces. Your gift was appreciated, and Vonand was quite envious.”

      Kantees felt there was nothing to be said and, holding the chilafrah to her breast, she turned away, stifling a yawn.

      She climbed back on to Sheesha’s back and, with Helka and Jynolee, flew back to the Ziri Tower. Kantees nestled under Sheesha’s wing and they were both asleep before she knew she was comfortable.

      

      “Lady Kantees?”

      It was a woman’s voice, she wasn’t sure whose but she wished they would just go away.

      “I’m sorry, Lady Kantees, but Lord Jakalain has asked if you wouldn’t mind attending a meeting in the afternoon.”

      “Yes, the afternoon. Not now.”

      “It is time for the midday meal. I think you may want to clean yourself, dress and eat?”

      Kantees pushed Sheesha’s wing out of the way. He was still snoring. She looked out of the open hatch and could see grey rain. The woman was Marakees.

      “Midday?”

      “Yes, Lady Kantees,” she said. “But Lady Jakalain has put aside some rooms for you in the castle, and there’s a bath and fresh clothes. And the kitchen has sent up food but no one knew where you had gone, except my Galiko, he knew.”

      “You and Gally,” said Kantees as she pushed herself to her feet. She felt filthy. There had been too much death in the last day.

      “Yes, Lady Kantees.”

      “Please don’t say that every time. If you have to, just say mistress. I’m just an ex-slave.”

      “Like my Galiko.”

      “Yes. Like Gally, but that was my decision, not his. I’m sure he would have been just as happy living here as a slave.”

      “Then I would not have met him, mistress. And I would still be in Two Circles, not even a real person there.”

      “I suppose.”

      “You bend the World’s Pattern to your will, Lady Kantees.” She touched her hand to her forehead and bowed.

      Kantees frowned. The woman was far too subservient but perhaps that was because she had lived her life under the sway of the abomination. Perhaps she would improve with time. She followed Marakees down and across to the main castle building.

      

      Bathed, clothed in a dress (which felt very strange) and fed, she finally allowed herself to be led to the meeting. She was the last to arrive and the room was already occupied. This time there was a long table with chairs, most of them occupied. At the head were the Lords Jakalain and Corlain, Swordmaster Erang, Vonand the patterner, and that Bejeren. Close to the other end, the chairs were occupied by Daybian, Levin, Tenical and Yenteel while Gally, Marakees, Helka and Jynolee stood with Ulina at the side of the room. Finally, there was the Jakalain scribe with his own table by the window.

      They all stood when she entered and waited until she was seated before sitting back down.

      Lord Jakalain went through the introductions, though it was unnecessary. “The attack of the Dunor has been successfully repelled,” he continued, “and the loss of life on our side was not terrible. The worst of it at the ley-circle, and in the fires.”

      “Peta of Garbalain and Barald of Summalain were lost in the north lands,” said Daybian.

      His father acknowledged the interruption with a nod of his head. “Their bodies will be returned to their families.”

      “They died bravely, fighting the Dunor, Father.”

      “That story will be told, Daybian, if you will allow me to continue?”

      Daybian went quiet.

      “The truth of the Dunor and the families, such as we know them, that have broken the Concordance, will be spread abroad as well. It will be made clear that Jakalain and Corlain stood with the sons of those families against these traitors.”

      “And what will happen to those who joined the Dunor?” asked Kantees. “What will be done? What about the Hamalain who employed mercenaries to steal away your son?”

      “That is a matter for the council,” said Lord Jakalain. “The truth will be brought against them.”

      “And what will happen?”

      Lord Jakalain hesitated.

      “Nothing, Kantees,” said Levin. There was a tightness in his voice. “What he won’t tell you is that nothing will be done. Oh, there will be letters of censure written. Perhaps even fines to be paid, but nothing will change. The Hamalain will still rule in Kurvin Port.”

      “Thank you for telling me the truth, Levin. It is what I suspected.” She found she was not angry, nothing surprised her about the Taymalin and their lack of will to act against their own crimes. “And what of the Dunor?”

      “You want plain speaking, Kantees of the Ziri?” said Lord Corlain. He still looked tired and worn.

      “I think it’s best, don’t you?” I was once a liar, and it brought me nothing but pain and hardship.

      “We can torture the men we captured to find the families to whom they belong but Hamalain is the only one we know with any certainty. The others will deny their involvement and we have no proof. The Dunor itself cannot be traced, even if we know it originated among the Tirnians.”

      “So, in the end, this was all for nothing?”

      “We have stopped them, Lady Kantees,” said Lord Jakalain. “Without you, my heir would have been taken, perhaps forever, or Jakalain would have fallen. Or some other place. The Dunor would have made its pacts and brought all the realms under its sway and by the time they were revealed it would be too late.

      “So, no, Mistress of the Ziri, it was not for nothing. You have preserved our world.”

      The Taymalin world. I have saved nothing of mine.

      She sighed. “Very well, in that case I have but one request.”

      “Ask and if it is in my power, I will grant it.”

      Kantees glanced at Jynolee. “The blacksmith of Riverrush is without wife or heir, and I promised him an apprentice, or perhaps a journeyman, to take over his furnace one day.”

      “That is not a difficult wish to fulfill.”

      “Thank you, lord.”

      “Is that all you ask?” said Lord Corlain.

      “There is nothing else.”

      Lord Jakalain waved his hand at the scribe who gathered up papers and brought them to the table. The lord smiled at Kantees.

      “These are papers of manumission, Kantees of the Ziri. I will sign them and that will free you and the one known as Galiko from the ownership of Jakalain.” He took the quill from the scribe, who opened the ink pot for him.

      “No!” shouted Kantees and leapt to her feet. “Do not sign. You do not have that right.”

      Every eye was on her, and only Yenteel was smiling.

      “I have the right, Kantees,” said Jakalain. “I can free any slave I own.”

      “And do you own me?”

      “I have the papers.”

      “But tell me, Lord Jakalain, do you own me? Can you direct my life and my actions? Can you kill me because I am nothing more than a possession for you to dispose of as you will?”

      The man stared at her. “I believe if I so ordered it you would die where you stand.”

      Levin stood up. “I believe you would have to kill me first, my lord.”

      “And me, Father,” said Daybian getting to his feet.

      Kantees felt Helka and Jynolee at her shoulders and Ulina squeezed in front of her. Tenical and Yenteel stood as well. Gally and Marakees closed in.

      Lord Jakalain held up his hand. “Sit down everyone. I take back my words.”

      The ones at the table did sit, the others stepped back, but Ulina stayed where she was.

      “The fact remains, Kantees, you are a runaway slave and I thought that you would want that to be taken from you.”

      “My lords—” started Kantees.

      Lord Corlain interrupted. “Don’t include me in this, Lady Kantees, there are no slaves in Faerholme.”

      She nodded to him. “My Lord Jakalain, you cannot free me because you do not have the right to own me in the first place. I will not accept your manumission because if I did, I would also accept your right to own me.”

      “Then you are damned whether I do, or do not.”

      “But this matter is not about me, lord, nor about Gally, it is about all the slaves in Esternes.”

      “I cannot free them all.”

      “That is correct, because no slave owner had the right in the beginning.”

      Lord Jakalain frowned. “Then what do you expect me to do?”

      Kantees’ mind raced for a moment and pieces of ideas she had had since she ran away coalesced in her mind, then she smiled. “Give every slave in Jakalain the right to declare themselves free, if that’s what they want.”

      There was silence around the room and then Yenteel burst out laughing. “That, Kantees, is the cleverest thing I have ever heard.” There were confused looks on almost every other face. Yenteel looked very smug but this time Kantees didn’t mind and let him have the moment. “On the one hand, my lord, it may encourage the owners to treat their slaves better. At a single stroke you destroy the trade because who will buy a slave if they might decide to free themselves. Where there is no demand, there is no business. And, of course, it will spread to the other places in time.”

      “But if I declare such a law, those who bought slaves will lose money,” said Lord Jakalain.

      “How many years does it take for a slave to recover the money spent on him or her?” said Kantees. “Five? Ten? You can offer to compensate the owners in proportion to the years the slave has been owned.”

      “But that might empty my coffers.”

      “Consider it the price you must pay for being a good and decent human being, my lord. Besides, you won’t have to pay anything for losing me and Gally—in fact, none for any of the slaves you own.”

      Lord Jakalain pushed the papers away from him and sighed. “I hope there is nothing else you want? The hand of my son in marriage plus half my realm, perhaps?”

      Daybian looked hopeful. Kantees laughed quietly. “No, my lord, I do not want half your kingdom, nor your son’s hand in marriage.” She stood up. “I believe I have achieved all that I wanted. At least, for now.”

      

      
        
        ~ The End ~
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      If you enjoyed BATTLE DRAGON, why not write a review on the site you bought it at, or on Goodreads (even both).

      

      That’s the end of this tale of Kantees and the Zirichasa, but you can read about Lord Corlain’s mad daughter (taupress.com/elona).
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